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The Museum of American Finance (MAF) possesses a uniquely timely mission: to reveal the inner workings of Wall Street and America’s money markets through exhibitions housed within a historic Bank of New York building at the center of the financial district. The project presented an equally unique opportunity for C&G Partners to create an experience that tells the story of the dynamic economic forces behind America, and Manhattan’s, rise to financial prominence, while encouraging financial literacy among audiences of all ages. In an era of weakening social security nets and broad credit crises, the nascent movement of financial literacy has the potential to become a democratizing force that empowers individuals with greater understanding of an often forbidding subject: money and finance. Therefore, exhibits that explain Wall Street to Main Street can employ design to fulfill a valuable public service goal.

The Money. The Power. The History.

Within one vast room a series of exhibit displays allow for rotating selections from MAF’s permanent collections, which include many valuable and fragile works on paper. The main gallery comprises different exhibits that combine to express the confluence of money, power and history within a single city and nation. For example:

· Financial Markets, the largest exhibit, encompasses stocks, bonds, commodities, and other artifacts of boom and bust times. Exhibits range from intricately engraved financial certificates—a lost art in this digital age—to a teaching ticker tape that explains stock market symbols and figures. Three multimedia towers provide “windows” into the institutions that comprise New York’s nexus of financial power: the New York Stock Exchange, the New York Mercantile Exchange, and Citigroup’s bond trading floor.

· Entrepreneurs is a series of interactive oral history stations featuring prominent entrepreneurs, from local heroes such as Brooklyn Brewery founder Steve Hinde to Kay Koplovitz, founder of USA Networks and the first woman network television president, to David Neeleman, who founded jetBlue.

· Money: A History includes displays of rare, large denomination bills and historic pieces such as the wampum—woven belts of shells and beads—that the Dutch used to purchase the island of Manhattan from native people.

· Banking in America explains the mechanics of banking from deposits to home loans, from piggy banks to the Federal Reserve.

Other highlights include a special gallery for rotating exhibits, a pocket theater featuring short subject videos, and a room honoring Alexander Hamilton as an architect of the U.S. economic system. 
Serving Past & Present

Located just one block east of the New York Stock Exchange in the former home of the Bank of New York—one of the oldest banks in the United States, founded by Alexander Hamilton—the Museum is steeped in history. At the same time, the historic setting posed distinct design challenges. The 7,000 square feet of exhibits are set on the mezzanine level, formerly the private banking area overlooking the ground-level banking hall, which now houses the Museum’s entrance lobby and administrative offices. Classrooms and education resources are located at the lower level. 

In adapting the mezzanine to its new public use, the design seeks to make the most of available space while treading lightly on the historic structure. The exhibit’s modern vocabulary uses simple geometries and color to offset the building’s ornate grandeur. For preservation and programming purposes the exhibits were designed to appear permanent and integrated, yet they can easily be rolled away to return the space to its original state for special events.

Multimedia elements are incorporated throughout, to engage the public on a difficult subject, all designed for individuals not accustomed to engaging with such technology. Simple topics, clear type, and limited navigation options work together to strengthen all users’ intuitive understanding of what to touch to learn more.

C&G Partners’ multidisciplinary team led the design, research, and content development for all exhibit components. The firm also designed the MAF’s new brand identity. Against a bright green ground, the word Museum is spelled with a “$” replacing the “s” to allow it to stand on its own and be combined with other words while retaining its association with MAF.  
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C&G Partners focuses on work for media, the arts and public spaces. The firm partners with clients to create identities, exhibitions, print graphics, signage, interactive projects and environments that communicate valuable ideas. Led by Steff Geissbuhler, Keith Helmetag, Jonathan Alger and Emanuela Frigerio, the firm’s cumulative history encompasses some of the world’s most recognizable experiences, images, spaces and icons.

Jonathan Alger, C&G Partners’ lead designer for the Museum of American Finance, specializes in the conception and planning of environments and exhibitions. His current work includes the new exhibits for the renovated and expanded Griffith Observatory in Los Angeles, the Boston Public Library exhibit, John Adams Unbound, and the upcoming Star Spangled Banner exhibit at the Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of American History. Jonathan has received numerous honors and awards and is currently the national President of SEGD, the Society for Environmental Graphic Design.

