History 100.06		Fall 2010
Writing Wall Cards
What is a wall card?  It is the short text that tells the exhibit visitor something about each object on display.  In the best case the text on a wall card is an “interpretative label.”  The author of a recent handbook on writing exhibit labels writes that interpretative labels should “contribute to the over-all visitor experience in a positive, enlightening, provocative, and meaningful way.”[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  Beverly Serrelll, Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive Approach (Walnut Creek, Calif.:  Altamira Press, 1996),  p.9.] 

Above all, an interpretative label should relate directly to the object on display and should prompt the reader to look more closely at the object.   Giving information is important, but shouldn’t be the only or even the main point.   Ask your reader/viewer to look and think.
Here are some tips for writing good labels (all of the following are drawn from Serrell, Exhibit Labels cited below, pp. 84-91):
· Labels should start with something the viewer can see in the object fairly easily and directly
· Vary the length of the sentences
· Use short paragraphs; break paragraphs apart
· Avoid alliteration, metaphors, exclamation points
· Use humor sparingly
· Indicate very clearly if there’s a quotation (using italics, perhaps?) and who wrote the quotation
· Make the viewer want to read your label
· For a longer label, use section headings that signal key points
· Have a snappy ending
· Wall cards can vary within an exhibit:  more text on one, less on another
· Think of the label as opening a conversation among the viewers.  Remember the Hereford mappamundi and the idea of talking in front of the map?  It’s a good goal to have for your exhibit visitors, too.
· For this assignment, include the following information on each wall card:  a name for the map on display, its maker (if known), a date or period, a very short statement of what the map on display covers.   In other words, if you are using a sheet of Diogo Homem’s atlas that represents India, say so.    Beyond this basic identifying information, you choose what you want to say!

Wall card layout.  A few tips on design and layout of the text on a wall card or label:
· Use a font that is easy and pleasant to read.  Remember that the reader will be standing and often looking from a less-than-ideal distance or looking at an angle.  
· Use a font that fits aesthetically with the theme of your exhibit.  Do you want the font to look like an old printed book?  Or very modern?  Playful or serious?
· Break up the text and don’t be afraid to include plenty of open space.
· Would it be desirable to include a graphic on the wall card?  Perhaps a small diagram focusing the reader’s attention on one part of your map?
