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Why interpretation?

HI in CZ

o Czech Association for
Heritage Interpretation
(*2011)

o Czech Institute for
Heritage Interpretation
(*2016)
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What we do: Trainings

Research & interpretive planning
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Publications

Heritage interpretation library
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This lecture

o Freeman Tilden coining the methodology
o What is heritage interpretation and how it

differs from environmental education
o Adding to Tilden‘s principles
o Thematic interpretation
o Disciplines of heritage interpretation
o Current discourse

Search for methodology

o 'While a guide on Long’s Peak I developed what may be 
called the poetic interpretation of the facts of nature. 
Scientific names in a dead language together with 
classifications that dulled interest were ever received, as they 
should have been, with indifference and lack of enthusiasm 
by those who did not know. Hence, I began to state 
information about most things in the form of its manners and 
customs, its neighbours and its biography. (Mills 1920)

o'There is hope that new methods will be discovered, and 
that the national parks will become the great universities of 
the out-of-doors for which their superlative scientific exhibits 
so finely equip them. (Bryant, Atwood 1932)
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HI Methodology Born
Mission 66
National Park Service
1955-1966

Tildens's Principles of Interpretation
o 1. Any interpretation that does not somehow 

relate what is being displayed or being 
described to something within the personality or 
experience of the visitor will be sterile.
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Tildens's Principles of Interpretation
o 2. Information, as such, is not interpretation.  

Interpretation is revelation based upon information.  
But they are entirely different things.  However, all 
interpretation includes information.

“... it should also be acknowledged that once a certain idea of 
landscape, a myth, a vision, establishes itself in an actual 
place, it has a peculiar way of muddling categories, of 
making metaphors more real than their referents; of 
becoming, in fact, part of the scenery.”

Shama 1996, Landscape and Memory

Tildens's Principles of Interpretation

o 3. Interpretation is an art which combines many arts 
whether the materials presented are scientific, 
historical or architectural.  Any art is in some degree 
teachable.
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Tildens's Principles of Interpretation

o 4. The chief aim of interpretation is not 
instruction, but provocation.

o Education is process of deliberate and purposeful 
influencing of conditions that enable optimal 
development of an individual to become authentic, 
integrated and socialized character. (Pelikán, 1995)

Tildens's Principles of Interpretation
o 5. Interpretation should aim to present a whole rather 

than a part and must address itself to the whole man 
rather than any phase.
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Tildens's Principles of Interpretation
o 6. Interpretation addressed to children should not be a 

dilution of the presentation to adults, but should follow 
a fundamentally different approach.  To be at its best it 
will require a separate program.

Refining Tildens's classification
o sensori-motor (0-yrs)

o touch of nature

o pre-operational (2-6 yrs)
o intuitive thinking, fabulation plays important role
o activities, exploration, hands-on, limited ability of classification

and categorizing

o concrete-operational (7-11)
o enourmous ability to gain information
o ability of classification
o limited ability to consider alternatives

o Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development 
o => learning is a social process (Phil Race)
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What is heritage interpretation

Freeman Tilden, 1957
“an educational activity which aims to reveal meanings and 

relationships through the use of original objects, by first-
hand experience and by illustrative media”

Don Aldridge, 1975:
“the art of explaining the significance of a place to the 

public who visit it in order to point out a conservation 
message”

Society for the Interpretation of Britain's Heritage: 
o „is the process of explaining to people the significance of the 
place or object they have come to see, so that they enjoy their visit 
more, understand their heritage and environment better, and 
develop a more caring attitude to conservation.”

Centre for Heritage Interpretation (Scotland):
o Interpretation is the process of communicating messages about 
our cultural and natural heritage and inspiring audiences with a 
wider understanding of their environment.

National Association for Interpretation (USA):
o Interpretation is a purposeful approach to communication that 
facilitates meaningful, relevant, and inclusive experiences that
deepen understanding, broaden perspectives and inspire
engagement with the world around us.

What is heritage interpretation
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What is not HI - infotainment

What is not HI - edutainment
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Broadening of the principles

Beck & Cable (2002):

o Interpretation for children, teenagers and seniors – when these 
comprise uniform groups – should follow fundamentally different 
approaches.

o High technology can reveal the world in exciting new ways.   
However, incorporating this technology into the interpretive 
program must be done with foresight and care.

o Interpreters must concern themselves with the quantity and 
quality (selection and accuracy) of information presented.  
Focused well-researched interpretation will be more powerful than 
a longer discourse.

o Before applying the arts in interpretation, the interpreter must be 
familiar with basic communication techniques.  Quality 
interpretation depends on the interpreter’s knowledge and skills, 
which should be developed continualy.
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Beck & Cable (2002):
o The overall interpretive program must be capable of 

attracting support – financial, volunteer, political, 
administrative – whatever support is needed for the program 
to flourish.

o Interpretation should instill in people the ability, and the 
desire, to sense the beauty in their surroundings – to 
provide spiritual uplift and to encourage resource 
preservation.

o Interpreters can promote optimal experiences through 
intentional and thoughtful program and facility design.

o Passion is the essential ingredient for powerful and effective 
interpretation – passion for the resource and for those 
people who come to be inspired by the same.

Broadening of the principles

Specifics of interpretation

o Works in the field of informal education
o voluntarily participation in the programme,
odifferent level of knowledge and experience among

participants,
o visitors quickly move their interest elsewhere,
ohighly competitive free time market, 
o is neither infotainment nor edutainment, it has got

clear mission (protection of natural & cultural heritage)
o Unline with programmes for schools we work

with non-captive audiences
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Captive vs. non-captive auciences

Ham 2013:13

Thematic interpretation
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QUALITY INTERPRETATION

• has a strong theme,
• is well organized,
• is relevant,
• is enjoyable.

Ham, 2013
I call this a TORE model.
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TORE - THEME
Speedwell Cavern was not only the most 
unprofitable lead mine in the world, but it also
reminds us of industry that brought death to many 
poor families

TORE - MAIN THEME
o simplifies preparation of interpretive

programme
o eliminates fragmented experience (supports

concentrated attention)
o eliminates information overload
o creates logical frame for visitors‘ experiences

o strong main theme
ohigh probability to adress programme participants (=> 

provoke thinking)
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TORE – HI IS ORGANIZED

o we are more reactive to information we
understand,

o new information are much better retained, if
within logical structure (= are easy to follow)

o we are not able to make sense out of more than
4 ideas

****
********

++++****

Topic

Theme

Subtheme
1

Subtheme
2

Subtheme
3

Thematic interpretation structure
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MAIN THEME – CZECH EXAMPLES

Exercise

Choose one theme about brown bear and devise subthemes

Topic: brown bear

Possible themes:
o Brown bear is again migrating to parts of Europe where he 

was made extinct.
o Brown bear survives because of its excellent hunting skills.
o Brown bear illustrates, how humans change their attitudes 

towards nature.
o Brown bear was part of life and beliefs of our ancestors.
o Brown bear is overcoming fear and forages close to humans.
o ...
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Exercise: Choose 1 theme about brown bear and devise subthemes

Topic: brown bear

Main theme:
o Brown bear is again migrating to parts of Europe where he was 

made extinct.

Subthemes:
o Brown bear is migrating because humans changed their opinion 

about them.
o Brown bear is migrating because weaker males are pushed away 

from their territory by stronger ones.
o Brown bear is well prepared for migration because it can walk up 

to 50 km a day. 
o Brown bear can adjust to different places since it can eat wide

variety of food.

o Bear was a sacred animal for Slavish people so their could not call 
it by a name.

MENTAL CAPACITY

o George Miller (1956): „on average people are 
capable of making sense out of only five to nine
separate and new ideas at one time“

o Nelson Cowan (2001) – revised to 3 to 4



15.11.2023

20

TORE – RELEVANT

o Interpretation is meaningful
o resonates with my knowledge = is within my context,
o I can understand the message.

o Interpretation is personal
o touches my emotions = uses universal concepts = 

extreme emotions (love, heroism, friendship) & basic 
biological imperatives (birth, death, hunger, mystery, 
fascination with uncertainity)

TORE - ENJOYABLE

o Enjoyable programme does not mean funny or
lighthearted, it must be entertaining within the
context => meet expectations of the audience.

• passion and genuine
interest are the
cornerstones of
quality interpretation.
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QUALITY INTERPRETATION

• has a strong theme,
• is well organized,
• is relevant,
• is enjoyable.

Ham, 2013
I call this a TORE model.
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WHY WAS THE PROGRAMME IN  
SPEEDWELL CAVERN SUCCESFUL?

o Concentrated visitors‘ attention to only one
topic: led mining.

o Used simple language and logical storyline. 
o Narrative touched personal themes: 

success/failure, health, death, hard work.
o The guide was able to moderate visitors‘ 

expectations. 

Disciplines of HI
o Guiding

o Writing

o Planning
o Visitor studies

o (Exhibition) design

o Live interpretation

o Hosting

o …
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Contemporary topics in HI

o Aims and quality

o Accessibility

o Authenticity

o New media

o Manipulation

o Follow-up relationship with a visitor

o Inclusivness, participation, universal values

Thank you for your attention

Looking forward to our possible F2F 
meeting

Michal Medek
Czech Institute for Heritage Interpretation
michal.medek@uimid.cz

Masaryk University Brno, Faculty of Social Studies, 
Department of Environmental Studies
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