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Biography

 Mrs Catherine Collin is a volunteer in a historical monument and initiator of concerts and 
exhibitions. After studying law, she decided to engage in studies that allowed her to work in her 
chosen fields and went on to complete a master in cultural business management degree. She began 
her career in a cultural agency, Argos (1987-1993), where she was in charge of sponsorship, research, 
audit and the implementation of music festivals. Between 1993 and 2001, she administrated the 
Seine-Saint-Denis Youth Book Fair, a commercial event and developed cultural projects with a 
multimedia component.

 In 2001, she joined the Museum of Decorative Arts and directed both the education department 
and the photo library and documentation. Working together with the conservation department, 
Catherine has showcased the beauty and significance of the museum’s collections through her 
programmes and the digitalisation of the works. Catherine also develops projects, researches and 
conducts digital experiments focused on education and allowing greater public access to the 
museum’s artworks.

Abstract

 Helping our audiences to make sense of the massive body of knowledge and highlighting 
their significance in the social and environmental field, questioning our cultural practices and our 
sometimes unsuspected or uncontrolled resources is the responsibility of cultural workers and 
even more so when our ambition is to attract and engage new audiences so that they are aware of, 
appreciate and understand the works that we exhibit.

 This question of data - by its very name - is a corpus of rights and duties. How can we make use 
of our wealth of resources so that they are able to interact with other sources?

 How, like the works created by artists in residence or in connivance, Claire Malrieux, Albertine 
Meunier and Pierre Giner develop this awareness of the uses to be implemented for the common 
good and to offer more relevant entries in the corpus of our works.

 How can we learn from experiences in other areas to develop art research through formalised 
sharing? Are collaborative practices in the centre of our business or are they likely to become 
“uberised”? What do we offer, what do we propose to our audiences so that digital humanism plays a 
significant role in the heart of the visit?

How big data can help us innovate?

Catherine Collin  
Head of Public Relations,
Museum of Decorative Arts and Design
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HOW BIG DATA CAN HELP US 
INNOVATE? 

Catherine Collin 
Head of Public Relations

Museum of Decorative Arts and Design

There are other institutions in France that 
have a more advanced understanding 
of data. However, in the realm of the 
decorative arts, fashion and textile, 
advertising and graphics, we at the 
Museum of Decorative Arts and Design 
have over a decade of experience and 
initiatives to share.

Figure 1 both connects with our theme 
of big data, and serves as a tribute to 
French writer, politician and publisher, 
André Malraux. The image is symbolic as 
it shows Malraux, surrounded by the pages 
of his book – he was known for juxtaposing  
photographs of art to explore and discuss 
different ideas, and was a firm believer 

Figure 1. André Malraux in his salon. Image courtesy of Getty Research Institute from the publication 
The Book on the Floor: André Malraux and the Imaginary Museum. 
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that the interpretation of art can evolve. 
We share a similar approach to using data.

An examination of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights allows us to consider data 
as a common good and to think about the 
subject both as a matter of one’s rights 
and as a part of one’s duties.

In the 1996 Cyberspace Declaration of 
Independence, poet and activist John 
Perry Barlow once said: “We are creating a 
world that all may enter without privilege 
or prejudice accorded by race, economic 
power, military force, or station of birth.
We are creating a world where anyone, 
anywhere may express his or her beliefs, 
no matter how singular, without fear of 
being coerced into silence or conformity.”  

This question of rights and duties means 
that museum professionals must adapt 
and change based on the organisation of 
structures and present economic models. 
The need is to reinvent our business 
models and our practices.

Digital technologies have introduced 
new actors – computing, networks, 
design, ergonomics, security – to 
the field of design and modified the 
manner of communication. This means 
that museums now also have a role in 
controlling and managing data collection 
to avoid its unlawful dissemination across 
new channels.

Intellectual historian and Professor of Digital 
Humanities at Paris-Sorbonne University, 
Milad Doueihi, has argued that although 
the impact of digitalisation has been far-
reaching, the voices of historians remain 
largely absent. The need, therefore, is that 
museums like ours step up to the plate.

Our data has multiplied since we 
first began documenting work in our 
computer database, and in the autumn 
of 2018, we employed artificial intelligence 
(AI) to enhance the visitor experience 
at the reopening of the modern and 
contemporary department of the Museum 
of Decorative Arts.

We have developed systems on our 
website to allow for better visualisation 
of our databases, produced some virtual 
exhibitions and acquired innovative 
devices, all of which is thanks to charitable 
foundations and a combination of generous 
funding from the Bettencourt Schueller 
Foundation and the Ministry of Culture.

It is our responsibility to ensure our 
databases are accessible online and 
available to the greatest number of people 
possible. We are keen to collaborate with 
online portals like Europeana Fashion, 
a portal which brings together fashion 
content from over 30 public and private 
archives museums across at least 13 
European countries. We have also 
contributed to Google’s “We Wear Culture” 
project – a collaboration between Google 
and over 180 organisations to digitise the 
world’s cultural treasures.

We are committed to making this a 
long-term partnership to ensure the 
dissemination of our collections of works.

It is worth noting that the data we interact 
with is often limited to what people 
are willing to contribute. There is much 
that is not provided, and what we learn 
about tends to be a reflection of our 
accomplishments. In many cases, data has 
been erased or deemed not “important to 
be digitised” and will inevitably disappear. 
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With this in mind, museums, as curators of 
a wealth of information, play a crucial role 
in determining and ensuring that what is 
valuable is digitised.

It is because of this that we have offered
our data, where relevant, to the first
generation of museomixeurs. Take for 
example the 18th century Tiepolo’s Il 
Mondo Novo. The painting depicts 
the presentation of a magic lantern at a 
public square. It was an extreme novelty
for the time, and in modern day, was 
combined with a woodwork exhibition 
in the museum and hosted on a 
digital platform.

These museum hackathons are all about 
innovation, bringing together hackers, 
coders, designers, scientists, mediators to 
exchange and develop new ideas.

Although there are benefits, one big 
risk is in safeguarding all this data as the 
perpetual changes put information at the 
risk of disappearing.

Although I will not delve into this issue, 
I would like to mention that the issue 
may be resolved by storing readable 
information on synthetic DNA molecules. 
One gram of DNA is capable of storing 
one billion gigabytes, offering longevity 
and incredible information density 
alongside reduced power consumption 
– bringing with it endless possibilities 
for data storage.

Digital technology in the museum should 
not be restricted to the mere usage 
of devices in exhibitions or the option 
of an audioguide. Rather, it should be 
positioned as part of the museum’s 
vision, and as something with potential
to change organisations and better serve 
the audience.

Figure 2. Il Mondo Novo. Giovanni Domenico Tiepolo, around 1765, Italy, oil paint on canvas, gift from Jules 
Maciet in 1907, registration number 11305. Image courtesy of Museum of Decorative Arts and Design, 

© Photo Les Arts Décoratifs, Paris/Jean Tholance.
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We started our journey less than a decade 
ago because of the desire of students and 
artists to build on our data and create.

Since we first called for proposals for 
an innovative digital project, we have 
maintained that our goal is to make 
data accessible to the masses. This has 
influenced the elements we use and we 
have achieved varying degrees of success 
as we strive to search for suitable devices 
for data conservation.

Our first initiative was called “Decorative” 
and was developed by artist, Pierre Giner, 
in collaboration with two start-ups. 
This was designed to pique the curiosity 
of the visitor. If a visitor identified a work 
they appreciated, the system would be 
able to locate three other similar works, 
the location of these works, and provide an 
explanatory leaflet for more information.  
Since this success, we have come to 
believe that collaboration with start-ups
are a great way to drive innovation, and 
have worked on subsequent projects 
with students who have started their 
own businesses.

For visitors passionate about ornithology, 
we developed an exhibition that included 
Sèvres porcelain pieces from Musée 
Nissim de Camondo, texts from Buffon’s 
Natural History, drawings from Martinet, 
and songs of birds uploaded online by 
anonymous contributors. Cooperation 
between institutions and individuals was 
key to making this a success.

A team of museomixeurs also managed 
to create period rooms where visitors 
could select their wallpapers of choice. 
Tapping on only our resources already 
yielded hundreds of wallpapers – data
that has been digitised but is rarely
shown – so one can only imagine the 
possibilities if we were to collaborate with 
other institutions. Through working with 
the National Audiovisual Institute, for 
example, we were able to slip in a musical 
score and even project a film on the 
room walls.

It is our responsibility to trace the history 
of this overwhelming information, to 
point out its significance in our world, 
and to question our cultural practices 

Figure 3. Part of our online exhibition about orthinology. Image courtesy of ©ARImagine.
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and control of resources. This is especially 
because our ambition is to conquer 
new audiences, giving the works we 
exhibit greater visibility and improving 
audience understanding.

We have a right to data and a duty to 
share it. The question is: how do we ensure 
our data is accessible and available to 
other sources for collaboration? How 
can the works of artists like Michel 
Paysant and Claire Malrieux – just to 
name a few – inspire us and propel us 
to make similar progress in our work?

After all, by allowing the public to visualise 
what he, himself sees when he examines 
each piece of work, Michel Paysant’s fusion 
of art and science brought new dimensions 
to paintings from 1864, to pieces like the 
Veranda of the Princess Mathilde, and even 
to the tables of Robert Mallet-Stevens. This 
demonstrates how innovation can renew 
perspectives, giving everyone a chance to 
enjoy different collections.

We are continuing to explore avenues 
for innovation, and have responded to 
a call for proposals by the ministry. This 
will see us work on a project with the 
Centre of the National Monuments, the 
Museum of National Antiquities, and 
Minar, a company focused on both an 
augmented reality and virtual reality. 
We are excited to see how adding digital 
information to our environment will both 
affect user experience and enable greater 
collaboration between institutions. We 
will also continue to make technology 
beneficial to visitors, and ensure that it 
is well-integrated in the environment so 
that it becomes a norm in our ecosystem 
of art-mediators.

Conclusion

In conclusion, as this seminar will 
undoubtedly demonstrate, collaboration 
is key to connecting pieces of data, and 
in doing so, making places of culture a 
common occurrence.

Figure 4. Period Room. Image courtesy of ©Mosquito.


