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This book presents the first scientific outcomes of a project 
aimed at scrutinizing the forms and meanings of exhibition 
systems from the perspective of display. Due to its inherently 
cross-disciplinary nature, the display device is a negotiation 
ground resistant to a univocal approach, transforming it 
into a strategic agent of crisis for historical, theoretical, and 
project disciplines.
The objective of this book is to reassess the concept of 
“expographie” as a suitable cross-disciplinarity, by employing 
the investigative approach of display to intersect various 
perspectives. Alongside historical and theoretical disciplines, 
the fields of design, architecture, and exhibit design 
are involved.
Starting from case studies and methodological inquiries, 
the essays in this volume revolve around four thematic 
constellations — Experience, Memory, Engagement, Display 
in action — where pivotal and, in our view, open points of the 
display debate converge.
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Interdisciplinarity  
among the logics of displaying.  

Staging as an interaction  
between historical  

and design approaches

Anna Mazzanti

Keywords: Staging; Venice Biennale; Interdisciplinarity; 
Design.
Abstract: Drawing on personal experience as an art histo-
rian actively engaged with exhibition designers, both in the 
realms of research and metaprojective reflection, as well as 
in teaching, I aim in this paper to explore potential logics of 
shared understanding and delimitation between synergistic 
viewpoints. Examining sources as instruments of interdis-
ciplinary connection, I will focus on historical cases within 
the context of biennial exhibitions, in line with my areas of 
expertise and research focus, spanning from the late nineteenth 
century to the 1970s.

***



This essay aims to reflect on and account for the effects of 
interdisciplinary staging practices that historical expertise offers 
to designers in training. What is the potential of the dialogue 
established between art and design ? What transmission values 
are created, what methodological reflections emerge in order 
to outline the roles, their limits and the points of dialogue 
and interference between the competences of the curator and 
the exhibition designer ? What changes are engendered in the 
practice of art history through this dialogue and the choice of 
research topics ? Starting from these questions, I will discuss 
here an interdisciplinary methodological approach, as well as 
a presentation of the research and didactic strategies I have 
adopted.

Before being hired at the Politecnico di Milano (2009), 
I had had the opportunity to study certain environments 
of life, creation, and exhibition of artists. The events of the 
research topics were then followed by such incursions, from 
a historical perspective, into the sphere of museography and 
the study of spaces.

In these pages, I would like to return in particular to the 
themes of two research projects that have been activated for 
some time within the framework of the Venice Biennale.

I will focus on two different view of the Venice Biennale 
that refer to different historical moments: the origin of the 
international exhibition in the nineteenth century and the 
moment of the new course inaugurated by the 1976 Biennale. 
I have reconsidered both themes from the point of view of 
the intentions underlying the exhibition, in the light of the 
tools acquired through interdisciplinary experience gained in 
a mixed research and teaching environment.

I therefore refer to the nineteenth-century debate on the 
exhibition model that the nascent Biennale was to adopt, a topic 
to which numerous studies have been devoted (Lamberti, 1985, 
1995; Donzello, 1987; Dal Canton, 1995; Del Puppo, 1995; 
Martini & Martini, 2011; Mazzanti, 2014, 2017; Romanelli, 

276	 Questioning Exhibit Display



1995, 2005; Tavinor, 2021), rehabilitating an origin with a 
complex process that cannot be generically homologated to 
the Salon model.

Since then, the phase of renewal that the Biennale institu-
tion underwent—after passing through and being interrupted 
by two world wars, the cultural-political regime, the postwar 
debate between abstraction and figuration, the affirmation of 
international trends—was in the mid-1970s when exhibition 
and curatorial practices were revolutionized with the abandon-
ment of traditional exhibition canons, a symptomatic effect 
of a general sociocultural change.

The 1976 Biennale as a litmus test, reflected a crucial 
moment of rupture that had been taking place since the end 
of the sixties, with the beginning of an era of transition from 
the cultural militancy of participatory and shared processes, 
even contradictory ones, to the seeds of cultural revisions intro-
duced in the following decade, the eighties (Crispolti, 1994).

This edition therefore welcomed artistic expressions and 
exhibition models and staging systems, sometimes dichoto-
mous, as in the case of the two adjacent exhibitions in the 
Central Pavilion. They also partly shared the title through 
the common word Ambiente (Environment). Ambiente come 
sociale was the anthology of site-specific projects of urban and 
social engagement selected by Enrico Crispolti and reflected in 
original documentation (Catenacci, 2015; Tanga, 2020). Set 
up in four large rooms accessible through a secondary entrance 
to the pavilion, half hidden in a small alley, it found an ideal 
dialogue with the participatory actions extended to the city 
outside the Giardini. The prodromes of a more individualistic 
season, introspective and self-referential, were reflected in the 
curatorial choices of Germano Celant, who was entrusted with 
the largest exhibition in the pavilion, Ambiente/Arte: from 
Futurism to Body Art. 
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 Ambiente/Arte. Dal Futurismo alla Body Art edited by Germano Celant.  
The Biennale of Venice 1976. Catalogue and poster cover.

Twenty large rooms in the historical section revived former 
artistic exhibition spaces with the intention of recreating their 
original aura. Of these, in thirteen, stripped of all superficiality 
and even of plaster, where the artists ‘sampled’ certain contem-
porary trends supported by the curator through environmental 
works specially created in situ (Martini, 2018, 2021; Acocella, 
2017). It thus became the “canonical exhibition, the first to 
historize installation art” (Martini, 2018, p. 297).

As Altshuler (2010, p. 22) noted, the responsibility for a 
curatorial message, which Szeemann had already expressed in 
When Attitudes Become Form in 1969 and in documenta 5 in 
1972, took shape in “the increasingly central role of the curator 
as creative participant” (Altshuler, 1994, p. 255).

Crispolti’s militant stance, while deviating from such cura-
torial processes, nevertheless has an inherent predisposition to 
curatorial responsibility and represents an equally important 
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early model, as Tanga observed: curatorial practice as insti-
tutionalized criticism 1 (Tanga, 2020, p. 64), which in turn 
canonizes a different kind of dynamic and flexible exhibition 
design. The historical photographs in Ambiente come sociale 
return the image of a plural space in which the behavior of the 
visitors is consequently very different from that of individuals 
engaged in an experiential relationship with the work (Celant).

The visitors were thus participants in an open laboratory 
of ideas in which the five thematic ‘hypotheses’ into which 
Crispolti had divided the projects, were selected and docu-
mented in a wide range of materials: maquettes, videotapes, 
projects, photographic sequences, audio recordings, inter-
views, and various communication products. They were not 
arranged in a fixed, linear, narrative sequence 2, but distri-
buted in an adaptable manner in the installation designed by 
Ettore Sottsass with his Finnish assistant, Ulla Salovaara, using 
movable walls made of natural wood, tables, supports, and 
video stations that could be easily moved as needed. These 
look like the forerunners of many sustainable solutions that 
are frequently adopted today. The debate area, osmotic to the 
exhibition environment, perfectly reflected Crispolti’s interest 
in of discussion: “In this way, I intend to bring the problem 
and the experiences within the context of the Biennale in 
the midst of their debate, so as to allow the Biennale itself 
to become an instrument of real and creative presence in the 
current socio-cultural debate,” he wrote in Arti visive e parte-
cipazione sociale (Crispolti, 1977, pp. 309-310). “In fact, the 

1. The democratic intention of the Biennale chaired by Carlo Ripa di 
Meana led to Crispolti’s inclusion in the visual arts commission headed by 
architect Vittorio Gregotti a few months before the opening of the exhibi-
tion. See Regorda, 2004, p. 85; Tanga, 2020.

2. Ivi, pp. 64-65, 69-70. Tanga, observing the floor plans kept in 
the Crispolti Archive, cites the metaphor of the concentric spiral and an 
information ring as the generative matrix of the layout of the first room, 
with the return of more immersive themes in the second room through a 
television circuit.
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exhibited contents were directly integrated into the concrete 
and continuous debate as a never-ending dynamic extension 
of the projects Crispolti curated and that he used to call “open 
documentation” 3. 

Ambiente come sociale by Enrico Crispolti. The Biennale of Venice 1976. Catalogue cover. 
Two views of the rooms set up by Ettore Sottsass.

Visitors found themselves actors in the problematic fluidity 
of “hypotheses,” with the possibility of reproducing and thus 
acquiring the documents on display using the photocopier in 
Room 3, the “study room,” and thus generating a personalized 

3. The debates and meetings organized during the Bienniale were 
recorded and transcribed with the idea of producing a volume that remains 
unpublished.
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catalogue 4. This activity in the context of the exhibition 
reflects the definition of curatore-operatore culturale, which 
embodies Crispolti and Mino Trafeli’s definition of their role 
as curators-animators-activators. Together, they had been 
the driving force behind Volterra 73, and on the model of a 
similar laboratory cell, Crispolti then supported Ico Parisi’s 
utopian experience Operazione Arcevia: ipotesi di comunità 
esistenziale, including it among the exemplary projects of 
Ambiente come sociale at the Biennale, without having yet lost 
hope of maturing into concrete and corrective developments 
(Mazzanti, 2024).

Although it is not an absolute assumption, it is nevertheless 
confirmed that “art history is written by exhibitions,” especially 
those of long duration such as the Venice Biennale, which 
can significantly represent this art history (Castellani, 2018) 
through the dialogue between artists, organizers, curators, 
audiences, and actors who find a point of contact in the 
narrative devices of the exhibition.

In order to retrace these stories, it is essential to know 
how to interrogate the archival repository of news, physical 
traces, clues. It is no coincidence that this outstanding 
moment of the 1976 Biennale also marked the birth of the 
Biennale’s Historical Archive, ASAC, at Ca’ Corner della 
Regina (Romanelli, 2005; Mazzanti, 2024). A line of research 
aimed at the linguistic value of the archive and its internal 
narrative systems, reminds us how much this essential source 
represents a universe of indications and an organism with 
its own internal expository logic to be read, and how much 
this can contain an unexpected potential of information 
(see Zanella in this volume), from creation to mediation, 
from curatorship to staging. Writings, projects, photographs 
are indispensable sources for historical research, as well as 
for layout and cross-referencing with satellite archives. My 

4. This practice, as Crispolti recalled, was unfortunately often prevented 
by the complicated functioning of the equipment of the time.

	 Interdisciplinarity among the logics of displaying	 281



interdisciplinary work and cross-disciplinary teaching have 
increasingly led me to consider these parallel and sometimes 
coinciding practices. Since the 1970s, however, exhibition 
design has come under the control of the curator as a prac-
tice absorbed by the curator himself, who increasingly plays 
the role of curator-as-author or curator-as-artist, according to 
what we might call the Harald Szeemann model, as well as 
cultural operator, as we have seen in the case of Crispolti, or 
artist in the position of artist-curator. Today, the Fondazione 
Prada is engaged with this hybrid concept, presenting, for 
example, L’image volée by Thomas Demand (2016), or The 
Spitzmaus Sarcophagus and Other Treasures, an exhibition 
project conceived by the artist and film director Wes Anderson 
with his graphic designer wife Juman Malouf.

Another example is the complex re-enactment of Live in 
your head. When attitudes become form (2013) at Ca’ Corner 
della Regina, in the Venetian headquarters of Fondazione 
Prada. Celant’s collaboration with Rem Koolhaas and 
Demand, in a provocative appropriative resemblance to 
Szeemaan’s historical innovative model, explored the unre-
peatability of the situation, the choice of “re-enacting just one 
small vector of that complex relational machine by Szeemann: 
space” (Gravano, 2013).

From this point of view, between theory and design 
practices applied to the valorization of contemporary art, 
my meta-projective reflections matured during the Design 
Workshop for Exhibitions and the Contemporary Art course. 
The goals were to investigate the role of the curator and exhi-
bition designer in their possible relationships and contamina-
tion of roles, understanding the exhibition “comme langage et 
comme dispositif” (Glicenstein, 2009; Poinsot, 2009).

 The interdisciplinary approach allows students to explore 
new exhibition systems measured by an ethic of transversal 
roles, in order to exhibit their own curatorial idea, accor-
ding to a kind of “Szeemann model.” This inevitably adds 
interpretative content to the works in the exhibition, to the 
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point of provoking “changes in the status of artworks,” and 
challenging the mediation of content that is difficult to grasp.

This leads to the creation of behavioral guidelines for 
students to test their resilience in a harmonious installation, 
in close dialogue with the thought that drives it, fully respec-
tful of the work and at the same time capable of enriching it 
with meaning, expressive possibilities or aesthetic revelations 
(Trocchianesi & Mazzanti et al., 2021).

This aspect constitutes an essential starting point that a new 
exhibition designer must be clearly aware of, but the acqui-
sition of this process, of acting with critical judgment, leads 
to the recognition of the ‘improper actions’ of curatorial and 
exhibition appropriation of works and their inherent messages 
and meanings, at the ambiguous limits of theft. It leads us to 
understand the extent to which the effective, propositional 
and prospective holding of the curatorial structure, and the 
content that the exhibition introduces, are the result of an 
intense and “active” dialogue with contemporary works and 
artists, and thus present similar design challenges to those of 
exhibition spaces. Understanding the different tasks is crucial 
to shaping the responsibility and awareness of the roles of 
curator, exhibition designer, and storyteller of cultural heritage.

The “Szeemann method” is conducive to the maturation of 
this knowledge, to the observation of the status of curator-au-
thor of which he was a forerunner, with his attitude not as a 
writer, nor as a critic or historian, but as a curator-arranger. 
He presents interesting practices of reflection for the exhi-
bition designer, without prejudice to the curatorial identity 
in its poetic intention of a vision of art capable of creating 
synergy with artists and thus renewing a vision of the world 
as a generative matrix (Stazzone, 2019, p. 16).

To this end, the “exhibition as a means of expression” reco-
gnized by Szeemann (Ivi, p. 19) represents a series of design 
considerations that are also enlightening for the designer, 
who tries his hand at reflecting on attitudes, roles, experi-
menting with languages and exhibition scenarios, and with 
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new exhibition systems prompted by the content identified 
during the educational workshop.

The pedagogical intention is therefore to learn to consider 
the setting never as an end in itself, but as an instrument 
of dialogue between the works and the space, and between 
the works themselves, guaranteeing adequate distances to 
encourage a sensorial and intuitive perception of art and the 
“feeling of space” (Szeemann, 1981, p. 20) thus aiming at the 
“creation of an atmosphere,” a narrative choice that measures 
the exhibition environment, visualizing otherwise invisible or 
integrative relationships, as it happens in the famous settings 
created by Szeemann: atmospheric environments, capable of 
broadening the perception of properly lit works.

It should be remembered that the parameters of the work/
space relationship are the dominant exhibition theme that 
artists of the late nineteenth century were already questioning, 
albeit in a very different historical context, in the context of 
the debate on the model to follow for the early Biennale.

Thus, the generative matrix of exhibitions depends on 
curatorial attitudes that over time have manifested themselves 
over time as models, albeit very different ones—Szeemann, 
Crispolti, Celant, Obrist….

All of them show a homogeneous process in establishing 
correspondences by entering into the dynamics of shared 
reflection with the designer (when this is foreseen), seeking 
a necessary dialogue as if “the exhibition space were traversed 
by the flow of discourses” (Stazzone, 2019, p. 21). Another 
important and useful aspect of the analysis is represented by 
the content of the exhibition, ranging from these works to 
the site-specific ones, to the consistency of heterogeneous 
materials, artifacts, objects, documents, on which, as it has 
been said, the Biennale has been the first to bet since 1976, 
when the ASAC was founded.

The submerged potential of archives, the recognized value 
of the document are among the foundations of multiple 
curatorial practices without losing the historical value of 
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the document. According to Hans Ulrich Obrist (2014), 
this is part of the generative model that characterizes first 
and foremost the physiognomy of artists’ environments, but 
also the exhibition system cherished by many curators, the 
Gesamtkunstwerk. From Szeemaan to Schwartz, many have 
recognized this as a possible model, a vision of an autonomous, 
self-sufficient micro-universe.

The exploration and consideration of context is a prere-
quisite for curatorial construction according to the logic of 
interpretation and exchange with the work in its identity and 
as a code of conduct shared with exhibition practices.

For both disciplines—in my own teaching experience— 
this exercise becomes a generative practice of new narrative 
exhibitions that enrich the practices of exhibition design, as 
well as opening unexpected scenarios for the analysis of the 
contents to be exhibited.

Each year, the theme of the course has presented challenges 
and questions. Some of these are summarized below, such 
as the Gesamtkunstwerk, the genius loci, and the site-specific. 

Art and its inhabitants. Artistic imaginaries between dwelling 
and installation is the title of an exhibition theme that explored 
possible narrative presentations of artistic living and working 
spaces, from artists’ homes to ateliers, sometimes already 
musealized, eloquent, and privileged environments that can 
be considered as three-dimensional portraits of the authors 
and models of analysis, prompting new exhibition stagings 
and transposing them into temporary settings.

How do we recreate the memory of a particular place, such 
as the artist’s studio and/or home, when it exists elsewhere, 
or only its memory and documentation remain ? In part, the 
theme of exhibition reenactment comes into play. It is not, 
however, a matter of mere reconstruction, of reproduction, 
but of the metaphorical reconfiguration of environments 
charged with memory, where an atmosphere lives and pulsates, 
keeping alive the reflection of those who lived and practiced 
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in the space. Understanding this aura, which then guides the 
experimentation of exhibition design, is essential.

This theme emerged from the focus of the basic research 
project D.E.SY acronym for Designing Enhancement 
Strategies and Exhibit SYstems for the Italian House Museums 
and Studios (Bosoni & Lecce, 2019; Capurro, Mazzanti & 
Spagnoli, 2019; Mazzanti, 2019), for which I was responsible 
and which involved interdisciplinary competences: history, 
museology, exhibition design, cultural heritage, digital studies.

After the initial mapping phase to identify model cases, 
which were then subjected to a taxonomic analysis according 
to recurring features, guidelines for valorization were studied. 
The associated educational workshop experimented with 
narrative hypotheses of temporary installations dedicated to 
the ateliers of certain sculptors and artists (Leonilde Carabba, 
Salvatore Fiume, Mario Negri, Ludovico Pogliaghi, Arnaldo 
Pomodoro) and to some designers (Fornasetti), with small 
exhibitions shaping micro-projects of in situ valorization 
within a circuit of Milanese stages, partly associated with 
Museocity 5 (2019).

The Atelier natura viva was a trilogy of small exhibitions 
dedicated to photographs kept in the archives of exhibitions 
venues in Milan: Fondazione Franco Albini, Fondazione 
Achille Castiglioni, and the Studio Mario Negri. 

The photographs generate integrated narratives that seek 
an organic relationship with the different exhibition metaphor 
chosen from place to place. At the Fondazione Albini, it was 
the metaphor of the frame that guided the layout in accordance 
with the “diaphragmatic” peculiarities of the famous architect; 
the unexpected gaze constituted the narrative yardstick for 
the photographic narrative that, like temporal telescopes, was

5. Association that promotes the enhancement of the Milanese museum 
network, the synergy between cultural institutions and encourages the 
opening of extraordinary cultural venues. <https://www.museocity.it>.
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Atelier natura viva Museumcity, Milano 2019. From left to right:  
Franco Albini Foundation, The  Mario Negri studio, Achille Castiglioni Foundation. 

inherent in the environmental stratification of the paroxysm 
of objects at the Studio Castiglioni. In the studio of sculptor 
Mario Negri, the metaphor of the intimate retrospective 
introduced a journey through time and space of the artist’s 
production, opening up journeys through the various studios 
inhabited by the sculptor over the course of his activity, through 
the black-and-white photographic lens of two photographers, 
Paolo Monti and Arno Hammacher, both close friends of 
Negri. The photographic insights were fully integrated into 
the studio, offering keys for reading and access, like a Chinese 
box, to the hidden meanings of space. The fruits of the project 
can be found in various publications, awaiting the imminent 
realization of a systematic and organic publication that takes 
into account the entire project.

Other exhibition design themes in the university workshops 
focused on the relationship between art and science, travel as 
interpreted by artists and designers from various metaphorical 
angles, such as memory, souvenir, reportage and storytelling, 
analyzing potential narrative tools such as maps and itinera-
ries, symbolic objects, visual and written diaries. The theme 
of art and nature, on the other hand, encompassed several 
focus points, such as the Anthropocene, primary elements, 
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macrocosm and microcosm, living containers and the third 
landscape. From this theme emerged the subject for an inter-
national doctoral course, Design, Art and Nature, conducted by 
the Politecnic School Ph.D. program in partnership with the 
University of Madeira, which has a research program focused 
on non-human-centered design. 

Design, Art and Nature poster by the course. PhD School of Design, Politecnico of Milan 
and the University of Madeira, 2022. Madeira ways of knowing. One of the final diagrams 
produced by the PhD candidates.

The aim of the course was to explore new aesthetics 
between art and design in relation to the environmental 
sustainability of the Portuguese island. Through the doctoral 
workshop, linguistic experiments led to the development 
of a nature-centered design “toolkit,” applying the design 
method to the natural sciences, with an awareness of natural 
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aesthetics encouraging the designer’s virtuous approach to 
the environment.

This was also the opportunity to outline a mapping of the 
emerging characteristics of the “natural cube,” or nature as a 
substitute for the white cube, a living container characterized by 
the spatiotemporal dimension. We analyzed the enhancement 
of the environmental context through the coexistence of art and 
nature, integration, the metaphor of the landscape as a theater 
to represent the visitor’s cultural experience, nature as genius 
loci and source of knowledge and experience, and the role of 
the mediating artist. The resulting analysis helped to define 
the research topic for a future workshop, AMBIENT-AZIONI: 
exhibiting environmental art. Exhibition narratives from ‘place’ 
to ‘out-of-place’.

In this case, the installation design strategy focused on 
site-specific works in relation to a specific environment that was 
an integral part of them. This favored the study of mediation 
processes that find an answer to fundamental questions about 
the immobility of the exhibition contents, which were presented 
in a narrative that best respected their meanings, intentions, 
and perceptions.

The students were therefore given tools to deepen their 
understanding of the artistic subject in order to identify their 
own catalogue of contents and points of view, and to develop 
valid narrative inventions for staging them, from forms of 
conscious and partial “reconstruction” to the display of docu-
mentation, analogue or digital material; to the generation of 
alternative solutions resulting from a mixed (Szeemannian) desi-
gner-curator approach; to the envisaging of direct intervention 
with the artists and new allusive and mnemonic fertility models, 
as the recent history of curating shows. The poetics inherent 
in the site-specific works give rise to a dialogue of expansion: 
analogue restitutions of a poetics of integration, reproduced by 
other means and with suggestive content. In this case, particular 
attention was paid to the resource of sound design, the object 
of the fundamental research to which the course was linked.
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In conclusion, this interdisciplinary exercise offers art histo-
rians and critics the opportunity to reconsider the neuralgic 
centrality of the exhibition since the birth of the Biennale, 
promoted by the philanthropic paternalism of the progressive 
political class to the diatribes on staging strategy that should 
have been adopted and, therefore, on the number of works it 
could contain. This could have been a large and democratic 
number, or rather a more elitist choice for the environmental 
care of the content exhibited, the harmonious sequencing and 
the attention to lighting, all essential for the correct enjoyment 
of many artistic trends, from Divisionism to late international 
Impressionism and Symbolism.

To counteract the effect of a uniform exhibition or 
commercial gallery so uninteresting as to be inaccessible, 
filled to the brim with works in an unruly hanging of styles 
and genres haphazardly juxtaposed according to prevailing 
market demands (Ricci & Tavinor, 2021; Tavinor, 2021), it 
was necessary to find an alternative. Proposals were adoped, 
albeit moderate ones, in dialogue with international seces-
sionist visions through which glimmers of reflection on the 
exhibition methods of the Biennale, then at the height of its 
international fashion and power, were opened up, in heated 
discussion within the promotion and acquisition committees 
(Del Puppo, 1995; Mazzanti, 2017).

Due to space constraints that I have already exceeded, it 
is not possible here to engage in further reflections on the 
subject of exhibition display in this context. In this text, I 
have offered here some indications of an ongoing process of 
historical reflection as applied to the narrative strategies of 
the exhibition.
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