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THE MIDDLE AGES OF THE 19TH CENTURY:
CREATIONS AND FORGERIES IN THE DECORATIVE ARTS

In the 19th century, the Middle Ages were rediscovered and given a new interpretation. An
exhibition entitled ‘The Middle Ages of the 19th century: Creations and forgeries in the decorative
arts’, which runs from 7 October 2025 to 11 January 2026 at the Musée de Cluny - Musée National
du Moyen Age, explores the art history that helped shape our view of medieval art.

After the events of the French Revolution, the 19th century cultivated a romantic reverie brimming
with medieval nostalgia, and experienced a time of significant technological progress. Major
collections of medieval objects were put together at this time. This century embraced and took
inspiration from the Middle Ages, producing copies, pastiches, composite works and forgeries.
The exhibition offers comparisons, placing certain medieval objects alongside their 19th-century
‘counterparts’.

The exhibition focuses on the decorative arts, in the medieval sense of the term, that is, gold and
silver work, enamel work, ivories and fine fabrics. These fields benefitted from a technical revival in
the 19th century. These cultural and artistic phenomena appeared between 1820 to 1830 and lasted
until the eve of World War |, so for around a century. Collectors, design and restoration workshops,
and even forgers were key players in a thriving art market, especially in Paris, which at the time
emerged as the capital of decorative arts.

The exhibition is divided into four main sections. First of all, it highlights medieval objects that
became models for future work, examining them with the help of publications, tracings and
drawings. Some of them even became iconic objects and often copied, such as the Alpais ciborium
or the Saint-Sulpice-les-Feuilles angel. At the same time, medieval decorative art techniques were
being rediscovered or modernised.

The second part considers the decisive role of collectors in putting together the first major
collections of medieval art, whether private or public. It focuses in particular on the collection
of Alexandre Du Sommerard, which eventually became the Musée de Cluny, or the collection of
Alexander Basilewsky, the King of Collectors, who owned works of art and curios, such as the elk
antler from Saint-Arnoul today housed in the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam.

The third section explores creations produced in the manner of the Middle Ages, whether faithful
imitations, pastiches or composite objects combining different styles, both in religious and secular
fields. Little-known 19th-century objects from the Musée de Cluny collection will be on display for
the first time, such as a large female reliquary bust or an ivory harp from the Musée du Louvre,
considered to be medieval at the time of acquisition.



Finally, the last part addresses the issue of forgeries and the use of forgeries, against a background
where collector demand and the search for rare objects fuelled the activities of forgers and
unscrupulous traders, such as antiquities dealer Luigi Parmeggiani, also known as Louis Marcy.

This exploration has been put together using collections of decorative arts from the Musée de Cluny,
together with works on loan from other French and foreign institutions, such as the Louvre, the
Musée d'Orsay, the Musée des Arts Décoratifs, the Bibliothéque nationale de France, the treasury
at Nancy cathedral, the Victoria & Albert Museum in London, the Palazzo Madama in Turin and the
Galleria Parmeggiani in Reggio Emilia.

‘The Middle Ages of the 19th century: Creations and forgeries in the decorative arts’ exhibition is
organised by the Musée de Cluny - Musée National du Moyen Age and GrandPalaisRmn. It is curated
by Christine Descatoire, general curator at the Musée de Cluny, and Frédéric Tixier, senior lecturer in
medieval art history at the University of Lorraine.

The exhibition has been made possible thanks to the involvement of the Musée du Louvre.
It received generous support from L'Ecole des Arts Joailliers, whose mission is to convey jewellery
culture to the widest possible audience, and from the New York Medieval Society.

About the Musée de Cluny

Located in the heart of the Latin Quarter, the Musée de Cluny is the National Museum of the
Middle Ages, inviting visitors to journey through time from the 15t to the 215t centuries. The
15™-century mansion was the private residence of the Abbots of Cluny, and abuts the Gallo-
Roman thermal baths. The building now features a contemporary extension, inaugurated in
2018 and designed by architect Bernard Desmoulin.

This unique heritage site houses prestigious caollections illustrating the extraordinarily
vibrant creations of medieval artistry. From Meravingian jewellery to the Golden Rose, from
the great sculpted altarpieces of ancient churches to the superb tapestries of the Lady and
the Unicorn, the museum is home to 24,000 artefacts of all kinds.

The chronological journey unveils a thousand years of history, showcasing watershed
moments such as the spread of Gothic sculpture during the construction of Notre Dame
cathedral or the Sainte-Chapelle, as well as innovations such as the development of Limoges
enamel or the emergence and mastery of stained glassmaking. Aesthetic differences from
the north to the south of Europe are highlighted in fully renovated spaces.
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Practical information

Museum entrance: Book/gift shop: Prices:
28 rue Du Sommerard 9.30 am - 6.15 pm, free entry €12, concessions€10
75005 Paris Tél. +33(0) 153737822 Free for those aged under 26 (EU
citizens or on long stays in the EU) and
Opening times: Directions: for all visitors on the first Sunday of the
Open every every day, except Monday, ~ Métro Cluny-La-Sorbonne/Saint- month
from 9.30 am to 6.15 pm Michel/Odéon
Open 1*tand 3 Thursday evening of Busn®21-27-38-63-85-86-87 Comment and share on Twitter,
the month from7to 9 pm RER lines B and C Saint-Michel - Facebook and Instagram: @museecluny
Closed on 25 December, 1)anuary Notre-Dame LinkedIn Musée de Cluny - musée
and 1 May national du Moyen Age
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