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Slide 4   

The Label Makers was an exhibition created by Latrobe Art 
Institute in 2018 to look at the way in which museums and 
galleries label exhibits to describe that artwork or artefact for the 
viewer.   
 
 

 

Slide 5   
 
The exhibition was designed to explore and critique the complex 
relationship that galleries and museums have with exhibition 
didactics (text or labelling of artwork). 
 
How much should be explained to the viewer, and how much 
should the viewer be left alone to come up with their own 
interpretations? 

 
Have you experienced going to a gallery or museum?  Do you 
like reading the labels to find out more about the artwork? 
What kind of things do you like to know? 

  
 
Slide 6   
 
Western societies desire for classification stems back to The 
Enlightenment, a European movement in the 17th & 18th 
centuries when many people’s ideas about God, reason, nature, 
and humanity were gathered together into a worldview that 
many people in the West agreed with. This led to many 
developments in art, philosophy, and politics. 

 
It was also a time when countries such as Africa, Asia, Australia and Oceania and the Americas were being 
colonized by Western European countries including Spain, Portugal, France, the Kingdom of England (later 
Great Britain), the Netherlands, and the Kingdom of Prussia (now Germany).  Sadly, it was common practice 
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STUDENTS:

• Use the PowerPoint in ‘Slide Show’ mode by clicking the 
button at the bottom right of your screen as shown:

• Work your way through the slides at your own pace 

(click to move to the next slide)

• Click the links for extended information available online

• Have a go at each ‘Collaboration Challenge’ and consider 
the ideas on the ‘Discuss’ and ‘Explore’ slides

How to use this resource:

PARENTS + TEACHERS

• Use the PowerPoint in ‘Presenter’ view by clicking the 
Slide Show menu and checking the ‘Use Presenter View’  
box as shown:

• Then click ‘From Beginning’ (on the far left)

• This will enable you to see the slides and the notes 

• The notes will help you expand on some of the ideas in 
the presentation

• Click the links for extended information available online

• Pause at the ‘Challenge’, ‘Discuss’ and ‘Explore’ slides to 
allow your students/children to chat and create
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The exhibition was designed to explore and critique the complex relationship that galleries and museums have with exhibition 
didactics (text or labelling of artwork).

The exhibition was designed to explore and critique the complex relationship that galleries and museums have with exhibition 
didactics (text or labelling of artwork).

Image: Unknown, Berlin-Braca group Greece, Apulian red-figure volute-krater - fragment of neck (ca. 350 

BCE), fired clay. Trendall collection of antiquities, La Trobe University. Donated by A D Trendall, 1998.

 Western classification began during The 
Enlightenment in the 17th & 18th centuries

 This was a time when ideas about God, reason, 
nature, and humanity were gathered into a new 
worldview that became popular in the West. 

 This led to many developments in art, 
philosophy, and politics. 

 Academics and rich people became interested 
in cataloguing objects and many created their 
own personal museums and galleries. 

 They labelled things according to Western 
ideas - even when the objects came from other 
cultures. This often meant that other meanings 
associated with the object were lost.

Who says?
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https://www.bing.com/search?q=Western+Europe&filters=sid%3adfe5daf5-f850-0a1c-2206-162a7a4af0a6&form=ENTLNK
https://www.bing.com/search?q=Kingdom+of+Prussia&filters=sid%3a551e73d5-1790-73fe-5448-b36d73a0945f&form=ENTLNK
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for explorers, scientists and others from the colonizing countries to take cultural objects from the 
Indigenous people of these lands to study them, sell or show evidence of their travels. This practice has had 
many devastating effects for those Indigenous communities, as many of these objects were sacred and 
contained ancient cultural knowledge. 
 
At this time, academics and noblemen became interested in the logical and systematic cataloguing of 
objects in museums and galleries. The problem was, they labelled objects according to their own Western 
ideas, even when they came from very different cultures which they did not understand.   
 
If the wrong information is put on a label at a museum or art gallery, what do you think might happen? 
If you read that label, what might you think?  Would it help you understand the culture of the people 
that the object belonged to?  
What could happen to the real Indigenous cultural knowledge and meaning associated with the object? 
 
Image: Lycurgus Painter, active in Taras (mod. Taranto), Apulian red-figure calyx-krater fragment depicting Artemis (name incised) riding in a 
chariot (only the top of the cab remains). ca. 360- 350 BCE. Fired clay. Trendall Collection of Antiquities, La Trobe University. Donated by A D 
Trendall, 1998. The Lycurgus Painter, was one of the major Apulian painters of the middle of the 4th century. This fragment probably came 
from a large calyx-krater, a type of wine-mixing bowl. 

 
Slide 7   

Today, cultural institutions are more aware of the power of 
labels and the way in which they have potential to both 
enhance and problematize the visitor experience.   

The Label Makers exhibition at Latrobe Art Institute gave visitors 
the opportunity to consider this and invited them to name the 
art, write stories about it, and sort it into groups, thereby 

encouraging them to become The Label Makers. (See activity at 
the end for ways to explore this idea with your class). 
 

Slide 8   

Labelling is one way we make sense of things -especially in 
Western society. If we can name it, we can find a place for it in 
our understanding of the world.  But each label is written 
according to a certain point of view.  It also makes assumptions 
about the viewer, and it is impossible for a label to sum up every 
possible interpretation of that artwork or artefact - so while 
labels can assist our understanding of an object, they can also 
limit and even distort or misguide our understanding that thing. 
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What is a point of view? If a label is written from a certain point of 
view, what do you think this means? 

If you were going to create a label for this object what do you think 
people might need to know about it? 

Image: Unknown, Miniature portrait (silhouette of an eighteenth-century man), c1800, 
oil on glass, gilt, leather. Collection Bendigo Art Gallery 
 

Slide 10 

Labels can assist our understanding of an object, and limit or 
misguide our understanding of that object. 

What do you think this means?  How can labels be useful? How can 
they change the way we think about the object? 

Image: Unknown, Stone Canoe Adze, Papua New Guinea (n.d.) Wood, fibre, stone. La Trobe University Ethnographic 
Collection. Donated through the Tax Incentive for Arts Scheme by Rt. Rev. John Bayton in 1992. The adze is a stone tool with a 
sharp cutting edge. The stone is inserted into the wood handle and bound with plaited fibre and resin. This adze is from Papua 
New Guinea and was used to make canoes.    

Slide 11   
 
Labelling is one way we make sense of things -especially in Western 
society. If we can name it, we can find a place for it in our 
understanding of the world.  But each label is written according to a 
certain point of view.  It also makes assumptions about the viewer, 
for example, what might be important information for you to know 
about an object might not be important to me, I might want to know 

something else.  
 
Can you think of examples of this? (Eg cultural value vs economic, materials, where it comes from, what 
it was used for, why it was taken, size) 
 
A label can’t sum up every possible interpretation of that artwork or artefact - so while labels can assist our 
understanding of an object, they can limit and even distort or misguide our understanding of that thing. 
 
Image: Unknown, Ritual Stone Adze,  Papua New Guinea, East Sepik, Abelam (n.d.), stone, resin,  coloured medium. La Trobe 
University Ethnographic Collection. Donated by J. Bayton  through the T.I.A.S. 1992. This irregular shaped stone adze from 
East Sepik PNG, was used for ceremony and exchange. 

 
Slide 12   
 
We are all label makers.  We are creating labels for things all the time.  
Sometimes the label is written down, but more often it is just a 
description or explanation we say to ourselves about something or 
someone, or event an event that happens to us -like the Coronavirus. 
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What Is This?  (Who Says?)
 What does the label say about the artefact? 

 Who wrote this description? 

 What might be their understanding of the artefact and the culture it is 
part of?

 If someone has a different view of the artefact, does that mean the 
label is wrong?

 How do we choose the interpretation that is written on the label? 

Image: Unknown, Ritual Stone Adze, Papua New 
Guinea, East Sepik, Abelam (n.d.), stone, resin,  
coloured medium. La Trobe University Ethnographic 
Collection. Donated by J. Bayton through the T.I.A.S. 
1992.
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Slide 13   
Imagine you are living in the future, remembering this important 
time in history.  Perhaps you are explaining it to someone 
younger.  How will you label this time in history?   

A Disaster? A time when things suddenly changed? How will we 
talk about it to ourselves in the future? 

Slide 14  
CHALLENGE ACTIVITY:  
Collect five things from your home that describe or relate to your 
time in isolation during the coronavirus pandemic.   
Imagine you are making an exhibition in a gallery about this 
event.  Create a label for each object that includes a short 
description of how this object was significant for you.  Perhaps it 
entertained you, perhaps it helped keep you safe or says 
something about the situation you were in.  Perhaps you might 

tell the truth about your experience or your label might tell a different story.   
 
You may like to present these exhibits to your class and pretend you are the gallery guide, explaining the 
exhibit to visitors. 

 
Slide 15  
Mock Catalogue Cards and Classification worksheets are available 
on the La Trobe Art Institute education webpage 
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/art-institute/education  
 Under the resources tab 
 Under the heading 2020 
 The Label Makers 2020 Mock Catalogue Cards 
The Label Makers 2020 Classification Worksheet  

 
Slide 16 
Display your individual exhibits in your classroom to create a 
whole exhibition.  Are there some common themes or objects? 
What does this exhibition say about how you all managed being 
in isolation?  What does it say about what people missed or 
found to be important?  What were some difficult things about 
this time and what were some useful, surprising or unexpectedly 
wonderful things?  
 
Slide 17 
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Challenge Activity 1

 Collect 5 things from home that describe your time in isolation during the corona virus. 

 Imagine you are making an exhibit in a gallery about this event displaying these objects.

 Create a label for each object that describes how this object was significant for you.  

 Remember you are telling the story….

 Present these exhibits to your class and pretend you are the gallery guide, explaining the 
exhibit to visitors.
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Discussion

 Display your individual exhibits in your classroom to create a whole exhibition.

 Are there some common themes or objects?

 What does this exhibition say about how you all managed being in isolation?

 What does it say about what people missed or found to be important?

 What were some difficult things about this time and 

 What were some useful, surprising or unexpectedly wonderful things?
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• What will your labels look like? 

• Use the mock catalogue cards and classification worksheets available here, or create your own!
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