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The Bardo Museum – Tunisia 

 

“Mouseîon”- place dedicated to the Muses, divinities of the arts. 
 

The term was initially employed by Ptolemy I Soter in 280 BC to designate the 
institute of Philosophy and Research at Alexandria, Egypt, which against all odds, appears to 
be the first museum created in the world. The Mediterranean Sea has been the cradle of 
several civilizations that played a major role in history and has therefore offered treasures 
that are nowadays displayed in the biggest museums around the world, including the 
Mediterranean Sea area. Those international museums of the ancient world that represent 
the history of mankind appear to have a double mission, nationally and internationally.  

How can such museums be a place for common sense-building and contribute to historical 
storytelling? How can they accurately represent the multiculturality of their countries; How 
can they have a universal museum status while addressing mankind as a whole as well as 
answering and addressing local concerns and expectations?  

In this research paper, we will focus on the case of the National Museum of Tunisia, The 
Bardo museum, a scientifical museum that seems to be trapped in this “double-mission” 
problematic:  

The museum of Bardo reflects a national cultural identity that is part of universal and 
Mediterranean history, located in a country where the majority of its society mystifies its 
past: What are the challenges and stakes for a museum in such a position? How to address 
the local society accurately to enhance its members’ identification to the displayed 
history?   

We will start by presenting the museum with its history, collections and current situation; 
continue with a critical analysis in terms of mission, space and communication; and finally 
focus on the challenges of a museum located in North Africa, how it coped with the crises 
and most precisely the 2015 terrorist attacks.  

The information communicated throughout the paper was gathered from several sources 
available in the bibliography as well as two interviews with the Historian, Professor 
Abdelmajid Ennabli, and an interview with Fatma Naït Yghil, director of the museum. 
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Due to its geography, history, culture and society, Tunisia is an open sky museum that 
has welcomed several civilizations throughout history. The national museum of Bardo is 
located in the capital, Tunis, in a neighbourhood called Bardo. The name “Bardo” comes 
from the Spanish “Prado – garden” as it is said that the city was designed to reflect princely 
domiciles from Muslim Andalusia. The city was built by the Hafside dynasty in the 15th 
century and became a political, intellectual and religious centre after the arrival of the 
Husseinite Beys in the 18th century; it is a symbol of the Bey dynasties’ ruling from the 18th 
to the 20th century with the abolition of the monarchy.  

Ali Pacha, the second ruler of the dynasty, builds a first palace that can be accessed with 
majestic stairs circled by marbled lions. Hussein Bey builds the “Small Palace” in the 19th 
century with a Moorish-Andalusian style (Hafside) (See Annexes 1 and 2). M’hammed Bey, 
two decades after him, adds an Italian style harem named Qsar Al-Badiil. The two palaces, 
shaped by different architectural styles reflecting the numerous influences the country has 
been impacted by, were the principal Beycal residencies until 1879 when Sadok Bey decides 
to move to a neighbour palace, Qsar Saïd. 

The palatial complex was reconverted into a museum of national antiques in 1885 following 
the implementation of the rules of 1876 concerning the collection of archaeological objects. 
Mainly targeting Mustapha Kahznadar’s private collections that were fraudulently acquired, 
the rules aimed for the protection and conservation of cultural heritage in the country.  

Inaugurated in 1888 under the French protectorate, the old Alaoui museum becomes the 
National Museum of Bardo after the independence of the country in 1956. It is the second 
biggest and most important museum in Africa after the National Museum of Cairo, Egypt, as 
well as the first official museum in Tunisia, having the largest collection of Roman mosaics in 
the world. Retracing the multicultural history of Tunisia through the Phoenician, Numidian, 
Roman, Christian and Arabo-Islamic periods, its archaeological, ethnological and historical 
collections were all found on the Tunisian ground thanks to its endless fertility. The museum 
is part of an archaeological tour including the biggest cultural sites such as Carthage, 
Dougga, Thuburbo Majus, the El Jem amphitheatre and Sbeitla. It acquires an international 
reputation with the richness of its collections, mostly the Roman-African mosaics.  

El Bardo slowly grows and expands its collections under the supervision of several antiques’ 
directors such as Paul Gaukler, head of services of antiques and arts [outstanding researcher 
who greatly contributed to the consolidation of scientifical archaeological research on the 
Tunisian ground such as Carthage and Uthina, the enactment of decrees on the classification 
of antiques …] who worked on the preservation of heritage institutions and the integration 
of Arabo-Islamic heritage in the museal collections of Bardo. 

Noticed for the diversity and the richness of its collections, it becomes a beautiful museum 
in the 20th century and is reshaped after the independence when the directors of the 
national institute of archaeology, Hassen Hosni Abdelwahab and Hachemi Sebei, create five 
departments retracing the history of the different civilizations: Prehistorical, Punic, Roman, 
Christian and Arabo-Muslim departments. A new generation of Tunisian researchers, 
ethnologists and archaeologists undertake a remarkable work for the museum, an institution 
that presents many characteristics of occidental museal frameworks even though it was 
created before the French occupation. It has, therefore, a centralized model with a 
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responsible body, model that was adopted by many other institutions that were created in 
the country after the inauguration of Bardo.   

Place of astonishment and diversity, the local population referred to it as “Dar el ajeb” or 
“House of wonder” as they were not aware of most of the national history and culture 
displayed in the collections of the museum, and as the French protectorate did not invest in 
their historical education.  As a result, the majority of the population still focuses on the 
latest events of the Tunisian and MENA history, more precisely traditions and arts of the 
current Muslim world.  

 

 The museum is nowadays organized in six departments including the five initial ones, 
to which a sixth department was added.  

Human habitation in North Africa occurred over one million years ago, from Acheulian times 
(ancient Paleolithic) to Neolithic times, the Capsian (from Capsa, current city of Gafsa) is 
represented in the Prehistorical department of the museum through his art depicting the 
early way of life. Items such as engravings, stone sculptures and decorated ostrich’s eggs can 
be found in vitrines in ground floor rooms. Prehistorical times in the area were ended by the 
arrival of Phoenician sailors in the 12th century before Christ, bringing along Writing. (See 
Annex 3) 

The western Phoenicians or Carthaginians were called the Punics and included inhabitants of 
its homeland, Ancient Carthage, as well as colonial inhabitants from Sicily, Sardinia, Malta, 
Ebusus or southern Hispania, areas that were under the power of Carthage at that time. This 
department is composed of four small rooms containing objects from sequential excavations 
on the Tunisian ground that occurred from the 19th century until today: The Baal Hammon, 
ceramics and steles’ rooms located on the ground floor as well as the treasury room on the 
first floor. (See Annex 4, 5 and 6) 

The Baal Hammon cult shelters a set of funerary steles discovered in several sanctuaries in 
the country. Essentially coming from graveyards, the displayed objects in the second and 
third rooms’ vitrines inform us about aspects of the Punic economy and daily life. The 
treasury room contains jewels dating from twelve different centuries retracing the history of 
the country. The Phenico-Punic jewels coming from the 7th century are the most diversified 
part, regrouping necklaces, rings, bracelets, earrings and cases from Carthage, Hadrumète 
and the Cap-Bon.  

After the three Punic wars that occurred in the third and second centuries before Christ, 
opposing the two main figures of power of the Mediterranean area, Carthage and Rome, the 
city of Carthage was stormed, seeing most of its population slaughtered resulting in the 
previous Carthaginian territories being taken over as the Roman province of Africa. The 
Roman department of the museum is, therefore, the most important and richest one 
comprising sculptures, ceramics, jewels and a great collection of mosaics testifying the 
evolution of Art in the country, as well as a coexistence of traditional practices attached to 
the Libyco-Punic past mixed with the official classical Roman influences mostly developed in 
the most Roman-occupied cities at that time. (See Annexes 7, 8, 9, 10, 11 and 12) 
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The most important Roman mosaics collection in the world depicts the social, economic, 
religious and cultural life of Roman Tunisia. A piece of mosaic illustrating Virgil and his muses 
writing the Eneide (See Annex 14) communicating cultural aspects, the Triumph of Neptune 
god of the seas and the four seasons (See Annex 13) telling mythological beliefs or the 
mosaic of Dominus Julius reflecting daily life and the explicit communication of the status 
and wealth of the owners that shaped social life back then, as well as many other 
masterpieces, have helped historians in writing one of the most important parts of history 
the western and oriental worlds have witnessed.   

Christianity starts spreading prematurely as Carthage’s geographical position implies 
exchanges with the nearby continents and particularly cities such as Alexandria or Antioche 
[Oronte in historical Syria and Antakya in current Turkey] that represented major centres of 
evangelization. North Africa becomes an essential point of the new faith’s diffusion in the 
second century after Christ and items such as sarcophagus, several mosaics or tiles that 
decorated basilisks’ walls and ceilings testify the vitality and dynamism of African 
Christianism. Biblical and symbolic messages can be found in the mosaics (See Annex 15) 
depicting themes related to the new religion such as Adam and Eve’s episode or funeral 
practices. The jewel of the department is an ancient baptistry adorned with mosaics (See 
Annex 16) was found in Kelibia, a city in the Cap Bon can be admired in one of the ground 
floor’s rooms. 

Three expeditions are necessary for the Arabs to conquer Tunisia, the final one occurred in 
670 AC after defeating both the Byzantine empire and local Berber tribes, and ends with the 
creation of the city of Kairouan and its great mosque. Contrarily to predecessors, the Arabs 
do not stop the exercise of their power to coastal and harbour cities but occupy inside 
territories as well leaving a great impact on the country’s dynamics. Mainly located on the 
ground floor and party on the first one in an ancient palace communicating with the antique 
museum, the Arabo-Muslim department is divided into two parts: The Muslim Middle age 
and the section of arts and popular traditions. Objects coming from excavations in the region 
of Kairouan in the sites of Rakkada and Sabra such as Fatimide glasswork dating from the 
11th century, ceramic fragments, astrolabes, Coran pages, calligraphy or cloth coming from 
pre-Islamic Egypt until the Abbasid period can be found in the middle-age section. In the 
second section, hammered copper objects, weapon collections, musical instruments, silver 
items, jewels, urban and rural clothes coming from several areas of the country are 
displayed or pottery that decorated local houses. Tiles collections and earthenware vases 
can also be found, originating from Tunisia, Minor Asia or Spain. (See Annexes 17 and 18) 

The first room is exclusive to the famous collection of the great mosque of Kairouan’s 
parchments that contain Koranic manuscripts from the 9th and 11tg centuries, including the 
blue parchment of the 10th century. The next room shelters the cloths adorned with Tiraz 
fragments, embroidered decorations and inscriptions that were found on sovereigns’ 
clothes, that were particularly important under the Abbasid and Fatimide periods, from 
which we can also find terra-cotta utensils, glass objects or lamps. A great collection of coins 
coming from minting workshops located in several Muslim countries of Orient and Occident 
dating from the 7th until the 15th centuries AC. 
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In 1907, two Greek sponge fishermen discovered the shipwreck of Mahdia, in the costs of 
Tunisia. Between 1907 and 1954, a series of underwater campaigns aimed to recover the 
lost items from which the greater part of sculptures was saved by the French archaeologist 
Alfred Merlin between 1907 and 1913, who was at that time the director of Antiquities 
under the French protectorate of Tunisia. The shipwreck is dated about the 80s before 
Christ, presumably sailing from the port of Athens, Piraeus, to Italy to carry Greek works of 
art for Roman purchasers. Many of the marble and bronze sculptures are remarkable items 
such as Agon (See Annex 19), representation of Eros, go of love and sex, [form of 
competition in arts or sports, the Aphrodite bust (See Annex 20) or the Dionysus Herma 
[sculpture with a head-on which male genitals may be carved, made to worship divinities 
and hard off harm or evil]. All the recovered objects can be found in the last department of 
the museum located on the first floor.  

With the current sanitary crisis and the evolution of the COVID 19 pandemic, the 
museum only counts an average of ten visitors per month, mainly residents. Data shows that 
the peak record of 600 000 visitors occurred in 2005, proving that the museum has been 
coping with many difficulties besides the COVID 19 crisis. On the one hand, the 2011 Arab 
Spring revolution that started in Tunisia and the 2015 terrorist attacks are main reasons for 
these struggles, as it has always been clear that the dynamism of Bardo is due to the interest 
of tourists and foreigners, with 94% tourists versus 6% Tunisians visiting the entity in 2004 
for instance (See Annex 21). The political events have, as a consequence, disrupted its 
activity as their occurrence created a sense of instability, insecurity and fear for foreigners 
that no longer visited the country. 2014 and 2010 have, therefore, become two reference 
indicators in terms of frequency of visits, where the museum was able between 2018 and 
2019 to attract the same number of visitors as in 2014, more precisely before the 2015 
attacks. As a consequence, 2019 will become a third reference for the museum.  

On the other hand, the lack of local visitors is mainly explained by the fact that the national 
population does not entirely reflect itself in what is displayed in the museum.  They, 
therefore, lack interest, curiosity and motivation to frequently visit it. Although it is a 
national museum, it is not entirely part of the identity of the population as it should be: the 
society has mystified and forgotten its past, as stated in our problematic.  

 

 

 The following critical analysis of the museum can be done to understand its current 
situation and challenges. Theoretical approaches of museum studies can be referred to 
study the status of such an international museum addressing local concerns, and the mission 
of a national museum reflecting national cultural identity while accompanying theoretical 
and practical approaches in museum studies.  

Georges Henri Rivière, French museologist, defines museology in 1981 as “an applied science 
of the museum, studying its history, role in society, specific forms of research and physical 
conservation, activities and dissemination, organization and functioning, new or musealized 
architecture, sites that have been received or chosen, its typology and its deontology.” A 
museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its development, 
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open to the public, which acquires, conserves, research communicates and exhibits the 
tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and its environment for education, study and 
enjoyment. Museums and heritage monuments have several functions that need to be 
optimized, improved and carefully studied; the acquisition of museological items, the 
research and conservation works, the inner and outer communication and the exhibition 
roles playing with curation, space, light and the items themselves. Finding an adequate way 
to present an object and communicate the bearing information through guided 
presentations (lectures or tours), individual audio-guided tours, labelling of spaces and 
exhibits, media resources or information areas.  

Starting with the general mission including universal and national roles in society, the 
overall aims of a museum are to protect heritage works while enriching and broadcasting 
their attributes through cultural policies that are adapted to relevant needs and wants. 
Museal institutions have, therefore, as the main mission, the conservation of well-known 
collections bearing a public interest, aligning with public functions and services. 
Guaranteeing equal and wide access for the largest public scope to education and culture; as 
André Malraux stated, “"le rôle des musées, dans notre relation avec les œuvres d'art est si 
grand, que nous avons peine à penser qu'il n'en existe pas, qu'il n'en exista jamais." – “The 
museums’ role, in our relationship with artworks is so great, that we find its inexistence hard 
to imagine”.  

Through its collections, its name or its functions, the museum of Bardo has always 
participated in an inseparable national and international discourse, complementing each 
other thanks to the presence of a Mediterranean or universal culture in the history displayed 
and told between those walls. The three millennials of history that are represented through 
the different departments and cultures, allow a true immersion in daily activities, morals, 
hobbies, social life, economic activities or religious beliefs. Tackling universal themes linked 
to history that reflect, beyond human dimensions, the diversity of the local population’s 
roots and the features of today’s Tunisian culture. Depicting the special identity of the 
Tunisian, born from each culture’s sediments, that evolved and merged throughout time.  

Bardo, however, seems to be facing many challenges in its double role of national and 
universal museum. First of all, even though it is qualified as the national museum of the 
country, many details and parts of history linking the six main departments have been 
omitted in the storytelling of the evolution of Tunisia, it does not reflect the integrality of the 
history. [which are omitted] The Arabo-Muslim department, for instance, seems to be very 
incomplete as most of the collections retracing that part of history in the area of North 
Africa can be found in other greater museums in the world, in countries that have wider 
collections. The Tunisian Institute of culture seems to face difficulties in claiming the original 
Tunisian collections.  

Another difficulty faced by Bardo is that there is no real museal tradition in Tunisia. There 
were no museums created since independence in 1956 for instance, all of them were mainly 
products of the French protectorate following the laws of conservation of heritage slowly 
implemented. Since the end of the French occupation, governments have mainly been 
concerned with the current political climate, neglecting cultural and education aspects, 
particularly since the coup d’état of 1987 and the 2011 Arab spring revolution. Causing a lack 
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of interest from citizens that were not educated about their history and culture, as the 
knowledge is not properly taught in schools. No awareness is spread, and it is consequently 
difficult to find a Tunisian that frequently visits museums in the country: Bardo has been 
seeing a ratio of 91% tourists against 9% residents in 2006. Cultural decisions are nowadays 
taken by the minister of Tourism, not the minister of culture, as their main aim is to attract 
tourism that has been a strong basis of the economy in the past 80 years, instead of 
promoting local culture to citizens. The daily life and routine of Tunisian museums is, 
therefore, a problem today and the priority is to implement strategies to transform 
museums into real cultural entities that can exert their didactic and historical roles to the 
local population. Create necessary conditions so that the Muslim world’s audience of North 
Africa finds a way to reconnect with its heritage, tangible and intangible.  

 

Thus, was born the renovation project of the Museum of Bardo that occurred from 
2009 to 2012, aiming to place the museum as the first well-functioning museal entity in the 
country, a major pole of cultural development. The notion of space management will then 
be tackled in this part. (See Annexes 22, 23 and 24)  

Modern museography displays create new standards of space and communication with the 
audience. With ample spaces adapted to the dimensions of artworks and heritage, materials 
of neutral colour in order not to create chromatic contrasts with the exposed pieces, white 
or pale walls, diffuse light and point-shaped light on the works, uniform floor-covering, an 
absence of decorative elements, mosaics and items explicitly displayed for the eye of the 
observer, sculptures placed on plinths in strategic places of the room allowing observation 
from multiple points of views and the establishments of rooms and guided circuits to 
discover the ongoing exhibitions. The museum of Bardo, through its renovations, adopted all 
the following modern features of museum exhibition and conceptualization and has also 
worked on the marriage of the displayed heritage and objects with the authentic and 
historical buildings that shelter all the items, as the palaces are part of the conserved 
heritage as well. Choosing, for instance, to place all the Arabo-Muslim departments in the 
Moorish palace where ceilings, tiles, patios and authentic architecture can be admired. As 
well as creating an exclusive room for Roman sculptures or a labyrinth of discoveries of the 
mosaics, the strength of the museum. Thanks to Professor Taher Ghalia, the museum’s 
curator, Bardo went through a great project of renovation and extension to attract more 
local audiences and to reorganize rooms to create a chronological and didactic cursus. 
Resulting from a collaboration with the world bank, with a reasonable budget of 10 million 
euros (a fifth of the usual budgets required), along with perfect coordination between the 
Parisian office Codou-Hindley and the associate architect Amira Nouira, the scientifical 
project as part of a global strategy for the development of cultural tourism is elaborated. A 
new era of transition is born where the museum is constantly reshaped to become the 
showcase of Tunisian Heritage.  

Highlighting the collections by reorganizing and expanding spaces along with the use of 
modern exhibition methods adapted to the audience’s tastes transformed the museum into 
an attractive, appealing and didactic cultural place where any visitor, irrespective of the 
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intellectual level of age, will better appreciate, understand thus reconnect with the 
displayed artworks.  

The new Bardo program had, therefore, the following three objectives; a direct connection 
with the items presented with shows, temporary and permanent exhibitions; An analytical 
approach of artworks with conferences, public debates, meeting with scientific and technic 
personnel; An effective practice with workshops and seminaries.  

However, the recent political and health-crisis issues have retrained the didactic potential of 
the new museum since its reopening, leading to the current situation where the museum is 
always nearly empty. Despite the renovation works and energy devoted, space still presents 
several limits as its labyrinthian shape presents advantages and disadvantages. The circuits 
designed is far more interesting, fun and meaningful at the chronological path chosen is 
more understandable, yet the trajectory can be tiring after a while, as the entity does not 
present any resting areas, spaces or benches and the café/restaurant is poorly highlighted or 
managed. Research shows that the level of interest diminishes with fatigue, the maximal 
attention occurs in the first 30 minutes of the visit, yet the ground floor is the most difficult 
part to visit. The quality of services reduces the level of frustration and discomfort, allowing 
the visitor to better appreciate the exhibited pieces. 

Some transitions in history can sometimes not be understood well as different eras are not 
enough highlighted. Certain departments, such as the Mahdia excavations department, are 
not harmoniously and effectively displayed as we can observe lost empty parts of the rooms 
giving an impression of non-interaction of the objects with the museum itself and with the 
audience. It is the case as well for the masterpiece and most well-known item of the 
museum, Virgil and his muses, that is placed at the end of the visit on the first floor 
surrounded by a red frame disconnected from the whole path. This poor promotion of the 
last steps of the journey leading to the ending stairs embed a full immersion and leaves the 
visitor on an empty note: the core part of the journey is truly overwhelming, namely, the 
Roman department, whereas the ending is emptier and dismantled.  

The renovation project has been designed for touristic purposes, as the curators and 
direction have decided to create an easy access space by eliminating most of the small 
objects including a great part of the prehistorical department that is held in reserves, and 
keep the biggest items in the rooms, mainly the majestic mosaics that are aesthetically 
appealing. This raises the problem of the touristic promotion of cultural entities that fail to 
reach the local population and truly bear their didactic roles.  

The didactic attempts are not efficient, effective nor clear enough as most of the objects in 
the collections do not have detailed labels retracing the role or affiliation to the part of 
history displayed. A considerable work should be done in the elaboration of a plan, better 
communication of the time eras or the details in the story intended to be done and 
communicated, either with an app or with paper. A better effort in the organization of 
events, conferences, lessons or shows should be done as the renovation objectives 
intended. The museum, seven years after its reopening, is far from a major place of cultural 
identity and is still failing in the reconnection with its local population. Initially built for an 
elite of visitors and not for big crowds, it still needs a restructuring scheme with the 
elaboration of cultural, touristic and educative poles. 
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 The third element of museology concerns the ongoing, past and future research 
works and form of conservation in a museum. We can identify the beginning of an activity 
in anthropological and archaeological works, shifting research towards prehistorical times in 
the 20th century.  

The National Museum of Bardo is a scientifical museum that bears its role in the work of a 
team composed of searchers and scientists that are specialized in the conservation and 
management of every department. They are supervised by a director, Miss Fatma Naït Yghil, 
that is responsible for the conservation of the Roman Department. All members of the staff 
are searchers, doctorands or conservators specialized in heritage studies divided in three 
teams: The everyday management of collections, The inventory team that is responsible for 
reserves’ management and conservation using the museum’s Data Base “Virgil”, and the 
Cultural mediation team. Bardo is, therefore, a place for research and information, 
welcoming nationals and internationals to study its objects and items protected. It also has a 
didactic role by offering internship programs to students, training them and ensuring a 
proper transmission of knowledge. A scientific library is also available for students or 
professionals, bearing thousands of scientific books that are mainly dedicated to INP 
searchers.  

The conservation workd started in 1998 and the current laboratories mainly focus on two 
elements, mosaics and sculptures. A third laboratory located 300 meters from the museum 
in the Qsar Saïd palace takes care of ceramics, bronze and wooden objects. All these wings 
work collaboratively under the supervision of the National Institute of Heritage and the 
Ministry of Cultural Affairs. The creation of such Heritage professions allows a specialization 
and vitality of cultural institutions in the country.   

Another project the museum has been working on, that was initiated in 2009, is the Louvre-
Bardo initiative. A partnership between the INP (National institute of heritage) of Tunisia and 
the Louvre Museum that restarted after the 2015 attacks. The agreement is formulated in 
three main points, the creation of a restoration workshop within the museum, visible to the 
public; the implementation of a sculptures’ restoration training, as the profession was still 
not existing in the country; and a Yard-school where young Tunisians, under the patronage 
of Louvre experts, learn how to restore the sculptures coming from the archaeological site of 
Bulla Regia in the north-west of the country. The museum has, for the first time, the 
privilege to work with patrons.  

Even though the partnership aims for an upgrading of the Tunisian heritage and the 
museum’s collections, these initiatives are still insufficient according to certain experts. In 
effect, Houcine Jaïdi, professor of ancient History in the University of Tunis, urges to 
preserve the dignity and identity of the museum, criticizing many aspects that were covered 
previously such as the lack of air-conditioning, poor working hours, gift and souvenir shops 
with poor content, questionable hangings or a lack of adequate guides for adults and 
children. He principally blames the museum’s direction that, in his word, “paralyses the 
museum” as it is simultaneously managed by the INP, responsible for the collection’s 
management, and the AMVPPC (Agency for the development of Heritage and Culture), in 
charge of visitor’s welcome including the entrance and the shops. In his opinion, the only 
way to save the museum once and for all would be with the implementation of a centralized 
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direction, supervised by the Ministry of Culture. A problematic faced by the research and 
conservation department of the museum is the existence of numerous items in the 
museum’s reserves, waiting for valorization.  

The final aspect of museology we will explore for the Museum of Bardo is internal 
and external communication, including technological attempts as well as online 
communication.  

Starting with the internal communication with visitors, the diachronic discourse of the 
museum defines the evolution of the civilizational and cultural issues of the country 
retracing its social and cultural contexts. By adopting the exhibition model, although 
following traditional museal parameters, the museum creates museal contexts with textual 
and graphic documents such as text panels, descriptive labels and graphic complements 
(photographic constructions for instance or schemes). As mentioned previously, all these 
informative elements need to be enhanced and improved, and new communicative 
attempts need to be explored such as the creation of digital or multimedia resources that 
could recreate contextual spaces around the displayed objects, and that could have didactic 
purposes bringing all the information about historical eras: Everything built around a 
historical timeline, for instance, that places each artwork in its adequate time and space.  

Small gestures of promotion to highlight existing resources such as the presence of audio 
guides available in several languages, of a gift shop and greater communication about the 
ongoing archaeological research projects with a display of restoration spaces where visitors 
can observe professionals working, as in the Pinacoteca di Brera of Milano for instance, can 
be extremely beneficial for the museum-audience relationship. Creating sections or rooms 
where visitors can access documents, articles or books related to past, future or current 
research works, retracing the history of the museum and its conception, or displaying the 
greatest works of historians about the present eras of time gives the museum more 
dynamism, value and importance. A dynamism that could be even more enhanced with a 
clear and relevant program of events, musical for instance, with classical music concerts or 
traditional Tunisian artists singing Malouf, as it is done in other museal institutions as the 
Ennejma Ezzahra Palace. The establishment of workshops or apprenticeships as an initiation 
to curation and restoration could communicate the existence of a singular and exceptional 
area of work, that is probably not known by most of the Tunisian population.  

The direct online communication with audiences through social media is already existing as 
the museum is present on Facebook, Instagram and Twitter communicating events, 
activities, exhibitions and information. Nevertheless, the pages seem to be extremely 
disorganized, with an irregular frequency of activity, no clear mission or vision of the 
museum stated or communicated, repetition of images and information in a non-appealing 
way and a lack of description and information along with the communication.  

This area of virtual communication should be strategically used to accurately display the 
present objects, retrace their history in their contextual space and time, emphasizing the 
most beautiful fragments, part and elements of the objects by displaying details that would 
be difficult to perceive in the museum. Communicating all the features of the museum from 
the gift shop to the ongoing programming and events, as well as undertaking and 
establishing an online activity during the pandemic, to attract visitors as the museum can 
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still be opened or catch their interest with exclusive communications such as facts, the story 
of artworks, guessing games of items, in a fun and educative way.  

The designed website of the museum seems to be quite complete but uneven in terms of 
content, some subjects are extremely detailed while others have poor content. The colours, 
font and general design seem old and obsolete, and the information is not always clearly 
communicated and can be difficult to find, the page needs a rejuvenation.  

As audiences are seen as active agents in the construction and determination of meaning, 
the primacy of the visitor in determining meaning for the activity and vivacity of a museum.  

The Bardo museum already hosts and should keep attracting a plurality of audiences, with 
specific and distinct characteristics and requirements, it, therefore, needs to focus on the 
relationship with the various types of public, becoming the key element of its program. It 
needs to adopt a more dynamic and interactive discourse, tailoring the communication 
scheme to the various identities of its multiple and individualized receptors. With the 
adoption of the suggested areas for improvement, the objects can challenge each individual 
in a particular and unique way. By enhancing the communication aspects, the museum space 
can become performative and outweigh the inevitable decontextualization that is present on 
the ground floor and the last departments, recreating the original ambience of the object in 
ecological or systematic exhibitions. Using its original strength of the museum, the 
architecture and history of the palace with its rooms surrounded by mosaics, that already 
offer an immersion with the setting and that needs to be furtherly highlighted.  

Another attempt to exercise the museum’s mission by improving the communication with its 
audience to overcome the lack of interest and knowledge in history could be the creation of 
a network between all cultural entities in Tunisia and of the Mediterranean basin, retracing 
history through an interactive program. Although the museum counts interactions and 
involvements in projects with the northern bay of the sea, its communication with North 
African institutions appears to be rare.  

Under the patronage of the Ministry of Cultural Affairs and the Heritage Promotion Agency, 
the National Institute of heritage designed and launched an augmented reality application 
“Musée Bardo Upp” in May 2019 (See Annex 25). Created for the 28th edition of the 
Heritage Month, this digital tool was built as part of a national strategy to focus on new 
technologies and innovation for heritage’s promotion and highlight.  

The Bardo museum’s teams selected fifteen objects from several collections, notably 
mosaics and eleven sculptures that are presented in the great entrance hall and the Room of 
Carthage. It offers an immersive experience with items such as Feminine and Masculine 
sculptures representing Venus, Isis, empresses, Dionysos, the Gens Augusta altar and several 
mosaics including the Triumph of Neptune and the four seasons, the Ikaros grapevine and 
the fisherman in the room of Carthage.  

Mainly dedicated to visually impaired and blind persons, the app supports the selected items 
with comments that were drafted by the Visually impaired and Blinds’ institute of Sousse. 
Other textual information is available in three languages, Arabic, French and English, and 
provides knowledge about the name, dating, and place of discovery of each archaeological 
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object. The app also supplies cartography of the museum to distinguish the location of all 
mosaics and sculptures, giving further information through audio comments or multimedia 
slides placing the items in their contextual time, space or geography, recreating initial 
contexts with clothes or accessories.  

Available for Smartphones and Tablets, it offers an interactive and immersive experience 
through several guided itineraries, including educative contents designed as games for 
children: The Mosaics path, the Discovery path or the Junior path as well as a treasure hunt. 
With 26 electronic objects made available for the visitors allowing this use of NFC technology 
(Near Field Communication), the museum of Bardo thus became the first museum in Africa 
to benefit from this type of technology. The use of NFC completely positively disrupts the 
visitors’ experience, inside and outside the museum, where both tourists and locals can 
benefit from a well-designed service that highlights the richness of the greatest Tunisian 
museum.  

 

 

 

 Besides the internal challenges the museum faces in terms of planning and structure, 
its position in North Africa and the presence of religious influences bound its geopolitical 
consequences, impacting the institution after the 2011 revolution, but mostly with the 2015 
terrorist attack that completely disrupted the museum’s activity shortly after the 
reappearance of tourists in the country. The number of visitors, indeed, dropped by 90%. As 
explained previously, the museum is mainly dedicated to attracting tourists but fails in 
retaining most of them due to the stakes of a national museum in Tunisia.  

The attack occurred on the 18th of March 2015, around 12:30 pm, causing the death of 24 
people among which 21 tourists, a policeman and two terrorists, and 45 wounded. The 
Islamic State claimed its occurrence on the next day, principally aiming tourism and culture, 
an event that had never happened in such as scope formerly. The event was followed by 
strong mobilizations of Tunisian citizens, protesting and lending their support to martyrs on 
the symbolic Habib Bourguiba Avenue that hosted the Arab Spring revolution “Tunisians said 
no to Terrorism”.  

Gestures such as the visit of the French Minister of culture, Madame Fleur Pellerin, of the 
Museums of Bardo and Carthage, aimed to strengthen French-Tunisian relationships 
culturally and to fight for the humanity symbolic of cultural entities against obscurantism, 
cruelty and ignorance. The meeting of the two ministers resulted in a declaration to renew 
the partnership between the Louvre and Bardo, training youngsters into heritage 
conservation and restoration. Encouraging citizens to perceive the diversity of culture 
differently, to spread awareness and knowhow. 

An interview with Fatma Naït Yghil, the museum’s director, shortly after the attacks, depicts 
the motivations, intentions and measures taken by the team as well as the ministry of 
culture and the National Institute of Heritage (INP) to face the consequences. They firstly 
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focused on saving and reestablishing the image of the institution by working on security and 
safety, with the implementation of controlled inspections at the entrance, reinforcement in 
security, monitoring, bags searching and scanners. A memorial can today be found in the hall 
of the entrance of the museum listing the names and citizenship of all 24 victims on a 
mosaic.  

«Si le rôle des terroristes est de détruire, le nôtre est de construire.» - Fatma Naït Yghil 

“If the terrorists’ role is to destroy, ours is to build” 

These tragic events allowed the country to deepen its relationships with the affected 
countries where the institution did its best to honour the martyrs’ memory by organizing a 
ceremony a year after the attacks for the victims’ families. Bardo became a mandatory step 
for official visits of political figures, bearing a diplomatic and political mission in tribute 
ceremonies. The museum became a place of memory and an emblem of humanity and 
resistance to obscurantism. 

The director decided to multiply the number of cultural and artistic events by opening its 
doors after-hours to host concerts to promote the museum’s space under a different angle. 
By allowing a free access to the museum, and by creating several resting areas such as 
garden restaurant, a coffee space and by working on the quality of the gift shop, the director 
and her team were able to reattract visitors two years after the attack. Indeed, during the 
year 2018, the museum’s attendance almost tripled compared to 2016 and 2017, thanks to 
all the efforts made to improve the welcoming of visitors, customer service and availability 
and the programming of multiple free events and temporary exhibitions. All these efforts 
stimulated tourists’ loyalty to keep coming back out of curiosity for the museum’s novelties. 
Besides Europeans, we observe a greater number of Asian tourists between 2017 and the 
Covid pandemic.  

To stress the image of the Bardo Museum, a great museum that is a symbol of light and 
knowledge honouring diversity, a memorial book was drafted by forty scientists: Un 
monument, un musée : Je suis Bardo – A monument, a museum, I am Bardo, where the most 
beautiful pieces are displayed, explained and highlighted over 400 pages.  

According to the museum’s curator of 2015, Moncef Ben Moussa, these tragic events 
benefited everyone but the museum itself that could not make enough efforts nor take 
concrete actions to fulfil its potential and properly rise after all the crises he went through. 
Even though it is the second biggest museum of north Africa, after the national museum of 
Cairo, its frequency of visits, as stated beforehand, has always been irregular. The 100 000 
visitors in 2011 increased to 150 000 after all the efforts made between 2015 and 2018, but 
the results are far from reaching the full potential and capacity of the museum in terms of 
space, that could welcome millions of people yearly.  

The problem is structural, where the local Tunisian population, for the several reasons listed 
previously, is not used to visiting museums. A 2008 survey showed that the local population 
only represented 6% of visitors, and even though we do not have clear data about the 
evolution of that matter, no indicators show an increase of that number 16 years later. 
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The mobilization observed after the attacks showed a willingness from some locals to 
reconnect with their history and culture, and several initiatives such as an increase in the 
frequency of school visits in the museum brought hope to the directors.   

A project in collaboration with MuCEM, the National Museum of European and 
Mediterranean civilizations, is brought to life in 2015 with the design of the exhibition “Lieux 
saints partagés” – “Shared holy places” highlighting principles of coexistence through the 
long history of exchange between Christians, Jews and Muslims of the Mediterranean. 
Reminding the world that Tunisia and its national museum are eternal places of tolerance, 
culture and encounter open to diversity in nationality, religion and beliefs. The exhibition 
presents numerous Tunisian objects belonging to the three monotheistic religions such as oil 
lamps, talismans, an altar dedicated to Marie that was discovered in a church in Carthage 
dating from the 6th or 7th centuries, a sheet from the blue Coran of Kairouan (11th century).  
These items come from several museums of the country: Carthage, Nabeul. El Kef, Sbeïtla, 
Sfax and Djerba.  

To encourage the visit of Tunisians, the museum decided to establish a free entrance for a 
determined time, mostly for University and School professors that showed an enthusiasm to 
visit the current exhibition bringing their students from all parts of the country. “Shared holy 
places” pursued its journey to Marrakech then Paris in the History of Immigration Museum.  

A panel discussion held in 2017 to approach the theme of global and local museums from 
the MENA region and their stakes brought the opinion of several experts of the subject such 
as Moncef Ben Moussa and Taher Ghalia. Cultural Heritage and their places of conservation 
are considerable targets in a post-Arab spring revolution context, as they hold a religious, 
political and economic symbolic for the countries. Places for knowledge sharing, awareness 
building, individual experiences embedding the story of different civilizations through 
millennials and that constitute an international community where museums incarnate the 
represented shared values. Museums are, therefore, subject to monstrous attacks and 
violent acts such as the ones that targeted Bardo.  

Tunisia is not known for its military or economic power, it has, however, been gifted with a 
great culture that is perceived as a threat for certain religious practices, goals and ideologies, 
and was assaulted for its greatest asset and what it represents. The stake of the country 
does not allow it to fight obscurantism with weapons and to truly defeat its actors, it can 
nevertheless fight with culture and education. The educative service of the museum decided 
to welcome scholars in a tailored program. When a student leaves Bardo by knowing that 
Tunisian shelters paean temples, great synagogues such as the one in Hammam Limf, 
churches that can be found in several archaeological sites and mosques, he or she realizes 
the fascinating diversity of beliefs that constitute its ancestors and past. People must 
assimilate and identify themselves with this plurality of culture without distinguishing the 
good and the bad influences on their current lives. Being Muslim today should not see other 
cultures as a threat or a shame. Being able to implement this idea in the mind of youngsters 
should help the population to make up with its roots and to understand that the universal 
dimension represented in the museum does not appear as contradicting the national feeling 
but complements it instead. The museal political institution bears this double conviction, 
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where, at first, the perception of the museum’s role should gloss over spatial and temporal 
limits.  

Cultural legacy should not be selected even though it is human to feel a greater attach for a 
certain part of history or era. It should rather be entirely acceptable to paradoxically 
consolidate the profound sense of identity that draws strength from a capacity of openness, 
tolerance and understanding. The National Museum of Bardo holds this capability to reflect 
this reality exhaustively through the presentation of Tunisia as a crossroad of civilizations, 
which appears in the marvelous richness and diversity of its collection describing the pages 
of a long story. A considerable paradox of Southern Mediterranean museums is that they 
are, on the one hand, connected to museal institutions of the northern bay and integrated 
into such networks for several projects but act, on the other hand completely alone when it 
comes to creating a regional network for long-term or short-term projects. For instance, 
great museums from North Africa such as the Museum of Cairo or Nouakchott are never 
present in the Bardo Museum’s agenda planning.  

During the 2019 COVID pandemic, the institution decided to focus on what could have been 
difficult to do under normal circumstances with the presence of visitors. The team decided 
to dedicate its work to restoration and conservation programs, a rejuvenation of the 
museum with stenographic changes and anew programming. They have also worked on the 
layout of certain rooms that have been closed for renovation such as the Treasure 
department that is composed of 5 rooms displaying several mosaics, currency and 
exceptional pieces such as Beycal decorations and objects, Punic jewels or Hannibal’s 
breastplate.  

In sum, deepening the research in the implementation of educative projects, finding the 
right partnerships, building a strong relationship with schools and universities and having a 
concrete follow up of actions could help to change the state of mind of a great part of the 
population and finally help them perceiving the absolute marvel of the heritage constituting 
their past. Fighting terrorism with culture, obscurantism and hate with awareness, fear with 
action to offer a greater future to the next generations. The museum of Bardo has a 
challenging but rewarding double role and mission, representing the history of a universal 
and Mediterranean community while being a national place where people will find their 
identities memory and pride.   
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To conclude, the museum of Bardo is a place of great potential in a delicate 
geopolitical situation of the twenty-first century. Located in a country that can be defined as 
a melting pot of civilizations, beliefs, practices, cultures and religions, and that was known as 
a place of coexistence for a long time, the institution, even though qualified as a national 
museum, represents a great part of history but neglects many aspects of the Tunisian story, 
and should therefore be called the Archeological National Museum of Bardo.  

Its centralized model displays the French influence the country has known and has been 
used as a model for the establishment of other cultural institutions in Tunisia. The museum, 
therefore, partly fulfils its museal mission of national entity and has had many troubles 
addressing its local society. Through all the suggested rooms for improvement in terms of 
communication, spatial arrangement, promotion, educative attempts with local partnerships 
and network building with foreign ones, the museum could better take its position and role 
according to Georges Henri Rivière’s definition of museal entity.  

By throwing cultural, artistic, pedagogic and educative events more frequently, and by 
improving its mediatization through greater communication and content sharing on social 
networks, TV or radio, Bardo can reconnect the ideologies it represents with the Tunisian 
population.  

The whole North African region needs to work together with the South European area and 
the Middle East with the transmission of knowledge, training and tutoring to recreate the 
great history of the Mediterranean that has left an impact on all its population. By doing so, 
the work and energy devoted could help to change a whole generation’s perception where 
citizens would finally benefit from open-mindedness and critical thinking, saving a whole 
range of people from a darker future and restoring the lost glory of the basin.  

Conveying culture and knowledge accurately could finally help eradicate obscure thinking 
and reduce the horror some parts of the world are still daily facing.  

This discussion and critic about the National Museum of Tunisia urges us to think about the 
stakes and situation of other National Museums of the MENA region.  Understanding if they 
differ in their practices and in the problems faced, as well as knowing how they have decided 
to approach their local population and position themselves universally.   
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Annex :  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Annex 1 : Room of the Alaoui Museum – Future National Museum of 
Bardo  Annex 2 : Stairs of the first palace  

Annex 3 : Room displaying objects from the  
Prehistorical Department  Annex 4 : Mask Vth Century – Punic Department  
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Annex 5 : Punic representation of the goddess 
Tanit  

Annex 6 : Punic Stele  

Annex 7 : Roman Mosaic  
Annex 8 : Ceremonial Dressing of a lady Vth AC, 
Roman department  
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Annex 9 : Statue in the room of Roman sculptures Annex 10 : Busts in the room of Roman sculptures 

Annex 11 : Ancient Roman Bust of emperor Augustus  
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Annex 12 : Grape Vine – Roman Department  Annex 13 : The triumph of Neptune – II century 
Roman Department  

Annex 14 : Virgil and his Muses Clio and Melpomène  I – IV century 
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Annex 15 : Christian mosaics – Christian 
Department  

Annex 16 : Baptistry of Kairouan – Christian 
Department VIth Century  
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Annex 17 : Palace of the Arabo-Muslim Department and its architecture  
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Annex 18 : Objects from the Arabo-Muslim Department  

Annex 19 : Egon – Department of the submarine excavation of Mahdia  

Annex 20 : Aphrodite’s bust – Department of the 
submarine excavations of Mahdia  
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Annex 21 : Number of visitors’ evolution from 1993 to 2007   

Annex 22 : Spatial representation of the Sculptures room – Roman Department  
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Annex 23 : Spatial representation of Roman Mosaics and Sculptures  

Annex 24 : Spatial representation – Carthage Mausoleum room I -II century AD 
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Annex 25 : Bardo Up App features – NFC Technology Communication  


