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The drive to become more digital has brought with it a whole slew of new technologies, opportunities 
and challenges. The digital wave has had an impact on all sectors of society, including cultural 
institutions. The question is: How will cultural leaders approach innovation and remain relevant in 
the 21st century? The 2018 Malraux Seminar sought to answer this.

Established in 1994 by the French Ministry of Culture, the Malraux Seminar was designed as an 
intellectual platform to facilitate dialogue between France and a host country. Over the years, Malraux 
Seminars have been held in countries like Australia, South Korea, Taiwan, and USA, and reached 
Singapore’s shores for the first time in 2012. Named after novelist, art theorist, and France’s first 
minister of cultural affairs, André Malraux (1901 to 1976), each seminar addresses issues relevant to 
the topics of art, culture and heritage. 

The 2018 edition, jointly organised by the French Ministry of Culture, Singapore’s Ministry of Culture, 
Community and Youth (MCCY), the Culture Academy Singapore and the Embassy of France-Institut 
Français Singapore, was themed Cultural Innovation in the 21st Century – Staying Relevant, Creating Value 
and Embracing Everyone. This publication is a compilation of the papers presented at the seminar.

Keynote speakers, Ms Chong Siak Ching, Chief Executive Officer of National Gallery  Singapore (NGS) 
and Mrs Catherine Pégard, President, Versailles Castle, Museum and National Domain, opened the 
seminar emphasising the importance of innovation as cultural institutions are closely intertwined 
with national identity and play an important part in cultural diplomacy.

For example, Versailles Castle stands as a cultural symbol of France and hosts over 180 diplomatic 
visits a year. The same can be said for NGS, which is symbolically housed within two of Singapore’s 
national historic monuments – the former City Hall and the Supreme Court.  

In her Keynote, Ms Chong stressed that it is imperative for institutions to accept that disruption is the 
new normal. Inevitably, there are new boundaries and expectations to be negotiated, but the net 
impact is positive, bringing greater connectivity and avenues for audience engagement. Echoing her 
sentiments, Ms Pégard put forth a compelling argument for institutions to find a balance between 
staying true to their core mission of preserving and communicating heritage, and with working around 
the traditional rules to remain relevant to the times.

Panelists also addressed the banes and boons of big data, and noted that although the data offers a 
wealth of insights, it is easy for institutions to become overwhelmed with the amount of information 
available. In fact, institutions often struggle to collect and make sense of it. In this situation, Ms Gaille 
Teo, Associate Quantitative Analyst, Quantitative Strategy at the Government Technology Agency 
(Govtech), recommended targeting efforts to answer the following: What is the question you want
the data to answer? What kind of information do you have on hand? What other information would 
you need?
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Mr Kia Siang Hock, Deputy Director, Architecture and Innovation, National Library Board (NLB), 
advised institutions to start small and adopt an incremental approach. He offered an outline of the 
step-by-step process that NLB took, from the intention to link its diverse resources, to successfully 
using data sets to recommend good reads and improve user experiences. 

Mrs Catherine Collin, Head of Public Relations at the Museum of Decorative Arts and Design, 
postulated that the big data is valuable because it goes beyond safeguarding art to also offer new 
ways of appreciating the pieces on display. Her story is one of collaboration, and she carefully 
detailed working with multiple organisations to collect and share data – testament to how an 
institution need not own all the data for it to have a significant impact.

Cultural innovation has also changed the way institutions develop their audiences. Traditionally, the 
success of a museum programme has been measured by quantity: the number of visitors, exhibitions, 
events and tickets sold. Today, however, it is also measured by the quality of interaction visitors have 
with the exhibitions, and the meaningfulness of each person’s encounter. 

Mr Olivier Boasson from the Department of Visitors’ Experience, Musée du quai Branly and Ms Agathe 
Grandval, Director, Studies, Réunion des Musées Nationaux– Grand Palais, shared their experiences in 
improving audience engagement with innovation, and concluded that it is insufficient to implement 
technology just for the sake of using it. 

This is first and foremost because institutions like a national museum operate under unique 
conditions. Mr Boasson noted that a low admission fee and low revisit frequency make it unlikely 
that visitors will register with any customer relationship management (CRM) programme just for a 
financial incentive. As such, he advocated for a small-scale, incremental approach instead that allows 
for the development of a personal relationship instead.

He shared quai Branly’s process of building both its own CRM programme and audience, segment 
by segment. He provided the rationale for adopting a multi-generational approach, shared the 
importance of sufficient family programming, and demonstrated how these led to unique measures 
like the museum reaching out to adults through their children.

Ms Grandval reiterated these sentiments with the reminder that it is not the digital experience, but 
the theme and quality of the exhibitions that matter. Having explored various types of innovation, 
the Grand Palais had found success in some areas – using 3D imagery and Augmented Reality (AR)
to reconstruct archaeological sites near the Middle East, and through their massive open online 
courses (MOOCs) – but not in others. Each experience has shaped how the museum can expand its 
reach and satisfy visitors.  

A few speakers also stressed how innovation must cross the threshold from entertainment to 
education. For this to happen, innovation must be guided by business processes, said Mr Shawn 
Wong, Assistant Director, Digital Engagement at the National Heritage Board (NHB). To delve deeper, 
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he described the stage-by-stage evolution of NHB’s knowledge management system and the various 
platforms the organisation had experimented with in the process of developing Singapore’s heritage 
portal, roots.sg.

General Director of the Centre des monuments nationaux (CMN) – also known as National Monument 
Agency – Mrs Benedicte Lefeuvre offered multiple examples of how the Centre uses AR, Virtual Reality 
(VR) and superimposed reality to shorten waiting times. She also shared about the development of 
robot-led tours to reach underserved communities with limited mobility. Ms Michèle Antoine, Director 
of Exhibitions at Universcience, also made a strong case for how innovation must also be practical 
and functional, adding to the discussion with examples of how the science centre’s development of a 
GameLab and Fablab have helped to de-mystify technical skills and promote the scientific approach.

Finally, the seminar addressed the relevance of festivals in the 21st century. Attendance at festivals 
has grown tremendously over the years; this is indicative of a growing public appetite for free 
entertainment and a larger platform for artists, but also increasing the likelihood of festival fatigue.

This idea of  the need to reinvent  festivals was generally considered unnecessary, as the panelists 
felt that each festival had its own uniqueness. In fact, Mr Dominique Bluzet, Director of Les Théâtres 
and the popular Easter Festival in France, praised Singapore for the plurality of the festivals held in 
the country.

Director of Curatorial, Programmes and Publications at the Singapore Art Museum, Dr June Yap also 
argued for how festivals will remain relevant as they provide a new and fresh way to experience art 
and culture. With reference to the Singapore Biennale, she contributes an insightful account of why 
biennales embody aspects of festivals, rituals and carnivals, provoking thought about how novelty, 
revelation or change is reason alone for festivity.

This leads to the question of sustainability. Innovation has lowered the cost of hardware and opened 
more channels to engage audiences. Yet, festival organisers struggle to balance their accounts while 
keeping their event accessible. There are options like mixing ticketed and free events, but the majority 
of the panelists spoke of the importance of partnerships – between organisers and sponsors; and 
artists and independent companies, to bring exhibitions and festivals to life.

Opinions varied about the indicators of a successful festival, but the common theme was that it 
should engage the people. Perhaps as how Ms Angelita Teo, Director, National Museum Singapore 
described the Night Festival: It should seed growth of local artistic talent, revitalise the city centre, 
and contribute to the overall local creative ecosystem.

The speakers at the seminar concluded that going forward, a culture of innovation is necessary. 
In fact, it has already permeated various facets of cultural and heritage institutions. To remain 
relevant and add value in the 21st century, institutions must be bold enough to venture into new 
terrain, be nimble enough to adapt and fine-tune their programmes, and be open to exploring new 
opportunities for collaboration. 
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SPEECH BY

MRS ROSA DANIEL
Deputy Secretary (Culture) of the Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth (MCCY)

Introduction  

Good morning to all and a special welcome to our 
friends from France. On behalf of the Ministry of Culture, 
Community and Youth, and our Culture Academy, it 
is a pleasure to jointly host this event with the French 
Ministry of Culture and Communications, and the French 
Embassy in Singapore.   

In line with the Seminar theme, I would like to share 
some thoughts on cultural innovation in Singapore.
 
The Importance of Cultural Innovation 

The world today is characterised by continuous 
disruption. The geo-economic centre of gravity is 
shifting East. While the rise of China is by now a 
familiar tale, the Belt and Road initiative is a bold and 
ambitious retelling of the transformative power of the 
Silk Road for the 21st century. A quieter transformation 
is happening here in Southeast Asia, as middle class 
households are projected to double, from 67 to 125 
million, between 2010 and 20251. Meanwhile, the fourth 
industrial revolution is hurtling ahead, with technology 
transforming our work and lives, but also displacing jobs 
and heightening uncertainty. Societies are becoming 
increasingly polarised across visceral lines of race and 
religion, as well as newer tensions such as economic
inequality, immigration and inter-generational divides. 

1     McKinsey Global Institute Analysis
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2     Deloitte Mobile Consumer Survey 2017
3     Pew Research [April 2014] 

Embracing innovation and technology

The imperative behind Singapore’s Smart 
Nation initiative also applies to cultural 
institutions and artistic practice. To remain 
relevant in a world increasingly inhabited 
by digital natives, we have no choice but 
to embrace technological innovation, and 
experiment with different ways of making, 
presenting and promoting culture. 

A number of our artists have tapped 
on technology to inspire their work. If 
you have visited the National Museum 
of Singapore, you would have noticed 
Suzann Victor’s Wings of a Rich 
Manoeuvre—an interactive kinetic 
artwork made up of more than 14,000 
Swarovski crystals, better known as the 
swinging chandeliers. In the Story of the 
Forest, science and art come together 
where 69 drawings from the William 
Farquhar Collection of Natural History 
Drawings have been reimagined 
by TeamLab as an immersive 3D
animation experience. This digital 
installation has prompted a 25% increase in
those wanting to see the original drawings.

Digimuse

Such successes have paved the way for 
Digimuse, a new initiative where the 
National Museum of Singapore acts as 
a test-bed for experiments and ideas 
about how collaboration between the 
technology industry and artists can 
enhance visitor experience at the museum. 
These exciting initiatives reflect a 
fundamental shift in how we as a society 
consume culture. Technology provides 

Singapore at the crossroads of Asia

Like our neighbours in Southeast Asia, 
Singapore is part of a rising Asia.  We 
sit at the crossroads between East and 
West and have long been an open and 
connected economy. Today, Singapore 
has the highest smartphone penetration 
and use of 4G networks globally2. At the 
same time, we are also the most religiously 
diverse city in the world3 and one of the 
most rapidly aging countries in Asia. And 
while globalisation has been a catalyst
for Singapore’s development, we are more 
exposed to the challenges that come 
with it. 

Three strategies in the face 
of globalisation 

I would like to suggest three strategies 
to successfully seize the opportunities of 
being in the vanguard of globalisation, 
while avoiding its pitfalls. First, we must 
continue to embrace innovation and 
technology to stay relevant. Second, we 
must strengthen our regional networks, 
particularly in Southeast Asia, while 
building on our friendships with the rest 
of the world.  Third, our social and cultural 
policy must help us to bridge differences 
and make diversity a strength rather than 
a source of division. This will be key to 
successful and sustainable societies of 
the future.  

For culture to create opportunity and 
serve as social ballast in our time, I believe 
cultural innovation should adopt these 
same three strategies. Let me elaborate.
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an opportunity to improve audience 
engagement, grow new audiences and a 
new generation of art lovers. It opens up 
potential new partnerships with industry 
and academia—in important areas such 
as data analytics to understand different 
audience segments, and better cater for 
their needs.

Tapping networks in Southeast Asia 
and the world

The second strategy that Singapore 
has adopted is that of tapping the rich 
networks in Southeast Asia and the 
world. The meeting of cultures has given 
rise to new innovations throughout 
history. Peranakan culture was borne of the 
maritime Silk Route. The “Nanyang Style” 
paintings in National Gallery Singapore, 
integrate Chinese ink and Western oil 
traditions. This distinctive blend of 
East and West was adopted by Singapore 
artists who trained in both China and 
Europe, and were inspired by the faces 
and places of Bali, Java, and Malaya as 
they travelled neighbouring lands. 

At the Venice Biennale in 2017, 
Singaporean artist Zai Kuning and his 
team brought to life an imagined vessel 
steered by the spirit of the first Malay 
King, Dapunta Hyang. The 17-metre-long 
installation of a ship, made from rattan, 
string and beeswax, brings viewers back 
into the 7th century and immerses them in 
the stories of the orang laut or sea people 

who were indigenous to the Riau 
Archipelago. Through works like this, we 
are reminded of our shared history as 
part of the Malay world, which continues 
to enrich the culture and identity of 
modern Singapore. 

Asian Civilisations Museum

Our cultural ties to the region must be 
continually renewed, refreshed and 
reinterpreted for the 21st century. Hence, 
it is good to see our performing and 
visual arts institutions actively exploring 
closer collaborations between Singapore 
artists, producers and curators and their 
counterparts in the region though joint 
exhibitions, residencies, showcases and 
capability development initiatives. The 
Asian Civilisations Museum, for example, 
has designated 2018, as the “Year of 
Southeast Asia”, and is collaborating 
with international partners in a series 
of programmes and exhibitions. Such 
initiatives will create greater awareness of 
the rich cultures within modern Southeast 
Asia, while strengthening cultural networks 
and seeding innovation. 

Creating inclusive identities and 
managing diversity 

The third strategy is to explore cultural 
innovations that bring people together, 
create inclusive identities, and make 
diversity a strength4. 

4     IPS’  “Study on Social Capital” found that:

a) Diversity in social networks (on race, religion or status) among Singaporeans strengthens social capital, trust, trust 
towards other racial and religious groups, national identity and national pride. It increases the variety and richness of one’s 
experiences and knowledge beyond one’s own group, which facilitates thinking in national terms, rather than only narrowly 
in terms of only one’s own group and its interests.

b) Social domains such as education, work, voluntary association, sports and cultural participation are positively correlated 
with many kinds of network diversity—they promote social interaction and integration across groups. Programmes in these 
domains, including cultural participation, facilitate network diversity leading to these positive outcomes. 
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racial and multi-cultural society, our 
ability to celebrate and enjoy each other’s 
culture, food and festivals and our unique 
Singaporean lifestyle such as our hawker 
centre culture, our parks and libraries, 
where Singapore from all walks of life 
gather and create shared memories. 

Partnerships between stakeholders 
(Singapore and France)

Given the complexities involved in 
embracing digitalisation, renewing 
regional networks and forging inclusive 
identities, I believe that the Government, 
cultural institutions, artists and 
stakeholders will need to work closely 
together if we are to advance these 
strategies for cultural innovation. 

At the same time we must remain 
open to the world and to international 
partnerships. Singapore and France 
have shared warm cultural relations over 
several decades, with both our peoples 
benefitting from joint collaborations over 
the years. 

Conclusion

I am confident that our continued 
partnership with France will enable both 
countries to deepen old friendships and 
develop new ideas. Over the next two 
days, I hope the Malraux Seminar will 
help us explore more deeply how cultural 
innovation can bridge and include, 
rather than divide and exclude—creating 
enduring value for societies in a dynamic 
global environment.

We want Singaporeans from all walks of 
life to be able to experience the power 
of the arts, how it can help us appreciate 
the other, celebrate our shared heritage 
and common humanity.  Hence, under 
the Arts and Culture Strategic Review 
(ACSR), initiatives like Arts In Your 
Neighbourhood and PassionArts, were 
deliberately designed to bring the arts and 
heritage into the community and reach
the man in the street. Today, any 
Singaporean can easily go to their 
nearest community centre, library or 
park to experience or participate in a 
cultural activity. So we are delighted 
that attendance figures of non-ticketed 
cultural activities hit over 9.2 million, and 
museum visitorship hit a record high of 
over 5.1 million visitors in 2017.

Cultural accessibility is also about 
making a special effort to reach out to 
the under-privileged in our communities. 
Through ArtReach and Heritage Cares, 
the National Arts Council and National 
Heritage Board are exploring innovative 
ways to ensure that all Singaporeans have 
the opportunity to enjoy the arts and 
celebrate our heritage.

Our SG Heritage Plan 

Earlier this year, we introduced Our SG 
Heritage Plan, a national masterplan 
to safeguard and celebrate our shared 
multi-cultural heritage. Close to 34,000 
people visited the travelling exhibition 
and website on the draft Plan and many 
contributed their views, helping us to 
shape the vision and refine our strategies.  
They told us that they value our multi-
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SPEECH BY

HIS EXCELLENCY MARC ABENSOUR
Ambassador, Embassy of France in Singapore

I am delighted to open the Singapore - France Malraux 
Seminar, a highly anticipated event in our joint cultural 
agenda. Announced last year during the State visit 
of our former President to Singapore, it is one of the 
highlights of the Singapore-France Year of Innovation. 
It gives us the opportunity to share our best practices 
and innovative approaches in the fields of arts, culture 
and heritage and to deepen our strategic partnership. 

Over the past ten years, our cultural cooperation has 
greatly intensified and expanded, in particular since 
the signing of our cultural agreement in 2009, which 
has allowed many ambitious projects to take place in 
France and in Singapore. 

In 2015, we celebrated 50 years of diplomatic relationships 
and “Singapore in France, the Festival”, showcased the 
diversity of the Singaporean art scene. It was followed by 
a wide range of initiatives, with an average of seventy to 
a hundred events involving French artists in Singapore 
each year. 

Institutions, museums and festivals in both our countries 
have taken advantage of this dynamic to establish 
partnerships and to collaborate on numerous projects. 
They co-produced exhibitions and performances, 
supported artists’ production and mobility, and 
developed professional networks.
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Many prestigious exhibitions continue 
to be presented: yesterday was the last 
day of Colours of Impressionism, 
masterpieces from the Musée d’Orsay at 
the National Gallery Singapore. At the 
same time, its first exhibition abroad 
is currently on view at Musée National 
d’Art Moderne-Centre Pompidou. Next 
month, the Asian Civilisations Museum 
will open Angkor, Exploring Cambodia’s 
Sacred City, an exhibition organised 
with the musée Guimet. The National 
Museum of Singapore recently launched 
new programmes exploring digital 
innovations and creations, with the 
participation of many French artists 
and professionals. These are just some
examples that illustrate the close ties 
between our institutions and the scope 
and quality of our cultural cooperation.

The Embassy of France–Institut français 
Singapore continues to develop its 
collaborations with major festivals in 
Singapore (Singapore International 
Festival of Arts, Singapore Writers Festival, 
Night Festival, i Light Marina Bay), to 
support coproductions in theatre and 
dance and to invite professionals to 
develop their networks in France.

If we are able to engage in such 
sustained partnerships, it is because 
we share a common view of the role of 
arts and culture in our society. We agree 
that the arts and culture contribute 
to placemaking and to solidifying our 
social fabric.

Today, as we are preparing to celebrate 
the 10th anniversary of our bilateral 
agreement, we have a unique opportunity 

to develop our joint ambition and to set 
our goals. We will start by sharing our best 
practices in the dissemination of culture, 
valuation and preservation of heritage 
and contemporary creation. 

Innovation in the field of arts and culture 
certainly means better preserving, 
presenting and spreading knowledge, 
artworks and collections. It also entails 
creating a memorable and appealing 
experience for all visitors and spectators. 
In museums, cultural institutions and 
festivals, professionals are constantly 
imagining new ways to integrate the 
latest technologies, including digital ones, 
into their strategy. Because they have the 
ability to bring publics from various origins 
together, and need to embrace everyone, 
they generate useful friction and debate. 

During these three days, our institutions 
will share some insights and initiatives 
devised to enhance the understanding 
and appreciation for the arts in various 
contexts. We will observe how the 
arts have used digital possibilities to 
their advantage and how innovation is 
investing and transforming the cultural 
field in France and in Singapore. 

I hope we can also start formulating 
goals for the next coming years. French 
museums and art centres are exporting 
their collections and expertise all over the 
world, as the recently opened Louvre Abu 
Dhabi or the future Centre Pompidou in 
Shanghai demonstrate. 

Singapore continues to build its reputation 
as a forward-thinking regional platform 
for cultural exchange. It also offers a 
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unique combination of strong public and 
institutional support to the arts, and great 
potential for private partnerships. The 
arts and culture are an essential element 
of our bilateral relation and hold a special 
place in the life of our citizens. In France, 
the economic weight of culture has risen 
again since 2016, with 44.5 billion euros in 
added value. This is to say that economic 
growth cannot be separated from cultural 
innovation and creativity.

I believe that we can continue building 
meaningful and mutually beneficial 
collaborations if we stay tuned with each 
other’s cultural strategies and innovations. 
Therefore, I would like to suggest that we 
establish a regular schedule of meetings 
in order to allow our exchanges to 
flourish into ambitious projects. Let’s draw 
together a road map that will guide our 
efforts to support our cultural industries in 
both countries. 

I would like to thank the Ministry of 
Culture, Community and Youth and its 
Agencies, for their continuous support 
and the high quality of our dialogue, 
the Culture Academy, for its dedication 
in the planning and organisation of this 
event. Thanks also to the National Gallery 
Singapore and the National Museum of 
Singapore for generously hosting these 
bilateral meetings. And finally, I want 
to thank our distinguished guests and 
speakers from both countries. I am sure 
the conversations will be highly enriching 
and will pave the way for renewed and 
creative partnerships.

Thank you very much.
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Abstract

 Changing expectations of cultural and creative experiences present challenges, but also 
opportunities for cultural institutions to find new ways of mediating and presenting Culture. Digital 
technology is just one of many disruptors that can be employed to explore and testbed solutions 
within a rapidly changing landscape. In finding new and creative ways to ensure their relevance 
and accessibility, art and culture can become engines of positive social change with the power to 
transform communities. 

 This presentation will explore the strategies that can be employed across audience engagement 
and programming, and considers how an inclusive cultural institution that embraces the challenges 
of the 21st Century can make an impact within the communities it engages with, and possibly achieve 
entrepreneurial outcomes.

Biography

 Ms Chong Siak Ching is the Chief Executive Officer of National Gallery Singapore and Head 
of the Visual Arts Cluster (VAC) Singapore since April 2013. The VAC comprises the Singapore Art 
Museum, Singapore Tyler Print Institute and the National Gallery Singapore. Prior to this, she was the 
President and CEO of Ascendas since 2001, and was recognised as ‘Outstanding CEO of the Year’ in 
the Singapore Business Awards 2009 for her leadership and dynamism in establishing Ascendas as 
Asia’s leading provider of business space.  

 She is currently Chairperson of the Singapore Note and Coin Advisory Committee, Director on 
the Board of Singapore Press Holdings and Mandai Park Holdings Pte Ltd. She sits on the Board of 
the National Arts Council, she is a member of the Advisory Board at Nanyang Business School and a 
member of the Yale-NUS Governing Board.

 She is Singapore’s Non-Resident Ambassador to the Republic of Chile.

Chong Siak Ching 
Chief Executive Officer, National Gallery Singapore (NGS) 
and Head of the Visual Arts Cluster (VAC) Singapore

Navigating the Boundaries: Opportunities for Cultural 
Innovation 
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NEGOTIATING BOUNDARIES: 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR CULTURAL 

INNOVATION 

Chong Siak Ching 
Chief Executive Officer, National Gallery Singapore

Head of the Visual Arts Cluster Singapore

The way culture is consumed is changing. 
Over the last few years, the way people 
think about, experience, and present 
culture has rapidly altered, surfacing 
questions about how cultural institutions 
can remain relevant in this context 
of change. 

The internet revolution is the fourth 
industrial revolution of our time and has 
brought with it the digital revolution, 
which in turn has disrupted everything 
from businesses and governments, to 
ourselves and how we live our lives.    
Long-standing industries and business 
models have either disappeared or are 
under threat, thanks to new disruptive 
startups like Uber, Grab, Airbnb, Alibaba, 
just to name a few—and all within the last 
few years. 

For instance, it is incredible to conceive 
of Alibaba as the largest “bank” of today, 
as despite operating without a banking 
license, they facilitate billions of dollars’ 

worth of monetary transactions each 
day, outstripping any bank in the world. 
Another astounding example is the way 
that ride-sharing app Uber has disrupted 
the traditional taxi system for good. 
With the world we now know constantly 
evolving, we have little choice but to 
adapt, or else.

Disruption as the new normal

What of cultural institutions then? We are 
certainly not spared from this landscape 
of disruption. In fact, some are already 
asking: in this asset-light and digitally-
mediated world, could a museum consider 
not having its own collection, in the same 
way that Airbnb owns no real estate?

On the surface it seems provocative, 
but we are already seeing signs of this 
happening. Google’s ambitious Arts & 
Culture app captures and aggregates 
media from across the world’s museums. 
It is a grand gesture to democratise art by 
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placing images of artworks, regardless of 
their maker, or historical importance, on an 
open platform for access by anyone. This is 
one example that both demonstrates the 
immense potential of digital disruption in 
the cultural space, and also highlights the 
anxiety that cultural institutions face as 
they consider the relevance of the physical 
museum and collection, and are forced to 
reevaluate the mandate and function of 
the museum.

Art can be a positive disruptor 

From the perspective of a visual arts 
institution, disruption in the realm of art is 
not unusual. One could argue that artists 
have always operated along models of 
disruption, and that the trajectory of 
art history is one that has been pushed 
forward by examples of disruption. A 
classic case would be Marcel Duchamp’s 
Fountain (1917). Duchamp’s proclamation 
of a banal object—an industrial urinal—
as a work of art, created an uproar in 
the art world when it was presented, 
marking an important event in the 
development of contemporary art. 
Examples like this demonstrate that 
we are uniquely positioned to embrace 
disruptions in our space—we are even 
ready to go one step further to consider 
the possibility of employing such 
disruption as opportunities for positive 
change and innovation. 

The establishment of the Guggenheim 
Bilbao in Spain can help us understand 
this point. Bilbao was a thriving port 
city in the early 1960’s and a major 
industrial town in the 1980s, but began 

to experience a severe decline in jobs 
due to deindustrialisation in the 1990s. 
It was the culture of the city that came 
to the rescue and helped the city stay 
relevant and to survive. The development 
of the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao 
in 1997 reinvigorated the city and 
turned it into vibrant destination for arts 
and culture. This was the first clear 
disruption of the traditional museum 
model, where the museum was introduced 
as a cure for a city that was disrupted by 
economic revolutions.

Export and funding of culture have 
their challenges

On the other hand, Guggenheim Abu 
Dhabi is experiencing challenges, which 
some say is symptomatic of an American 
institution with a Jewish name seeking 
to establish itself prominently within a 
Middle Eastern country facing challenging 
economic and political circumstances. 
Still, the Guggenheim Foundation 
remains committed to realising the 
transformative potential of this project 
“as a catalyst for exchange and for 
expanding the narratives of art history”.1 
While the benefits of global cultural 
exchanges are evident, the timing and 
the potential downside from its scale and 
associations have to be contended with, 
and the Guggenheim Abu Dhabi stands 
as an example of the delicate nature of 
having to negotiate boundaries whilst 
pursuing  such innovations.

This is in stark contrast with the Louvre 
Abu Dhabi, which has managed to open 
with much fanfare. By sharing art and 

1 Jon Gambrell, Chicago Tribune, 6 September 2017, ‘A decade later, still no contract to build Guggenheim in UAE’,           
http://www.chicagotribune.com/sns-bc-ml--emirates-louvre-guggenheim-20170906-story.html 
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collaborating to create new histories 
together, museums can play the part of 
cultural diplomats: extending a nation’s 
soft power by building meaningful and 
enduring relationships.

However, one downside is that this project 
allowed the Louvre, through its rich 
collection, strong brand and management 
expertise, to be financially compensated 
for this project. This has drawn criticism that 
museums should not be for sale—surfacing 
yet another difficult boundary issue.

This leads us to the subject of funding and 
how cultural institutions are increasingly 
wading into the tricky negotiations along 
the boundary between what is ethical and 
what is not. For those of us who operate 
museums or cultural institutions, we 
know that the funds available can never 
match our aspirations. We seek funding 
from various sources, and in the process, 
could unintentionally accept funding from 
sources that may place us in the position 
of ethical dilemmas. In 2014, for example, 
protesting artists forced the Sydney 
Biennale to cut ties with the funding it 
received from Transfield Holdings, an 
organisation which manages a network 
of offshore detention centres in Australia. 
The Sackler Wing at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York also recently 
came under criticism for its links to the 
family who owns the Oxycontin opioid 
empire, prompting protests by artists.

How National Gallery Singapore 
confronts such realities 

As we face the pressures of sustainability 
within this landscape, it is vital that 

we balance the ethics of new means 
and models of sustainability, while still 
harnessing the potential of the digital and 
continuing to champion the first-hand 
experience of art and culture. This is how 
the National Gallery Singapore has tried to 
negotiate these issues.

We believe in confronting the digital and 
the new realities. By not accepting the 
status quo and by recognising that this 
process is essential to remain relevant 
in this modern age, we enable cultural 
innovation through self-disruption.

Becoming a #SMARTMuseum 

At National Gallery Singapore, we have 
decided to focus our efforts towards 
a vision of a #SMARTMuseum that 
imaginatively harnesses the power of 
digital technology to empower artists 
and museum professionals, inspire 
connections between art and the public, 
and cultivate an art-loving community that 
is inclusive, creative and thoughtful. This 
has guided our focus along the following 
three thrusts: 

1. Unleashing art by breaking down 
barriers and imagining a museum 
without walls 

2. Empowering citizens by 
involving our audiences in the design 
of exhibitions

3. Disrupting work by leveraging 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) to augment 
our workforce
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However, before we embark on these 
initiatives, we first need to know who our 
visitors are. The Gallery’s research project, 
“Know Our Visitor” (KOV), has illuminated 
various profiles of the museum-goer 
based on their motivations to visit the 
museum. This research allows us to better 
understand what our audiences are 
looking for when they engage with us, and 
also helps us to empathetically integrate 
the visitor into the museum experience 
even before they begin their journey. 

What has been most revealing is that 
people of the same age group seek 
different outcomes from their visits. For 
example, some seek edutainment, others 
want an immersive thrill, and many 
want to feel a sense of belonging and 
connection to the wider community. The 
research went beyond surveying people 
already interested in art, to include those 
who are not museum attendees by 
nature, pushing us to explore new ways of 
reaching out to this yet-to-be-converted 
audience segment.

Figure 1.  The #SMARTMuseum framework. Image courtesy of National Gallery Singapore.

Figure 2. The facets of our “Know Our Visitor” research. Image courtesy of National Gallery Singapore.
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Knowing our visitors means we are able 
to map their journey within the museum, 
understand what resonates with them, 
and even identify potential choke-points 
they might face within galleries. This data 
allows us to shape memorable, seamless 
and personalised experiences which we 
hope will encourage our visitors to return.

Leveraging the digital and keeping
it real

An example of leveraging digital platforms 
to unleash art is the ongoing Unrealised 
which is “not an exhibition”. Unrealised 
activates gallery spaces as the user 
navigates through them and visitors are 
prompted to check notifications upon 
entering specific locations through the 
Gallery app on their smartphone. Through 
this, they are able to access customised 
content created in collaboration with 
artists Heman Chong, Erika Tan, and Ho 
Tzu Nyen, and experience site-specific art 
which exists only in the digital form. 

We have also been able to leverage on 
digital technology to bring in artworks 
that are not physically able to travel to 
the Gallery. A recent example is how 
a national treasure of the Philippines, 
Spoliarium by Juan Luna (1884), was not 
able to travel out of its home country. It 
was instead brought to our visitors in a 
virtual form to complement our exhibition, 
Between Worlds (November 2017 to March 
2018), and was shown alongside works 
from Juan Luna and Indonesian artist 
Raden Saleh. The digital presentation 
even allowed visitors to interact with 
the artwork from a 360-degree view and 
go closer into the artwork through high 
definition close-ups that go beyond the 
ability of the naked eye. 

Even as we activate the physical space 
of the Gallery in innovative ways and cater 
to an audience that enjoys the element of 
surprise and new experiences, we remain 
cognisant that the digital experience of 
artworks does not substitute the unique 
nature of cultural experience. Although 
digital technology has enabled us to 
unleash art from physical locations as in 
the case of Spoliarium, we have branched 
into looking at multidisciplinary forms 
of art expression as a way to continue to 
champion the physical and immediate 
experience of art and art forms.

Lee Ming Wei’s relational artwork, Sonic 
Blossom, was recently staged at the 
Gallery in early 2018. The Taiwanese artist 
employed professional opera singers 
to roam the Gallery and present visitors 
with a beautiful, dedicated performance 
of one of Franz Schubert’s five lieders, an 
immersive and moving gift of song. 

As another example of an inter-disciplinary 
experience, was Ayumi Paul’s We Are 
We, which was performed in early 2018. 
The performance saw the artist invite 
more than 60 women from around the 
world—each who have influenced her 
significantly—to share a piece of fabric 
associated with a precious memory. The 
artist combined these pieces of fabric 
to form a Japanese Boro patchwork 
dress, making visible the connections 
between people and their stories. She 
then performed for six hours continuously 
each day for ten days, a composition for 
violin and voice, literally and musically 
weaving these women’s stories into 
her work, while still engaging with the 
collective atmosphere from the audience 
around her. These two examples, 
showcased the unique nature of cultural 
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experience and immersion that makes a 
difference to a visitor’s experience.

Another way in which the digital is 
impacting the cultural sphere is on our 
workforce. Machine learning and artificial 
intelligence (AI) is already disrupting our 
workforce. At the Gallery, we are exploring 
how these disruptions can work for us 
instead. To date, we have launched a 
virtual email assistant called Evie who 
schedules meetings and books rooms 
for us, freeing up a considerable amount 
of time spent coordinating various 
schedules. After a successful trial of a 
Facebook chatbot for the exhibition 
Colours of Impressionism (November 2017 
to March 2018), we are now designing 
another Chatbot called Gallery Aunty 
that is able to have an interactive 
conversation with members of the public, 
allowing them to ask questions about the 
museum in general, as well as on specific 
artworks. We believe innovations like these 
will augment our existing gallery hosts 
who currently introduce the artworks to 
our visitors.

Remaining inclusive in the new age 

As we navigate the digital age, another 
border we must consciously negotiate 
is the need to stay inclusive, catering 
to those who are unfamiliar with 
digital platforms, or who prefer the 
tactile and the familiar. The inaugural 
Children’s Biennale launched by the 
Gallery in May 2017, was a programme 
designed to ignite the imagination and 
creativity of the young audiences, and 
the commissioned artworks had this 
audience in mind. The young will become 
our future museum-goers and our future 
cultural ambassadors, and it is important 
to reach out to them on all available 
platforms and even create new avenues 
for interaction, so that culture continues 
to be an integral part of their lives.

Figure 3. Part of Lee Ming Wei’s Sonic Blossom. Image courtesy of National Gallery Singapore.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, cultural experiences can help 
us better navigate a world of disruption, and 
prepare ourselves for a rapidly changing 
world. And what better way to contribute 
than be the “disruptive classroom” for the 
next generation, preparing them to be the 
change leaders for tomorrow.

Figure 4. Disruptive Classroom. Image courtesy of National Gallery Singapore.
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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.

Catherine Pégard 
President, Versailles Castle, 
Museum and National Domain

Cultural Innovation—Adapting, Bending, or Changing the 
Rules? Balancing the Need to Be Accessible and Maintaining 
Professional Ethics
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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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CULTURAL INNOVATION—ADAPTING, 
BENDING, OR CHANGING THE 

RULES? BALANCING THE NEED TO 
BE ACCESSIBLE AND MAINTAINING 

PROFESSIONAL ETHICS

Catherine Pégard 
President, The Public Institution of the Palace, 

Museum and National Estate of Versailles

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.
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Panel 1 - Big Data and The Cultural Visitor:
How can Big Data help us innovate?

Catherine Collin 
How big data can help us innovate?

•

Kia Siang Hock
Increasing the Usage of NLB Resources with Big Data
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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.
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Abstract

 The National Library Board (NLB) manages the National Library, 26 Public Libraries and the Na-
tional Archives of Singapore. With a membership base of over 2.4 million, annual visitorship of over 
26 million, annual loans exceeding 33 million, and a rapidly growing digital collection, NLB has a 
huge treasure trove of valuable data that can be mined for actionable insights.

 For example, NLB is analysing its circulation data (i.e., what its patrons borrow) to recommend 
good reads for individual patrons based on their borrowing history. This has allowed NLB to provide 
the right content to the right person at the right time. NLB is also performing text mining on the 
digital collections from the National Library and the National Archives to provide related content 
regardless of institutions and formats. The users can now spend less time gathering the pieces, and 
focus on digesting and analysing the ‘dossier’ of relevant information to derive new insights. NLB has 
also worked on other big data initiatives, such as named entity recognition and automatic speech 
recognition.

 These initiatives have enabled NLB to improve the user experience and increase the usage of 
its collections.

Increasing Usage of NLB Resources with Big Data
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 INCREASING USAGE OF 
NLB RESOURCES WITH BIG DATA   

Kia Siang Hock 
Deputy Director

National Library Board, Singapore

The National Library Board of Singapore 
(NLB) manages the National Library, 
26 Public Libraries and the National 
Archives of Singapore. NLB promotes 
reading, learning and information literacy 
by providing trusted, accessible and 
connected services and content. It also 
encourages appreciation and awareness 
of Singapore’s history by presenting 
extensive collections on Singapore and 
the region.

To achieve its vision and mission, NLB has 
been focused on increasing the usage of 
the NLB resources painstakingly collected 
over the years. This is reflected in its top-
line key performance indicators (KPIs) of 
usage, reach and satisfaction.

The NLB Big Data Programme

Over the years, NLB has collected large 
data sets that may be analysed to reveal 
patterns, trends and associations. To 
extract values from this treasure trove, NLB 

has established a Big Data Programme. 
This programme aims to harvest the 
rich and extensive data sets available in 
NLB to derive actionable insights in four 
focus areas:

• Better foresight for future library planning

• Productivity gains from better decision-
making

• Customer satisfaction improvements 
with better service offerings

• Better usage of NLB services and resources

NLB’s Big Data Programme covers all key 
functional domains in NLB. It also covers 
both structured (such as circulation data) 
and unstructured data (including meta-
data and full-text of the digital collections). 

This paper focuses on how NLB uses
well-established big data technologies to 
improve the usage of its resources.
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Personalised recommendations of 
good reads

NLB’s membership base stood at 2.4 
million in 2017 and collectively, these NLB 
members borrowed 30.9 million items in 
2017. That same year, the size of the NLB 
collection was 7.5 million. This is a huge 
circulation data set that can be mined to 
extract useful reading patterns. 

Most importantly, this data set is localised 
to Singapore. One of the challenges faced 
by users of big data technologies is the 
lack of localised corpus and training data 
that are critical to improve the accuracy of 
technologies. The NLB data sets therefore 
allow NLB to optimise the outcomes of the 
big data programme to meet the needs of 
the nation.

In 2009, NLB saw the potential of using 
data sets to recommend good reads. 
This was inspired by well-documented 
evidence that amazon.com’s “customers 
who bought this book also bought these 
other books” recommendation feature 
had been very successful, and is currently 
well used by its customers.

With the NLB circulation data set, NLB 
devised a simple algorithm to identify 
the related titles of books “patrons also 
borrowed” for the entire collection. The 
algorithm is able to look at unique titles 
and identify all the patrons who borrowed 
the title recently. It will then look into all 
the other titles that these patrons also 
borrowed. The common titles with the 
highest counts will be recommended (see 
Figure 1).

Figure 1. Identifying good reads based on data mining of the NLB circulation data. 
Image courtesy of National Library Board, Singapore.
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This simple algorithm worked very well 
for titles with high circulation. For titles 
with lower circulation, we extended the 
algorithm to make use of the attributes 
of the titles to identify additional 
recommendations (e.g., titles by the same 
author). Figure 2 shows the related titles 

identified when a patron views a title 
within the NLB Mobile app.

The patrons also receive personalised 
good read recommendations based on 
their recent borrowing history (see 
Figure 3).

Figure 2. Patrons can access related titles based on NLB’s circulation data. 
Image courtesy of National Library Board, Singapore.

Figure 3. Patrons can access personalised good read recommendations. 
Image courtesy of National Library Board, Singapore.
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Linking NLB’s digital resources 

NLB has built up a huge collection of 
uniquely Singapore content to meet the 
diverse needs of the users, including 
Infopedia1 articles, digitised books, and 
historic newspaper articles. When the 
National Archives of Singapore (NAS) joined
the NLB family in 2012, it brought with it 
extensive collections of government 
records, photographs, audio-visual content, 
and oral history recordings.

These digital collections are well used. 
In 2017, the page views for the National 
Library and NAS collections exceeded 
30 million. Each entry point provides 
us with an opportunity to recommend 
related materials regardless of source and 
format. For example, when a user finds 

the Infopedia article on the Cenotaph, 
we want to automatically recommend 
related Infopedia articles, photographs, 
maps, oral history recordings, and historic 
newspaper articles as well (Figure 4). 

The goal is to deliver a dossier of all NLB 
resources for each topic so as to provide a 
new level of contextual discovery.

As there are tens of millions of digital items 
in the NLB collections, manually linking 
them up will be impossible. However, 
the advances in big data technologies 
provide an opportunity to perform 
this task automatically and many such 
technologies are also easily accessible via 
established open-source initiatives. NLB 
uses the Apache Mahout2 software to link 
our digital resources.

Figure 4. Contextual discovery of related content across institutions and formats. 
Image courtesy of National Library Board, Singapore.

1 Infopedia: http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/infopedia
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Figure 5. Using automatic clustering to handle large data sets. 
Image courtesy of National Library Board, Singapore.

2 Apache Mahout: https://mahout.apache.org

There are two key steps in the process.

The first is clustering, which breaks the 
entire collection into smaller clusters of 
similar items. This step is not required if 
the collection size is small and within the 
range of a few hundred thousand. 

Figure 5 illustrates the clustering process 
using the k-means clustering with cosine 
distance measure provided by the Apache 
Mahout software. Examples of the clusters 

created are also shown in the figure. From 
the top terms of the sample clusters, we 
can see that the clusters cover arts, sports, 
education and crimes.

The second step takes each of the clusters, 
looks at each pair of items within the 
cluster, and determines the similarity level 
(ranked between 0 to 1) between the two 
items (see Figure 6). A similarity score of 
1 would indicate that the two items are 
exactly the same.

Figure 6. Using text analytics to determine the similarity level between articles. 
Image courtesy of National Library Board, Singapore.
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The similarity scores are used to create 
associations between the digital resources, 
which can then be used to provide 
recommendations to the users. For 
example, Figure 7 shows how an Infopedia 
article on the Merlion links to related 
Infopedia articles and related photographs 
from the PictureSG3 collection, all of 
which have been automatically identified 
through the use of text analytics.

Linking Infopedia with the PictureSG 
collections significantly increased traffic 
to PictureSG. We are doing the same for 
NewspaperSG4 and Archives Online5, and 
to date, over one billion associations have 
been established.

Conclusion

The confluence of a few key trends is 
providing cultural institutions many 
opportunities to re-imagine their 
stakeholder engagement. To cater to 
the digital needs of their users, these 
institutions are aggressively digitising 
content. Technological advances in big 
data and artificial intelligence are making 
headlines every other day.

In the digital era, content is king. Cultural 
institutions hold the advantage of 
owning unique and rich collections. Big 
data technologies, when appropriately 
applied on top of the content, can help 
cultural institutions provide a new level of 
experience for their end users.

3 PictureSG: http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/pictures
4 NewspaperSG: http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/newspapers
5 Archives Online: http://www.nas.gov.sg/archivesonline

Figure 7. Using text analytics to determine the similarity level between articles.
Image courtesy of National Library Board, Singapore.
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Panel 2 - Innovation in Audience Development

Olivier Boasson
More, Better Contacts. Customer Relationship Management at quai Branly

•

Agathe Grandval
Evaluation As a Tool for Innovation
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Abstract

 A unique museum set at the crossroads of fine arts and ethnology, quai Branly offers a 100,000 
square-foot panorama of African, American, Asian, and Oceanian arts and cultures. Because of its 
focus on non-western forms and traditions, and with French nationals making up the majority of 
its 1.2 million annual visitors, audience development must be fine-tuned to achieve a successful 
experience and, thus, build loyalty for the museum. Drawn from the museum’s numerous studies and 
analyses of its audience’s areas of interest, knowledge of non-European art forms, personal and socio-
economic parameters are all taken into account to produce innovative development strategies.

 Two recent initiatives in the field of audience development may illustrate this approach. In the first 
case, taking advantage of the 2017 November school holidays, the Department of Visitors’ Experience, 
teamed up with the Department of Public Relations to stimulate demand for the museum’s revamped 
family programmes, with a combination of targeted e-marketing, on-site testing by journalists and 
influencers/opinion leaders, and media promotion. This combination proved quite efficient to boost 
the museum’s visibility and appreciation in the strategic segment of family audiences.

An incremental approach to audience development at quai 
Branly

Olivier Boasson  
Director, Department of Visitors’ Experience, 
Musée du quai Branly-Jacques Chirac 
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 In another case, the Department of Visitors’ Experience database and e-marketing branch 
has launched a global Content Resource Management (CRM) strategy for 2018. To this end, it has 
initiated the construction of a computerised link between the Sales and Reservations System and the 
Customer Relations Management System of the museum. Currently in progress, this linkup will allow 
for the automatic transfer of buyers’ data into the museum’s CRM, opening the possibility for finer, 
more personalised e-marketing and special promotion campaigns starting this year.
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AN INCREMENTAL APPROACH TO 
AUDIENCE DEVELOPMENT AT 

QUAI BRANLY

Olivier Boasson  
Director, Department of Visitors’ Experience,

Musée du quai Branly-Jacques Chirac 

Positioning itself as at the crossroads 
of fine arts and ethnology, Musée du 
quai Branly offers a 100,000 square-
foot panorama of exhibits from African, 
American, Asian, and Oceanian arts and 
cultures. French nationals account for 
most of its 1.2 million annual visitors. It is 
therefore essential to fine-tune audience 
development in order to create a successful 
experience for visitors and in turn build 
loyalty (revisits) for the museum. This
paper will discuss two main initiatives quai 
Branly has adopted to achieve this: the 
development of a customer relationship 
management (CRM) strategy, and the 
cultivation of a family audience.

Our CRM strategy

The museum’s CRM strategy started in 
2018 through the combined efforts of 
the Department of Visitor’s Experience 
and e-marketing branch. This involved 
connecting the museum’s sales and 

reservations system and CRM system 
in order to create opportunities for 
more personalised e-marketing and 
promotional campaigns.

The incremental approach

It is worth noting that quai Branly 
chose and advocates for an incremental 
approach in developing a CRM strategy. 
This means the first stage should be 
to obtain a clear picture of the various 
sources of contact acquisition. After 
that, one can evaluate the amount of 
effort needed to acquire contacts from 
each source.  It is advisable to start with 
the “easy fights”, like the visitors who 
are already enrolled in the museum’s 
membership programme as they offer 
a pool of contacts with more detailed 
information from the get-go. Information 
from online sales, and gathering data at 
the museum’s information desks are also 
channels to consider.
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The incremental approach can also apply 
to the level of detail obtained from each 
contact: the first acquisition may be to 
collect limited but relevant information, 
and more in-depth data will only be 
gathered after visitor loyalty has increased. 
This incremental approach will still meet 
the need for building a member database.

The linkup

We started collecting individual customer’s 
data from sales made directly through the 
museum’s website, over the phone, from 
tourism professionals, and from heads of 
not-for-profit groups at the start of 2018. 
All information has been added to our 
database and we believe the total data we 
have collected adds up to about a year’s 
worth. This includes customer data from 
early 2017 through early 2018, as we were 
able to tap into archives that had been 
stored since we first began direct online 
sales in 2017.

Our estimate is that since the launch of 
our direct online sales platform in late 
January 2017, we have added at least 
13,000 new contacts. This is the first time 
these contacts have been matched to 
customer profile, making this data a very 
useful source of information for visitors’ 
behaviour and special interests. This in 
turn, is the basis upon which we can build 
a full museum CRM strategy.

Examples of CRM initiatives

Using our database of information, we 
sent targeted e-newsletters to contacts 
from the visitors’ experience department, 
donors and sponsorship department, and 
research department.

To spice up our own email campaigns 
last year:

•  Visitors could subscribe to our 
e-newsletter and get advance 
information about our special events 

 One such example is our two-day 
remixed ethno-musical format in the 

 summer where we offered three 
categories; Early bird, Hurry up, and 
Regular options, each with dedicated 
packages. Subscribers would have 
to enter a draw to gain access to the 

 best packages.

• We used animated e-newsletter images 
to announce a special package offer for 
the Peru before the Incas temporary 
exhibit. This packaged both breakfast 
and a guided tour at the price of a 
standard admission ticket.

• We launched a text message campaign 
to remind members of the museum 
of their membership privileges, like 
gaining access to the museum an 
hour and a half before it opens to the 
general public.

• We created “fear of missing out” 
e-newsletters to market our Primitive 
Picasso exhibit. These were sent shortly 

 before the exhibition’s opening and  
 shortly before it closed, with a countdown
 ticking in the e-newsletter itself.

We also linked our e-newsletters to the 
direct online sales system of the museum 
so that we could monitor traffic and 
analyse  the impact of the e-campaign,
from the start of the campaign to the  
final sale.
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Results and expectations

The museum’s database currently holds 
167,000 contacts, up 20 per cent from 2017. 
The aforementioned 13,000 contacts—
added since the launch of our online 
sales—account  for half of the increase, 
leading us to believe that as the direct 
online sales system picks up speed, buyer 
contacts obtained from that platform will 
play an even more significant role in the 
overall development of our database.

Over 100 e-marketing campaigns are 
launched each year, hitting more than a 
dozen different target audiences. The next 
step is for us to refine our contact data 
for both existing or prospective clients. 
The CRM system analyses the various 
types of responses to email marketing 
campaigns, which can help us to refine 
contact profiles. We are also able to 
trace part of our members’ movement in 
the museum through the scan of their 
membership cards, and will include this 
data in the database. Together, these 
will allow for more targeted and specific 
email campaigns.

Finally, as a prelude to a more 
comprehensive strategy, we have defined 
several automatic campaigns geared 
towards members of the museum:

• A welcome email following subscription

• Dedicated text-messages or emails for 
special announcements

• A reminder or retention email one 
month before their membership expires

Other projects in the pipeline include 
birthday greetings emails, and reminder 
emails if no visit was made to the museum 
two months after their subscription starts.

In terms of expectations, the interconnection 
between the various components of the 
CRM system like the database, software 
and hardware, will make for better, more 
accurate data acquisition.

Our goal is to develop contact acquisition 
and to put together a comprehensive CRM 
strategy for buyers’ contacts. This includes:

• Contact acquisition: Each promotional 
campaign will correspond to a different 
qualification process, for example, 
through a game, contest or through 
subscription to information about a 
special event. We use these platforms 
to promote our direct online sales.

• Contact retention: We will identify the 
key-moments in the lifecycle of our 
contacts and generate an automatic 
campaign that synchronises with these 
moments. For example, after three 
purchases within a six-month period, 
the contact will receive an offer for a 
membership card subscription. After 
two purchases with a family discount 
within a six-month period, the contact 
will receive an offer for family activities 
and workshops.

Lessons learned

Factors for success

Several conditions must be met for 
optimal use of a CRM system: technology, 
organisation, and the ability to balance 
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between quantity of new contacts 
gathered and quality of fine-grain data.

The first is technology. This is important 
because a CRM programme and strategy 
relies both on specific tools and efficient 
communication between these tools. It 
is important to have a secure database 
to store contacts, to create different 
segments, and to have a routing system, 
notably for email campaigns, which can 
be either integrated with your database 
or managed externally.  We use DoList as 
external routing system.

The second is organisation. A successful 
CRM programme requires three stages: 
first, the full political endorsement and 
support of higher management like 
the president, CEO and COO; second, 
a task force to foster and develop the 
CRM system before it is launched; and 
finally, several positions dedicated to the 
database, audience segmentation, and 
direct marketing campaigns.

It is also important to be able to prioritise 
and balance between the quantity of new 
contacts gathered and the quality of the 
fine-grain data. The ability to do this is 
what will justify and balance the costs of 
investment in a CRM system.

Pitfalls to avoid

In our experience, there are four main 
pitfalls to avoid:

• Overbuilding and therefore 
overspending relative to the projected 
volume of contacts.

• Failing to implement the appropriate 
organisation for the development of 
the CRM programme.

• Sticking to a limited or imprecise 
qualification of contacts, thus curbing 
the amount of segmentation you 

 can achieve.

• Sticking to direct marketing and 
addressing segmented audiences 
directly, but without making any 
personalised offers.

Family programmes and activities in 
strong supply

The quai Branly museum has also focused 
on developing a family audience and 
today offers over 40 different forms of 
content catered to children between 0 to 
12 and their families.

These programmes have been 
consolidated under a single section called 
“The Adventurers”, and are featured on our 
website in a dedicated “Family” section. To 
find out more, you can visit http://www.
quaibranly.fr/en/.

Some mainstays

Among the mainstays of quai Branly’s 
family-oriented offerings are guides 
and booklets, dedicated audio-guides, 
and one annually-held special event. 
These include:

 • My little exploration: A guide, for 
children between seven and twelve 
years of age. This is found in our 
permanent collections and is available 
in 10 languages.
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• Four audio guides designed for families 
(Figure 1). These are Sailing in Oceania, 
Fashion in Asia, Magic objects in Africa, 
and Animals of the Americas and can be 
found in our permanent collection.

• Games booklets for selected temporary 
exhibits. In 2017 booklets were created 
for the following exhibitions: Primitive 
Picasso, The sacred stone of the Maori, 
and In their native forests: arts of West 
Atlantic Africa.

• Little adventurers’ passport: An 
initiative where after collecting three 
stamps in the passport, corresponding 
to three visits to the museum, the child 
receives a small gift.

• “The experts, quai Branly”: An exclusive 
iPad game to explore all four sections of 
the collections with an e-ethnologist. 
This game is also suitable for the 
hearing-impaired.

• To the museum! (Tous au musée!): 
 A yearly event that allows primary and 

elementary school children who have 
visited the museum with their class 
during the school year to invite up to 
four family members to the museum 
as well.

Some new offerings

To complement our mainstays, the 
Department of Visitors’ Experience also 
introduced three new family-friendly 
programmes:

• My little exploration bag (Figure 2): 
Where one uses different senses (sight, 
sound, smell and touch) to describe the 

 contents  inside  the bag. This is part of 
the North Africa section of the museum.

• My little narrated tour: For children 
aged 0 to 3. This is fast becoming a very 
successful format.

Figure 1. Family audio guide. Image courtesy of © musée du quai Branly–Jacques Chirac, 
photo by Benjamin Monnerot-Dumaine.
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• Family Sundays: Launched between 
2016 to 2017, these occur one Sunday 
during each of France’s short school 
holidays—fall, winter, and spring. On 
that Sunday, a selection of visits and 
activities is offered free of charge, on 
a first come, first served basis. Family 
Sundays function as a free sampler 
to the museum’s full range of family 
programmes and activities, helping 
to bring new visitors to the museum’s 
year-long offerings.

A joint, targeted family campaign

By the spring of 2017, it became apparent 
that a wealth of offerings could turn 
into an embarrassment of riches if 
the programmes were not properly 
marketed to their target audience. 
Therefore, the Department of Visitors’ 
Experience and the Department of 
Communication came together to develop 
a tailor-made promotional campaign 
aimed at drumming up interest for the 
“Adventurers” range of family programmes 

and activities and, consequently, for the 
museum as a whole.

Timeline and steps

The plan spanned from spring through 
winter of 2017 and involved nine steps:

Between spring and summer:

1. Create a special double-page 
section for the museum’s 2017-2018 

 seasonal brochure

2. Edit the dedicated section of the 
museum’s website

3. Revamp the Adventurers brochure

Between autumn and winter:

4. Purchase a four-page supplement in 
the October to November issue of Paris 
Mômes, the lead publication for family 
activities in the Paris area

Figure 2. Mon p’tit sac d’explo  (My little exploration bag). Image courtesy of © muse du quai Branly–Jacques Chirac. 
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Figure 3. Family guided tour, “Les Sens en éveil” (Wake up your senses). 
Image courtesy of © musée du quai Branly–Jacques Chirac, photo by Alexandra Lebon.

5. Send a press release (re)introducing 
the museum’s “Adventurers” offerings 
to journalists and influencers/bloggers 
specialising in tips for families, and to 
media in the wider Paris region

6. Drop off family brochures in family-
friendly locations in Paris

7. Welcome 24 journalists, bloggers/
influencers to the museum to test a 
total of 32 family visits, activities or 
workshops in real-life conditions with 
their children

8. Provide dedicated family photo shoots 
at the museum

9. Send a second press release around 
Christmas, promoting family activities 
for the end-of-year holiday seasons

Results for the Department 
of communications:

1. Mention of quai Branly programmes in 
90 online or print media publications, 
including Le Parisien (print, circ. 

250,000), Figaroscope (print, circ. 
215,000), Télérama Sortir (print, circ. 
300,000), Expo in the city and (print, circ. 
November issue 40.000 copies), Elle.fr 

 (online, 3,000,000 distinct visits), and more.

2. Strong visibility on major local or 
national family and kids blogs, such 
as http://www.appelezmoimadame.
fr/ Chez Madame, Doudou & Stiletto 
and Ma Poussette a Paris, http://
doudouetstiletto.com/; http://
mapoussetteaparis.blogspot.fr/. 

Results for the Department of 
visitors’ experience:

1. Close to 80 per cent of 66 available time 
slots for family activities were running 
at full capacity during the 2017 October 
to November school holidays. This is to 
be compared to 2016, when 65 time 
slots were less than 40 per cent full.

2. A 30 per cent increase in subscribers to 
the family newsletter in 2017. We have 
reached over 1.600 families now.
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3.  Positive effect on attendance at 
subsequent family-related events such 
as Family Sundays in December 2017 
and February 2018.

Conclusion

The commonality between both the 
development of our CRM system and 
family-oriented programmes is that 
they were both executed incrementally, 
expanding systemically only after seeing 
progress. We recommend this as the 
way to proceed, but note that the 
prerequisite for success is that the 
quality of the museum’s collection 
and the rigour of selection of the 
museum’s exhibits, is first done well. 
It is only with this foundation in place 
that any museum can begin to trial and 
experiment with different tools in its quest 
for successful audience development.
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Biography

 Ms Agathe Grandval is Head of Audience Development within the mediation and digital services 
department of the Réunion des Musées Nationaux et du Grand Palais in Paris. 

 After studying science and completing a master’s degree in Ecology, she was initially involved 
in exhibition design, first at the Hall of Evolution (French Natural History Museum) and later with the 
private sector firm Altermuséo. Then, for the year 2000 special celebrations committee, Agathe 
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Agathe Grandval 
Director,  Studies, 
Réunion des Musées Nationaux  – Grand Palais

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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EVALUATION AS A TOOL FOR 
INNOVATION 

Agathe Grandval
Director, Studies

Réunion des Musées Nationaux  – Grand Palais

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.
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Panel 3 - Digital Interventions and Innovation

Michèle Antoine
Digital Culture: A Trigger for Science Centres’ Transformation 

•

Shaun Wong
Up-Sizing a Collections Website: Roots.sg

•

Bénédicte Lefeuvre
An Image is Worth a Thousand Words
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Michèle Antoine 
Director of Exhibitions, Universcience 

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, 

Digital Culture: A Trigger for Science Centres’  Transformation

Biography

 Born in Belgium in 1966, Michèle Antoine combines education in sociology of sciences, 
museology, theatre and dance. She began her professional life as exhibition developer in Quebec, 
where she worked on various high profile projects in Montreal and Quebec: the Biodome, the 
Botanical Garden of Montreal, Expotec the precursor of the Science Centre of Montreal. Coming 
back to Belgium, she joined the Museum of Natural Sciences in Brussels where, among many 
other projects, she designed and produced an international coproduction “Fatal Attraction” which 
travelled not only in Europe but also through Canada. When she became Director of Exhibitions in 
this Museum, she had to steer the architectural and museological renovation of the Janlet Wing 
whose the new Dino Gallery and Evolution Gallery boosted the fame of the museum. In 2012, she 
joined the international team of the future House of European History in order to manage the 
production of the exhibitions and to organise the public services.

 Michèle Antoine is director of exhibition at Universcience since June 1st 2016. She is in charge 
of the programming, design and production of exhibitions, as well as their touring. She manages 
Universcience cultural engineering activity.
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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  

Michèle Antoine 
Director of Exhibitions, Universcience 

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 
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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.
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Biography

 Mr Shaun Wong leads the Digital team within the Strategic Communications and Digital group 
at Singapore’s National Heritage Board (NHB). His team is tasked to drive digital, content and social 
media marketing for NHB as well as lead digital transformation in the areas of linked data, marketing 
automation and data analytics.

 He started his career in advertising but decided that the calling to perpetuate Singapore’s 
heritage and culture through the web in the early 2000s was too great to be ignored. For more than 
a decade, he has been privileged to develop digital campaigns and solutions aimed at growing and 
engaging NHB’s online audience.

 Shaun continues to pursue ways to make technology work better for his folks at NHB, provide 
valuable heritage experiences to audiences at both physical and digital spaces and deepen the love 
of Singapore’s stories, people and places.

Abstract

  Presented with an opportunity to revamp the Singapore National Collection website in 2014, 
the National Heritage Board (NHB) embarked on an ambitious journey to develop a heritage resource 
content bank that would become a key pillar of its digital engagement strategy. This presentation 
shares how the challenges of bringing together seemingly diverse resources into a single digital portal 
were overcome and charts future directions for Roots.sg, Singapore’s heritage resource portal.

 Roots.sg was conceived to bring the content of Singapore’s National Collection, National Mon-
uments, NHB’s heritage trails, historic sites, and other NHB-developed heritage resources, such as 
videos and documentaries, together in a single, one-stop heritage portal. The aim was simple—to 
provide greater and easier access for anyone to our rich repository of heritage resources. To do so 
however, involved the cataloguing of more than 100,000 artefacts and multimedia resources in a 
comprehensive and holistic manner on to one single digital platform.

 Since its launch in April 2016, 2 million users have visited Roots.sg and are three times 
more engaged in our heritage resources than before. A key driver in our digital engagement 
strategy, Roots.sg content is regularly shared on NHB’s Facebook page, sparking conversations and 
engagement with heritage. The goal for Roots.sg is to be the foremost digital concierge for people 
wanting to delve into Singapore’s heritage, and to be synonymous with “Google” for everything 
related to Singapore’s history, heritage and culture.

Up-Sizing a Collections Website: Roots.sg 
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ROOTS.SG—SINGAPORE’S HERITAGE 
RESOURCE PORTAL   

Shaun Wong
Assistant Director, Digital Engagement

National Heritage Board 

Background

The National Heritage Board (NHB) was 
formed on 1 August 1993 as a statutory 
board under the former Ministry of 
Information and The Arts (now Ministry of 
Culture, Community and Youth).

Our mission is to preserve and celebrate 
the shared heritage of our diverse 
communities, for the purpose of 
education, nation-building and cultural 
understanding. We achieve this by 
managing our national museums and 
community heritage institutions, and 
setting policies relating to heritage 
sites, National Monuments and our 
national collection. 

It is through the national collection, 
that we organise heritage programmes 
and curate exhibitions to connect the 
past, present and future generations 
of Singaporeans.

In 2014, NHB was presented with the 
opportunity to revamp the Singapore 
Collections Online website that presented 
our national collection. We took this 
chance to develop a solution that 
would better represent the range of 
our work. This paper aims to provide an 
understanding of the process we took 
as we conceptualised, developed and 
improved Singapore’s heritage resource 
portal, Roots.sg.

Digitising Singapore’s national collection

In 2005, a concerted effort was made to 
digitise Singapore’s national collection. 
The key objectives of this project were 
to increase the public’s awareness of 
our national collection as well as aid the 
operational issues of managing the NHB’s 
increasing collection volume.

This project involved digitising the 
national collection, a process which 
required researching, cataloguing and 
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photography of artefacts, and developing 
a back-end museum collection system
that would automate the accessioning 
process and capture key information 
about the objects in the national 
collection. This was essentially the start 
of a knowledge management system 
for the NHB which was developed 
using additional efforts and research to 
enhance the content of the collection.

In 2010, non-classified information from 
the collection was made publicly available 
in the form of a website named Singapore 
Collections Online (SGCool). SGCool 
provided users with a simple search 
function, low-resolution photos and brief
write-ups on each item in the collection.

This project allowed us to develop a 
better understanding of the requisite 
skillset required for collections research 
as well as the annual optimal output 
of digitised collections based on a set 
number of cataloguers. 

The challenges faced by this project 
included having a limited pool of 
researchers with relevant knowledge 
expertise to tap on, as well as difficulties 
in developing an overarching editorial 
direction for the website content. The need 
to develop a controlled and consistent 
vocabulary across the wide taxonomy of 
subjects and categories for the collections 
also became evident.

Figure 1. Singapore Collections Online (SGCool) in 2014. Image courtesy of National Heritage Board. 
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Conceiving Roots.sg

By 2014, NHB’s role had far expanded 
beyond simply being a museum operator 
and custodian of our national collection. 
NHB was producing heritage research, 
gazetting National Monuments, marking 
historic sites and developing heritage 
trails. Although SGCool had served its 
purpose well by featuring our national 
collection, the demand was for even more 
digital resources. 

As a stop-gap measure, NHB utilised 
our “I Love Museums” Facebook page 
to provide the audience access to non-
national collection heritage resources 
like heritage trails, publications, historic 
sites and National Monuments. This was 
done despite being aware that it was not 
sustainable; the transience of Facebook 
posts would eventually make it difficult to 
search for relevant heritage resources in 
the future. 

With the burgeoning interest in our 
National Collection1—seen by a 150 
per cent growth between 2012 and 
2015—coupled with the expansion of 
the heritage sector in Singapore, and 
the increasing public interest in heritage 
matters, we felt that it was an opportune 
time to launch a heritage resource 
portal to better provide information 
to the public. Rather than embark on a 
mere revamp of our National Collection 
website, we challenged ourselves to 
produce a portal that brings together 
information on all of the NHB’s resources: 
the National Collection, heritage trails, 
historic sites, National Monuments, 
publications, videos and other online 
media in a single place. The aim of this
portal would be to encourage the public 
to explore the wealth of resources 
produced by the NHB and content
partners from both the public sector and 
civic groups.

1 Visitorship to Singapore Collections Online increased by 150% in 2015 from 2012. Source: Google Analytics

Figure 2. Screenshot of the Roots.sg portal. Image courtesy of National Heritage Board. 



- 74 -

Other than providing an engaging, 
interactive interface for audiences, a key 
benefit of this exercise was that it paved 
the way for NHB to start implementing 
standards that would ensure a uniform 
method of collecting location-based data. 
The audience would benefit from being 
able to quickly retrieve information about 
Singapore’s National Monuments, heritage 
trails, historic sites and heritage places,
and from the presentation of related 
resources that would deepen their 
understanding of our heritage. We also 
envision sharing this data with other like-
minded organisations in the future.

With this project’s inception, we posited 
the idea that our museums are repositories 
of our National Collection and in many 
instances, they are National Monuments, 
with heritage trails and historic sites in 
the vicinity. Our museums and NHB also 
produce publications and multimedia 
resources. When this comes together in a 
single place, we can deepen engagement 
with our audiences and inspire enjoyable 
heritage journeys.

However, NHB’s data existed in different 
systems and was not structured to 
facilitate sharing. Bringing together this 
disparate data and finding commonalities 

that could be used to link and surface 
these resources was a huge challenge.
For example, typical information pertaining 
to a national monument includes 
the gazette date, construction date, 
architects and background information. 
This information was previously grouped 
into a single text field, which made 
retrieval difficult. This process involved 
reviewing close to 1,000 heritage places, 
obtaining accurate geo-location attributes, 
and finally formatting the information 
and placing them in structured tables 
that could be transposed to the 
system database.

To meet the project’s 12-month 
development timeline, NHB had to rapidly 
define a useful categorisation that would 
be able to encompass all the different 
data types. NHB consulted National 
Library Board (NLB) and learnt that they 
had developed a cultural taxonomy for 
their resources that was localised to the 
Singapore context and was derived from 
universal data/cataloguing standards (e.g., 
from The US Library of Congress).  

NHB then conducted a review of this 
taxonomy and ascertained that a subset 
of this could be used to categorise 
its resources.

Figure 3. An example of the NLB’s taxonomy that established architectural categories (e.g., colonial, contemporary, 
industrial, interior, public) that helped categorise heritage places. Image courtesy of National Heritage Board.
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NLB also extended advice on the 
operationalisation of taxonomies and 
how it could be applied to the resources. 
This greatly reduced the effort required 
to devise an entirely new taxonomy 
from scratch. The next massive part of 
this project involved data cleansing and 
tagging. Bearing in mind this content 
bank would comprise more than 125,000 
collection and non-collection data points, 
NHB identified data sets that could be 
quickly cleaned up and tagged. These 
data sets had information that was 70 
per cent complete and would not require 
extensive research to be conducted.

The data sets comprising the non-
collections resources, including physical 
heritage locations and multimedia 
resources, amounted to over 1,000. The 
collection data had its own existing 
taxonomy, but the scale of integrating 
these two taxonomies was massive, and 
we decided this would be undertaken on 
a separate track.

The clean-up and tagging of the non-
collections data involved two staff working 
full-time to ensure that each resource’s 
write-up was updated, with accurate 
data values assigned to the appropriate 

Figure 4. Examples of tagging of data for public access. Image courtesy of National Heritage Board. 

Recommended content is now readily available due 
to the new taxonomy

Evergreen stories aid in aggregating various 
heritage resources together.

Heritage places are presented visually using maps 
on Roots.sg Typical presentation of a heritage place on Roots.sg
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back-end fields, along with ensuring that 
each resource had relevant tags. This 
process took three months and was run 
concurrently with development of the 
front-end website.

The key performance indicators for this 
website included page views and time 
spent on the site. To achieve this, NHB 
decided early on that the website should 
maximise every opportunity to profile 
related resources that would encourage 
deeper learning and exploration of 
heritage resources. Based on the taxonomy 
adopted, NHB developed a machine logic 
that actively recommends related content 
to the visitors. This involves making sense 
of how each piece of content relates to the 
taxonomy, and applying both contextual 
and logical tags to each article or resource. 
With this in place, the system recommends 
articles and resources with the most 
relevant tags to the current article that 
visitors are looking at.

During the development of the website, 
NHB realised that the content was still 
segregated, preventing the organisation 
from reaping the full benefits of a 
consolidated content bank. It was 
because of this that NHB began 
developing content in the form of stories 
with an evergreen thread.

Each story would focus on an object in 
the national collection and bring together 
various elements like heritage trails and 
national monuments in telling the story. 
Content development continues to be a key 
focus area for NHB’s digital engagement 
and content is often produced or re-
purposed from offline sources to be 
featured on Roots.sg. This includes articles 
and videos that better illustrate NHB’s 
programmes and initiatives as well as the 

conversion of printed publications like 
Muse SG to the digital format.

Roots.sg was launched in April 2016 and 
currently achieves 1.2 million page views 
annually. As the public’s main content 
bank to access NHB’s heritage resources, 
this portal continues to deepen audience 
engagement with Singapore’s heritage.

Upcoming improvements for Roots.sg

To complement the ongoing content 
development track, NHB will continue 
to develop functionalities that improve 
the searchability, discoverability and 
syndication of heritage resources on 
Roots.sg. 

To achieve this, in 2018, NHB is embarking
on a multi-year effort to catalogue 
its heritage resources in accordance 
with established cultural resources 
data standards. We will also leverage 
artificial intelligence to aid resource 
discovery and publish these data sets to 
enable collaboration with like-minded 
government and private sector companies. 

In September 2017, the NHB collaborated 
with the NLB to work on a proof-of-
concept to show how cross discovery 
of heritage resources could be realised 
across government agencies. This pilot 
involved meta data enhancement of 500 
heritage resources by  NHB and application 
of Natural Language Processing (NLP) 
technology to identify named entities in 
the NHB’s resources that were recorded 
and published by NLB.

In March 2018, NHB and NLB launched  
the pilot on 500 of NHB resources on 
Roots.sg. When visitors arrived on Roots.sg 
pages that had been metadata enhanced, 
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they would also discover related
resources from NLB within the same page. 
This process is entirely automated and 
the NHB is looking to scale this up 
for the full 100,000 resources by 2021. 

Conclusion

The digital space continues to be a key 
arena for the NHB to educate and engage 
our audience with our Singapore story. 
The NHB is committed to continue to 
innovate and develop solutions to present 
heritage resources in ways that resonate 
and spark conversations with current and 
future generations of Singapore. 

Afternote

Through Roots.sg, NHB has been working 
with the culture sector in Singapore to 
use artificial intelligence and machine 

learning to syndicate content across 
the different organisations, from the 
National Library of Singapore, National 
Arts Council, National Gallery Singapore 
and the Esplanade. The improved content 
discovery and recommendation will be 
available first on the revamped Roots.sg
in 2020, followed by partner organisations 
in phases from 2021 to 2022. 

Figure 5. Pilot to enable cross-discovery of heritage resources across NHB and NLB. 
Image courtesy of National Heritage Board. 
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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 

An Image is Worth a Thousand Words

Bénédicte Lefeuvre  
General Director, Centre for National Monuments
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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.

AN IMAGE IS WORTH 
A THOUSAND WORDS  

Bénédicte Lefeuvre
General Director

Centre des Monuments Nationaux (CMN)
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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.
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Panel 4 - Festivals: Reinventions or Innovation?

Dominique Bluzet 
How Innovation Allowed << Les Théâtres >> to Reinvent their Cultural Model 

•

Dr June Yap
The Festivity of Art

•

Angelita Teo
Singapore Night Festival



Biography

 After studying law and literature, Dominique Bluzet moved into theatre and joined the École 
Nationale Supérieure des Arts et Techniques du Théâtre (Paris). As an actor, he worked with directors 
such as Abdellatif Kechiche, Marcel Maréchal, and Jacques Weber. At the tender age of 23, he became 
director of his first theatre: the Théâtre Essaïon.

 In 1993, he was offered the position of director of the Théâtre du Gymnase in Marseille. In 1996, the 
city of Aix-en-Provence hired him to revive the Théâtre du Jeu de Paume. In 2007, he took over the running 
of the Grand Théâtre de Provence. “All types of music, for all types of people” was his mission statement, 
associating classical music, jazz, world-class soloists, chamber music, and contemporary dance.

 Then, he brought those three genres together as a collective: “Les Théâtres”. In 2015, the Théâtre 
des Bernardines joined the fold of “Les Théâtres”. In 2013, with the CIC bank and violinist Renaud 
Capuçon, Dominique created the Easter Festival in Aix-en-Provence, a major new event for classical 
music, thus reinforcing the city’s remarkable musical tradition. The 6th edition of the Festival will
take place from 26 March to 8 April 2018. In just 5 years, attendance has grown from 8,000 to 22,000 
in 2017. 

 Dominique is Officer of the Legion of Honor.

Abstract

 « Les Théâtres » (the Théâtre du Gymnase and the Théâtre des Bernardines in Marseille, the 
Théâtre du Jeu de Paume and the Grand Théâtre de Provence in Aix en Provence) is a collective of 
theatres that is unique in France in terms of management and artistic direction that covers four 
separate venues, all of which are associated with the Easter Festival.

 The level of commitment “Les Théâtres” brings to the festivals they support (Actoral, Parallèle…) 
and produce such as the Easter Festival, seems to us to be a foregone conclusion in terms of cultural 
diversity and the combined effort of all the different structures and local entities. One of our main 
objectives is to create events and festivals that appeal to a wider audience where enjoyment is key. 
We also wish to encourage new audiences to broaden their cultural horizons on a more regular 
basis. In addition, the festival format allows audiences to forge links with the place the festival is held 
through proximity with the artists, thus sharing their intense cultural experiences.

How Innovation Allowed << Les Théâtres >> to Reinvent 
their Cultural Model

Dominique Bluzet 
Director, Easter Festival (Aix-en-Provence) and 
« Les Théâtres » (Aix-en-Provence & Marseille)

- 86 -



 We want to take things further using new digital methods. We would like to present two 
innovative projects: the Chatbot Ask Mona* and the app NomadPlay** and we will try to answer the 
following questions:

 How can amateur practices and participation help us to move forward? Can a chatbot help us 
to broaden our appeal?
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HOW INNOVATION ALLOWED 
<<LES THÉÂTRES >> TO REINVENT 

THEIR CULTURAL MODEL

Dominique Bluzet 
Director 

Easter Festival & Les Théâtres

Les Théâtres journey from project to 
festival

Les Théâtres are a centre of inspiration for 
everyone. We are internationally recognised 
for our creativity and sense of adventure 
and strive to be a reference in terms of art, 
solidarity, creativity and citizenship.

The development of Les Théâtres was a 
13-year journey that happened in stages. 
The first stage began in 1993 with the 
takeover of the Théâtre du Gymnase. 
Three years later in 1996, the Théâtre 
du Jeu de Paume joined the family, and 
after a period of extensive renovation, 
reopened in 2000.

It was then that we began to think in 
regional terms—with a theatre in Aix and 
another in Marseille, we had the prime 
opportunity to experiment with creating  
a common subscription platform. 

The second phase took place in 2007, 
when the Grand Théâtre de Provence, 
a concert hall designed for classical 
music, was added to the stable. The plan 
was to seamlessly integrate theatrical 
performances with musical performances 
and become equipped to handle all 
aspects of live theatre and music.

The third phase began in 2013, when the 
Marseille-Provence region was designated 
as the European Capital of Culture. This 
was when Les Théâtres became a major 
player in live theatre and music in France 
and in Europe. The Easter Festival held its 
first edition in the same year.

Les Théâtres in Marseille

Marseille is home to the Gymnase and 
Bernardines theatres. These theatres 
offer programmes that allow established      
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pieces and artists to collaborate with the 
new generation.

The Théâtre du Gymnase has always been 
a stalwart of the Marseille cultural scene. 
Its focus is on contemporary pieces and it 
remains a place that welcomes the greatest 
of the French and European artists. 

It was only in 2015, that the Théâtre 
des Bernardines joined the Théâtres 
stable. Located only 150 metres from the 
Gymnase, Théâtre des Bernardines was 
part of the ambitious plan to re-energise 
the neighbourhood, integrating the 
notion of citizenship in the overall culture.

Between 2016 and 2017, cultural habits 
began to shift, and the neighbourhood 
began to decline. Les Théâtres responded 
by launching the programme, “Le premier, 
quartier des arts”, an urban art project with 
the aim of  revitalising  and improving the 
streets around the Théâtre Gymnase and 
the Théâtre des Bernardines. 
 
With financial support from the regional 
government, the city of Marseille and 
the ASSAMI fund, we collaborated with 
Planète Émergences on a street art project 
with graffiti artists to decorate abandoned 
facades and shop fronts with murals.          
The objective was to remind the audience 
of the rich heritage of the neighbourhood, 
connecting areas like the two theatres, 
the high school, university, bookshops,
a music conservatory, cinema and local   
art galleries.

This project will be complemented with 
the city’s decision to refurbish certain 
buildings and to set up the restaurant, Au 
plus beau. This restaurant will be directly 
attached to the Théâtre du Gymnase so 

that audiences will have the option to both 
eat and socialise in the neighbourhood for 
a complete evening out. 

As a further show of commitment to the 
local area and community, Les Theatres 
also got involved in the “Dimanches de 
la Canebière”, a cultural and political 
project that aims to give the city back to 
the people and the families that live in 
it, by collaborating with up to 60 cultural 
clubs and associations already working on 
the Canebière. 

The idea is to accentuate the popular, 
family-based nature of the promenade by 
pedestrianising it every last Sunday of the 
month. This initiative is supported by the 
mayor of the 1/7 arrondissements and the 
role of Les Théâtres is to coordinate this 
ambitious scheme.

Les Théâtres in Aix-en-Provence

Over at Aix-en-Provence, the Grand 
Théâtre de Provence and the Théâtre du 
Jeu de Paume complement each other 
by providing Aix-en-Provence audiences 
with live shows from genres like classical 
music, dance, jazz, theatre, and circus. 

The last decade has seen the Grand Théâtre 
de Provence make a name for itself by 
creating strong musical connections with 
some of the world’s greatest performers. 
This includes Laurence Equilbey and her
two ensembles, Accentus, and Insula 
orchestra, François-Xavier Roth and his 
orchestra, Les Siècles, as well as performers
like the pianist Yuja Wang and the
countertenor Philippe Jaroussky.
 
The Grand Théâtre de Provence on the 
other hand, is a centre for dance, circus 
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and big shows like Ballet Preljocaj, Swan 
Lake, Stomp, and Donka. The theatre has 
also shifted its focus to children, producing 
new pieces written for younger audiences. 
These plays have gained recognition and 
begun to travel around France and Europe. 

It is also in Aix-en Provence that artist-in-
residence programmes have been set up. 
This includes the Cercle de l’harmonie 
with Jérémie Rohrer, Café Zimmermann, 
and the Orchestre Philharmonique du Pays 
D’Aix (OPPA). In addition to its rehearsals 
at the Grand Théâtre, OPPA also performs 
over twenty free concerts in surrounding 
villages, reaching an audience of 15,000.

The impact on the region

Today, the Easter Festival is one of the 
Aix-Marseille region’s most successful 
cultural events. The idea for this festival 
was born in 2012, and despite lacking 
public funding, it only took six years for 
the festival to become an international 
reference in classical music.
 
Audiences grew exponentially, increasing 
from 14,000 attendees in 2013 to 22,000 
at its 2018 edition, drawing audiences 
from all around the world and making it 
the first time a festival has developed so 
rapidly in such a short period of time. 

Quality of performances grew in tandem 
and in 2018 the festival was given the 
honour of hosting the Vienna Staatsoper 
for the very first time in France. The festival 
has also succeeded in producing the 
concert version of the Marriage of Figaro.

Today, the Aix-en-Provence Easter Festival 
is one of the top five classical music festivals 

in Europe with over twenty concerts a year. 
It stands in the ranks of the world’s top 
classical music events, proudly welcoming 
projects of exceptional calibre.

Les Théâtres on the international stage 

Grouping the theatres in Aix and Marseille 
was a strategic choice aimed at allowing 
different forms of art to co-exist, and 
attracting international artists from
other areas. 
 
This has succeeded, and past 
collaborations include co-productions 
such as La Divine Comédie by Argyro 
Chioti, a Greek artist who is supported 
by Les Théâtres, with the Athens-based 
Onassis foundation; and Tristesses by 
the Belgian artist Anne-Cécile Vandalem 
with the Liège and Namur theatres. Elise 
Vigneron, from the Var region, whose play, 
Anywhere, was staged at the Théâtre des 
Bernardines, is currently travelling around 
Eastern Europe; and the English director, 
Katie Mitchell, featured in both the Aix 
Opera Festival and in the theatrical 
programme at the Théâtre du Gymnase. 
 
International music ambassadors meet 
each year in Aix-en-Provence, and 
whenever artistic ambassadors such as 
Zingaro or Batsheva grace the stage of the 
Grand Théâtre de Provence, the name of 
the entire region then travels with them
to the world stage, encouraging other 
artists to perform here as well. This is 
enhanced by events like the ActOral 
and Parallèle festivals which also always 
include an international dimension in their 
shows and co-productions. 
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ASSAMI funding

The ASSAMI fund allows Les Théâtres to 
commit to making culture accessible 
on three levels: for children, the 
underserved and intergenerational 
projects. It encourages new initiatives 
that favour isolated communities and 
demonstrate a new way of approaching 
culture so that the boundaries of our 
public service can go beyond the walls of 
concert halls.

Digitalisation and the issues at stake for 
the future

Public theatre must reinvent its business 
model and the way it relates to the man 
on the street. We are currently exploring 
how information technology can help 
us tackle this issue and believe that 
new digital tools are needed to connect 
programmes and audiences. We have also 
partnered two innovative start-ups to 
explore possible new innovations. These 
are Ask Mona and NomandPlay.

Ask Mona

Ask Mona has helped us set up a QR code 
system and a chatbot to improve the 
relationship with each audience member.

In May 2019, our audiences were given 
the opportunity to access information by 
asking the chatbot questions directly. This 
allows for new and exclusive content to be 
offered to the user who can experiment 
with this new and interactive means 
of communication. Information that is 
practical and essential to the audience’s 
enjoyment of their theatre experience 
will be made available. Through the use 

of artificial intelligence (AI), we will ensure 
the app is also stocked with content about 
the theatres. The same technology will 
also be used at the Easter Festival.

NomadPlay 

This application, developed by NomadPlay, 
offers aspiring musicians an avenue to
both practice and connect with other music 
lovers. We will launch app demonstrations 
at the Easter Festival, and give music fans 
a chance to test the application. A piano 
will be made available for the full two 
weeks of the festival at the Grand Théâtre 
de Provence to facilitate their efforts and 
we hope to ultimately be able to extend 
this experience to all four theatres.



Abstract

  Festivals of art and culture are premised upon an interest in aesthetic and cultural creation, and 
a belief that the shared expression and experience of such creations have real value and benefit for 
audiences, creators, mediators, and even cities and communities. 

 The biennale of art has a relatively long history amongst presentations of such scale. Since the 
initiation of the Venice biennale - considered the oldest of biennales focusing on the arts, established 
in 1895 and which includes Art, Architecture, Dance, Cinema, Music, Theatre - numerous others have 
emerged, and the name, if not form, continues to proliferate. On the basis of the sum of such events 
and their measure of regularity of framework and compass - or at least expectations of these - it 
might reasonably be asked if there is a glut of biennale events. Yet, one might also argue that with 
the rise of the biennale, there is both greater enthusiasm for and understanding of art. That is, as 
opportunity to view and engage with such artistic fare increases, the range and volume of artistic 
production also rises. The question of whether such expansion and spread yields better expressions 
and offerings is open to debate. Coming from the visual arts field, the speaker’s observations (as indi-
cated) will largely focus on the history and developments of the biennale of art. 

 However, in considering the form of the festival, the presentation will explore the biennale 
within this larger framework of the festival, its aspects and lineage, to consider the opportunities for 
their continued relevance.

The Festivity of Art
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THE FESTIVITY OF ART?

Dr June Yap
Director of Curatorial, Programmes and Publications

Singapore Art Museum (SAM)

Museums are commonly perceived as 
being the antithesis of a festival. While 
a festival conjures images of animated 
activity, bustling crowds, and moments of 
fascination, museums bring to mind the 
images of long, silent and hallowed halls. 
Museums are perceived as a meditative 
space where one is quietly awed and 
enlightened, in an experience that
requires a measure of initiation and that is 
esteemed for its singularity. Yet contrary to 
these stereotypes, museums of today are 
far less contemplative and introspective. 
In fact, they can be as captivating and 
engaging as a festival.

It is because of this that a biennale 
of art – art which is stereotypically 
characterised to have a certain scale, level 
of communality and public engagement, 
and holds visual art as its primary focus – 
may be considered a good fit for category 
of the festival. 

This essay will touch briefly on the 
history and form of the biennale of art in 
relation to the framework of the festival. 
It will consider the opportunities for the 
continued relevance of the biennale, 
and in turn, also the festival. It is in this 
context that the notion of the museum 
experience being one that provides 
introspection and contemplation will also 
be put up for scrutiny.

Let us consider some artworks by 
Singapore artists that were shown in 
biennales and similar exhibitions of scale. 
One example is the work of artist Ho 
Tzu Nyen, titled The Cloud of Unknowing 
(2011), which was exhibited at the 
Singapore Pavilion of the 54th Venice 
Biennale International Art Exhibition. This 
involved an installation comprising video, 
sound, and timed smoke-machines. The 
work references a medieval 14th century 
mystical primer for aspiring monastics, 
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and an aesthetic exposition by French 
philosopher and art historian, Hubert 
Damisch, on the subject of the cloud in 
Eastern and Western art (A Theory of /
Cloud/: Toward a History of Painting, 1972). 
As the filmic component of the artwork 
unfolded, the viewer was presented with 
scenes and tableaus featuring the cloud. 
These were also personified to uncanny 
effect with vignettes and pictorial 
compositions alluding to meditations and 
revelations found in both the ascetic and 
aesthetic experience – and one might 
say, in the festival and biennale. From 
this artwork, we turn to meditate on the 
origins of the biennale.

The Venice Biennale is considered – and 
prides itself as being – the oldest and 
longest running art biennale in the world. 
It was established in 1895 when the first 
International Art Exhibition was organised. 
The event expanded when music, cinema 
and theatre were added in the 1930s, 
architecture in 1980; and dance in 1999. 
It has been put forward that the Venice 
Biennale has since inspired some 150 
biennale events in various countries. 

But the Venice Biennale did not emerge
in a vacuum. One might consider the 
World Expo as its antecedent. The first 
World Expo was held in 1851 in London 
and was intended to “promote the triumph
of the British Empire.” At the time, it was 
French painting, tracing back to 17th 
century French Royal Academy of Fine 
Arts, that was considered aesthetically 
superior.1 Yet, the World Expo launched 
a certain form and frame for a global 

outlook that one will find familiar in the 
current biennale model: an exposition 
and positioning of global players. In the 
case of the biennale of art, it is the global 
artists, or global-artists-to-be, who vie for 
recognition. 

In observing antecedents and histories, 
Chia Chuyia’s Knitting the Future, a piece 
that was commissioned for the Singapore 
Biennale in 2016, comes to mind. It was 
a performance that involved the use of 
leeks – a plant significant in the culinary 
and cultural consciousness of the Teochew 
people (Chinese immigrants to Malaysia 
from Chaozhou of eastern Guangdong) – 
and representative of the artist’s genealogy. 
As part of her performance, the artist spent 
hours knitting the leeks into a full-length 
garment in a performance intended as a 
comment on history, consumption, ritual 
and future – through the creation of a 
costume or armour to protect the body 
from the unknown. 

Just as Chuyia attempted to use history to 
weave a form suited for the future, so the 
biennale, too, is shaped to serve and even 
anticipate a range of needs and conditions. 
Unlike the first World Expo, which was 
put forward as a celebration of Empire, 
the Venice Biennale had rather different 
beginnings. It was founded in 1895, when 
Venice was far from the bustling city 
with the global stature it enjoys today. 
The Biennale was originally intended as a 
regularised patriotic tribute to the wedding 
anniversary of Queen Margherita of Savoy, 
but city administrators capitalised on the 
occasion and expanded the event into a 

1 Jane Chin Davidson, ‘The Global Art Fair and the Dialectical Image’, Third Text, Vol. 24, Issue 6, November, 2010, pp.719–
734, p.723. 
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fair in order to build the tourist economy 
and to compete for artistic standing. Given 
the popularity of the Biennale today, it 
appears that they have succeeded.

The benefits that the Venice Biennale 
brought to the country is also enjoyed 
by other biennales around the world, 
as these events continue to drive traffic 
and interest in cities, giving artists and 
artworks on display both affirmation and 
recognition. Amongst such biennales, 
particularly those which go back in time, 
those that are of note include the Carnegie 
International that was launched in 1896, 
Sao Paolo Biennale in 1951, Documenta 
in 1955, the Sydney Biennale in 1973, and 
the Jakarta Biennale in 1974 (also known 
as Pameran Seni Lukis Indonesia, or the 
Indonesian Painting Exhibition). 

These biennales have endured over the 
years, and for each the biennale in name 
remains the same, although its form has 
inevitably evolved over time.

A key aspect of a biennale is its repetition. 
This surfaces in Chuyia’s work with 
repetitive acts and pattern-making as
she knits. With its cyclical character, a 
biennale recalls the ritual—this is seen 
in its repeated invocation of name, and 
its rehearsed and recognisable form and 
format. One might also suggest that the 
biennale also takes on the guise of the 
carnival because of the festivity that it 
embodies and engenders, particularly 
during its opening. Although the carnival 
is generally associated with expression 
and festivity, and rituals are typically 

associated with symbolic cultural and 
social performance, the two are not so 
different. That is, rituals can be high-
spirited, and carnivals, too, can have 
symbolic and transformative purpose. 2

The biennale embodies aspects of 
festivals, rituals and carnivals. Although 
it is ritualistic in cycle and custom, it also 
embraces the carnivalesque and the 
festivities in its form, engagement and 
experience. Like the festival, it is also a time 
of enjoyment and of a moment of feasting. 

In 1997, Matthew Ngui was invited to 
participate in the Documenta exhibition at 
Kassel, Germany, which is held every five 
years. There, he presented a multipart work 
titled: You can order and eat delicious Poh-
piah. Poh-piah is a spring roll comprising 
a thin flour wrap or crepe around fresh 
raw and blanched vegetables with a sweet 
and spicy sauce. Versions of this roll are 
found in Singapore, Malaysia, Vietnam, 
Taiwan and Thailand. The components 
of Matthew’s presentation included an 
installation of PVC pipes through which 
the artist communicated with audiences 
who wanted to order and eat the delicious 
poh-piah; a kitchen where the poh-
piah was made; a film examining the 
assumptions of cultural identity; and an 
anamorphic chair which looked whole, 
but defied sitting. Between the visitors 
ordering their poh-piah via speaking into 
the PVC pipe, and Matthew responding 
with texts sent via a screen, a conversation 
on culture and cultural experience ensued. 
The physical mediation of the conversation 
between artist and viewer in distance 

2 Jack Santino, ‘The Carnivalesque and the Ritualesque’, The Journal of American Folklore, Vol. 124, No. 491 (Winter 2011), pp. 
61-73
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(PVC pipes) and technology (screen) was 
mirrored in the cultural exchange, where 
two strangers navigated a dialogue where 
they shared their backgrounds, opinions 
and tastes. In this, Matthew’s approach 
to Documenta as platform was a fitting 
enactment of the cultural exchange that 
the exhibition presupposed and had 
provided a platform to test.

But beyond the act of eating, which 
Matthew’s work employs to great 
advantage, to feast is also to partake with 
a certain gratification and delight—such  
as in the phrase “to feast one’s eyes on 
something”. What would one wish to feast 
upon in a biennale or festival of cultural 
fare? Just as it was with the Expo in its 
early days, so one of the key features of 
the carnival is the presentation of the 
curious and different. In the context of the 
biennale and festival, we might read this 
as the unfamiliar and the untried. In fact, 
the carnival, and perhaps also the ritual, 
is sometimes produced as a liminal state: 
a place outside of place, a time outside of 
time; the world not as it is, but as it could 
be, where possibilities are broached, 
where the question, “what if” is tried. 

Returning then to the subject on hand, 
and drawing from the fact that a ritual 
anticipates change, and that customs 
change over time, perhaps the relevance 
of the festival and biennale lies in this. 
Not in the havens of the familiar and 
known, but in the uncommon, the 
alternative, and the new. That is to say, 
beyond the offerings of new art and
fresh ways of experiencing culture—
which the framework for biennales and 
festivals allows for—it is also important to 
encourage the introspection and mediation 
that brings about a change or evolution as 
anticipated in the carnivalesque, custom 
and ritual. Thus, to find oneself starting 
out at a novel point or arriving at a 
revelatory or transformative conclusion 
would be reason for some festivity. 
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Abstract

  The glitz and glamour of festivals often encompass an underlying core pool of objectives: 
upping visitorship, generating sponsorship and cultivating more partnerships. The intangible goals 
only emerge many years later but are no less satisfying: such as successfully seeding the growth of 
local artistic talent, revitalising the city centre, and contributing to a local creative ecosystem.

 In 2008, the inaugural edition of the Singapore Night Festival opened to about 60,000 visitors 
in dramatic fashion: nimble acrobats dangling in mid-air, alongside a flying piano and floating ship, 
against the National Museum of Singapore façade. Last year, the 10th anniversary of the Singapore 
Night Festival welcomed a record 740,000 visitors, spread around the arts and heritage district in 
Singapore’s downtown core, from the National Museum to the National Design Centre, and across to 
leisure complex CHIJMES.

 As the Singapore Night Festival enters a new decade, it faces the rapidly evolving challenges 
of heightened security climates in Singapore and the world, and programming innovatively for a 
highly discerning audience base which it played a role in cultivating, against an exciting, burgeoning 
landscape of light festivals in Singapore. Beyond that, the festival is an ongoing project of detailed 
dedication that strives to constantly turn the wheel of reinvention, defy traditional disciplines and 
boundaries, and place unexpected encounters through creative curation.

 Singapore Night Festival
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SINGAPORE NIGHT FESTIVAL

Angelita Teo
Director, National Museum of Singapore 

Early years

In 2008, the inaugural edition of the 
Singapore Night Festival (SNF) opened 
to about 60,000 visitors in dramatic 
fashion. Nimble acrobats dangled in mid-
air alongside a flying piano and floating 
ship (Figure 1) against the façade of the 
iconic National Museum of Singapore. This 
performance by Italian artists, Studio Festi, 
was the star attraction for the festival, 

which started as a place-making initiative 
to enliven the Bras Basah Bugis (BBB) 
precinct after office and school hours. 
The performance by Studio Festi showed 
us that the festival had the potential to 
become something far greater than we 
had ever imagined then. We had not seen 
anything of that scale before, and it was 
then that we saw how the festival could 
contribute to the museum’s branding.

Figure 1. Performance by Italian artists, Studio Festi. Image courtesy of Singapore Night Festival, 
National Heritage Board.
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The SNF started at a time of burgeoning 
museum awareness, when audiences 
began to recognise museums as venues 
for recreation and entertainment. Besides 
the Singapore International Festival of 
Arts1 and Chingay2, there was also little 
competition from major arts events,
which helped make the festival’s 
positioning unique. It was also to our 
advantage that during our first year, we 
collaborated with Zouk for the Beatnik 
Picnic, creating an eclectic programme 
featuring poetry, silk-screening, drumming
and fireworks, alongside Zouk’s staple
of popular DJs. As an established nightlife 
brand, Zouk offered us access to a 
broad customer base and offered better 
opportunities to publicise our newly-
minted festival.

As the festival grew, so did new 
programming zones within BBB. In 2012, 

we managed to close a short but busy 
street, Armenian Street, for the first time. 
That was a huge deal for us because 
there is something powerfully liberating 
about festival-goers wandering freely 
on a road where just moments before, 
cars had been driving on. The Armenian 
Street programming (Figure 2) gradually 
evolved to dovetail with the street’s 
eclectic personality, filled with energetic 
rock bands, artist interventions, film 
screenings, even dondang sayang, a 
poetic and musical art form that has 
been performed by the Chinese
Peranakans3 in Singapore and Malaysia
since the 19th century! The diversity of 
the programmes on Armenian Street 
reflected the mix of stakeholders in the 
area, including but not limited to the 
independent contemporary arts centre, 
The Substation; popular nightlife hotspot, 
Timbre; and the Peranakan Museum.

1 A festival started in 1977 to celebrate local arts across the country’s diverse communities.
2  The Chingay Parade started in Singapore in 1973 as a street parade to celebrate the Lunar New Year.
3 Refers to people of mixed Chinese and Malay heritage. These were the descendants of Chinese immigrant traders who 

married local Malay women from Sumatra.

Figure 2. Drummers from percussion troupe, Bloco Singapura. Image courtesy of 
Singapore Night Festival, National Heritage Board.
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Another milestone was the festival’s 
rebranding in 2013, when we added the 
“Singapore” prefix to the event name. 
As the festival matured, SNF started to 
become an important national event. The 
year before, Argentinean aerial artists,
Fuerza Bruta (Figure 3), lashed through 
an airborne pool suspended above the 
Singapore Management University Campus
Green. Photographs of their spectacular
performance were enthusiastically carried 
across publications worldwide, and we 
noted that the “Night Festival”—as it 
was officially known then—could have 
been in any city in the world. It was with 
this in mind that we made the decision 
to rebrand the festival to retain its local 
flavour, while still positioning it as a brand 
with international appeal.

A platform for local talents 

The closure of Armenian Street set the 
stage for the festival’s programmes in the 
years to come. In 2014, the road closure 
enabled Singaporean pro wrestling group, 
Grapple MAX Dojo (Figure 4), to make their 
SNF debut with a custom-built wrestling 
ring on the road. It was a spectacular 
programme that drew the crowds and 
proved to be incredibly photogenic. 
This performance also marked a shift  in 
the festival’s direction for programming 
beyond the usual art forms by 
demonstrating how pro-wrestling could 
be well-received as bona-fide artistry.

Figure 3. Argentinean aerial artists, Fuerza Bruta. Image courtesy of Singapore Night Festival, 
National Heritage Board.



- 102 -

As the festival matured, we celebrated 
two important commemorative events: 
Singapore’s SG50 jubilee celebrations in 
2015 and SNF’s 10th anniversary in 2017. 
As a national festival, SNF was at the heart 
of the SG50 celebrations. In 2015, we were 
proud to present local interdisciplinary 
group, Starlight Alchemy, as the festival’s 
first Singaporean highlight performers. 
Starlight Alchemy’s story mirrors that of 
the festival—they performed as buskers 
in SNF’s early years, and grew in expertise 

and strength in tandem with the festival’s 
expansion. In 2015, they presented a fiery 
highlight performance on the front lawn of 
the Singapore Art Museum (Figure 5). The 
group went on to perform at the American 
experimental arts festival, Burning Man, 
and reinvented themselves as installation 
artists in the subsequent editions of 
SNF—demonstrating how the festival’s 
growth and sharing of expertise has led 
to its development into an international 
platform for local talents to blossom.

Figure 4. Grapple MAX Dojo. Image courtesy of Singapore Night Festival, National Heritage Board.

Figure 5. Starlight Alchemy’s highlight performance on the front lawn of the Singapore Art 
Museum.  Image courtesy of Singapore Night Festival, National Heritage Board.
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Another homegrown artist we are 
immensely proud of is percussion street 
group, Bloco Singapura. They started 
with the festival in 2008 with 80 
performers, and performed at our 
10th anniversary with 300 performers.
In 2012, we introduced them to the 
Argentinean artists, Fuerza Bruta, 
resulting in a successful collaboration 
where the two groups fused powerful 
energy and dramatic storytelling in 
an aerial dance accompanied by the 
energetic pounding of drums. The group 
has grown massively since their festival 
debut, and they are also now teaching 
percussion in local schools, sharing their 
expertise and performance skills with 
school children and teenagers.

In 2016, we started an open call for 
Night Lights, a competition that provides 
funding support to budding artists, art 
collectives and students to produce an 
installation for SNF. Our objective was 
to expand the local creative ecosystem 
beyond the existing stable of artists. That 
year, a group of tertiary students from the 
Singapore University of Technology and 
Design (SUTD), called LiteWerkz, presented 
a dazzling piece called #showerthoughts 
(Figure 6), inspired by the “eureka” moment 
one often experiences in the shower. Their 
work did so well during the festival that a 
year later in 2017, they presented another 
piece of work through our open call with 
commercial support from office supplies 
company 3M. Their example also inspired 
their juniors from SUTD to step up and 
present works at the festival.

Figure 6. #showerthoughts is inspired by the “eureka” moment one often experiences in the shower, an art 
installation by a group of tertiary students from the Singapore University of Technology and Design (SUTD), 

called LiteWerkz. Image courtesy of Singapore Night Festival, National Heritage Board.
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We have taken plenty of inspiration from 
the young artists who have participated 
in our open call programme—the SUTD 
teams, for example, are not your typical 
visual artists but in fact future computer 
engineers, architects and designers! Their 
expertise in these areas have led them to 
think logically about the technology and 
soundness of design of each piece, and 
through the festival, have created works 
that are truly beautiful.

Keeping the festival safe

The larger-scale SNF celebrations in 2015 
as part of the SG50 celebrations also 
meant that the safety of visitors was a top 
priority. This would become a core focus 
of the festival in years to come. We divided 
the festival footprint into five zones for 
easier control and management. Core 
zones were peak programming hotspots, 
like where the National Museum of 
Singapore and the Singapore Art Museum 
are situated, while fringe zones were areas 
filled with stakeholder programming. 

A year later in 2016, we woke up to news of 
the fatal bombings in Brussels, and heavy 
trucks ramming into crowds in Nice and 
Berlin. These global incidents intensified 
the need to tighten festival security, 
and we consulted the Singapore Police 
Force (SPF) for advice on how to ramp up 
security in the precinct during the festival. 
At the time, attendance at heritage events 
in Singapore—comprising all community 
outreach activities organised by the 
National Heritage Board’s (NHB) museums 
and institutions—was at a high, with 6.4 

million visitors in 20164. It was that year 
that we established a central Festival 
Operations room for the first time at SNF, 
to ensure we were able to respond quickly 
and effectively to incident updates on the 
ground. We also had detailed operating 
procedures to guide responses to incidents 
and communications to the public. 

These extensive operations prepared us 
well for what was to come. In 2017, the SPF 
amended the Public Order Act and added 
a new category of higher-risk special 
events—those that drew public crowds 
of more than 5,000 people at any one 
time. Under the amended Act, organisers 
were required to notify SPF of their event 
in advance, and work with SPF to put 
required measures in place. That year 
was the festival’s 10th anniversary and we 
featured the Globe programme by Dutch 
street theatre artists, Close-Act, on Cathay 
Green, a parcel of land opposite  the 
shopping mall, The Cathay. Because of the 
large crowds expected, SPF requested that 
NHB conduct bag checks for all visitors 
attending the programme, in addition 
to vehicle mitigation precautions and 
engaging a larger number of security and 
auxiliary police officers. These measures 
went a long way towards keeping festival-
goers and staff safe.

Our next decade

SNF’s 10th anniversary was celebrated 
in 2017! It was a bumper year for us 
in many ways. We welcomed a record 
740,000 visitors and enjoyed the support 
of a full 74 partners within the arts and 

4 Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth, “The Singapore Cultural Statistics 2019”, National Arts Council, 2019,            
https://www.nac.gov.sg/dam/jcr:93533e6c-6286-4f4e-8d7d-4f8345350eda (accessed April 20, 2020).
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heritage district. As the festival enters 
a new decade, it faces rapidly evolving 
challenges like a heightened security 
climate both in Singapore and the rest of 
the world, the need to programme in an 
innovative way for the highly discerning 
audience base—that it played a role in 
cultivating—and competition from the 
burgeoning landscape of light festivals in 
Singapore. In recent years, there has been 
a need to effectively and speedily secure 
programming spaces in the district to 
ensure there is lead time for site-specific 
works to be developed. This may also be a 
challenge in the future as many key areas 
are now marked for expansion. However, 
as SNF looks to the future, we see a project 
of detailed dedication that strives to 
constantly break the wheel, reinventing, 
defying traditional disciplines and 
boundaries, and facilitating unexpected 
encounters through creative curation.




