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ROOM WITH A VDU

The research for this journal article 
explores the design history of a 
relatively short-lived phenomenon—
the glass-walled secure rooms in 
which mainframe computers were 
housed within corporate workplaces 
in the 1960s and 1970s. 

The hypothesis explored is that the 
ways in which emerging computing 
technology was displayed to the 
public had a causal effect on the 
reception of computing technology 
by the public and influenced the 
ways in which computers were 
designed to look. It is argued 
that the secure rooms housing 
computers were not only built 
for very valid technical reasons 
around climate-control and secure 
access to specialist staff, but were 
glazed in part to fulfil the corporate 
desire to conspicuously display 
their investments in technology 
as a status symbol to clients and 
customers. Moreover, a side effect 
of isolating the specialist computing 
staff from the rest of the workforce 
reinforced an attitude of separation 
between IT workers and office 
workers which persists to this day. 

Secondary research conducted by 
Atkinson revealed little previous 
research or references to the 
research topic, either in design 
history, the history of science and 
technology, or economic histories of 
computing. 

The primary research conducted 
included archival research, 

interviews with entrepreneurs, 
inventors and computer 
scientists (including Gardner 
Hendrie, inventor of the 16-
bit minicomputer), business 
people, industrial designers and 
manufacturers (including Tom 
Hardy, ex World Head of Design 
at IBM), combined with visual 
analysis of published advertising 
material and secondary research 
using published texts along with 
archival research at institutions in 
the UK (National Archive for the 
History of Computing, University 
of Manchester) and USA (IBM 
Archives and The Charles Babbage 
Institute, University of Minnesota).

The key aim was to source primary 
material that had not been published 
before, and that would add to new 
insights in the field.
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Overview

The personal design historical 
research methodology employed 
in the preparation of Room with a 
VDU was developed over a long 
period of time, and involved a 
mixture of primary archival research 
at various institutions in the UK 
and USA, along with interviews 
with entrepreneurs, inventors, 
computer scientists, business 
people, industrial designers and 
manufacturers, combined with visual 
analysis of published advertising 
material and secondary research 
using published texts. The key aim 
was to source primary material that 
had not been published before, 
and that would add to the body of 
knowledge in the field. 

Primary Archival Research 

Archives employed 2012-13

1) The History of Computing 
Collection (formerly the 
National Archive for the History 
of Computing), University of 
Manchester, UK: especially 
the Trade Catalogue Collection 
containing original sales brochures 
of computer manufacturers from the 
1950s to the 1980s

2) IBM Archives IBM Corporate 
Archives, IBM Corporation, 
Poughkeepsie, New York, USA: A 
comprehensive collection of IBM 
computer sales brochures and 
publicity photographs from the 
1940s to the 1980s.

3) The Charles Babbage Institute 
Archives, University of Minnesota, 
Minneapolis and Saint Paul, 
Minnesota, USA: especially the 
Academic computing collection of 
computer manufacturer’s hardware 
brochures.

4) The Computer History
Museum Archives, Corporate 
Histories Collection, Mountain 
View, California, USA: an archive of 
computer manufacturer’s brochures, 
correspondence records and  
academic papers.

5) Sheffield Hallam University 
Library, Sheffield, UK: a physical 
archival collection of computer 
magazines from the 1950s to the 
1970s, especially Datamation 
magazine containing manufacturer’s 
adverts, and digital copies of 
business magazines from the same 
period, especially Fortune and The 
Economist.

Interviews

Semi-structured, in-depth interviews 
and ensuing email communications 
with:

Gardner Hendrie, Computer 
Engineer, ex Data General, 
Computer Control Corporation and 
Honeywell. Inventor of the first 16-bit  
minicomputer. 8 October 2012. 

Tom Hardy, Industrial Designer and 
previously World Head of Design at 
IBM, 24 Oct 2012.

Secondary Research

Books and journal articles by 
computer historians including 
(among others) Martin Campbell-
Kelly, Emerson Pugh, William 
Aspray and Ian Martin; the 
autobiography of Thomas J. Watson 
Jr. (Ex-president of IBM and the son 
of the company’s founder, Thomas J 
Watson Sr.)

Primary archival research in the UK and USA, semi-
structured in-depth interviews, visual analysis 
of published advertising material and secondary 
research using published texts.
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The research questions under 
investigation in the article ‘Room 
with a VDU’ were envisaged as part 
of a larger study still in progress, 
which is provisionally titled  
The Spectacle of Computing. 

The aim of this larger study is to 
unpick and analyse the ways in 
which computing technology has 
historically been presented to the 
public at large: a public that in most 
cases had very little idea of how 
computers worked and may well 
have been fearful of the effects 
of such technology on their own 
livelihoods. With respect to this 
article, the research questions 
would be:
 ‘How was emerging computing 
technology presented to workers in 
the corporate workplace?’ 
And ‘How did that presentation 
affect their relationship to 
computing?’ 

Other research outputs 
disseminated within The Spectacle 
of Computing study that fall within 
the REF assessment period and 
include elements addressing the 
same research question include:

1) Atkinson, P (2014) Eniac vs 
Colossus and the display of early 
electronic computers, Design for 
War and Peace, Design History 
Society Conference, University of 
Oxford, 4-6th September 2014.

2) Atkinson, P (2015) At the Push 
of a Button: the Utopian futures of 
computer-aided everyday life. “How 
We Live, and How we Might Live”: 
Design and the Spirit of Critical 
Utopianism, Design History Society 
Conference, San Francisco, USA, 
11-13th Sept. 2015.

3) Atkinson, P (2017) The Robots 
are Coming!: Perennial problems 
with technological progress’, in Di 
Lucchio, L; Imbesi, L; Atkinson, 
P (Eds.) (2017) Design for Next: 
Proceedings of the 12th European 
Academy of Design Conference, 
Sapienza University of Rome, 12-14 
April 2017.  pp. S4120-S4131, ISBN: 
978-1-138-09023-1.  This article is 
online and can be accessed at the 
url below:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14606925.2
017.1352868 
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Three related conference papers (one expanded 
and published), which address the same research 
questions as the output ‘Room with a VDU’.
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