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In countries like Germany, known as “the
cradle of modern planetarium,” we wit-
nessed the opening of numerous large plane-
tariums long before the Second World War.
The United States experienced a similar spec-
tacular development alongside the birth of
the Apollo space program.

In France, however, there was only one
planetarium for quite some time. The very
first planetarium opened near the Eiffel
Tower in Paris during the 1937 World
Exposition, but was in use for only the six
menths that remained in the fair. It boasted
a German Zeiss projector identical
to the instrument installed at the
Museum of Sciences in Munich in
1925. This first Zeiss later was used
at the Palais de Decouverte—
which became France’s first per-
manent planetarium-—starting in
1952, and finally retired when the
planetarium there was upgraded
in 1979. (A second upgrade took place in
1997.) The first planetariums in the country
were confined to major cities; the first
provincial planetariums didn't make an
appearance until the 1970's.

After this very quiet start, France saw
spurts of growth of both permanent and
portable domes in the 1980s and 90s—but
now, at the opening of the 21st Century, is
seeing a decline in the number of traditional
small and portable planetariums, giving way
very slowly to planetariums in large com-
munity science centers and a change in pub-
lic demand for programs.

Types of Planetariums

There are two types of planetariums in
France:

1. Small planetariums for schools, measur-
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collected every 10 years. The same informa-
tion is presented by location in the map
graphics.

Public facilities

Included in this category are planetariums
measuring over 6 meters in diameter, are
accessible to the public, and are offering
daily programs. In the early 1980's we see a
surge, with the opening of five planetariums
within three years: in Reims and Marseille in
1979, in Nantes in 1981, and in Strasbourg and
in Nimes in 1982. Then the pace slows down

The very first planetarium opened near the
Eiffel Tower in Paris during the 1937 World
Exposition, but was in use for only the six
months that remained in the fair.

with only four planetariums in 10 years: Le
Bourget in 1984, La Cite des Sciences (The
City of Sciences) in La Villette in 1986 (a
proud achievement of the 1980’s, with a
dome measuring 21 meters and a Spitz star
projector), Pleumeur-Bodou in 1988, and
Cappelle-la-Grande in 1989.

In the 1990's, a second expansion period
took place with six new exhibition centers,
all built in a five-year period: Poitiers in 1992,
Saint-Etienne in 1993 with the first French RS
Automation projector, and Vaulx-en-Velin
with the first Digistar in 1995. Villeneuve
d’Ascq opened in 1996 and Cite de 1'Espace in
Toulouse and Nancay, both in 1997.

After opening five new centers in two
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years—La Hague in 2000, Anglet and
Marseille in 2001, and Montpellier and
Epinal in 2002—we will have to wait several
years for the opening of four more facilities :
the second planetarium of the Cite de
1'Espace in Toulouse in 2005, and Dijon,
Rennes and Pougues-les-Eaux in 2006.

Among planetariums measuring more
than 6 meters, we notice an increasing
growth in the average diameter at the new
facilities, going from 7 meters at provincial
planetariums in the 1970's to over 12 meters
in the year 2000 (see Table 2). Please note
that the equipment in education-
al circles is not listed in this table.

In Japan, the average size of a
planetarium is at least 20 meters,
and there are even facilities of 30
meters. In France, there are still
only three planetariums that
measure at least 20 meters in
diameter: la Cite des Science
(opened in 1986), Pleumeur-Bodou (1988),
and 1'Astralia in Toulouse (2005).

Small planetariums

This category covers planetariums with a
diameter of 5 meters or less. Two planetari-
ums of 6 meters can be connected in a cer-
tain way with improved projectors for edu-
cational establishments, specifically the
National School of Civil Aviation in
Toulouse and at Chatellerault.

Table 3 shows that the start-up of the
smaller planetariums at first in the 1970's is
rather slow (Cholet in 1973, Vichy and
Antibes in 1979.) But 35 more openings
occurred in the 1980's, a high point before
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