Qualifications of Exhibit Designers

Question:
A question for those of you who have hired exhibit designers, or have permanent designers at your museum: What types of courses, or educational background your exhibit designers possess?

I realize that not all of the museums out there can even afford designers, but any information is appreciated.  I have been told that graphic design, visual arts, industrial design, or museum studies are beneficial, but so far no particular program has been stressed more than the other. Is there a study that incorporates all of these perhaps?

Thanks for your help.

Reana (prospective student), rmussato@planet-save.com, September 01, 2005.

Responses:

1. Exhibit designers are truly generalists, as they deal with a very wide variety of design needs and materials, including new media, sound, lights, construction materials, building designs and techniques, electrical, plumbing, carpets furnishings, surface treatments and a host of many other things ordinary to exhibits. Plus, there are a few practices peculiar to exhibits, such as traffic flow, public safety, and period styles, etc.… Therefore, more background and experiences is best.

Allen Patten, E mail apatten@shaw.ca, September 01, 2005.

2. Very few museums have full time designers on staff, even many of the larger

museums rely more and more on contract design work.

 As others have suggested a well-rounded design experience is important. Consider contacting both some of the larger museums and the number of exhibit design firms to see if they might have placements or suggestions. Also, consider volunteering on a project or two.

 There are various books and some classes available that might help as well.

Lee Boyko, September 02, 2005.

3. Exhibit designers are truly generalists indeed and those who are lovers of learning and who also have hands that love the physical world!  Architecture, industrial design and fine arts studies best encourage this, but in the end it really comes down to the quality of thinking one brings to the task, not the knowledge of mechanics. Is the mind alert and active? It is all about problem solving, and the key to that is curiosity. 

However, while the material aspect of exhibits is important, don't forget the people side of things. Any truly great exhibits I have ever experienced were filled with the quality of inspiration that made me think the designers personally loved people, life and learning. The simple placement of an object in a room can communicate this as much as a detailed text. It is all about the effect on the visitor/participant. The technique of design can take many forms, but those people who pay attention to the needs and experiences of others are invariably better designers.  Some of the best design students I have seen were dedicated students of Tourism at Thompson Rivers University (formerly UCC in Kamloops).  Their "trade show booth" design projects simply sang with inspiration, message, visual stimulation and joy, because they were so full of people awareness and healthy personal self-esteem.

Cuyler Page, Curator/Designer, September 02, 2005.
