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Design della comunicazione

La collana Design della comunicazione nasce per far emergere la densita del
tessuto disciplinare che caratterizza questa area del progetto e per dare visibi-
lita alle riflessioni che la alimentano e che ne definiscono i settori, le specificita,

le connessioni. Nel grande sviluppo della cultura mediatica la presenza del
Design della comunicazione é sempre piti trasversale e in continua espansione.
La comunicazione richiede un sapere progettuale la dove la cultura si fa edito-
ria, dove i sistemi di trasporto si informatizzano, dove il prodotto industriale
e1servizi entrano in relazione con utente. Il Design della comunicazione é in
azione nella grande distribuzione dove il consumatore incontra la merce, nella
musica, nello sport, nello spettacolo, nell’immagine delle grandi manifestazioni
come nella loro diffusione massmediale. La collana é un punto di convergenza
in cui registrave riflessioni, studi, temi emergenti; é espressione delle diverse ani-
me che compongono il mondo della comunicazione progettata e delle differenti
componenti disciplinari a esso riconducibili. Oggetto di studio é la dimensione
artefattuale, in tuttiiversanti del progetto di comunicazione: grafica editoriale,
editoria televisiva, audiovisiva e multimediale, immagine coordinata d’impresa,
packaging e comunicazione del prodotto, progettazione dei caratteri tipografici,
web design, information design, progettazione dell’audiovisivo e dei prodotti
interattivi, dei servizi e dei sistemi di comunicazione complessa, quali social net-
work e piattaforme collaborative.

Accanto alla dimensione applicativa, Uattenzione editoriale ¢ rivolta anche alla
riflessione teorico-critica, con particolare riguardo alle discipline semiotiche,
sociologiche e massmediologiche che costituiscono un nucleo portante delle com-
petenze del designer della comunicazione.

La collana si articola in due sezioni. I SAGGI accolgono contributi teorici dai
diversi campi disciplinari intorno all’area di progetto, come un’esplorazione sui
fondamenti della disciplina. Gl SNODI ospitano interventi di raccordo discipli-
nare con il Design della comunicazione.
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RAFFAELLA TROCCHIANESI
Department of Design, Politecnico di Milano

Otherness Museums
Designing New Cultural Experiences
beyond Thematic and Cultural Borders

1. Introduction

The purpose of this essayis to give areading and a critical interpretation of
the ways design-driven projects (in terms of approach and language instru-
ments) stage themes and contents linked to the field of museography and
exhibition design.

Here youwill find the description of three case studies on cultural and con-
text differences (Storie Plurali — Plural Stories, Fondazione Museo Ettore
Guatelli - Ozzano Taro), on social fragility and discrimination (Museo Me-
moria y Tolerancia - Mexico City), and on differences connected to phys-
ical and mental health (Museo Laboratorio della mente — Roma), in which
strengths and weaknesses are highlighted in order to investigate in what
terms design becomes responsible, bearer and interpreter of paradigms
and jargons designed to “represent” such a complex and articulated issue.
The key assumption is that a museum is a place where inside and outside
do not exist as there is only a through; museums experience the same con-
tradictions of the world they represent.

2. Otherness Museums

Any piece of heritage - be it ancient or contemporary, tangible or intan-
gible - is handed down, told, given back, as an expression of a way of pre-
serving, interpreting and communicating; it shows the difference among
the many “worlds of meaning” and focuses on the dialogue process of rep-
resentation, which takes shape in an active comparison of that which is
handed down.

In the cultural experience of an exhibited “object” - or the content pre-
sented inside the museum - three different levels of meaning can be found.
First, there are ideas, values, the purposes of the cultures from which the
object comes. Second, there is the curator’s interpretation. Finally, there
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are the viewers’ points of view with their personal legacy, knowledge and
experiences. This complex stratification of meanings is added to the nec-
essary abstraction that the object undergoes when it is decontextualized
in order to be inserted in a museum space; this “distance” determines its
alterity. The latter concept refers to the theory according to which the
founding element of every piece of knowledge is the knowledge of the
difference arising from the relationship that the subject establishes with
the surrounding world (Lusini 2004). We should not forget that exhib-
iting any type of content in a museum means carrying out a decontextu-
alization action; even more so when museums are about cultural identi-
ty, which is often stratified, complex and marked by migrations. In this
type of museums, the “place” is the content that needs exhibiting. Here,
by “place” we do not mean a definite space but rather, we are hinting the
meaning given by Tuan (1977): a place is an entity built and rebuilt by the
social representations of human beings, an entity communicating the so-
cial and relational life of the people that live - in various ways - in it. From
this perspective, it is important to recognise that there is a dialectical re-
lation between the concept of “place” and “space” (Relph 1976), just as di-
alectical and dialogic is the model of museum we tend to with the idea not
only of showing the multifaceted identity of a culture but also of making
people understand it through the interaction with the contents: triggering
curiosity and questions, giving the possibility of expressing concepts and
putting people in touch.

In this essay, the topic of alterity in museums takes two shapes: on the one
hand, the problem of representation - representing migrant objects and
stories in a strongly characterised territorial context, representing men-
tal illness and the imagery connected to it, representing the identity of the
culture of a people with all its migrations and multicultural stratifications
—; on the other hand, offering an open and dialogic experience to muse-
um-goers belonging to cultures which are different from the one narrated
inthe museum itself. In both cases, the aim is to translate and “stage” com-
plexity. Exhibition design - together with the curator’s project - takes re-
sponsibility for the activity of selection, translation and interpretation of
messages thatare proposed on different levels of museological and museo-
graphic narration. Which narrative structures? Which cultural experience
models? Which language registers?
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3. Plural Stories
Cultural Alterity - Temporal Alterity. “Migrant” Objects and Stories

Material culture is often represented by identity objects, i.e., particularly
significant objects coming from the culture of a people which are capable
of becoming intermediaries of traditions, rituals, symbology specific to a
certain community. In this case, the curatorial and design project takes re-
sponsibility for the communication at different levels of meaning, accom-
panying “foreign” users into a world that is far from theirs, their culture
and their social, historical, political experience.

In this study, the museum curatorial and design project aims at putting the
historical object at the service of social inclusion. This is a double effort:
bringing back to life the function of long-forgotten objects from a past
time, and bringing its meaning beyond the country’s borders.

The dizzying collection of objects from the 1900s rural and everyday cul-
ture floods the simple architecture of the Museo del Quotidiano - Museum
of Everyday Objects — Ettore Guatelli (Ozzano Taro, Parma). Guatelli was
interested in objects as a testament of the history of humankind, but he,
was above all, fascinated by the infinite stories that each object preserves
ata social, individual and territorial level.

This awareness and the willingness of this territorial museum to work on
the leverage of intercultural integration have led to conceive the project
“Plural Stories. The Museo Guatelli, oggetti e storie di vita” — objects and
stories of life, developed within the European project Map for ID — Muse-
ums as Places for Intercultural Dialogue.’ The project starts off from the ob-
jects hosted in the museum, from their identity and the narrative potential
of each one of them, with the aim of building renewed stories through thea-
tre workshops involving performers, writers,locals and immigrants. One of
the rationales underlying the narration has its roots in the gestural memory
around the object, which highlights both its material and immaterial value.
Performance and narration intertwine in an interesting combination of
past traditions and reinterpretations of the present. From a spatial point

' In2008-2009, Museo Ettore Guatelli took part in Map for ID - Museums as Places for Intercultural

Dialogue, within which it realised the itinerary/laboratory “Plural Stories. Il Museo Guatelli, oggetti e
storie divita”. The initiative arose from the collaboration between Associazione Clio ‘92 and the Board
of Directors of the Fondazione Museo Ettore Guatelli.
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of view, each surface (walls, tables, stands) in the architectural space is
densely occupied by the object landscape of the collector, so much so that
it renders the geography of an era through detailed compositions (mostly
by typology and shape), almost three-dimensional tattoos that erase the
need of any possible additional set-up artefact and enable the visitor to
plunge into a decorative chiasm where the ornament is simply a way for
the multitude of objects to seize the space. If material features are implic-
itly narrated in this type of exhibition, the immaterial value of the objects
comes to life starting with their dramatised narration, it becomes voice,
gesture, performance, story, and - by enhancing the local identity - it goes
beyond the geographical perimeter toward intercultural communication,
generating migrant stories from the object to the territory.

The project is aimed at both methodological-strategic and operational im-
plemental objectives:

- Activating intercultural dynamics in a difficult territorial context
through literacy policies and by opening the museum to a “non-cus-
tomary” public.

- Teaching adult migrants with no formal education to learn, interpret
and conceptualise material and immaterial elements which take heri-
tage value both with reference to the culture of origin and that of the
place of residence.

- Encouraging the recipients (native and migrant women) to be aware
of their and other people’s cultural identity in an inclusive perspective
and to consequently adopt a responsible behaviour in the civic context
towards other individuals and the local heritage.

- Teaching the recipients to act in their workplaces as mediators for the
museum heritage in an intercultural perspective.

The meetings focus on the recovery of the expertise and knowledge con-
nected to the household and work dimension, and the identification of
the objects and stories that come back from them, and which have repre-
sented the core of the workshop through a theatre experience. The nar-
ration project is based on the recovery of traditional stories that are then
reinterpreted by the ten women involved (two Italians, eight foreigners)
giving life to new stories linked with their places of origin. The theatre
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paradigm - which historically comes from the act playing games - ena-
bled a strong interaction among the people involved, as it is based on the
sharing of gestures and performances triggered by stimuli and influences
inspired by the objects exhibited in the museum itself.

The project ended with a theatre show curated by FestinaLente Teatro,
“Plural Stories: from hand to hand”, in which the women performed their
stories through averbal and gestural language aimed at engaging the public.>
The positive outcomes of the project can be summarised in three levels
of intervention which focus on the museum as the “new” place of cultural
mediation:

- Open culture museum: the encounter among people from different cul-
tural contexts generating a new opening to the territorial context of re-
ference.

- Social Network Museum: the activation of the relationship between sub-
jects and realities until then unfamiliar to the life of the museum (local
administrations, cultural associations, theatres...) with the aim of start-
ing collaborations for future projects.

- “Relay” museum: the idea is to create a virtuous cycle where the wom-
en involved can, in their turn, become guardians of new knowledge
and start new initiatives as cultural mediators; for instance, they could
guide tours with an intercultural taste addressed to local communities
(not only for people of foreign origin but also for locals).

4. Museo Memoria y Tolerancia
Social Alterity. Difference, Memory and Inclusion

Social responsibility should be one of the main objectives of a museum. In
an era - such as the contemporary one — where we put the focus on human
connections and social ties, it is no longer sufficient to guarantee the pres-
ervation and exhibition of collections, but it is all the more urgent to make
relationships easier and trigger discussion and participation.

<http://www.comune.torino.it/museiscuola/esperienze/migranti/2009-fondazione-museo-et-
tore-guatelli-ozzano-taro-.shtml>.
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Obviously, this aspect is now more than present, even in digital museums.
This is the case of the blog The Incluseum which advances new ways of be-
ing a museum through dialogue, community building and collaborative
practices related to inclusion in museums; it is also the case of Museums,
Politics and Power, which aims to promote and disseminate conferences,
workshops and roundtables on these topics; and of Social Justice Alliance of
Museums, developed thanks to the intuition of the National Museums of
Liverpool. The Alliance promotes the dissemination of collective equity,
encouraging at different levels including through the emancipation and
full involvement of local communities (Ciaccheri 2015). It was created out
of the growing recognition of the importance of social value of museums
and its impact on the public. The aim of this museum network is to find a
collective voice and promote social impact of museums, exchange knowl-
edge and work together on joint initiatives.

Museums are questioning themselves on their ethical role by taking up a
prospective and complex vision in the attempt of putting themselves at the
centre of the current social debate. Offering cultural programs of a certain
type means entering the social and cultural debate taking onresponsibilities,
even of a political nature. Museums — with their collections - offer a form of
narration and representation of a certain model of reality albeit through an
artist’s eyes —in the case of art museums - or through specific technical, his-
torical and critical points of views - in the case of science, technology and
anthropological museums. Therefore, questioning oneself on the meaning
and effect of these narrations and representations is fundamental, as well as
defining the explicit contextualization of the curator’s choices.

The Museo Memoriay Tolerancia certainly intends to be a place of reflection,
discussion, and friction with reference to socially crucial topics. The wing
of the museum devoted to memory tells the social political story of some of
the peoples involved in wars and subjected to genocides and deportation
(Armenia, Former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, Cambodia, Guatemala, Darfur);
while the one devoted to tolerance tackles current problems connected to
many types of discrimination, stereotypes and prejudices; the female con-
dition, diversity and inclusion, with a focus on the Mexican people and the
civil rights codified in this context. Here the concept of alterity is present
in each of these themes, precisely because the value of tolerance is based
on the acceptance of diversity.
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The goals of the museum involve different strategic levels:

- Inviting new generations to a healthy and balanced coexistence in the
context where they live.

- Offeringvisitors an opportunity for debate in order to invite them to in-
trospection and questioning possible discriminating and pre-concep-
tual attitudes.

- Raisingawareness of the condition of the most fragile categories.

- Promoting the value of respect and tolerance.

In this case, the museum offers a narration implying curatorial and design
work carried outin extreme synergy. Indeed, the settingisbuilt mostly with
multimedia materials and interactive devices envisaging different types of
use: in particular, the users are immersed in collective and personal stories;
they are asked to question themselves on issues presuming social friction,
to express their position through interactive systems. In cases such as this
one, exhibition design is both the mediator of participation processes and
that which formalises the set-up devices aimed at giving voice to the cura-
torial system.

5. Museo Laboratorio della Mente (Mind Workshop Museum)
Mental Alterity. Experiences and stories on the margin

Its ethical and social role assumes that the museum is a bearer of stories
and not a container of collections. When the stories are about life, suffer-
ing, mental illness, the narration of the exhibition not only has the task of
illustrating a content, but also has that — more difficult - of empathically
communicating intangible features. This is the task of narration museums
(Cirifino F., Giardina Papa et al. 2011): “staging” the intangible features of a
topic, be it historical, social or monographic.

Here below we will describe a particularly significant case: the Mind Work-
shop Museum? (designed by Studio Azzurro). It is a space especially con-
ceived and realised to be experiential and performance-oriented, with the
aim to document the history of mental hospitals and elaborate a constant

3 <https://www.museodellamente.it/museo-laboratorio-della-mente/>.
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reflection on the health/illness paradigm, alterity, social inclusion, treat-
ment and culture politics and the engagement of communities.

This museum looks back at the history of Santa Maria della Pietain Rome,
from its foundation as a hospital for needy foreigners and mentally ill
people up to its final closure after about 500 years of activity as a mental
hospital. In the scenario of the exhibition itinerary, the visitor’s body be-
comes the privileged and active means for understanding the minor and
often forgotten stories, events and transformations of these places in-
tended for treating mental illness, as well as the history and relationships
inscribed in them.

The centrality of the body in the interpretation of mental illness is devel-
oped through physical places created and built around the physical and psy-
chic conditions of mental illness and the “ways of feeling” of the mentally
ill: speaking to the wall, face expressions, the closed posture of the body and
some behaviours such as swinging, pointing the elbows on the table, the
hands on the ears, the head bent and the eyes lowered and looking inside.
The itinerary is organised as a sensory narrative in which the content (tan-
gible and intangible) and its setting appear as a single entity. The narrative
starts with the section “Entering Outside, Exiting Inside”, a sort of oxymo-
ron which immediately puts visitors before the tragedy experienced by the
patients committed because of their way of looking and their actions. A set
of eyes observe those who come in:itisa slowand relentless series of photos
of patients whose visual horizon is a further threshold beyond the physical
one, is a personal, private threshold. The feeling of being scrutinised by the
eyes of the patients reverses the relation between the object and the sub-
jectof the narrative, thus generating a comparison thatis repeatedly under-
mined throughout the itinerary. Here we have a sort of “mirrored percep-
tion” of diversity. The paradigm of the threshold continues with a plexiglass
wall along the entire space which opens on the various rooms suggesting
the theme of the interior and the exterior, defining a limit, a division and
isolation. A wall, an invisible and unbreakable surface, receives the heavi-
ness of the bodies (video projected figures) which bang on it with strength
and desperation, making the visitor aware of the vibration of this violence.
The second section “Ways of Feeling” is devoted to the sensations, the dif-
ferent emotivity of the patients. Here the theme of perception is tackled
from two different angles: perception as altered by cultural schemes that
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persistin time and perception as induced by a shared sense bordering the
absurd, which is made explicit in three connected rooms. There is also
an Ames room, (named after the 18th-century ophthalmologist), which
offers a distorted vision obtained through an optical trick. This visual ex-
perience proves the importance and the danger of stereotypes (a central
element in the design of the experience of alterity). The Ways of Feeling
are interpreted in three ways:

- Talking: here the stereotype of “talking loudly” is staged through a trick
with microphones (before which visitors are invited to express them-
selves) and out-of-synch video projections which makes it difficult to
watch and listen at the same time, producing a sort of dissociation rep-
resenting a torment that also comes back elsewhere in the itinerary.

- Seeing: the installation is a mirror which cuts the visitors’ face into two
parts. The left half is really mirrored, while the right half is the projec-
tion of a time-delayed video that makes it different from how it actually
is. The possibility of looking in the mirror is therefore denied, but also
those who observe it perceive a coexistent diversity, a being here and
elsewhere, which, according to a shared opinion, is one of the features
of mentalillness.

- Listening: the third room features a series of funnels suspended on the
heads of the visitors. The funnel on the head is a recurring image in the
representation of mental illness, the very Hieronymus Bosch in one of
his famous paintings introduces this element both to depict madness
and to represent those who treat it. As the visitor passes under these
electronical funnels, almost wearing them as hats, voices are activated
by sensors, among which the visitor can easily to recognise their own as
recorded in the previous Talking room: meaningless sentences uttered
to activate the narrating mouth. A mixture of fragmented and repeated
voices, which crowd, like in a nightmare, over the heads of the visitors.

In the Portrays section, the common sense that looks at the “outsider”isno
longer present and it is replaced, on the one hand, by the expert and loving
glance of awise doctor and, on the other hand, by the mechanic and hostile
eye of a camera through which one can observe and meditate on the illness
of others. The wise doctor is Romolo Righetti, who observed his patients at
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Santa Maria della Pieta with an eye that was outside the logics of science or
the Lombrosian classification; in 1930s, he made 25 portraits depicting his
patients. In contrast with this is the merciless eye of the camera, an histor-
ical device, by which the visitor can be portrayed after having written their
name on a small board behind a chair, as in 1900s mug shots. The image is
stored in a digital medical record and will be transformed into a patholog-
ical version, together with the images of other visitors or those retrieved
from the patient archive.

The narration continues by focusing on the body of the visitor. In the sec-
tion Dwellings of the Body the visitor is called on to take certain postures and
make certain movements to convey the power of meaning: swaying, the el-
bows resting on a table, the hands on the ears, bending the head, the eyes
looking down; all these attitudes communicate inner distress.

From the body to the mind: in the section Inventors of Worlds, we enter the
imagery of two patients who - although inside a restrictive facility - man-
age to find their universe, which is shown in a highly poetical and some-
times even prophetical vision.

In the section Closed Institution we go from imaginary worlds to the harsh
reality of institutions: the visit ends with three rooms in a row which one
can see through a glass. They are reconstructions that tell us about the cru-
elty and harsh reality of reclusion. Here, observing real elements and spac-
es, re-elaborated and set up through minimal interpretations, transforms
these rooms into sites of the memory: the wardrobe, the doctor’s office, the
restraint chamber, the pharmacy... places reverberating the stories experi-
ences in the itinerary, which finally become clear to the visitor.

The museum narration ends with a change, a subversion of things, ob-
jects, furniture... This is the change introduced by Law 180, which or-
dered the closure of psychiatric hospitals and the regulation of commit-
ment and forced treatment: a crucial transformation at both the medical
and the social level. What makes the case of this museum emblematic is
the synergy between a museological and museographic project. The in-
tention of setting up an experience and the responsibility of conveying
to visitors — even physically - the outcome of a type of content where the
perception of alterity is fundamental, are at the core of the process of un-
derstanding the whole narration.
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6. Conclusion

The social role of museums increasingly opens up to new forms of use and
cultural experience. While the latter case study tells the social history of
mental illness in a symmetrical way, other museums temporarily become
“bearers of mental treatment”. In 2018, many Canadian, English and Bel-
gian studies in the medical field showed the function of museums a form of
therapy that improves the psychological and physical conditions of people
and relieve stress. This trend (together with the need of funding) isleading
toredesigning multifunctional spaces in museum facilities, in order to have
more rooms available for shared activities aimed at creating well-being.

To confirm this, one may quote an experimental project thatis in place in two
museums in Milan, the Museum of Natural History and the Gallery of Modern
Art. The projectis named ASBA (Anxiety, Stress, Brain-friendly museum, Ap-
proach), designed and coordinated by The Study Center on the History of Bi-
omedical Thought (CESPEB) of University Milano-Bicocca. Itis an interdis-
ciplinary program based on the idea of promoting museum collections and
imagining museums as spaces of choice where collective well-being is stim-
ulated through forms of art therapy, Visual Thinking Strategies and Art Up.
Therefore, museums are now also intended as social and emotional spaces
where the dialogue between art and science is at the service of the commu-
nity of “new” users and generates new forms of cultural experience.

The new paradigms of use envisage museums also as rehabilitation facil-
ities or - in the most extreme cases — as shelters. In any case, after pres-
ervation and exhibition, the main function of contemporary museums is
research, mainly research on social transformation. Indeed, it is on this
theme that museums are investing, to understand the challenge in terms
of “designing for alterity”: first of all, trying to understand what is meant
by identity, alterity, diversity (cultural, gender, sexual orientation, physical
ability...) as new forms of representation and interpretation, but first and
foremost, how can museums be the mirrors of societal change through re-
search, heritage updating and education?* It is necessary for museums to

4 The educational project Museums and Social Transformations (September-November 2023) cu-

rated by Maria Chiara Ciaccheri, Anna Chiara Cimoli and Nicole Moolhuijsen, in collaboration with Vi-
viana Gravano, aimed at tackling different features of social transformation in three modules: Decolo-
nilizing the vision; Fluidi Museums. Interpreting gender diversity and sexuality through the Cultural Heritage;
Projecting a strategy for Accessibilty.
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become bearers of new research and analysis methodologies and to use
them to create a network that helps facing the challenges of social change,
going beyond the simple display of collection. For sure, overcoming ste-
reotypes and fostering accessibility (at many levels) are crucial issues for
which new tools and forms of design are needed.

Finally, this new vocation is well represented by the study cases examined
in this paper: these museum models and their cultural experiences show
three different approaches to using narration as a tool to “shorten distanc-
es” in the understanding of issues that are something “other” from the
user’s comfort zone. These narrations use the dialogical creative dimension
of workshops (“Plural Stories”, Fondazione Museo Ettore Guatelli); the in-
terrogative interactive dimension triggered by multimedia devices offering
“frictions” that help change one’s point of view (Museo Memoria y Toleran-
cia); the performance dimension which can provoke in visitors a feeling of
displacement, disturbance, identification (Museum Workshop of the Mind).
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The QUESTION OF ALTERITY has become fundamental to understanding
contemporary societies, which are increasingly multicultural, multi-
ethnic and intersectional. That which is OTHER poses questions that
one is not used to answering, poses itself as a term of contradiction,
questioning established certainties and beliefs.

Alterity is a field yet to be explored, especially when one wants to move
from theoretical reflection, inevitable and necessary, to

transformative praxis.

Reflection on alterity leads to the ABANDONMENT OF ALL FORMS OF
CENTRALISM. Acceptance of a culture based on the recognition of alterity
and mutual responsibility requires overcoming anthropocentrism and
androcentrism, but also Eurocentrism and logocentrism, that is, the
domination of some forms of communication and signification over all
others. Today, it is legitimate to think that the design dimension can
also undertake research paths that highlight THE NEED T0 RECOGNISE
THE OTHER: from migratory flows to gender cultures, from social fragility
to mental health, from cultural distances to the difficulties of social
integration, etc. This is the direction in which the essays in this volume
are heading. Design culture has the right tools to promote innovative
and open visions of relations between people, peoples, and languages.
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