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The aim of this book is to provide a 
better understanding of the complexity 
of exhibition design, by exploring the 
role of the exhibition designer as a
creative practitioner serving a 
multi-billion dollar global industry.

Symbiotic and experimental in nature,
exhibition design overlaps a wide 
range of design subjects in order to
communicate clearly. In terms of 
spatial intervention, interior design 
is its closest relative. Exhibition design 
is often a reflection or, indeed, driver 
of contemporary fashion and style. 
It is familiar with interior and 
furniture scale and is concerned with
space, form and surface. However, 
unlike interior design, exhibitions can,
when required, stand independently 
from architecture and see spatial
relationships predominantly in terms 
of the opportunities they provide for
communication and display. 

Using imagery, case studies, 
and practical advice, this book will lead
the reader to a better understanding of 
the skills and methods required for
designing the narrative and an ability 
to apply them to their own work. 

Exhibition designers need to be curious 
about everything, not least the idea of
theming, which is often seen as the
interpretive ‘hook’ on which to hang 
a story. The theatrical opportunities
borrowed from multimedia, sound,
lighting design and a range of other
exhibition technologies, create
interesting opportunities for storytelling
through performance. 

The combination of image and text
through large-scale graphic design
remains a key method of communication
to an increasingly technologically and
visually literate audience. The easy
wealth of access to vast amounts 
of information have helped to transform
the traditional ‘graphic panel’ hanging 
on the wall, to interactive, multi-layered
and often multi-sensory touch-screen
experiences with the capacity to
navigate the visitor through complex
layers of information.

One of the most stimulating challenges 
for the exhibition designer is the
exploration and experimentation
involved in the search for the most
appropriate communication media 
within engaging interactive
environments.

= EXHIBITION STAND 
FOR KEMITRON,
Germany

Whether cultural or commercial
in nature, it is the idea of
communicating a story in space
that acts as the link between all
forms of exhibition design. 
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= SPORTSGIRL STORE
Melbourne, Australia
The eye-catching entrance.

DESIGNER
= HMKM

DATE
= 2008

Sportsgirl is a well-known Australian brand. This store in Melbourne
encapsulates the ethos of the brand through its funky displays, graphics
and interactive features and is an exciting reinvention for this fashion high
street retailer. A diamond mirrored fascia leads through to an ‘urban chic’
warehouse-style space with exposed brick and matt grey flooring and a
blank canvas area, designed to showcase new trends and designs. More
elaborate areas such as the shoe and accessory department, which
features a floor-to-ceiling chest of drawers, and the ‘Butterfly Garden’
fitting rooms, which are based on the central meeting space, combine to
create an energetic and colourful space, reflective of the youthful
Sportsgirl brand. 
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This book introduces different aspects of
exhibition design, via dedicated chapters
for each topic. Using a variety of examples
from both students and professionals, 
the processes and strategies involved in
designing space for exhibition are
examined, analysed and debated.

How to get the most out of this book

\ Introduction \ / What is an exhibition? /

: WALLY OLINS

…to be really effective you have to be
able to sense the brand. You may
even be able to touch it and feel it.
So that it manifests the core idea. 

\ Designing for people \ / Student case study /

Whether an exhibition is about 
a collection, an idea or a brand, 
the exhibition designer needs 
to clearly understand what the 
client hopes to achieve from the
exhibition. What is its purpose
and how will the messages
communicated by the exhibition
leave its audience changed?

Cultural and commercial messages

In considering exhibition objectives, 
let us consider two very different types 
of exhibition with similar themes. The 
first is about recycling, a temporary
exhibition at a science museum called
‘Wash ‘n’ Squash’, and the second is 
a commercial exhibition stand at a 
public environment show for a company
that sells ‘Ewash’, a non-toxic, wildlife-
friendly washing power. 

Cognitive objectives relate to the
important information we want the
audiences to learn about recycling 
and ‘Ewash’. Research has suggested
that on average audiences leave an
exhibition with six new pieces of
information. In these two scenarios 
how would the six key messages be
effectively communicated? 

Emotional objectives address how we
want our audiences to feel as a result of
their visit. Visitors to ‘Wash ‘n’ Squash’
have played with a series of interactives
about recycling supported by family
centred graphics, and so feels positive
and motivated. The evocative wildlife
imagery of the ‘Ewash’ stand 
has made the audience feel good 
about a brand that is helping to look 
after natural habitats. 

Behavioural objectives consider how
visitors may change their behaviour 
as a result of their exhibition experience. 
Have the exhibitions influenced our
respective audiences to make more of 
an effort to recycle or change to using
environmentally friendly cleaning
products? Clearly, if this is the case, 
the exhibitions have been successful 
in their proposed aims and objectives.

Exhibition design  Understanding the story

= PHILIPPINES PAVILION
WORLD EXPO 2008
Zaragoza, Spain

DESIGNER
= ED CALMA 

DATE
= 2008

The overall theme of Expo 2008 in Zaragoza 
was ‘Water and Sustainable Development’. 
The design of the pavilion aimed to raise
awareness of rising sea levels, which are 
of particular concern to the people of the
Philippines. The interior of their pavilion 
featured a series of large ‘bubbles’ carrying
messages. The blue lighting effects added 
to the overall ‘watery’ environment. 

SECTION HEADERS
Current section headings are clearly named 
in the navigation bar. The numbers of topics
within the chapter are indicated by vertical
dividers. Past and future section headings are
displayed above the navigation bar.

SECTION INTRODUCTIONS
Each section is introduced by a 
few brief paragraphs.

PULL QUOTES
Thoughts from well-known designers
and exhibition experts provide insight
into the world of exhibition design.
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Exhibition design  Exhibition space

\ The role of the exhibition designer \ / Designing for people /

= THE GREAT HALL, 
NATIONAL RAILWAY MUSEU M
York, UK

The artefacts in York’s Railway Museum 
are not only historically significant, but
many are awkwardly large and very heavy.
Specialists are required to move these
objects and will need to know from the
designer and curator exactly where they 
are to be placed early in a design scheme. 

SIMPLICITY AND FLEXIBILITY 
The designer of a travelling international
exhibition has much to consider: different
venues; a range of languages; security,
transport and insurance issues; knowledge 
of services, lighting and existing context;
cultural and religious understanding. 
These variables make the task complicated.
Simplicity and flexibility are the key.

What is the context of the new exhibition
within the existing building? The
designer will need to consider how to
design a transition space for visitors
entering and leaving the space. For 
larger sites, how will visitor flow be
managed? Are there views to the outside
that may influence the orientation of 
the exhibition? What is the journey from
the car park to the exhibition? Where 
are the facilities? How will the visitors’
experiences be managed?

Most major cities throughout the world
offer purpose-built exhibition halls that,
in essence, are vast empty voids waiting
to be filled with exhibition paraphernalia.

The exhibitor’s manual will provide rules
and regulations about stand heights,
access to services, use of materials 
and the ability to hang lighting rigs from
the roof. All this information will inform
the heights required for branding, 
sight-lines from entrances, visitors’ flow
and access, all of which will, in turn,
influence design decisions and help
maximise the impact of the brand.

Whatever the nature of the exhibition, 
a thorough understanding of the site
provides an envelope in which the
design team can work, a context for
consideration and, on occasion,
inspiration.

Orientation
Wayfinding, informing visitors by way of signposts, maps, and trails, 
where they are, and where they are going. 

= AN EMPTY HALL 
AT EXCEL
London, UK

At the start of a
commercial exhibition
project, the ‘site’ only
exists on plan. At this
point, the actual venue
is an empty void. 

PRO JEC T
= EXHIBITION STAND FOR

‘MINI CONCEPT’ AT
FRANKFURT MOTOR SHOW

DESIGNER
= MELISSA PEARCE

DATE
= 2010

= A concept model of the 
ribbon racetrack element.

= A concept model of 
the arch elements.

For this project, the student chose to
design an exhibition stand for the launch 
of two new concept cars in celebration of
MINI’s fiftieth birthday: the MINI Coupé
and the MINI Roadster. 

At the concept model stage two possible
concepts emerged; one using the idea of 
a ‘ribbon’ of racetrack through the stand,
the other a series of arches evocative of
‘matchbox’ cars. In the final design, a
combination of these three-dimensional
elements was used. Both initial sketch
ideas were expressed in the final
computer-generated client visuals.  The
stand also offers an exclusive giveaway 
in the form of an ‘Airfix’ coupé ‘kit’,
allowing visitors to build their own scaled
model of the car. This idea is echoed on
the stand at full size, adding a sense of
playfulness to the brand message.

The final design effectively combines the
cheeky MINI spirit and the racing pedigree
of the MINI Coupé. 

\ Public conversations \

Designing a narrative  Student case study

= Computer-generated visual
showing the final overall design
for the stand.

= The ribbon theme conveys the
excitement of a racing track
while the arches suggest a
sense of control, reflecting the
handling power of the MINI.

? Imagine you have been asked to design a single-storey exhibition stand 
for a well-known mobile phone company at a major trade show in America.
The space will be a 6x8 m (19x26ft) peninsular site, open on three sides with
a 4 m-high wall along one of the 8 m (26ft) sides. Elements can be hung from
the venue roof, but must not be more than 4m (13ft) high from the ground.

1 Your client requires a welcome area, a small bar and seating area for
hospitality, an area for an interactive display and a more private area with
Internet access for private discussion. How can you effectively design 
for the needs of your client in such a small space?

2 Using the idea of ‘mobile communication for an international business
market’, explore possible spatial ideas through a series of two-dimensional
sketching and three-dimensional modelling. Can you identify the strongest 
of your ideas?

3 How will your preferred concept support the client’s message? 
Where will you apply the company logo to best effect?

4 How will visitors to the stand use the space? Is it possible for some area to 
be multi-functional? How will the exhibition ‘stand out’ from the competition?

CAPTIONS
Detailed captions give
information on the
specifics of each project
and the thinking behind
the design decisions
taken.

RUNNING
GLOSSARY
Key terms are explained
clearly and precisely
within their context.

THINKING POINTS
Key design concepts 
and some of the debate
surrounding them.

STUDENT CASE STUDIES
Examples of student work
enable the reader to see how
theory is put into practice.

QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES
Questions in summary allow the
reader to consider how they might
approach a design project.
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What is an exhibition?

Commercial trade fairs, brand experiences,
themed attractions, world expositions, museum
galleries, visitor centres, historic houses,
landscape interpretation and art installation 
are all areas that can be categorised under the
broad umbrella term of ‘exhibition’. Exhibitions
may be permanent or temporary, with a shelf life
of five years or five days. They may vary in scale
from small table-top displays to the size of a
small city in the case of world expositions. 

However, whether commercial or cultural in 
nature, it is the idea of communicating a story 
in three-dimensional space that acts as the link
between these very different environments. 
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What is an exhibition?  Expos

/ Commercial exhibitions /

The origins of large-scale
exhibitions are French: Paris
hosted many of the most
memorable expositions between
1848 and 1937. The French word
for exhibition, ‘exposition’, has
become synonymous with large-
scale events of this type and in
1928 the Bureau International 
des Expositions or International
Exhibitions Bureau (BIE) was set 
up in Paris. Since then, the BIE

has been recognised as the
sanctioning body for international
expositions. The name 'expo' first
came into use by the BIE during 
the 1960s, as a commonly used
shorthand for large public
exhibitions on an international
scale. Interestingly, expos are 
now considered the cultural and
economic equivalent to the
Olympic Games.

World expos fall into two main
categories: registered expositions
(formally known as universal
expositions), and smaller recognised
expositions (formally known as
international or specialised
expositions).

Registered expositions

Registered expositions take place 
every five years and are on a 
huge international scale. Since 
2000, an increasing number of 
non-governmental organisations have
taken part. They have overarching
themes with which participants engage.
In Shanghai in 2010 the theme was
‘Better City: Better Life’, reflecting
global concerns about the environment
and sustainability. For these grand
events, participants are expected to
design and build their own pavilions.
The contemporary nature of expo
encourages experimentation in 
new media and materials and has
traditionally provided the opportunity
for innovations in art, architecture 
and design. However, the high costs 
of building are often prohibitive for
developing countries who may choose
to build using cheaper modular
structures or, more commonly, share
exhibition space with others inside
buildings provided by the host nation.
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= THEMATIC PLAZAS AREA
WORLD EXPO 2008
Zaragoza, Spain

DESIGNER
= VARIOUS 

DATE
= 2008

The 2008 exposition in Zaragoza in
Spain is an example of a recognised
expo. The theme was ‘Water and
Sustainable Development’ and the 
event was particularly well attended 
by countries where water is an important
national issue. Here we see three
themed pavilions: ‘Thirst’, the mirrored,
bubble-like structure inspired by a
mountain of salt, ‘Beacon’, designed 
to be as efficient as possible in its use 
of energy, and ‘Extreme Water’, which 
took a deep look at environmental
disasters such as flooding and
tsunamis. Its design was inspired by 
a wave crashing on the beach.

: PRESIDENT WILLIAM MCKINLEY 

Expositions are the time-keepers
of progress. The records of the
world’s advancement. They
stimulate the energy, enterprise
and intellect of the people, and
quicken human genius. They go
into the home. They broaden and
brighten the lives of the people.
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Infrastructure and regeneration

Twenty-first-century expos can attract 
over 100 million visitors, requiring vast
expense and many years of planning 
by the host country. An extensive
supporting infrastructure of transport 
links, accommodation, technology, 
health and food is required, and security
issues have also become a key twenty-
first-century concern.

Expos have always been seen as an
opportunity for the regeneration of a city
and experimentation in urban design.
Chicago in 1893, Paris in 1900 and Montreal 
in 1967 all built their metro systems to
support world expos and the high speed
magnetic train, ‘Maglev’, was built to
transport visitors from Pudong airport 
to the Shanghai 2010 site. Whilst many
pavilions are seen as temporary structures,
in recent years exposition organisers have
taken the opportunity to design buildings
with a sustainable future to serve their 
local and national communities once 
the expo is over. 

Whilst derelict sites are a sad reminder of
the financial disaster of some expos, others
put the host city on the map; before its expo
in 1988, Brisbane was an insignificant town
on the northeast coast of Australia. Seville
1992, staged in the same year as the
Barcelona Olympics, was seen as a highly
successful branding exercise designed to
finally establish post-Franco Spain on the
world stage as a modern democracy.

What is an exhibition?   Expos

/ Commercial exhibitions /

Recognised expositions

Recognised expositions usually take
place in the years between registered
expos and are smaller in scope.
Recognised exhibitions are usually
linked by more specialised themes 
or by national events of particular
significance. Usually the host
committee will build a prefabricated
structure within which participants rent
space. The existing structure acts as 
a skeleton on which nations ‘hang’
messages about their national identity.  

= ATOMIUM, 1958 WORLD FAIR
Brussels, Belgium

DESIGNER
= ANDRÉ WATERKEYN

DATE
= 1958

The Atomium, built for the 1958
Brussels Expo, has, like many other
structures built for expo, become a
much-loved iconic symbol for the city.
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All the fun of the fair 

Expos are a celebration of human
achievement; extending the idea of
spectacle to its limits. From George
Ferris’s great fairground wheel in
Chicago in 1893, or the monorail built 
for Seattle’s World Fair in 1962, to 
the eccentricities of giant butter
sculptures and colourful if sometimes
incomprehensible parades, visitors 
to expos expect to be delighted and
amazed. The first sewing machine,
typewriter, television, telephone, lift 
and travelator were all seen at expos. 

Expos were seen as an opportunity 
for contemporary artistic and
architectural expression. In Paris in 
1937, the centrepiece of Spain’s
Republican Pavilion, designed by Luis
Sert, was Pablo Picasso’s ‘Guernica’,
now considered by many art historians
as the most significant war painting of
the twentieth century. In contrast, the
Montreal Expo 1967 heralded the birth 
of IMAX cinema, and continues to take
the lead in this particular form of 
film-making today.

Architecture, in particular, has 
found freedom for experimental 
expression at expos. Le Corbusier’s
Pavillon de L’ Esprit Nouveau; in
Paris 1925, was considered so
shocking that the organisers erected
a six-metre-tall (20ft) fence 
to protect the public. The same
exposition saw the launch of the 
art movement later called art deco,
which was to be a dominant
international style between the two
World Wars. The iconic Barcelona
chair, designed by Mies van de 
Rohe for the German pavilion in
Barcelona 1929, was actually
intended for the King and Queen 
of Spain to sit on when they visited
the pavilion.

The 1889 Eiffel Tower is the most
famous national icon built for an
expo, but the Atomium in Brussels 
in 1958, Seattle’s Space Needle in
1962, and the observation towers
built for the New York Expo of 1964
all still stand and have become
much loved iconic symbols for 
their cities. 

Exhibition
Any organised assemblage of exhibits that is designed to serve 
an overall purpose or present a theme or narrative.
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What is an exhibition?   Commercial exhibitions

Today, commercial exhibitions are
most commonly referred to as trade
fairs or consumer shows and, as 
the name suggests, are concerned
with the display and economic
promotion of commercial goods and
services. Global in scale, virtually
all commercial industries engage
with a range of trade-show activities
servicing not only major companies,
but also cascading down through 
all the subsections of an industry
network. Every imaginable product
and service, from widgets to 
aircraft, is presented at commercial
exhibitions. Although approximately
90 per cent of exhibitions are trade-
only shows that are less visible to 
the general public, they form a 
multi-billion dollar industry that 
helps drive the world’s economy. 

= IDEAL HOME EXHIBITION
London, UK

DATE
= 1957

Public shows are open to everyone
and the UK’s ‘Ideal Home
Exhibition’ is a well-known
example. Public shows share 
many of the objectives of trade-
only shows, but tend to deal with
themes which are of particular
interest to the general public.
Lifestyle, homes, food, hobbies,
home technologies, social,
economic and political issues are
all examples. Unlike trade-only
shows, a different, jargon-free
voice is required so that everyone
can understand what is on display.
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The role of a trade show 

A trade show takes place when
businesses or companies of a similar
type get together for an event to
discuss, sell and network with each
other. The shows reflect the current
trends in their industries and aim 
to be forward looking. For many
manufacturing companies, this is the
closest they come to having a ‘shop
window’ for their products or services. 

Trade shows fall into two distinct
categories: ‘trade only’, and ‘public
shows’. Public shows are usually the
largest. The primary aim is to sell,
although it is also an opportunity to
launch new products, raise brand
profiles, establish brand identity or 
take the opportunity to change how 
a brand is perceived. Professional
bodies representing particular
industries often exhibit at trade shows
in order to stimulate debate about
important industry issues. Most
importantly, trade shows are an
opportunity for human interaction and
all will hope to attract new customers
through the use of this sophisticated
marketplace for the twenty-first century.  

By their very nature, trade-only 
shows cater predominantly to the
business community and the design
requirements of an exhibition stand 
or support facilities will reflect the 
needs of this specialist audience.

Exhibition organisers

Trade shows are run by exhibition
organisers. They create the event,
brand and market it, hire the space and
sell it on to individual exhibitors. The
‘exhibitors’ manual’ outlines rules and
regulations for participants, giving
instructions about the availability of
electricity, water, lighting, maximum
height restrictions and important health
and safety information, regarding
materials, construction and timescales.
Exhibitors are not allowed to obstruct
walkways or other public areas and
compliance is part of the exhibitor’s
contractual requirements. These last
from registration to the moment a
company leaves the venue following a
show. Non-compliance with the rules
usually brings with it expensive financial
penalties and may mean an exhibit is
closed down.

: MAUK DESIGN

Fill the mind, not the space.
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The brand logo could be seen as the
visual ‘glue’ that helps to give a brand 
a consistent identity. The research and
development of a logo is therefore an
expensive undertaking and the golden
rule for any exhibition designer is to
never alter the logo in any way. The
exhibition designer needs to recognise
that the exhibition stand is a crucial part
of the brand manager’s marketing
strategy. It is a large-scale brand beacon
that pulls visitors on to the stand, and
acts as a hub for throwing brand
messages out into the marketplace. 
The effective use of graphics through
images and text is key. However, text
should be kept to a minimum, with more
reliance on logos, engaging imagery and
straplines. Time pressures and the nature 
of exhibition culture mean that visitors 
do not want to stand and read large
amounts of text; the designer has a few
seconds to get across important
messages. All detailed information 
needs to be provided as digital or hard
copy to be accessed at another time. 

Branding

In the trade-show context, an exhibition
stand is a three-dimensional expression
of single or multiple brands under the
same corporate umbrella. Usually 
a brand will represent a portfolio of
products and will be managed by 
a brand project manager. A key
motivation for the exhibitor, and the
challenge for the exhibition designer, is
to find ways of successfully marketing
the brand via messages communicated
not only by the exhibition stand, but
also through a range of virtual and
paper-based material. This may include
a website, interactive material, leaflets,
catalogues, film, TV advertisements 
and merchandising through give-
aways. All this material needs to be
instantly recognised as belonging to 
a particular brand image. A logo is 
a graphically designed symbol that
identifies the brand at a glance and is
an essential tool for marrying different
types of two- and three-dimensional
brand materials together, but more
importantly connecting the user or
customer directly with the brand. 

= BESPOKE STAND 

DESIGNER
= PHOTOSOUND

DATE
= 2010

Bespoke exhibition stands may be built as a
one-off for a particular show, or components 
of the design might be reconfigured for
different international venues. It is this type 
of stand that poses most challenges for the
professional exhibition designer and their
design approach will be considered later 
in this book.
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Types of exhibition stand 

Some companies invest in very large
stands that are architectural in scale 
and may be built on several levels. 
Other stands are more sculptural or
theatrical in approach but are 
‘bespoke’, which means they are 
specially built by design rather then 
using ‘off the shelf’ components. 

The overall success of the stand is
dependent on its scale and visibility, the
quality of its hospitality, the ability of its
exhibits and giveaways to attract and 
also the skill of competitors to distract
potential visitors. However, it is the 
creative skills of the exhibition designer
that will ultimately dictate how the stand
will work as a successful piece of
communication, telling an engaging 
and persuasive story of the brand. 
From the exhibitor’s perspective,
achieving a measureable return on their
investment is the bottom line. This might
mean increased sales, improved brand
recognition or an expansion of the market.

= NORTH AMERICAN 
INTERNATIONAL AUTO SHOW
COBO Center Detroit, Michigan, US

DATE
= 2010

This image illustrates the scale of public
exhibitions attended by thousands of visitors.
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= PITT RIVERS MUSEUM
Oxford, UK

General Augustus Pitt Rivers donated
his anthropological collection to the
University of Oxford in 1884 and the 
Pitt Rivers Museum has now come 
to symbolise a way of collecting and
display that seems part of a long distant
past. Pitt Rivers was most interested 
in the design and evolution of human
culture and his collection is a fascinating
eclectic mix of objects, arranged
thematically according to how 
objects were used, rather than their 
age or origin. 

What is an exhibition?   Museum galleries

\ Commercial exhibitions \ / Heritage /
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Museums are responsible 
for the storage, conservation,
research and interpretation 
of our cultural heritage. Most
importantly for exhibition
designers, they are required 
to provide public access to
collections. They vary in scale 
from state-funded national
museums of international
importance, to small subject-
specific independent or privately
owned museums. Museum
collections represent all areas 
of human endeavour through 
time from collections of aircraft 
to butterflies; archaeology to
nanotechnology. They are the
storehouses of our collective
material culture and a tangible 
link to the past.  

A historical overview

Museums as we recognise them today
have their roots in the Renaissance,
when the wealthy and powerful
gathered together strange, usually
natural, objects in special rooms ‘full of
wondrous things’, or more commonly,
‘cabinets of curiosities’. Objects from
the collections were grouped together
into taxonomies, organised according
to characteristics that linked them. To
begin with this may have been arbitrary,
for example, according to their size or
even colour. However, as collections
grew so too did the sophistication of
their organisation and their contribution
to scientific advancement. Collectors
diversified to include archaeological
and ethnographic objects as well as
painting and sculpture. Works of art 
in particular developed a value that
crossed national borders, giving them 
a currency of their own.

The industrialisation of Europe in 
the nineteenth century brought an
expansion of museum building and 
new state-owned ‘homes’ for existing
old collections. Just as the private
collections symbolised the education,
wealth and status of their owners, 
the now publicly owned collections,
housed in grand neoclassical buildings,
came to carry the same significance
on behalf of a nation.
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The modern museum

As the twentieth century progressed,
the idea of the modern museum as a
‘teaching machine’ began to develop
and by the 1970s there was an
increasing realisation that museums
needed to be more engaging.
Interpretation led to more interactive
learning as new ideas about how the
museum could communicate, through
dialogue and the construction of
narratives, helped to generate ‘a wealth
of stories’. Museums became more
open about their own fallibility and the
need for community participation.

The millennium was a catalyst for the
development of many new museums. 
It produced some iconic buildings that
became landmarks; the Guggenheim
played a crucial part in the 
regeneration of Bilbao in northern
Spain, for example. 

These new museums were audience-
focused and ambitious in creating
engaging, communicative learning
experiences. The development of
interpretation techniques was integral
to these changes, and helped enable
more effective ways of communicating
the stories associated with museum
collections. For example, consider an
early twentieth-century silver cigarette
case, an excellent example of its type,
apart from an ugly gash in one corner. 
If displayed alongside a simple,
descriptive label it could be exhibited as
an object in its own right. However, 
if a letter written by its owner and his
photograph is displayed alongside the
object, telling the story of how it saved
him from a bullet during the First World
War, the ‘dumb’ object is transformed
through a story of human experience,
into a meaningful artefact that connects
us with the past. As well as being
storehouses of objects, museums are
storehouses of memories.

The modern museum has a vital role in
education and research, but also has to
have relevance and appeal to modern
audiences. Competition with a range of
other leisure activities, from football to
shopping, has led to a need for different
ways of reaching an audience. The
psychological approaches of creative
advertisers are more in evidence as
museums develop their own brand.
Labels and panels covered in text are
used less and an array of multimedia
techniques are now employed to
convey not only information, but also 
an interactive experience.
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= CHOPIN 200TH ANNIVERSARY
EXHIBITION, BRITISH LIBRARY
London, UK

DESIGNER
= CHECKLAND KINDLEYSIDES

DATE
= 2010

Throughout the twentieth and twenty-
first centuries, the idea of the modern
museum as a ‘teaching machine’ has
given rise to more engaging, interactive
exhibitions. The Chopin exhibition at 
the British Library marked the 200th
anniversary of the composer’s birth 
and is a celebration of his life’s work. 
By creating a graphic backdrop to the
exhibition, using the symbols of sheet
music and rhythmic typographic
patterns, Chopin’s story is brought to 
life and the passion and movement
found in his music is portrayed
effectively.
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= ETHNOGRAPHIC
COLLECTIONS AT THE 
QUAI BRANLY MUSEUM
Paris, France

The ethnographic collection at Quai
Branly represents objects made
from a range of vulnerable materials.
Fabrics and paint pigments may
fade following too much exposure to
light, iron will rust in the presence of
air and moisture, wood will swell if
there is too much moisture but will
crack if the environment is too dry.
As a result, light, temperature and
humidity levels need to be carefully
controlled using specialist
conservation equipment. 
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?
BACKSTAGE 

Although exhibitions form the museum’s public
face, the area ‘backstage’ has a vibrant and 
busy life of its own. As well as curatorial office
and administration spaces, there may be
environmentally controlled storage, conservation
and restoration labs, areas where artefacts can
be packed and unpacked and areas for research.

Within these spaces there has to be adequate
access to all levels via lifts separate from the
public, access points for artefacts to be
transported to and from the museum, security
systems and conservation control systems. 
This sophisticated infrastructure supports the
museum’s function, but is often invisible.

Caring for collections 

Museums are responsible for the
curatorial care of their collections to
make sure they are preserved for
future generations. 

This is what distinguishes museums
from other ‘types’ of exhibition and
it is the content of these collections
that determines the nature of the
museum. A collection of buses and
trams, for example, will have
different curatorial requirements
from those for a collection of fans,
and the way these collections are
preserved will be determined by 
the nature of the materials they are
made from.

When developing museum
exhibitions, it is essential that the
designer develops an understanding
of the special requirements of
valuable objects and works closely
with the curator and other museum
staff to ensure these issues are
addressed effectively. Similarly,
the nature of materials to be used 
in the construction of displays may
have the potential to harm objects.
For example, medium density
fibreboard is a commonly used
exhibition material, but needs to 
be formaldehyde free to prevent
damage to artefacts. 

Exhibit
Any organised combination of objects, information in graphic, typographic 
and audio-visual form, supporting structure, and enclosure or housing that is
designed to communicate. A single module within an exhibition.
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All around us, there is evidence 
of human intervention in the
landscape. A broken piece of
Roman pottery found as treasure 
in a field, historic houses, and
World Heritage Sites all form an
important cultural link for us with
the past. Similarly, our wild, open
landscapes help us to connect with
the natural world and our place in
the scheme of things. How can
these sites be better understood
and appreciated? 

Visitor centres

The term ‘visitor centre’ describes an
environment that can be used as a
springboard to enjoying a cultural,
commercial or landscape experience. 
It may form part of an existing building
or be purpose built, but it is always a
starting point from which visitors can
orientate themselves both physically
and emotionally while visiting the
historical site. 

Visitor centres help to manage visitor
behaviour on a number of levels. 
The first concern is to provide for basic
physical and practical needs. On
another level, visitor centres can inform
and educate the public about their visit
in order to influence them in a positive
way. This may be, for example,
explaining the history of a site through
exhibition, or how to behave in order 
to protect an area of outstanding
natural beauty. In the case of a brand
experience, supporting information
underpins how visitors connect with 
a brand. 

Successful visitor centres use an array
of communication techniques,
including interactive exhibitions, to help
visitors move on to the next part of their
visit feeling refreshed, enlightened and
confident that they are heading in the
right direction.
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= WHITBY ABBEY VISITOR CENTRE
Whitby, UK

DESIGNER
= STANTON WILLIAMS

DATE
= 1998

Occasionally, visitor centres are separated
from a site, or may form part of less important
outbuildings. At Whitby Abbey, the visitor
centre has been sensitively created in a
building of historic significance on site and
views of the abbey can be seen through the
windows. In this way, the integrity of the site
is protected. Many historic buildings are
situated within an equally important historic
landscape or garden and a visitor centre may
serve both.

Historic sites

From the archaeological layers of
history in the ground beneath our feet 
to castles, stately homes, historic
palaces, historic towns and buildings of
religious significance, there are rich and
engaging stories to tell relating to our
cultural heritage. Most countries have
established organisations for protecting
sites of historic significance, which are
involved in issues of archaeological
conservation, restoration and
interpretation. Through story-telling
exhibitions that support the main site,
visitor centres provide a useful
mechanism for raising awareness and
engendering a collective sense of
ownership of our heritage.  
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A gateway to the landscape

Visitor centres can also be found 
in protected natural landscapes of
significance such as nature reserves,
national parks and sites of special
scientific interest (SSSI). They are
usually owned and run by local or
national bodies and often have a strong
educational remit. As a result there 
are usually facilities for school groups
and workshop activities that link to 
the theme of landscape. This type of
centre will include information about
identification and protection of flora and
fauna and give advice about dealing
with the challenges of a wild landscape.

Orientation is of great importance and
most centres provide maps and other
paper-based information to help 
visitors understand and orientate 
their way through the landscape. The
visitor centre may act as an information
hub that interprets the landscape
through the use of paper-based trails,
mobile technologies or art in the
landscape. The centre provides
opportunities for organisations to
communicate important environmental,
sustainability and behavioural
messages that ultimately will enable
visitors to enjoy their experience and
protect it for others.

The brand experience 

When visitor centres are associated with
a commercial company, they may also 
be referred to as a ‘brand experience’.
Commercial visitor centres of this type
are usually attached to a centre of
production or a corporate headquarters.
Examples include factories, distilleries,
potteries or nuclear power stations. 
The centre will form part of a wider
experience that may include a visitor 
tour of the site and acts as an orientation
for this experience. Visitors may learn
about the history of a brand, the
materials required to make products 
and where those materials are sourced.
Stories about the people who work in 
the industry enable visitors to make
human connections to difficult technical
issues. This type of experience may 
also end in a visitor centre so that 
visitors can use basic facilities and enjoy
refreshments but also, most importantly
for the provider, visit the shop. 

Just as in the case of a commercial
exhibition stand, a commercial visitor
centre or brand experience aims to
present a consistency of values that will
help to engender brand loyalty. Both in
the visitor centre and as part of their visit,
opportunities are created to experience
the brand, and in the case of a distillery
or brewery, for example, this would
include ‘sampling’ the product. Similarly,
there are opportunities for the visitor to
develop a better understanding of the
brand. This is a particular challenge for
controversial industries such as nuclear
or environmental technologies; where 
visitor centres offer opportunities to
argue against the NIMBY (not in my 
back yard) attitude.
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= EXHIBITION STAND FOR 
JACK PURCELL AT PITTI UOMO
Florence, Italy

DESIGNER
= CHECKLAND KINDLEYSIDES 

DATE
= 2009

For Jack Purcell’s exhibition stand at 
Pitti Uomo (a major international fashion
trade show), Checkland Kindleysides
designed a playful stand to reflect the
‘sport and good-natured mischief of 
the world champion badminton player’.
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Explicit communication is an
important part of the exhibition
designer’s role; creating
environments that convey
messages that can be clearly
understood by an audience. 
This section deals with creative
approaches that lie at 
opposite ends of a spectrum 
of communication: on the one 
hand themed environments deal
with explicit messages; art
installations, on the other, 
may be more concerned with
implicit methods.

Installation

Where art is involved, exhibition 
design tends to involve one or more 
of: artist, curator or designer. Their
relationship is complex and the role of
the exhibition designer is likely to be
either invisible or absent. When
designing an environment for painting,
sculpture or other art works, it is
important to respect the integrity of 
the work whilst enabling engagement
for visitors. This requires sensitivity 
and subtlety; the art must ‘speak for
itself’ in space. Unlike most of the
communicative environments in which
the exhibition designer works, here
messages are implicit; the visitor
engagement with the piece is an
intimate one and visitors’ aesthetic
responses and sense-making are
subjective and personal. 

At first glance, installation art has 
many similarities with exhibition 
design. It is site specific, usually 
interior and three-dimensional, and 
it involves the transformation of the
perception of space. Installations 
can be found in a range of public and
private spaces including museums, 
art galleries and expos. They can also
potentially share a wide variety of
exhibition media including film, 
sound and light. Both disciplines 
have concerns for time and space, 
the sensory experiences of the
audience and the idea of art as 
theatre. Designers and artists often
work together to form very 
successful collaborations. The 
work of artists often adds variety 
and challenges the visitors, extending
their cultural experience. 

= SPLASH SCULPTURE
WORLD EXPO 2008
Zaragoza, Spain

DESIGNER
= PROGRAM COLLECTIVE: 

MONA KIM,TODD PALMER, 
OLGA SUBIRÓS AND SIMÓN TAYLOR

DATE
= 2008

Forming part of the ‘Water for Life’ exhibition,
‘Splash’ was a 22.5m (72ft) tall installation and
acts as a metaphor for the arrival of water on the
planet. It was formed from 84 independent and
entirely computer-generated pieces. For the
exhibition designer, installations require
sensitivity and subtlety. The art must ‘speak for
itself’ and visitors’ responses will be personal
and subjective.
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= DISNEYLAND PARK
California, USA

DESIGNER
= WALT DISNEY

DATE
= 1955

Themed environments are not ‘real’
but through theatrical effects and
sometimes the use of actors, they
create narrative experiences that the
visitor can become fully immersed in.
Disney parks and resorts are famous
for the imaginative experiences they
offer, described by Disney himself as
‘dedicated to the ideals, the dreams,
and the hard facts that have created
America ...’.
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Themed environments

Theming can be useful for conveying
messages that are meant to be literal
and straightforward and for creating
enjoyable experiences for audiences
who are enjoying leisure time.

Themed environments can be 
applied to any space. Obvious
examples would be Disney stores 
and Planet Hollywood themed
restaurants. Here film props are 
used with theatrical effect to ‘dress’
the space and simulate, compress 
and intensify experiences. 

Like film sets, themed environments
are not ‘real’ but recreate narrative
experiences that seem familiar to 
their audiences and fulfil visitor
expectation. They can be immersive
and offer a temporary escape from
reality, a ‘suspension of disbelief’,
enabling visitors to journey into
imaginary worlds.

Many historic recreations use
theming as a vehicle to help bring
history back to life for their
audiences. For example, Sovereign
Hill is an open-air museum in 
Ballarat in Australia, built on the 
site of an actual goldmine from the
1850s Australian gold-rush. There 
is a replica of the town housing, 
a range of attractions including
shops, a theatre, and an opportunity
to pan for gold and ride on a
stagecoach. The use of actors, 
who have researched real historical
characters, brings the whole
experience to life. In this instance,
there is a clear crossover between
education and entertainment, 
an example of ‘edutainment’ 
where heritage meets theme park
(see page 90). 

: WALT DISNEY

To all who come to this happy place –
welcome. Disneyland is your land. 
Here age relives fond memories of the
past and here youth may savour the
challenge and promise of the future.
Disneyland is dedicated to the ideals,
the dreams, and the hard facts that 
have created America … with the hope
that it will be a source of joy and
inspiration to all the world.
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Exhibitions are for people, so the exhibition
designer needs to have an understanding of 
the physical, emotional and intellectual needs 
of a range of very different audiences in order 
to deliver environments that are accessible,
educational and enjoyable. In order to
understand how to communicate with an
audience, the designer must have an
understanding of how audiences learn and 
ways in which to facilitate this learning.

The design process begins with a thorough
understanding of the constraints and
opportunities offered by the brief. Once
research has been completed and the 
storyline identified, the process of developing
the exhibition within the space can begin.

Exhibition design
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= THE EXHIBITION DESIGN
PROCESS

As this diagram shows, through 
a constant process of feedback
and evaluation, the exhibition
designer will encounter six stages
in the design process: analysis,
idea, development, proposal,
detail, installation. This approach
was inspired by a travelling
exhibition of Leonardo da Vinci’s
sketchbooks. The simple but
engaging exhibition used a series
of interpretive animations to bring
the sketchbooks to life. 

The ‘commercial’ will broadly consider
exhibitions that are telling the story of 
a brand or are predominantly engaged
with issues relating to commerce. They
include commercial exhibition stands,
brand experiences, theme parks, themed
retail interiors and leisure attractions.
Many commercial exhibitions will charge
entry or are only open to audiences whose
work is related to commerce. Whilst expo
is also concerned with the promotion and
better understanding of cultural relations,
their particular historical engagement with
trade means that in this text they will be
considered under the commercial banner.  

Museums, galleries, historic sites,
landscape and heritage attractions 
will be broadly considered under the term
‘cultural’ exhibitions. These types of
exhibition relate to the collective material
culture of societies, whether this is a
significant collection of art, a historic
house, a palace or site, or a wayfinding
visitor centre for a natural landscape. 
Here the activity of storytelling will most
often engage with history, conservation,
preservation and education.

/ The role of the exhibition designer /

Exhibition design  Exhibition families

The term ‘exhibition’ has multiple
definitions. For simplicity, the
discussions that follow will use 
the umbrella terms ‘commercial’ 
or ‘cultural’ when describing 
a range of exhibition projects.
Although most types of exhibition 
will fall loosely into one of these 
two categories, there will be 
an inevitable blurring of the
boundaries between them. 

F E ED B A CK

Analysis Idea Development Proposal Detail Installation

EVAL U AT IO N


