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Becoming Euro-Mediterranean: 
Reframing Urban Space and Identity in Southern France 

 
 

Abstract 
 
 

 This dissertation analyzes how changes in infrastructure interact with cultural 

programming and rhetoric in a multi-faceted urban redevelopment project by examining social 

interactions, physical construction, and symbolic productions. Once part of Marseille’s port, the 

J4 Esplanade was bequeathed to the city as a barren swath of concrete and stone in the 1990s and 

has since been used by working-class and other Marseillais, many of whom hail from other 

nations, for recreation and socializing, with many of its regular users’ activities oriented towards 

the sea. A redesigned public space opened in 2013, anchored by two institutions, the Museum of 

European and Mediterranean Civilizations (MuCEM), and the Villa Méditerranée, a structure 

dedicated to cross-cultural dialogues. From 2010 to 2014, I have tracked the J4’s transformation 

from a non-purposed common space to one that maintains public access and use, but that in the 

process has reconceived which publics are welcome, when, and how. I consider the particular 

stakes when a transitional urban space’s end product occludes preexisting categories of spatial 

use while purporting to preserve them in coded discourses of cultural valorization, in this case 

through the term “Mediterranean.” The recent widespread use of this label on the J4 and in 

Marseille entails seemingly paradoxical processes that simultaneously open and close, celebrate 

and confine, construct and eject under the banner of Mediterranean socio-cultural unity. 
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the area where ideology and knowledge are barely distinguishable is subsumed under the 
broader notion of representation, which thus supplants the concept of ideology and becomes a 
serviceable (operational) tool for the analysis of spaces, as of those societies which have given 

rise to them … 
 

-Henri Lefebvre 
 
 
 

the myth must serve as the object of study unto itself  
because it forms the basis for dreams  

and sometimes for strategies…1 
 

-Gérard Chastagnaret and Robert Ilbert  
 
 

                                                             
1 “le mythe doit être objet d’étude pour lui-même parce qu’il alimente les rêves et parfois les stratégies…” 
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Introduction 
 

Between City and Sea 
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Reframing Marseille 
 
 
  July 2012. Most summer days in southern France are hot and sunny and this one is no 

exception. In downtown Marseille, people are outdoors strolling, window-shopping, whiling 

away the afternoon at cafés or at one of the city’s several beaches. Most of these are not directly 

located in the city center, however, and so would-be swimmers need to take a public bus (or, if 

possible, walk) to a cove in the southern part of the city or far beyond its northern 

neighborhoods.  

  On this particular afternoon, I have strolled over to the northern edge of the Old Port, a 

placid boat-filled basin that enters into the middle of the downtown literally cutting the city in 

half. After stopping briefly next to the crumbling Medieval Fort Saint-Jean to watch the 

glimmering blue sea (as Camus writes in The Stranger, “The light was almost vertical and the 

glare from the water seared one’s eyes.”) I walk back around one of the fort’s towers, a square-

shaped structure that has been covered with a large banner announcing the forthcoming opening 

of a “Museum for Europe and the Mediterranean” at the same location. 

  Before I’ve arrived on the other side of the tower, I hear a series of splashes followed by 

youthful yelps. Turning the corner, I see the heads of two young boys bobbing in the water of the 

port, while another one encourages them from the shore. As I get closer, however, I realize that 

also approaching the boys are two uniformed municipal police officers who don’t look happy to 

see them in the sea. The boys in the water quickly climb back onto the shore. I stop several 

meters away and watch while the officers accost the three boys who look to be no more than ten 

years old and likely from the northern part of the city or part of its downtown where much of 

Marseille’s population of North African descent tends to live. 
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 From my vantage point, I can hear the officers telling the boys that they’re not allowed to 

swim in the port because it’s too dangerous. The boys are standing in their dripping bathing suits, 

watching them, their hands clasped in front of them in poses that appear to imply respect for 

authority, but the grins on their faces give them away. One of the officers, realizing that he is 

failing to intimidate the boys, orders them to gather their belongings and move along. The boys 

respond that they have no intention of leaving. “Rentrez chez vous!” (Go home), exclaims the 

angrier officer, who then, when the boys still refuse to pick up their towels and clothing, uses one 

of his booted feet to kick the boy closest to him in his backside.  

   The boy lets out a cry and an expression of shocked anger spreads across his face as he 

shields himself from another blow with both hands. The other boys’ arms slowly slide to their 

sides in surprise. The second officer puts a hand on his colleague’s shoulder and says something 

to him. Both officers begin to walk away, but before they are far, the second one turns and 

sharply repeats his warning, “Rentrez chez vous!” 

 Once the officers are out of sight, the boys comfort their friend who seems more angry 

and embarrassed than hurt. Then one of them notices me standing not far away and runs over. 

 “Did you film him, monsieur?” he asks, gesturing to the video camera in my hand.  

 It hadn’t occurred to me to document the interaction and so I tell him that no, I hadn’t. 

But, I add, he could go to the police station and file a report against the offending officer if he 

wants. 

 No, he responds, there wouldn’t be any point in that. He walks back over to his friends 

and after a brief consultation, the three dive back into the sea. The police officers are nowhere in 

sight. I begin the short walk back downtown. 

* 
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 In recent years, a series of events have caused many to question the durability of the 

French national values of “liberty, equality, and fraternity.” The 2005 riots that shook suburban 

banlieues outside nearly every major city in France were one major event that attracted 

worldwide attention to the contemporary social problems of a country that is more often regarded 

as a highly desired tourist destination.1 In the decade since 2005, reports of widening social 

alienation on the part of members of working-class and minority communities, culminating in the 

Paris terror attacks of January and November 2015 and the Ministry of Interior’s 

acknowledgment that more than 500 French citizens have departed to Syria to fight for Islamist 

organizations2 has led to a nationwide questioning of the country’s intense emphasis on 

secularism, which for many still revolves around the controversial 2004 law banning the wearing 

of headscarves and other coverings in public places. In such a context, the southern city of 

Marseille is frequently held up as a place apart, both for its populations of relatively diverse 

origins and the seeming lack of conflict between different groups and interests there. 

 Biass and Fabiani echo those in the aftermath of the 2005 riots who wondered, “How 

could Marseille, usually considered as an outpost of urban unrest, the undisputed capital of social 

protest and viewed as the main gate for immigrants, be immune from the contagion of violence 

that led the young people to set a competition among the banlieues in order to burn the greatest 

number of cars and fight with the police?” (2011: 83). The answer, they suggest, lies less in a 

sociological or political explanation of the city’s exceptionalism, but rather as the result of the 

fact that “Marseille has been long represented (emphasis added)…as the weak link in the French 
                                                             
1 “France, the world’s leading tourist destination,” France Diplomatie, accessed December 12, 2015, 
http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/economic-diplomacy-foreign-trade/facts-about-france/one-
figure-one-fact/article/france-the-world-s-leading-tourist. 
 
2 “Jihadisme: 504 Français sont en Syrie et en Irak, 241 en sont revenues,” Le Parisien, October 7, 2015, accessed 
November 30, 2015, http://www.leparisien.fr/espace-premium/actu/le-nombre-de-francais-impliques-dans-le-jihad-
poursuit-sa-progression-06-10-2015-5160769.php. 
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system and as a kind of utopian world that could flourish far away from the constraints of a 

centralized power” (ibid: 85). Instead of searching for an essential clue to the city’s presumed 

difference, the authors argue that it may be more fruitful to investigate the ways in which the 

city’s representations reflect upon French society at large, how “talking about Marseille is 

always a way of talking about France as a whole” (ibid).  

 Marseille has been a rich site of representations over its twenty-six centuries of existence. 

In his work on the city’s “imaginary,” esteemed Marseillais geographer Marcel Roncayolo cites 

Voltaire’s dual-definition of the term, one of which “retains a simple impression of objects, the 

other that arranges these received images and combines them in thousands of ways” (2014: 33). 

It is the latter “active” imagination that forms the basis for Roncayolo’s study of representations 

of the city past and present. I follow Roncayolo’s definition of such an imaginary as one that 

contributes “to the reproduction of an order” in my study of the recent resurgence of a 

Mediterranean imaginary in France within which Marseille functions as a vital conceptual and 

geographic lynchpin. 

 This dissertation takes as its subject matter a single site in Marseille’s urban waterfront, 

the experience and situation of which is used to talk about wider changes under way in the city, 

many of which further speak to the contemporary state of the French nation. This work is 

undertaken through a multi-scalar and multi-modal approach to the transformation of a 

waterfront space, the J4 Esplanade, that considers those human actors involved with different 

elements of the space’s transformation (its architects as well as it users) as well as discursive and 

representational factors that have influenced the actions of the former and have in turn affected 

those who make use of the space and who live in the city around it. 
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Figure 1: Map of Downtown Marseille with J4 Esplanade highlighted 
 

 Once a shipping pier, the J4 Esplanade (Figure 1) was ceded to the City of Marseille by 

the Grand Port Maritime de Marseille (GPMM) in the 1990s to be developed as a waterfront 

public space. It has been more recently identified with the two new buildings constructed there 

beginning in 2010: the Museum of European and Mediterranean Civilizations (MuCEM) and the 

Villa Méditerranée, a “center for Mediterranean dialogue and exchange.” Both institutions have 

since played a role in reframing what many perceived as a long-neglected space, while they also 

contribute to the city’s recent rebranding as an important axis between Europe and the 

Mediterranean region. 

 Physical changes on the J4 have resulted in a recomposition of its users, whom now 

include tourists as well as residents from other parts of Marseille who rarely visited the area in 
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the past. This dissertation explores the realities of ongoing uses and the political and institutional 

context of their practitioners’ continued access to the J4, considering both the perspectives of the 

space’s users and those tasked with its redevelopment. It does so by taking a wide view towards 

the J4’s new symbolic economy and specifically the ways in which the language and practice of 

its new institutions seemingly embrace both the city and the space’s historic and current social 

realities, creating terms for belonging to that identity and thus to the city’s future.  

 Among other changes, the recent physical construction and social reorganization of urban 

space in downtown Marseille has resulted in the partial exclusion of those who once frequented 

the area on a regular basis, a population which includes members of Marseille’s more precarious 

population, whose right to the city they live in has in turn been brought into question. A return to 

the ethnographic vignette at the beginning of this chapter will provide a preliminary context for 

the type of questions that this dissertation poses and the answers it aspires to provide: 

 In this encounter, three boys were immediately identifiable as members of Marseille’s 

more precarious populations by myself and the police officers who accosted them as a result of 

their physical appearance which gave away their North African descent and by the activity they 

were practicing on the site where they were observed: swimming in the Old Port on a location 

just next to the J4 Esplanade, which was closed for construction at the time. The encounter, as I 

have described it and thus as I have remembered it, resembles the central incident in Albert 

Camus’ novel, The Stranger (1946): the sun high in the sky, the Mediterranean waterfront 

location, a sudden act of violence. As in Camus’ novel, the reader of this initial encounter on the 

Marseille waterfront can observe underlying tensions related to notions of belonging to a city or 

to a particular notion of humanity, the disagreement with which is expressed as an abrupt 

rejection of the other’s right to do as they wish (or even exist). 
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 Such an interaction is representative of wider tensions in Marseille, where relations 

between poor inhabitants, frequently of recent immigrant background, and middle class 

professionals are more and more balkanized. As I will discuss later in this chapter, such 

pressures, which occasionally result in outward explosions of violence, are more often 

observable in subtle ways that reflect the city’s sociological reality, which in turn serves as a 

context for its current redevelopment. The particular phantasms that inform such interactions are 

rooted in historical social and spatial dynamics that are explored in further detail in Chapter 1. 

 Not all such encounters on or around the J4 are so hostile, but many increasingly reveal 

the growing tensions there. One of this dissertation’s principal missions is to trace and describe 

the way changing uses of the J4 are permitted to varying degrees before, during, and after its 

recent transformation. Most often such permission is not articulated through explicit permission 

or refusal, but rather through a changing regime of values for appropriate spatial use that 

accompany a large-scale urban redevelopment project and its affiliated structures. In the case of 

the J4, the fact that both of the space’s new institutions contain particular discursive references is 

further cause for investigation into the role they play in alternately accommodating or rejecting a 

range of appropriate spatial uses. As alluded to in the dissertation’s title, these are principally 

expressed through use of the word “Mediterranean” that in Marseille frequently appears in 

relation with “European” as in “Euro-Mediterranean.” Another one of this study’s tasks is to 

interrogate the genealogy and contemporary uses of these interlinked terms that help explain 

their role in reframing the identity, the uses, and the users of the J4 Esplanade today. 

 The notion of reframing likewise invoked in the title comes from Erving Goffman’s late 

study entitled Frame Analysis (1986). In this work, what Goffman identifies as primary 

frameworks influence both individual and collective experience, producing intermingled subjects 
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for enquiry. In the context of what I call reframing, the process is two-fold, affecting both 

frameworks for conceptualizing Marseille’s urban space and the range of preexisting identities 

that are implicated therein. The overall reframing process is what I have in turn termed 

“becoming Euro-Mediterranean,” a transitional state whose ultimate goal remains undefined, but 

whose procedural elements and effects are eminently observable. 

 In this dissertation I argue that the use of the Mediterranean as a qualifier in institutions 

and culturally-driven development projects in Marseille conceals emergent technologies of social 

control that are novel precisely in their use of inclusive rhetoric. The “Mediterranean” has a 

range of associations, which I trace at length, particularly regarding the latter term’s uses and 

applications within French contexts and those more relevant to Marseille. In the case of the J4 

Esplanade, I consider the implications of these uses and their associated regimes of political and 

cultural authority upon the lives and habits of those who have made use of the same space for 

informal activities (similar to the swimming boys) prior to the current wave of urban 

transformation in Marseille. As I trace the transformation of modes of access and use on the 

physical outdoor space of the J4, I also consider the specificities and effects of the discursive 

center of these regimes within the J4’s new institutions, the MuCEM and the Villa Méditerranée. 

I explore the particular genealogies of these institutions, their primary intellectual and physical 

architects, and the social frameworks that underline their existence today in Marseille on the J4. 

In my consideration of the effects of discursive and associated processes on the J4’s users, I also 

examine examples of those who contest these processes, in some cases attempting to reposition 

elements of local specificities and histories within a new urban-historical framework and in other 

cases producing outright critiques of the J4’s redevelopment and its effects on former users and 

neighboring inhabitants. Finally, I explore the underlining nature of those institutions that seek or 
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purport to represent a particular culture or perspective, principally museums. In this final 

discussion, I provide an explanation for how the simple act of assuming what I call 

representational authority can have wider repercussions that range from minor acts of cultural 

essentialization to larger impacts of changing modes of conduct and comportment that exclude 

some from specific spaces while welcoming newer members of more desirable publics. 

 This dissertation’s overall intellectual contributions emerge from its ethnographic 

analysis of the effects of physical changes on a specific urban space within the context of the 

focused and more generalized celebration of a particular identity, the “Mediterranean.” Of 

concern in this imaginary are questions of anthropological authority that have led to the wider 

development of the Mediterranean concept in France and elsewhere, including in the discipline 

of anthropology itself, which I address later in this introductory chapter. Another concern in my 

consideration of these overlapping processes is the utility of distinct approaches to the study of 

space in general, particularly a physically delimited urban site such as the J4 Esplanade. I 

maintain that a mixed approach that simultaneously considers the multi-scalar structural 

elements of spatial production and transformation as well as more individual narratives that 

emerge from urban fieldwork in a diverse space with different social frameworks is best suited to 

the J4’s context. Finally, in its consideration of cultural institutions and projects as well as what 

is widely identified as not solely a geographic but also a cultural identity (the Mediterranean), the 

dissertation necessarily addresses the question of what “culture” means and how it functions in 

the context of contemporary France. It is in this perspective that the dissertation directly 

addresses other recent discussions of French and European national and transnational identity 

and belonging. 
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 The decision to focus this study on a single space does not reduce its purview. In his own 

essay entitled “The Stranger,” the sociologist Georg Simmel writes, “we do not know how to 

designate the peculiar unity of this position other than by saying that it is composed of certain 

measures of nearness and distance” (1950: 408). Just as considerations of the Other allow for an 

understanding of the Self, a central assumption in this study is that that which is “unknown” is 

both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time. This can apply both to the notion of the 

Mediterranean, which encompasses current and past French worldviews and territories as well as 

non-French ones, and in a more obvious sense to the “Euro-Mediterranean” as a combination of 

two transnational identifiers. But it also speaks to a focus on peripheral populations and 

locations, analyses of which can in turn refocus attention and insights on more central or 

mainstream tendencies and aid in our comprehension of them. 

 This project began as the study of an out-of-the-way location, an abandoned former port 

space located on the fringes of downtown Marseille. Between 2010 and 2015, I have been able to 

observe the increasing mainstream focus on the J4 Esplanade as a central site for public uses and 

practices but also for the projection of desires and an assessment of certain realities relating to 

the city, the nation of which it is a part, and larger transnational entities. The study of the J4 thus 

provides a keen example of how the “periphery” not only helps define but can ultimately assume 

the role of the “center,” an issue of increasing relevance in a contemporary world where borders 

are increasingly fraught and challenged notions, both as physical barriers and bearers of 

associated signifiers or identities. 
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The Mediterranean Myth  

 

 The phrase, “Mediterranean myth,” is at best a contradiction in terms. As the space 

around which some the world’s earliest civilizations existed, the Mediterranean basin is as filled 

with myths as it is with water. The apocryphal tale of Marseille’s origins in Chapter 1 is but one 

peripheral example to add to the more widely known narratives that have been received from 

Ancient Greece and Egypt. However, the precise myth under discussion involves a significantly 

more recent set of narratives within which the Mediterranean itself is encompassed by a 

discourse that strives to ascribe a degree of uniformity to it. In its Marseillais context, I refer to 

this as the “Euro-Mediterranean.” This identifier is characterized by simultaneous movements of 

cultural celebration and social restriction, which can in turn to be traced to the definition and 

codification of similar concepts in the disciplines of anthropology and history. 

 As Herzfeld clarifies, “The Mediterranean is a region of nationalisms, one of which – the 

Greek – is held to have originated the very idea of Europe, and, in the writings of Herodotus, the 

discipline of anthropology itself…[But] ‘Mediterranean anthropology’ overlooks its own 

ethnographic status both as a collection of descriptive unities and as a product of stereotypes 

existing in the societies from which social and cultural anthropology emerged” (1987: 6). 

Certainly, no other work has been as central to twentieth century and subsequent definitions of 

the Mediterranean region as Braudel’s The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the 

Age of Philip II (1966), and few as provocative. Although at its root a longue durée historical 

exploration of the sixteenth century, Braudel’s has spawned a legacy of works extending similar 

theories derived from a joint sense of political geography and a sentimental spirit. More recently, 

historians Nicholas Purcell and Peregrine Horden have attempted to extend Braudel’s theories 
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back in history beyond the Middle Ages to Antiquity with a materialist argument in which they 

also respond to challenges issued to “Mediterraneanism” in the wake of Braudel. Horden and 

Purcell purport to engage with anthropological concerns about the creation of an artificial socio-

geographical space whose primary characteristics can be reduced to “honor and shame,” but end 

up largely blaming anthropologists for the reduction of “Mediterranean” to a number of select 

cultural stereotypes even as they make use of these.3 The historians attempt to validate their own 

research by arguing that “honour and shame are indeed deeply held values right across the 

region: they have not been foisted upon it by anthropological imperialists” (2000: 523). The 

latter critique would be addressed both towards Herzfeld (1984; 1987) and Pina-Cabral (1989) 

who have described some of their discipline’s Mediterraneanist tendencies as a kind of 

“Orientalism” (Said 1978). Pina-Cabral has written, “the notion of the Mediterranean Basin as a 

‘culture area’ is more useful as a means of distancing Anglo-American scholars from the 

populations they study than as a way of making sense of the cultural homogeneities and 

differences that characterize the region” (1989: 399). While this dissertation is by its nature a 

product of “Anglo-American” scholarship, its disciplinary contribution is more specifically 

rooted in its consideration of French concepts of the Mediterranean, which claim their own 

historical particularities. 

 The French anthropologist Christian Bromberger provides a more modulated approach 

than Pina-Cabral that reveals a primary distinction between French and Anglo-American 

approaches, namely a historicized sensibility of the conflicts and different trajectories that have 

shaped the region:    

                                                             
3 For this, Horden and Purcell note the formative roles played by anthropological works such as Campbell’s Honour, 
Family and Patronage (1964) and Peristiany’s Honour and Shame: The Values of Mediterranean Society (1966 ed). 
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 To think anthropologically about the Mediterranean world is to show at the same 
time the constitutive relationships and contradictions, to analyze the play of 
reciprocal differences that sometimes harden and sometimes lighten, to represent 
simultaneously the bridge and the wall, the passage and the blockage, the 
encounter and the break, the borrowing and the rejection. To understand the 
genesis and the functions of the complementary differences that fashion this 
world is certainly not pointless for putting the breadth of frictions and 
antagonisms in perspective. (2006: 103-104) 

 
One of the central postulates of this passage is that the “Mediterranean world” does not exist, at 

least not as much as other nation-states are assumed to exist, or beyond that on the level of a 

single social or cultural continuity. Existence is not predicated on belief and, frequently, 

challenges to an entity or idea work to reify it in an even more durable form both conceptually 

and physically. But Bromberger’s argument is that anthropologists should pay attention to a 

rather vague geographical entity, precisely because it is filled with both “constitutive 

relationships and contradictions” in order to interrogate the “complementary differences that 

fashion this world,” by which he may indeed mean both the entire planet Earth (and the social 

worlds contained within it) as much as the Mediterranean zone that is frequently called to serve 

as a microcosm for wider human successes and failures.  

 In light of Bromberger’s advocacy for this type of approach, I would argue that his is 

characteristic of those more specifically involved in cultural and political celebrations of the 

Mediterranean in Marseille today. This is in part due to his lack of acknowledgment of the 

French role in creating and perpetuating certain “frictions,” but it differs in its emphasis on these 

“complementary differences” that do not form a single intelligible world. It is also similar to 

other contemporary inheritors of Mediterraneanist traditions past, such as the cultural studies 

scholar Iain Chambers’ humanistic but empirically vague advocacy for considering a “multiple 

Mediterranean…where the Occident and the Orient, the North and the South, are evidently 

entangled in a cultural and historical net cast over centuries, even millenia” (2008: 3). However, 
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unlike Chambers, while Bromberger is interested in a “Mediterranean world,” his insistence on 

considering it “anthropologically” is not predicated on its existence as a single anthropological 

object. While this dissertation may seem to be critical of several of the uses of Mediterranean 

identity that it analyzes in their past and contemporary iterations principally in Marseille, the 

origins of its critique lie precisely in an anthropological and sociological consideration of the 

origins, practical realities, and effects of such concepts. 

 Such considerations have also been part and parcel of certain formative anthropological 

work done in the Mediterranean region. Notably, two works that I have cited earlier as belonging 

to those sources for scholarly conceptions of Mediterranean honor and shame-based societies, 

John Campbell’s Honour, Family and Patronage (1964) and J.G. Peristiany’s Honour and 

Shame: The Values of Mediterranean Society (1966 ed) have complementary value both for their 

questioning of the value of comparative, region-based ethnography (Peristiany) and for their 

basis in European ethnography. While remarking on the pitfalls of generalizing discourse, 

Herzfeld exemplifies the critical influence of these approaches when reflecting on the ways in 

which the treatment “more generally [of] ‘the Mediterranean,’ as a place of corruption and 

patronage in fact presents this areas as the zone of cultural intimacy of ‘the West’” (2015: 176-

177). By this, Herzfeld means the ways in which naming practices draw together those involved 

in their use—even while the latter implicitly acknowledge their own role in the creation of the 

“Mediterranean” as an identification and as a zone of socio-economic precariousness. 

 Through a similar lens, contemporary anthropologists and historians have moved beyond 

the questioning of Mediterranean sociocultural similarities to interrogate its political identity (or 

identities), what Herzfeld elsewhere terms “get[ting] away from the tiresome ontological 

debate…to focus instead on issues of power and hierarchy” (2005: 50). Abulafia (2011), for one, 
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recenters debates onto the material or liquid Mediterranean, arguing for a more empirical basis to 

assumptions of Mediterranean cultural exchange or “cosmopolitanism.” More recently, Ben-

Yehoyada (2014) prolongs this discussion to include the ways in which such seemingly 

peripheral bonds that simultaneously link and separate groups of individuals provide the basis for 

new perspectives on transnational relations, of which the Mediterranean provides numerous 

examples. This is enacted by what he describes as selective invocations of “the possible 

connections between present people and past figures and by the political affiliation desired” 

(893). By recognizing individuals’ enactment of segmentation and kinship bonds that transcend 

(because they predate) modern national boundaries, Ben-Yehoyada deliberately complicates an 

argument developed in part by the Mediterraneanist anthropologist Julian Pitt-Rivers (1954). 

This parallel "kinship" reference epitomizes the debt that contemporary “Mediterraneanists” owe 

to those who came before, even when such acknowledgment simultaneously necessitates a 

critical reflexivity. 

 Despite efforts to depict its social or cultural unity, the Mediterranean is rarely mistaken 

for a nation, least of all by those who inhabit within its general area. And yet, in their use of “the 

uses of cultural form as a cover for social action” (Herzfeld 2004: 2), the institutions and other 

entities discussed in this dissertation are similarly capable of participating in the creation of a 

type of pan-Mediterranean “cultural intimacy” (ibid) upon which the construction of a successful 

“imagined community” frequently depends (Anderson 1991). But this capability does not 

immediately translate into success in the context of transnational geo-political entities such as the 

Union for the Mediterranean (Bicchi and Gillespie 2014 ed), or even those like the European 

Union (Balibar 2004). While political and institutional operators on the J4 and elsewhere in 

Marseille may emphasize the significance of the Mediterranean or the Euro-Mediterranean as 
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valuable concepts and affiliations, they are more distinguished by their “cultural capital” 

(Bourdieu 1984) that permits them to make these types of pronouncements than by their 

possession of an essential key to social, cultural, or political unity in today’s Mediterranean 

basin.  

 In light of the social status of those who are primarily involved in making claims for 

Mediterranean and Euro-Mediterranean unity it may be more constructive to speak of their roles 

in the construction of a “collective memory” (Halbwachs 1941; 1992) in Marseille that 

transcends the city’s wider historic significance as well as its actual attachment to the French 

nation to include specific notions of its Mediterranean heritage. Invoking Halbwachs’ discussion 

of the creation of a collective memory by travelers to the Holy Land in the context of 

contemporary Marseille, Peraldi states, “it is the text that creates the place” (Peraldi, Duport and 

Samson 2015: 4). However, a general characteristic of the Mediterranean concept in Marseille is 

that, despite their claims to the contrary, its provenance and primary use tends to reside within 

the circles of those who have tasked themselves with its celebration and dissemination. 

 In the ethnographic fieldwork that forms the basis for this dissertation I have strived to 

question the frequent assertions made to me by institutional interlocutors regarding the 

pervasiveness of Mediterranean sentiments in the city, as well as related judgments on local 

tendencies and perspectives. Italo Pardo, writing on the frequent disparity between his 

interlocutors’ depictions of reality and the object itself in the southern Italian city of Naples, 

provides the following argument: “This complex relationship between performance and action, 

crucial in actors’…perception of the order of their existence, provides no justification for 

conceptual superimpositions.” (1996: 103) Similarly, this study strives to consider the more 

performative elements of the representations espoused by those conferred with representational 
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authority in Marseille and on the J4 with a balanced investigation of the content and outcome of 

their actions. This dialectic perspective is thus intended as a clarifying counterweight to the force 

of the Mediterranean rhetoric focused on city spaces and inhabitants in Marseille during the 

period that forms the basis for the study. This dissertation accordingly orients itself around and 

against the transnational in its consideration and critique of those conceptual superimpositions 

that would claim pan- or trans-Mediterranean concerns, the national in its judgment of those 

structures and political forms that specifically emanate from the French state, and the local in its 

interest in the specificity of a single site in a larger city, including the experiences of those 

implicated in processes of change.  

 
 
Culture and Authority in France 
 
 
 While the Mediterranean is the primary organizing concept around the representational 

authority increasingly present in the changing spaces of downtown Marseille, “culture” is the 

means by which this authority is employed. What may seem like a neutral observation acquires a 

special charge in light of the central role that culture plays in social and political life in France, 

specifically through an originary form of the cultural politics widespread in other states with 

strong or aspiring nationalist traditions. One scholar notes of this singularity, “French nationhood 

is constituted by political unity, [yet] it is centrally expressed in the striving for cultural unity” 

(Brubaker 1992: 1). This aspirational model is nevertheless troubled by the particular experience 

of cultural politics in Marseille. In this discussion, I am not principally interested in a study of 

the social lives of those involved in cultural or creative industries. Instead, I follow Ingram in 

interrogating “the meaning-making of the cultural field in France” (2011: xxii), specifically in its 

iterations that intersect with representations of the Mediterranean in Marseille.  
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 In 2013, the same year that witnessed the opening of the MuCEM and the Villa 

Méditerranée on a newly renovated J4 Esplanade, Marseille assumed the title of European 

Capital of Culture for twelve months. The general background of the Capital of Culture program 

and its Marseillais iteration are addressed at length elsewhere (Keohane 2006; Grésillon 2011; 

Paris and Baert 2011; O’Brien 2011; Buslacchi 2014), but it is necessary to note that the 

program, which dates to 1985, is directly linked to the European Union while its background lies 

in nationalist cultural traditions within which the French example plays a key role.  

 The contemporary history4 of cultural politics in France dates to the post-war founding of 

the Ministry of Culture under the tutelage of the country’s first Culture Minister, writer André 

Malraux. Malraux’s primary innovation beyond the Ministry’s creation was the notion of 

“cultural democratization,” what Urfalino (2004) cites as the expansion of the “Etat esthétique” 

(aesthetic State).  The primary precept of this “State” was a democratic or universal access to 

“culture,” which in term was defined using universalist concepts as “the heritage of works from 

the past that contribute to the qualities of Man”5 (Malraux 1959 in Urfalino ibid: 39). In turn, the 

major long-term effects of the Ministry of Culture were a corresponding implantation in 

collective consciousnesses of “culture” as a monolithic notion of historically rooted aesthetic 

forms, organized by the Ministry and decentralized to a degree by the creation of Maisons de la 

Culture throughout France. 

 While French cultural politics have seen a number of important challenges over the past 

half-century, they have simultaneously installed a relatively durable conceptual framework, 
                                                             
4 The pre-modern history of French cultural politics, however “goes back at least as far as the absolute monarchy of 
Louis XIV,” according to Ingram (2011:2): “Exercising both patronage and censorship, Louis XIV established a 
centralized model of arts governance that has endured” (ibid). Ingram cites Eling’s (1999) argument that the origins 
of “democracy” in French cultural politics date to the 1870s, while for purposes of my study’s focus on the 
contemporary era, I have preferred to trace the institutionalization of this tendency to the existence of the relevant 
Ministry that still presides over cultural affairs to this day. 
 
5 “L’héritage des oeuvres du passé qui concourent à la qualité de l’homme.” 
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which has a number of repercussions for the current study. Most obviously, the notion of culture 

under consideration involves that which has been called “high culture,” a form of what Matthew 

Arnold (1869) famously contrasted with what he disparaged as “anarchy.” In the French context, 

this has entailed universal access to culture, but not a universal notion of culture, one that might 

extend to forms of popular expression, including those social practices that anthropologists have 

considered as such. The former context tends to confer on certain individuals the power to 

determine what is an appropriate cultural form, what I have termed representational authority 

with respect to the notions of hegemony (Gramsci 1971) and representations (Hall 1997) upon 

which it draws. Representational authority makes reference both to those who wield social and 

political power and to the subjects of the representations that their resultant authority enables 

them to define. 

 In the Marseillais context, representational authority revolves around depictions of the 

Mediterranean, but in its origins in national cultural politics it gains its power from its affiliation 

to the State, particularly in the context of the MuCEM, which is notably the first “musée à 

vocation nationale” (national museum) to be located outside of Paris. This makes the MuCEM a 

symbol of national political cultural authority even while demonstrating the relative geographic 

limits of that same authority, which waited nearly sixty years from the Ministry of Culture’s 

founding to undertake a major museum project to be undertaken outside of the capital.  

 The MuCEM and similar projects in Marseille are also linked to a more recent strain of 

French cultural politics that date to the ministry of Jack Lang serving under President François 

Mitterand in the 1980s. Lang is widely credited with encouraging a commercialization of cultural 

programs and occupations in France in general as well as the decentralization of cultural 

institutions. Lang’s influence in Marseille can be observed by a growing interest on the part of a 
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frequently intransigent local bureaucracy in investing in cultural discourse and industries as a 

means for economic development. Marseille’s post-war municipal government had already 

expressed some interest in cultural projects during the rule of Gaston Defferre, the city’s longest-

serving mayor from 1953 to 1986. But it was principally under his successor, Robert Vigouroux 

(1986-1995), that specific steps were taken to create a more durable framework for the city’s 

cultural affairs, in part due to an awareness of similar urban transformations elsewhere. 

 In the past several decades, a number of major cities in North America and Europe whose 

urban fabrics were affected by the decline of industrial production have experienced waves of 

reinvestment initiated by members of a so-called “creative class” (Florida 2002) frequently 

followed by subsequent arrivals of speculators and those of other professional and social classes 

as in New York (Smith 1996; Zukin 2010) and Berlin (Bernt, Grell and Holm 2014 ed). 

Beginning in the 1970s and 1980s, public and private actors in mid-size or smaller cities where 

industries tended to be centered on increasing defunct port infrastructures began to discover that 

they had a particularly valuable resource at their disposal in the form of the urban waterfront 

(Jauhiainen 1995). Early North American efforts in the revitalization of these included Boston 

and Baltimore, whose ranks were swelled by European centers like Barcelona, Liverpool, 

Hamburg, and Bilbao, the latter of which is largely associated with the Guggenheim museum 

outpost constructed there by star-architect Frank Gehry that has led to its comparison by many in 

Marseille to the new MuCEM.  

 However, Marseille politicians’ gradual embrace of a cultural development model did not 

immediately center on the city’s still-operational port. First, through the guidance of Mayor 

Robert Vigouroux’s assistant mayor for cultural affairs, the poet Christian Poitevin, the city 

permitted the construction of a collaborative art and community center in an abandoned tobacco 
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factory in downtown Marseille. This location was eventually named La Friche la Belle de Mai 

after Belle de Mai (“friche” meaning warehouse), the working-class neighborhood where it was 

located, and quickly became remarkable in Marseille, as well as in France, for its “autonomous 

and collective mode of development” (Della Casa 2013: 17). Indeed, while La Friche’s success 

at attracting as wide and varied a representative public as that which constitutes the 

neighborhood in which it exists has been called into question (Apprill 2013), it is undoubtedly 

singular among cultural institutions in Marseille for its relative independence from the purview 

of political or cultural authorities (Ingram 2011). This is less the case with subsequent cultural 

development projects in Marseille, including the two new institutions on the J4 Esplanade that 

form the basis for much of this dissertation, as well as the Marseille-European Capital of Culture 

project that serves as a background to this study in tandem with the Euroméditerranée urban 

development project.  

 If La Friche emerged from an organic process that brought together local artists, 

community members, politicians, and even social scientists, it also inaugurated a citywide 

interest in the commercial potential of similar projects, whether considered in the sense of direct 

economic exchange or of a general increase in the city’s attraction for buyers and investors. 

Unlike La Friche, this subsequent wave of cultural projects would be marked by their 

simultaneous attachment to a representational label, frequently the “Mediterranean.” 

 With culture in Marseille an increasingly mainstream, codified, and commoditized 

proposition, it becomes necessary to interrogate the types of representational approaches taken 

within the different local forms of this phenomenon. This is particularly the case when we 

consider that at stake in the different terms that are used in the respective approaches and their 

associated institutional structures are preexisting dynamics of power and authority between those 
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who are represented and those who do the representing. These questions pervade larger questions 

posed by others who have done social scientific research in France in recent years and particular 

those whose work interrogates notions of local, national, and transnational belonging.  

 As a number of anthropologists working in rural France have demonstrated, notions of 

national belonging are not only central concerns in the nation’s more cosmopolitan cities. 

Whether in the Auverne, Brittany, the Massif Central, or Corsica, Reed-Danahay (1996), 

McDonald (1989), Rogers (1991) and Candea (2010) prolong Eugen Weber’s argument that 

“France was an administrative, but not a cultural unity” (Rogers 1999: 33) from its nineteenth 

century historical basis through most of the twentieth century. As Reed-Danahay writes, “The 

important question to ask about French society (and perhaps any nation-state) is not, then, 

whether or not it is unified or diverse, but how it is that people learn to both participate in 

national structures and retain local and familial attachments” (1996: 26). In French urban 

contexts, however, the local and the familiar tend to be complicated by notions of transnational 

as well as religious identity related less to post-war national sentiment (as is the case in rural 

settings) than to the aftermath of the colonial period.  

 It is one such “trans-political” social space as described by Silverstein (2004) principally 

in its Parisian iteration, which extends throughout cities and towns in France that have been re-

populated in the post-war period in by former colonial subjects and their descendants from 

Algeria as well as former French colonies or protectorates in North and West. Silverstein 

describes an urban condition of implicitly segregated populations and their corresponding claims 

and contestations, which seek to assert rights that are ostensibly guaranteed to all in France 

regardless of their origins or religious affiliation. In the process he considers moments when 

trans-national political subjects are the objects of polarizing political discourse or actions, one 
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recent example of which is the controversial 2010 law banning the wearing of headscarves in 

public locations, widely interpreted as a censure of France’s large Muslim population (see also 

Bowen 2007). 

 In the face of this wider urban transnational, trans-political condition, is Marseille, a city 

whose Muslim population of diverse national origins accounts for a quarter of its total 850,000 

inhabitants, exceptional?6 As Peraldi, Duport, and Samson have recently argued, with a basis in 

recent statistics showing that other major French cities have much larger percentages of 

immigrant populations, “If we add that Marseille reveals itself to have a low enough rate of 

foreign or immigrant populations that makes it resemble more a provincial mid-size city far from 

migratory routes than a metropolis for transit or (even precarious) employment, we begin to trace 

the contours of a city that is quite different from the legends and imaginary that have contributed 

to its identity” (2015: 18). But this claim alone does not help us resolve the question of the city’s 

exceptional representation. 

 Cesari provides one possible response: “Marseille’s power comes from proposing a local 

structure of integration within the context of a larger national structure of assimilation” (2001: 

180). Cesari’s usage of the term integration is meant “in a sense in which the Other’s specificity 

is accepted and given the right of expression in the city” (ibid) while the term assimilation 

alludes to the official French practice of setting aside racial and ethnic differences in preference 

for civic republican values that nevertheless have a necessary basis in cultural affiliation and 

expression. In this dissertation, the context of a limited urban space permits a profound 

interrogation of suppositions such as Cesari’s, in particular by examining the ways in which the 

celebration of regional and transnational cultures in the context of a national (and para-national 

                                                             
6 Der Spiegel-Hamburg, “Marseille. La Ville Laboratoire,” Courrier International, November 2, 2011, accessed 
November 23, 2015, http://www.courrierinternational.com/article/2011/11/03/la-ville-laboratoire. 
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in the European frame) project of urban development may work to limit the rights of expression 

that she claims make the city of Marseille so unique. As Newman writes, "The spatial politics of 

France's struggles of national belonging…reveals the importance of the importance of the urban 

process in forming the contours of this struggle, which results in the creation of places (and 

people) embroiled in an uncertain and often painful process of becoming" (2015: 9 emphasis 

added). My focus on the J4 is intended as one such approach that examines a nascent form of 

becoming oriented around cultural representations of the Mediterranean. 

 Specific iterations of cultural production have contributed to Marseille’s identity as a 

Mediterranean city. Many of these more specifically represent it as a working-class city with a 

lively popular culture, frequently drawing on tropes from wider depictions of Mediterranean or 

rural Provençal culture. In 1928, when Walter Benjamin visited Marseille he described the city 

as “the yellow-studded maw of a seal with salt water running out between the teeth,” “the 

harbour people a bacillus culture, the porters and whores products of decomposition with a 

resemblance to human beings” (1978: 209). Benjamin’s alternating fascination and disgust with 

Marseille were characteristic of other writing on the city from the same period that saw it as a 

place apart from Continental Europe. Famed French reporter Albert Londres, visiting Marseille 

two years before Benjamin, marveled at the city’s diverse population, claiming that if he were 

nominated governor of Algeria, he would only have to come to Marseille: “my knowledge of the 

country would in no way pale in comparison with that of my predecessors” (1927: 27).  

 In the period when its reign as the de facto colonial port of the Mediterranean was near 

the end of its peak, Marseille was also the subject of depictions by members of its diverse 

population from outside Europe. Claude McKay, a Jamaican-born writer and figure in the 

Harlem Renaissance, lived in Marseille for several months and fondly reminisced of “a great 
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gang of black and brown humanity…It was good to feel the strength and distinction of a group 

and the assurance of belonging to it” (1970: 277). Several years later Senegalese writer-film 

director Ousmane Sembène based his novel Le docker noir (1956) in Marseille, within which he 

depicted a much more oppressive quality of life on the part of port workers who hailed from 

French colonies.  

 More recently, native-born Marseillais writers and filmmakers have developed 

convincing visions of the city’s culture based on the diverse origins of its inhabitants and their 

increasing difficulty in making do in an economic climate that has seen the near-erasure of 

Marseille’s working class. The crime novels of Jean-Claude Izzo are primary among these in 

their wide popularity among many Marseillais and French. Others include the films of Robert 

Guédiguian and René Allio, both native Marseillais whose work tends to privilege social, racial, 

and economic tensions. All of these have in common their portrayal of Marseille as a vibrant 

physical presence with its own personality that is sometimes as pronounced and singular as that 

of its inhabitants. 

 In recent years, different actors in Marseille’s political, professional, and business classes 

have sought to reinvent the city as the sum of its distinctive aspects. Drawing simultaneously on 

its historically fractious relationship with Paris (that has its roots in historical dynamics as well 

as contemporary football rivalries) and its more superficial singularities, these efforts have 

resulted in the creation of an identity that is not always distinct as much as it is extreme. In such 

a construction, Marseille can assume the form of a “capital” of “culture,” but also a “capital” of 

the Mediterranean or even a “capital” of yachting. If this dissertation is primarily concerned with 

the invention of the second of these categories, its concurrent iterations serve both to reveal its 

simultaneous fragility and arbitrariness.  
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Space and Place in a Port City 
 
 

This dissertation participates in an ongoing consideration of “space” as a distinct category 

that is intertwined with the social inasmuch as it is “produced” through social forces. As Gupta 

and Ferguson (1992) have argued, cultural anthropologists are ideally positioned to contribute to 

social scientific interpretations of space through their locally rooted explorations of existing 

identity categories that may be taken for granted in other disciplinary contexts. In my use of a 

spatial approach that is also multi-scalar, I expand on the phenomenological context of space to 

include the notion of place that is more widely present in anthropological studies with a strong 

basis in ethnography. In this section, I explain why both of these approaches are individually and 

collectively relevant to the current study.  

 Following Lefebvre’s The Production of Space (1974), a number of other social scientists 

have applied his ideas in diverse contexts around the world. I consider Lefebvre’s originary 

contributions and how elements of this particular approach can function in the context of the J4 

Esplanade in Marseille, particularly in this study’s multi-scalar nature. I also explore notions of 

“place” as a category distinct from “space.” Conceptualizations of place as opposed to space tend 

to operate in a more phenomenological framework; they have also been more recently present in 

anthropological writing perhaps because of their emphasis on experience and perception as part 

of a “sensory turn” (Howes 1991). In this introductory section, I argue that these two distinct 

categories accomplish similar work when they are applied in a transdisciplinary context, because 

notions of place are inherent in the production of space and vice versa.  
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 Henri Lefebvre’s conceptualization of the “production of space” takes into account 

context, intention and everyday use in the social production of urban space.7 Lefebvre’s writing 

on urban space has two primary contexts, namely his decades of work on Hegelian and Marxist 

dialectics and his equal-parts philosophical and sociological writing on the various potentialities 

of everyday life and experience, both of which preceded 1974’s eponymous volume. However, 

Anglophone scholars who use Lefebvre tend to privilege his Marxist origins rather than his 

equally complex concerns with experience and perception. When the term “everyday life” is 

referenced by a North American social scientist, they are more likely referring to Michel de 

Certeau’s first volume of The Practice of Everyday Life (1984), published over thirty years after 

the first volume of Lefebvre’s Critique of Everyday Life (1947-1981).  

 Similarly to De Certeau, Lefebvre’s notion of everyday life is as a restrained state of 

being that is paradoxically open to innumerable possibilities and variations. Space, in turn, 

according Lefebvre, is not simply there: it is produced. Its production is not mechanized, as in a 

factory, but rather relies on social uses and representations, both of which are in turn intimately 

reflective of spatial determinations. From his earlier adherence to a Marxist dialectic, Lefebvre 

progressed with his work on space towards a more experimental triad composed of three 

interrelated elements: “Spatial practice” is a social space, a reflection of a society or social 

stucture. Spatial practice symbolizes both its own origins over time and its contemporary 

meaning; “Representations of space” are where space is conceived and controlled, where it is 

attributed to particular orders; “Spaces of representation” are where space is both lived and 

described, where its creative and natural variations, uses and subtleties are both articulated and 

                                                             
7 Stanek (2011) contends it is possible to locate Lefebvre’s own effects on the compositions of contemporary cities, 
due both to his own longevity (he lived through most of the twentieth century) and the effects his writings had on 
urban architects and planners. This is another reason for my consideration of his work, within which Lefebvre 
assumes the role of a native anthropologist, with his work an ethnographic object that can speak both to urban 
development and agency in post-war France. 
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obscured. This is where being and experience meet with and frequently conceal meaning 

(Lefebvre 1974; Soja 1996). Lefebvre’s concepts were meant to describe the means by which 

those in power orient the social production of space towards their own ends, but they also allow 

for internal ambiguities that render his model useful to those studying the subtle composition of a 

specific space such as my own research on the J4. I have used Lefebvre’s model as inspiration to 

situate the ways in which spatial practices on the J4 are determined, controlled, and enacted. 

 The production of space has been a central concern for a number of geographers and 

sociologists in the years since Lefebvre’s foundational text was published. David Harvey (2006; 

2008), Neil Smith (1984), and Edward Soja (1989; 1996) have used the notion of social 

production as a means to explain the uneven development of neoliberal cities and states, while 

performing a theoretical rapprochement between Lefebvre’s Marxist-infused trialectic and post-

modern approaches to urban subjectivities. More recent urban studies and architecture scholars 

have elaborated Lefebvre’s theories in ways that speak to my unfolding work in Marseille.  

 Principal among these is the notion of “scale,” which allows for an understanding of the 

roles played by those involved with a space’s production at different levels, from its architects to 

its users. Recent contributions to the field of human geography have asserted that the recently 

accelerated “explosion” of capitalism has rendered moot prior considerations of single, isolated 

spatial entities (Brenner 2004). Instead, any approach to urban geography, sociology, or 

anthropology that is interested in exploring the social construction of space must take into 

consideration “a politics of scale in which some localities are more or less engaged in networks 

of association beyond their immediate boundaries than are others” (Marston 2000: 226). 

Following Marston’s argument for a consideration of the dynamics of gendered spaces, I propose 

to use this concept to further expand the subject of my research, namely the J4 Esplanade, to a 
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wider symbolic economy of representation that includes both the Mediterranean as well as the 

site’s more functional identity as a transforming section of the city’s port.  

 As Gekas and Grenet note, “local negotiations and impositions of appropriate use play a 

role in determining the range of identities a given port may embody, and the social formations it 

either welcomes or denies” (2011: 90). In the case of Marseille, the city and the port’s approach 

to appropriate spatial uses have been historically laissez-faire. While Groth and Corijn’s notion 

of indeterminate urban space as that “temporarily left aside from the hegemonic visions of 

configuration of urban space (due to their having become obsolete in terms of their original 

function and use value)” applies to Marseille in the waning years of the twentieth century, 

subsequent alterations have left the city’s urban plant increasingly “coded by market-led urban 

development” (2004: 506). Corresponding efforts to “extract value” from the city itself, a 

process that Weber (2002) identifies as characteristic of neoliberal urban planning have altered 

both the physical appearance of many public spaces in Marseille today, including the J4, as well 

as affecting the activities of those who have tended to use these spaces. I tend to follow Lefebvre 

in referring to the wide variety of people whose activities, whether formal or informal, defined 

the identities of Marseille’s public spaces over the years as “spatial users.”8 However, while 

discussions of the increasing value of public and private property in contemporary are frequently 

linked to the concept of “gentrification,” I avoid using this term for a number of reasons. In 

particular I am resistant to the widespread application of a concept that has particular meaning in 

Anglo-American contexts, but that also varies widely between different national and urban 

arenas and their corresponding legal and economic contexts. As I discuss near the end of the 
                                                             
8 Genuine disagreements with the use of this terminology criticize it for contributing to an inaccurate perception of 
the opposition between all-powerful planners and helpless spatial “users” lacking any agency (Newman 2015). 
While acknowledging these critiques, I believe that they apply more appropriately to situations, urban or otherwise, 
where area residents are actively involved in planning efforts or make proactive demands for their involvement, 
which while they may pertain to similar developments in Marseille (see Borja, Derain and Manry 2010) have not 
been the case with the J4 Esplanade. 
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dissertation, the concept of gentrification has its own singularities in what can be considered to 

be its Marseillais iteration that it is better explored through descriptions of these rather than the 

use of a generalizing label. 

 As a complement to approaches from urban political economy I propose the use of 

architecture scholars Franck and Simon’s notion of “loose space” to describe the social 

production of the pre-transitional J4 Esplanade by its largely informal spatial users. Franck and 

Simon write,  

In urban public spaces around the world people pursue a very rich variety of 
activities not originally intended for those locations. Sometimes these activities 
occur along with the primary, intended uses, as on the sidewalk, in the street or in 
the plaza. In other places a fixed use no longer exists, as in a ruined factory, or 
possibly never existed at all, as next to a railroad track. In all such cases, through 
people’s activities, spaces become “loose.” Accessibility, freedom of choice and 
physical elements that occupants can appropriate all contribute to the emergence 
of a loose space, but they are not sufficient. For a site to become loose, people 
themselves must recognize the possibilities inherent in it and make use of those 
possibilities for their own ends, facing the potential risks of doing so. (2007: 2) 
 

Like “indeterminate space,” “loose space” describes locations without determined uses, but 

places an additional emphasis on the activities and agency of their informal users. While 

“indeterminate space” is based on a space’s lack of visible identity, “loose space” emerges from 

the articulation and assumption of a social and spatial representation oriented around a wide 

framework of uses that most accurately reflects the J4 Esplanade as I found it during the 

beginning of this study. By exploring the ways in which an array of “loose” uses actually worked 

to determine the J4’s spatial identity, I am able to explain how and why these uses were 

alternately maintained, transformed, or rejected in the aftermath of the site’s transformation.  

 One component missing from the notions discussed until now is the experiences of the 

spatial users who participate in these everyday uses, what some social scientists have come to 

call “place.” According to Casey, “For the anthropologist, space comes first; for the native, 
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Place; and the difference is by no means trivial” (1997: 15). What Casey sees as the reduction of 

“space” to a common denominator is challenged by “perceptions” of place in all their 

multiplicities: “There is no knowing or sensing a place except by being in that place, and to be in 

a place is to be in a position to perceive it” (ibid: 18). Many anthropologists, influenced by a 

phenomenological turn as well as an interest in the role of semiology in determining local 

meaning, have foregrounded what Casey calls “place,” while some such approaches fall short of 

their potential in exploring the wider scales of determinant forces on social life and meaning. For 

this reason, I argue that privileging phenomenological experience over the collective 

construction of meaning can be as limiting as its reverse. Specifically, I argue that experientially-

charged approaches to “place” like those undertaken by a number of anthropologists (see Basso 

1996 and Stewart 1996) have a vital role in the social production of “space” as articulated by 

Lefebvre, particularly in the realm of “spaces of representation.”  

 Space and place have come to be warring symbols, standing in for approaches that may 

be best characterized as the political economic and the phenomenological. However, a balanced 

approach would consider each as equally productive in terms of analyzing social life and cultural 

formations, and ultimately part of a single complementary venture, a way to analyze the inter-

determination of the social, the historic, the experiential, the collective, and the individual. In this 

dissertation, these interwoven categories are explored through a mixed methodology that 

progresses through distinct temporal periods and scales of involvement in the transformation of 

Marseille’s waterfront.  
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Methods 
 
 As a study which takes seriously the agency of those involved with the symbolic, 

physical, and lived transformation of an urban space, as well as the different historical and 

political forces at play, this dissertation uses a variety of methodological approaches to achieve 

its goals, organized according to the distinct physical, social, or professional communities in 

question. Urban anthropology has come a long way from Hannerz' diagnosis of a sub-discipline 

in need of “its own history of ideas" (1980:4). To a large extent these ideas have come from an 

increasing opening to the techniques and problems posed by other disciplines, sociology, history, 

and geography among them, as well as the ever-amorphous urban studies field. I use a number of 

cross-disciplinary strategies for approaching the urban as a distinct terrain of social life, while 

relying heavily on anthropology's predilection for the ethnographic as well as representations of 

the cultural. Even within the confines of a single space, however, I have found it necessary in the 

course of writing this dissertation to draw on other disciplines’ methodological approaches to the 

study of urban life. 

 

J4 Esplanade 

 On the publicly accessible outdoor space of the J4 Esplanade, my fieldwork (begun in 

2010-2012 during annual two to three month-long sessions and then in sustained form from 

January 2013 through September 2014) consisted largely of participant observation with the J4’s 

regular and irregular users, with varying degrees of proximity to the individuals or practices in 

question. This latter factor has led me to label a segment of these “distanced observation,” a 

tactic frequently accomplished through the use of a video camera. This is described in Appendix 

I, which explains the form and relevance of Promenade (2015), a medium-length documentary 
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video submitted as a complement to this written thesis. A principle goal of this distanced 

observation has been to observe wider patterns of access and use on the J4 over time, which in 

turn reflected the types of explanations that were frequently provided to me from those in 

positions of institutional and political authority—namely planners, local officials, and 

curators/administrators. I also conducted short informal interviews with certain of the J4’s users, 

in some cases at intervals roughly spaced over the entire fieldwork period.  

 

Institutions 

 In this context, by which I refer to local and regional political institutions, the Villa 

Méditerranée and MuCEM, the Grand Port Maritime de Marseille (GPMM), and the 

Euroméditerranée urban development program (EPAEM), the lack of regular access to 

individuals in positions of power led to my reliance on a series of one-time formal interviews 

with these actors. The majority of these interviews took place during the last third of my 

fieldwork period, which allowed me to formulate questions and subsequent observations that 

were based on advanced familiarity with the J4 and the affiliated structures in question. 

 In the J4’s new institutions I received permission from the respective administrators of 

the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée to practice participant observation in their public events 

(and some of those that were only open to those with an official invitation) and both permanent 

and temporary exhibitions. In the Villa Méditerranée, I was further able to follow individual 

groups of visitors during their passage through the building and certain exhibits and speak with 

them in an informal feedback session afterwards to discuss their impressions of the space and its 

contents. 
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External Actors and Groups 

 In order to follow and observe those actors that I have described as external to the J4 and 

its institutions in Chapter 5, due both to their physical location and to the sometimes-contestatory 

nature of their practices, I used a variety of ethnographic and participatory techniques depending 

on the specific context. In both settings I was welcome to attend a variety of each organization’s 

planning sessions and the activities that were central to their practice, as well as following-up in 

subsequent meetings or semi-formal interviews. Both the Quartiers Libres project and Tabasco 

Video’s web documentary program had requested my presence and aid, in the first case to 

provide video documentation of the performance in question, and in the second case to 

participate as an informal advisor to the overall project.  

 

Chapters 
 
 The general framework of this dissertation operates as a chronological and spatial 

progression, moving from a historical description of downtown Marseille through to an 

exploration of contemporary conditions on the J4 Esplanade, while a parallel intellectual history 

of the Mediterranean concept in France and in Marseille converges on the existence and effects 

of the representations associated with the J4’s new institutions. Alternate chapters focus on the 

changing experiences and perspectives of the largely informal yet changing users of the 

Esplanade. 

 Chapter 1 makes use of the context of an abbreviated history of the factors affecting the 

2,600-year expansion and function of Marseille’s urban plant to provide a context for the more 

short-term history of the J4 Esplanade, which was only constructed at the end of the first half of 

the twentieth century. The primary purpose of this initial section is to provide a significant 
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historical context for the contemporary issues discussed in the remainder of the dissertation, 

which serves to introduce recurrent factors in Marseille’s social and spatial history, many of 

which are invoked in subsequent chapters. 

 In Chapter 2, the J4 Esplanade is explored during its post-cession phase, principally 

based on participant observation and interviews conducted beginning in 2010. A parallel 

discussion compares the ethnographer’s own subjective vision of the space, complemented by 

my encounter with various “loose” users, with that of those involved in different ways with the 

J4’s transformation. This functions as a thematic introduction to the primarily urban planning 

linked issues of access and spatial use at play on today’s J4, while introducing a variety of 

interlocutors who will reappear later in the study. 

 Chapter 3 takes a step back from the physical confines of the J4 and the temporal 

situation of contemporary Marseille. Its political and intellectual history of the Mediterranean 

concept in France and more specifically in its iterations involving the country’s southern region 

gives way to a discussion of what I call “new Mediterranean actors” in contemporary Marseille, 

whose formative role as the intellectual and political force behind the MuCEM and the Villa 

Méditerranée are explored in the chapter’s final section. 

 Returning to the J4 Esplanade in the wake of its 2013 reopening to the public, Chapter 4 

also returns to the form of an ethnographic investigation, discussing the ways in which new and 

old users have been able to coexist in a changed physical space. A central section focuses on the 

specific narratives of two long-term “loose” users, whose differing experiences on the renovated 

J4, where one is relatively welcomed while the other feels less comfortable there, exemplifies the 

sense of implicit expulsion that I have argued articulates the experience of the new J4 for many. 

A final section explores how the site’s increasing centrality in Marseille and France makes it a 
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location for assertions of local and national political authority. 

 Chapter 5 considers the question of the J4’s new implicit representations and those more 

particularly oriented around the Mediterranean in the Esplanade’s new institutions through an 

exploration of the content and meaning of public conferences and exhibits there as well as 

reactions to the latter. It also considers how the representational authority of the depictions in the 

MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée contributes to a corresponding contestation of these 

representations, principally through an exploration of two activities or interventions involving 

local Marseillais, which are both directed towards the physical, symbolic, social, and even 

economic repercussions of the new institutions. 

 The dissertation’s sixth and last chapter is intended as a culmination and a convergence 

of the disparate historical, representational, and scalar concerns addressed in the preceding 

content. By tracking the acquisition by the then-nascent MuCEM of a vendor's cart from a long-

term user of the J4, whose own changing experiences there form much of the basis for prior 

discussions, I consider the potential stakes associated with becoming Euro-Mediterranean in a 

city where identifications ostensibly intended to celebrate diversity appear to increasingly entail 

the commercialization of both those same identities and the city’s once widely-accessible 

common spaces. At the same time, I emphasize the ongoing nature of these changes, the still-

ephemeral effects of the new labeling practices still under way, and the enduring possibility for 

local actors to continue to assert their right to use and exist in the public spaces of their city. 
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Chapter 1 

A Short History of Urban Development in Marseille 

2600 BCE to 2015 AD 

 

 

 

 

The division of urban space first entails the construction of this space; it is through this process 
that the dynamics of social productions and relationships express themselves and, with the aid of 
abstract relations, they become concrete, spatial, and historic, and they inscribe themselves both 

temporally and on the ground...9 

-Marcel Roncayolo (1996) 

* 

Naive people believe that events that occur here or there aren’t necessarily linked to one another, 
either because their facts appear to be without relationship or because they’re geographically 
distant. These people don’t know how to read the great novel of the world. They ignore the 

butterfly effect… This Marseillais story is for them.10 

-Cedric Fabre (2006) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                             
9 “La division de l’espace urbain est d’abord construction de cet espace; c’est à travers cette élaboration que les 
rapports de productions et les rapports sociaux s’exercent, pour une part, et que, supportés par des relations 
abstraites, ils prennent des formes concrètes, spatiales et historiques, qu’ils s’inscrivent aussi dans la durée et sur le 
sol.” 
 
10 “Les gens naïfs croient que les événements qui se produisent ici ou là ne sont pas forcement liés les uns aux 
autres. Parce que ces faits semblent en apparence sans rapport ou parce qu’ils sont géographiquement éloignés. Ces 
gens-là ne savent pas lire le grand roman du monde. Ils ignorent la théorie de battement d’ailes du papillon…Alors 
cette histoire marseillaise est pour eux.” 
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Introduction 

 

 The goal of this first chapter is both more and less than a historical overview. As in the 

introduction, I propose that the J4 Esplanade’s location at the physical and symbolic intersection 

of contemporary cultural and socio-economic development projects makes it an ideal site to 

investigate the particular confluence between these projects. In this chapter, I specifically situate 

J4 in a longer chronology of development and redevelopment projects in order to construct a 

background for the ethnographic and critical observational work that follows. This exploration 

serves as more than simple historical context for my research in a specific site, while arguing that 

such geographically-limited work can and must be taken as a palimpsest for larger developments 

in Marseille, and eventually other similar post-industrial port cities elsewhere.   

 In taking such an approach, I am following the notable examples of Setha Low (2000), 

James Holston (1989), and Michael Herzfeld (2009), whose explorations of elements of city 

building (whether a single space, a generalized planning/architectural approach, a neighborhood 

in transition) use their interrogation of urban parts to speak to the situation of the wider city. A 

similar conviction drives the recent Histoire universelle de Marseille (2006), whose Marseillais 

author, Alèssi dell’Umbria, uses an approach pioneered by Mike Davis (1998), to reconstruct the 

past thousand years of a city frequently at odds with the political powers around it. While 

Dell’Umbria attempts to define the essential formula for a city’s existence against all odds, he 

ultimately writes a history that is resolutely myopic in a particularly Marseillais style, by casting 

the city and its scrappy inhabitants as the eternal rebels against Goliath-like forces.  

 My goal in this chapter is rather to illuminate Marseille’s lengthy past, with an eye 

towards specific events or currents in its history that jointly shed light on the J4’s urban 

redevelopment today. In this rather relatively rapid review my focus is primarily on larger events 
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or machinations. A comprehensive social history this is not; and yet, beginning with the 

nineteenth century, more sociologically inflected approaches begin to appear in the referenced 

literature and continue to the present. My emphasis is primarily on instances of what I refer to in 

the chapter title as “urban development,” a term whose use I expand upon below. This does not 

entail an occlusion of the effects of such development on city inhabitants but it does emphasize 

the after effects of specific incidents and spatial impositions over a longue durée. I argue that 

these effects can be felt today both in Marseille’s urban plant and in the nature of contemporary 

projects, such as the J4 Esplanade. While I am thus principally concerned in this chapter with 

exploring the origins of these projects, the ethnographic analysis that follows in Chapter 2 

provides confirmation of the durability of past events and processes, even where great pains have 

been taken to obscure them. 

 A number of contemporary scholars, many of them Marseillais, have already dealt with 

the subject of linkages between the city’s past and present. Anthropologist Michel Peraldi and 

journalist Michel Samson’s two publications (the second of which is coauthored with sociologist 

Claire Duport) focus on the determinant role of the city's complex urban politics with a particular 

emphasis on the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. In the first, Peraldi and Samson (1995) 

constructive a narrative of a city that revolves around the determinant roles played by Marseille’s 

three post-war mayors, ruling over a largely sedentary and increasingly impoverished downtown 

population, and the increasingly balkanized relationship between those members of middle (or 

professional) classes and owners and proprietors of industry and business who tend to live in the 

southern half of the city below the center and under-employed residents of the “Quartiers Nords” 

(Northern Districts). This situation is itself the prolongation of a preexisting condition of patron-

client relations, whose disruption in the last quarter of a century has been particularly felt. As 



 
41 

Peraldi, Duport, and Samson (2015) have argued since, the return of the State to Marseille 

politics, and specifically its role in the Euroméditerranée urban redevelopment project, would 

seem to announce a new era, even though, as I explore at length in this chapter, now is not the 

first time that projects with a similar scale have been undertaken with unintended results. In their 

consideration of the determinant role played by city politicians and private actors with an 

outsized political role in the alternating decay and transformation of Marseille’s physical plant, 

the latter authors acknowledge an implicit debt to a de facto dean of “Marseilleology,”11 whose 

formative research provides the historical context for Peraldi, Duport, and Samson’s. 

 Born in 1926, Marcel Roncayolo is one of several French geographers whose works on 

urban political economy have been considered mutually relevant in the related disciplines of 

urban sociology and political science. However, unlike similarly transversal sociologist Henri 

Lefebvre, Roncayolo's work has largely remained untranslated and his writings and thinking are 

influential within the borders of France. This may be a result of Roncayolo’s self-imposed 

provincialism: while a number of his works (1990; 2002) take a general approach to urban 

geography and critical planning studies, the majority are based on case studies in Marseille. (This 

observation has repercussions in terms of disciplinary differences between French and North 

American social science fields: as the result of widespread acceptance of Marseille’s singularity, 

many French sociologists and anthropologists who do work there, may find themselves easily 

labeled as “Marseillologues” than as urban studies scholars whose work may have repercussions 

on studies of other French cities.) Roncayolo’s primary contribution to his transdisciplinary 

fields of intervention is his study of cities in tandem with their “territories,” the sub-regions 

                                                             
11 The subject of a two-day “worldwide conference” at the MuCEM in September 2015, the term “Marseilleologie” 
was coined for the purpose of a performance/meeting held at the Yes We Camp temporary space in northern 
Marseille under the ensign of Marseille-Provence 2013 during that year. 
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beyond city limits that include what North Americans would call suburbs. His more direct 

contribution to Marseilleology is Les Grammaires d’une ville (1996), a multi-volume exegesis, 

which uses the example of the first half of the eighteenth century to argue that subsequent 

developments in Marseille and particularly the city’s increasing north-south divide were the 

result of a generalized local governance and planning ethic derived from an ingrained liberal 

moment that anticipated and influenced the city’s architectural and planning explosion that 

followed the world wars. 

 The relevance of Roncayolo’s thesis to this current chapter is two-fold: I both take 

seriously his argument regarding Marseille’s exceptionalism derived from an effective 

geographic split between industrial (port) and urban (other socio-economic) concerns; and follow 

his example in looking to the past in order to locate precedents for present conditions. As 

Roncayolo writes, “none of these ruptures, including the obstacles and resistances that they 

encounter, escape from regularities or sequences that we can put in order” (1996: 69).12 The 

current chapter is an attempt to follow Roncayolo’s example in enumerating and linking an array 

of similar such “sequences” of urban construction, destruction, and reconstruction from 

Marseille’s origins to its present day, particularly as they apply to a single space. 

 Two complementary perspectives invoked at length in the rest of this chapter are those of 

architectural historians Jean-Lucien Bonillo (1991) and René Borruey (1994), whose works on 

the relationship between the growth and expansion of Marseille's port and its intertwined 

relationships with the city's urban plant, provide a vital link between the city's economic and 

                                                             
12 “Toutes ces ruptures, y compris les obstacles et les résistances qu’elles rencontrent, n’échappent pas à des 
régularités, à des séquences que l’on peut ordonner.” 
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social histories.13 The division of this chapter into four distinct sections is in turn influenced by 

Borruey's (2008) division of Marseille's city/port history into similar periods, which I will 

discuss below. The architectural historian Sheila Crane’s recent (2011) contribution to 

Anglophone studies of Marseille complements Bonillo and Borruey’s more localized readings of 

Marseille’s physical heritage, with a particular emphasis on questions of representation and 

receptions of architecture/planning processes. 

 Some clarification is necessary regarding the phrase “urban development,” which is 

employed throughout this chapter, though its discursive origins in urban planning date largely to 

the first part of the nineteenth century (Roncayolo 1996). Following Barraqué (1985), however, I 

consider that the logics and practices of urban planning and architecture predate their 

codification in a single discourse. Such is the similar argument of Rabinow (1989), who follows 

Foucault (1961; 1976) in establishing a genealogy of rationality, in this case in the 

experimentation of urban planning techniques in the French protectorate of Morocco that are 

eventually transposed to the métropole. The notion of rationality with regard to the polis has 

been widely transformed over the twenty-six centuries of Marseille’s existence, a fact which is 

reflected in the city’s urban plant (Weber 1958). I further follow Rao (2009) in arguing that 

physical and affective residue in urban space (what she calls the “city-as-archive”) provide an 

ongoing link between past and present: even in cities that have experienced a high degree of 

superficial reorganization, traces of bygone eras (whether buildings, ruins, general street layouts, 

                                                             
13 While this chapter insists upon its overriding historical focus on physical structures and spaces in downtown 
Marseille, it derives some of its consideration of more recent developments from Donzel’s Le nouvel esprit de 
Marseille (The New Spirit of Marseille 2014), in which the author transposes Boltanski and Chiapello’s (1999) 
eponymous argument to the current wave of citywide “projects” in Marseille, which are in turn linked to the recent 
increase in artistic production in the city (see also Girel 2000). Further interrogations into the background of these 
connections which mobilize public and private actors as well as those in creative sectors include the recent work of 
Maisetti (2012; 2014). 
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as well as the attachment of collective and individual memories to certain sites) make an 

argument for the type of linkages between historical periods that I make in the current chapter.  

 The decision to frame this chapter through four separate sections is in large part derived 

from René Borruey's similar approach in his 2008 essay, "Réapprendre à voir le port” 

(Relearning to See the Port). Borruey's temporal divisions essentially mark periods in the 

relations between the city of Marseille and its port, or ports, which I summarize here by way of 

contextualizing my own framings. In Borruey's first section, "the port is the city”: both city and 

port occupy the same physical space and are economically co-dependent, a statement on how 

social and political life were informed by this territorial and commercial synergy. In his second 

section, "the port and the city," the port begins its "escape from urban space to constitute itself in 

a specialized, autonomized, rationalized, and extensible space, like a large factory" (5), creating 

a physical delineation between the port and the city, while their socio-economic dependence 

shifts but does not falter for a number of reasons. In the third section, "the port without the city," 

a significant element of the port's activities are transferred to a new location at a substantial 

distance from the city center (9). This "ultramodern port" (ibid) would not only mark a "profound 

distention of its links with the mother-city, [but] with Marseillais and their urban culture" as well 

(10). Finally, Borruey wonders about whether recent developments have led to a fourth discrete 

section, "the city in the port" (13). With this he reflects on the increasing misconceptions 

between port operators and Marseillais alluded to in the prior section and more concretely 

identifies the gradual opening of spaces within the modern port zone for profit-oriented and non-

profit-oriented public access, with a partial focus on the area now known as the “J4 Esplanade.”  

 While sharing Borruey's concern with the state of relations between the city and port, I 

am primarily concerned with the ways in which city-port relations reflect on the management 
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and lived experience of urban public and private spaces in downtown Marseille. Thus, while the 

J4 Esplanade was born during the midst of the modern port's final stages of expansion (Borruey's 

second, or "port and the city," section), I argue that the J4's metamorphoses following its creation 

are more productively considered relative to both developments within the port and in the 

inhabited quarters just outside its gates. I pursue this dual focus throughout each section of this 

chapter by simultaneously privileging the combined commercial operations of the city and port 

(with the appropriate political context) and major events that I take as symbolic moments, or 

turning points, marking a transformation in the way in which urban space is identified and used 

by those who live in the city and those who control the city's space. I inevitably foreground the 

situation of the J4 Esplanade in the more recent historical sections, but the foregrounded events 

and periods prior to its existence serve to predict and influence the operations that would lead to 

the J4's original construction and subsequent transformations. (In the first two sections that cover 

the period before the J4's existence I also emphasize the construction and presence of the 

adjacent Fort Saint-Jean, the building which heralded the J4 for several centuries before the 

latter's construction and spent several years in direct physical contact with the J4. Even while the 

landscape architect Yves Lion has seen to physically re-separate the Fort Saint-Jean from the J4 

in recent years, the architects Rudy Ricciotti and Roland Carta have made a point of re-linking 

the two sites as joint parts of the new MuCEM.) 

 The sections of this chapter attempt to do the following work with regard to the issues, 

concepts, and historical trajectories discussed thus far: Section I situates Marseille in its origins, 

at the beginning of a longue durée of continuing and changing occupants and uses. Section II 

explores how the city's growth and expansion came to be both actualized and limited by its 

increasing though fractious relationship with France. Section III relates instances in the wartime 
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and post-war (World War II) period involving urban destruction and renewal as well as the city's 

changing relationship with the outside world during the end of French decolonization. Finally, 

Section IV explores the city's fortunes during the global oil crisis and its aftermath. 

 The last section also covers the previous twenty years that have attempted to break with 

global economic recession by creating a simultaneous breach with Marseille's recent past and 

present, unveiling a city newly prepared to face the future—an effort that has seen the J4 grow in 

significance as an increasingly symbolic center: an anchor in Marseille's past and a harbinger of 

a hoped-for future. It is from the J4's changing fortunes, as I argue in this dissertation, that we 

can deduce the veracity of Borruey's closing line in his own essay on the subject, representing his 

own conviction that Marseille "was—and is still today—a port city" (2008: 17 emphasis added), 

and what is entailed by such a label today, particularly when it is applied to a relatively recent 

transitional moment in one of the oldest known continuous human settlements in the world. 

 

I. From the City’s Founding to the Nineteenth Century (600 BCE – 1800 AD) 

 

 All foundation narratives tend towards the mythical—in the case of many Mediterranean 

cities and states there is little choice other than to approach history with a large grain of sea salt. 

From Herodotus, Thucydides, and Aristotle, however, we know that Marseille was founded by a 

ship of traders from Phocea in Ancient Greece (modern-day Izmir, Turkey), around 600 BC. A 

myth often repeated by locals describes the voyage’s leader, Protis, being received by the native 

Celtic-Ligurian tribe, the Segobridges, and their leader, Nannos. Nannos gives his daughter, 

Gyptis, in marriage to the Phocean (in some versions of the story Gyptis chooses to marry Protis) 

and allows him to construct a settlement on the northern edge of today’s Old Port in what the 
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Phoceans called Massalia. Today, Marseille is still popularly referred to as “La cité phocéenne” 

(The Phocean City) and a sculpture comprised of four large stone blocks surrounding a flat stone 

table commemorates the city’s founding on the southern promenade of the Old Port, just 

opposite the area to its north where the J4 Esplanade would be constructed some twenty-six 

centuries later (Duchêne and Contrucci 1998; Hodge 1999). 

 Marseille is known in France and beyond for its calanques, a series of imposing sea-cliffs 

and their bays that stretch for several kilometers to the east of the city. Yet, few are aware that 

the area now occupied by the city’s Old Port is itself a calanque once called Lacydon by the 

Phoceans. In effect, the terrain and natural elements to which the calanques had been subject for 

centuries restricted the city’s geographic spread for the first period of its existence, until a need 

to expand motivated by a need to accommodate the increasing ship traffic to Marseille as much 

as inhabitable space targeted the alternating marsh-like and cliff-bound borders of the Old Port. 

And yet for nearly 2,000 years, the city of Marseille largely conformed to its natural 

surroundings, benefitting from them in the form of the naturally protected bay of its Old Port, 

and remaining restricted by their limits: the escarpments around the Vieux Port and the 

surrounding mountains and valleys. 

 If Marseille’s physical plant remained largely similar during its first few centuries, its 

economic reach extended drastically, mostly due to its role as the most significant western arm of 

Ancient Greece. As Clavel-Leveque remarks in her study of Greek Massalia, “Marseille quickly 

experienced a remarkable economic peak…of which we are able to observe through multiple 

sources the determinant role of transit in the organization of the specific system that took root 
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there” (1977: 16).14 Clevel-Leveque further notes the determinant role of the city’s environment 

that complemented its inhabitants’ unparalleled success in trade, citing Strabon (1867: 179): “the 

Marseillais possessed a territory filled with olive trees and rich in vineyards, but without the 

quality necessary for the cultivation of wheat as a result of its rocky soil, as a result of which, 

trusting the sea more than the land, they made known their preference for their natural 

disposition towards navigation.”15 Faced with limited access to the land surrounding it, and with 

few possibilities for living off of the reduced cultivatable terrain immediately adjacent to their 

settlement, the Massalians focused on their town’s viability as a trading colony primarily 

oriented to the sea. Even as centuries went by, and occasional incursions were made inland 

(notably in the fourth century BCE when the settlement was expanded towards the plain to its 

west), the city lived off from its originary promise—its preeminent, well-protected access to the 

sea. 

 As Borruey (2008) notes, in its early years the city of Marseille was its port, as it 

remained for more than a millennium until the Modern period. During the intervening years, 

Marseille experienced a number of events that would have a lasting impact on its urban plant. 

Julius Caesar’s siege of the city during the Roman Republic’s Civil Wars, in particular, marked a 

turning point in the city’s geographic and economic independence, establishing an ongoing 

antagonistic relationship with the city’s more powerful neighbors, which would alternately lead 

to its singularity and success as well as its periodic domination. During the Medieval period, 

these included Marseille’s 1257 capitulation to Charles d’Anjou of Provence and the city’s 

                                                             
14 “Marseille connaît très vite une apogée économique très brillant…dont nous disposons d’une documentation 
multiple qui met en évidence la place déterminante du transit dans l’organisation du système spécifique qui s’y 
élabore.” 
 
15 “Les Marseillais possèdent un territoire planté d’oliviers et riche en vignobles, mais trop pauvre pour la culture du 
blé, à cause de son sol rocailleux, de sorte que, se fiant plus à la mer qu’à la terre, ils donnèrent la préférence aux 
dispositions naturelles qu’ils avaient pour la navigation.” 
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invasion and sacking at the hands of the Aragonese in 1423. The latter event resulted in the 

construction of the tower which now bears the name of the King René, the leader (also from the 

Anjou lineage) who initiated its construction and which formed the first of several structures to 

be eventually known as the Fort Saint-Jean, located just next to today’s J4. (Guiral and Amargier 

1983) 

  Beginning in the twelfth century BCE, the grounds around the Maubert tower were given 

to the Order of the Knights of St. John, colloquially known as the Knights of Malta, who have 

since lent their name to the tower and the surrounding structures that were built by them, 

originally as a hospital, and expanded into a fort by others who came afterwards. In response to 

one of Marseille’s final efforts to reject French monarchical authority in favor of a more distance 

alliance, Louis XIV would impose the construction of a separate large fort on the Old Port 

directly across from the Fort Saint-Jean in the seventeenth century. This Fort Saint-Nicolas, 

constructed by Louis XIV’s prized military architect, the Marquis de Vauban, known for his 

military installations across France, also complemented a reinforced Fort Saint-Jean, whose role 

was to re-assert royal control over the city as well as its inhabitants. Louis XIV’s further 

expansion of Marseille’s legal territory outside of its historic Medieval walls, meant in part as a 

challenge to the sanctity and security once provided by those same walls, was followed by his 

finance minister Jean-Baptiste Colbert’s subsequent decision to give Marseille the status of a free 

port, on whose imports or exports no taxes could be imposed. Colbert simultaneously offered 

Marseille a monopoly on trade with the Levant. These joint-actions initiated the beginning of the 

city’s period as a vital French port with dominant access to the then-Kingdom’s colonies and 

effectively ended its past role as a colonial outpost for other political entities. (Pizzorni-Itié 

2014) 
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 During the first twenty-three centuries of its existence, Marseille had gone from a 

sparsely settled plain to a thriving outpost of the Greek and Roman Empires, whose fortunes 

tended to founder during periods of regional political tumult, as a result of which the city strived 

to maintain its relative independence. This latter effort became increasingly difficult as the 

concentration of power(s) in nearby Provence put more pressure on the city and its leaders, 

which from the sixteenth century onwards tended to be a collective of merchants united around 

the powerful Chamber of Commerce, in contrast to the regional royalty based in nearby Aix-en-

Provence. One effect of the city’s isolationist tendencies was, while it pursued alliances near and 

far, its territory remained relatively reduced, a factor of its privileged and well-defended access 

to the sea. If for the majority of its history, Marseille’s rapport with its physical layout revolved 

around mediations of the city’s borders, namely its access to the sea, and its surrounding walls, 

the actions of Louis XIV and his lieutenants beginning in 1666 began a period during which the 

internal spaces of Marseille became significantly more considered for their physical and 

symbolic importance. (Bouyala D’Arnaud 1959) 

 Such a change underlined the arrival of the bubonic plague in 1720, which reduced the 

city’s population of some 75, 000 people by approximately half. Chronicles of this period 

describe the intractability of the city’s cadaver-filled streets. In the following century, the fact 

that the city’s population rebounded to 120,000 necessitated a more careful management of its 

urban plant, a process which was increasingly administered from afar, specifically from Paris, 

even as private operators from Marseille as well as elsewhere in France were likewise keen to 

participate in what became an entirely new era in urban speculation involving both infrastructure 

and dwellings. 
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II. From the First Empire to World War II (1800 - 1939) 

 The historical period covered in this section is the final one prior to the construction of 

the J4 Esplanade. However, already at this stage, the J4’s construction and its future uses were 

augured by two simultaneous developments in downtown Marseille: (1) the increasingly 

conscious delimitation of urban spaces, and (2) the expansion and ultimate displacement of the 

city’s commercial port. From the beginning of the nineteenth century to World War II, 

Marseille’s expansion was simultaneous and two-fold, involving its urban plant’s spread over 

neighboring territories and a corresponding commercial expansion overseas and in France, aided 

in part by the development of rail infrastructure. These intertwined processes had a vital impact 

on the way the city center became conceived by those who used it and those responsible for 

administering the city, which has in some cases directly influenced more recent developments. 

 Following the decimation of its population by the 1720 plague, Marseille’s fortunes 

during the remainder of the eighteenth century tended to parallel those of the larger French entity 

to which it was increasingly drawn closer, although the political nature of that entity was 

beginning to enter a tumultuous period. The city’s experience during the 1789 French Revolution 

saw it become the site of bloody encounters, including the butchering of one hundred twenty-

seven Jacobins on the grounds of the Fort Saint-Jean, while it also lent its name to the 

revolutionary song that now serves as the nation’s national anthem: “La Marseillaise.” Napoleon 

Bonaparte’s coup d’état in 1799 marked a momentary end to the revolutionary tumult, but it also 

began a period of reduced economic fortunes for Marseille, whose port was blockaded by 

English ships until after the Battle of Waterloo in 1814. The city’s port was subsequently re-

opened for business, which boomed during the reign of Louis Philippe I (1830-1847) due to the 

concurrent French conquest of Algeria. Marseille henceforth regained its prominence in the 
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Mediterranean as the principal port for the transit of people and merchandise between France and 

its new North African colony, and later the French protectorates of Tunisia and Morocco. This 

was also the period of the construction of the Suez Canal from which French ports and merchants 

similarly benefitted. It was in part as a result of the increase in its traffic as well as changing 

standards in international shipping that authorities in Marseille and Paris began to consider the 

expansion of the city’s port a necessity.  

 In the wake of the city’s modernization, according to Borruey, it was a natural by-product 

for the port to be considered “separate from urban space, [and] thought of as a site-specific 

facility conceived specifically for its functions” (1994: 5). The modern port of Marseille would 

be a “monde fermé” (closed world), and in this sense a forerunner to the “contemporary (urban) 

spaces” of today’s city (ibid: 10). While it may have seemed natural given the wider industrial 

and modernizing tendencies afoot, the relocation of the port’s primary activities away from the 

Old Port and towards the city’s northern coast marked a rupture with the natural advantage of the 

Lacydon calanque that had marked both the city and its port’s supremacy for centuries. Once it 

had been decided that the port should be expanded and that this expansion would necessitate its 

relocation, a number of plans were submitted and considered by the Chamber of Commerce. 

Authorities in Paris would eventually choose the design that stretched north of the city in a 

progressive formation, meaning that its length could be prolonged as necessary in addition to 

providing a direct link to the railroad network. 

 The techniques used in the construction of the new Port of Marseille revealed their 

reliance on methods used in London and Liverpool to build a sequence of docks and warehouses 

defended from the elements by an artificial seawall, whose precise design would have been 

thought impossible only ten years prior to its 1853 completion, one sign that Marseille was in the 
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vanguard among other regional port cities. Other structural elements included a series of piers, 

which served to increase the quantity of ships able to dock at the port simultaneously, and a 

corresponding array of hangars constructed on the piers and docks for the temporary storage of 

products in the process in transit. In contrast, other docks constructed during the earlier part of 

this era near the Place de la Joliette, were dedicated to long-term storage, and helped established 

linkages with Marseille’s growing industrial sector, which found a home for itself in the same 

area of the city as a partial result of the port’s expansion and modernization. While Marseille’s 

modern port was primarily constructed along the coast in areas reclaimed from the sea, the 

transfer of the city’s primary commercial and industrial activity away from the Old Port resulted 

in counter-effects at the level of urban planning, another activity in efflorescence during this 

time. (Borruey 1994) 

 The project of the Joliette docks revolved for many years around the charisma and 

entrepreneurial spirit (not to mention the capital) of a single man, former engineer turned 

businessman Paulin Talabot. Likewise, urban planning tended to emanate from the goals and 

means of individual operators. The largest-scale incarnation of this latter process in nineteenth 

century Marseille was the 1860 construction of the “Rue Impériale” (Imperial Road), which 

sliced through a one-kilometer swath of the city from the northeast corner of the Old Port to the 

Place de la Joliette, the new port’s primary access point. (Conceived and built during the Second 

Empire, the thoroughfare’s name would later change to “Rue de la République.”) A major 

visionary if destructive project of urban redevelopment, the Rue Impériale’s construction was 

ostensibly motivated by a need to link two parts of a growing city, while it entailed the 

destruction of a large number of buildings mostly inhabited by the city’s working class 
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population whose labor served as the motor for Marseille’s growing industrial and shipping 

capacities. As Derain and Manry write,  

 The future Rue de la République became a symbol of the city’s modernization as 
well as its most spectacular construction site. The Treasury gave it a subsidy of 
six million francs. The Pereire brothers’ Compagnie Immobilière, supported by 
Baron Haussmann in Paris, took over the plot…The Compagnie did its work 
according to schedule, using local, well-priced entrepreneurs, by serving as 
intermediary between locals and the town hall. Accomplished in less than six 
years (1861-1867), the Haussmannian corridor cut through the hills of the old 
city. Thirty-eight streets disappeared, 935 houses were destroyed, and 16,000 
people were displaced. (Borja, Derain and Manry 2010: 30-31)16 

 
Sewell, Jr. notes that while the Rue Impériale was not the only such large-scale urban planning 

project of the era, it was certainly the “most spectacular” (1985: 107), even when compared with 

the large-scale monumental structures that also arose around Marseille during the period. All 

chroniclers, however, note the economic failure of the Rue Impériale project, as well as its 

similar lack of success in planning terms. The Pereire brothers were rarely able to receive the 

rent that they demanded for their residences and the Hausmannian façades, which were meant as 

magnets for a Parisian-style bourgeoisie, did not attract their desired clientele. Sewell, Jr. notes 

that the Rue Impériale as well as two other major thoroughfares constructed during this period 

succeeded in facilitating more rapid transportation throughout the city, but even while it 

decimated a significant section of a working class neighborhood, the Rue Impériale did not 

significantly alter the demographics of downtown Marseille.  

 Meanwhile, as Fournier and Mazzella note, the Rue Impériale/Rue de la République 

exemplified an approach to urbanism typical of the time, in which public powers largely stood by 

                                                             
16 “La future rue de la République devient alors l’emblème de la modernisation de la ville et son chantier le plus 
spectaculaire. Le Trésor accorde une subvention de six millions de francs. La Compagnie Immobilière des frères 
Pereire, qui soutiennent à Paris le préfet Haussmann, reprend la concession…La Compagnie réalise les travaux dans 
les délais imposes, en faisant intervenir les entrepreneurs locaux et de très bonnes affaires, en servant 
d’intermédiaire entre ces derniers et la Mairie. La percée haussmannienne, réalisée en moins de six ans (1861-1867) 
tranche les collines de la vieille ville. Trente-huit rues disparaissent, 935 maisons sont détruites et 16,000 personnes 
deplaceés.” 
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or condoned the activities of private speculators whom, it was assumed, embodied “a collective 

actor particularly well-informed of the preoccupations of the population, and with the capacity to 

anticipate its needs” (2004: 30).17 The same space would later form the object of a similar failure 

to anticipate the nature of urban social politics in Marseille as part of the city-wide 

Euroméditerranée development project currently under way (1995-present), of which a latter-day 

attempt at redeveloping the Rue de la République has at times assumed a central and contested 

element (see Borja et al 2010). 

 

III. From World War II through the end of the Colonial Period (1939 – 1968) 

 

 The current section, which covers only thirty short years, focuses on two overlapping 

micro-periods, the destruction and ultimately reconstruction of the Old Port neighborhood from 

1943 through the 1950s, and the decline of French colonialism, culminating in the end of the 

Algerian war of independence in 1962 and the mass repatriation of French settler-colonists, or 

pieds noirs, who in large part reentered France through the port of Marseille. This is also the 

historical period that would see the construction of the J4. 

 While equally widespread, the effects of the Rue Impériale’s construction in the 

nineteenth century paled in comparison to the demolition of the destruction of the Old Port’s 

historic neighborhood in 1943 during the city’s German occupation. While inhabitants of the Rue 

Impériale were displaced over the course of several years in 1861-1867, the houses and buildings 

                                                             
17 “Un acteur collectif particulièrement bien informé des préoccupations de la population, et possédant la capacité 
d’en anticiper les besoins.” 
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of the Old Port that served as homes to approximately 20,000 people were destroyed in a 

relatively short period of a few weeks in 1943.  

 Crane (2011) notes that the actual demolition carried out by German soldiers and planned 

by military engineers, while sudden, was not as chaotic as the bombings of other cities in Europe 

and Asia by Allied and Axis powers. Instead, a careful, incisive process prevailed in Marseille, 

during which the largely working-class inhabitants of the Old Port neighborhood were first 

evacuated from their residences with some eight hundred sent to the Sobibór concentration camp 

in occupied Poland where fewer than a hundred would survive. Demolition teams then proceeded 

from street to street, laying and exploding dynamite in the foundations of neighboring buildings, 

leaving in their wake some twenty-nine acres of rubble, created in a tense yet methodic calm. 

 Like the destruction and construction of the Rue Impériale, the Old Port demolition was 

not solely remarkable for its intended or actual results, but for the events which presaged and 

followed it, a growing continuity in the uses of architecture and urban planning to restructure 

downtown Marseille’s physical plant as well as its social fabric. It is particularly telling when we 

consider the significantly less subtle goals that motivated not only the occupying Nazis’ 

destruction of a nearly ancient neighborhood, but the parallel proposals of a number of French 

architects and planners that foresaw it, some of whom, having had similar designs on reclaiming 

the Old Port area, adapted their plans so quickly to the aftermath of the Old Port’s destruction 

that others of their contemporaries questioned their colleagues’ involvement in the demolition. 

 Regardless of ongoing debates, a number of facts are clear. On January 15, 1943, a three 

months after the city’s initial occupation, a decision was taken at the highest levels of Nazi 

German and Vichy French authority to undertake the selective destruction of the eponymous 
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neighborhood that lay directly to the north of Marseille’s Old Port, around the exact site of the 

Phoceans’ original settlement. The primary reason circulated at the time was that Nazi and Vichy 

authorities alike feared the potential of a powerful French Resistance cell in Marseille, whose 

menace was demonstrated by a series of bombs targeting occupying troops and authorities since 

the Nazis’ arrival. The Old Port district’s reputation as a particularly tight-woven network of 

back alleys, tunnels, and cellars, inhabited by suspect groups of Corsicans, Italians, Jews, and 

other immigrant populations, contributed to the Nazis’ conviction that the area needed to be 

emptied of its potentially dangerous dwellers and ultimately leveled. The precise plan eventually 

pursued by the Nazis, however, bore a striking resemblance to others developed in previous 

years by local authorities in Marseille and an array of architects and planners, the most well 

known among them being Eugène Beaudoin.  

 Beaudoin was one of the more well-known French architect-planners of his time to 

advocate for what was known as “curettage,” a medico-surgical concept adopted by what Crane 

calls “a new brand of urban physiognomics, in which architectural and moral decay were directly 

equated and demonstrated by a range of common spatial and social improprieties” (2011: 132). 

In Marseille’s case, centuries of haphazard construction, selectively interspersed with a type of 

neo-monumental buildings constructed in the nineteenth century, were considered to be 

contributing to the premature corruption and decay of these more recent structures. Beaudoin 

proposed a redesigned city center, influenced equally by a sense of preservationism and an early 

twentieth century wave of monumentalist construction. The latter tendency included uniform 

constructions of concrete blocks similar to the oeuvre of Swiss architect, Le Corbusier, whose 

Cité Radieuse, located in one of Marseille’s southern neighborhoods, is widely taken to be one of 

the original models for a form of public housing that has spread around the world.  
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 Even though the area destroyed in 1943 would seem to have paved the way for his plans, 

Beaudoin’s design for downtown Marseille wasn’t eventually adopted. Instead a former student 

of Beaudoin’s, Fernand Pouillon, ended up designing the resolutely modern apartment buildings 

that now line the northern edge of the Old Port as well as another complex that gazes out over 

the Fort Saint-Jean, the J4 Esplanade, and the Mediterranean Sea.  

 It is difficult to overestimate the effects of the methodological destruction of the oldest, if 

most disorganized, quarter in a city. It is more difficult to establish a direct succession from the 

destruction of the Old Port, following on the heels of the Rue de la République (former Rue 

Impériale), to later developments such as those taking place today. It is however in part due to 

the erasure of the city’s visible architectural history, in which the Old Port destruction and Rue 

de la République construction both participated, that more recent developments have been able to 

justify their break with traditional local iterations of structure, form, and use. A city that has been 

continually occupied for twenty-six centuries, Marseille is nevertheless described again and 

again by those who seek to redesign, refigure, and reframe it spatially as a kind of tabula rasa. 

 Currents in architecture and urban planning are not the only factors to have had an impact 

on the question of public space in Marseille over the past century. As the Nazis’ decision to 

destroy the Old Port neighborhood reveals, there existed during this period among occupiers and 

occupied alike an awareness that the city center was in large part home to the members of an 

ethnically diverse working class, with roots both in the city and the wider region, particularly 

those areas with which Marseille and France had a historic relationship (Italy, Corsica), but 

others as well. Notably, the aftermath of the Armenian genocide of 1915 saw thousands of 

Armenian refugees arrive in Marseille, many of whom would stay and make their homes there. 

Despite their manifold contributions to Marseille’s social and economic life, many in this 
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immigrant community were mistrusted, not the least because the chaotic conditions in which 

they lived challenged the order that city fathers and Nazi authorities both sought to impose at 

overlapping times. Beaudoin’s plan and the Nazi occupiers’ eventual act represented extreme 

versions of attempts to control public space, that went beyond articulating acceptable norms for 

private and public space, extending to its destruction. 

 Similar considerations regarding the management of public and private space would 

come into play during the end of the colonial period, when an estimated half-million pieds noirs 

(settlers of French origin, many of whom had been living in Algeria for two or more generations) 

returned to France via Marseille, with 130,000 remaining in the city (Jordi 1995). For successive 

decades, until a 1986 visa law made access more difficult, immigrants from Algeria and the 

former protectorates of Tunisia and Morocco also arrived through the Port of Marseille with 

many of them settling in the city or its surrounding region. This influx of inhabitants of diverse 

origins coincided with the construction of housing developments to house them in, around, but 

above all at an ample distance from the city center. In the following section, I will continue to 

explore the repercussions of these latter projects. First, it has come time to consider the pier at 

the southern extremity of Marseille’s modern port, which from its initial existence was already 

known by the understated label J4.  

 The J4’s appearance is an afterthought in many chronicles of Marseille’s modern port, in 

part because its initial construction in 1949 coincided with a period of wider rebuilding and 

repairs to the city’s commercial port as well as the adjacent Old Port neighborhood. The J4 was 

itself one of the last extensions in the commercial port to be built before the majority of its 

activities were transferred to the town of Fos-sur-Mer, fifty kilometers to the west of Marseille 

near the Rhone River delta, in 1974. Prior to World War II, in the 1920s and ‘30s, a set of piers 
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were constructed from the Place de la Joliette’s new harbor station, extending southward towards 

the Fort Saint-Jean, and sequentially named Joliette 1, Joliette 2, etc, popularly abbreviated by 

their first initial, hence the J4’s current label. The J4 thus initially existed as a simple jetty 

extending into the sea from the Fort Saint-Jean’s furthest point, providing a point of separation 

between the Old Port and its newer modern port. Unlike the Old Port, the newer port didn’t 

benefit from a naturally protective bay, which meant that structures such as the J4 were 

necessary to defend its artificial basin from waves and currents. Over time, the J4 was expanded 

with concrete and rose-hued stones hauled from the quarries of nearby Cassis to form an 

operative quay.  

 Before it was filled in with concrete, the watery area around the J4 and the Fort Saint-

Jean was not only a threshold between the city’s former port and its newer industrial activities—

it was also a space for pleasure, for the city’s inhabitants to enjoy themselves near the sea 

alongside the modern port’s mercantile functions. From the late nineteenth century, the area just 

adjacent to the yet-to-be-constructed J4 had been known as the pierres plates (flat rocks), a name 

that illustrated its amphitheater-like access to the sea and a place where locals could lounge and 

bathe in the shadow of arriving and departing ships. While the pierres plates did not have the 

status of an officially sanctioned beach or lido of the variety popular in the nearby Côte d’Azur 

or Italy (a type of establishment which shared the same waters of the commercial port north of 

the Fort Saint-Jean), they became well-known within and beyond Marseille, appearing on many 

popular and widely-distributed postcards of the period and indelibly engraved on the memories 

of generations of Marseillais (Chevalier 2008). 

 In the aftermath of World War II, much of the city’s port infrastructure underwent 

reconstruction. Allied bombing raids had done significant damage to Marseille, compounding the 
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German’s attempted demolition of the port in the days before the city’s liberation in August 

1944. This included the expansion of the J4 pier to the land adjacent to the pierres plates, 

subsequently restricting access to the sea where it had once been permitted. In a situation 

characteristic of post-war European urban re-engineering, much of the expanded J4’s base was 

constructed with rubble of the destroyed Old Port neighborhood. A steel storage hangar was 

constructed on the J4 to match those on its neighboring piers and train tracks were extended to 

access the hangar’s stores. Around this time, the pierres plates would begin a second life on the 

opposite side of the Fort Saint-Jean, alongside the narrow passage of water where the Old Port 

meets the Mediterranean Sea. The latter-day pierres plates formed a continuity with the 

neighboring J4 Esplanade following the latter’s 1995 decommissioning, before being physically 

separated in 2012. At the time, the J4 and its neighboring fort marked the southernmost point of 

entry to what remained the most important port city in the Mediterranean, but only for another 

twenty-five years. 

 

IV. From the end of the Colonial Period to Euroméditerranée (1968 – 2015) 

 

 Several key dates mark stages in Marseille’s socio-economic decline in the second half of 

the twentieth century, which are for the most part linked to the city’s dependence on global 

networks of exchange through its port. However, in the last quarter century, the city’s fortunes 

begin to change and seemingly not on a strictly superficial level. This section is thus divided into 

two distinct subsections, one of which covers the period until 1995 and the other that begins in 

1995 and continues through the writing of this dissertation in 2015, encapsulating the multi-year 

period of ethnographic research. The latter twenty-year period specifically focuses on the J4’s 
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role as a central site in the Euroméditerranée urban redevelopment project, begun in 1995 and 

continuing through the present day. 

Decline 

The period beginning immediately after the end of the Second World War in 1945 and 

continuing through the mid-1970s is known in France as the “Les trentes glorieuses” (The 

Glorious Thirty) in reference to the widespread modernization, industrialization, and rising 

prosperity that occurred in large part during the Fifth Republic and under the presidency of 

Charles de Gaulle. In this subsection our focus is on the aftermath of this period. In the wake of 

the French withdrawal from colonies in Indochina, West Africa, and the Maghreb, the global 

economic crisis brought on by the 1973 OPEC oil embargo had a major debilitating effect on the 

French economy and more generally throughout Western Europe. In Marseille, consequences of 

the subsequent period of deindustrialization and rising unemployment were compounded by the 

effective transfer of the city’s primary port activities to the town of Fos-sur-Mer, some seventy 

kilometers from Place de la Joliette, where their new location benefited from increased access to 

the Rhône River estuary and train networks as well as to petrochemical and other industrial 

enterprises clustered around the nearby Étang de Berre (see Peraldi 1989). As in the case of its 

nineteenth century expansion, the primary impetus for the port’s move outside of the city was 

changing norms in the global shipping industry. However, if the nineteenth century move from 

the Old Port to the Joliette was marked by an increased spatial differentiation between port and 

city, the effects of the 1974 transfer highlighted the changing roles and livelihoods of the 

individuals once considered integral to the port’s successful operations—the dockers. 
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 As Borruey explains, the primary culprit in this increasing unemployment was less the 

result of the geographic distance between Fos and Marseille and rather the primary engine 

behind the move, namely the shipping container. The containerization of the global shipping 

industry was in large part a response to the mass production of consumable goods in addition to 

increasingly distant networks of production and exchange. In turn, those upon whom an entire 

world of commerce once depended for their physical mobility found themselves rendered 

increasingly peripheral by a system that privileged centralized coordination of logistics was 

ultimately less dependent on a large force of human workers. Borruey writes, 

 All of the occupations linked with the thousand manipulations of packages 
of all types disappeared; the secular revolt of the porters against the dock 
would be replayed with the dockers in several ways…In the absence of 
packages to carry, they would lose their only usefulness that argued for 
their continuing presence on the quay…[Yet,] despite the revolutionary 
character of its arrival, the container port appears in light of this study as 
the prolongation of all of the tendencies that predated it…More than ever, 
the modern port affirmed itself as the tool of the shipping companies. 
(Borruey 1994: 347)18 

 
With the partial exodus of one of its most profitable employers, itself dependent on a range of 

other local industries which were in similar decline, Marseille and its inhabitants became 

increasingly dependent on job opportunities outside of the city, resulting in its transformation 

into a “dormitory town” for those former and current port workers who now had to commute 

elsewhere to work. Both Roncayolo (2002) and Dell’Umbria (2006) identify a corresponding 

“Americanization” of Marseille’s urban plant that entailed the construction of multiple highway 

connections as well as new thoroughfares (similar to the Rue de la République) adapted to the 

rise of automobile traffic, even as public transportation options were suppressed to make way for 

                                                             
18 “Ce sont aussi tous les métiers lies aux mille manipulations des colis en tout genre qui s’évanouiront; la révolte 
séculaire des portefaix contre le dock, sous bien des aspects, se rejouera avec les dockers…en l’absence de colis à 
arbiter, ils perdront la seule utilité qui les retenaient sur le quai…Malgré le caractère révolutionnaire de son 
avènement, le port de conteneur apparait bien, à la lumière de cette étude, comme le prolongement de toutes les 
tendances qui se dessinaient avant lui…Plus que jamais, le port moderne s’affirme comme l’outil des transporteurs.” 
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extra car lanes, with many of those displaced by road building projects paradoxically resettled in 

the city’s northern neighborhoods with little or no public transportation.  

 The wave of post-war construction that continued throughout the 1960s and 1970s 

primarily sought to develop outlier neighborhoods instead of improving housing and 

infrastructure in downtown Marseille. Such is one factor in the city’s “social division” as 

articulated by Roncayolo (1996), with the city center generally ignored by development or 

improvement schemes in favor of the construction of luxury and gated communities in the 

southern districts and lower-value public housing in the north. In the rush to manage the city’s 

increasing problems linked to its post-industrial condition (organized and petty crime, 

unemployment, poverty, immigration), a number of projects were undertaken which served to 

envelop and ultimately erase the downtown’s few remaining open spaces. For example, a 

spacious plaza, the Cours d’Estienne d’Orves, was converted into a multi-story parking garage, 

which quickly became a covered illegal drug-market. Dell’Umbria enumerates similar losses of 

public space around the city center, noting the erasure of the Place Jean Jaurès on the nearby 

neighborhood of La Plaine, and its conversion into an a ground-level and underground parking 

lot. (Parking lots are a major theme in the post-war redevelopment of Marseille’s urban space, 

corresponding with the gradual decline of public transportation infrastructure.) 

 Meanwhile, for three decades, the city continued to cope with the repercussions of losing 

the majority of its port’s activity to Fos: “If 4,000 dockers worked in the port in 1950, there were 

no more than 2,500 by the middle of the 1970s…But in 1995 there still no more than 700 

dockers in the East and West basins” notes Dell’Umbria (2006: 622),19 with the West referring to 

Fos and the East referring to the remainder of Marseille’s port, increasingly used for passenger 
                                                             
19 “Si 4,000 dockers travaillaient en 1950 sur le Port, il n’en restait plus que 2,500 au milieu des années 1970…Mais 
en 1995 ne restaient plus que sept cents dockers sur les bassins Est et Ouest.” 



 
65 

transport and since 2000 for cruise ships: the majority of these 700 dockers are thus based at Fos. 

However, the section of the port that remained in the city continued to be operational to this day, 

contrary to claims that the entire industrial zone has entered an advanced stage of atrophy.  

 It is important to note that while these years saw a generalized decline in a certain kind of 

industry and business in downtown Marseille, they also witnessed a major uptick in commercial 

activities largely driven by the descendants of North African immigrants in the neighborhood of 

Belsunce, adjacent to the former Old Port neighborhood, as well as to the Rue de la République. 

There, in what Tarrius (1995) calls the Marseillais “comptoir” (trading post), flourished a trans-

Mediterranean “suitcase trade” (Peraldi 2005),20 linking Marseille with cities such as Algiers and 

Istanbul. While the there is no evidence that vendors and merchants practiced any kind of 

systemic tax evasion, the city government decided that the unregulated market had come to 

represent a foreign incursion on Marseille’s territory, primarily an issue of its operators’ lack of 

distinction between public and private commercial space, and the market was shut down. The 

Belsunce neighborhood, thus divested of its economic lifeblood, entered a temporary recession, 

until a more recent wave of Chinese merchants took over some of its storefronts (Peraldi, 

Duport, Samson 2015). 

 During the progressive withdrawal of industry and services from Marseille’s center, the 

still-operational though under-used modern port continued to occupy space along the city’s 

northern waterfront, even as the area bordering it fell into increasing disarray, a stereotypical 

post-industrial landscape of empty lots, train yards, weeds, graffiti, and illicit encounters. A few 

scant traces of the city’s ancient past remained, while they increasingly jostled for space with 

urban structures created over the past century and a half, including those that had largely failed 
                                                             
20 Peraldi (2004) also details the entrepreneurial activities of other descendants of immigrant populations in 
Marseille in more sedentary, localized trades, such as the elaboration and sale of halal meat. 
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in their missions to organize and improve access, circulation, and respect for the city’s 

architectural heritage. As Bonillo writes,  

 Marseillais space opposed the complexity of a sedimentary fabric to the 
vacuousness of the industrial-port zone and its uniform environment, lacking 
historic charge…Reduced, isolated and perched on the Panier hillock, the old 
city subsisted as an enclave that formed the counterweight on one side of the 
Lacydon basin, to the monumental site towards the south, the hill of Notre-
Dame-de-la-Garde. The urban operations that encircled it—port basins, the 
Rue de la République, the reconstructed Old Port neighborhood—operated 
progressively as a process of insularization and of monumentalization. 
Beyond, along the coastal basins, the fragmentation of space bears witness to 
the contradictory history of relations between the city and the port.          
(1991: 21)21 

 
Into this seeming void came Euroméditerranée. 

 

Resurgence?  

 Though begun in 1995, Euroméditerranée’s background includes Marseille’s longer 

history of urban growth, development, and redevelopment, including ongoing relations between 

the city and its waterfront. As a project in large part subsidized by the French state, it recalls 

Louis XIV’s attempts to tame Marseille through the creation of large infrastructural and building 

projects. As an effort to alter the socio-economic composition of downtown Marseille, it brings 

to mind the original nineteenth century construction of the Rue de la République as well as the 

planning and subsequent redevelopment of the Old Port neighborhood following its 1943 

demolition. And in its primary focus on the areas of the city bordering the still-operational 

commercial port, stretching from the edge of the Old Port through the Quartiers Nord, it 

                                                             
21 “A la vacuité de la zone industrialo-portuaire et de son environnement proche, trop peu chargé d’histoire, l’espace 
marseillais oppose la complexité d’un tissu sédimentaire…Réduite, isolée et perchée sur la butte du Panier, la vieille 
ville subsiste comme une enclave qui répond, par delà le basin du Lacydon au site monumental du sud, la colline de 
Notre-Dame-de-la-Garde. Les opérations urbaines qui la cernent—bassins portuaire, percée de la République, 
quartier du Vieux-Port reconstruit—auront opéré progressivement comme un processus d’insularisation, de 
monumentalisation. Au-delà, le long des basins du littoral, la fragmentation de l’espace témoigne de l’histoire 
contradictoire des relations entre la ville et le port.” 
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represents only the latest effort to recalibrate the relationship between the city and the sea. Its 

context thus includes post-war and post-oil crisis developments that saw Marseille’s economy 

and social conditions decline, even while other infrastructural projects increased the tensions 

between rich and poor and further fractured possibilities for city inhabitants to make productive 

use of their surrounding urban environment. 

 As the largest urban redevelopment project currently underway in southern Europe, 

Euroméditerranée encapsulates several aims on local, regional, and national scales, of which 

three principal goals have been articulated during the first twenty years of its existence.  

 (1) The commercial transformation of the downtown Marseille, principally the area 

around the original nineteenth century docklands next to Place de la Joliette. These former 

warehouses have been converted into a network of offices and glass-roofed atriums, intended to 

attract businesses to downtown Marseille—to their north lies the twenty-nine story CMA-CGM 

tower (Marseille’s first and only skyscraper), designed by Iraqi-British architect Zaha Hadid, 

which has since become the principal office of the eponymous shipping company, the third 

largest in the world.  

 (2) The socio-economic requalification of an area of downtown Marseille north of the 

Old Port and east of Place de la Joliette. This significantly more complex project has seen the 

construction and reconstruction of lodgings, some of which are intended for working-class 

residents; the construction of two tramways, whose stated intent is to improve transportation 

options in Marseille for all while privileging access to the new Joliette central business district; 

improvements in infrastructure that include the construction of a new hospital in the Joliette area; 

and, finally, expanded employment opportunities, both in the construction sector, but also 
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through the three-hundred businesses that have opened or transferred their offices into 

Euroméditerranée's borders. 

 (3) From its beginnings, Euroméditerranée espoused a wide-ranging project of “cultural 

development,” meant as a simultaneous celebration of the city’s identity as well as part of a 

strategy to attract tourists to its Cité de la Méditerranée development, in whose early stages the 

J4 already figured. (Bertoncello and Dubois 2010) 

 The J4 thus plays a particular role in Euroméditerranée linked to its cultural project. 

However, it becomes increasingly significant as a lynchpin between different elements of 

Euroméditerranée, the past and present, and the two ports and the city to which it uneasily serves 

alternately as a physical barrier and a threshold. In my consideration of the J4’s reframing from a 

port space to one whose perceived functionality is at a primarily symbolic level, I am 

simultaneously concerned with the reality of the space’s less formalized uses, which do not 

suddenly change from one urban moment to another, but rather transform gradually in tandem 

with wider changes afoot in Marseille. These transformations parallel and reflect changing 

notions and uses of public space in the city center, changes which are either the intended or 

peripheral effects of Euroméditerranée. 

 Euroméditerranée is also a useful lens with which to examine the sociology of 

contemporary Marseille. It is possible to observe through the first stages of the project that there 

exists a major (and in some cases growing) separation between those who are occasionally cast 

as the objects of physical and social transformation and those who are alternately the agents of 

this change as well as its potential subjects. The first category tends to involve those members of 

Marseille’s population whom in subsequent chapters I frequently describe as “working class,” 
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while unemployment across the city would more accurately privilege a label that alludes to their 

widespread poverty. In the second case, those whom I identify as political and institutional actors 

or members of Marseille’s professional classes who direct their efforts to others like them in and 

outside the city are essentially middle class and not simply the affiliation-free functionaries that 

they frequently like to present themselves as being. It is important to underline the class 

backgrounds of the various actors that are described in this study as a way to highlight the wider 

stakes of the developments associated with Euroméditerranée and the J4, in part because these 

also allude to similar situations—real and imagined—in other port cities that have lived through 

the declining usefulness of their downtown spaces and subsequent transformations.   

 That the J4’s original construction coincided with the end of an era in the relationship 

between Marseille’s port and the city did not prevent it from assuming a central location in the 

memory of many Marseillais. The J4 was thus imbued with an affective significance that 

outweighed its increasingly diminished role in the port and city’s economic life. Neither a “non-

lieu” (non-place [Augé 1992]) nor solely a “lieu de mémoire” (Nora 1984), but something in 

between, the J4 emerges as an anthropological object par excellence in the context of its current 

development under the purview of Euroméditerranée. In particular it is its current use as a site of 

physical as well as identity constructions that imbues the J4, an undoubtedly stationary site, with 

some of the characteristics of an object in circulation. It is thus following Appadurai’s (1986) 

call to pay closer attention to the “social life of things” that I have reconstructed the J4’s own 

physical and social history as part of the temporal transformations of the wider urban settlement 

in which it exists, by way of framing the subsequent uses to which it is put by those tasked with 

its conversion and those new and identical users who manage to adapt to these changing 
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functions over time. As I explore in subsequent chapters, these changes relate as much to the J4's 

physical space as to changing ideas regarding the identity categories with which it is associated. 

 

Conclusion 

 As Marseillais novelist Cedric Fabre reminds in the second epigraph to this chapter, it is 

common for the inhabitants of given places to regard their surroundings as isolated, individual, 

unique. One goal of this chapter has thus been to reintegrate Marseille into the histories of the 

various social, political, and economic regimes of which it has been a major or minor player 

during its twenty-six centuries of existence. While as Marseille’s specificity allows its 

inhabitants and backers to perform their own individuality within France, the Mediterranean, and 

beyond, the nature of this supposed distinctness will be explored later in this study. Within this 

exploration a particular emphasis will be placed upon the intersection between the lived 

experiences of those who have made use of the J4’s open space in past years and representations 

of those who have contributed to defining its uses and value today. 

 Due to its original location in a major industrial port, the J4 was not always a public 

space. In the current chapter we have seen that the definition of such space have changed 

significantly over time. It is thus possible to use the J4 as a measure of the relative porosity of its 

associated port, as well as of general changing norms of access to public space in the city in 

which it exists.  

Upon the J4’s decommissioning, a space that was already accessible to the public found 

itself in a new economy of appropriate uses, wherein its corresponding “public” awaited a 

precise definition. The current chapter has evoked several historical moments that form longer 
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sequences in the determination and use of Marseille’s urban plant. In the following chapter, I 

will turn to a multi-scalar analysis of the J4's informal uses and considerations thereof in the 

years immediately following its 1995 cession to Euroméditerranée.  
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Chapter 2 

Publics and Planners 

1995-2011 

 

 

 

I’d walk as far as the Fort Saint-Jean, then along the sea wall, until I reached the entrance to the 
channel. Where the sea begins. With the horizon in the distance. And Algeria on the other side, the 

other shore. I’d settle comfortably in the rocks, light a joint, and spend hours daydreaming. 

Marseille—that part of town, anyway—always reminded me of Algiers. Not that I felt homesick. 
My home doesn’t exist anymore. I’ll never set foot there again. I want to forget Algiers. But I 

needed to hang on to a few memories. That’s all I have left, a few memories. 

I wasn’t the only one reliving their memories here. Lots of guys hung around the Fort Saint-Jean, 
alone or in groups. Quite a few Algerians like me. But also Africans, Turks, Comorians, 
Yugoslavs… A guy who tried to sell me dope told me he thought Marseille looked liked 

Dubrovnik. “It looks like any place you want it to look like,” I replied. 

-Jean-Claude Izzo (2008) 
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Introduction 

 By December 2009 I’d been working in Marseille for four months as an English teacher 

in three middle schools located in different parts of the city. The first school was a short walk 

over a train tracks and through a housing project near the terminus of a tram line, part of the 

city’s eastern sector that had a previous life as a network of small villages before being 

enveloped by Marseille’s post-World War II expansion. St. Barnabé was now a relatively sleepy 

neighborhood, home to a comfortable middle-class population, represented by my students at the 

school where I taught, who were my least difficult both in terms of their preexisting English 

speaking skills and their general interest in improving. I spent the rest of my week in two other 

middle schools located north of Marseille’s center: one was situated at the furthest extremity of 

one of the city’s historic working class neighborhoods, La Belle de Mai, while the other was 

located only a couple of miles further away in Marseille’s notorious Quartiers Nord. (In mid-

2012, a local Socialist Party senator called for the national army to be deployed in this swath of 

northern Marseille to fight rising violence linked to drug trafficking.) 

 Student bodies at both of my schools in northern Marseille were composed of recent 

immigrants or their immediate descendants: my pupils hailed from West Africa, the Maghreb 

(particularly Algeria and Morocco) and the Comoros Islands, representing the principal origins 

for Marseille’s migrant populations of the past fifty years. Despite their common origins, I came 

to notice that my students’ perspectives on the city tended to diverge based on the neighborhoods 

where they lived. While my students in La Belle de Mai had regular access to the city center by 

foot, bus, and metro, and tended to live in historic if dilapidated apartment buildings clustered 

around original nineteenth-century city streets and market squares, those in the Quartiers Nord 

neighborhood of St. Mauront lived in post-war housing blocks, isolated from one another and the 
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city center by multi-lane boulevards packed with speeding cars and the occasional public bus. 

The latter students were by and large unreceptive to their teachers, and in our classroom 

discussions in broken English and occasionally French I observed that their attitude towards the 

educational institution was linked to feelings of alienation with respect to their surroundings and 

French society more widely.  

 Over the course of my first multi-month sojourn in Marseille, I began extending my 

observations to other neighborhoods in Marseille. Finding myself frequently lost amid the urban 

plant of a dilapidated post-industrial city, I would occasionally follow the itineraries of 

Marseillais I encountered on my own walks. On one of these windy days, just behind two men 

advancing along a narrow path on the north end of the Old Port next to a closed medieval fort, I 

found myself on the J4 Esplanade. I remember a slight sense of foreboding as I followed the path 

around the Fort Saint-Jean for the first time, not sure exactly where it was taking me, which 

turned into growing excitement as the Mediterranean Sea came into view, framed by the 

southern extremity of the Old Port and the Grande Digue du Large to its north. Confronted by 

such a large space, I marveled at its seemingly secretive existence, and at the fact that on a 

relatively chilly, windy day along the waterfront there were quite a few other people there 

strolling, sitting, chatting, looking at the sea, or fishing. Many were clustered in small groups 

around the Esplanade’s concrete benches on its waterfront, whereas others were on their own, 

walking past others, some stopping briefly to appreciate the view. By way of further illustrating 

this perspective, I turn to a video recorded in early January 2009 during a later visit to the J4. 
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Figure 2: Excerpt from video recorded on the J4 Esplanade in January 2009 

 

 A shot lasting approximately five minutes begins by tracking an elderly couple, visible in 

the above image as they are about to exit the right edge of the frame (Figure 2). The woman, in 

her sixties, who wears a headscarf and a long robe, follows her similarly aged husband as he 

walks down the waterfront side of the J4 before turning right and crossing through the middle of 

the frame, eventually leaving it altogether. Another couple, several years their junior, emerges in 

their tracks, walking in the same direction: in the above image the younger couple is visible on 

the far left side, next to the sea. Other walkers and sitters are visible throughout the image on or 

near concrete benches, perched on rocks. Towards the back and barely visible there are several 

fishers22 with their lines cast out to sea. In the lower left foreground, the man sitting on the bench 

closest to me has turned towards the camera. In the image above he gazes in our direction; in the 

                                                             
22 I follow Subramanian (2009) in using this gender-neutral terminology to describe those elsewhere labeled 
“fishermen.” 
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video, he subsequently swivels his head downwards and to his left to look at the watch on his 

wrist, as if to verify the passage of time in the process of being recorded. 

 The video from which this frame has been excerpted provides a revealing look at the 

transitional J4 Esplanade. It particularly shows how the space’s structure permits flows of 

passerby, while simultaneously lending itself to the more sedentary occupation of particular 

spaces by individuals and groups. This general accommodation of separate yet complementary 

spatial uses has defined the J4 in the past and continues to impact the space’s identity and 

corresponding uses today.  

 In the current chapter, I take two approaches in order to explore and analyze the uses of 

the J4 Esplanade between the years 1995 and 2011, dates corresponding to its official cession 

and subsequent temporary closure for the construction of the MuCEM (Museum of European 

and Mediterranean Civilizations) and Villa Méditerranée. The first section uses a patchwork 

description of the various uses of the J4 during this period to analyze the ways in which these 

practices have contributed to the space’s identity. Following Rancière’s notion of that which is 

“at one and the same time something common that is [composed of] shared and exclusive parts” 

(2000: 12), I argue that among the array of the J4’s uses during its transition period it is possible 

to discern a general commonality in practices that coexist without claiming exclusivity.  

 The J4’s early identification as a non-purposed space for diverse uses has affected its 

subsequent form as well as influencing the perspectives of those in the echelons of institutional 

power in Marseille. It is the perspectives of the latter group that form the basis for the second 

section, a tapestry of alternately competing and colluding priorities and desires that represent 

their respective institutional priorities. Some of these institutional interlocutors are unaware of 
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the J4’s uses as described in the first section, while others take the space’s actual and potential 

publics very seriously, as in the case of a landscape architect commissioned to create a 

provisional development project there. The protagonist of Jean-Claude Izzo’s crime novel, A Sun 

for the Dying (2008), cited in this chapter’s epigraph, is not the only one for whom Marseille 

“looks like any place you want it to look like.” The enunciation of contradictory perspectives 

regarding the J4’s uses and functions on the part of my institutional interlocutors reveals their 

distinct ways of seeing in addition to their different agendas.  

 By confronting the perspectives of and towards the J4’s users in the two sections of this 

chapter, I construct a cross-scalar dialogue between those who determine or judge the uses of a 

space and those whose seemingly ephemeral practices act as attempts to assert and validate their 

continuing presence there. As I conclude, those responsible for determining the space’s 

appropriate uses may simultaneously conform their plans to existing uses while simultaneously 

seeking to disperse some of their practitioners. This chapter thus serves as a general introduction 

to the J4 today, while it sets the stage for a wider ethnographic investigation into the effects of 

the J4’s subsequent physical and symbolic transformations on its transitional users. 
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I. A Loose Space 

 Swimmers, sitters, walkers, fishers, smokers, drinkers, vendors, joggers, and the 

occasional tourists populated the J4 Esplanade on a daily basis during the years following its 

cession to the city of Marseille in 1995 and before its 2011-2013 closure. The vignettes or 

sketches that follow are intended to situate several of these practices on the J4 unto themselves 

and in relation to one another. At certain moments, users described in the following paragraphs 

interact with one another, while others remain resolutely alone. Between 1995 and 2011, the 

public space of the J4 was occupied by a set of ultimately complementary activities; the current 

section will in turn reveal that many of the J4’s users during this period also tended to share 

social and material backgrounds. During the later part of this period, I was able to observe the 

socio-spatial logics that defined the J4 while simultaneously submitting to them as a fellow user. 

Throughout this period of participant observation I developed a conception of the J4’s publics 

that would ultimately contrast with the comportment of the space’s new publics in the post-2013 

period. 

 The J4’s uses during these years tended towards the ephemeral, meaning that they lasted 

a relatively short time and left few if any traces, but many were durable and sustainable in their 

recurrence. While describing them separately, I analyze these practices in their totality. In an 

eponymous essay, Jacques Rancière describes the “distribution of the sensible” as “the system of 

self-evident facts of sense perception that simultaneously discloses the existence of something in 

common and the delimitations that define the respective parts and positions within it” (2000: 12). 

Much of the following descriptions may seem to be self-evident and yet the discrete activities 

described are part of a network within which common interests and dynamics emerge, as well as 

the limits of sharing an openly accessible common space. 
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Individual Users and Groups 

 
Figure 3: Man sings in an impromptu performance on the J4 Esplanade 

 

 One balmy weekday afternoon in June 2011, I was attracted to the waterfront promenade 

of the J4 by the sound of singing. As I came closer, I saw one young man holding forth in song 

from his perch on the end of the Esplanade’s concrete walkway to two other men roughly his age 

who watched him from their position on several large boulders next to the Esplanade, located 

just high enough to be out of the reach of the crashing waves below them (Figure 3). The singing 

man, an artist and dancer from India traveling through Europe, spoke to me directly in English, 

asking me if I wanted to film him. (I had a video camera dangling from my shoulder.) He 

performed two more short songs in Hindi for the two young men and myself, keeping the beat by 

clapping his hands or pounding his own chest. After he finished singing we spoke for several 

minutes. He explained that he had run into the two other men in downtown Marseille near the 

outdoor market in the Noailles neighborhood and that they’d proposed to take him to the J4. He 
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communicated with the men in broken English. They were both Tunisian and younger than they 

seemed. In French, one explained to me that they had recently arrived in Marseille from Tunisia, 

part of a wave of young men who sought to leave their country in the wake of Zine El Abidine 

Ben Ali’s fall from power following protests against his rule in January 2011. They came to the 

J4 from time to time, he said. Nobody bothered them there, and the proximity to the sea 

reminded them of home. They struggled to find work and were at loose ends on this particular 

afternoon when they’d run into the artist from India and offered to show him around. On a sunny 

day, the J4 was a natural destination, and their guest could not have been more content.  

 The latter description of a serendipitous encounter situates the J4 as an “off the beaten 

path” attraction for different categories of travelers as well as a temporary refuge from the more 

extensively surveilled public spaces of downtown Marseille. More generally, on weekends, on 

weekdays, in spring, summer, winter, and fall, in the years prior to its temporary 2011 closure, 

the J4 was a destination for working class Marseille residents, including members of minority 

communities. Male and female fishers regularly descended on the Esplanade from dawn to dusk. 

In the warmer months (and occasionally in the colder ones) old and young alike came to swim 

and sunbathe, although there were almost always more men and boys than women and girls. 

There were joggers and strollers, and the odd occasional visitor, arriving on foot, alone or in a 

small group, who, like me on my first visit or the Indian musician, was surprised to happen upon 

this unmarked yet vast space with an array of people present. Despite their variety, there also 

existed a choreography among the uses of the space where some users situated themselves in 

locales corresponding to their practices. For example, groups of youths, frequently of North 

African origin, tended to congregate to smoke hashish in slightly out-of-the-way spaces on and 

around the J4. Whether on the rocks alongside the sea below the Esplanade or in between the 
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turrets of the neighboring Fort Saint Jean, both locations provided protection from the 

elements—the fierce mistral wind—in addition to concealing their presence from prying eyes. 

Fishers and bathers tended to situate themselves alongside the waterfront for similarly obvious 

reasons. Walkers strode around the entire space, but based on their own origins or social 

positions tended to privilege or avoid certain destinations, such as the far end of the J4 

Esplanade, which contained a high concentration of fishers, mainly men, and particularly in the 

afternoon through the evening a concentration of young men of North African origin. 

 This far end of the J4 was a more isolated place, being located in a tight niche between 

the sea and the port.  It also had the tendency to function as a clubhouse, limited to a self-

selected group of users. While many first-time or occasional visitors to the J4 would stroll into 

this area, they would rarely sit down or interact with the other locals there. At several points in 

time, including after the J4’s 2013 reopening, structures appeared in this area—lean-to’s, shacks, 

makeshift benches and barely-assembled chairs were frequently visible, although most of these 

temporary furnishings, left there by fishers or others who spent the night occasionally, rarely 

lasted for more than a few days. The users of this far end of the J4 had clearly distanced 

themselves from its more visible and accessible sections but they were simultaneously astride the 

Esplanade’s boundary with the port. Depending on the season, passenger ferries the size of small 

cruise ships, arriving or departing from Algeria, Tunisia, and Corsica, plied the waters just next 

to this part of the Esplanade, frequently pushing its denizens into front stage (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: Men on the far end of the J4 watch a ferry from Algeria arrive  

 

 Others would arrive in cars hours before the departure or arrival of a ferry, either to travel 

themselves or to pick up or drop off a friend or family member. Some would bring a picnic 

blanket or even a folding table and chairs to enjoy a seaside meal under the sun, sometimes 

prolonging their stay well after the ferry in question had departed. I was regularly told by these 

users that they looked forward to coming to Marseille and the J4 on these occasions—in their 

explanation, what was frequently an emotionally moving farewell or welcome was compounded 

by the cathartic and visually impressive experience of a panoramic perspective on the sea. Other 

individuals would sometimes drive cars onto the J4 during the day and night (Figure 5): the 

presence of these cars highlighted the porosity of a site where vehicular traffic was technically 

prohibited, but little was actually done to prevent it. 
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Figure 5: A man sits in his car parked on the J4 near the Fort Saint-Jean 

 

 A number of solitary walkers and sitters pursued a kind of public isolation. One, Denis, a 

retired lawyer from Belgium, settled in Marseille around the time of the J4’s opening to the 

public and rapidly became a regular there. On warm and cold, calm and windy days, Denis could 

regularly be found strolling along the seafront or perched on a bench. With his overflowing white 

hair, beard, and sculpted mustache, Denis resembled Santa Claus. His cheeks frequently ruddy 

from bearing the brunt of the mistral, he would stare impassively at the horizon for periods of 

time, a thermos of coffee at his side. “I love the wind,” Denis told me more than once. The J4 

became a frequent destination for Denis on his daily walking itineraries around downtown 

Marseille, where he lived, as it did for others solitary users seeking a physical and psychological 

escape from the claustrophobic environment of a city center filled with jostling crowds, honking 

cars and motor scooters. Another acquaintance confided to me she came to the J4 when she was 

lonely or depressed—the space’s orientation towards the sea and the wide empty Esplanade 
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provided a blank slate for her to organize her thoughts. Members of this latter group were 

remarkable in that they were not necessarily members of Marseille’s working class or minority 

communities; their exceptionalism in this regard was nonetheless limited in that they were 

themselves in the minority on the wider space of the J4. Their socio-spatial assertions, which 

tended to be low profile in nature, were a reflection of their recognition of this reality. 

 In the warmer months, mainly men and boys, but also the occasional women, swam 

regularly along the length of the J4 as well as the pierres plates in front of the neighboring Fort 

Saint-Jean. (Before the J4’s redevelopment, the pierres plates and the J4 were a roughly 

contiguous space, although defined by distinct architectures. In general, the users of one space 

also tended to frequent the other.) In the cooler months, a reduced group of swimmers, who 

tended to be slightly older, returned occasionally to the pierres plates. One man in his sixties, a 

Tunisian immigrant named Mohammad, came there on a near-daily basis during the winter. He 

claimed to me that a short dip in the cold (and assuredly polluted) waters of the Old Port flowing 

next to the pierres plates helped his circulation and provided a daily escape from his spatially-

restricted life in the neighboring Panier neighborhood, where he lived in a minuscule apartment 

and rose early in the morning to work in a bakery. A slightly younger and more flamboyant 

unemployed former actor, Charles, then in his early fifties, tended to come to the pierres plates 

on sunnier mornings, when he would sunbathe for an hour or more before descending into the 

sea. While he always arrived on his own and spent hours lying contentedly on a rock by himself, 

Charles would readily interact with other bathers. One particularly elderly woman, Ghislaine, 

who had frequented the pierres plates for several years when I began coming there explained 

that she intended to continue to come there to swim until she died, although she’d recently 

moved away from the city center and it took her nearly an hour on public transportation to reach 
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the J4 (Figure 6). Like the J4’s solitary visitors, this loose community of bathers was remarkable 

for its non-belonging to a distinct social or ethnic community; the nature of their activity instead 

seemed to operate as a confirmation of their self-made personas as local eccentrics, with the 

pierres plates serving as their stage. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 6: Ghislaine takes a break from bathing on the pierres plates, next to the J4. 
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Figure 7: Papa Omri on the J4 in January 2009 

 

 The above image (Figure 7) is drawn from my earliest footage of Papa Omri, an itinerant 

tea vendor on the J4, with whom I became extensively acquainted during my sustained research 

period in 2013-2014. Papa Omri’s changing role on the J4 will be a recurrent focus throughout 

the dissertation since he has been a relatively consistent fixture in the J4’s daily life over the past 

decade. In particular, his ongoing presence exemplifies the ways that individual and collective 

practices on the J4 prior to the space’s redevelopment have influenced its current organization 

and identity despite attempts to alter spatial logics. As a multi-use site has gradually been 

reconceived among several new institutionalized functions, Papa Omri represents a continuity 

between the J4’s past and present. Prior to the Esplanade’s transformation, however, he already 

played a similar role as a linking force among its various users. 

 Born in southern Tunisia, Papa Omri came to France later in life, eventually settling in 

Marseille. Since at least 2002, Papa Omri has sold his wares—tea, nuts, bottled water, canned 
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soda—there in an evolving series of meticulously decorated carts. An observant Muslim, he 

carries a prayer mat in his cart, which he uses throughout the day. Early in his J4 career he began 

rotating a series of outfits, a practice he continues to this day: on some days he might be dressed 

as a boat captain, replete with a captain’s hat (see Figure 7); on other days he rotates through a 

series of colorful djellebas.  

 Papa Omri’s sensory impact is not restricted to his appearance. In the more recent 

incarnation of his tea cart he installed a portable stereo with powerful speakers with which he 

projects Algerian raï, French chanson, and other music across the J4, oblivious to the reactions 

of other users, which range from enthusiasm to annoyed glances. But while Papa Omri 

consciously imposes his own presence across the J4, he is likewise intimately aware of other 

forms of life—notably the pigeons and other birds that flock there year-round. A ram horn, 

sometimes hanging around his neck, other times kept inside his cart, is his tool for summoning a 

number of the birds who frequent the J4, and who genuinely seem to recognize him (or at least 

his call). As they flock around him, Papa Omri feeds them with breadcrumbs or the occasional 

pine nut. He has even given names to those who consistently heed his call: Yasmina, who has a 

damaged claw, Lucien, and others.  

 Papa Omri’s performative charm endears him to the J4’s regular users and visitors alike. 

He circulates on his own, pushing his cart, announcing his wares, blowing his horn, greeting 

those he recognizes, occasionally stopping to chat before continuing on his way. He readily 

poses for photographs and in one of the many drawers in his cart he keeps a series of clippings 

from newspapers and magazines that include images of him. He is a relentless and crafty self-

marketer, which is one reason why he has managed to maintain his relatively precarious 

existence on the J4 during years of changes.  
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  Before its 2011 closure, Papa Omri was only one of several occasional vendors on the 

J4. Another, Ali, a Tunisian Kabyle, operated in direct competition with Papa Omri. In addition 

to selling tea (which tended to be more watery than his counterpart’s), Ali also sold pralines and 

other nuts that he roasted and packaged himself. At the time when I first met him in 2011, Ali 

worked as a part-time server in the evenings at a downtown café. In the early mornings he would 

sell coffee and tea to those waiting in line for immigration appointments at the city’s Prefecture, 

before arriving on the J4 around noon. Like Papa Omri, Ali was on speaking terms with many of 

the J4’s regulars…except Papa Omri. In what seemed to be a situation largely of Papa Omri’s 

own making, both men studiously ignored and avoided each other, even when their respective 

carts were less than twenty feet from one another. On at least one occasion I witnessed Papa 

Omri lost in thought, staring at the sea, the ground, or the sky, only to be roused by Ali’s nearby 

cry, “Peanuts, pistachios, tea.” Swinging into action, Papa Omri would attempt to drown out his 

counterpart with his own trademark yell, “Mint tea, mint tea, peanuts, mint tea.” Ali generally 

acted nonplussed. “There’s plenty of business for both of us,” he told me once.  

 One other occasional vendor, Serge, an Algerian, had been on the J4 since the early 

2000s, predating Papa Omri and Ali, but assumed an increasingly central role there in the interim 

period between its partial closure in 2011 and its 2013 reopening, when his merguez sausage 

sandwiches were particularly in-demand by the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée’s construction 

workers. Both he and Papa Omri had recounted to me their initial meeting around 2005-2006, 

following which Serge gave Papa Omri his blessing to sell tea on the J4 and provided him with 

initial materials. (Despite their similarity, in Chapter 4 I explore how differences in these two 

vendors’ appearances and spatial practices prevented Serge from returning to the renovated J4.) 
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Formal v Informal Activities 

 In the 1995-2011 period, a number of more formalized activities took over the J4 from 

time to time. In collaboration with Euroméditerranée as well as city and metropolitan officials, a 

series of itinerant circuses occupied part of the Esplanade during different parts of the year, 

temporary occupations that lasted between ten days and three weeks. Towards the latter half of 

the 2000s, short-term amusement parks also occupied a large swath of the J4 (Figure 8). Widely 

popular with downtown Marseillais and those from the Quartiers Nord, these operated similarly 

to the circuses, but due in part to the increased cost and effort associated with their installation 

their duration tended towards twenty to forty days on average. The amusement parks were 

discontinued in 2009 in preparation for the J4’s reconstruction.  

 

 
Figure 8: One of the J4’s final temporary amusement parks in 2009 
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 Another somewhat organized yet not strictly formalized practice on the J4 Esplanade 

during this period consisted of neighboring schools’ use of the space for recreational activities. 

Taking the opportunity of a relatively massive open space mere steps from their cluttered 

buildings and walled courtyards, at least two primary and middle schools in the neighboring 

Panier would regularly bring their students to the J4 on a daily or weekly basis. Former students 

and teachers reported to me their memories of using the J4 as a pitch for playing soccer and other 

games. Similar to some of the solitary users, the former students and teachers likewise noted the 

“fresh air” of the J4, compared to the stale, constrained spaces of Marseille’s tightly packed 

historic downtown neighborhoods. 

 The J4’s transitional period saw a number of other practices to which I was not a direct 

witness myself. Principal among these was its reputation as a meeting place for men interested in 

homosexual assignations, particularly those who were not public about their sexual orientation. 

Another oft-repeated account held that the J4 was an unsafe space in the evening due to its 

occupation by young men, specifically of North African descent. That occasional clusters of 

young men drinking beer, smoking (cigarettes as well as hashish), and talking amongst 

themselves, occasionally boisterously, discouraged some people from visiting the J4 in the late 

evening was a fact that I confirmed with local interlocutors. Another local observer confirmed 

this last point. Denis Chevalier, director of the nascent MuCEM’s research department and a 

member of its transitional team, writes the following in an essay on the J4’s pre-MuCEM uses:  

 When passing by the pierres plates [by which Chevalier refers to the J4 and the 
area around the Fort Saint-Jean] in the afternoon or evening, one is frequently 
stopped by three or four relatively intoxicated youth who ask you for the time or a 
cigarette. But rumors have made nighttime on the pierres plates the location of all 
kinds of Marseillais delinquency: traffics of every variety, score-settling, and even 
prostitution. Once night falls the site becomes a place for men to meet while 
listening to music on a transistor radio or from a car speaker. The trash and beer 
bottles collected in the morning by city cleaners speak to this nocturnal use which 
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can be particularly widespread during the warmer months. This festive and 
particularly masculine ambiance has caused fishers to flee: despite the promise of 
a good catch, they prefer to avoid the night or arrive in a group. Such an image, 
however, deserves to be modulated. While small groups of mostly young men do 
consume a lot of beer, families or groups of young people, including girls, don’t 
hesitate to picnic on the pierres plates when the weather permits. (2008: 85)  

 
Chevalier’s description of the J4 as a paradoxical space that was both a safe haven for marginal 

communities and symbol of the type of licit or illicit practices, which have made Marseille 

notorious in France and abroad, resonates with my own observations of the space. As in 

Chevalier’s description, my own conclusion is that the element of the J4’s past identity that was 

so productive of these types of negative myths was precisely the lack of determined purpose that 

made it attractive to those from diverse backgrounds. It is possible to discern in descriptions of 

the J4’s “dangerous” evening denizens a more widespread system of discrimination that 

precisely made the Esplanade an attractive refuge to those whose presence in other downtown 

public spaces frequently attracted undue attention.  

 

Sharing Space 

 I argue that the J4 as I initially encountered it and as it had functioned during the years of 

its increasing obsolescence as a gradually less-used part of Marseille’s downtown commercial 

port, was what Franck and Stevens have called a “loose space.” This latter category describes a 

place where “people pursue a very rich variety of activities not originally intended for those 

locations” (2007: 2).23 Franck and Stevens draw their concept from psychologist Robert 

Sommer’s 1974 work on “tight spaces,” which develops a comparative approach to “hard” and 

“soft” architectures. Without using the binary language of legality—formal/informal or more 

                                                             
23 Similar concepts in architecture and geography include Soja’s “third space” (1996) and Lehtovuori’s “weak 
space” (2005). 
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concretely legal/illegal—Franck and Stevens establish a dialogic relationship between “loose” 

spaces and “tight” ones, the latter being those where “city officials and property investors have 

vested interests in a homogeneous, predictable and well-ordered environment where use and 

appearance are controlled” (ibid: 22). While the J4 (and its users) did possess a tendency towards 

looseness following its 1995 decommissioning, this was always subject to simultaneous 

processes that sought to “tighten” and “loosen” it, a result of its physical location and 

composition as of its historical and contemporary uses and associations.  

 Throughout these intertwined processes, the J4’s “loose” users shared a common 

language in their mutual and simultaneous appropriation of the same space. Such a sharing, or 

“distribution” to use Rancière’s term, can be said to determine “who can take part in the 

‘common’ with regard to what one does, to the time and the space within which one practices 

their activity” (13).  In my interactions with the J4’s users during the space’s transitional period, 

I observed that this distribution functioned in a non-exclusive fashion. By this I mean that while 

certain zones were sometimes occupied by regular users of a specific category, there always 

remained adequate space and resources for others.  

 However, this particular iteration of an urban commons was not solely the product of the 

nature of the “loose” uses that predominated in the space in question; it was directly linked to the 

physical plant of the site and its corresponding symbolic representations. While the J4’s users 

were thus equal participants in the space’s social construction, their influence was offset by its 

architects and administrators, who played an increasing role during the latter half of its 

transitional period. The following section is accordingly concerned with the gradual movement 

away from the J4’s implicit identity as a loose space with a rich social life that corresponded 
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with its increasing situation as a blank slate upon which diverse institutional desires could be 

projected. 

 

II. A Blank Slate 

 While the J4 was becoming a space for diverse and frequently complementary uses, it 

was already the subject of a number of concrete planning strategies. In this section, I am not 

specifically concerned with the organizational background of the Villa Méditerranée and the 

MuCEM, neither of which physically existed at this point. These, in turn, will be the subjects of 

the following chapter. Instead, my focus is on official perspectives on the J4’s provisional 

physical development and the “loose” uses that took root there in between 1995 and 2011 as 

described in the previous section. The current discussion thus provides a transition between an 

embedded perspective of the uses of the J4 prior to 2013 and subsequent discussions of the 

space's "Mediterraneanization." 

 The J4’s 1995 cession from the Grand Port Maritime and its 2013 reopening during 

Marseille’s European Capital of Culture tenure have come to define central moments in the 

overall Euroméditerranée redevelopment program. As one institutional interlocutor notes, the J4 

was actually one of Euroméditerranée’s first territorial acquisitions, ultimately becoming  “a 

representative example of the wider issues at stake in Marseille’s redevelopment.” In this 

fashion, Laurence Haegel, a Grand Port Maritime urban planner tasked with city-port relations, 

diplomatically characterizes the role of the J4 at the nexus of relations between the City, the Port, 

and Euroméditerranée. In contrast, Jean-Michel Guénod, former and for all intents and purposes 

the most formative Director General of Euroméditerranée (1998-2004), refers to the actors 



 
94 

concerned as parties to an “extremely strong conflict” that effectively began around the J4’s 

cession to the city.  

 This section foregrounds discussions of concepts and visions between three of the acting 

authorities mentioned by both Haegel and Guénod, namely the Port (the Grand Port Maritime de 

Marseille, or GPMM), the City (Ville de Marseille), and the Euroméditerranée urban 

redevelopment program (EPAEM), represented by actors affiliated with the respective 

institutions. On the level of political relations and power sharing, this dialogue centers on 

questions of territoriality and access, with the closed side of an international port on one side and 

the openly accessible public space of a waterfront promenade on the other. Another central 

element in this discussion is the use of a former port space whose industrial purposes are in the 

process of being reformulated. Questions of access become paramount as the J4 is 

reconceptualized as a space whose “porosity” is considered to be an increasingly positive 

characteristic. This concept is defined in a quite different way than the coexistence of multiple 

uses and users that characterized my description of the J4 in the previous section. Instead,  

porosity is programmatically conceived as the progressive passage from one 
prioritized identity to another: not an ambiguity between the status of available 
facilities in the city and the public spaces that accompany them, nor a spatial 
rupture between public spaces, neither between these and the greater city.24 
 

In this excerpt from a Euroméditerranée planning document, porosity is defined as “the 

progressive passage from one prioritized identity to another,” although these identities do not 

refer to particular publics, but more specifically to the established goals and purposes of different 

spaces. This porosity is not strictly conceptual: its practical application involves the very 

                                                             
24 “La porosité est programmatiquement conçue comme le passage progressif d’une identité prioritaire à une autre: 
pas d’ambiguïté sur le statut des équipements disposés dans la ville et des espaces publics les accompagnant, mais 
pas de rupture spatiale entre ces espaces publics, ni entre ceux-ci et l’arrière-ville.” 
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physical transitions between spaces designed for distinct purposes as well as particular elements 

in constructed spaces that complement one another.  

 I cite this excerpt from a larger planning document with a specific technical vocabulary in 

part to illustrate the discursive practice of planners and other officials for whom the space in 

question is part of a larger continuity, either that of the port, the wider city, or as in the case of 

this excerpt, the entirety of Euroméditerranée’s waterfront development plan known as the Cité 

de la Méditerranée. One overriding notion on the part of planners and other institutional 

authorities is that while the transitional J4 may indeed have become a space for an array of uses, 

it is officially a blank slate, malleable to the purposes that they seek to ascribe to it.  

 In this section Laurence Haegel (GPMM), Jean-Michel Guénod (EPAEM), and Franck 

Geiling, chief urban planner at EPAEM (2011-present), offer complementary perspectives from 

their respective positions in two of the most powerful institutions in Marseille today. For Haegel 

and the GPMM, the J4 represents an early and significant attempt on the part of 

Euroméditerranée and city authorities to chip away at Marseille’s remaining industrial waterfront 

apparatus. For Geiling and Guénod, however, the J4 was an early acquisition that has become a 

jewel in the rarely uncontroversial crown of Euroméditerranée. (Indeed, the J4 Esplanade has 

assumed a central visual position in Euroméditerranée publicity materials.) In my later 

discussion with a city official, Thomas Verdon, a divergent vision of the J4’s past and future 

emerges, oriented around the Esplanade’s newfound potential to attract tourists arriving 

primarily on cruise ships. In turn, while Haegel’s perspective appears to represent that of a past 

owner of the space (the GPMM), her Port-centric approach converges with the City’s Verdon on 

key points relating to the GPMM’s increasing interest in attracting cruise ships to the port in the 

wake of the SNCM ferry transport company’s filing for bankruptcy in 2014.  
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 Documenting every single perspective within Marseille’s planning, government, and 

economic establishments would eclipse my focus on the J4 in its multiple dimensions and scales. 

Instead, I reveal how the institutional actors with whom I have had contact speak about space in 

general, and in particular the J4, how they conceptualize its value and uses for Marseillais and 

other populations, and how they visualize it. Less an encompassing view of the political 

endgames involved in the J4’s transformation than of the inherently divergent perspectives held 

by those in positions of institutional authority, this entails a contrast with the more wide-ranging 

descriptions of “loose” spatial practices in the previous section. As the words of planners and 

other officials indicate, such looseness may indeed be the result of intentional processes, but 

these tend to be provisional. However much informal uses are celebrated, there is consistent 

movement to put in place more durable uses that are inevitably associated with the construction 

of institutions on the J4. In the end, the victorious notion of “porosity” is that espoused in the 

EPAEM document, wherein planned spaces communicate with one another: the outcome for 

their diverse users is an ongoing concern but particularly when it involves keeping some of them 

out. 

 

Euroméditerranée v the Port 

 I first meet Franck Geiling in Euroméditerranée’s offices which are coincidentally 

located in one of the projects most widely identified as EPAEM’s own creation. “Les Docks” are 

a renovated interior space located inside Marseille’s nineteenth-century port warehouses 

alongside the Joliette Square that once served as the center of the city’s commercial trade. 

Euroméditerranée’s offices are on the top floor of the building where, from the inside, they 

resemble a modern office suite in any city in the world. Franck Geiling has a corner office that 
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announces itself as the workspace of a planner and architect, filled with scale models, maps, and 

technical texts.  

 Geiling describes the J4 in concrete terms while his references to the port are largely 

abstract. Haegel at the GPMM provides a justifiably complementary perspective no doubt in part 

because her own office is situated, as Geiling puts it, “behind the bars” of the GPMM’s well-

secured external wall. I met with Geiling and Haegel separately and several months apart from 

one another, but in this section I consider their respective commentaries as part of a single 

ongoing dialogue on Marseille’s past and present, focused specifically on the transformation of 

its industrial waterfront. This is the GPMM’s prime concern, but one which has also become the 

lynchpin of EPAEM’s strategic transformation of sections of the same area into a new 

commercial and touristic district.  

 “The idea,” explains Geiling, “was to transform the neighborhood [La Joliette] into a 

more classic urban quartier, with a business district, which is perhaps a bit less classic, to create 

jobs, and simultaneously to transform the industrial port into something else.” He qualifies this 

latter statement: “This ‘something else’ was intended to remain part of the port. The [real] 

question instead was: How ready is the port to mutate, to more readily acknowledge the city’s 

presence outside its gates, [given that it has operated until now] in a purely industrial function in 

complete ignorance of the city?”  

 Haegel has a ready response: “The critique that you’ll hear at Euroméditerranée,” she 

tells me, “quite frequently, is that the port blocks access to the sea.” She pauses before 

continuing: 

Well, yes, we have an industrial activity here along seven kilometers. That’s 
seven kilometers with an impact on forty thousand jobs. So we need to know what 
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we want. If we get rid of all of that, then everyone can lay out his beach towel, his 
parasol, and his cooler with his cocktail, but there won’t be any more jobs there. 
At least not as many. Because I don’t think that a touristic project, however large, 
would generate as many jobs, at least skilled jobs.25 Euroméditerranée’s discourse 
is that we need to transform Marseille to create a more attractive, globalized 
image of the second-largest city in France. […] Certainly, this is a real discourse 
and we can even acknowledge its truth, but in Marseille there’s a qualified labor 
force for port work, but not as many who can work at bank offices or in large 
multinational companies…26 
 

Despite her defense of blue-collar jobs, Haegel misrepresents the reality of the Marseille port’s 

utility in term of employment opportunities. Since the 1960s, when the Port of Marseille began 

to expand to Fos-sur-Mer, it has gradually shifted the vast majority of its shipping activities out 

of Marseille (nearly all traffic not involving passenger travel and some fruit shipping).  Geiling’s 

retort is telling: “One of the principal causes of the degradation of this part of the city was linked 

to the reduction of the port’s activity.” Geiling points to the role that this “degradation” played in 

the increasing impoverishment of northern and central Marseille. (Indeed, Marseille’s third 

arrondissement, including the area that directly abuts the central part of the GPMM, is 

technically the poorest neighborhood in France.) He subsequently explains that one of 

Euroméditerranée’s initial aims in this part of the city involved “thickening the connective fringe 

between the city and the port,” which entails improving passages in between the two (as in the 

                                                             
25 Indeed, there were tensions between the remaining employees of the GPMM in Marseille and the administrators 
of Euroméditerranée who, in many cases, put significant pressure on the GPMM to cede non-operational port spaces 
to the EPAEM project. Former EPAEM director Jean-Michel Guénod recalls to me that the leader of a group of 
dockworkers came to visit him in his office with the warning not to “put a foot on this space until our ancestors’ 
bones are dry.” 
 
26 “Alors oui effectivement il y a une activité industrielle sur 7 kilomètres ici. C’est 7 kilomètres qui ont un impact 
sur 40,000 emplois. Alors il faut savoir ce qu’on veut. Si on coupe ça, si tout le monde peut mettre sa serviette de 
bain, son parasol et son glacier avec son cocktail, il n’y a plus d’emplois derrière. Au moins pas autant. Parce que je 
ne pense pas qu’une activité touristique même importante genere autant d’emplois derrière, et en tout cas pas 
industrielle et en tout cas pas des emplois qui ne sont pas forcément de haute valeur rajouté. Le discours 
d’Euroméditerrané c’est de dire qu’il faut transformer Marseille pour donner une image très attractif, mondialisé, 
dans une économie à l’échelle de la deuxième ville de France…Certe c’est un vrai discours et on peut largement dire 
que c’est vrai, mais on est dans un système à Marseille où on a tout un main d’œuvre qui est disponible et qui 
travaille à la fois pour les activités du port mais qui n’a pas forcement la vocation à des sièges de banque ou dans les 
grandes multinationales.” 
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aforementioned definition of “porosity”) as well as softening the sometimes-violent transitional 

spaces that have created the type of post-industrial wasteland to which he previously alluded.  

 Enter the J4, what Haegel calls the “space where all of these phenomena [post-industrial 

decay, neo-liberal development, and a general redirection of the City of Marseille’s commercial 

energies towards cultural tourism] crystallize.” But however much Haegel recognizes that the J4 

has become a kind of “hinge” in relations between the port and the city (with Euroméditerranée 

operating as a the connecting bolt), she seems unaware of some of the basic realities of the 

space’s recent history, particularly in the immediate aftermath of its 1995 cession: “In between 

1995 and 2013, there were a number of projects, but nothing happened there […] It wasn’t 

developed.” Such a statement reveals a significant disconnect between the point of view of the 

port and a former port space located adjacent to its actual gates. It further exemplifies a wider 

negligent official attitude towards the temporary development of the J4 that was shared both by 

the City of Marseille and some Euroméditerranée operatives, even as they argued for this space’s 

centrality in their visions of the port city. 

 

A Temporary Renovation 

 Architect Anne Lévy’s office is located in Marseille’s administrative neighborhood 

named after the city’s Prefecture. She meets me in a small conference room, armed with charts 

and plans of her own redevelopment of the J4, a project that she developed with a former 

colleague, fellow Marseille-based architect Nicolas Magnan, in between 1999 and 2002, in 

response to EPAEM’s call for proposals of temporary redesigns of the space. 
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 As Lévy recalls, “A competition was announced. The idea was to present a project that 

they called ‘prefiguration,’ because we knew that it wasn’t meant to last.” While foregrounding 

its ephemerality, Lévy recognized the potential of such a project to influence future practices. 

She remembers her initial interest in the opportunity:  

 The place’s geography at the entrance to Marseille’s Old Port was just sumptuous. 
We were very lucky to have been able to participate in this project. And our final 
proposal ended up being of an urban[ized] nature, even though we were dealing 
with a completely empty space. We needed to design it in such a way as to keep it 
lively, evolving. We considered this project a success, because it became a real 
place that played host to an array of events, in part because it was developed for 
thinking, for dimensioning…[We tried to] generate a place that was empty but 
simultaneously structured, containing its own sense of orientation. It was a space 
for walking that existed unto itself, even on its own. Even though there was 
nothing in particular there.27  

 
The precise nature of the Lévy and Magnan project entailed the relatively low impact re-

landscaping of a section of the J4 in the wake of its original hangar’s destruction.28 The vast 

majority of the site’s open space was preserved while a raised, covered walkway linked a parking 

lot placed next to the Boulevard du Littoral to the waterfront. As another architect at the time 

noted approvingly, “The operation on this old quay has structured the place without blurring the 

vast original esplanade, intervening subtly on the ground, but without altering the 

diaphanousness of the space.”29 Lévy’s characterization of her project corresponds to the 

                                                             
27 “La géographie du lieu, c’est l’entrée du Vieux-Port de Marseille, c’est juste somptueux. On était très privilegié de 
s’interesser à ce sujet. Donc on a fait une proposition finalement assez urbaine meme s’il s’agissait d’amenager du 
vide, il fallait l’amenager de facon qu’il soit selon nous vivant, évolutif, et par la suite, ça a été un constat de 
réussite, car ça a devenu vrai lieu ou il s’est passé des tas d’evenements, parce que c’était équipé pour penser, pour 
dimensioner, pour tout le temps generant un lieu qui était vide mais quand meme structure, porteur de sens de 
direction. C’était un lieu de promenade qui se tenait, meme tout seul. Meme s’il y avait rien sur place.” 
 
28 EPAEM’s Jean-Michel Guénod in turn recalls formulating the original call for projects: “It’s more common these 
days to do these type of impermanent developments…everyone was against me for spending twenty million francs 
[approximately 3 million euros]… for something that we were going to destroy after three years. But in the end it 
lasted twelve years!” 
 
29 Mònica Oliveres i Guixer, “J4,” accessed February 12, 2015, http://www.publicspace.org/en/works/b010-j4. 
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observations that I had already made on the J4 before our discussion in July 2014, confirming the 

J4’s users’ wide array of spatial practices.  

 Among the most telling of Lévy’s own observations is her contention that she and 

Magnan had been able to “generate” an “empty” place, which simultaneously contained its own 

structure, which she defines as an “sense of orientation.” Similar to the conception of a space that 

lends itself to many uses is Lévy’s understanding of one that exists “unto itself” while “there was 

nothing particular there.” In this regard, the transitional J4’s looseness can be considered to be 

intentional, but emerging less out of a desire to control access and flows to and through the space 

than from an impetus to expand the boundaries of urban experience along multiple dimensions.  

A major key to understanding Lévy and Magnan’s project is that, unlike the type of programmed 

“porosity” foreseen in between the different EPAEM projects comprising the waterfront Cité de 

la Méditerranée, its predetermined ephemerality precisely made it open to the type of more 

spontaneous socio-spatial porosity and diverse uses described in the previous section. 

 Lévy’s description of her and Magnan’s project locates it in a type of architecture, 

landscape and otherwise, that is more concerned with facilitating than controlling, what Borruey 

(1999) elsewhere terms a “modest” architecture. In our discussion, Lévy subsequently details the 

local political reception of the redesigned J4, particularly efforts to diminish or ignore the 

eventual closure of the J4 site in 2011. 

 We wanted to organize a real event around the site’s demolition…we’d contacted 
a fireworks artist…and I think that this wasn’t in the politicians’ plans, because it 
was a place that had been very appreciated by many Marseillais, and it was to be 
taken away from them, at least while they built the new buildings. They 
demolished the site in August, quickly, without informing anyone, even us… We 
only noticed in September that everything had been demolished. […] When we 
won the competition, we’d planned on setting up a line of kiosks along the 
waterfront. In the end, they only built two, a welcome booth and bathrooms. They 
refused everything that we wanted in terms of spaces of life, precisely because it 
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was a space of “prefiguration,” the politicians didn’t want Marseillais to become 
too attached to it. We were told that it shouldn’t be too nice, since otherwise when 
it was removed, there’d be a huge drama. […] One thing that was very specific to 
our project is that we used heavy, strong materials. In order to anchor these 
concrete flyovers we had to do real architecture. We took a risk, since this was 
just a “prefiguration,” but we genuinely intended this to be a territory.30 

 
Lévy describes a conscious effort on her and Magnan’s part to transgress the limits placed on 

their provisional redevelopment of the J4 by Euroméditerranée and more widely those officials 

and representatives affiliated with the City. She consistently cites the responses and perspectives 

of “la politique,” by which she interchangeably designates both local authorities and organized 

politics more generally. The fact that, as Lévy describes, “they refused everything that we 

wanted” which would give the site more of a long-term appeal, corresponds with 

Euroméditerranée’s initial plans for the J4, which foresaw a large scale project beyond Magnan 

and Lévy’s temporary one. Former EPAEM director Guénod, while he was no longer associated 

with the day-to-day activities of Euroméditerranée during this time, confirms, “the problem they 

had was that the space had been so appropriated by people, by its neighbors, that there were a lot 

of complaints when they closed the site because the MuCEM and Villa construction projects had 

begun.” 

 While the Lévy and Magnan project was widely appreciated by Marseillais, including the 

J4’s loose users, plans continued apace to redevelop the J4 again, altering its form on a more 

lasting level, as well as accommodating new institutions of the stature that Euroméditerranée had 
                                                             
30 “Nous on voulait faire un vrai evenement de cette demolition, on a contacté une artiste artificière…et je pense que 
ça n’a pas été dans la ligne politique que c’était un lieu qui était très très apprecié des marseillais, quand on allait les 
retirer en tout cas le temps de construire les batiments. Ils ont demoli ça au mois d’août vite fait, sans que ça soit que 
personne n’a été informé, meme nous…On a aperçu en rentrant en septembre qui tout était demoli. […] Quand on a 
gagné le concours, il y avait prévu le long de la mer des petites ginguettes, et en fait il y avait une ou deux qui en 
était fait, qui était l’acceuil et l’autre c’etait des sanitaires. Mais tout ce qui était pour nous des lieux de vie on nous a 
refusé parce que précisément c’était un espace de préfiguration, la politique ne souhaitait pas que les marseillais s’y 
attachent d’avantage trop. On nous a dit qu’il faut pas que ça soit si sympa, parce que sinon quand on va enlever le 
lieu ça va être un drame. […] Ce qu’il y avait de assez spécifique dans notre projet, on a fait du lourd, on a fait du 
dur. Ses hauts vents en béton, pour les ancrer dans le sol c’était de la vraie architecture, et on a pris un risque en 
préfiguration, mais on voulait vraiment que ça soit un territoire.” 
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proposed in its initial plans. As Euroméditerranée’s Franck Geiling puts it, “From 1998 onwards 

we began to consider different scenarios or plans with the idea that in every case the space 

should remain public. Or mostly public” (emphasis added). The clarification in the last phrase is 

telling, particularly with regard to Lévy’s perspective.  

 Geiling goes on: “We absolutely needed to create the kind of large-scale structures, 

which are of value and attractive to tourists, but which also respond to the possibility of allowing 

Marseillais to access culture, which had not been the case until then.” Of immediate concern to 

my consideration of perspectives regarding the J4’s potential and actual uses is Geiling’s 

acknowledgment that, regardless of the success that a public space on the J4 might have had in 

terms of its appreciation by locals and visitors alike, from the simultaneous beginnings of 

Euroméditerranée and the decommissioned J4, there existed a felt need to create larger, more 

imposing “structures” there. And yet, on the occasion of my first encounter of him in the year 

following the J4’s reopening, Geiling still insisted that the creation of such structures wouldn’t 

overshadow the space’s “sensibility [as] a popular bathing spot, but also for fishing, relaxation, 

contemplation, whatever you want.” He continued, “And we had to preserve this dimension in 

order to allow everyone to access the space; it was a space for every public.” While his 

observations correspond to an open-minded view towards urban spatial access and use, it seems 

unlikely that Geiling genuinely believed that the increased attention paid to the J4, particularly 

by city authorities charged with the space’s security, would result in a continuation of a number 

of practices long labeled as dangerous, among them swimming. As my encounter with an 

interlocutor at Marseille’s town hall reveals, the presence of undesirable locals was as much of a 

growing concern as those from outside the city who came to the J4. 
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Reorienting a Marseillais Space 

 A markedly different perspective from those of urban planners at Euroméditerranée and 

the GPMM is provided by an official at the City of Marseille’s Urban Development Directorate 

who goes so far as to question the origins of the J4’s users: “Before,” says Verdon, alluding to 

the pre-2013 period on the J4, “no Marseillais would ever go there.” He explains that after the 

J4’s cession, “there was a big empty lot [the Lévy-Magnan project] with vagrants, homeless 

people, trafficking…à la marseillaise.” But, again, “There was never anyone there. No 

Marseillais would ever go there because he’d get bothered…the population who went there, they 

weren’t tourists, they were certainly Marseillais, but mostly the homeless.” Despite Verdon’s 

difficult articulation of a central thought, what emerges from his words is that the J4’s users at 

the time in question are not what he considers to be its ideal public. He furthermore questions 

this category of users’ belonging or right to the city. He notes that the type of activities practiced 

here are those unavoidably associated with Marseille (“à la marseillaise”), but he struggles with 

granting their practitioners the status of local citizens, instead implying that so-called vagrants, 

homeless or those practicing illicit activities may not in fact be Marseillais at all. If they are, they 

are a certain variety of Marseillais, which, as Verdon later notes, “are certainly not tourists,” an 

acknowledgment that much of his work involves marketing Marseille to international tourism 

promoters.  

 Verdon’s reticence in granting the J4 the status of a “Marseillais” space also alludes to 

official conflicts going on behind closed doors as well as in the public eye regarding the J4’s 

possible futures. Even while the Lévy/Magnan project had been approved and largely completed 

in the early 2000s, two competing projects attempted to use the J4 as their primary location. The 

first of these was Euroméditerranée’s intended large-scale redevelopment of the J4 Esplanade, a 
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project for which Parisian landscape architect Yves Lion won an open competition in 2002. 

Lion’s plan involved a significantly more invasive project than that of the Lévy/Magnan scheme, 

involving as it did the digging of a canal directly through the J4 alongside the Fort Saint-Jean. 

The latter necessitated a structurally complex recalibration of the J4’s artificial physical 

foundations, and was the most visually imposing element of Lion’s larger landscape design for 

the entire swath of the Cité de la Méditerranée with which he was eventually tasked. Lion’s 

project also incorporated empty space destined for large-scale structures, which was eventually 

filled by the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée 

 At the same time, the City of Marseille had developed a competing proposal for the J4, 

even though Euroméditerranée had already been given responsibility for the redevelopment of 

the J4. Indeed, Euroméditerranée’s collaboratory mask hid a network of bitter animosities and 

occasional alliances, binding and opposing actors from the City, the Region, and the State, along 

with other political, institutional, and private entities. With the State holding a primary role in 

Euroméditerranée’s division of power, the City of Marseille was concerned with losing political 

power as well as that of an economic patron. Faced with the State-supported MuCEM project, 

and in light of the City’s ongoing reticence towards the potential economic benefits of so-called 

“cultural development,” a parallel proposition was thus drafted in 2003 for Marseille’s 

candidature to host the 2007 America’s Cup, an international yachting competition. As part of 

the City-sponsored proposal, in a move meant to attract the attention of the Cup’s Swiss selection 

committee, the J4 assumed a central role as a new yacht port, specifically adapted for the 

competition. As in Lion’s eventual landscaping plan, the America’s Cup project would have 

physically removed the J4’s central section in order to create a specifically adapted harbor as 

well as facilities for outfitting and repairing the competing vessels. Unlike Euroméditerranée’s 
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plans, the America’s Cup proposal failed entirely to reconcile the J4 as a public space in its post-

competition phase. In this plan the J4 would have subsequently assumed a contiguous role with 

the neighboring Old Port as an extension of the latter’s yacht port.  

 The America’s Cup proposal failed when the Swiss committee in question decided to 

award the competition location to Valencia, Spain.31 In the aftermath, a number of doubts 

remained regarding the City’s willingness to submit to Euroméditerranée’s territorial authority. 

One repercussion of this episode was that the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée projects were 

delayed for several years. It was only in 2008, during Marseille’s negotiations for the European 

Capital of Culture title, that the former institution re-entered the public stage as an integral aspect 

of the city’s proposal. In the aftermath of Marseille’s selection as Capital of Culture, Yves Lion’s 

development plans went ahead as planned, with the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée forming the 

new twin institutions on the J4, at that point the primary focus of attention, both for 2013, and as 

the symbolic juncture of further projects and intentions auguring new set of approaches to the 

city’s future, as well as to that of its inhabitants. 

 

Conclusion 

 The 2011-2013 conversion of the J4 into a site designed for a multitude of users, 

including those who would not have come there in the past, has resulted in a degree of shared 

uses similar to those described in the first section of this chapter. However, as I explore in the 

following chapters, physical alterations to the space have had effects that in many cases are the 

                                                             
31 One oft-cited explanation is that during the Swiss delegation’s visit, a particularly fierce mistral swept southward 
through the city, knocking a few yachts in the Old Port onto the embankments, damaging them. According to this 
reasoning, the Swiss committee would have had any confidence they had in Marseille’s capacity to host the 
America’s Cup shattered by this unpredictable, yet regular natural event. 
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opposite of Lévy and Magnan’s intentions. Some of these alterations have resulted in a space 

where prior users feel less welcome and have reduced means to use it in the way they did in the 

past. 

 While the renovated J4 is qualified as a “cultural” destination, and in its planning stages 

was largely conceived as much, in its transitional moment it was already a space for cultural 

expression. However, unlike the widespread manicured versions of rural Provençal culture in the 

region around Marseille (see Fabiani 2006) or the representations of the Mediterranean that 

would shortly take root on the J4, the "culture" that predominated there during the first years of 

the twenty-first century was one that was resolutely Marseillais in its reflection of the city's 

diverse ethnic and social makeup. Through a combination of factors explored in the current 

section (the transitory nature of a widely-appreciated development project, the general 

overlooking of local uses of what had already been targeted as a central site in a redevelopment 

downtown, a questioning of its transitional users' local belonging) it is possible to observe a 

cumulative movement away from a concern with city inhabitants and a growing interest in 

marketing the city to those from the outside, even as its spaces are emptied of their representative 

particularities. 

 Euroméditerranée planner Geiling remarked on what he claimed as an intrinsic defense 

against such changes, when he told me that “a working-class city possesses a certain inertia that 

puts in place corrective measures against urban development’s tendencies to sterilize or 

rationalize everything.” Geiling’s concept of rationalization and sterilization presumably does 

not encompass Euroméditerranée’s projects, even though many have accused EPAEM of having 

precisely this type of effect on Marseille’s public spaces. However much Geiling may advocate 

for the value of a multi-purpose space inhabited by a diversity of users, his job as a planner 
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tasked with the improvement of sites such as the J4 also involves the type of discourse favored in 

the Euroméditerranée planning document’s discussion of spatial porosity. This significantly less 

humanized notion privileges communication between determined uses over the spatial 

appropriation that Geiling professes to support. However, it would be incorrect to assume that 

planners always possess definitive control over the product of their projects. Indeed, while a 

number of the J4's loose uses and users are no longer welcome on the renovated J4, others 

persist. While this may indeed be linked to what Geiling characterizes as a working-class city's 

insistent "inertia," it is also related to a more significant change that has occurred on the J4 as 

elsewhere in Marseille, one that is only peripherally related to the projects and products of urban 

planners.  

 I refer here to the increasing use of the "Mediterranean" as a label and explanatory 

concept in downtown Marseille, one that effectively transposes elements of what can be 

considered to be Marseillais identity into a new vessel that simultaneously evacuates or excludes 

less desirable elements. While this exclusion is observable on the physical spaces with whose 

transformation planners have been tasked, I argue that it is equally linked to the increasing roles 

played by the two new institutions present on the J4 and the ultimate repercussions of these on 

spatial and conceptual reorganizations. Just as the various institutional officials in the current 

period in question have recognized the presence, if not the benefits, of the J4’s loose uses and 

users, subsequent institutional administrators and employees see value in these informal, 

“Mediterranean” spatial practices. However, changing perspectives regarding the J4 as a 

representational space where different practices acquire distinct value will see some loose users 

welcomed while others are excluded. 
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Chapter 3  
The Mediterranean J4 

 
 
 
 
 
 

I know that there is a war somewhere in Europe, but what does it matter? 
Earlier today I sunbathed on a warm rock. 

I had with me the issue of Cahiers du Sud dedicated to Greek myths… 
Ulysses is more real than Hitler.32  

 
-Jean Amrouche (1939) 

 
* 
 

I am neither a sociologist nor an anthropologist. 
“Mediterranean” is not a birth certificate but a travelogue.33 

 
-Rudy Ricciotti (2015)"

"

"

"

"

"

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
32 “Je sais qu’il y a guerre quelque part en Europe, mais qu’importe cette pauvre connaissance…Toute à l’heure, j’ai 
pris un bain de soleil sur un rocher tiède. J’avais emporté avec moi le numéro des Cahiers du Sud consacré aux 
mythes grecs… Ulysse est plus vrai qu’Hitler.” 
 
33 “Je ne suis ni sociologue, ni anthropologue. Méditerranéen n’est pas un extrait de naissance mais un extrait de 
voyage.” 
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Introduction 
 
  This chapter expands the previous discussion of the J4's development as a new public 

space to one that increasingly revolves around the discursive label of “Mediterranean,” applied 

with increasing frequency in Marseille but most intensively on the J4 through the medium of the 

Esplanade's new institutions, the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée. In this sense it provides a 

conceptual transition between the J4’s two effective temporal phases following the space’s 

transitional phase prior to 2011 and its redeveloped phase beginning in 2013. 

 In the chapter’s first section I explore the backgrounds of the use and application of a 

“Mediterranean” label to describe Marseille—its peoples and its spaces—in a longer historical 

continuity of French relations with and perspectives on the Mediterranean area. In the second 

section I examine the backgrounds of the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée, which I trace to the 

formative roles of two individuals with largely complementary agendas that seek to place 

Marseille at the center of French-Mediterranean discourse and relations today. In the third and 

last section I chronicle the implantation and construction of the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée, 

the selection of their architects, and, in turn, the latter’s invocations of the Mediterranean, the 

identity of which they claim to crystallize through the construction of two modernist buildings. 

The uses of the Mediterranean concept by specific actors in the second two sections of this 

chapter is directly linked to this terminology's genealogy as detailed in the first section. It is in 

turn in the wake of such identifications that I will return in the next chapter to the physical 

exterior space of the J4 to consider the changing users and uses present there since 2013. The 

MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée will again be the subject of Chapter 5, an exploration of 

programming and exhibits at both institutions which clarify their respective representations of 

the Mediterranean as a cultural and political category. 
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 This chapter's focus on the genealogy of the Mediterranean concept in Marseille and 

France leads into a consideration of the ways in which two separate yet complementary 

contemporary French “Mediterraneanisms” came to co-exist on the J4 today. In constructing this 

narrative I rely on historical works and archival research, but also on encounters with two of the 

primary actors (and their associates) behind the two institutions in question: Thierry Fabre, the 

MuCEM’s Director of Cultural Development and International Relations; and Michel Vauzelle, 

President of the Provence-Alpes-Côte-d’Azur Region and the major political patron and engineer 

of the Villa Méditerranée. 

 As this chapter reveals, French engagement with the Mediterranean as an identity marker 

was often an ideal pursued by individuals or small groups affiliated with a religious, humanistic, 

or political cause or with a cultural movement. It is thus not surprising that the current projects in 

question that have made the J4 their physical home are the fruit of the efforts of a relatively 

limited number of individuals as much as the national and regional political entities from which 

they derive their authority and support. The intellectual background to their constructions helps 

illuminate the seeming discrepancy between their missions today and the deeper roots that 

inform their self-identified distinct focuses on “culture” on the one hand and “politics” on the 

other. The ultimately complementary role of both buildings on the J4 today is proof of the 

malleability of the latter concepts and helps explain how the two institutions contribute 

collectively to the redefinition of the J4 as an urban public space. 
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I. Backgrounds    

 As I have described in Chapter 1, Marseille’s rapport with the sea has inevitably 

transformed over time but it has always been a de facto Mediterranean city by merit of its 

proximity to the eponymous sea. This fact is compounded when the city’s physical position is 

combined with to its preference for trade, alliances, and communication with those peoples and 

territories more readily accessible overseas than by land. In the first chapter, we saw how such an 

affinity began to change during the eighteenth century as the result of the surrounding French 

polity’s increasing authority. This process became evident during the nineteenth century’s wave 

of infrastructural projects, whose goals were to link the city more closely with the surrounding 

mainland and Paris as well as establishing a new logic for the occupation and use of urban space 

based on national models. Paradoxically, it is during this period that the “Mediterranean” became 

an increasingly present concept in France as part of a wave of expansionist idealism targeting the 

wider region, within which Marseille came to serve as a conceptual and physical threshold 

between north and south, Europe and Africa, and ultimately France and the Mediterranean. The 

latter two terms eventually come together as a single referent: the French Mediterranean.34 In this 

construction, the Mediterranean ceases to be a mere body of water, and gradually becomes 

something else: a region, to be sure, but also an affiliated part of a new and distinct identity. 

 An early high-profile iteration of this was Napoleon III’s pronouncement in Marseille in 

September 1852 that he intended to follow the example of his uncle, Napoleon Bonaparte, in 

turning the Mediterranean Sea into a “French lake” (Temime 2002: 43). As the speech’s context 

                                                             
34 France was not the only imperial entity in the nineteenth century to create its own “Mediterraneanist” outlook and 
strategy, but it is arguably one of the few remaining such entities to have maintained its interest to such an extent. At 
the same time, French Mediterranean conceptualizations were not historically one-sided, even if this study focuses 
on the more monolithic forms of representation that have emanated from the French state. Recently, Lorcin and 
Shepard (2016 ed) have shown how subjects of French imperialism and colonialism participated (intellectually and 
practically) in the creation of such an identity form. 
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indicates, such a process had already commenced earlier during the French expedition to Egypt 

in 1798 and would be prolonged there as a result of the presence of French engineers over the 

following century through the Suez Canal’s construction in the 1860s. This period paralleled a 

surge in what would later be called a French “Orientalist” aesthetic fascination with the 

Mediterranean’s southern coast, but it also inaugurated a period of transcoastal coinfluence 

whose more durable legacy may well be the projects begun or aided by a number of cohorts in a 

religious organization known as the Saint-Simonians.  

 The Count of Saint-Simon’s (1760-1825) ideas, melding a pared-down Calvinistic 

spirituality with a conviction that human progress depends on infrastructural advancement have 

been linked with the thinking of positivist philosopher Auguste Comte. However, the former’s 

influence on a nascent French Mediterraneanism receives less attention. Through the influence of 

one of Saint-Simon’s disciple’s, Michel Chevalier, who in his Système de la Méditerranée 

(1832) called for a pan-Mediterranean unity predicated on equality through industrial 

development, the ideas and ideals of Saint-Simonism found their transnational resonance in 

projects such as the Suez Canal. The original plans for the Canal were the handiwork of Paulin 

Talabot, himself the primary engineer of Marseille’s nineteenth century dockworks and the 

Paris-Marseille railway. The links between Marseille and the Saint-Simonians neither start nor 

end with Talabot; the financier Pereire brothers, responsible for the construction of the Rue 

Impériale/Rue de la République, were also Saint-Simonians highly involved with the extension 

of credit to various industrial and infrastructure projects in the Mediterranean. It is impossible to 

ignore the convergence of these expansionist or developmentalist efforts simultaneously 

targeting Marseille as well as the Mediterranean; there is no evidence that the Saint-Simonians 

considered them to be one and the same, but Marseille was an increasingly obvious hinge upon 
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which any French-Mediterranean relations would prosper or falter. It is thus no coincidence that 

the official name of Talabot’s extension of the railroad from Paris to Marseille was “Paris-

Méditerranée.”  

 If the Saint-Simonians brought a wave of transcontinental industrial development to the 

Mediterranean basin within systems of colonial domination, they did so with a sense of 

utopianism that contrasts with today’s dutiful yet doubtful calls for Mediterranean cooperation. 

At the end of the nineteenth century, with the intensification of settler colonialism in French 

Algeria, the winds were blowing away from the Saint-Simonian’s idealism and towards a 

pragmatic system of colonial governance under which indigènes (natives) and pied noir settlers 

were administered separately. This occurred despite or perhaps because of the exceptional nature 

of the French colonization of Algeria, whose territory was considered an extension of France. 

The Saint-Simonians’ notion of leading a progressive material revolution in the southern 

Mediterranean was gradually extinguished by the end of the century, although elements of their 

utopian philosophy would be resurrected in a different form in the 1930s. 

 In the meantime, the years before World War II witnessed the beginnings of a backlash 

against political and social domination in the southern and eastern Mediterranean, including in 

areas of French and British mandates and competing influences. Nationalist movements in 

Turkey and Egypt, the latter of which achieved independence from Great Britain in 1922, 

confirmed that perceived geographic and cultural divisions would heretofore form the basis for 

national claims of collective determination instead of the alleged pan-regional similarities to 

which some post-Saint Simonian thinkers still clung. 
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 Among the latter were a loose group of writers, poets, critics, and other intellectuals 

affiliated with the Marseille-based publications Cahiers du Sud (Journal of the South), itself the 

product of a more short-lived review, jointly founded by Provençal cultural advocate and writer-

filmmaker Marcel Pagnol and Jean Ballard, an autodidact who would go on to be closely 

associated with the output of the new journal, which rapidly established itself as the venue of 

choice for Francophone Mediterraneanist thinkers based in France, Algeria, and Tunisia. Along 

with Ballard, three writers came to be most closely associated with Cahiers du Sud, defining its 

editorial line as they developed their own complementary conceptions of Mediterranean cultural 

unity: the Algerian Jean Amrouche, Gabriel Audisio, a Frenchman born in Marseille, and 

internationally famous pied noir writer Albert Camus.  

 Amrouche was convinced of the potential for reconciling the East and West through the 

Mediterranean, with the sea-spanning French Empire as a linguistic bridge between ultimately 

complementary cultures. He was a Kabyle, whose family had converted to Christianity, and a 

convinced Francophone. Audisio, one of the few in the Cahiers group to be directly involved in 

politics, was particularly interested in counter-balancing the dominant French perception of 

Mediterranean cultural and intellectual heritage as largely Greco-Latin with the contributions of 

Muslim civilization. Camus, who was a later contributor to Cahiers du Sud (although as Temime 

notes, the first poem that he penned was entitled “Méditerranée”), held a similarly laudatory 

vision of the reconciliatory potential of the Mediterranean area that shared the Saint-Simonians’ 

idealistic views. 

 Much of the Cahiers du Sud writers’ energy was directed against those whom they 

deemed the false usurpers of pan-Mediterranean legacies, notably Mussolini’s Fascist 

government in Italy, whose foundational mythology relied on an idealized Latin past. There was 
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thus a vital political component to their discourse, encompassed by Camus’ statement, “What we 

seek is not the lie that triumphed in Ethiopia but the truth that is being murdered in Spain” (1969: 

194). And yet, much of the Cahiers writing relied on what are now identifiable stereotypes 

regarding the Mediterranean as a zone entirely composed of crystalline azure waters and sun-

bleached rocks, a space of clarity where human beings might rediscover their underlying 

commonalities, or at the very least, as in Amrouche’s epigraph to this chapter, while away the 

day in a sunny cove. There was thus an overlap between the general Cahiers du Sud style of 

writing, which attempted to attribute a primordial political essence to aestheticized descriptions 

of Mediterranean culture, and the type of discourse that began to dominate in the growing tourist 

industries of southern France and other regions and countries bordering the sea. A more 

generalized transition in interest from the “light” of knowledge and reflection to the “sun” of 

stunning beauty and relaxation begins to occur around the same period, even while it would be 

difficult to trace any direct confluence between Cahiers du Sud and tourist guides of the time 

(see Urbain 2014). Certainly the presence of light in Camus’ 1942 novel The Stranger assumes a 

more nefarious, explosive role, a harbinger in the political turning of tides in overseas France 

that would shortly put an end to the dreams of the Sudistes, in many cases once and for all.  

 It is indeed difficult to speak of a French-Mediterranean political entity following the 

final withdrawal of troops from Algeria in 1967, even while French-Algerian economic 

exchange continued apace. Charles de Gaulle made nominal efforts to reassert French 

domination in the eastern Mediterranean, particularly in the aftermath of the 1967 and 1973 

Arab-Israeli wars, but the cultural, economic, and political legacies of Mediterranean unity that 

began with the Saint-Simonians and flourished in a different form until the intransigency of the 

French government towards its non-pied noir Algerian subjects made most bi-national 
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cooperation difficult if not impossible. While hopeful notions did not entirely disappear, they 

were essentially buried under the emotional and physical toll of the prolonged Algerian war for 

independence. Vestiges of these concepts would remain, and would be disinterred in one form or 

another over the following decades, including in Marseille.  

 Despite the relative national lack of involvement from Mediterranean affairs, a number of 

local or regional collectivities and private actors worked to maintain and even increase 

cooperation between their populations and economies and those elsewhere in the Mediterranean. 

In the case of Marseille efforts took place in the 1970s and 1980s to reintroduce exchanges 

between the city, its surrounding region, and Algeria. One figure in these programs was Daniel 

Carrière, a small businessman, primarily involved in urban housing and infrastructure 

construction, who became an advocate for pan-Mediterranean cooperation following a multi-year 

sojourn in post-independence Algeria and his subsequent arrival in Marseille in 1976. Among the 

organizations with which Carrière was involved was Échanges Méditerranée, which promoted 

transnational business and social partnerships, always between France and Algeria, but with a 

specific emphasis on the region around Marseille (Carrière 2013). 

 The primary emphasis in these exchanges was economic. In the latter context, then-

mayor of Marseille, Gaston Defferre, who was also the president of the Provences-Alpes-Côte-

d'Azur (PACA) Region, established an official link between the Region and Algiers in 1979, 

followed by his own 1980 official visit to the Algerian capital. This was notable in that it was the 

first time an international agreement had been signed between sub-national entities in France and 

another country, which by their locations along the Mediterranean, spurred a revived degree of 

enthusiasm for pan-regional cooperation. Defferre, in part through the intermediary of his wife, 

Edmonde Charles-Roux, was motivated to expand on this Mediteranean political and economic 
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cooperation by his sponsorship of a multi-museum exhibition in Marseille in 1982-1983 entitled 

"L'Orient des Provençaux: sept siècles d'échanges" (Provence and the Orient: Seven Centuries of 

Exchange). The combined influence of these projects allows them to be considered of 

transitional importance in their connection of the Saint-Simonians’ and Cahiers du Sud group’s 

Mediterranean discourse with latter-day projects on the J4, and more specifically with the 

itineraries and trajectories of the J4’s new institutions’ principal actors. 

* 

 Before continuing with an exploration of recent Mediterraneanist actors in Marseille, it is 

important to note the role that Europe has played in the increasing definition of a “Euro-

Mediterranean” space, particularly in the period following Algerian independence when French 

influence in the region was abruptly reduced. As Trentin (2012) explains, much of this 

cooperation took place under the purview of the European Economic Community and the 

European Commission and involved privileged trade access. The presence of “culture” as an 

organizing concept in Euro-Mediterranean partnerships dated to the 1995 Barcelona Conference. 

This can be traced to a broadening of the strategies for cross-Mediterranean exchange but also 

political domination in the wake of the Soviet Union’s fall. Paoli (2012) further acknowledges 

the impact of the September 11, 2001 attacks in the United States and subsequent American and 

British reactions as playing a role in the decisions of continental European leaders to pursue a 

rapprochement between Europe and the Muslim world. The role of France was to be decisive in 

this regard, particularly in the creation of the Union of the Mediterranean at the 2008 Paris 

Summit for the Mediterranean. While the Union’s headquarters are in Barcelona, site of the 

eponymous and formative Process that led to its creation, Paris (and increasingly Marseille) have 

continuously asserted their roles within it.  
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II. New Mediterranean Actors in Marseille 
 
 The current section discusses the intellectual evolutions of the MuCEM and Villa 

Méditerranée, which, while they were undoubtedly the product of the efforts of countless women 

and men (many of whose views, opinions, and contributions are invoked elsewhere in this 

study), emerge more generally from the structuring concerns of two individuals, one with a 

history of contributions to French cultural affairs and the other a lifelong politician. My intention 

in linking the institutions in question to their personal chronologies is not meant to detract from 

the roles that others have played but rather to illuminate links between the current projects and 

those that I have established as the background for Mediterranean concepts and institution-

building in France and more specifically in Marseille. This intention also alludes to the definitive 

role played by the physical architects of the respective institutions, whose own roles in defining 

their identities and uses are explored in the following section. 

 

Thierry Fabre 

 The title of Thierry Fabre’s position at the Museum of European and Mediterranean 

Civilizations subtly understates the determinant role that he played in the institution’s existence. 

Behind “Director of Cultural Development and International Relations” lies a long and storied 

career in the resurgence of Mediterraneanist discourse in France, as well as a conscious effort to 

resituate Marseille as a locus of pan-Mediterranean ideas and cultural programming. Born in 

Cannes, Fabre became interested in the Mediterranean in Paris during the 1980s when he was 

employed at the Institut du Monde Arabe (Institute of the Arab World), where his duties included 

organizing and editing publications alongside the Institute’s director, Edgard Pisani (who issued 

a notable cautionary note against potential misuse and misunderstanding of the “Euro-
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Mediterranean” concept35). In 1994, Fabre organized the inaugural edition of a conference in 

Marseille called Les Rencontres d’Averroès, named for the Medieval scholar from Al Andalus 

otherwise known as Ibn Rushd. The conference, which has expanded over the years to include 

round-table discussions, theatrical performances, and participatory events, tends to revolve 

around Mediterranean concepts and themes that would not have been foreign to the contributors 

and readers of Cahiers du Sud.  

 Under Fabre’s lead, however, the Rencontres have also taken a critical approach to 

historic notions of the Mediterranean that can be considered appropriate given the state of 

transnational relations and corresponding notions of political correctness today. The 2015 edition 

of the Rencontres, held under the title, “Mediterranean—a broken dream?” accordingly featured 

round-table discussions on, among other subjects, “From Inherited Borders to the Return of a 

Caliphate,” a reflection on the influence of post-colonial legacies on the Islamic State group, and 

“Mediterranean, New Sailors’ Cemetery?” a reference to the ongoing refugee crisis. 

 Fabre describes his own trajectory in the following terms: 

 I was a great reader of Cahiers du Sud and all of that and I said to myself that 
[Marseille] was the only city in France where one could create a project of a 
certain scale about the Mediterranean in a contemporary perspective, and not in a 
perspective from the past, nostalgic…We weren’t yet in the era of the “Clash of 
Civilizations,” but when you’re in a system of polarities that oppose Islam and the 
West, the Mediterranean can’t exist as an intermediary, because there’s no in-
between. There’re just two blocs that are formed; so, to exist within this strategic-
cultural representation of the world is to make the Mediterranean disappear as this 
intermediary world.36  

                                                             
35 “It would be dangerous to consider that the expression ‘Euro-mediterranean’ is the expression of the searched-for 
reality. Europe is a continent and a political entity in-progress, while the Mediterranean is a sea. It is the alliance of 
the three Mediterranean continents that this involves, each having its own function, each indispensable to the future 
of the peri-Mediterranean area, including the Persian Gulf” (Pisani 1995 cited in Fabre 2000: 148). 
 
36 “J’étais un grand lecteur des Cahiers du Sud et tout ça et je me suis dit que [Marseille] était la seule ville de 
France où on pouvait construire un projet d’un certain ampleur sur un sujet méditerranéen dans une perspective 
contemporaine, et pas dans une perspective du passé, nostalgique…on était pas encore à l’époque du ‘choc des 
civilisations,’ quoi que quand vous êtes dans une polarité qui oppose l’Islam à l’Occident, la Méditerranée comme 
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Despite the evident and acknowledged political nature of Fabre’s discourse, he frequently insists 

upon its basis in “cultural” work in the French context, an approach that he would continue to 

pursue in the years following the creation of Les Rencontres d’Averroès notably through the 

founding of a journal called La Pensée de Midi. (“Midi” in French signifies at once a region 

commonly identified as southern France, stretching roughly from the northwestern tip of the 

Pyrenées across to the border with Italy, as well as in more general terms, the South.)  

 As it is in the above description of his goals regarding Les Rencontres d'Averroès, La 

Pensée de Midi would encompass Fabre’s ongoing emphasis on the Mediterranean Sea as a 

middle space between increasingly differentiated regions and identities. Similar to the Cahiers 

du Sud writers was La Pensée de Midi's conviction that discourse (in this case scientific and 

analytic writing as well as more literary forms) can create a solid basis within the fluid mass of a 

sea to unite different cultures. 

 Fabre articulates his personal philosophy regarding the political and cultural possibilities 

of the Mediterranean area in a separate publication entitled Eloge de la pensée de midi (2007). 

“My Mediterranean,” he writes, “is not a geographic reality, it is a landscape of the soul, a 

between-two-worlds, between the flesh of the sensible and the extensions of the divine” (2007: 

14).37 This simultaneously physical and metaphysical notion finds itself at the opposition of 

“nihilism” in what Fabre identifies as a Mediterranean “lifestyle,” which is also opposed to the 

“American way of life,” conceived as an artificial system of mass-produced amusements in 

contrast to the rudimentary yet ultimately pure pleasures that lie at the root of the Mediterranean 
                                                                                                                                                                                                    
intermédiaire n’existe pas, parce qu’il n’y pas d’entre-deux, il a deux blocs qui se forment, hors, être dans cette 
représentation strategico-culturelle du monde c’est faire disparaître ce monde intermédiaire qui est la Méditerranée.” 
 
37 “Ma Méditerranéen’est pas une réalité géographique, c’est un paysage de l’âme, un entre-deux-mondes, entre la 
chair du sensible et les déploiements du divin.” 
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world, even if these have been temporarily cast aside following years of conflict and tensions. 

Fabre claims that these should not prevent the creation of a “Mediterranean Community for 

tomorrow,” along the lines of the European Union: “We have the historic possibility to exit the 

confrontation between Europe and Islam to create a polyphonic collectivity between the nations, 

cultures, and societies that comprise the Mediterranean world” (139).38 

 The notion of polyphony, of multiple voices, is a constant in Fabre’s notion of the 

Mediterranean and his justification of his own projects, including the La Pensée de Midi and Les 

Rencontres d’Averroès. As he explains, “The success of Les Rencontres d’Averroès is the 

success of a space for public debate, the need to problematize and to exit from what I call ‘your 

Dad’s Mediterranean,’ patrimony, old stones, etc.”39 It is this dialogue between “the two coasts, 

the Arab world, that traverses and impacts Marseillais society,” that makes Marseille a unique 

vantage point from which to pursue such open-ended reconciliatory work, an idea that was 

shared by Echanges Méditerranée's Carrière. 

 In terms of his work’s institutional basis, Fabre speaks of the difficulty he first had in 

establishing Les Rencontres d’Averroès in Marseille, referencing his interactions with city 

officials: “Even with the Institut du Monde Arabe’s collaboration…it was hard for [Cultural 

Adjoint Christian] Poitevin to accept Les Rencontres d’Averroès.” In Fabre’s narration of 

Marseille’s growing involvement with cultural programming, he portrays himself as the 

somewhat naïve newcomer, attracted and encouraged by the success of the 1982-1983 exhibit 

“L’Orient des Provençaux: Sept siècles d'échanges.” Fabre’s lack of familiarity with specific 

                                                             
38 “Il nous est donné une chance historique de sortir du face-à-face entre l’Europe et l’Islam pour créer un ensemble 
polyphonique entre les nations, les cultures et les sociétés qui composent le monde méditerranéen.” 
 
39 “Le succès des Rencontres d’Averroes, ça venait du succès du lieu-debat public, qu’il s’agissait de problématiser 
et de sortir ce que j’appelle la ‘méditerranée de Papa,’ patrimoniale, les vieilles pierres, etc.” 
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municipal actors initially prevented his necessary entry into Marseille’s political world, but with 

Rencontres d’Averroès’ growing success he found himself in demand as an acknowledged 

Mediterranneanist intellectual and a cultural operator with allies at municipal, regional40, and 

national political scales, as well as in artistic and academic circles.  

 It was no surprise that Fabre played a major role in the creation of the new MuCEM in 

Marseille, although the exact nature of its eventual construction ended up being dependent on the 

projects of several other individuals, among whom Fabre remains the most prominent member 

officially linked to the museum today. Indeed, Thierry Fabre’s recurrent presence throughout the 

process of the MuCEM’s thirteen year conception and construction can be interpreted not solely 

as proof of his own personal staying power, but also of the growing value of the Mediterranean 

ideology that he has adhered to and continues to profess.  

 

Michel Vauzelle 

 The recent trajectory of Michel Vauzelle is in some ways similar to Thierry Fabre's in 

their common goal to construct and contribute to Mediterranean discourse in southern France. 

However, Vauzelle's career began quite differently than Fabre's and placed him in a unique 

position of political power, from which it proved possible to advocate for his pet causes, among 

which the notion of a Mediterranean collectivity came to assume a prominent place.41  

                                                             
40 The Provence-Alpes-Côte-d’Azur Region was the major financial supporter of La Pensée de Midi during its 11-
year publication history. 
 
41 Much of my perspective of Vauzelle's personal thinking on the Mediterranean comes from an exchange with 
Vauzelle's longtime associate, Bernard Morel, who at the time of our meeting was Vice President of the Provence-
Alpes-Côte-d'Azur (PACA) Region. Morel has since gone on to be appointed Director of Euroméditerranée, a 
position which he has held since late 2014, and one with the potential to have a further impact on the 
Mediterraneanization of Marseille. 



 
124 

 Born in 1944, Michel Vauzelle would begin his political career in earnest in the 1970s as 

a member of President François Mitterand's cabinet, before pursuing local politics in the 

southern town of Arles42, ninety kilometers west of Marseille, serving briefly as Minister of 

Justice (1992-1993), and since 1998 as the PACA Region's President. During his forty-year 

career in politics, Visier (2005) notes the notion of the Mediterranean occupies a frequently 

subtle place in the Vauzelle’s local, regional, and national agendas. In part, this would seem to be 

the nature of his occupation as the political leader of a regional collectivity. 

 In this regard, it is instructive to examine Vauzelle's own words on the subject:  

 The Region is a place where we have a community of destiny and in our region 
we are both European and Mediterranean. Whether our origins are Algerian, 
Egyptian, Greek, Latin, Italian, or Spanish has no importance. What is important 
is that we situate ourselves in a place, between the Alps, the Rhone, and the sea, 
and that we have a history, that we have a future and that we work together. 
(2007: 113-114)43 

 
Two particular phrases emerge from this discourse, drawn from an interview with Vauzelle 

conducted by Thierry Fabre for La Pensée de Midi: one is the word "Mediterranean," used in this 

case as a descriptor for an identity, as in "French" or "European"; the second is the phrase 

"communauté de destin” (community of destiny), a favored concept of Vauzelle's, which is 

commonly opposed to the machinations of other, more powerful geopolitical "communities," 

notably the European Union. One of Vauzelle’s associates cites to me Vauzelle's particular 

distaste for the EU's notion of a "voisinage" (neighborhood), a type of emotionless federalism, in 

                                                             
42 The town of Arles is also the location of the publishing company, Actes Sud, which printed Thierry Fabre’s La 
Pensée de Midi journal during its ten-year run. La Pensée de Midi was largely subsidized by the PACA Region 
under Michel Vauzelle and enjoyed a close relationship with the regional government until the revue’s funding was 
suddenly withdrawn in 2011. Rumors have circulated in political and civil society circles regarding the reason for 
this rapid desertion, with many revolving around the perceived competition or betrayal between Vauzelle and Fabre, 
relating to their respective roles in the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée, perceived as being in competition during 
the first few years of their existence on the J4. 
 
43 “La Région est un lieu où l’on a une communauté de destin, et dans notre région nous sommes la fois européens et 
méditerranens. Que nous soyons d’origine algérienne, égyptienne, grecque, latine, italienne ou espagnole n’a aucune 
importance. L’important, c’est que nous nous situons dans un lieu, entre les Alpes, le Rhone et la mer, et que nous 
avons une histoire, que nous avons un avenir et que nous y travaillons ensemble.” 
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which economic necessity or geographic proximity drive transnational alliances rather than 

humanistic concerns. Vauzelle's rhetoric thus serves to emphasize the underlying 

Mediterraneanity of the inhabitants of his region (which includes the rural area of Provence, the 

tourist-filled Côte-d'Azur, and the southern French Alps in addition to Marseille), and further 

link them affectively to the destiny of other so-called Mediterraneans around the basin. The 

emphasis on destiny further acknowledges current realities while stressing that potential 

collaborations in the Mediterranean region are not completely out of the question in the future. 

This notion thus appears to be highly complementary to those of Thierry Fabre, also espoused in 

the pages of La Pensée de Midi. And yet, in its basis in a political discourse, Vauzelle's ideology 

is not completely identical to those that presuppose an originary cultural universalism. 

 As Vauzelle's former Vice-President, Bernard Morel, explains to me, the Regional 

President's Mediterraneanism is part of a longer continuity in non-State-scaled Mediterranean 

political and civil society collaborations, which I have already discussed in the first section of 

this chapter. Morel cites the work of Daniel Carrière and his colleagues as a particular motivation 

to Vauzelle and himself, alluding to the continuous cooperation between Marseille-based 

activists, businessmen, and politicians and their North African (primarily Algerian) counterparts 

in the years after Algerian independence and prior to François Mitterand's ascension to the 

presidency in 1981, widely viewed as playing an important role in an eventual "re-set" in French-

Algerian politics.  

 Morel particularly cites Vauzelle's foundational role in the Fondation Sud, a structure 

dedicated to “active communication, not only between different Southern locations, but between 

different professionals: researchers, creators, journalists, politicians, entrepreneurs, organizers of 

local organizations and unions” (cited in Visier 2005: 157). As Visier argues, however, 
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Vauzelle’s “goal is not the creation of concrete projects with a territorial impact, but rather the 

institutionalization of a network of relations” (ibid).44 She identifies the goal of this relational 

network as ultimately having less to do with the PACA Region’s everyday business or that of its 

constituent population centers such as Marseille and more with a genuine attempt at refiguring 

the discourse and politics of larger recognized political formations like the European Union. 

According to Visier, Vauzelle is convinced that a repositioning of European attention and 

investment towards the Mediterranean area will reap benefits for his constituents, as well as 

those in their wider "community of destiny." In this regard, his thinking parallels that of the 

officials behind the Barcelona Process and the ensuing Union for the Mediterranean. 

 In an implicit reference to the strategies pursued by local actors such as former Marseille 

Mayor Gaston Defferre in his establishment of tacit diplomatic relationships with the city of 

Alger in the 1980s, Morel summarizes, “the relationships between nation-states is not adapted to 

the current situation in the Mediterranean.” However, if the Region would seem to have had 

some difficulty articulating its intentions with regard to the Mediterranean, Vauzelle has found 

one possible solution in the form of the Villa Méditerranée, what Morel describes as “un lieu de 

rencontre internationale” (a place for international meetings), and a site within which it might be 

possible to re-explore the notion of a Mediterranean community parallel to the Region's daily 

administrative work. In the following and final section of this chapter, I will explore the side-by-

side evolution of both this new institution and the MuCEM on the J4. 

 

 
 
 

                                                             
44 “Son objectif n'est pas tant la mise en place de projets concrets, ayant un impact territorial, que 
l'institutionnalisation d'un réseau relationnel.” 
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II. Behind the Façades: the MuCEM and the Villa Méditerranée 
 
 My meeting with Bernard Morel has just begun when he leaves his office in the Hôtel de 

la Région in downtown Marseille, only to return a few moments later with several freshly 

photocopied pages that he deposits on the conference table. The document that he pushes over 

for my inspection is entitled “Histoire paralléle du MuCEM at de la Villa Méditerranée” (Parallel 

History of the MuCEM and the Villa Méditerranée). Morel explains, “People need to understand 

that the Villa predates the MuCEM, including in its location. When people say that we put the 

Villa next to the MuCEM I want to tell them that it’s the MuCEM that put itself next to the Villa. 

And I’m ready to disprove any arguments to the contrary.”45 Morel's document, fact-checked, 

would seem to prove his case, but the complementary perspectives of Thierry Fabre and a series 

of documents, communiqués, and personal communications among the principal founders of 

both institutions as well as Euroméditerranée viewed at the MuCEM’s archives indicate a more 

complementary parallel development, similar to Fabre and Vauzelle's joint-contributions to a 

rebirth in Mediterranean discourse in Marseille over the past decades.  

 

The MuCEM 

 From the beginning, the case of the MuCEM was different from that of the Villa 

Méditerranée in that it did not involve the wholesale creation of a new institution but rather the 

thematic adaptation and physical transposition of a pre-existing museum, the Musée national des 

arts et traditions populaires (National Museum of Popular Traditions and Arts or MNATP) from 

Paris to Marseille. Appointed to his position in 1996, the MNATP's last director Michel 

Colardelle, had himself proposed the museum's "decentralization," given its falling attendance 
                                                             
45 “Il va bien falloir que les gens comprennent que la Villa est anterieure du MuCEM y compris son positionnement 
sur ce lieu. Quand on dit que la Villa s’est mise à côté du MuCEM, j’ai envie de dire que c’est le MuCEM qui s’est 
mis à côté de la Villa…[Et] je suis prêt à dementir tous les arguments au contraire." 
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rates, in part due to its location away from touristic zones in far western Paris. As Lebovics 

explains, 

 In a peculiar way the MATP fell victim to the seductions of French universalism. 
Exhibiting the distinctiveness of the rural regions of France, it just could not 
compete for the foreign visitors' attention with the Louvre, for example, the 
museum of the West's high art. The doggedness of classicism in French culture on 
the one side, and a tumultuous new cosmopolitanism on the other, have frozen the 
old MATP as a museum of a certain moment in the history of museums of 
popular culture. (2004: 165) 

 
While the MATP may have been a bygone institution, its director was convinced that its 

collections could be reinvented elsewhere in a new kind of museum. There were already 

precedents for this. Beyond the central role played by France's museums on an international scale 

(the Louvre, Musée d'Orsay, and Musée de l'Homme among them), the development of the new 

Musée du Quai Branly in Paris, melding an ethnographic approach to non-European civilizations 

and art exhibition practice (Price 2007), no doubt influenced Colardelle's plans to create a 

similarly innovative new museal space out of the remnants of the former one with whose 

revitalization he had been tasked. 

 In the meantime, in Marseille, Euroméditerranée director Jean-Michel Guénod was 

steadily advancing with his plans for a multi-modal Cité de la Méditerranée (CIMED) to be 

located along a stretch of Marseille’s former waterfront bordering the Grand Port Maritime 

(GPMM). Extending from the former train depot of Arenc down past the Place de la Joliette 

through the Boulevard du Littoral to the Fort Saint-Jean, the CIMED was intended to serve as a 

“vitrine” or front window display in Euroméditerranée wider planned revitalization of Marseille. 

Guénod was particularly vociferous in his pronouncements that the CIMED would not, however, 

just be a superficial cultural display. Nor would it become a “cultural ghetto,” isolated from and 

out of sync with those in the wider city to whom it was directed in Guénod’s mind, beyond the 
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more typical targets of such projects, namely tourists. He nonetheless quickly found himself 

inundated with proposals of a variety of projects oriented towards the Mediterranean area, others 

more linked to the sea, and still others whose priorities tended towards representations of culture 

and identity. Among these were the Villa Méditerranée, initially proposed under the title of 

“Centre Régional de la Méditerranée” or CEREM in January 1999, and the MuCEM, whose 

potential location in Marseille was proposed in 1998, but not approved for another year.46 It is 

worthwhile, however, to also examine the existence of proposals for other institutions, whose 

complementary foci on Mediterranean culture and exchange eventually resulted in their partial 

absorption into the J4’s new institutions as well as other more temporary structures.  

 The proposals for parallel institutions in and around the J4 as part of the Cité de la 

Méditerranée are primarily interesting for the ways in which their goals are eventually absorbed 

(at very least superficially) by the MuCEM and the Villa Méditerranée, but also for the ways in 

which this process (which remains unmentioned in Bernard Morel’s discourse) reveals the tacit 

cooperation between actors like Fabre and Vauzelle at this formative stage. The first one of these 

is entitled “Une Halle de la Méditerranée,” and is described in a document authored by Thierry 

Fabre in his role as a research affiliate at the Maison Méditerranéenne des Sciences de l’Homme 

(Mediterranean Center for Human Sciences)47 in Aix-en-Provence: 

 These living Mediterranean cultures need to be seen and understood and for this a 
great space is needed, which as of today does not yet exist in Marseille. La Halle 
de la Méditerranée, as part of the Cité de la Méditerranée and directly linked to 

                                                             
46 Morel notes in his document that Vauzelle “sent a letter to the Ministerof Culture Catherine Trautmann supporting 
the installation in Marseille of the MNATP’s collections as well as a museum dedicated to Europe and the 
Mediterranean.” While Morel notes that “no decision was taken before 2002” due to questions regarding “the 
ministry and its personnel,” there are references in Euroméditerranée/Cité de la Méditerranée internal documents as 
early as 2000. 
 
47 The MMSH was founded in 1996 by historian Robert Ilbert, himself a long-time interrogator of the 
“Mediterranean” concept, as much as he contributed to its durability through his ongoing critiques. 
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the Museum of European and Mediterranean Civilization, will take in hand this 
task.48  

 
Fabre’s subsequent description of the Halle’s principal goals includes the following: “large 

exhibitions”; “regular cycles of presentations, conferences, and debates”; “a festival of books”; 

“music and film programming.” Interestingly, while Fabre notes the relevance of the MuCEM, a 

number of the projects he describes (notably “exhibitions”), would seem to converge directly 

with the aims of a new museum. Fabre’s authorial role in this document, however, is most telling 

when we consider the timeline of his own involvement with the MuCEM project. While he 

describes his “recruitment” by Euroméditerranée in 2000 to participate in the development of a 

Mediterranean-scale project, he only becomes an “conseiller” (advisor) to the MuCEM project in 

2002, the same year when it becomes official (also the year of Fabre’s founding of La Pensée de 

Midi). In the end, literally every detail of Fabre’s proposal for the Halle would be transposed into 

the MuCEM through his role in its development and his subsequent administrative position there.  

 It is also relevant that, one year after the Halle proposal, on May 18, 2001, Fabre 

submitted a similar document for consideration by the CIMED/Euroméditerranée direction. 

Entitled Le Pont, Centre des Cultures Méditerranéennes (The Bridge: Center for Mediterranean 

Cultures), this “center for permanent activities and a place for large cultural events,” closely 

resembled the original proposal for the Halle, with the notable addition of a program for artistic 

residencies. The resemblance of this latter program to early plans for the Villa underlines the 

cooperation between actors and their ideas at this nascent stage of new Mediterranean 

institutions in Marseille, prior to the subsequent war of words characterized by Bernard Morel’s 

insistence on the Villa Méditerranée’s pre-existence.  

                                                             
48 “Ces cultures méditerranéennes vivantes, il faut les donner à voir et à comprendre, et pour cela un grand lieu est 
nécessaire, qui aujourd’hui n’existe pas à Marseille. La Halle de la Méditerranée, inscrite dans la Cité de la 
Méditerranée et étroitement reliée au Musée des Civilisations de l’Europe et de la Méditerranée, doit répondre à 
cette carence.” 
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 In the meantime, the Halle project acquired particular value in its wholesale transposition 

to the MuCEM’s event programming, which has become one of its hallmarks, while one 

particular element of its contemporary value would prove to have helped assert Fabre’s view 

over that of the MuCEM’s first transitional director, the former MNATP’s Colardelle. The 

triumph of this vision can be summed up as the victory of an ideology that privileges a particular 

conception of the Mediterranean over a more multi-regional celebration of traditions linked both 

to the Mediterranean area and Europe. While Michel Colardelle’s influence on the MuCEM is 

unmistakable in the regular inclusion of the former MNATP’s collection in thematic exhibits and 

in the institution’s name, traces of his formative role are restricted to the museum’s exhibition 

halls. In contrast, Fabre’s agenda of conferences, performances, talks, and screenings is an 

observable prolongation of his editorial and organizational work at La Pensée de Midi and Les 

Rencontres d’Averroès in the MuCEM’s overriding focus on the Mediterranean to the near-

complete exclusion of events or programming devoted to solely European concerns.  

 During the first decade of the century, the MuCEM’s curatorial work proceeded in stops 

and starts. This was in part due to the complex logistics of creating a new national museum with 

the collection of a former one with a significantly different orientation. It was also the result of 

debates over the museum’s location. (In Chapter 2 I described the City of Marseille’s initial 

preference to see the J4 transformed into a yacht port.) The lack of clarity over the MuCEM’s 

potential location was further compounded when the changing of national political power with 

Jacques Chirac’s 2002 re-election (which ended the 1997-2002 period of “coexistence” with 

Socialist Lionel Jospin and his left-leaning cabinet) put the State’s investment in the project in 

doubt. A degree of disagreement exists regarding the role of Nicolas Sarkozy’s presidency 

(2007-2012) in resuscitating the MuCEM project, but a clear motivating factor in reviving state 
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and local support was Marseille’s 2009 selection as European Capital of Culture, a decision 

which necessitated a written agreement on behalf of the French government guaranteeing that the 

MuCEM’s construction would be completed in time for the city’s 2013 banner year49. Shortly 

thereafter, Colardelle’s departure (or expulsion as some would have it) was made public and 

Bruno Suzzarelli assumed the title of director, which he would hold through the museum’s first 

year of existence. 

 In the meantime, other behind the scenes machinations had been taking place that would 

have a very real effect on the MuCEM regarding the selection of the new museum’s architectural 

team. The choice of Yves Lion as the landscape architect responsible for the Cité de la 

Méditerranée set the framework for the projects to be considered. Lion’s plans to dig a 

perpendicular canal into the J4 Esplanade from the sea towards the Boulevard du Littoral 

reduced the available space on the Esplanade as well as setting up a challenge to the various 

architects who would vie for the MuCEM contract: how to either link or contrast the new 

MuCEM building, which since 2002 had been projected to be located on the J4, with the 

sixteenth-century Fort Saint-Jean, shortly to be located on the opposite side of a newly created 

body of water.  

 The participants in the MuCEM’s 2002 architectural competition read like a who’s who 

of contemporary architecture, with names such as Rem Koolhaas and Zaha Hadid (who went on 

to build Marseille’s first and only skyscraper, the CMA-CGM Tower, in 2011) alongside those 

                                                             
49 In Bernard Morel’s timeline, he writes the following under January 2009: “Change in orientation. N. Sarkozy 
pushes aside the European dimension. The MuCEM becomes an instrument of the UPM [Sarkozy’s pet project, the 
Union for the Mediterranean]. During his speech at Nimes, he speaks of a ‘museum of Mediterranean arts and 
civilizations.’” During this process, the City of Marseille found itself placed in frequently contrary situations 
regarding its position towards the J4’s institutions and the political affiliations of its chief executive, Mayor Jean-
Claude Gaudin, himself a member of Sarkozy’s Union for a Popular Movement (UMP). From a resistance to a 
national project whose origins dated to a Socialist government (Jospin’s) and an accompanying regional project 
(Vauzelle the Socialist’s Villa Méditerranée), it slowly adapted to the UMP’s changing support for the MuCEM, that 
was arguably as much a product of the Union for the Mediterranean as of Marseille’s potential for winning the 
European Capital of Culture title. 
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of local architects such as André Jollivet and Rudy Ricciotti. Ricciotti’s unexpected selection 

was not as surprising to some, including Jollivet, who explained to me that Ricciotti's inclusion 

of Marseillais architect (and close associate of City power brokers) Roland Carta as his 

collaborator guaranteed his project's selection. 

 Ricciotti’s proposal was complex, particularly regarding its pioneering near-total reliance 

on ultra high performance concrete (UHPC) in both structure and form. But it also respected the 

Ministry of Culture’s demand that the new building enter into a dialogue with the Fort Saint-Jean 

and the rest of the city, while respecting the historical pre-eminence of its seventeenth-century 

neighbor, including the Fort’s height. This was a dialogue that Ricciotti was able to maintain 

through his design’s relatively short physical stature and its reliance on UHPC to create two 

understated pedestrian walkways, one between the new MuCEM building and the Fort Saint-

Jean, already planned as an extension of the museum, and another that traversed the road outside 

the Fort, creating direct access to the neighborhood of Le Panier where it intersects with the 

street just in front of the St-Laurent Church, one of the very few structures in that part of the 

neighborhood to have survived the occupying Germans’ 1943 bombing.  

 During the MuCEM’s construction and in the period subsequent to its 2013 opening, both 

the structure and its maker received acclaim from many local inhabitants, political and cultural 

actors, as well as architectural critics from around the world. (One journalist from The New York 

Times Style Magazine wrote in 2012 that the MuCEM “may be the sexiest structure Marseille 

will ever lay eyes on.”50) Rudy Ricciotti has in turn made a series of public appearances, given 

interviews, and published writings, in which he has defended the MuCEM as part of his general 

approach to architecture, which he characterizes in what has become his characteristic language: 

                                                             
50 Lanie Goodman, “Ground Breaker,” The New York Times Style Magazine, September 17, 2012, accessed 
September 10, 2015, http://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/17/t-magazine/travel/rudy-ricciotti-ground-breaker.html. 
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“The essential is to resist the exile of beauty, the pornography of political correctness, and the 

cynicism of globalization.”51 Excerpted from an interview with me, the previous phrase reveals 

both the calculated cynicism of Ricciotti’s verbal engagement with public opinion, as well as, in 

its immaculate composition, his fixation upon his own self-representation. The combination of 

at-times contradictory phrases, meant to establish its speaker or writer as an irascible if indelibly 

original intellect, converges with Ricciotti’s engagement with what he considers to be the 

essentially “Mediterranean” elements of his architectural feat, and the ways in which these also 

relate to representations (real or otherwise) of Marseille.52 

 Beyond his assertion in this chapter’s epigraph that the concept of “Mediterranean” is not 

linked to a “birth certificate,” but is rather a “travelogue,” Ricciotti describes “a sea of fools that 

diffuses a high dosage of an absurd and violent existential message…There are twenty-three 

countries assembled around the same basin, fifteen different languages ready to gut one another” 

(Ricciotti 2013: 35). If Ricciotti’s characterization of the Mediterranean area as a zone of 

violence and discontent maintains his stated distaste with the more hopeful (and politically 

correct) positions of exchange espoused by those like Fabre and Vauzelle, when he speaks of his 

building in relation to the same identity as well of that of the city in which it is located, his tone 

changes: 

 Beyond transparence, it was necessary to locate and articulate spatial porosity at 
this site. This exceptional site, born artificially from earth brought by a team of 
wagons, called to design an architecturally welcoming structure. I needed to 

                                                             
51 “L’essentiel est de résister à l’exil de la beauté; à la pornographie du politiquement correct et au cynisme de la 
globalization.” 
 
52 “Irascible” is perhaps an understatement. It was not easy for me to contact Ricciotti: once we had spoken briefly 
on the phone he instructed me to send him a list of questions which he would then respond to via email. The type of 
answers with which he provided me (one example of which can be found below) have led me to largely rely on a 
series of other public pronouncements or writings that Ricciotti has made in this section: 
PC: “Comment avez-vous conceptualisé la Méditerranée dans votre projet pour le MuCEM?” (How did you 
conceptualize the Mediterranean in your MuCEM design?) 
RR: “J’ai fais [sic] mon métier. Faites le votre.” (I did my job. Do yours.) 
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consider with tenderness the Republics of Marseille in front of which I would 
build a museum turned towards the Mediterranean. This was neither the place to 
ignore the presence of the fort nor the view. The resolution of this paradoxical 
equation guided our choices towards architecture with a feminine horizon, which I 
qualified with a romantic irreducibility. This space could not accommodate an 
abstract or brutalist interpretation. Only a perspective with feminine intentions 
could slide between Marseille and the sea without being ridiculed. For the 
MuCEM, I wished for a narrative that would take the side of the people, a place 
for promenades and culture. (Ibid: 65)53 

 
In the latter passage, Ricciotti associates his building with a romantic, supple identity, which in 

his view qualifies as particularly “feminine.” This incarnation of an equilibrium or mediation, 

both between the city and the sea, and between the past (incarnated by the Fort Saint-Jean) and 

the future, places the sea in a different context from the space of violence and anger alluded to in 

his prior pronouncement. In this sense Ricciotti regards his architectural intervention as playing a 

role in reframing the Mediterranean context from one of war to one of sensuousness. 

 Before discussing the parallel development of the Villa Méditerranée as a conceptual and 

physical construction located directly next to the MuCEM on the J4 Esplanade, it is worth noting 

that in both buildings’ cases, their physical articulation is widely identified with their content, on 

occasion standing in for the latter. In the views of many locals or other defenders of Ricciotti’s 

architectural capabilities, the MuCEM’s structure makes up for any perceived or real 

shortcomings in its programming or exhibitions. Others may decry his lattice-like filigreed, 

seemingly square-shaped yet resolutely formless (given its lack of external supporting beams) 

structure for covering up a content-less interior, or worse, one whose gallery spaces appear to be 

a second thought to its more lavish exterior facades and roof-deck. (Several MuCEM employees 
                                                             
53 “Au-delà de la transparence, c’est la porosité spatiale qu’il fallait trouver et articuler au site. Ce site exceptionnel, 
né artificiellement de terres rapportées par un ballet de camions benne, appelait à dessiner une structure 
architecturale accueillante. J’ai dû considérer avec tendresse les Républiques de Marseille devant lesquelles j’allais 
installer un musée tourné vers la Méditerranée. Il n’était pas le lieu d’occulter la présence du fort ni la vue. La 
résolution de cette équation paradoxale a guidé les choix vers une architecture à l’horizon féminin, que j’ai qualifié 
ainsi par irréductibilité romantique. Une interprétation brutaliste ou abstraite ne pouvait résister au lieu. Seule une 
perspective aux intentions féminines pouvait se glisser entre Marseille et la mer sans risquer le ridicule. Je souhaitais 
pour le MuCEM un récit qui prenne le parti du peuple, un lieu de promenade et de culture.” 
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have confessed their frustration with the seeming lack of attention paid to the ways in which 

works of art or sometimes-ancient objects might be displayed in a building whose exterior 

consists of only partially shielded frames of transparent glass.) And yet, it is difficult to ignore 

the resonance of Ricciotti’s own pronouncements regarding the space’s inherent “porosity,” that 

meld with the experiences of those who frequented the J4 in the past and would continue to come 

there following its reopening, although as we will see in the following chapters, not all share a 

positive opinion of the MuCEM, regarding its content or form. We can, however, note in 

Ricciotti’s use of the term “porosity” a notion that is more site-specific than the citywide 

territorial vision favored by planners in the previous chapter. 

 

The Villa Méditerranée 

 Michel Vauzelle had proposed the construction of the Villa Méditerranée (under the 

name of the Centre Régional de la Méditerranée, or CEREM) in early 1999, nearly a year prior 

to the initial proposal to create the new MuCEM within the context of Euroméditerranée’s Cité 

de la Méditerranée, and only a year after his initial election to the position of President of the 

Provence-Alpes-Côte-d’Azur Region.54  And yet, the structure’s precise content remained 

unclear for several years, as it does still at the time of this writing, some two and a half years 

after the Villa’s 2013 opening, a major element in public and political opinions regarding its 

presence and relative vitality when compared with the adjacent MuCEM. 

                                                             
54 It is difficult to obtain precise information concerning the rather complex nature of the development of ideas and 
concepts concerning these two institutions, particularly in the absence of contact with Michel Colardelle or his 
MNATP associates, but based on official pronouncements and documents that I have seen in the archives of the 
MuCEM and the City of Marseille, such an assertion seems accurate. As we will see, one reason for Bernard 
Morel’s concern in establishing the primordial conceptual presence of the Villa Méditerranée is precisely due to 
critiques that have been leveled at the institution since its opening regarding its perceived redundancy next to the 
more successful MuCEM. 
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 The effort expended in transposing and adapting a preexisting museal collection to a new 

structure with an altered curatorial outlook was no small task for the individuals behind the 

MuCEM. It proved likewise difficult for Vauzelle and his handpicked associates, largely drawn 

from the ranks of functionaries at the Conseil Régional, to define the Villa Méditerranée’s 

mission and content from the ground up. As mentioned in the beginning of this section, there was 

significant overlap between the early project proposals for the Cité de la Méditerranée, among 

which I have identified Thierry Fabre’s outlines for Une Halle de la Méditerranée and Le Pont as 

particularly influential in the MuCEM. One element of Le Pont, however, shared much with 

Vauzelle’s original proposition for the CEREM as a kind of “Villa Médicis55 for the 

Mediterranean.” However, the clearest distinctive element in the early promotional material for 

the still unrealized Villa Méditerranée was its ultimate reliance on the Mediterranean as a frame 

of reference and a field of dialogue and exchange: exactly what type of content would produce 

this dialogue and exchange was not made clear until several years later (according to some long-

time critics of the project, it was never as obvious as they would have liked). 

 In his own 2003 description of the Villa Méditerranée’s orientations in words, Vauzelle 

confirms the political element of the Villa project's emphasis in the Mediterranean area, with his 

acknowledgment of the need for a regional structure to complement the state-subsidized 

MuCEM.56   

                                                             
55 The Villa Médicis, otherwise known as the French Academy of Rome, is a residency program for artists located in 
the Italian capital, that provided one possible thematic blueprint for the CEREM/Villa Méditerranée. Another 
acknowledged early model was the Centro de Cultura Contemporànea de Barcelona (CCCB), whose brand of art-
fueled social outreach has earned worldwide acclaim. 
 
56 The Villa Méditerranée project as an attempt by the Region to create a lever for its interests directly next to the 
State-subsidized MuCEM is an oft-repeated criticism of what are perhaps its most base political stakes; another is 
the supposed desire of Vauzelle to insert another structure (in addition to the Hôtel de la Région) representing the 
interests of the Socialist Party into downtown Marseille, the fief of centrist/right-wing mayor Jean-Claude Gaudin 
since 1995. 
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 The PACA Region confirms its desire to develop in the Mediterranean, alongside 
the actions of the State, an ambitious process of “cooperation and regional 
diplomacy” establishing a permanent exchange between the Mediterranean 
regions. The Villa, space for the production of Mediterranean identity…is 
characterized in its first definition by its innovative content that links research and 
residency spaces with those dedicated towards diffusion, as well as its location on 
the J4, a site that marks the entrance to the Old Port.57 

 
Vauzelle implies that, while the Villa will necessarily involve itself in cultural affairs regarding 

the Region’s policy of Mediterranean cooperation, its primary concern is precisely in 

encouraging the type of scientific research and collaboration between political and civil society 

actors that will more specifically produce what Vauzelle terms “Mediterranean” identity.  

 The content of the Villa, beyond its residency program, finds its expression in a 2002 

document entitled simply “La Villa,” in which the unnamed authors describe a project meant to 

combine the political goals of the Villa Méditerranée with the event-oriented programming and 

exhibits proposed in Thierry Fabre’s document for Une Halle de la Méditerranée. While the 

authors describe La Villa as an umbrella term for two parallel projects, the eventual Villa 

Méditerranée, upon its opening in 2013, had already shed its residency plans for a program of 

culture activities, exhibitions, and conferences that was ultimately much more similar to Fabre’s 

original Halle proposal. The Villa Méditerranée did maintain a simultaneous program of political 

and economic summits for regional leaders and business partners, which were not part of its 

publicly accessible schedule. Its recent relaunch in 2014, following a period of post-2013-Capital 

of Culture reflection, would seem to have further reoriented its aims away from the type of 

cultural activities originally proposed by the earlier Halle- or Villa Médicis-like projects and 

closer to the type of regional political cooperation that Vauzelle has been advocating for years. A 
                                                             
57 “La Région Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur confirme sa volonté de développer en Méditerranée, aux côtés de 
l’action de l’Etat, une ambitieuse démarche de “coopération et de diplomatie de proximité” établissant un échange 
permanent entre les régions du pourtour méditerranéen. La Villa, lieu de production d’identité méditerranéenne…se 
caractérise, dans sa première définition, par son contenu innovant qui associe des espaces de recherche et de 
résidence à des espaces de diffusion, ainsi que par son implantation sur le J4, site marquant l’entrée du Vieux 
Port…” 
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key determinant factor in the eventual content of the Villa Méditerranée has been its form, 

namely the physical structure of its building, designed by Italian architect Stefano Boeri. 

 Launching its architectural competition one year after the MuCEM’s, the Villa 

Méditerranée’s selection committee would choose Boeri’s project among a total of three final 

proposals in 2004. However, behind this choice was concealed a high degree of disagreement 

and confusion. Among the specific details that have been reported to me personally are the 

discontent of at least one high-ranking Vauzelle appointee who questioned the intelligence of the 

committee’s decision, as well as a report from a member of the committee that questions the 

legitimacy of the vote that resulted in Boeri’s selection. Regardless of the precise dynamics that 

resulted in the choice of the Boeri design, at least two factors were abundantly clear to many 

involved in this process: Vauzelle had expressed a strong preference for the Boeri team’s 

proposal; the selected design, while it made an admirable effort in its proposal to encompass all 

of the proposed aims of the Villa Méditerranée, would be unable to provide for all of them due to 

its awkward form and overall lack of usable floor space.  

 As one of my confidential informants told me, “I think that it was a great intellectual and 

political project to which its architecture does not do justice.” In effect, the principal flaw in 

Stefano Boeri’s design was also one of its defining architectural elements—a dramatic 

cantilevered top-floor that stretched over a pool of water located at its ground level, beneath 

which was hidden an extended subterranean structure, containing a four hundred-seat 

auditorium. The less dramatic aspect of Boeri’s Villa Méditerranée was the more narrow three-

story section that linked its underground to its cantilevered roof, and which, in the best of 

circumstances, could only end up resembling the relatively conventional and rectangular office 

building, one that left little room or variability for the type of physical layout characteristic of a 
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residency space. The eventual structure, while undeniably designed to accommodate a certain 

degree of activities and visitors as well as serving as an eye-catching new building on the J4, is, 

perhaps most due to the merit of its outer appearance, frequently derided as a “sculpture” rather 

than the polyvalent space that Vauzelle seemed most interested in constructing when he had 

proposed the project in 1999.  

 Stefano Boeri is not Rudy Ricciotti, as the latter architect explains, “On the space [the 

J4], the MuCEM adjoins Stefano Boeri’s Villa Méditerranée. Concrete against steel, a radical 

face-off, two visions of the world in a total brawl between two projects that go to the limits of 

their logic” (2013: 69).58 Although Boeri’s “sculptural gesture,” is undeniably as visually 

arresting as Ricciotti’s MuCEM, it is the product of a more conventional structure, reliant on 

weighted steel girders to support its gravity-defying modernist form. Boeri is more of an 

establishment architect than Ricciotti, known primarily in architectural circles as a theorist and 

editor of several architectural journals, who has taught at Harvard’s Graduate School of Design 

among other international institutions. But, like Ricciotti, he has an incisive way of describing 

the ways in which his architectural project relates to its Mediterranean orientation as well as the 

physical exigencies of the space where it is located.  

 On the general subject of cities like Marseille, Boeri has the following to say:  

 Mediterranean ports are a concentration of spaces of reception and productive, 
commercial, and residential spaces; temporary public spaces and mobile functions 
in continual displacement; diverse populations who move to diverse rhythms 
according to diverse cycles…Mediterranean ports are spaces in change, subject to 
plural processes that nonetheless often succeed in attaining a sufficient level of 
self-regulation. (Boeri 2001)59 

                                                             
58 “Sur le site, le MuCEM jouxte le centre régional de la Méditerranée de Stefano Boeri. Béton contre acier, un face-
à-face radical, deux visions du monde pour une baston totale tant les deux projets vont au bout de leur logique.” 
 
59 “Les Ports méditerranéens sont un concentréé d’espaces de réception, d’espaces productifs, commerciaux et 
residentiels; de lieux publics temporaires et de fonctions mobiles en déplacement continu; de populations diverses 
qui se meuvent  des rythmes divers selon des cycles divers…les Ports méditerranéens sont des espaces en mutation 
au fil de processus pluriels qui, pourtant, réussissent souvent à atteindre un niveau suffisant d’autorégulation.” 
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While it may mesh with certain realities in Marseille that I have explored in the first two 

chapters, Boeri’s statement is notable for its generalizing, similar to that of other notions of the 

Mediterranean discussed until now. It does also lend Boeri the perspective of an architect 

particularly well versed in the socio-historical situation of an entire region in the context of an 

interview about the “European city,” a no-less weighty conceptual framework. However, when it 

comes to the Villa Méditerranée itself, while Boeri has fewer Marseillais bona fides to draw 

upon than Ricciotti, his language becomes comparatively clear: 

 The first intention of the Villa Méditerranée project was to allow a “section” of 
the sea to penetrate the interior of the building. The sea becomes the central 
element of the project: the place of water thus created is the new public space that 
represents the institutions. It is not only an ornamental basin, but above all the 
principal element that unites, that orients, animates, and organizes the entire 
project.60  

  
In this explanatory passage it is possible to glimpse the emotional and affective origins of the 

Villa Méditerranée project that bear an affinity with those of their founder, Vauzelle. The 

implication of Boeri’s explanation, that the position of the water of the Mediterranean Sea is in 

turn meant to invoke the political possibility of that same Sea, thus becomes a unifying concept 

with the Villa Méditerranée’s intellectual architecture. This transnational project, to which Boeri 

appears to subscribe, is thus granted the benefit of a material and symbolic basis to pursue its 

work. If the fact that the precise nature of this work has remained unclear during the institution’s 

first three years of existence may reveal some shortcomings in the ability of its planners to more 

specifically delineate its precise socio-political theater of operations, its physical construction’s 

                                                             
60 “La première intention du projet pour le Centre Régional de la Méditerranée était de faire pénétrer un ‘morceau’ 
de mer à l’intérieur du bâtiment. La mer devient l’élément central du projet: la place d’eau ainsi créée est le nouvel 
espace public qui représente l’institution. Ce n’est pas seulement un bassin ornamental, c’est plutôt l’élément 
principal d’union, celui qui oriente, anime et organise le projet tout entier.”  
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reflection of the inherently open-ended nature of its approach is perhaps more comprehensible as 

precisely just the “gesture” for which it is frequently albeit pejoratively known. 

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has revealed the ways in which the intellectual and political projects of two 

actors among others, rooted in intertwined historic notions of cultural valorization and political 

and economic cooperation, have contributed to the existence of the J4’s new institutions. At the 

same time it has explored the ways in which similar symbolic or ideological concepts of the 

Mediterranean are rendered solid in the form of buildings in a modified urban public space. 

 The MuCEM and the Villa Méditerranée provide complementary examples of 

contemporary European approaches to Mediterranean architecture, with Stefano Boeri's Villa 

Méditerranée physically accommodating the fluid mass of the sea in the center of the building, 

while Rudy Ricciotti's MuCEM symbolically embodies representations, notably from the 

southern and eastern coasts of the Mediterranean, in its figurative formal traits. From this 

perspective, the notion of a Mediterranean space can be understood as the convergence of these 

two factors, a joint-composition of physical construction and corresponding symbolisms. By the 

same merit, it can be said to emerge from a similar convergence between the aforementioned 

political and cultural commitments. Despite the occasional confusion between their actual and 

potential uses and usefulness, the MuCEM and the Villa Méditerranée announce themselves 

through their names, their still-growing reputations, and their architecture. The intellectual, 

political, and historical background of these institutions helps explain their spatial impositions, 

which as we will see in the following chapter are as much affective as they are physical. 

 Indeed, the outdoor space in front and around the J4’s new institutions, what remains of 

the site’s public space, does not articulate itself in precisely the same ways as its new buildings, 

while its similarly nascent identity is influenced by their presence. In the following two chapters, 

the J4's new symbolic import as site and surroundings of two new Mediterranean institutions is 

considered through a shift in focus to the experiences of the external space's users. Following 
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this is a consideration of how representations of the Mediterranean and Marseille are implicitly 

and explicitly melded or opposed in the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée as well as in the 

opinions of the J4's users and other Marseillais, some of whom contest elements of these 

representations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
144 

Chapter 4 

A New Place in the Same Space  
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Introduction  

 

 
Figure 9: The redeveloped J4 with the Villa Méditerranée’s roof on the left and the MuCEM behind it. 

 

 The J4 Esplanade reopened to the public in stages during the first half of 2013, but had 

already been imprinted on local, national and even international imaginaries for years as a new 

downtown destination centered around the MuCEM (Museum of European and Mediterranean 

Civilizations), and to a slightly lesser extent the Villa Méditerranée. For months before its 

opening, attention had been particularly drawn to the J4 by way of the more high-profile 

institution to be located there, the MuCEM, whose coming was presaged in local and national 

newspaper articles, television shows, and advertisements in the Marseille and Paris metros. 

Through these textual, visual, and other renderings of its principal new institution, 

Euroméditerranée, the City of Marseille, and other public and private entities (including the 

Chamber of Commerce) were effectively marketing the J4 as a transformed space open to a wide 
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new public from France and beyond, deserving its place on tourist itineraries as well as those of 

Marseillais. 

 In this chapter, I explore the renovated J4 and the uses thereof in the context of its past 

and future in three ways. I first explore how old and new uses and users coexist, foregrounding 

contrasts between more recent official and/or encouraged uses and those ongoing uses which I 

have previously described as “loose.” In the second section I focus on the narratives of two 

former users of the J4 and compare their post-2013 trajectories as a means of analyzing the more 

subtle ways in which appropriate uses of the renovated J4 are communicated, received, and acted 

upon. In this chapter’s third and final section, I describe instances where the renovated J4 has 

since been reframed and instrumentalized as a symbolic site with potent political value. This 

newfound identity has brought with it increased attention to the uses of the renovated space, 

institutional and otherwise, as well as expanded surveillance, a constant theme in this chapter.  

 I particularly relate the nature of the various uses discussed in this section to the 

institutionalization of the J4 Esplanade primarily through the physical and psychological 

authority exercised by the two buildings now located there. In the process, I describe the J4’s 

conversion to a new type of public space where activities (and their corresponding actors’ 

identities) are consistently on display, and consequently both observed and monitored. The 

spotlight to which the J4 has been subject since its opening has both increased attention on the 

part of members of the public as well as authorities to what goes on there, in addition to 

extending the latter’s gaze to define what should or shouldn’t. Nevertheless, continual uses of the 

J4 by its transitional users described in Chapter 2 have resulted in a degree of tacit permission or 

outright accommodation of their presence, a fact that I confirm while exploring the simultaneous 

limits placed on certain activities. 
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I. New Neighbors 

 It’s an unseasonably warm and sunny fall afternoon on the renovated J4 in 2013. Four 

fishers, spaced evenly apart from one another, have cast their lines and are waiting for a bite. I 

speak with one of them, whom I haven’t seen around before. He tells me that he’s been coming 

to the J4 to fish for ten years. Except, of course, during the time when the J4 was closed (clearly 

he wasn’t one of the fishers who decided to flaunt the law and hop over one of the flimsy 

construction fences during this time), and just before its temporary closure when he explained, it 

was “already pretty dirty here.” 

  According to him, the space is better now: “C’est plus beau” (It’s prettier), he adds, with 

a gesture towards the MuCEM and the renovated strip of the J4 in front of the building. I ask him 

if he means the MuCEM itself and he nods. I ask him if he’s been inside. “Non,” he replies, 

shrugging helplessly, “what would I do in there?” He’s from the Quartiers Nord and tells me that 

when the J4 was closed for construction, he and some of his friends who’d previously frequented 

the J4 temporarily relocated their fishing spot to Martigues, forty kilometers outside Marseille. 

He admits that things have changed on the J4, even if he claims that the presence of the MuCEM 

and Villa Méditerranée doesn’t affect him.  

 “People can’t come right up to here with their cars anymore,” he says, gesturing to the 

space around him on the water’s edge. “And there’re fewer fish,” he adds. “But maybe it’s the 

season. It was still closed here in the spring, so we couldn’t come then.” Looking around where 

we are standing at the far end of the J4, slightly hidden from view of the Esplanade proper, the 

fisher observes, “Actually here it kind of looks the way it used to—broken glass, trash 

everywhere.” This seems to bother him slightly, but it isn’t getting in the way of fishing.  
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 Further down the Esplanade towards the MuCEM, a crowd of people who had recently 

exited the new museum are sitting down on the spotless concrete benches that have been 

installed along the waterfront, but few remain for more than several minutes—the wind has 

picked up and even though the sun is still out a chilly sea breeze cuts along the coast. 

 On the opposite end of the J4, a clamor of voices and drums rises from the Villa 

Méditerranée as I retrace my steps from the seafront promenade with its sitting tourists and 

waiting fishers. As I approach the Villa, a scene that could not be more different from the 

seafront side of the J4 comes into view. Fifteen men, clad in white robes and wearing 

headscarves are singing and drumming, first in even lines, then in a circle. A loose ring of black, 

tinted-window Mercedes and other luxury cars surround them, as well as a crowd of onlookers, 

some of who look dressed for the occasion (suits, dresses), others who may be passerby. One of 

the singing men wears a scarf that reads “I ♥ the U.A.E.”  

 Suddenly a tightly clustered group of men arrives, some with keffiyeh on their heads, 

others without, marshaled by a group of bodyguards and followed by a gaggle of journalists and 

random onlookers with their camera phones raised. The important-looking men stand near the 

singers and dancers, who move closer to them—I realize that the performance is directed to the 

newcomers. Among the men in headscarves, I recognize the uncovered beaming face of Michel 

Vauzelle, the President of the Provence-Alps-Côte-d’Azur Region and the chief institutional 

architect behind the Villa Méditerranée. I ask a man in a suit standing next to me what is going 

on and he replies, “There’s an economic forum for Middle Eastern countries at the Villa. Since 

some of their economy ministers are ‘sultans,’ they brought their musicians along with them.”  

 As rapidly as Vauzelle’s group of dignitaries has materialized, it disappears into the 

depths of the Villa Méditerranée, leaving the dancers outside. The remaining onlookers drift 
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away after a few minutes, as do I. When I return some forty minutes later, the men are still 

singing and dancing in a circle with no sign of their energy flagging, while their patrons remain 

inside the Villa. The sun has begun setting and the men are now under the shadow of the Villa 

Med’s cantilevered top section; it’s cold. The Mercedes and other cars are also waiting with their 

drivers inside. In the distance, the fishermen on the opposite side of the J4 are still casting out 

their lines. 

* 

 The latter description brings to the fore a number of gaps or disparities between the 

activities underway on a single afternoon on the J4. I consider these within the contexts of a 

number of individuals and groups present at the same time and who share the same space: (1) the 

fishers, located near the sea, at the furthest reaches of the J4; (2) the museum visitors 

congregating near the opposite seaward end of the Esplanade next to the MuCEM; and (3) the 

performers and participants outside of the Villa Méditerranée, whose presence was linked to the 

Villa’s hosting the “Semaine Économique de la Méditerranée” (Mediterranean Economy Week) 

and that day’s stated focus on “Middle Eastern and North African” countries. 

 It’s possible to conclude that, while not necessarily complementary, these uses neither 

operate at cross-purposes nor exclude one another. Such a judgment would confirm the theme of 

multiple parallel uses espoused by Euroméditerranée in its redevelopment of the J4, exemplified 

by its planning chief’s comments that it was meant to remain “a space for every public” (see 

Chapter 2).  In the above example, those exiting the MuCEM would have visited one of its 

permanent or temporary exhibits or spent time strolling around its admission-free indoor and 

outdoor spaces on the J4 building designed by architect Rudy Ricciotti and the neighboring 
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seventeenth-century Fort Saint Jean. The Villa Méditerranée is in full swing as a center of French 

“soft power”61 in Mediterranean relations and diplomacy, in this case hosting an international 

summit that concerns countries in other parts of the world to which local organizers have lent a 

name, a space, and a unifying concept, culture62 borrowed from Marseille’s then-European 

Capital of Culture title. A group of fishers and other users whose practices resemble those from 

the period before the J4’s recent redevelopment are scattered around the waterfront area of the 

Esplanade.  

 In this characterization, the J4 as I encountered it on a November afternoon would 

superficially appear to have achieved a state of coexistence, justifying the transformation of an 

“underused” public space into one where indoor institutions and outdoor common spaces 

becomes the sites for activities labeled “political,” “cultural,” as well as those which others have 

described to me as “informal” or “local.” However, as the subsequent analysis reveals, seemingly 

neutral moments such as that which I have described fail to speak to the experiences of many of 

the J4’s former and current users regarding recent spatial changes and more general 

repercussions involving the presence of new institutions and the populations they attract.  

 While noting that the J4 looks nominally “better,” the fisher remarks that it is not 

particularly cleaner. The far portion of the J4 Esplanade, largely used by fishers, remained in 

relative disarray until early 2014 when efforts were made to clear it up. As late as July 2014 bits 

of fishing line were strewn about, and a ramshackle lean-to had been constructed out of wooden 

planks as a temporary shelter from the wind and rain. (One night someone spray-painted neon 

orange swastikas on the shelter. A couple of weeks later it was gone.) The fisher observes that 
                                                             
61 This term is taken from the Villa Méditerranée’s own publicity materials. 
 
62 As stated in its press release, the week-long summit’s theme was “Culture: a motor of economic development in 
the Mediterranean region.” This event was not open to the general public. 
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the renovated J4 is not directed towards people like himself, citing the difficulty for those who 

are dependent on Marseille’s notoriously underperforming public transit network in accessing 

the renovated J4. Despite the transformed J4’s selective cleanliness and order, elements of that 

order, such as the creation of a for-profit underground parking garage overlook the economic and 

geographic realities of many Marseillais, including those who once frequented the J4 Esplanade 

on a regular basis. Furthermore, discerning a lack of concern in the non-accommodation of 

fishers like himself (and others who formerly drove their cars directly up to the edge of the sea 

on the J4 or used its available parking facilities) in the restructuring of the exterior portions of 

the J4 Esplanade, he makes a judgment that the J4’s institutional structures are not for him: 

“What would I do in there?” While reflecting that the J4’s relative orderliness is not particularly 

relevant to him anyway, since his primary interest involves an as-unmediated-as-possible access 

to the sea, he is similarly unresponsive to the Villa Méditerranée or MuCEM’s content, instead 

noting only their physical presence on the J4.  

 In the above analysis, I have situated the fisher’s relatively low-impact practice in 

relation to the wider panorama of activities simultaneously taking place on the J4. While his 

activity can be more readily categorized as informal or unprogrammed, it belongs to an array of 

practices that collectively comprise a tableau of uses that has defined the J4 as a loose space in 

the past. In contrast, the visible activities in front of and around the MuCEM and the Villa 

Méditerranée on this afternoon are relatively more recent and disconnected from other spatial 

uses, while they simultaneously become part of the contemporary J4’s visual tapestry. The 

MuCEM assures regular flows of tourists onto the J4 except on Tuesdays when it is closed, but 

rarely brings repeat visitors with such a frequency as the J4’s public space has in the past. The 

Villa Méditerranée has gone through multiple iterations in its own right since opening in mid-



 
152 

2013. The November event and impromptu performance which I described is representative of 

the type of temporary programs with which it makes use of its location to attract spectators and 

others, while the Emirati performers are clearly a one-time occurrence. 

 We can thus consider the fisher as the more long-term user in this narrative, who, while 

he appears to be relatively uninvested in the J4’s upkeep, contributes to its daily life through his 

own presence and practice. However, while the fisher and those like him continue to have a 

particular stake in the ongoing public life of the renovated J4, their own lives and activities are 

necessarily impacted by the presence of the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée. The construction 

of these two buildings on the J4, along with the complementary presence of the underground 

parking garage, the recently dug canal, and new access points at the J4’s entrance, have 

significantly modified the physical and social possibilities of the space and restrained others.  

 The presence of fishers is generally tolerated on the redeveloped J4, but their practice 

remains circumscribed; since the space’s reopening they are occasionally hassled by security 

guards and police officers, both of whom are significantly more present on the new J4. An 

increased surveillance apparatus has meant that those who used the J4 for illicit practices are no 

longer as welcome there. One group who has continually returned over the past two summers, 

despite continual police harassment, are young children, usually boys, who dive off of the 

parapets of the neighboring Fort Saint-Jean and have taken advantage of the newly-dug canal 

separating the Fort and the J4 to swim there. It has become a common sight during July and 

August to see two or three bicycle-riding police officers make a beeline towards a group of 

young swimmers and confront them, frequently waiting around while the boys leave meekly or 

make a defiant show of taking their time. One group of adolescent boys who I regularly 

encountered told me of their exploits evading or in most cases being caught by police officers 
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while swimming. In other cases I have seen police officers or armed military police who patrol 

public spaces in France as part of a nation-wide Vigipirate anti-terrorism task force simply 

exchange a few words with swimmers rather than physically forcing them to exit the canal. 

 Another group of more solitary visitors to the J4 came there in the past for its relative 

tranquility in the city center, even in the face of the fierce mistral wind. A number of these 

visitors have returned; others haven’t. One has reported to me that he first found it difficult to 

return to the J4: the transition from landscape architects Anne Lévy and Nicolas Magnan’s subtle 

transitional design has been replaced by Yves Lion’s largely empty windswept gravel-covered 

space, with only a line of overly-young pine trees, terminally bent in the wind, and two rows of 

concrete benches to break up its monotony. Recently, however, the same interlocutor told me 

that he’d come to terms with the presence of tourists and other visitors and had even begun to 

appreciate what he termed the complementary architectures of the MuCEM and Villa 

Méditerranée. 

 

The Changing Specificity of Marseillais Space 

 In her work on two Costa Rican public squares, Low (2000) establishes a dichotomy 

between on the one hand, the social production of space, which, following Lefebvre (1974), she 

describes as the “social economic, ideological, and technological factors…that result or seek to 

result, in the physical creation of the material setting” (127-128) and on the other hand, the social 

construction of space, defined as “the phenomenological and symbolic experience of space as 

mediated by social processes such as exchange, conflict and control” (128). As the current 

discussion has revealed, new rules refract physical alterations to the J4’s landscape through 
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changing experiences of the overall space. However, I contend that the type of dichotomy 

presented by Low is a misreading of Lefebvre’s notion of production of space, which 

encompasses in a single conceptual system what Low presents as two distinct approaches. In the 

context of Lefebvre’s original formulation, the “spatial practice” of the J4 is altered through its 

identifications as a “representational space.” In the remaining pages of this section, I follow 

Lefebvre in simultaneously considering both of these interwoven processes over a multi-year 

period of time involving not only physical but also immaterial changes.  

 I returned to Marseille in January 2013 to begin my primary fieldwork, which continued 

through August 2014, by which point I had observed the renovated J4 over eighteen months, 

including its heralded 2013 reopening during the year-long Marseille-Provence Capital of 

Culture celebration, and its lower profile aftermath in 2014. One Saturday afternoon in early 

March 2013, I’d strolled over to the J4 to observe the ongoing developments and to see whether 

the Esplanade had opened yet.63 On this particular day there was a larger-than-normal crowd of 

people also strolling around and onto the J4, including almost up to its seaside edge where 

someone had pushed aside the chain link fence separating the accessible space from the near-

completed area under construction.  

 A few people, mostly weekend tourists as well as some Marseillais, had encroached 

beyond this point, even going up to the MuCEM itself to photograph its exterior with their 

camera phones. Others sat on the two benches that had already been placed between the line of 

young pine trees. There were at least a hundred people along this section of the J4 at the time 

when I arrived, with others still coming. At this point the police arrived, accompanied by three 

                                                             
63 While the openings of the Villa Méditerranée and MuCEM were heralded with elaborate ceremonies, the J4’s 
actual opening was more progressive—throughout the spring there were fewer barricades, fewer construction 
machines and detritus, until one day they were all gone. 
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private security guards who had previously worked on the J4 during the space’s reconstruction. 

The police first worked on ejecting the group of people nearest to the MuCEM to the area behind 

the barricades, which the security guards then went about putting back in place. This achieved, 

one of the police officers began instructing those remaining on the J4 to leave.  

 I approached another one of the officers, who told me to continue on my way. I asked 

him why we weren’t allowed to stay on the part of the J4 behind the gates where people had been 

coming regularly since the beginning of 2013 to walk around and see the new structures. His 

response signaled a breach with the type of official tolerance I’d always observed here and in 

other spaces in Marseille without defined limits or rules for access (and also because it seemed to 

ignore the historic tacitly permitted access to this particular space): “We can’t just let people 

walk around here,” he said. “It’s a construction site. Someone could get hurt and then we’d have 

a big problem on our hands.” He motioned for me to keep moving.   

 The previous summer, during a period when the entire J4 was closed (aside from the 

aforementioned alternate Sundays), I walked one afternoon to the primary embarkation point for 

ferries leaving for Algeria and Tunisia in the Grand Port Maritime (GPMM). I was directed 

inside the port building where a well-tanned older man in casual clothes invited me to his office 

upstairs. One of the oldest continual employees of the port, he told me that he’d worked on the 

docks since he was twelve years old, in the mid-1960s. He’d also spent much of his youth within 

the port, but not solely working. He explained how he would frequently enter the port through its 

main gates with friends and how they would while away weekend and summer afternoons diving 

into the sea on the protected port- and sea-sides of the port. All of this access changed following 

the September 11, 2001, attacks in the US, when, as part of the Vigipirate anti-terrorism program 
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subsequently applied across France, the port’s gates were closed to all but its workers. And yet, 

some of the GPMM’s prior porosity was maintained.  

 In fact, it was far from impossible for locals to enter the port from time to time, if they 

knew someone who worked inside. He explained that the men I sometimes observed from a 

distance fishing off the far end of the Grande Digue du Large were off-duty dockworkers or their 

friends or relatives who’d borrowed their port passes on an off-day.64 However, according to 

GPMM rules (and state laws), “they shouldn’t be there.” He rolled up his sleeves, looked at me 

and let out a brief laugh. “Here’s the thing,” he said. “This is Marseille. It’s not like the rest of 

France. Did you see how you came into the Port today? I just invited you up here. Nobody asked 

for your identity card, your passport. You didn’t walk through a security device. But we’re in a 

protected zone, an international port. You couldn’t just walk into an international port anywhere 

else in France, in Le Havre [a major port in northwestern France] or somewhere else. Only in 

Marseille…” 

 I recalled this conversation while watching the police remove people from the J4 less 

than a year later. While the Esplanade eventually fully reopened later in the year, this occasion 

exemplified a wider perspective of many of the J4’s former users and those from nearby 

neighborhoods in general that its initial 2011 closure heralded a changing approach to access. In 

particular the latter incident reveals alterations to Marseille’s oft-remarked socio-spatial porosity, 

the way in which it has been possible to penetrate between the city’s different spaces, public and 

private, and local power-holders’ tacit permission of such porosity.  

                                                             
64 On my few visits to this part of the Grande Digue du Large, always in the company of a GPMM employee, I was 
able to confirm that most of the men (always men) at this end of the quay were port employees or those of ships 
temporarily docked there. 
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 While recent developments in Marseille resemble those in other cities considered part of 

a global tendency toward neo-liberal urban planning (Weber 2002), local users and power 

brokers alike acknowledge the real and symbolic value of maintaining universally accessible 

common space. As Caldeira notes in the context of urban Brazil, “simultaneously processes with 

opposite meanings may take place in the same public sphere” (2001: 298). In the case of the J4, 

the future promise of universal access was heralded by temporary restricted access, complicating 

notions of what was past and what was to come. On another level, however, the before/after 

phases of the J4’s redevelopment are marked not only by changing modes of access to the 

outdoor space, but the new presence of physical structures (the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée) 

and the meanings they hold for new and prior users. 

 One evening in summer 2013, an acquaintance invited me to an outdoor birthday 

celebration on the J4. Speaking with the organizer of what seemed like an impromptu event, I 

found that the tight-knit group of friends had come together on the J4 for the past several years to 

celebrate one of their number’s birthdays except in 2011-2012 when the J4 was entirely closed. 

“And so, we decided that now that it’s open we’d come back,” the woman told me. “It’s different 

though,” she added. After looking around her at the French junk food spread out over the entirety 

of a concrete bench, along with dozens of bottles of wine and beer, and at her friends behind the 

bench who were playing a round of pétanque, she turned her gaze behind me to the MuCEM 

building whose interior lights had been left on in the majority of its offices, though the building 

was closed. “There’s that. It’s so,” she struggled for a word before settling on the simple: “big.” 

She explained that, having returned to the J4 after so long, she and her friends had initially found 

the outdoor space relatively unchanged. They had no trouble locating a space on the largely 

empty Esplanade to play pétanque just next to one of several concrete benches. And yet, once 
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they settled down for their evening of relaxing, drinking, chatting, and playing, they couldn’t 

help feeling that something significant had changed, a sentiment that my interlocutor traced to 

the structures looming behind us. “It’s not that it’s ugly, but it’s there,” she said. Such a 

statement underscored a perspective shared by other past users of the J4.  

 The spatial imposition of two large, modern structures has not escaped the J4’s former 

users, from the young woman and her friends who directly cite its presence in their reduced 

enjoyment at being on the Esplanade to the fisher in the earlier description, who simply notes 

that the building isn’t for him, while alluding to its peripheral effects in facilitating or preventing 

certain forms of access.65 On the other hand, international architecture critics, local journalists 

and observers, and numerous first-time visitors to the J4 have praised the architecture of the 

MuCEM (and to a lesser extent the Villa Méditerranée) for attracting those who had not 

previously visited the space.  

 The J4, along with the steadily gentrifying neighborhood of Le Panier next door, has seen 

an influx of visitors from other neighborhoods in Marseille, many of whom claim that they had 

never thought to come there before 2013. Drawn in large part by the MuCEM, many stay to walk 

around the J4 and appreciate the sea view. However, a lack of shade and protection from the 

wind (which one interlocutor with connections to city planning authorities has suggested to me is 

part of a conscious effort to prevent undesirables from spending too much time there) prevents 

many from staying long. In the meantime, the largest population on the J4 on any clear, sunny 

day is composed of tourists, from France and other countries. This latter group is perhaps the 

most remarkable among new visitors to the J4, in large part because they tend to be the most 

visibly foreign. However, in discussions with those of the J4’s former users who note the 
                                                             
65 Holston (1989), in his work in Brasilia, provides an instructive analysis of the ways in which the imposing 
affective presence of Modernist architecture differs from that of prior forms. 



 
159 

increasing presence of tourists, French and non-French, it is not the particularly ways in which 

these newcomers dress or visibly appear that sets them apart, but rather their own set of spatial 

practices. 

 One group of school-aged youth from Le Panier complains to me about the presence of 

tourists in their neighborhood and the J4: “They’re always taking photos of everything. And 

asking directions,” one says. Another chimes in, “How can you not know where you are? 

‘Excuse me, do you know where the MuCEM is?’” he mimics a refined French accent, possibly 

Parisian. “‘But you’re there already, Monsieur,’” he responds to himself, incredulously. “‘It’s 

right in front of you!’”  Other J4 regulars have a hard time tolerating if not relating to the more 

stereotypical variety of camera-bearing tourists. One fisher goes on a rant, complaining about 

being included in more than a few visitors’ scenic photos of the sun setting over the 

Mediterranean Sea: “I’m not part of the museum!”  

 One day, standing and talking with a local walker on the far end of the J4, I observed a 

man, visibly a tourist, arrive next to us on a free city bicycle, dismount, and remove an expensive 

camera from his knapsack. He approached the fence separating the public part of the J4 from the 

international port and began snapping photos of the cruise ship on the other side of the barrier. 

The man I had been talking with approached the new arrival and tapped him on the shoulder. 

“That’s my butler’s,” he remarked, pointing to the ship. “I bought it for him to enjoy himself on 

his days off.” He grinned widely. The photographer looked him up and down wordlessly, 

replaced his camera in his bag, remounted his bicycle and rode away from us. “Idiot,” observed 

the walker, before going on his own way. 
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 The lack of sustained productive interactions between tourists and locals on the J4 has an 

undeniable impact on the space’s social ecosystem, but it is more difficult to develop a 

systematic means for observing and measuring this impact. In the previous chapter, what I 

described as parallel discreet or loose uses of a common space depended on a frequently 

unspoken degree of empathy between different local users. Even when past users and uses in 

question were occasional rather than regular, they respected a rough logic of spatial orientation 

and adhered to flows and itineraries that tended to conform to one another. The international 

tourists who have visited the J4 since its reopening have varying degrees of knowledge of, 

investment in, and respect for the Marseillais whom they may encounter on the J4 or other city 

spaces. Those whom I have encountered report being pleasantly surprised to stumble on the J4 

before or after a visit to the MuCEM (or always to a lesser extent the Villa Méditerranée). They 

may stroll around, sit near the waterfront watching the sea, or snap the inevitable photos of 

fishers, boys swimming, or the MuCEM’s exterior. Confronted by the space’s seeming 

indeterminacy, aside from that of its institutions, many go on their ways after a short visit, 

making space for others. The sheer volume of tourists who, depending on the season and the time 

of day, may descend on the J4 in the hundreds at a time, affects the balance between those loose 

users with a more long-term investment in the space, and those who pass through on their way to 

another part of the city or another cruise port.  

 While tourists may not spend a significant amount of time on the J4, an effort is 

expended on the part of the City of Marseille and the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée’s 

operators to make their brief stay relatively comfortable and safe as well as facilitating their 

access to the two institutions located on the Esplanade. Such efforts necessitate a security and 

surveillance apparatus, which, although not always apparent, is in constant use on the J4 with 
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implicit and more obvious effects. In the following section I explore the ways in which two 

former users of the J4 either maintain or are prevented from practicing their past activities as part 

of the changing norms there. In the process I expand upon traditional notions of surveillance or 

policing of a particular space to include questions of relative comfort, ease of access, and senses 

of belonging that have been in flux on the J4 over the past decade and beyond.  

 

II. Two Users, Two Trajectories 

 
Figure 10: Papa Omri sells tea in the shadow of the Villa Méditerranée’s cantilevered roof. 

 

 The itinerant tea vendor Papa Omri was an early and frequent presence on the re-opened 

J4, and one of the first of the former users to be resolutely visible in all parts of the space (see 

Figure 10). By this I refer to his assertive presence in contrast to those whose use of the space 

may be as constant but less spatially expansive. One example of the latter would be the fishers 
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who returned rather rapidly following the J4’s reopening but have tended as they had in the past 

to restrict their activities to the far corner of the J4. As I discussed in Chapter 2, Papa Omri 

already tended to circulate among different groups of people on the J4, whether former users or 

tourists, both those whose practices were considered illicit or acceptable.  

 Within the space of a few minutes I have witnessed Papa Omri serve tea to a young man 

who had just finished smoking hashish and a police officer; he will frequently speak in Arabic to 

a friend from Tunisia while proffering a bottle of water or can of soda to an English-speaking 

tourist. Papa Omri’s grasp of foreign languages is restricted to naming the products he sells 

(“Agua agua agua agua!” or “Water water water!”) but he is consistently respectful and gracious 

with his clients, whether they can speak French or Arabic or not. “Tiens, Papa” (Here you go, 

Papa), he says to his male clients, when proffering their cup of mint tea. He calls his female 

clients “Princess.” “C’est Madame?” (It’s your wife?), he once inquired upon happening upon 

me sitting with a female friend and her baby, who had stopped by the J4. He gestured, “And your 

kid?” I shook my head no; without pausing he served my friend a cup of tea and offered a can of 

soda to her child. “Tiens, Princesse.” 

 Despite the alterations to the J4’s physical and social landscape, Papa Omri’s physical 

behavior has not greatly changed since its reopening. He tends to stay near the part of the J4 

directly in front of the MuCEM or Villa Méditerranée, but includes the waterfront area in his 

circuit. He has also adopted a stable base alongside a few concrete benches and pine saplings 

placed between the Villa Méditerranée and the Boulevard du Littoral. Ignoring the benches, he 

prefers to unfold his own stool where he sits while waiting for clients.  
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 Papa Omri’s acclimation to the new J4 was not as simple as it appeared. In conversations 

with myself and other J4 regulars over the course of 2013 he revealed himself at the center of an 

uneasy process, caught on the one hand between the increasing exigencies of a new if 

indeterminate regulatory apparatus and on the other between the role he has played and continues 

to play in the J4’s fragile ecosystem of loose users. In this section I foreground Papa Omri’s 

determination to continue asserting this role, while support for him on the part of institutional 

affiliates of the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée is not to be discounted in explaining his 

continued presence there (see Chapter 6). This institutional investment in Papa Omri’s longevity 

on the J4 has undeniably affected his ability to continue coming to the space: he appears to have 

been deemed a positive user of the J4, one whose presence is worth permitting and perpetuating.  

 When I first ran into Papa Omri on the renovated J4, he was busy and distracted but 

happy to see me. He didn’t respond directly to my question about what he thought of the new 

space, acknowledging only that he was glad to be back. The days when he had to wheel his way 

through a debris-filled construction site to reach the waterfront promenade were now in the past, 

although, as I found, he would eventually come to miss that time. In the immediate wake of the 

J4’s reopening, Papa Omri was confronted by an easy-to-navigate space, a definite boon for an 

elderly man with an electrified wheelchair-cart, and one that was suddenly filled with passerby 

and tourists: all potential clients. The fact that the Villa Méditerranée’s restaurant’s opening was 

months away and that the MuCEM’s “Le Kiosk,” its least expensive eating venue, sold coffee 

for nearly twice the price of one of Papa Omri’s plastic cups of tea added to his entrepreneurial 

enthusiasm for the business he might do there. And in these first few months, he did seem to be 

having relatively brisk sales. I regularly saw him surrounded by a small crowd of tourists and 
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locals, serving drinks and nuts and crowing his trademark announcement: “Cacahouettes, thé à la 

menthe, boissons fraiches!” (Peanuts, mint tea, cold drinks!). 

 One day I found him in an ill humor. This meeting took place away from the J4 on the 

north side of the Vieux Port, where Papa Omri was standing, not with his habitual cart, but with 

a water cooler mounted on a luggage carrier with wheels. He was attempting to sell bottles of 

water to tourists who were waiting for the Petit Train (a chain of motorized carts designed to 

look like a miniature steam-powered train) to take them on its circuit of Marseille’s historic Le 

Panier neighborhood or up the hill on the opposite side of the Vieux Port to the Notre Dame de la 

Garde Cathedral. I inquired why he wasn’t on the J4 on this particular afternoon and he 

explained that the police had told him to leave, telling him that he didn’t have the right to sell 

there. Papa Omri explained to me that this wasn’t true: “I have a permit. It just says that I have to 

move around.”  

 Papa Omri has had a vending permit for several years, which has allowed him to sell 

drinks and snacks on the J4 and elsewhere. It stipulates, however, that he is a traveling vendor; 

he can’t set up shop in a single location as would a food truck or another more permanent type of 

vendor who might need to remain in a single location in order to connect to an electricity supply 

or set up a portable stove. It wasn’t clear to me exactly why the police had told Papa Omri to 

leave or what reasoning they had used with him, but Papa Omri had a theory. “It’s the guy in 

charge of the MuCEM restaurants,” he told me. “He doesn’t want any competition.” Subsequent 

inquiries revealed that it was unlikely though not impossible that Gérald Passédat, scion of a 

Marseille restaurant empire stretching from the Michelin-starred Le Petit Nice on Marseille’s 

southern waterfront Corniche and brainchild behind the MuCEM’s three principal restaurants 

(including one with a seventy three-Euro prix-fixe option) and its ground-level coffee-and-



 
165 

sandwich stand, would feel threatened by Papa Omri’s itinerant tea-selling. Certainly, Papa 

Omri’s prices undercut those at Le Kiosk, but aside from soda and water, they didn’t even sell 

the same products.66  

 I ran into Papa Omri again a few days later on the square in front of the La Major 

Cathedral, above the J4. He was on his way back to his home in Le Panier, pushing his cart in 

front of him. “I talked to the mayor,” he exclaimed enthusiastically, after greeting me. “I told 

him that they wouldn’t let me sell over there, and he took care of it.” I deduced that Papa Omri 

had spoken with a subordinate of either Marseille’s mayor Jean-Claude Gaudin or more likely 

the administrator of his local arrondissement. Whichever it was, he seemed ebullient about being 

able to sell on the J4 again. Another couple of days passed before I glimpsed Papa Omri arriving 

on the opposite end of the J4 from where I was sitting with several fishermen. As I watched him 

push his cart, a fleet of four bicycle-riding police turned onto the J4 from behind the Fort Saint-

Jean. As they bore down on Papa Omri, I began walking briskly in their direction, hoping to be a 

party to whatever was going to happen next.  

 By the time I arrived the police had blocked Papa Omri from my view but I was able to 

glimpse him shaking hands with one of them before leaning down into his cart to turn on his 

stereo. As a loud Algerian raï song emanated from the cart’s speaker, Papa Omri poured four 

cups of tea and served them to the police officers, who paid and thanked him, consumed their 

drinks and then rode away, promising to return. Papa Omri’s commercial activities on the J4 had 

seemingly been reauthorized, though without any fanfare, official pronouncement, or even a 

physical document for him to keep in his cart aside from the permit that he’d had all along. This 

                                                             
66 While Le Kiosk’s coffee costs 1.80 euros, Papa Omri’s mint tea goes for a single euro. 
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only served to underline the essentially precarious nature of both his commercial activity and 

general presence there. 

 In light of his uncertain welcome to the new J4, Papa Omri also made note of other 

members of the Esplanade’s former population who had not returned. As already mentioned, 

immediately following the J4’s reopening, I was unable to speak at length with Papa Omri for 

some time. One day, a few weeks after the J4 had re-opened, I was sitting near the sea writing in 

my notebook when I heard the sound of rolling wheels and turned to see Papa Omri approach. 

“Tiens, Papa,” he served me a cup of tea. I stood to accept it, and sipped from the cup slowly. He 

looked towards the horizon, squinting slightly. “The birds, they’re gone,” he said suddenly. I 

looked along the waterfront part of the Esplanade. A number of pigeons were pecking away at 

the bottom of a trash bag. “No,” Papa Omri said, following my gaze. “The little ones. And 

Yasmina. With the broken claw.” I realized that he was right. Since the J4’s reopening I had not 

seen the smaller brownish birds that had come there in the past nor the same amount of pigeons. 

However, these birds had still come to the J4 in the stages of construction preceding its closure. 

It wasn’t clear exactly when they had disappeared, and without Papa Omri’s remark I probably 

wouldn’t have noticed their absence. Not only was he one of the J4’s most dedicated regulars, 

but this observation confirmed that he was a keen observer of the J4’s physical environment and 

nonhuman users.  

 I’d also heard rumors from several fishers that there were fewer fish in the waters along 

the J4 since its reopening, something that it seemed difficult to prove. However, unlike the 

fishermen, Papa Omri has tended to have less of a single-minded focus on the J4. Ostensibly 

there to sell his drinks and nuts, he genuinely appreciated the J4’s general ambiance and enjoyed 

his role circulating among the different sub-groups of the J4’s daily and occasional users. In his 
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engagement with the J4’s wider socio-spatial (as well as ecological) diversity Papa Omri has 

demonstrated an affective and aesthetic appreciation of the J4 Esplanade, while being 

simultaneously conscious of his own value there.  

 In contrast, another one of the J4’s former users who had a similar appreciation for its 

nuances and possibilities has not been able to return to the space in the same way as Papa Omri. 

The qualified banishment of Serge, another itinerant vendor, from the renovated J4 Esplanade 

serves to illuminate elements of Papa Omri’s own singularity as well as the ways in which the 

new space condones the presence of some of its former users, while making clear the 

undesirability of others. At stake in this comparison are not only former users’ appreciation of 

the new space, but the associations implicitly conferred upon them by new economies of 

appearance, access, and use.  

 
Figure 11: Serge sells tea in front of the MuCEM/Fort Saint-Jean’s Le Panier entrance. 
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 As long as I had known him, Serge neither had a permit nor did he ever seem to be on the 

verge of getting one. His van hardly conformed to hygienic standards, nor did his jury-rigged gas 

grill seem to be particularly safe, and his sale of alcoholic beverages in a public space was 

certainly against the law. Given this, it would have been difficult to imagine Serge’s presence on 

the newly redesigned and varnished J4. And yet, as I have discussed, Serge’s investment in the 

space predated even Papa Omri (see Chapter 2). He was considered to be a fixture by many 

regular users, even those who disliked him personally.  

 I first saw Serge after the J4’s reopening not on the Esplanade itself, but in Le Panier, 

facing the new walkway leading directly into the MuCEM’s Fort Saint-Jean complex (see Figure 

11). Standing in front of Papa Omri’s old cart, Serge broke into a grin when he saw me. “It’s 

over there,” he said. I didn’t realize what he was talking about until he escorted me over to his 

trademark dirty white panel van parked a few feet away. “It’s a little broken,” Serge continued. 

“And I can’t bring it back to the J4. So Omri lent me his old cart for me to make some cash.” 

Already made difficult by metal barricades placed at its entry that prevented any four-wheel 

vehicles from passing through, Serge’s access to the new J4 was effectively rendered impossible 

in light of the activity that he intended to practice there, namely cooking and selling merguez 

sausage sandwiches and beer. Accepting this as a necessary reality, Serge said he was glad to 

remain in the general area and grateful to Papa Omri for lending him his older cart.67 

 But Serge still nurtured an ongoing emotional attachment to the J4. On a subsequent 

occasion he showed me a photo album, which he stored in his van and I had never seen before, 

including images of his wife, his son, his extended family, but mostly photos of himself and 

                                                             
67 In fact, Papa Omri had allowed Serge the use of his cart in exchange for a percentage of the latter’s sales. This 
agreement was informal and it seemed not to be tied to exact revenues. On one occasion, though, upon hearing that I 
had been speaking with Serge earlier, Papa Omri asked me how his sales had been that day. 
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friends of his on the J4. There were many photos of himself, friends I’d met, and others playing 

pétanque, as well as those of men fishing, the horizon, and ferries leaving to or arriving from the 

Maghreb. Serge indicated the details of each photo, particularly those featuring friends of his 

whom I’d met in years past. He lingered on a single page of photos showing him, his wife, his 

pétanque associates and their wives, sitting around a long folding table covered with a tablecloth 

and place settings. “One night we brought our wives out, had a big meal, with wine and 

everything.”  

 Serge’s own affective relationship to the J4 was based on his ability to do whatever he 

wanted to do there. It was an extension of his own private space, but its relevant distance from 

his home in northern Marseille allowed him and his friends to express themselves in public in 

ways they wouldn’t necessarily in front of their families. This situates his spatial practices at one 

end of a spectrum of loose uses of the transitional J4 that asserted his own presence there with a 

particular determination, even while he willingly coexisted with others. 

 In the past, Papa Omri’s rapport with the J4 was based around social interactions of a less 

territorial variety. While Serge waited near his van for clients, generally those with whom he was 

already familiar, Papa Omri was actively mobile and sought out new customers. Both men were 

initially entrepreneurs on the J4, but through his simultaneous self-promotion and discretion, 

Papa Omri proved the more ambitious one. Through no particular effort of his own, he 

subsequently found himself a favorite of several employees and administrators of the new 

MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée. Several of these latter actors have informed me that they were 

happy to have Papa Omri on the J4 just outside of their buildings and that they regularly stopped 

to greet him or buy a cup of tea. Some of Papa Omri’s institutional supporters also explicitly told 
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me that they felt that he incarnated an aspect of the Mediterranean identity, in whose promotion 

they felt the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée also participated.  

 Meanwhile, Serge never took to his new location in front of the St. Laurent Church as he 

had to the J4, or perhaps his new clientele didn’t take to him: after our initial meeting I only saw 

him there rarely. After a few weeks he had returned Papa Omri’s old cart and was pulling around 

the water cooler luggage rack instead, selling water to tourists waiting for the Petit Train as well 

as around the MuCEM.  While Serge, with his ample midsection, steady drinking, and foul-

mouthed exclamations, embodied one kind of Marseillais identity, his presence was potentially 

less appealing (or even more intimidating) for newcomers than Papa Omri’s self-consciously 

performative (and occasionally self-Orientalizing) presence and garb. This corresponded to their 

respective roles on the transitional J4: whereas Papa Omri sold tea on an occasional basis for 

regular visitors and newcomers, Serge had a regular clientele in the J4’s construction workers 

many of whom purchased his merguez sandwiches and beers on a daily basis. His presence and 

economic activity were thus seemingly tolerated on a transitional level. However, there was little 

possibility that he would be allowed to return to the J4 under the same conditions and given 

Serge’s intransigent attitude, he ended up mostly staying away. 

 A few times when I was with Serge in front of the MuCEM, we talked about old times or 

about how newer tourists weren’t as interested in buying drinks from him and Papa Omri as 

previous visitors were. We also occasionally touched on the subject of the MuCEM itself. I once 

asked Serge whether he’d been inside. “There?” he looked at me disbelievingly. “I wouldn’t go 

in there. You have to pay.” I explained that he could go inside for free. Still, he maintained, “It’s 

not for me.”  
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 I ran into Serge on one of my final days in Marseille in August 2014. After months of 

absence, he had returned to the square in front of the St. Laurent Church in front of the 

passageway leading from La Panier to the MuCEM. He had a cooler filled with water bottles at 

his feet. He seemed relaxed. “Philippe” he cried, and my pumped my hand enthusiastically. He 

explained to me that he had recently moved: he remained in the Quartiers Nord, but had changed 

buildings to a different subsidized housing development (HLM). Serge was particularly 

enthusiastic about the view from his new apartment: “There’s a two-way view! You can see all 

of Marseille and the sea.” He told me that business had not been particularly good, and that he 

only sold water on occasion. “The van’s broken,” he told me sadly. “I sold it.”  

 I was in a rush since I had planned to leave Marseille the following day and I needed to 

finish packing my bags. But I wanted to ask Serge if he had ever gone to the MuCEM. “Yes!” he 

exclaimed. “I went in. It’s very beautiful,” he noted, but not nearly as excitedly as he had 

described his new apartment. He shook my hand goodbye, and as I walked away I saw him 

looking over to the Fort Saint-Jean and beyond it the J4 Esplanade, the sea, and the horizon. It 

was a hot day, and the sun beat down. In the distance, a cluster of people were standing around 

near a concrete benches, examining something on the ground, perhaps a metal pétanque ball. He 

continued to gaze in their direction as I turned the corner and went on my way. 

* 

 Following the J4’s reopening to the public, there were no signs or authorities to directly 

inform Serge that he wasn’t to return to the J4 or to tell Papa Omri that his ongoing presence was 

welcome as long as he conformed to new regulations of spatial use. Instead, the invisible forces 

that kept one at bay while accepting the other onto the renovated Esplanade made use of a 
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security apparatus combined with the physical architecture of buildings and their surrounding 

space to produce an aura of “norms,” what Rabinow describes as a system of imposed rationality 

directed at defending the “welfare of the population” (1989: 10). In this case, such a 

“population” had less in common with the J4’s former users and more closely reflected a newly 

arrived and desired public of tourists and inhabitants of other districts of Marseille. In turn, the 

notion of “welfare” as in Rabinow’s characterization seemed most directed at excluding certain 

operators viewed as aberrations than ensuring the wellbeing of others.  

 This imagined public parallels the one that the official at the City of Marseille mentioned 

to me in positive terms (see Chapter 2. It also corresponds to my observations of the changing 

uses and users of the J4 after 2013 in the first section of this chapter. While Serge was more 

distinctly aware of the J4’s new social norms and kept away on his own, Papa Omri submitted to 

a new regime of spatial rules, which left him slightly apprehensive while they guaranteed his 

ongoing access. On the new J4, only one of the two men had a recurrent role to play.  

 In the first two sections of this chapter, I have foregrounded the experiences of the J4’s 

ongoing users. However, users past and present were not the only ones to engage with the new 

symbolic identity of the renovated space, as I touched upon in my description of the event being 

held inside and in front of the Villa Méditerranée. Indeed, as the discussion of the opinions of 

urban planners and institutional representatives in Chapter 2 exposed, changing modes of access 

on the J4 are linked to the desires of those with institutional and political power to reframe the J4 

and its potential users within new and occasionally competing contexts. In the following section 

I explore other ways the J4’s new identity and appearance are refracted through uses and 

agendas, which seek to make use of the J4 for political ends, based only in part on the 

Mediterranean identity of the Esplanade’s new institutions.  
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III. New Political Identifications 

 The J4 was almost entirely empty on the day of the MuCEM’s inauguration by President 

François Hollande in early June 2013. Armed police and military soldiers manned checkpoints 

beginning a few blocks around the Esplanade in every direction. Having planned to observe the 

proceedings, I found myself stymied in my attempts to approach on foot. Eventually I settled on 

a location behind the Fort Saint-Jean from which I could see the Villa Méditerranée, the MuCEM 

behind it, and the main area of the J4, including an area, which had obviously been prepared for 

visiting dignitaries, who were in the process of arriving in limousines and hired cars. There was 

nobody on or around the J4 as far as I could see, aside from those affiliated with the official 

event: this was not meant to be a populist celebration.  

 As I resigned myself to my lonely vantage point, a movement on the building slightly in 

front of me and to the right caught my eye. I was watching two men climb a ladder onto the roof 

of the Regards de Provence Museum.68 They were holding a white object, which they unrolled 

upon arriving at the roof’s edge to reveal a banner. Since they were facing away from me I 

couldn’t see what it said, but I assumed that they were protesting Hollande’s presence in 

Marseille during the city’s tenure as European Capital of Culture, which some locals have 

criticized as a waste of money that has sidelined the creation of sustainable artistic performance 

or exhibition networks and support for local artists or locals more generally. 

 As I watched the men on the roof I also saw a bevy of bicycle-mounted police officers 

ride down the hill from the Major Cathedral to the Regards de Provence Museum’s main 

entrance. Two men in leather jackets chased excitedly after them, entering the museum’s back 

                                                             
68 The Musée Regards de Provence opened in early 2013 and sits directly across the Boulevard du Littoral from the 
J4. It is administered by an eponymous foundation and sits within the Euroméditerranée perimeter. 
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entrance. I watched them arrive in the museum’s upper-floor café and climb onto the roof. They 

grabbed the banner away from the men, throwing one of them on the ground. The remaining 

protestor began yelling at the crowd of dignitaries and invited guests on the other side of the 

building at the J4’s entrance. The second plainclothes police officer picked up the yelling man in 

his arms and carried him over to his partner who was sitting more docilely. By this point the 

uniformed police were arriving, running through the back door, hopping over railings, and 

trailing one another up to the roof. The two men were eventually led away and the proceedings 

got underway on the J4, although I was to far away to hear or see what was going on. I later 

discovered that their banner had borne the slogan of “La Manif Pour Tous.”  

 “Mariage Pour Tous” (Marriage for All) was the popular label applied to a law proposed 

and largely passed with the support of the Socialist Party government on May 18, 2013. The law, 

which authorizes marriage between two people regardless of gender, was confronted with 

unexpected opposition by a union of social conservatives, Catholic organizations, and the far 

right. Taking their cue from the law to which they were opposed, this group referred to itself 

as“La Manif Pour Tous” or “The Protest for All.” Members of La Manif Pour Tous had been 

increasing their activities during the time of the J4’s opening, despite the passage of the law in 

question several months previously. 

 If from the perspective of the protestors and their movement, the June 4, 2013, protest on 

the Regards de Provence Museum simply marked one in a series of attempts to hound the French 

President during his various public appearances, it, along with Hollande’s presence, marked a 

shift for the J4 Esplanade from an object of political machinations to the very site of political 

authority and dissent. While events like this one have been relatively rare on the renovated J4, 

they reveal the space’s new identity as a symbolic site for local and national political discourse, 
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ranging from Hollande’s mere presence, which naturally asserted his national government’s 

authority, or that of the protestors, who drew a link between a local public space and a national 

political issue. This event marked a break with the J4’s more recent transitory past in that it 

articulated its new identity as a symbolic local space with national repercussions. In the next 

year, however, these national politics would be relocated and manipulated by local political 

actors, their allies, and their rivals to ends with different symbolic import. The following 

example also depicts the J4 Esplanade during this period as an ongoing symbolic site of political 

value and authority. 

 

 
Figure 12: Mayor Jean-Claude Gaudin’s campaign office on the Rue de la République 

 

 In the above image, the MuCEM is featured with its building on the J4 to the left, the 

passageway in the middle and the Fort Saint-Jean to the right on a storefront rented temporarily 

by the reelection campaign of Marseille’s mayor Jean-Claude Gaudin on Rue de la République, a 
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central artery in downtown Marseille (see Chapter 1). Under the words “Marseille En Avant” 

(Marseille Forward) the J4 appears in the foreground of an image of Marseille. In the image, 

Marseille’s recent high profile transformations are implicitly attributed to the actions of the city’s 

incumbent mayor who has held that position since 1995 (and who would shortly win re-election 

by a comfortable margin). However, the role of Gaudin’s administration in the presence of the 

new high profile institution on the J4 is not as transparent as it appears to be in his campaign 

poster. 

 As I have explained in Chapter 3, Jean-Claude Gaudin’s administration was not always 

receptive to proposals involving the J4 that would result in its current form. Members of his 

office instead participated in courting the Swiss agency responsible for selecting the site of the 

2007 America’s Cup yacht competition, a plan which had been developed under the mayor’s 

guidance. In this plan, the J4 Esplanade would have been roughly cut in half, and a basin not 

dissimilar from the neighboring Vieux Port would have been put in place in order to temporarily 

accommodate the America’s Cup yachts; following the event, the modified J4 would have been 

used as an extension of the Vieux Port, which has already been largely converted into a yacht 

port. When Marseille was not selected for the America’s Cup, the city government appeared 

more amenable to Euroméditerranée’s plans to redevelop the J4 as a public space, but the 

MuCEM was still considered as an interloper. As I have suggested, at stake in these interactions 

are the dynamics not only between members of political parties, but also between the authorities 

of different spatial entities, namely the City of Marseille, the Provence-Alpes-Côte-d’Azur 

(PACA) Region and the national government.  

 If it were inconceivable that Gaudin’s electoral campaign would have featured the Villa 

Méditerranée, the pet project of his political nemesis, PACA President Michel Vauzelle, it was 
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likewise unlikely until recently that Gaudin would have identified himself with the MuCEM. The 

museum’s presence on his campaign poster signals the culmination of Gaudin’s reversal, while it 

simultaneously confirms the museum’s success in effectively rebranding Marseille in a desirable 

light. In choosing to privilege the MuCEM as an example of Marseille’s “forward” movement 

under Gaudin’s leadership, the poster distinctly avoids publicizing the wider public space of the 

city’s Vieux Port, a project whose development and completion the Mayor could more 

legitimately claim as his own. It instead privileges the city’s new skyline featuring the MuCEM, 

disseminated throughout the French media as a symbol of Marseille’s revival. 

 In citing some of the uses of the new J4 by established politicians and contestatory 

groups I have attempted to provide further context to the social reconfigurations in progress 

there. As the J4’s new identity and appearance have proven useful to politicians, this has 

correspondingly influenced the practice of its prior users: as the J4 becomes a more high-profile 

site, its activities are more regulated. Furthermore, since some of this value is unrelated to 

Mediterranean identifications, those informal users who have benefited from these associations, 

may find themselves swept up in processes of exclusion. However, as I have already discussed, 

many of the ongoing loose uses that predate the J4’s recent transformation continue to find their 

place there. This phenomenon can be attributed both to the determination of particular users to 

adapt and return to the changed space. It can also be attributed to an element of the J4’s new 

identity that is largely associated with its new institutions, the Villa Méditerranée and MuCEM, 

and specifically their Mediterranean associations. In the following chapter I return to the context 

of the J4’s new institutions to consider the type of representations that take place within their 

walls as well as contestations of these representations on the part of Marseillais. 
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Conclusion 

 In the three sections comprising the current chapter I have explored patterns of 

simultaneous use and increasing attention paid to the J4’s image and symbolism. In the central 

section I examined the respective situations of two former J4 users who have had markedly 

different experiences following the space’s reopening. I suggest that this dual narrative can be 

interpreted as a representative description of the necessary conditions for access on the J4 post-

2013. In each case, I note that in the aftermath of its reopening, the J4 has been particularly 

overshadowed by its new institutions.  

 By focusing on the outdoor public space of the J4 in this chapter, I provide a 

contextualized transition from the previous chapter’s discussion of the origins of the new 

institutions and the Mediterranean concept in Marseille to the following chapter’s exploration of 

the representations taking place within J4’s new institutions and contestations thereof. In the 

current chapter the central tensions have been between political authority and power and those 

more vulnerable citizens seeking to use a public space in ways they have in the past. In the 

following chapter, I will suggest that a more revealing way of analyzing power relations on the 

redeveloped J4 can be through an analysis of the methods and means of those in positions of 

representational authority, namely those who decide who or what is Mediterranean or Marseillais 

and by the extension of their institutional power who belongs there and who does not. 
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Chapter 5  
Representations and Counter-Representations 

 
 
 
 

Ethnologists, anthropologists and psychoanalysts are students of such representational 
spaces…but they nearly always forget to set them alongside those representations of space which 

coexist, concord or interfere with them…Their intervention occurs by way of construction—in 
other words, by way of architecture, conceived of not as the building of a particular structure, 

palace or monument, but rather as a project embedded in a spatial context and a texture which call 
for “representations” that will not vanish into the symbolic or imaginary realms.  

 
-Henri Lefebvre (1974) 
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Introduction 
 
 In this chapter I consider the renovated J4 Esplanade as a site for representations as well 

as counter-representations of space and identity. I explicitly refer to “representation” as a distinct 

concept from “practice.” As we have seen in the previous chapter, these two notions are not 

always opposed; indeed, they frequently operate in tandem, as in the example of Papa Omri and 

Serge, who, while they do not necessarily seek to represent themselves in identical ways, are 

both spatial practitioners who simultaneously contribute to the J4’s pre- and post-renovation 

associations.  

 Rather than focusing on the activities of individual users or groups of users on the J4, the 

current discussion considers the roles and effects of those for whom the J4 is primarily a location 

of and for the representation of different identity categories. In this two-part chapter, these 

groups are divided into (I) the programmers of the J4’s new institutional spaces and the 

subject(s) of their programming, and (II) members of groups and organizations in Marseille who 

are engaged in contesting elements of the new institutions’ programming and related 

representations.  

 The first section of this chapter, concerned with the J4’s recent transformation into a 

space of representation, continues Chapter 3’s background discussion of the J4’s transformation 

into a “Mediterranean” space. It is particularly concerned with the activities of curators and 

programmers who use certain discourses, particularly those of the Mediterranean, to create and 

perpetuate a notion of a single cultural identity or collection of cultural identities that has much 

to do with the formative visions of Mediterranean-ness as articulated by French cultural and 

political actors over the past two centuries. The members of this category, however, participate 

in the J4’s ongoing Mediterraneanization not through creation in the aesthetic sense in which the 
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term is generally utilized regarding artistic production, but rather through the curation and 

programming of exhibits and events within the MuCEM and the Villa Méditerranée. In this 

sense, I explore how the J4 has become less a subject of implicit representation through its use 

by local citizens than a site for representations of a space that is identified as both within and 

outside of the city where it exists. This informs the ways in which it is viewed and interpreted by 

its visitors and in turn how certain categories of users are preferred over others. 

 It is members of the latter group who form the basis for my investigation in the second 

section of the current chapter, entitled “Marseille v the Mediterranean.” This section concerns 

itself primarily with inhabitants of Marseille who, whether or not they are or have been regular 

or frequent users of the J4 Esplanade, have become concerned with the physical and 

representational changes there and the repercussions of these on the J4’s public space as well as 

in surrounding areas, including the adjacent neighborhood of Le Panier. These individuals hail 

from different backgrounds, but all are associated with groups. My examination of two such 

formations, and specifically their projects regarding the renovated J4, reveals a class of 

Marseillais who form a counterpoint to programmers’ and curators’ Mediterranean 

representations in their own elaboration of counter-representations of the J4, Marseille, and the 

Mediterranean. While this group can be described as sharing similar interests or stakes as the 

J4’s loose users, it is distinguished from them by its direct engagement with questions of 

representation that frequently revolve around the J4’s uses past and present. 
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I. Discourse/Culture/Publics 
 
 In his inaugural lecture on “The Orders of Discourse” at the Collège de France, Michel 

Foucault notes that knowledge, “like other systems of exclusion, relies on institutional support: it 

is both reinforced and accompanied by whole strata of practices…” (1981: 51). In this section I 

will examine two types of practices that have served to install and perpetuate notions of 

Mediterranean discourse and identity in the J4’s new institutions. One of these was on view in 

the MuCEM’s inaugural temporary exhibit, “Le noir et le bleu: un rêve méditerranéen” (Black 

and Blue: A Mediterranean Dream). On display from the MuCEM’s opening in June 2013 

through January 6, 2014, “Black and Blue” was the first high-profile example of the curatorial 

mission and overall influence of Thierry Fabre on the MuCEM. Organized by Fabre with 

assistant curator Anissa Bouayed, this exhibit defined the MuCEM’s curatorial style as well as 

its wide-ranging approach to conceptualizations of the Mediterranean, which I have confirmed 

through observations of subsequent years of curated exhibits and event programming. 

 In addition to discussing “Black and Blue,” I mention encounters that I have observed 

and in which I have participated over the course of a year and a half at the Villa Méditerranée, 

which serve to frame that institution’s interest in creating and perpetuating a particular notion of 

Mediterranean identity. Of particular interest in this section’s discussion is what Foucault 

recognized as the intrinsically exclusionary effects of discursive practice, which acquire a unique 

identification in the context of discourse surrounding the Mediterranean. As I have observed in 

Chapter 3, a hallmark of the particular Mediterraneanism(s) espoused by institutional actors in 

the MuCEM and the Villa Méditerranée is its inclusionary aspect, to which one might rightly 

wonder who or what precisely is being excluded? The answer to this question, as addressed in 

the current chapter, is two-fold: 
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 In the current section I will primarily explore the implicit occlusion of alternate forms of 

discourse or naming that would allow for the contrarian forces at play in the present and historic 

Mediterranean. By this, I mean that the use of the Mediterranean label essentially stands in for or 

sublimates wider distinctions within the region relating to felt or perceived geopolitical 

(continents, nation-states), racial, ethnic, or religious identities that signify difference rather than 

similarity. 

 While one of the goals of the use of the Mediterranean as a blanket identifier for such a 

wide and diverse geographical region is precisely an emphasis on a common humanity—a 

humanistic Mediterraneanism—the use of this label as a naming practice does not inherently 

remove preexisting forms of exclusion. Instead, I argue that it further institutionalizes other 

forms of social and spatial inequality under the guise of encouraging a multi-cultural discursive 

practice. In the second section of this chapter, I will more specifically focus on the exclusion of a 

particularly local identifier, namely that of “Marseillais,” through the increasing use of the 

Mediterranean as a descriptor of the J4, its institutions, and the city. 

 

A Mediterranean Dream 

 The “Black and Blue” exhibit begins with two images that are in turn explained by texts 

on display in the exhibition space and its accompanying catalogue. The first image is a painting 

by Catalan artist Joan Miró entitled “Bleu II,” the central element in an eponymous triptych. The 

second is an engraved print by Spanish artist Francisco de Goya, “El sueño de la razón produce 

monstruos” (The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters). The first painting is highly abstract—on a 

deep blue background it depicts a red vertical swatch of paint along its left side, followed by a 

horizontal lines of black dots of differing sizes extending across to the right. Goya’s is more 
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surrealistic in its image of a man, his face covered with his hands on a table, either sleeping or 

attempting to sleep, while an array of bird- or bat-like creatures surround him, their wings 

aflutter and beaks partly open. The dreamer’s cat looks on shocked from the background. 

 In the accompanying catalog, the exhibit’s curators explain, “Goya revealed the dark side 

of the Enlightenment. We have paired the dark vision of his etching with the blue of Miró’s Bleu 

II, a huge radiant canvas that reminds us of the need to keep on dreaming, come what may” 

(Bouayed 2013: 8). This dialectic between negative views of the past and more positive visions 

of possible futures provides the central tension in the “Black and Blue” exhibit, which proceeds 

through twelve distinct sections or “moments:” “A tour of the Mediterranean in the 18th century,” 

“Conquest and civilization” (an exploration of nineteenth century colonial expansions), 

“Antiquities,” “Prestigious resorts,” “Open and Cosmopolitan,” “A Shared Dream?”, 

“Domination and Assertion,” “A Mediterranean Shattered and Reinvented” (the beginning of a 

chronicle of the post-colonial period), “Tourism Blue, Mafia Black,” The Dark Years of the 

Mediterranean,” “Crossings,” and finally “A Salvo Towards the Future.”  

 In his curatorial introduction to the exhibit, Thierry Fabre acknowledges, “The 

Mediterranean dream is primarily a European dream. The north projecting its vision onto south. 

This is changing, but only gradually” (Fabre 2013: 4). A primary vehicle for the exhibit’s 

perception of this change is also one of the MuCEM’s more widely-remarked curatorial 

innovations, namely the combination of historical and archival materials with those from popular 

culture and artistic expression during the entire historic period covered by a given exhibit. In a 

2014 interview, the MuCEM’s inaugural director, Bruno Suzzarelli, provides a context for this 

multi-disciplinary approach: 

Today we are a museum for and of the twenty-first century because we do not 
attempt to reduce our societal approach to the discipline of ethnology. We want to 
be multidisiplinary and to invoke the other human sciences whenever necessary, 
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above all history and art history, but also art in of itself, including contemporary 
art…This meeting of disciplines corresponds the contemporary evolution of  
“musées de société” (museums of society), which, if they do not follow this type 
of expansion, risk seeing an increase in the types of problems regarding their 
publics that have already been observed for several years. (Suzzarelli 2014: 9)69 
 

As Suzzarelli remarks, the notion of combining art and historic or ethnographic material in a 

single museum is both stylistically innovative and motivated by a market-oriented need to attract 

more visitors, learning lessons from the recent failure of the MuCEM’s predecessor MNATP 

(National Museum of Popular Arts and Traditions) and the success of the Musée du Quai Branly 

in Paris, widely perceived as a more forward-thinking approach to depictions of Global South 

than the older Musée de l’Homme (Museum of Man), the latter which has recently reopened as 

of this writing.  

While the “Black and Blue” exhibit makes productive use of the MuCEM’s creative 

approach to museal depiction, it does so by inserting itself into a new representational space, 

where what is being depicted is not presented as a definitive vision but rather one in any number 

of potential approaches. While this is the hallmark of a number of French-inspired intellectual 

movements of the second half of the twentieth century that question authorial or disciplinary 

authority (principally those associated with poststructuralist or postmodernist tendencies), in the 

case of the MuCEM and specifically the “Black and Blue” exhibit, this approach makes use of its 

own questioning of authoritative depictions to present an alternate depiction or identity, that of a 

shared Mediterranean, even if this sharing is acknowledged to solely exist at the level of a 

dream. 

                                                             
69 “Aujourd’hui, nous sommes un musée pour le 21e siècle et du 21e siècle car nous ne souhaitons pas réduire notre 
approche sociétale à la discipline de l’ethnologie. Nous voulons être pluridisciplinaires et convoquer chaque fois que 
nécessaire les autres sciences humaines, dont au premier chef l’histoire ainsi que l’histoire de l’art, mais aussi l’art 
tout court, y compris l’art contemporain…Ce croisement des disciplines correspond à l’évolution contemporaine des 
musées de société qui, s’ils ne vont pas dans le sens de cet élargissement, risquent de voir s’accentuer au fil du 
temps une crise des publics déjà perceptible depuis quelques années.” 
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 The eclectic (and potentially confusing) nature of many of the MuCEM’s exhibits have 

led others to make a connection between what curators may perceive of deliberate obfuscation of 

a particular agenda and an outright ideologically-oriented approach. As one right-wing city 

official explained to me, “The exhibit on gender [“At the Bazaar of Gender: Feminine/Masculine 

in the Mediterranean,” displayed concurrently with “Black and Blue”] was an obvious apologia 

for the Mariage pour Tous movement,” alluding to supporters of President François Hollande’s 

legalization of gay marriage in 2013. While the “Mediterranean” is not inherently linked with a 

particular political ideology in the same way an issue such as gay marriage is associated with 

left-wing activist and political agendas, it is nevertheless representative of certain political 

tendencies (see Chapter 3), as acknowledged in Thierry Fabre’s curatorial statement. Although 

the majority of the exhibit’s historical content concerns itself with the particular realities and 

effects of France’s “Mediterranean dreams,” a number of artworks expand this context. 

 One of these, on display in the exhibit’s penultimate room, is Italian artist Michelangelo 

Pistoletto’s “Love the Difference - Mar Mediterraneano” (2003-2007), a Mediterranean Sea-

shaped table with a reflective surface placed in the center of the floor and surrounded by some 

twenty-odd chairs or sitting surfaces, from wicker chairs to leather hassocks to Moroccan 

pouffes. Pistoletto’s visually impressive installation piece acquires a significant ideological 

meaning in its position in the aftermath of the exhibit section entitled “Crossings,” which focuses 

on documentary and artistic depictions of often-tragic migrant sea crossings. Its hopeful 

invocation of platitude-rich ideas such as love and difference at the end of a thematically 

complex historically-rooted exploration of a series of trans- and pan-Mediterranean dynamics 

and situations actually goes beyond what Fabre and Suzzarelli claim is intended by the 

MuCEM’s combination of different types of material expression in the context of a museum of  
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“societies.” Namely, it provocatively complicates the more scientific or historic sections of the 

exhibit, but is simultaneously restricted in its wider creative and political provocations by being 

presented as a “Mediterranean” work of contemporary art.  

 The framework of the “Black and Blue” exhibit, as explored in this example, is one 

example of the types of discursive exclusion present in the J4’s new institutions, wherein 

everything has a representative identification with the Mediterranean and negative realities are 

complemented by positive hopes. While the MuCEM and the Villa Méditerranée are undeniably 

innovative in their complementary contributions to Mediterraneanist political and cultural 

notions, they simultaneously limit and exclude in ways beyond their physical presence on the J4 

Esplanade or questions of access regarding their institutional forms. As the following two sub-

sections demonstrate, these exclusionary practices are nevertheless linked to more dynamic 

settings beyond the museum exhibit explored thus far, including in the programming of events 

and in the experiences of visitors and workers in the institutions in question. 

 

A Shared History  

 In December 2013, a two-day event took place at the Villa Méditerranée under the title 

“Conférence de lancement du manuel commun d’histoire méditerranéenne” (Launch Conference 

for the Shared Mediterranean History Textbook). Cosponsored by Marseille-Provence 2013, 

European Capital of Culture, and the Provence-Alpes-Côte-d’Azur Region, the goal of this 

conference was, as its title implies, the official public presentation of a new textbook of 

Mediterranean history, which an accompanying document describes in the following terms: 

 The project aimed to create a work familiarly known as the ‘textbook,’ which has 
now been completed, a digital platform, and associated training programs that 
would accompany the implementation of existing national history programmes. 
The work isn’t intended directly for students, but instead for current and future 
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history teachers at the secondary school level. The Mediterranean: A History to 
be Shared project provides a resolutely new approach to history by emphasizing a 
Mediterranean dimension. It isn’t intended as a substitute, but rather as a 
complement to existing history curricula that are often set within national 
dialogues. The project adopts recent evolutions in the field of history and 
specifically embraces the movement toward world or connected history.70  

 
While the original version of the book featured at this event was published in French, the 

promotional document announced, “The plan is to release versions of the book in other regional 

languages starting with the publication of an Arabic edition to ensure the project will be 

accessible in the Arab world.”71 In turn, the books’ sixteen authors, led by Mostafa Hassani-

Idrissi, professor of history at the Université Mohammed V in Rabat (Morocco), “were selected 

to ensure a balance of perspectives from the northern, southern, eastern, and western shores of 

the Mediterranean.”72  

 This publication is remarkable for a number of reasons, some examples of which emerge 

in its official description. First, this work of “Mediterranean” history was initiated by French 

organizers, with efforts to include and even foreground pedagogical and academic 

representatives from a number of different countries from around the Mediterranean basin. 

(Among those major locations that are not included are Algeria, Israel/Palestine, and Turkey.) 

However, the highlighted distributive nature of the editorial committee begs the question of 

                                                             
70 “Il vise l’élaboration d’un ouvrage, appelé communément ‘manuel,’ aujourd’hui arrivée à son terme, d’une 
plateforme numérique et des formations destinés à accompagner la mise en oeuvre des programmes nationaux 
d’histoire. Il ne s’adresse pas directement aux élèves mais aux enseignants et aux futurs enseignants d’histoire de 
l’enseignement secondaire. Le projet Méditerranée: une histoire à partager propose une approche résolument 
nouvelle élaborée à l’échelle méditerranéenne. Il n’entend pas se substituer mais compléter des enseignements 
nationaux encore trop souvent centrés sur des logiques nationales. Le projet tient compte de l’évolution récente de la 
discipline historique et s’inscrit en particulier dans les mouvements de l’histoire mondiale ou connectée.” 
 
71 “Elle a vocation à être accompagnée d’éditions dans les autres langues de la région et sera accompagnée dans un 
premier temps d’une édition arabe afin d’assurer la diffusion du projet dans l’aire arabophone.” 
 
72 “Le groupe de quinze historiens et pédagogues du Maroc, de Tunisie, de France, d’Italie, du Portugal, de Grèce, 
du Liban et d’Egypte, a été organisé de façon à respecter l’équilibre géographique entre les rives nord, sud, orientale 
et occidentale. Il a été coordonné par Mustafa Hassani-Idrissi, didacticien de l’histoire à l’Universit´é Mohammed V 
de Rabat au Maroc.” 
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whether one must hail from a particular area of the world in order to write a certain history. This 

is just one of the moments where the official document’s stated commitment to provide an 

alternative to “national” histories finds itself in an awkward position: in its pro-regionalist yet 

anti-nationalist approach, it finds itself depending on the very geopolitical justifications for 

knowledge and authenticity that it appears to have set out to critique. Furthermore, as a French-

sponsored project, it risks imposing a particular France-based (or at the very least Francophone) 

narrative upon the regional history it claims to relay, despite the project’s collaborative nature 

and its stated intention to publish alternate versions in other Mediterranean languages (as well as 

in German). In order to further situate the ideological context of the shared Mediterranean 

history textbook project, I will turn to the conference in question, which I attended on its second 

and final day. 

 The second day of the Mediterranean textbook presentation was opened by Jacques 

Huntzinger, the project’s symbolic figurehead and a former ambassador of France with a 

distinguished career of diplomatic involvement in Eastern Europe and the Mediterranean. 

Huntzinger briefly introduced the project in similar terms to its official description, but 

emphasized that its “organizing philosophy” dated to the aftermath of the September 11, 2001 

attacks and a subsequent worldwide “search for common origins.” In allowing for “a global 

perspective on the Mediterranean,” according to Huntzinger, “we fight against ignorance, and in 

fighting against ignorance, we fight against stereotypes.” Huntzinger’s notion that the rise in 

terrorist activity directed towards Western Europe and North American interests and the 

corresponding wars perpetrated in Iraq and Afghanistan (as well as the ongoing crisis in 

Israel/Palestine) are the result of an essential lack of knowledge or understanding between 

peoples is characteristic of a humanistic approach to the Mediterranean that has been articulated 
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in a similar fashion by the MuCEM’s Thierry Fabre, among other French Mediterraneanist 

writers and thinkers (see Chapter 3). While recognizing that political solutions are vital to 

solving the global problems of which these situations of violence and domination are the 

product, such a perspective places a particular emphasis on the production and dissemination of 

knowledge as an essential tool in this movement towards mutual understanding and coexistence.  

 The following speaker, Luigi Cajani, a professor at La Sapienza University in Rome and 

a contributor to the textbook, similarly emphasized that “history is part of the nationalist 

project,” but wondered whether, if “manuals [les manuels] can serve as weapons for soldiers, is it 

possible to make a textbook [un manuel] for peace?” This can be seen as a prolongation of 

Huntzinger’s comments—if war or terror attacks can be understood to have underlying 

ideologies, then they can be fought or undermined using non-violent ideologies centered on 

knowledge production. Cajani’s comment that there are “political and non-political histories” 

and that a “scientific history is non-political,” rather than filling a void, seems to create a new 

one, with the Mediterranean seemingly assuming the collective space of other para-national, 

regional identities such as “European” or “Arab.”  

 After Cajani, the head of the History Education Unit at the Council of Europe, 

contributed a few remarks. From her initial, seemingly anodyne comment that “history can create 

a basis for a dialogue…for peace,” Tatiana Milko advocated a move towards “shared histories 

for an undivided Europe,” potentially forgetting that the transnational identity of the day was not 

Europe, but the Mediterranean. Her comments revealed ideological political interests behind the 

textbook’s stated pacifist goals in creating a non-political Mediterranean regional history in their 

own acknowledgment that shared origins are an effective uniting principle for such imagined 

communities. 
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 The second half of the day’s interventions marked a break with the more celebratory tone 

of the first few presenters. After a significantly more nuanced address by historian Sanjay 

Subrahmanyan entitled “Le monde n’est pas plat: histoire méditerranéenne et histoire global” 

(The World Isn’t Flat: Mediterranean History and Global History), one of the textbook’s co-

authors and a historian at Aix-Marseille Université, Gilles Dorival, made a more provocative 

contribution. Waving in the air a different textbook, Dorival described its contents—that of a 

secondary school curriculum dating to the 1950s featuring a parallel history of European France 

and French Algeria. Dorival flipped through the pages, describing to his audience the text’s equal 

privileging of respective Gallic and Berber ancestries, its attempt to create a “bi-national history” 

or a “regional history.” While recognizing that what he was seemingly valorizing as a positive 

contribution was simultaneously part of a hegemonic colonial regime of knowledge production 

and institutionalized social and racial inequality, Dorival explained that he meant for this text to 

remind his colleagues and his audience of the necessity for self-critique. This was one of the few 

voices in what had otherwise been a self-congratulatory event to acknowledge that despite its 

prevalence, those who use it “have not deconstructed the concept of the ‘Mediterranean’ 

enough.” Dorival characterized his intervention as a “way to say that we have not sufficiently 

interrogated the problems that the Mediterranean poses to our history,” by which, seemingly, he 

was implying the problematic notions of both Mediterranean and French histories.  

 Dorival’s critique specifically targeted the humanistic underpinnings of the 

Mediterranean textbook project, and by extension those like it, including the MuCEM and Villa 

Méditerranée, whose missions include an implicit or explicit focus on Mediterranean unity. His 

provocative presentation of a seemingly neutral tool for regional collective history that was part 

of what is now widely acknowledged to be an unjust regime was not a recuperation of French-
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Algerian colonial history, but a reminder of the ways that discourse and knowledge are 

essentially hegemonic forms that delineate and divide as much as they can outwardly appear to 

open up and bring together. The circumstance of Dorival’s critique as an insider (both as a 

French citizen and a contributor to the Mediterranean textbook) make his position all the more 

remarkable for the fact that it was not publicly shared by any of his colleagues or compatriots on 

the editorial team who were on the stage of the Villa Méditerranée that day. 

 Following the day’s public presentation, and prior to the printed program’s scheduled 

cocktails and hors d’oeuvre, a brief time for questions was permitted, during which a number of 

audience members invited for the occasion from their respective Mediterranean countries were 

able to contribute their own perspectives. Among the more verbose challenges were two 

representatives from the Tunisian and Lebanese education ministries, who cautiously 

congratulated the book’s coauthors and editors on their project, but had more specific questions 

regarding the textbook’s eventual translation and dissemination. When and how, they wondered, 

would they be able to access the text, and what would it actually produce in terms of increasing 

the knowledge of their students? To this, a representative from the French Ministry of National 

Education, one of the project’s principal co-sponsors, insisted on the book’s universalist and 

non-nationalist approach, which would guarantee its utility around and beyond the 

Mediterranean basin. The Ministry representative seemed to be missing the point of the 

questioners, who weren’t arguing against the book’s existence per se, but wondering at precisely 

what type of unity it seemed to be encouraging. Was this, the unspoken question seemed to ask, 

truly a Mediterranean project, or more simply, a French one? 

 The answer is without a doubt more complex, as it concerns a lengthy written text 

composed by a number of different historians with diverse motivations and orientations (as the 
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divide between two of the book’s contributors, Cajani and Dorival, implies). However, a general 

focus on exchange, diversity, and continuous disagreement pervades the text, through which it 

can be related to other scholarly approaches to Mediterranean history of the last century. 

According to the book, the Mediterranean has been “a privileged space for the intermingling of 

civilizations…based on an actively shared heritage in the remarkably fertile crucible of the 

Mediterranean,” a region where “permeability was always the rule” (Hassani-Idrissi 2013: 9-10 

ed). Aside from its implicit participation in a particular discursive regime, the textbook 

ultimately presents a measured approach, acknowledging that complexity, diversity, and conflict 

are the rule in such a disparate region. Nevertheless, it seeks to lend these neutral observations a 

positivist veneer in its overall scope: “It was amid civil society that a Mediterranean 

consciousness was most visible, either to promote the democratic or to reinforce the cultural and 

scientific cooperation between the countries on its shores” (ibid 11). In light of Chapter 3’s 

historical and epistemological discussion, there is scarcely any need to point out that the 

“society” being not so subtly foregrounded here is clearly French. 

 My analysis of this encounter reveals both the expression and occasional discrepancy in 

the articulation of a Mediterranean identity at the Villa Méditerranée, which can be considered as 

part and parcel of the type of the ideological work that the Villa Méditerranée and MuCEM 

attempt to do on the J4, elsewhere in Marseille, and beyond. In particular I have examined the 

ways in which a certain discourse is actually used inside of these spaces to inspire and encourage 

adherence to humanistic notions of the Mediterranean. At the same time, it reveals the 

discrepancy between different such notions, which may find it difficult to apply concepts of 

discursive unity and identity-linked collectivity to an area without providing durable political 

solutions or effective examinations of past dynamics and conditions. In the following encounter, 
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I will more specifically discuss the reactions of members of a public to the type of discourse 

espoused in a Mediterranean-centric exhibit at the Villa Méditerranée that reveals a significant 

disconnect between the views of political, cultural, and academic professionals and those of 

visitors. 

 

Further than the Horizon 

 The French documentary filmmaker Bruno Ulmer was one of the Villa Méditerranée’s 

first external collaborators. Commissioned to design what the Villa’s programmers preferred to 

call a “parcours” (route) rather than an exhibit (in part to avoid comparisons with the better-

funded MuCEM’s high-profile exhibitions just next door), Ulmer’s contribution was entitled 

“Plus Loin Que l’Horizon” (“Further than the Horizon”), and consisted of a multi-part approach 

to what he termed “Mediterranean mobilities.” These included immersive video installations 

based around urban markets in Istanbul and Algiers, the perspective of a Mediterranean cruise 

ship passenger, and different sections on the plights of migrants attempting to traverse the sea. 

This last theme was explored through documentary images and videos depicting migrants living 

in illegal squats in southern Greece and laboring on strawberry farms in Spain, but also through a 

separate installation-within-the-installation: a metal box, within which projections from a variety 

of recent fiction films73 provided dramatic depictions of dangerous traversals of the 

Mediterranean Sea.  

 The background to Ulmer’s exhibit involved both his own documentary recordings from 

around the Mediterranean (and those of other video-makers and photographers) and the selective 

input of members of a “scientific committee,” composed of a number of well-known French 

                                                             
73 Terraferma, dir. Emanuele Crialese (2011); Harragas, dir. Merzack Allouache (2009); Eden à l’ouest, dir. Costa-
Gavras (2008); La pirogue, dir. Moussa Touré (2012) 
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researchers. Within the framework of the “route,” Ulmer was given the title of “narrator,” which 

he used to call for a “search for the thread that undeniably links the passage of commodities, 

work or tourism to those of humans, identities, and cultures; to question, finally, the future of 

these mobilities, to read within them—as is our conviction—the humanistic issues that the 

Mediterranean confronts.”74 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
74 “…à chercher le fil qui indéniablement lie les chemins des marchandises, du travail ou du tourisme à ceux des 
hommes, des identités et des cultures ; à s’interroger, enfin, sur le futur de ces mobilités pour y lire – c’est notre 
conviction – l’enjeu humaniste auquel la Méditerranée fait face.” 



 
196 

 

 

 
 

Figures 13-14: Two installation views of the “Plus Loin Que l’Horizon” exhibit 
 

  



 
197 

 During 2014, the Villa Méditerranée’s direction allowed me to accompany several group 

visits to the “Plus Loin Que l’Horizon” exhibit (Figures 13-14). These ranged from student 

groups to a local support network for unemployed people to a job and language training center 

for recent arrivals in France. After each visit, during which I observed the way different groups 

and individuals responded to the exhibit’s content, I was able to sit down with the group in 

question and discuss with them regarding their perceptions of the space, the exhibit, and the 

general notion of the Mediterranean that they felt was being espoused in the Villa Méditerranée 

(and whether they agreed with it). In general, I found that the reactions of visitors had a direct 

relation to their own immediate origins. Most of the French visitors, generally students, appeared 

to have a conception of the Mediterranean that went beyond its physical identification as a body 

of water and which corresponded in one way or another to the various conditions and situations 

depicted in “Plus Loin Que l’Horizon.” These groups tended to express sympathy or sadness 

with the subjects of the exhibit’s depictions. Similarly, groups of first or second generation 

immigrants shared an interest in the depictions of the situations of migrants (and others said they 

had enjoyed the immersion in the Istanbul market, which reminded some of them of their 

countries of origin), particular the excerpts of fiction films depicting “migrants” crossing the sea, 

which also made them sad in many cases. However, when confronted with the question of what 

the “Mediterranean” meant for them, either before or after having seen the exhibit, members of 

the latter group were generally more confused than the former: 

 “It’s a sea” (C’est une mer), one Romanian girl explained to me as though she were 

speaking to an ignorant child. She shrugged to her companion.  
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 “Swimming, fishing,” an Algerian man ticked off on his fingers, noting two activities that 

are not depicted anywhere in the exhibit, but which, as he rightly recognized, are undeniably 

associated with the Mediterranean…or any another body of water. 

 In my conversations and observations with groups of visitors, I was able to observe that 

while the visual depictions of the Mediterranean in “Plus Loin Que l’Horizon” tend to resonate 

with all viewers on an affective level, the exhibit’s intellectual notions of the Mediterranean as a 

complex area with a number of common traits or shared itineraries tended to escape others, even 

if they had been reading the exhibit’s more didactic descriptive labels. In general, the idea of the 

Mediterranean as more than a sea appealed or resonated with those who had already had some 

kind of experience with this notion, as a subsequent interaction revealed. 

 One day, a few months after the previous encounter, I was sitting in an administrative 

office space on one of the Villa Méditerranée’s upper floors, discussing with a Villa official and 

her intern, a young woman from Algeria who had been in Marseille for a few months. The 

subject of our conversation, as it tended to be, was the Mediterranean.  

 I had been explaining to the Villa Méditerranée official my preliminary observations based 

on one of the encounters I have just described with visitors of “Plus Loin Que L’horizon,” in 

particular my notion that members of certain publics—French, educated, mostly middle class—

were more receptive to the type of humanistic approach to the Mediterranean as espoused by 

Bruno Ulmer and others like him. The administrator responded with surprise, saying, with a fair 

dose of her own universalism, that she assumed that any citizen of a country bordering the 

Mediterranean Sea would be equally open to such a perspective, under the assumption that the 

themes of Mediterranean mobilities that serve as the principal themes in the exhibit (commerce, 

tourism, migration) are relevant throughout the region. By way of proving her point to me, she 
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triumphantly turned to the young Algerian intern sitting next to us and asked her what she 

thought about when she heard the word “Mediterranean.” 

 “It’s a sea,” was the response, an unconscious echo of the Romanian girl’s answer to my 

similar question on another occasion. The intern added that while she was aware of the wider 

resonance of the type of perspective that Ulmer’s exhibit or “route” was in the process of 

advocating, this did not reflect any particular discourse with which she was previously familiar 

before traveling to France and beginning her position at the Villa Méditerranée. She further 

noted that in her own personal imagination, in part due to the difficulty of acquiring the 

necessary official paperwork (passport, visa, etc) to cross the sea, this body of water that in 

Ulmer’s perspective is primarily identified as a space of passage and movement, was more 

appropriately identified as a physical barrier or wall. 

 As I have discussed in Chapter 3, the Mediterranean as a particularly French construct, was 

largely “invented” in the first half of the nineteenth century and then subsequently redefined and 

refined over the following hundred and fifty years, always in relation to changing political 

conditions and corresponding cultural identifications. However, as Lorcin and Shepard (2016) 

argue, both those who were considered subjects (e.g. inhabitants of French colonies or 

protectorates) or competitors (the Ottoman Empire) in the region during this period also 

contributed actively to French conceptions of the Mediterranean (and to the increasing centrality 

of France in such conceptions, even when these contributions were primarily in the vein of 

contestation). Nevertheless, the reactions of my Romanian and Algerian interlocutors in the Villa 

Méditerranée reveal an essential aporia in the dominant vision of the Mediterranean as espoused 

in the J4’s institutions as a space of passage or movement, which is that as much as this notion 
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may be accurate with regard to the simultaneous existence of migration, leisure travel, or even 

more widespread commercial exchange, in its value-based insistence it becomes ideological. 

 As a reproduction of a social formation in its Althusserian definition, ideology “exists by 

constituting concrete subjects as subjects” (1971: 47). These subjects are subsequently clarified 

as “ ‘concrete’ enough to be recognized, but abstract enough to be thinkable and thought, giving 

rise to a knowledge” (ibid). In the case of curation and programming in the J4’s new institutions, 

this translations into a process of representation of historical and contemporary realities that 

gathers and reassembles recognizable material and conceptual elements into a continuity that is 

characterized by a diverse but necessarily limited regionalism. These limits are more subtly 

apparent through the conceptual bounds of the permitted depictions, as in Gilles Dorival’s 

challenge to the predominant narrative of French-Algerian post-colonial history and memory, or 

in the questions of implicit audience direction that I have explored in the context of reactions to 

the “Plus Loin Que l’Horizon” exhibit.  

 These observations have a necessary impact on the question of the Villa Méditerranée and 

MuCEM’s publics, which the MuCEM’s director of public outreach, Cécile Dumoulin, explains 

to me in the following terms: “The public is sometimes a bit perplexed when confronted with the 

objects that we put on display. Either they expect to see artwork from the Mediterranean basin, 

or by ‘civilization’ they expect to see those civilizations that have disappeared.” However, 

beyond this acknowledgment that their exhibits’ forms are unorthodox or challenging, Dumoulin 

fails to acknowledge the more difficult question of the meaning and resonance of the identity 

promoted throughout the institution in which she works upon its neighboring populations. 

 Instead, she goes so far as to cite a study that Thierry Fabre had also invoked in a past 

discussion with me. Sponsored by the “Laboratoire méditerranéen de sociologie” (Mediterranean 
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Laboratory of Sociology or LAMES) research center in nearby Aix-en-Provence, this research 

project attempted to ascertain the self-identifications of Marseillais. In Dumoulin’s summary of 

the project, “When asked to specify their principal identity, they [Marseillais] respond 

‘Mediterranean’ [instead of ‘French’ or ‘European’]… So at the MuCEM, we’re in a mirror 

effect, because when they come here they discover a part of themselves….[In this sense,] we’re 

operating as the opposite of exoticism, we’re in the ‘near’ instead [of the far]. This phenomenon 

of recognition really changes the experience…It permits a form of appropriation.” This 

observation, resonates with an idealized projection of the MuCEM’s mission and its reception 

among a Marseillais public (with whose interests Dumoulin is specifically tasked), but it fails to 

reflect the frequent discrepancies that I have explored regarding similar themes of self-identity 

and belonging.75  

 Indeed, the key reality that Dumoulin fails to take into consideration is precisely the fact 

that, while the MuCEM’s admission numbers during its first year wildly exceeded expectations, 

its visitors from Marseille, and specifically those from diverse, working class, and minority-

populated neighborhoods have consistently lagged behind expectations. Former 

Euroméditerranée chief Jean-Michel Guénod’s comment to me that “Parisians don’t go to the 

Louvre, and New Yorkers don’t go to the MoMA [Museum of Modern Art],” by way of 

explaining the relative lack of local interest in the MuCEM’s programming, can be considered as 

an insufficient analysis when such a considerable effort is being expended by the latter institution 

both to attract local alleged “Mediterranean” citizens and to convince them that what is being 

                                                             
75 The study that Dumoulin invokes is entitled “Les marseillais parlent de leur ville - etude de l'image de Marseille” 
(Marseillais Speak of their City: A Study of Marseille’s Image) (Vergès et al 1999). This project, commissionned by 
various local and regional collectivities, including Euroméditerranée, and summarized elsewhere (see Vergès and 
Jacquemoud 2000) uses responses to qualitative and quantitative field research to depict a vision of Marseillais as 
self-identifying Mediterraneans and/or cosmopolitans. While it is impossible for me to comment on the scope of the 
researchers’ project and its conclusions, my own interactions with members of the J4’s diverse publics during my 
research period in Marseille did not yield similar results. 
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depicted is a vision of themselves. In the following section, several examples of contestatory 

movements or activities relating to the perceived exclusionary effects of the J4’s MuCEM and 

Villa Méditerranéeas well as other institutions will be explored by way of situating local 

reactions to the institutional representations that I have discussed in this section. 

 

II. Marseille v the Mediterranean 
 
 In the first section of this chapter, I explored the uses of discursive practices relating to 

the Mediterranean within the J4’s new institutions through examples including exhibits, events, 

and encounters with visitors. In the current section, I explore the ways in which a number of 

organizations and activities involving local citizens have become involved in contesting these 

types of representations. In both of the primary cases that will be explored, what is particularly 

remarkable is that the organizers of these contestations worked with and received material and 

institutional support from either the MuCEM or the Villa Méditerranée. I will both explain the 

particular nature of these contestations as they relate to the institutions as well as ways in which 

those involved in contestatory practice subvert their institutional support and the ways in which 

the institutions benefit from their support for these activities to effectively “pass” as participants 

in a productive dialogue about the changing uses of spatial and social practice as well as the 

meaning of local and regional identity and memory in Marseille.  

 The two specific examples under discussion in this section both exist as part of a wider 

panorama of contestations, not solely of the roles of the MuCEM and the Villa Méditerranée, but 

also the more powerful and high profile effects of the Euroméditerranée (EPAEM) development 

project and the concurrent activities of Marseille-Provence 2013 European Capital of Culture 

program. Among the more durable movements and sub-movements related to these entities is an 
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informal organization of local professionals and activists called “Pensons le Matin” (Thinking in 

the Morning).  

 According to Pensons le Matin’s official website, “In October 2009, artists, cultural 

workers, academics, and ‘right to the city’ activists started a working group based on the 

principle of ‘public space,’ to reflect on the urban impacts of a European Capital of Culture and 

the conditions of the creation of Marseille-Provence 2013:76 

The meetings of Pensons le Matin take place one Saturday morning per month at 
La Friche la Belle de Mai. The debates simultaneously question conditions of 
cultural democracy, processes of gentrification, and the right to the city for all. 
Exchanges are deepened through testimonials by researchers, associative actors, 
and citizens on the basis of urban, social and artistic experiences. This public 
space for reflection and exchange is free and open to all.77 
 

  As Pensons le Matin’s mission statement explains, the group is largely motivated by a 

socio-political consciousness linked to the Lefebvrian notion of a “right to the city” which has 

provided a formative basis for movements of urban contestation elsewhere, and which features a 

particular consideration of public space as a sensitive battleground for issues of local access and 

identity. In reality, Pensons le Matin represents the culmination and concentration of two parallel 

movements: on the one hand that of activists associated with “Une Centre Ville Pour Tous” (A 

Downtown For All), a movement associated with contestations of the expulsion of long-time 

residents from the Rue de la République (see Chapter 1); and on the other hand local artists and 

residents, principally those associated with La Friche la Belle de Mai (see Introduction chapter), 

but more generally those concerned with Marseille-Provence 2013’s repercussions on local 
                                                             
76 “En octobre 2009, des artistes, des opérateurs culturels, des universitaires et des militants du « droit à la ville » ont 
ouvert un groupe de travail, sur le principe de « l’espace public », pour réfléchir aux impacts urbains d’une capitale 
européenne de la culture et aux conditions de réalisation de Marseille Provence 2013.” 
 
77 “Les rendez-vous Pensons Le Matin ont lieu un samedi matin par mois, à la Friche la Belle de Mai. Les débats 
questionnent à la fois les conditions de la démocratie culturelle, les processus de gentrification et le droit à la ville 
pour tous. Les échanges sont nourris par des témoignages de chercheurs, d’acteurs associatifs et de citoyens, à partir 
de retours d’expériences urbaines, sociales et artistiques. Cet espace public de réflexions et d’échanges est gratuit et 
ouvert à tous.”  
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creative workers and cultural expression, some of whom were also associated with alternate 

manifestations during the Capital of Culture year. Pensons le Matin thus represents a 

convergence between two separate yet overlapping tendencies in Marseille today, namely social 

activists and artists.  

 In this chapter, the existence of a discussion-based group such as Pensons le Matin 

provides an intellectual and analytic context for the work being pursued by other contestatory 

actors, who engage in different ways with the group’s ideas and approach but in more active 

ways. The first example in this section is coordinated by a local artist, designer, and instructor at 

Aix-Marseille Université, who, while not a participant in Pensons le Matin, demonstrates some 

of the group members’ approach to social practice art (Rosler 2013) in his interventions in the 

MuCEM. In turn, the participants in these interventions are motivated by a variety of concerns, 

including (for some) a strong felt sense of locality and historical memory that they feel is being 

ignored or erased by projects such as the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée that privilege 

Marseille’s perceived Mediterranean identity over other more controversial aspects of its history. 

 The second example provides an exception to the contestatory movements and discourse 

associated with Une Centre Ville Pour Tous and Pensons le Matin. In my exploration of Tabasco 

Video’s creation of a participatory web documentary with residents of the Le Panier 

neighborhood, I explore the activities of a rough collective of local citizens who have remained 

largely unassociated with area artist or activist collectives, while their work in the domain of 

participatory video production takes an undeniable political position. Through my discussion of 

contestatory representational movements in this section, I intend to situate the presence of local 

disagreement with the more high-profile Mediterranean representations being displayed and 

disseminated in the MuCEM, the Villa Méditerranée and other institutions and events. These 
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local practices have been partially co-opted by the institutions in question, but their practitioners 

nevertheless have managed to find ways of subverting this cooptation. In both cases, the specific 

nature of their project necessitates site-specific engagement with the space of the J4 Esplanade 

and its new institutions and uses either direct personal contact (as in the first example) or a 

media-based dissemination of a counter-discourse (the second example) to promote alternate 

ideas about what the space of the J4 and indeed the city of Marseille can and should signify 

beyond or in addition to the Mediterranean label that has overwhelmingly been applied to both 

the city and public space in recent years.  

 

A Different Blank Slate 

 Following his art school studies, Laurent Cucurullo pursued a master’s degree in cultural 

mediation at Aix-Marseille Université, and eventually founded his own local structure “En 

Italique” (In Italics), dedicated to the promotion of visual art in urban environments. Cucurullo 

submitted a proposal to Marseille-Provence 2013’s Atelier de l’EuroMéditerranée, a similar 

program to artist residencies, which dispersed limited amounts of funding to specific artists or 

organizations for projects to be undertaken during the Capital of Culture year. In Cucurullo’s 

case, his accepted proposal drew on his years of experience in staging urban interventions in 

Marseille as well as a variety of contacts he had established, primarily in the historic city center, 

during this period.  

 The project, “Tabula Rasa: Le quartier du Panier: 1943-2013” (Tabula Rasa: The 

Neighborhood of Le Panier: 1943-2013), was officially submitted as a joint venture between 

Cucurullo’s En Italique and the town hall Marseille’s second and third arrondissements, 

including the Panier neighborhood, as part of a multi-year joint-effort in public-oriented, locally-
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based art projects called Quartiers Libres with institutional support from the MuCEM. The 

Ateliers de l’EuroMéditerranée proposal represented this project’s second year and the first one 

to focus on the neighborhood of Le Panier. The project’s specific orientation was announced by 

the two years 1943 and 2013, the latter of which represented Marseille’s European Capital of 

Culture year and the former that referenced the year of the destruction of the Old Port 

neighborhood and subsequent deportation of a number of its inhabitants.  

 

 

Figure 15: The defunct Mémorial des Camps de la Mort in Marseille 
 

 
 Tabula Rasa described itself in a promotional pamphlet in the following terms: 
 

Seventy-one years ago in 1943, after round-ups and evacuations, the destruction 
by the German army of the old neighborhood located on the northern coast of the 
Old Port of Marseille radically transformed the city in which we now live. These 
were tragic and quite real events, which historical writing has struggled with in 
face of self-censorship that we wish to interrogate with the collaboration of artists 
and inhabitants. The facts are established and dated, the major protagonists 
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identified, but the impression that this short history gives off is a sad statement: 
history is past!78 
 

The notion that history has moved on acquires a particular site-specific context in the situation of 

the “Mémorial des Camps de la Mort” (Memorial to the Death Camps), a small, block-like 

structure situated alongside the Fort Saint-Jean (see Figure 15). For some two decades, the 

Memorial stood in its place in the shadow of the MuCEM, opening its doors to visitors interested 

in viewing an indoor commemoration sculptural memorial to the Marseillais who were removed 

from their homes in 1943, and specifically those who were deported and later died. In the years 

prior to 2013 it also housed a temporary exhibit recounting the events of January 1943. Like 

Holocaust museums and monuments elsewhere, the Memorial attempted to participate in a 

perpetuation of historical memory in relation to a site that no longer existed (the destroyed Old 

Port neighborhood) and the historical facts of the expulsion, which are not widely known. 

However, during the final phases of the MuCEM’s construction in 2012, the Memorial closed its 

doors, in part due to the dangers posed of its partial presence within an active construction site, 

and at the time of writing it has not yet reopened.  

 The two artists recruited by Quartiers Libres for the 2013 Le Panier project, Spanish-born 

visual artist Cristina Lucas and Marseillais author Dominique Cier, were motivated by the 

significance of the 1943 events and their perceived disappearance from public and private 

narratives to put out a call for “witnesses of these events and their descendants…We would also 

like to focus on the ways in which the memory of these events is perpetuated or reconstructed 

                                                             
78 “Il y a soixante-et-onze ans, en 1943, après les rafles et l’évacuation, la destruction par l’armée allemande du 
vieux quartier situé sur la rive nord du Vieux-Port de Marseille, a radicalement transformé la ville que nous habitons 
actuellement. Ce sont ces événements tragiques et bien réels, dont l’écriture de l’histoire a encore beaucoup de mal à 
franchir le mur de l’autocensure, que nous avons souhaité interroger avec le concours d’artistes et d’habitants. Les 
faits sont établis et datés, les protagonistes majeurs identifiés, mais l’impression qui se dégage se résume à un triste 
constat : l’histoire est passée!” 
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over generations.”79 The products of the oral testimonies that Lucas and Cier received were put 

to work in two principal forms. For her part, Lucas filmed and assembled the testimonies of four 

family members, representing different generations, from an elderly woman who was present 

during the expulsion and destruction of the Old Port, to her son, granddaughter, and great-

granddaughter. This video installation appeared in the MuCEM’s basement Forum gallery from 

January 17 to February 16, 2014. 

 At the same time, Cier and Cucurullo were at work on a parallel production also related 

to Cier and Lucas’ call for testimonials and Cier’s archival research. The product of this 

simultaneous preparation was a public presentation on February 15 and 16, 2014, on the 

MuCEM’s Fort Saint-Jean terrace and in its basement Forum. The particular nature of the 

presentation, which I attended and video-recorded, was a collective reading or performance of a 

number of texts derived from original testimonials concerning the Old Port expulsions.  

 

 

                                                             
79 “De témoins et de leurs  descendants de ces événements…C’est aussi la façon dont la mémoire de ces événements 
se perpétue sous forme de souvenirs ou se reconstruit à travers les générations suivantes que nous souhaitons 
valoriser.” 
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Figure 16: A volunteer reads a prepared text to MuCEM visitors during the Tabula Rasa intervention. 

 
 During the intervention, on the Fort Saint-Jean and in the Forum area, Quartiers Libres 

volunteers of diverse social and professional backgrounds approached individuals or groups of 

visitors in the MuCEM and read their assigned passage from typed pages that they held in their 

hands. Most had made no particular effort to dress up for their role as in the above image (see 

Figure 16). The texts they read were in the form of first-person narratives describing the events 

of January 1943 as lived and observed by their “character.” For the most part, the MuCEM 

visitors approached by Quartiers Libres volunteers responded positively, while others wore 

bemused smiles on their faces. Following their performances, the volunteers attempted to engage 

their listeners in more casual conversation regarding the historical events surrounding their semi-

fictionalized narratives. Visitors generally showed interest in this intervention, with many 

explaining, shocked, that they had not previously been aware of the destruction of the Old Port 

and/or the expulsions. In this sense, it would seem that Cucurullo, Lucas, Cier, and Quartiers 
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Libres had succeeded in their goal of creating “a fictional work by way of stimulating memories, 

in order that forms of knowledge and ideas that remained otherwise distant could return.”80 

However, exactly what historic representations were being contested and which ideas were 

meant to return? 

 As Cucurullo describes,  

Next to the historic image of Marseille with the old city dominating the port, this 
picturesque neighborhood increasingly resembles a postcard today, replete with 
the television series “Plus Belle la Vie” that takes place in the “Mistral 
neighborhood,” a copy of the real Panier. The fiction catches up to the real when 
crowds of tourists get lost in the Panier searching for actors from the series. The 
location of a souvenir shop dedicated to the show and located across from the 
real-life Bar des Treize Coins as well as another storefront dedicated to the show 
speaks to the impact of fiction upon the image and uses of the alleyways of the 
the old city.81 
 

Despite Cucurullo’s words, the Tabula Rasa project serves not only to rewrite the history of a 

neighborhood of a neighborhood popularized by a popular TV soap opera. It also, perhaps most 

importantly, is an action that remobilizes collective memory around an event whose physical 

traces are necessarily absent due to the replacement of the buildings destroyed in 1943. But 

furthermore, Tabula Rasa implicitly contests both the MuCEM’s representational practice and 

physical effects of its existence, including the closure of the Mémorial des Camps de la Mort, 

which was one of the only locations in Marseille dedicated to providing continuous reflection 

and remembrance of the France’s World War II occupation and collaboration and the methodic 

destruction of one of Marseille’s downtown neighborhoods.  

                                                             
80 “Un travail fictionnel afin de stimuler les mémoires, afin que les connaissances et les idées qui demeurent à l’état 
de souvenirs puissent resurgir.” 
 
81 “A côté de l’image historique de Marseille avec la vieille ville qui domine le port, s’impose aujourd’hui 
progressivement dans ce quartier le Marseille pittoresque, la carte postale. Avec la série ‘Plus belle la vie’ dont 
l’action se déroule dans ‘le quartier du Mistral’ qui est une vraie copie du Panier. La fiction rattrape le réel lorsque 
des grappes de touristes se perdent dans le Panier à la recherche des acteurs de la série télé. La présence du magasin 
de souvenirs de la série situé en face du véritable Bar des 13 coins ainsi qu’un local dédié à la série renseigne sur 
l’impact de la fiction sur l’image et les usages des ruelles de la vieille ville.” 
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 Referencing Marseille’s wartime role as a significant port of embarkation for those 

attempting to flee occupied Europe, one MuCEM administrator mentioned to me, “This was an 

important moment for the city as a cosmopolitan space.” This comment referenced the city’s 

reputation for housing a concentration of European intellectuals and dissidents during this time. 

It also explained in part the MuCEM’s interest in hosting and sponsoring the Tabula Rasa 

project, for which its public outreach coordinator Cécile Dumoulin collaborated with Quartiers 

Libres organizers. By temporarily inviting the perspective of local and historical dissent 

personified in the Tabula Rasa actors and associated video installation, the MuCEM was able to 

situate itself on the side of localized historical memory, an approach that otherwise tends to be 

absent in its conflation of Marseillais identity with the wider Mediterranean. The events of 1943 

would seem to be an exception to this message, but by paying them brief attention, the MuCEM, 

as it has occasionally done since opening its doors in 2013, identified itself as a sensitively local 

as well as an administratively national and thematically transnational museum.82  

 It is difficult to measure the relative effects of activities such as that of Quartiers Libres’ 

Tabula Rasa in relation to the MuCEM’s regularly scheduled everyday exhibitions and events. It 

is certain that this event benefited from its promotion on the MuCEM website and museum 

announcement boards, and more generally from its condoned access within the spaces in which it 

took place. However, it is also likely that the event’s uneasy contestation of the MuCEM’s own 

role in determining the uses of public space (including accessibility to former spaces such as the 

Mémorial des Camps de la Mort) separated it from activities like those of Une Centre Ville Pour 

Tous’ as well as others associated with Pensons le Matin which, in a more overtly political 

contestatory form, would have benefited from promotion among Marseille’s activist 

                                                             
82 It is important to note that a subsection of the “Black and Blue” exhibit did include photographic and newsreel 
footage of the 1943 destruction of the Old Port. 
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communities. In its supposed focus on the historical erasure of a neighboring arrondissement, 

Laurent Cucurullo’s Tabula Rasa largely remained within its predefined boundaries regarding its 

lack of an overt critique of contemporary representations. Rather than make a link between the 

type of tourist-directed representational marketing afoot in Le Panier and the MuCEM’s presence 

just next door, Cucurullo identifies the television show “Plus Belle La Vie” as the primary culprit 

in this reductive and corruptive labeling and transformation of a working-class neighborhood. 

Even in light of the MuCEM’s effect on the historical consciousness of a city through its 

imposition of a “Mediterranean” perspective, the project’s implicitly contrarian approach to the 

MuCEM is reduced to that of a constructive addition to the museum’s everyday activities. While 

this event is certainly representative of others like it in Marseille and elsewhere that benefit from 

institutional support by structures similar to those that they are in the process of critiquing, others 

in Marseille take a different approach to representational and political critique, as is the case of 

the project discussed in the following section. 

 

And the Panier 

 While the previous example concerned a historically contestatory performance, the 

current one enters in more direct confrontation with the institution(s) in question. In Tabasco 

Video’s original mixing of fictional and nonfiction elements in their “web documentary” 

production, their affiliations with the primary sponsoring institution, the Villa Méditerranée, are 

significantly more clear-cut in the sense in which the project either supports or undermines the 

structure in question. 
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 Founded in 1999 by its current director, Benoît Ferrier, Tabasco Video83 initially existed 

to provide a legal and economic structure for its members’ activities, which revolved principally 

around the creation of documentary films. As Ferrier recalled to me, “Documentary film 

interested me…[and] I liked the idea of working with non-professionals to write and make 

unconventional films”84 Ferrier had arrived in Marseille in the 1990s and settled in Le Panier, the 

historic neighborhood located directly next to the J4, bordered on its southern side by the Old 

Port, to the east by the “mairie” (town hall), and to the north by the third arrondissement, split 

between one of the poorest urban zones in Europe and the former Joliette dock areas, recently 

converted into a mixed-use office complex under Euroméditerranée’s purview. As a primarily 

working class neighborhood that had historically served as a point of arrival for numerous 

generations of Marseille’s immigrant populations, Le Panier found itself in a significantly more 

charged urban environment in the final years of the twentieth century.  

 Several years later, Le Panier has already lived through its first stages of gentrification 

and simultaneous attention as a growing tourist attraction. Its once cramped, dirty, and to-many 

ominous alleyways and narrow streets have been largely cleaned of garbage and local lingerers. 

Local bars have transformed into outsider-oriented restaurants, a motorized tourist “train” plies 

the streets with international visitors on board snapping pictures of street scenes, and the popular 

annual Fête du Panier has had its funding removed by the departmental Conseil Général, in part 
                                                             
83 Like Laurent Cucurrulo’s En Italique, Tabasco Video is an “association loi de 1901,” a legal status that allows it 
to receive government subsidies as well as paying salaries to its members, considered as contractual employees. This 
is worth mentioning in part because Marseille has a particularly large amount of associations compared to other 
French cities, and is as such reputed as a “ville associative,” which is frequently identified as a sign of the city’ s 
vibrance even in the face of widespread unemployment and relative poverty. However, the larger part of these 
associations of which En Italique and Tabasco Video can be considered representative examples, tend to employ 
those with particular skills and, while they do stand in for the absence of semi-professional private sector 
employments in “creative industries,” these tend to be focused in certain areas of the city, particular in downtown 
areas that have seen the arrival of artists and other members of a “creative class” from elsewhere in France over the 
past two decades (Donzel 2014). 
 
84 “Le documentaire m’interessait…[et] j’aimais bien cette idée de travailler avec des gens non professionnels, pour 
écrire, pour réaliser des films un peu non-formattés.” 
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due to complaints from recently-arrived residents that the event attracts undesirable elements 

from other neighborhoods who are overly noisy and leave trash behind. Most recently, with the 

opening of the MuCEM and the Villa Méditerranée, La Panier has seen its popularity with day-

trippers and other visitors grow, with many combining a trip to the J4’s new institutions with a 

leisurely afternoon meal at one of the restaurants in the district’s central Place de Lenche that 

have adapted to the nearby attractions by altering their schedules to conform to the MuCEM’s 

weekly Tuesday closing. 

 All of these factors have led to Tabasco Video’s recent return to its original focus on Le 

Panier as what Ferrier terms “un petit village au milieu d’une métropole” (a small village in the 

middle of a city), namely through a multi-year web documentary project entitled “Et le Panier 

dans tout ça” (And What About the Panier?). Ferrier explains the current project’s interest in the 

following terms: “ [Le Panier] is an attractive neighborhood, there’s history there…And it’s true 

that we’ve seen it change…in eight years. But Marseille has also been transformed.”85 He further 

contextualizes the Tabasco team’s particular focus on their collaborations with inhabitants and 

their privileging of locals’ perspectives: 

Their words should be taken into account. There are perspectives that we don’t 
hear that are just as legitimate as others’. And that means that they deserve their 
place in society. I think that this is the political project…in a sense it belongs to 
what we call participative democracy. To help one’s territory, one’s perspective 
on the world, which can help advance the debate.86 

Tabasco Video’s web documentary project accordingly took as its primary subject the role of the 

neighborhood and its inhabitants in wider changes taking place in Marseille including on the 

                                                             
85 “C’est un quartier super attachant, il y a une histoire… Et puis c’est vrai qu’on le voit se transformer… en 8 ans. 
Mais c’est aussi Marseille qui s’est transformé.” 
 
86 “Que leurs paroles soient plus prises en compte. Il y a des paroles qu’on entend pas et qui sont aussi légitimes que 
les autres. Et qui font qu’il faut qu’ils aient une place dans la société. Je pense que le projet politique est là…Ça 
s’inscrit un peu dans ce qu’on appelle la démocratie participative. Se prend un peu en main son territoire, son regard 
au monde, ceux qui peuvent aider aussi à faire avancer le débat.” 
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nearby J4. It did so through a series of three participatory workshops directed at three separate 

groups: students at a nearby middle school, the Collège du Vieux-Port; older members of a job 

training program primarily directed at those recently arrived to France; and other Panier 

inhabitants of all ages. In each of these workshops, participants were asked to create and 

document their own answers to the titular question regarding their felt or imagined position and 

that of their neighborhood amidst the larger urban, cultural, and other changes afoot in Marseille. 

Within these Le Panier has assumed a central role, a kind of inhabited counterpart to the public 

space of the J4 Esplanade, which is popularly among a wide cross-section of Panier residents. 

 Another member of Tabasco Video and one of those instrumental in the project’s web-

based format, Nicolas Dupont, explains the relation of “Et le Panier dans tout ça?” to 

increasingly widespread Mediterranean discourse in Marseille: 

 It’s like that everywhere when they try to make a label or a brand…For 
everything that you make, there needs to be a precise entity, so that’s what they’re 
doing in Marseille with Euroméditerranée, making a label for what Marseille is 
today. But it’s hyper simplified and the approach of local participatory work is to 
be closer to the individual, particularities, singularities. Of course it’s different.87  

 
With this statement, Dupont directly opposes what he terms the “label” or “brand” that is 

increasingly applied to Marseille, that of a “Mediterranean” city, with the more localized and less 

marketable realities closer to the “individual” level, which are less easy to generalize or simplify. 

This corresponds with Ferrier’s interest in “participative democracy” and more specifically the 

opinions of a multitude of area residents, rather than the sound bite version of what he refers to 

with near-revulsion as the mainstream “media.” 

                                                             
87 “Ça marche toujours et partout qu’on essaie d’avoir une labelle ou une marque…Tout ce qu’on tu crées, il faut 
avoir une entité précise, donc c’est ce qui se fait à Marseille avec Euroméditerranée, c’est d’avoir une labelle de ce 
qui s’est Marseille aujourd’hui, mais bon c’est avec des trucs hyper simplifiés, et le fait des approches du terrain 
participatives locales sont plus proches de l’individu, les particularités, les singularités, c’est sur que c’est différent.” 
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 However, if the Tabasco Video team may appear to be motivated by specific political and 

personal interests, they tend to deny these. Longtime member Élodie Sylvain explains, 

 I don’t let my own political perspectives in the project. What interests me when I 
interview a neighborhood resident is what he thinks. I can put put my perspectives 
in, but that’s just to start a debate. Regarding the changes in the neighborhood, I 
don’t put my perspectives in the work that I do with residents. What interests me 
is what they have to say.88 

 
Sylvain likewise argues that there is no hypocrisy in Tabasco Video’s interest in a neighborhood 

that could have a particular aesthetic or affective appeal for her and other Tabasco members with 

different socio-economic class and non-Marseillais origins, noting just, “It’s a diverse 

neighborhood where there are plenty of memories.”  

 Indeed, Ferrier and Dupont explain that they have no particular disagreement with the use 

of the Mediterranean label in general, but simply feel that Tabasco’s project has the benefit of 

emphasizing local specificites in the naming of identities and the corresponding granting of 

spatial access and authority in Marseille, as the following exchange reveals. 

 Ferrier: Marseille is part of the Mediterranean’s history. It belonged to this history…and  
  it still does. 
 
 Dupont: But you need to define what Mediterranean culture is. 

 Ferrier: There’s no single culture. There’re many cultures. 

 Dupont: Yeah, many cultures, voilà. And that makes sense to speak of Mediterranean  
  cultures and to say that Marseille is a Mediterranean city. When you hear that  
  you think of a mix of cultures. How does Marseille exist as a French city? It  
  exists in a whole territory, of southern France, a Mediterranean territory. So  
  obviously Marseille is going to be more Mediterranean than other cities…I think  
  that it makes sense to give Marseille this specificity. But it’s important not to fall  
  into short cuts. 

Here, Dupont demonstrates a tendency to resist the reduction of Marseille and Marseillais to a 

single identity, while he simultaneously adheres to the notion of Mediterranean identity as a 

                                                             
88 “Moi je ne mets pas bien mes perspectives politiques. Ce qui m’interesse quand j’interroge un habitant c’est ce 
qu’il pense. Je peux les mettre dedans mais ça serait juste pour lancer un débat. Sur l’évolution du quartier, je ne le 
mets pas dans le travail que je fais avec les habitants. Ce qui m’intéresse c’est ce qu’ils vont dire eux.” 
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worthwhile descriptor for a diversity of cultures. However, by following Tabasco Video’s 

approach, which involves privileging the voices of local inhabitants, it is possible to determine, 

both in the opinions of inhabitants and in what Ferrier acknowledges are the political choices 

evident in Tabasco members’ editing processes, a distinctly more critical view of the use and 

effects of the Mediterranean label, specifically on the J4 Esplanade. For this particular example, I 

turn to the case of the “Et le Panier dans tout ça?” workshop that was held at the Collège du 

Vieux-Port, led by Dupont and Rémi Laurichesse, with myself in an assistant and observational 

role.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
218 

 

Figure 17: “Before there was an amusement park there, and there was grass for playing football. We’d go there with 
our friends and family.” (Excerpt from “Et le Panier dans tout ça?”) 

 

 

Figure 18: “Today it’s changed a lot. The MuCEM was built. The J4 was redeveloped and there’s no more 
amusement park. There’re tourists everywhere now, and there’s no place left for us. But what really is the MuCEM? 

And this funny building next door?” (Excerpt from “Et le Panier dans tout ça?”) 
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 As the above excerpts from the introduction to the section of “Et le Panier dans tout ça?” 

made with and by students at the Collège du Vieux-Port demonstrate, the narration takes a 

critical view towards the J4’s renovation and new institutions (see Figures 17-18). Even if this 

perspective is notably age-specific (“there’s no more amusement park”), it is largely unmediated, 

which is to say that Dupont and Laurichesse made no particular effort during the editing and 

creation process to mask the students’ opinions. At the same time, the rest of the section contains 

a number of significant challenges to the students’ predetermined notions regarding the J4’s 

actual or perceived transformation and, as in this dissertation, the perspectives of past or newer 

users.  

 The primary method used in this process was video-recorded interviews, carried out by 

the middle-school students, in large part using questionnaires prepared by them along with 

Dupont and Laurichesse. The responses to these questionnaires, and the student’s observations of 

parallel dynamics on the J4, provided an illuminating response to their initial perceptions 

regarding the J4’s change for the worse. Students met a range of spatial users, both inside and 

outside the MuCEM and the Villa Méditerranée. Many of these people corresponded to 

preexistent categories that they had expected to encounter: tourists with little interest in the J4’s 

pre-transformation uses or dynamics or bitter locals with nothing nice to say about the new 

buildings or renovated space. Others challenged preconceptions: for example, a woman who 

lives elsewhere in Marseille and regularly comes to the MuCEM to sit and relax in freely 

accessible seating areas on its roof terrace. Still others whom they encountered confirmed some 

of their own consistent challenges to the space’s new rules for appropriate uses: a number of the 

boys in the collège class would frequent the J4 during warmer months to go swimming, and 
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while they altered their behavior in the aftermath of the space’s transformation, they did still 

continue to swim there whenever possible.  

 In one of the sections of the first part of “Et le Panier dans tout ça?” two students restaged 

an encounter where one informs the other that he had been swimming near the MuCEM when he 

observed a number of police coming towards him. The student began to climb up the MuCEM’s 

latticed concrete façade, but the policemen caught him, brought him to the MuCEM security 

director’s office, from which he escaped and ran away, meeting back up with his friends at some 

distance from the J4. This certainly exaggerated story concluded with his interlocutor 

responding, “Hey, c’mon, let’s just go back to the J4.” The original student shrugs his shoulders, 

dismissing his own vow to stay away from there in the future, and says: “Yeah, OK, if you 

want.” 

 While the “Et le Panier dans tout ça?” did not appear to alter many of the students’ 

practices regarding the J4, it provided a form for them to express their disagreement with the 

changes that had taken place there: in some cases it became obvious to Dupont, Laurichesse, and 

myself that the students were voicing critiques that they had heard from their family members or 

older neighborhood residents, but in others (as in the questions of access regarding swimming off 

the J4) they had developed their own criticisms based on limits increasingly placed on their own 

experiences. However, the students were also confronted with social and professional categories 

they had not previously encountered—the tourists of whom they tended to speak with such 

disdain, but also professional representatives of the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée, including 

architects and curators. Whether or not their interactions with these groups and individuals 

affected their negative perspectives on the space and its new publics, they provided them with an 

increased context for their criticisms as well as allowing them a forum to express these.  
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 At the same time, the Tabasco Video team, in this case principally Dupont and 

Laurichesse, were able to use the form of a free and widely-accessible web documentary for 

which they had received support from local governance structures and the J4’s institutions, to 

transmit a critique by a relatively precarious group of local residents that in many cases was 

directed towards those same institutions. Like Laurent Cucurullo’s Quartiers Libres project, this 

process involved an emphasis on the expression of a collective memory, but the Tabasco Video 

project was less a conscious-raising performance than a more determined critique that was for 

the most part faithful to the perspectives of those who made their opinions known.  

 There were occasional anomalies: One item on the students’ questionnaires wondered 

whether the changes on the J4 could be considered “cultural or touristic,” a distinction that 

seemed relatively unclear to a number of the students as well as those whom they interrogated. 

Dupont and Laurichesse’s editing, which is generally relatively balanced in an objective style 

similar to mainstream documentaries that are considered non-didactic, made a point by resolving 

this sequence with the following transparent exchange: 

 Man: It’s both. 
 
 Student: Why? 

 Man: Because culture attracts tourists. 

Despite its occasional tendency towards the didactic, “Et le Panier dans tout ça?” generally 

emphasizes the concerns of those posing the questions, including their occasional genuine 

confusion at the use of certain concepts or qualifiers. Among these that came up in our 

conversations and workshop sessions with the collège students was the meaning of the word 

“Mediterranean,” which many proved incapable of defining.  
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 One sequence in the web documentary involved a number of students reflecting on a 

rhetorical question that had been posed to them by a fisher on the J4 in an earlier interview: “À 

quoi ça sert de parler de ‘Méditerranée’ à Marseille” (What’s the point of talking about the 

“Mediterranean” in Marseille)?  

 “We see it every day,” the students claimed, in a paraphrased title card written by Dupont 

and Laurichesse. “Do we really need special museums for that?” In the accompanying video, the 

student-interviewers stared off into space, bemused or confused, while their adult interlocutors 

no less awkwardly attempted to formulate answers speaking of a “mixing of culture,” “port 

cities,” and other standard if stereotypical characterizations of Mediterranean identity. The last 

woman to appear on screen in this sequence even claimed, “Marseille is the ‘berceau’ (cradle) of 

the Mediterranean.”  

 In the final sequence of their section of the web documentary, the students wondered 

about the repercussions of the J4’s transformation on the neighborhood where the majority of 

them live, Le Panier. As on the J4, they met a variety of interlocutors, some newcomers who 

claim that the neighborhood’s superficial improvement has made them more comfortable there 

and helped attract tourist euros, while others complained about the unfortunate effects of an 

increasingly visible gentrification. But this reflection on their neighborhood assumed secondary 

status to the effects of changes on the J4, which appeared as an integral aspect of the common 

space of Le Panier residents, as I have described its role elsewhere in this dissertation. In turn, 

the web documentary links changes in access to this common space and the environment around 

the private space of their neighborhood dwellings directly to the presence and effects of the 

MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée.  
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 The students and their workshop coordinators at Tabasco Video, while dependent on the 

support of both institutions, particularly the Villa Méditerranée (which at the time of writing has 

hosted two public launch events for different section of the web documentary), showed no 

compunction regarding critiques of the institutions. In their obvious linking of the 

representational aspects of the institutions to their role in attracting tourists at the expense of 

locals and their spatial practices, the students and Tabasco Video web documentarians quite 

consciously created an alternate representation that contrasted with the MuCEM and the Villa 

Méditerranée’s Mediterranean representations. While, as in the case of the Quartiers Libres 

project, this revolves around a differently essentialized identity of a particular historic downtown 

neighborhood, namely Le Panier, its sense of localness can be described as Marseillais.  

 Projects such as Tabasco Video’s and in a related although less direct sense Laurent 

Cucurullo’s Quartiers Libres have led me in this section to characterize the struggle of 

representations in downtown Marseille as one between the city and its inhabitants and the 

“Mediterranean” as depicted and embodied by the institutions in question. The local actors and 

organizations in turn participate directly in the context of the representations promulgated by the 

J4’s new institutions by questioning and partially subverting these structures’ discursive practice, 

in the process reclaiming aspects of their own local identities and specificities if not their 

physical space. 
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Conclusion 
 
 In the period since the J4 reopened to the public in 2013 through late 2014 when I 

completed my fieldwork, its Esplanade has been subject to the influence of physical and 

affective factors related to its growing identification as a central public space, a tourist attraction, 

and the de facto center for Mediterraneanist discourse in Marseille if not in France. In the current 

and preceding chapters I have explored the form and effects of these impacts on the J4’s users, 

both those in and outside its institutions, with an emphasis on those who have used the space 

significantly in the past as part of a panoply of loose users described in Chapter 2. While in the 

previous chapter I related these effects to the influence of a changing regime of appropriate uses 

on the J4’s outdoor space, in the current one I moved indoors to investigate the precise 

representations of the Mediterranean for which the two institutions have become known and 

responses to these on the part of local visitors and some other actors involved in contestatory 

depictions.  

 In the first section of this chapter I argued that despite the occasional variety of 

discourses and practices at play in events and exhibitions at the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée, 

one product of their overwhelming emphasis on an ideological approach to the Mediterranean is 

that the content and form of their programs fail to resonate with an important portion of their 

potential visitors, including many Marseillais. In the second section I explored how local actors 

have questioned and contested the representations and presence of the J4’s institutions in such a 

way that they highlight the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée’s incursions into the city’s physical 

space as well as its imaginary. By asserting counter-representations of Marseille’s historical 

memory and the unique identities of its residents and neighborhoods, they participate in a similar 
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practice as those of the J4’s users who continue to return to the Esplanade to use it as they have 

for several years, despite increased surveillance and restrictions placed on their presence. 

 In the following and final chapter, a number of different factors, actors, and situations 

that have been described and discussed until now converge into a single discussion that relates 

how the J4’s cultural programming and physical redevelopment has resulted in the increasing 

commercialization of other spaces in downtown Marseille. I specifically explore how the 

citywide process of becoming Euro-Mediterranean has increasingly durable effects even on those 

who may seem to have withstood the impact of changes in infrastructure and socio-spatial codes. 
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Chapter 6 

Becoming Euro-Mediterranean 

 

 

 

Behind the discussions around a term like “Mediterranean” that cement the museum together are 
glimmerings of individual positions and local political struggles, appropriative and interpretive 

stakes, as well as knots of memories that hang from lumps of concrete.89 
 

-Maryline Crivello (2014) 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                             
89 “Derrière les discussions autour d’un terme comme celui de ‘Méditerranée’ qui cimente le musée, miroitent des 
positionnements individuels et des luttes politiques locales, des enjeux d’appropriations et d’interprétations, des 
noeuds de mémoires qui s’accrochent aux aspérités du béton.” 
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In the Archive 
 
 On an overcast June afternoon in 2014, I met Élodie and Pauline from Tabasco Video in 

front of the MuCEM’s Centre de Conservation et de Ressources (CCR) in the Belle-de-Mai 

neighborhood, just north of the railroad tracks that connect Marseille with the rest of France. At 

Pauline’s request, we had been given permission by the CCR’s staff to access and record parts of 

the MuCEM’s permanent collection, although the object that we were principally in search of 

was not directly linked to Tabasco Video’s web documentary project. Upon entering the 

building, we were asked to show identification and signed our names on an official ledger. We 

were then greeted by one of the collection’s preservationists and escorted into one of several 

cavernous basements in what from the outside appears to be a relatively compact building 

designed by local architect Corinne Vezzoni.  

 The room we entered was filled with crates and cartons as far as the eye could see. Some 

objects were outside of their packaging. A number of these were obvious prior acquisitions from 

the National Museum of Popular Arts and Traditions’ (MNATP) collection—these included a 

series of masks, wagons, and sculptures that were part of the collection used in the “Le Monde à 

l’Envers” (The World Upside Down) exhibit dedicated to carnival practices. While Pauline and I 

shot footage of the space, Élodie asked the preservationist general questions regarding the 

quantity of residual objects from the MNATP versus recent acquisitions. 

 We were eventually led up to a second level on the same floor, where the preservationist 

directed us towards the end of a walkway. A number of closed crates stood there stalked against 

the wall, but in front of them was an object that I recognized almost immediately as Papa Omri’s 

cart. Or more appropriately it was one of Papa Omri’s carts (see Figure 19). 
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Figure 19: MuCEM CCR acquisition #2006.2.1 

 
This one looked significantly older than the two carts that I had seen Papa Omri use periodically 

since my first visit to the J4 in late 2008. It was above all less technically complex than its more 

recent iteration: a converted electric wheelchair with a functioning joystick that Papa Omri used 

to traverse the J4 Esplanade and the streets and waterfront promenades esplanades of the Old 

Port, before returning up the hill to his home in Le Panier at night. Its location in the CCR 

basement, surrounded by other preserved objects, made it seem less of a functional object than 

an art piece, at once a sculpture and a collage. This cart was indeed an original creation. Its outer 

surface was covered in glued-on postcards that showed different views of Marseille as well as 

the flags of various nations.  

 The cart was not alone. Lying on the ground aside it was a closed parasol, similar to the 

ones that Papa Omri still used. Perched on top of the cart was a teapot, seemingly a generic 

aluminum model, similar to one that Papa Omri would have used at the time. A closer 
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examination revealed that dangling from these objects were tags, upon which were inscribed a 

numeric bar code, corresponding to the catalog numbers of the cart and its associated material in 

the MuCEM’s collection (see Figure 20).90 

 

 
 

Figure 20: A close-up view of Papa Omri’s teapot with tag and bar code. 

 
 The preservationist explained to us that the cart had been acquired directly from Papa 

Omri in 2006 for the purposes of an exhibit of “prefiguration,” put on in the Fort Saint-Jean prior 

to its renovation. She noted that the MuCEM’s temporary curatorial staff at the time had 

considered it necessary to preserve as well as display Papa Omri’s cart, which is why it had been 

purchased from him and had now found its place in the CCR storage space where we 

encountered it that day. 

 
                                                             
90 According to the CCR archives, the following is a complete list of the materials archived along with the cart: 
“four tea glasses, one thermos, one leather jug for rosewater, a sugar container with a cover, a parasol, a tea-pot, a 
glass, an icebox.” 
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Mediterranean Dreams 

 In the 1920s, German architect Herman Sörgel conceived of a major geopolitical 

engineering project that he called Atlantropa, which would have involved the partial draining of 

the Mediterranean Sea, increasing the amount of arable land around it, and, equally importantly, 

improving mobility between the Mediterranean’s northern, southern, eastern, and western coasts 

(Christensen 2013). Sörgel’s aims were essentially colonial—less noble effort to open the 

Mediterranean area to common access and more facilitation of the north’s continuing domination 

of the south. Atlantropa failed, only in part due to the lack of positive reception from the 

Mediterranean countries involved, but it wasn’t the only project of its kind, as Chapter 3’s 

exploration of French-Mediterranean projects and relations revealed. 

 This dissertation explores a contemporary project that also seeks to redefine a territory, in 

this case a city, through the medium of physical and intellectual constructions thematically 

associated with the Mediterranean area. I suggest that the primary link between this project and 

Sörgel’s Atlantropa is in their attempted imposition of their visions of the Mediterranean world. 

In this final chapter, I explore the interactions between different agents, institutions, and 

tendencies, which have been evoked throughout the overall work. In examining the particular 

experience and wider context of Papa Omri and his cart both in the MuCEM and the outdoor 

space of the J4 Esplanade, I argue that it is possible to identify elements of the citywide process 

that I have called “becoming Euro-Mediterranean.” In turn, I expand on the nature of these 

elements, which not only reframe urban space and identity today, but also speak to the future 

condition of a so-called “cosmopolitan” city by way of prolonging Chapter 1’s historical 

discussion of urban development in Marseille into the present and beyond.  
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Between City and Sea  

 Françoise Dallemagne is now the MuCEM’s coordinator of collections and research, but 

for a several years prior to the museum’s physical existence, she played a central role in the 

curation and programming of exhibits and events held under the banner of “prefiguration.” More 

specifically, Dallemagne was part of a team that included current MuCEM curator Denis 

Chevalier, who were tasked with the research, collection, organization, and installation of a 

temporary exhibit from May 20 to November 13, 2006, under the title: “Entre ville et mer: les 

pierres plates” (Between City and Sea: the ‘Flat Rocks’).91  

 In Dallemagne’s words, the exhibit featured a “historical element with photos from the 

eighteenth century up to the point where the MuCEM project began to be developed. I did 

documentary research in the port’s photographic archives from the 1940s until today. In our own 

collections there were also some interesting postcards, and artists’ photos, which we also 

displayed. We also developed categories for the people who used the pierres plates.”92  

Her subsequent description of the latter group includes “swimmers, walkers, pétanque players, 

joggers, dog-walkers, families with their children.”93 

                                                             
91 From the late nineteenth century, the area just adjacent to the yet-to-be-constructed J4 had been known as the 
pierres plates (flat rocks), its literal name illustrating the attraction of an ampitheater-like access to the sea, where 
locals could lounge and bathe in the shadow of arriving and departing ships. In the aftermath of World War II, the 
pierres plates would begin a second life on the opposite side of the Fort Saint-Jean, alongside the narrow passage of 
water where the Old Port meets the Mediterranean Sea. The more recent pierres plates would come to form a 
continuity with the neighboring J4 Esplanade following the latter’s 1995 decommissioning, before being physically 
separated in 2012. (excerpted from Chapter 1) 
 
92 “Une côté historique avec des photos des diaporamas de la dix-huitième jusqu’à ce que le projet du MuCEM se 
développe. Moi j’ai fait des recherches documentaires plutôt, dans les archives photographiques du Port Autonome 
depuis des années 1940s jusqu’à maintenant. Dans nos collections aussi on avait des cartes postales intéressantes. 
Des photos d’artistes. Et on a montré aussi des objets. On a un peu catégorisé des gens qui fréquentait les pierres 
plates.” 
 
93 “Les baigneurs, les promeneurs, les joueurs de boules, les gens qui venaient faire du footing, les promeneurs de 
chien, les familles qui venaient avec leurs enfants.” 
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 Dallemagne’s evocation of the MuCEM curators’ categorical approach to the users of the 

pierres plates further reveals the MuCEM’s own participation in the categorization and 

determination of the public space outside and around the institution, a process which to this point 

has been largely associated with discussion of urban planning strategies and effects thereof. It 

also strongly resembles my own ethnographic description and definition of the J4’s users. 

 As Dallemagne explains and supporting documents confirm, the goal of the pierres plates 

exhibit was multi-form: it was intended to introduce Marseillais to the new MuCEM, to prove 

the new museum’s vitality and capability of programming an exhibit with local as well as 

transnational relevance (in its Mediterranean links), and finally to create and emphasize a durable 

link between the outdoor space of the J4 Esplanade and neighboring spaces (the pierres plates) 

and the future indoor and institutional space of the MuCEM.  

 In its background and purpose, I argue that this exhibit was what Mary Louise Pratt has 

called a “contact zone.” While Pratt’s definition primarily invokes the context of a “colonial 

encounter,” I would emphasize her subsequent characterization of how “a ‘contact’ perspective 

emphasizes how subjects are constituted in and by their relations to each other…[including 

through] corpulence, interaction, interlocking understandings and practices, often within 

radically asymmetrical relations of power” (1992: 7). In the context of a museum exhibit like 

“Between City and Sea,” the ways in which the exhibit was conceived, organized, and received 

can help understand wider dynamics at play between those in positions of institutional as well as 

political authority in Marseille, and their subjects, constituents, and co-citizens. I particularly 

focus on the ways in which this exhibit and subsequent forms of representation on and around 

the J4 Esplanade contribute to larger effects of the identity-driven representation in the city and 

simultaneous rationalization of spatial norms and interactions, which I call “becoming Euro-
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Mediterranean” in reference to discursive and political processes on the J4 and in the city at 

large, but also with regard to the growing commercialization of this terminology. 

 

Ethnography and the Museum 

 James Clifford writes of “the museum, usually located in a metropolitan city, [that] is the 

historical destination for the cultural productions it lovingly and authoritatively salvages, cares 

for, and interprets” as one such of these “contact zones” (1997: 193): “To the extent that 

museums understand themselves to be interacting with specific communities across such borders, 

rather than simply educating or edifying a public, they begin to operate—consciously and at 

times self-critically—in contact histories” (ibid: 204). The example of “Between City and Sea” 

reveals ways in which the early MuCEM conceived of an exhibit in more “self-critical” terms 

than those embraced by more high-profile later exhibits such as “Black and Blue.” In turn this 

exploration will show how other elements of the exhibit’s conception demonstrated the 

MuCEM’s original difficulty in relating to and depicting both certain elements of its potential 

visitors as well as those with whom it was sharing space on the J4. In this section, I am 

particularly concerned with the exhibit’s basis in ethnographic practice among other approaches 

and its eventual content and form. 

 The team responsible for “Between City and Sea” included local and national experts 

with diverse training in museology, ethnology, as well as archival and interpersonal research 

methods. One of these ethnographic researchers, a local sociologist named Marie Tappero, was 

tasked with ethnographic research with the users of the pierres plates, a group that, as Françoise 

Dallemagne described it to me, included similar categories of those of the J4’s users whom I 
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have identified as present on the adjacent space. Tappero’s fieldwork took place over the period 

of roughly two months in spring-summer 2005 and, as she describes it, during relatively limited 

hours. In a synthesis of her research presented to the other members of the exhibit’s curatorial 

committee, she divides her observations of the pierres plates’ users into three separate columns 

corresponding to their “category,” “localization,” and “time [of day] and period [of the year].” 

To take an example that is used as a principal case in this chapter, next to one “category” 

described as “les vendeurs de boissons, bonbons, cacahuètes: 3 hommes immigrés” (drink, 

candy, peanut sellers: 3 immigrant men), Tappero writes under “location,” “partout où il y a du 

monde, avec des étapes habituels: l’air de jeux, le bout de la digue” (everywhere where there’s a 

crowd, with specific stops: the play area, the end of the pier) and under “time/period,” “tous les 

jours à partir du mois de mai et tout l’été” (everyday from May throughout the summer). In this 

as in other categorizations it becomes clear that for Tappero, as for many others, the notion of the 

pierres plates expands beyond the relatively limited space identified by that label to the adjacent, 

and at that point still adjoining, J4 Esplanade. 

 In a reflective section that follows her categorization of users, she reflects on discrete 

categories of “habitués” (regulars): those who come regularly, occasionally, or maybe only once. 

Further, seemingly at the urgings of the curators, some of whom (like Denis Chevalier) had 

already assumed management-level roles in the nascent MuCEM, Tappero asked many of these 

“habitués” about their thoughts regarding the new museum, of which relatively little was known 

in Marseille during the time of her investigation. Among the “most common discourse” that she 

heard was the notion that the pierres plates were valued as “a space of relaxation, for pleasure, 
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tranquility, where one can ‘spend time’ in a very nice and beautiful environment; and given that 

places like this are rare in Marseille, it’s important that future redevelopment not change this.”94 

 Tappero’s ethnographic work is of dual importance in the current discussion. On the one 

hand it is intended to create and serve as the factual basis for a section of the “Between City and 

Sea” exhibit concerned with the space’s contemporary uses. But it also situates the ethnographer 

as an agent of the MuCEM who is interested both in establishing positive relationships with 

regular users of the soon-to-be-altered public space outside the new museum’s walls and in 

ascertaining the response of this external public to the changes afoot around and adjacent to 

them. This joint role is seemingly acknowledged as such (Tappero is not an undercover agent 

sent to spy on the pierres plates’ or the J4’s users) and yet the uneasiness of such a role as 

evidenced in Tappero’s report materials implicitly involves a tendency towards representational 

authority intrinsic to museums and museographic including ethnographic depictions.  

 While the “Between City and Sea” exhibit relies on what its organizers are able to learn 

from “local experts,” in this case the users of the pierres plates interviewed by Marie Tappero, it 

ultimately depends on its curators’ ability to create a convincing representational model of the 

users and their activities. Such an observation could apply to any scientific or other venture with 

presumptions of authority (the current study included) and yet it is possible to observe in the 

MuCEM’s prefigurative exhibit a distinct process in which local collaboration and 

representations are solicited precisely as a way of implanting the future museum in the physical 

space of the Fort Saint-Jean/J4 Esplanade and in local consciousnesses, both those of potential 

museum-goers and the users of the public space surrounding the new institution. In this way, the 

                                                             
94 “C’est un lieu de détente, de repos, de loisir, de tranquillité, où on peut ‘passer le temps,’ dans un cadre tres beau 
et tres agreeable; et les lieux come ça sont jugés rares à Marseille, il ne faut pas que les futurs amenagements 
suppriment cela.” 
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MuCEM’s larger curatorial project of which “Between City and Sea” is an early example proves 

itself similarly involved in the determination of public space as much as the planners and other 

political authorities who are ostensibly responsible for designing and delineating zones of access 

and appropriate uses. 

 The eventual physical and visual form of the prefigurative exhibit confirmed some of 

these observations. As Dallemagne describes, the exhibit’s section based on the contemporary 

period included “objects linked to those who had frequented the space…as illustration—bathing 

suits, etc…And there was also a contemporary art installation to illustrate the pierres plates…the 

artist had recuperated a number of objects, tin cans, old newspapers, pieces of paper…”95 The 

material basis for the representational authority of this section of the exhibit is thus composed of 

objects that not only directly signify but are actual physical elements from the pierres plates, 

transported into the museum or acquired by its nascent collections team. Among these objects 

was Papa Omri’s cart. 

 As Françoise Dallemagne explains, it made sense to include Papa Omri’s cart since he 

“was a regular around the [Fort, and] the exhibit took place in the Roi René Tower,” a section of 

the Fort, with an entrance on the pierres plates. She further recalls the unorthodox conditions 

around the acquisition of the cart, which revolved around Papa Omri’s lack of a bank account. 

Unable to pay him directly in cash due to their institutional rules, the MuCEM opted to pay for 

his purchase of a new cart (with necessary alterations) and in exchange he gave them the old one.  

 In the exhibit, the cart sat on the floor of one of the Roi René’s circular stone-walled 

rooms. It appeared with its teapot posed on the surface and the umbrella correctly attached, 
                                                             
95 “Des objets un peu liés à ces gens qui fréquentaient…c’était pour illustrer—les maillots de bain, etc…Et il y a eu 
aussi une installation d’art contemporain pour illustrer les pierres plates…[l’artiste] a récupéré beaucoup d’objets, 
des boites à conserves, des vieux bouts de journaux, des vieux bouts de tissu…” 
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among other decorations. Behind the cart, on the wall hung a life-size photograph of Papa Omri, 

taken nearby. In the photograph, Papa Omri wears a white djellaba. In front of the cart, in the 

exhibition space, a cord was strung between two floor-stands, protecting the museum’s recent 

acquisition from prying hands. 

 Papa Omri’s role in “Between City and Sea” was not solely limited to his sale of his cart 

to the MuCEM or the appearance of his likeness in the exhibition space. Following on their 

representational signification of Papa Omri, the exhibits’ organizers made sure to include him 

more directly as a human presence on the day of its official opening. A single line in the minutes 

of their pre-opening meeting describes his role: “Pour information: Papa Omri est mobilisé pour 

faire le thé à la menthe” (Note: Papa Omri has been mobilized to make mint tea).  

 In his human presence, his photographic likeness, and the signification of his cart in 

“Between City and Sea,” Papa Omri becomes a museal object. His presence both establishes and 

communicates authenticity, a link to the local and to the Mediterranean. In turn, his appearance 

or reference bestow representational authority on the MuCEM as a Mediterranean museum and a 

museum in Marseille whose links with the city are as presupposed as the obvious bonds that the 

MuCEM itself invokes between the city and Mediterranean culture and history. While Papa Omri 

is not necessarily identified as a “Mediterranean” figure before the MuCEM implicitly bestows 

such a label upon him through its acquisition of his cart, such an inclusion subsequently works to 

confirm the MuCEM’s bona fides as a local, national, and regional structure, whose interests 

converge with those of the populations it depicts and represents. 
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The Mediterranean Brand 

 
 

Figure 21: “extra pure ‘Mediterranean’ soap” for sale in Marseille 

 

 In a 2014 article published on Mediapart, a widely read French web-based news source, 

journalist Joseph Confavreux proclaimed, “The Mediterranean is Now a Brand!”96 Confavreux’s 

argument, developed over seven lengthy pages, revolves primarily around the recent discursive 

uses of the “Mediterranean” in Marseille. His examples center on high-profile Mediterranean 

cultural and political representations, notably in the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée, as well as 

parallel exhibits that took place during the Marseille-Provence 2013 Capital of Culture year and 

similar longer-term ventures like Thierry Fabre’s Les Rencontres d’Averroès. More opinion-

piece than reportage, Confavreux’s article makes a number of provocative points. Notably, it 

develops but notably fails to follow through an argument that the rise of the Mediterranean 

                                                             
96 Joseph Confavreux, “La Méditerranée, c’est désormais une marque!” Mediapart, January 13, 2014, accessed 
September 1, 2015, https://www.mediapart.fr/journal/culture-idees/281213/la-mediterranee-cest-desormais-une-
marque. 
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concept can be seen as a means of avoiding recognition of Marseille’s large ethnically and 

linguistically Arab population. Another provocative yet unsupported claim is its titular one that 

the Mediterranean has been transformed into a marketing brand in Marseille. Finally, it makes a 

number of contentions meant to undermine the conceptual framework for affiliated projects, 

including the Mediterranean history textbook discussed in Chapter 5.   

 However, Confavreux’s argument largely remains at the level of a screed, a tone which 

earned him a riposte in the form of a letter (also published on the Mediapart site) from the Villa 

Méditerranée’s director François De Boisgelin. In his response to Confavreux, De Boisgelin 

defends the Villa Méditerranée as an institution oriented around political cooperation rather than 

explicit cultural representation, but avoids the article’s more provocative if under-supported 

charge regarding the commercialization of the Mediterranean concept as espoused in institutions 

including the Villa Méditerranée. 

 It is indeed possible to observe an expansion in uses of the Mediterranean as a unifying 

concept from new cultural institutions (museums, exhibits) to shopping centers to specific 

commodities in downtown Marseille (the “Mediterranean” soap pictured in Figure 21 being one 

example). One such iteration is located at the other end of the Cité de la Méditerranée waterfront 

development from the J4 Esplanade: the Terrasses du Port, a 233,000 square meter multi-story 

shopping center, located next to the Place de la Joliette and just inside the port (GPMM). Local 

architectural historian René Borruey (2008) identifies this situation as a sign of the increasing 

hostility of the city towards the port as a functioning, productive site, but also as a more general 

characteristic of the contemporary situation of port cities like Marseille, namely the incursion of 

the city into the historic space of the port (see Introduction). Borruey cites the Terrasses du Port 

as a particularly significant example in part because of the ways in which the shopping center re-
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envisions the port not only as a site for symbolic representations (as is the case on the J4 

Esplanade, which is no longer technically part of the port), but also for a radical if quite 

contemporary reframing of the notion of economic value and commercial production in 

Marseille: a recapitalization of the port space as a site for exchanges more closely linked to 

international flows of mass-produced goods than specific to the city’s labor competencies, which 

have more generally been on the decline over the past fifty years. 

 Borruey considers the port’s accommodation of activities like that of the Terrasses du 

Port (which has signed a long-term lease with the GPMM rather than purchasing the space 

outright, a process which would necessitate its official cession) as a “defensive strategy” 

intended to prolong its vitality as an institutional actor in Marseille. However, he overlooks 

aspects of the Terrasses du Port’s self-representation that both imbricate the shopping center into 

the port’s physical and imaginary space, while simultaneously linking it with other nearby 

institutitions, including the MuCEM and the Villa Méditerranée. These include an effort to take 

into account the socio-economic status of those living in the working class or poverty-stricken 

neighborhoods around La Joliette in the form of the Terrasses de l’Emploi, a temporary 

employment recruitment outpost for the Terrasses du Port’s new stores on the Place de la 

Joliette, where skilled, union-affiliated dock-workers once gathered before or after work. They 

also include depictions ostensibly meant to remind those who enter the building of the fact that 

they are in an historic port space. This is accomplished through the Terrasses du Port’s division 

into three separate wings or “alleys,” thematically designed to represent the origins of ships that 

once arrived regularly in Marseille from “Asia,” “Africa,” and the “Mediterranean” and 

decorated accordingly. Furthermore, the center’s 8 levels (including a 6-floor underground 

parking garage) are painted in a range of shades of blue, to reflect movement from below sea 



 
241 

level (dark blue) to the sky (light blue). As the Terrasses du Port’s opening press release reads, 

“As a place for shopping, the Terrasses du Port proposes a variety of products to be discovered, 

regularly renewed. As in the past, this place will once again become a site for the discovery of 

Marseille’s richness.”97 In addition to its literal recuperation of the port of Marseille’s 

commercial and industrial past, the shopping center features an entertainment element unrelated 

to the pleasures of shopping in its two hundred sixty-meter long outdoor terrace with panoramic 

views of the Mediterranean Sea. The primary advantage and value in this element resumes what 

Borruey describes as “the inestimable potential real estate value that these waterfront territories 

acquired over decades, as in all port cities” (2008: 14) in a single concept: a sea view.  

 The Terrasses du Port’s location within the GPMM makes it a unique presence on the 

Marseille waterfront along with the nearby Le Silo, a former grain silo converted into a 

performance space similarly located within the GPMM’s zone. Both serve as key footholds of 

the “city in the port” moment with which Borruey both characterizes Marseille and relates it to 

the situation of other post-industrial port cities. But as part of the Cité de la Méditerranée, the 

Terrasses du Port is also a two-fold extension of the development of the J4 Esplanade, 

prolonging that space’s requalification of a former port space and its Mediterranean 

identifications. These are also part of a wider commercialization of the Boulevard du Littoral, 

stretching from the J4 in the south to the Terrasses du Port and Le Silo in the north and beyond, 

that seeks not only to attract new workers to jobs and construction sites and publics to visit the 

area’s new institutions, but consumers to purchase the products on sale there.  

 Directly across the Boulevard du Littoral from the J4 Esplanade sit three structures: one, 

the Musée des Regards de Provence, is one of several new museums in Marseille that opened or 
                                                             
97 “En tant que lieu de shopping, Les Terrasses du Port proposeront une profusion de produits à découvrir, sans 
cesse renouvelés. Comme par le passé, ce lieu redeviendra le lieu de découvertes des richesses de Marseille.” 
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reopened in 2013, housed in the renovated port sanitation facilities. Another is the Cathédrale de 

la Major, a nineteenth century cathedral constructed in a Byzantine-Roman style, which looms 

over the neighboring port and forms a contrast to the J4’s new modernist buildings. And the 

third, located below the Major directly along the Boulevard du Littoral, is a row of arcade-like 

openings that reveal a single-story building now occupying a former storage site for products 

arriving from the adjacent port. Reopened since 2014, Les Voûtes de la Major identifies itself as 

a polyvalent commercial space dedicated towards high-end restaurants and boutique commerce 

whose “commercial purpose…is to welcome activities that contribute to the cultural touristic and 

entertainment status of the City of Marseille”98, according to one of the space’s promoters, which 

makes particular note of the site’s proximity to the Villa Méditerranée and MuCEM. While the 

MuCEM’s former president, Bruno Suzarelli, explained to me that he imagined that the presence 

of restaurants and shops like those of Les Voûtes would increase interest and pedestrian traffic in 

the J4 and more specifically the MuCEM, according to local media reports such hopes have not 

yet come to fruition.99  

 Thomas Verdon, the town hall’s tourism director, holds out hope for an increase in 

commercial activity, in part due to what he perceives as the immense potential of sites such as 

Les Voûtes, Les Terrasses du Port, and the J4, located as they are in immediate proximity to 

what he hopes to see transformed into a major cruise ship port: “For a cruise ship passenger, the 

Terrasses du Port is a dream…he has all of the stores in one place and he can do his shopping 

peacefully. He can do some of his shopping in the morning and do more of a cultural tour in the 

                                                             
98 “Son object commercial…est de d’acceuillir des activités qui soient contributives au rayonnement culturel 
touristique et de loisirs de la Ville de Marseille.” 
 
99 Franck Meynial, “Marseille: les Voûtes de la Major enfin à bon port?” La Provence, September 7, 2015, accessed 
December 26, 2015, http://www.laprovence.com/article/economie/3564178/marseille-les-voutes-de-la-major-enfin-
a-bon-port.html. 
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afternoon, go see Notre Dame de la Garde, etc, and between the two he can go back by foot to 

his boat for lunch. It’s really very practical.”100 What Verdon identifies as a particular barrier to 

the development of such a tourist trade in downtown Marseille is not its proximity to the port, 

but the fact that the zone of the port that is immediately adjacent to Les Voûtes, along the 

northern point of access to the J4, is almost entirely reserved for ferries in provenance from and 

destination to North Afria, specifically Algeria and Tunisia. In Verdon’s view, these services 

“are in complete contradiction with cruise ships.  

 The luxury cruise ship is an activity…that provides many economic benefits to 
Marseille because…large expenditures contribute to our luxury commerce in 
Marseille. And this interests us because we now that in the tourism industry if we 
can attract luxury, everyone else follows behind. But if I start by attracting poorer 
populations…that won’t attract the others, in fact it will attract nobody. Maybe a 
lot of poor people who won’t produce economic benefits for business owners who 
won’t be satisfied…101 

 
Verdon expands on the opinions of the owners and operators of new stores and boutiques, whom 

he claims “tell me that when there are boats from North Africa, I can’t work, because the cars 

are parked indiscriminately and they’re not my population or my clientele, so when they’re 

there, my clients don’t come.”102 Verdon’s discourse is no doubt extreme when compared with 

representatives from Euroméditerranée, the MuCEM, the Villa Méditerranée, or even the City of 

Marseille who are responsible for renovating and improving access to public space and 

                                                             
100 “Les Terrasses du Port pour un croisiériste c’est rêvé..parce qu’il a tous les magasins sous la main et il peut faire 
son shopping tranquillement. Il peut faire une partie de shopping le matin et faire un circuit un peu plus culturel 
l’après-midi, aller voir Notre Dame de la Garde l’après-midi, et cetera, et puis entre les deux à pied il rentre, il 
déjeune à bord de son bateau. C’est quand-même vraiment très très pratique.” 
 
101 “La croisière de luxe est une activité qui…donne beaucoup de retombés économiques à Marseille parce 
que…c’est des grosses dépenses et ça fait vivre notre tissu commercial de luxe à Marseille. Et ça nous intéresse 
parce qu’on sait que dans le tourisme que si on fait venir le luxe, derrière tout le monde vient. Alors que si je 
commence par faire venir les populations les plus pauvres…ça ne fera pas venir les autres, personne en fait. Peut-
être beaucoup de gens pauvres, qui ne feront pas de retombés pour les commerçants, et donc j’aurai pas la 
satisfaction des commerçants…” 
 
102 “Ils me disent que quand il y a des bateaux de la Maghreb, je peux pas travailler, parce que les voitures sont 
garées n’importe où et puis c’est pas ma population c’est pas mon clientèle et ils sont là et mes clients viennent pas.” 
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institutions, but his provocative language reveals very real tendencies and processes of urban 

reorganization that are confirmed by the GPMM’s urban planner, Laurence Haegel. Like 

Verdon, she claims, 

 The port’s project is to move [the North African embarkation point] towards the 
northern point of the port because right now it affects the traffic. The boarding 
and disembarkation of clients generates major traffic jams and other problems 
when people come to wait for others. Culturally, this involves a population that is 
not going to pay for expensive parking, and we can understand this, since we 
would act the same way…There are always people on foot who wait for others 
arriving in their cars at this location. And then you have everyone who comes to 
watch. At this time there is a major urban planning problem during the 
disembarkation of vehicles from North Africa.103 

 
In the convergence between these two perspectives it is possible to witness a more generalized 

tendency on the part of the city and the port towards the historic inhabitants of downtown 

Marseille. This would seem to clash on several levels with concurrent discourse that advocates 

the continued existence and vitality of the GPMM’s shipping operations and the notion that the 

Cité de la Méditerranée zone within Euroméditerranée is not solely directed towards outside 

visitors and potential employers/employees, but also towards the local residents who have lent 

Marseille its “Mediterranean” character that new institutions and public relations campaigns 

purport to vaunt as a major characteristic of the city’s attractiveness and interest. However, as I 

have examined throughout this dissertation, there exists a discrepancy between the intentions of 

those tasked with the transformation of urban space whose use of a distinct veneer through the 

qualifier “Mediterranean” would seem to mask processes of exclusion.  

                                                             
103 “Le projet du port c’est de pouvoir les décaler vers cette partie nord du port parce que ça a des conséquences en 
fait sur la circulation, l’embarquement et le débarquement des clientèles generent des embouteillages importantes. 
De la gene parce que les gens viennent attendre. Culturellement c’est une population qui ne va pas fonctionner avec 
le parking qui est cher, et on peut tous le comprendre, parce qu’on aura tous fait ça aussi…Vous avez tous les 
piétons qui attendent des gens qui arrivent en voiture à cet endroit-là. Et puis vous avez tout ce qui viennent voir, on 
est dans un système à ce moment sur le plan urbain quand il y a un débarquement de vehicules du Maghreb, on a des 
difficultés de circulation effectivement.” 
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 In Verdon and Haegel’s discourse, without the benefit of the lofty pronouncements 

characteristic of those directly affiliated with Mediterranean institutions, little remains beyond 

the sense of exclusion. At this point, the announced efforts to move North African embarkation 

points north of the city center correspond directly with less articulated policies that would move 

similar local populations away from renovated public spaces, commercial enterprises, and 

increasingly valuable real estate. It also rejoins the Mediapart journalist’s contention that the 

increasing description of Marseille as a Mediterranean city obscures a deliberate occlusion of its 

citizens of Arab descent. What is above all unique in this context, as I have also contended 

throughout the dissertation, is the means used to celebrate the Mediterranean identity of a place 

reputed for its social and ethnic diversity, while simultaneously categorizing and in some cases 

excluding those who are the living representatives of such diversity.  

 

The Limits of Papa Omri 

 I had been attempting to track down Papa Omri for several weeks after my meeting with 

Françoise Dallemagne and the subsequent visit that I paid to the MuCEM CCR with members of 

Tabasco Video. One day, as I was leaving the largely empty J4 Esplanade on a windy day in 

early September 2014, an unseasonably hazy sky obstructing the sunbeams struggling to break 

through, I suddenly noticed him several yards ahead of me, pushing his cart. I rushed ahead and 

greeted him.  

 Papa Omri stopped his cart and shook my hand. In response to my query as to where he 

had been he insisted that he had been coming to the J4 regularly if not daily. But business wasn’t 

good. He explained that there were plenty of tourists on the Esplanade even at the end of the 

summer vacation months, but that only a few bought tea from him. Instead, he had been taking 
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advantage of the end of the summer trans-Mediterranean tourist season to set up his cart at the 

gate near the disembarkation point for car ferries arriving from Algeria and Tunisia. We had 

nearly arrived at the location where he described to me that he habitually set up shop, directly 

across the Boulevard du Littoral from Les Voûtes. A number of cars had already started coming 

out of the gates, and I saw that he was eager to unfold his umbrella and beginning selling tea to 

the exiting drivers and passengers and others who had come on foot to welcome relatives and 

friends. But I had a last question about the cart that the MuCEM purchased from him in 2006. 

 “Oh,” he shrugged. “That was good. They bought my old one. Then I got the other one, 

the one that my wife takes out sometimes. And then I made this one afterwards.” He indicated 

the more technologically advanced model that he pushed around the J4 and neighboring streets. I 

asked him if he remembered the “Between City and Sea” exhibit’s opening, and he said that he 

didn’t. He clearly wanted to focus on selling tea or simply preferred not to discuss the event, so I 

said goodbye and let him get to work. As I was walking away, I noticed that a car across the 

street had stalled or broken down, and was parked partially on the curb adjacent to Les Voûtes, 

with a line of ten or so cars behind it, honking. A tow truck was attempting to make its way 

through the line. 

 I wasn’t sure why Papa Omri hadn’t engaged me more extensively on the subject of the 

pierres plates exhibit. In the past he had eagerly and proudly showed me photos and press 

clippings featuring him, taken by tourists and journalists alike. As I have described him in earlier 

chapters, he was generally a calculating self-marketer, whose resolute presence and continual 

performativity allowed him a privileged space as one of the highest profile yet least harassed 

former users of the J4 to return there in the space’s post-2013 form. The “Between City and Sea” 

encounter, from the sale of his cart to his participation (both in the flesh and in the form of his 
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photographic likeness) in the exhibit, did not seem to be a particular exception to this, although it 

may have also been one of this type of interaction’s earlier iterations. It did occur to me that 

there were elements of this situation that he preferred not to revisit (and Dallemagne had 

emphasized to me the unorthodox nature of their purchase of Papa Omri’s cart), so I didn’t bring 

it up with him again. 

 Papa Omri’s growing interest in stationing himself just next to the North African ferry 

disembarkation point was a clear statement regarding the limits of his acceptability on the J4 

versus the ongoing commercial viability of his trade. In an earlier interaction with me, he had 

claimed that he didn’t mind the renovated J4, aside from the fact that his sales had suffered. I 

found this claim doubtful, given the at times multiple factor increase in pedestrians on the J4 

compared with its pre-2013 state, and that I had frequently seen him doing what seemed to be 

brisk business. And yet this last encounter with him suggested that whether or not he was selling 

anything on the J4, he perceived that his business and the vitality of his presence had ultimately 

suffered since the space’s transformation. This perspective was expressed in his desire to move 

closer to the northern extremity of the J4 near its border with the Boulevard du Littoral, where 

cars arriving on boats from Algeria and Tunisa exited the port zone. On later occasions I was 

able to witness Papa Omri with his cart at the same location, occasionally selling a plastic cup of 

mint tea to boat passengers or passerby, while I also noticed that he was frequently caught up in 

animated conversation with some of his older Tunisian friends from nearby neighborhoods, 

whom I recognized from years past on the J4. If Papa Omri’s decision to relocate to the ferry 

port’s exit and a rough reconfiguration of that space around him created a superficial reflection 

of the J4 in years past, this phenomenon acquired a distinct significance in light of the precarious 

state of the North African ferry port’s location. 
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 In the preceding year, starting roughly from the time of the J4’s reopening to the public, 

Papa Omri had been accepted as a semi-permanent fixture there and around the Old Port area. As 

I have explored in Chapter 4, even when his status there was threatened due to questions of 

legality and his own informality, through a combination of institutional approval, official 

benevolence, and Papa Omri’s own likeability, he was allowed to remain there on positive terms 

with local security officials and workers at the MuCEM and the Villa Méditerranée. (In this, he 

represented an exception, as evidenced in Chapter 4’s comparative discussion of Papa Omri with 

another vendor, Serge.) However, permission of Papa Omri’s activities entailed his presence on 

the J4 Esplanade, which was a place that he essentially liked, although over time he found 

himself nostalgic for contact with his regular clients and other interlocutors, many of whom 

shared his North African origins. This presence, notably, had significant roots in the period 

during which, prior to the Esplanade’s transformation and the physical construction of the Villa 

Méditerranée and MuCEM, Papa Omri had already collaborated with and financially benefited 

from the latter institution. Considering his continuing viability on the J4 and the positive 

opinions held by institutional actors regarding his presence, it would seem that he would be able 

to continue operating there. Despite these factors, Papa Omri found himself increasingly drawn 

to a more peripheral space on the J4 next to the North African ferry disembarkation point, the 

same one specifically targeted by city and port actors as an increasingly asynchronous site in the 

wider space of the Cité de la Méditerranée centerpiece of the Euroméditerranée urban 

development program.  

 In this context, it is possible to observe some of the limits of the Mediterranean discourse 

that emanate from cultural institutions and related projects in Marseille, when that discourse is 
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applied to members of Marseille’s diverse population, frequently those members of working-

class or minority populations, including Papa Omri. 

 As this dissertation has explored, there has been no blanket or explicit exclusion of 

specific populations and yet changing norms of appropriate use and access expressed in different 

ways combine to repel (and in certain cases expel) some of the J4’s former users even while 

others continue to come there. The example of Papa Omri as someone who has an exceptional 

relationship to at least one of the J4’s new institutions helps illuminate the mechanisms behind 

these implicit processes that keep certain users away. At the same time, the situation of the North 

African ferry exit zone is an example that examines the ways in which wider tendencies in the 

city and the port regarding the appropriateness of specific spatial practices or publics can affect 

the sense of belonging or lack thereof on the part of certain citizens.  

 The planned relocation of the ferry docks from Marseille’s downtown, celebrated as a site 

of cosmopolitanism, to the Northern Quarters, notorious as a ghetto for poor and Arab citizens 

among other ethnic minority groups, confirms the notion that the city’s celebration of the 

Mediterranean is not intended for all of its inhabitants and is most specifically directed at those 

who are not from the city at all, namely tourists. Whether it is Françoise Haegel’s logistical 

urban planning discourse or Thomas Verdon’s racialized rhetoric barely concealed behind his 

discussion of relative financial benefits for store-owners, the correspondence between plans to 

move the North African ferry port with the celebration of the Mediterranean on the J4 Esplanade 

and concurrent commercialization of similar themes in neighboring establishments (Les Voûtes, 

Les Terrassses du Port) reveals the limits of the city’s “Mediterraneanism.” This has much to do 

with such a discourse’s roots in concepts of cosmopolitanism as with what increasingly appears 

to be its disingenuous celebration in Marseille.  
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Mediterraneanism and Cosmopolitanism 

 

 Many Mediterranean port cities, from Alexandria to Naples, from Istanbul to Tel Aviv, 

have acquired the reputation as “cosmopolitan” cities. Today, Marseille is frequently included on 

this list, while other former or active French ports on the Mediterranean Sea such as Sète, 

Toulon, and Nice tend to be excluded. What makes one Mediterranean city cosmopolitan and 

others not? In an attempt to answer this question, Driessen (2005) proposes to reconsider the 

historical basis of “cosmopolitanism” in cities identified as much, and in particular question the 

notion that inhabitants of such towns felt more affinity with one another than with the 

surrounding regions or nation-states with which they were affiliated.  

 Specifically, Driessen uses the historical example of the modern-day Turkish city of 

Izmir as it was in the late nineteenth and twentieth century to elucidate intertwined aspects of the 

city’s commercial and cultural life during this time that have led to its characterization as a 

“cosmopolitan” place, but further poses his own set of questions: 

How does one explicate the pretensions of citizens, past and present, of several 
other Mediterranean port cities that their local societies were and are 
cosmopolitan in nature? Are such claims and pretensions merely nostalgic 
celebrations by elites of a lost world that never really existed? Does the evoked 
image of cosmopolitanism bear any relationship to a lived social practice? And, if 
so, can cosmopolitanism serve as a concept with which to describe and analyze 
phases in the history of port cities, a specific way of life and a collective identity? 
(ibid: 135) 
 

Driessen concludes that “such questions are difficult, if not impossible, to answer [in part 

because] most intellectuals who have written on this seaport-cosmopolitanism relationship have 

taken and continue to take the notion of cosmopolitanism for granted” (ibid: 136). This lack of 

criticality, Driessen claims, is endemic in part because chroniclers and advocates of 
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“cosmopolitanism” tend to be more invested in the concept’s historical genealogy than in its 

rootedness in real-world interactions.  

 It is possible to see an echo of this tendency in the valorization of the Mediterranean as a 

common cultural identifier in Marseille wherein the term “Mediterranean” is applicable today for 

the simple fact that it was a significant identifier in the past, whereas if one is to follow 

Driessen’s logic it may be possible to argue that a city has been a Mediterranean city during a 

particular moment in its history (for causes that may be more specific to its unique political or 

geographic location within the Mediterranean basin than due to some type of generalized 

identity) but that it is no longer cosmopolitan today. To this end, Driessen argues, “we not only 

need a working definition of ‘cosmopolitanism,’ but also a way to avoid mistaking ideological 

claims about cosmopolitanism for factual descriptions” (ibid: 136). Indeed,  

It would be wrong to define entire Mediterranean port cities as “cosmopolitan” on 
the following accounts. First, not all people living in port cities have been affected 
to the same degree by the port and the cultural flows across the Mediterranean 
Sea. Second, cosmopolitan orientations in port cities did not exclude other more 
parochial identifications. (ibid: 138) 
 

Ulrich Beck similarly argues for a separation in between considerations of what he terms 

“philosophical cosmopolitanism,” or an idealized form of life, and “social scientific 

cosmopolitanization” (2006: 18 emphasis added). In this framework, cosmopolitanization (which 

Beck identifies in its lived application as a process rather than a state of being, a notion that 

corresponds with Driessen’s temporally-limited historic cosmopolitan periods) has less of a fixed 

meaning than do the depictions of the Mediterranean on the J4 Esplanade. In this context, we can 

perceive the “philosophical cosmopolitanism” of the Villa Méditerranée and the MuCEM, 

related to cultural and political genealogies established over the past two centuries (Chapter 3), 
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in relation to the more variable and experiential cosmopolitanization of inhabitants of Marseille, 

including the users of the J4.  

 In Beck’s model, Papa Omri would seem to assume a role in the first context as an 

idealized figure of cosmopolitan, Mediterranean Marseille, whose very possessions and tools of 

his trade are acquired and displayed by the MuCEM as proof of such an identity marker. And 

yet, as we have seen in the changing nature of his activities and personal perspectives on the 

transformed J4, Papa Omri is obligated to adapt to changing spatial and social norms, even as he 

remains an active agent in these changes. In contrast, the agency of those tasked with the 

application of the Mediterranean label (namely those actors in administrative and curatorial roles 

at the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée, but also those in other cultural, political, and commercial 

institutions, including the City of Marseille and the Terrasses du Port), is significantly more 

expanded in their freedom to use this label whenever they deem it necessary or desirable. For 

example, such a term may be implicitly applicable to a human inhabitant and the tools of his 

trade, and just as effortlessly used to sell a new brand of soap. In this sense, Beck’s notion of a 

humanistic “philosophical cosmopolitanism” is complicated by the more commercially oriented 

iterations of the Mediterranean label in Marseille.  

 

Europe and the Rationalization of Public Space 

 It is possible to locate a number of specific tendencies within Mediterranean discourse. 

Certainly, cosmopolitanism is one the more difficult to define, even as it is particularly central to 

the development and distribution of the Mediterranean concept over geographic space and 

historical time. Another of these, which Driessen recognizes in his article, is porosity, a concept 



 
253 

which can carry physical, cultural, and social implications. Spatial porosity is indeed widely 

present in studies of the Mediterranean area, whether the site in question is public or private, 

limited or vast: Bahloul’s (1996) examination of the case of a single household inhabited by 

Muslim and Jewish families in colonial Algeria is one notable example where the possibilities 

and limits of coexistence are critically examined while Ilbert and Yannakasis’ (1997) study of 

the century-long cosmopolitan character of Alexandria, Egypt, is significantly more celebratory 

and generalizing as it takes as its focus an entire city.  

 In this dissertation I have explored how the physical transformation of the J4 Esplanade 

and its corresponding identification as a site for Mediterranean representations entails the site’s 

implicit celebration as a space open to all, while simultaneous tendencies seek to regulate and 

restrict access to it. By way of contrasting this latter fact with the celebration of social, spatial, 

and cultural porosity characteristic of Mediterranean identifications, I identify both distinct and 

overlapping processes that seek to rationalize the J4’s social life.  

 While these processes may originate within the French state (including its local or 

regional representatives), they tend to be identified with Europe. The Euroméditerranée 

development project (EPAEM), whose name contains references to both Europe and the 

Mediterranean in turn involves celebrations of Mediterranean identity and cultural supported 

financially supported by the French state. The MuCEM’s name makes similar reference to the 

same two geopolitical formations, but is entirely subsidized by the French state. The Marseille-

Provence European Capital of Culture is a program of the European Union, which in its 

Marseillais iteration made particular use of the city’s assumed Mediterranean identity to 

celebrate and market itself. 
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 In this process we witness the convergence of interests between France and the European 

Union in increasing control and limits placed on Marseille’s public space as well as members of 

the city’s most vulnerable populations. And yet, similar processes or projects to the 

aforementioned ones predate Marseille’s (and France’s) location in a European transnational 

political formation. A number of these are discussed in Chapter 1: the city’s domination by Louis 

XIV, the nineteenth-century construction of the Rue de la République, and the 1943 destruction 

of the Old Port neighborhood and its subsequent reconstruction. If the organization, 

rationalization, and sanitization of the city’s urban plant over the past centuries has been 

historically associated with directives issued by authorities or investors with significant links to 

the State, what, if any, are the specific characteristics that might allow us to consider the current 

moment in Marseille’s redevelopment—and particularly the J4’s situation—as having a 

European character and not solely a French one? 

 I would suggest that the key to this discursive distinction is hidden behind an associated 

one, namely that of the occasionally hesitant links between Marseille and France. If much of 

what Marseille has had to offer France has come from its porosity and diversity, both 

characteristic of key sites of commercial exchange as well as ethnic and racial mixing or 

coexistence (including those locations with a predisposition for “cosmopolitanism”), these 

contributions can be reframed as the value that the Mediterranean holds for Europe. As Chapter 

1’s historical exploration of the impact of extra-Marseillais political processes on the city’s 

spaces and citizens revealed, the dependence of one entity on the other frequently entails a 

degree of restructuration of physical components accompanied by a reframing of identities. In 

the case of Marseille, the city’s Mediterraneanization involves a limit on this localized 

incarnation of a regional identity concept as viewed from the perspective not solely of France but 
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of Europe. At stake here are not solely the notions of citizenship that would concern a state-

bound or national entity, namely France, but the visible elements of similar identities as 

perceived by a similarly representational entity such as the European Union.  

 For this reason, as I argue, the most remarkable effects of changes wrought during the 

first twenty years of the Euroméditerranée urban redevelopment project are not strictly 

demographic as they tend to be in similar programs elsewhere. As Jourdan (2008) has remarked, 

the effects of Euroméditerranée and associated requalifications and renovations of public and 

private spaces within its perimeter have not led to residential gentrification on a large scale, as 

expected, but rather to what he clarifies as “commercial gentrification,” a change in the 

availability and marketing of commercial goods and activities principally in the form of stores, 

restaurants, and bars. This alteration in semi-public yet privately owned spaces of consumption, 

of which examples may include the shops of the Terrasses du Port but also upscale restaurants in 

the Panier neighborhood next to the J4, naturally affects the spaces outside and around them. A 

major observable effect of this change is on the J4 Esplanade and neighboring public spaces in 

Marseille. 

 I have situated the J4 as a public space with varying official identifications, whose uses 

and users have been affected by political machinations and institutional representations in the 

two new structures that now exist there. A key debate in this discussion has centered on the 

extent to which these ostensibly public institutions accommodate or work to categorize and 

potentially separate different publics. However, as the current chapter has observed, since their 

opening these public institutions have become increasingly associated with commercial ventures 

located around them, whose generalized effect can be characterized as a scale ranging from 
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attraction for those to whom such structures are directed or marketed to the disruption or 

dispersal of those to whom they are less intended.  

 By this merit it is possible to reexamine historic French incursions into Marseille’s urban 

plant as attempts to alter the city’s social networks using physical means. However, the 

combined projects sponsored by the European Union, France, Marseille’s local and regional 

authorities and private investors have thus far resulted in a different effect that is yet distinct 

from that which was perhaps intended or to be expected. Instead of durably altering the city’s 

population or blanket exclusions of the activities and access of entire social classes, the more 

generalized effects of the contemporary projects’ reframing of Marseille’s space and identity has 

resulted in the creation of hybrid forms of life and representation. 
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Figures 22-23: Brochure from the exhibit “Between City and Sea” 
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Becoming Euro-Mediterranean  
  
 While the J4’s public institutions dedicated to the Mediterranean claim to encompass 

themes of universality and mutual access, some of the effects they have engendered imply a 

disconnect between the cultural world they purport to celebrate and the livelihoods of the 

ostensibly “Mediterranean” inhabitants of the city around them. Meanwhile, Les Terrasses du 

Port’s boutiques do a brisk business, in the process successfully adapting the cultural and 

political institutions’ use of Mediterranean imagery towards commercial ends, even while the 

Port of Marseille continues its own activities, increasingly in the background to the more high-

profile uses of its former spaces. The type of economic model envisioned by Euroméditerranée 

depends on necessary changes in infrastructure and the attraction of a new class of inhabitant and 

visitor, for whom the Mediterranean is an enticement rather than a lived reality. The discrepancy 

between this imaginary and the present reality lies precisely in the disjuncture between an 

inevitable process and the equally inevitable ongoing presence of those whose time has come to 

be obsolete but who still remain in sight, encouraged, in part, by the open-ended nature of the 

city’s and its institutions’ embrace of a Mediterranean identity. 

 Who or what in this process is “Euro-Mediterranean” and how does this identification 

negate or conflate otherwise distinctive and overlapping identies, not only European or 

Mediterranean, but also French, Marseillais, Algerian and a host of others? And more 

specifically, how does the “Euro-Mediterranean” embody a physical state or temporal moment 

wherein those bodies, objects, and spaces concerned are in this hyphenated, hybrid state between 

local and state, regional and transnational identity, city and sea? I suggest that one possible 

response may be found in the prefigurative MuCEM exhibit that has formed the basis for much 

of this chapter’s discussion so far, as well as its aftermath. 
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 During my discussion with the MuCEM assistant curator Françoise Dallemagne, I asked 

her at one point what she thought of the possibility of the museum putting on another exhibit 

similar to “Between City and Sea,” one that would similarly make use of objects acquired for the 

first exhibit with updated perspectives of the pierres plates’ and the J4’s users. Dallemagne 

explained to me that while the original exhibit’s object was to temporarily “re-center” the 

museum around Marseille, “là on est sur la Méditerranée” (now we’re on to the Mediterranean). 

She further noted to me that a section of “Between City and Sea” had anticipated this wider 

regional approach by including images and testimonials from sites similar to the Pierres Plates in 

“other cities in Europe and the Mediterranean…where people would come to swim.” 

 Dallemagne’s discourse, while unsurprising, makes clear the overall mission of the 

prefigurative exhibit within the MuCEM’s larger goals. This strategic exploitation of the users of 

a peripheral zone uses its primary means of representation (the museal exhibit) to re-center, to 

use Dallemagne’s own terminology, or reframe the space and corresponding discourse. If the 

physical site of the MuCEM’s representations remains the same (the Fort Saint-Jean and the 

neighboring J4), then there are necessary effects entailed in the alteration of that site’s 

identifications from a local Marseillais context to one that is discursive and physically identified 

with both Europe and the Mediterranean.  

 As the “Between City and Sea” brochure proclaims, the exhibit’s true purview stretches 

“from the pierres plates to the City of the Mediterranean,” alluding to the site’s location in 

EPAEM’s Cité de la Méditerranée perimeter (see Figures 22-23). Following section headers 

reading “The Spirit of the Pierres Plates” and “The People of the Pierres Plates,” a third 

wonders about the “The Pierres Plates Tomorrow?” Through these references, the exhibit is 

revealed to be involved in a very different process than the limited variety of nostalgic 
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representation described by Dallemagne and seemingly articulated in the inclusion of actual 

living spatial users and their affiliated objects or tools in the exhibit space.  

 Indeed, in the pamphlet’s description, the exhibit’s organizers go so far as to ally 

themselves with the objects of their depictions: “the exhibition seeks to express the ‘pierres 

plates spirit’ that many inhabitants of Marseille wish to preserve beyond the far-reaching 

changes the site will undergo during the course of the next few years.” By this merit, the exhibit 

seems to be saying that it supports the inhabitants’ desire to “preserve” their space and its 

associated aura, even while it participates directly in the institutional, spatial, and 

representational processes that will threaten these spatial uses. This complexity and 

contradiction, I suggest, is what is entailed in the process of becoming Euro-Mediterranean.  

 On the one hand there is the support, the advocacy, the defense of the authentic, the pre-

existent, the original, that which is frequently identified as Mediterranean, with strong 

identifications with cosmopolitanism. On the other hand, there is the assumption of the necessity 

for progress, framed as political, physical, and social, which traces its origins to France’s historic 

and ongoing trans-Mediterranean relations, even as it is part of a contemporary moment, which 

finds the city and the country increasingly bound to Europe. These dual tendencies, articulated 

through physical redevelopment and the no less powerful associated regimes of discursive 

practice and changing social and spatial norms, place the citizens of the city and the users of the 

space in question in a transitional moment, not solely between these various identifiers, but also 

between the past and the future. In this stage, which I have referred to as one of “becoming,” 

where what the subjects of this process are meant to become is less clear than is what they should 

no longer be, the stakes for a city and its citizens have been defined but the outcome remains 

undecided. A degree of agency remains for a significant number of citizens and spatial users, 
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members of distinct and overlapping publics, to reclaim and reframe the layers of meaning that 

are frequently attached to them by those at different levels of political and institutional authority, 

and to do so while operating precisely within the framework of the practices for which they are 

at once celebrated and pushed away.  

 Faced with this situation, instead of becoming Mediterranean or Euro-Mediterranean, 

several members of these groups have sought to restore their own agency through an historical 

insistence on their own particularity as members of distinct communities living in and sharing a 

common space, an assertion that is in some cases accomplished by little more than a continuing 

insistent use that claims the right for locals to operate in public spaces as they see fit.  

 

 
 

Figure 24: A woman walks past Papa Omri seated next to his cart on the J4, a cruise ship behind him. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
263 

 In the period since the 2013-2014 ethnographic research that forms the principal basis for 

this study, the J4 would seem to have entered into a moment of regularity. On subsequent short 

trips to Marseille or contact with my interlocutors I have been able to ascertain that the 

occasional confrontations that characterized its transition had given way to a phase of adaptation. 

The J4’s uses had come to be loosely governed by the seasons. Its summertime role as a tourist 

attraction saw its daily population peak, while autumn winds and school schedules allowed 

Marseillais to reassert their presence on the space. In the winter months, as in the past, a reduced 

group of loose users and tourists continued to frequent the Esplanade, while the spring saw a 

gradual resurgence in both regular and occasional activities there, including visitors to the 

MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée, the latter institution which featured a reduced schedule of 

public programming as of the end of 2014.  

 Within these general tendencies it was even possible to witness an occasional increase in 

informal activities in comparison to the 2013-2014 period, largely in the form of swimming boys 

who appeared to dive into the sea from the Fort Saint-Jean’s parapets and the J4’s open 

promenade with greater ease than they had in the past. This may have been linked to a relative 

reduction in security personnel following the Capital of Culture year, but it seemed to be more 

appropriately the result of an increased confidence in their ability to appropriate the redesigned 

space. Such an assertion would seem to reflect the perspectives of some of my institutional 

interlocutors mentioned in Chapter 2 who assumed Marseillais’ spontaneous capacity to do as 

they would in public spaces. It may also be seen as a rebuke to perspectives such as that of the 

City’s Verdon, eager to cast out undesirable elements that might prevent tourists from coming to 

the J4. However, in parallel to this relative triumph on the part of loose spatial users, the 2015 

regional election season saw the J4 briefly thrust into the forefront of political discourse. 
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 Held in early December 2015, these elections were remarkable in part due to the 

unexpected success of the Front National (FN) far-right party, according to some accounts as a 

result of the Paris terrorist attacks on November 13 of the same year. In the Provence-Alpes-

Côte-d’Azur Region, a particularly fraught second-round battle opposed the right-wing former 

mayor of Nice, Christian Estrosi, and Marion Maréchal-Le Pen, the niece of FN leader Marine 

Le Pen and granddaughter of the FN’s founder Jean-Marie Le Pen. Competing for the seat left 

vacant by the departing Socialist Party (PS) Regional President Michel Vauzelle, the two 

candidates (who had little competition from Vauzelle’s PS successor candidate) made a point of 

focusing on distinct symbolic issues in their respective campaigns. One of these that was seen as 

a high profile example of the outgoing PS regional leader’s largesse and thus a target for 

criticism was the Villa Méditerranée. 

 In a debate held before the second round of regional elections, Estrosi and Le Pen faced 

off over the future of the Villa Méditerranée: Le Pen claimed if she won that she would sell it 

while Estrosi (in part due to his desire to attract votes from the PS candidate who had removed 

himself from the running) implied that he would attempt to find a new purpose for the structure. 

Once elected, Estrosi appeared to have maintained his word on the matter: while another 

building in Marseille belonging to the Region would indeed be sold as of January 2016, he 

reportedly continued to consider other options for the Villa Méditerranée, where programming 

activities continued unabated as of this writing.104 A number of concerns may have prevented the 

Villa’s rapid conversion or sale. These include its tax situation as well as the fact that in its 

reconceived post-2014 form it has hosted the Agence des villes et territoires méditerranéens 

                                                             
104 “Estrosi: ‘La Maison de la Région sera vendue,’” La Provence, January 8, 2016, accessed January 30, 2016, 
http://www.laprovence.com/actu/politique-en-direct/3742757/estrosi-la-maison-de-la-region-sera-vendue.html; 
“Villa Méditerranée: Estrosi ‘étudie toutes les pistes,’” La Provence, January 8, 2016, accessed January 30, 2016, 
http://www.laprovence.com/actu/leco-en-direct/3742764/villa-mediterranee-estrosi-etudie-toutes-les-pistes.html. 
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durables (Agency of Sustainable Mediterranean Cities and Territories), a public agency. 

However, Estrosi’s discourse and the intent behind it may come to signal a major change in the 

ways in which the J4 has been designed and identified as a Mediterranean site. 

 This is not the first time since the J4’s reopening that it has been targeted by similar 

plans. In 2013 Marseille’s mayor, Jean-Claude Gaudin, had briefly threatened to pursue plans to 

construct a casino on the J4 across from the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée. A number of 

political and civic groups, some affiliated with the J4’s institutions, rose up against this effort 

which many perceived as a vulgar violation of a dedicated cultural zone. The project was 

eventually defeated in the municipal council, but a number of locals have reportedly become 

concerned that Estrosi’s role as Regional President may see the return of similar commercial and 

revenue-oriented projects on the J4. 

 However, other forces beyond those linked to the Region’s political transitions were 

simultaneously affecting the viability of the J4’s Mediterranean institutions through the discourse 

espoused within them. In the weeks and months after the November 2015 attacks, a national 

dialogue regarding the country’s ontological openness and physical porosity had drawn attention 

away from the more humanistic narratives emanating from the leaders of countries such as 

Germany and Greece in the wake of the Syrian refugee crisis. Politically, this dialogue centered 

on a proposal to divest those suspected of sympathizing or plotting with “terrorists” of their 

French nationality and the continuing state of emergency, declared by President François 

Hollande on the evening of the attacks and subsequently extended to three months. Certain 

observers and critics of the government would subsequently compare these measures to the 

United States’ passage of a Patriot Act in the wake of the September 11, 2001 attacks. Among 
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these critics was the MuCEM’s Thierry Fabre, who was interviewed by an online publication 

shortly after the Paris attacks in November.105 

 “It would be opportune,” cautions Fabre, in the interview, “to learn lessons from the 

impasses that followed from the Patriot Act in the United States, to not fall into these traps 

again.”106 Like other observers from France and abroad at the time, Fabre observes that an 

exceptional element in the 2015 attacks was that “they tried to kill and erase the act of living 

together.”107 In response to his interviewer’s question regarding the potential role of the MuCEM 

in the wake up such events, Fabre enumerates a list of recent exhibitions that embody the 

museum’s role as “des passerelles qui font circuler les cultures entre elles” (passages that 

circulate cultures between one another). However, he recognizes the difficulty and perhaps 

intractability of the current moment in France, one where literal and figurative borders are in the 

process of closing on the outside world as well as on a number of its citizens and residents: 

 This country is asking itself questions. This deceptive debate on the question of 
identity and of France has taken us a long way from the approach of Fernand 
Braudel. We are all a bit disoriented. We need to relocate our course.108 

 
While Fabre is speaking directly of debates around the role of identity in French society, he 

might as well be questioning the viability of the Mediterranean as a cultural or political space. 

Indeed, if the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée have hosted an array of discussions and other 

events intended to reinstate their humanistic cultural and political outlook on the Mediterranean 

                                                             
105 “Thierry Fabre: ‘ce qu’on cherche à tuer c’est le vivre ensemble,’” Frequence Sud, November 18, 2015, accessed 
January 10, 2016, http://www.frequence-sud.fr/art-37339-thierry_fabre_ce_qu_on_cherche_a_tuer_c_est_le_vivre_ 
ensemble_region_paca. 
 
106 “Il serait opportun de tirer les leçons des impasses de ce qui s'est fait sur le Patriot Act aux Etats Unis pour ne pas 
y retomber.” 
 
107 “Ce qu’on cherche à tuer et faire disparaitre c’est le vivre ensemble.” 
 
108 “Ce pays se pose des questions. Ce débat trompeur sur la question de l'identité et de la France, on est loin de 
l'approche de Fernand Braudel. On est tous un peu déboussolé. On a besoin de retrouver un cap.” 
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area in the weeks since November 2015, their role in Euro-Mediterranean cooperation has 

arguably never been more in doubt as a result of increasingly fearful and suspicious discourse in 

French public and political spheres. 

  An ever-present concept in this dissertation has been that of representations—of space, 

identity, and belonging. Throughout six chapters I have foreground the roles of those with 

institutional power and what I term representational authority in affecting the access and 

activities of those of the J4’s former users who have attempted to return to the space, while 

privileging the particular nature of the representations in question. These range from the social to 

the historical to the cultural to the political but are generally simultaneously bound up in multiple 

complementary iterations. I have argued that both those who have had a determinate role in 

redesigning the physical space of the J4 as well as those who have designed, organized, and 

contributed to the content of the new MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée are equally responsible for 

the impact of these projects upon local inhabitants. Through my explorations inside and outside 

the institutions as well as occasional forays away from the physical space of the J4 Esplanade, I 

have illustrated this argument through my encounters with spatial users old and new and those in 

the echelons of institutional and political power.  

  However, another underlying theme throughout these discussions has been the related 

notion of an imaginary. Whether Marseillais, French, or Mediterranean, different interlocutors in 

this dissertation articulate their own adherence to distinct imagineries and at other times 

consciously or unconsciously situate themselves implicitly within one or more of these. In 

particular, I have considered the ways in which those who do not subscribe to the Mediterranean 

vision or visions promoted by political and institutional officials among other operators have in 

some cases created, whether implicitly or explicitly, a counter-imaginary that may be described 
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as Marseillais in its insistence on local particularities as well as internal differences. At the point 

at which the J4’s new institutions have been open for roughly two years and to the extent that it 

is possible to measure their impact until now, it may seem that while the J4 has been successfully 

reframed as a Mediterranean destination, the durability of such a representation may be 

increasingly drawn into question by a number of factors. Within the context of wider national or 

other political-discursive practices that are affecting this changing notion, the J4’s loose users 

still have a key role to play. 

  The space in question and accompanying notions of urban identity and belonging in 

Marseille have indeed been reframed, in the sense in which I have explored the meaning of this 

term in the Introduction. But within this discursive process of reframing, counter-

representational practices have complemented the ongoing spatial assertions on the part of those 

of the J4’s former users who have chosen and in some case insisted on returning. It is likewise 

difficult at this stage to judge the sustainability of these insistent uses, especially given the limits 

increasingly placed on certain users that have been discussed at length in the body of the 

dissertation. But beyond the insistence on the monolithic status of different entities on the part of 

those with representational authority, whether these may be clarified as local, French, or 

Mediterranean, perhaps the most durable defining trait of the J4’s ongoing uses is not their 

affiliation to a particular identity based on adherence to origins or corresponding socio-cultural 

practices. This commonality is instead most clearly linked to their insistence on informality, 

looseness, and porosity, of a variety that transcends Mediterranean-specific iterations of the so-

called “cosmopolitan.” The victory of this “looseness” is most visible when it represents the 

interests of the individual in question without preventing those around her or him from doing as 

they will, a tendency that is no more Mediterranean than it is a hallmark of former industrial 
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centers in periods of transition and transformation. Such an interest that may defy attempts to 

frame or reframe it in its insistent if adaptive incarnation is exemplified in a final encounter on 

the J4. 

* 

  Denis was one of the earlier J4 regulars to whom I introduced myself in 2010. As I 

described him earlier, his ruddy-cheeked smiling face and Santa Claus-like white beard and 

moustache made him a welcoming visible presence on the J4, even if his preferred location 

tended to be on a bench by himself gazing out to sea. Described in Chapter 2 as one of a number 

of solitary sitters or walkers, Denis nevertheless interacted with an array of other J4 regulars. 

Following the site’s reopening, he did return on an occasional and eventually more frequent 

basis, although he claimed to find the MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée overly foreboding 

psychophysical presences. Following the J4’s reopening, Denis could occasionally be found in 

conversation with Papa Omri, the latter of whom sold him tea or on other occasions simply 

offered him a plastic cup-full for free.  

  I ran into Denis on the last day that I visited the J4 in mid-October 2015 during a brief 

trip to Marseille. To my surprise, I found him sitting inside the MuCEM’s lobby next to the 

coffee and sandwich bar, Le Kiosk, nursing a small paper cup of espresso. As I walked towards 

Denis he looked up and smiled at me. I grasped his outstretched hand and sat down alongside 

him, expressing my surprise to be seeing him inside what in my memory was a building that he 

had adored to loathe. Denis smiled widely and explained that he had started to come inside the 

MuCEM from time to time on windy days. Pointedly, I asked him what Papa Omri thought of 

him buying coffee at Le Kiosk. “Oh,” responded Denis, grinning conspiratorially. “He’s not 

losing my business…”  
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  I had noticed upon sitting down next to him that Denis’ paper espresso cup was empty. 

He now reached between his legs to open his knapsack that sat on the floor. Removing a plastic 

thermos which he proceeded to unscrew, Denis calmly refilled his paper cup with coffee. I 

glanced around me to see if anyone was watching and noticed the girl working at Le Kiosk 

watching us with a sympathetic smile on her face. It seemed that Denis had managed to find his 

own place inside the MuCEM, even if only for the time being.  

  As I left the J4 a few minutes later, I noted that the Esplanade was largely empty, except 

for a few distant fishers, bathed in the yellow glow of a sunset filtered through clouds that were 

flitting briskly across the windy sky. Turning to look in the opposite direction as I headed north 

along the Boulevard du Littoral, I caught a glimpse of a figure standing near the St. Laurent 

Church in the Panier near to the MuCEM’s Fort Saint-Jean entrance. Even though I was already 

far away, I could tell that it was Serge, come to sell bottles of water to passerby and tourists. I 

held a hand up to wave to him, but quickly lowered it upon seeing that he wasn’t looking in my 

direction. Instead his gaze was directed as I had seen it in the past, over the Fort and the 

MuCEM, onto the J4 and beyond it, to the sea. Maybe the sea meant something in particular to 

him, maybe not. But it was clear that rather than making a concerted effort to validate his 

ongoing presence on the J4, Serge preferred to adapt to its new spatial norms and to get as close 

as possible to being there as he had in the past. His own individual insistence on returning may 

indeed see him outlive at least one of the J4’s new institutions. 
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Appendix 
 
 

The Making of Promenade: 
Ethnographic Uses of Non-verbal Audiovisual Recording 

 
 

 Recorded over a year and a half, the film Promenade depicts a single day on the J4 

Esplanade. The video reimagines the physical space as a live-action architectural scale rendering, 

observing a series of movements and interactions among people, buildings, and the ever-present 

Mediterranean Sea, eschewing the use of dialogue in favor of other visual and sonic sensations. 

A cast of itinerant vendors, fishermen, swimmers, and others circle around the esplanade's new 

visitors and buildings, eventually reclaiming the space at night.  

 The purpose of this practitioner’s statement is to present a review of a methodological 

approach that I used to create the medium-length film that accompanies this written dissertation. 

I characterize this methodology as part of a “critical media practice” consisting of audiovisual 

techniques and tendencies. In a seminal essay from 1937, the social theorist Max Horkheimer set 

up a contrast between “traditional theory” on the one hand and “critical theory” on the other. 

According to Castro-Gomez (2001), “traditional theory” “refers to a set of propositions whose 

legitimacy lies in their correspondence to an object already formed prior to the act of its 

representation…[while] the main task of Critical Theory is to reflect upon the structures from 

which social reality and the theories that seek to explain it, including, of course, Critical Theory 

itself, are constructed.” My goal in using the phrase critical media practice is similar to 

Horkheimer’s where the notion of “critique” is intended to displace what we commonly think of 

as filmmaking practice, regarding it critically or dialectically. 

 I discuss my own film, Promenade, by way of demonstrating how a critical media 

practice has been relevant to my own anthropological research. The multi-scalar nature of my 
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research into the physical and symbolic transformations of an urban public space in southern 

France focuses on the impact of changes on the space’s habitual users, but it also considers the 

perspectives of those involved with the space’s transformation—architects, planners, and 

administrators. I argue that my project provides a unique justification for an audiovisual 

methodological approach to its practice and transmission. The resultant film in turn contains a 

reflection on its own form, while the precise style of my own audiovisual engagement emerged 

from a period of reflection on factors that impacted the changing state of my subject matter 

during my field research.  

 The J4 Esplanade’s temporary closure and its reopening as the site of the new MuCEM 

and Villa Méditerranée provided the impetus for my research into the effects of spatial and 

discursive change on those who had used the J4 on an occasional or regular basis prior to its 

transformation. There were two primary motivating factors in my decision to adopt a particular 

form for my audiovisual work on the J4, both of which emerged from my preliminary 

observations there: First, I came to understand that an important component of the J4’s 

transformation as experienced by its former habitual users was related to psychological effects of 

aural and visual factors linked to physical changes. These included the presence of two new, 

stylistically ostentatious buildings, a redeveloped outdoor public space, and, most importantly, 

an influx of new visitors, mainly tourists but also those from elsewhere in Marseille, frequently 

members of different socio-economic classes than the J4’s previous users, as well as agents 

associated with an increased regime of security and surveillance corresponding to the J4’s new 

identity as a central tourist site. All of these resulted in a different visual effect and a 

simultaneously altered auditory “soundscape.” 

 The second factor influencing the eventual form of my audiovisual investigation came 
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from my understanding that changes on the J4’s public space needed to be simultaneously 

studied in their origins in the discourse and perspectives of those in the echelons of institutional 

and political power in Marseille. My attention to the sensorial and psychological effects of the 

J4’s physical transformation was thus combined with the multi-scalar approach that I 

subsequently employed in interactions and observations of the J4’s users and administrators. 

This was primarily expressed through a relative distance from my visual subjects, an approach 

that I compare to that of an architectural rendering, of the type that covered billboards around 

Marseille during my time there. 

 While I filmed and eventually edited the footage that would become Promenade, I was 

influenced by similar works for their constructive use of mainly non-verbal, collaborative, 

reflexive, and systemic concerns. In light of what I have termed a critical media practice, this 

type of work tends to engage reflexively with its own form as much as the content of its 

representation through stylistic innovations. In Promenade, I attempted to operate in a similarly 

critical vein, with the subject-specific considerations that I have described. 

 Promenade is the portrait of a physical space. Recorded over a year and a half in 2013-

2014, the forty-minute film depicts a composite day on the J4 Esplanade from dawn to dusk. In 

the morning, fishermen and boats arrive. At midday, tourists line up outside the new MuCEM—

some of the J4’s former users watching them while others take advantage of the new influx in 

passerby to sell tea and soft drinks. (Among the latter are Papa Omri and Serge, who appear 

frequently in the written dissertation.) In the evening, with most of the tourists departed, and the 

institutions’ gates closed, the J4 fills again with area residents who appropriate the space, but 

always in the shadow of the two new buildings, which limit some activities while simultaneously 

creating possibilities for appropriation in line with the J4’s former informal uses and wider 
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spatial porosity.  

 Promenade is entirely composed of static shots set at a medium distance from their 

subjects that attempt to establish a visual equality in the treatment of individuals, groups, 

buildings, and the occasional pigeon. The people on-screen occasionally speak—in French, 

Arabic, English, Italian—but their precise words are afterthoughts in the film’s overall aural 

tapestry, not because what they say is not important, but because the languages spoken by 

diverse individuals are frequently unintelligible to others. Similarly, a succession of shots that 

relocate the spectator around the J4’s physical space privilege the perspective of someone with a 

certain familiarity there, but frequently with a lack of visual declarativity. This undeniably 

subjective approach is intended to allude to a diversity of visual perspectives. For example, 

within a single shot in Promenade, the spectator may have his or her eye drawn to a particular 

visible element that is not the primary focal one intended by the film’s overall narrative, which 

would be less likely if every shot instead announced its purpose with a single articulation. Such 

an approach lends itself to the complex experience of place that varies according to the context 

of the person experiencing or viewing it. While representing the diversity of perspectives on the 

J4 in recording Promenade and in the film’s narrative composition (or editing), I find ways to 

privilege the opinions of my primary interlocutors, whose experiences have in large part led me 

to the analytical conclusions in my written dissertation. 

 While attempting to provide an innovative audiovisual depiction and interpretation of its 

ostensible subject, the film implicitly acknowledges the fragility of its own conceptual and 

technical framework through a lack of explicit determinism. This fragility, or complexity, in turn 

hints at the abundance of possible perspectives. The consideration of determinism in this type of 

approach nevertheless contains its own implicit positivism, one for which similar approaches 
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have been criticized. An important distinction between my notion of a critical media practice and 

the subject of these critiques is that the claim for veracity that I am making is polyphonic rather 

than univocal. It is both concerned with individual experience as well as the composite effects of 

a diversity of experiences, as in the current image. 

 This type of work that I have discussed is not identical to writing, but nor is it an 

unsubstantiated substitute for written documents with evocative prose or well-supported 

arguments. It is rather both a complementary and plural form that confirms and questions 

underlying assumptions of authority in the best tradition of critical analytical writing, while 

presenting its own alternate modes of depiction, analysis, and corresponding representational 

weaknesses. Following Horkheimer, I identify criticality as an attention to reflexivity and multi-

dimensionality, which I consider elements of my own audiovisual practice that I further justify as 

a response to the particularities of my ethnographic subject. The resultant product, more “thick 

depiction” (Taylor 1996) than thick description is qualitatively different from a written text. If 

however, a critical theory has informed academic and artistic practice over the past century, a 

critical practice may be imbued with practical elements of the theoretical approach that have 

informed it, in part using methods similar to those I have described in my own audiovisual work: 

these can be considered as expansions of anthropological audiovisual techniques, using means 

drawn from ethnographic film as well as the cinematic arts, beyond the purpose of mere 

illustration and into the domain of analysis.   

 As Horkheimer wrote in his original essay, “In traditional theoretical thinking, the 

genesis of particular objective facts, the practical application of the conceptual systems by which 

it grasps the facts, and the role of such systems in action, are all taken to be external to the 

theoretical thinking itself. This alienation…protects the savant from the tensions we have 
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indicated and provides an assured framework for his activity.” The type of filmmaking that I 

have strived for in Promenade can be seen as a potential inheritor to the critical theory described 

by Horkheimer, in its consciousness and use of its own limitations, its insistence on the 

internality of its practice to its form. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
  
 


