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	� ABSTRACT

This article explores how maritime museums in the Medi-
terranean can transcend traditional nationalist narratives 
by using curatorial juxtaposition as a form of ethical en-
gagement. Focusing on the Malta Maritime Museum’s ex-
hibition An Island at the Crossroads (2024–2025), it 
examines the symbolic potential of displaying a Roman 
anchor alongside a migrant child’s flotation toy. Drawing 
on memory studies and museum activism, the article 
suggests that such pairings challenge linear histories and 
promote affective and politically engaged reflection. It ar-
gues that maritime museums should develop into spaces 
of conscience, where the Mediterranean’s complex histo-
ries of faith, migration, and identity are critically inter-
preted rather than simply preserved.

Keywords: Mediterranean, maritime museums, curatorial 
juxtaposition, memory studies, museum representation.

Dos travesías, un mar: repensando la identidad y la 
memoria en los museos marítimos del Mediterráneo

	� RESUMEN

Este artículo explora cómo los museos marítimos del Medi-
terráneo pueden ir más allá de los relatos nacionalistas 
tradicionales mediante el uso de la yuxtaposición curatorial 
como forma de compromiso ético. Centrándose en la ex-
posición An Island at the Crossroads (2024–2025) del Mu-
seo Marítimo de Malta, analiza el potencial simbólico de 
exhibir un ancla romana junto a un flotador infantil utiliza-
do por migrantes. Basándose en los estudios de la memoria 
y en el activismo museístico, el artículo sugiere que tales 
emparejamientos cuestionan las historias lineales y fomen-
tan una reflexión afectiva y políticamente comprometida. 
Sostiene que los museos marítimos deberían convertirse 
en espacios de conciencia, donde las complejas historias de 
fe, migración e identidad del Mediterráneo se interpreten 
críticamente en lugar de limitarse a preservarlas.

Palabras clave: Mediterráneo, museos marítimos, yux-
taposición curatorial, estudios de la memoria, represent-
ación museística.
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Dues travessies, una mar: repensant la identitat i la 
memòria en els museus marítims del Mediterrani

	� RESUM

Aquest article explora com els museus marítims de la 
Mediterrània poden transcendir els relats nacionals tradi-
cionals mitjançant l’ús de la juxtaposició curatorial com a 
forma de compromís ètic. Centrant-se en l’exposició An 
Island at the Crossroads (2024–2025) del Malta Maritime 
Museum, examina el potencial simbòlic d’exposar una àn-
cora romana al costat de la joguina de flotació d’un infant 
migrant. Recorreguent als estudis de la memòria i a l’ac-
tivisme museístic, l’article suggereix que aquests em-
parellaments qüestionen les històries lineals i promouen 
una reflexió afectiva i políticament compromesa. S’hi de-
fensa que els museus marítims han d’esdevenir espais de 
consciència, on les complexes històries de fe, migració i 
identitat de la Mediterrània siguin interpretades crítica-
ment més que no pas simplement preservades.

Paraules clau: Mediterrani, museus marítims, juxtaposició 
curatorial, estudis de la memòria, representació museística.

	� 1. INTRODUCTION: A TALE OF TWO OBJECTS

How can an anchor from a Roman shipwreck, dating to 
60 AD, and a pink plastic ball used as a lifebuoy by a mi-
grant child in 2013 be brought into meaningful dialogue 
within the same museum to tell a story about identity 
and memory, especially when exhibitions often keep such 
objects apart? In the Malta Maritime Museum exhibition 
examined here, these objects are present but not juxta-
posed: they appear in separate sections and are not 
placed in direct dialogue.

This question lies at the heart of this article. It is not 
merely a curatorial puzzle but a provocation—one that 
challenges the foundational assumptions of maritime mu-
seums in the Mediterranean. Traditionally, these institu-
tions have celebrated the heroism of seafaring, the glory 
of naval expansion, and the grandeur of maritime trade 
and the swash-buckling action of pirates/corsairs, as ex-
emplified in the works of several scholars1 that collective-

ly reflect a celebratory, often nationalist, mode of 
maritime historiography. However, the sea has always 
been more than a site of power; it is also a realm of 
movement, loss, survival, and connection. The Mediterra-
nean, in particular, has long been a zone of intense cul-
tural entanglement, where empires collided, religions 
coexisted, and people fled, returned, or resettled2.

In recent decades, the Mediterranean Sea has come to 
symbolise not only a crossroads of cultures but also a 
contested and often deadly border. As migration routes 
have shifted southwards, the sea has claimed thousands 
of lives, becoming as much a graveyard as a thorough-
fare3. Marked by remnants such as inflatable boats, lost 
shoes, personal items, and survival tools, the sea’s sur-
face and depths bear silent witness to these human jour-
neys. Among these items is a small pink plastic bouncy 
ball, now housed in the Malta Maritime Museum. Used 
during a 2013 rescue operation to help keep a child 
afloat, the ball’s apparent lightness contrasts sharply 
with the symbolic weight it carries, as an emblem of dis-
placement, precarity, and human vulnerability.

What might it mean to place this pink ball beside a 
first-century lead anchor believed to be from the ship-
wreck of St. Paul off the Maltese coast? What narratives 
might emerge, not only from their respective periods but 
also from their juxtaposition? The anchor embodies en-
durance, rootedness, and cultural identity; the ball, by 
contrast, suggests ephemerality, marginality, and surviv-
al. Read together, they could challenge traditional muse-
um narratives, encouraging a curatorial approach that 
surpasses linear historical timelines and nationalist mari-
time pride. Instead, such an approach would use contrast 
and dissonance to provoke new meanings. In doing so, a 
deliberate juxtaposition would invite museums not only 
to preserve memory but also to interrogate it, mobilising 
the past to foster empathy, stimulate dialogue, and con-
front present-day complexities4.

Using the Malta Maritime Museum as a case study, I ar-
gue that maritime museums in the Mediterranean region 
can, and must, adapt to changing understandings of his-
tory, identity, and belonging. Such institutions are unique-
ly positioned to serve as sites of conscience: spaces 
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where complex histories of movement, displacement, and 
cultural entanglement are recognised and actively inter-
preted. Drawing on the approach of museum activism 
and insights from memory studies5, I blend these per-
spectives with tools from critical curatorial practice6. I 
propose a methodology for displaying objects from differ-
ent times in ways that encourage reflection, celebrate di-
versity, and highlight the resilience and agency of 
marginalised communities. Central to this approach are 
curatorial juxtaposition, emotional engagement, and par-
ticipatory storytelling—strategies that support a critically 
reflective museology rooted in the lived experiences of 
the Mediterranean.

This article examines the unrealised potential of a sin-
gle, highly symbolic curatorial juxtaposition: a lead anchor 
(possibly) linked to Saint Paul’s shipwreck in 60 AD and a 
pink rubber ball used by a migrant child during a 2013 sea 
crossing. A proposed pairing would act as a deliberate cu-
ratorial provocation, not to reduce the Mediterranean to a 
binary of sacred history and humanitarian crisis, but to 
show how a minimalist curatorial gesture can create maxi-
mum ethical and emotional impact. Instead of offering a 
comprehensive depiction of Mediterranean entangle-
ments, this approach uses symbolic reduction to chal-
lenge dominant narratives and emphasise curatorial 
agency. The choice to focus narrowly is therefore both a 
methodological and political act, encouraging deeper en-
gagement rather than claims of historical completeness.

Maritime museums across the Mediterranean (and 
beyond) must expand their interpretive perspectives, 
moving from glorifying the maritime past to confronting 
its unresolved legacies. This is not a plea to discard heri-
tage but to enrich it. Displaying an anchor alongside a 
plastic ball does not diminish history; instead, it enhances 
it. By rethinking the kinds of stories told in a maritime 
museum and whose voices are represented in its displays, 
we create the opportunity for a more inclusive, ethically 
aware, and socially responsible museology.

While this study prioritises curatorial strategies and the-
oretical frameworks, it does not include an empirical analy-
sis of audience reception. This is a deliberate choice 
regarding its scope. Rather than examining how diverse 

publics respond to museum displays, the article concen-
trates on how curatorial decisions, particularly juxtaposi-
tion, can serve as ethical and political interventions within 
the museum space. Future research could usefully investi-
gate visitor interpretations; however, this paper remains 
primarily concerned with the museum’s representational 
and activist potential from a curatorial perspective.

	� 2. The mediterranean sea as a cultural  
and political space

The Mediterranean is much more than a simple body of 
water. It is a cultural geography that shapes politics and 
identities, while remaining a site of historical entangle-
ments and contemporary struggle. Understanding the 
Mediterranean in this way requires engaging with what 
Claudio Fogu7 describes as a “fishing net” rather than a 
“spider web” model of connectivity. While the spider web 
suggests a fixed, hierarchical centre, the fishing net cap-
tures the fluid, reticular, and shifting interactions among 
communities across the Mediterranean basin. In this net-
worked view, identity is not inherited but negotiated, con-
tinually reassembled through cultural contact, trade, 
displacement, and memory.

The Mediterranean should therefore be approached as 
a multi-scalar space, shaped by layered histories and 
complex materialities. It is not a unified entity, but a pa-
limpsest inscribed with empires, trade routes, diasporas, 
and wars. Iain Chambers similarly argues for an engage-
ment with Mediterranean history that resists the fixity of 
traditional archives. Rather than providing definitive nar-
ratives, the region preserves overlapping temporalities in 
suspension, urging us to listen to the silences silences 
and absences that official histories often neglect8. These 
perspectives support a polyphonic and postnational un-
derstanding of the Mediterranean, a space where hybridi-
ty, tension, and cultural negotiation flourish. It is 
precisely this entanglement that maritime museums, at 
their best, are uniquely positioned to interpret.

Yasser Elhariry and Edwige Tamalet Talbayev further 
propose that the Mediterranean should be understood not 
only as a space but as a “temporal paradigm”, where his-



175

drassana

número 33 | 2025 | 171-191

tories of colonialism, migration, and resistance converge. 
Their notion of a “sea in crisis” refers not just to political 
or ecological emergencies, but to deeper representational 
ruptures, where memory is both inscribed and erased, and 
dominant narratives submerge histories of exile and trau-
ma9. These tensions invite broader engagement with 
memory studies, especially regarding mediated, embod-
ied, and generational forms of remembrance, as discussed 
further in the methodological framework.

These tensions between memory and forgetting are 
not merely conceptual; they manifest in the present as a 
humanitarian catastrophe and cultural struggle. Since 
2014, over 28,000 migrants have died attempting to 
cross its waters (International Organisation for Migration, 
202310). As Hakim Abderrezak11 poignantly articulates, the 
sea has become a “seametery”—a site of necropolitics 
where European border regimes enact death through in-
visibilisation. The Mediterranean, once envisioned as a 
space of fluid movement and hybrid identity, has now 
been transformed into a militarised frontier.

However, this lens of rupture reveals only part of the 
story. It would be reductive to view the Mediterranean 
solely as a zone of crisis. Contemporary thinkers, such as 
Naor Ben-Yehoyada invite us to consider the sea not only 
as a site of tension but also as a space where alternative 
narratives and relationships persist, opening new ways of 
relating across time, geography, and identity. In his an-
thropological reconceptualisation, Ben-Yehoyada high-
lights “Mediterraneanist anthropology” as a method to 
emphasise alternative spatial imaginaries and relation-
ships rooted in exchange, mobility, and shared historical 
intimacy12. Similarly, Claire Sutherland introduces a model 
of methodological de-nationalism13, stressing the impor-
tance of “watery mobilities” and museums’ potential to 
challenge fixed ideas of identity and belonging. The sea’s 
fluidity thus acts not only as a means of migration but al-
so as a metaphor for critical thinking, relational memory, 
and rejecting linear national histories.

Taken together, these perspectives frame the Mediter-
ranean not simply as a contested or fragmented geogra-
phy, but as a performative and transformative space—one 
capable of sustaining narratives of suffering alongside 

those of solidarity, creativity, and plural memory. It re-
mains an “unfinished project”, as Chambers suggests, 
where hope, mourning, and multiplicity cohabit in fragile 
but persistent ways.

Maritime museums, located at the very edges of this 
fluid geography, are uniquely placed to both reflect and 
influence these entanglements. Their collections are not 
neutral archives: they are intertwined with histories of 
movement and conquest, empire and survival, and the si-
lences that accompany each.

If the Mediterranean is a space where memory, identi-
ty, and history are continually negotiated, then maritime 
museums must confront their role in shaping those nego-
tiations, determining which stories are told, which objects 
are foregrounded, and which absences are maintained. In 
this context, curating the Mediterranean involves curat-
ing contradiction, instability, and possibility, where ob-
jects are never merely remnants of the past but prompts 
for reimagining futures.

 The following section examines how maritime muse-
ums have historically engaged with representation and 
how they might reimagine their curatorial responsibilities 
in light of the Mediterranean’s ongoing entanglements.

	� 3. MARITIME MUSEUMS AND THE POLITICS  
OF REPRESENTATION

Building on this conceptualisation of the Mediterranean 
as a space of layered histories and ethical tension, this 
section turns to the institutions tasked with narrating it: 
maritime museums.

Maritime museums, akin to maritime history itself, have 
long occupied a peripheral position within broader histori-
cal and cultural narratives. Frank Broeze noted that these 
institutions were often seen as “something quite special”, 
cloaked in their aura and largely isolated from the tides of 
contemporary social, cultural, and museological debates14.

Positioned within the broader category of history mu-
seums, these institutions have traditionally emphasised 
nationalistic narratives that celebrate stories of maritime 
power, imperial expansion, and national glory through ar-
tefacts, imagery, and storytelling strategies that often re-
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inforce a singular, state-centric view of history15. As Dan 
Hicks identifies, there is a dual framework through which 
identity is produced in these institutions: collectively and 
individually. At a collective level, maritime museums ex-
hibit symbols and narratives that align with dominant po-
litical ideologies, effectively serving as visual expressions 
of national culture and memory. Simultaneously, Hicks16 
observes that they shape individual identity by inviting 
visitors to embark on an introspective journey—akin to a 
spiritual or heroic quest—marked by discovery, struggle, 
and transformation. Through narratives of triumph, loss, 
and survival, these museums facilitate processes of 
self-recognition and personal meaning-making, position-
ing the sea not only as a historical agent but also as a 
metaphor for individual growth and resilience.

Claire Sutherland argues for a critical rethinking of 
these institutions through the lens of “seaborne mobili-
ties”. This framework foregrounds human movement 
across the sea as foundational to both historical and con-
temporary identities. Rather than portraying the sea 
merely as a backdrop for national exploits, Sutherland 
advocates recognising it as a dynamic medium through 
which people, ideas, goods, and memories circulate. This 
emphasis on mobility disrupts static, state-centric narra-
tives and opens the door for more inclusive representa-
tions of belonging and identity17.

By focusing on the fluid, transnational trajectories of 
maritime movement—what she refers to as a “wet ontolo-
gy”, a conceptual framework that centres the sea’s fluidi-
ty to challenge binary identity formations18—museums 
can transcend binary oppositions such as native/foreign-
er, past/present, human/non-human, and land/water. In 
doing so, they can contest established national narratives 
and elevate seaborne perspectives that trace the cur-
rents of slavery, migrant identities, and other forms of 
mobility. By centering watery mobility as the starting 
point for analysis, it illuminates the circulation of people, 
ideas, commodities, and personal belongings, recognising 
historical contexts such as the transportation of human 
cargo and the colonial connections that fuelled maritime 
transport, extending to contemporary migratory fluxes 
and traumatic stories of loss and displacement19.

However, when reimagined through a critical Mediter-
ranean lens, these museums could become platforms for 
reconciliation, plural memory, and intercultural dialogue. 
As Bennett20 reminds us, museums are not neutral spac-
es; they are inherently political, and their interpretive 
frameworks bear ethical consequences. Highlighting the 
Mediterranean as a cultural and political sea requires mu-
seums to engage more intentionally with narratives of 
migration, displacement, and exile. Fogu suggests that 
“entangled memory” is more suitable than collective 
memory in such contexts—a form that does not seek uni-
versality but instead allows for contradiction, disruption, 
and multiplicity. This closely aligns with Jenny Wüsten-
berg’s advocacy for slow memory—a mode of remem-
brance that values “the long now” over instant spectacle 
and emphasises understanding which past events are rel-
evant to our present circumstances. It also resonates 
with Arnold-de Simine’s21 concept of affective museology, 
which encourages curatorial practices that are empathet-
ic, participatory, and open-ended.

Such an approach is crucial in maritime museums, 
where identity is preserved and continually redefined. As 
Sheila Watson argues, identity is relational, contingent 
on place, and co-constructed through symbolic sys-
tems22. Rather than remaining neutral, museums are 
sites where these identities are constructed, challenged, 
and reimagined. In a Mediterranean context character-
ised by transnational entanglements and global mobility, 
maritime museums must embrace narratives that reflect 
plurality, dislocation, and resilience, wherein history and 
identities are not merely remembered but are meaning-
fully (re)activated.

These theoretical shifts carry significant implications 
for curatorial practice. By reimagining the sea in this way, 
maritime museums in the Mediterranean can reposition 
themselves—not merely as stewards of maritime heritage, 
but as civic institutions that engage with the urgent ethi-
cal questions of our time. Questions such as “Who has 
the right to traverse the sea? Whose stories are pre-
served and prioritised? Who is allowed to speak within 
the museum’s walls, and who is represented?” are in-
creasingly important.
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One striking example of this silence is the limited en-
gagement of maritime museums with initiatives like the 
MeLa Project (European Museums in an Age of Migra-
tion23), which between 2011 and 2015 developed critical 
frameworks for how museums can reflect changing Euro-
pean identities through the lens of migration. While the 
project produced extensive research and best practice 
recommendations, maritime museums were largely ab-
sent from its scope. This institutional omission highlights 
the perception that maritime museums are somehow pe-
ripheral to debates around migration—a perception that 
must be actively challenged24.

To address this, maritime museums must confront the 
politics of representation head-on. This begins with rec-
ognising that collections are never neutral. The objects 
displayed, the stories told, and the silences maintained all 
reflect institutional choices that are deeply political. As 
Bernadette Lynch has argued, museums must move be-
yond the “comfort of neutrality” and engage with the so-
cial injustices embedded in their histories, collections, 
and public responsibilities25.

This presents both a challenge and an opportunity. The 
sea is not merely a reflection of the past; it is an agent 
through which new futures can be conceived. By engag-
ing with this imaginative potential, maritime museums 
can become vital sites where futures are not just remem-
bered, but actively envisioned.

	� 4. METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK: FROM MEMORY 
STUDIES TO CURATORIAL ETHICS

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive methodology 
rooted in interdisciplinary perspectives from museum ac-
tivism, memory studies, and critical curatorial theory. The 
Malta Maritime Museum (MMM) is approached not simply 
as a heritage institution but as a dynamic site where 
identity, memory, and power are actively negotiated 
through curatorial choices.

Juxtaposition lies at the heart of this enquiry, not as a 
mere spatial trick but as a curatorial strategy that fuses 
museums’ activist commitments with the affective and 
temporal insights of memory studies26. By foregrounding 

contradictions and unresolved narratives, it disrupts lin-
ear chronologies and nationalist framings, sparking politi-
cal tension, emotional resonance, and ethical reflection. 
In this dialogic space, objects acquire meaning through 
their spatial, temporal, and conceptual relations, under-
mining assumptions of autonomy. Consequently, juxtapo-
sition becomes central to “relational curating”, enabling 
exhibition-making itself to serve as an analytical—indeed 
poetic—form of enquiry27. This methodological lens will 
guide the overall analysis of the Malta Maritime Muse-
um’s display strategies.

Building on the idea of the museum as a civic partici-
pant, this study sees the MMM as an agent of change. Fol-
lowing Janes and Sandell, museum activism is 
understood not as a departure from core museum work 
but as a redefinition of it28. However, the analysis also 
recognises the structural limitations of museums—partic-
ularly in small island states like Malta—where financial, 
political, and institutional constraints often temper cura-
torial ambition. The methodology embraces this tension, 
promoting context-sensitive interventions that are both 
ethically aspirational and institutionally realistic.

This research is further informed by the transnational 
and affective turn in memory studies, particularly 
through the work of Jenny Wüstenberg and Alison Lands-
berg. These frameworks shift the focus from memory as 
a static repository of national identity to memory as a 
performative, embodied, and affective practice that oper-
ates across borders and generations. Jenny Wüstenberg’s 
concept of “slow memory” is especially relevant here. 
She argues for memory practices that unfold gradually 
over time, inviting discomfort and critical reflection, rath-
er than rapid or politicised responses. Such memory work 
creates space for difficult or marginalised stories—includ-
ing those of migrants—to enter public discourse through 
sustained, collective engagement29.

In addition to this, Allison Landsberg introduces the 
concept of affective, prosthetic memory to describe how 
individuals can develop ethical responsibility for pasts 
they did not directly experience. Memory, she writes, 
must be understood not as “a mirror of lived experience” 
but as “a site of affective and ethical encounter”, where 
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curated narratives enable empathetic identification and 
critical reflection30. This framing is essential to under-
standing how the Malta Maritime Museum curates sym-
bolic artefacts—such as this anchor linked to the St. Paul 
shipwreck and a migrant child’s life preserver—as objects 
that generate temporal dissonance, affective charge, and 
political intervention.

To account for the coexistence of multiple historical 
imaginaries, the methodology also draws on Claudio 
Fogu’s theory of entangled memory. While his metaphor 
of the spider web highlights the fragility and complexity 
of collective memory, this article more closely aligns with 
his “fishing net” model of Mediterranean connectivity, 
which better captures the fluid, reticular dynamics ex-
plored in the museum’s curatorial choices31.

Lastly, critical curatorial theory32 underpins the re-
search by recognising curating as an interpretive, political 
act. Curators are viewed not as neutral transmitters but 
as cultural mediators whose decisions influence inclusion, 
exclusion, and representation. Moser complements this 
perspective by depicting curating as a relational, reflexive, 
and power-laden process, especially in postcolonial and 
migration-influenced contexts33. She encourages curators 
to acknowledge their positionality and to see the museum 
as a site of mediation and cultural translation—rather than 
as an objective transmitter of facts. Within this frame-
work, curatorial work becomes a form of social critique, 
capable of either reinforcing or challenging dominant ide-
ologies. This approach is especially important when ana-
lysing the exhibition An Island at the Crossroads, where 
object juxtaposition serves as a curatorial intervention, ei-
ther reinforcing or challenging dominant narratives of 
Christian identity, colonial legacy, and migration.

Empirical data were gathered through site visits, pho-
tographic documentation, field notes, and the analysis of 
exhibition materials and media commentary. These are 
interpreted through a critical, affect-driven lens that 
challenges claims to objectivity or generalisability. In-
stead, the methodology adopts interpretive flexibility cri-
tique, positioning the museum as a site where memory, 
identity, and social responsibility are constructed, con-
tested, and potentially transformed.

	� 5. THE CASE STUDY: THE MALTA  
MARITIME MUSEUM

The Malta Maritime Museum (MMM), opened in 1992, 
functions as a key institution in Malta’s efforts to tell and 
reflect on its complex maritime history. Located in the 
former Royal Naval Bakery building in the fortified city of 
Birgu, the museum’s physical location is central to its 
symbolic role. The 19th-century building itself acts as a re-
minder of the island’s longstanding importance as a stra-
tegic naval base. Its adaptive reuse as a national museum 
demonstrates a deliberate and ideologically charged deci-
sion by the Maltese government: to reclaim and reinter-
pret colonial and military spaces as symbols of national 
heritage (Conti, 2006).

The city of Birgu has deep roots in Malta’s maritime 
history. Once the stronghold of the Order of St John and 
later a key base for the British Mediterranean fleet, the 
city exemplifies centuries of maritime exchange, defence, 
and connectivity. By placing the museum in this histori-
cally rich and symbolically significant setting, the state 
strengthened a narrative of continuity and resilience. It 
also expressed a desire to link contemporary Maltese 
identity to broader Mediterranean pathways—routes 
shaped by migration, imperialism, conflict, and trade.

Since its establishment, the Malta Maritime Museum 
has sought to document, collect, and interpret the mari-
time history of the Maltese Islands and their wider re-
gional connections. The museum’s collection features 
over 20,000 artefacts—ship models, navigational instru-
ments, weaponry, archival materials, paintings, and per-
sonal effects—spanning periods from ancient times 
through the Knights of St John, the British era, and into 
the modern age. These items not only depict a sequence 
of events; they also link Malta’s maritime heritage to ma-
terial culture, shaping public memory and historical imag-
ination (Gauci, interview, 2024)34.

Over the past decade, the museum’s role has under-
gone a considerable transformation. Originally estab-
lished as a traditional maritime institution focused on 
preservation and display, the MMM has progressively ad-
opted a more reflective and critical curatorial approach—
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one that echoes contemporary museological trends and 
engages directly with questions of identity, heritage, and 
transnational memory35 (Gauci, interview, 2024). The mu-
seum now seeks to position Malta within broader Medi-
terranean and global narratives, viewing the sea not as a 
boundary but as a connective space—Malta – Mediterra-
nean – World (Gauci, interview, 2024). This shift mirrors 
wider changes in museum practice, where heritage or-
ganisations are encouraged to move beyond nationalist 
frameworks and embrace diverse narratives.

A manifestation of this curatorial shift was the 2024–
2025 exhibition An Island at the Crossroads. This exhibi-
tion marks a significant departure from earlier, more 
linear presentations of Malta’s maritime history. Instead, 
it depicts the island as a vibrant contact zone—a liminal 
space where cultures, powers, and peoples have inter-
sected for centuries. It exists within a sea of histories in-
volving movement, trade, conflict, and belonging36.

The curatorial goal of portraying Malta not as a pas-
sive recipient of foreign powers but as an active partici-
pant in shaping Mediterranean exchanges allows the 
museum to promote a more nuanced and inclusive narra-
tive of national identity. It aligns with scholarly approach-
es that view identity as performative, historically 
dependent, and shaped by complex entanglements rather 
than fixed origin stories. Influenced by critical Mediterra-
nean studies37, the museum now actively engages with 
the politics of representation, the legacies of empire, and 
the dynamics of migration.

In doing so, the Malta Maritime Museum aims to serve 
not only as a custodian of the past but also as a dialogue 
partner in the present, mediating between heritage, 
citizenship, and memory. Its evolving mission reflects a 
broader cultural policy agenda that connects national 
identity formation with heritage revitalisation, urban re-
generation, and the creation of public history. It also re-
flects Malta’s wider geopolitical context: a small nation 
navigating its European, Mediterranean, and postcolonial 
identities within a globalised world.

Within the walls of the Malta Maritime Museum, fea-
tured in An Island at the Crossroads (2024–2025), two ob-
jects silently resonate across millennia: a lead anchor 

believed to have originated from the shipwreck of Saint 
Paul in 60 AD and a pink rubber bouncy ball, used as a 
life-saving flotation device by a migrant child in 2013. At 
first glance, these objects could not be more different—
one rooted in biblical tradition and Christian national 
identity, the other connected to the modern tragedy of 
forced migration. Yet together, they challenge visitors 
with a profound question: what kinds of stories do mari-
time museums choose to tell, and whose histories are 
considered worth preserving? What embodies a sense of 
belonging and identity?

5.1. The exhibition: An Island at the Crossroads

The temporary exhibition An Island at the Crossroads, 
held at the Malta Maritime Museum from February 2024 
to May 2025, offers a bold and reflective exploration of 
Mediterranean identity, national narratives, and maritime 
heritage. Conceived as a transitional display—both ideo-
logically and institutionally—it seeks to present Malta not 
merely as a historical site of military resilience but as a 
cultural crossroads shaped by centuries of connectivity, 
conflict, and circulation. The exhibition is thematically 
structured across 17 sections spread over two floors, pro-
gressing from ancient seafaring to contemporary issues 
such as migration and decolonisation.

Organised into two distinct yet conceptually connected 
floors, the exhibition traces Malta’s evolution as a mari-
time space and its links within wider Mediterranean and 
global histories. The ground floor highlights Malta’s mari-
time role in antiquity and early modern times (Themes 
1–7), covering navigation, Christianity, corsairing, and 
significant battles such as the Great Siege of 1565 and 
Lepanto in 1571. The upper floor (Themes 8–17) examines 
Malta’s move into modernity through colonial rule, indus-
trialisation, world wars, and contemporary issues includ-
ing tourism, migration, and the debate over national 
identity.

Central to the curatorial vision is the concept of the 
Mediterranean as a shared yet contested space, one 
that unites rather than divides. This underscores a com-
mitment to articulating a historically layered Mediterra-
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nean identity grounded in movement, proximity, and 
cultural borrowing.

While its curatorial framework is ambitious and self-re-
flective, it is also affected by omissions. Despite its ambi-
tions, the exhibition reveals significant gaps in 
representation. Jewish, Muslim, and African presences in 
Malta’s history are either marginalised or entirely miss-
ing—an exclusion openly acknowledged by the curators 
themselves. Future iterations could consider including 
other narratives that better reflect Malta’s complex mari-
time diversity.

The Mediterranean Sea features prominently through-
out the exhibition as both an archive and a metaphor—a 
“liquid boundary” that connects and transforms. Yet this 
potential remains underexplored. The exhibition does not 
fully examine how the Mediterranean has served as a site 
of shared religious, commercial, and migratory entangle-
ments. This multidimensional role is more implied than 
fully realised, reinforcing moral polarities rather than 
questioning shared histories or coexistence.

Despite these limitations, An Island at the Crossroads 
adopts a curatorial philosophy grounded in reflexivity, 
openness, and evolution. Curators openly recognise the 
exhibition’s structural and representational gaps, framing 
them not as failures but as opportunities for growth. The 
museum’s transitional state—highlighted by ongoing reno-
vations and the raw, unfinished character of the space—
metaphorically reflects the idea of identity as dynamic 
and continually evolving.

Although the exhibition features both objects—the an-
chor and the bouncy ball—it ultimately avoids placing 
them in direct spatial or conceptual dialogue. This 
omission highlights either a curatorial reluctance or insti-
tutional constraint in treating migration and religious 
myth as interconnected rather than separate narratives.

5.2. The Roman Anchor and the Plastic Bouncy Ball

The Roman Anchor (Image 1) —a lead stock anchor 
marked Isis and Sarapis—is believed to have belonged to 
the ship that carried Saint Paul to Rome but was wrecked 
in Malta around 60 AD. It holds a near-sacred place in 

Maltese cultural memory. Although its historical accuracy 
may be debated38, its symbolic significance is clear. Ac-
cording to longstanding tradition, the shipwreck of the 
apostle led to the island’s conversion to Christianity—a 
moment that remains a cornerstone of Malta’s spiritual 
and national identity. While older narratives suggested 
that the Arab period (870–1091) resulted in a complete 
depopulation and break in Christian practice, more recent 
scholarship highlights demographic and cultural continui-
ty under Muslim rule. Nevertheless, the Pauline myth en-
dured and was revitalised during the reassertion of Latin 
Christianity, sustained through liturgy, historiography, 
and public devotion39.

According to Chapters 27–28 of the Acts of the Apos-
tles, the Apostle Paul was shipwrecked around 60 AD 
while on his way to Rome for his trial. The ship, carrying 
276 passengers, departed from Caesarea and, after stops 
in Sidon and Myra, encountered a violent storm that 
caused it to be diverted for two weeks in the Sea of Adria. 
Eventually, the vessel ran aground on an island identified 
in the text as Melite, where everyone on board survived. 
While the exact identity of Melite has long been debated, 
with some scholars favouring the Adriatic island of Mljet 
(ancient Melite Illyrica40), Malta has traditionally claimed 
this honour, maintaining this belief since at least the Mid-
dle Ages.

Archaeological discoveries in 2005, such as the finding 
of four anchors in the bay surrounding St Paul’s Island, 
support the credibility of the account. One of these, la-
belled Isis and Sarapis (the names of ancient Grae-
co-Egyptian deities whose cult was centred in Alexandria, 
the capital of Roman Egypt), is believed to belong to the 
Alexandrian grain ship that carried St Paul, according to 
the Acts of the Apostles (27:6–4441).

The shipwreck marks the beginning of Christianity in 
Malta, a religion that has profoundly shaped the nation’s 
cultural identity. Today, Saint Paul, recognised as the is-
land’s patron saint, is honoured annually with a national 
holiday on 10th February.

Located at the beginning of the exhibition, the object 
is framed by a thematic question mark: “St Paul: Father 
to the Maltese Nation?” This functions as a curatorial 
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challenge, but it lacks an interpretative context. It does 
not provide the necessary historical background for non-
local audiences to engage critically with the claim.

The Bouncy Ball (Image 2) —a common, pink, mass-
produced rubber toy—was recovered by Maltese maritime 
authorities in 2013, following the rescue of migrants off 
the island’s coast. Although modest and easy to overlook, 
it was reportedly used by a child as a flotation device du-
ring a dangerous sea crossing, thus being reinterpreted 
as a tool for survival. Despite its unassuming appearance, 
its inclusion in the exhibition signifies an effort to recon-
sider immigration as a key aspect of contemporary Medi-
terranean history. The object is displayed alone in the 
final thematic cluster, marked by the question “The Futu-
re?”. There is no accompanying text or historical context 
linking the object to broader migratory patterns, nor is its 
symbolic placement deliberately connected to the Roman 
anchor it echoes; instead, it relies on its visual simplicity 
and emotional resonance, heightened by intense video 
footage, to communicate the fragility faced by those 
crossing the sea seeking refuge.

These two objects exist in a state of conceptual ten-
sion: one grounds identity in religious tradition and bib-
lical myth, while the other challenges it, demonstrating 
how cultural identity is shaped not only by fixed mean-
ings and sacred heritage but also by displacement, fluid 
irony, and rupture. However, despite their thematic reso-
nance, the objects are not presented in dialogue. In-
stead, they are placed in separate sections of the 
exhibition—one at the beginning and the other at the 
end. This separation has significant curatorial implica-
tions. It prompts a deeper enquiry into how meaning is 
constructed through display and, crucially, what re-
mains unspoken when objects are not allowed to inter-
act. This absence is not merely spatial; it is 
epistemological, limiting the viewer’s capacity to under-
stand how past and present crises are interconnected 
across Mediterranean temporalities.

These artefacts are sedimented with complex layers 
of memory and meaning. Their present display choices 
reflect more than simple design decisions; they reso-
nate with deeper curatorial principles and institutional 

doubts. To understand the wider implications of this dis-
play strategy, it is crucial to analyse how these objects 
function symbolically and politically within the exhibi-
tion’s narrative framework. The following analysis ex-
plores how the spatial and conceptual separation of 
these artefacts both reflects and constrains the muse-
um’s activist potential.

	� 6. ANALYSIS: BETWEEN REVERENCE AND RUPTURE

Building on the curatorial context outlined in Section 5, 
this section critically examines the symbolic, spatial, and 
interpretive dynamics surrounding the exhibition of two 
iconic objects at the Malta Maritime Museum: the Pau-
line anchor and the pink bouncy ball. Drawing on the the-
oretical frameworks of affective memory, entangled 
history, and curatorial ethics introduced in Section 4, it 
argues that the spatial and thematic separation of these 
artefacts reflects a curatorial hesitation—one that ulti-
mately restricts the exhibition’s ability to promote ethi-
cal reflection and narrative challenge. This analysis 
underscores the missed opportunity to use juxtaposition 
as a tool of activist museology. At the core of this spatial 
arrangement lies a curatorial tension between reverence 
and rupture—between continuity and disruption in na-
tional storytelling.

Whether the anchor can be definitively linked to St 
Paul’s voyage is less important here than what the object 
has come to signify. It has long exceeded its physical ori-
gins to function as a material anchor for belief, repre-
senting Malta’s Pauline narrative and its spiritualised 
sense of maritime destiny. As a museum artefact, it no 
longer functions merely as material evidence. Instead, it 
becomes what Landsberg calls an “affective prosthesis”: 
not just an object of the past, but a tangible surrogate for 
collective belief, inviting emotional investment in a foun-
dational myth of Christian nationhood. In doing so, it rein-
forces hegemonic and spiritualised ideas of national 
identity. It anchors the past not in historical facts but in 
conviction, echoing what Watson describes as a museo-
logical tendency towards stabilised identity formations 
rooted in religious and national continuity42.
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Image 1. Roman Anchor Lead Stock marked Isis and 
Sarapis, MMM 005104.
Author: Cláudia Garradas.
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Image 2. Bouncy Ball, MMM 004750.
Author: Cláudia Garradas.
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While the recovery of the Roman Anchor from Maltese 
waters enhances Malta’s archaeological importance as 
the site of the Pauline shipwreck and thus fosters a sense 
of belonging and long-term continuity, the Bouncy Ball 
complicates that legacy by introducing a vastly different 
materiality characterised by artificiality, disposability, and 
emotional immediacy. However, when preserved and dis-
played, the ball becomes a deeply affective intervention, 
a node of “entangled memory” as per Fogu, challenging 
linear narratives of national history by incorporating a 
temporality of crisis, vulnerability, and modern displace-
ment. In this way, the museum ceases to be merely a ret-
rospective archive; instead, it transforms into what 
Wüstenberg describes as a site of “slow memory”: a 
space for uncomfortable, emotionally charged encoun-
ters with histories that do not fit neatly into celebratory 
or foundational national myths.

Despite their thematic resonance, the anchor and the 
ball are exhibited in spatial isolation—at the entrance and 
exit of the museum, respectively. This spatial dislocation 
enacts what Michel Foucault calls “discursive regulation”: 
a form of institutional silence maintained not only 
through speech, but through arrangement43. By avoiding 
their juxtaposition, the exhibition forgoes a chance to 
provoke relational meaning-making—what Moser44 and 
Hansen, Henningsen, and Gregersen45 define as “relation-
al curating” —where meaning arises through contrast, 
tension, and entanglement between objects. Instead, the 
separation upholds a familiar curatorial grammar of lin-
ear progression and narrative closure.

This decision also signals an epistemological con-
straint: a reluctance to embed affective objects within a 
broader interpretive frame. Landsberg’s notion of pros-
thetic memory underscores how both objects could 
stimulate ethical engagement with histories not person-
ally lived. The ball, in particular, invites empathetic 
connection to contemporary displacement, but without 
narrative scaffolding that links it to Malta’s longue durée 
of mobility and exclusion, it risks becoming an isolated 
symbol of crisis. Similarly, Wüstenberg’s slow memory 
framework reframes the anchor as a site not of rever-
ence alone, but of potential discomfort, raising questions 

about how religious origin stories are used to legitimise 
national belonging.

By deliberately distancing the two artefacts, the exhibi-
tion avoids directly confronting Malta’s fundamental 
Christian narrative—central to its national identity—with 
the contemporary realities of migration and displace-
ment, both of which are deeply woven into the Mediterra-
nean’s historical fabric. The result is a representational 
logic that separates rather than interconnects: it isolates 
reverence from crisis, empathy from critique, and in do-
ing so, misses the opportunity to foster a productive ten-
sion capable of challenging, rather than reinforcing, 
dominant imaginaries.

If the objects were brought into deliberate relation, 
they could make visible the coexistence of conflicting his-
torical imaginaries within the same maritime space. Their 
juxtaposition would activate a “relational curating”46, an 
approach that constructs meaning through contrast, ten-
sion, and entanglement. The anchor, sacralised and monu-
mental, evokes Malta’s divine maritime destiny and the 
spiritual foundations of national identity. The ball, fragile 
and ephemeral, bears witness to the precariousness of 
contemporary Mediterranean crossings. Placed together, 
they would highlight the temporal dissonance that charac-
terises Malta’s position at the crossroads of empire, reli-
gion, and migratory fluxes. Such a curatorial intervention 
would oppose the linear, redemptive narrative arc that 
currently shapes the exhibition and instead present histo-
ry as layered, contingent, and politically charged47.

In summary, the spatial and thematic dislocation of the 
anchor and the ball exemplifies a missed curatorial op-
portunity. By avoiding their juxtaposition, the exhibition 
maintains a divide between Malta’s spiritual past and its 
contemporary social realities. This choice limits the mu-
seum’s potential to act as a space for ethical confronta-
tion—one where history is not only remembered but also 
questioned. It constrains the museum’s capacity to be-
come a place where affect and historiography intersect, 
reimagining what heritage institutions can evolve into.

Ultimately, the museum’s handling of these objects re-
flects more than local hesitation. It points to a broader 
struggle across Mediterranean contexts: how to hold sa-
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cred origin myths in the same interpretive frame as on-
going humanitarian crises without reducing either to 
spectacle or moral certainty. Museums, as keepers and 
producers of public memory, decide not only what to dis-
play, but how stories are allowed to converse, and what 
forms of connection remain institutionally unspoken.

	� 7. DISCUSSION: CURATING PAST AND PRESENT IN 
IDENTITY-MAKING

At the heart of this article lies a proposition that is both 
curatorial and political: that maritime museums in the 
Mediterranean must reimagine their role, not as cele-
brants of heroic seafaring pasts, but as active interlocu-
tors in the region’s complex entanglements of identity, 
mobility, and memory. To achieve this, they must em-
brace juxtaposition as an activist curatorial strategy—
placing ancient and contemporary artefacts in deliberate, 
dialogic tension to confront the exclusions embedded in 
national myths and maritime heritage. Juxtaposition, in 
this sense, is not merely a visual device; it becomes a crit-
ical method for unsettling inherited truths and staging af-
fective tension.

This is not only a call for more inclusive content. It is al-
so a challenge to the dominant structures through which 
maritime heritage is commonly curated. Chronology, rever-
ence, and spatial hierarchy are often employed to stabilise 
narratives of national continuity. However, such strategies 
obscure the layered and contradictory nature of Mediterra-
nean histories—histories shaped as much by displacement 
and survival as by conquest and trade. Juxtaposition pres-
ents a different curatorial logic: one that emphasises con-
trast over continuity and entanglement over essence.

While juxtaposition offers a compelling curatorial mech-
anism for disrupting hegemonic narratives, it should not 
be regarded as a singular solution to this issue. Its trans-
formative potential relies on being integrated into a broad-
er ecosystem of institutional practice, including community 
co-curation, inclusive programming, and ethical engage-
ment with underrepresented voices. Museums must there-
fore align their exhibition strategies with wider structural 
reforms to fully realise their role as sites of conscience.

The Malta Maritime Museum, with its symbolic setting 
and evolving mandate, is well-positioned to lead this 
transformation. Yet, as examined in the previous section, 
An Island at the Crossroads stops short of realising the 
full potential of activist museology. While it introduces 
powerful, affect-laden objects—such as the pink bouncy 
ball—it fails to stage them in direct dialogue with founda-
tional artefacts like the Pauline anchor. The result is in-
clusion without confrontation: a gesture of empathy, but 
not one of structural critique.

Reimagining the exhibition space as a site of tension 
between these two objects would enact the article’s core 
argument. This is not about aesthetic novelty, but about 
ethical necessity. A shared display—subtle, immersive, 
provocative—would invite visitors into a reflective en-
counter with Malta’s layered maritime identity. The an-
chor, a symbol of divine arrival; the ball, an object of 
survival. One materialises a mythic foundation of belong-
ing, while the other interrupts it by exposing the unequal 
terms under which mobility is lived. Brought into relation, 
they could tell a story of the sea not as a fixed national 
inheritance, but as a contested and emotionally charged 
medium of both salvation and loss.

Such a curatorial intervention would also shift the mu-
seum’s function from archive to conscience. As Janes 
and Sandell48 argue, activist museology demands that in-
stitutions not merely preserve the past but also take re-
sponsibility for how it is mobilised, how it serves, and 
whom it excludes. Placing the anchor and the ball in jux-
taposition would not dilute Malta’s heritage; rather, it 
would deepen it, unsettling its foundations in favour of a 
more expansive, ethical, and politically responsive narra-
tive.

Furthermore, this approach aligns with broader schol-
arly efforts to reconceptualise the Mediterranean not as 
a vessel of civilisational greatness but as a plural tempo-
rality—a sea of overlapping histories, ruptures, and conti-
nuities. In this framework, the museum no longer 
functions as a monument to linear national progress. In-
stead, it becomes, as Pierre Nora49 suggests, a laboratory 
of memory, a space where inherited truths are ques-
tioned and alternative histories are made visible.
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Migration, long perceived as transient or marginal to 
national identity, is thus redefined as central to maritime 
heritage itself. Following Noiriel, we can recognise migra-
tion not as a “place without memory” but as a memory 
site in its own right—one that demands visibility, perma-
nence, and emotional recognition within institutional 
narratives50.

Ultimately, the point of juxtaposition is not resolution 
but provocation. It encourages curators, institutions, and 
visitors alike to confront discomfort, engaging both emo-
tionally and intellectually with the Mediterranean’s unfin-
ished histories. It reinterprets maritime heritage not just 
as a story of pride but as a dialogue between glory and 
grief, endurance and erasure, belief and displacement.

But if juxtaposition is so promising, why is it so rarely 
practised? Addressing that question requires attention to 
the conceptual and institutional constraints that shape 
curatorial decisions, constraints that can limit what kinds 
of connections museums are willing, or able, to stage.

	� 8. CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS

This article presents a deliberately narrow curatorial 
provocation—placing a Roman anchor alongside a mi-
grant child’s flotation toy to create symbolic tension. 
While this pairing effectively highlights the ethical and 
emotional potential of activist museology, it also risks 
oversimplifying complex, intertwined histories into a bi-
nary of Christian heritage and migrant crisis. This is not a 
flaw of the objects themselves, but a limitation of symbol-
ic reduction. The Mediterranean’s interconnected histo-
ries, marked by Jewish, Muslim, African, and Ottoman 
presences, cannot be fully captured through a single pair-
ing. Rather than resolving this complexity, the article em-
braces it as an open question: how might future 
curatorial strategies foster a more diverse, polyphonic 
representation of Mediterranean memory?

The case for activist museology develops within a con-
text of institutional limitations. As previously mentioned, 
small museums like the Malta Maritime Museum must 
operate under restricted budgets, limited staff, and sensi-
tivities around representation. These are not just hurdles, 

but fundamental conditions that shape what can be com-
municated, displayed, and contrasted. Ethical curatorship, 
therefore, is not about idealised change but about work-
ing strategically within existing structures. It involves bal-
ancing aspiration with practicality and understanding that 
activist efforts may progress gradually through careful 
object choices, subtle disruptions, or interpretative shifts.

Ultimately, the challenges identified here are not devi-
ations from the article’s main argument, but its testing 
ground. They emphasise the urgency of rethinking muse-
um ethics, not despite limitations, but because of them. 
What matters is not perfection but the willingness to ac-
cept discomfort and to let objects speak in surprising, de-
stabilising ways.

	� 9. CONCLUSION

Maritime museums in the Mediterranean are at a critical 
crossroads. They can either reinforce selective national 
myths or confront the sea’s complex legacies of faith, mi-
gration, violence, and resilience. This article advocates 
for the latter—supporting a curatorial approach grounded 
in ethical urgency and political awareness.

The Malta Maritime Museum’s exhibition An Island at 
the Crossroads contains two objects with exceptional re-
lational potential: the Pauline anchor and the migrant 
child’s flotation object. Yet, as the analysis has shown, 
the exhibition keeps them apart, limiting the extent to 
which the museum can stage a sustained confrontation 
between foundational narratives of belonging and con-
temporary histories of displacement. In this context, jux-
taposition is not simply a visual technique; it signifies a 
curatorial ethos. It presents contradiction, provokes emo-
tion, and becomes a space of political imagination. When 
handled thoughtfully, it transforms the museum from a 
mere repository of the past into a space of encounter, 
discomfort, and solidarity51.

At the same time, such curatorial gestures are only a 
beginning. Ethical museology must also confront the 
structural and institutional frameworks that shape how 
public memory is formed. Activist practice requires more 
than aesthetic provocation—it calls for courage: to chal-
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lenge foundational myths, to make space for silenced 
voices, and to act when neutrality itself becomes a form 
of complicity.

If the Mediterranean is, as argued here, a sea of unfin-
ished histories, then maritime museums can become lab-
oratories of accountability, not monuments of pride but 
civic spaces where belief meets critique and heritage 
serves humanity52. The question is not whether museums 
are political—they always are—but how they choose to 
practice that politics.

 A deliberate juxtaposition of a consecrated anchor 
and a pink plastic toy would not simply place past and 
present side by side. It would invite a shared story of ar-
rival and survival, of sacred myth and lived migration, 
and it would insist that maritime heritage is inseparable 
from the unequal conditions under which mobility occurs. 
Can these objects bear that weight? Only if museums are 
willing to let them speak, through proximity, framing, and 
sustained interpretive care. In doing so, museums take a 
stand that is not only curatorial but civic: for justice, em-
pathy, and plural memory.
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