


ABSTRACT:

Keywords:
Exhibition Design, Museum Studies, Narration, Soundscapes, Multisensory Spaces.

Marco Borsotti

The synesthetic power of sound in exhibition design:
From sound as trigger to sound as interpreter

The synesthetic power of sound in exhibition design: From sound as trigger to sound as interpreter

CC BY 4.0 License
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
©Marco Borsotti, 2026
https://doi.org/10.60923/issn.3034-9699/26203

Opening Picture:

Migliore+Servetto Architects, Milan, Chopin 
Muzeum. Photo by Marcin Czechowicz. 
Courtesy Migliore+Servetto Architects.

Museums and exhibitions are increasingly becoming places of narration. The 
design of their exhibition systems implies not only “displaying” but rather developing 
a “participatory planning that generates shared and sharable culture”. This proposal 
starts from the central premise that exhibition design must intercept and activate the 
perceptual capacities of our senses. Our contemporary world is increasingly inclined 
to an obsessive spectacularization of images; storytelling, however, is based on listen-
ing by its very nature. It is inherently auditory, even before being visual. In the sphere 
of exhibition design, combining sound and sight means enhancing the capacity of en-
vironments and artefacts to enter into symbiotic resonance with visitors, triggering a 
synaesthetic condition in which a new sense, unconsciously called into play, activates 
different experiential levels, involves the other senses, and generates perceptual con-
catenations. Specifically, through the analysis of some paradigmatic case studies, this 
article aims to explore what happens when sound interacts with exhibition content, 
bringing it to life, and to examine the curatorial approaches and the methodological 
and operational choices that underpin them. Here, sound acts as a catalyst or ac-
companiment, ultimately becoming the interpreter of the narrative, thus fulfilling the 
dual role of both content and narrative and participatory tool.

Musei e mostre sono sempre più luoghi di narrazione. La risoluzione dei loro si-
stemi allestitivi non si attua soltanto nel “mettere in mostra”, quanto nello svilupparsi 
come “progettualità partecipata che genera cultura condivisa e condivisibile”. Questo 
contributo muove dall’assunto principale che l’allestimento deve saper intercettare, 
attivandole, le capacità percettive dei nostri sensi. Il nostro mondo contemporaneo è 
sempre più incline a una spettacolarizzazione ossessiva delle immagini; la narrazio-
ne, invece, si basa per sua stessa natura sull’ascolto. È intrinsecamente uditiva, prima 
ancora che visiva. Nell’ambito dell’allestimento espositivo, affiancare il suono alla 
vista significa, dunque, potenziare straordinariamente la capacità degli ambienti e 
degli oggetti di entrare in risonanza simbiotica con i visitatori, innescando una con-
dizione sinestetica, dove un nuovo senso, inconsciamente chiamato in gioco, attiva 
livelli esperienziali diversi e coinvolge gli altri quattro, generando concatenamenti 
percettivi. In particolare, questo contributo intende esplorare, attraverso l’analisi di 
alcuni casi studio paradigmatici, cosa accade quando il suono intercetta i contenuti 
allestitivi e li anima, per verificarne gli approcci curatoriali e le scelte metodologiche 
e operative. Ecco, allora, che il suono agisce come innesco o accompagnamento, fino a 
diventare l’interprete stesso della narrazione, generando il duplice ruolo di contenuto 
e di strumento narrativo e partecipativo.
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Sound as a Communicative Syn-
thesizer

Museums and cultural exhibitions 
are increasingly becoming places 
of storytelling. The design of their 
exhibition systems is not simply a 
matter of “displaying,” but rather 
of developing them as a “participa-
tory project that generates shared 
and sharable culture.”1 It can be 
said, therefore, that exhibition de-
sign has become a complex ecosys-
tem, where design strategies are de-
veloped that define the encounters 
not only between the collections 
on display and their visitors, but 
also between the multiple levels of 
narrative that can be revealed and 
activated by and for both, thus cre-
ating places filled with evocative 
presences. Both collections and visi-
tors are, in fact, “carriers of stories”2 
and museums and exhibitions must 
make these stories “inhabitable”, 
not only in the interaction between 
space and objects, but also between 
these and the memories, sensations, 
and suggestions that accompany 
them and make them more deeply 
comprehensible. “The impact of the 
storytelling approach can be (…) 
radical. It can open up new topics, 
new ideas, and convey stories from 
every angle. Not just top-down his-
tories, but bottom-up stories which 
invert, question, and interrogate.”3 
The senses constantly accompany 
us in the stories that define our in-
dividuality and our belonging to a 
community, and help in establish-
ing our choices and actions, shaping 
our personal inclinations with an in-
tensity that the rational part of our 
behavior often ignores. Yet, we all 
have conscious experience of how a 
scent, a taste, or a sound can trigger 
within us sudden chains of relation-
ships that project us into scenarios 

of our own experience or give rise 
to new ones, allowing us to summa-
rize the accumulation of knowledge 
with specific sensorial relationships 
that transcend the mere “calcula-
ble” boundaries of space and time, 
generating a memory of things. Yet, 
most of our modes of communica-
tion – and exhibitions, which are 
essentially a three-dimensional 
communication apparatus, are no 
exception – are based on the pre-
ponderant, unavoidable, and almost 
invasive use of images, almost as if 
sight were the only sense capable of 
guiding us through everyday life.4

Indeed, we live in a contemporary 
world that tends to privilege sight 
as the dominant sense, in an obses-
sive spectacularization of images5 
that, however, in their uncondition-
al proliferation, become increasing-
ly less significant, within a process 
that pursues simulacra,6 rather than 
models that look to reality, origi-
nality, and concreteness. Pervasive 
and omnipresent images – initially 
advertising and television, today 
our mobile devices, merciless mul-
tipliers of images to be consumed in 
a few seconds –7 have lost the “cor-
poreal dimension of photography 
to become a numerical sequence.”8 
This decline is part of a general cri-
sis in communication, also spread 
thanks to a culpable unawareness 
of the other human senses. A crisis 
that feeds on the proliferation of 
storytelling, emptied of its capacity 
to generate meaning.

Everyone’s talking about 
narratives these days. Yet, 
paradoxically, the very fact 
that narratives are used 
in every context signals 
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a crisis in the narrative 
experience. At the heart 
of this noisy storytelling 
lies a narrative void that 
manifests itself as a lack of 
meaning and a loss of di-
rection. Neither storytell-
ing nor even the narrative 
turn is capable of sparking 
a return to narrative.9

Thus begins Byung-Chul Han’s essay 
The Crisis of Narration. Later, the 
renowned philosopher clarifies:

Today, storytelling is 
booming. So much so that 
it has created an atmos-
phere in which it seems 
possible to tell each other 
stories again. In reality, 
the spread of storytelling 
has a completely different 
meaning from narrative 
practice. It serves, above 
all, to make stories instru-
mental and marketable.10

Yet, museums and exhibitions, if 
they consistently pursue their cul-
tural and social mandate – thus 
excluding their “mainstream”11 
deviations – are repositories of 
non-commercial narratives. “Muse-
ums are places of community and 
sharing. Propagators of identity and 
historical awareness, they are pro-
moters of critical thought.”12 Places 
where we encounter the past, pres-
ent, and future, to discover, learn, 
and participate, orienting ourselves 
in the meaning of things, traversing 
stories large and small, the ambi-
tion of eternity, and the wisdom of 
everyday life. “What moves every 
person who looks back is – and 

should be – the desire to move for-
ward: through history, we proclaim 
who we are and what we want to 
become”.13

Museums and cultural exhibitions, 
therefore, are places of narration. 
Contemporary storytellers welcome 
the memory of what has been and 
project it into the “memory of what 
will be”. By creating conditions for 
remembrance, they activate “the 
practices, representations, expres-
sions, knowledge, skills – as well 
as the instruments, objects, arte-
facts and cultural spaces associat-
ed therewith – that communities, 
groups and, in some cases, individu-
als recognize as part of their cultur-
al heritage”.14

Narrative, moreover, is, by its very 
nature, a two-way relationship 
based on listening. Narration, there-
fore, is aural, even before it is visual 
(or tactile, olfactory, or gustatory). 
In the context of exhibition design, 
combining sound with sight means, 
therefore, exceptionally enhanc-
ing the ability of environments and 
objects to enter into symbiotic reso-
nance with visitors, triggering a syn-
esthetic condition, where a new (but 
ancient) human sense, unconscious-
ly called into play, activates other 
levels of experience and awakens 
the other four, generating perceptu-
al chains.

Sound can also represent 
change in the sensory en-
vironment, drawing visi-
tor attention by raising in-
trigue. (…) Neurocognitive 
studies have shown that 
capturing attention reflex-
ively by presenting an au-
ditory cue assists percep-
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tion of visual stimuli at the 
same location.15

Furthermore, sound is itself narra-
tive: it evokes, conveys, and makes 
recognizable circumstances, ob-
jects, and people, associating itself 
with places, times, and experiences 
– be they social, collective, or indi-
vidual – just like the main categories 
of human memory.16 In doing so, 
sound makes a vast amount of “de-
cryptable” information, very quick-
ly and intuitively: sound is therefore 
a communicative synthesizer. It can 
be said that sound encourages us to 
“look”, as it generates different lev-
els of interaction, depending on its 
multiple characteristics and the re-
sulting sensorial outcomes.17 After 
all, as Ellen Lupton writes, sound is 
“personal,” “haptic,” “spatial,” and 
“synesthetic.”18

From sound as trigger to sound as 
interpreter.

What role can sound play within an 
exhibition design system? And what 
happens when sound, in its various 
meanings, becomes the subject of 
the exhibition itself, the motif and 
fulcrum of the curatorial and exhi-
bition narrative, generating the dual 
role of both exhibit content and nar-
rative and participatory tool?

The fundamental assumption is that 
the use of audio should not sim-
ply be a complementary solution, 
brought into the exhibition design 
to enhance visitors’ emotional en-
gagement episodically; rather, it 
should represent an opportunity 
to offer a different perspective on 
the content, constituting an integral 
part of it, made available to the pub-
lic itself. The presence of audio is, in 

fact, a powerful design tool for trig-
gering and developing critical nar-
ratives.

Sound design, in an ex-
panded sense, can open 
up the roles that sound 
has to play within design 
practices as a critical tool 
– particularly in experi-
ence and communication 
design. As something that 
is fleeting but that also is 
physical and spatial, felt in 
the body, and connected to 
concepts and politics of the 
voice, vocality, and mem-
ory, sound is suited for 
prompting questions, for 
destabilizing that which is 
thought to be stable, and 
for re-examining what we 
think we know.19

Incorporating audio into the exhibi-
tion system means activating listen-
ing practices among visitors, whose 
senses will be stimulated more 
deeply and comprehensively, gener-
ating differentiated levels of aware-
ness of the contents and contexts 
presented. How these practices can 
be operationalized and incorporat-
ed into the exhibition ecosystem 
is, of course, intrinsically linked to 
multiple parameters, from curatori-
al choices to the configuration of the 
exhibition space, from the narrative 
structure to the impact of sound on 
the overall staging system.

A few case studies, freely selected 
from recent projects, can provide 
methodological insights that, while 
not exhaustive, identify recogniza-
ble and distinctive attitudes toward 
the use of sound in exhibition de-
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sign. Through them, a wide range 
of different ways of configuring a 
soundscape in relation to the mul-
tiple sources activated, the relation-
ships they establish with the narra-
tive structure of the environmental 
setup, and their mutual interaction 
are explored. Particular attention 
will be paid to the resulting percep-
tual outcomes and their role in the 
broader understanding of the exhi-
bition and its ability to generate in-
teractions with the individuals who 
attend.

Sound as Environmental Redun-
dancy

To provide a powerfully evocative 
synthesis of the theme of unity in 
different human cultures, Ralph 
Appelbaum Associates and Mona 
Kim Projects presented Voices, an 
exhibition centered on an intense-
ly immersive hemicyclical environ-
ment, at the first Universal Forum 
of World Cultures, held in Barcelona 
in 2004. The title is a declaration: to 
speak about languages ​​and commu-
nication in the world, placing voic-
es, oral expression, and the sound of 
speaking at the center.

The challenge: we live in a 
world with 191 countries, 
5,000 languages, and +6 
billion inhabitants. Yet 
95% of all languages may 
disappear in this century. 
How do we create a pow-
erful message and experi-
ence to reach the public’s 
heart, and lend a sense of 
urgency to this stark reali-
ty? (…) The resulting set of 
spaces combined 500 min-

utes of footage, +300 imag-
es, words, light, and sound 
to create a never-been-
done-before exhibition for-
mat which was completely 
media and image-driven.20

A large hemisphere, constructed 
from a 12-meter-high open-mesh 
metal structure, surrounds visitors 
with a kaleidoscope of emotion-
ally impactful images, focused on 
the faces of ordinary people, inter-
spersed with zooms detailing their 
features, gestures, and expressions. 
These images are displayed by 46 
digital projectors with 114 localized 
speakers. Along the outer perime-
ter, 42 multimedia stations provide 
statistical information on languages ​​
spoken around the world, transla-
tions, learning, and more. The pow-
er of the visual impact is evident, 
but it is equally clear that sounds, 
in this case human voices, play a 
fundamental role in triggering the 
narrative.21 Visitors are surrounded 
by a choral, polyphonic outcry that, 
despite the objective impossibility 
of deciphering all the words spo-
ken – who knows all the languages ​​
on the planet? – generates an im-
mediate awareness of the wide va-
riety of cultural values ​​that the hu-
man race embodies. After all, just 
imagine what would happen if the 
video sequences were missing their 
soundtrack: a visual “bombard-
ment” without a recognizable soul.

Sound as the Intimacy of Dialogue

In Sensitive City, conceived and de-
signed by Studio Azzurro for the 
Italian Pavilion at the 2010 Shang-
hai Expo, six cities (Siracusa, Mat-
era, Spoleto, Lucca, Chioggia, and 
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Trieste) and their still-human-scale 
lifestyles are portrayed and re-
vealed, guiding visitors through a 
highly empathetic and highly nat-
ural communication experience, 
despite the extensive use of digital 
solutions (11 video programs, 11 
video projectors, 9 computers, 1 IR 
system for sensitive surfaces, 4 holo-
graphic screens). Indeed, “the plac-
es are described through the testi-
monies of those who inhabit them, 
eight hundred people who can be 
addressed by the public with a sim-
ple wave of the hand. A gesture that 
becomes interaction, a sensitive in-
sight into lived stories, into personal 
perspectives on the city.”22 Here, the 
aesthetic experience of exploration 
is triggered by the sequential action 
of touching and listening. Extending 
your hand to stop and activate the 
digital testimonial delicately brings 
us back to the mutual attention of 
physical contact, while willing our-
selves to pay attention to the words 
of the unknown interlocutor who 
appears before us implies a poetics 
of listening that is an invitation to 
mutual understanding, to exchange, 
to the making available of one’s 
time, granted in the mutual pleas-
ure of the intimacy of a direct dia-
logue, despite its digital dislocation. 
One could almost say that the im-
ages, which also surround the visi-
tor, recede and return to being the 
visual complement of the spoken 
words. Sound and time, in their syn-
chronized editing, accompany each 
other and expand the perception 
of the moment of a chance but pre-
cious encounter, in the experiential 
infinity that will return to memory 
for times to come.

Sound as a “held note”23

In 2015, Rome, his beloved home-
town, hosted Renato Zero. The exhi-
bition. It is dedicated to one of the 
most popular Italian singers of all 
time. The installation by NEO Nar-
rative Environments Operas en-
courages visitors to engage with a 
multifaceted artist who, from his 
earliest days, combined his vocal 
talents with a powerful stage pres-
ence – initially rebellious and trans-
gressive, then, by the late 1990s, 
more intimate and minimalist. The 
exhibition looks at the artist, the 
character, and also the man, and 
in doing so, casts a profound gaze 
on Italian society, its contradic-
tions, ambiguities, and weaknesses. 
Hence, the choice of the DNA meta-
phor, as an element common to all 
human beings, yet unique to each 
of us, becomes the common thread 
that leads the visitor to discover the 
artist’s most human nature and his 
evolution.

(…) the inspiring idea that 
characterizes the journey 
(…) is linked to the concept 
of DNA, that is, the set of 
information that consti-
tutes the genetic herit-
age of a living being and, 
speaking of the human 
race, that which makes 
us simultaneously similar 
and different from one an-
other. The narrative path 
represents an ideal tran-
scription of Renato Zero’s 
genetic code, of that DNA 
that made him, through his 
courage, his heart, and his 
intelligence, a stubbornly 
different man and, at the 
same time, our brother.24

001

Marco Borsotti
The synesthetic power of sound in exhibition design: From sound as trigger to sound as interpreter

https://doi.org/10.60923/issn.3034-9699/26203

mmd.



Two long, opposing walls welcome 
the visitors as they proceed through 
dense sequences of images, doc-
uments, and photographs by the 
artist, juxtaposed with references 
to Italian history over the past six-
ty years and interspersed with red 
and white light bars – evoking DNA 
strands – that intertwine different 
narrative layers, conceptually unit-
ing them into a single life experi-
ence. Numerous video inserts give 
voice not only to Zero’s songs, but 
above all to his words, through ex-
cerpts from interviews and conver-
sations he held with his audiences 
during concerts.

Renato Zero’s film and 
photographic documents, 
but above all his words 
and music, accompany the 
audience through the Ital-
ian history of the last fifty 
years, arranged as individ-
ual constituent parts of a 
single sequence. (...) Rena-
to Zero’s music and words 
alternate with the sounds 
of life flowing in a contin-
uous interweaving, under-
scoring the substance of 
things.25

The flow of sounds is continuous 
and shifts seamlessly from music 
to speech, from ambient sound to 
punctual sound, in an almost nat-
ural flow that finds its privileged 
moments in the encounter with the 
singing and, above all, the words of 
Renato Zero, who becomes the nar-
rative voice of the exhibition. This 
occurs, with particular intensity, in 
the long sound corridor located half-
way through the exhibition, where 

excerpts from interviews introduce 
the metaphor of the years of Zero’s 
artistic “fall” whose “rebirth” ma-
terializes in the audience’s ovation 
after his famous performance at 
the Sanremo Italian Song Festival. 
Zero is a multisensory installation 
where sound takes visible form in 
the digital luminescence of numer-
ous video contributions, and words 
intertwine with music, like a single 
narrative text spanning an entire 
lifetime.

Sound as a Narrative Counter-
point

When one of the world’s most im-
portant historical music publishing 
companies decides to celebrate its 
200th anniversary with an exhibi-
tion, it’s clear that music becomes 
the conceptual and narrative heart 
of the event. In 2008, Atelier Brück-
ner was invited by Bertelsmann AG 
and Ricordi & C. to exhibit in Brus-
sels some of the treasures of the 
Ricordi Archive, an extraordinary 
guardian of the history of the Italian 
opera tradition – arguably the most 
renowned in the world of opera, not 
least because of the recognition it 
received from UNESCO, which in-
cluded it in the Representative List 
of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 
of Humanity in 2023.26

The narrative structure of That’s 
Opera allows visitors to fully partici-
pate in the entire process of creating 
an opera: “The exhibition guides the 
visitor into the ‘backstage’ area of ​​
the world of opera. Here, five theme-
based areas illustrate the genesis, 
namely the ‘making of’ an opera ˗ 
from the ‘Libretto’, the ‘Score’, ‘Sce-
nography’, ‘Voices and Costumes’, 
and on to the final performance, the 
‘Rappresentazione’”.27
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Each space pursues a strong emo-
tional gradient, achieved through 
an intensely dramatic staging, ac-
companied by music whose pres-
ence or absence emphasizes the 
relationship between the exhibited 
objects and the logical sequence of 
the making of. Thus, the exhibition’s 
Prologue invites the visitor to pass 
through several red curtains to en-
counter a screening of a perfor-
mance of Aida, while in the Libretto 
room, the presence of the original 
scores is emphasised by the absence 
of sound: writing as an internaliza-
tion of the creative process of mu-
sic. In a strong perceptual contrast, 
in the “Score” room, the space is 
filled with sound, metaphorically 
transposing the experience of the 
so-called “mystic gulf” or orchestra 
pit. This careful sequence of sound 
presences, strongly contextualized 
to the main narrative system – the 
discovery of the “behind the scenes” 
– and to the collection on display, 
generates a sort of auditory counter-
point that avoids the risk of trans-
forming the visiting experience into 

a mere audition of selected famous 
pieces: a design choice that fully re-
sponds to the concept of museum 
synaesthesia theorized by Uwe R. 
Brückner, co-founder of the Atelier.

Scenography has a long-
term effect on visitor recep-
tion. In a good exhibition, 
understanding through 
observation and thus 
visual perception is not at 
the centre, but rather it of-
fers an experience which 
addresses several senses 
at the same time. The term 
used for this is “museum 
synaesthesia” and means 
that the exhibition is per-
ceived at the same time by 
seeing, moving, hearing, 
and sometimes even by 
touching and smelling.28

Fig. 1:
Studio Azzurro, 
Milan
Fabrizio De An-
dré. La mostra.
Photo by
Fabio Cirifino
Courtesy 
Studio Azzurro.
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Sound as a Game of Complicity

A major traveling event, created 
by Studio Azzurro, toured Italy be-
tween 2009 and 2011 as a tribute to 
one of its most beloved singer-song-
writers, Fabrizio De André, The ex-
hibition traces not only his creative 
journey but above all the complexi-
ty of his imagination, his poetry, and 
his social and political sensibilities. 
The result is five sections populat-
ed with images and objects, among 
which visitors are invited to observe, 
but first and foremost to listen, of-
ten taking direct action to access the 
Genoese musician’s sonic world. In 
the Poetics room (fig. 1), some of his 
songs, representative of the main 
themes of his work – Genoa, wom-
en, anarchy, the underdog, war, and 
death – combine audio and video 
in a vision that superimposes the 
singing onto the lyrics and the evoc-
ative images they portray. In the 
Music room, instead, by choosing a 
De André album cover and placing 
it on a sensitive table, information 
about the history of that recording 
and its contents is displayed, and 

clips from interviews that refer to 
the historical and social context 
that inspired the individual songs 
are activated. An intriguing logical 
inversion, where the vinyl does not 
generate the sound, but rather ex-
plains it, revealing its creative back-
ground, and making it a narrative 
of itself (fig. 2). Finally, large video 
installations bring to life De André’s 
most beloved characters, “revisited 
as figures from the universe of tarot 
cards, a world the singer-songwrit-
er had chosen as the backdrop for 
his latest tour”.29 The installations 
imagined by Studio Azzurro trans-
form the visit into a subtle game of 
complicity, where the content is of-
fered to an audience that must take 
action firsthand and encounters the 
sound, not only as a musical track, 
but above all as oral testimony, in 
a logic where both provide access 
to an understanding of the layered 
complexity of human and artistic 
factors that lie “behind” a piece of 
music and that, first and foremost, 
qualify the depth of a unique artist’s 
vision.

Fig. 2:
Studio Azzurro, 

Milan
Fabrizio De An-
dré. La mostra.

Photo by
Fabio Cirifino

Courtesy 
Studio Azzurro.
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Sound as a Listening Practice/1

The key tenet of the exhibition de-
sign project for the Chopin Muse-
um in Warsaw, created in 2010 by 
Migliore+Servetto Architects, is the 
development of “emotional land-
scapes and soundscapes.”30 These 
“landscapes” allow visitors to access 
the world of the Polish composer 
and pianist through multiple the-
matic tracks, developed with multi-
ple multimedia systems that involve 
public interaction as an open sys-
tem of exploration and deepening. 
“The special atmosphere of the ex-
hibition, stimulating both the imag-
ination as well as the senses, is due 
to the careful combination of histor-
ical exhibits, music, scents, interac-
tive elements and design.”31

The narrative structure becomes 
multidimensional, and sound acts 
as a supporting experiential layer. 
“The project clearly operates with 
a sound layer as an essential part 
of the exhibition, and not only as 
its background.”32 Thanks to the 
use of Radio Frequency IDentifica-
tion (RFID) technology that enables 
automatic data identification and 
storage, the numerous digital tools 
present throughout the exhibition 
allow visitors to access additional 
content and audio contributions, 
thanks to exhibition elements that 
trigger different musical listening 
practices. Thus, in the room dedi-
cated to the musician’s hometown, 
“Warsaw”, three individual stations 
allow visitors to listen to Chopin’s 
youthful compositions in a person-
al and “intimate” way, while in the 
Micolaj Chopin room, immersed in a 
white space, the back wall becomes 
transparent and reveals a view of 
the living room of Chopin’s paternal 
home, which comes alive with its in-

habitants and, above all, the sounds 
of everyday life (fig. 3). Again, in the 
room dedicated to the “French pe-
riod”, the ambient background mu-
sic of the garden of George Sand’s 
house, the artist’s beloved summer 
retreat, contrasts with Chopin’s con-
temporary work, which is diffused 
throughout the room when draw-
ers containing musical scores are 
opened. The most lyrical moments 
in the use of sound as a generative 
system of emotional engagement 
are achieved in two places with 
profoundly different narratives: 
the Composer’s room and the Death 
room. While in the first room (fig. 
4), in fact, a true musical visualiza-
tion is realized:

We then design a large, 
bright installation cas-
cading on the 14 different 
stations for study and in-
vestigation. The electro-
luminescent light, moving 
along the long vertical 
plates containing musical 
notation from Chopin, vis-
ually translates the rhythm 
of the musical piece, diffus-
es in the background,33

in the second one, it is the total ab-
sence of sound – an inescapable 
silence, achieved thanks to an ane-
choic environment, where the end 
of Chopin’s life and thus of his mu-
sical creation is dramatically crys-
tallized – that suggests how this end 
is nothing other than the beginning 
of access to the eternity of his artis-
tic legacy. In the Chopin Museum, 
the audio component is intrinsical-
ly linked to the visitor experience 
and the unfolding of a narrative in 
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which the objects in the collection 
transcend the static nature of their 
physical condition, becoming dy-
namic interpreters of a pervasive 
soundscape.

Sound as a Listening Practice/2

The Caruso Museum, dedicated to 
one of the greatest opera perform-
ers of all time, tenor Enrico Caruso, 
created in 2023 at the Royal Palace 
of Naples by NEO Narrative Envi-
ronments Operas, is an intensely 
sonic place, paying homage not only 
to the unique voice of its protago-
nist34 but also to the pervasive mu-
sicality that permeates the streets of 
his hometown. In the monumental 
Sala Dorica, visitors encounter mul-
tiple audio contributions integrated 
into the exhibition system by icon-
ic elements revisited for exhibition 
purposes – from gramophones to 

vinyl records – through multiple 
modes of experience, such as mul-
timedia tables, 3D animations, film 
installations, and as many as 43 au-
dio stations.35 The museum adopts 
a Beacon system (small transmit-
ters based on Bluetooth Low En-
ergy (BLE) technology, capable of 
sending short-range radio signals 
to smartphones, tablets, and other 
mobile devices equipped with de-
coding apps), which allows visitors 
to listen to music and podcasts, as 
well as use audio guides, in close 
visual connection with the objects 
and iconography arranged along 
the route, thus offering a custom-
izable, multi-layered exploration. 
The exhibition narrative unfolds 
along the parallel thread of the art-
ist’s private and public persona and 
makes extensive use of digital tech-
nology to enable multiple moments 
of interaction, where audio plays a 

Fig. 3:
Migliore+Servetto 
Architects, Milan
Chopin Muzeum

Photo by
 Marcin Czechowicz

Courtesy
 Migliore+Servetto 

Architects.
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prominent and scenographic role. 
A striking feature is the presence of 
five large video-projected discs (fig. 
5), each dedicated to a musical piece 
that marked a milestone in the rise 
of the “Caruso legend”. These discs 
display looped images triggered by 
the visitor’s passage and synchro-
nized with the audio content. A lit-
tle further on, the records are dis-
played in their original form: eight 
33-rpm vinyl records recorded by 
the tenor, which visitors can ideally 
“play” by selecting tracks from their 
mobile phone (fig. 6), thanks to Near 
Field Communication (NFC) technol-
ogy, which allows for the automatic 
identification and pairing of two de-
vices, initiating a two-way data ex-
change, without the use of cables or 
login credentials. Finally, numerous 
display and multimedia tables fea-
ture tags that allow access to dedi-
cated podcast content. The entire 
highly immersive exhibition system 
is shaped in its aesthetic and formal 
aspects by the multifunctional ac-

cessibility of audio content, which 
structures the timing and modal-
ities of the relationship between 
space, collection, and visitor.

Conclusions
 

The selected case studies span the 
last twenty years, presenting expe-
riences developed by leading inter-
national studios, each characterized 
by diverse vocations and approach-
es: from the rigorous and holistic 
methodological approach of Atelier 
Brückner36 to the aesthetic-techno-
logical-narrative evolution of Stu-
dio Azzurro, which consolidates the 
principle of “narrative” museums,37 
to the ongoing integrated and in-
novative research that distinguish-
es NEO Narrative Environments 
Operas and the active and disrup-
tive cultural principle of the con-
temporary museum embraced by 
Migliore+Servetto Architects.38

Fig. 5:
NEO Narrative 
Environments 
Operas, Milan
Museo Caruso
Photo by
 Carlo Oriente
Courtesy
 NEO Narrative 
Environments 
Operas.5
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Everyone is fully aware of the syn-
esthetic power of sound in exhibi-
tion design. Therefore, the presence 
of sound is never a simple matter 
of sensorial complementarity but 
rather of integrated action, first of 
all within the curatorial narrative 
program, and then within the entire 
environmental ecosystem. To bor-
row Stefania Zuliani’s words39 it is 
aimed at “destabilising the exhibi-
tion canon”, understood as a merely 
visual and monosensorial layout.

Exhibiting sound thus becomes a 
matter of coordinated, modulated, 
rhythmic, alternating, and blended 
intersections between noise-and-
voice-and-sound-and-music, in a 
scenario that stimulates the visitor, 
often an active participant in initi-
ating the synesthetic process itself.

Sight isolates, whereas 
sound incorporates; vision 
is directional, whereas 
sound is omnidirection-
al. The sense of sight im-
plies exteriority, but sound 
creates an experience of 
interiority. (…) Hearing 
structures and articulates 
the experience and under-
standing of space. We are 
not normally aware of 
the significance of hear-
ing in spatial experience, 
although sound often pro-
vides the temporal contin-
uum in which visual im-
pressions are embedded.40

Almost fifty years have passed since 
the premiere of one of the most 
brilliant interpretations of the syn-
esthetic power of sound, conceived 
by director Steven Spielberg for 

the movie Close Encounters of the 
Third Kind, which he wrote and di-
rected.41 In the iconic final scene, in 
fact, with extraordinary and vision-
ary visual intensity, Spielberg rep-
resents the realization of the first 
encounter between humans and 
alien entities, through a dialogue 
based on a simple musical sequence 
of five notes, which a pianist – who, 
in the crescendo of the frenzy of 
performance, will alternate with a 
computer – and a colossal extrater-
restrial spaceship – which will act 
as a kaleidoscopic cosmic linguistic 
instrument – perform in an increas-
ingly whirling and powerful man-
ner. Behind the pianist, an immense 
luminous screen represents the suc-
cession of notes through the light-
ing and extinguishing of sequences 
of colored horizontal bars: a sort 
of super-pixel LED wall ante litter-
am. By overcoming the specialized 
cryptic nature of the graphemes of 
a score and transforming music into 
an event readable and comprehen-
sible to all, the artifice defines a co-
ordinated system that involves sight 
and hearing, as well as the physical-
ity itself determined by the power-
ful sound vibrations performed.

In an unstoppable crescendo, the 
film’s key sequence thus unfolds a 
multisensory communication based 
on the repeated set of five sounds – 
four notes, two of which are sepa-
rated by an octave, written by John 
Williams, at Spielberg’s direct direc-
tion, who wanted them to be under-
stood as the musical transposition 
of the word “hello” – and their in-
stantaneous chromatic visualiza-
tion. Spielberg thus transforms the 
most imaginative of “extraterres-
trial” dialogues into an unexpect-
ed collective sensorial experience, 
crowned by the final transposition 
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of the notes into gestures – inspired 
by the Kodaly method for teaching 
music to children – as, finally, the 
first form of universal greeting. 
Spectators witness sound becoming 
music becoming language. Music is 
transposed into light and gestural 
sequences. Multiple sensorial en-
gagements that introduce physical 
contact and the culture of encoun-
ter, here benevolent, friendly, and 
welcoming.

In many ways, this cinematic se-
quence is a sort of involuntary pre-
monition of a manifesto for con-
temporary exhibition design – not 
coincidentally, a design discipline 
with many kinships with the sev-
enth art – that aspires to the “stag-
ing” of a multisensory experience, 
where content reveals its narrative 
and therefore cultural, social, artis-
tic, and historical significance, also 
thanks to digital tools that find in 
sound an extremely effective signi-
fier, capable of reaching the invis-
ible, that which encompasses and 
transcends sight.

A signifier that acts as a perform-
ative element to generate surplus 
information or as an interpreter to 
define and structure new levels of 
understanding and access to knowl-
edge, in a system that pursues the 
habitability of places dense with 
meaning, yet capable of making this 
“meaning” welcoming and engag-
ing.

The focus shifts from the 
object to the narrative sur-
rounding it, reconstruct-
ing a life that contextual-
izes the artifact, bringing 
it out of its immobile sa-
credness. Thus, by juxta-
posing the physicality of 
the material objects, spac-
es, and bodies with the im-
material dimension of the 
multimedia narrative, one 
can suggest the invisible, 
or rather, give space to the 
interpretation of that lost 
vital and ritual component 
that completes the mean-
ing of its presence.42
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Fig. 6:
NEO Narrative 
Environments 
Operas, Milan
Museo Caruso

Photo by
 Carlo Oriente

Courtesy
 NEO Narrative 
Environments 

Operas. 6

Marco Borsotti
The synesthetic power of sound in exhibition design: From sound as trigger to sound as interpreter 

https://doi.org/10.60923/issn.3034-9699/26203

43dossier.



Endnotes:

1	  Borsotti 2017. [Author's trans.]

2	  Studio Azzurro 2011.

3	  Hughes 2021, p. 3.

4	  See also the first part of Zuliani 2024.

5	  Debord 1968; Codeluppi 2007.

6	  Baudrillard 2025.

7	  “It was essentially only by chance that I noticed an article in front of me reporting 
on research by the Tate Gallery in London on how and to what extent, in the new era of 
hyperconnectivity, we pause before works of art in museums. The dwell time is impressive: 
8 seconds.” Iotti 2020, p. 61. [Author's trans.]

8	  “(…) photography, as we have known it for over a century, implied a real referent, 
a direct relationship with the event being photographed. But today, in the digital age, 
these coordinates are often only approximate, uncertain: images can be generated, 
modified, reused without any link to a recognizable origin. (…) ‘Image’ thus becomes a 
more elastic term, suitable for designating both a photo taken with a smartphone and an 
image generated by an algorithm, a 3D rendering, or any other visual form that the future 
will be able to invent.” Camporesi 2025, pp. 6-7 [Author's trans.]

9	  Han 2024, p. 5. [Author's trans.]

10	  Han 2024, p. 5. [Author's trans.]

11	  Montanari, Trione 2017.

12	  Migliore, Servetto 2025, p. 14.

13	  Greppi 2024, pp. 11-12. [Author's trans.] 

14	  UNESCO 2003, Text of the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage. (Paris, 17 October 2003). Article 2 – Definitions https://ich.unesco.org/en/
convention (accessed on 29/01/2026). 

15	  Roppola 2012, p. 130. In the Article, the author also refers to Hopfinger J.B., Luck 
S.J, Hillyard S.A., Selective Attention: Electrophysiological and Neuromagnetic Studies, in 
Gazzaniga 2004, pp. 561-574.

16	  Ricoeur 2012; Halbwachs 1987; Assmann 2002. 

17	  Lupton, Jasper, Wagner 2018, pp 68-128.

18	  Lupton, Jasper, Wagner 2018, pp. 84-89. 

19	  Candela, de Visscher 2023, p. 57.

20	  https://www.monakimprojects.com/projects/voices#slide-21 (accessed on 
29/01/2026).

21	  It's useful to recall here, for conceptual assonance, what Stefania Zuliani writes 
about the traveling performance, staged in Kassel for Documenta 13 by Janet Cardiff and 
George Bures Miller: “The place is created, revealed each time through the sound of the 
voice, which embodies the word and transcends it. Because the voice is not a servant of 
language, but a force that contradicts the transparency of sight, which overturns the 
privilege of the eye on which Western thought has been based at least since Plato, the 
'philosophy that closes the ears' of which the museum is both the result and the instrument”. 
Zuliani 2024, p. 55. [Author's trans.] 

22	  https://www.studioazzurro.com/opere/sensitive-city/ (accessed on 29/01/2026). 
[Author's trans.] 

23	  “The precise meaning of tenuto is contextual: it can mean either holding the note 
in question for its entire duration (or longer, with a slight rubato) or playing the note 

Marco Borsotti
The synesthetic power of sound in exhibition design: From sound as trigger to sound as interpreter

https://doi.org/10.60923/issn.3034-9699/26203

44 mmd.



slightly louder. In other words, the tenuto symbol can alter both the dynamics and the 
duration of a note. In either case, the notation indicates that a note should be emphasized.” 
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Articolazione_(musica) (accessed on 29/01/2026). [Author's 
trans.] 

24	  NEO Narrative Environments Operas, n.d., Works, Zero. https://www.neo.mi.it/
works/zero-la-mostra/ (accessed on 29/01/2026). [Author's trans.] 

25	  NEO Narrative Environments Operas, n.d., Works, Zero. https://www.neo.mi.it/
works/zero-la-mostra/ (accessed on 29/01/2026). [Author's trans.]

26	  The Archive, founded in 1808, is the historical memory of the music publisher 
Ricordi, acquired in 1994 by the German multinational Bertelsmann, which has since 
ensured its preservation and cultural development. Its prestige lies in the variety of 
documents it preserves, which offer a comprehensive view of Italian culture, industry, 
and society. Housed in the Palazzo di Brera in Milan, the Archive collects scores, letters 
from composers, librettists, and singers, sketches and costume designs, librettos, period 
photographs, and Art Nouveau posters. (Ricordi Historical Archive) https://www.
archivioricordi.com/chi-siamo/l-archivio/ (accessed on 29/01/2026). [Author's trans.] 

27	  Atelier Brückner 2011, p. 258. 

28	  Atelier Brückner 2019, p. 154.

29	  Studio Azzurro 2009, from the project report.

30	  “The soundscape is defined by the constituent sounds of an auditorily perceived 
environment, whether they are “natural” or the result of human activity. The study of 
soundscapes is the primary object of acoustic ecology (or ecoacoustics). The term 
soundscape, and the studies that refer to it, owe their success above all to the work The 
Soundscape (1985) by the Canadian Raymond Murray Schafer, to the World Soundscape 
Project he founded in the second half of the 1960s (with the collaboration of, among others, 
Bruce Davis, Barry Truax, Hildegard Westerkamp), and more recently to the activities of 
the World Forum for Acoustic Ecology (WFAE). https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/il-
paesaggio-sonoro_(Storia-della-civilt%C3%A0-europea-a-cura-di-Umberto-Eco)/ (accessed 
on 29/01/2026). [Author's trans.] 

31	  https://muzeum.nifc.pl/en/muzeum/kolekcja-artykul/1026_fryderyk-chopin-
museum/ (accessed on 29/01/2026).

32	  Knast 2011, p. 75.

33	  Knast 2011, p. 181.

34	  “Caruso is a boy from the womb of Naples. He earns his living as an apprentice in 
a foundry, and in the evenings, he sings serenades among the tables of the restaurants on 
the seafront. Little Enrico doesn't yet know that one day he will become “the one, the only, 
the great Caruso” (Rosa Ponselle, The New York Times Archives, 25 febbraio 1973, p. 105). 
(Rosa Ponselle, The New York Times Archives, 25 febbraio 1973, p. 105). He doesn't even 
imagine that in his rich, fleshy timbre, capable of the colors of a baritone, in the cello-like 
sweetness of his legato, his contemporaries would recognize the most perfect incarnation 
of the "tenor of the new century.” Valente 2003. [Author's trans.]  https://www.marsilioarte.
it/magazine/enrico-caruso-il-tenore-che-e-diventato-un-mito/ (accessed on 29/01/2026).

35	  https://ettsolutions.com/progetti/museo-caruso/ (accessed on 29/01/2026).

36	  Atelier Brückner has consolidated a methodological practice called Creativ(e) 
Structur(e), which inserts each phase of the design approach into a multidisciplinary, 
integrated, and holistic system: “The Creativ(e) Structur(e) is the fundament of our design 
philosophy ‘form follow content’, it is method, navigation system, and curriculum at the 
same time. It helps to orchestrate all creative instruments in order to achieve a 
‘Gesamtkunstwerk’, a holistic piece of art”. Atelier Brückner 2019, p. 172.

37	  “The museum is increasingly becoming a place in which to live, to participate in a 
story through multiple stimuli (…) A dynamic, organic place, not only intended for 

Marco Borsotti
The synesthetic power of sound in exhibition design: From sound as trigger to sound as interpreter 

https://doi.org/10.60923/issn.3034-9699/26203

45dossier.



collection and exhibition, which marks the transition from the idea of ​​a 'collection 
museum' to that of a 'narrative museum'”. Studio Azzurro 2011, p. 13. [Author's trans.] 

38	  “(…) to shape a new concept of places of culture and encounter revolving around 
the idea we like to describe as “Museum Seeds”. (…) like a seed, a place of culture, must be 
capable of taking root in the surrounding urban and social fabric in order to activate new 
forms of behavior”. Migliore, Servetto 2025, p. 20.

39	  Zuliani 2024, p. 62. 

40	  Pallasmaa 2012, p. 53.

41	  Close Encounters of the Third Kind (Incontri ravvicinati del terzo tipo), 1977, U.S.A, 
directed by Steven Spielberg, Columbia Pictures, EMI Films.

42	  Studio Azzurro 2011, p. 13. [Author's trans.]

References:

Assmann 2002: Assmann A., Ricordare. Forme e mutamenti della memoria culturale, 
Bologna, Il Mulino, 2002.

Atelier Brückner 2011: Atelier Brückner, Scenography. Making spaces talk. Projects 2002-
2010. Stuttgart, Avedition, 2011.

Atelier Brückner 2019: Atelier Brückner, Scenography 2Staging the space. Projects and 
Philosophy 1997-2018. Basel, Birkhäuser, 2019.

Baudrillard 2025: Baudrillard J., Simulacri e impostura. Bestie, Beaubourg, apparenze e 
altri oggetti, Sesto San Giovanni (MI), Pgreco, 2025.

Borsotti 2017: Borsotti M. Tutto si può narrare. Riflessioni critiche sul progetto di 
allestimento, Sesto San Giovanni, Mimesis, 2017.

Camporesi 2025: Camporesi S., Una foto è una foto è una foto, Torino, Einaudi, 2025.

Candela, de Visscher 2023: Candela E., de Visscher E, Learning from “the sounding object”: 
Sound design in the critical reimagining of museum object narratives, in “Design Issues”, 2023, 
39 (2), pp. 57-71.

Codeluppi 2007: Codeluppi V., La vetrinizzazione sociale. Il processo di spettacolarizzazione 
degli individui e della società, Torino, Bollati Boringhieri, 2007.

Debord 1968: Debord G., La società dello spettacolo, Bari, De Donato, 1968. 

Gazzaniga 2004: Gazzaniga M.S. (ed.), The Cognitive Neurosciences, Cambridge, 
Massachussets, MIT Press, 2004.

Greppi 2024: Greppi C., Storie che non fanno la storia, Bari, Laterza, 2024.

Halbwachs 1987: Halbwachs M., La memoria collettiva, Milano, Unicopli, 1987.

Han 2024: Han B-C., La crisi della narrazione. Informazione, politica e vita quotidiana, 
Torino, Einaudi, 2024.

Hughes 2021:  Hughes P., Storytelling exhibitions. Identity, truth and wonder, London, 
Bloomsbury Visual Arts, 2021.

Iotti 2020: Iotti L., 8 secondi. Viaggio nell’era della distrazione, Milano, Il Saggiatore, 2020.

Knast 2011: Knast A. (ed.), Muzeum Chopina, Warzawa, Narodowy Instytut Fryderyka 
Chopina, 2011.

Lupton, Jasper, Wagner 2018: Lupton E., Jasper A., Wagner N., Notes on Touch, Sound, 
Smell, and Flavor, in Lupton E., Lipps A. (eds.), The Senses: Design Beyond Vision, New 
York, Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum and Princeton Architectural Press, 
2018.

Lupton, Lipps 2018: Lupton E., Lipps A. (eds.), The Senses: Design Beyond Vision, New York, 

Marco Borsotti
The synesthetic power of sound in exhibition design: From sound as trigger to sound as interpreter

https://doi.org/10.60923/issn.3034-9699/26203

46 mmd.



Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum and Princeton Architectural Press, 2018.

Migliore, Servetto 2025: Migliore I., Servetto M., Museum Seed. The futurability of cultural 
places, Milano, Electa, 2025.

Montanari, Trione 2017: Montanari T., Trione V., Contro le mostre, Torino, Einaudi, 2017.

Pallasmaa 2012: Pallasmaa J., The eyes of the skin. Architecture and the Senses, Chichester, 
John Wiley & Sons, 2012.

Ponselle 1973: Ponselle R., The One, The Only, The Great Caruso, The New York Times 
Archives, February 25, 1973, p. 105

Ricoeur 2012: Ricoeur P., Ricordare, dimenticare, perdonare. L'enigma del passato, Bologna, 
Il Mulino, 2012.

Roppola 2012: Roppola T., Designing for the Museum Visitor Experience, New York, 
Routledge, 2012.

Valente 2023: Valente L., Enrico Caruso. Da icona a mito, Venezia, Marsilio Arte, 2023.

Studio Azzurro 2009: Project Report, Courtesy of Studio Azzuro

Studio Azzurro 2011: Studio Azzurro, Musei di narrazione. Percorsi interattivi e affreschi 
multimediali, Cinisello Balsamo (MI), Silvana Editoriale, 2011.

Zuliani 2024: Zuliani S., Exhibiting the voice. Displays of the invisible, in Castellani F., 
Glicenstein J., Zanella F. (eds.), Questioning Exhibit Display. Theories, Forms, Perspectives, 
Paris, Hermann Éditeurs, 2024, pp. 53-67. 

Marco Borsotti
The synesthetic power of sound in exhibition design: From sound as trigger to sound as interpreter 

https://doi.org/10.60923/issn.3034-9699/26203

47dossier.


