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Abstract
Desde su creación, en 2008, Europeana ha fomentado decisivamente la digitalización y 
difusión del patrimonio cultural de archivos, bibliotecas, galerías y museos europeos. 
Aunque las artes visuales y la arquitectura tienen una presencia central en las Colecciones 
Europeana, a menudo la información sobre los edificios de los museos y los espacios de 
exposición tiende a ser escasa o difícil de encontrar. Teniendo en cuenta que la arquitectura 
está intrínsecamente asociada con el papel social y cultural de los museos como institucio-
nes de memoria, este artículo pretende discutir la subrepresentación de los espacios mu-
seísticos en las Colecciones Europeana, destacando la importancia de una inversión más 
sustancial en la digitalización y carga de materiales existentes (por ejemplo, fotografías y 
dibujos), así como en la producción de contenidos nativos digitales relacionados con edifi-
cios de museos (como vídeos y modelos 3D). Además, las autoras sugieren que Europeana 
debería introducir nuevas funcionalidades de búsqueda, temas y exposiciones en línea para 
aumentar la visibilidad de la arquitectura de los museos.

Since its creation, in 2008, Europeana has decisively fostered the digitisation and disse-
mination of cultural heritage from European archives, libraries, galleries and museums. 
Although visual arts and architecture have a central presence in Europeana Collections, 
more often than not, the information about museum buildings and exhibition spaces tends 
to be scarce or difficult to find. Considering that architecture is intrinsically associated with 
the social and cultural role of museums as memory institutions, this paper aims to discuss 
the underrepresentation of museum spaces in Europeana Collections, highlighting the im-
portance of a more substantial investment in the digitisation and uploading of existing ma-
terials (e.g., photographs and drawings), as well as in the production of born-digital items 
related to museum buildings (e.g., videos and 3D models). Furthermore, the authors suggest 
that Europeana should introduce new search functionalities, themes and online exhibitions 
to increase the visibility of museum architecture.

Keywords
Arquitectura de museos, colecciones en línea, Europeana, memoria 
Museum architecture, online collections, Europeana, memory
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Introduction
Over the last three decades and in line with international trends and institutions, European 
museums have significantly invested in the digitisation and online dissemination of cultural 
heritage. In addition to their own websites and social media, many of these institutions also 
share their digital collections through national and international platforms, such as Google 
Arts & Culture and Europeana1.
Launched by the European Commission in 2008, as “the EU digital platform for cultural 
heritage, collecting and providing online access to tens of millions of digitised items from 
libraries, archives, audiovisual collections and museums across Europe”2, Europeana de-
veloped through the creation of the Europeana Collections web portal in 2015. Currently, 
it gathers together and provides online access to over 56 million digital items from more 
than 4,000 different institutions, including artworks, archaeological artefacts, books, news-
papers, scientific instruments and music, among others3 (fig. 1). This collaborative platform 
is structured through a network of aggregators that mediate between Europeana and the 
providing institutions. In order to enable a “unified access to digital cultural objects irres-
pective of origin, language or format”4, the incorporation of items into de collections follows 
the Europeana Data Model (EDM)”.

However, this ground-breaking project is not without problems and, obviously, the huge 
scale of the aggregated collections, the diversity of content and the high number of different 
of languages used by the providing institutions pose multiple challenges in terms of access 

1 NEMO – The Network of European Museum Organisations, Final report: Digitisation and IPR in 
European Museums (Berlin; NEMO, 2020), 3-4.
2 “New Europeana Collections site brings people closer to culture”, European Commission - Shaping 
Europe’s digital future, 22 January 2016, accessed 7 August 2023, https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/
en/news/new-europeana-collections-site-brings-people-closer-culture
3 “About”, Europeana, accessed 3 August 2023, https://www.europeana.eu/en/about-us.
4 Vivien Petras et al., “Europeana – a Search Engine...”, Datenbank Spektrum 17 (2017), accessed 14 
August 2023: 41, https://doi.org/10.1007/s13222-016-0238-1.

Figure 1. An overview of the current scale of Europeana Collections. Source: “About”, Europeana, screenshot, 
14 August 2023, https://www.europeana.eu/en/about-us.
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and search functionalities. In spite of the richness and diversity of Europeana Collections, 
as far as museums are concerned, the portal’s search engine is clearly more oriented to 
movable heritage than to the immovable dimension of these cultural institutions, affording 
little visibility to the architectural spaces where such objects are housed and displayed. On 
the one hand, none of the filters available to explore the collections is directly related to 
museum architecture and, on the other hand, the reduced number of results obtained with 
queries about important museum buildings can be quite disappointing.
At the same time, the underrepresentation of museum architecture on Europeana appears 
to be contradictory with the relevance that this type of building has achieved in contem-
porary culture. In fact, since the 1970s, museums have consistently been recognised not 
only as a prolific theme for architectural creation5, but also as a fertile domain for research 
in Architectural History and Theory. Moreover, museum architecture has also become a 
popular topic in online communication, inspiring the production of a wide range of social 
media content.
Against this background, this paper aims to discuss the limited visibility of museum archi-
tecture on Europeana, drawing on a study carried out in 2022, under the framework of the 
Integrated Master’s Programme in Architecture at Instituto Superior Técnico, Universidade 
de Lisboa, Portugal6. Based on the quantitative and qualitative analysis conducted in 2022, 
this paper identifies key problems and presents different arguments in favour of improving 
access to images and information about museum spaces, which are —and should be regar-
ded as— a fundamental component of art museums as memory institutions.

Documenting and Communicating Museum Architecture on Digital Platforms
The 1990s represented a turning moment for museums, marked by two interconnected and 
equally challenging dynamics: one towards virtualisation, with the digitisation of collec-
tions, the launch of the first institutional websites and the creation of purely digital galleries; 
and the other centred around the unprecedented popularity of museum architecture. As 
Ross Parry and Vince Dziekan observe:

The digital transformation of museums has unfolded as a series of continuous disruptions. 
The adoption of the networked economies and technologies of the Internet age have direc-
ted a restaging of how museums, their collections and the cultural values they embody are 
understood and activated.7

5 Vittorio Magnago Lampugnani and Angeli Sachs, Museums for a New Millennium – Concepts, 
Projects, Buildings (Munich: Prestel, 1999), 7.
6 Isabel Guedes, “Espaços expositivos em formato digital: a presença da arquitetura de museus nas 
Coleções Europeana” [Exhibition Spaces in a Digital Format: The Presence of Museum Architecture 
in Europeana Collections] (Master’s Dissertation, Instituto Superior Técnico, Universidade de Lisboa, 
2022. Supervisor: Helena Barranha).
7 Ross Parry and Vince Dziekan, “Critical Digital: Museums and their Postdigital Circumstance”, in Art, 
Museums and Digital Cultures – Rethinking Change, edited by Helena Barranha and Joana Simões 
Henriques (Lisbon: IHA/NOVA FCSH and maat), 16, https://doi.org/10.34619/hwfg-s9yy.
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The re-contextualisation of cultural values reached a critical point when, for many institu-
tions and visitors, museum buildings became as, or even more, important than museum 
collections or, as some authors put it, the museum superseded the cathedral or the skyscra-
per as the “defining architectural category of our time”8. Interestingly enough, the first art 
museum websites already highlighted not only masterpieces in the collections but also the 
architectural space, as part of their history and identity.
In effect, the international relevance of museum architecture would hardly have been 
possible without the rapid development and globalisation of the Internet, through which 
the appealing images of iconic buildings, such as the Guggenheim Bilbao or the Louvre 
Pyramid, were widely disseminated in the turn of the millennium. In addition to books, 
magazines and exhibition catalogues, the increasing interest in museum spaces, shared by 
curators, researchers, students and audiences at large, also motivated numerous online pu-
blications on blogs, websites and new digital platforms specifically dedicated to architecture 
which emerged with Web 2.0.
Offering diversified and constantly updated content on contemporary architecture, web 
magazines such as Archdaily, Dezeen, Designboom, Architizer or Divisare have gradually 
amassed a vast “repository of architectural production on a global scale”9. These platforms, 
being considerably more flexible and user-friendly than traditional archives and publica-
tions, also encourage users to share or republish news and projects on social media, thus 
fostering a broader dissemination of museum architecture.
It is also important to note that, with the rise of social media and participatory online dyna-
mics, much of the content about museum architecture circulating online today is produced 
by the visitors themselves. Through sharing their experiences and images on Instagram 
and other social networks, visitors offer new perspectives on museum buildings as urban 
spaces and also on the variable relationship between collections and exhibition spaces. 
This confirms the perception that:

Museums have always been more than just places of careful preservation and interpre-
tation. They are also places of visual and spatial staging: of individual objects and entire 
collections, of visitors’ encounters with those objects and the stories told around them.10

In this context, the digital strategies of cultural institutions extend far beyond the mere digiti-
sation of collections and archives. Knowing that “the design of space is the common point of 
reference for architecture and museology”11, museums are curating online visits that invite 

8 Martin Filler, “Broad-Minded Museum”, The New York Review, 20 March 2018, accessed 14 August 
2023, https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2008/03/20/broad-minded-museum/.
9 Guido Cimadomo, Rubén García Rubio and Vishal Shahdadpuri Aswani, “La diseminación de la 
arquitectura en la era digital. El ecosistema de las revistas(digitales), repositorios y redes sociales”, 
Constelaciones, n.º 9 (2021): 158, accessed 14 August 2023, https://doi.org/10.31921/constelaciones.
n9a10.
10 Maarten Liefooghe, Aslı Çiçek and Jantje Engels, “Staging the Museum”, OASE 111 (May 2022): 1.
11 Kali Tzortzi, Museum Space. Where Architecture Meets Museology (London & New York: Routledge, 
2017), 1.
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audiences to engage with both the exhibition content and the architectural spaces. This 
is particularly evident on museum websites and international platforms such as Google 
Arts & Culture, which offers street view tours to buildings and exhibitions. Additionally, 
YouTube hosts a multitude of videos dedicated to museum architecture, including guided 
tours, documentaries and interviews produced by cultural institutions, television channels, 
architectural studios and magazines, as well as stories shared by influencers or occasional 
visitors. Digital platforms and cultural heritage databases also illustrate the current com-
plexity of archiving, preserving and communicating architectural collections. As Ines Maria 
Zalduendo points out:

If we think of archival practice in relation to architectural collections, there is no doubt 
that collecting and archiving in the current born-digital landscape is impacted deeply in 
fundamental ways: the vast amount, and above all, the nature of architectural drawings 
has changed.12

Indeed, as architectural representation has become increasingly multifaceted and compu-
ter-based, collections and archives now encompass not only digitised materials, but also 
born-digital photographs and technical drawings, videos, 3D models and virtual reality 
tours. Collectively, these online collections constitute a wide range of resources available 
for research, collaboration and creative reuse within the domain of museum architecture. 
Therefore, the question arises: How is Europeana addressing these new challenges and 
opportunities?

Searching for Museum Architecture in Europeana Collections
In 2015, when Europeana Collections first became accessible online, Jill Cousins, who was 
then the Executive Director of Europeana, highlighted that the new site was “answering a 
genuine audience desire for high quality, downloadable content” and, simultaneously, aiding 
partner institutions “to improve their international visibility, audience growth, outreach and 
engagement.”13Alongside the availability of free search queries, at that time online visitors 
could already explore two curated collections centred around popular themes: Music and 
Art History.
To ensure the aggregation and presentation of coherent sets of items from various institu-
tions, many other thematic collections were progressively added, covering topics such as 
Archaeology, Fashion, Industrial Heritage, Maps and Geography, Natural History and Sport, 
among others. This curatorial effort has also been supplemented by the creation of diver-
se online exhibitions, which, along with blog posts, are currently accessible as “Stories”14. 
These serve as effective methods for managing the massive amount of items available on 

12 Ines Maria Zalduendo, “Paradigm shift: curatorial views on collecting and archiving architectural 
drawings in an evolving born-digital landscape”, 2014, accessed 14 August 2023: 1, http://nrs.harvard.
edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:13442962.
13 Jill Cousins cited in “New Europeana Collections site brings people closer to culture”.
14 “Stories”, Europeana, accessed 7 August 2023, https://www.europeana.eu/en/stories.
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the web portal, providing alternative and more direct ways for exploring European cultural 
heritage within specific subjects. At the same time, by creating multiple options for acces-
sing interrelated resources, Europeana fosters research and engagement, enabling new 
forms of usage and collaboration associated with social media, remix culture and creative 
industries15.
Through the platform’s homepage, users can explore the curated collections and stories, ca-
rry out free searches or create a personal account for saving their favourite items and orga-
nising them into galleries, which can subsequently be shared with other people16. Although 
the homepage is quite clear and intuitive, several problems can occur when undertaking 
transdisciplinary searches that cross different thematic fields or heritage categories, as is 
often the case with museum architecture. As mentioned in the Introduction, this paper is 
based upon a recent academic investigation17 on the representation of museum architec-
ture within Europeana Collections, which involved an extensive exploration the platform, 
adopting a user’s perspective approach. Given that neither the thematic collections nor the 
available “Topics” or “Stories” facilitated a focus on museum architecture, it was necessary 
to formulate specific search queries.
A set of four related keywords was therefore selected: Architecture, Building, Exhibition 
and Museum. These keywords were then combined in different queries, using four langua-
ges: Portuguese, English, Spanish and French. Following the tips provided by Europeana 
on how to improve search queries, the symbol +, parentheses, quotation marks and also the 
term “what” were added to the previously selected keywords18. Such variations favoured the 
return of more relevant results.
Lastly, the filters “Archaeology” and “Art”, accessible on the platform, were also applied. 
Among the available filters, these were considered the most pertinent to the search topic, 
not only due to the disciplinary, historical and cultural affinities between art, archaeology 
and architecture, but also because they correspond to museum typologies that have pro-
ved notably prolific from an architectural point of view. Nevertheless, the experiment soon 
revealed that these two filters did not work well to find content related to museum archi-
tecture. In fact, the absence of a specific filter for architecture or any curatorial project on 
museum architecture represented major constraints for this study.
The following table (fig. 2) describes the main steps of the adopted methodology and the 
variations introduced in the search queries.
Overall, the contents related to museum architecture were too dispersed and not always 
well catalogued. In this scenario, two opposite and equally problematic situations occurred: 

15 Bjarki Valtysson and Nanna Holdgaard, “The museum as a charged space: The duality of digital 
museum communication”, in The Routledge Handbook of Museums, Media and Communication, ed. 
by Kirsten Drotner et. al. (London and New York: Routledge, 2018), 163. https://library.oapen.org/
handle/20.500.12657/47733.
16 “Discover Europe’s digital cultural heritage”, Europeana, https://www.europeana.eu/en.
17 Guedes, “Espaços expositivos em formato digital...”.
18 “How to Search Europeana”, Europeana, accessed 7 August 2023, https://www.europeana.eu/pt/help/
search-tips.
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a) an excessive number of results, many of which were irrelevant or even inaccurate; b) the 
complete absence of results.
Some of the items found and examined during the research contained imprecise, outdated 
or incoherent information, as was the case with a photograph of a building that was mis-
takenly labelled as a “museum”. Furthermore, in many other pictures, the available meta-
data was insufficient for identifying the building or monument.19 This raises the issue of 
metadata quality which, accordingly to Sarantos Kapidaskis, “affects the interoperability 
of the collections and the quality of all search results and is important to the success of 
Europeana”20.

Finally, the matter of multilingualism is also a significant concern, as using the same 
keywords in different languages produced distinct results. Europeana is aware of this pro-
blem and is actively seeking a solution since the launch of the website, as it poses limitations 
on ensuring equal access to the same content for all users21.
The following table (fig. 3) summarises some of the most and the less effective strategies 
used for searching museum architecture content on the platform.
In terms of the representation of museum architecture on Europeana, the results were 
quite disappointing as only approximately 300 museums had information about their buil-
dings, which corresponded to a small proportion of the thousands of cultural institutions 

19 Guedes, “Espaços expositivos em formato digital...”, 74.
20 Sarantos Kapidaskis, “Comparing Metadata Quality in the Europeana Context”, in PETRA ‘12: 
Proceedings of the 5th International Conference on PErvasive Technologies Related to Assistive 
Environments (New York: Association for Computing Machinery, 2012), accessed 28 July 2023, https://
dl.acm.org/doi/pdf/10.1145/2413097.2413129.
21 European Commission, Directorate-General for Communications Networks, Content and Technology, 
Europeana strategy 2020-2025: Empowering digital change (Luxembourg: Publications Office of the 
European Union, 2020), 35, accessed 21 August 2023. https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2759/524581.
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Figure. 2. Synthesis of the research methodology adopted in the work carried out in 2022 (Guedes, “Espaços 
expositivos em formato digital...”, 103). Diagram: Helena Barranha and Isabel Guedes, 2023.
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that contribute to the platform. The items mapped throughout the study were mostly old 
pictures documenting the exterior of the buildings (fig. 4). Usually, these images were ac-
companied by relevant information about the buildings (metadata), including the geographic 
location, the name of the architect(s) who designed and/or renewed space and the dates of 
the architectural project. In certain cases, short descriptions also provided additional and 
interesting details.

Recent exterior views or images of interior museum spaces, such as exhibition rooms, 
were less abundant. There was also very small number of technical drawings and 3D mo-
dels22. However, this scenario is gradually changing, as the 2021 Recommendation of the 
European Commission establishes that, by 2030, all Member States should have 3D models 
of all monuments and sites at risk and at least 50% of “the most physically visited cultural 
and heritage monuments, buildings and sites”23. In the next few years, these guidelines will 
certainly lead to a significant increase in the number of 3D models of museum buildings 
accessible on Europeana.
Regarding the provenance of the images, it should be noted that, frequently, the items rela-
ted to museum architecture were digitised and made available on Europeana by other insti-
tutions. Indeed, some of the museums that contribute to the platform only share content re-
lated to their collections, while the documentation about their buildings is provided by other 
cultural institutions, not necessarily from the same country. This happened, for example, 

22 A good example of a 3D model located during the study was the Georges Pompidou Centre, in Paris. 
Providing institution: Modèles et simulations pour l’Architecture et le Patrimoine, France. See: https://
www.europeana.eu/en/item/2048708/BEAUBOURG_beaubourg01_rendu.
23 European Commission, “Commission Recommendation (EU) 2021/1970 of 10 November 2021 on 
a common European data space for cultural heritage”, Official Journal of the European Union, L401 
(November 2021), accessed 25 July 2023: 5-16. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal- content/EN/TXT/
PDF/?uri=CELEX:32021H1970&qid=1667072164258&from=EN.
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Figure 3. A quantitative and qualitative synthesis of the results obtained in the research carried out in 2022 
(Guedes, “Espaços expositivos em formato digital...”, 99-103). Diagram: Helena Barranha and Isabel Guedes, 
2023. Icons: Maria Icon / Noun Project.
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with the Prado Museum, in Madrid, whose architecture is well documented on Europeana 
thanks to the contributions of other institutions. Although none of the items found during 
this research were provided by the Prado Museum itself, the diversity of images and the 
information accessible on the platform offers a very comprehensive overview of the transfor-
mation of the buildings throughout the institution’s history. The study also identified museu-
ms that were not among the providing institutions, but which were nonetheless represented 
in Europeana Collections, since other institution(s) own and disclosed documentation about 
their museum’s buildings (e.g., Guggenheim Bilbao or Carré d’Art, in Nîmes)24.

Conclusion
Nearly a decade after the launch of the Europeana Collections website, it is now evident that 
the platform has actively promoted the digital transformation of cultural heritage institutions 
across Europe. Simultaneously, in alignment with the European Union open access poli-
cies, Europeana has consistently facilitated the study and reuse of online collections.
Considering that, as Susan Crane highlights, “museum collections are built so that futu-
re generations will have the benefit of the knowledge and meanings accumulated in the 

24 Guedes, “Espaços expositivos em formato digital...”, 43.
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Figure 4. Partial view of the 591 results obtained with the search query “museum architecture” (no filters). 
Screenshot 23 June 2022.
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museum”25, how can Europeana contribute to documenting and communicating the history 
of museum architecture? And how can this platform foster the production of new knowledge 
on this theme?
This paper has addressed these questions, identifying the main constraints and potentia-
lities of Europeana within the field of museum architecture. As demonstrated by the study 
carried out in 2022, a major obstacle lies in locating and sorting relevant content related 
to this specific topic from among the millions of items that form part of the Europeana 
Collections.
Therefore, researchers and other audiences interested in this subject would benefit from the 
creation of new filters for “architecture” or even for “museum architecture”. Furthermore, 
it is necessary to rethink thesauri and tagging criteria, in order to ensure that search 
keywords yield more precise results, irrespective of the selected language, thus guarantee-
ing equal access to information for all users. Curatorial projects should also be considered, 
namely the organisation of a thematic collection dedicated to museum architecture, in ge-
neral, complemented by online exhibitions centred around different subtopics or specific 
types of museum buildings. Such initiatives would decisively improve the access to relevant 
content and, more importantly, contribute to preserving the memory of museums as archi-
tectural spaces.
This paper has also revealed that, recurrently, cultural heritage institutions prioritise the 
digitisation of their collections to the detriment of their architectural spaces. This partly ex-
plains why, in many cases, the content accessible on Europeana concerning museum archi-
tecture is not provided by the museums themselves, but by other institutions that share this 
documentation within their digital collections. Consequently, museums inadvertently end 
up missing important opportunities linked to the online visibility of their buildings.
In fact, the digitisation of architectural collections and the production of born digital ob-
jects, especially 3D models, offer significant advantages to museums that transcend merely 
publicising the institution’s identity across diverse audiences. Rigorous and updated digital 
documentation is also crucial for heritage conservation and, as pointed out in the recom-
mendations of the European Commission, it can also “be a source of relevant knowledge on 
climate-related impact, adaptation and resilience”26.
Taking all these aspects into consideration, we can conclude that museum architecture is 
still an underexplored domain within Europeana Collections. Increasing the number and 
the diversity of digital items on this topic, including recent images, drawings and 3D mo-
dels, will not only help conserving and expanding museum collections, but also fulfilling 
the museums’ mission, by sharing their heritage with diverse online communities. Finally, 
as museum architecture holds multiple layers of meaning and tangible transformation, en-
hancing its visibility will, undoubtedly, foster the construction of new layers of knowledge 
and memory.

25 Susan A. Crane, “The Conundrum of Ephemerality: Time, Memory, and Museums”, in A Companion 
to Museum Studies, ed. by Susan MacDonald (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2006), 102.
26 European Commission “Commission Recommendation (EU) 2021/1970 of 10 November 2021...”, 6.




