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1. INTRODUCTION

The Portuguese Centre of Geo-History and Prehistory 
(CPGP) was formed in October of 1993 and was constituted 
as an Association in 1995. In 2017 it was recognized by the 
Portuguese Government as public utility institution. Since its 
foundation, CPGP has developed two main types of activities: 
research and scientific dissemination, in the areas of Earth 

Sciences, Live Sciences of Life and Humanities, especially 
on Palaeontology and Archaeology. CPGP has developed 
palaeontological and archaeological research projects and 
made several partnerships with museums, municipalities and 
schools, where it has held exhibitions, conferences, lectures, 
symposiums and seminars. In 2013, CPGP founded a Museum 
Nucleus and a Library in the former primary school of São 
Caetano, in Golegã, made available by the Municipality 
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Abstract

We present the exhibition and activities developed by Núcleo Museológico do Centro Português de Geo-História e Pré-História: NMCPGP 
(Museum Nucleus of the Portuguese Centre of Geo-History and Prehistory), founded in 2013 in a former primary school in the Portuguese town 
of Golegã. This nucleus resulted from a protocol signed between Centro Português de Geo-História e Pré-História (CPGP) and the Municipality 
of Golegã. It consists of a Natural History exhibition and a library specializing in Palaeontology, Prehistory and Archaeology. The exhibition 
was thought to present, in a didactic and accessible way to the public, the following themes: Evolution, Palaeontology, Prehistory and Rock Art. 
It is based in textual elements, interactive media devices and the collections of Palaeontology and Prehistoric Archaeology of the Portuguese 
Centre of Geo-history and Prehistory.

Keywords: museology; Golegã; natural history; palaeontology; prehistory; rock art.

Resumo

Apresentamos o projeto de musealização do Centro Português de Geo-História e Pré-História (CPGP), desenvolvido na criação de um Núcleo 
Museológico na localidade de São Caetano, Golegã. O Núcleo Museológico do Centro Português de Geo-História e Pré-História (NMCPGP) 
foi fundado em 2013 na antiga escola primária de S. Caetano (Golegã). Este núcleo resultou de um protocolo assinado entre o Centro Português 
de Geologia e Pré-História (CPGP) e o Município da Golegã. No NMCPGP está patente ao público uma exposição de História Natural, onde, 
de uma forma didática e interativa, o visitante pode conhecer a história evolutiva da vida e a evolução física e tecnológica do Homem. Neste 
espaço têm sido feitas palestras e desenvolvidas atividades didáticas e educativas, especialmente direcionadas ao público escolar. A exposição 
baseia-se em elementos textuais, dispositivos de media interativos e nas coleções de Paleontologia e de Arqueologia Pré-Histórica do Centro 
Português de Geo-História e Pré-História. Ao longo de sua existência, esse espaço foi desfrutado pelos habitantes de São Caetano e por 
visitantes de outras localidades do país e do exterior. As atividades aqui desenvolvidas têm atraído visitantes de diversas origens, tornando-se 
um polo de desenvolvimento, de cultura e de animação da vila. O CPGP utiliza essa área para desenvolver um conjunto de atividades mais 
direcionadas a públicos escolares através de um programa educativo. Tem ainda um programa cultural diversificado e dirigido à comunidade 
local. Assume assim a sua função social dirigia a pessoas e a diversas comunidades. 

Palavras-chave: museologia; Golegã; História Natural; paleontologia; pré-história; arte rupestre.
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of Golegã (CMG), as a result of a protocol signed between 
CPGP and CMG. This nucleus was formed as the main pole of 
scientific disclosure of CPGP. In this core there is an exhibition 
of Natural History, which has, as its central themes, the 
evolution of life and the physical and technological evolution 
of Humankind, constituted by the palaeontological and 
archaeological collections of CPGP. In the library there is a 
set with over a thousand books and articles in paper and digital 
support on palaeontology, evolution, astronomy, archaeology, 
rock art, history and geoarchaeology (Figueiredo et al, 2018).

Throughout its existence, this space has been enjoyed by the 
inhabitants of São Caetano and by visitors from other locations 
in the country and abroad. The activities here developed 
have attracted people from various origins, becoming a pole 
of development and animation of the village. CPGP uses 
this area to develop a set of activities directed towards the 
student audience, through a program of educational services. 
Some local and national media have visited NMCPGP, and 
wrote articles about the Museum, such as, for example the 
newspapers “O Mirante” and “Torrejano”, which in January of 
2016 emphasised NMCPGP on their editions. We also recall a 
report on public television of Portugal (RTP 1), on the 10th of 
October of 2017, during the program “Portugal em Direto”, 
which highlighted the collections of CPGP’s Museum.

2. ABREVIATURES

CPGP – Centro Português de Geo-História e Pré-História 
(Portuguese Centre of Geo-History and Prehistory)

CMG – Câmara Municipal da Golegã (Municipality of 
Golegã)

NMCPGP – Núcleo Museológico do Centro Português 
de Geo-História e Pré-História (Museum Nucleus of the 
Portuguese Centre of Geo-History and Prehistory).

3. LOCALIZATION

The NMCPGP is located in a small village on the right bank 
of the Tagus river, São Caetano, Municipality of Golegã, 110 
Km North of Lisbon and 35 km north of Santarém (Portugal 
Center).

4. THE EXHIBITION

4.1. The area of the Museum

The rural exodus and increasing ageing population have led 
to many of the schools, located in small towns, to gradually 
closing for the lack of students. The building where NMCPGP 
is established is one of these examples, and the installation of 
the Museum came to give new life and momentum not only 
to a property that would be doomed to abandonment, as well 
as the village of São Caetano, provided in population that 
socially in NMCPGP, they have providing its population social 
contacts trough meeting in the small cafeteria on the premisses 
of the museum (Figueiredo et al., 2018).

Although it was built in 1980, architecturally, the building 
is part of the so-called schools of rural type, designed by 
architect Fernando Peres, in the late 50s   integrated into the 
design of New schools of centenarians, on the basis of a vision 
of Economics of rationalization for rural and less developed 
locations, demonstrating the simplification of façades and 
normalization of doors, windows and sanitary blocks, intending 
to employ constructive elements normalized and reduce to a 
minimum the elements considered expendable and eliminate 
architectural unnecessary (Carvalho, 2013; Vila Pouca, 2013). 
This model will have lingered until the 80s, as is the case of 
the primary school of São Caetano. The building constructed 
according to this model was still consisting of a classroom or 
two, an attachment with two compartments toilets (one for 
the teacher) and a small, covered shelter, in the area of entry 
(Figueiredo et al., 2018).

Although the design of the base model of rural type, the 
school of São Caetano presents the peculiarity of the yellow 
bars in all around its white exterior, being this feature typical 
in this Administrative region of Portugal (Ribatejo).

4.2. Structure and description of the exhibition 

The exhibition of CPGP’s Museum aims to show in an 
educational and interactive way the evolution of life and of 
Humankind (physical, cultural and technological). It is divided 
into five sectors: 

Fig. 1 – Outer view of the building where NMCPGP is established (Photo 
from the CPGP archive. Author: Silvério Figueiredo).

Fig. 2 – Localization of the NMCPGP.
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1-Introduction to the geology of Portugal, highlighting the 
major type of the rocks that exist in the country and re-
lating them with the lithic room industries sector;

2-Evolution of life, consisting of five explanatory panels 
and three exhibitors with fossils of each one of the geo-
logical Eras (Palaeozoic, Mesozoic and Cenozoic);

3-Sector with several themes, consisting of showcases 
with fossils, panels, interactive elements and a model: 
the first theme is dedicated to trace fossils (fossilized 
marks of biological activity), where one can observe 
remains (traces of trilobites); a cast of dinosaur foot-
print and dinosaur eggs. In addition to the showcase 
and explanatory panel, there is a digital frame where 
information on the various types of footprints and di-
nosaur eggs; the second theme, consisting of an explan-
atory panel and a showcase dedicated to palaeontology 
of Cape Espichel, especially the work carried out by 
CPGP; the third theme is dedicated to fossil inverte-
brates and consists of an explanatory panel, a showcase 
with fossils and a tablet with diverse information, where 
the visitor can explore the different groups of inverte-
brates; the fourth theme is dedicated to the dinosaurs 
of Portugal and consists of an explanatory panel and 
a showcase with Portuguese dinosaur fossils; the fifth 
theme is dedicated to dinosaurs in general and is com-
posed of a model with a cladogram of the dinosaurs, an 
explanatory panel, a digital frame where it explains how 
dinosaurs making their sounds and two QR codes linked 
to videos with the sound of the dinosaurs and a video-
gram with the comparative sizes of the various species; 
the sixth theme is dedicated to the horse (Golegã is con-
sidered the “national capital of the horse” and as so it 
makes sense to have a pole dedicated to this topic). Here 
it can be seen an explanatory panel with the evolution 
of the horse, a donkey skull and horse skull, a replica of 
a full skeleton of Leptomeryx which is reflected in the 
Museum of Zurich, a real skull of this species and QR 
code with a video with the evolution of perissodactyls 
and artiodactyls and reconstruction of Leptomeryx; Fi-
nally the last theme of this sector is about the physical 
and technological evolution of Humankind, consisting 
of two explanatory panels, replicas of prehistoric ar-
tefacts and replicas of skulls of Homo erectus, Homo 
heidelbergensis, Homo neanderthalensis and Homo sa-
piens. By the side of each skull there is a photo with the 
reconstitution of each one of them. Next to the skull of 
our species there is a mirror, where the visitor can see 
reflected one possible reconstitution of this skull;

4-Sector of Prehistory. It consists of four showcases with 
archaeological and material remains of food and five ex-
planatory panels;

5-The last sector is dedicated to rock art, consisting of an 
explanatory panel and three rocks with reproductions of 
engravings typical from various periods of Prehistory 
and Protohistory.

The museum is also a recreational area, where there is a 
television set in which are displayed thematic videos, a shop 
and a cafeteria. This place is intended to provide visitors the 
opportunity to enjoy the space in a more pleasant way. There 
is also a library specialized in Palaeontology and Archaeology, 

with about 1000 volumes, being available to everyone who 
wishes to use these books. The NMCPGP area has a surrounding 
patio, where several recreational activities are developed.

In the case of an old-school educational and pedagogical 
concern was marked on design and on adapting classroom 
exposure. Thus, the exhibition was designed to be able to 
use the room for conferences or lectures by taking advantage 
of the light and the colour of the display to create a unique 
environment for those who are to attend the talks. Another 
of the didactic aspects that intended to give to the exhibition 
was the sporadic use for paleontological and archaeological 
materials studied by researchers who collaborate with 
CPGP, so who visits the Museum may feel integrated in the 
investigation conducted by CPGP. The experiences made had 
a very positive comeback by the visitors, because, in addition 
of seeing the exhibition and to be able to talk with researchers, 
they could understand not only the ongoing research, but also 
some of the aspects of the exhibition. 

The Museum was planned in terms of not being confined 
to the space of the old primary school of São Caetano. Taking 
advantage of the potential of CPGP we created two projects: 
“going to school”, in which the nucleus is replicated and 
exposed in any other school. Alongside the exhibition there are 
carried out various educational activities and training of some 
students who volunteer to be the exhibition guides for their 
colleagues or for those who want to visit the exhibition; the 
other project is “a new look at palaeontology and prehistory 
of Espichel” (Figueiredo et al., 2018). It is the municipal 
library replacement and other public spaces of an exhibition 
organized by CPGP and that was reflected in the National 
Archaeological Museum (Lisbon) between September 2011 
and February 2012.

Fig. 3 –Views of the exhibition. 1-Showcase of the Palaeozoic; 2 – table 
showing the evolution of tetrapods; 3-Model with the main groups of dinosaurs 
4-thematic showcases with vertebrates, palaeontology of Espichel and the 
even-toed ungulates (Photos from the CPGP archive. Author: Edmundo 
Afonso Rijo).
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5. THE MUSEUM PROJECT

It was initially conducted a study of space so that, from 
the estate of the CPGP, if it could implement the permanent 
exhibition and build an expository discourse, didactic and 
accessible to the public, could give an overview of the 
evolution of life and of Humankind and what of more important 
happened in each geologic era (Figueiredo et al, 2018).

According with new trends in Museology (Van Mensch 
& Meijer-Van Mensch, 2011), Museums are changing like 
society does. At present, we have moved from the information 
society to the learning society, in which “all people share in 
the opportunities to increase skills, knowledge, understanding, 
and capacity to reflect and adapt to change” (Sheppard, 2000, 
pp. 2-3). Sheppard (2000) reaffirms that the learning society 
is more effective than the information society, because 
“information itself is raw material. What is the most vital is 
knowledge; how to use information effectively to transform 
our world into one that is productive and supportive, both to 
individuals and to the common good (Sheppard, 2000, pp. 
2-3). “ In this sense, museums must affirm themselves as 
true centers of learning, in which visitors take an active and 
participatory role in the museum (Simon, 2010). As we have 
said, constructivist theories about educational communication 
in museum spaces point out that visitors construct learning 
based on their experiences and interests. According to Lynda 
Kelly (2011), museum visitors “want (and expected) choice 
and control over their museum and their learning through 
providing multiple pathways and a variety of interpretative 
experiences suitable for both individuals and groups” (Kelly, 
2011, p.5).

This is the way of educational communication in museums 
of the 21st century: visitors have an active role in building 
their own learning, based on a variety of experiences provided 
by the museum, and that lead these visitors to build their own 
ideas, hypotheses and theories about the museum.

However, the concept of learning in the museum is 
changing. The learning in the museum is non-formal and 

therefore more gilding since people learn in a relaxed way 
and in an environment in which they have three-dimensional 
contact with the objects. On the other hand, the evolution of 
the concept, points out that the museum has a community of 
“learners” that is not limited only to visitors, but also to all 
those who attend the museum space (researchers, suppliers, 
etc.) including museum staff. In this sense, a “revolution” 
is also operated in the concept itself, since it is no longer 
considered the classical perspective that only visitors are the 
only recipients of learning and changes to the premise that all 
who enjoy the space of the museum, being external or internal 
public (workers), are also the object of the learning process 
(Antas, 2012, 2014; Nardi, and Angelini, 2013).

Museums are now applying for more and more participation 
(Simon, 2010), like a social arena (Dysthe; Bernhardt & 
Esbjørn, 2013). where people can really participate. The 
main trend of museums is to turn visitors in co-producers of 
knowledge by participation (Antas, 2014).

In this sense, we had all this trends in mind when we 
draw the project. We try to make a space where public can 
participate, because we believe that education is the core of the 
museum (Fleming, 2010).

The museum’s project was developed with the core focused 
on the visitor’s experience. A chronological approach was 
followed to make it more friendly used.  Each era has several 
objects with subtitles. In addition to the subtitles, there are 
panels with accessible texts. The main goal of this exhibition 
is to offer the visitor an immersive experience. To accomplish 
this goal, there is also an interactive place for visitors and a 
scale model with the Evolution of Dinosaurs. The exhibition 
is, in this sense, very visual an attractive to young people. 
Nevertheless, in a museographical point of view is difficult 
to solve an equation of impacting the visitors. By one hand 
we have the Dinosaurs world, which is very attractive to the 
public. In other hand we also have the Human Evolution with 
materials from prehistoric times. The archaeological collection 
is not so easy to create impact on visitors (Corbishley, 2011). 
To make it more attractive to the public we used diagrams with 
some replicas to explain the process of Human Evolution. 

Fig. 4 – Display study 
plan of the exhibition: 
plan of arrangement 
of the display of the 
showcases (above);

The structuring of 
the kind of showcases 
and explanatory panel 
(bottom).
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We also would like to stress the connection with local 
community. We strongly believe that involving community 
is the best way to communicate science (Merriman, 2004). 
Before we established this museum, we promoted several 
meetings with local inhabitants. The project was presented to 
the locals and they decided to approve the museum. Besides 
the specialization of the museum, this space is part of the 
local community. In this sense it is usual to promote cultural 
activities to and in partnership with the local community. 
The museum has, this way, a key social role promoting links 
between people.

Despite non existing, so far, rock art examples in the 
Municipality of Golegã, it was thought that this discipline 
should have some information in the frame of the exhibition 
project, since one of the oldest engravings from Central 
Portugal, a representation of a Palaeolithic horse, was 
discovered in Mação, in the same District (Santarém), where 
Golegã belongs. 

Meanwhile, archaeological research carried out by 
members of CPGP identified, recently, some engravings such 
as “horseshoes” and other motifs, made by pecking on a granite 
outcrop in the neighbour municipality of Chamusca, datable 
from Late Prehistory or from Protohistory (Coimbra, 2020).

A photo of the mentioned Palaeolithic horse can be seen 
on the explanatory panel of the rock art section, together with 
other photos from the Complex of the Tagus Valley Rock Art, 
in the same river that crosses the lands of Golegã, not so far 
from NMCPGP.

Besides this panel, there are three stones with idealized 
replicas of engravings: one from the Palaeolithic, one from 
the Neolithic/Calcolithic and one from the Iron Age (Fig.5). 
The first stone depicts representations of horses from the 
Palaeolithic and abstract figures from the same period. The 
second stone, the largest, was carved with some of the typical 

motifs from Tagus Valley Rock Art, such as pecked schematic 
anthropomorphic figures, concentric circles, spirals, and sun 
like images (Fig. 6). The last stone displays figures from Iron 
Age, such as incised zigzag, net-patterns, pentagram and tree 
like motifs.

Portugal is a country with countless rock art manifestations, 
with a predominance of carvings over paintings. The depicted 
figures can be of naturalistic style or schematic. Rock art 
is one of the oldest manifestations of human spirituality 
(Seglie, 1995). It shows scenes from old worlds, such as old 
peoples observed them, being therefore a privileged field for 
archaeological research, because it allows a link between the 
archaeologist and the persons that made the engravings (Taçon 
& Chippindale, 1998). Furthermore, Palaeolithic rock art is a 
crucial contribution for the studies of Quaternary fauna, since, 
due to its realism, it allows understanding some characteristics 
of those animals that cannot be observed in their fossil remains. 
For example, the representation of some horses in caves with 
Palaeolithic occupation demonstrates that they developed a 
longer hair than presently, to be protected from the cold of 
the last ice age. This kind of art also shows images of extinct 
fauna, which can hardly be known by any other process.

6. THE ACTIVITIES

NMCPGP had a pre-opening on the 15th of May of 2013, 
when CPGP organised at Golegã and at the neighbouring 
municipality of Chamusca, the I International Congress - 
The horse and the bull in Prehistory and in History, being the 
proceedings published on paperback. On the 9th of September 
of the same year, NMCPGP was officially opened. Since 
then, this museum has working continuously, keeping the 
shop/cafeteria, library and exhibition open to the public. The 
exhibition has so far received 1771 visitors.

NMCPGP has educational services that organize a set of 
activities for the visitors of the museum, which include: the 
reconstitution of “a day life in prehistory”, in which are held 
various live simulations of various activities of our ancestors, 
such as a lunch prepared according to the way of prehistory, 
the form of prehistoric tools, or fire ceramics; “archaeologist 
for a day”, in which participants wear the “skin” of an 
archaeologist, simulating an excavation and the study of 
archaeological materials; or “palaeontologists for a day” in 

Fig. 5 – The panel dedicated to rock art and three stones with replica of 
engravings (Photo from the CPGP archive. Author: Edmundo Afonso Rijo).

Fig 6 – Detail of one of the rock art replicas (Photo from the CPGP archive. 
Author: Fernando Coimbra).
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which participants make the study of fossils (or replicas). At 
the same time playful activities specific to the Carnival, Easter, 
holidays and Christmas, in which there are used archaeological 
or palaeontological themes applied specifically to these 
dates (examples: carnival masks with pre-historic motifs; 
Palaeontology for Carnival; “Discover the Dino’s eggs” for 
Easter; or the “treasure hunt” for the Summer holidays).

7. CONCLUSIONS

Guided visits to the Museum area and the activities that 
NMCPGP offers have special interest for school syllabus 
of history, biology and geology, constituting a unique 
opportunity for students to learn through direct contact 
with fossils, with the archaeological materials and with the 

researchers themselves. Thus, the educational services of the 
Museum have organized, since 2014, several activities, with 
emphasis on educational activities. Since 1998 CPGP has been 
organizing training courses in the framework of the activities 
of the “scientific occupation of young people on holiday”, 
organized by Ciência Viva – National Agency for Scientific 
and technological culture and, since 2014, NMCPGP has been 
included in these activities. In this core it has been making 
various events of recreational, educational, cultural, nature 
and science characteristics. CPGP has developed with the local 
community, schools, universities, “senior universities” and the 
public a dynamic role of citizenship, social, humanitarian, 
cultural scientific and educational valorization of all those who 
visit the Museum.
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Year / Month J F M A M J J A S O N D TOTAL

2013 98 108 85 19 141 35 26 1 513

2014 42 32 49 55 29 117 17 54 4 9 14 16 438

2015 85 27 38 8 1 49 18 22 22 4 22 8 304

2016 8 14 20 23 20 10 14 15 8 10 15 14 171

2017 21 10 57 7 71 49 48 15 16 25 24 12 355

2018 12 6 20 6 29 8 14 7 9 23 16 12 158

2019 18 36 10 25 27 11 16 16 23 12 25 7 223

TOTAL 186 125 194 124 275 352 212 148 223 118 142 70

Table 1 - The number of visitors of NMCPGP. (2013 - 2019)

Fig. 7 – Evolution of the number of visitors between 2013 and 2019.

Fig. 8 – Behaviour of the line of the number of visitors by month, between 
2013 and 2019.

Fig. 9 – The activities: 1 – “a day life in prehistory”; 2 – “Archaeologist by 
a day”; 3 – Rock art laboratory; 4 - Palaeontology laboratory ((Phofo from the 
CPGP archive. Author: Mário Santos).
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Os autores querem dedicar este trabalho a Mário Pereira 
Santos, falecido em 2018, vítima de atropelamento. Mário 
Santos participou desde o início no projeto do NMCPGP e foi 
um colaborador dedicado e ativo do NMCPGP até à data do 
seu falecimento.

The authors want to dedicate this work to Mário Pereira 
Santos, who died in 2018, victim of a car hit. Mario Santos was 
since the beginning of the NMCPGP project, was a dedicated 
and active collaborator of the NMCPGP until the date of his 
death.
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