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Abstract: The presentation of heritage situated in open air, specially the archaeological heritage presents 

serious problems of understanding for the public. This happens because of most part of the archaeological 

monuments are preserved in the form of ruins, without their original environment. 

Since the late nineteenth century the interpreters of U.S. and Europe have applied educational strategies to 

find different solutions. One type of interpretative tool is organizing routes with interpretative panels as 

elements of educational communication. 

On the one hand, the proposals of this paper are to analyze models of didactic intervention applied in urban 

archaeological contexts in Spain. This comparative analysis helps to identify the main characteristics and 

methods used in the field of archaeological heritage and to find an effective way to explain the heritage to the 

public. On the other hand the paper aims to study current trends that have emerged recently thanks to an 

information revolution. The new interpretative contents designed for mobile phones, titled “nomadic 

museography” are aimed at engaging the public interest on archaeological sites through user-friendly 

display. Currently these digital formats are changing the way we perceive and interpret the archaeological 

heritage and give new possibilities to link a user with a heritage. Its use has a special impact in urban context 

where the demand of cultural consumption is growing. 

After studying several cases developed in Spain, the paper finished with a presentation of general 

conclusions around how the fix and mobile interpretative devices change the perception of archeological 

sites and which possible ways of development they could have in the future. 
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Introduction 

Generally speaking the archaeological sites located in urban contexts have specific characteristics for its 

preservation and presentation to the public. From the point of view of heritage education, this type of open 

air heritage cause difficulties to imagine original historic sites and implies serious problems of its 

understanding for the general public. This situation can be explained by several reasons. On the one hand, 

the archaeological sites present mixed environments containing incomplete, decontextualized elements and 

structures that have lost their original appearance. On the other hand, because of a scattered urban 

chronology, archeological sites have lost their historic integrity also due to modern urban surroundings, and 

they present no abstract environments without its original function. Moreover, the location of archeological 

sites in different structural layers, where most part of its elements is hidden underground, complicates the 

general urban morphology of cities. Such a fragmented appearance also creates problems of accessibility 

and presentation of archeological heritage. 
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Since the late nineteenth century the American and later European interpreters have been applying 

educational strategies to find solutions about the problems of understanding heritage (BECK, CABLE 1998; 

MIRANDES 2001; SUREDA, MUNILLA 2004; SANTACANA, SERRAT 2005; CALAF I MASACHS 2009; 

GUERRA, FRANCISCO 2009). One type of interpretative tool, which is widely used, consists of organizing 

routes with interpretative panels as visual elements which improve communication between the user and the 

heritage site. 

In this context, information signs that serve to reveal meanings and relationships of cultural and natural 

heritage to the public were implemented in the U.S. national parks. This type of interpretative resources was 

later widely spread in urban contexts (Fig.1). Very often they were applied in historic urban centers, where 

most part of the cultural heritage is conserved. In urban contexts the information sign was developed in 

conjunction with the design of urban informative signal systems and street furniture.  

 

 
Fig.1 – Interpretative signs located in a medieval area, Barcelona 

 

Finding its great distribution thanks to easy installation and maintenance, the information signs were the first 

static artifacts that served as cultural guides giving concise and brief information about the heritage sites and 

helping tourists and visitors for rapid orientation in the cities. In many European countries this type of 

interpretative resources was widely utilized with the beginning of the preservation of historic centers and its 

transformation into open air museums. 

In archeological sites the problems of heritage interpretation have its own specific features. The research 

and innovation group of the University of Barcelona DIDPATRI (Didactic of Heritage, Comprehensive 

Museography and New Technologies) investigates this field and has designed new models of interpretive 
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resources named interpretative signs and interpretative stations that facilitate the intermediation between the 

public and the archaeological heritage (Fig.2). The distinguishing feature of this type of interpretive resource 

is the introduction of a special iconographic language and interactive tools enhancing the public participation. 

The interpretative signs and interpretative stations were introduced in some archaeological parks in Spain 

where their principal characteristics were tested.  

 

 
Fig. 2 – Interpretative signs located in the medieval area in Calafell (Tarragona, Spain) 

 

Thanks to the fast development and wide application of modern information technologies, new tendencies 

and possibilities for interpretation and presentation of archaeological heritage have appeared. New digital 

formulas have influenced the field of heritage interpretation and led to the creation of interpretative portable 

artifacts named nomadic museography. This technology has a number of advantages and gives new 

possibilities for interpretation of archaeological monuments that actually are changing our vision about 

cultural heritage (Fig.3).  

 

The nomadic museography is based on the theory of the French writer and economist Jacques Attali, 

explained in 1985. He used the concept of "nomadic objects" to describe miniature machines which are able 

to retain, store and transmit information at high speed (sound, image and data). With the use of mobile 

devices, a visitor locates and identifies points of heritage interest directly in a cultural site. Thanks to intuitive 

display and interactive interface, the mini nomadic devices allow consulting the most diverse educational 

contents for providing understandable different heritage elements. 



International Conference on Cultural Heritage and New Technologies | Vienna | 2012 

 

 

4 

 

 
Fig. 3 – Nomadic museography 

 

Approaches 

The general objectives that are raised in this paper are basically three: 

1. Analyze the evolution of interpretation sign systems located in urban archaeological contexts in Spain.  

2. Identify the principal stages of the general evolution of this interpretative system and its main models; 

describe its general characteristics and parameters.  

3. Design analytic tables and figures for analysis and compare their principal characteristics. 

 

Methodology 

In this paper the general analysis of the evolution of interpretative sign models used in archaeological sites in 

cities in Spain is presented and is based on two principal studies. The first study was realized using the 

scientific study made by the research group DIDPATRI that was published in the book “Didactic 

Museography. Teaching and interpretation of archaeological sites” (HERNANDEZ ROJO 2011). The main 

subject of this research was the analysis of static and mobile interpretative models and application that have 

been installed in some archeological areas located in natural contexts, as well as in urban contexts in Spain. 

In this study, more attention has been paid to the analysis of prototypes of didactic furniture, the design of 

which was developed by the scientific group. 

The second source used is the master thesis “Modelling and interpretation of open air heritage. The case 

study of the Calafell Castle Archaeological Park” made by the author in 2011 (GREVTSOVA 2012).The 

museography project of this case has a great educational value thanks to the innovation proposal in terms of 

implementation of new technologies and for the first time the use of new mobile technologies was proposed 

applying new interactive resources of nomadic museography. The study also gives the first attempt to 
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analyze the evolution of the use of different interpretative models in the same context –the Castle of the 

Archaeological Park of Calafell. This work showed that the application of information technologies has a 

range of advantages under other interpretative models such as didactic furniture. It presents the advantages 

of using nomadic museography such as communicating the significance of the archeological site without 

physical impact on the site, the possibilities to create interpretative contents with easy access to additional 

information.  

 

Results 

As we said earlier, the aim of the presented paper is to analyze the evolution of interpretation models applied 

in urban archaeological contexts in Spain and identify the principal stages. So, there were analyzed and 

compared characteristics of different interpretative models common analytic table where all data was visually 

presented (Fig.4). According to the analysis of the general parameters there were defined three principal 

models. The table contains the basic parameters of each model – location, design, contents, audience, etc. 

and gives a brief description of each element. The table allows analyzing data in two directions: vertically, 

considering the characteristics of each model, as well as horizontally, giving a clear view on how the process 

of evolution has advanced. In the last row the value and contribution of each model in the general evolution 

of interpretative signs system is included as well. 

 

Finally, in figure 5 the principle features of the interpretative model nomadic museography are being 

presented. It shows the main benefits of this model as the management of archeological sites, contents, 

mobility, user experience and interactive features. It defines the principal directions for its future 

development. According to this data, the figure shows a significant advantage over other systems. 

The done research has showed that the interpretative resources used in heritage contexts go through three 

main stages that clearly define three main models - information signs, interpretative signs and stations, 

interpretative portable artifacts. Each model has a number of common characteristics and parameters that 

differ from the rest.The three principal models of interpretation signs and portable resources are presented in 

an analytical table that shows its main features by which each model can be identified. The table 

demonstrates the adaptation of interpretative models to the needs of society during of time and the specific 

contribution of each model in the overall evolution process. It also shows a gradual increase of interactive 

qualities from Model 1 to Model 3.  
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Fig. 4 – Analytic table of the evolution process of the fix and portable interpretative resources 

 

Figure 5 summarizes all main results derived by the previous two figures and shows some main positive 

characteristics of Model 3. 
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Fig. 5 – Advantages of the model “nomadic museography”  

 

Conclusions 

This paper analyses the general evolution of static and portable interpretative resources, serving to the 

presentation and interpretation of archeological heritage in urban contexts in Spain.  

The presented study shows that Model 3 presenting new interpretative portable artifacts has a number of 

advantages and above all, an interest to be used thanks to diverse interactive features. The application of 

new information technologies in the field of  heritage can bring the concept of heritage interpretation to a new 

level, which during time will definitely reduce the distance between the user and the cultural monument and 

solve most part of the problems of understanding the archaeological sites. The stage of nomadic 

museography has actually been of great interest among scientists.  
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User experience and 

interactive features 

• It optimizes 
maintenance 
costs 

• It improves the 
institutional 
image 

• It interprets in 
situ: it locates and 
identifies points of 
cultural/tourist 
interest  

• It gives the 
possibility of free 
selection of 
itineraries  

 

• It allows to compare 
archaeological elements 
with its past / present / 
future evolution 

• It allows to combine the 
captured image with 
additional information 

• It gives a wide range of 
3D historical recreations, 
multimedia contents and 
interactive games 

• It is a user-owned 
device that allows the 
user to know very well 
its operations. 

• Intuitive and attractive 
intermediation tool  

• Possibilities for 
creating / editing / 
managing information 
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