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The Invented Mnemotopes 
Archive
Design Digital Practices for the 
Memory of Places 
Clorinda Sissi Galasso
Politecnico di Milano 
Orcid id 0000-0001-7432-8701

Keywords
Mnemotopes, Memory of Places, Archives, Communication Design, Territory.

Abstract
Today, the digitization of memory is a crucial issue. As institutional mnestic reposito-
ries, archives are deeply involved in digitalization processes and must reconfigure their 
theoretical paradigms to keep memory active. They must find new horizons of meaning 
in technology and design practices. In these processes, the resource problem is evident: 
only in a few cases can a complete digitization of preserved documents be carried out. 
GLAMs are limited to partial virtual migration to allow read-only and remote access. 
Considering the impossibility of a full analog-to-digital conversion, it is necessary to 
reflect on the fact that it is not enough to think about the proliferation of information but 
about the quality of the translation strategies. In this context, invented digital archives 
emerge, where documents are thematically juxtaposed to generate new interpretative 
discourses. In between, digital design practices can extrovert territory by recognizing the 
archive of mnemotopes: a dense network of spatialized memories and cultural objects of 
territorial interpretation. 
The paper presents two case studies in which design, especially communication design, 
leads to a digital mnemotopic representation that aims to stabilize these compound 
realities on the territory. Through a conscious reappropriation of personal memory and its 
territorial context, individual mnemotopes enter digitally into processes of collectivization, 
not as sites of mummification but of idea generation.
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so 1. Renewing Archives

Today, more than ever, the digitalization of memory is a cru-
cial issue. If memory is left to its own devices, there is a risk 
that it will be reduced to mere protection against the fragmen-
tary nature of the past. It is no longer enough to preserve the 
original: it is a matter of mnestic dissemination, wide access, 
and an increasingly osmotic relationship with the community. 
In recent decades, therefore, the experiences of digital trans-
position by institutions have multiplied to create autonomous 
and identifiable spaces in the vast digital world and not lose the 
possibility of entering the web, making the knowledge of mem-
ory repositories more permeable. In this context, the archives 
remain privileged places of preservation and transmission of 
memory, whose work passes through several phases: collec-
tion, selection, preservation, and restitution. Materials are 
gathered to counteract the dreaded oblivion, selected to pre-
vent the drift of a disposophobic civilization, conserved, and, 
above all, made accessible to anyone who wishes to consult 
them. Restitution thus represents a crucial moment in which 
memory has the chance to be revisited by the project of the 
future (Bertella et al., 2017), in which an effective confrontation 
between the past and the experiences that inhabit contempora-
neity can transpire. Through these processes, preserved docu-
ments participate in the present and contribute to reviving the 
sense of belonging to a community. They become activators of 
proximity and create a dense network of relationships between 
the past, individual identities, and collectivities. 

Despite the stability, permanence, and security offered by these 
institutional repositories and critical knowledge infrastruc-
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paradigms dedicated to the subject of archives (Frezza, 2008) 
to recover memories and expose them to the external context 
without falling into sterile simplifications. Archives, in their 
systematic sense, are no longer sufficient to meet the massive 
communication needs of today. The content has also changed 
over time: the preservation angle has expanded beyond the 
analog text boundary to include digital media content. The term 
media archive refers to repositories of textual; audio; visual, 
especially photographic, but also illustrative; audiovisual, 
especially film and television, and online circulating products 
(Frezza, 2008, p. 7). Digital archives have very different char-
acteristics from those composed of traditional media: they can 
contain enormous amounts of data and allow instant retrieval 
of information. It is not the statute of archives that is changing 
but their conceptual landscape, which is becoming more open 
and accessible to new forms of communication. 
Suppose archives want to be able to renew themselves and 
not only preserve and produce knowledge. In that case, they 
cannot remain indifferent to radical changes in the production 
and dissemination of data: they must find new horizons of 
meaning in technology and the design of tools and artifacts.

With the advent of the digital, the static character inherent 
in the concept of the archive must give way to the speed of 
transmission characteristic of the intangibility of the data it 
contains. 
The difficulties posed by this new way of preservation are 
numerous: on the one hand, the infinite possibility of repro-
ducing a document that undermines intellectual property, and 
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original. This last aspect is determinant in the visual domain 
because a scan always produces something different from the 
source material, and changes can occur in terms of light, color, 
and contrasts (Curti, 2021, p. 48). Second, the places of digital 
memory require a different conception of space; there are no 
longer shelves and folders but databases and cloud storage. 
Third, there is the issue of digital media obsolescence. Al-
though the physical deterioration of archival materials is seen 
as an actual problem, there is less talk about the inaccessibility 
of digital files due to rapidly changing technologies or the lack 
of essential metadata that makes files lost without reference 
and thus in an infinite binary encoding. These operations also 
highlight the problem of resources and feasibility: there are few 
cases in which a complete digitization of the preserved docu-
ments can be carried out. Not only archives but also GLAMs 
(galleries, libraries, archives, and museums) are confined to 
partial digital migration to allow read-only and remote access. 
Digitization processes are very time-consuming and costly 
in terms of economic resources and labor hours. Specialized 
technical skills and appropriate equipment are needed. In many 
cases, it is only possible to scan and put online a very small 
portion of the preserved documents, resulting in immobile 
and aphasic collections in today’s international and hyper-net-
worked environment. Considering the impossibility of a full 
analog-to-digital conversion of documents, it is necessary to 
reflect on the fact that it is not enough to think about the prolif-
eration of digital information but about the quality of transla-
tion strategies (Vitali, 2004, p. 118) to design precise plans for 
the transmission of cultural memory. 
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transcription and make a selection, usually thematic, aimed at 
underlining the relevant or most particular parts of the depos-
its that function as real systems of memory representation. 
In this way, a network of invented digital archives is created 
(Vitali, 2004): clusters of documents and cultural texts juxta-
posed to generate a new interpretative discourse that aims at 
avoiding reproduction and adapting the mnestic content to the 
nature of the web, revealing it in a critical way to traditional 
document sources.

2. The Mnemotopes
In the digital world, instantaneous communication condens-
es distances to the point where they are annulled, and space 
tends to dematerialize, favoring relationships that are sym-
bolic rather than physical (Vitali, 2004, p. 202). In the context 
of preserving digital memory, we can then ask what the role 
of memory of the place is? How can we digitally consider a 
memory that consists of territorial experiences and steps of 
specifically localized narratives? How can we translate physi-
cal memories that relate to concrete and esperable places? 
The relationship between memory and places is a social issue 
linked to the constitution of communities and the recognition 
of their identity within the territory. Spatial narratives make 
us recognize ourselves as part of a whole and invest us in the 
responsibility of memory. 
The expression of the spontaneity of memory and its connec-
tion with places are the milieux de mémoire, natural mnestic 
habitats (Dickinson et al., 2010), authentic environments of 
memory that are continuously experienced and do not create 
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11). However, milieux are only one of the multiple expressions 
of the relationship between places and memory, and mnestic 
geography has historically been represented in various forms. 

A real turning point in this theoretical framework is the emer-
gence of the so-called Memory Studies, based on an aggrega-
tive research perspective associated with the publication of 
the homonym international journal in 2008, which considers 
memory as an integrated system combining the physiological 
dimension with the sociocultural one. The interest in these 
topics also led to the creation of the Memory Studies Associa-
tion, including academic institutions, research centres such as 
Konstanz Geschichte und Gedachtnis founded in 2009 by Aleida 
Assmann, and independent institutions working for the val-
orization of local memories. Memory Studies are particularly 
interested in all those apparatuses in which memory is strati-
fied and which may favour its transmission: places undoubted-
ly play a significant role, and defining their relationship with 
memory is crucial. Astrid Erll, founder of the Frankfurt Mem-
ory Studies Platform (FMSP), in her essay Travelling Memory 
(2011, pp. 4-5), identified three waves of memory studies close-
ly related to the evolution of this relational idea linking terri-
tory and memory. The first, between the 1920s and 1930s, saw 
the central work on collective memory by sociologist Maurice 
Halbwachs (1950), who considered memory within various so-
cial frameworks, including place, supporting the spatialization 
of memory as essential for social stability and continuity. The 
second, in the 1980s and 1990s, extends from Pierre Nora’s 
work (1984-1992) on lieux de memoire, composite sites where 
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tion of cultural memory (1992). The third started in the 2000s 
and is characterised by a focus on transnational, postcolonial, 
and multidirectional approaches with a specific emphasis on 
mnestic displacement. During these phases, more precisely 
between the second and the third, we can observe the idea of a 
place of memory condensing a plethora of cultural phenomena 
and the multiplication of its terminological variations: Sites 
of Memory (Winter, 2010), Nodes of Memory (Rothberg, 2010), 
Backgrounds of Memory (Erll & Nünning, 2010), Historical Plac-
es (Azaryahu & Foote, 2008), etc.

Among these synonyms and variations on the theme, some 
novel terms stand out by assuming their own conceptual 
independence, and a peculiar compound word emerges, an 
almost-neologism, a term that in its apparent dual being 
“should be fairly transparent” (Purdy, 2002, p. 94): the mne-
motope, or more classically, mnemo-topos. It has been used 
sporadically in different fields of knowledge and, in 1992, 
was mentioned in Jan Assmann’s most famous work, Cultur-
al memory and early civilization. Writing, remembrance and 
political imagination (pp. 44-45). Taking the example of the 
Holy Land in Palestine, Assmann describes the mnemotope 
as a topographical text, a physical and memorable place of 
a certain amplitude, that acquiring stories and testimonies 
through the centuries becomes a privileged medium of cultural 
memory. 

Recent studies attempted to overcome the indeterminacy of 
the concept by focusing on what a mnemotope is not expand-



2
71

PAD   Pages on Arts and Design   #23

T
h

e
 In

ve
n

te
d

 M
n

e
m

o
to

p
e

s 
A

rc
h

iv
e

 b
y 

C
.S

. G
al

as
so ing its meaning. Jan Van Rookhuijzen (2020), one of the few 

scholars who have commented on the choice of mnemotopic 
terminology focusing on Herodotus’ ancient Greece topogra-
phy, affirms that mnemotopes are not objects, monuments, or 
landscapes. However, these categories are closely associated 
with them (p. 19). Mnemotopes can take any form; they can 
be man-made structures, natural landmarks, and even empty 
spaces (p. 7). We can distinguish mnemotopes with trauma, 
complex entities maintaining the controversial sides of the 
past (e.g., war mnemotopes), and mnemotopes without trau-
ma (e.g., birthplaces of famous people, literary mnemotopes, 
cinematographic locations), mnestic realities that are not 
voted to commemoration, mainly related to creative mem-
ory (Fig. 1). In addition to these macro-categories, we can 
talk about individual and collective mnemotopes. Individual 
mnemotopes, so rich in textures and atmospheres, are very 
fragile and exposed to the passage of time. To remain stable, 
they need to be communicated, and they can be institutionally 
recognized through forms of externalisation of memory (e.g., 
monuments, memorials).

Today the mnemotopes can be considered as plural objects 
of territorial interpretation, mnestic devices that go beyond 
the perpetuation of the past and contribute to its active recon-
struction; they anchor the territory and create a fertile tension 
that can generate movements in space in search of our origins 
or those of our ancestors, and act like triggers of experience. 
These realities, when recognized, form a dense and profound 
network of memory sites that can be understood through dig-
ital practices.
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3. Mnemotopes and Design
The reinterpretation of the connection between place and 
memory under a mnemotopic perspective allows for novel trans-
lations of past and present phenomena. “A mnemotope, […], is 
dynamic and continuously reworked according to the discur-
sive frameworks guiding processes of remediation” (Brunow, 
2019, p. 20), and, just as memory, is not only an “instrument for 
exploring the past but rather a medium” (Benjamin, 1999). 
Thus, a remediated mnemotope, referring “not so much to 
what one might cautiously call the ‘actual event’, but instead 
to a canon of existent medial constructions, to the narratives, 
images and myths circulating in a memory culture” (Erll, 
2011, pp. 111-112), can offer original meanings and new inter-
pretations of topographic reality. 

Figure 1. C. Galasso, 2020, Mnemotopic taxonomy.
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territory and its past. Even if the specific term mnemotope 
has not yet appeared in design studies or works, we can find a 
theoretical association between the mnemotopic frame of ref-
erence and the Communication Design for the Territory. This 
discipline has adopted the idea of a stratified territory as its 
own specific dimension. Between the territorial layers (e.g., 
physical, perceptual, narrative), the mnestic is fundamental: 
it contains the traces of the past, the archival documents, 
and the spatial information about historical events. Since the 
mnemotopic archive is an essential part of the territories, it 
already belongs to this layer. We can operate a lexical transfer 
of the mnemotope by carrying the term, usually used in other 
fields of knowledge (e.g., memory studies), to design, recog-
nizing it not only at the theoretical level but also showing its 
possible applications in communicative systems. 
This way, the mnemotope becomes a performative concept in-
tegrated into design processes and artifacts as an active part 
of project development.

The paper presents two case studies in which the concept of 
mnemotope plays the leading role and is accompanied by a 
conscious reappropriation of spatial memory. Emphasis will 
be given to individual mnemotopes, as these are often not 
perceived as true memory sites and are therefore imbued with 
obvious communicative urgency. 
Individual mnemotopes, when digitally translated and ex-
tended, can enter processes of collectivization as sites not 
of mummification but of generation of ideas and innovative 
digital communicative solutions.
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Mnemosphere is a research project launched in 2020 and fund-
ed by the MiniFARB grant from the Design Department of 
Politecnico di Milano. As the approach of Mnemosphere is 
based on a synergetic collaboration between different fields of 
knowledge, the project is carried out by a research team com-
posed of PhD students and research fellows with diverse aca-
demic backgrounds. In this context, the term mnemosphere was 
expressly formulated for the study to lexically condense the in-
terdisciplinary approach that aims to investigate how the mem-
ory of places can be designed through experiential spaces. The 
research proposes a dialogue between communication design 
and exhibition design, with particular attention to the issues 
of emotions, colour perception and the design of temporary 
spaces and services. Following the creation of a mnemospheric 
glossary based on three main themes (Memory of places, At-
mosphere of spaces, Atlas of emotions), a public call to action 
was launched, the Mnemosphere Open Call for Images, which 
took place online between mid-January and the end of March 
2021. The open call consisted of a short questionnaire related 
to a possible definition of the neologism Mnemosphere and the 
uploading of a maximum of three images per participant, with 
no restrictions in terms of format (e.g., photos, illustrations, 
paintings, etc.). The idea was to use a tool typically belonging 
to the visual arts sphere, the open call, and apply it in the field 
of design, triggering a process of hybridization between differ-
ent disciplines. The Mnemosphere Open Call ended with more 
than 200 participants from around the world participating and 
uploading 423 different images (Fig. 2) that capture the unex-
plored visual essence of the Mnemosphere. 
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After collecting all the images, a multimodal approach was 
developed to organise the verbal responses and the related 
visual contributions. After the first phase of content organ-
isation culminated in the realisation of an ID card for every 
image (Fig. 3), the research moved to the operational analysis 
phase. About half of the visually uploaded images showed a 
close relationship to the memory of places. In other cases, 
the textual apparatus provided by the survey confirmed the 
mnestic framework of the contribution. Based on these find-
ings, the research team organised an in-person workshop to 
analyse and select the images from a mnemotopic perspec-
tive. Relying on the main mnemotopic categories, four the-
matic clusters were formed, and their images were selected 
based on the text presented in the questionnaire: Physical 
environments, spontaneous mnemotopes associated with 
images of anonymous places charged with intimate narratives 
(e.g., wild natural landscapes, generic urban contexts, and 

Figure 2. Mnemosphere Research Team, 2021, Mnemosphere Project, Open Call for Images results.
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Figure 3. Mnemosphere Research Team, 2021, Mnemosphere Project, ID card for the Open Call for Ima-
ges results.

Figure 4. Mnemosphere Research Team, 2021, Mnemosphere Project, digital mnemospheric tables related 
to the mnemotopes emerged in the Open Call for Images.
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so domestic or private interiors); Individual memory, intimate 

and personal mnemotopes in which faces, bodies, animals, 
portraits, and moments of people appear; Collective memory, 
mnemotopes associated with trauma, places of memory, and 
commemorative sites (e.g., memorials, monuments, ruins, 
cemeteries); Abstract dimension, images constructed with 
different artistic techniques, intended to highlight the emo-
tional impact of external mnestic places. In the four digital 
mnemospheric tables (Fig. 4), the physical permanence of the 
mnemotopes is strongly present in its most diverse manifesta-
tions (e.g., urban views, green spaces, and private homes); the 
human and emotional presence is also evident as a manifes-
tation of individual mnestic places. Beyond the variations on 
the theme, the narrative capacity of the mnemotopic images 
and their connection with the physical aspects of reality re-
main stable even in the most abstract iconography, generating 
a new visual participatory archive of the mnemospheres.

3.2. Mnemo Photo Project
Given the ancient relationship between images, memories, 
and places classically associated with the ars memoriae (Yates, 
1966), Western culture has no shortage of visual/textual trans-
lations of this intersection, where the autobiographical ele-
ment appears essential. The book Un paese is one of the most 
significant results of mnemotopic verbo-visual representa-
tion. It was conceived in 1952 by Paul Strand, an American 
photographer, and Cesare Zavattini, an Italian screenwriter, 
and published in April 1955. The result of the encounter be-
tween the two authors is the synthesis of 88 photographs with 
essential and lively textual descriptions of people and places 
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Luzzara. Through the joint remediation, Luzzara abandons 
its status as an individual Zavattini’s mnemotope and em-
barks on the path of collective mnestic recognition.

Inspired by this pioneering work, Mnemo Photo is a photogra-
phy project that explores the potential of individual mnemo-
topes. Personal stories rarely have meaning for the whole 
community because they are too general, too ordinary, or too 
specific (Turri, 1998, p. 141). For this reason, the project aims to 
mediate the convergence between person, memory, and place to 
allow the bridge between autobiography and topography. It is 
based on the mnemotopic phototextual report (Fig. 5), a specific 

Figure 5. C. Galasso, 2022, Mnemo Photo, example of mnemotopic phototextual report.
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combining three elements: the reports from case study research 
(Yin, 2018); the phototextual model that offers the union of the 
visual and verbal apparatus, creating a kind of fusion, a third 
object in the mind of the viewer/reader (Chiocchetti, 2019); the 
travelogue, a narrative genre that is part of the broader field 
of travel literature, collecting fictions describing a journey to 
a foreign place. The report is thus divided into three sub-parts 
(Cometa & Coglitore, 2016): Header – inscription, informative 
apparatus that acts as the title of the entire report; Textual ap-
paratus – subscription, commentary level of the report consist-
ing of the Description, basic information about the mnemotope, 
and the Mnemotopic remediation, autobiographical mnemotop-
ic storytelling; Photographic apparatus – pictura, visual level of 
the phototext with two original pictures for each place. 

Following the specific structure of this report, the partic-
ipants of the projects were asked to fill out a digital form 
indicating some information about one of their personal mne-
motopes: title; coordinates or address of the place; physical 
description of the place to be identified; personal memories 
associated with the mnemotope. After collecting the locations 
indicated by the participants, I built a digital map (Fig. 6) to 
establish the routes for taking the photos. Each location was 
photographed based on descriptions and memories (Fig. 7), 
reflecting the atmospheric and colour suggestions expressed 
by the participants. The photographs were then printed on a 
rigid support and returned to the mnemotopic owners. At that 
point, I took a staged photograph with the subject holding the 
printed photograph in his/her hands. 
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Figure 6. C. Galasso, 2021, Mnemo Photo, map of the geolocalized photo places.

Figure 7. C. Galasso, 2021, Mnemo Photo, example of photograph realized on individual mnemotopes.
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I decided to make the portraits inside the houses of the subjects 
(Fig. 8), and not in front of a neutral background, to create a 
meta-portrait in the encounter between the internal individual 
mnemotope – the place of residence – and the external individual 
mnemotope – the place of memory externalised and spatialized. 
The individual mnemotopes, communicated through the three-
part report (Fig. 9), photographed, and returned to the owner, 
enter in the portrait form a new path of fruition and shared per-
ception, which brings them closer to collective realities. Per-
sonal memories linked to precise geolocalized sites, our per-
sonal mnemotopic archives, through the photoxtextual digital 
model, become remediated narratives that expose themselves 
to communitarian recognition and contribute to the recon-
struction of proximity in a synchoric perspective of sharing 
and awareness of permanence on the same territory.

Figure 8. C. Galasso, 2022, Mnemo Photo, example of meta-portrait.
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4. Conclusions
In conclusion, the invented mnemotopes archive can emerge 
digitally on the territory through design practices, as the pro-
posed case studies show. In Mnemosphere Project, the realities 
visualised by the online Open Call and mnemotopically fil-
tered through the tables became an alternative mnemospheric 
archive highlighting the importance of place image in repre-
senting personal memories. In the Mnemo Photo Project, the 
mnemotope becomes the generative tool of a phototextual 
operation that succeeds in digitally mapping the presence of 
individual memories on the territory as a foundational part of 
our being on earth. Making the mnemotopic network emerge, 
then, is not necessarily to rediscover the real geography of 

Figure 9. C. Galasso, 2022, Mnemo Photo, example of photo textual individual report.
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so places, their physical status, but rather to acknowledge their 

living symbolic presence as containers of meaningful mem-
ories that can rise, remediated, to the surface, stabilise, and 
persist digitally in the communities future. 

Therefore, I believe we can see a form of mnemotopic commu-
nication design surfacing that borrows the mnemotope from 
the Memory Studies as a referent term to represent the relation-
ship between memory and place; that recognizes the mnemo-
tope as a physical territorial feature of varying scale and scope, 
replete with potentially expressive narratives; that identifies 
the mnemotope as a performative concept active from the pro-
ject point of view; that aims to translate mnemotopic specifi-
cities into complex communicative systems consisting of dif-
ferent devices (e.g., open call), using different communicative 
languages, and including different interpretive practices (e.g., 
phototext). Thus, the mnemotopes archive within communica-
tion design can be an alternative interpretive criterion that not 
only informs current projects but can also act on the narrative 
of the past, proposing a resematization and resignification of 
memory places and producing other invented digital archives 
(e.g., mnemospheric visual archive, phototextual map of per-
sonal mnemotopes). This kind of process can also offer a novel 
reading of itineraries in the territory (e.g., memory tourism 
routes) but also set in motion other interdisciplinary dynamics 
for the future. Designing mnemotopes is a mnestic enhancing 
process that recognizes the memory of places and its territorial 
permanence in the contemporary era.
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Progetto Grafico
From 2003, the only Italian magazine totally 
dedicated to graphic design

CDPG Folders
Booklets dedicated to the AIAP’s Archives 
Funds and personalities of Design History.

AIAP PUBLISHES BOOKS, MANUALS, POSTERS, 
A MAGAZINE AND A JOURNAL. 
GRAPHIC DESIGN, COMMUNICATION DESIGN, 
DESIGN.

AWDA
The International AIAP Women
in Design Award

CAMPO GRAFICO 1933/1939
The Birth of Graphic Design

aiap.it/libreria/

0
9

F

C
M

FONDO /  CLAUDIA
FOLDER MORGAGNI
CDPGAIAP

1
2

F

A
T

FONDO /  ANTONIO
FOLDER TUBARO
CDPGAIAP

https://aiap.it/prodotti/aiap-edizioni/pubblicazioni-aiap/
https://aiap.it/libreria/
https://aiap.it/prodotto/uncover/
https://aiap.it/prodotto/campo-grafico-1933-1939-nasce-il-visual-design/
https://aiap.it/prodotti/aiap-edizioni/progetto-grafico-magazine/
https://aiap.it/prodotti/aiap-edizioni/cdpg-folders/
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so AIAP CDPG, the Graphic Design Documentation 
Centre. Working to collect, catalogue, archive, 
enhance and promote any documents related 
to graphic design and visual communication. 
These documents (originals as well as layouts 
of projects, books, posters, prints, catalogues, 
correspondence, photographs) help to rewrite 
the history of graphic design in Italy and to 
support research and educational activities, as 
it is the CDGP’s intention to make these 
documents widely available.

AIAP
via A. Ponchielli, 3 
Milano
aiap.it – @Aiap_ita

A HEART 
BEATS 
WITHIN 
AIAP.
FIND IT OUT.
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