
HPHE7009 Skills in the Museum

Dr Katharina Zinn

Associate Professor in Egyptian Archaeology 
and Heritage 

Session 2b 
How to reach audiences: 

Label writing as part of 

preparing exhibitions



PREPARING EXHIBITIONS

From objects and collections to exhibitions



What is the purpose?

◼ Redesign

◼ New material

◼ Celebration

◼ Change in curriculum

◼ New acquisition

◼ Project



Planning

◼ What is the purpose?

◼ What is the time frame?

◼ Who is it for? 

◼ Budget?

◼ Ethical Considerations?

◼ Narrative and Research?

◼ Objects?

◼ Technology?



Time frame 

◼ Permanent 

◼ Temporary

◼ Thematic change within a 
given period

◼ Object related



Who is it for?

◼General public

◼Specific group

◼Schools

◼Universities/C
ollege



Budget

◼Self funded

◼Grant funded / aided

◼Sponsored 

◼Co-Curated and funded



Ethical Considerations

◼Decolonisation

◼Globalisation

◼Funding Streams

◼Political Affiliations



Narrative and Research

◼What is the narrative you are conveying?

◼Is the information still relevant and 
appropriate?

◼Is there new research available?



Objects

◼Material

◼Condition

◼Environment

◼Insurance

◼External Loans



Design and Layout

◼Accessibility

◼Ergonomic

◼Language 

◼Visuals 



Fossil Wonders: A Hidden Collection 
Awakened









LABEL WRITING AS PART OF 

PREPARING EXHIBITIONS

From objects and collections to exhibitions



Museum labelling – short intro

 practice of providing descriptive and / or informative 

text(s) alongside exhibits

 to ensure visitors understand the context, significance, 

and origin of displayed items

 effective labels: concise language, engaging 

storytelling, and appropriate design (fonts, images) 

fonts to enhance accessibility and visitor engagement

 Now important: optimize museum labelling for search 

engines → include relevant keywords → improves 

online visibility + attracts more visitors



Different forms of labels

 Descriptive – simply describe what an object 

is without providing any additional 

information

 Informative

◼ Didactic – factual information about an object on 

display, such as its date, origin, and purpose

◼ Interpretive –

























The exhibit label

 Writing exhibit labels can seem daunting. 

How do you keep your visitors' interest 

while still communicating important 

information?



GeorgeOrwell,‘PoliticsandtheEnglishLanguage’,Horizon,April1946 
(volume 13, issue 76, pp. 252–265).



1: KNOW YOUR PURPOSE

 What do you want your audience to 
know or learn?

 you cannot select works for an exhibition, nor write any 

label text until you’ve (at least started to have) thought 

through this question

 How does this object support the theme of my 

exhibition? 

 What does this object bring to the conversation that other 

objects do not?



Audience 

 Who are you engaging with? 

 Are they local or from further 

afield? 

 International?

 Demographic

 SEND



2: BE CONCISE

 What information will you include, 
and what information will you 
leave out?

 connects back to 1 

 Visitors are easily overwhelmed when presented with too 

much information at once

 leave out details that don’t support the overall message of 

your exhibition

 labels should contain ideally 50, but no more than 120 

words



KEEP YOUR VISITORS IN 

MIND
 Writing with your audience in mind = 

crucial to create clear and concise exhibit 

labels

 Not everyone is a native English speaker: 

Keep language simple but don't speak down 

to readers

 Assume your visitors are unfamiliar with 

your subject, they know less about the 

exhibit than you!



Language 

▪ Tone

▪ Accessibility 

▪ Basil Bernstein – speech 

codes



Write as you speak

 Enthusiasm

 Conversational

 Terminology / 

vocabulary 

Nick Gray



2: BE CONCISE

 Some labels contain only the tombstone information—the 

most basic details about the work of art (artist’s name, 

title, date, medium, etc.)



2: BE CONCISE

 Other labels contain 
◼ Tombstone

◼ AND

◼ paragraphs of 
informational text → 
Remember to not to 
overwhelm visitors, so 
include text for objects or 
additional information 
that best reinforce your 
exhibition’s message



KEEP THE TEXT SHORT & SIMPLE & 
SHARP

❑ Most visitors scan or read a shorter label but may 
bypass a label if there is too much text

❑ Don't use a long word when a shorter word will 
do.

❑ Some visitors may have a limited vocabulary 
and you want them to enjoy the exhibit as 
much as others with larger vocabulary.

❑ Use paragraphs to break up longer labels. 

❑ Two or three shorter paragraphs are less 
intimidating than one large chunk of text.



KEEP YOUR WRITING 

ACTIVE
❑ Keep to active verbs so your text is strong and precise. 

Using the passive voice often uses more words and can 

be vague. Make sure the subject of your sentence does 

the action instead of the subject receiving the action.

❑ "The savannah is roamed by beautiful giraffes." versus 

"Beautiful giraffes roam the savannah."

❑ "The baby was carried by the kangaroo in her pouch." This one 

is a prime example of passive voice being vague. Who's baby is 

it? Is it her baby or a human baby? The sentence isn't clear. So 

to change it to active voice you'd write, "The kangaroo carried 

her baby in her pouch.



(Avoid) Word Bombardment

©V&A Museum



DON'T BE BORING

❑ Texts = friendly, but speak with authority

❑ Labels combining text and graphics = more meaningful + 

and memorable 

❑ Explain technical terms but avoid jargon and confusing 

acronyms

❑ Different displays attract different audiences and so need 

a different approaches and tones



KEEP IT CASUAL & 

CONVERSATIONAL
❑ Write your text as direct conversation with 

visitors

❑ Show enthusiasm with your word choices

❑ Avoid judgments and sentimental descriptions



BRING OBJECTS TO LIFE
• In a museum or gallery, display items have been 

removed from their human connection. You’ll want 

to reconnect them for the visitor.

• Try incorporating quotations to help visitors connect 

with an object. Quotations can be evocative, 

thought-provoking or humorous.

• Humor is very subjective, so avoid putting jokes in 

the actual text. What is funny to one person can be 

embarrassing, even offensive, to another. A wry 

comment or an anecdote can easily bridge the 

differences.

You can also try to evoke the senses of touch, taste, 



#3: CREATE A FORMAT AND 

STICK TO IT
 How will you organize the 

information you want to share?
 labels are visual experience  → should be pleasing to eye

◼ Visitors unconsciously register aesthetics of a label

◼ “look” of label should match the “look” of exhibition

 Culture (e.g. Cycladic)

 Place of Origin (if known)

 Date and/or Time Period (e.g. Early Cycladic Period, circa 2500-

2400 B.C.E.)

 Material(s) (e.g. marble)

 Credit line (e.g. Gift of Mr. and Mrs. X, 1986)



Some 

(design) 

points to 

think 

about





Some tips at the end – and before 

you start…
 Remember that the objects are the reason for all the 

labels.

 Don’t be afraid to have your voice stand out on a 

label! 

 Consider your own opinions on the art when writing 

labels while keeping the information objective.

 Write, revise, and ask a friend to read what you’ve 

written to see how well you’ve communicated your 

message. Then, revise again!

 Good luck!
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