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ABSTRACT
A new museum in Milan, MUDEC, open in 2015 is an institution based on a co-management of spaces
between public and private, with the main purpose of giving to its heritage a new interpretation in an intercultural and contemporary key. The entire heritage consists of almost 9000 objects from all over the world,
but only a selection of 200 is visible. A pilot project attempts to make the audience know the most of the
heritage organized inside the storages with a dual purpose: preservation and fruition of the works.
Key words:
open museum storage, new public, enhancement, evaluation, sensible heritage.
RIASSUNTO
Scoprire le collezioni nascoste: i depositi visitabili del MUDEC
Il Museo delle Culture di Milano, MUDEC, aperto nel 2015 è un’istituzione basata sulla cogestione di spazi tra pubblico e
privato, con lo scopo principale di dare alle collezioni civiche etnografiche una nuova interpretazione in chiave interculturale e
contemporanea. L’intero patrimonio è costituito da quasi 9000 oggetti provenienti da tutto il mondo, ma solo una selezione di
200 è visibile. Un progetto pilota tenta di far conoscere al pubblico il resto della collezione organizzato all’interno dei depositi
con un duplice scopo: conservazione e fruizione delle opere.
Parole chiave:
depositi museali, nuovo pubblico, valorizzazione, patrimonio sensibile.

THE MUSEUM OF CULTURES
OF MILAN (MUDEC)
BETWEEN CO-MANAGEMENT
AND COLLABORATION:
AN AVANT-GARDE MUSEUM
For centuries the West has “fed” on “other” cultures
and has re-proposed its own completely arbitrary
vision. Our cannibalism has consisted in symbolically ingesting “the other”: museums in general and
ethnographic museums in particular have been the
privileged place for the ingestion of the other, a simulacrum of openness to otherness making think that
the other becoming itself is finally comparable (see
Marc-Olivier Gonseth, Jacques Hainard and Roland
Kaehr, for exhibition “Le Musée Cannibale”, made in
the Neuchâtel Museum in 2002) (Pagani, 2013: 145).
“Thirty years of intense debate about the legitimacy
of collecting and exhibiting a heritage that, at best,
was collected as a testimony of populations considered ‘exotic’ and, at worst, as the result of real robberies against other populations, especially during

the colonial period” (Orsini, 2015: 14), led to the
review of the most important ethnographic museums
in Europe. Today these museums face the colonial
heritage and undertake ways of reinterpretation of
their heritage. The colonial legacy can itself become
the subject of the exhibition, as in the case of the new
set-up of the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford, or the
object of concealment as happens at the Musée du
Quai Branly in Paris, depending on the orientation
adopted by different institutions.
In Europe, many ethnographic museums question
their very definition (ethnographic museums today prefer to use the expression “museums of world
cultures”) and their practices through a self-critical
attitude that implies projects to renovate existing
buildings or create new museum models. The contemporary challenge lies in finding new definitions,
messages and narratives to interpret a sensitive heritage. Dealing with historical mistakes or recognizing cultures that have been subject to stigmatization
in the past, leads ethnographic museums to change
their cultural policies, their mission and, sometimes,
their very own name. Often in these new arrange-
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ments we prefer to refer to “cultures”, “civilizations”,
“world culture”, geographical areas rather than ethnography (Pagani, 2013). It’s in this historical-cultural context that the opening of the MUDEC, Museum
of Cultures of Milan can be read and interpreted.
The idea of dedicating

a specific institution to the
heritage of Asia, Africa, America and Oceania property of the municipality of Milan dates back to the
late nineties, when was conceived an upgrading
project of the industrial complex of the Ansaldo.
Here, following a general rethinking of the civic
heritage, should have been placed the Museum
of Cultures, the Archaeological Museum, the Art
Library and the archives of CASVA (Centro Alti
Studi sulle Arti Visive). In 2000 the English architect David Chipperfield won the competition for
the design of the new Museum of Cultures (17,000
square meters) distributed into three floors. On the
ground floor there are the library, the headquarters
and the multifunctional space of the Città Mondo
Association - expression of the World City Forum
which brings together over five hundred migrant
associations - the visible storage and the restoration
laboratory. The first floor is the space for permanent
collections and temporary exhibitions. The third
floor is for catering (Pugliese, 2015). The Museum
of Cultures is therefore the “home” of migrant associations that operate in the cultural and social sphere
within the city and contribute to the organization
of cultural events and temporary exhibitions. This
experience of collaboration with such a vast group
of citizens, who actively participate in the cultural
life of the museum and therefore of the city and
who, through their actions, affect the fruition of
the objects by offering a multiplicity of heritage
readings, is a uniqueness in the ethnographic museums in Europe. Since the 1970s, in the United
States, they try to find a solution to the separation
between museums and the population, who does
not see their civil and cultural rights recognized,
bringing the museum institution closer to the population through the implementation of systems of
representation no longer imposed by a top-down
process, but through a bottom-up approach (Simpson, 2001; Kreps, 2003). The clear need to involve
the local communities and the holders of knowledge
in the act of self-representation has been increasingly extended. This cultural movement, from the
post-colonial era, is known as the “second museum
revolution” (Davis, 1999). But, if in theory it seems
to be formalized and shared, on a practical level
it is much more difficult to implement: hence the
MUDEC is proposed as an avant-garde institution
and as an example of a possible practical solution
to the need and request for active participation by
local communities.
The MUDEC is therefore a complex institution,
based on a co-management of spaces between pub-
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lic and private, that tries to open up to a new interpretation in an intercultural and contemporary key,
committed to its heritage and history. Therefore, if
on one hand the collaboration with the Città Mondo
Association is fundamental, on the other hand the
area in which the museum is located, Via Tortona,
encourages the approach to contemporary arts: from
design, to fashion and performing arts.
If the exhibition itinerary, located on the first floor
of the museum, “represents a journey through time
and space accomplished through the encounter/collision with the other, starting from the seventeenth
century until the present day” (Orsini, 2015: 16)
the temporary exhibitions are outlined as spaces for
deepening and reinterpreting the heritage also in a
contemporary key. The visible storage is firstly the
space where is located the most of the collection of
Asia, Africa, America and Oceania, the place for the
pieces that haven’t found a place in the permanent
exhibition, but it is especially a place of experimentation, confrontation and dialogue with cultures
and the arts.

THE BEHIND THE SCENES
OF THE MUSEUMS
In 2011 the Court of Auditors stated that the
MiBACT didn’t have a definitive cataloging of his
cultural heritage. Istat in 2006 and then in 2012
calculated that out of 370 non-state museums, 30%
exhibited no more than half of their heritage and
only 56.8% more than three quarters of it. The Uffizi
Gallery, with a total area of 6000 square meters and
55 rooms, today exhibits 1835 works and stores other
2300 in the storage. As estimated by scholars of art
economic, Guido Candela and Antonello Scorcu,
44% of the Uffizi was visible in 2004, which quickly
compared with other museums proves to be worse
than the Louvre which exhibits 60% of its works,
but better than the Hermitage exhibiting only 7%,
of the Guggenheim in New York with 8%, of the
Prado in Madrid with 9% and of the British Museum
in London with 10% (Pirrelli, 2012).
If in the past museums have been characterized by
a radical shift from “musées des depots” to “musée
d’expôts” (Poulot, 2008), gradually today it has
been understood that beyond the storage function
the storages respond a democratic need, this has led
many institutions to open their own deposits (Caglia
ni, 2015).
Then, what is the function of the storages and how
can they become a tool for enhancing the heritage?
Today the museum storages, born for the preservation of the cultural heritage, undertake a further
function mainly connected to the enhancement of
the heritage stored there. With this double significance of places that preserve the most hidden treasures and spaces to be discovered, they become more
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VISIBLE STORAGES:
PRESERVATION AND FRUITION

and more a destination of interest for omnivorous
and greedy visitors. First of all, the réserve represents
something from which to gain works for museum’s
actions and activities, such as loans, exhibitions, activities and visits for the public. The réserve of the
Uffizi Gallery in Florence is, for example, equipped
as a parallel gallery, in which the paintings are arranged as if they were in a noble picture gallery
(Visser Travagli, 2013). Other museums in Europe
have adopted different solutions to make the storages
visible in their complexity and richness. An important example is the Musée du Quai Branly in Paris,
designed by the architect Jean Nouvel, in which the
objects are arranged in a circular glass deposit placed
at the entrance of the museum, producing an extraordinary impact on the visitors (fig. 1). Or the glazed
storage of the Victoria and Albert Museum in London which is located along the exhibition itinerary
and shows the great collection of ceramics (fig. 2).
“We need to break down the wall that divides the
permanent exhibition from the storages: what is not
seen, it’s like it doesn’t exist. It is therefore necessary to encourage, if possible, extraordinary storage
openings, with guided tours and thematic visits: open
storages, as the Borghese Gallery in Rome has done
for some years” (Visser Travagli, 2013).
Up to the design and construction of a space such as
the Schaulager, designed by Herzog & de Meuron,
located in the suburbs of Basel. The term “Schaulager” can be, with a bit of approximation, translated
as “visible storage”, a hybrid space that undertakes
an educational, cultural and informative role, where
the works are preserved and at the same time are the
object of study. The works of art of the Hoffman
Foundation are preserved and classified and can be
viewed and studied by appointment.
These examples demonstrate how the contemporary
museum can once again become a “musées des depots”, but in a dynamic sense, preserving its scientific
priority, but renewing its offer to the community
and visitors.

On the MUDEC ground floor, in the less popular
area of the museum, is the storage of the permanent collection, a space designed to allow the public
to discover the rarities here stored, both through a
functional arrangement of the furniture (wardrobes,
chests of drawers, racks etc.) and through a geographical-cultural and typological-stylistic grouping
of the works (Di Marco, 2015).
The entire heritage consists of almost 9000 objects
from all over the world; only a selection of 200 is
visible in the permanent exhibition on the first floor,
the rest is organized inside the storages, which can
only be visited accompanied by a guide.
From the first to the most recent acquisitions, including donations and purchases, the collections
have gone through all sorts of vicissitudes, starting
with the 1943 bombing of the Sforza Castle, which
marked the destruction and the loss of an essential
part of the collection; a video dedicated to this event
is played in the exhibition rooms (Ranieri-Aleotti,
2015). The ending of various events has always been
the refuge of the works in storages that put them in
a safe place, but drastically reduced the possibility of
being seen and known.
When the works came back to the Sforza Castle,
with the new setting up of the exhibition rooms, the
direction of the then-named Extra-European Collections didn’t find a place for that collections and
placed them again in storages not accessible to the
public. From that moment, only a few parts of the
collections were showed in exhibitions dedicated to
in-depth thematic studies on non-European cultures,
or enhanced through projects involving new audiences, such as the crowdsourcing project “Archeowiki
- New archaeologists in Lombardy. Real and virtual
paths” (see website 1). From this need arises the will
to design and create a space organized with a dual
purpose: preservation and fruition of the works.

Fig. 1. Circular glass store of the Musée
du Quai Branly, Paris.

Fig. 2. Glass storage in the Victoria
and Albert Museum, London.

Discovering hidden collections: the MUDEC open storage

105

106

The choice of the furniture confirms the will to guarantee on the one hand the best conservation of the
works and on the other hand their enjoyment. Special furniture has been chosen according to the kind
of materials to be contained:
• wardrobes with glass and sliding doors: they allow
a wide view of the objects placed on single shelves,
thanks to special designed supports; the presence
of LED lights along the upper rails of the cabinets
increase visibility without damaging the works;
• small and large drawers: used mostly for storing
small objects and fabrics, they have easy-to-operate openings during the visit;
• racks: allow better exposure for large two-dimensional objects such as barn doors (Bassani, 2000),
shields etc.
There are also freezers used for the preservation of
feathers, humidified cabinets for the conservation of
ivories and a structure with bars to preserve large
rolled carpets (figs. 3-4).
The public visiting the storage is really attracted by
the conservation in one single place of such a quantity of objects with different kind and characteristics
in material, form and provenance.
Between the first opening of the museum − March
2015 − and the inauguration of the permanent exhibition − October 2015 −, during the EXPO period, the museum organized free guided visits to the
storage to allow the Milanese community to know
entirely the new museum’s heritage.
Each visiting group is composed maximum of twenty people, a number that allows easier movement in
the corridors that separate the geographical areas in
which the approximately 9000 objects are grouped.
The visit lasts 50 minutes and its main purpose is
to leave the visitor with a tangible idea of the
 place
where he is: this need arises from the amazement
that the visitor shows when entering the storage in
front of a great quantity of objects and his confusion
facing so many artistic expressions. In fact, before
starting the itinerary, it becomes necessary to provide the group of visitors with the necessary tools for
their spatial and chronological orientation.

The group is introduced to the visit through a brief
historical-chronological excursus on the collections,
focusing in particular on the acquisition methods,
the profiles of the individual collectors and scholars,
who have a fundamental role in the reconstruction
of the history of each single object, up to the current
arrangement, enriching the story with curiosities and
anecdotes related to their history. Along the way, the
public is carried in every geographical area, like a
journey across the five continents and beyond. The
first section is dedicated to Africa, in particular this
area is divided into subgroups representing the individual counties and ethnic groups; followed by two
sections of Oriental art, one for Chinese-made artefacts and one for Japanese-made ones. In both areas
the objects are divided by materials (mainly ceramics,
bronzes, lacquers) and they are presented following
the chronological-stylistic stages of each production
area. A small area is dedicated to the Islamic collection with almost 300 objects and the same for the
collection that brings together South East Asia and
Oceania. Of great relevance is the pre-Columbian
and Amerindian collection, which consists of a large
number of terracotta and Peruvian fabrics and a nucleus from the Brazilian Amazon, representative of
modern ethnography (Orsini, 2008). In the journey
of discovery that allows a bird’s eye view of the entire
storage, in-depth stops are made on individual representative works for every section, because they are
linked to an event in particular during their arrival in
the collections, or evocative of particular situations of
the belonging context, or functional to the conceptual explanation of the reference context.
Visitors fascinated by the quantity and variety of
objects, attracted from one object to another, often
tend to disperse, but for safety reasons (the presence
of a guardian is always guaranteed) the group is always held together and accompanied throughout the
itinerary, helping the understanding of a complex
reality like that of a storage full of objects of different
size and origin.
At the end of the visits in the storage, a satisfaction
questionnaire has been distributed to the group,

Fig. 3. Open storage at the MUDEC, Milan
(photo copyright Studio Neon).

Fig. 4. Open storage at the MUDEC, Milan
(photo copyright Studio Neon).
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through which data were collected as well to help
the museum to delineate the type of public that participated in the visits. The total amount of questionnaires distributed was 500.
As illustrated in figure 5, the questionnaire includes a
first question to understand how the visitor became
aware of the initiative. The second, third and fourth
questions are about visitor’s age, sex, level of education and employment.
The last three questions ask the visitor about the
liking of the visit and an ideal reorganization of the
collections.
Question 8 indeed provides four different choices
for a hypothetical theme to explore: (a) the history
of the collections, or why these objects are located in Milan, (b) the introduction of each individual
geographical area, divided by ethnic group, (c) the
masterpieces of the collections, (d) the collections as
inspiration for fashion and design.

THE SATISFACTION
QUESTIONNAIRES: RESULTS
Age
As shown in the graph (fig. 6a) the most of visitors are
in the Adults age range (36-65 years) who represent
the 54%, followed by Young Adults (26-35 years)
who represent 25% of the public. More than three
quarters of cases are adults. Instead, there is a lack
of spontaneous participation by a younger audience.
In relation to the level of education of adults, the most
are people in possession of a degree (49% declare
themselves graduates and 11% have a post-graduate
specialization).
Degree of education
Most of the people who visited the storage has a degree and a significant percentage has a post-graduate
specialization. The graph (fig. 6b) better clarifies the
education level of the participants.
Considering that only about 12% of the Italian population has earned a degree (source: ISTAT, 2015) the
fact that 66% of the sample in analysis has a degree
makes understand how this is an extremely selected
sample, where the level of education must have affected the choice to book and participate in a guided
tour of the storage.
Communication and catchment area
Let’s see how the public interacts with the museum,
how they inform themselves and what is their main
catchment area.
The graph (fig. 6c) illustrates how word of mouth has
been relevant in the dissemination of the initiative.
This data highlights two aspects of how the public
relates to the museum. On the one hand the official
communication has failed, especially the printed me-

Fig. 5. Satisfaction questionnaire.

dia, but on the other hand the initiative has been well
received by the public that disseminated the experience to acquaintances and friends. The demographic
profiling of the sample is probably also explained by
this. It should be noted that the website also spread
the news quite effectively (27% of the participants),
but even in this case that public has already attended
the museum and therefore has monitored the initiatives, so it was in some way already committed.
Regarding to the territorial catchment area (fig. 6d)
almost three quarters of the visitors declare to be residents in Milan and only 12% in the Lombard territory.
It is interesting to note that around the same percentage comes from other areas of Italy and from abroad,
people who probably include the visit during an excursion to Milan, perhaps connected with the presence of
Expo 2015 in the correspondence of the visits

THE SATISFACTION
OF THE VISIT AND THE
EXPECTATIONS OF THE PUBLIC
The satisfaction level of public was very high. 42%
of the public appreciates the experience as “excellent”
and 42% as “very good”. Only 4% considers the visit
“so-so”, while 15% “good”.
Certainly, on this positive evaluation the idea of exploring the museum’s backstage, those works that
the public normally does not see, and the awareness
of being part of a privileged experience, a key factor
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that brings the public very close to the institution,
have had an impact. It is possible that this feeling is
one of the reasons why the initiative has been spread
mostly through word of mouth.
The last question in the questionnaire was perhaps
the one that required more cognitive effort. An almost curatorial opinion was asked the public, proposing different interpretations of the collection.
The most successful choice is b (44%), which includes the setting up of collections by geographical
area and ethnic groups. What the public therefore
requires is the need for an encyclopedic knowledge,
clear, which allows to connect objects to geographical areas. This probably also reflects the public’s perception of other cultures, to be discovered as an atlas,
rather than for their symbolic or emotional value.
Among the other three options, the desire to see only
the masterpieces of the collection slightly exceeds
(21%) the need to know the history of the collections
(20%). Even the concept of masterpiece is the result
of a widespread perception in Western culture of
considering “art” objects that are particularly refined
from the aesthetic or material point of view, rather
than preferring the discovery of the real meanings
that the objects had in their contexts of origin.
The option that received the least preferences is the
most complex one to build but also to imagine in an
installation and it is perhaps for this reason that it has
had less success.
All this information can be taken into consideration
when the permanent exhibition will be reorganized,
but also to improve the signage and the graphics
inside the storage, which are still missing.
a Age
Children 1%
Children 1%
Teenager
2%
Teenager
Young2%
people
Young
10%
people
10%
Young
adults
Young
25%
adults
25%

c Communication
Other 5%
Other 5%
Social
network
Social
18%
network
18%
Ticket office
4%
Ticket office
4%
Print media
3%
Print media
3%

CONCLUSIONS
Overall the activity of opening to the public the
MUDEC storage was a positive experience in terms
of audience and satisfaction.
The opening of the museum, which took place in
March 2015, allowed this new institution to create
its own audience didn’t had before and the initiative
to open up the storage for free fruition was a way to
make the museum known to the territory.
As already mentioned in the introduction of this
article the whole collection had to be completely
exposed on the first floor of the building, as initial
project; subsequently, also changing the economic
resources of the municipal administration and having developed a different vision on the museological
project, it was decided to exhibit a minimum part of
the heritage and reserve some spaces for temporary
exhibitions, for which a private external operator is
in charge. However, all these reasons have not prevented the start of the experimental project as free
opening of the storage, through which the entire
heritage is available to the public, although the works
actually exhibited are few.
The day dedicated to this initiative was specifically
chosen on the day of the museum’s maximum hourly opening, on Thursday in two shifts (6.30pm and
8.00pm), when other activities are carried out to
bond the public at the museum too.
The users’ response was indeed positive, also because, as previously analyzed in the results of the
questionnaires, the target involved was composed
of an educated public, already used to visit cultural
b Level of education

Erderly man
8%man
Erderly
8%

Newsletter 4%
Newsletter 4%

Adults
54%
Adults
54%

Degree
49%
Degree
49%

Master
11%
Master
11%

d Territorial catchment area
Museum
website
Museum
27%
website
27%

Italy 13%
Italy 13%

Foreign country 4%
Foreign country 4%

Lombardy
12%
Lombardy
12%

Word of mouth 39%
Word of mouth 39%

Fig. 6. The results of the satisfaction questionnaires: a) age’s graph; b) level of education’s graph;
c) communication’s graph; d) territorial catchment area.
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High-school
40%
High-school
40%
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Milan
71%
Milan
71%

institutions. Probably improving the communication
channels, it is also possible to reach a wider audience,
because of the users’ great curiosity and the desire of
knowledge about the “hidden” heritage.
As this is a pilot project, one of the purposes was precisely to probe the curiosities and expectations of the
audience, to organize further thematic or in-depth
studies on individual cultures. One of the main goals
of the questionnaire was indeed to make the user
participate in the planning of the new permanent
display and improvement of storage.
Finally, another aspect that distinguishes this fruition project was the presence of a guide specialist
in the collections, who could make understand all
the aspects of a vast and complex heritage. Without
it, the visitor probably wouldn’t have had the right
involvement and the objects would have remained
silent without being able to tell their stories.
On the experience of this project, the museum has
activated since 2017 a collaboration with Touring
Club to include visits within the MUDEC storage in
the project “Open for you” (Maggi-Pozzetto 2011),
which supports the opening of places of art and
culture - museums, churches, archaeological areas,
historic buildings - inaccessible to the public or accessible at reduced times. The visits take place on
the last Saturday of the month on four shifts (10.00,
11.00, 15.00 and 16.00), groups of up to 20 people
are accompanied by a TCI volunteer, a security officer and a collection specialist, especially from the
point of view of conservation. From October 2018,
it was decided to reserve this monthly appointment
for a deepening of the collection from a geographical
point of view. In this project, the total number of free
visitors on average for year is 300.
Although no specific surveys have ever been carried
out about the opening of the storage, the appreciation level of these visits, detected through the booking trend, looks positive. Even if a specific advertising campaign has never been made for the storage
tour, it is an attraction that has now joined the tourist
system of the city, as well as other initiatives that
have been fostered after the MUDEC pilot project.
Generally speaking the visible storage is now an active part when visiting a museum and it integrates the
experience of the permanent collections. Museums
storages are one of the future leading assets of museums in Italy, as underlined by “The International
study meeting about museum storages” promoting
by ICOM Italy, that took place in Matera on March
15-16th 2019.
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