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Abstract 

 Innovation must help cultural institutions to answer the following issues: transmitting and 
preserving the heritage they are responsible for. Their purpose is to address people, whether they 
are young, scholars, foreign or local tourists, in order to provide content with all the tools they have at 
hand and, when necessary, adapt or bend the rules and create their own tools.
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 Museums must adapt to their environment (new competitors, new expectations, etc…) and 
define new rules, among them:

• Cultural institutions should use their content to send a message   

• Allow visitors to participate and discuss with museums especially through social media 

• Visitors, on site, at home and in new places (airplane, autonomous cars in a few years…) should be 
able to choose the most adapted media to their needs and uses. 

 This is the case for the Palace of Versailles. Since its creation by Louis XIV in the 17th century, the 
Palace of Versailles has always been a pioneer in innovation of any kind: scientifically, politically, or 
culturally speaking. Today, the Palace of Versailles continues to act as an engine of innovation.

 However, these new rules should not conflict with museum ethics which are, from our 
perspective, the ability to share with each individual the most accurate representation of Versailles. 
Each audience base has its own expectations, especially in the Palace of Versailles where our visitors’ 
interests can be in architecture, history, arts… and it’s our duty to provide to each of these visitors an 
outstanding scientific accuracy. 

 Finally, cultural innovation can be technological but it can also be in the form of new display 
techniques and using soft power for economic or diplomatic goals as it has been the case in Versailles 
recently with Poutine’s visit, and the “Choose France” international Summit in January 2018.
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Introduction

Cultural institutions must address people 
of all demographics—whether young 
or old, scholars, foreigners or locals—
to educate and share on heritage. The 

content they create is the product of the 
tools these institutions have at hand and 
when necessary, institutions must be able 
to adapt and bend the rules to develop 
new tools. 

Figure 1. Aerial View of the Estate of Versailles. Image courtesy of © EPV/ Thomas Garnier.
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This is especially salient of late, as a 
changing landscape and new competitors 
have altered the rules of the game. Cultural 
institutions like museums must now:

• Ensure that the content they produce 
conveys a message

• Allow visitors to participate in discussions 
with them through social media

• Enable visitors, both on-site and remote 
(e.g., on aeroplanes or in autonomous 
cars), to access information across 
different media platforms, depending 
on their different needs.

Innovation is therefore crucial to helping 
cultural institutions continue to transmit 
and preserve the heritage they are 
responsible for. Over the years, the Palace 
of Versailles has succeeded by pioneering 
innovation, and even today, remains 
an engine of innovation. Our stance is 
that cultural innovation is essential and 
goes beyond technological changes, to 
include new methods of display, and the 

Figure 2. The Hall of Mirrors, one of the highlights for visitors. Image courtesy of © EPV/ Thomas Garnier.

use of soft power to achieve economic or 
diplomatic goals.

It is important to note that using cultural 
innovation to serve these new demands 
should not come into conflict with 
museum ethics: which is to convey 
the most accurate representation of 
Versailles possible to each individual. 
As each audience member has unique 
expectations and different interests in 
architecture, history or arts, for example, 
it is our duty to ensure their experience 
is one of outstanding scientific accuracy, 
regardless of the method or medium they 
choose to access this information.

Cultural innovation: Versailles’ 
everyday reality

According to the Public Institution of 
Versailles ACT 23 years ago, our duties are 
as follows:

 1. To conserve, protect, restore and 
present cultural items to the public 

 and to serve as custodian of these 
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cultural items which are from the 
collections of the palaces and estates 
within our jurisdiction;

 2. To acquire cultural items in order 
to contribute to and enrich existing 
national collections;

 3. To ensure that the palaces, museums 
and estates we are in charge of are 
accessible to the widest public by any 
and all appropriate means. This includes 
curating visits so as to facilitate learning 
about our collections, and devising 
and implementing educational 
programmes all of which ensure equal 
access to culture;

 4. To ensure the continued scientific 
study of the collections, the building’s 
architecture and gardens;

 5. To assist in education, training and 
research in the fields of history, history 
of art and architecture, museography, 
musicology and performing arts;

 6. To organise events, especially in the 
areas of music, theatre or ballet, in the 
palaces and estates;

 7. To conserve, protect, restore, enrich, 
 and make available for consultation 
 the library collections and of the 

documentation of the palaces of 
 Versailles and Trianon’s national museum.

Each year, we welcome more than seven 
million people—80 per cent are foreigners 
and 70 per cent of this 7 million are 
first-time visitors to Versailles. As each 
person’s visit time is on average less than 
four hours, this gives us an incredibly 

Figure 3. The Versailles App. Image courtesy of Château de Versailles.
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short window to deliver a message that 
is both accurate and that caters to a 
diverse audience.

Cultural innovation is therefore key to 
helping us fulfil our many missions, 
especially in allowing us to reach the 
largest audience possible without altering 
our scientific message. 

By using innovative tools and media, 
we are able to meet the audience where 
they are: whether on site at the Palace 
or elsewhere on our Estate, at home or 
in any unexpected place—delivering
our messages and content in the most 
appropriate way to fit their different 
interests and preferred learning mediums.  

Innovation is in Versailles’ DNA

Innovation has been part of our DNA 
since the creation of Versailles by Louis 
XIV in the 17th century and the Palace of 
Versailles has always been a pioneer 

in innovation of all sorts: whether 
scientifically, politically, diplomatically 
or culturally. Our purpose today is to 
perpetuate this tradition of innovation 
by inventing, anticipating and shaping 
new rules around three themes: memory, 
creation and sharing. 

Adapting, bending and changing 
the rules

One way we have adapted is by 
increasingly involving our visitors and 
offering them a wide choice of mediums 
to suit their needs. We have many 
projects that encourage audience 
participation, including but not limited 
to flash mobs, Instameet, MuseumWeek 
on Twitter, and by inviting bloggers and 
calling for contributions.
 
For example, we invited people from all 
over the world to contribute to our online 
platform “Photo Souvenirs” by sending 
an old or recent family photo of their 

Figure 4. Colbert introducing members of the Royal Academy of Sciences founded in 1667 to Louis XIV. 
Painted by Henri Testelin © Château de Versailles.
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Figure 5. Virtual Reality Experience “The Palace is yours” with Google Arts and Culture.   
Image courtesy of Château de Versailles.

trip to Versailles. Using this method of 
crowd-sourcing, we developed a digital 
photographic database that traces the 
history of Versailles from 1901 until today. 

Recently, we also started a public “search 
operation” to locate Jean Cotelle’s paintings 
in private collections. We succeeded in 
locating one, and it will be exhibited in 
the next exhibition at the Grand Trianon. 
This is a prime example of how having an 
innovative approach can aid in the work of 
a curator and help enhance exhibitions.
 
We have also prioritised meeting the 
public in new and unexpected areas, 
both in real-life and the virtual world. 
To do so, we have redecorated all the 
trains going to Versailles from Paris in 
the colours of the Palace. We have also 
created a massive open online course 
(MOOC) in partnership with the Orange 
Foundation to enable greater audience 
interaction and development of new 
arts communities. Finally, we endeavour 
to bring museums to people far away in 
areas like prisons or hospitals.  
 

We are also careful to adapt alongside the 
changing public behaviors. As early as 
2015, we launched WeChat and Weibo 
accounts to reach the China market. Now, 
our websites are accessible on mobile 
devices, the courtyards and gardens of 
Versailles have Wi-Fi and exclusive content 
is available on social media networks. 

Finding a balance between accessibility 
and ethics

I believe these projects are congruent 
with professional ethics and that increasing 
accessibility to the masses is aligned with 
the Versailles’ mission. It is imperative that 
we provide easy access to the unique 
heritage we preserve without betraying 
our historical identity. It is also crucial 
that we can translate the language of our 
science curators and adapt it, accurately, 
to reach our visitors. Programmes like 
Ask a Curator Day on Twitter, and 
measures like ensuring there are two 
curators dedicated to handle digital and
innovative matters, all help reinforce
this accuracy.
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Our ancestral savoir-faire motivates us to 
continue to innovate, and it is important 
that we communicate this savoir-faire in 
the ways we innovate. We can illustrate 
these exchanges on our collection 
conservation tools like the research 
programme, European Protocol in 
Preventive Conservation (EPICO).  

Indeed, today’s creators are constantly 
inspired by Versailles and view it as a 
reference of the French art-de-vivre (e.g., 
fashion, design, perfume, gastronomy). 
Because of this, it is our duty to show that 
Versailles’ inspiration fuels innovation. 

All tools used to give the public more 
access are beneficial, whether content is 
transmitted in real-life or through a virtual 
platform. We do not believe our virtual 
programmes come into conflict with 
the goal of increasing foot-traffic. In fact, 
each year we have a good mix of around 
10 million virtual visitors and seven 
million real visitors, and both categories 
of visitors have been increasing over the 
last decade.

Conclusion

Since the creation of Versailles and more 
recently, the launch of the Grand Versailles 
Numérique in 2005, cultural innovation 
has been a priority. Contemporary art 
exhibitions, the opening of the Gallery 
of History with Google in 2012, and 
more recently, the reconstitution of lost 
places through a research project called 
“Verspera”, have repeatedly shown that 
Versailles has and always will be a place 
of creation.  

Furthermore, Versailles’ history belongs to 
everyone—in a sense, everyone has their 
own perception of Versailles. Versailles’ 
innovation is based on the fact that it 
delivers a universal message everyone 
can understand and appreciate. It’s also 
for that reason that French President 
Emmanuel Macron has chosen Versailles 
to host all the world’s most influential 
CEOs during the Choose France Summit 
in January 2018 and finally to also bring 
Versailles, digitally, to Singapore. 

Figure 6. Versailles’ History Gallery in partnership with Google. Image courtesy of © EPV – Thomas Garnier.


