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Abstract

  Over the past few years, the “Réunion des musées nationaux et du Grand Palais” has tested new 
forms of mediation and museography. This presentation will show how three innovations were test-
ed by the public, the profile of those who appreciated them most and how these tests have led 
to improvements.

• Smartglasses were tested as an aid for three exhibitions: Niki de Saint Phalle, Velázquez and 
Picasso.mania. Whilst very attractive and appealing to family groups with adolescents, they were 
not satisfactory and were eventually abandoned.

• Three MOOCs (massive open online courses) were produced on the themes of Impressionism, 
Picasso and A brief history of art. These proved very popular (15,000 to 23,000 participants) and 
reached a much wider public geographically. The satisfaction surveys then helped to improve 
this tool and its learning method but also to identify its limits in terms of reaching a more 
diverse demographic.

• The Eternal Sites exhibition was very original, both in content and in presentation. The subject, 
four threatened archaeological sites, was presented with the help of an immersive film made 
from a 360° projection of 3D images. This presentation will look at how the audience reacted to 
the absence of archaeological artefacts (only 4 were physically present) and to the digital and 
immersive nature of this exhibition. 

Evaluation As a Tool for Innovation
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The past few years has seen the Réunion 
des Musées Nationaux – Grand Palais, 
(Rmn-Grand Palais or Grand Palais) test 
new forms of mediation and museography. 
This paper will explore three of the 
innovations that were tested, examine the 
profile of those who appreciated them 
most, and discuss how these tests have led 
to improvements.

Rmn-Grand Palais: A major player on 
the international cultural stage

Built for the 1900 Universal Exposition, 
the Grand Palais is a historic monument 
“dedicated by the Republic to the glory 
of art”. For over a century, it has hosted 
countless art fairs, historic exhibitions, 
dance performances and concerts.  
 

Figure 1. Rmn-Grand Palais. Image courtesy of the Collection Rmn-Grand Palais, photo by Mirco Magliocca.
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The Rmn-Grand Palais produces 
technically advanced exhibitions by 
bringing together artwork from public 
and private collections from all over the 
world. The institution offers museums an 
opportunity to draw on its wide network 
and logistics resources, either by working 
on co-productions or by commissioning 
the Grand Palais to organise the whole 
event. There are about 20 exhibitions  
produced or co-produced by the institution 
each year. These are held both in France 
and abroad, and are attended by over two 
million guests. 

Examples of these include an exhibition 
on artificial intelligence called Artists & 
Robots in Astana, Kazakhstan in 2017; 
Claude Monet: The Spirit of Place at the 
Hong Kong Heritage Museum in 2016, 
and Ten masterpieces of Western painting 
in Beijing in 2015. These exhibitions offer 
an opportunity for the organisation to test 
digital technologies with a more modern 
approach to museography and visitor 
interaction, including but not limited to 
smart-glasses, the MOOCs (massive open 
online courses) and immersive exhibitions.

Smart-glasses

Smart-glasses, also known as Google 
glasses, were tested at two exhibitions.

The glasses were equipped with an
earpiece that provided an audio 
commentary. This is similar to an 
audioguide, but is able to support the 
commentary with images, photos or 
videos displayed on a virtual screen on 
the top right corner of the glasses. This 
allows for a richer experience as the user 
is treated to photos of the artist, subjects 
that inspired the artist, or films of the 
artist working, for example. Visitors had to 
pay to use the smart-glasses, and the price 
was higher than for a simple audioguide.

However, visitor feedback was poor. 
Satisfaction ratings stood at only 4.7 out 
of 10 and 48 per cent of visitors indicated 
they were dissatisfied. 

This was for three main reasons. Firstly, 
the batteries ran out too quickly due to a 
technical glitch in the glasses. Secondly, 
visitors struggled to handle this new 

Figure 2. Smart-glasses in use at exhibition. Image courtesy of the Collection Rmn-Grand Palais.
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device and its various functions–for 
example, they found it challenging to 
simultaneously scan the works and launch 
the commentary. Finally, they perceived 
the screen as an obstacle, separating them 
from enjoying the works in real life.

It is worthy to note that despite this, visitors 
had expectations of the new possibilities 
this tool offers. For example, they had 
hoped that each of the works would have 
more images to support the commentary. 

We also discovered that this new tool for 
mediation attracted visitors who were 
already familiar with using an audioguide. 
Its modern look and technology did not 
attract a wider audience. 

The most satisfied visitors were those 
who came with teenaged children. These 
visitors felt that the smart-glasses had 
kept their teenagers more engaged, and 
were glad their children had spent more 
time at the exhibition and appeared more 
interested in the content.

We have chosen not to use this device 
again, and note that Google is also no 
longer marketing its smart-glasses.

MOOCS (massive open online courses)

We ran three MOOCs on three subjects in 
collaboration with our exhibitions and art 
history courses. The MOOCs comprised 
online videos, quizzes, a discussion forum, 
a twitter account, and participation in 
artistic activities.
 
 These were titled, “Impressionism”, 

“Picasso” and “A short history of art”, 
and were attended by 15,000, 17,000 
and 23,000 people respectively. 

The satisfaction ratings were very 
high, with an 8.7 out of 10 average 
recommendation rating, and a 9.2 out 
of 10 satisfaction rating for the videos.

The MOOCs have allowed us to reach a 
wider audience. Although only 28 per 
cent of people outside of Paris visit our 
exhibitions, 52 per cent of the participants 
were from this demographic. They also 
had a high educational background.

We used the MOOCs to encourage people 
who followed the online course to visit the 
exhibitions and attend conferences at the 
Grand Palais in person. Between 47 per 
cent to 53 per cent expressed that they 
were very keen.

We believe these satisfaction surveys 
have been crucial in helping us to 
determine the profile of the MOOC 
participants and that the feedback has 
helped us improve our MOOCs offerings.

Eternal Sites

The Eternal Sites exhibition was held at the 
Grand Palais in December 2017. It featured 
four very well-known archaeological sites 
near the Middle East, some of which have 
either been destroyed or have been made 
inaccessible because of various wars. The 
subject was extremely relevant, because 
the exhibition opening coincided with the 
taking over of one of the sites at Palmyra 
by the Islamic State group. Thanks to 
exceptional public and private support, 
we were able to offer free public admission 
to the exhibition.

The form of the exhibition was innovative 
because it presented very little 
archaeological material. Instead, the sites 
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were reconstructed using 3D imagery 
and augmented reality. Images of the 
archaeological sites were projected onto 
the four walls of the room, enabling 
visitors to immerse themselves in the 
sights. We avoided text or voice-overs and 
instead, complemented the images with 
beautiful music. 

Attendance was high with 60,000 visitors 
in 20 days and an average of 3,000 visitors 
per day.

The demographic was younger than the 
usual for the Grand Palais and many had 
travelled from the provinces beyond 
the greater Paris area. The overall AB1 
demographic is usually heavily culture-
oriented, so these first-time visitors 
contributed to the diversity of the crowd.

Around 20 per cent of visitors were 
attracted by the digital nature of the 
exhibition, but the majority had come 
because of the theme of the exhibition.

The average satisfaction rating was good, 
reaching 8.3 out of 10. The visitors most 
appreciated how images were projected 
on all four walls of the room, and how the 
augmented reality system showed the 
rebuilding of the Arch of Palmyra.

A sample of this can be found at https://
experiments.withgoogle.com/palmyra. 
Through further interviews, we learnt 
that visitors were most enthralled by the 
feelings evoked by the images. The beauty 
of the images, coupled with the quality 
of the scenography and the sadness of 
knowing these sites are threatened evoked 
strong emotions in many.

The fact that the exhibition comprised 
few archaeological artefacts but many 
digital images was not an issue, as visitors 
recognised that the archaeological sites 
are currently inaccessible.

Figure 3. The Eternal Sites exhibition in 2017. Image courtesy of the © Collection Rmn-Grand Palais.
Photo by Didier Plowy.

1 A measure of socioeconomic status. This is based on education, income and occupation. AB demographic are those who 
are highly educated and wealthier.
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Conclusion

The smart-glasses were popular with 
families with teenagers, but not with most 
other visitors. The feedback indicated that 
we should not try this technology again.

The MOOCs offered us varied and 
interesting platforms to convey 
information, and brought the additional 
benefits of enabling us to reach visitors 
who are physically far away and to 
encourage them to visit the Grand Palais. 
The satisfaction surveys were crucial in 
guiding our future plans, and we were 
able to introduce improvements to create 
an experience that better meets the 
participants’ expectations. 

The Eternal Sites exhibition proved that 
immersive exhibitions presenting work in 
a largely digital format can still be popular 
with the public. We also noted that this 
is especially in situations when there are 
good reasons for it—for  example when 
the sites or the works cannot be seen or 
accessed in real life.

Better understanding of public demand 
and the reasons for their satisfaction 
or dissatisfaction is key for us to adapt 
our museography and the tools we use 
to interact with our visitors and meet 
our objectives. We value the feedback 
provided and view it as a precious 
decision-making tool in our move towards 
greater innovation.


