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Abstract

 The attendance of centres of scientific and industrial culture such as the Cité des Sciences and 
the Palais de la Découverte (Universcience), is increasingly made up of digital natives. It is therefore 
reasonable to wonder whether our proposals remain relevant for them or whether, on the contrary,  
the digital culture that is theirs does not force us to change in depth. As a strong element of 
contemporary culture, digital culture is a force for innovation, placed at the heart of our institution. 
Over the years, digital technology has become a new topic for our interventions, a source of 
innovative media for mediation and the driving force behind a renewed dialogue with our audiences.

 Universcience was the first institution to choose to focus on the digital as a theme for 
exploration. At the Palais de la Découverte, a new unit was opened and dedicated to digital sciences
to accompany the new syllabus taught in schools and to help the youngest students learn the secrets 
of coding and programming. In 2018, we will open a Gamelab, a space focused on video games, 
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to play and create. Several experiments of virtual reality and augmented reality have been carried 
out, which enrich their visits by superimposing layers of explanation, providing an experience of 
ubiquity, but also a full immersion in a different world. 

 However, “digital” is not synonymous with virtual, the FabLab of the Cité des Sciences et de 
l’Industrie, the 21st Century workshops of participative do-it-yourself, offer a cognitive and material 
environment conducive to the development of an applied curiosity for science and technology. 

 Finally, digital technology makes it possible to create a conversational museum. At a time of 
the “universal smartphone” and 3D printing, our museums can no longer disseminate knowledge, 
to a public taken as an indistinct whole. “Universcience 3.0”, a tool to accompany the visit including
geolocation and augmented reality, will offer not only a personalised guided tour but is also a tool for
the visitor to offer feedback to the institution, for more co-designed offers and creative empowerment. 
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 DIGITAL CULTURE: A TRIGGER FOR 
SCIENCE CENTRES’ TRANSFORMATION  
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The attendance at science centres like 
the Cité des sciences and the Palais de la 
découverte (Universcience), is increasingly 
made up of digital natives. For example, 
50 per cent of the public at the Palais 
de la Découverte is below the age of 
18 years old. The smartphone was 
invented before they were born and it is 
natural for them to search for information 
using the Internet, and to communicate 
with their friends through apps like 
Snapchat and Instagram. They are also 
remarkable at multi-tasking and can easily 
follow the lesson in the classroom, answer 
their texts, and look for information on the 
web, all at the same time. Overall, it is clear 
that the new culture is one where digital 
technology has been deeply integrated.

The notion of digital culture encompasses 
both tools and practices. Tools include the 
Internet, social networks, video games, and 
digital image technologies such as video 
mapping, augmented reality, virtual reality, 
and artificial intelligence. The common 

thread between all of these is the use of 
digitised data. 

Practices, on the other hand, refer to the 
co-construction between designer and 
user, the establishment of new modes 
of socialising, and the principles of open 
source and open data sharing.

Digital culture has changed how digital 
natives perceive time and space, and this 
has translated to the experience they 
expect in a museum. This was observed 
in 2017 when the Ministry of Culture, 
conducted a study to find out about 
the expected role of the 21st century 
museum. The findings highlighted the 
need for museums in France to become 
“protean” and indicated that museums 
should constantly reinvent themselves 
by generating new programmes and 
regularly reviewing its collections. 
Museums must also transcend the four 
walls to create experiences that last both 
during one’s visit and afterwards.
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The culture of our digital natives has also 
transformed the relationship between 
reference documents and authority. We 
have also moved from an economy of 
scarcity to one of overabundance. 

To loosely translate the words of Milhad 
Doueihi: while it is true that access to 
information and knowledge has always 
been a form of power, the anthological 
culture, in its digital deployment, is 
setting up a new epistemological 
and formal configuration capable of 
reorienting our appreciation of the links 
between knowledge and power. As such, 
there is no need to restate the extent 
to which the museum as an institution 
and its legitimacy are founded on the 
combination of knowledge and power. 

Instead, it is time to consider whether our 
museum offerings remain relevant to 
digital natives, and if digitalisation should 
in fact inspire us to change our approach. 

At Universcience, digital culture is seen 
as a key element of contemporary culture 
and a force for innovation. Over the years, 
digital technology has been an inspiration 
for new approaches: it is a source of 
innovative media for our animations 
and the driving force behind a renewed 
dialogue with our audiences.

We have no choice. As a centre for science 
technologies and industry we must both 
discuss and demonstrate the possibilities 
that innovation brings. At times, this is 
like the Red Queen race from Alice in 
Wonderland—the need is for us to adapt 
and evolve to maintain our relevance. 

Although it seems obvious and appropriate 
that a science centre would select digital 

culture as a subject for exhibitions, the 
fact is that it took years to programme 
these exhibitions. Our new exhibition 
dedicated to digital sciences, which 
follows new apprenticeships taught 
in schools and helps the youngest 
students learn the secrets of coding and 
programming, was only launched at the 
Palais de la Découverte on 13 March 2018.  
The question is, why was this so late? 

It is because it was only recently that 
we gained the technical and creative 
capacity to visualise digital sciences in 
a stimulating and interactive way. In the 
past, beyond the theory and the history, 
there wasn’t much for visitors to see and 
experience directly. New technologies 
and the development of easy coding tools 
have finally opened the doors for us to 
produce good science exhibitions and 
animations, like our first Lego education 
workshop, held in 2017, which enabled 
kids to build and code their own robots.

Thanks to the same tools, in 2018, we 
opened our Gamelab, a space focused 
on video games, and that allowed visitors 
to go beyond play and create games. 
This space also put the spotlight on the   
impact of video games on many aspects 
of cultural and industrial activity, as well 
as the new professions and organisations 
involved in production.

Digital innovation is also valuable for 
its ability to push the boundaries of 
interaction. While digital technology in 
no way negates the importance of human 
mediation—an essential element of 
the conversation between the museum 
and the public—it reframes how this 
mediation is conducted and encourages 
its reinvention. That’s why Universcience 



- 68 -

is currently developing a new embedded 
mediation app called “Univertech”, which 
will allow for personalised and enhanced 
support for visitors. 

Visitors’ social networks will also be 
used to complement their experience, 
allowing them to ask questions, exchange 
information, and build more connections. 
We understand that social networks 
are also places where visitors present 
themselves and their relationship with the 
museum experience, and have catered 
to this by offering features like charging 
points and WiFi across our building to 
enable them to stay connected.

Nevertheless, these proposals have led to 
concerns about dispersion, distraction, 
or even losing the impact of exhibitions, 
as digital media relegates exhibitions to 
“background decoration”. However, we 
have not found this to be the case when 
exhibition designers are able to evolve 
and adapt their concepts with digital 
culture in mind.

Exhibitions that include Virtual Reality 
(VR) and Augmented Reality (AR) have 
succeeded in creating an enriched visit by 
allowing additional layers of explanation 
to be included. For example, we have an 
exhibition entitled Valerian and Laureline, 
based on the 1967 comic book adventures 
of two space-time agents. AR enabled 
us to superimpose the images of three 
scientists over the original drawings that 
were displayed in cases. This method gave 
depth to the drawings and helped the 
visitors better understand the singular 
and extraordinary universe created in 
this influential work of science fiction. 
Exhibitions like this are aligned with 
both the comic book’s universe and with 

Universcience’s mission to innovate. We 
are also in the process of developing AR-
based glasses that will allow sign language 
interpretation of planetarium shows 
without interfering with the main images.

None of this involves the removal of the 
tangible museum experience. Throughout 
these developments, we have been 
extremely careful not to completely 
replace physical objects and hands-on 
experiences with digital technologies, 
ensuring that technology is used to 
complement or enhance the experience. 

But we want to go further. In early 2020, 
the Cité des Sciences et de l’Industrie 
will open a digital exhibition about 
architectural and engineering mega 
projects. The challenge will be not to 
limit ourselves to just achieving the 
“wow” factor—something which is 
unfortunately all too frequent in 
modern exhibitions—but to also deliver
content that is as rich as that you would 
find in a more traditional exhibition. 
We hope that in doing this, we will maintain 
or exceed current visitor footfall. 

The use of digital technologies is one of
the most powerful ways to immerse a 
visitor in an enchanting world. TeamLab 
in Japan has proved it in each of its 
creations, now presented as an exhibition 
at Singapore’s ArtScience Museum.

The renovation of the Palais de la 
Découverte offers a great opportunity 
for us to rise to the occasion and invent 
experiences that are both immersive and 
meaningful. We hope to focus on video-
mapping, a technology that is very well-
developed in France to recreate part of the 
1937 interior of the Palais, transporting 
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visitors through time to when it first 
opened as a science centre.

We also intend to use digital technologies 
to increase the porosity of the Palais with 
research centres: it will be possible to enter 
an immersive room and to find oneself 
inside a real laboratory, speaking in real 
time with scientists “as if they are next to 
us”, to observe live surgery performed in 
Toulouse by a Boston surgeon with the 
commentary from  an animator in Paris, 
or even to dive into the abyss beside a 
researcher—the possibilities are endless.

In addition, digital technology and the 
advent of big data, huge data flows and 
the means of stocking vast amounts of 
information, have given a new impetus 
to what is called data visualisation, 
transforming the practice of creating 
maps and graphics. This is a real boon for 
science museums, as digital artists have 
seized upon the difficult art of translating 
raw and often complex data, including 
encrypted data, into beautiful and 
didactic images that make it possible to 
understand in the blink of an eye. 

Beyond their aesthetic value, the 
visualisation of large datasets is also a 
means of transmitting new information. 
It provides the means to highlight “global” 
information through the organisation, 
prioritisation or processing of other (more 
“local”) information. It is in this spirit that 
we created the show Urban Earth as part 
of the exhibition Urban Transformations, 
which won the Kandar Prize for Data 
Visualisation in 2016.

Going digital has also opened another 
avenue for us to reach visitors: through 
the FabLab of the Cité des Sciences 
et de l’Industrie. The FabLab is a place 
of discovery and experimentation, 
where digital practices meet innovative 
technologies. Visitors are empowered to 
shape their own creative projects, either 
independently or with others, using 
innovative tools like 3D printers and laser 
cutting machines, just to name a few. The 
goal is to enable everyone, especially 
those between the ages of 15 and 25, to 
take an interest in science and technology 
through technological innovation. 

Some see the FabLab as representative 
of a modern industrial revolution, which 
highlights a shift towards individualised, 
and decentralised industrial production 
that meets mostly local needs. We see it 
as a way to demystify technical skills and 
to promote the scientific approach to 
challenges. We believe the FabLab allows 
everyone to gain the appropriate know-
how, and provides a platform to meet 
and learn from people of different ages, 
genders and backgrounds. 

These are all opportunities that favour co-
construction and collective intelligence. 
But above all, this practice, by being 
anchored in digital culture, has created an 
approach that provides a bridge between 
thought and gesture, by giving users the 
tools to transform what they can imagine 
into reality.


