
Introduction 

!any common mistakes made in the writing and design of exhibit labels are 

avoidable, and there are many findings from visitor studies to guide the way. 
The list of common sins committed by label writers and label designers 

i , unfortunately, not getting shorter. 1 Writers are doing a better job of being 
more visitor friendly and writing shorter and more active labels, but the typi
al errors that result from poor graphic design choices-reflections, shadows, 

type too small, type colors with not enough contrast to background, lack of 

paragraphs, unintelligible icons or color coding-are still too prevalent. 
I've heard from dozen.s oflabel writers over the years about how this book 

ha helped them write better labels. I have not heard from many designers. 
Here's hoping that the word will get out with this edition, which has been 
wntt n with them in mind. The photographs were selected for being effective 

graphic examples, thanks to good writing and good design. 
u gestions for ways to avoid the sins are given throughout this book, but 

brief summary of "commandments" will remind you up front of what to 
01d. ·rhe first six will increase the benefits that visitors can get from paying 

ntion to labels; the next four relate to decreasing the amount of effort that 
tor have to make to read them. 2 
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FIGURE 1.1 

TEN COMMANDMENTS 

l. ~abels should begin with concrete, visual references to the objects they 
mterpret to bring them to life. 

2. Labels should relate to the big idea of the exhibit, not ramble without focus 
or objectives or contain sub-sub-subtopics. 

3. Label~ should emphasize interpretation (offering provocation) over in
struct10n (presenting information). 

4. ~abels should know their audience and address visitors' prior knowledge, 
mterests, and/or misconceptions. 

5. Labels that ask questions should be visitors' questions. 

6. L~bel design should reflect the label's content or context and have a recog
mzable system of organization of label types. 

7
. ~abels should be written with a vocabulary that is within reach of the ma

JOrity of visitors. 

8. Labels should be short and concise, more like a tweet than a tome. 

INTRODUCTION 3 

9. Labels for interactives should have instructions or interpretations inte
grated in logical, intuitive ways. 

10. The typography (typefaces, sizes, design, colors, lighting, materials, and 
placement) should make them legible and easy on the eyes, not busy or 

distracting. 

Research and evaluation of labels in exhibitions tell us that these things 
will increase visitors' use oflabels, encourage reading, and foster engagement, 
comprehension, and meaning making . 

We label writers are really lucky people because we get to craft less text 
with more focus on real things in real spaces for visitors in meaningful places 
with shared boundaries, unlike the virtual, unbounded, unlimited Internet. 

NOTES 

1. Stephen Bitgood, "Deadly Sins Revisited: A Review of the Exhibit Label 

Literature," Visitor Behavior 4, no. 3 (Fall 1989). 

2. Stephen Bitgood, Attention and Value: Keys to Understanding Museum Visitors 

(Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 2013). 
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OVERVIEW 



a 
Behind It All 
The Big Idea 

A powerful exhibition idea will clarify, limit, and focus the nature and scope 
of an exhibition and provide a well-defined goal against which to rate its 
success . 

When I put this chapter first in the 1996 edition, I wasn't sure it would be 
as important as it has turned out to be. Many cases since then have proved a 
big idea to be a useful tool for creating necessary guidelines for label writers. 
Writers can do their jobs better and the exhibition team can put together a 
more coherent exhibition when there is a big idea that sets the conceptual 
boundaries. It's about clarification and focus. Simplicity is not the goal. 

WHAT IS A BIG IDEA? 

A big idea is a sentence-a statement-of what the exhibition is about. It is 
one complete, noncompound, active sentence that identifies a subject, an ac
tion (the verb), and a consequence ("so what?"). It is one big idea, not four. It 
is the first thing the team, together, should write for an exhibition . A big idea 
is big because it has fundamental meaningfulness that is important to humari 
nature. It is not trivial. 

The definition of a big idea, written as a big idea statement, could read like 
this: The big idea provides an unambiguous focus for the exhibit team through
out the exhibit development process by clearly stating in one noncompound sen-
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FIGURE 1.1 

The entryway of the dinosaur 
exhibition at the Children's 
Museum of Indianapolis states the 
big idea clearly: It's all about the 

clues. 
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ten e the scope and purpose of an exhibition. This one contains thirty words, 
but there' no word limit on a big idea. It should be as long as it needs to be. 

WHAT DO THEY LOOK LIKE? 

Example of big ideas that contain a clear subject, an active verb, and a "so 
what?" follow. As you read each one, what picture do you get in your mind of 
, hat you will ee, do, and find out about in an exhibition with this big idea? 

• Mo t f what we know about the universe comes from messages we read 

in light. 
• A healthy swamp-an example of a threatened ecosystem-provides many 

surprising benefits to humans. 
• Forensic scientists look for evidence of crimes against wildlife in order to 

enforce wildlife laws. 
■ The conditions for life on Earth in extreme environments help define the 

ways we search for life on other planets. 
• Art depicting the California gold rush promoted a skewed romanticized 

vision of one of the nineteenth century's most important events. 

As you can see in the examples above, the subject can be stated in one word 
(swamp, scientists) with adjectives (healthy,forensic), or more than one word 
(most of what we know about the universe, the conditions for life on Earth, art 

depicting the California gold rush). 

The next three examples do not conform to the Serrell rigors of a big idea 
statement (subject-verb-so what?), but they do function just like a big idea in 
that they define or describe the content of the exhibition. By reading the title 
or the 'tatement , you know what the exhibition will be about. 

• Manufacturing a Miracle: Brooklyn and the Story of Penicillin 

• Sharks are not what you think. 
• What is it about dogs that strongly connects them to humans? 

All of the examples above show the difference between a topic and a big 
idea. Topics-such as sharks, penicillin, forensic scientists, or Western art
are incomplete thoughts, whereas a big idea tells you what about sharks, what 

about forensic scientists, or what kinds of art. 
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FIGURE 1.2 

The final big idea of the Evolution & 
Health traveling exhibition from the New 
York Hall of Science stated a complex 
idea succinctly: "Every adaptation has 
consequences for our health." Photos 
and captions reinforce the exhibit's four 
themes. 

CHAPTER 1 

Some people confuse topics, outputs, or objectives with big ideas. Topic. 
and objectives will not help keep the exhibition focused. 

These examples are not big ideas: 

• This exhibit is about the settlement of the western United States. 
• This exhibit will present the complex historical and scientific information 

surrounding the questionable authenticity of sculpture. 
• Visitors will learn about molecular structure, chemical reactions, and the 

scientific process of analyzing unknown substances. 
• Visitors will develop a sense of wonder about nature by exploring the ·e.: 

world of animals. 

The above are not big ideas because they don't say what the ubje l of 
exhibition is or tell you what is going on. If "visitors" or "the exhibit" i 
subject, you haven't got a big idea yet. If the visitors are doing someth 
it's probably an objective. If the exhibit is doing something, it's pr bably 
output. 

BEHIND IT ALL : THE BIG IDEA 
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HOW DO YOU COME UP WITH A BIG IDEA? 
It takes time. Hours days even m th I , , , on s. t s not a m tt f . 
ing. It takes a lot of thinking and th· ki . a er O ;ust wordsmith-

re m ng It IS mes Th , 
editing and reediting. Starting over. Slee i · . ~Y- ere s lots of 

p ng on It. Often It means tabling it 

lot of tirne and ·t 
E . ' can be a mes / I<" 

IIO/ution & Health it took sy- oo ing process, to develop a big idea In 
' more than 50 h . · 

ours of discussion and dozens 
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until later. Sometimes you go through the whole development process with
out one. Sometimes you find it after opening. 

Reaching the big idea by consensus is important because it needs to be 
"owned" by everyone on the tearn. If you decide on one by voting democrati
cally, the losers will be resentful and "I told you so" will haunt the process. 
Consensus means that everyone shares the successes as well as the missed 

opportunities at the end. 

HOW IS A BIG IDEA USED? 

Having a big idea does not mean that the exhibition has to insist on com
municating it overtly, but it provides a thread of meaning, coherence, and 
weight. Exhibit developers use the big idea to delineate what will and will not 
be included in the exhibit. It is primarily a tool for the team, not an actual 
label for visitors, so although it must be clear, it can use a complex vocabulary. 

The big idea guides the development of exhibit elements and their labels 
(e.g., for cases, captions, interactives) . This means that each element must 
have a clearly defined objective that supports, exemplifies, or illustrates as
pects of the big idea. For each exhibit component, the question, "What's this 
got to do with the big idea?" should have a clear and positive answer. 

Some exhibit developers do not exercise self-control when selecting con
tent for an exhibition. They have no limits and do not resist th~ temptation to 
try to tell every story. As one developer admitted proudly , 'Tm the one who 
was responsible for the 450 panels on the wall. I wouldn't give up." But what is 
most interesting to that expert will not interest, engage, or positively impress 
most visitors. Faced with those 450, a visitor reported. "My heart sank when 

I saw all those labels."1 

Interpretive labels will be easier to write and will make more sense overall 
to visitors if the exhibition has a single focus that unifies all its parts. Good 
labels are guided by a strong, cohesive exhibit plan-a theme, story, or com
munication goal-that sets the tone and limits the content. Not just the labels, 
but all of the interpretive techniques and the elements designed for the exhi

bition will be driven by this plan. 
Exhibitions with a big idea can be big or small (e.g., 8,000 or 500 square 

feet). Size is not the determining factor. A small exhibit with a big idea can be 
very powerful. A big exhibit with a big idea can be very comprehensive and 
contain many elements that reinforce each other. 

BEHIND IT ALL : THE BIG IDEA 13 

ARE THERE ANY EXHIBITIONS THAT DON'T NEED A BIG IDEA? 

ome very large, encyclopedic, nondidactic permanent collections may not 
lend themselves to having a big idea. But even for these, institutions may want 
to think about renovations and reinstallations that would break up their large 
mishmash galleries into smaller, more intellectually accessible units. 

Not every exhibition at a children's museum needs to have a big idea, but 
the teams should be clear about the ones that do or don't. These decisions 
will be made by looking carefully at the age of the audience, the topic, and 
whether the exhibit experiences lend themselves to new learning-beyond 

active, engaging play. 

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN THERE'S NOT A BIG IDEA? 

Exhibitions that lack a big idea are very common. And they show it because 
they are overwhelming, confusing, intimidating, and too complex. There are 
too many labels, and the texts do not relate to the objects. The labels contain 
too many different ideas that do not clearly relate to each other. They are 
hard to grasp. They are typically underutilized-the majority of visitors move 
through them quickly, stopping at fewer than one-third of the elements. 

Too often, museum practitioners, especially those working in children's 
museums and science museums, do not ask themselves what the big idea is. 
Instead, they develop the exhibition as a bunch of "neat, affordable devices 
that visitors will love and not be able to destroy." These neat exhibit elements 
are often developed with cleverness and creativity, but they lack a cohesive or 
logical relationship to each other and do not always support any exhibit ob
jectives. They also lack soul-the fundamental meaningfulness that answers 
the question, " o what?" 

Neat exhibit ideas without precision, focus, and soul are not enough. There 
should be more to exhibit elements than having visitors like them and enjoy 
themselves. Enjoyment is not the only criterion for success. Especially in ex
hibitions that claim to be educational, visitors should be able to understand 
what an element is about, grasp its context in the whole exhibition (i.e., within 
the big idea), and find it personally meaningful and useful. 

Without a big idea, the job of the label writer is much more difficult: inter
pretive text contains fragmented, unrelated facts with emphasis on providing 
information for the sake of information, not on providing meaningful, useful 
experiences for the visitor's sake. 
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MY DOG 

by Beverly Serrell 

A natural history museum developed a six-thousand-square
foot exhibition about dogs. Early in the planning process exhibit 
developers came up with a big idea, stated as a question: "What 

is it about dogs that strongly connects them with humans?" The 
exhibits would answer the question in a variety of ways, such 
as dogs' physical and mental abilities, their social structure, and 

evolution and selective breeding. 

Later in the process, experts in canine science from local uni
versities were called in to advise on content for the dogs exhi
bition. They made many recommendations for different topics 

that the exhibits could cover-some that were related to the big 
idea, such as artificial and natural selection, canine communi
cation, and a dog's sense of hearing, sight, and smell. But the 
experts also suggested other topics that were clearly not closely 
related to the big idea, such as research and conservation, the 
Genome Project, neoteny and juvenilization, endurance, canine 

familial disorders, the story of urban coyotes, and the story of 
Yellowstone wolves. The result was a very large exhibition. 

Summative evaluation showed evidence that the primarily dog
loving audience was highly attracted to and engaged with half 

of the eighty-plus exhibit elements. But despite a preponder
ance of label text, a third of the visitors indicated a desire for 
more information. The evaluators concluded that the range of 

topics could have provided "additional layered information" to 

satisfy the needs of that audience. Really? Maybe not. 

Maybe it's not just a matter of providing more information. Per

haps when visitors say they want more information (when in 
fact, a lot of information was provided at the eighty-plus exhib
its), what they really mean is that they wanted more of the right 

kind of information: they hoped for more information about 

their own particular favorite species-my dog. 

BEHIND IT ALL: THE BIG IDEA 

What if the exhibition had stuck to the original big idea in the 

first place and only included those topics that clearly answered 
the question about the unique aspects of our long-term rela

tionship with dogs? What if the exhibit developers had been 
less comprehensive (for example, leaving out the parts about 
wolves and coyotes) and were more focused, saying more 

about the attractive qualities of dog behavior, their mental 
capacity, physical traits, and the history of our connection? In
stead of being encyclopedic, the exhibits would allow visitors 
to compare their own dog's attributes with the ones presented, 
such as expressive ears and tails, emotional vocalizations, so
cial structures, useful services, and sloppy wet kisses. 

And people who did not own a dog could still become engaged 
with the traits they know and see in other people's pets. 

Next time you see the plans for making the largest and most 

comprehensive traveling exhibition ever created to explore the 
history, biology, and evolution of dogs or horses or frogs or 
sharks or whatever, think: What about my dog? 

That's the "so what?" of all big ideas-answering the question, 
"How is this going to relate to me?" 

OTHER ADVANTAGES TO HAVING A BIG IDEA 

15 

Having a big idea does not make visitors' experiences in the exhibition more 
.:ontrolled or constricted, or less open-ended than an exhibition without one, 

but it does increase the likelihood that visitors will be able to decipher the 
exhibition's communication goals. A big idea keeps the exhibit team account
able to its educational objectives while allowing visitors to construct their 
own experiences freely. 

The "voice" of an exhibition is linked to the big idea, but it is also different 
from it. The big idea determines what the voice or voices within the exhibit 
will be like-casual, formal, knowledgeable expert, firsthand experience, or 
difterent voices with different points of view. 
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FIGURE 1.4 

How do you make plants dynamic-more than decoration or background? The 
Huntington Conservatory did it with a provocative big idea: "Plants are up to 
something." 

If the big idea is a controversial one, a balanced viewpoint may or may 
not be desirable-again, it depends on exactly what the big idea is. The 1995 
controversy at the Smithsonian Institution over plans for the Enola Gay exhi

bition was the result of a bad match between the subject ( the atomic bombing 
of Japan in World War II) and the timing (the fifty-year celebration of the end 
of the war, honoring those who fought). 2 Was it supposed to be an academic 
history of a war exhibit or was it a tribute to the United States of America's 
armed forces? A balance between those two might not have been possible, but 

a clarification of whose point of view was being communicated and for what 
purpose would have clearly been a good idea. 

Exhibit developers who work in teams will appreciate the power of a big 
idea. It can unify the efforts of the team members by helping to eliminate ar
guments over ego and turf. When all members of the team focus on the same 
objectives, each person's ideas can be considered more fairly. If an idea works, 
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the team embraces it; if it does not fit, the team can reject it without bias by 

one member. A clear big idea also protects the team from criticism by sources 
whose support is needed, such as the director or the board. In an exhibition 
driven by the team's desire to communicate a big idea, there will be less need 
for the single job of "educator" because the whole team will share that role. 

A big idea works best when the team writes it down-but does not set it in 
stone-at the beginning of the exhibition development process , and changes 
it when necessary. The operative words are "written down." If the big idea is 
not written down, different people on the exhibit team will have their own 

interpretations for it, and conflicts will develop over what is necessary and 
appropriate in the exhibition. Even when the big idea is written, it is amazing 
how differently people will interpret it. Members of the exhibit team should 

all memorize or post the big idea label over their desks so that they can refer 
to it easily. "The big idea serves as the place to start, a place to come back to, 

and a place to end as the planning progresses or when the team gets off track. 
Repeatedly asking the questions what, how and why helps to define and refine 
what we want to say," said a museum studies student. 

FIGURE 1.5 

Consensus on a big idea is important; in the end, the whole team will share in credit 
for success as well as responsibility for the missed opportunities . 
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A BIG IDEA AND EVALUATION GO HAND IN HAND 

A big idea can be tried out with visitors early in the planning stages, and visi
tor response can help developers shape or modify it, or tighten up the exhibit 
plan. After the exhibition is completed, evaluation can tell you whether or not 
visitors' experiences successfully reflect or incorporate the big idea. 

As visitors exit an exhibition, if they can easily, unhesitatingly, and thor
oughly answer the question, "What was that exhibition about?" and their 
answer resonates positively with the big idea, there is strong evidence for im
mediate impacts of comprehension and personal significance. If the majority 
of them seem hesitant ("Uh, ummm ... "), uncertain ("I think, maybe, well 
... "), brief and incomplete ("It was about sharks"), or apologetic ("I really 
wasn't paying attention," "I just breezed through"), there is evidence that the 
big idea was not clear. 

Summative evaluation can answer the question, "To what degree and in 
what ways did visitors understand what the exhibition was about?''. Visitors 
certainly can create their own meanings in ways unintended by the exhibit 
developers, but this is not a problem as long as the majority of them create 
something that is not contradictory to the exhibit 's purpose or does not per
petuate misunderstandings that the exhibit was supposed to correct. 

I have again given a lot of space to the idea of having a clear big idea in the 
first place because so many other things depend on it-content research, label 
writing, image selection, design, layout, graphic look and feel, size, evaluation 
metrics. With a concise thesis statement as the basis for all interpretation, the 
use of words in the exhibition will have clear direction and defined limits. 

In the next chapter, you will see that just as a big idea provides useful limits 
to the nature and scope of an exhibition, an interpretive approach to label 
writing gives the exhibition a less dogmatic, or knowledge -based voice. A big 
idea defines what the story will be, and an interpretive approach encourages 
visitors to become part of the story themselves. 

NOTES 

l. These comments were from "Critiquing Museum Exhibitions: The Sequel" (panel 

presentation, American Association of Museums annual meeting, 1995). 

2. Mike Wallace, "The Battle of the Enola Gay," Museum News 74, no. 4 (July/ 

August 1995). 

• 
What Are 
Interpretive Labels? 

Interpretive labels tell stories; they are narratives, not lists of facts. Any 
label that serves to explain, guide, question, inform, or provoke-in a way 
that invites participation by the reader-is interpretive. 

The purpose of interpretive labels is to contribute to the overall visitor experi
ence in a positive, enlightening, provocative, and meaningful way. Interpre
tive labels address visitors ' unspoken concerns: What's in it for me? Why 
should I care? How will knowing this improve my life? If labels only identify 
objects, animals, or artwork, they are not interpretive. As one visitor com -
mented about the lack of interpretive labels in a natural history museum's 
bird halls, "Maybe one out of five birds had a little baseball card thing on them 
besides the name. 'Hits right, throws left, batted .328.' I guess I was looking 
form re.''1 

Interpretive labels are part of interpretive exhibitions, which are displays 
that intend to tell stories, contrast points of view, present challenging issues, 
or strive to change people's attitudes. Interpretive exhibitions are found in all 
types of museums where the design of the show is intended to give visitors 
the opportunity to become engaged in the exhibit environment, be aware of 
the communication objectives intended by the exhibit developers, and find 
personally meaningful connections with the exhibits . 

19 
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CHAPTER 2 

FIGURE 2.1 
Many books' worth of ideas were distilled on this wall to summarize the long, 
complex story of the development of Darwin's theory of natural selection at the 

Huntington Library. Just below are 250 editions of On the Origin of Species in 

different languages. 

SOME BACKGROUND ON THE HISTORY OF INTERPRETATION 

But what is "interpretation" itself? It is more than presenting information and 
more than encouraging participation. It comes to museums (in the United 
States) from the more oral tradition of educational programming in the 
National Park Service, and it is far more interactive than traditional, formal 
educational models of teachers as deliverers and mediators of information. 

In the classic Interpreting Our Heritage, Freeman Tilden explained his six 

principles for interpretation, developed from his extensive experience in Na
tional Park ranger programs and in writing labels and designing exhibitions 
at park visitor centers.2 Although his 1950s language is noninclusive (e.g., 
visitors and interpreters are referred to as "he" and "him") and the photo
graphs appear dated, his principles still ring strong and true and are presented 

in a straightforward, down-to-earth style. Tilden's six principles: 

WHAT ARE INTERPRETIVE LABELS? 21 

1. Any interpretation that does not somehow relate what is ~eing displayed 
or described to something within the personality or experience of the visi

tor will be sterile. 
2. Information, as such, is not interpretation. Interpretation is revelation 

based upon information. But they a~e entirely dffferent things. However, 
all interpretation includes information. ' · · 

3. Interpretation is an art, which combines manyarts, whether the materi
als presented are scientific, historical, or archite~tural. Any art is in some 

degree teachable. 
4. The chief aim of interpretation is not instruction, but provocation. 
- Interpretation should aim to present a whole rather than a part, and must 

address itself to the whole man rather than any phase. 
e,. Interpretation addressed to children (say, up to the age of twelve) should 

not be a dilution of the presentation to adults, but should follow a fun
damentally different approach. To be at its best it will require a separate 

program. 

Tilden proposed his principles in 1957, long before museum educators 
an l other practitioners began using words like the visitor experience, meaning 
making, and empowerment. His fifth principle is the most relevant to chapter 
I in this book: to have a big idea behind it all; to keep everything else focused 
toward one, overall whole message; and to think about visitors as whole peo
ple with many shared needs. I like his ideas about revelation and provocation 
being the goal instead of in truction. 

There are other books that discuss the importance of and describe the 
hi tory of interpretive exhibits. Two standard references within the environ
mental interpretation field are Sam H. Ham's recently revised and retitled 
Interpretation: Making a Difference on Purpose, and Interpretive Master Plan
nmg by John Veverka. In a newer book, Interpretive Planning for Museums: 
Integrating Visitor Perspectives in Decision Making, Wells, Butler, and Koke 
ituate the role of interpretive labels into a broader consideration of interpre

~e planning for exhibitions or for an interpretive master plan at the institu
ti n level. Their whole book places emphasis on how museum practitioners 
~ _integrate visitor perspectives into their plans for developing and evaluat
mg interpretive efforts.3 
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FIGURE 2.2 

At the Museum of History and Industry in Seattle, a label invites you to use your 
imagination and be part of the story. 

LABELS AS STORYTELLING 

The above general notions about interpretation have concrete implications 
that are important for museum labels. For one, there are some interesting 
similarities among interpretation, narratives, storytelling, and exhibit texts. 
Printed words exist as visual and verbal elements to the reader's eye and 
mind, and as oral components to the reader's ear (reading silently or hearing 

WHAT AR E INTERPRETIVE LABELS? 23 

someone read aloud). Good interpretation, like good storytelling, carries the 
listener along with the sound of the words and the images they create, and 
lets the listener participate by anticipating where the story is going. Good 
stories don't keep the reader in the dark. Our brains are wired for emotional 
storytelling strategies, says Lisa Cron. "All story is emotion based-if we're 
not feeling, we're not reading."4 

Museum exhibit labels tell very short stories. In figure 2.3, a label for a 
Greek va e not only describes what the man is doing but also how he ended 

up like this. 

Wine Jug with a Drunk Man Singing 
Greek, made 111 Ath<:>n,, .1!.01114 70 11.c . 

Terracotta 

Red-figured clw11rn1tributed lo the 
Oionokles Patntt'r 

111 his mouth open in song and his arms 
•ut Lretched, the man d1.1)icted on this pitcher 

0 1,s 1he effects of a night of drinking . His 
11 ll f! servant is ready to minister to his tll'c<l~, 
I li ng the man's belongings as well as the iug 

in,,' which he urinates. 

FIGURE 2.3 

The Getty label tells a story 
with a punchy ending. 
Visitors look back and 
forth between the label 
and the image repeatedly, 
which is evidence of active 
engagement. 
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Below are three more examples of interpretive labels that strike a good bal

ance between what the reader might anticipate is coming next and what does: 

When the tide ebbs, sandpipers fan out across mudflats and beaches to feed. As 
the tide rises, they retreat, to preen themselves and wait for the next low tide. 

-from an aquarium, at a seabird exhibit · 

These screens were made at the Savonnerie manufactory, which was owned 
by the French Crown and provided carpets and screens for the royal chateaux. 
Such screens were known as paravents ("against the wind") and were usually 
kept folded in the corners of rooms. When the rooms were being used, the 

screens would be arranged by servants for protection against drafts. 

-from a decorative arts exhibit, as a caption for a pair of textile screens 

The logger needed clothes that were functional and provided freedom of move
ment. Pants were cut off just below the boot tops to keep the rain out and to 

prevent snagging. Men working in the woods often had to take off at top speed, 
and if a pant leg caught it could mean the difference between life and death. 

-from a history museum , 

as a photo caption in an exhibition about logging 

These kinds of labels help readers look back and forth between the label 

and the object, following the details of the narrative. Or readers can imagine 
action in their minds and memories, aided by the label's concrete references. 
You may not see the tide rising, or feel the cold breeze in the chateaux, or 
witness the logger running for his life, but these quick stories give visitors cl 

"minds-on" moment. 

LABELS WITH MEANINGFUL STORIES 

Visitors refer to labels in various ways: as blurbs, captions, wall texts, de crip• 
tions, titles, legends, cards, and explanations. 5 What changes would it take to 
get them to call labels stories or conversations? One way might be to follow the 
advice of Joseph M. Williams, in his very handy book called Style: Ten Les
sons in Clarity and Grace.6 He gives us some excellent guidelines for how to 
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FIGURE 2.4 

A good label fires the imagination. 

make prose more clear, less passive, and more engaging. His "First Principle 
f Clear Writing" states, "When we link the simple point that sentences are 

tories about characters who act to the way we use the grammar of a sentence 
to describe those characters and their actions, we get a principle of style more 
powerful than any other." His principle has two parts: 

I. In the subjects of your sentences, name your cast of characters. 

2. In the verbs of your sentences, name the crucial actions in which you in
volve those characters . 

imilarly, labels that lack subjects and have unclear action cannot tell clear 
torie that flow easily. 

Because many of the stories in museums are about people, labels can be 
edited to include them as the subjects. In the two examples below, notice 

how changing the subject of the label from objects to people creates a more 
engaging story. 
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A DESERT GRAVE WAYSIDE 

by Beverly Serrell 

While driving through the vast and scenic Big Bend National 
Park in Texas, along the lonely two-lane road, I encountered 
occasional pull-off areas with wayside exhibits-a single panel 

with graphics and some interpretation of the spot or view. 

"A Desert Grave" was located at the end of a short trail from 
the parking area. It was a quiet, sunny day, with only a slight 
breeze. I read the story about the pioneers and how the wife 
had died and was buried here. I looked around and pondered 
the stark beauty of the desert and what it might have been like 
to live out here, and I thought about the struggles the family 

went through. 

Years later, on another visit to Big Bend, I drove past the 
same place, and I stopped again to visit the desert gravesite. 
I walked down the path and came up to the wayside panel. I 
was stunned by how few words there were in the text-not 
more than one hundred. I thought there had been many more 
than that! My imagination must have filled in details about the 

weather, the scenery, the daily life, the sadness, and a wordless 
number of feelings that the text in "A Desert Grave" inspired in 
my mind after I'd first read it. 

How often do just a few words create a lasting memory that 
felt like a fully lived experience? Let your labels be jumping-off 
places for people's imaginations. Let them fill in many more 
words and feelings. 

■ 

WHAT ARE INTERPRETIVE LABELS? 

Pictograph 
Carvings and paintings on rock are scattered throughout California. They seem 

to have had magical or religious significance related to the hunting of large 
game. Other rock paintings were made during girls' coming-of-age ceremonies 

and boys' initiation rites. 

Rock Carvings and Paintings-Pictographs 

Early people carved and painted on rocks throughout California. The picto 
grams they created, such as the one on your left, may signify magical or reli
gious aspects of the large game they hunted. Other rock paintings showed girls' 
coming-of-age ceremonies and boys' initiation rites. 
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In the first, the subject "they" refers to the pictographs, not the early peo
ple, and pictographs are never defined. The pictographs do not have beliefs, 
people do, and the second example more actively acknowledges that. 

FIGURE 2.5 

At a wayside exhibit in Big Bend National Park, a well-crafted story told in fewer 
than 100 words provokes a multitude of thoughts. 
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The nature of storytelling in museum exhibitions and the techniques for 
doing it well are part of a larger context of issues that surround education, 
communication, and being human. We need stories that tell of origins, envi
sion the future, and give a sense of continuity and purpose. This is especially 
challenging when we think about the diversity of typical urban communities 
that museums serve. Because exhibitions can provide multiple types of ex
periences for visitors, museums are in a unique position to take on difficult 
topics.7 

DIFFICULT STORIES WELL TOLD 

The traveling exhibition Race: Are We So Different? asked "What is race?" and 
opened a public discourse on this difficult topic. One of the primary messages 
. was that the concept of race is a human invention and that we are all more 
alike than different. Individual exhibits encouraged interaction and conver
sation, and "provided visitors with the information, evidence, and thinking 
tools necessary to make the leap from vague, confused beliefs about race to 
more sophisticated understandings of race."8 Talking circles, mediated by 
trained docents, gave visitors the opportunity to discuss issues of race raised 
by the exhibition and their own personal experiences. 

An exhibition about the Japanese internment camp at Heart Mountain in 
Wyoming walked a line between revealing what actually happened there and 
being sensitive to the people who were involved. The exhibition took a clear 
position: that the internment was illegal and wrong. The labels were written 
in the first person, and sometimes in the voice of a real person who had lived 
there . Oral histories and interviews with detainees prompted visitors to put 
themselves in the shoes of internees or provoked thoughts about modern civil 
rights issues. 

Darkened Waters: Profile of an Oil Spill was about the grounding of the 
Exxon Valdez off the Alaska coast and its aftermath. Like the Heart Mountain 
exhibition, Darkened Waters had a point of view: The oil spill was a huge 
disaster. But it included different points of view-commercial fishermen, 
oil industry workers, government officials, conservationists, Alaska Native 
people, and others caught up in the spill-letting people, speak for themselves 
wherever possible. It did not, however, try to be equal or balanced. Instead, 
the "potential cacophony of voices [were] made coherent under that broad 
umbrella of the museum's clearly stated position." 9 Exhibit elements about 
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the tran port and use of petroleum, marine life, and long-term energy needs 
encouraged visitors to think about the future and to take action. 

The answer to the question, "What should label writers write about?" is a 
complicated one. The general answer is, write about something that will be 
meaningful and useful to visitors, and write interpretively. Other than that, it 
depend on the individual museum and its visitors, and the individual exhibi
tion and its big idea. 

The question should be reframed as, "How do you decide what to write 
about?" The discussions in this chapter, the previous chapter about the big 
idea, and the upcoming chapter about audiences guide you toward an an
swer for what the "what" is. The remaining chapters will help you decide the 
"how." 
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• 
Types of Labels 
in Exhibitions 

Every label in an exhibition has a specific purpose that needs to make 
sense within the organization of the whole, but given the way visitors 
encounter them out of order, they also need to function independently. 

There is no universal terminology in museums to identify types of labels. 
Some institutions use function (e.g., orientation, introductory, caption); 
others use placement (e.g., wall text, case label, free-standing); some have 
in-house colloquial expressions (chat panels, tombstone labels); and others 
haven't thought about labels enough to develop an in-house style vocabulary 

or standards. Regardless of the names they are given, labels should be devel
oped as an integrated system, from the single title, to the broadest categories, 
to the one-of-a-kinds. They should all work together. 

The most important types of interpretive labels in any exhibition are the 
title, introduction, section labels, group labels, and captions. These labels help 
to organize the information and present the exhibition's rationale for looking 

like it does. Although these labels are developed as linear and hierarchical 
information, they may not be used in the "right" order by visitors. Neverthe
less, the labels still should have internal integrity, organization, and a clear 
logic to the design. 

Noninterpretive labels include identification labels (ID labels), donor 
plaques, wayfinding and regulatory signs, and credit panels. They will be dis

cu ed briefly at the end of this chapter. Labels for interactive exhibits, which 
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