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Preface

� Issues

When RotoVision approached the Society 
for Environmental Graphic Design (SEGD) 
with the idea about a book defining 
exhibition design, it opened up a number  
of debates and discussions inside the 
organization about the nature of exhibition 
design. Over the past few years, SEGD has 
been focusing on defining exhibition design 
as a merger of communication and 
environments. Defining it in this way 
opened the door to contributions by 
designers that at one time may have been 
called architects, curators, industrial 
designers, or historians, but by their design 
vision and ability to collaborate are creating 
a distinctly unique field. This definition 
brought up a number of debates and 
required careful treading among a variety  
of existing and entrenched fields. There are 
several organizations that already exist that 
specialize in museum exhibitions, trade 
shows, and heritage parks. Our premise  
that exhibition design has a process that  
is consistent across all these areas would 
require careful and consistent analysis.  
This book should be judged as much by 
what is excluded as what is included.

This book is not meant to be the last 
word on exhibition design, but to serve as  
a clear statement about the nature of what 
the authors and SEGD consider to be the 
direction exhibition design is developing in. 
The focus is on collaboration; the balancing 
of space, object, and information; the subtle 
integration of technology; and the role of  
the audience. All of these trends have made 
exhibition design the cutting edge field it is 
evolving into. 

The chapters of this book explore the  
infinite variety of design firms that develop 
exhibitions, from industrial designers to 
interior designers to theatrical designers.  
All of the professional disciplines are 
different, but many of the skills and design 
processes required to produce the 
exhibitions are similar. They all require 
simultaneous engagement in both two-
dimensional and three-dimensional design 
thinking, and must master the craft of 
storytelling in the environment.   

Finally, this book is dedicated to 
illustrating the mastery of design craft  
in areas ranging from museums to trade 
shows in venues around the world. In a 
world envisioned in this way, designers will 
be known less by what their discipline is 
than by their vision and ability to collaborate 
in vast and complex ways, creating 
enjoyable and educational environments.

Jonathan Alger
Board President, SEGD

Leslie Gallery Dilworth
Executive Director, SEGD



What is exhibition design?

A tremendous amount of research has gone 
into uncovering exactly when humans first 
began to communicate and how that evolved 
into the myriad forms of communication we 
use today. One thing that is clear is that 
somewhere along the line—perhaps quite 
early on—people started using objects and 
the environment around them as tools in 
satisfying their instinctual impulse to expose, 
enlighten, celebrate, revere, sell, and 
interpret aspects of their experience. These 
“environments that communicate” can be 
seen as the precursors of a typology of 
human experience, as well as an increasingly 
recognized—if not well-defined—area of 
creative practice: exhibition design.

This book is organized around the 
recognition that there presently exists a 
broad and varied range of projects that 
constitute the realm of “exhibition,” and 
that, for our discussion, the qualities they 
share are more important than the many 
ways in which they differ. Further, it must 
be noted that while we are at a point in our 
history where numerous professional and 
trade organizations, as well as institutions of 
higher education, are catering to and 
offering academic degrees in the field of 
exhibition design, the fact is that we would 
be hard pressed to call it a profession. It 
might be more accurate to characterize 
exhibition design as an integrative process, 
bringing together in varying degrees 
architecture, interior design, environmental 
graphic design, print graphics, electronics 
and digital media, lighting, audio, mechanical 
interactives, and other design disciplines. 
Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to deny 
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its distinct identity or its impact. Much 
attention has been given to the power that 
environments have for imparting and 
interpreting information, involving audiences, 
and influencing understanding. And while 
we cast a large net over a wide range of 
projects in capturing this field of practice,  
it is what they have in common that defines 
them as a group. 

From museum exhibitions, retail spaces, 
and trade shows to themed entertainments, 
information kiosks, visitor centers, World’s 
Fairs, and expositions, exhibition design 
involves itself in creating experiences in real 
time, utilizing space, movement, and memory 
to facilitate multilayered communication. In 
whatever type of venue or situation their 
skills are engaged, exhibition designers work 
in multidisciplinary teams with their clients 
to help them tell their stories to their 
desired audience. They physically shape the 
experience, often acting in the role of 
composer, orchestrator, choreographer, and 
conductor, to ensure that the intended 
messages are delivered in the most 
compelling and meaningful way. They 
harness the powerful interpretive potential 
of space to deliver narratives to human 
beings, who are “hardwired” to receive 
messages through this medium. Melding 
communication design and the built 
environment, exhibition design creates 
environments that communicate.

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 to establish an 
identity for the future, or just  
a way of establishing a 
wonderful sense of space  
and place?

Communication  
Design

The Built  
Environment

Communication  
Environments
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Left: A Sign of Democracy, 
National Center for the 
Preservation of Democracy 
Designed by C&G Partners. 
This flap sign displays 
inspirational quotes, poems, 
questions, and statements 
about democracy. Unlike 
normal flap signs, this one has 
no labels or markings on it 
other than the letters that 
appear when the flaps move. 
When it is blank, it is mute. 
The spirit of democracy 
comes alive in this piece, 
which changes every so often 
to a new quote or poem line 
by line, letter by letter, in a 
noisy cascade that can be 
heard throughout the lobby.

Figurine Empties,  
URART Gallery
Designed by Burkhardt 
Leitner constructiv, Akın  
Nalça Tanıtım ve Tasarım 
Hizmetleri Limited, and 
Sabine Mescher-Leitner.  
This exhibition at the URART 
Gallery in Istanbul uses the 
configuration of objects  
in space to tell a story.

Immersive exhibitions
These exhibitions are 
completely immersive 
environments, capturing a 
literal look and feel of a place, 
and deepening the experience 
with multiple interpretive areas. 
Below right: The Rock Island 
Line: Building a Railroad, 
Building a Dream, The 
Putman Museum. Designed 
by Project Arts & Ideas. 
Below left: Capture of the 
U505, Chicago Museum of 
Science and Industry. 
Designed by Christopher 
Chadbourne & Associates 
with the Chicago Museum  
of Science and Industry and 
Edwards Technologies.



A brief history of exhibition design

There are two caveats one must accept 
when attempting to trace the history  
of exhibition design. The first is that, as  
with many phenomena, not to mention 
disciplines, pinpointing their beginnings  
in time or place is often quite difficult. 
Springing as they do from innate human 
urges and responses to external factors, 
they often present themselves in various 
cultures simultaneously and manifest 
themselves and develop at different rates. 
The second consideration lies in the fact 
that defining them can be tricky. They 
continue to evolve; they are slippery and 
hard to catch. In the case of exhibition 
design, we speak of a mode of 
communication that has meant different 
things at different times, continues to 
change and expand, and, in fact, is not even 
recognized universally as a discipline at all.

In scanning the history of exhibition 
design, it is nonetheless possible to note a 
few large-scale trends. For instance, that 
exhibitions have moved toward increased 
democratization. Once the exclusive 
province of the rich, the powerful, and the 
elitely educated, both access to and 
participation in the development of 
exhibitions has gradually come to include 
people at all levels of society. Another 
fascinating evolution has been the extreme 
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Francesco Calzolari’s, 
Museum Calceolarium
Cabinets of curiosities  
were designed to display 
collections belonging to 
individuals. Francesco 
Calzolari’s cabinet exhibited 
his natural history collection.  

broadening of the exhibition design 
vocabulary. From its beginnings in the static 
display of objects, we have seen forays into 
increased interpretation and didactic 
explanation, all forms of physical and 
electronic interactivity, multimedia 
presentations, architecture, theater, dance, 
performance art, and environmental 
graphics. And it is not by accident that we 
choose this point in time to assess and 
reflect upon the roots of exhibition design, 
for it has recently come fully into its own as 
a factor to be dealt with in the worlds of art, 
design, and communication. The public, as 
well as reviewers and commentators have 
begun to take notice of the important role 
that design plays in the character and 
success of visitor experiences of all kinds. 
Universities have responded by offering 
programs and degrees in exhibition design; 
professional and lay publications critique the 
quality of design; museums, retailers, trade 
organizations, and other public venues rely 
on exhibit and display design to further their 
aims and achieve their goals.

Cabinets of curiosities
Cabinets of curiosities emerged during the 
seventeenth century as people began to 
privately display and classify objects from  
all areas of the world that were considered 
to be exotic. Some of these exhibits were 
thought to represent models of the world,  
in that they contained as many specimens 
as possible. They were often organized and 
displayed in very unusual ways. Frequently 
composed as fully immersive environments, 
with objects seemingly arranged more for 
aesthetic effect than scientific explication, 
items were grouped together simply 
because of their color, or because they were 
all birds or flowers, or all the 
same shape. Some may call it 
an irrational organization but it 
was one that was based on a 
kind of primitive taxonomy. 
While taxonomy in the 
scientific realm was more 
concerned with classifying 
objects according to type or 
genre, species or origin, these 
miniature spectacles might 
appear to be specifically 
designed to create an 
astonishing presentation  
of grotesque oddities.



so that each piece was seen as a  
great work of art or of great significance, 
reflecting the power and wealth of the 
Church. In large part, this was achieved 
through design, with niches, color, and 
architectural ornamentation lending the 
works tremendous impact as well as a  
sense of place and importance. It was an 
early example of “design as interpretation” 
being harnessed to contextualize and 
enhance the display of objects.  
The design was meant to 
interpret, celebrate, reveal, 
and enlighten. 

The Capitoline Museum
The Capitoline Museum in 
Rome was built around 1734 
and features artworks in a 
type of domestic setting. 
Arranged in the center of  
the room as well as the 
perimeter, these displays  
are less self-conscious than 
earlier attempts at similar 
presentations. The display of 
artifacts is somewhat random 
and haphazard, giving space 
to each object by putting 
them on pedestals, but 
certainly not interpreting 
them in any contextual  
or symbolic way. 
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Palaces
While many royal palaces and historic 
houses have become publicly visited 
artifacts themselves, they have also 
frequently been converted into museums 
and art galleries. The Louvre Museum in 
Paris was originally built in the late twelfth 
century as a fortress, was then transformed 
into a palace for Charles V, and has been 
updated several times since. Early versions 
of the Louvre were akin to large 
warehouses, cramming as much into the 
space as possible. Even now, paintings in the 
larger, taller halls are stacked three high on 
top of each other. A recent renovation of the 
Louvre was mandated to, among other 
things, help reorganize reflection in a way 
that would make some historic and linear 
sense. The Hermitage in St. Petersburg, was 
built as the winter palace of Peter the Great 
in the early eighteenth century. With 1,050 
rooms, it is now among the largest art 
museums in the world and can take weeks 
to appreciate in even a cursory way.

Church museums 
For centuries, the Catholic Church had  
been collecting and bringing back to Rome 
artifacts, paintings, sculpture, mosaics, and 
religious icons from around the world. All 
around the city, storehouses filled with 
these objects were bursting at the seams. 
In the late eighteenth century the Church 
campaigned to create what is now known 
as The Vatican Museums. The Museums 
were designed in scale and purpose for 
specific types of display. There was an 
obvious interest in showing off objects in 
ways that elevated their level of grandeur  

The Louvre Museum
The Louvre has been 
reorganized several times, 
most recently by IM Pei with 
Donovan and Green.

The Capitoline Museum
Objects in this museum are 
placed on pedestals and 
arranged in a haphazard way.
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Charles Wilson Peale
Peale is credited with opening one of the 
first public museums in the US in 1786, 
which he called The Museum of Rational 
Entertainment. A model for the Smithsonian 
Institution in Washington, DC, his museum 
was to be the “nation’s closet” or repository 
of all things worth saving and studying. Peale 
was among the first to take the collection 
out of the governmental, church, or royal 
gallery and present the museum as a place 
for collecting, preserving, and displaying 
culture. Whereas museums began as private 
venues for organizations and individuals 

Retail department stores
Early department stores, particularly in large 
cities, were not only purveyors of goods, but 
were also responsible for major advances in 
display and design communication. Often, 
items were displayed in thematic exhibitions 
without the direct intention of being sold, 
but rather to sell the store’s overall brand—
its power, reach, and sophistication, and of 
course to induce people to come and see 
the spectacle in the grand halls of the store. 
These exhibitions sought to display culture 
and elevate the store’s brand in the eyes of 
consumers, through offering a kind of free, 
social entertainment. 

Self-portrait of Charles  
Wilson Peale
This painting shows Peale pulling 
back the curtain to open up history 
and culture to a wider audience.

Left: The Unisphere
Designed by Gilmore D. 
Clarke. The Unisphere was 
constructed as an attraction 
for the 1964/1965 New York 
World’s Fair.

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

who had the means to collect objects and 
display them, in a quite literal sense, Peale 
pulled back the curtain, exposing culture’s 
history and treasures and inviting us all in.

Expositions
The exposition was an early stepping stone 
toward public museums and the idea of 
display for everyone. Beginning in the 
nineteenth century, these colossal events 
were similar to the cabinets of curiosities in 
that they consisted of found objects from 
exotic places. They differed, though, in how 
they also explicitly celebrated broader themes 
like faith, technology, and, above all, the 
driving force, spellbinding variety, and jaw-
dropping spectacle of human progress. 
Objects were displayed on a huge scale, 
exoticism and familiarity vied for attention, 
and for the first time it was all accessible to 
the emerging middle and working classes. 
At the Paris World’s Fair in 1900, large 
pavilions were purpose-built for specific 
exhibitions, though there was still the 
compulsion to present absolutely everything 
you could get your hands on that was 
deemed of importance without a thematic 
storyline orientation. Later, World’s Fairs 
began to feature government and industry-
sponsored pavilions, which were designed 
to deliver stories and iconography, not just 
for the display of precious objects. In this 
way, World’s Fairs were precursors to 
themed entertainment parks and museums 
of science and industry.
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equally enlightening and fulfilling 
experiences and opportunities for all. This 
includes recognizing that Braille, adequate 
lighting, type size, and color contrast 
constitute good graphic design. It means 
providing closed-captioning and infrared 
hearing assistance with audio. Explanatory 
signage should be “layered” in such a way 
that visitors with varied levels of reading 
ability, as well as different levels of interest 
and familiarity with the subject, are all 
stimulated and informed. There can be no 
place which is off limits to wheelchair users 
or those with walkers or canes. But much 
more than following these and other simple 
and absolutely necessary guidelines, we 

Who do we design for?

It is impossible to communicate effectively if 
you don’t who you’re talking to. Your listener’s 
personal history, cultural background, gender, 
age, abilities, and learning style have a 
tremendous impact on how the information 
you wish to share is received, processed, 
and understood. For this reason, when we 
set out to interpret a story through design, 
we start with defining our audience. 

More than ever, exhibition environments 
are conceived of and utilized as places of 
intense social interaction. In fact, this group 
dynamic is one of the features that makes 
museums and other venues unique. 
Increasingly, mixed visitor groups are the 
norm. It is important to work with a client to 
determine the types of visitors they already 
attract, as well as those they want to bring 
in, if they are to reach them successfully 
through their exhibition. Do they tend to have 
older, more educated visitors? School groups? 
Families with children? Retired tourists? Do 
visitors come with significant foreknowledge 
of the subject, or will they consider the 
information alien and esoteric? Without a 
clear sense of some of these parameters, 
we might just as well be talking to the wall. 

A little knowledge of your audience can 
go a long way. And the characteristics we 
seek to recognize will affect both cognitive 
and physical design. While older people with 
failing eyesight might appreciate brighter 
lighting and larger type on labels, teenagers 
conditioned to a life of video games and 
other interactive media will probably 
respond more favorably to environments  
full of visual and audio stimulation. Toddlers 
take in information tactilely, have short 
attention spans, and can be put off by 

spaces that are dark and dramatically lit. 
And, sadly, not only do most interpretive 
signs and labels go unread, but aiming the 
reading level too high is a sure recipe for 
confusion, even in exhibitions designed for 
educated visitors. 

Though it is difficult to accommodate,  
let alone please every type of individual, 
designers can at least consider the visitor 
profile and plan for traffic flow and modes  
of presentation accordingly. If the exhibition 
is one in which a family may wish to stick 
together, then content and interpretive 
techniques should be intermixed so that 
each age group will be engaged 
simultaneously within any given area.  
After all, if toddlers are bored and impatient, 
parents won’t have the opportunity to 
absorb information at their own pace. Older 
children might fly by the text panels in 
search of greater stimulation, while their 
parents may rush through seeking a quiet 
place to sit where they are not assaulted by 
cacophony. Wouldn’t it make sense to strive 
to create environments which not only 
address visitors’ individual needs, but also 
offer them attractive opportunities to engage 
with the information together?

Finally, we must stress the absolute 
imperative that designers employ “universal 
design” in all their projects. Gone are the 
dark days when public venues could only  
be enjoyed by people with certain abilities. 
The concept of designing for “the 
handicapped” or “disabled” should also be 
relegated to the dust heap of history. People 
learn and interact in a myriad of ways suited 
to their physical and cognitive abilities. 
Universal design calls for us to provide 

Remember the Children: 
Daniel’s Story, United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum
Designed by Darcy Fohrman. This 
exhibition appeals to adults and 
children alike by immersing the visitor 
in a recreation of a specific experience, 
using multiple layers of information.

must as designers think broadly and deeply 
about who our visitors are and how we can 
create fully engaging environments which 
communicate with them on multiple levels, 
and as richly as possible.
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