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Douglas squirrel

The typewritten text of John Muir’s vivid quote gives 
it the voice of a personal diary. 

Although the vocabulary is a bit high, it might make 
a squirrel-hater laugh.
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Busted without arms

The artist tells a first-person story, 
in plain and personal language, that 
describes his inspiration and process.  
Because he speaks specifically about 
the artwork that’s right before us, 
our eyes go back and forth from 
the art to the words as he brings his 
story home.
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Keep it up? 

Multiple first-person perspectives were invited from a diversity of 
people about whether the Roosevelt statue should remain outside 
the American Museum of Natural History. While some suggested 
interpretive recontextualization, the decision was made to remove it.
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Reconsidering colonialism

New text affixed to the glass calls out historical 
inaccuracies and clichés depicted in this 1939 diorama. 

Old displays that depict colonialism and white 
superiority need to be reinterpreted.
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What we got from Indians

We don’t do this anymore, right? 

There’s no big idea. There’s no logical organization of types 
of labels. But most of all, the content is condescending.
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¿Son reales? 

The difference in length of these two labels is typical: 
Spanish translations of English require more words. 

Research has shown that people in Spanish-speaking 
groups are likely to use both the English and Spanish 
versions of the labels rather than just one or the other.
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Too many words

You don’t have to read the words in these labels to know that there 
are too many. 

Why do some art historians and geologists need to say so much? 
Writers can avoid this when they have a clear and focused big idea, 
a respect for visitors’ limited time and energy, and some self-control.
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Indians everywhere

The fact that this introductory label begins with short paragraphs makes it 
easier to start reading; the engaging style then pulls the reader along. 

Called “irresistibly readable texts” by art critic Peter Schjeldahl, the exhibit’s 
labels are conversational in style.
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Kehinde Wiley

Alongside Kehinde Wiley’s 2007 
Officer of the Hussars, interpretive 
text shows the iconic European 
painting he “appropriated.” It’s 
good to show an image of the 
referenced work for visitors not 
familiar with it. 

Critics now celebrate Wiley for 
“reshaping the monumental,” not 
just appropriating it. A step in the 
right direction for a more current 
and equitable point of view?
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Question flip labels

Flip labels are frequently used as interactive elements in all kinds of 
exhibitions. A question is posed, and visitors lift the flap to see the 
answer. Did they guess correctly? 

When writing question flip labels, consider the chances of most 
visitors getting the answer right. If your goal is to trick people into 
guessing wrong, think again. How do you feel when you get fooled?
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Unicorn

Labels that attempt to be whimsical can be 
funny if visitors are in the know. But humor 
can be harmful if it makes them feel stupid.
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OK to touch? 

When the sign starts with “Please,” 
most visitors stop reading because 
they think the words “Don’t Touch” 
are coming next. Better to say “OK 
to touch” if they can.
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