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Evolution of
Show Window Design of
Department Stores

Akitoshi Sato

[A Decade of Functional Changel

The show window of a department store represents the view

of the market of that store. The subject and the art of expres-

sion within the window frame convey how the store manage-

ment recognizes the function of the window, and at what

position the window is placed in the store’s management
~ strategy.
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Have show windows of department stores decreased in the
past decade as it is widely said? It cannot be concluded so
easily.

Seen from a different angle, floor space itself can be said to
have been turned into a “show window.” Show windows, in
other words, are placed at key locations all over the store in
different shapes. That is to say, the concept and function of
show windows have changed, a part of which is caused by the
change in the merchandising policies of the stores.

In recent merchandising concepts, how to present products is
incorporated in the policy as an indispensable part. During the
decade of 1980s, western logic and oriental sensitivity crossed
each other. Many trials and revisions were made. The western
style of merchandising and ways to ‘“show merchandising
policy and products in an easy-to-understand manner” took
deep root in Japan, and the method and know-how became
universal among department stores in a short period of time.
The division of functions between the main show window and
various other display devices serving as sub-show windows
within the store has been established as a common principle.
It is a recognition of the stratification of show windows, and
the division of functions of ‘‘show window” of various strata
which are, yet, linked with each other.

For example, for the purpose of attracting the attention of
passers-by, strong impact is required of the front show win-
dow. Point-of-sale displays, on the other hand, should be made
to be easily understood. Thus, the function of each type of
display became systematically categorized.

Among the western logical thinking adopted by department
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«An in-store display linked with the

. A categorical display of ltalian pro-

. The national colors ol haly are used
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A herarchically classified display with

‘ltaly’" as the.theme This is the main
window of the food Department to
inform of the special attractions. The
displays are linked with various key
points in the store

front window. One glance is enough
to select purchases

ducls: Easy 1o identify, compare and
choose, and pleasart to look at

as the symbol colors of the Fair
A floor display which functions in

the same way as the show window
(Shinjuku Isetan, I's ltalian Fair 19891

stores, the concept of classification has had great impact on
their visual presentation. “Class,”” *“‘category,” “group,” and
“type” are keywords in making classified merchandising as
well as merchandise presentation. The arrangement of mer-
chandise so as to express the classification clearly became
important. However, after thorough pursuit of classification
by each store, it so happened that the outcomes were similar
to each other. The stores found it difficult to achieve distinc-
tiveness of their visual presentations. This presented a great
contradiction to department stores in quest of distinctive store
identities.

[The Decade of Expressive Production]

A compromise was to integrate and present what was classi-
fied and divided through a western approach in an oriental,
emotional approach. Although it differs from having the ex-
pression pass through process of verification and logical
thinking, it is a familiar method for Japanese creators who
tend to conceptualize a design after getting into the heart of a
subject straightforwardly.

Such oriental visual expressions are outstanding in show win-
dows. As customers come closer to the sales counter, the mer-
chandise are more concretely presented: such a gradational
approach became the norm.

Japanese department stores have signed more than 10 major
international contracts in the past decade, through which
many Japanese have had opportunities to contact western
ways of merchandising, store planning and others. Through
these contacts they became aware of the division and various
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functions of merchandising such as classified merchandising,
visual merchandising, store planning and others.

On the other hand, westerners were interested in the Japanese
way of management or structures in charge of sales pro-
motion, and visual presentation, and the personnel training for
such purposes. The shop display in designer brand boutiques,
which enjoyed their prime during the decade, was noted for its
design reflecting the Japanese emphasis and sensitivity to the
intervals of time and space.

Show windows have been often used as a mirror of the trends
in society. In fact, they are quick to take in the fashion and
trends of the time. The topic of the present time is nature—
including ecological conservation.

Modern people in urban areas often expect to restore their lost
sense of season through show windows and in-store deco-
rations. Plants are popular elements used to create the feeling
of nature or a season. The improvement of maintenance tech-
nology has promoted the use of natural plants. The pursuit of
stronger impact and diversification is seen also in the use of
mannequins. Indeed, no other country uses mannequins of so
many origins for show windows as Japan. Setting aside the
competitiveness of the retail business and the show window
decoration industry, show windows are expected to have ele-
ments to entertain passers-by. Or, show windows can be a
medium to express the feelings of condolence, as seen when
the late Showa Emperor passed away a few years ago.

One may expect more diversified concepts as well as functions
of show windows than we are considering now.

(Japan Visual Marchandising Association Managing Director)
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France Fair-Ballet
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World Music

Dec. 1989~Mar 1990
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[Nihombashi MITSUKOSHI—Producer’s Comment]
The greatest concern of the producer of the MITSU-
KOSHI Main Store is that it serves as the transmitting
base of the store image for the MITSUKOSHI network
throughout the country and abroad. The show windows
have five faces when seen from outside, but there is no
partition inside Therefore, we consider the windows as
'a unit” in which the continuity of a story or a drama 1s
considered to be important
The most important motifs for designing windows, at
MITSUKOSHYI, are a feeling of season and events that
people treasure in relation to nature In a particular sea-
son. The main actors in the window are always people,
like ""People and a festival,” 'people and animal. and
people and music." The act of designing, therefore
begins with defining the image of the "people’ appear

ing as the main characters of a lively and dreamy drama
Around the characters, apparel, interior products, sun

dry goods and othe promotional devices are ar-

ranged in the image of the drama
We consider the show window space as a stage for
presenting an ideal world or a world of dream instead of
repeatedly presenting realities. The creators construct
the entire image to embody a dream. What we try to
keep in mind is to present easy-to-understand visuals,
not too concrete nor abstract, and to stay away from
being too explanatory

(Nobuyuki Endo/Nihombashi Mitsukoshi)
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IKEBUKURO SEIBU
Ikebukuro, Tokyo
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In the first half of the 1980s, merchandise

were main actors, and their attractiveness was
expressed to the fullest.

In the latter half, the show window design evolved
in a more artistic way, combining trendy
merchandising with trendy artists’ work.

Their innovative concepts and ideas often were

a source of admiration among
other stores and their window designers.
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Spark Electrica
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[Ikebukuro SEIBU—Producer’s Comment]

The show windows of lkebukuro SEIBU have handicaps
in their locations. Usually, show windows are placed
near the main entrance and function as the fagade of the
store. However, this particular store has nearly 30 en-
trances, because it is located at Ikebukuro, the huge
terminal station for several different railways and sub

ways, and because the store has been enlarged a few
times. The footpath along Meiji-dori street to which
many windows are facing is too narrow for busily
walking passers-by to stop and look into the windows

Also, the number of windows has changed in the past

During the earlier half of the 1980s, the window design
was directed by one person. Enhancing the technical
level of materializing a design idea was an important

factor in display expression. Every renewal of window

installations meant a new challenge. Specifications
ordered to the fabricating staff became increasingly
demanding and highly technical. During this period,
display techniques rapidly evolved and many new
methods were devised
During the latter half of the decade, in an effort to avoid
dismissal of window design as being merely a part of
merchandise display, creators outside the display de:
sign field were invited to design our windows. They
displayed their creativity within the limited window
space with themes decided upon by the store. Mes:
sages are conveyed from the creators’ personality to
ndividual customers

(Chizuyo Matsudo/ lkebukuro Seibu)
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A show window in Fukuoka city, Kyushu,

a city receiving higher attention.

The glamorous atmosphere of the area is

well reflected in a sophisticated way:.
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