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Preface 

When RotoVis ion approached the Society 

for E nvi ron menta l  Graph ic  Design (SEGD) 

with the idea a bout a book defi n i n g  

exh i bit ion design,  it opened up a n u mber 

of d ebates a n d  d iscussions ins ide the 

organ ization a bout the nature of exhibit ion 

desig n .  Ove r the past few yea rs, SEGD has 

been focus ing on defi n i n g  exhibit ion des ign 

as a m e rg e r  of com m u n i cation a n d  

environments. Defi n i n g  i t  i n  t h i s  way 

opened the door to contr ibutions by 

des igners that at one t ime may have been 

cal led a rch itects, cu rators, i n dustr ia l  

des ign e rs, o r  h istoria n s, but by their  design 

v is ion a n d  ab i l ity to col l aborate a re creat ing 

a d isti nctly u n ique f ie ld .  Th is  defi n it ion 

brought u p  a n u mber  of d ebates and 

requ i red ca refu l tread i n g  among a va r iety 

of exi sti n g  and e ntrenched f ie lds .  There a re 

seve ra l  org a n izat ions that a l ready exist that 

specia l ize i n  m useum exh i b it ions, trade 

shows, and he r itage parks. Our premise 

that exh ibit ion design has a process that 

i s  cons istent a cross a l l  these a reas wou l d  

requ ire careful  a n d  consistent ana lys is .  

Th is  book shou ld  be judged as m uch by 

what is exc l uded as what is inc luded. 

Th is  book is  n ot meant to be the last 

word on exhi bit ion des i g n ,  but to se rve as 

a c lear  statement a bout the nature of what 

the a uthors a n d  S EGD consider to be the 

d i rection exh i b it ion des ign is  d eveloping i n .  

T h e  focus is on co l laboration ;  t h e  ba lanc ing 

of s pa ce, object, a n d  i nformation;  the subt le 

i ntegrat ion of tech nology; a n d  the role of 

the a u d ie nce. Al l  of these trends have made 

exh ib it ion design the c utti n g  edge f ie ld i t  is  

evo lv ing i nto. 
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The chapters of th is book explore the 

i nf in ite va ri ety of des ign f i rms that deve lop 

exh i bit ions, from industr ia l  des ig ners to 

inter ior des igners to theatrica l des igners .  

Al l  of the p rofessiona l  d isc ip l i nes a re 

d i fferent, but many of the s k i l l s  a n d  des ign 

p rocesses requ i red to p roduce the 

exh i b it ions a re s i m i l a r. They a l l  requ i re 

s i m u ltaneous engagement i n  both two­

d i mens iona l  a nd t h ree-d i mensiona l  des ign 

t h i n king,  a nd must master the craft of 

storyte l l i ng  i n  the envi ron ment .  

F ina l ly, th is  book is dedicated to 

i l l ustrat ing the mastery of des ign craft 

in a reas ra ng ing from museums to trade 

shows in ve nues a round the world. In a 

world envis ioned i n  th is  way, des ig ners w i l l  

b e  known less b y  what t h e i r  d isc ip l i n e  is  

than by their  v is ion a nd a b i l ity to col laborate 

in vast and com plex ways, c reat ing 

enjoyab le  a n d  educat ional  environments. 

Jonathan Alger  

Board Preside nt, SEGD 
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Below: Venn diagram 
This diagram defines the 
blending of communication 
design and environmental 
design to create a fusion: 
environments that 
communicate. Exhibition 
design, environmental design, 
public art, and technology 
design all fall into this camp. 

Right: Hollywood 

Shadow Project 

Designed by Cameron 
McNall. Nothing shows 
the blending of the barriers 
between storytelling, 
environmental design, 
exhibition design, and public 
art better than the Hollywood 
Shadow Project. The intention 
is to evoke memory, as it is 
constituted via photographs 
and movies, and present this 
memory on the site of its 
invention: Hollywood. All of 
the project sites incorporate 
buildings and businesses 
involved in making movies. 
It is also significant that the 
sculpture silhouettes were 
captured via optical means 
and then reprojected via the 
sun, which offers both light 
and motion. The installation 
leaves it to the audience to 
interpret the story. Is it a 
narrative of the past, a 
commentary on the present, 
an attempt t.o establish an 
identity for the future, or just 
a way of establishing a 
wonderful sense of space 
and place? 
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Retail department stores 

Ea rly department stores, part icu la rly in la rge 

cities, were not only pu rveyors of goods, but 

were a lso responsib le for m ajor advances in 

d isplay a nd design com m u nication. Often, 

items were displayed in thematic exh i bitions 

without the d i rect intention of be ing sold, 

but rather  to se l l  the store's ove ra l l  b rand­

its power, reach, a nd soph istication, a nd of 

course to induce people to com e  a nd see 

the spectacle in t h e  gra nd ha l ls  of the store. 

These exhibit ions sought to d isplay culture 

and e l evate the store's b rand in t h e  eyes of 

consumers, t h rough offe ring a k ind of free, 

socia l  entertainment. 

Left: The Unisphere 
Designed by Gilmore D. 
Clarke. The Unisphere was 
constructed as an attraction 
for the 1 964/1965 New York 
World's Fair. 

Below: Wanamaker's 
Grand Court 
Department stores such as 
Wanamaker's were pioneers 
in retail display design. 

A brief history of exhibition design 17 
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Left: Target display 
Designed by Random 
Productions. Target is known 
as a company that utilizes 
design in products to attain a 
competitive advantage in the 
discount store market. Often 
criticized for environments 
that do not match the quality 
of its products, this display 
is an attempt to use 
environmental design at a 
mass· market level. 

Below: Clerc trade 
show booth, Basel 
Designed by Pentagram. 
This design typifies the quality 
of materials used in high-end 
trade show exhibitions, 
especially for specialty 
product manufacturers such 
as Clerc. The movement 
toward using higher quality 
materials has been spurred by 
intense competition. 



Immersion 

The g u ided tour is one of the oldest 

i nte rpretive devices in exhibitions, bri ng ing 

an u np recedented l eve l of  interaction. The 

use of h um an g u i des to te l l  compe l l i n g  

stories wi l l  never b e  tru ly replaced, b u t  the 

use of kiosks, personal d ig ital assistants, 

and t h e  i nternet has enriched the 

storytel l i n g  experie nce . A new deve lopment 

is that audience reactions and add itional 

stories can be archived and used to expand 

the experience, whi l e  add i n g  add itional 

i mage ry and depth. In this environment, the 

l ive tou r g u id e  can become a channel ,  taki n g  

the rich archive o f  experience a n d  add i n g  

the i r own personal spi n .  

What conclusions can we draw from 

these histories? The most important is that, 

with al l the changes in technology over the 
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centu ries, the way people perceive and e njoy 

space has remai ned remarkably si m i lar. The 

desire to be su rrou nded by a story in a publ ic 

space, to be told stories dynamical ly, and to 

have an interactive experience blended with 

real e nvironments wil l  forever dr ive design 

decisions. This means that no matter how far 

technology progresses, tried and true methods 

wi l l  sti l l  be used. The power of the human 

voice, the e lectricity of being su rrou nded by 

an aud ience, and the excitement of usi ng 

l ight for movement wi l l  always have their 

places among the d ig ital devices and 

holographic images. 

The Washington­
Rochambeau 
Revolutionary Route 
Designed by Talisman 
Interactive. This heritage trail 
extends from New York to 
Virginia to commemorate and 
interpret the route taken by 
George Washington's troops 
to attack the British army at 
Yorktown. The interactive 
kiosks, maps, and cell phone 
information systems interpret 
an historic environment that is 
invisible to the eye in most 
cases, using technology to 
interpret place, instead of 
graphics and stage sets. The 
project looks to a future 
where technology can help 
interpret and archive multiple 
levels of meaning in one 
place. Hundreds or thousands 
of possible interpretations 
can occur in this environment. 



CoReFab, traveling 
exhibition (top two images) 
and Nubi-Verdopolis, 
Steel Case Building 
(bottom two images) 
Designed by Ammar Eloueini 
Digit-all Studio. The exhibition 
design work of Ammar Eloueini 
straddles the line between 
interpretation and art through 
a strong use of sculpture and 
materials. Display elements 
float in space in high tension, 
demanding to be read along 
with the information in 
the display. 

But is it art? 35 



Experience design and themed environments 

A concept and design p rocess cal led 

"experience design"  has long been a 

buzzword i n  the exhibition and e nvi ronment 

desi g n  f ie lds. Experience design has been 

used to explain everythi n g  from a process of 

d eve lop i n g  products and services arou nd 

customer behaviors, to developing u n ique 

educational models .  Is expe rience design 

real ly u n ique though, or is it a design process 

that has evolved as a more advanced 

version of traditional storyte l l ing that has 

existed for hu ndreds of years? 

Are themed environments 

experience design? 

Experience desi g n  in e nvi ronments has 

often been described as incorporat ing 

passive storytel l i n g ,  nonl i near educational 

exper iences, and interactive engagement 

with visitors. These concepts though have 

been around for the past 150 years and are 

in fact the ce ntral tenants of themed 

e nvironments. World's Fairs start ing in the 

mid-1800s, and amusement parks in the 

twentieth century used performance, detai l ,  

immersive e nvironments, and public space to 

create memorable educational experiences. 

The ski l l  and craft i nvolved in creat ing these 

environments have become institutionalized 

in certain desig n regions, such as southern 

Cal ifornia with its large n umber of movie 

studios and theme parks, and Stockholm 

and Copenhagen with their  concentration 

of toy and furn iture man ufacturers. 
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Why is experience design different? 

Experience design is d iffe rent from 

develop ing themed e nvironments in a 

number of fundamental ways. This does 

not mean that experience d esig n  does not 

incorporate many of the val u es of themi n g .  

Experience design takes the concept of 

themed storytel l i n g  deeper, whi l e  

question ing the nature of how envi ronments 

commu n icate in a n umber of ways, which 

we wi l l  now examine .  

Utilizing nontraditional models 

Themed environments have fundamental ly 

been a craft developed by d esigners using 

fami l iar models for e nvi ronmental 

storyte l l i ng  that have evolved over time. 

IDEO's Fred D ust d efines a key tenant of 

experience design as looking outside of 

trad itional project types, tu rn ing a trade 

show d isplay i nto a museum space, or 

looking at a retail d isplay l i ke a c lassroom. 

Designing for behaviors 

Demographics are considered a primary tool 

for the development of design concepts for 

audie nces. Increasingly however, l i fe states 

are not in l i n e  with age states and shared 

attitudes across generations suggest new 

ways to desi g n .  By look ing at behaviors as a 

key to design ing experie nces, e nvironments 

cut through demographic barriers. 



US Pavilion, 2005 
World Expo, Japan 
Designed by BRC 
Imagination Arts. World's 
Fairs were the fi�st themed 
environments, enclosing and 
encapsulating an experience 
under one roof. In this pavilion, 
visitors were immersed in 
a storyline and experience 
focusing on the life and 
work of Benjamin Franklin. 
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ONS (The Offshore 

Northern Seas 

Foundation) exhibition 

Designed by Ammar Eloueini 
Digit-all Studio and Fasett. 

This design reflects the 
Norwegian landscape, with 
offshore petroleum and gas 
installations, the sea, and 
mountain ranges. The project 

brings advances in experience 
design to the forefront by 
using abstract sculptural 
imagery to reflect landscape 
and climate. 

Experience design and themed environments 39 
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_�I I 
man nervous system evolved in an 

env"orlment v,helre seeing change - the slightest 
in the surrounding environment - could 

between life and death. So it 
nUl '"'p""m9 that our most developed cultural r?fl'. 

of the visual. But we didn't stop L.'l! 
much of life occurs outside the range of e 

light. Through scientific tools and methods IIl1I 
reached far beyond this narrow slice of the I!tiI jel''''tr'om,agnetic spectrum to colonize its full range, 
i waves and infrared to x-rays, gamma l 

cosmic rays. Now, existence in all its 
Igl(lnous t:tllTlplexIlY, from the dynamic division of I vastness and vibrancy of the entire 

universe, has been rendered accessible to • I I • capacity. Meanwhile, the democratization 
means for making and sharing images in the 

re�lm continues to explode exponentially. I I • approaches zero and access to Image 
and dissemination becomes universal, • I begin to emerge. Our insatiable 

knows no bounds. 



The Museum of the 
American Indian 
Designed by Douglas 
Cardinal Architects, GBQC 
Architects, and Johnpaul 
Jones. The role of some 
museum buildings is to house 
multiple exhibitions by many 
different design firms. This 
does not mean though that 
the building should be 
designed outside the realm of 
the story. In the case of this 
large museum, the early 
stakeholder process defined 
a number of themes that 
would be reflected in both 
the exhibitions, the building, 
and the grounds. 

Designing from the ground up and the inside out 43 



Art museum architecture 
The architecture of an art 
museum can often dominate 
the organization of its 
exhibitions, by mandating 
a specific circulation and 
organization of display 
spaces. The challenge for 
the exhibition designer is not 
only to work within the special 
confines, but also to turn 
them to their advantage. 
Below: Guggenheim New 
York, designed by Frank 
Lloyd Wright 
Right: Guggenheim Bilbao, 
designed by Frank Gehry 
and Associates 
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On the storyte l l i ng  s ide,  it m u st be noted 

that one can n eve r be compl etely s u re how 

an exhib it ion w i l l  be conf igu red in each a n d  

eve ry space i n  wh i ch i t  is i n sta l l e d .  For th is  

reason it is i ncu m b e nt upon the des igner  to 

devise a f lex ib le layout that can adapt to 

each ve n u e .  L inear  narratives with a spat ia l  

seq u e n ce of a strong beg i n n i n g ,  m idd le ,  a n d  

end c a n  b e  d iff icu l t  t o  depl oy i n  some 

p laces Th ematic,  o r  even ra ndom 

organ izat ions,  might be more adapta b l e .  

Another cha racte r istic associated with 

trave l i n g  exh i b it ions can come as a nasty 

s u rpr ise they a re usua l l y  m u ch more 

expe ns ive I Even a s i m p l e  show composed 

of demountab le graph ic  pane ls  m u st bea r 

the added cost of specia l i zed mate ri a l s  a n d  

h a rdware, pack i n g  crates , tra n sportat io n ,  

i n s urance,  etc . Just conti n u e  t o  m u lt i ply 

those costs as the scope and com plexity of 

a project i ncrea ses-speci a l  h a n d l i n g  for 

obj ects and e l ectro n i c  equ ipment ;  complex 

i nsta l lat ion processes; specia l ized structu ra l 

and powe r syste m s ;  trave l i n g  wo rk crews 

who a re tra i n e d  to i n sta l l ,  break down, and 

m a i n ta i n  exh ib i ts ;  d u p l icates for  i tems that 

could brea k on the roa d ;  and added 

protect ion for al i  of it .  

Today the s u bjects for trave l i n g  

exh i b it ions a re as broad a n d  va r ied as a re 

the stories out there to be tol d .  M useums 

and oth e r  organ izat ions have eve n reached 

out  to a wider a u d ience by creat ing 

" m ovea b le  m u se u m s " i n  va n s  a n d  trucks, 

and the trend is  only gett i n g  stronger. 

Traveling exhibitions 1 03 



Telling a story 

As the wo rk p resented i n  th is  book shows, 

exh i bit ion des ign spans a wide ra nge of 

d isci p l i n es,  but a l l  exhib it ions have one 

i m portant t h i n g  i n  com mon;  t hey a l l  te l l  a 

story Storyte l l i n g  is the centra l  craft of the 

exh i b it ion des igner, who creates a story 

f ro m  fo u r  e l e ments:  a na rrative, a na rrator, 

a path,  a n d  a context. 

Na rrative 

When pla n n i ng an exhib it ion,  most 

i n st itut ions beg i n  by dete r m i n i n g  the 

m essage that they wis h  to convey to the i r 

a u d ience .  H owever, by itse lf, th is  is not a 

story. The message o n ly becomes a story 

when it is  g iven a na rrative t h read with a 

c lear  beg i n n i n g ,  m idd le ,  a n d  e n d .  

Na rrator 

A na rrator is needed to dr ive the story 

forwa rd .  The na rrator can be created us ing  

a ny n u m be r  of  med iums,  s uch as text, 

graph ics,  or tech nol ogy. M ost exh i bit ions 

em p loy m u lt ip le na rrative med i u m s .  

Path 

The path is what g ives the story its 

structu re, tra n sfo rm i n g  the na rrative i nto 

a th ree-d i m e n s iona l space, wh ich br ings 

the story to l ife for  each vis itor. J u st as in  

a rch itectura l  a n d  i nter ior design d isc ip l i nes,  

the space m ust be org a n ized i nto a 

sequence that relates to the story and the 

v is ito rs who wi l l  experience the exhibit ion . 

This sequence of expe r iences can be 

a rra n g ed a round a t ime l i ne ,  theme, or 

h i e ra rchy; a ny structu re that has a 

cons istent log i c .  Exh ib it ions provide th is  

sequence of experiences in  segments, 
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bu i l d i ng up the whole story, but n ever 

a l lowi ng the v is itor to see the ent i re 

structure at once.  Revea l ing  the story step­

by-step or through a series of possi b l e  steps 

is  a key factor i n  engag i n g  the vis itor. 

Context 

Ofte n the most neglected pa rt of 

storyte l l i n g  i n  exhib it ion des ign is the 

exte rna l  co ntext. An ex h i b it ion does not 

sta nd in a void, it is  i nteg rated i nto a b u i l d i n g  

or la n dsca pe.  H ow the v is itor a pproaches 

and engages with the exhi bit ion is as 

i m portant as the exh ib it ion itself.  The 

vis itor's i ntrod uct ion to the exh i bit ion is  n ot 

a pa rt of the story, but is cruc ia l  to p re pa r ing 

the visitor for  the expe r ience.  

Tel l ing a story correctly 

The pr imary role of a n  exhi bit ion desi g n e r  

is  t o  t e l l  a story, b u t  t h e  obl igat ion o f  a 

good exhi bit ion des igner is to use space, 

tech no logy, d is plays, and mate r ia ls  

effectively i n  service of that story. The 

fol l owing chapters focus ing on the process 

and deta i ls  beh ind  exhi bit ion d evelopment 

may seem d a u nt ing ,  but the des igner  is  

not a l one they have the s upport of m u lt ip le 

specia l ists t h roughout the process . 
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