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This introduction explains the purpose of the book and how to use it. It describes the significance of exhibitions and their design, and how new museums and galleries are being established throughout the world. It traces the evolution of exhibition design from the eighteenth century to the present day and also highlights the range of skills required by modern designers.


Who this book is for


The respected Dutch designer (and former director of Opera Design) Frans Bevers once remarked that a book on exhibition design should cover not only what is exciting to do, but also what the designer should not forget to do. There are now a large number of books devoted to the former, illustrated with dramatic, bold schemes that photograph well. However, there is little literature devoted to the process of achieving the stunning results that appear regularly in the design press.


Exhibition Design, aimed at students of design, aspiring designers, exhibition professionals and anyone with an interest in the topic, hopes to convey some of the skills necessary to thrill, educate and entertain new generations of exhibition visitors. At the same time, this book also conveys the necessary information about the practical aspects of responsible exhibition practice, such as moving visitors safely through exhibition spaces, designing digestible and legible text, creating appropriate, accessible interaction, the integration of film, and exhibition construction.


Exhibition designers are drawn from a variety of backgrounds, among them interior design, product design, architecture, graphic design, multimedia and construction. This book is structured to help a varied readership to access information in a number of ways. Some may try to examine all the information contained within it systematically, others will browse and selectively concentrate on particular areas, while yet others will skim, stopping occasionally to look at a particularly interesting image or caption. In other words, they will treat this book in the same way that different visitors react to an exhibition. As far as possible, the principles described are accompanied by inspiring examples that demonstrate how these principles are derived from contemporary exhibition practice.
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Danish National Maritime Museum, Kossmann.dejong, Helsingør, Denmark, 2013. A signature building designed by Bjarke Ingels Group and an immersive exhibition design by Kossman.dejong brings new audiences to the remarkable story of Danish seafaring.


The modern exhibition


The Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, designed by the Canadian-American architect Frank Gehry, achieved almost instant fame when it opened in 1997. It drew almost a million tourists a year to a pleasant yet declining port, and delivered immediate economic and social benefits to the people of Bilbao. It was successful in a way that could hardly have been envisaged by its administrators or the mayor. This success also polished the already considerable reputation of its architect and sparked a decade-long fascination with the iconic museum designed by a “starchitect”, intended to invigorate and bring high-culture cachet to a neglected town.


Achieved with a mixture of private and public funds, the Guggenheim offered a formula sought by governments, planners and museum administrators around the world—a global audience, economic regeneration and high prestige at a relatively low cost. The success of the Guggenheim and a small number of other similar projects sent out a message to national and local governments. With an iconic building designed by one of a small coterie of signature architects, and the collaboration of a “branded” national institution (Tate, National History Museum, Smithsonian, Louvre, etc.), your town could become the next Bilbao. It also heralded a new equation where culture, previously understood to be a drag on successful economies, created wealth and a new sense of purpose and identity.


In the commercial world, continued economic growth in the early years of the twenty-first century buoyed the building of vast exhibition halls, such as the huge and much-extended trade fair halls in Hanover, Milan, Barcelona and Munich, and provided unique opportunities for exhibition designers.
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Hanover exhibition ground, Hanover, Germany. This complex houses the giant CeBIT Telecoms trade exhibition every year and hosted the World Expo in 2000.


However, the financial crisis of 2007–8, and the economic slowdown that followed it, seemed to lead to a reduction in exhibition design commissions.


There are signs of recovery today, though, and even during a recession there will always be strands of exhibition practice that will survive, and even thrive. Not surprisingly, many of the exhibition opportunities emerging today are in the countries that were least affected by the global slowdown. The BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India and China), in particular, are embracing museums as a tool for educating new generations to take on the future demands of knowledge and technology, and are building vast new centres for culture. The Museum of the Portuguese Language in Brazil’s São Paulo, the Jewish Museum and Tolerance Centre in Moscow, the vast science “cities” in India, and the National Museum and Shanghai Science and Technology Museum in China are all examples of this trend. In the mineral-rich Gulf states, such as Abu Dhabi, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Oman, a succession of new museums are being developed in a rush to engender a sustainable, knowledge-based economy before carbon resources finally run out.


The development of hands-on interactive science centres to communicate the principles of science and engineering through play has continued at a remarkable pace, too. In North America, where this movement was born, and in Europe, science centres are now a key element in the education of a science-literate workforce able to take on the challenges of the modern economy. National programmes of science education supported by science centres, often linked with teacher training programmes, have yielded remarkable initiatives in China, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Bulgaria, Norway, Malta, the Czech Republic and Poland, among others.
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Museum of London App, London UK, Smartphone can bring history to life by overlaying archive images over modern photographs as shown in the “Streetmuseum” app commissioned by the Museum of London. This image shows the Royal Exchange in London.


In a parallel development, the gathering pace of digitization has begun to affect exhibition practice deeply, and a new breed of digital design agencies has emerged. Exhibitions are now advertised and bookable online, augmented by digital interactives during a visit, frequently accompanied by study packs and opportunities for further understanding. Forums also create opportunities for visitors to open a dialogue with curators and experts long after their visit. The online “Bug Forum” hosted by the UK Natural History Museum is one such example.


However, digitization looks set to have even more far-reaching consequences for the interpretation of collections, as the vast stores of the world’s museums are slowly brought into view through incremental scanning and recording. As a result, exhibition designers must be able to manage and work creatively with the digital information that surrounds an exhibition. Increasingly, the assets of a museum will include an electronic database that can be accessed through websites, apps and creative interactive devices within the environs of a gallery interior, in addition to traditional object displays. In a remarkable new development, Google has used its understanding of Internet-based learning to pioneer exhibitions that can be experienced both physically, in an exhibition room, and virtually, through a tablet or computer.


As the channels for distributing content increase, so does the need for meaningful organization, prioritization and interpretation. Specialist exhibition content and interpretation developers, with research and writing skills, are now an established and vital part of exhibition design practice. These individuals work in a team environment with three-dimensional designers, architects, graphic or media designers. Clients increasingly also require the work of practised and experienced content developers, capable of sifting, prioritizing and managing raw content to help produce creative design work—truly inspiring interpretive design has come to depend on their skills.


Finally, as exhibition planners and designers develop masterplans for a new generation of exhibition facilities, clients and designers are being made increasingly aware of the social context of public learning. For cultural attractions to continue to be successful, they must employ a mixture of activities—festivals, events, lectures, performances, cafés and restaurants, alongside exhibitions. This blend creates an environment that encourages enthusiasm for public learning as an integrated part of the life of a community. In major cities in particular, museums and interpretive visitor attractions are a hub for a promenading (and increasingly international) public who enjoy a range of activities, complemented by the contemplation, restoration and stimulation that exhibitions provide. The work of imaginative, thoughtful and memorable exhibitions underpins these hubs, and this book explores the tools used by some of the world’s most successful designers to achieve this.


The history of exhibition design


Display is an innate element of human behaviour, constantly practised in our daily lives. Most homes have casual arrangements of treasured possessions and images, organized by personal preference and intended to reflect, and be reflected upon by, their owners and others. Shopkeepers and market traders, likewise, develop a sense of the best way to display their wares; how and where to place goods to attract custom and create a sympathetic environment. Above all, religious buildings such as churches, mosques and temples are powerful examples of how techniques of display can be most skilfully employed. Many of them use their architecture to elevate iconic objects, to communicate the need for reverence, to frame views that concentrate attention on a single sacred object or place (“the altar”) and to stimulate the senses (scents, music, visual stimulation, tactility), promoting spiritual contemplation in much the same way that other states of heightened apprehension are promoted by modern exhibition designers. Indeed, many museums and exhibition spaces often have something of the atmosphere of a temple, which they often resemble physically. (Noteworthy, in this context, is the degree to which large buildings of the nineteenth century were designed in a temple-like style that drew inspiration from Greek or Roman precedents.)


Museum and art gallery displays mainly evolved out of the collections of rich patrons, whose curiosities and artefacts were normally shown only to other wealthy families. At the end of the eighteenth century, a number of such collections were combined and organized for public display. In many places—Florence is an example—great works of art commissioned by patrons such as the Medici family merely had to be consolidated in palaces that were extended or adapted for the purpose of exhibiting them. In New York and Washington, collections were largely imported and were sought after not just for their perceived artistic merit, but also for the insight they gave into all things foreign. Quite often, museum or art gallery displays were set up with a dual purpose: to house an existing collection of artefacts and to provide educational opportunities for an increasingly literate and self-educating population. The promise of self-improvement was a central part of their attraction and, much as they do today, they enabled large numbers of visitors to gain a broader and more complex understanding of the world.


[image: ]


Sir John Soane Museum, London, UK. Like many museums, this grew out of the private collection of a single patron, Sir John Soane. On his death in 1837, a trust was set up that administers the museum to this day. The building is remarkable for its clever use of daylight from skylights and clerestory windows and for its ingenious use of space, such as the hinged painting racks built into the walls shown in this image.
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The Uffizi Gallery, Florence, Italy, 1581. The gallery was built at the request of Granduca Francesco de’ Medici, son of Cosimo I. The original design was by Giorgio Vasari, one of the leading painters and architects of the sixteenth century. The museum houses many of the great masterpieces commissioned and collected by the Medici family.




The United Kingdom’s first dedicated public art gallery was the Dulwich Picture Gallery in south-east London, the building for which was commissioned by Frenchman Noël Desenfans, and his Swiss friend Sir Francis Bourgeois. The two art dealers had originally acquired the Dulwich paintings for the king of Poland, Stanislaus Augustus. Upon abdication in 1795, the king left them with a substantial collection they did not wish to entirely dispose of. They struck upon the idea of opening a public gallery with the support of an elderly widow. The gallery proved to be an important precedent for architects and designers of gallery spaces, demonstrating as it did how a building dedicated to art might look. It famously showed how daylight could be introduced from above at a time when, in most buildings, the walls on which paintings were hung were pierced by windows.
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The Reptile Gallery, Natural History Museum, London, UK. In the mid-nineteenth century, careful categorization and a rigorous approach to the ordering of displays in museums underpinned many contemporary advances in science.
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The Great Exhibition, London, UK, 1851. This event marked the beginning of the international exposition movement that survives today. The exhibition was housed in the revolutionary glass and metal pavilion known as the Crystal Palace, designed by Joseph Paxton.


Many institutions began to acquire artefacts at an unprecedented rate to satisfy the appetite of the public. It is hard to imagine the impact that displays of art and science would have had on these visitors, whose opportunities to travel and explore were limited and for whom these displays provided a fascinating insight into a huge range of subjects. Transportation issues aside, there were few restrictions on the movement of artefacts between countries, and many irreplaceable works of art were removed from historic sites, most notoriously, perhaps, the frieze from the Parthenon in Athens which is now in the British Museum in London. Contemporary museum-makers might content themselves with filming or recording a country’s cultural products, but in the nineteenth century exotic animals, cultural antiquities, art and other items of interest were simply removed from their original and natural locations.


Although the imported “curiosities” elicited wonder, they were frequently mislabelled and poorly understood. Gallery staff often had only the haziest notion of the function, importance and attribution of their displays. The emphasis was firmly on the creation of “spectacles” intended to provoke and amaze. Many artefacts acquired narratives that, though thrilling, had little or no basis in truth. The introduction of more scrupulous practices was influenced by distinguished scientists such as Charles Darwin and Linnaeus, the Swedish taxonomist, who were concerned with the careful classification and ordering of natural phenomena. Their approach became that of museum curators, whose zeal for careful labelling and scrupulous classification contributed significantly to emerging scientific disciplines.


At the same time as the Western nations were acquiring these vast collections from abroad, public displays began to be used to promote and celebrate these societies’ growing industrial and technical accomplishments. The Great Exhibition of 1851 in London, housed in the revolutionary Crystal Palace, was a substantial milestone in the history of exhibitions and, for that matter, in the intellectual history of Europe. (The Great Exhibition represented the beginning of the World Expo movement, currently overseen by the International Exhibitions Bureau in Paris.)


The Crystal Palace building, designed by Joseph Paxton, was itself an engineering marvel, built in just six months using repeated modular components of glass and steel, that profoundly influenced architecture.


The South Kensington Museum in London (later the Victoria & Albert Museum) was set up with the money generated by the Great Exhibition, with the express intention of improving the standards of manufacture and the applied arts. Like many museums and galleries of that period, the South Kensington Museum was not intended for recreation but was established to provide a source of valuable information for designers, craftspeople and manufacturers seeking to improve their products.


Museum and gallery pioneers met the challenges of publicly displaying objects in a number of ways. In an era before electricity or reliable gaslights designers relied on the clever infiltration of natural light into the galleries usually from above so that as much wall area as possible could be used for display. Balconies were often located below a skylight to maximize the use of daylight, leaving a central atrium void that allowed light to flood into the lower tiers of the building.


Display cases with thick wooden frames were the staple of most museum collections, providing security and protection from theft and damage. In conjunction with poor lighting, the glass of these cases meant that many exhibits were difficult to see and also created an important psychological distance between the viewer and the object. Many curators saw themselves as trustees of important collections; meeting the needs of the public was often regarded as a chore rather than a duty, an attitude that was reflected in a hushed atmosphere and the barriers put between the viewer and the artefacts. Displays tended to be very crowded by modern standards, with pictures hung four or five high on the walls, and the highest paintings tilted away from the wall to meet the gaze of the viewer. Many museums felt bound to show as many of their artefacts as they could physically cram into display cases; often the exhibits were impressively comprehensive, but very difficult for the ordinary observer to take in. Conservation features that are considered so important today, such as control of temperature, relative humidity and air pollution were not prevalent.


This is not to suggest that modern display practices are in every respect improvements. A great many paintings and sculptures are nowadays seen in surroundings very different to those in which they were intended to be displayed. In art galleries the picture-hanging device was the picture rail with hooks and chains attached to the framed pictures. Out of step with modern design, this has disappeared from many galleries. Historically, in the homes of art patrons paintings with deep frames were a constituent part of a decorative design scheme that often included intricate plasterwork, patterned wallpaper, dado rails and ornate furniture. Many of the paintings of religious subjects found in Western museums were originally on view in churches. The format of some of these paintings, for example triptychs, often look awkward in a modern gallery because they are literally out of place.
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Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford, UK, 1884. This remarkable collection of archaeological and anthropological artefacts was bequeathed by Lieutenant-General Augustus Pitt Rivers to Oxford University in 1884. The collection has multiplied many times over since the museum’s inception, with little increase in the size of the museum itself.


The evolution of modern display techniques


Modern display techniques are largely influenced by the art and design movements of the early twentieth century, principally the development of abstract art and the principles espoused by avant-garde artists and designers, many of whom studied and taught at the Bauhaus in Germany between 1919 and 1937. These principles caused designers to radically rethink the elements of design, so that walls and floors came to be regarded as “planes”, as if they were elements in an abstract sculpture. Modern Movement architects and designers reinterpreted the rooms of buildings in new ways, using the language of “spatial relationships” and “volumes” to influence display environments. Exhibition environments were reconceived in many different forms by Surrealists, Futurists and Constructivists. Simultaneously, artists like Duchamp pioneered installation art in which the envelope of the gallery, formerly treated as an empty shell into which the display was placed, was itself transformed into an element of the artwork.


New approaches to design emphasized a new dedication to combining functionality and aesthetics. In 1924 Frederick Kiesler, influenced by the Bauhaus, designed a free-standing, demountable display system, the L&T system, in the distinctive geometric style of the Modern Movement, which he used for pictures at the Konzerthaus in Vienna. This system, a forerunner of modern collapsible displays, was modular and allowed the combined display of objects and images; it was also adaptable and the viewer could adjust the images and objects to his or her eye level.
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Van Gogh exhibition, MoMA, New York, USA, 1935. Alfred Barr, the founding director of the Museum of Modern Art, devised this Van Gogh exhibition. The show was remarkable for the width of empty wall space allowed between the paintings. This hanging method has become almost ubiquitous for modern painting shows.
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“Machine Art” exhibition, MoMA, New York, USA, 1934. Designed by the architect Philip Johnson, the exhibition featured everyday industrial goods. This groundbreaking show, which asserted that functional goods and machinery could be perceived as art, brought widespread public interest. The display was typically spare and unadorned in the Bauhaus tradition.


Of the strands of display practice that grew out of the Modern Movement, easily the most influential is the spare, minimal environment with white walls developed at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York. Inspired by Bauhaus principles, this clinical style, now so pervasive, was developed through a series of experimental exhibitions from the mid-1930s to the early 1940s when the reaction to modern art was still very mixed. The exhibitions introduced smooth-surfaced walls and carefully but sparsely arranged displays to the American public, and were seen as provocative. Philip Johnson’s “Machine Art” (1934) showed industrial goods as though they were art pieces. Contrary to some expectations, the exhibition proved to be very popular and the contentious idea that displays of industrial products could be given the reverence normally devoted to art was on the whole accepted as a reasonable premise by the visiting public. The spare style, inspired by the smooth lines of modern ships and the functional leanness of aircraft, suited the display and endeared the new Museum of Modern Art to contemporary patrons.


Other exhibitions at MoMA, such as Herbert Bayer’s “Road to Victory”, drew on another strand of Bauhaus design practice: the “environment”, an all-encompassing experience that overwhelmed the senses of participants, and involved many creative disciplines to achieve a total effect. The exhibition, which took place during the World War II, was conceived literally as a single path, a road to victory on which visitors walked alongside inspirational images of life-size patriotic Americans contributing to the war effort. The story told by the images was intended to have maximum psychological and emotional impact. Symbolically, the path rose several feet over its length and ended with the moment of victory, portrayed by a mural of soldiers on which were superimposed photographs of mothers and fathers at home. Mary Anne Staniszewski, author of The Power of Display, which chronicles the MoMA exhibitions, remarked: “The message was one of a fated victory and a certain future; in other words, an idealist and determinist covenant with what had been and what will be was manifest in every nail, piece of wood, caption, and photograph in this installation design.” The success of “Road to Victory” also demonstrated how skilful photography, increasingly being used in advertising, could become a powerful emotional tool. Bayer, who would have been familiar with the exhibitions designed by the Constructivists in support of Soviet Communism and the Italian Futurist displays in support of Fascism, employed many of the techniques used for these, though for very different ends.
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Centre Georges Pompidou, Rogers and Piano, Paris, France, 1972–6. The Centre Georges Pompidou is a landmark in the display of modern art. The organization—vast uninterrupted floors with no internal columns or structural walls—has had a great impact on the type of displays that could be housed. The informal ground-floor exhibition space has more the atmosphere of a city square than a conventional museum.


Perhaps the most defining element of MoMA’s display legacy was also its simplest. Alfred Barr, the museum’s founding director, pioneered exhibitions of paintings hung at wide intervals, with a sizeable border of empty space around each exhibit. The common practice of “skying” paintings high on the walls, one above the other, was eliminated and a neutral wall colour was chosen, first a beige monk’s cloth and later white paint. Barr treated all displays the same, so a 1935 exhibition of Van Gogh’s paintings was given a roughly similar treatment to “Italian Masters” in 1940. His method precluded the use of period detail, colour or wall-hanging to communicate the context or period in which an artwork was produced. Visitors were encouraged to ignore the artist’s historical and social context and to consider the art separately as an autonomous object. This style, now evident everywhere, was innovative and encouraged viewers to look at art in a new way.


Interactive exhibitions


In the 1960s a new revolution in exhibition display was brought about by the growth of the “hands-on” exhibition, developed and adopted by institutions such as the Exploratorium in San Francisco. Dissatisfied with traditional methods of teaching science, these institutions introduced a fresh conception of learning, whereby children would actively engage with real science. They developed interactive exhibits that allowed visitors to learn directly from experience and have fun at the same time. The displays sought to engage a type of visitor now known to museum and educational specialists as “kinaesthetic learners”. These visitors, traditionally poorly served by museums, enjoy getting involved with something—“doing” rather than observing. Today, we have come to expect this type of exhibit in our museums, indicating the enormous impact interactive exhibits have had on the way display professionals think about museums and visitor experiences. “Doing” is now the standard approach to the teaching of science, and interactive exhibits continue to populate other areas of exhibition practice, enriched by other types of interactive experience—such as environmental and “find out more” interactives. Contemporary exhibitions, such as the Winston Churchill exhibition in London (see pages 94–95 and 114–15), owe much to these precedents.
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Exploratorium, San Francisco, California, USA, 1983. A heliostat on the roof tracks the sun’s movement and reflects the sunlight off a mirror down into the exhibit area. Bouncing off other mirrors, the light reaches a wall of prisms, which break into a spectrum of colours. The scribbles of colour shift with moving air currents.
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Exploratorium, San Francisco, California, USA, 1983. Artist Ned Kahn creates warm updrafts and circular air flows. This exhibit combines art and a powerful educational message for children learning about science.


Other experiments have sought to dispel the elitist nature of much exhibition practice. The glorious Centre Pompidou in Paris, designed by Italian architect Renzo Piano and British architect Richard Rogers, has, since its inception, attempted to create a less reverential atmosphere, more marketplace than art temple. The hi-tech building with its massive, tubular air ducts, exposed structure and bright colours is in many ways an antidote to the palatial, traditional galleries of the Louvre across town, and is in this sense an ideal venue for provocative, experimental installations that might appeal to younger audiences. Additionally, the Centre Pompidou’s huge, undivided floor planes and lack of columns or internal load-bearing walls gives the exhibition designer greater freedom to divide spaces according to the dictates of the display, rather than having to respond to the structure of the building.


Recent developments


Recent developments have brought about a realignment in the modes of delivering exhibitions in both the public and private sectors. Younger visitors have begun to pay less attention to traditional advertising and marketing, and increasingly inhabit a parallel digital community. To maintain their relevance to a new generation of potential customers, corporations and institutions are forced to seek out the virtual habitat in which these consumers reside. In turn, exhibitions have become more interactive and increasingly have a dialogue with this virtual world. The visitor will often browse a website before seeing an exhibition and will often consult that website afterwards. More importantly for corporations, the exhibition has become an opportunity to stage a live event that is announced online and portrayed online after it has taken place, allowing the corporation to stake out territory in the digital environment. This “take home” aspect of modern exhibitions has parallels with the traditional “giveaways” handed out to visitors and the themed trinkets from the museum shop. The important difference is that data capture at exhibitions allows institutions to draw the Internet traffic of their target audiences into their digital space, delivering the kind of marketing benefits that mere branded trinkets can no longer provide.


Interestingly, the live, physical experience of holding an event has not been replaced by virtual exhibitions, as was predicted when the Internet was born. The digital experience often leads to a physical visit and seems to encourage rather than discourage visitors. The advent of digital communities such as “Second Life” may change this situation in the future, but the evidence so far seems to suggest that the “real” exhibition is a robust feature of modern life and unlikely to be replaced very soon.
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Capture the Museum, National Museum of Scotland, Thought Den Ltd, 2013 This app encourages children to virtually “capture” museum objects as part of a team game organized by the museum.


For designers and exhibition managers, the developments described above have had a significant impact on the practice of staging exhibitions. Web, multimedia, graphics, sound and lighting designers are expected to work side by side, to deliver a single linked experience that operates with consistency from the first contact on the website to the after-show email. Curators are expected to blog continuously from the moment their exhibition ideas are conceived through the duration of the show. Visitors are expected to interact with the display, give feedback on its value and have their say on its every aspect. The “like it or leave it” attitude of past generations of designers and exhibition managers has been superseded by a less defensive and more flexible attitude towards feedback and comment.


Exhibitions continue to be an extremely efficient medium of communication and, in the words of one commentator, Tony Bennett, “speak to the eyes”. Anyone who wishes to gain a substantial understanding of a subject in a manageable time frame would be well advised to visit a wellcurated exhibition, where the information they seek is mapped out as a comprehensible three-dimensional journey. Within most major national museums and art galleries, what the visitor takes for granted is an enormous amount of care in the choice of the exhibits and, often, brilliant interpretations of a subject. Many exhibitions will also provide a fascinating sublayer of information for those who wish to delve below the surface. For tourists, visits to museums and galleries are a substantial element of their enjoyment of their stay, and a vital representation of the culture of the country they have travelled to explore. Beautifully lit and presented displays are a minimum requirement for international cultural consumers whose spending fuels the vibrant international tourist economy. The theoretical underpinning and exhibits for these are provided by an army of exhibition professionals, but it is the job of the exhibition designer to orchestrate an environment that connects with the visitor, and transform a collection of exhibits into an inspiring experience. Designers have developed great sophistication in their understanding of their audiences, and must think carefully about how to engage a segmented marketplace.


To an even greater extent, trade fairs afford an opportunity for visitors to gain an overview of an entire subject. Though car shows, for example, have largely become opportunities for branded entertainment, a single event can bring together all the most important players in the car market and allow visitors the luxury of watching the great brands jostle for their attention. For business customers, trade fairs provide a rare opportunity to rub shoulders with their most important contacts in a time-efficient manner, to forge business relationships and to take a snapshot of the most advanced developments in their field. For exhibitors, these fairs are essential to creating a conversation with their customers through the medium of a designed experience. Small wonder that they often spend large sums on the design and construction of their trade stands, with each exhibitor vying to outperform their neighbours. The skill of the exhibition designer may, in the past, have been overlooked by the world of design as well as by many clients. Major contemporary exhibitors, however, need no persuading of the value of exhibition design and designers, and invest heavily in the design of their “customer experiences”.


The role of the exhibition designer


Although there are a number of university-level specialist courses in exhibition design, they produce only a fraction of the professionals who are currently practising. There is plenty of evidence to suggest that graduates trained in other design disciplines or art can transfer their skills to exhibition design, though some grounding in its basic principles is always recommended. In many instances, practitioners may work across a range of contexts; for example, in retail or office design or, in the case of graphic designers, in print or digitally based media. In larger exhibition design practices, working across disciplines is more rare as these companies tend to create specialist exhibition teams.
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