TEXT in the MUSEUM

WHY, WHAT, HOW MUCH,
AND FOR WHOM



WHY: COMMUNICATION

What is the exhibition attempting to
accomplish?

Can that be done without text?

Not all types of text or interpretative material
are appropriate for each type of exhibition

A combination of stylistics modes can reach
more viewers



Rothko Chapel, Houston, Texas



Rothko Chapel, Houston, Texas



Menil Collection, Rothko gallery, Houston, Texas



Menil Collection, Houston, Texas



Menil Collection, Houston, Texas



Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History, “Santa Cruz Collections,” 2012




Santa Cruz Museum of Art and
History, “All You Need is Love,”
2011




FOR WHOM
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Voice

Language should be appropriate for audience
(so you must know your audience!)

Variety of view points

Balance of perspectives—curatorial,
educational, marketing, design, public

Authorial voice vs community voice



WHAT

ldentify objectives of the exhibition
Objectives derive from or tie to the museum’s
mission

Textual information should relate to those
objectives

Information can be shared via words, visuals
(film, photographs), sound, interactives
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HOW

* Writing style
— Traditionally linear, factual,

— New rules
 Introduce “hook”
e Use simpler (not dumber) language
e Ask questions
e Express doubt

Explain debate

Reveal relevancy



The Assumption of the Virgin
tempera on panel, probably c. 1385

PAOLO DI GIOVANNI FEI

Sienese, mentioned 1369—1411
Samuel H. Kress Collection 1961.9.71

National Gallery, Washington, DC



Plate

Iran, Sasanian period.
6th-7t century CE
Silver and gilt

Gift of Arthur M. Sackler
ARTHUR M. SACKLER GALLERY $1987.124

A pair of ibex flanks the base of a stylized tree or vine heavy
with fruit, flowers, and leaves; peahens, peacocks, and
pheasants stand along the edge. Cultivated landscapes
probably inspired the imagery, which is also found on
stucco decoration from the sixth to the eighth century.
Another characteristic of later Sasanian metalwork is the
spot gilding that highlights specific details.




Mirazozo Architects of
Light, Edinburgh Fringe,
2011




Tate Modern, London




Royal Museum of Fine Arts, Brussels



American History Museum, Washington, DC




HOW MUCH

Studies in the US show visitors can tolerate:

- about 50 words on object labels,

- no more than 150 words on room labels ,

- 300 words max. on longer introductory texts

Most visitors spend 10 seconds in front of an
object—7 to read the label, 3 to examine the
thing itself.

For most people museum fatigue sets in after
about 45 minutes.



British Museum, London




Exhibition Text Guidelines

Lord and Lord, The Manual of Museum Exhibitions, 2001

Exhibit Element Word Length Type Size

Main Titles: 3-8 words To be sized as appropriate for the size of the exhibit

Identifiers unit and the context of viewing. 2-3 inches (5-7.5 cm.)
is often used as a standard

Subtitles: 10-25 words 100-120 point. This is usually the most important

Level 1 - written information in the display

Key points

Group Texts: 50-60 words 30-40 point.This text usually explains why the key

Level 2 — point is important or describes a group of objects in

Explanatory text an exhibit

Detail Text: 60-80 words 24--32 point. This text explores the argument and

Level 3 - implications of what is presented in an exhibit

Discussion

Artefact Text: 10-20 words 18-22 point. These words present information on

Level 4 — specific objects on display. They may be on individual or

Individual items

group labels




Collage making, Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History



COMMUNICATING IN 2
DIRECTIONS



THE PAST THE FUTURE

Authority is content provider Authority is platform provider

SOC TN O

Museum 2.0, Museum of Art and History, Santa Cruz, California
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National Vending Machine Project, Amsterdam



Break up wall, “All You Need is Love,” Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History, 2010



“All You Need is Love,” Santa Cruz Museum of
Art and History, 2010
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Wing Luke Museum, Seattle, Washington state



San
Francisco
Mobile
Museum,
California




EVALUATION
Front-end
Formative
Summative

Visitor Studies Association
ILVS Review



Australian Museum, Sydney, student
workshop, “Birds of Paradise”







Kids liked: Australian Museum 2010

e short, bold text

e overview information rather than detailed labels

e well designed and spaced labels that were placed in close proximity
to the object

e simple language that did not exclude young children or those whose
first language is not English

e catchy second-person text that engaged them personally to
‘imagine’, ‘consider’ or contemplate a scenario

e humour

e clever or interesting topic sentence or heading

e text in an interactive or on a digital screen

e bullet points in labels

e |abels that directed you to look at a particular aspect of an object
that wouldn’t initially be apparent

e a mystery trail throughout the exhibition

e different points of view in text or in interpretive strategy (i.e. POV of
an animal or predator)



Kids disliked:

e text in general

e too much text

e plain colours

e cluttered design

e descriptive language when it didn’t have obvious
information

e excessive use of bolded text that distracted the eye from
reading the sentence

e exhibition-themed booklets that required too much
immediate attention and distracted them from the
displays.






British Museum, London




Tate Modern, London, example of extended labels, 2011




Brooklyn Art Museum, “American
Identities: A New Look”




St. Louis Science Center, Amazing Brain Carnival, 2011



Touchscreen, National
Museum of Scotland




Tate Britain, Constable exhibition, display showing layers of painting




California Academy of
Sciences, rooftop garden



Museum
Websites
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