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4. From archives to narratives: 
a digital platform for the 
representation of design 
heritage

4.1 Digital tools for reconstruction and 
representation
Design Philology is a project that aims to trace the history of design 
at the Politecnico di Milano. The initiative, conceived on the occasion 
of the 30th anniversary of the Department of Design, is a collaboration 
between the Department of Design, the School of Design and the POLI.
design Consortium that reflects the need to begin documenting a his-
tory of design at the Politecnico di Milano, one of the most represent-
ative educational institutions in the field of Design, in order to recon-
struct a multifaceted history shaped by individuals, groups, ideas and 
the relationships between them. The project, in other words, seeks to 
reconstruct a collective memory by collecting traces and documents, 
as well as the memories and testimonies of those who participated, ei-
ther as protagonists or observers (Lowenthal, 2015!.

The intention is to create a heterogeneous archive capable of 
collecting documents both from major historical events and from the 
smaller, personal stories that together have shaped the design con-
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text at the Politecnico (Franks, 2021!. Like an atlas works from the 
juxtaposition of partial views, the project aims to reconstruct a com-
prehensive picture that is never simultaneously visible (Quaggio"o, 
2012!. It acknowledges the fragmented nature of history and memory, 
constantly under construction, to propose a reconstruction in which 
omissions and gaps become integral parts of the process, bearing wit-
ness to the human process of historiography (Halbwachs, 1992!.

To this end, the project has set out to construct a documentation 
platform capable of accommodating the collection of these stories, 
while at the same time allowing for a narrative that does justice to 
the multifaceted dimensions of this history. It proposes a narrative 
model that brings together the people, events and groups that have 
contributed to the construction of design at the Politecnico di Mi-
lano, while simultaneously documenting its evolution through the 
accessible materials and testimonies of those who have witnessed 
or participated in it (Ketelaar, 2008!.

In order to create such a platform, two levels of intervention have 
been undertaken. From a collection point of view, an e#ort has been 
made to develop a data structure capable of adapting to the project’s 
objectives. This structure, which is described in detail in chapter 
Memories and Documents: a Digital Archive for a History Under Con-
struction, operates on several levels to allow the description of a 
complex landscape.

• In terms of entities, the database allows the integration of dif-
ferent types of actors, not limiting the historical narrative to in-
stitutional types, but allowing the inclusion of external contrib-
utors or those who have influenced specific disciplinary areas 
or fields (Ferreira-Lopes, 2020; Guedes et al., 2022!.

• In terms of relationships, the data structure gives an impor-
tance to the relationships between entities that is as essential 
as the description of the entities themselves. The ability to in-
sert free-form relationships between database entities allows 
the articulation of connections within the system, including 
both formal relationships (such as founders and presidents) 
and informal or personal relationships (such as friendships), 
facilitating the emergence of a structure derived from the con-
tent itself (Bearman, 1989!.



61DESIGN PHILOLOGY ESSAYS. ISSUE ZERO

• In terms of documents, the database, which serves as a hybrid 
between a knowledge base and an archive, includes a level 
of documentation and testimony that can give a tangible di-
mension to the elements described in the database. This layer 
provides a historical perspective based on documents and ac-
commodates a wide range of materials with varying degrees of 
institutionalization, from academic senate minutes to personal 
photographs to posters of informal meetings (Allyn et al., 2010!.

The second dimension deals with the presentation of such data and 
materials in formats capable of conveying the multiple stories that 
make up the design heritage of the Politecnico di Milano. From this 

point of view, the aim of the digital platform Design Philology 
is not to provide a single representation, but a collection of 
perspectives, with complementary intentions and objectives, 
capable of allowing for the reconstruction of a complex past.

• The first perspective o#ered by the platform, perhaps the most 
typical in this context, places the documents at the centre of 
the narrative. The aim is to facilitate consultation of the archive 
at the documentary level, both through a visual overview of the 
items themselves and through the use of filtering and search 
tools that facilitate their retrieval along cataloging dimensions.

• The second perspective focuses on the chronology and tem-
poral sequence of the narrative. The aim here is to highlight the 
moments and periods in the history of design at the Politecnico 
di Milano from a chronological, if not yet historical, perspective, 
to foreground events and their temporality, including causal 
sequences and temporal dynamics such as growth, stability, 
succession or interruption (Gerber, 2003!.

• The third perspective emphasizes the curatorial dimension of 
the narrative. Through this lens, the intention is to enhance 
the interpretation of events, actors and documents within a 
narrative context that allows the freedom to create pathways 
through the archive. This approach involves selecting elements 
to highlight, choosing how to present them, and guiding the 
reader through texts and interpretations (Sabharwal, 2021!.

• The fourth perspective introduces a scholarly dimension that 
acts as an academic journal within the platform. It provides a 

Design Philology. Platform"

https://designphilology.polimi.it/en
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space for analysis and critique, with essays that explore specif-
ic themes or reflect on the platform itself. Each content exists 
by itself and in relation to the rest of the platform, fostering a 
dynamic interaction that enriches the narrative of the platform 
and the user’s understanding of the Design Philology context.

4.2 Digital hermeneutics: an atlas of 
perspectives
Based on these access models, the Design Philology platform propos-
es a structure composed of four sections, Archive, Timeline, Narratives 
and Essays, introduced by a Homepage.

4.2.1 Homepage
As a welcoming page, the 
Homepage serves as an intro-
duction and guide for naviga-
tion, providing two main types 
of content. First, it provides an 
overview of the project’s con-
text and a concise explana-
tion of the motivations behind 
the Design Philology project, 
both in terms of initiative and 
digital infrastructure, through 
a series of brief paragraphs and an introductory video trailer. Secondly, 
the page presents and provides annotated access to other sections of 
the site, enabling quick access to the various sections.

4.2.2 Archive
The Archive section o#ers a perspective centred on collected mate-
rials and documents, arranged in chronological order. This approach, 
particularly visual, encourages direct access to the documents, al-
lowing consultation of data and metadata about the content, as well 
as high-resolution copies available for consultation or download. 
For a be"er exploration and search experience, the interface includes 
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a filtering system that supports the users in focusing their research 
by specifying the type of document they are looking for (publications, 

photographs, press reviews, documents, videos), by limit-
ing the display to a specific 
time period or by performing 
a free search on document 
descriptions and titles.

4.2.3 Timeline
The Timeline section fo-
cuses on the events that 
have occurred or overlapped 
over the years, emphasizing 
the chronological dimensions 

and the temporal dynamics that define them. In line with the project’s 
micro-historical approach (Ginzburg et al., 1993!, this section does not 
host a timeline of all events, but rather it o#ers an opportunity for cu-
rators to create multiple timelines dedicated to more or less specific 
aspects of the history that has informed the discipline of design at the 
Politecnico di Milano.

This pluralistic interpretation of history transforms a technical 
display of temporal data into a 
process of interpretation and 
storytelling. Curators are asked 
to select significant events 
and moments, and to define 
their priority not in absolute 
terms, but rather in relation to 
the narrative they wish to pres-
ent, and to decide on a group-
ing that facilitates their ex-
ploration. This allows not only 

to visualize a sequence of moments, but also to articulate their refer-
ence context, to articulate a discourse, and to propose a temporal map. 
Once selected and grouped, the platform allows for an automatic rep-
resentation. Within this view, time periods are represented by horizontal 
segments whose length depends on the time span. The horizontal di-
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mension corresponds to the temporal duration, with continuous events 
being placed side by side in the diagram, and temporal intersections 
corresponding to overlaps in the representation. The vertical dimension 
is used to group events into categories, organizing them into sections 
whose names are displayed in the left sidebar. The narrative priority as-
signed by the curators is translated into a corresponding visual priority 
by controlling the thickness of the graphic elements, thus ensuring a 
correct visual hierarchy of the temporal map and facilitating its reading.

Within this temporal substrate, in addition to the abstract rep-
resentation of events, documents related to these events also find 
their place within the temporal segments. This integration of event and 
document serves not only to represent the documentary level from a 
visual narrative perspective, but it also facilitates access to the docu-
ments themselves, allowing them to be viewed directly from within the 
temporal map.

From an exploration perspective, the interface has been designed 
to facilitate an immediate interpretation of the information and a num-
ber of measures have been taken in order to manage the high density 
of information, and to enable a comfortable navigation even in particu-
larly crowded contexts. A time bar at the bo"om of the interface allows 
direct navigation of the chronological dimension, enabling users to 
control the displayed time span and zoom in on details of a specific pe-
riod. Thematically, the vertical groups, initially visible, can be collapsed 
to allow more focused reading.

Information is displayed di#erently depending on the visual con-
figuration of the timeline: details such as titles or documents are dis-
played as space permits, or revealed on hover; short-term events that 
overlap in the same time frame (and in the same section) are clustered, 
graphically indicating the number of events in the cluster and making 
them accessible upon further hover. When exploring the timeline, the 
most relevant documents of the period under review are automatical-
ly displayed, albeit in the background of the visualization, to provide a 
visual contextualization of the events without unduly distracting from 
the content. 
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4.2.4 Narratives
The Narratives section o#ers a way to create curatorial narratives 
by creating journeys through the collected content and materials. 
Through this form of curatorial narrative, project participants can cre-
ate thematic, historical, or personal itineraries by placing heteroge-
neous content from the Knowledge Base and from the archive of the 
Design Philology project within the same narrative sequence.

These events, documents, protagonists, places and testimonies 
become elements of a narrative sequence, no longer necessarily his-
torical, which highlights the curatorial dimension of the intervention. 
The pieces of content, bound together by the interpretive commen-
tary of the authors, through paratexts such as titles and captions, and 
thanks to a simple but expressive layout system, are transformed into 
catalogues, virtual exhibitions or thematic journeys, according to the 
intentions of those who produce them.

From an editorial point of view, the platform allows for the insertion 
of di#erent types of content through dedicated modules: elements 
from the Knowledge Base (e.g. events, people, groups), elements from 
the Archive (e.g. documents, testimonies), commentaries (e.g. links, 
quotes, profiles), or peritexts (e.g. titles, sections) share the same 
narrative space in the articulation of a journey through content.
For each of these modules, many aspects of the presentation can be 

controlled depending on content type, narrative relevance, or 
presentation logic. Modular 
elements can vary in height, 
length, and color depending 
on their function. The same 
content can be represented 
by a single, small-sized ele-
ment containing only a title, 
or take up the entire width of 
the layout, providing space 
for more detailed descrip-
tions and previews of related 

materials. Depending on the desired contrast or visual categorization 
of information, modules can be accented with color or left in neutral 
tones. Depending on the relevance of visual materials, modules can re-

Design Philology. Narratives"
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serve more or less space for the image of a"ached documents, allow-
ing for full-size live images or other more limited size variations.

The entire system, with the features just described, is designed to 
allow for the creation of heterogeneous narrative models based on the 
needs of current and future curators of narratives. Among the layouts 
designed by the first set of curators, di#erent narrative models emerge, 
recognizable by layouts designed with di#erent structures in mind. We 
find galleries, which emphasize the visual value of documents through 
a reasoned choice of colors and dimensions; chronologies, which trace 
timelines highlighting specific dates; thematic routes, which follow the 
development of several topics considered logical for the narration of a 
particular theme; documentary collections, which gather documents, 
images, and testimonies belonging to specific reference categories.

Visually, the Narratives section is presented in a three-column 
layout that allows for a wide variety of layouts and editorial solutions. 
This three-column structure allows for the insertion of di#erent sized 
modules and for the ability to vary their arrangement in order to guar-
antee the compositional flexibility necessary for the creation of nar-
rative models that are as close as possible to the curators’ needs. 
Images, when present in the layout, have been chromatically treated 
to standardize their appearance and ensure visual continuity across 
heterogeneous content.

From a navigational point of view, the narrative section is organized 
according to a vertical scrolling model, with the possibility of directly 
accessing di#erent sections through the sidebar. In mobile mode, the 
column structure is simplified, with each module placed in sequence, 
while maintaining a certain flexibility in composition and variety of lay-
outs. Modules associated with elements of the Archive or the Knowl-
edge Base allow access via links to related content, allowing for a direct 
exploration of resources through a modal window that overlays the lay-
out and is common to both the Timeline and Archive sections.

4.2.5 Event and document details
Since the three narrative modes (Archive, Timeline, and Narratives) 
refer to the same database, the platform design project provides a 
common element for accessing details about entities and documents. 
This structure allows for a flexible description of entities and their rela-
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tionships, according to the needs of the di#erent elements of the plat-
form. Specifically, the entity map is organized into three levels:

• the first level is dedicated to the description of entities such 
as events and individuals. It displays a set of basic informa-
tion such as title, date, description, and metadata related 
to the people who contributed to the entry of this informa-
tion. This level ensures that users have a concise yet compre-
hensive overview of the item, providing immediate access to 
essential contextual data;

• the second level is designed for consultation of documents 
associated with the entity. It provides information such as doc-
ument type, publication date, associated tags, and metadata 
related to the referenced materials. This level acts as a bridge 
between the general information provided by the first level and 
more detailed, document-specific data, facilitating deeper ex-
ploration of the documentary context of the entity;

• the third level is associated with any a"achments associated 
with each document, which are directly viewable and down-
loadable from the platform. This level allows users to engage 
directly with the records and provides tools to view and, if nec-
essary, request digital copies of the documents.

This structured approach ensures a comprehensive overview of enti-
ties and documents, and provides access to more specific details in a 
flexible manner that adapts to the needs of the various elements of 
the platform, providing the user with a seamless navigation between 
the di#erent informational levels within the platform.

4.2.6 Essays
The fourth perspective, the Essays, connects the platform to a more 
traditional academic style, where the narrative is transformed into a 
critical discourse that emphasizes a more thorough analysis. Peri-
odically, this area will publish contributions that o#er reflections on 
the project and the platform itself, or accompany and expand on the 
themes explored in the Narratives section, exploring specific themes 
related to the history of design at the Politecnico di Milano. While these 
essays can be consulted independently of the platform, through the 
use of hyperlinks in the digital files and QR codes in the printed ver-
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sions, the publication format o#ers a highly cross-media experience 
that links critical reflections with the contents of the archive and with 
the other sections of the site. 

4.3 Experiments for a shared history
Design Philology is a project aimed at narrating the history of design 
at Politecnico di Milano through a digital platform that enables access 
to heterogeneous content and the construction of complex, articu-
lated narratives. Originating to commemorate the 30th anniversary of 
thwlow for flexible access to content and the construction of complex 
and articulated narratives that emphasize the documentary, temporal, 
curatorial, and critical dimensions of the narrative. The data structure, 
flexible and adaptable, facilitates the description of entities and their 
interrelations in a manner that can be tailored to meet the diverse 
needs of the platform’s components, ensuring an overarching view of 
the entities and documents and access to more specific details in a 
similarly flexible and adaptable manner.

In this context, the platform represents an initial experimentation 
in multi-voiced digital storytelling, and proposes itself as an extensible 
model in terms of content, views, and narratives. From the perspec-
tive of the archival base and data structure, the introduction of new 
entities related to places and themes that have marked the history of 
design is a desirable step. From the point of view of perspectives, it is 
also worth considering the possibility of enriching the existing docu-
mentary, temporal, curatorial and critical perspectives with new ones 
that could, for example, highlight the geographical and territorial di-
mension, through which the places of design can be mapped; the se-
mantic dimension, through which the evolution of themes and fields of 
design can be represented; the relational dimension, capable of high-
lighting the networks of relationships between actors, themes, places 
and documents.

Furthermore, concerning individual views, it is conceivable to im-
agine extensions of expressive possibilities, based on the needs that 
may emerge in the narrative, envisioning the introduction of new mod-
ules for the storytelling of places and themes, modules for browsable 
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documents, for the citation of documents, for the inclusion of extracts 
from testimonies, and other narrative modes. Although the possibili-
ties for expansion are numerous, their variety is evidence of Design 
Philology’s ability to adapt to new challenges and to evolve over time, 
maintaining its suitability for conveying a complex disciplinary history 
in a flexible and articulated way.
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