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Fig. 1. Visitor consulting a raising label. Image by Lucía Gómez-Robles.
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Multi-layered and hypertextual systems applied to dissemination allow for the stratifi cation of information for a better understan-
ding. The digital era brought with it many possibilities yet new technologies need maintenance, which might be an issue in regions 
with low investment on culture. Furthermore, when visitors extensively use display terminals they are isolated from their group. 
Nevertheless, interactive and stratifi ed information is a communication strategy that may be successfully applied with non-digital 
devices. This article presents two diff erent cases of temporary exhibitions without technology, organized in Mexico, where codes 
that clearly distinguish the levels or the categories of the information were used, consequently off ering an easy non-technological 
selection system.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The most important advantage of the digital era 
applied to dissemination is probably the multi-layered 
and hypertextual systems, namely the possibility of 
superimposing diff erent layers of information and 
connecting them. We all experience the benefi ts of 
these systems when using the internet, jumping from 
one topic to another by a simple click and rapidly 
reaching diff erent levels of information according to 
our own interest.

The system off ers two main advantages. On the one 
hand, data are not all displayed at the same time, 
consequently reducing space and avoiding to confuse 
the user. On the other hand the same user may 
choose the information relevant to him, and what is 
interesting and may be seen in detail as well as what is 
not so important and should  therefore be put aside. 

The benefi ts are very tempting from the dissemination 
point of view and for this reason many museums have 
integrated computer terminals with hypermedia 
information, to improve the visiting experience for 
people interested in enlarging their knowledge. 
However, the use of these displays has often not been 
very successful due to maintenance problems and 
their individual character. Maintenance is an important 
issue, especially in regions with low investment on 

culture, where budgets need to follow other priorities. 
Furthermore, even when funds and subsequently 
maintenance are guaranteed, the individual use of 
display terminals does not suit the common museum 
visitor, or people in groups, couples, families, schools 
, etc. For older visitors some special digital displays, 
even regular terminals, might be intimidating and 
unfriendly as well. Nevertheless, this issue is decreasing 
everyday, thanks to the globalization of technologies.

2. NONLINEAR, INTERACTIVE, ENGAGING 
EXHIBITIONS

From the 18th century on, museums have evolved from 
being just cabinets for curiosities, where thousands 
of objects were stacked inside a room without any 
explanations, to becoming a more modern concept 
which attempts to create meaningful experiences for 
visitors. However, this is not easy to achieve and most 
museums, particularly in Mexico1 maintain a traditional 
museography system with plain technical labels or, in 
the best-cases, a linear narrative on large panels full 
of non-stratifi ed information that visitors rarely read 
in full.

Digital devices often help to provide richer discourses 
that allow visitors to interact with the exhibition and 
to make selections within the visit. Yet, as mentioned 

* The author was curator and museographer at both exhibitions.
1 Despite the fact that the majority of museums in Mexico keep an old style museography, there are some interesting exceptions such as the MIDE or 
the Gran Museo del Mundo Maya, that are really noteworthy.
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above, digital resources are not always the best 
option when designing an exhibition even though 
the possibility of nonlinear exhibition discourses is 
however desirable.

Nonetheless multi-layered information and 
interactivity are not exclusive characteristics of 
technological exhibitions. As a matter of fact, 
stratifi ed interactive information is a concept and it 
can also be applied to physical and traditional ways. 
Even when designing a hypertextual application for a 
computer, the fi rst step is the simple organization and 
classifi  cation of the information by topics, relevance, 
type, etc. The information is then included in a 
properly organised database, which allows multiple 
connections (hyperlink). The system however may 
be developed without technology, by using a code 
which clearly distinguishes the levels or the categories 
of the information, that is, off ering an easy selection 
system. The main diff erence between the digital and 
the physical system is the amount of data displayed 
at the same time. While the digital application only 
shows the selected information, the physical system 
needs to present all the layers together, for the visitor 
to choose. This requisite forces the use of a large 
space to show all the information but this apparent 
inconvenience becomes an asset, considering that 
all the visible layers are available for the visitor who 
does not need to explore the contents searching for 
specifi c data, as in the case of a computer application. 
In addition more than one visitor, with diff erent 
interests, may also enjoy the display at the same time.

3. MULTI-LAYERED BIG FORMAT LABELS FOR WORKS 
OF ART. THE CASE OF ATLIXCO, PUEBLA

In 2013, the National Coordination of Conservation of 
Cultural Heritage (CNCPC) of the National Institute 
of Anthropology and History (INAH) prepared a 

semi-temporary exhibition for a collection of twenty 
one canvas paintings and two polychrome wooden 
sculptures previously conserved at the CNCPC. These 
heritage elements belonged to the temple of Santa 
Clara in Atlixco, a historical town in the state of 
Puebla, the last remains of the historical monastery 
of the Clarisses in that city. The collection consisted 
of an incomplete series of the Life of San Francis by 
Luis Berrueco, a famous local painter in Puebla during 
the 18th century, an almost complete cycle of the 
Life of the Virgin by Bartholomé Alonso de Cazares, 
an 18th century painter from Seville, Spain, and three 
anonymous paintings and two sculptures of Saint Clare 
and Saint Anthony. The paintings had been piled for 
years in one of the side rooms of the temple, resulting 
in heavy damage. The purpose of the exhibition was 
to provide a proper place to safeguard the collection 
until the temple was conserved, its condition is 
not suitable for the artefacts. At the same time, it 
was an opportunity to bring them back to the local 
community, who can now enjoy them. Additionally the 
museography also provided a space to describe and 
explain the conservation processes undertaken at the 
CNCPC.

The place chosen for the exhibition were three large 
rooms in the Cultural Centre of the city. Since the 
building was not a real museum and it lacked trained 
staff  for the maintenance of a complex museography, 
the goal of the exhibition was to provide the maximum 
information in the simplest way. The budget for 
the exhibition was also low. For these reasons the 
strategy was to make the most out of the descriptive 
labels. Labels  were designed for this occasion as an 
“object panel” (Fig. 2) including diff erent  kinds of 
information, encoded by colours. The code allows the 
public to easily select the topics of its interest. Every 
painting or sculpture had one of these panels with the 
following information (Table 1):

Table 1. Distribution of the information in the panels. Table by Lucía Gómez-Robles.
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The description of the scene (in red) includes a detailed 
explanation of the historical and symbolic context.

The information about the author (in pink) comprises 
characteristics about the author’s style and some 
additional biographical data. When possible, this 
information about his life was linked to details shown 
in the painting.

Curiosities of the representation (in purple) describes 
anomalies in the scene, distinctive features typical 
from the original region (Puebla or Seville) or 
peculiarities of its historical period.

The Conservation process (in orange) explains the main 
conservation treatments undertaken on the heritage 
object, using simple terms for visitors to understand 
the diff erent actions. This topic is also reinforced by 
the images of the object placed on the left side, before 
the conservation processes were undertaken.

Iconography main data (in blue) includes the most 
important information from the iconographical point 
of view. This topic is supported by the bottom image, 
where all the fi gures and attributes are identifi ed as 
well.

Fig. 2. Example of object panel. 
Design by Alma Méndez.
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At the beginning of the exhibition a leafl et briefl y 
explains the colour code (Fig. 3) and the contents 
of the three exhibition spaces and the hall with the 
introductory information: cycle of the Virgin, San 
Francis series and sculptures and anonymous paintings 
(Fig. 4). Every space also includes a section panel with 
further explanations on the group of objects exhibited 
there as well as their author, in order to provide a 
general context. Through this simple system visitors 

may plan their own visit according to their interests 
or make fi ve diff erent visits by following one of the 
topics/colours.

The exhibition museography is extremely simple due 
to the condition of the space but the experience, as 
the visitors themselves explained, is very rich thanks 
to the important amount of information available 
through a very friendly system.

Fig. 3. Leafl et with instructions on the colour code. 
Design by Alma Méndez.

Fig. 4. Leafl et with information on the contents of the 
rooms. Design by Alma Méndez.

4. STRATIFIED INTERACTIVE INFORMATION FOR 
CHOIRBOOKS. THE CASE OF TEPOTZOTLÁN

In 2014 the CNCPC produced an exhibition on historic 
choirbooks in collaboration with the National Museum 
of the Viceroyalty (MNV) in Tepotzotlán, North of 
Mexico City. As in the previous example, the origin of 
the project was the previous conservation project of 
the museum collection of choirbooks.

On this occasion the place was the museum and the 
museography team from the Museum worked closely 
with the CNCPC in the creation of the exhibition. The 
budget was also higher, which allowed for a more 
complex solution, based on the same principles: 
diff erent information layers that were easy to identify 
by visitors, for an individual selection of which part 
of the exhibition to visit. This time, and thanks to 
the budget and the expert team in charge of the 
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Fig. 5. Room 1. Plainsong. Image by Óscar 
Gutiérrez.

Fig. 6. Room 2. Polyphony. Image by Óscar 
Gutiérrez.

Fig. 7. Room 3. Manufacture. Image by 
Óscar Gutiérrez.
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Fig. 8. Room 4. The use (the choir). Image 
by Óscar Gutiérrez.

Fig. 9. Room 5. The neglect. Image by Óscar 
Gutiérrez.

Fig. 10. Room 6. The stabilization project. 
Image by Óscar Gutiérrez.
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production, an additional feature could be added: 
interactivity by handling. Right from the beginning, 
one of the main design conditions was to use 
physical solutions in order to reduce maintenance 
requirements.

The exhibition was divided in six rooms. The fi rst 
two were dedicated to music, plainsong (Fig. 5) and 
polyphony (Fig. 6). The other four explained the life 
of these books, from their creation to the stabilization 
project: how they were made (Fig. 7), how they were 
used inside the temple and by whom (Fig. 8), how and 
when they were abandoned and the damages they 
suff ered during the neglect period (Fig. 9), and fi nally 
the stabilization project undertaken at the CNCPC (Fig. 
10).

Every book presented a specifi c topic, up to 19 
diff erent pieces were distributed in the six rooms: 
“what is a choirbook”, “plainsong”, “polyphony”, 

“the amanuensis”, “the illuminator”, “the binder”, 
“books for the mass”, “books for the canonical hours”, 
“instructions for singing”, “factitious”, “reparations”, 
“the choir”, “choirboys and bad habits”, “vandalism”, 
“mutilation”, “neglect”, “historical reparations”, 
“small interventions”, and fi nally, “what next, after 
the project”. These main topics created the basic story 
of the exhibition, the life of the choirbooks.

Furthermore, the books also off ered a very rich 
amount of additional information that could impress 
the public. Sometimes these data were visible on the 
book itself but in other cases the information was 
supplementary and not directly observable, which 
led to a diff erent display system. Three diff erent 
information levels were designed and distributed in 
three of the rooms, around the showcases containing 
the books (Fig. 11), those dedicated to polyphony, the 
use of the books (the choir) and the neglect (Table 2 
& Fig. 11).

Fig. 11. Example of book showcase and information distribution. Image by Óscar Gutiérrez.

Table 2. Distribution of the 
information in the showcases. Table by 
Lucía Gómez-Robles.
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Fig. 13. Large format photograph in the stabilization project room. Image by Lucía Gómez-Robles. 

Fig. 12. Panel of the writer in the manufacture room. It includes the 
general description of his activity and a step by step explanation of the 
process illustrated by drawings. Image by Lucía Gómez-Robles. 
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The other three, instead, were complemented with 
large format photographs, drawings and replicas (Fig. 
12 to 14).

Therefore, the main topic supported the information 
illustrated by the book containing the central story, 
while side interactive labels invited the visitor to 
observe the object according to a specifi c question. 
These questions had two diff erent objectives. On 
one hand, they guided the observation and on the 
other, they allowed to rapidly decide whether the 
additional data were interested or not for the reader. 
After reading the question, the visitor could choose 
to observe the book to fi gure out the explanation by 
himself, to discover the answer by handling the moving 
label or just leave if he was not interested. Most of the 

information was hidden by the interactive labels but it 
was easily identifi ed through the questions.  

For example the book to explain “factitious” 
contained, as the key information, the explanation 
about this kind of books: 

Factitious
Due to their use through the centuries, choirbooks 

needed to be updated according to changes in 
the liturgy. Sometimes they were disassembled 

to introduce new pages or to combine parts from 
diff erent books. These are called factitious.

The observable data questions in this case were 
related to the material evidences identifying  factitious 
books (Table 3):

Fig. 14. Binding system and tools of the binder. 
Image by Lucía Gómez-Robles. 

Table 3. Scheme of the observable data questions in the case of factitious book. Table by Lucía Gómez-Robles. 
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Fig. 17. Extractable labels in the neglect 
room. Image by Óscar Gutiérrez.  

Fig. 15. Spin labels in the Polyphony room. Image by Óscar Gutiérrez. 

These kinds of questions were always showing 
observable evidence and they were presented through 
a mechanical interactive label. They could spin to 
show the answer behind (Fig. 15), be raised like a tap 
to discover the solution under (Fig. 16) or be extracted 
like a horizontal book in a shelf to read the information 
on the cover. These last ones were constructed as real 
books (Fig. 17).

Finally, some specialized information was also included 
in the object label keeping the easy selection strategy. 
This label was designed as a long band of 130 cm 

including regular technical information and art, history 
and conservation data identifi ed through a coloured 
icon (Fig. 18W). This information was not directly 
observable but obtained through the specialists’ 
analyses.

5. CONCLUSION

Collections of works of art are often presented 
without any kind of information except for technical 
data which commonly includes title, author (when 

Fig. 16. Raising labels in the choir room. Image by 
Óscar Gutiérrez. 
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known), date and material. However, and since the 
general public is not made of experts, this is clearly 
insuffi  cient. Sometimes museums solve the problem 
with long introductory panels full of information that, 
most of the time, are too extensive and too far from 
the exhibit objects. Digital terminals have been used 
as a possible solution to supply further information 
that can be selected by the user without using a big 
space, although they are not generally connected to 
the object. 

The solutions explained within this text propose more 
direct information, linked to the object and designed 
in a way that allows the visitor to choose levels of 
information, colors, shapes, mechanical interactivity 
and design tools that create multi-layered low-cost 
possibilities. These exhibitions do not presume the 

previous knowledge of the visitors. Diff erent kinds of 
information with diff erent depth levels are available 
for the public to choose.

The absence of technology should not be an obstacle 
to creating nonlinear discourses in museums.  Stratifi ed 
information is a way of thinking, a showing strategy. 
We just need to choose the best tool available, apply 
it and create an unforgettable experience for visitors.
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Fig. 18. Book with object label, in this case: technical 
information, conservation specifi c data, art specifi c 
data and history specifi c data. These data are identifi ed 
through a coloured icon: conservation (scalpel and 
orange colour), art (paint brush and yellow colour), 
history (quill pen and red colour). Image by Óscar 
Gutiérrez.  
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