


I n t r o d u c t i o n

A Taste of the Orient pays homage 
to the scholars and collectors of Aix-en-Provence and its surrounding area 

who, from the time of Nicolas Fabri de Peiresc during the reign of Louis 
XIII to Arsène Roux in Morocco at the beginning of the 20th century, have 

tried to understand the societies and the history of the Mediterranean 
world, through objects and through the nature of the very different 

languages spoken in this huge area.

These scholars, like Peiresc and Fauris de Saint-Vincens in Aix-en-
Provence, accumulated archaeological and cultural objects and 

documents from the Mediterranean Basin, to understand the world from 
these fragments that constituted the collections that fuelled their studies. 

The network of scholars, from the Renaissance Humanist Guillaume 
Postel in Paris, who introduced Arabic to the Collège royal (Royal College) 

beside Latin, Greek and Hebrew, to the famous Orientalist Silvestre de 
Sacy in the 19th century, contributed to the publication of dictionaries, 

translations and catalogues of manuscripts, coins, medals and antiques. 
Auguste Pécoul, who was particularly generous to the museums and the 
library in Aix-en-Provence, belonged to this group of erudite, “sedentary” 

scholars. 

Others, on the other hand, enjoyed the experience of travel, such as the 
botanist Joseph Pitton de Tournefort, the great Provence Orientalist, or 

Doctor Clot-Bey, or the architect Pascal Coste. They produced bodies of 
knowledge in the form of works about linguistics or science, notebooks 

about their travels, or plates of drawings suitable for the widest 
distribution. Their knowledge was acquired through experience in the field.

All of them have passed a scientific heritage on to us, and entrusted us 
with collections that, throughout their history, give us a representation of 

the landscapes, peoples and cultures of the Mediterranean. These 
significant objects certainly bring this Orient closer to us, and remain 

accessible to be seen in our museums and libraries.

It is to make this re-discovery that the exhibition welcomes you. The 
displays invite you to find out how a scholarly discipline like Orientalism 
arose from the 17th century onwards, and what the specific contribution 

was made by the Orientalists of Provence, whose historical identity is 
closely linked to the Mediterranean.
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 T h e  E x h i b i t i o n  D i s p l a y s  

 

                       1.  The Orientalism of the 
Scholars (17 th-18th centuries)

In the 17th century, the Collège royal welcomed the Maronites (Christians 
from the Middle East) to translate the fundamental texts of the Eastern 
Church, written mostly in the Syriac language and in Arabic, and make 

them accessible to those in the West. The first “Orientalist” scholars were 
interested in the Graeco-Roman heritage as much as in the Biblical texts 

written in Oriental languages. 

The Royal Library in Paris was enriched with manuscripts from the 
civilisations of the Mediterranean area : the scholars wrote notes and 

compiled grammars and dictionaries. The linguists also worked for 
patrons like Fouquet or Mazarin, who were building up collections of  

books, manuscripts, objets d'art and antiques.

The French monarchy was interested in Oriental Christianity for political 
reasons, with the aim of extending its “protection” to the Christian 

minorities of the Ottoman Empire. The Aix scholar François Gallaup de 
Chasteuil, who had become a hermit on Mount Lebanon, is a good 

illustration of this attempt by the West to establish itself in the Orient 
under the pretext of the “same religious identity”.

Curiosity about archaeological objects with inscriptions from the 
Mediterranean world was shared in the 17th century by Peiresc, who 

requested objects with inscriptions from his correspondents in the Levant. 
Fauris de Saint-Vincens from Aix is known to have received in his 

collection fragments from the extraordinary collection made by Peiresc.

It was another inhabitant from Aix, Pitton de Tournefort, a professor of  
botany from the Jardin royal des plantes (Royal Botanical Gardens) in 

Paris, who made a collection of more than 700 Mediterranean plants 
during his time in the Levant. Peiresc had already obtained specimens 

from the Ottoman Empire for his gardens at Belgentier (in the Department 
of  the Var).

 
The École des jeunes de langues (Young People's Language School) 

founded by Colbert in 1669, at the request of the Marseille Chamber of 
Commerce, established a link between the scholarly knowledge of 

languages in the Mediterranean area and their use to the benefit of  
diplomacy, commerce and French merchants in the Levant. There young 
people were taught Arabic, Turkish and Persian, before being sent to the 

French Embassy in Constantinople for a career as a dragoman or 
interpreter. Jean-Michel Venture de Paradis, from Marseille, who was one 

of these “jeunes de langues” (students at the Language School),  
developed a new approach to the territories and peoples in the 

Mediterranean Basin, thanks to his experience here.

 
Not to be missed: 

 ■  The Stela of Berenike 
(1st century BC), one of the 
only objects with inscriptions 
from the ancient city now 
known as Benghazi (Libya), 
brought back by the “King's 
Royal Antiquarian”, an 
inhabitant of Marseille, in 
the 17th century, for a 
collector from Aix

 ■ The Bible Polyglotte de 
Paris (Paris Polyglot Bible) 
(1645) in seven languages, 
in which Peiresc 
participated

■ The Histoire des guerres 
maritimes des Ottomans 
(History of the Ottomans' 
Maritime Wars), one of the 
first books printed in Turkey, 
a “Turkish  incunabulum”, in 
1729, with magnificent 
maps of the Mediterranean 
Basin
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                            The Orientalism of the 
Scholars (continued) 

Nicolas Fabri de Peiresc  (Belgentier, 1580 - Aix-en-Provence, 1637), 
nicknamed the Prince of the Republic  on the Arts , forerunner of Oriental 

Studies, but also numismatist, archaeologist, zoologist, astronomer, 
botanist, geographer, historian, etc.

François Gallaup de Chasteuil (Aix-en-Provence, 1588 – Mount 
Lebanon, 1644), scholar of ancient languages, who became a hermit on 

Mount Lebanon with the Maronites

Joseph Pitton de Tournefort  (Aix-en-Provence, 1656 – Paris, 1708), 
doctor, botanist, professor of botany at the Jardin royal des Plantes in 

Paris, travelled for two years in the Orient and brought back more than 
eight hundred plant specimens.

Claude Sicard  (Aubagne, 1676 – Cairo, 1726), Superior of the Jesuit 
Mission in Egypt, undertook the first scientific exploration of Ancient 

Egypt.

Jules-François-Paul Fauris de Saint-Vincens  (Aix-en-Provence, 1718 – 
ibid., 1798) and his son Alexandre-Jules-Antoine (Aix-en-Provence, 1750 

– ibid., 1819), magistrates, historians and numismatists, collectors of 
antiques, inscriptions and sculptures from the Middle East

Jean-Michel Venture de Paradis  (Marseille, 1739 – Palestine, 1799), 
trained at the École des jeunes de langues, interpreter in the Orient in 

consular posts, accompanied Baron Tott on a mission to inspect the Ports 
of the Levant. He was the first to be interested in the Berber language, 

and because of his extensive knowledge of the area he was included in 
the expedition to Egypt, during which he died. He was instrumental in the 

founding of the École des langues orientales (School of Oriental 
Languages)

Pierre-Amédée Jaubert  (Aix-en-Provence, 1779 – Paris, 1847), 
Bonaparte's principal interpreter during the Egyptian Expedition, professor 

at the École des langues orientales (School of Oriental Languages); sent 
on a diplomatic mission to Persia. He published important Orientalist 

works, including a grammar of Turkish.

 Not to be missed: 

■ Tournefort's Relation d'un 
voyage du Levant (Account 
of a Journey to the Levant), 
1717, with coloured plates of 
plants, animals and 
landscapes taken from life 
during his journey

 ■ The decorated “rondache” 
(round shield) with an 
inscription (Ottoman Empire, 
16th century), from the 
collection of Fauris de Saint-
Vincens. Very few similar 
models have survived

 ■ One of the gigantic 
volumes of the Description 
de l'Égypte (Description of 
Egypt), the largest book ever 
printed in French – a 
typographical and scientific 
monument published after 
Bonaparte's expedition to 
Egypt
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             2. Interest in the Orient in the 
South of France in the 19 th century

 

Interest in the Muslim Orient developed in Europe at the end of the 18th 

century, and more especially during the first third of the 19th century. It lent  
a particular colour to the Romantic movement and was part of the 

European “Oriental Renaissance” movement. Evidence of this includes 
the publication of Goethe's “West-Eastern Divan” and Victor Hugo's “Les 

Orientales” poems, as well as the founding in 1822 in Paris of the Société 
asiatique (Asiatic Society), which brought together scholars interested “in 
the history, philosophy, sciences, literature and languages of the Oriental 

peoples”.

The history of Orientalism in France during the second half of the 19th 

century is marked by the stifling personality of Ernest Renan, who had 
submitted a thesis on the Muslim philosopher Averroès and who took part  

in the re-discovery of sites of the Phoenican civilisation.

For those in the South of France, the Orient took on a particular  
significance through its relative closeness and the constant contacts and 

exchanges. Romantic southern Orientalism was also reinforced by an 
imaginary Mediaeval world, a reminder of the former Muslim presence in 

the Province of Narbonne and in the Massif des Maures, elements that 
made up a regional approach in contrast to Parisian centralisation. 

Auguste Pécoul (Draveil, 1837 – Lausanne, 1916), archivist-
palaeographer, diplomat, a collector who gave his whole collection to the 
Méjanes Library, and who founded the Oriental Collection of that library. 

He also offered a large number of objects to the Granet Museum.

 Not to be missed:  

 ■ A 15m-long Torah 

 ■ One of the first 
printed copies of the 
Koran 

 ■ An Ethiopian 
manuscript of the 
Psalms
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                   The uses of the Koranic text: 
exegesis, law and magical practices

Knowledge of the Koran in the West 
Thanks to their travels and their contacts, Europeans acquired manuscripts of 

the Koran. In the 17th century, their efforts were especially focussed on 
translating the Koran. At the same time, attempts to edit the Arabic version of 

the Koran began right at the end of the 17th century. 

Koranic sciences
The major science of studying the Koran is its exegesis : the explanations of 

Arab linguistics (the meaning of words, grammatical construction) play a 
essential role, as does the oral tradition. The importance of exegesis is not so 

much directly in itself as in the usage that the Ulamâ (legal scholars) make of it  
when establishing points of Islamic law. 

The Sunnah , or the prophetic traditions
The accumulation of traditions linked to the life of the Prophet Mohammed took 
place progressively, necessitating extensive investigation of the evidence. The 

implementation posed two series of questions. Concerning stories (ahadîth) 
reported by all sorts of people, at different times, the first enquiry looked at the 

reliability of the evidence and thus of those who provided it. Tradition had 
addressed this point, and had tried to classify the ahadîth according to their 

reliability or credibility. The most reliable were classified as “authentic”, those 
less reliable as “weak” or even “apocryphal” .

Religious obligations or Muslim law (fiqh )
 The expression “Muslim law” can seem restrictive to a European mind. It is 

better to talk about religious obligations which extend to the different areas of life 
in society. Called fiqh, this subject is detailed in works made up of part of the 

Koran, and of the Sunnah, but also including reasoning and consensus amongst 
learned men. Works on fiqh are generally divided into two parts : one concerning 
the obligations of Muslim worship (prayer, washing, fasting, alms, pilgrimage etc) 

and the other concerning “exchanges”, including all the aspects of commerce , 
food or family status (marriage, parent/child relationships, divorce, inheritance).

Magical practices and divination
Manuscripts and objects connected with the theory or practice of magic and 

divination attracted the interest of “Orientalists” very early on.
For every Muslim, magic, in a general sense, represents a reality attested by 
Koranic revelation. The heritage of Hellenistic antiquity, divination and magic 

through astrology, as well as the use of alchemy, have been practised from the 
Islamic period up to the present day.

 Not to be missed: 

 ■ A 16th-century 
illuminated Persian copy 
of the Koran 

 ■ Arab magic squares

 ■ The inscribed tile from 
Natanz, with beautiful 
animal decoration, Iran, 
14th century
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3. Languages and cultural identities

The discovery of manuscripts from the Oriental world and the route taken 
by a number of them to the European capitals was instrumental in 

advancing studies of the Islamic world. They were best served by the 
emergence of specialised institutions, like the École des langues 

orientales where Silvestre de Sacy, Venture de Paradis and Garcin de 
Tassy were students and later taught. Studying Arabic, Persian or 

Ottoman Turkish was the essential prerequisite to understanding and 
analysing Humanities in the Islamic world, or studying literature, religious,  
legal or historical texts. Every “Orientalist” started off by being a linguist or 

a philologist.

Certain scholars, like Silvestre de Sacy or Garcin de Tassy, remained 
“indoor scholars”, and published a body of indispensable reports. Others,  
like Venture de Paradis and Arsène Roux, initially learned the languages 

academically, then their experience on the other side of the 
Mediterranean, whether in diplomacy or teaching, enabled them to carry 

out particularly innovative work. They listened, made and compared 
notes, and then created new bodies of knowledge, and showed a 

particular interest in popular culture and oral literature, largely absent from 
the classical academic traditions.

One hundred years apart, Garcin de Tassy and Arsène Roux were two 
scholars who created new methods of studying the essential material that 

constituted language in order to understand a society.

Joseph-Héliodore Garcin de Tassy  (Marseille, 1794 – Paris, 1878), the 
first and the most famous of French specialists in Muslim India and Urdu 

and Hindu literature, who, however, never travelled in India!

Arsène Roux  (Rochegude, 1893 – Bayonne, 1971), Professor at the 
Collège d'Azrou in Morocco, qualified in the Berber language, renewed 

Berber studies through carrying out fieldwork and consulting a network of 
informers. His archives are preserved in the Maison méditerranéenne des 
sciences de l'homme (Mediterranean Human Sciences Centre) in Aix-en-

Provence.

 Not to be missed: 

 ■  A manuscript hand-
written by Garcin de 
Tassy  

 ■  Arsène Roux's 
working materials
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                    4. The Europeans in Egypt in 
the 19 th century

The end of the 18th century saw the dawn of an intense interest in  
Egypt, which grew with Bonaparte's Egyptian campaign, and the 

publication of the Description de l'Égypte in Europe, revealing Egypt  
as a country with a sumptuous heritage. One man pushed Egypt  

towards the modern day : Mehmet Ali (1769-1849). 

A skilled politician and a clever diplomat, he used popular opposition to 
seize power and consolidate his position in the face of Ottoman power.  

Created Viceroy of Egypt in 1805, and unchallenged master of the 
country from 1811, he launched a great programme of reforms and 

brought in European technicians.

Egypt then saw a phase of demographic expansion, became 
westernised, industrialised, and armed. The country embarked upon 
large civil engineering projects, opened quarries, and saw the Suez 
Canal open in 1869. French influence grew considerably in several  

key sectors: the army, public works and health. 

Antoine Barthélémy Clot, called Clot Bey (Grenoble, 1793 – Marseille, 
1868), surgeon, founder of a Medical School in Egypt, made a career in 

the service of Mehmet Ali; collector of Egyptian antiquities, today given to 
the Louvre Museum and the Musée d'archéologie méditerranéenne de 

Marseille (Marseille Museum of Mediterranean Archaeology).

 Gastinel Pacha  (Draguignan, 1811 – 1899), pharmacist, carried out 
research into improving the quality of Egyptian agricultural yields.

Félicien David  (Cadenet, 1810, Saint-Germain-en-Laye, 1876), 
composer, Saint-Simonian, travelled to Egypt and was one of the first to 

introduce into music characteristic melodic elements taken from the 
classical music tradition of the Orient.

 Not to be missed:  

 ■ A Mameluk basin from 
the 14th century in 
engraved brass, encrusted 
with gold and silver 

 ■ Clot Bey's ceremonial 
robes 

 ■ Orientalist compositions 
by Félicien David (Le 
désert, Lalla-Roukh, to 
listen to)
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5. The scientific missions of the 19 th 

century : artists and travellers

Following the Expedition to Egypt (1798-1801) and the creation of the 
Société de géographie (French Geographical Society) (1821), 

scientific expeditions were organised, such as that of Hommaire de 
Hell, accompanied by the young Jules Laurens as artist, to discover 
the origins of the Black Sea, the Aral Sea and the Caspian Sea. The 

objectives of these missions were not only scientific, but also political,  
since they were intended to collect information for France about the 

political and social situation in the Ottoman and Persian empires.

The position of travelling artists like Pascal Coste or Jules Laurens is 
complex. Several elements characterised their approach : a concern to 

study the architecture to be able to write about its history ; an 
attachment to the picturesque inherited from the missions of Baron 

Taylor (1789-1879) in France, Egypt, the Sinai (with the painter  
Dauzats), Palestine, Syria and Lebanon, and an interest in colour and 

its impact. This position was increased by the desire to discover 
landscapes and towns which they wanted to bring to life through 

drawing from life.

Pascal Coste  (Marseille, 1787 – ibid., 1879), architect, lived in Egypt 
for ten years, where he worked at various jobs (factory, digging a 

canal, religious buildings etc); he travelled in Persia where he reported 
on monuments that have now disappeared, and also took part in the 

renovation of Marseille (the Palais de la Bourse)

Jules Laurens (Carpentras, 1825 – Saint-Didier, 1901), Orientalist 
painter who accompanied Xavier Hommaire de Hell on a scientific 

mission to Turkey and Persia, and brought back numerous drawings

Not to be missed: 

 ■ Pascal Coste's 
architectural drawings of 
Cairo

 ■ The large volume of 
Monuments de la Perse 
(Monuments of Persia) 
by Pascal Coste

■ Monumental painting of 
the Danseuse au 
tambourin (Dancer with a 
Tambourine), given by 
the Shah of Persia to 
Jules Laurens
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C o n c l u s i o n  

Orientalism, 
the history of taste and humanities (19 th-

20th centuries)

Orientalism as a movement that inspired the decorative arts, literature 
and music, was part of the eclecticism of the end of the 19th century.  

Knowledge provided sources for artists and other creative people, who 
found there new ornamental ideas, as well as technical ways of  

producing their work. This was particularly the case for the ceramicist  
Théodore Deck, several of whose works are preserved in the 

museums of Marseille, and who was interested as much in the 
ceramic techniques developed in the workshops of the Islamic world 

as the shapes and décors of objects from the Mediterranean area. 

In the field of painting, the painter Eugène Delacroix also used eclectic  
historical and literary sources. His journey in 1832 to Morocco made 
him a travelling artist and collector of objets d'art or objects from the 

ethnography of the contemporary Mediterranean world, and he re-
used these later in his Orientalist compositions. It was the same with 

the Portrait de Loubon en oriental (Portrait of Loubon in Oriental dress) 
by Honoré Boze. The creation of the Société des artistes orientalistes 

(Society of Orientalist Artists) in 1893 marked a turning point in the 
history of academic painting.

Now, at the beginning of the 21st century, the development of the 
humanities and the ease of exchange of information, and sometimes 

also travelling, in the Euro-Mediterranean area has led to a re-
evaluation of the cultural and artistic value of the Mediterranean 

collections. The family attachment to a particular region in this vast  
catchment area, and the increased mobility of individuals, have 
marked a number of life stories since the second half of the 19th 

century, for a large part of the populations of Europe and the 
Mediterranean, who now live in the South of France.

Thus the Mediterranean heritage in the libraries and museums of our 
region merits a larger audience. It seems very necessary to find new 

ways of using this heritage in order to structure our memories and the 
diversity of cultural identities present in our societies today.
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E x h i b i t i o n  t e a m  

Scientific Curators

Aurélie Bosc and Mireille Jacotin

Exhibition designer
Sonia Dalle

Catalogue

Directed by 
Aurélie Bosc and Mireille Jacotin 

with the participation 
of thirty-six specialists

Published by Silvana Editoriale
 296 pages,170 illustrations

€35
On sale at the exhibition and in bookshops
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U s e f u l  i n f o r m a t i o n

 

 

 

Visits 

Guided visits  
English and Spanish spoken 
upon request  (afternoons)
Tuesday, Thursday (in English) , 
Friday, Saturday at 5.30pm
Wednesday at 7.30pm
Free admission

Group Visits
on request 
contact +33 (0)4 42 91 98 88

Locations and times

Cité du Livre – 
Bibliothèque Méjanes
8/10 rue des Allumettes
13098 Aix-en-Provence CEDEX 2
+33 (0)4 42 91 98 88 

From 22 June to 15 September 2013
Tuesday-Saturday, 10.00am-7.00pm
Late opening Wednesday 10.00am-
9.00pm
Free admission

Exhibition extras

 Virtual exhibition, programme of 
storytelling, calligraphy, lectures etc.

For further details, see:
 
 http://goutdelorient.citedulivre-
aix.com

Special openings

 
with the exhibition curators 
Sunday 23 June and Sunday 15 
September from 10.00am to 6.00pm

Late opening Saturday 14 September 
until 9.00pm

Contact
 

Aurélie BOSC, Curator
boscau@mairie-aixenprovence.fr

+33 (0)4 42 91 98 61 

Follow GR 2013 hiking trail signs


