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1. Choosing Exhibit Objects
1.1 Where to find artifacts
The [art]ifact exhibit was designed to consist of only objects made in La Crosse from the
collection of the La Crosse County Historical Society (LCHS). Most objects that have local
provenience are labeled as such in the catalog system Past Perfect at LCHS. There were about
80 objects that were identified in the catalog system as being made in La Crosse. While this
does not amount to all of the objects in the collection that were made in La Crosse, they are the
objects that have the most obvious and direct link to manufacturing in La Crosse. This is
important as local provenience should not need to be argued in the didactics.
1.2 Narrowing the field
From these 80 or so objects, each was assessed for obvious instability or being unfit for exhibit.
Each object that goes into the exhibit needs to be able to withstand handling in the process of
research, mounting, moving, and brighter lights. The objects also need to be visually interesting
and must reflect the theme well. Because the [art]ifact exhibit was meant to tell the story of
manufacturing in La Crosse, we were very cognizant of the objects in the collection that were
made by very well known companies or objects that were invented in La Crosse and marketed
globally. We also wanted to represent all populations that live or have lived in La Crosse so this
included European, Native American, and Hmong objects.
After the objects unfit for exhibit were removed from the list, there were roughly 3540 objects
remaining. At this point each object needed to be researched individually to choose the final 15
objects. The catalog records of each of the objects were collected. While a few had been
previously researched, most had very little information attached to them other than a company
name or the donor of the object. The goal of this preliminary research is not to learn everything
about each object, but to identify the basic who, what, when, where, why, and most importantly
that further research is possible. Some objects had very few research avenues and were taken
off of the list. By the end of this process each object had a portfolio page with a photograph of
the object, the available catalog information, and one paragraph written about its history
compiled from around 5 primary or secondary sources total. Here are two examples:

1.3 Picking the finalists
After the portfolios of all the remaining objects were compiled into one large booklet of objects
the executive team met to decide upon the final 15 objects. At the start of this meeting we
decided that we wanted two Hmong and two HoChunk objects to reflect the populations of La
Crosse. We then discussed which objects represented the largest pieces of La Crosse’s
manufacturing past and chose a few key objects that reflected that process. From there, we
looked at which object’s stories were the most interesting and unique. After these discussions
we had narrowed down the number of objects to around 20. It was at this point that we looked at
each object aesthetically. We wanted an equal number of large, small, and medium sized

objects. We also wanted to represent half and half male and female objects. This could be who
used these objects, or who would have made them. One last aspect to consider is how each
object could be exhibited. Ideally, you should not have more than six objects that can only be
displayed one way. It should be discussed if an object needs a pedestal and what size that
would need to be or if it could be mounted on the wall. The [art]ifact exhibit ended up with most
of the historical objects being placed upon pedestals or on the floor in some way while most of
the artwork was on the walls. Because there is very little control over how the artwork will be
displayed, whether on the wall or 3D in some way, it is very important that the objects chosen
have a variety of mounting options.
2. Didactic Panels: Writing, Editing, and Designing
2.1 How to write didactic panels
In the [art]ifact exhibit the term didactic panel was used to describe all of the written interpretive
content that was printed and placed on the wall beside the historical objects and the artwork. As
the didactic panels were, besides the objects and artwork, the main interpretation of the history
that the exhibit was attempting to portray. Their accessibility was vital for the success of the
exhibit. Extensive research was conducted on how to write didactics using the historical
research that had already been conducted on each of the objects (a short bibliography of the
most important sources is available at the end of this section). The research on how to write
good didactic panels was presented to all of the historians and then decisions were made as a
group, so that as each historian wrote their panel, they were as cohesive as possible going into
the editing process. Here are the most vital slides from the presentation:

When writing the didactics for an exhibit it is first vital to understand who your audience is. You
should know who your main audiences are, and why they are going to your exhibit because that
will tell you what they most likely want to get out of the exhibit and how they would most likely
go about doing that.

It is also very important to work off of the most recent studies on how visitors use didactic panels
so that you can gear your panels to what they expect and can use with the greatest ease.

The didactic panels should not be the only interpretive pieces in the exhibit. These different
pieces should ideally be geared for different audiences but should be accessible by all. This
slide depicts what were were thinking about for possible interpretive pieces early on in the
planning process. By the time the exhibit was completely designed our interpretive pieces were
the following:
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The historical objects
The art pieces
Introductory panel
The object panels (the didactic panels that interpreted the history of the object)
The art identification panels
Exhibition catalog (paper booklet with artist bios and inspirations as well as further
history on each of the objects)
iPad interactives
Interactive timeline

The Big Idea is essential in designing every aspect of the exhibit to be cohesive and essentially
to be able to convey one clear message through each and every piece. The concept of the big
idea was presented to the group and then everyone discussed what our big idea was together,
which is listed as “Our revised Big Idea”. This idea was the driving force behind each of the
didactic panels.

We discussed writing our didactic panels in first person vs. the traditional third person but
ultimately decided against it. It was agreed upon that this would be an interesting avenue to
pursue in the future.

At the end of the presentation we, as a group, decided that each object panel should be around
75 words, and that they should be written in third person. We then discussed the content of
each of the panels. As each of the objects were very different from each other, we knew it
wasn’t possible to topically write all the same thing, so it was decided that each panel would
feature the most interesting thing the historian discovered about it. For some objects this
involved it manufacture, for others its use, and some its affect on La Crosse.

2.2 Editing Process
The editing process should involve a group of people but no larger than six or seven. This group
should represent each person that has an invested interest in the exhibit. For the [art]ifact
exhibit the key members of this editing process were the curatorial team, a group of four
students which included the curator, as well as one of the codirectors, and the Pump House
Director and the La Crosse County Historical Society Curator. It is vital that the key people
involved with the creation of the exhibit have their chance to provide input on the panels.
Ideally the more eyes on them the better they will be, but often with too many people providing
input and opinions the process will end up being dragged out and the panels will suffer. To
conduct the editing process in an organized manner we first edited the panels in a smaller group
of five people where we discussed each panel one by one on the following criteria:
1. Is the content the most interesting thing about the object?
2. Is it well organized? Did it follow the rule of starting out with the object and expanding
upon that? Does it flow well?
3. Are the sentences too long? Do they vary in length?
4. Are there any grammatical errors?
From these questions we made the necessary edits using the editing and comment feature in
Google Docs. It is important that each time a panel is edited that edits are able to be tracked.
After all the panels were edited by the small group we then met with the historians who wrote
the panels and discussed our suggestions. This is a very important part of the process as each

panel is essentially a piece of their own work and they know the objects better than anyone
else, so they must be involved at each stage of the editing process.
Here is an example of one of the panels before and after this first editing process:

After the historians made the required changes, the small group met again to create a concrete
draft of these revisions to be sent to the Director at the Pump House and the Curator at the
Historical Society. Once the drafts were in their hands the panels went through two more rounds
of edits with them, the curator, and the codirectors. When larger or nongrammatical changes
were made the historians who wrote the panels were brought into the discussion.
Here is an example of the panel draft that was sent, the revisions that were made to it as a
group, and then the finished product :

DIDACTIC PANEL DRAFT REVISIONS

The writing and editing process of the art identification panels and the introductory panel were
slightly different from that of the object panels. The information on the art panels was all
collected from the artist themselves: piece name, artist name, medium/materials, and price. We
chose to write the medium and materials on the art panels as that is often customary but to
mirror that with the object panels we had the materials that were used to make the object listed
on them as well to help reinforce our big idea. The art identification panels went through a much
easier editing process.
The introductory panel was only written by one of the codirectors and the curator but was then
edited by the other codirector and the Director of the Pump House and the Curator at the La

Crosse County Historical Society. The writing of this panel was completely routed in our big idea
of “Why do we need/make things?” And “What can those things tell us about La Crosse?” The
point of the introductory panel is to let the visitor know what the exhibit is, where it came from,
and what they should be getting out if it. Interwoven in our explanation of what the exhibit was
and what it displayed we introduced the question and answers of “Why do we need things?”.
This panel was a culmination of the research that we conducted on material culture to create the
exhibit. The most influential piece of research that drove this thought process was the article
aptly titled “Why We Need Things” by scholar Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi.
The [art]ifact exhibit hired Metre Agency, the graphic design firm that designed our website, to
design our panels. However, while they created the design, they were given suggestions on
size, colors, and font by us based on the research completed on effective didactic panels. The
following were their directions:

2.3 Overall design of the panels
In the exhibit there will be three different types of panels. First is the introduction panel which
will be the most eyecatching and different of all of the panels. This panel will be separate from
the concept of the other panels but should still be cohesive with the other panels as well.
The other two types of panels are the object panels and the art identification panels. The object
panels identify and explain what each of the objects are and their history. The art identification
panels identify the art pieces. We want these two types of panels to be as similar as possible.
We want the headings, fonts, font size, colors, and formatting to be identical on each. Each
historical object and art pair will be exhibited side by side as their own miniexhibit separate
from the other pairs but presented in the same way.
2.3.1 Intro Panel
The introduction panel of the exhibit introduces the exhibit content and concept to the visitors
and will be a free standing retractable vinyl banner from Meridian, and will be placed near the
entrance of the exhibit. Here is a link to like banners from Meridian’s Website
http://www.supersizemygraphics.com/index.php?page=retracsamples1.html
.
The banner is 78 inches long and 36 inches wide. We want the banner to include the text listed
under “Intro Panel” on the “All Didactic Panel Written Content” document. We want the text of
the panel to be split up into the same paragraph sections that they are in the document with
space in between each section. We like the idea of making the panel look like the website,
designed with the “[art]ifact :Where History Meets Art” part in the exact same way with the same
colors and large at the top as the title of the panel. The rest of the color/images/font size and

style can be up to you to look cohesive. Any images you want to use we can help with. We are
okay with using the image of the camera again. We also discussed using an old panoramic
photo of La Crosse. We can help secure one if that’s what you want to use.
2.3.2 Object Panels
There are 15 object panels for the 15 historical objects that will be printed on foam core. The
text for the object panels are under the “Object Panels” heading in the “All Didactic Panel
Written Content” document. We want these panels to be between 9.5 to 10 inches long by 6.5 to
7 inches high (landscape not portrait). This wiggle room is for what font is chosen as well as
margin sizes but we want them all to be the same size.
We recommend around 0.5 inch margins but no smaller than that. We recommend that the main
text, where the history of the object is described, should be about 18 point font but no smaller
than that. We recommend the subheadings, where the creator and the materials are listed, to be
around 22 point font and the main headings, or names of the objects, to be around 36 point font.
As for the choice of fonts, the easiest fonts to read for museum visitors are Times Roman, Arial,
Helvetica, and Garamond. I personally prefer Arial and it was with Arial that we were estimating
sizes. You should avoid using more than two types of fonts in these panels but we want the
headings and subheadings to be distinguishable from the main body of the text either by a
different font, underlining, italics, or color as well as size. The fact that the titles are underlined in
the document does not mean that they need to be underlined, they just need to be
distinguishable from the others. The sponsorship at the bottom of each of the object panels
should be italicised in a slightly smaller font than 18pt font. Note we are still trying to find the last
of the sponsorships so the ones that we have not yet received say TBA right now.
2.3.3 Art Identification Panels
There are 15 art identification panels for the 15 art pieces that will be printed on foam core. The
text for the art identification panels are under the “Art Identification Panels” heading in the “All
Didactic Panel Written Content” document. We want these panels to be formatted in an almost
identical manner as the object panels. However, art identification panels like these are not
usually as large as we have for the object panels. These panels should be proportional in size to
the object panels so if the object panels are 10”x7”, the art identification should be 8”x5.6”. We
want them to all be the same size and we need them to have a 2 inch by 4 inch open space on
the panel for prize stickers.

2.3.4 Photographs and Captions
Three of the historical objects need images and captions to those images to clarify part of the
history of the object and to answer identified visitor questions. These are the three objects that
need them:
∙ 
Hand Drum
∙ 
Pleated Skirt
∙ 
“Leona” Undergarment
These photographs and captions will be added onto the object panels for these three objects.
This means that they will be larger than the other 12. The high resolution photographs have
been sent to you separately and the captions for each are under the “Photographs and
Captions” heading in the “All Didactic Panel Written Content” document. On these panels we
want the object panel text at the top, the image beneath that, and the caption beneath that. The
caption should be in 18 point font.
From these directions Metre designed the panels and they were completed after one round of
editing where we switched around background and font colors, enlarged the font size, and
shrunk the size of the art identification panels. Here is one example of each type of panel (not to
scale):

3. Designing an Exhibit
3.1 Designing
The process of designing an exhibit space without knowing what half of the pieces will look like
or how they will be mounted is very difficult. The key to making sure that everything will fit and
look good is to have a working layout plan of the exhibit space and continuous conversations
with the artists as their ideas develop, so that the layout plan can be updated. One thing that
was not done with the [art]ifact exhibit, but should have been done was to have a space limit for
the artists. This requirement should be calculated as if all pieces would be hung on the wall, as
that most art pieces will be hung. One thing that we discovered with the [art]ifact exhibit was that
even if an artist normally does 3D work and was anticipating making a sculpture for the exhibit,
they can always be swayed by the object itself and instead create a 2D piece that needs to be
hung on the wall.

3.2 Mounts
Long before knowing how the art is to be mounted, you should be thinking about how each
historical object needs to be mounted. Most of the objects in the [art]ifact exhibit needed to be
placed on pedestals, but some could be placed either on a pedestal, or mounted on the wall. It
is important in the creation of an exhibit like this that there is access to MANY pedestals of
various sizes and in the planning process there should always be a running list of pedestals and
which objects can fit on each.
3.3 Layout
The layout plan should be a large toscale blueprint with each of the objects as moveable
pieces. What was done with the [art]ifact exhibit was the blueprint was drawn to a 1 cm=1ft
scale and each art and historical object piece was cut out of tagboard paper and labeled and
then each piece was attached to the blueprint with sticky tac. Very early on in the artist's
process we asked them what they believed they were going to create: 3D/2D, general
dimensions, and how it would need to be mounted. We used these directions as well as the
concrete dimensions of the historical objects and how they would be mounted to create the first
layout plan. Then at each stage of art creation we adjusted the plan to reflect the change in the
art piece.
At each stage of creating the layout plan it should be kept in mind what each piece and object
looks like visually. You don't want all wall hung pieces on one side of the room and all 3D on the
other. You also want to mix colors and sizes throughout the room. In the [art]ifact exhibit there
were four textile objects all of which were white. It was important that we spread them out well
especially because two of them were on mannequins and look similar.
About a month before the exhibit launched we had the concrete dimensions and were able to
decide upon the right pedestals for each object. To do this we had to find more pedestals and
have them painted white to match, as we needed more pedestals in different sizes than were
provided by the Pump House. Because we had been planning this all along, we had ample time
to get this done. It was at this time that we added into the plan the final dimensions of the
interpretive pieces of the exhibit (the timeline, and the iPads). It was at this point that we
decided to eliminate some of the iPads to free up more space. It is important to always have
some sense of flexibility with the interpretive pieces, the historical objects that can be mounted
in different ways, and in moving around pedestals so that you don’t find yourself backed into a
corner with a lack of space.
4. Mounting and Dismounting an Exhibit
4.1 Mounting Exhibit (Setup)

The day that the exhibit is mounted is going to be very hectic and overwhelming so it is very
important to be as prepared as possible. The art pieces and the historical objects should be
delivered in the days prior to mounting. When the art pieces are delivered by the artists it is also
important to sit down with them and discuss how they want/see their piece being mounted. In
the [art]ifact exhibit these instructions were given to the Pump House staff and they were the
ones to notify us with notes.
On the day of the mounting there should be no more than eight people and those people should
represent the knowledge needed on how to mount objects on the wall, how to handle historical
artifacts, and must be able to move heavy objects. In the weeks prior to the mounting, the
supplies needed to mount each of the pieces needs to be ordered so that they will arrive on
time. In the [art]ifact exhibit each didactic panel was held up with one or two large velcro
command strips depending on the panel size. We also secured objects and their protective
acrylic boxes to the pedestals with glue dots. However, anything that touches, mounts, or
protects the historical objects should be planned out and executed by a trained professional with
the consent of the institution that own the objects if they are not doing it themselves. All of the
nails, hanging wire and tools such as hammers, levels, and measuring tape were provided for
us by the Pump House, but should be planned for or purchased in some way prior to the
mounting.
The layout plan should be completed with every piece that is going into the exhibit included on
it. In setting up the [art]ifact exhibit, only two objects switched places from the completed layout
plan. At the beginning of setup one person should be in charge of the plan directing everyone
else to place the pedestals, art pieces, and objects against the wall where each art and
historical object pair is to be. From here the group should assess where things might need to be
adjusted and do so. Then the group should start on one wall and go pair by pair measuring
them out, planning for where the didactic panels will go, and hanging the hung pieces and
placing the pedestals in their proper place. The art pieces and historical objects should be
mounted before the didactic panels, but the plan of where they will go should already have been
decided. Once each of the art pieces and historical objects are on the wall, their pedestal, or
mannequin, you should go around and put up the panels keeping in mind cohesiveness in how
they are mounted in relation to the object that they are describing.

4.2 Dismounting Exhibit (Teardown)
During the run of the exhibit resources are pooled together from many places as things are
purchased from a number of different grants. A spreadsheet of where each thing in the exhibit
came from or which grants paid for it is helpful so that once the exhibit is ready to be taken
down, you know easily where each thing must go or end up. This made the dismounting of the
exhibit far easier as we knew what things belonged to each of the three partners. The art should
be picked up by the people who purchased it or the artist if it was not sold.

