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How to make
stones
speak.
A practical guide for cultural professionals

Stones in display cases communicate nothing to anyone — perhaps to the

archaeologist who dug them up. To everyone else, no. This guide explains

what to do instead.
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Think back to the last school trip you took to a museum. The guide droned on,

pointed at objects in display cases, explained dead people from centuries ago. You

were bored. And you probably spent zero minutes thinking about it afterwards.

It wasn't your fault. And it wasn't even the guide's fault. It was a structural problem: they

started from the object instead of the person.

The standard approach: pick the object → explain its historical value → hope the

audience cares.

The HOP approach: find the person inside the object → build their story → design an

experience for your specific audience.

The difference looks simple. In practice it requires three competences that rarely coexist

in the same organisation — and that are almost always confused with one another.

The problem isn't
heritage.
It's how heritage is
communicated.
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02
Five things the sector
pretends not to know.

01 Stones in display cases communicate nothing to anyone. Perhaps to

the archaeologist who dug them up.

02 A stone has value only in relation to a person. Remove the person and

a stone is just a stone.

03 The story is one. Formats are infinite. The format doesn't replace the

story.

04 The stone is not neutral. It already tells a story. And that story is not

neutral.

05 We ask curators to do storytelling. What could possibly go wrong?
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03
Three things that
must work together.
The HOP Methodology organises the valorisation process around three competences.

The point isn't having all three in-house — it's making sure they work as a single

experience for the person living it.

01
Scientific truth

THE FACTS MUST HOLD

It doesn't mean a lecture. It

means every claim can be

traced to a source. When

something is uncertain, you

say it's uncertain.

02
Storytelling

THE STORY MUST BE HUMAN

Information alone moves

nobody. Find the real,

documented character. Tell

their story: a beginning, a

conflict, a resolution.

03
User
experience
THE EXPERIENCE MUST REACH
SOMEONE

The best story isn't enough

if it isn't designed for the

people who will live it.

Define the audience before

the format.

Something almost nobody says openly: the three competences require very different

professional profiles. The historian who verifies sources doesn't need to know how to

tell a story — they need to know how to do research. The storyteller doesn't need to

be a historian — they need to know how to build narratives. Confusing these roles is

exactly what produces most of the cultural projects that don't work.

Work with a historian to
verify sources — not to
write the text

—

Distinguish documented
fact from reasonable
interpretation

—

Don't fill gaps with fiction
presented as history

—

Identify the character —
not an era, a specific
person

—

Build a narrative arc, not a
biography

—

Choose the format that
serves the story

—

The audience is specific —
not "the general public"

—

Decide whether there will
be a guide or whether the
audience navigates alone

—

Plan promotion before
producing

—
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The HOP Canvas.
Nine questions in the right order.
Before producing anything, you need to answer nine questions — in the order they're

numbered. Sources come before the story. Audience comes before format. It takes about 90

minutes to complete seriously.

1
SOURCES

What historical sources are
available? Are more
needed? Who can interpret
them?

2
THE CHARACTER

Who is it? What is their
story? Why are they
interesting?

3
THE STORY

What narrative structure?
Who narrates? What
competences are needed?

4
THE AUDIENCE

For whom? What do they
already know? What do they
need to hear?

5
THE EVENTS

What happened? How was
the heritage involved?

6
THE VALUE

What do they take home?
What message? Would they
do it again?

7
THE EXPERIENCE

How will they live it? With a
guide or alone? How is it
measured?

8
PREPARATION

Main phases? Who does
what? Who is missing?

9
RESOURCES

What's needed? How much
does it cost? How will it be
funded?

The most important rule: fill in the Canvas in numbered order. If you start from the format

— "we want to make a podcast" — you're skipping the questions that matter. The format is

the answer to question 3, not the starting point.

The Canvas is free to download at www.associazioneeutopia.org — released under Creative Commons

CC BY-SA 4.0.
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05
How to start.
In five steps.

1
Choose one heritage item — not your entire

collection.

One object, one site, one document, one tradition, one person. The more specific, the

better it works. You can always expand later.

2
Find a local historian or archivist.

One or two sessions to verify sources and understand what's documented and what

isn't. You don't need them to write the text — you need them to know what you can

lean on.

3
Fill in the Canvas with your team.

90 minutes, all nine questions, in order. The most useful moments are when you get

stuck — that's where the real problem to solve lies.

4
Identify the missing competences.

After the Canvas, you know whether you need a writer, an audio technician, a

designer. You don't need them all in-house — you need to know who to look for. Six

hours from an external professional cost less than six months of misdirected work.

5
Produce the smallest output completable in three

months.

One podcast episode. One visitor route. One short video. Gather real feedback. Then

iterate. Don't wait for perfect conditions.
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Five mistakes to avoid.

× Starting from the format.

"We want to make a podcast" is not a strategy. It's an answer before the question. Those

who start from the format almost always produce content nobody watches.

× Confusing the heritage community with the target audience.

Those already interested in history aren't your problem. Your problem is the people who

don't yet know they want to hear it. Design for them.

× Treating promotion as an afterthought.

Even the best content doesn't get found without a distribution plan. Plan it before

producing, not after.

× Trying to do everything in-house.

Don't have a historian, writer, audio technician and designer on staff? That's fine. The

Canvas tells you exactly what to look for outside.

× Waiting for perfect conditions.

You don't need a grant, a big team or a full budget. Start small. Finish something. Then

scale.

H  O P   M E T H O D O L O G Y   ·   E U T O P I A 6



«Out beyond ideas of
wrongdoing and rightdoing,
there is a field. I'll meet you
there.»
—  R  U  M  I

Eutopia works between those who produce knowledge and those who need

to use it in a different context. If you're working with cultural heritage and

want to apply the methodology, the Canvas is free to download. If you

want support — a facilitated session, a workshop, a structured path —

write to us.

Associazione Culturale

EUTOPIA

San Benedetto del Tronto, Marche

info (at) associazioneeutopia.org

www.associazioneeutopia.org
C REATIVE COMMONS CC BY-SA 4.0

F REELY USABLE AND ADAPTABLE
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