
Designing an Exhibit Around Ceramics: 
Understanding the importance of ceramics in exhibits and public outreach for the American Southwest

Introduction
During the summers of 2006 and 2007 I participated in the 
Homol’ovi Undergraduate Research and Opportunities 
Program (HUROP), directed by Dr. Lisa Young.  This 
program focused on research and public outreach at the 
Homolovi Ruins State Park in Winslow Arizona. 

As a field student, during the summer of 2006, I created an 
exhibit for the computer database at the Homol’ovi visitor 
center.  I chose to design an exhibit discussing what 
archaeologists can learn from ceramics, and what ceramic 
wares are present at the sites of Homol’ovi.  Subsequent 
students have made many improvements on my work.  

During the summer of 2007 I was the lab supervisor for 
HUROP.  In addition to my duties in the lab, I worked on 
modifying and updating a ceramic display case in the visitor 
center.  My work on the ceramic display case was based off 
of the work of an earlier HUROP student.  

This poster will explore these two methods of displaying 
ceramics and why ceramics are an important tool for public 
outreach, especially in the American Southwest.
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Why Are Ceramics Important?
Ceramics are accessible to the public in a way that many 
other varieties of archaeological data are not.  I attribute the 
public interest in ceramics to three factors:

• Ceramics are, by and large, beautiful and aesthetically 
pleasing.  This makes an exhibit on ceramics more 
appealing to the general public.  

• Ceramic objects, such as bowls and jars, are still used 
by the public today.  This makes it easier for visitors to 
engage with ceramics than with more esoteric 
artifacts.

• The science used in basic ceramic analysis does not 
rely on complex chemistry or obscure knowledge.   
Therefore it is easier for the layman to understand the 
concepts behind ceramic analysis.

In the American Southwest it is vital that the general public 
is aware of the value of ceramics and potsherds.  Many sites 
in the southwest are littered with broken ceramics.  Because 
few members of the public are fully aware of the many 
scientific uses for broken ceramics, the casual collection of 
surface deposits can be a major problem.  By focusing an 
exhibit on ceramics and the scientific importance of broken 
pots, the public is educated on why it is important for 
ceramic artifacts to remain in situ.  

The Computer Database
The goals of the computer display were twofold:

• Explain what archaeologists can learn from potsherds
• Identify the varieties of sherds that a visitor might see at one of 

the sites at the Homolovi Ruins State Park

I used the first section to describe some of the ways archaeologists can 
use ceramics to learn important information about site dating, 
exchange networks, the value of ceramics, and ceramic use.  For each 
of these topics I explained both how archaeologists obtain the 
information, and why the information is important, thus emphasizing the 
importance of broken ceramics.   

In the second section I identified the most common wares at the 
Homol’ovi sites and provided information such as the location of 
manufacture and the possible use.  This was an opportunity for me to 
show visitors just how much information can be gleaned from just one 
potsherd.  It also familiarized guests with the appearance of different 
ceramic wares, enhancing their experience at the various sites.

The Ceramic Display Case
The goal of the ceramic display case was to outline the different stages of 
occupation at Homol’ovi, illustrated by the ceramics characteristic of each 
period.  Unlike the computer display, this exhibit emphasized whole ceramic 
objects, not potsherds.

My recent work on the ceramic display case was based off of earlier work by a 
different student.  This student researched the history of the Homol’ovi area 
and condensed her research into four exhibit labels: the early period, the 
middle period, the late period, and a larger poster on why archaeologists study 
the designs painted onto ceramics.  I took the original text and refined it, 
creating concise, clear, and informative signs for the ceramic display case.  
After I finalized the label text I worked with Dr. Lisa Young and Dr. Raymond 
Silverman to develop an effective layout and design. 

What I Learned...
I found the process of developing these exhibits to be very challenging.  It is 
difficult to condense a large quantity of information in such a way that it 
remains interesting, and is not simply a dry collection of facts.  In addition, it 
was very important to include a message about the continuing relevance of the 
Homol’ovi area to the modern Hopi, as well as highlighting the scientific value 
of ceramics and potsherds.  Despite my desire as an archaeologist to present 
vast quantities of information, it was important for me to remember my 
audience and keep it simple.  These projects gave me an understanding of 
how to develop effective exhibits and the importance of public outreach.
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