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From the Census of Companies in the Province of Varese to the Web Museum 
 
The Varese Economic Web Museum originated as a development of the census of company 
archives in the province of Varese, promoted by the Varese Chamber of Commerce with a 
contribution from the Lombardy Regional Council and created by the Centre for Business 
Education between 2001 and 2003. Sixty companies founded before 1950, with an archive of 
documents, photographs, technical drawings, brochures, catalogues and the like as evidence 
of their lasting presence in the area, took part.  

Although most of the participants were middle-sized to small family-run companies, some of 
the main businesses in the province were also included.  

In 2005 the Web Museum attempted to make the historical heritage of these enterprises 
known to the public using multimedia to enhance the range of materials: written records, 
objects, pictures, buildings, verbal testimony and every other indication useful in interpreting 
the direction taken by the company. 

The galleries  

The histories of the businesses are developed in a gallery that consists of profiles of individual 
companies which can be accessed from a map of the area. The research utilises various 
sources: documents retained in the Register of Companies files at the Chamber of Commerce 
of Varese and other chambers, material found in the company records and bibliography, but 
in particular videorecorded interviews with the protagonists. 

Each profile is constructed according to a periodisation that takes into consideration business 
rhythms such as alternating generations, market variations, changes in headquarters and 
ownership structures rather than the historical breaks in the nation’s past. 

Oral history have played a major role in the compilation of historical profiles. The direct 
witness of the entrepreneurs, their families and associates underlines the presence of 
recurring themes: business apprenticeship in local firms, the passage from salaried work to 
self-employment, the overlapping of home and workplace, the entry of the children who were 
often employed in manual jobs alongside skilled workers during the school holidays, the 
succession of generations in its positive and negative nuances and the role of women 
(mothers and wives) in the running of the business. Through narration, the entrepreneur 
analyses his own work and that of his predecessors in the light of the system of values with 
which he identifies: the memories produce a self-portrayal, an arrangement of facts and 
values supported by a natural search for coherence.  

The insertion of film excerpts, therefore, is not simply a typical multimedia technical solution. 



It clarifies for the reader the privileged role that the entrepreneur’s story has had in the 
historical profile and highlights the distance between it and a history of the company, or in 
other words, a reconstruction following historiographical principles which includes a wider use 
of research sources and, above all, comparison of the sources. 

Pictures from the company files, family records and the archives of the Varese Chamber of 
Commerce showing the entrepreneurs, the alterations to their headquarters, products, 
brochures, catalogues and paintings have been added to the profiles. 

The side menu reconstructs the company’s commercial register and family trends. Other 
information concerns the historical interest of the site and the collection of trade marks and 
headed paper (the symbols of the company). The information supplied by the Web Museum is 
not a one-way system. The public can interact with the businesses concerned and the site 
curators by sending documents and comments on their history.  

The territorial and cultural surroundings 

The Web Museum intends to show how business knowledge (the technological, economic, 
social and organisational skills that have developed in and around the enterprise) has 
influenced many local cultural institutions. Industrial museums, company collections and 
universities geared to business needs have appeared in the area as a result of a proud 
tradition of applied knowledge, but at the same time as monuments in an intense process of 
deindustrialisation. The Web Museum draws attention to elements such as the cultural and 
territorial context in the histories of the long-established businesses found in “The business 
system” and “Culture and territory” sections. A further section deals with the “Loyalty to work 
and economic progress award”, a scheme set up seventy years ago by some Italian Chambers 
of Commerce, including Varese, and then extended to the whole country, to promote work as 
a symbol of individual advancement and social cooperation between capital and labour. The 
history of the award allows a reconstruction of the population of long-established businesses 
to be made. 

The development of the Web Museum 

The Web Museum has been envisaged as a living system, able to expand over time through 
closer examination and integration of the historical profiles and other sections. It will be 
updated by an editing committee appointed by the Chamber of Commerce which will assess 
and carry out the insertion of further information or the revision of existing profiles. In 
addition, the Web Museum will be able to receive the profiles of other long-established 
businesses which request to be included. 
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