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Chapter Five Types of Display and Display Settings

AFTER YOU HAVE READ THIS CHAPTER, YOU WILL BE ABLE TO DISCUSS

♦ the four major types of display

♦ promotional and institutional displays

♦ five categories of display settings

♦ the purpose of buildup presentations in display

Fashions change and so do the ways in which fashion is presented. During the “golden age” of display—back in the 1950s 
and 1960s—window displays were events or happenings, and shoppers were treated to spectacular trims that are now only 
seen at Christmas. Shoppers couldn't wait to walk down Main Street to see the newest extravaganza in the department store 
and specialty store windows. Mannequins were stately, glamourous, and beautiful beyond belief. They were models of 
perfection: none of your girl-next-door looks or Cinderella-before-the-ball types.

In the 1970s and early 1980s such spectaculars gave way to “street theater”: shock 'em, sock-it-to-'em displays meant to 
disturb or agitate the viewer. Mannequins developed “warts”—bumpy noses, eyes too close together, squints—and they 
took on spastic poses to compliment the “way out” fashions of the moment.

In the 1980s and 1990s, displays became a matter of “hang 'em,” “drape 'em,” or “lay 'em on the ground.” Although today's 
mannequins may make a rare guest appearance, more often we see hangers, drapers, forms, and torsos and a sameness of 
presentation as we walk down Main Streets or cover the aisles inside malls and shopping centers. Closed-back windows 
have given way to open-back windows, and “propping” is sometimes limited to a plant.
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have given way to open-back windows, and “propping” is sometimes limited to a plant.

But—display is not dead, nor is it dying. It is simply changing, and display persons and visual merchandisers are learning to 
accept and even triumph over budget cuts and staff cuts and even over the loss of display windows, production facilities, 
and the magical lighting systems that once turned a display space into a theater. What has not changed is that shoppers, now 
more than ever, are looking for entertainment in the retail store and that the entertainment is often to be found in the 
displays. The displays have, in some stores, disappeared from the windows only to revive and thrive inside the store on 
platforms, on ledges, on T-walls, or around the fascias over the stocked merchandise. Although it is only one of the 
techniques used to bring attention to the new and featured merchandise, “humor” is more and more frequently being used to 
deliver the store's fashion image statement. It has become a significant element in visual language.

A humorous or amusing display says something up front about the store and about its customers. The humor can be broad 
and obvious or subtle and clever. It can be a “belly laugh,” a giggle, a titter, or even a knowing smirk. With humor, we reach 
out to our particular customer and say, “You'll get this one!” Americans have a long history of appreciating humor—we are 
a fun-loving nation that would rather smile than sigh, laugh than cry—and it is a great approach to effective displays, 
especially because improvisation is what display is all about.

Figure 5.1 The elegant white mannequin in the designer gown stands alone in the 
space filled with frosted birch branches and strings of Swarovski crystals. 
This one-of-a-kind presentation speaks of exclusivity, refinement, and 
quality. Note the emphasis on vertical line in this display.

Lord & Taylor, Fifth Avenue, New York.
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Types of Displays

The primary purposes of displays are to present and to promote. A display is at its best when it simply shows a color, an 
item, a collection, or just an idea. Types of displays include the following:

♦ One-item display

♦ Line-of-goods display

♦ Related merchandise display

♦ Variety, or assortment, display

ONE-ITEM DISPLAY

A one-item display is just that—the showing and advancement of a single garment or any single item. It might be a 
gown designed by a top designer, a one-of-a-kind piece of ceramic or jewelry, or a new automobile. (See Figure 5.1.)

LINE-OF-GOODS DISPLAY

A line-of-goods display is one that shows only one type of merchandise (all blouses, all skirts, or all pots and pans), 
although they may be in a variety of designs or colors. A window display showing three or four mannequins wearing 
daytime dresses of assorted colors, styles, and prints would be an example of a line-of-goods display. However, for a 
more effective presentation, and for better comprehension and acceptance by the shopper, there should be some 
connection or relevance indicated as to why these three or four articles are being shown together. They could all be 
designed by the same designer, or created with the same fabric or print, or they could all feature a common theme. (See 
Figure 5.2.)

RELATED MERCHANDISE DISPLAY

In a related merchandise display, separates, accessories, or other items that “go together” are displayed because they 
are meant to be used together, because they are the same color, or because they share an idea or theme. It could be an 
“import” window, in which all the items are from the same country (from clothes, to handicrafts, to kitchen utensils to 
furniture, and so on). It might be a color promotion, in which all the clothing in one window is red, and the next display 
setup consists of all-red household supplies and hard goods. That presentation may be followed by a room setting in 
which red is the dominant color. Or, it could be a display of lizard shoes, bags, and belts—all related because they are 
made of lizard skin. Red, white, and blue striped hats, sweaters, scarves, and stockings would be a related merchandise 
display. The items go together and reinforce each other. (See Figure 5.3.)

VARIETY OR ASSORTMENT DISPLAY

A variety, or assortment, display is a potpourri of anything and everything. It is a collection of unrelated items that 
happen to be sold in the same store. It can be work shoes, silk stockings, tea kettles, Hawaiian print shirts, wicker 
chairs, red flannel nightgowns, and cowboy boots. It is a melange of odds and ends, a sampling of the merchandise 
contained within. (See Figure 5.4.)
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contained within. (See Figure 5.4.)

Figure 5.2 Martha Stewart's line of stainless steel pots and pans is shown like a 
shiny cluster of metallic grapes invisibly suspended from a silver ring. 
The Martha Stewart signature blue color serves as the background for 
the cool display.

Macy's Herald Square, New York.
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Figure 5.3 Lord & Taylor goes nautical with navy-and-white separates. This is the 
ultimate in “mix and match,” with pieces that can be coordinated in a 
variety of ways. The star-studded back panel adds a rating to the 
nautical theme.

Lord & Taylor, Fifth Avenue, New York.

PROMOTIONAL VERSUS INSTITUTIONAL DISPLAYS

A promotional display can be a one-item, a line-of-goods, a related merchandise, and even, for storewide sales, a 
variety type of display. The display advances or emphasizes a particular concept, trend, or item. It promotes! For 
example: Father's Day is coming up and is to be promoted by the store. A theme has been developed for advertising the 
event. That theme will be carried out in newspapers and on radio and television, and the displays (windows and 
interiors) will tie in with, and advance, that theme. If the store's promotion is “Dad—Our Kind of Man,” then the 
displays would be related. In one window there could be a display for “Dad, the Athlete,” with everything from active 
sportswear to sporting equipment, sports magazines, and even spectator sports items. Another window could have gifts 
for “Dad, the Connoisseur,” consisting of a collection of dress-up clothes, classical records, wine, gourmet foods, and 
exotic cooking equipment. Each different “Dad” would be gifted with a variety of merchandise based on a particular 
type of man. (See Figure 5.5.)
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type of man. (See Figure 5.5.)

A sale can also be the basis for a promotional display. It might be a storewide sale, an anniversary sale, a pre- or post-
holiday sale, or an end-of-season sale. As another example, if blue is the “in” spring color, and the store is investing 
heavily in blue merchandise, then blue should be promoted inside and outside the store.

Often, a one-item type of display is used to promote the store's fashion image. The presentation is designed to tell the 
shopper where the store stands on fashion trends, what it thinks its customers want to look like, and to whom it is 
trying to appeal. So, even though a particular outfit is not being promoted as an outfit, the display is promotional in that 
it is advancing the store as something special.

An institutional display, on the other hand, promotes an idea rather than an item or a product. The display presents the 
store as a worthwhile and interested member of the community. If a national hero dies, a window may be set aside to 
honor his or her memory, and no saleable merchandise will be included in that display. If the Community Chest has a 
drive, or any other worthwhile charity is in need of support, and the store promotes the organization and all the good it 
does, without including store merchandise, that would be considered an institutional display.

The local opera company or symphony orchestra may be starting its new season and need more subscribers. The store 
might promote this cause in a small window or shadow box. Remember, this is not the same as using posters and 
paraphernalia of a visiting ballet company to provide a background for a window filled with ruffled petticoats or 
ballerina-like dance dresses. That is a good example of the use of a current event or what is new in town to set the 
scene for store merchandise, but it is not purely an institutional display.

An institutional display helps further the store's image. It is a sign of goodwill toward its neighbors and the 
neighborhood. It shows the store as a concerned party interested in the welfare of the community. (See Figure 5.6.) The 
big Christmas extravaganza, full of animation, fantasy, and the delight of children 8 to 80, may not sell any special 
merchandise, but it certainly sells the store. People may travel from all over to see a store's institutional Christmas 
windows and, often, the “tourists” end up inside after having seen the “free show” outside.

Figure 5.4 For a worldwide promotion, the Bay department store, in Toronto, 
took samplings from its many departments and gathered them in a 
series of variety windows featuring particular countries. Here in the 
French window, men's and women's apparel and accessories are 
shown amid pieces from home goods.

The Bay, Toronto.
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Figure 5.5 It is quite obvious from the signage, the flowers, and the gift-wrapped 
boxes that Valentine's Day is almost here and that it is time to think of 
gift giving. For this promotional display, the Bay, in Toronto, dedicated 
several windows—each in a different color theme—to the upcoming 
date.

The Bay, Toronto.

53

54

Visual Merchandising and Display, 6th Edition Page 7 of 17



PRINTED BY: chris selleck <screamingvisions@mac.com>. Printing is for personal, private use only. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted 
without publisher's prior permission. Violators will be prosecuted.

Figure 5.6 Each spring, Macy's Herald Square removes all the merchandise from 
its main promotional windows and fills them with live flowers, plants, 
shrubs, and often a fantasy figure. The annual flower show continues 
inside, turning the store into several different gardens. This is an 
institutional window and a gift from Macy's to its customers, with no 
product being offered.

Macy's Herald Square, New York.

Types of Display Settings

In presenting any display, there are some basic approaches the visual merchandiser can take to set the scene for the 
merchandise or the concept to be sold. These approaches include the following:

♦ Realistic setting

♦ Environmental setting

♦ Semirealistic setting

♦ Fantasy setting

♦ Abstract setting

REALISTIC SETTING

A realistic setting is essentially the depiction of a room, area, or otherwise recognizable locale, reinterpreted in the 
allotted display area, either in the windows or inside the store. The realistic setting is best controlled and most effective 
in a fully enclosed display window. Here, the display person can do a miniature stage setting. He or she can simulate 
depth and dimension and use color and light with great effect—all viewed, as planned, from the front, through a large 
plateglass window. The scene can be a restaurant with wallpapered walls, carpeted floors, matching tables and chairs, 
flowers, ferns and potted palms, china and crystal, candles and chandeliers. It seems so real, so complete, so 
recognizable that the viewer can relate to it. Showing formal or semiformal clothing, for example, in this setting would 
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recognizable that the viewer can relate to it. Showing formal or semiformal clothing, for example, in this setting would 
be very appropriate.

Figure 5.7 In a rather small and narrow window a fall forest has been realistically 
rendered, with real tree trunks and branches and boughs of autumn 
foliage. The floor is covered with fallen leaves and wood chips. The 
artwork on the rear panel gives the suggestion of more trees, while 
adding depth to the window.

Robert Ellis, Culver City, California. Design: Keith Dillion.

Sometimes, the cleverness and fastidiousness given to the details of the setting can work against the presentation of the 
merchandise. The viewer might get so involved in the settings and the background that the merchandise, the “star,” is 
upstaged by the “set.”

At certain times and in certain stores, however, a realistic setting can be most effective. Some holidays are just right for 
a true-to-life presentation. On Christmas morning, for example, mannequins wearing assorted robes and loungewear 
might be busily engaged in unwrapping more of the same merchandise. On New Year's Eve, a gala party is the perfect 
setting for gala clothes. Thanksgiving is a time to show tableware, while the family is “dressed” for dinner. Import 
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setting for gala clothes. Thanksgiving is a time to show tableware, while the family is “dressed” for dinner. Import 
promotions can be attention-getting displays when the settings are realistic, though foreign. People do want to see how 
other people live.

When realism is the thing, scale is of the utmost importance. The display area should not be weighted down with props 
or elements so large that the scale of the setting shrinks by comparison. A realistic setting requires the careful blending 
of color, textures, shapes, and the proper lighting to keep the background at a proper distance. It must still be attractive 
enough to be the “come on” for the merchandise presentation. (See Figure 5.7.)

ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING

This is a merchandise presentation that shows an assortment of various related items in a setting depicting how and 
where they may eventually be used. In this form of realistic setting, the “background” is actually the “foreground” 
because the details that make up the realistic set are actually the merchandise being promoted in the display.

An example of an environmental setting is a display showing a corner of a room with a bed, made up with matching 
sheets, pillow cases, and comforter; a window with coordinated curtains and drapes; and an area rug of the appropriate 
color and design. A chair near the bed has a robe casually tossed over it, and there is a pair of slippers on the floor. The 
setting also includes a bedside table, on which is an arrangement of frames, boxes, a lamp, and a clock. Everything on 
display in this setting is for sale in the store. (See Figure 5.8.)

Figure 5.8 A complete environment has been suggested in the home area at the 
Bay through the use of a bed frame, an open armoire, a trunk, some 
lamps, and a carpet. Although not an actual live-in room, the display 
does suggest a time, a place, and a period, and the merchandise that 
makes it all possible is shown on the shelves around the bed and in 
the armoire.

The Bay, Toronto.
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SEMIREALISTIC SETTING

When space and budget do not allow the time or effort for a fully realistic presentation, the display person may opt for 
the very popular semirealistic, or “vignette,” setting. (See Figure 5.9.) The visual merchandiser presents the essence, 
the tip of the iceberg, and leaves the rest to the active imagination of the shopper. In many ways, this is a simpler but 
more effective approach to merchandise settings. The merchandise and mannequins do not have to compete with the 
“look-at-me” cleverness of the down-to-the-last-detail setting.

Other examples of semirealistic displays: In a predominantly black or dark gray window (walls, floors, and side walls), 
imagine a small table covered with a red-and-white checkered cloth, two bentwood chairs with cane seats, a candle 
stuck into a straw-encased Chianti bottle already heavy with rivulets of melted wax, some breadsticks in a water 
tumbler, a brass hatstand, a potted palm. Couldn't this be any romantic, old-fashioned, neighborhood Italian restaurant? 
Or, think of simply a palm tree dripping heavy with green leaves; a mound of sand; an open, boldly striped beach 
umbrella—anybody would know it was some faraway island in the sun. Who needs to look beyond this, into the 
nebulous, no-color, no-detail background?

On ledges, in island displays, and in store windows with open backs, a semirealistic setting works most effectively. It is 
theater-in-the-round, but the viewer does not go beyond the fragment being shown. To the display person, it means 
getting to the heart of the setting, presenting that “heart,” and then fleshing it out only as necessary. A park bench, a 
tree, some pigeons or a squirrel, the hint of sky, some grass and gravel—it's a park! An awning swagged off the dark 
back wall; a small metal table for two; two ironwork chairs, a bottle of wine and two glasses, a suggestion of a kiosk, 
over to the side, bedecked with French posters—it's romance, it's April in Paris!

FANTASY SETTING

A fantasy setting can be as detailed or as suggestive as the display person, budget, and time permit. It is creative, it 
does require thought, energy, and lots of planning, but it can be very rewarding.

Figure 5.9 Priape, a men's store, shows off its newest swimwear/underwear in a 
window divided into “shower stalls.” The vignettes are suggested by 
the showerheads, the simulated tile enclosures, and the color-
coordinated plastic shower curtains. Note the color-keyed towels that 
dry off the stylized forms.

Priape, Montreal. Design: Étalage B Display, Montreal.
56

5.3.3

5.3.4

Visual Merchandising and Display, 6th Edition Page 11 of 17



PRINTED BY: chris selleck <screamingvisions@mac.com>. Printing is for personal, private use only. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted 
without publisher's prior permission. Violators will be prosecuted.

It may be surrealistic or just a “touch of the poet”; it is a strange Never Neverland, a fairyland, Oz, an enchanted forest, 
Alice's Wonderland. A fantasy setting can be tables on the ceiling and chairs on the wall. It can be 6-foot toadstools or 
a mannequin drifting, in midair, on a magic carpet. It can be a world frozen in ice and icicles or a trip in a spaceship to 
visit a family of robots. A fantasy setting can be a stairway going nowhere, with a crystal chandelier to light the way, 
or an underwater spectacular of swimsuited mermaids and giant seashells.

Figure 5.10 Let's go tropical! Cut out and decoratively painted flats of jungle 
foliage, palm trees, flowers, flying fish, and diving birds create an 
“over-the-rainbow” fantasy setting for the down-to-earth casual 
clothes shown on the realistic mannequins in the Macy's Herald 
Square windows.

Macy's Herald Square, New York.

These are just some examples of the touches of whimsy that can be a delightful change of pace after several realistic or 
semirealistic installations. A good imagination is the most important requirement. (See Figure 5.10.)
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semirealistic installations. A good imagination is the most important requirement. (See Figure 5.10.)

ABSTRACT SETTING

An abstract setting might seem as if it would be the easiest to do, but it is often the most difficult. The least amount of 
display often makes the biggest statement. In an abstract setting the merchandise is the dominant feature, and the 
setting supports and reinforces the message, often subliminally. For example, a viewer may look at some white ribbon 
streamers hanging down from an overhead grill and know that the classic gown in front of the streamers is elegant.

The abstract setting is predominantly an arrangement of lines and shapes, panels, cubes, cylinders, triangles, curves, 
arcs, and circles. It is like a nonrepresentational painting done in three dimensions, in various planes. The design does 
not really represent or look like anything in particular, but it does evoke certain responses from the viewer. An abstract 
setting is like a skeletal stage set, in that there is form that functions. It divides the space, and the lines, shapes, and 
forms give a graphic message. (See Figure 5.11.)

Figure 5.11 For the Hugo Boss store in Milan, Carlos Aires, of Marketing Jazz, 
created a simple abstract window setting of assorted size mirror 
circles that seem to rise and float off into the white ambience of the 
window. The steps, on the left, serve as elevations for the Boss-
designed accessories.

Hugo Boss, Milan.
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BUILDUP DISPLAY

There is a vast difference between creating a one-item or line-of-goods display and a mass display of a variety of items 
related only in use, material, color, or place of origin. To display different dinnerware place settings, one is dealing 
with a group of objects that are similar in material, construction, and use, but that are decidedly different in appearance. 
It is the difference in pattern, color, shape, and size that will make one design of dinnerware more attractive to a 
customer than another.

Figure 5.12 The open-back boxes that are stacked throughout the window hold a 
selection of small electronic devices that many men would love to 
possess. With the buildup of the boxes in this display, the products 
get featured in their own framed environments, and the viewer's eye 
moves from one group up to the next.

The Bay, Toronto.
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In doing a display of five, six, or more place settings or groupings of different china patterns (or pots and pans, 
luggage, toiletries and cosmetics, or other related types of merchandise), certain methods of presentation are more 
effective than others. The overall display must be balanced and easy to look at. There has to be a movement from 
grouping to grouping or item to item. Each group or item should be able to be viewed as a separate entity, somehow set 
apart from the others.

If, as in the case of the china, the display person is working with objects of the same general size or weight, he or she 
might use assorted-size cubes or cylinders clustered together to create a buildup display. It is easy for the viewer's eye 
to travel upward, making a stop at each level to absorb what is being shown before moving on to the next level and the 
next showing. Thus, each group is separate and apart in space. Each group can be dominant as the viewer's eye climbs 
the setup. The topmost group, by its position, could be assumed to be the best or the most attractive—the most 
desirable. Therefore, if the display person wants to make all the items equally “best” or “beautiful,” the top step could 
be reserved for a plant, a vase filled with flowers, or any decorative or related item or prop.

The buildup itself can be a series of forms of different sizes arranged in a straight line with each cube or cylinder 
butting up to the next tallest one, but all flush in front. For the sake of interest and effect, there can be a combination of 
bigger steps and smaller steps. In a formal or traditional arrangement, however, each step would be exactly the same 
increment of height (e.g., 6 inches, 9 inches) until the next plateau is reached.

When there is sufficient depth in which to set up the display, the buildups can go from front to back as well as from 
side to side. It would be like creating a pyramid with risers or cubes building up from either end while, at the same 
time, building from a low point out in front to the high point in the center.

When displaying merchandise that is related, but of different sizes and shapes (e.g., handcrafted ceramics, which 
includes boxes, plates, bowls, decorative figures, and maybe even urns and vases), the step or pyramid buildup will 
work, but it requires a very deft feel for balance—especially asymmetrical balance. It is now a matter of building up 
one riser (or platform) with an object on it while balancing it with another riser that has a different-sized object 
displayed on it. The overall height and look of the riser plus the merchandise must be visually weighted against the 
other riser and merchandise. It might, therefore, require a lower platform or elevation to hold a tall vase, for example, if 
it is to balance with a low, squat bowl on a taller riser. This asymmetrical buildup must be arranged so that the viewer's 
eye will still move comfortably, through the various levels, to the top. (See Figure 5.12.)

Types of Displays and Display Settings: Trade Talk

abstract setting

buildup display

environmental setting

fantasy setting

institutional display

line-of-goods display
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line-of-goods display

one-item display

promotional display

realistic setting

related merchandise display

semirealistic, or “vignette,” setting

variety, or assortment, display

Types of Displays and Display Settings: A Recap

♦ The purpose of a display is to present and promote.

♦ A one-item display shows only a single item.

♦ A line-of-goods display shows one type of merchandise, though the merchandise might vary in size or color.

♦ A related merchandise display shows items that are meant to be used together.

♦ A variety, or assortment, display is a combination of unrelated items.

♦ A promotional display emphasizes a particular theme, for example, Father's Day.

♦ An institutional display promotes an idea, rather than an item or product. For example, a national hero or a 
community drive might be promoted in a window display. This presents the store as being a part of the 
community.

♦ Display settings can be realistic, environmental, semirealistic, fantasy, or abstract.

♦ A realistic setting display is a recognizable display, such as a room.

♦ An environmental display shows how and where various related or coordinated items can be used.

♦ A semirealistic setting presents the essence of a setting and leaves the rest to the imagination.

♦ A fantasy setting is usually suggestive, creative, and unusual.

♦ An abstract setting is an arrangement of lines and shapes, with the merchandise as the dominant feature.

♦ A buildup carries the viewer's eye from grouping to grouping by means of a combination of steps, such as a 
series of forms of different sizes arranged in a straight line, but all leading the eye to one point.

Questions for Review and Discussion

1. Classify the following display examples as one-item, line-of-goods, related merchandise, or variety displays.
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1. Classify the following display examples as one-item, line-of-goods, related merchandise, or variety displays.

a. Three mannequins wearing ensembles from Liz Claiborne's new spring collection.

b. An evening gown by Armani.

c. A window filled with leather items including bags, jackets, caps, briefcases, and skirts.

d. A display of small appliances from Black & Decker.

e. A pawnshop window filled with samples of its latest wares.

2. Explain the difference between a promotional and an institutional display, and provide an example of each.

3. When is it appropriate to display an abundance of a single item in a display?

4. How does a realistic display setting differ from a semirealistic display setting?

5. Describe how a fantasy setting might be achieved. What props would you use to help set the stage?

6. What is usually the most dominant feature in an abstract display? What elements can be used in the creation of 
abstract displays?

7. What is a buildup presentation, and under what circumstances are buildups most effective?
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