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UNICORNS!
A Marvellous Exhibition at the Musée de Cluny

Do you think you know everything about the unicorn? A fantastic animal omnipresent in popular
culture, it nonetheless remains full of mysteries. From March 13 to July 12, 2026, the Musée de
Cluny will unravel all its facets with the exhibition «Unicorns!».

Although a mythical creature, the unicorn was long considered real. This inaccessible, untamable,
and extraordinary animal has inspired artists since Antiguity. Marco Polo himself claimed to have
encountered one during his journey in Asia. While the modern era is resigned to admitting its
legendary nature, the unicorn remains present in the imagination of young and old and has left
deep traces in the history of art. The Musée de Cluny, where the famous tapestries of The Lady and
the Unicorn are on display, provides an ideal setting to discover them. The exhibition, composed of
10 thematic sections, revisits the multiple aspects of the unicorn through around a hundred works.

A universal creature, the unicorn can be found on an engraved seal in the Indus Valley around
2000 BCE; in China during the Han Dynasty (sculpted Qilin around 206-220); or on a 17t"-century
earthenware dish from Turkey (Dish with Unicorn, Stag, and Lion). At the end of the 15" century,
Bernhard von Breydenbach, Canon of Mainz Cathedral, described it among the exotic animals he
encountered during a pilgrimage to the Holy Land (Le saint voyage vers Jérusalem).

The unicorn can be both wild, as on a silver Torah crown from 1778, and a healer, asits horn is endowed
with purifying virtues. Thus, the «Danny Jewel» conserved at the Victoria and Albert Museum was
created around 1550 to contain a fragment of unicorn horn—in reality, a narwhal tusk—to be put
in contact with food as a precaution against poison. While the unicorn is sometimes aggressive
and unsettling, as on an aguamanile conserved at the Musée de Cluny, it can also be tender and
amorous, as in a Venetian oil on canvas from around 1510 (Worman and Unicorn, conserved at the
Rijksmuseum).

The fantastic creature takes on many symbolic meanings. It is present in Christian iconography,
where it inhabits Paradise. In many works from the Middle Ages, it symbolises Christ coming to
draw strength in the bosom of his mother, as in a glass painting at the Musée de Cluny where a
young girl accompanied by a unicorn surmounts a scene of the Virgin and Child. It also represents the
unhappy lover, betrayed by his mistress during the hunt for the unicorn. Both virginal and erotic, the
unicorn in the Middle Ages was invested with different meanings that today seem contradictory to
us but were not considered so in the medieval era.

The fascination with the unicorn was translated in the Modern Era into the cabinets of curiosity of
princes or adorned the furniture of grand residences. Rosenborg Castle in Copenhagen conserves a
tankard, made after 1656 from a narwhal tusk and decorated with small silver unicorns. These objects
entered the cabinets as exotic elements, at the very moment when scientists and naturalists were
demystifying the myth of the unicorn’s horn and understood that it was, in reality, a narwhal tusk.



Today, the unicorn remains a particularly inspiring figure and the subject of numerous claims, to the
extent of being represented on a 2020 Ukrainian emblem conserved at the Museum Barberini in
Potsdam as a gueer symbol. The unicorn is thus carried as a standard for the defence of the values
of inclusion and minorities, against the discriminatory policies of the Russian enemy.

It is the object of reinterpretation by contemporary artists, who see in it an animal that exalts the
place of women or raises the question of our relationship with nature and ecology. The exhibition
thus features a Unicorn by Niki de Saint Phalle and also Suzanne Husky's tapestry, La noble
pastorale, largely inspired by The Lady and the Unicorn tapestries, a masterpiece of the permanent
collection of the Musée de Cluny.

The exhibition «Unicorns!» is arganised by the Musée de Cluny and the GrandPalaisRmn, with the
Museum Barberini in Potsdam. It benefits from loans from prestigious international museum
institutions such as the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, the Museo Nacional del Prado in Madrid, the
Victaria and Albert Museum in London, the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna, and the Musée du
Louvre.

Curators
Béatrice de Chancel-Bardelot General Curator, Musée de Cluny (Paris, France)
Michael Philipp Chief Curator, Museum Barberini (Potsdam, Germany)

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 21°t 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 collections 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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