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Abstract
The contribution deals with the theme of preservation and access to knowledge, with par-
ticular attention to the approaches and methodologies employed in the design of digital plat-
forms useful for preserving culture and memory, guaranteeing access for future generations.
An analysis of the relevant scientific literature and state of the art shows how, especially in the 
face of the pandemic emergency, experiences have been consolidated and centered on the 
design of platforms, such as digital archives, which, while preserving culture and memory, 
also make them accessible, regardless of the possibility of access to physical structures.
The change generated by the digital has redefined the relationship between society and 
culture, and between people and memory and has led to the need to think about how 
people access to memory and cultural heritage, in particular to a new category of arti-
facts, the born-digital ones, which risk dispersion and deterioration due to technological 
obsolescence.
The contribution, therefore, addresses these issues to identify, through context analysis, 
a methodology useful for the creation of a digital archive, attempting to overcome those 
limits dictated by self-referential systems, which do not guarantee democratization and 
access to culture for a non-specialist audience.

Born Digital, Die Digital
Potentials and Risks of Digital 
Archives
Roberta Angari
Università degli Studi della Campania “Luigi Vanvitelli” 
Orcid id 0000-0001-6890-1487

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6890-1487
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1. Introduction
The spread of digital technology and its influence on every-
day life are established aspects, which have transformed – 
among other things – the way knowledge is accessed (Levy, 
1998; Greengard, 2015).
The pandemic emergency, which has had a disruptive effect 
on the digital transition, has also further accelerated both the 
debate and the succession of experiences related to the de-
sign and adoption of digital approaches and tools, also in the 
field of culture, which are of particular interest for the present 
contribution, since digital tools and environments allow dem-
ocratic and heterogeneous access to any kind of information 
available online. 
To preserve digital memory and information (Cerf, 2014), it 
becomes necessary to study methods and approaches that 
can protect the expression of contemporary culture, which is 
embodied in digitized or born-digital artifacts, by rethinking 
how this heritage is made accessible online.
This area of research belongs to the domain of the Digital 
Humanities, a hybrid discipline born from the intersection of 
information technology and humanities (Burdick et al., 2012), 
and studies themes such as the open access to culture through 
digital. 

It is therefore possible to deduce the relevance of the project 
of digital platforms and archives for the reference scenario, a 
relevance underlined by the diffusion of numerous experienc-
es undertaken by organizations and institutions, and whose 
aim is to protect memory and guarantee democratic access to 
culture and knowledge, favoring the process of investigation 
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aimed at constructing one’s narrative or opinion, through log-
ical-relational tools (Rebuffo & Sisto, 2019).

It is in this context that the research activity, described in this 
contribution, is set, through the study of the emerging issues 
in the field, and the analysis of the scientific literature and the 
state of the art on the subject, aimed to identify an approach 
in the design of a digital archive that could consolidate the re-
lationship between digital and human memory, guaranteeing 
the protection, preservation, and valorization of those ar-
chived units, that by their nature risk dispersion and obsoles-
cence (La Guardia, 2013) predetermining the possibility of fu-
ture access to digital data, through strategies and techniques 
useful for the cataloging and visualization of heterogeneous 
digital media, without depriving them of the multidimension-
ality that characterizes them (Burdick et al., 2012).

2. Background
Archiving is concerned with identifying useful standards that 
enable the management and care of hardware, software, and 
formats of digital documents, preserving them from their fra-
gility and obsolescence (Ries & Palkó, 2019), to disseminate 
culture, through online consultation services (Bulegato, 2013).
Identifying approaches and methodologies, useful for pre-
serving digital memories and guaranteeing their access for 
future generations, is an open question, both from a techno-
logical point of view – i.e. related to the preservation of the 
computer data that constitute the genetic heritage of digital 
artifacts – and from a visual/usable point of view – i.e. the vis-
ualization of the archived asset. Necessary skills, in order to 
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meet these needs, are digital archival and curatorship and IT 
skills (Aprea, 2018), interface and experience design (Bollini, 
2020), as well as diagrammatic data representation, which 
can play a strategic role in the visual presentation of cultural 
information (Windhager et al., 2018; Manchia, 2014).

In a study dedicated to the convergence of digital archiving 
and information technology, Giovanni Aprea highlights the 
need to study databases to reduce the redundancy of data 
and make logical and physical connections that optimize the 
representation of data through hierarchical relationships that 
link the general to the particular and the single to the whole 
(Aprea, 2018). Making the ordering, and thus the manage-
ment and access to resources, more functional are actions 
that change the concept of the database, from a technical and 
technological tool to a means of cultural appropriation, useful 
for making the archive a tool for collective knowledge (An-
gari, 2023). This issue also presents a twofold challenge, since 
while on the one hand, it is necessary to determine a structure 
that allows us to define the cultural object, it is also necessary 
to be able to collect and catalogue its metadata (Windhager et 
al., 2018), which are the element that allows any information 
available online to be analyzed and made accessible (Pomer-
antz, 2015). A further relevant aspect, related to databases, is 
that they can also be used as a documentary basis for the re-
alization of data mappings and visualizations, whose filtering 
categories coincide with those of the database itself. 

From the design point of view, the aspects described so far 
participate in modifying how one approaches the conception 
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and realization of a digital archive since it is necessary to 
start from the archived data and then structure the database, 
an activity that is considered fundamental and preparatory to 
the project itself.

About the aspects more strictly related to the use of the ar-
chive, to allow navigation and research to different types of 
users, it is important to conceive the project in ecosystemic 
terms, to realize an “interconnected system in which the ele-
ments that are part of it interact with each other and with the 
environment” (Bollini, 2016, p.12). This approach is particu-
larly useful, as it offers the possibility of understanding the 
archived object as part of a dynamic and interactive system, 
capable of changing based on the relationship that the user 
establishes with the platform.
Defining the archive as a mediating tool between user and 
culture allows for overcoming its traditional limits, linked to 
its use by a specific type of user, characterized by a certain 
level of expertise on a given subject, who can easily navigate 
through the archived resources (Huvila, 2008). On the other 
hand, the change in the structure and architecture of archival 
platforms allows an increase in the target, thanks to the sim-
plification and facilitation of navigation through a non-line-
ar model that enables interactions creating connections and 
autonomous discoveries (Angari, 2023).

To increase the potential of what Ayers defines as the hyper-
textual nature of the digital archive (2001), and to offer the 
user flexible navigation and interaction, facilitating access 
to heterogeneous information and media linked by multiple 
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paths that constitute what Landow defines as open research 
(1997), it is possible to make use of different navigational 
models and diagrammatic representation techniques, which 
are becoming increasingly popular in the field of digital 
culture and archiving (Manovich, 2012), as they activate the 
cognitive and analytical capacity of the user who, through 
interaction with visualizations with spatial properties (Shif-
frin & Börner, 2004), can dynamically gather information 
in a process that increases his or her capacity for knowledge 
appropriation (Macdonald-Ross & Waller, 2000) through the 
experiential dimension (Masud et al., 2010).

3. Methodology and State of the Art
Designing digital platforms, enriched by the use of mappings 
that become a critical and interpretative filter of culture, is an 
open issue that, although it has its recent tradition, requires 
further investigation, especially from the methodological 
point of view and the analysis of experiences in the field, in 
which the need to identify new ways of representing culture, 
going beyond the common keyword approach, is emphasized, 
to ensure greater access to cultural collections (Windhager et 
al., 2018), transferring archival and curatorial approaches to 
new information spaces (Ruecker, Radzikowska & Sinclair, 
2011; Whitelaw, 2015), characterized by logical-relational rep-
resentations.

Two main models emerge from the analysis of this scenario 
(Bollini, 2004; Rosenfeld, Morville & Arango, 2015; Resmini 
& Rosati, 2011; Bollini, 2016). The first, known as the hierar-
chical or cascading model, is particularly suitable for users 



14
2

PAD   Pages on Arts and Design   #24

B
o

rn
 D

ig
it

a
l, 

D
ie

 D
ig

it
a

l b
y 

R
. A

ng
ar

i
who are familiar with the subject, and therefore, through lists 
or directories, can quickly access data or information. The 
second model, which is defined as exploratory or hub-based, 
reproduces the logic of hypertext through mappings in which 
all data are visible, and through horizontal navigation, which 
differs from the vertical approach of the first model, allows 
users with different levels of knowledge to move easily be-
tween data, creating associations and/or unpredictable con-
nections.

Although both models are widespread, an open question is 
related to the evaluation of effectiveness from the perspective 
of user interaction, as - in both cases - the risk lies in intro-
ducing additional complexity that is counterproductive for the 
user’s experience and understanding (Karjaluoto, 2015).

In this perspective, the state-of-the-art analysis took into ac-
count different models of navigation and information access 
to analyze their strengths and weaknesses. An interesting 
case is the Letterform Archive, whose aim is to identify a spe-
cific terminology for the design domain to be applied for the 
cataloguing of artifacts in the sector, thus freeing them from 
the specific terminologies of the art and architecture sectors 
(The Letterform Archive, 2019). This operation, which starts 
with an in-depth study of the context of reference and the 
archived object, is instrumental in adapting metadata stand-
ards to the more circumscribed sphere of graphic design, and 
for this reason, the relevance of the Letterform Archive lies in 
its move away from standard cataloguing methods, favouring 
instead information relevant to designers. In this case, the 
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navigation model is hierarchical, since, although there are 
filters that allow customization of the search, it requires a 
known-item input.
Different from the first case, at least as far as aspects relat-
ed to the navigation model are concerned, is the Australian 
Prints & Printmaking platform, which is equipped with vari-
ous sections and survey tools, including diagrammatic ones, 
that combine text and images, to make navigation and end-us-
er search more intuitive (Butler, 2013).

At least, we mention the case of the People’s Graphic Design 
Archive, which relevance lies in the interaction and participa-
tion of users, to create an “archive built from the bottom up” 
by expanding the history of graphic design also thanks to the 
active collaboration of the community. Thanks to the Sub-
mit section any user can upload any type of material to the 
platform, as long as it dates back to a given period and is 
inserted in the prescribed format, an operation which allows 
the platform to be enriched day by day, and has the purpose 
of making the archive a point of reference for scientific 
research, for those in search of inspiration, for students and 
teachers, or society (Sbarbati, 2021). In this case, the navi-
gation model follows a grid system, which can be modified 
through different filters or sorting.

In conclusion, the analysis of the methods and experienc-
es reported, highlights - for the realization of the applied 
research case - the need to study both the archived object 
and the cultural domain of reference, to identify useful cata-
loguing terms to define and enhance the units in the archive. 
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Subsequently, from the point of view of interface design, the 
relevance of images, as a protagonist visual element, is to be 
taken into consideration whatever navigational model is cho-
sen. In this regard, the possibility of jointly employing both 
navigational models – hierarchical and explorative – is con-
sidered to represent an advancement concerning the reference 
state of the art, to guarantee use to different types of users, 
reducing barriers determined by asymmetrical knowledge 
and specialized knowledge.

4. Results
The case of applied research described in this contribution 
is the result of a research doctorate carried out at the IUAV 
of Venice, which led to the realization in prototype form of a 
digital archive, dedicated to visual communication artifacts.
The project aims to identify a methodology useful for the 
realization of archival platforms that, on the one hand, seek 
to respond in advance to the need to protect and preserve 
contemporary digital memories – in particular relating to 
the domain of graphic design – on the other hand, intend to 
achieve a greater level of dialogue with users, facilitating 
them in their research, and overcoming the limits dictated by 
asymmetrical knowledge.

To do this, the project made use of the study of the scientific 
literature of reference and the state of the art, and for this rea-
son, the first aspect ventured was the analysis of the archived 
object and the construction of a database that could be used 
as a documentary, registry and descriptive base, but also for 
data visualizations.
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The database is structured in several parts, the first of which 
aims to collect the master data of the archived unit, i.e. ti-
tle of the work, designer, date of design or publication, and 
location. The second block of information gathers descrip-
tive information, such as keywords and a brief description of 
the archived object. The third section of the database has the 
purpose of classifying the units, and consists of disciplines – 
e.g. design identity, experience design, information design, 
interface design, etc. –, format – i.e. the type of project such 
as ADV, animation, digital information, graphical interface, 
software application, web site –, design technique or tools 

Figure 1. Diagram of the database architecture. Roberta Angari, 2022.
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used, the status of the project – concept, prototype, published 
and/or product –, collection, collaborations, commissioning, 
and at least contacts and copyright.
The individual data obtained, in addition to providing the 
documentary basis of the existing database, can then be used, 
as well as for mapping, for the creation of a format that can 
be filled in by the user, as will be seen below, for uploading 
materials or projects onto the platform (Fig. 1).

Once the cataloguing phase of the archived units was com-
pleted, we moved on to the design and prototyping of the 
platform.
In order to be used by different kind of users, the archive has 
been designed by integrating both the hierarchical and ex-
ploratory models, through which various survey tools were 
created. The first section is the Overview, which is config-
ured as an interactive timeline populated by images, ordered 
through the time parameter – x-axis – and the brightness and 
saturation parameter – y-axis. For the realization of this vis-
ualization, a specific dataset was confirmed, the parameters 
of which allow the visual media to be ordered, generating the 
mapping described.
From the point of view of interaction, once the user selects an 
object from the Overview, it is possible to access the Unit Data 
Sheet, where the master and technical information obtained 
from the archive database is displayed. From the Unit Data 
Sheet, the user accesses the Network, an interactive dendro-
gram that through user exploration allows the visualization of 
the relationships between the archived elements that emerge 
from the classification and categories of the database.
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As mentioned above, the platform provides for the use 
of different navigational models: while the Overview and 
the Network follow the explorative model, the Gallery and 
the Search section follow the hierarchical model. The latter 
sections allow the user – respectively – to view the archived 
units according to a gallery, which can be filtered through the 
cataloguing parameters or to perform a free search through 
the known-item method (Fig. 2).

To increase how the archived units can be viewed and used 
(Manovich, 2012), the doctoral research project, therefore, 
aimed to create a useful database for the archive’s population 
and to create various survey tools, the purpose of which is to 
broaden the project’s target audience.

Figure 2. Some interfaces of the digital archive designed. Roberta Angari, 2020.
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Figure 3. Interfaces of the section of the digital archive designed, dedicated to the upload of a new 
project through the form based on the facets classification. Roberta Angari, 2020.
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About this last aspect, and based on the analysis of the 
state of the art, it was decided to implement the platform 
with a section for accessing and uploading content. The Ac-
cess section is dedicated to designers, researchers, and 
students of visual communication design, who can upload 
digital or digitized projects to the archive, thanks to the com-
pilation of a format, also deduced from the research activity 
on filing and cataloguing (Fig. 3). 

5. Discussion
The case of applied research described in this contribution 
aimed to address the issues of cultural heritage valorization 
and memory protection by creating an investigation tool that 
could overcome the specific and/or asymmetrical competen-
cies of the cultural domain of reference, expanding history 
– even the current one – through the active participation of the 
community.
To meet these needs, the project made use of the convergence 
of different approaches, deduced from the analysis of the 
scientific literature and the state of the art of reference, which 
led to the outlining of the project methodology, which is 
divided into several phases, namely: the analysis of the cul-
tural domain of reference and of the object to be archived; the 
construction of a database that could serve as the documen-
tary, registry and descriptive basis of the archived units; the 
design of the survey tools, based on the convergence between 
different navigational, hierarchical and exploratory models; 
the definition of a format, based on the database, that could 
be used to allow users to submit their material or projects; 
the design of the interfaces and user experience, based on the 
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standards related to the Human Interface Guidelines deduced 
from developer.apple.come and developer.android.com, useful 
for both mobile and web interfaces; the usability testing.
Concerning this last aspect, it is specified that this is part of 
the future developments of the project, and for this reason, 
requires subsequent and further in-depth studies. Nonethe-
less, concerning the project described, it is believed that the 
relevance of the latter is linked not only to the focus on the 
construction of a database that can allow the valorization 
of different types of archived units, even uploaded by the 
end-user but above all to the integration of different naviga-
tional models that, as specified above, allow a more extended 
use to different types of users.

6. Conclusions
When confronted with the current scenario, both from the 
point of view of artifact design and fruition, the need to re-
flect on the subject of personal and digital memory emerges. 
In this perspective, the design of digital archives is a relevant 
field for the project culture, and needs further investigation 
from a methodological, technical, and fruition point of view, 
overcoming the limits of the known-item research and en-
hancing the cultural heritage by offering a research experi-
ence that enriches and broadens the user’s knowledge.
In this perspective, the case of applied research allowed us 
to deepen the themes and approaches that emerged from the 
study conducted, leading to the definition of a methodology 
that, through a meta-design/preparatory and design/realiza-
tion process, centres  the activities themselves on the valori-
zation of culture and individual artifacts, on the experience 
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and interaction of the end-user – to facilitate the appropria-
tion of knowledge – and on their active participation.

In this perspective, we consider the project described to be 
relevant because it is based on different transversal knowl-
edge for the reference sectors, such as digital humanities, 
information technology, digital archiving, and – as well – 
communication design, which focuses on aspects such as the 
study of the cultural domain of reference, the enhancement of 
cultural heritage, usability, interface and experience design, 
methods of presentation and visualization of information and 
materials. It is hybrid and multi-level research aimed at de-
veloping a cataloguing system whose terminologies, specific 
to the field of visual communication, pay particular atten-
tion to design aspects and techniques specific to the field of 
born-digital projects.

Finally, although a usability review is still to be carried out, 
the project is considered to be responsive to the set objectives 
and the needs of the sector, outlining a useful methodology to 
increase the opportunities for access to knowledge, to consol-
idate the relationship between society and culture and, more 
specifically, between people and digital memories.
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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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FATE SPAZIO!
STIAMO 
PER USCIRE.

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 layouts of projects, books, 

posters, prints, catalogues, 
correspondence, photographs) help 
reconstruct the history  
of graphic design in Italy  
and 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.it/cdpg
@Aiap_ita

MUSEO
DELLA 
GRAFICA
AIAP 
CDPG

https://aiap.it/centro-di-documentazione-sul-progetto-grafico/
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