
- 78 -

Biography

 As General Director, Centre for National Monuments, the French Heritage agency, Mrs Bénédicte 
Lefeuvre leads this government-owned corporation which includes 100 historical sites open to 
the public as l’Arc de Triomphe, le Mont Saint Michel or la cité comtale de Carcassonne. This network 
illustrates the wealth of French heritage in all its diversity.

 The Centre for National Monuments is the largest public operator of cultural and touristic sites 
in France with over 9.4 million visitors per year. The Centre employs 1,400 staff working in various 
locations in France. 

 Over 84% of the public institution is generated by visitors. Bénédicte assists the Centre’s 
President in its economic development and manages the global strategy including innovation. She 
is also the project manager of the Hotel de la Marine, a historical monument located at Place de la 
Concorde in Paris which will open to the public in 2020.

 Bénédicte began her career as manager in a private communications agency. She has been 
working in the cultural sector since 1991, first in the field of cinema, then in contemporary art and 
finally in the heritage sector since 2006. She has been working for the Centre for National Monuments 
for five years. Previously, she was in charge of resources allocation at the Direction of Heritage of 
Ministry of Culture in Paris. 

Abstract

  Digital innovations are an important focus of development strategies for cultural and 
heritage institutions. They concern all sectors of activity: dematerialisation of ticketing, reservation, 
dematerialisation of queues, guest books. 

 Over the past five years, the Centre for National Monuments has experimented with innovative 
devices in all areas. The most spectacular innovations and most noticeable to the general public, 
are those using virtual reality or augmented reality techniques and now, superimposed reality.
The process of deciding on the installation is always the same, while the objective pursued may be 
different depending on the monument selected.

 The scientific choices and the available resources are essential elements to the realisation of a 
device of virtual reality. Enabling the visitor to imagine how the building would have looked in the 
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past must be based on a precise knowledge of the characters, the building or the environment that 
is being restored. This dimension is one of the characteristics of the work upstream of the project.

 The success of these experiences of virtual realities is obviously an issue for audience 
development at historical monuments. Digital tools have brought out precious help in order to 
increase visitorship. But far from being just a tool in the service of entertainment, the implementation 
of visit applications allows us to disseminate knowledge and make it accessible to a wide and diverse 
audience. The conditions of realisation of devices of this type offer a wide range of use in the 
service of knowledge and historical monuments. In all cases, we know that an image is worth a 
thousand words. 
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Historical monuments: a vast field for 
digital experimentation at the service 
of the dissemination of knowledge

Digital innovation are an important 
focus of developmental strategies for 
cultural and heritage institutions. They 
impact all sectors of activity, allowing
for example the digitalisation of ticketing 
and reservations, as well as queues 
and guestbooks. In the last five years, 
the National Monument Agency has 
experimented with digital innovative 
devices  across all these different sectors
of activity. The most spectacular 
innovations and those most noticeable 
to the general public use virtual reality 
or augmented reality techniques, and
more recently, superimposed reality. 

This article reviews the main achievements 
of the National Monument Agency in 
the field of digital innovation and sets 

the objectives and the conditions of 
implementing these new technologies in 
cultural and heritage institutions. 

The National Monument Agency: 100 
monuments across France

The National Monument Agency (NMA) 
manages roughly a hundred monuments 
spread across the national territory on 
behalf of the French State. In Paris and 
beyond, it welcomes every year more than 
9 million visitors from across the globe.

The monuments supervised by the NMA 
span numerous periods of history; from 
the Neolithic, like Carnac, to the Middle 
Ages, like the castle of Carcassonne, and 
the Renaissance, such as castle Azay-le-
Rideau, as well as more recent periods, 
such as Villa Cavrois in the North of France, 
which was built in 1932.
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The CMA has a budget of 100 million euros 
per year and devotes 35 million to the 
restoration of the historical sites under its 
supervision. It is funded by its own revenue, 
generated through entrance fees to the 
sites as well as sales from its 70 stores.

In order to maintain the interest of the 
public, 400 cultural events are organized 
by the CMA every year, which range 
from exhibitions to theatre and dance 
performances, as well as games and 
costumed visits.

In order to promote digital innovation 
of its historical sites, the agency chose a 
strategy based on experimentation. To do 
so we created a specialized department 
whose mission was to establish a digital 
ecosystem by linking start-ups, universities 
and cultural institutions together. 
This department oversaw the creation 
and distribution of numerous digital 
applications covering a range of functions 
in more than fifty sites. 

It is the creation of an environment 
favourable to digital innovation that 
has made it possible to develop such a 
large number of projects throughout the 
network of sites supervised by the CMA. 
In 2018, the National Monument Agency 
created a heritage incubator.

In the subsequent sections of this 
article, an overview of some of the 
most significant impacts that digital 
applications can bring to the relationship 
between the public and heritage sites will 
be discussed.

A PLURALITY OF APPLICATIONS 
CORRESPONDING TO SPECIFIC USES

Mobile applications to learn while 
having fun

In order to stimulate the interest of children 
and facilitate the visit of families, video games 
can be created to make learning history a 
fun, engaging, and memorable experience. 

The king and the salamander, a video game 
for 6 to 12 years olds.

On the occasion of 500 years since the 
advent of Francis I, “The King and the 
Salamander” video game allows children 
to discover the different national 
monuments that are related to Francis I 
in a fun and educational way. This game
is available from the App Store and
Google Play. Two heroes are at the heart 
of this scenario based on historical facts: 
King Francis I and Etincelle, his salamander. 
This game provides children with the 
opportunity to live through the adventure 
of a destiny that has changed France. The 
game spans several monuments of the 
CMA network and includes meetings with 
historical figures such as Leonardo da Vinci 
or the Chevalier Bayard, who lived in the 
places visited. To progress in the adventure, 
players perform a succession of quests, 
including collecting objects from the time 
and solving puzzles to advance, as they 
walk around and discover the monuments.
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A web app to avoid wasting time: 
virtual waiting line experimentation, 
Cathedral Notre Dame Paris

Digital innovations can improve immersion 
but are also intended to improve the 
comfort of our visitors. Waiting in line is 
a problem that innovation has solved by 
implementing a web app Jefile, a service 
that allows the virtualization of queues.

This mobile app allows visitors to get a 
digital ticket for any of the historical sites 
equipped with the system.  As such, the 
public can avoid having to physically 
queue up. By giving the visitor an 
estimated waiting time, this system allows 
tourists to enjoy their free time instead of 
standing in a queue.

Such technology can also allow “tourists” 
far away to visit the sites remotely as well. 
For example, at the historical site Villa 
Kerylos, children from the Lyon hospital 
located 600 kilometers away were able 
to follow a guided tour of the ground 
floor and interact with the guide without 
having to be physically present.

Such a visit was made possible by the Beam 
Telepresence Robot, which allows anyone 
to visit a monument in an interactive, 
innovative and fun manner regardless of 
their physical distance from the site. 

This kind of digital innovation can benefit 
many different types of people, from 
visitors who are geographically distant 
from an exhibition to people who cannot 
physically travel to the site such as 
hospital patients.

As such, Beam robots are a powerful tool 
of digital innovation, making it possible to 
follow a virtual guided tour from a remote 
location and in complete independence.

Augmented reality to understand the past

Augmented reality is a powerful tool  that 
can be used to restore the history of
a monument. Several situations are 
particularly well suited to the application 
of augmented reality, such as the 
disappearance of certain buildings, the 
absence of the original furniture, or the 
impossibility of visiting certain parts of 
the building physically due to renovation, 
danger etc.

At Cluny Abbey, visitors see a digital 
image of the initial construction of 
the site. This allows an immediate and 
straightforward understanding of how 
the building has changed over time,
such as being able to visualize the towers 
that have disappeared, comparing the 
new buildings to the older ones, and 
seeing just how massive the church used 
to be. By the intermediary of such visual 
media, visitors, no matter what language 
they speak, can understand this basic 
historical information and be encouraged 
to find out more about the site.

Another historical site that has greatly 
benefited from augmented reality is the 
Conciergerie, located in the City Palace of 
Paris, which served as a prison until 1914 
where it became a national monument 
and was opened to the public.
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The function of this site has changed 
throughout history. Initially built as a 
palace of the king, the Conciergerie was 
transformed in 1370 to a prison, which 
infamously welcomed Queen Marie 
Antoinette in 1793 during the French 
Revolution. The Conciergerie was chosen 
as the site to test the augmented 
reality device named “HistoPad” in 
December 2016.

Thanks to augmented reality, 3D graphics, 
and geolocation, the HistoPad offers 
360° reconstructions of the rooms as they 
changed in time from the Middle Ages to 
the French Revolution. For the first time, 
visitors can use the augmented reality 
application to dive into different historical 
periods, from the time of the Capetian 
Royal Palace to today’s Courthouse. Eight 
rooms, including the medieval Great 
Hall, the Revolutionary Tribunal, as well 
as Marie Antoinette’s cell have been 
recreated following strict instructions 
from a committee of historical experts.      
A 3D map with interactive captions traces 
the steps of the Palais de la Cité from the 
twelfth century to today, allowing visitors 
to fully understand the evolution of this 
unique monument. 
 
The HistoPad tablet enables the general 
public to truly appreciate and discover 
the cultural wealth that a site has to 
offer, thanks to its spectacular and 
interactive technology, while presenting 
visitors with in-depth scientific and 
historical knowledge.

While each of the examples of digital 
applications presented above are specific 
to the locations used, the method and 
protocol for setting up a device is the same 
regardless of the site concerned.

The first step is to identify the historical 
sources that one has at their disposal 
for a given site, such as old images of 
the monuments, texts describing it, or 
archives, to name a few. The second 
step is reaching an agreement on the 
proper representation of the monument 
at the time of its use by working with 
specialists such as researchers, historians, 
conservators, and archaeologists. Once 
such an agreement has been met, the 
historically accurate image that we want 
to show visitors can be created using the 
digital platform of our choice. The last 
step is actually the simplest step, as the 
first two can take up a lot of time 
depending on the site of interest.

As discussed above, while the objective 
pursued may be different depending 
on the monument selected, the process 
of implementation is always the same. 
Regardless of the monument, the historical 
and scientific knowledge available about 
a given site from all possible sources is 
critical to bringing a virtual reality exhibit 
to life. The call to the visitor’s imagination 
must be based on a precise knowledge 
of the characters, the building and/or the 
historical situations being restored. This 
particular dimension is the responsibility 
of those working “upstream” to make 
these projects happen.

The success of these virtual reality 
installations is critical for the issue of 
increasing public attendance and curiosity 
of historical monuments. Towards this 
end, the benefits that virtual reality 
applications can bring to improving 
visitorship cannot be understated. 
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Furthermore, beyond the use of 
augmented reality as a tool in the service 
of entertainment, the implementation 
of these applications for educational 
purposes allows the dissemination of 
cultural and historical knowledge in ways 
that are far more accessible to a wide and 
diverse audience than ever before.

Overall, virtual reality devices and their 
installations provide an exhaustive 
range of possible uses to promote 
knowledge and understanding of 
cultural and historical information 
pertaining to national monuments. Their 
implementation makes one thing clear, 
more than ever before: that an image is 
worth a thousand words.


