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Display Design for Museum
and Amusement
Facilities in the 1980s

Imaging of Displays
from
Things to Matters

Nobuhiro Takahashi
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Display design for museums in post-war Japan came
through three major epoch-making events. One was
the world exposition held in Osaka in 1970, the second
was the opening of the National Museum of Ethnology
in 1977, and the last was the opening of Tokyo Disney-
land in 1983. After EXPO '70 Osaka, image and other
moving displays, and media with a high degree of
participation by the viewers came to be introduced.
The National Museum of Ethnology brought about
the concept of system displays in museums. Tokyo
Disneyland not only introduced the pleasure of sim-
ulated experiences in simulated environments to the
visitors, but had great impact on the concept of later
amusement centers in Japan.

The display designs in the 1980s can be roughly clas- .
sified into four focus groups, namely, 1) Systematic
Display, 2) Exhibit Space Creation, 3) Theatricalized

18RI anMER.
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1. Niigata Science Museum
2. Systematic Display Concept
3. Fukuoka City Musem

4. Hachioji Science Center

Presentation, 4) Theme Museums and Parks.

[1. Systematic Display]

The purpose of the display in a museum is to convey
background information through exhibits (often, sam-
ples of real articles). The basic requirement of dis-
play design is effective composition of the informa-
tion to be conveyed. The work resembles editing a
book with ample graphics and other visual elements.
A story is created, and descriptions, photos, and sam-
ples are arranged accordingly. Therefore, the story is
essential. While discussing the approaches and focus,
sub-themes, and accents, the display design of a mu-
seum is almost determined. This making of a story in
museum exhibition became apparent before 1980 in
an effort to popularize museums. The typical example
of this tendency is found in the “Yokohama Archives

iy

of History” (1981). The story or theme is conveyed
by artifacts (real articles), graphic panels, models,
dioramas, image projectors and other devices. The
feature of museum displays in the 1980s was the in-
troduction of systematic design which is in line with
the display design format adopted by the National
Museum of Ethnology. A typical example of which
can be seen in the Niigata Science Museum (1981)
which introduced the “package display system” for-
mat. A designer’s capability is measured by how art-
icles, panels, models, and image projecting appliances
are coordinated into a packaged system. Museum
displays became much more organized and coordi-
nated through the package display system.

Museum display design has been expanded by the
visitors’ desires to be able to touch and handle the
exhibits directly, or to have a feeling of being present

Museums & Amusement Parks 007
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in a situation. As a result, telecommunications sys-
tems came to be introduced, and attempts have been
made to use mechanical instruments or play tools as
display installations.

[2. Exhibit Space Creation]

A style of display design to make an entire exhibit
space into an exhibit item where the visitors can enjoy
the exhibits using the five senses was born, based on
“modernology,” a study of the culture and lives of
people of the near past that began during the 1930s.
The research methodology, based mainly on field
work and field notes, being, therefore, purely scien-
tific and free from imagination or fictions, is applied
in the reproduction of artifacts. The method was
adopted in making models of traditional Japanese
houses (in one-tenth reduced size), and household

008
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and occupational utensils in the National Museum
of Ethnology.

Good examples of this category are the Shitamachi
Museum (1980) and the Fukagawa Edo Museum
(1986), both in Tokyo. The real-size reproductions of
town corners are built like movie sets. The key crea-
tors of these museums were formerly involved in art
set and scenic design and construction for movies,
and, who in fact, played a great role in designing
theme pavilions for Expo ’70 in Osaka. (The National
Museum of Ethnology was established to house the
exhibits collected for the theme pavilions of Expo *70.)
And those who were involved in these two big projects
set the trend for later museum designs.

‘In a historical museum, a town and the people’s life

are reproduced, while a natural scientific museum
shows the reproduced habitats of plants and animals
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5. Fukagawa Edo Museum

6. Exhibit Space Creation
Concept

7. Tokyo Sea Life Park

8. Suwa City Museum
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within its exhibit spaces. These reproductions are
mostly made on a scale larger than traditional diorama
and model displays, and often in real-size scale, and
handrails or any other barriers are removed so as to
allow the viewers to have a closer look or even to
touch the exhibits.

In contrast to this realistic presentation, another form
of display design, abstract space creation featuring
the character of the designers, or abstract presenta-
tion of the exhibits was evaluated. Typical examples in
this category are Takeshi-mura Tomoshibi Museum
(1989) and Suwa City Museum (1990).

The tendency of using the actual exhibit space as part
of exhibits has affected even aquariums and zoos.
In lieu of small-size tanks, large tanks, in which
under-water habitats are reproduced, became the
norm in aquarium construction. In zoos, the anima}s

AR

are increasingly kept loose in a panoramic landscape,
instead of being kept in cages and enclosures. By mak-
ing semantic use of the space, the structure of the
museum itself has become a feature for attract-
ing visitors, which could be hardly done by graphic
or electronic media.

[3. Theatricalized Presentation]

After the museum itself became like a movie or
stage set, a drama came to be played as a matter of
nature. Thus, the next movement in museum display
was theatrical presentation. The exhibits “perform”
their roles according to a well calculated scenario.
The exhibits are often state-of-the-art instruments
and robots, or images projected through systems
such as OMNIMAX using 3-D images and a large
screen, Multi-screen projection system, FANTA-
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VIEW (MAGIC VISION) that combines image and
figurative expressions. These devices are commonly
used by scientific and other museums. The visitors
can enjoy the one and only drama, combining the
elements of the space, high-tech devices and software
specifically produced for the museum.

This tendency suggested a change in museum dis-
play design. Be it scientific rules, or castle archi-
tecture, conventional museums have concentrated
on making their exhibits visually artistic. However, in
contemporary museums, the exhibit space and ex-
hibit items must be arranged for dual purposes, as
“actors” performing roles in audio-visual perform-
ances and also as ordinary exhibits when perform-
ances are not going on.

In other words, the method of incorporating exhibit
space and articles is an important task in designing
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the software of performances.

[4. Theme Museums and Parks]

In the meantime, museums with a specific theme be-
came popular. In these “theme” museums, the range
of design, dominated by the theme, expanded from
exhibit rooms to the museum itself, and then to the
surroundings, until they came to be called amusement
facilities or “Theme Parks.”

At the same time, the concept of an “Eco-Museum”
came to the fore. This is a concept which considers
a village, a town, or a district as a whole as a museum,
and attempts to convey the life of the people, the
landscape, the customs, industries, and culture of the
locality to future generations as their cultural asset.
Also, the movement to make museums “economical-
ly” paying began to gather strength, hence, an in-
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8. Takaoka Manyo Historical
Museum

10. Saiku Historical Museum

11. Theatricalized Presentation
Concept

12. Theme Museums and Parks
Concept

13. Tokyo Disneyland

14. Nagasaki Holland Village
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creasing numper of amusement-oriented museums
have been designed.

The theme-park concept is not new. The first such
example was the Stiftelsen Skansen Outdoor Mu-
seum built as early as 1891 in Sweden. The first full-
scale outdoor museum in Japan is the “Museum Meiji
Village” built in 1965 and the “Open-Air Museum
Nihon Minka-en” built in 1967 (both parks consist of
transported real houses). Among theme parks built
during the 1980s, the “Historical Village of Hokkaido”
(1983), and the “BOSO no MURA” (Villages in the
Boso Peninsula, 1986) belong to this open-air museum
category. “Tokyo Disneyland” which was opened in
1983 exerted great impact on amusement parks in
Japan. It introduced software such as mascot char-
acters, stories and themes to the “hardware” (play
tools) centered Japanese amusement parks.
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The whole park is created as a small cosmos in which
people can enjoy an escape from their daily life. The
concept has been followed by many other amuse-
ment parks.

The design elements of these theme museums and
parks is just like a showroom of high-tech media, i.e.,
lighting, audio and visual systems, robots, show rides
and others, all controlled by computers. As a means
to make each park distinctive from others, original
mascot characters are commonly designed, and are
given roles to play as intermediaries between the
exhibits and visitors. (Planning Director/Nomura)

Museums & Amusement Parks 011



012

ZREBE

BT RitEELR

FRE BRHE L

RRERL
(BERR)

Py
s PREEER(

{EtEERERET

RIGRERH

RMRBRER
BEMEE R

FRR R

1980

EEfR B ZRIE

HRMERI




