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Abstract

Planning the renewal of a Museum must take in consideration many aspects. Among
them the most important ones, as our experience taught us, are visitors’ expectations
and respect of the authenticity of the Museum’s cultural offer. In facts, the experience
we faced rethinking the outfit of the Museo Civico di Sansepolcro (home town of Piero
della Francesca and building in which originally the “Resurrection” was painted by the
Maestro) gave us an unexpected learning. The choice of updating the apparatus of
communication with explanatory, interactive and multimedia tools had to recede to the
acknowledgment that visitors had no complaint about the lack of information or modern
devices but instead, the bareness of the Museum and the outdated outfit of its display
can allow visitors to get in direct relation with the artistic essence of Piero’s
masterpieces. In this case, the Museum'’s identity is a whole with the authenticity of its
cultural offer: the exhibition of the history of art in the very space in which it was
created and collected during the centuries could have the power to erase all the other
possible “noises” in the background enhancing the experience visitors live in the direct
and unmediated exposure to art. The analysis of theories normally applied to other
fields of science (Heuristic, Consumer Culture Theory and Theory of Entertainment)
can help defining the correct strategy in planning the best environment in which allow
visitors to experience their visit to the Museum.

In 2006, the Museo Civico of Sansepolcro (Arezzo, Italy) commissioned a feasibility
study for the renewal of its display. The city is the birthplace of one of the Maestri of the
Western history of Art: Piero della Francesca and the building itself, at Piero’s times,
was the public palace of the governors where Piero was appointed to paint the fresco
of the Resurrection that was referred to by A. Huxely as “the most beautiful picture in
the world” . The most part of the Museum’s art collection belongs to the governors’ will
of enriching the City Hall during the centuries; therefore, these paintings have been
exhibited in the building since the beginning of their acquisition. Among them, can be
seen artworks by the Bassanos, Raffaellino del Colle and Leonardo Cungi, in addition
to a dramatic San Sebastian by Pontormo. Many other paintings and frescos, instead,
had entered the exposition after the suppression of the religious orders under Great
Duke Leopold? in the late 1700s and Napoleon® in early 1800s when it was decided the
paintings, alienated from their original locations, would have been hosted in the
building in order to reduce the danger of deterioration. This is the reason why in 1901*
the Madonna della Misericordia polyptych, commissioned to Piero della Francesca in
1445 by the local Confraternita della Misericordia (Fraternity of Mercy) for their chapel
and finished only 15 years later, became part of the town owned collection. In the
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1920s, the Museum was formally established as an art gallery.”> Since then it has
undergone a series of restorations and embellishments until the late 1980s when an
entrance and reception hall were designed in some sort of shopping-centre style,
destroying the original little cloister and modifying the plant of the whole building.

When we started working on it, it was clear that nothing structural could be made at the
moment due to economical reasons, but the director and the Board of the Institution of
the Museum decided to work on the display of the artworks and their exhibit, enhancing
the communication within the Museum and reorganizing the museological plan and
visitors’ flow.

We started out our meetings imagining a very interactive model of Museum, with a
large usage of multimedia devices and technological tools meant to provide a
comprehensive organic understanding of the masterpieces of Piero della Francesca on
the one hand, and the virtual relocation in their context of the artworks coming from the
suppressed churches of the area, on the other.

The underpinning idea was to strongly assert the Museum’s identity with its territory,
first of all as the Museum of Piero and then as the Museum of the history and art of the
surrounding area, empowering visitors — both residents and tourists — with an
interactive and imbibing process of visit, providing them with the most innovative tools
(touch screens, holograms and computers). The fact that Piero’s artworks are scattered
around Italy and around the world, either due to his appointments to the most important
Italian courts of his times and to the history of collectionism, convinced us that we had
to draw together in a virtual way all of his works in order to offer visitors an overall view
of it, providing the chance of comparing images, getting into them and accessing
multilevel information. To our point of view, it represented the best way to allow visitors
to create their own experience of visit, supporting them with different tools and with the
most appropriated reference materials which might comply to their will to deepen their
knowledge on the subjects. At the same time, we thought it could have provided the
easiest way to lighten their staying in the Museum, diverting their attention from a
constantly high peaked concentration (given the amount of important artworks they had
to confront with) to self-learning moments of creative rest. We also considered it, in
facts, as a sort of hands-on experiment since we were planning to give visitors the
possibility to touch and follow in a very interactive way the development of history of art
related to the area they were visiting.

We tried to organise the sequence of the rooms of the building in our theoretical
narration path, removing anything not connected to the spirit of the Museum and its
mission (i.e. the little archaeological collection or the diocesan collection deposited
since the 1970s in the semi-basement of the Museum). The plan was redesigned
basing on the rationalization of the visitors’ flow. Currently, the Museum presents a
circular path of visit on each of the three-storey levels compelling visitors to enter
rooms they already visited in order to reach the higher and the lower storeys. Entrance
and exit coincide through the same reception room where also the shop is placed, just
in front of the entrance door, opposite to the ticket desk which is not immediately to be
seen. This is reason of some congestion in different times of the year when large
groups arrive and linger in the reception hall. Reaching the flight of stairs or the
elevators is also a confusing practice since it entails mixing two different functional
actions as passing in an already visited room diminishes the value of the room itself to
a hallway. Therefore we wished to avoid the sense of uncertainty and annoyance which
can occur from meandric and poorly (or over-) signalled paths and from the lack (or
redundancy) of well balanced information, limiting to the minimum the “noise” that
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might arise during the visiting process. In facts the action of smoothing the process of
visit within the Museum area might increase visitors’ attitude to live cultural experiences
in a fuller and more involving way as it in behavioural studies and heuristic science
applied to space.®

Our overall aim was to offer visitors an unusual experience which could change in
depth their approach to Museum visit, overcoming the extraordinary and unforgettable
feeling due to the aesthetic and cultural exposition’ to Piero’s masterpieces that might
be induced in the most part of visitors, with the construction of a flow experience® so
much more complex and imbibing. In facts, a well balanced structure of levelled
information - both on a cognitive and on a spatial level - in an exhibiting frame set can
accompany visitors to achieve the understanding of what they are observing and can
give them the chance of building up their own visit path, every time in a different way
following their interests, their knowledge, their curiosity or their mind-set of that very
moment within the logic frame provided by the binding direction of the general path,
starting out an informal and continuous process of self-learning®.

We had to face some unexpected surprises, though that brought the project to be
restricted to a rationalization of the spaces and an improvement of the technical
systems like air conditioning and lighting. In facts, while we started on weaving a story
about the city focusing on Piero’s artistic life-time and its meaning for the area and
broadening it to space and time, we also began to study the insights visitors had left in
five years of filling the presence books. At that time, the Museum did not have a proper
system for testing the visitors’ satisfaction, although — even after the adoption in 2007
of the form issued by Regione Toscana — the most relevant comments still can be
found in the presence books, filled in by the visitors also nowadays.

The outcomes of our study of this ancient but efficient and user-friendly system of
creating a communication thread with the public, thus, made us review our intensions
of modernize the Museum and its communication equipment. The bare simplicity of the
rooms and their minimal informational apparatus was not perceived as a minus in the
visitors’ expectations of the Museum, since the main reason of their visit was the direct
and not mediated contemplation of the Piero’s Resurrection - even more than the
Polyptich -, a masterpiece they are aware they cannot see anywhere else but in the
very place where it was painted. Lighting and climatic control were reported as items
which had to be improved, as we already scheduled, but no claims for more
technological or interactive equipments were raised in the visitors’ comments.

In agreement with the Director and with the Board of the Institution, and resenting also
of the incoming economical crisis that in that internal part of Central Italy had already
started to show its grip, it was decided to reduce the museological and museographical
interventions and to leave the display as it was, concentrating on the structural
improvements (light and climatic control) and on the rationalisation of the image and of
the external communication of the museum (new logo; outside banners to highlight the
presence of the museum and street signs to it within the town; new website; some
branded merchandising...) and new activities in order to enhance the fruition on the
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internal and domestic side (guided tours in Italian and foreign languages to be booked;
theatrical representations involving local acting companies also in local dialect on the
history of Piero della Francesca; a scheduling plan of exhibitions on the “minor”
collections and on modern and contemporary art...). All of these in order to match with
the series of values we were able to list in our report from the analysis of the visitors’
book, such as: emation, glory, immersion, excellence, discovery, harmony, happiness,
enthusiasm, care, sublime, fulfilment ...

In facts, the authenticitym of the Museum’s cultural offer in its uniqueness, and its
complete consistency with the visitors’ expectation and the unlikeness of its almost out-
of-the-time setting vanishes any other request for modernisation. In this sense,
following the less-is-more effect ' rule that “less information can lead to more
accuracy”*? does not struggle with the PAD theory or with the theory of entertainment.*®

The ostensive appearance of the fresco on the original Museum wall (except research
denies it)** can be compared to the appearance of an “essence” — Christ for the
Christians or “the Art” for all the others. The strength of authenticity, in this case both
iconic and indexical'®, forges a unique experience that overcomes any possible
superstructure and carries the observer in a sort of time-warp where the Museum
environment fades away and turns again into the palace of the governors at Piero’s
times. Nothing else is required: no other informational support or technological
equipment that will be perceived as “noise” — even labels could avert concentration and
diminish the experience. In this case, in facts, the concept of authenticity in itself and
the less is more effect converge in the fulfilment of the genuine visitor's desire to
achieve the search of authentic cultural experience, as defined by Spooner.'® The
same concept is well expressed by a paraphrase of George-Henry Riviére’s
statement’’ in which he said that the success of a Museum doesn’t depend on the
number of visitors but on the number of visitors to whom it teaches something, phrase
that can be turned into the concept that the success of a Museum depends on the level
of authenticity perceived and experienced by the visitors throughout the visiting
process.

Authenticity, then, is composed by a mix of functions that, at the end, will represent the
success of the cultural offer and the satisfaction of its perusers. The functions or
fundamental elements that we recognized in the composing mix of authenticity are the
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elements that correspond to the four points of the cultural diamond as defined by
Griswold *® to which we added a fifth element (Communication) and a variable (Time).

The four elements are the Brand of the Museum that must be recognizable and reliable
for its public; the Cultural Object: the main object or objects of the exposition,
consistent with the Museum’s brand image; the Social World in which the interest
towards the Cultural Object arises; the Receivers, such as the visitors, willing to live a
fruitful experience. If these four elements are well balanced, the cultural offer is
cognitively consistent with what is expected and what is found by the visitors in the
Museum. All of these four elements are connected by the fifth one which is
Communication, namely both the environmental and architectonical display and the
messages the Museum wishes to communicate along with the related techniques and
tools that must be as clear and direct as possible.

The Museum visit, thus, can be characterized as any other consumption practice and
therefore it undergoes to a process that is very similar in its steps to the one drawn in
the Consumer Culture Theory *°. It is important to highlight that the process of visit
doesn’t begin at the Museum entrance but it can be related to the individual cultural
personality construction where the “consumption of Museums” can be included among
the issues comprised at the highest grade of the Maslow’s pyramid. Closer to the
moment of the choice of visiting a Museum, informational materials and tools, such as
an appropriated and easy-to-be-browsed web-site, are very important.

As any consumption practice, the variable of Time has a relevant role in maintaining
attention upon the cultural offer and usually it represents a critical point for the
permanent exhibitions. This was the general learning that was leading us at the
beginning of our work, therefore initially we started out considering the complete
renewal of the Museum'’s fitting in order to renew also the level of attention both of the
visitors (residents and tourists) and of the local constituencies®®. Nevertheless the
analysis of the level of authenticity of a Museum and of its cultural offer, as we saw,
can avoid the need of a constant and recurring general renewal, limiting it to minor
modifications and updating. As we learnt, in facts, in the Museo di Sansepolcro, the
Cultural Object is so prominent that supplies the lack of an appealing and modern
display but also is so strong and powerful to maintaining its appeal upon visitors
throughout time. Thus, visitors feel free from any pre-established frame set.

Therefore, in the cultural diamond scheme, adapted to host also the elements of
Communication and Time, the Museum - and besides all its brand - results as a
construction connected to the Cultural Objects exhibited and to the Social World
related to it and from these two elements the Museum (and its brand) acquires value.
At its turn, Communication is a superstructure elaborated by the Museum in function of
the Cultural Objects and to the Social World it refers to to the point that Communication
can be considered the real cultural product of the Museum itself.

In the example of Museo Civico di Sansepolcro, albeit a weak brand reputation in
general due to scarce advertisement, the “aura”® of the Museum and the indexical
authenticity of the masterpieces exhibited increase the value of the Cultural Object that
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becomes the reason - the need, the aspirational desire — why the public decides to go
and visit that very Museum.

The authenticity of the artworks and the lack of communication superstructures turn the
Museum visiting experience into a deeply authentic experience visitors have the power
to live at their ease.
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Captions for pictures

Room of the “Resurrection” as it was before

Room of the “Resurrection” as it is now

Museum door as it was before

Banner in front of the Museum entrance

S. Giuliano by Piero della Francesca, chosen as “testimonial” of the museum
Original entrance of the Palazzo dei Priori, when Piero della Francesca painted
the fresco of the “Resurrection “ The double flights of stairs and the door-to-
ceiling opening have been stylized as a logo in order not to trivialize the image
of the resurrected Christ.

Reconstruction of the polypthic of the “Madonna della Misericordia” by Piero
della Francesca following the indications of the Soprintendenza PSAE-BAP
spaces on the lower levels

spaces on the upper level



