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Introduction 
 
This guide combines the knowledge gathered during my long career coordinating the Carleton 
University Library exhibits program and my recent sabbatical research on exhibits and events in 
academic libraries. Between 1983, when I was hired as Exhibits Librarian at Carleton University 
Library, and 2002, when the Library had little space available for exhibits and I became Head of 
Access Services, I was responsible for running the Library’s exhibits program.  After the latest 
renovation to MacOdrum Library was completed in the Fall of 2013 and included dedicated 
space for exhibits, I was once again asked to coordinate and produce exhibits for the Library. 
During my 2014/2015 sabbatical I investigated the current state of exhibits and events in 
academic libraries through literature and Web searches and site visits to a number of universities.  
The end result is this guide, which I hope is both practical and inspirational.  
 
Why support an exhibits and events program at MacOdrum Library? 
 

• raises the Library’s visibility on campus 
• emphasizes the relevance of library collections and services to the scholarly community 
• provides librarians working on exhibits with a highly visible way to demonstrate their 

extensive knowledge and expertise 
• engages the University community  
• allows the Library and the University to develop partnerships both inside and outside the 

campus 
• encourages community involvement in the academic environment 
• provides opportunities to forge relationships with colleagues in other disciplines 
• creates a welcoming and inviting first impression of the Library (for example, the 

entrance display case) 
 

“When collaboratively developed and professionally executed, a library exhibit is a 
memorable, tangible, and easily documented outreach vehicle. Exhibits, whether physical 
or online, can be an important educational opportunity both for their developers and for 
those who view them. They can also be an enjoyable and effective focal point around 
which to build relationships with professorial faculty, librarians, and students, as well as 
with various University offices and community organizations and institutions. These 
outcomes are achieved through the development of an exhibit theme or story, the 
selection and interpretation of materials, collaborative relationships with colleagues and 
others, publicity, and associated programming. Moreover, a library exhibit reaches out to 
its viewers, demonstrating that libraries are sources of learning, even apart from the 
explicit advertising of their collections and services” (Fabian et al. 2003, p. 42) 

 
Why it can be a challenge 
 
A library exhibit 

•  must be technically accurate and objective 
•  will be judged by a wide audience, including the experts, and must be understood by 

everybody 
•  must be attractively and professionally presented 
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• should contain the best possible physical evidence to support the exhibit’s theme 
• must appeal to the intellect as well as the emotions 
• should be engaging and entertaining 

 
Definitions 
 
Display  
A small collection of objects (books) that offer the visitor little more than titles or basic 
identification; a display is more limited in scope and may only occupy a single display case, or 
table-top. 
 
Exhibit  
A collection of items considered as a unit with some overall connecting theme or focus; there 
must be some theme or message behind the organization of the materials. The objects are 
arranged around an idea that ties the individual items together; it might show progression or 
growth or various aspects or views of the subject; it may be limited to a particular medium or 
form or geographic area period of time or to a specific subject. (Brown and Power 2006, p. 16) 
 
Exhibitions 
 Exhibitions are generally larger than exhibits, occupy more physical space, and are composed of 
a collection of themes or subjects with a relationship to each other. Travelling exhibitions, 
described in the following section, are a good example. For the purpose of this manual, the term 
“exhibit” fits most accurately the type of display typically mounted at MacOdrum Library 
 
Visitors 
 This is the term most favoured by museums and art galleries to describe the people who come to 
view their exhibitions, but they are also called the “audience” or the “viewers”.   
 
Community  
Members of the University campus, including students, staff, faculty, and alumni.  At Carleton, 
community is often used to describe the larger community of Ottawa-Gatineau.  
 
 
Types of exhibits 
 

• Institutional treasures (unique special collections or items acquired by a library) 
• Travelling exhibitions: ready to install, normally offered by educational institutions such 

as museums or by the public relations units of embassies, governments, or not-for-profit 
organizations to promote their respective goals and objectives 

• Commemorative exhibits focusing on special dates or time-periods: historical themes, 
anniversaries of major events or important individuals, or significant milestones (for 
example, Carleton’s 75th birthday in 2017) 

• The work of a single writer or artist 
• A literary genre or movement 
• Annual celebrations or events (Black History Month, Freedom to Read Week) 
• Enduring ideas or issues 
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• Community interests or events (Carleton Reads) 
• Community achievements (Carleton research and teaching endeavours) 

 
 
Permanent and temporary exhibits 
 
 A permanent exhibit is planned to be a “mainstay attraction” in the Library. A good example of 
this is our Chandler and Price printing press exhibit at the entrance to the Library. Temporary 
exhibits normally last from 1 to 6 months and offer a new topic or theme with new or previously 
unseen material; these serve to encourage repeat visits in the museum and gallery world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Staffing for Exhibits 
 
The Exhibits Coordinator at Carleton currently reports directly to the University Librarian, who 
may consult the Library Management Group (LMG) about the program or prospective exhibits to 
ensure that each exhibit is approved and sanctioned. This will change in the near future when the 
post of the new Associate Librarian for Academic Services is filled because it includes 
responsibility for the Library’s exhibits program.  
 
At other Canadian university libraries, exhibits often fall under the supervision or responsibilities 
of the Communications Librarian, the Outreach Librarian, or the Public Relations Librarian. 
These positions often report directly to the University Librarian. If Carleton University Library 
should ever introduce such a position, it could include the role of coordinating exhibits and 
events in the Library. At some libraries, such as the Irving K. Barber Learning Centre at the 
University of British Columbia and Robarts Library at the University of Toronto, the staff 
member responsible for exhibits assumes a minimal role by handling scheduling, accepting 
proposals, and providing exhibitors with guidelines but leaving the curatorial function to the 
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exhibitor. Staff at both libraries admitted that the standards of their exhibits vary depending on 
the expertise and efforts of these predominantly external exhibitors.  
 
The Communications Librarian at Robarts Library provides exhibitors with written guidelines 
and a tool-kit of supplies and tools, leaving the design and installation up to the exhibitor (either 
a library staff member or a person or group external to the library). The University of Toronto 
Libraries has a graphic designer on staff who produces any posters or art work required for in-
house exhibits.  
 
At York University’s Scott Library, the Associate Librarian for Information Services accepts and 
approves formal proposals and refers the exhibitor to the Facilities Manager, who schedules, 
provides equipment, and works with the exhibitor.  Many other exhibits are proposed and curated 
by library staff from Scott Library or one of the other branch libraries at York. When exhibits 
originate with the Clara Thomas Archives and Special Collections at York, all curatorial work, 
preparation, and installation is done by a member of the Archives staff. 
 
I recommend a team approach with one person to coordinate. The major tasks involved in 
producing a library exhibit include creating a design, scheduling, writing, promotion, and lastly, 
fabrication.  It would be unusual for one individual to have expertise in all these areas, so the 
tasks could be divided among a small team of library staff. A team can brainstorm for theme and 
design ideas and is best suited to evaluate an exhibit after it has finished.  
 
Alternatively, a co-leadership model, composed of two library staff members collaborating and 
sharing the workload, could plan and produce exhibits together, splitting the duties and 
supporting each other, the wisdom being that “two heads are better than one”.  Creative ideas are 
best shared, and two like-minded individuals could be of great benefit to the program. The work 
involved in designing and producing an exhibit can be quite substantial and should not be 
underestimated.  
 
Exhibits need to be curated, that is, researched, justified, written, and designed using established 
principles and standards.  Desired skills include the following: creativity and good sense of 
design; time-management and good organizational skills for planning and programming; the 
ability to assess and understand the needs and interests of the community; public relations 
knowledge and diplomacy; graphic design skills to produce text and promotional material; 
writing and editing skills; knowledge of curation and conservation; and space management skills. 
 
 
Position Descriptions 
 
Once it has been determined who will run the exhibits program, the duties specific to exhibits 
should be added to the position description(s) of the staff member(s) given responsibility for the 
program.  The description should include the following tasks, duties, and responsibilities: 
 

-‐ coordinate library exhibits by considering proposals; consulting with the University 
Librarian (or Associate Librarian); and scheduling, planning, researching, preparing, and 
installing displays and exhibits 
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-‐ maintain display cases for the duration of exhibits; receiving, and returning material in 
good order and condition from the library’s collections or loaned to the library for 
exhibits from outside institutions 

 
The following are some excerpts from 1984 and 1997 Carleton University Library position 
descriptions for exhibit duties: 
 
“Exhibits responsibility 

- Plans and arranges library exhibitions and displays of a scholarly nature in all 
subjects, drawn chiefly from the library’s own material but also from outside sources 
- by acting as coordinator of the Exhibits Committee, co-opting other staff members 
to assist in the selection of material, and providing design and graphics expertise 
- by arranging for necessary research and the writing of descriptive material 
- By coordinating the physical preparation, gathering, and arrangement of material to 
be exhibited”    [1984] 

 
“Co-ordinates the Library’s public relations program: 

- by overseeing the production of all library publications, to enhance the use of 
collections and services, 
- by acting as liaison for all campus (and any external) publications which mention 
the Library, ensuring their accuracy and consistency, 
- by promoting the Library, enhancing its image and ensuring its visibility, through 
fund-raising functions, press releases, receptions and other initiatives, and, 
- by planning and arranging exhibitions and displays related to the scholarly purpose 
of the Library”  [1997] 

 
The combination of public relations duties with exhibits in the 1997 job description is a model 
currently used at other Canadian academic libraries. The following is an example of wording 
from a current job description from another academic library: 
 

“Assist in integration of (art) exhibitions to enhance the visual and learning spaces of the 
Library”. “Assist in the planning and coordination of events including public lectures, 
seminars and readings at library-sponsored events.” 

 
According to Brazer and Wyman (2001, p. 908), 

We believe a more robust, cut-and-paste position description is likely to receive administrative 
support and might read something like this: 

 
Title: Exhibits Curator 
 
Description of Duties and Responsibilities: Create and maintain appropriate exhibits in library 
display cases. Schedule and plan all library exhibits or touring exhibits. Change displays or 
exhibits in a timely manner. Prepare supporting materials, i.e. signs, press releases, and Web 
pages for exhibits and displays. 
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Library exhibits policies and guidelines 
 
The current Library Exhibits Policies and Guidelines document was completely rewritten and 
approved by the University Librarian in the fall of 2014. It can be found on the Library Web site 
under the drop-down menu “About” under the link to “Policies”: 
 
http://www.library.carleton.ca/about/policies/exhibits 
 
It should be reviewed annually to ensure that the contact information is up-to-date. Because the 
document includes a description of the equipment (display cases, panels, wall spaces) available, 
any new acquisitions or space for events or exhibits should be added as they are acquired.  
  
The document includes the goals and objectives of the exhibits program and specifies the criteria 
for appropriate topics and standards. The criteria should match or complement the mission 
statements of the Library, with its main goal being to educate the community and visitors to the 
campus. The wording should specify what is not acceptable to guard against promotional, one-
sided, or commercial proposals. Being able to refuse an inappropriate proposal based on the 
posted policies cannot be overemphasized. In the past we have been approached by cults and 
various embassies with blatantly self-promotional material and propaganda, so it is important to 
reserve the right to say “no” according to established policies and guidelines. 
 
The American Library Association (ALA) has published on its Web site “An interpretation of the 
Library Bill of Rights for Exhibit Spaces and Bulletin Boards”, stating that the use made of these 
spaces should conform to the ALA Library Bill of Rights.  This document addresses the 
importance of written policy to ensure the equitable use of exhibit space and the principles of 
freedom of expression. The full version is available at the following link: 
 
http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill/interpretations/exhibitspaces 
 
 

Planning process	  
 
There are four main areas involved in planning exhibits; namely administration, programming, 
publicity, and the actual hands-on production or fabrication. The stages in the production of an 
exhibit include the beginning idea and preliminary investigation; the development of the idea and 
the design; the fabrication; and the installation and de-installation. Detailed comprehensive 
coverage of all the stages from idea to installation is given in the section titled “Producing an 
Library Exhibit”.   
 
Proposals and suggestions 
 
The Library’s Exhibits Policies and Guidelines Web page includes a link to an online proposal 
form.  Once submitted, the completed forms are sent to an email address received by the current 
Exhibits Coordinator(s). Once the proposed exhibit is vetted and meets the criteria established in 
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the Library’s exhibit policies and guidelines, an Exhibits Approval Form can be used to record 
the important information about the proposed exhibit for planning purposes and to document the 
approval of the University Librarian, and (or) the Library Management Group.  
 
https://www.library.carleton.ca/about/exhibits/proposal 
 
 
Proposals and suggestions for prospective exhibits may also come from other sources. 
Individuals and groups approach the University Librarian directly, and also University 
departments or campus officials. Embassies may contact the University President, who may refer 
them to the Library. Some may contact the Exhibit Coordinator(s) directly. Library staff 
members receiving suggestions should be encouraged to direct the requestor to submit a proposal 
via the online form; alternatively, the staff member can fill out the form on behalf of the 
requestor. This ensures that all suggestions go through the Exhibits Coordinator(s). 
 
 
Scheduling and timing 
 
It is important to plan exhibits as far in advance as possible by maintaining a perpetual 3-year 
calendar. Some exhibits may need to be on display during a specific time period and are planned 
years in advance (those celebrating important anniversaries or particular milestones or events), 
whereas others can be last minute or spontaneous. For example, planning has already begun for 
the celebration of Carleton’s 75th anniversary in 2017, and a date for a special Library exhibit 
should be reserved on the calendar.  Travelling exhibits often require bookings a year or more in 
advance if they are touring to various venues across the country.  
 
Some exhibits inevitably fail to materialize or are abandoned, making it important to keep some 
easy-to-produce exhibits in reserve to fill unexpected gaps, especially when the theme of the 
exhibit is not time-sensitive. I have included a list of some recent exhibit ideas and contacts: 
some of these may fill gaps, may be pursued at a later date, or may be added to the schedule by 
the new Exhibits Coordinator(s) or team. 
 
How long an exhibit runs can vary from a complete academic term for major exhibits requiring 
more resources and staff time to the minimum of 1 month for exhibits marking anniversaries or 
special weeks such as Freedom to Read Week. Investing the time to produce an exhibit may not 
be worth only one week’s run, so should be timed 2 weeks before the actual event and to end 1 
or 2 weeks after the event.  Exhibits that stay up for too long can lose their attraction and become 
invisible or, at worst, stale and shabby.  Similarly, a case left empty for too long is also a 
problem, so an exhibit should be replaced immediately or within a few days.   
 
Ideas 
 
In my experience, ideas for exhibits will often ‘find’ you in the form of emails and inquiries from 
people, mostly on campus, with ideas and proposals for exhibits. You also need to make sure that 
you have a full program with no gaps. Keep a file of ideas and proposals as you think of them or 
receive them, with any contact person(s) noted.  Ideas for exhibits in academic libraries generally 
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fall into five major areas; namely academic disciplines and subjects, calendar events, works of 
art or art-related themes, campus activities, and historical events.  I have expanded this list to 
include some typical sources of exhibit ideas.  
 
Feature library collections. According to Brown (2013, p. 82), 

 
“Library exhibits give meaning to collections, particularly non-circulating collections, and inform 
those who may not be involved in research that there is something for everyone. Exhibits help 
present what libraries value and embody. Physical and online exhibits meet such objectives as 
stimulating awareness of historical events, diversity, politics, and protests. These kinds of exhibits 
showcase the most prized obscure unique and impressive items of a collection. Since college 
collections house materials on varying subjects and formats, exhibits on a wide range of topics 
continue to be offered. Library exhibits are generally in-depth reflections of the library collections 
they represent.” 

 
Displaying material from significant gift collections and acknowledging donors and their 
families can lead to more gifts.  For example, in the fall of 2014 we had an exhibit of some of the 
special music CD sets we received from various donors.  We also displayed items from the 
Maps, Data and Government Information Centre (MADGIC) globe collection and, more 
recently, material from the Modern Poetry Collection from Archives and Research Collections.  
Collections such as these can be good  “gap-fillers” and can often be mounted with short notice.   
 
 
 

  Music CD Collections exhibit 
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Modern poetry collection exhibit 
 
 
Maintain a perpetual calendar of significant dates.  Make note of anniversaries of historical 
events or important individuals, regularly celebrated weeks or months (for example, Freedom to 
Read Week or Black History Month), and associations or organizations marking annual events 
and activities. The Internet is a good source of significant calendar dates that can be used as 
themes for exhibits. A few suggested Web sites are as follows: 
 
Canadian Heritage Annual Calendar of Events  
http://www.pch.gc.ca/eng/1266037002102/1265993639778 
  
United Nations International Days 
  www.un.org 
 
Global Events List (lists events by discipline, location, and year) 
 www.globaleventlist.elsevier,com  
 
 
Showcase University department artifacts, research, and publications. Some University 
departments have (or had) their own display cases for materials related to their teaching and 
research endeavours. For example, the Department of Earth Sciences in the Herzberg building 
regularly displays items from its mineral and fossil collections. A Library display gives the 
department and the materials much greater exposure.  
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Department of Biology collection exhibit curated by Professor Michael Runtz 
 
 

 
Department of Earth Sciences mineral collection; close-up featuring the mineral Carletonite 
 
 
Travelling exhibitions. Travelling exhibitions are attractive and professionally produced, often 
stand-alone displays that are usually easy to set up and take down; these are often offered by 
embassies, not-for-profit organizations, museums, and advocacy groups. There is normally an 
expectation that the Library pays one-way shipping to the next venue. Sometimes travelling 
exhibitions are entirely free (embassies may absorb shipping costs).  Our location in Ottawa 
makes us a close and convenient venue; cultural attaché officers from local embassies often 
approach universities to display their exhibitions. Embassies often have connections with 
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University faculty members. Checking the Web news pages of other Canadian libraries can keep 
you aware of some of the travelling exhibitions making the rounds. The experience can be 
customized by adding material from our collections or inviting local experts to speak. Travelling 
exhibitions come in all sizes, and many are small and easily accommodated (such as the 
Canadian Language Museum exhibit  “French Language in Canada” consisting of a set of six 
roll-up banner stands).  Other travelling exhibitions are intended for large open spaces and 
require a very large footprint. There might be the option of using only part of a larger exhibition: 
some are designed to allow venues with less space to use sections of a larger set.  
 
 

 
 
Cold Recall: Roald Amundsen’s Reflections from the Northwest Passage.  
Travelling exhibition sponsored by the Royal Norwegian Embassy 
 
 
 

 
 
French Language in Canada. Travelling exhibition from the  
Canadian Language Museum 
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Watch for up-coming University events. If the University is hosting a conference, an exhibit can 
be mounted to complement the theme of the conference; this helps promote both the conference 
and the Library.  Conference organizers may contact you directly, but if you hear of something 
interesting, get in touch with the organizers to see if you can coordinate an exhibit around the 
event. This can lead to new partnerships and contacts on campus.  
 
 

 
 
Rediscovering Jacques Ellul in the 21st Century. Exhibit to support a conference 
on Ellul held at Carleton University 13 – 15 July 2014 
 
Develop “radar” to detect interesting topics presented by local experts.  Faculty members with 
interesting expertise are often interviewed on local radio shows, particularly those broadcast on 
CBC. Check the Carleton Newsroom Web page “Carleton in the News” to see what the media 
are covering. 
 
Approach Library subject specialists.  Library subject specialists can often suggest the names of 
faculty, projects, groups or institutes that may lead to interesting topics for an exhibit. Send out 
emails to see if anyone in the Library knows of anything pertinent to an up-coming exhibit you 
are working on; networking can really pay off when you share your ideas with others!  
Encourage the subject specialist involved to write a “bibliographer’s statement” outlining our 
resources around the theme of the exhibit. 
 

“Similar to an artist’s statement in a museum exhibition, the Bibliographer’s Statement provides 
the specialist with the opportunity to showcase the collection as well as his or her depth of 
knowledge and understanding of the given subject” (Thiel 2011, p. 585). 

 
Develop contacts and partnerships. Organizations that regularly deal with exhibits and events 
such as professional associations, museums, historical societies, and public libraries may be 
willing to lend you material or even an entire exhibit.   
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Keep current about research and publishing on campus. This will give you a wealth of ideas to 
pursue. Approach experts on campus and highlight specific research and scholarly efforts of 
faculty, students, and alumni. Learn about the personal interests of faculty members, who are 
often great collectors of memorabilia and unique material pertaining to their areas of expertise.  
In the display, identify internal and external partners; this demonstrates that you are seeking 
expertise beyond the Library, enriching the exhibit, and forging new relationships. 
 

 
The Secret Life of an Editor. An exhibit on Scholarly journals at Carleton University 
 
 
Collaborate with the University Art Gallery. Create exhibits that complement or supplement 
current exhibits at the University Art Gallery. This could include material from our collections 
for further reading and research or a display of smaller items (original or reproductions) from the 
Gallery’s exhibit to promote their exhibit(s) to a wider audience.   
 
Host art exhibits. Invite students, staff, or members of the outside community to submit two 2-
dimensional or three-dimensional works of art. Partner with the Department of Journalism to 
exhibit student photographs. An example of a community art exhibit at the Irving K. Barber 
Learning Centre at the University of British Columbia: 
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Design elements and principles 
 
An attractive and successful exhibit requires an understanding of the elements and principles of 
design. Not all elements and principles will apply to every exhibit but they are important 
guidelines to keep in mind as you plan and design exhibits. Applying these elements and 
principles effectively will help you design and produce attractive and meaningful exhibits. You 
can go even further by applying some of the principles and theories from the field of experience 
design to create exhibits that will engage visitors and provide them with a memorable 
experience. 
 
 
Design elements 
 
Colour. Use colour or a combination of colours to attract attention and create a mood. Colours 
can have meanings or associations. Try to choose colours that fit with the subject matter. 
Effective use of colour can make an exhibit exciting; black and gray can make the exhibit seem 
sober. Use colour to guide the eye and connect parts of an exhibit together. Be careful not to 
camouflage images or objects by picking colours that match them too closely; colour should not 
dominate over the material being displayed but should complement it; choose intense colours 
rather than tints, and go for strong contrasts of light and dark. Use good-quality paper for better 
colour intensity. 
 
Line. Line refers to the use of various marks between two points, outlines, or implied lines in 
artwork or design. Use line to provide order and make relationships between objects clear. Line 
can suggest the direction the eye should take to move through an exhibit. Lines can be straight, 
curved, or broken and can be visible or invisible. Diagonal lines can be more dynamic in a 
display than vertical or horizontal lines; curved lines can suggest movement, intersecting lines 
can point out areas of interest. Lines can be rows of objects, margins, and outlines, and a 
decorative line can be used to add meaning or create a mood. 
 
Shape. Shape refers to both the overall shape of an exhibit and the individual shapes within it. It 
is one of the most noticeable elements of your design. Shapes can be round, square, regular, or 
irregular. Repeat shapes can help define spaces or emphasize the theme. Bold simple shapes will 
not distract from the overall design. Try not to incorporate too many different shapes in one 
exhibit.   
 
Space. Space refers to the depth of the exhibit, or the third dimension.  The placement of objects, 
the space between them and around them, and the relationship of the objects to each other can 
provide a feeling of depth. It is important to use space effectively. Place some objects behind 
others or adjacent to one another, and stagger larger and smaller objects. Try not to line up 
objects in a straight row (unless this makes sense to your overall design).  Not enough space 
suggests a cluttered look, whereas too much space can make the exhibit look unfinished. 
 
Texture. Looking at a texture can evoke a certain feeling. Surfaces or objects in an exhibit can be 
smooth, rough, soft, or hard. Texture can provide interest or can be used to reinforce the mood of 
an exhibit. For example, people can relate to how sand feels just by looking at it.  Texture can be 
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used to contrast with the objects on display, like smooth objects on a rough surface.  You can 
introduce texture or the effect of texture with paper, corrugated cardboard (available from 
teacher’s stores or craft supply stores), textiles (raw or smooth silk, velvet), and wood (bamboo).  

 

Design principles 
	  
Balance. Balance refers to the distribution of the visual “weight” of each component of the 
exhibit; some colours, textures, and objects can give a “heavy” effect. The installation can be 
symmetrical or asymmetrical as long as you achieve an overall effect of balance. While installing 
an exhibit you will make adjustments, almost intuitively, to achieve balance. 
 
Emphasis. Try to make one idea, element, shape, or colour dominant. Your design should have 
one main point of interest. The placement of larger or smaller objects and text can help provide 
emphasis or focus. 
 
Simplicity. Always aim to keep things simple within the exhibit. If an object doesn’t add to the 
theme, take it out. Try to get rid of clutter because it uses up the viewer’s energy. The design 
should be easily understood regardless of the viewer’s knowledge and experience. 
 
Variety. You can use a variety of shapes, textures, and colours as long as they support the overall 
design of the exhibit and make sense. 
 
Unity. Always have one main purpose or theme; all elements need to work together for a 
common purpose, namely getting your message across. You can achieve unity by repeating one 
design element or feature and being consistent throughout the whole exhibit. All the fonts, 
colours, shapes, and lines should all result in one cohesive whole. 
 
 
Experience Design 
 
User experience (UX) is a term used to define the quality of the experience a person has while 
interacting with a specific design.  Experience design is a discipline concerned with studying all 
the elements that can enhance an experience (such as layout, visual design, text, brand, sound, 
and interaction) and coordinating these elements in the right balance to create the best possible 
user experience. 
 

“Experience Design (XD) is the practice of designing products, processes, services, events, and 
environments with a focus placed on the quality of the user experience and culturally relevant 
solutions” (Aarts and Marzano 2003, p. 46). 

 
Experience design has been used extensively in computer and Web design (human-computer 
interaction) but is now practiced in many other fields, including business (branding, marketing, 
customer service) and art and culture (visual and performance art). Experience design pays close 
attention to the quality of the user experience by taking into account the user’s feelings, 
emotions, motivations, and values.  
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Principles of experience design  
 
Many of the principles of experience design are quite similar to the traditional elements and 
principles of design used in the art world.  
 
Present fewer choices. Focus on the essentials and not the “nice-to-haves”. 
 
Limit distractions. Allow the viewer to focus on the task at hand and not be diverted by less 
critical information.  
 
Group related objects near one another.  Layout is critical to creating meaningful experiences; 
the design should be thoughtfully organized. 
 
Create a visual hierarchy that matches the user’s needs.  Give the most crucial elements the 
most prominence. Use the elements that help in the processing of information, such as colour, 
size, position, contrast, shape, and proximity to similar items. 
 
Provide signposts and clues. The design should keep people aware of where they are in the 
overall experience at all times. They should never feel lost. 
 
Provide context. Context sets the stage for successful delivery. You need to communicate how 
everything interrelates. 
 
Avoid jargon.  Be clear and use widely understood terminology. 
 
Use emotion. Create an emotional connection between the person and the experience. The design 
should employ warmth, whimsy, wit, or anything that makes a person feel engaged and 
energized. 
 
Less is more. Everything in the design (or the exhibit) should have a purpose for being there. If it 
isn’t adding to the overall experience, then take it out. 
 
Make a good first impression. Make the first impression count because you won’t get a second 
chance! (Hess 2013) 
 
 
IPOP: experience design in the museum world 
 
Museum exhibition designers Andrew Pekarik and Barbara Mogel studied visitor reaction to 
their exhibits at the Smithsonian Museum, Washington, D.C., and came up with their own 
version of experience design, which they have called the “IPOP model of exhibit design”. The 
IPOP is made up of four concepts or elements: 
 
(1) Ideas (knowledge information); (2) People (their biographies, stories, photographs); (3) 
Objects (artifacts, descriptions of items); and (4) Physical elements (colour, movement, sights, 
sounds, touch) (Pekarik and Mogel 2010). 
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Pekarik and Mogel (2010) discuss how different individuals are often attracted to different 
elements. Some are attracted to ideas (concepts, facts, reasons) whereas others are attracted to 
people (human connection, social interactions, stories), or objects (things, craftsmanship, 
ownership). For others, however, it has to be a sensual experience, involving the physical 
(sensations such as touch, smell, taste, light, movement). By appreciating these individual 
differences they can design exhibitions that are most likely to result in “flip” experiences. 
 
Success is when an “Exhibit as planned meets the exhibit as experienced”  - the defining 
moment, or the creation of a meaningful experience, or even better, a transformational 
experience, which is the “flip” experience. 
 

“Exhibition designers can create conditions whereby visitors may have serendipitous surprises 
that “flip” them into enjoying an unexpected experience” (Beghetto 2014, p. 2). 

 
Pekarik et al. (2014) observed and interviewed visitors to the Smithsonian for 16 years and 
conclude in “IPOP: A Theory of Experience Preference” that 
 

“Displays that have closely related and equally strong Ideas, People, Object and Physical 
elements are most likely to result in ‘Flip’ experiences.”  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

	  

Creating an experience: engaging 
the viewer in activities such as 
finding the topless sunbather in 
Where’s Waldo and piquing the 
viewer’s curiosity to look through the 
call-out hole to see the hidden 
challenged book. 
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Technology and exhibits 
 
Academic libraries are now offering both physical and virtual exhibits or some fusion of the two.  
Library exhibits can provide additional information and bibliographies by adding a Quick 
Response (QR) code and (or) a Web link that leads to more information on the exhibit. York 
University held an exhibit entitled Mariposa: Fifty Years of Making Music, 1961-2011 on the 
history of the Mariposa Music Festival with photographs and memorabilia of past festivals. QR 
codes were placed throughout the gallery space, so that visitors could access the online content, 
including recorded music and interviews.  The description of the exhibit in York University’s 
yFile, a daily online news site, included several links to the online content. 
 
Many academic libraries are also offering online or virtual exhibits, where the exhibit is 
available only online through the Library’s Web site.  York University offered a digital archive 
of political buttons from the Jean Augustine collection entitled Pushing Buttons, Pushing Stories. 
This is an easily accessible method of promoting a library’s special collections. These exhibits, 
created by librarians, curators, and archivists, are made permanently available through digital 
archives. 
         
 
Producing a library exhibit 
 
The production of a library exhibit normally occurs in stages as outlined in the following 
sections (stages 1-10), and it can be helpful to create checklists. A sample checklist is provided. 
 

  
Stage 1: Thinking through the idea (determine why and how you will be doing the exhibit)  
 

• Define your goals and objectives; this may vary with each exhibit and help determine the 
style, size, theme, and design  

• Have an educational objective; ask yourself what you want visitors to get out of the 
exhibit 

• Have a clear and realistic idea of the amount of work involved, the amount of research 
required, and the time required for the preparation of text, labels, and graphics 

• Consider the location: is the space available during the considered time frame?  Are there 
any other appropriate locations? Try to visualize how the exhibit will appear in the 
proposed physical space 

• Consider timing: if the exhibit is connected with an anniversary or special month, it must 
be up for a specific range of time; if not, decide when the exhibit would get the maximum 
exposure? (high traffic times, such as the Fall or Winter academic terms) 

• Compile a list of all materials available (books and other library material, artifacts, 
images, photographs, primary source material) and choose the most visually stimulating 
and thought-provoking materials and make sure they will be available to you; contact 
Library staff in the department the material is coming from, for example, Archives and 
Research Collections  

• Outline your schedule, critical milestones, and deadlines 
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• Make notes and keep them: even if you do not progress with the exhibit beyond this 
point, your notes may be valuable for future exhibits 

 
Stage 2: Decide on a theme 
 

• Decide on an overall theme: this requires research and it is important to narrow your 
focus to the most interesting and important aspect 

• Know your audience and make sure the theme or the depth of knowledge is appropriate 
• Write a sentence describing your theme (harder than it sounds!) 
• Develop the exhibit narrative; all elements (text, objects, photographs, books) should 

contribute to the main message  
 
Stage 3: Review any administrative concerns (costs, staffing, availability of space) 
  

• Has the exhibit been approved and sanctioned by the Library administration? 
• Consider your resources: will the exhibit require extra funds or excessive staff time? Will 

you need to write a proposal to get approval for funding or administrative support? 
• Do you need additional insurance and (or) security (for travelling exhibits)? 
• Is a contract required (for travelling exhibits)? 
• Will there be costs other than buying some basic supplies? 
• Will it require more than the usual staff time commitment? 

 
Stage 4: Develop, design, and publicize the exhibit 
  

• Make a final selection of the material that will best illustrate and interpret the theme; 
consider and evaluate all the elements in detail (text, images, objects)  

• Determine how will you display the material to best convey the main message so that 
everyone can understand the exhibit 

• Use space effectively with no gaps and no crowding  
• Use colour consistently; choose something that fits with your theme 
• Apply the design elements and principles that will best fit your theme and reinforce your 

main message   
• Try to create a meaningful experience; your audience must be able to relate to the exhibit 

(think of the elements of experience design discussed earlier) 
• Think about accessibility in as practical a manner as possible; consider the space around 

the exhibit for wheelchair access and the optimal heights for reading text and looking at 
objects 

• Determine what Library materials related to your theme you can tie into the exhibit 
(reading lists, books from the circulating collection, Web sites) 

• Sketch out a preliminary design, and determine how to make it eye-catching 
• The objects must all contribute to the central theme; any groupings must be obvious and 

logical; the audience should be able to compare and contrast the objects; decide if the 
groupings will be by historical period, thematic, by type of material, or chronological 
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Publicity 
• Publicize details about the up-coming exhibit to Library staff first using the Library’s 

weekly Friday Messages or send a global email  
• Involve the Library’s Communications Committee 
• Write the text to advertise the exhibit using various media such as the Library Web site, 

Today@carleton, the electronic notice board, press releases, and printed posters  
• Advertise any public exhibit opening events or guest speakers 

 
Stage 5: Write and design the exhibit text and labels 
 

• Remember to keep all text short and focused  
• Write in a style that everyone will understand; it must be clear to both the novice and the 

expert 
• Use lots of white space and wide margins around the text  
• Keep your point sizes large: remember that visitors are reading your text standing up 
• Keep text to a minimum: visitors might read a short text piece, but if it looks like a lot of 

text, they won’t take the time; some visitors don’t read labels at all  
• Visitors usually don’t start at the beginning; they often float around, reading at random, 

so each caption or label should be able to stand alone   
• Repeating the message will increase the chances of it being absorbed   
• All textual content should have a high-quality finish 
• Edit your text carefully; a spelling mistake or typo diminishes the credibility of your 

exhibit; if there is technical information, make sure it is accurate or you will hear from 
the experts on campus! 

• Consistency is important in the design and location of text captions and labels (same font, 
type size, colour); labels should be cut the same size and in the same placement relative 
to the objects described 

 
Exhibit Text 

Text captions and labels should be easily read by anyone: the viewing range for standing 
and seated visitors should be from 48 to 61 in. from the floor; labels placed lower than 48 
in. should be placed at a 30 to 45 ° angle. Horizontal labels should not be placed more 
than 36 in. from the floor. The main floor display case may not be the optimum height for 
the placement of labels. There are various small label holders that sit at different angles. 
Depending on which shelf the labels are on, they may be best placed flat or in a holder. 
 
Suggested San serif fonts include Arial, Futura, and Gill Sans, and serif fonts include 
Book Antiqua, Century Schoolbook, and Baskerville. Decorative fonts can serve to 
emphasize the theme but should be used sparingly for the main text. Don’t use these fonts 
for labels or large portions of text; the same rule applies to using capital letters. 

             
Title caption 

• Create an attention-catching title caption: the title should make your visitors 
curious to explore the exhibit more closely  

• The title should be readable from a distance 



	   23	  

• The subtitle should further describe the theme of the exhibit 
• Include the location (MacOdrum Library) and the inclusive dates that the exhibit 

will run   
• Include a graphic design, illustration, or other visual element that will appear 

consistently throughout the exhibit 
• Print the caption using landscape orientation on a piece of white or cream 8.5 in. 

x 11 in. cover stock mounted to an acrylic stand  
• Use the largest point size for the title caption, namely 36 to 72 pt.  

 
 
 

 
 
Example showing a title caption using the same graphic design as that in the poster, and repeating 
the same colours throughout the exhibit 

 
  

Introductory text   
• The introductory text is a short paragraph that orients the viewer and introduces the 

main idea; restrict it to 200 words  
• The introductory text should outline the main idea of the exhibit; it should be clear 

why these objects belong together, how they convey the main theme, and how they 
work together to construct an interesting story 

• The introductory text sets the tone and provides context 
• Use the second largest point size 

 
Group or section text  

• Group or section captions introduce all the themes and subthemes and explain how all 
the parts of the exhibit fit together  

• These short text pieces (100 words or less) for each group or section explain why the 
objects are together   

• Each section can have its own catchy title 
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• Each section should be written as an individual unit and be able to stand alone (not all 
visitors will go through the whole exhibit) 

• Font point size 14 – 24 pt. 
 

Object captions or labels: 
• Every object on display should be identified using an individual caption or label 
• Captions or labels tell viewers what they are looking at and why it is interesting 
• Should help the viewer understand the main theme  
• They may include only title or, if appropriate, a date, the author or maker’s name, the 

medium, and a credit line (who owns it, where it originated, or copyright notices)  
• They must be very brief, 50 words or much less  
• Labels are the smallest size of text, namely font point size 14 – 18 pt. 

 
Credits and acknowledgements 

• It is important to provide a statement to thank all of those who provided help or 
loaned their material for the exhibit 

• Font point size 14 – 18 pt. 
 

Disclaimer statement 
• It may be necessary to include a disclaimer statement depending on the subject matter 

for anything controversial or likely to generate complaints 
  

Directional signage 
• If the exhibit is in more than one location, then it may be necessary to provide 

signage to indicate directions and locations in the Library 
 
 
Stage 6: Prototype the exhibit 
 

• Do a trial set-up ideally 2 or 3 weeks before installation day; it may not be practical to do 
this in the actual display case, but you can approximate each area or shelf and group the 
material in areas representing the case 

• This is an opportunity to test your ideas to make sure the theme and design will work in 
practice and that you have everything you need 

• Gather and group all material being displayed 
• Do a draft version of the text elements to test visibility and placement; check sightlines; 

can it be read at a distance? 
• Try out props and stands for stability 
• How does the space work?  Is there enough material? Does it space seem too crowded? 
• Check the lighting; be aware of shadows being cast by objects 
• Use lists and checklists; list all material to be included, namely objects, photographs, 

books, and posters 
• Test your prototype on Library staff; ask if they understand the theme and whether or not 

they enjoy the exhibit; take notes and modify the exhibit based on feedback 
• Finalize the lay-out, make adjustments and corrections, and add or take away material 
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Stage 7: Fabricate and install the exhibit 
 

• Ideally have a small team organized for installation to discuss placement, hold items in 
place, make adjustments, and monitor security of items when cases are open or unlocked; 
the cases should never remain unsupervised; rope the area off if possible  

• Before installation, clean all surfaces, objects, and props 
• Prepare all text and labels; print text on cover stock or mount on foam core board; cut to 

uniform sizes with a paper cutter or utility knife and cutting board; fasten them to holders 
with two-sided stickers 

• Prepare any supports, plinths, and stands; wrap paper or fabric around sturdy boxes in 
various sizes for use as supports 

• Press fabric to remove wrinkles 
• Gather and group all material, props, tools, captions, and labels  
• Label all borrowed material or make notes on the sources of objects 
• Layer your content to feature the most important text and objects; the layout should be 

clear and logical 
• Check circulation route, and make sure there is enough room for visitors to move around 

the exhibit 
• Consider safety; make sure panels and any vertical free-standing installations are sturdy 

and cannot easily be knocked over 
• Clean the exterior glass of the display cases  
• Tidy and store all tools, supplies, and any unused material  

 
Stage 8: Provide access to additional resources for further reading 
 

Without cluttering exhibits with too much text, guide interested viewers to bibliographies, 
library collections, Web sites, and other material related to the exhibit. Use technology such 
as a QR code or creating a Web page for each exhibit.  
 
• Create a Web page for the current exhibit 
• Add a QR code and a Web link that lead to more information on the exhibit; this can be 

done via Library News on the Library Web site to publicize the exhibit 
• Provide digital images of original items that cannot be displayed on the Web site or on a 

large-format screen in the exhibit area 
• Provide a reading list of Library resources relevant to the exhibit, including books from 

the circulating collection and e-resources 
• Update the Web page with photographs of the completed exhibit; add quotes of positive 

comments  
 
Stage 9: Maintain the exhibit 
 

• Make a list of maintenance procedures, indicating how often tasks need to be done, and 
which cleaning materials should be used 

• Check often to ensure that all parts of the exhibit continue to look good 
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• Make sure objects or text pieces haven’t fallen over, and that no labels are missing or 
hard to read. These can make the exhibit look bad and can have a negative impact on the 
viewers  

• Dust the exhibit surfaces regularly 
 
Stage 10: De-installation and evaluation 
 

• Document the exhibit: make notes and take lots of photographs  
• When it is time to take the exhibit down, remove all items in order, grouping material 

together that has been borrowed 
• Return all borrowed material promptly and in good order 
• Store all supplies, props, stands, and other equipment 
• Clean all objects and display surfaces 
• Write a short report about the exhibit: thorough documentation is important for annual 

reports, fund-raising, and Library communications; keep records to avoid repeating the 
same topics  

• Meet with the exhibits team or any staff who helped with the exhibit to de-brief and 
discuss what should be done to improve future exhibits, what worked well, and what did 
not work well; determine if costs and staff time were estimated correctly 

• Gather all feedback: compile a file of comments, e-mails, and tweets and add these to the  
evaluation  

• Collect all receipts for re-imbursement 
• Ask colleagues what they thought of the exhibit 
• Keep a folder for each exhibit, and include contact information, rough notes, sources for 

supplies, sample text labels, paper and decorative elements, and copies of any publicity 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

    

Close-up from The Banned, the Censored, and the Challenged, an exhibit in celebration of 
Freedom to Read Week  
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Checklists 
 
There are many details to keep in mind when planning an exhibit, and it is easy to lose track. Use 
checklists for preparation, evaluation, and installation as shown in the following example.  
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Exhibits checklist 
 
 
To do when the proposal is received (booking and scheduling) 
 

ü Get approval from Library management 
ü Set opening and closing dates and reserve exhibit space 
ü Make sure exhibit complies with Library policies and guidelines 

 
To do in the planning stage 
 

ü Decide who will do the research: faculty, graduate students, or library staff 
ü Research the exhibit topic and narrow the theme 
ü Develop initial design ideas 
ü Determine space and equipment requirements (measure items to be displayed) 
ü Determine what resources and supplies are needed, staff requirements, supplies, and materials costs 
ü List material (books, objects, posters, etc.) to be used in the exhibit 

 
To do at the production stage 
 

ü Plan, write, and edit the text and captions 
ü Finalize the design 
ü Create any props 
ü Do a trial set-up; try out placement 
ü Create publicity plan, and alert Web master 

 
To do the week before the opening 
 

ü Gather all material to be displayed 
ü Print the text and captions; do any mounting 
ü Gather all necessary tools, props, and equipment 
ü Send text for publicity to Web master 
ü Compose and send text for Friday Messages to inform Library staff 
ü If University media (official photographer) is covering opening, then confirm time 
ü Confer with Stacks coordinator if student help is required for set-up day 
ü Confer with Library Office if special equipment is needed (tall ladder, easels) 

 
To do the week of the installation 
 

ü Clean and prepare the space and (or) display cases 
ü Set aside a day to install the exhibit, 1 or 2 days before the advertised opening 
ü Take photographs and notes about the exhibit 

 
	  



	   28	  

MacOdrum Library spaces, equipment, supplies 
 
 
Exhibit spaces and locations 
 
MacOdrum Library has a number of exhibit locations, including built-in display cases, wall 
spaces, and free-standing display cases and panels (please note that all measurements are in 
imperial units, with 1 ft. = 0.3048 m). 
 
 
Front entrance glass display case (main floor) 
 

 
 
 
Description 
This large glass display case is inserted into the wall space between the Library entrance corridor 
and the Reading Lounge. It has two horizontal display surfaces, a base surface composed of 
wood veneer, and an upper surface composed of adjustable glass shelves. The case is divided 
into four equal sections, each with cables to raise or lower the upper shelves; aligning the four 
glass shelves requires patience and a bubble level. The glass shelves are currently adjusted so 
that the upper and lower display spaces are both 24 in. high; this works well for most exhibits. 
The case has four lockable sliding glass doors on the Reading Lounge side of the case; a special 
three-dimensional key removes the locking mechanism so that the glass doors can be moved out 
of the way.  
 
Dimensions   
The display case is 14 ft. long (four sections of 42 in. each), 2 ft. deep, and 4 ft. high (divided 
into two display spaces). 
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The case can be viewed from two sides, namely the busy entrance corridor and the quieter 
reading lounge side. Exhibits need to be oriented to face the corridor. The entrance corridor 
receives the most traffic and has the greatest exposure. Visitors may be attracted to stop and look 
at a display while entering the Library.  Depending on the amount of foot traffic entering and 
exiting the building, the corridor may not always be the optimal space to enjoy an exhibit. Ever 
since the Library was renovated and the exhibits program re-launched with this new venue, few 
visitors walk around to the lounge side when exhibits are two-sided installations: they will stop 
on the corridor side but rarely continue to visit the exhibit on the lounge side. 
 
If an exhibit is one-sided, with the text and objects facing in one direction only, then it should be 
installed facing the entrance corridor to achieve maximum exposure and be aesthetically pleasing 
(you cannot have the back side of the material visible from the entrance). When objects can be 
seen well from both sides (three-dimensional objects), it is best to have two-sided captions so 
that the text can be read from both sides of the case. 
 
For two-sided exhibits, the main title and introductory text should be repeated on both sides and 
the material installed back-to-back to hide the back view of the objects and props. The depth of 
the case allows for the installation of larger exhibits utilizing both sides.  
 
Accessibility 
Visitors in wheelchairs can see objects and text placed on the bottom shelf. The upper glass shelf 
is too high to be seen except at a distance.  The placement of the security gates in front of the last 
section of the case is a barrier to wheelchair access to part of the display and makes it very 
difficult for Library staff to monitor the gates for security purposes. These two issues can 
successfully be addressed by moving the gates approximately 1 meter farther into the interior of 
the Library. 
 
Installation 
Exhibits are installed from the lounge side of the display case where the sliding glass doors are 
located. Depending on the nature of the exhibit, frequent “trips” to the entrance side of the 
display case are necessary to check the placement of text and objects. This can become tiresome! 

	  



	   30	  

Work with a partner who can stand on the entrance side and help make adjustments to the 
placement of material. It is impossible to hear instructions, so pointing and “signing” can 
sometimes work but it can also be frustrating. Care should be taken when moving the heavy 
glass doors; they slide within small metal guides and can easily be damaged.  
 
Fabric runners can be placed on the bottom shelf to add colour or texture (sections of cloth in 
Carleton University red and black have been custom sewn to fit in each section of the case). 
Avoid placing any opaque material on the glass shelves because the lights installed in the top of 
the case will not illuminate objects placed in the bottom sections.  
 
The location of this very prominent display case at the entrance to the Library demands that 
exhibits be installed, maintained, and replaced in a timely manner. This is extremely time-
consuming and will prove to be an ongoing challenge.  
 
An alternative proposal for a permanent solution to this problematic display case might be to use 
it for either a single large tropical fish-tank or three smaller tanks, possibly a combination of salt- 
and fresh-water tanks. The initial installation may be costly and could be funded by a donor, but 
the maintenance would likely prove less expensive than the staff time required to continually 
refresh the case with new, temporary exhibits. This wonderful idea was suggested by colleague, 
and I believe it could be an exciting new feature for the Library. No, I am not barking mad. 
When I first saw this display case I was astounded, knowing how much work it was going to be 
to keep it filled and interesting; now that I have worked with it for the past two years I am even 
more confirmed in my opinion.  
 
Maintenance 
The glass shelves show dust within a few days, so regular weekly dusting is necessary to keep 
the inside horizontal surfaces and objects on display clean. The vertical glass surfaces on both 
sides of the case also need to be cleaned weekly with a good glass cleaner; dust, dirt from the 
entranceway, and fingerprints accumulate quickly. The indented areas of the veneer also require 
frequent dusting (and checking for loose veneer, as many pieces have already peeled). Cleaning 
staff should be instructed to dust and clean the outside surfaces routinely. The wood veneer 
surface inside the case is easily scratched, so care must be taken not to place sharp or rough 
objects directly on the shelf.  Use a good furniture oil to fill in scratches in the veneer. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	  

Close-up of main floor display case 
with Vertebrate Life through Time 
Exhibit facing the entrance 
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Main floor wall space 
 

 
Cold Recall exhibition using wall track system with wooden dowels and butterfly clips 
 
Description 
Designated walls (a total of approximately 145 linear feet or 44 m) on the main floor have a 
tracking and hardware system that is capable of supporting large framed works, banners, or 
posters. 
 
Locations and dimensions  
Wall space locations and dimensions are as follows: corridor outside Access Services (63 linear 
feet), Main floor right side (30 linear feet), wall opposite Library Services Desk (13.5 linear 
feet), and wall outside the New Sun Joy Maclaren Adaptive Technology Centre (39 linear feet). 
 
Equipment 
AS Hanging Systems (www.ASHanging.com): wall track in silver satin in 72-in. sections was 
mounted to the top of the walls in the spring of 2014. Hardware for hanging two-dimensional 
pieces includes self-gripping, height-adjustable hooks and 72-in. lengths of stainless steel cable. 
 
Installation 
The tallest ladder in the Library is required (ask John Kelley in the Library Office) to reach the 
track located near the ceiling to hook on the pieces of cable. Once all the cables are hung and the 
heights are adjusted to suit the levels of the pieces being installed, a stepstool can be used instead 
of the ladder. If framed works are being hung with picture wire or other devices, these attach to 
the self-gripping hooks. Lighter posters or panels (such as the panels used in the Amundsen 



	   32	  

exhibition) may require wooden dowels and butterfly hooks to attach the panels to the self-
gripping hooks.  
 
In the corridor outside the Access Services offices, the wall has a permanent exhibit of framed 
photographs of MacOdrum Library. These must remain on the wall but can be temporarily 
covered with larger works when necessary. This may require some adjustments to the placement 
of the works being hung to make sure the photographs do not show.  
 
The lighting is adequate in all the areas with wall tracking except the dark grey wall adjacent to 
the corridor outside Access Services. The works being hung need to be placed on the wall so that 
the available light is cast on them.  Spotlights should be purchased and installed to provide 
adequate light for this wall. If the upcoming renovation for the Access Services offices involves 
an alternative use for the wall and it is no longer available for exhibits, the tracking system will 
need to be moved to another location. If it remains a location for 2-dimensional exhibits, study 
carrels should not be placed against the wall, even temporarily, because the wall has become 
damaged with scuff marks and gum deposits.  
 
The wall opposite the Library Services Desk can be used as a feature wall for smaller two-
dimensional exhibits or for posters or other material to promote special events or campaigns in 
the Library or on campus. This is a high-traffic area and is very visible from the entrance. As of 
June 2015, this wall has been designated as the Thom Exhibit Space in recognition of a major 
donor to the University. Display panelling constructed from corkboard and covered in Velcro 
loop fabric in charcoal grey with an 8-in. strip of Carleton red at the top will be permanently 
installed and will measure approximately 7 ft. high and 13 ft. wide. 
 
 
 

 
Wall designated for corkboard and Velcro paneling; also has wall tracking system 
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Printing press permanent exhibit main floor 
 

 
 
Printing press installation and close-up of descriptive text with QR code and Web address for more   
information 
 
Description  
The Chandler and Price printing press was moved to its present location near the entrance to the 
Library in 2013. A plaque adjacent to the press describes its history and provides basic 
information about the press. It also includes a QR code and Web address for the printing press 
page on the Library Web site.  A shadow box on the wall behind the press contains some 
examples of documents printed on the press, including a book of poetry (Grey Matters), and 
there are also some framed works relating to the press. The printing press Web page provides 
links to Youtube videos demonstrating similar presses in action.  
 
Maintenance 
The press was first restored in 1991 by a group of volunteers from the Library and the English 
Department. It was cleaned again in the fall of 2013 for the grand opening of the Library; this 
involved the removal of rust with steel wool and solvents and the refinishing of its oak stand. 
Two coats of a good quality car wax were applied to prevent rust from forming; this process may 
have to be repeated if rust reappears.  
 
The press, its stand, and the plaque all collect dust very quickly and need to be cleaned regularly 
with a vacuum cleaner, “Swiffer” wand, or special dust-absorbing cloths. Dust bunnies form 
underneath the press and should be vacuumed along with the carpet around the press by the 
cleaning staff.  There is a box labelled “ Printing Press cleaning supplies” in the exhibits storage 
room (5th floor behind the service elevator) for all the printing press cleaning supplies. In the 
unlikely event that the press is used for printing, the motor, the belt, and letter plates are also 
stored in this room.  
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Discovery Centre display case (floor 4) 
 

 
 
 
Description 
A long narrow display case is inserted within the wall opposite the windows in the main open 
area of the Discovery Centre. The case has three lockable sliding glass doors, each 7 ft. in length. 
The key for the main floor display case is also used for this case. The interior surfaces and 
exterior trim are composed of wood veneer. The case was designed to display student work but 
has been used for various exhibits since the opening of the Centre in the fall of 2013. The main 
contact is the Discovery Centre Administrator (currently Ashleigh Fleischer). 
 
Dimensions   
The dimensions of the display case are as follows: length 23 ft. 8 in., height 21 in., and depth 18 
in. 
  

 
 
Installation  
Exhibits in the Discovery Centre display case must be changed regularly. A decision needs to be 
made as to who should be responsible for planning and producing exhibits for the Discovery 
Centre: the Library Exhibits Coordinator(s), someone appointed by the Director of the Centre, or 
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a group of students.  Exhibits have been kept in place for an entire academic term, and it is a 
challenge to keep the case interesting and fresh with exhibits appropriate to the Centre’s purpose.  
 
When installing a new exhibit, it is very difficult to reach all the areas inside the case because the 
glass doors are very heavy and difficult to slide on their metal tracks. (Note that the architect 
admitted that the number of glass doors should have been increased to five, each around 4 ft. 
long, which would have made it possible to clean the inside of the glass by reaching 2 ft. in each 
direction.) 
 
Maintenance 
The case must be dusted and cleaned regularly, both inside and outside. The glass doors were 
permanently installed without being properly cleaned, and it is impossible to reach the inside of 
all areas of the glass from the outside.  The interior lights shine directly on the dirty film inside! 
However, it is possible for a small person to crawl inside the case, and lying down, clean the 
glass with the assistance of someone on the outside to move the panels.  This was done in the 
summer of 2014 (yes, really!), but the glass surfaces are still quite dirty. 
 
 
Archives and Research Collections, floor 5  
 
Archives and Research Collections (ARC) on floor 5 has a number of free-standing and built-in 
display cases. These display areas are managed by ARC and are used to highlight parts of the 
ARC collections. The contact for ARC exhibits is Lloyd Kean, Archives and Rare Book 
Coordinator.  
 

	  
View of various display cases outside the Archives and Research Collections office 
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Tabletop display cases outside of the Archives and Research Collections Office 
 

 
Free-standing exhibit equipment 
 
 
Tabletop display cases 
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Description 
Three free-standing tabletop horizontal cases designed to display books and two-dimensional 
items are used mainly by Archives and Research Collections. When exhibits on the main floor 
require free-standing cases for books, letters, unframed photographs, and other small flat items, a 
request should be made well in advance to book one or more of the cases.  
 
 

 
 
These cases were built on campus in the late 1970s and modelled after cases at the National 
Library and Archives on Wellington Street, Ottawa. Each case has a wooden base, supporting a 
flat platform that holds a UV-filtering acrylic cover. The acrylic cover can be removed by simply 
lifting it. The cases should always be moved holding the base, and not the platform on top.  They 
should be moved using two small dollies.  
 
Dimensions 
Each display case is 73 in. long, 23 in. wide, and 6 in. deep (space from display surface to acrylic 
top).  They stand 29 in. above the floor. 
 
Installation 
The horizontal platforms  (the display surface) are covered in beige Velcro cloth but are   
generally covered with fabric cut to fit (dark blue or brown velvet or cotton in several colours). 
The loose ends of the fabric can be tucked neatly into the grooves of the acrylic top using a small 
ruler. There is a warming iron in the exhibits storage cabinet that can be used directly on the 
surface to remove any wrinkles in the cloth. The cases do not have locks but are secured by 
fastening the acrylic top to the platform with slot screws and washers. 
 
Captions can be placed directly on the surface, or small pieces of double-sided tape used to hold 
them in place. Clear acetate strips can be used to hold books open, with the ends taped together 
on the underside of the book. Wooden blocks can increase the slope of books on display or vary 
the heights of the objects displayed. Acrylic book cradles can also be used to hold a book open. 
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The display area of the cases is tilted on a slight angle. Wooden wedges are available that can be 
used to decrease the angle or eliminate it completely. These fit between the bases and the 
platform and are kept in the ARC office. 
 
In the Exhibits storage room (floor 5), there is a sheet of 1/8 in. thick Plexiglas cut to fit the base 
of the display case to display a large, flat, two-dimensional object such as a map (up to a 
maximum of 23.5 in. x 72.38 in.) without the use of the acrylic top. 
 
Maintenance 
The acrylic tops are easily scratched and were last replaced in the 1980s. Care must be taken in 
their cleaning to avoid more scratches. Use a soft lint-free cloth with a mild soap solution and not 
commercial glass cleaning products. To maintain the surface gloss they can be waxed 
occasionally with a good auto car wax: apply a thin, even coat with a soft clean cloth and polish 
with a dry flannel cloth. If there are static charges, wipe with a slightly damp cloth. To remove 
small surface scratches, hand-polish with a compound such as Simoniz cleaner and a soft cloth.  
 
 
Teak display cases  
 

Teak display cases used in a large exhibit of works by and about Don Quixote  
 
Description 
The Library has three free-standing teak and glass display cases that were built on campus in the 
1950s or 1960s. One of these cases is now located in Archives and Research Collections for its 
exhibits, and the other two are being used on the main floor to store and display the Library’s 
collection of board games. Once new cabinets appropriate for displaying and storing the board 
games are purchased, these two cases should once again be dedicated for use in exhibits. 
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Close-up of Don Quixote exhibit 
 
Dimensions 
 All three of these free-standing cases are 36 in. wide, 55in. high, and 22 in. deep. 
 
Installation  
The glass shelves in the three cases can be adjusted or removed completely for displaying a large 
three-dimensional object. There are extra glass shelves and clips to hold the shelves in place in 
the Exhibits storage room on the 5th floor. The key fits the locks of all three cases, with spare 
keys kept in the Library Office. The cases can be moved easily.  
 
 
Modular panel display system 
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Description 
The Library has a large set of Marler Haley Expo-Systems MultiScreen Display panels. This is a 
portable display system consisting of frames, panels, clipstrips, connectors, caps, and footpads. 
These modular display panels are suitable for the vertical display of light-weight material affixed 
with Velcro tape. The panels must be assembled in opposing angles for stability.  This set was 
purchased in 1983 and is still useful and in good condition. New plastic clipstrips and connectors 
were purchased within the last 10 years. 
 
One side of each panel is blue Velcro loop nylon fabric, and the other side is beige. The blue side 
is still very consistent in terms of colour, but the beige fabric has discoloured over time and 
shows significant variations. There are a number of red panels that work well with Carleton 
colours.  Metal infill sections fit horizontally between the top panel and the bottom support panel 
to close the gap between the two. Red accent panels can be inserted in the infill sections.  The 
header panels fit as an additional layer on the top and are used to place the exhibit title. 
 
Dimensions 
The current inventory of panels consists of the following: eight blue and beige panels (4 ft. X 3 
ft.), eleven blue and beige panels (2 ft. X 3 ft.), three blue and red panels  (3 ft. X 2 ft.), three 
header panels (4 ft. X 3 ft.), two header panels (2 ft. X 3 ft.), eight metal infill sections (2 ft. X 3 
ft.), and six metal infill sections (4 ft. X 3 ft.). 
 
System hardware 
The system hardware includes connectors, footpads, top caps, and red infill panels. 
 
Other components 
Other components include two table-top inserts, one rectangle, one triangle, and two acrylic 
sheets (one at 2 ft. X 3 ft. and one at 2 ft. X 4 ft.). These are used to create display cases out of 
the modular system. 
 
Installation  
Two people are needed to set up the system, one to hold and one to fix the pieces together. Once 
the configuration has been determined, the footpads should be placed at the correct angles and 
the base layer of panels attached. There is a space between the eye-level panels and the base 
panels that can be left open or closed in with the metal infill sections.  Small adjustments can be 
made to the angles by sliding the footpads without lifting the panels (the connectors can come 
apart if lifted and the whole arrangement can topple over). Always use Velcro to affix two-
dimensional items to the panels; never push-pins or tape.  
 
Maintenance 
The panels can become dusty and thus should be cleaned regularly with a lint brush.  
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The panels can also be assembled to create display cases using the custom-cut acrylic sheets in 
the place of the Velcro panels and tabletops that attach to the bottom panels; the plastic clipstrips 
must be removed from the top part of the panels so that the hooks on the tabletops can rest on the 
metal frame of the panels. The Library has one triangular and one rectangular tabletop. The 
illustration on the left shows a large rectangular display case formed using the rectangular 

Triangular configuration with modular 
panels, one 4 ft. x 3 ft. and one 2 ft. x  
3 ft. (making 6 ft. sections) in front of 
each of the three horizontal cases. 
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tabletop. It can also be used to form a countertop without the top frames. (this configuration has 
been used to form part of the Welcome Desk at the beginning of the academic term). The 
illustration on the previous page on the right shows a small triangular display case made with the 
triangular tabletop. A small walk-around display can also be created using six 2 ft. x 3 ft. panels 
to form a triangle.   
 
Equipment and supplies 
 
 
Display stands and props 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Library’s collection of display stands and props includes label holders, risers, wire and 
acrylic stands, wooden blocks and dowel, fabric, and a mannequin. There are 60 mini sign 
holders from Eddie’s Hang-up Display Ltd. and various acrylic risers (one 4 in., one 6 in., and 
one 8 in., all from Eddie’s Hang-up Display Ltd.). There are 24 Gibson wire book display stands 
in size 1A (for most books) and six in size 6A (wider support for larger books) from Omni 
Display. The stands have an optional top support for larger and heavier books. These stands can 
also be used to hold mounted photographs and posters or to help prop up three-dimensional 
objects requiring extra support. Vertical acrylic stands in the following sizes can be used to hold 
title captions or larger documents: 8.5 in. x 11 in. portrait and landscape orientation stands, some 
upright and some slanted (Staples and Dollar Store; also available from Eddie’s Hang-up Display 
Ltd.); various smaller vertical acrylic stands, 6 in. x 8 in. and 5 in. x 7 in. (Dollar Store). Text can 
be mounted to the outside of these stands using “Miracle Sticks” (Eddie’s Hang-up Display 
Ltd.), which do not leave a sticky residue when removed.   
 
Blocks of wood in various shapes and sizes and painted black can be used as props to vary the 
level of objects on display; and there are fifty 36 in. lengths of wood dowel for hanging panels 
with a top loop (e.g., the Amundsen exhibit). 
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The current selection of fabric includes pieces cut to fit the platform of the tabletop display cases 
(dark blue and brown velvet, cotton broadcloth in various colours) and runners to fit the bottom 
shelf of the main floor display case (four runners in Carleton red and two in black). 
 
The mannequin torso (neck to top of thighs) can be used to display upper body garments and fits 
in one of the teak display cases once the glass shelves have been adjusted. 
 
 
Tools and preparation equipment 
 
 

 
 
Preparation equipment includes laser and colour printers (for over-size printing use Graphic 
Services), a large size paper cutter, a “self-healing” grid-cutting mat, 12- and 24-in. metal rulers, 
utility knives, scissors, pencils, and good erasers. 
 
Basic tools  
Basic tools include levels, screwdrivers, wire cutters, needle-nose pliers, and a measuring tape   
(some tools are stored in the Exhibits supply cupboard, and others are available in the Library 
Office). 
 
Supplies 
The following supplies are invaluable when building a display: strip plastic double-sided and 
easily removable adhesive strips (“Miracle Sticks” from Eddie’s Hang-up Display Ltd.) for use 
on acrylic stands; roll of Velcro adhesive tape (cut into small squares); foamboard in white, 
black, and bright colours (craft supply stores such as Michael’s, Omer deSerres, and Staples) for 
mounting posters and larger illustrations using double-sided tape or spray adhesive; glue sticks 
and spray glue; coverstock bright white and cream paper for text material that is stiff enough for 
small label stands and larger acrylic stands without having to be mounted on cardboard or 
foamboard; strips of acetate to gently hold books open; butterfly clips; disposable surgical gloves 
(for spray gluing, etc.); supports, props, and mounts (these can be sturdy boxes covered with 
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fabric or paper); and decorative elements (textured fabric, large squares of coloured paper and 
cardstock available in foil and various textures used for scrapbooking). 
 

      Scotiabank Giller Prize exhibit showing decorative elements, silk fabric, gold cardstock and silk rose 
 
 
Web sites for supplies and equipment 
 
The following are Web addresses for the most commonly used supplies and equipment: 
 
http://www.omnidisplay.com  
 
http://www.eddies.com 
 
http://www.gaylord.com 
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Events 
 
“Libraries have long designated spaces for exhibitions and programming, but what we 
have seen in recent years is a genuine expansion in how these spaces are being re-
invented and used” (Raphael, 2014, p. vii). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

          Discovery Centre in MacOdrum Library hosts GIS Day 
              
The re-invention and re-dedication of spaces in academic libraries to engage their university 
communities in new ways has resulted in an expansion of programming, involving partnerships 
and community-outreach initiatives; many academic libraries are now hosting art shows and live 
music and theatre performances. To help students feel at home in the library, some have 
introduced various events and activities not traditionally associated with the library, such as 
gaming nights, job fairs, stress-free zones (one library brought in service dogs during exam time 
https://mrlibrarydude.wordpress.com/tag/therapy-‐dogs/.), mystery events, and live-action 
gaming (Womack et al. 2014). There are also more conventional events such as poetry readings, 
spoken-word performances, story telling, and other public readings. MacOdrum Library has held 
a number of public reading events such as Library and University staff and officials reading from 
banned or challenged books during Freedom to Read Week and the “Carleton Reads program”.  
These could easily be expanded.  
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Capture the Flag participants at Wake Forest University (Womack et al. 2014) 
 
 
A Library events program involving students and faculty could include aboriginal story telling 
sessions; a public readings event of the winners and runners-up of the annual Carleton University 
Writing Competition (prose, spoken/word performance poetry, and poetry competitions); lecture 
series; and special interest talks by popular faculty (like the sessions presented at Spring 
Conference). If the Library were to hold community art shows, there could be an “artists talk” 
event to learn more about the art on display.  
 
Some events are independent of exhibits, while others may support or complement exhibits, such 
as invited speakers on the topic of the exhibit or official openings. Exhibits can also complement 
events on campus, or an exhibit can have events associated with it, such as lectures, book talks, 
and receptions. The recent renovation has provided the Library with many new spaces to hold 
events (e.g., room 252, a large classroom for presentations; and the open area near the display 
case in the Reading Lounge for both formal and informal book readings or exhibit openings). 
Room 235 has been used for various public events even before the renovation and can continue 
to be used for smaller events. The new and very popular Discovery Centre, designed as a social 
and group study space for students, is often used for library and campus events such as brown 
bag lunch sessions, informal presentations, yoga classes, and annual events like GIS Day.  Piano 
concerts have been held on the 5th floor.  
 
At a poster session at the 2015 Association of College and Research Libraries Conference, Jieun 
Kang presented a poster about Grinnell College in Iowa entitled Creating a Buzz, Keeping it 
Real: Turning One-time Library Events into Sustainable Outreach Initiatives through Campus-
wide Collaboration. The library at Grinnell held student scholarship celebrations, faculty panel 
discussions, author readings, Round Tables, and study break events. 
 
Allan Cho, Program Services Librarian at the Irving K. Barber Learning Centre (IKBLC), 
University of British Columbia, wrote about the collaboration between IKBLC and the 
community of Greater Vancouver that involved exhibiting works by local artists and holding the 
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Robson Reading Series, a venue for Canadian authors and poets to give readings in the library. 
IKBLC also holds the Dodson Music Series, a Friday noon hour concert series of student 
musicians from the University of British Columbia School of Music:  
 

“Engagement with the artist community has been a successful example of how writers, 
artists, and musicians can all partner with the library while also attracting community to 
use library spaces” (Cho 2014, p. 176) 

 
The York University Library Strategic Plan includes a focus on events: “Increase the use of 
Library spaces for academic and cultural events”, including “exhibits, panel discussions, 
readings, performances and other events or happenings” (York University Libraries Strategic 
Plan 2007-2011). York University recently engaged in various events including an 
Undergraduate Research Fair, with students showcasing their research using poster sessions; 
“Hacking for a better world”, a 2-day hackfest where students turned their software and app 
development ideas into reality; and Open Access Week, with the theme of “Death of Evidence” 
in which the panelists mourned the death of the long-form census, cuts to Library and Archives 
Canada, and the silencing of government scientists. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
             
             York University Hackfest participants in the library 
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Summary 
 
 There is an exceptional opportunity for the Library to take the exhibits and events program to 
the next level.  On-going commitment and enthusiastic support for the program will greatly 
enhance MacOdrum Library and engage its patrons and visitors in a wide array of educational 
and entertaining experiences. I hope this manual provides Library staff with the practical 
information necessary to continue the program and the inspiration to make it special and unique.  
 
 
Recommendations 
 

• Appoint coordinators or a small team to plan and produce exhibits and organize events 
 

• Support the development of a modest budget for the purchase of paper, fabric, and other 
incidentals for Library-produced exhibits and for one-way shipping for travelling 
exhibitions 

 
• Designate a space in the Library as an exhibits workroom; the room should be self-

contained and secure (there are often valuable items, some borrowed, that need to be 
stored and curated for exhibits in production); it should be furnished with one or two 
large tables, with space for book-trucks and the storage cupboard presently located in the 
5th floor storage room, and all the necessary preparatory equipment; a computer 
workstation with a printer would be an asset 

 
• Support the installation of a dedicated exhibits wall on the main floor adjacent to the 

printing press to be used for special exhibits and to feature Library and University events 
and campaigns; the wall, constructed of corkboard and Velcro in charcoal grey with a 
Carleton red accent to match the existing Library signage, would be custom-built by 
ExpoSystems Canada 

 
• Address the problems with the existing display cases; the Discovery Centre built-in case 

should be retrofitted with five equally sized glass sliding panels to replace the three 
heavy, unwieldy existing ones; this will allow the panels to be cleaned on the inside and 
shift easily to the side when installing an exhibit. On the main floor, move the security 
gates to the originally planned location in full view of the Library Services Desk and 
allow full accessibility to the display case on the entrance side. This would involve the 
removal of the rebar in the concrete floor. Alternatively, the space could be re-purposed 
to feature a large aquarium: when the staff time involved in the never-ending task of 
changing exhibits is factored in, an aquarium, by nature always changing, always 
interesting could, in the long run, be a more affordable option.  

 
• Purchase a lockable display cabinet for the Library’s board game collection so that the 

vertical teak display cases can once again be used for exhibits. 
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