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INTRODUCTION


I can trace my interest in window displays to an early age, when my parents and I would embark on our monthly shopping trip to the closest city (I was bought up in the countryside). Not wanting to get caught up in the throng of Saturday morning shoppers, we would arrive well before the stores opened. My first memory of our retail outings was standing outside British Home Stores (now BHS) waiting for the doors to open to the public. I would gaze into the windows, amazed by the dummies and how lifelike they were. It would be a few years before I discovered that the correct term for them was mannequins.


After leaving school at 16, I went to art college and completed a two-year Diploma in Display and Design – it would be another decade before the term ‘visual merchandising’ was commonplace in the retail world. After I graduated, I was offered a job at Selfridges in London, which gave me an excellent training. Despite gaining distinctions at college, I still had a lot to learn. For the first six months of my new career, I cleaned the inside of the windows after the experienced dressers had finished their work. Just being allowed in them seemed a privilege. During my first year I volunteered to work most weekends. I was lucky to have mentors who never tired of my questioning and I learned quickly. I had been adopted by creative geniuses – and hooked by the flamboyant world of window display.


After years of dressing windows and interiors at Selfridges I moved to the fashion office, where I and two others set the trends for the store. Our job involved spending a lot of time at airport lounges. We travelled everywhere to discover things that could be bought, adapted or used as inspiration for Selfridges. During that time I spent weeks in India developing a Bollywood promotion that proved highly successful. ‘Tokyo Life’, another promotion, saw us touring Japan searching for quirky retailers. A Brazilian-themed event took me back and forth between São Paulo and Rio. While travelling I always made time to visit local retailers and galleries. Apart from the obvious large stores on Fifth Avenue in New York, I found the smaller independent retailers fascinating. From the Geisha Girl store in Kyoto, Japan, which sold only exquisite hair accessories, to being given a viewing of the private collection of jewels and artefacts at the Gem Palace in Jaipur, India, I have been lucky enough to admire incredible works of art in store windows across the world. A trip to New York was always inspiring. Bergdorf Goodman never let me down. One show-stopping window that comes to mind had burnt toast forming a backdrop to the window which, to the customer across the street, appeared as a textured paint finish. I wish I had thought of that one!


Now, as a lecturer and consultant, my love of travel continues. I have consulted in Dubai, Turkey and Sri Lanka, to name a few. I spent a week in Colombo, Sri Lanka, remerchandising an amazing colonial store that sold art and gifts. For my time and effort I received a photograph. Some experiences are worth more than money.


I now prefer to concentrate on teaching and love sharing a studio with eager, creative students who want to challenge the retail world with their inspiring window displays. I never talk to them as an academic but as their visual merchandising manager.


I wrote this book to acknowledge the skills and talents of the hard-working individuals who not only spend hours dressing eye-catching windows but months planning and designing them. To the public, a window display may be just a tool to let them know what is on offer in-store. To these talented retailers, it is never just a job, but a lifestyle.


A store window is no longer just a useful space that a retailer uses to promote their products. As this book demonstrates, the windows of the twenty-first century are dynamic; they are created to enthuse and challenge the consumer and ultimately entice them into the store. Innovation, theatre and knowledge of the market are all aspects that go into conceptualizing these three-dimensional pieces of pavement art. Store windows are now a major marketing tool, used to inspire the masses. The challenge for the visual merchandiser has always been to produce eye-catching window displays that grab the customers’ attention and encourage them to shop. Today these glazed canvases promote the store’s brand identity, keep the customer informed of fashion trends and ultimately drive sales.


STARTING OUT


The windows featured in this book were designed by the creative retail gurus of the world – artists, most of whom have not been trained in how best to design an award-winning window due to the lack of courses available when they were starting their careers. Their passion has been driven by the product and their enthusiasm for retail, as well as the main component: creativity. These elements sometimes fuse together and innovative individuals are discovered. Often a promising young talent is spotted in the form of a sales associate who is adept not only at selling but caring for their department and initiating creative ideas that impact sales. These gifted young visionaries are often guided to a visual merchandising role. With the guidance of their mentors their creative vision may flourish and they may be given the responsibility of installing a run of windows. Once their talent has been noted they often move on to a competitor and establish themselves. Others may have had a creative foundation prepared for them at art or design college. However, they will undoubtedly still have to prove their worth in the competitive world of retail. Today retail is regarded as a credible career, and visual merchandising courses are springing up across the globe. Visual merchandising can be studied at degree and diploma level, where the experience of the lecturers is passed on to the future creative retail leaders. Many marketing and retail courses also include a small amount of visual merchandising, but this is usually an overview of the subject and will not qualify an individual as a visual merchandiser.


THEMES


Unlike an artist who confines himself to a studio, sketching and contemplating before finally spilling their creative thoughts onto paper over a period of time, a visual merchandiser has to think fast and consider the many obstacles that may hinder the expression of their ideas. To produce a window display that challenges the customer to enter the store, they need to consider many physical and creative elements. An overall innovative idea is a starting point; this will be the theme. This is the creative factor that helps tell the story of what the windows will portray. The theme may support either a visual or written message. This message could be political or social, or simply promote a trend or seasonal event. The theme will undoubtedly include colour, merchandise, props and possibly signage or graphics. Each of these elements will help support the product and thus be the starting point for a window scheme.


SCHEMES


Once the theme has been decided it is developed into a window scheme. The term ‘scheme’ is used to explain how the window theme may then be carried across more than one window – a run of 20 windows containing the same items will not engage the customers! Assuming that money is no object (a wish for any visual merchandiser), the main component of a great window scheme is the story – the theme it will portray. Creative discipline is then applied; it is never a case of adding and adding until the window is full. An effective display is installed with great attention to visual balance, the use of focal points that aim to draw the customer’s eye into the centre of the scheme and then lead the viewer through the contents of the window, and the use of appropriate props that support the product and build up the window scheme. Once these major elements have been established, the dressing of the window can begin. Traditionally the creative force behind a window display was the window dresser, but the term is now redundant. Window stylists, creative direction teams and visual merchandisers now place the products aesthetically so that they appeal to the customers.
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