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For this paper we were asked to examine three online exhibits involving either book or library history.  In this paper I will talk about the intended audience; how successful the exhibition was in terms of being true to the mission of the institution; the intellectual content; and the technical aspects. I will also look at what works for the exhibit and what does not work. For this paper, I chose three exhibits that both interested me and I felt I could write about. I chose one in my undergraduate field of study, one that relates to art, and finally one that relates to rarity. 


The first exhibit that will be discussed is an exhibit through the United Sates Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM). It can be found at http://www.ushmm.org/museum/exhibit/online/bookburning/ and is titled “Fighting the Fires of Hate: America and the Nazi Book Burnings” (United Sates Holocaust Memorial Museum, 2010).  In this exhibit, the USHMM takes a looks at how and why the Nazis burned certain books and they discuss authors who were either Americans, such as Helen Keller, or foreign born authors who were living in America at the time of the Holocaust. There are several things in this exhibit that remain the same through each section, which helps give the exhibit a good flow. The first is that at the end of each part of the exhibit there is a place to check out a community discussion forum. Second, there is always a side bar on the left hand side of the page. This has flash images rotating pictures from the exhibit. Next, there is  a little title box that gives each section of the exhibit so that one does not have to keep going back to the exhibit home to go to a new section. The first section of the exhibit is called “The Book Burning” and it describes the burning in the early part of the Nazi years (Pre-1939).  The side bar for this part of the exhibit not only includes the above but also includes several photographs from the time period about book burning in Germany during the 1930s through World War II.  The next section of the exhibit is titled “Immediate American Responses” which explains how American writers, authors, and other people responded to what was happening in Germany.  The third section is titled “America at War” and is about America’s use of books as weapons.  This section is probably the most valuable section because it is a lesson in World War II history that most people do not know about. The final section in this exhibit is titled “Recurring Symbol” and describes the aftermath of book burning in the world. It includes modern day examples which I find very useful (See figure 2) (United Sates Holocaust Memorial Museum, 2010).
For this exhibit, the intended audience was high school age and above. The reason I feel that this exhibition is intended for those who are in high school is because of the nature of the material. Book burning, especially during World War II, is a complicated study and thus those in middle school or lower may not fully comprehend the material. It could, however, be a good site for parents and younger children to look at together. I also feel that it is intended for adults due to the language and material. The exhibit is completely in line with the USHMM mission statement. Their mission statement is as follows:

“The Museum’s primary mission is to advance and disseminate knowledge about this 
                unprecedented tragedy; to preserve the memory of those who suffered; and to   
                encourage its visitors to reflect upon the moral and spiritual questions raised by the events of   
                the Holocaust as well as their own responsibilities as a citizen of democracy.”  (United Sates 
               Holocaust Memorial Museum, 2010).
This exhibit shows that not only did Nazi policy affect Europe but it affected intellectual people in the United States before Pearl Harbor. This exhibit serves to educate those about the events of the Holocaust as well as question supposed acts of democracy, as shown in the book burnings in New Mexico (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 2010). It is because of these reasons that I find that this exhibit fits in exactly with the museum’s mission statement. In terms of intellectual content, the msuem has excellent research and in this exhibit they give many different authors from fiction writers, scientists, and even theorists. They also give a place for people to communicate with others to gain different viewpoints.  This exhibit shows excellent technical aspects. Although there is one thing that did not impress me was that on the page where there are videos of the curators of the exhibit talking, the visitor is required to install RealPlayer (page in question is this one: http://www.ushmm.org/museum/exhibit/online/bookburning/curator.php). RealPlayer is a very suspect program and can install spyware on the user’s computer so I was unable to watch the video, which was a disappointment for me. There are two other technical issues that I think could have been done better. The first is that the font color on the pages (see Figure 1) blends in too much with the background and thus makes it harder to read. I would change the color to black. The second technical issue that I think they could have done was the entrance to the exhibit. I find this display messy and would have made the areas of the exhibit more prominent (see figure 3).

The second exhibit that I looked at was titled “Art Bound: Book Design Past and Present” (The Athenaeum of Philadelphia, 2011). It was put on by the Athenaeum of Philadelphia and the Philadelphia Center for the Book. This online exhibit, which can be found at http://www.philaathenaeum.org/Artbound/index.html, was a presentation of a physical exhibit that happened in 2008. Once the visitor has clicked through the front page to begin the exhibit, there are 14 different sections that they can visit. Each section gives a little bit of text overview and then several pictures representing the topic. The books in this exhibit are books that are in the Athenaeum and what it appears is just a sampling of books related to this topic. 

The intended audiences for this exhibit are adults or possibility high school students with college prep classes as well as people who have either heard about the physical exhibit and/or people who have gone to the physical exhibit. The reason I say that, is that there seems to be a need for a higher level of understanding on reading about the material presented.  In looking at the material, the exhibit seems to fit very well into the Athenaeum’s mission statement which is to “collect materials ‘connected with the history and antiquities of America, and the useful arts and generally to disseminate useful knowledge for public benefit” (The Athenaeum of Philadelphia, 2011). The materials here do present knowledge for public benefit as well as are connected with both American and local history.  Therefore I think that they are very successful at presenting this content that fits with their mission statement. In looking at the intellectual content, while, very well done, the material presented seems more complicated that should be necessay. Nevertheless, the text that is presented is only in short paragrahs which helps the visitor not have to read so much. Technically speaking, this website is quite simple, espeically compared to the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum exhibit. This does not necessarily mean that it is bad. Simple can be done quite well and it is here, such as the entrence to the exhibit (see figure 4). There is one issue that I wish that they would have addressed and that is when the user is looking through each section, there is no way, other than hitting the back button the browser to get to the main menu or other sections, on the other hand there is, at the bottom of the page, a button to continue onto the next section of the exhibit (see figure 5).  I did find when I just looking around the exhibit, if clicked on the exhibit logo at the top of every page, it takes the visitor back to the entrence of the exhibit. While this is great, it is also a little frustrating for one more click. I would rather see it take the visitor back to the main menu.

The last exhibit that I looked at is titled “Wonder Bound: Rare Books on Early Museums” (Smithsonian Institution Libraries, 2007) and was prodouced by The Smithsonian Libraries and it can be found at: http://www.sil.si.edu/Exhibitions/wonderbound/index.htm. Like the Athenaeum exhibit, this exhibit also had a physical exhibit in 2002. This exhibit is about books that have topics about early musuems and the goings on in them. There are four main sections, plus a suggested reading section and a credits section. 

I feel the intended audience for this exhibit is that it is for everybody, though I feel younger children (6th grade and lower) may have to have things explained to them. It is from the Smithsonian though and they do an excellent job in creating exhibits that many people can understand and enjoy.  This exhibit does succeed in following the Smithsonian Libraries mission to “create innovative services and programs for the Smithsonian Instution...and general public to further their quest for knowledge” (Smithsonian Institution Libraries, 2007). They are also successful in presenting content that is both easy to understand and there is not a lot of text that is more than a couple of lines. They were pretty successfual in the technical aspects of the exhibit. However, there was an issue that I had with the site and in the grand scheme of things it is quite minor. The one thing that I did not like was to see a complete galley of all the pictures in the exhibit, the link you clicked opened up in a pop-window. To me this is bad web design. Other than that, the website and exhibit are well designed. One thing I particularly liked (and in the exhibit at the Athenaeum of Philadelphia) about this exhibit was that, when you go to the main page, you have to click to enter the exhibit (see figure 6 for the first page of the exhibit) and to me this mimics entering an exhibit.

This assignment of examining three online exhibits allowed me to use the concept learned from previous exhibit design knowledge to online exhibits. It is quite a bit different but some of the main aspects are still there. The major aspect that flows over from physical exhibit design is that of flow. Exhibits need to flow and I feel all three of these exhibits did that quite nicely. If I had to order them, I would say that the exhibit from the Athenaeum of Philadelphia did the best, followed by the exhibit from the Smithsonian, and then the exhibit from the United States Holocaust Museum. In overall expectations and ability to communicate their ideas, I felt all three exhibits showcased their materials and research quite well. Finally, this exercise has been one that has showed me that even great museums do not necessarily create great online exhibits.
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