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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one to one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today, I’m joined by Stephen Bayley, design critic, 
author and journalist. The original design guru, Stephen is the founding 
director of London’s Design Museum and a trustee of the Royal Fine Arts 
Commission Trust. He’s written for leading publications including Vanity Fair, 
the Times and the Observer, and is now a contributing editor at GQ. A best 
selling author, Stephen’s books have transformed popular perceptions of 
design. His most recent book, Signs of Life: Why Brands Matter, explores the 
history of the design industry and what makes a successful brand.  
 
Stephen, thank you for joining me.  
It’s a great pleasure already so far.  
 
So, Stephen, many people have described you as Britain’s first and foremost 
design guru. What exactly does a design guru do? 
Well, a design guru… I think I probably was the person for whom the term ‘design 
guru’ was coined about 30-something years ago, and I took it on with what I like to 
think of as self-deprecating irony. Unfortunately, self-deprecating irony doesn’t 
always work well in print. You have to call yourself something, and I got fed up with 
saying, “Well, actually, I’m an academic art historian and I take a keen interest in 
industrial design in Europe and the United States between 1880 and 1970,” which is 
I suppose what might have been my academic interests. But no, so design guru, it’s 
shorthand. Guru is a Sanskrit word which means teacher. I have an absolute passion 
about the contemporary world. I don’t mean that like an unmediated passion, I don’t 
actually like all of the contemporary world, but I am very anxious just to make people 
understand enjoy, criticise and communicate, interrogate the world around them. I 
come from a background, as I said, of academic art history, which is still a subject 
that fascinates me, but I suppose my personal design awakening probably had two 
sources. First of all, when I was a child I used to get dragged around aircraft 
factories by my father, who was an aeronautical engineer, and I learnt at first 
principles, the idea about making things. Even though I look like an effete flâneur, I 
could actually tell you how a three-axis computer numerically controlled lathe works, 
and I actually know that stuff. I think it’s immensely important to understand how 
things are made. My father used to… I had a fantastic education from him really, 
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because he would always ask me how was something made. For instance, this 
glass, this water glass I’m holding now, he would say, “Was this moulded or was it 
cast?”  
 
I’m obsessed with that Discovery TV show How It’s Made. My wife hates the 
theme tune to it, but every time I’m just on my own in the lounge I’ll stick one 
of them on.  
What it is, if you understand how something is made, you understand almost 
everything about it. I have a running conversation in my head; I want to get the Prime 
Minister into a corner and ask her, “Tell me how a rivet works,” and she wouldn’t 
have a clue. And I think that’s really deplorable. And Mrs May, she’s had benefits 
from a so-called elite education, but she couldn’t tell you how the chair she’s sitting 
in works, or what physical principles make it rotate or make it stable. So there’s that. 
I was fortunate enough to have this upbringing, which I spent a lot of time in factories 
and going to factories. I was also, as a rather sad only child, reading metaphysical 
poets at the same time. I’ve never seen a mismatch between that high culture and 
low culture. So for me, design is that area where all cultures meet. That was one part 
of my design awareness. And the second part of my personal design education 
wasn’t so much an emotional one, as a more intellectual one. I was a student of 
history of art, and found myself in rainy Manchester listening to lectures about the 
Baroque architecture in Bologna in the 17th century, which is fine, I’m all for Baroque 
architecture in Bologna in the 17th century, but it struck me as very odd that no one 
was explaining to me why Manchester and the world around us looked like it did. So 
the second part of my own design education was just trying to apply the principles of 
academic design history, he said with maximum pomposity, to the everyday world. 
Back to the water glass, I mean, I just want to be able to explain, in exactly the same 
way as a classic art historian would want to tell you how the Annibale Carracci 
altarpiece came into being. I want to be able to tell how this water glass came into 
being. There are two reasons for that. The better you understand it, the more you’ll 
enjoy using it, but the better you understand it you might be able to criticise it and 
force up higher standards from the retailers or the manufacturers. So, for me, design 
is about being aware of the man made world. Design is what Roland Barthes 
described as the best messenger of a world superior to that of nature, and this is a 
world which fascinates me, and I just always wanted to… effectively, I’m a teacher. 
I’ve still got, I’m afraid, the residue of my university experience has left me with a 
didactic streak about a mile wide, and possibly an inch deep, but I’ve got that. And I 
like teaching lessons about design. Hence the guru thing. Sanskrit for teacher.  
 
I can see that there’s a breadth of knowledge there, and in fact I’m going to 
take you to task on some of it and explore some of that.  
Expose some of it, did you say?!  
 
Well, that may be! We shall see where it goes. Your most recent book 
examined taste and what you called the secret meaning of things. How do you 
define good taste? 
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Well, I don’t actually define good taste. I know what my taste is, and as I get to know 
I’ll understand what your taste is. I’m quite cautious about stating what good taste is. 
There’s such a thing as good taste, and there was a group of people who once 
actually said, you know, “Such and such is good taste do this and you’ll be respected 
and win the esteem of your peers.” I don’t actually believe that. I mean, taste is just a 
matter of choice. Taste is the intangible aspects of design. I think design is, up to a 
point, almost like a technical subject, you know, back to the water glass again. You 
know how it was made, you know what it costs to manufacture, you know whether its 
packaging has legible typography on it, all these things – but that’s design. You know 
whether it works well, whether it’s stable, whether it doesn’t fall over, whether it’s 
fireproof or whatever. These are technical things, which can be almost numerically 
assessed, calibrated, but taste is an aspect of design which is the intangible things. 
Taste is about, “Do I like it?” “What does it actually say about me?” “To what degree 
does this project my ideas and beliefs?” And that’s what taste is. I just wrote the 
book because I wanted to rehabilitate a word which is neglected. I mean, part of 
history is that, in my early years of creating the Boilerhouse Project in the V&A and 
the Design Museum which arose out of it, I got vaguely fatigued. I mean, I’m an 
energetic person but I do get fatigued sometimes by old design industry zealots 
coming up to me, holding a stainless steel fish platter or something, and saying, 
“This, young man, is good design.” I would shrug and they would then look at me 
with all the zealotry of an Old Testament prophet announcing a divine revelation. 
“But it is good design.” Well, it’s actually not as simple as that, as you haven’t 
thought through whether it’s not. What you really mean is. “It’s my taste.” So I wrote 
the book about taste because I wanted to rehabilitate a very useful term. What is 
taste? I’m often asked that, and it’s the intangibles of things. How do we acquire it? 
I’m not saying how do you acquire good taste, we acquire taste by a mixture of stuff 
we inherit and acquire from our own education, possibly from our DNA, and then 
from cultural and social, you know, from our aspirations. But I think to a very large 
extent – and I don’t want to sound like a crude materialist, I’m actually very far from 
that – but I do think to a degree we really are what we wear, where we live, what we 
drive, what we eat. I do think the physical manifestation of our choices is profoundly, 
profoundly interesting and important. I mean, there’s no such thing as neutrality. I am 
actually wearing a scruffy threadbare pullover and battered jeans; I don’t care about 
clothes. But by saying I’m wearing a scruffy battered pullover and jeans you’re 
saying I don’t care very much about what I wear, but this is the way I wish to project 
myself into the world. There is no neutrality. You can’t decide, “I don’t like clothes, 
I’m going to walk around naked,” because that in itself is an expression of a desire. 
So, yes. Taste is just a catch-all term, and it’s a game. It’s a game. I love the 
business of being in the contemporary world, where everything has meaning, and 
we’re all engaged in a game of taste, we’re all engaged in social competition and 
cultural modelling. And I just want to encourage people to enjoy that. 
 
What do you make of the state of design in Britain today? You’ve very 
famously called The Shard “London’s ugliest building”. I mean, you mentioned 
there about disagreements. I think it’s all right. And I deliberately put that in an 
insipid way, because I’ve not really given it that much thought. 
I think it’s ugly in several senses. First of all, I believe that uglinesses is… I’m a bit of 
a classicist in the sense that the ancient Greeks believed that beauty and ugliness 
were external expressions of inner states. This is what classicism was all about; if 
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you’re a beautiful person you had a beautiful soul sort of thing. I think there may be 
flaws in that argument, but there’s quite an attractive logic to it. But I think it almost 
certainly applies to buildings, and The Shard is… personally I don’t like tall buildings 
very much because I’ve got a terrible fear of heights. But that’s a personal issue, and 
I’m trying to rise above that in my criticism of it. First of all, I think it’s not a terribly 
intelligent building, and that makes it rather… it’s not very intelligent, because it’s not 
so much a bold, new, 21st century building, as the last, the fag end, of mid-20th 
century architecture. I mean, a truly contemporary building would be far more energy 
efficient, far more flexible, and also a building far more indulgent and tolerant of its 
surroundings. It gives a sort of completely fully reusable middle finger to London, and 
I don’t like that. It’s just an unintentional building and that makes it, in my view, ugly. 
 
But other people think it’s good. So this is the problem, isn’t it, with the 
subjective nature of whether design is good or not, because it is inherently 
subjective. 
Well, no, I think it follows from what I said before, when I said that design was a 
more or less technical subject. It is possible to talk about what is good design. Like 
the desk right in front of us. We know whether it’s safe or whether it’s going to burst 
into flames, whether it would be manufactured and sold profitably, we know how 
many lumens of light it distributes, we know whether it’s ergonomically sound – these 
are things you can judge. 
 
They’re objectively measureable.  
Yes. You can’t actually… there’s no arguing with that. We know whether it’s an 
ingenious mechanical solution to a problem. The desk light in front of us has that 
articulating mechanism which apes the muscular and skeletal structure of the human 
arm. I’ve got no doubt in saying this is a piece of good design. Now, whether I like it, 
or you like it, isn’t just a matter of your preferences or my preferences. So design can 
be judged, but we’re back in the area of taste now, and this light deliberately evokes 
a prototype from the 1930s. That’s fine – if you like that sort of thing, you like that 
sort of thing. So that’s why I want to have a discussion of taste in the design 
argument, and also I just think about all judgments. I think great critics – and I am not 
suggesting I am one – but truly great critics, their opinions do carry more weight than 
amateurs. There’s no truly great critics have spent more time looking at things, 
reading things, watching movies, assessing design, writing about buildings, criticising 
art than most other people have. That doesn’t mean the opinions of the amateur are 
irrelevant. But I do think, in general, great critics, their opinions carry great weight. 
Because they’ve spent their life doing it. It’s like the 10,000 hours thing. You want 
your airline captain to be very accomplished; you want him to have had at least 
10,000 hours behind the control yoke of his aeroplane. You wouldn’t want to have an 
amateur brain surgeon operating on you. You know, brain surgeons probably get 
better with experience, as I think people who write music probably get better with 
experience, and it’s the same with opinions about things. It’s about design or 
architecture or art.  
 
Is it though? Because you take a great critic like Kenneth Tynan, who got 
better, as you said, but not to disparage the dead, but Philip French, the former 
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Observer film critic, in his last few years I stopped reading his reviews 
because he just slated almost every single film that he saw. And I felt that 
there was a creeping cynicism to his writing that wasn’t there when you read, 
for example, his replacement is Mark Kermode who will savage a film when he 
thinks he needs it, but will not be ashamed to big up an Avengers movie if he 
thinks it’s a good film. He will unashamedly and unapologetically give it a rave 
review. 
Yes, well obviously there are exceptions to every rule, and if you’re asking about the 
general nature of criticism, there are some people who see the role of a critic – and I 
can think of several restaurant critics who fall into this category – who see their 
purpose as just to insult, to lacerate and to damage, rather than to inform and 
compare. I mean, a good critic, as John Updike once explained, a good critic is 
someone who will assess a book, restaurant, work of art, or a building or a piece of 
design, not on the basis of how he would like to have done it himself, but on the 
basis of how well the people who executed the lunch, or the building, how well they 
executed their own intentions. And that does require a little bit of thought and 
analysis. So I think, on the whole, that thoughtful analysis is better, more valuable, 
more useful than knee-jerk reactions, although knee-jerk reactions certainly have 
their place in civilised life. I’ve had a few of them myself! 
 
We can talk about that in a second! You came to prominence when Terence 
Conran chose you to head up the Boilerhouse Project at the V&A, a major 
exhibition space devoted to design. Why do you feel the Conran partnership 
works so well? 
Well, Terence Conran was someone who I’d always admired from afar long before I 
met him. I was brought up in Liverpool, and educated in Liverpool and Manchester. 
Not in any conditions of privation or hardship, I can’t claim that, my family was 
relatively comfortably off, certainly by Liverpool standards. But – but, but, but – I can 
remember this profound sense of yearning I had to be somewhere else other than 
Liverpool. I was brought up in Liverpool at the time when Liverpool’s brief moment of 
global celebrity – as in 20th century celebrity, as it was famous before of course – 
with pop music and poetry had long since passed. I was just brought up in the fag 
end of that. The circus had moved on. Life was more interesting, certainly in London 
and possibly abroad, and I hoovered up architecture and design magazines, and I 
dreamt about one day I’d live in New York or Helsinki or Rome or Milan or wherever 
they had interesting buildings and interesting modern designs, because there 
certainly wasn’t much of it around in Liverpool. And then I discovered Habitat, 
Terence Conran’s chain of shops, which, alas, they’re now more or less redundant. 
 
I remember Habitat when I was a kid growing up in York.  
Yes! It was an absolute revelation. It was like a missionary experience, like a 
missionary experience. The missionaries had landed.  
 
Because you walked in and it was an epitome of thought-out taste.  
Well, it was! And Terence wanted to make shopping, instead of being a chore, and 
he spoke he spoke very eloquently about his own horrors as a child of going into 
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department stores which had ugly lighting and brown furniture, and sallow miserable, 
sales people. So Terence wanted to make his Habitat stores into a bit little bit of 
popular culture, a bit of genuine street theatre. In the original Habitat in Chelsea, 
they played The Beatles over the soundtrack, Caroline Charles, the fashion 
designer, put all the shop assistants in black jeans and black t-shirts – this was 1964 
– and shopping at Habitat wasn’t an ordeal, it was a pleasure in itself. And you could 
buy, at reasonable costs, all this merchandise which I, for one, suspected didn’t exist 
in England. And of course it didn’t until Terence Conran, brilliant editor of 
merchandise, brought it all together for us all to enjoy. And he had that simple belief 
– he didn’t mean to be funny, but I think it’s terribly funny – he said he wanted the 
whole world to have a better salad bowl. And I think that’s quite easy to mock, that, 
but I think it’s quite a noble objective. Of course, what he actually meant he wanted 
the whole world had a better salad bowl which they’d buy from one of his shops and 
make him even richer, but still that motive was there. So when we met – he was a 
great deal older than me, I have to admit – when we met, it was a coming together of 
things. Terence had the authority and, admittedly, the money to get things done. I 
had the education and the ambition, the chutzpah, to get things done. I mentioned 
before, my own interest in design came from my spending time in factories when I 
was young, and learning about the history of art, and I wanted to apply history of art 
principles to the modern world, and Terence just wanted to… you know, Terence 
wanted his vision about a world improved through design to be made more tangible. 
And, happily, I got the gig. What we originally wanted to do… I was actually teaching 
at a university, broadening my didactic streak, and I had written a book for the 
students. I was teaching the history of art at the University of Kent, I had to teach the 
whole of it all the way from the medieval up to the impressionists and everything. But 
I was doing of course on modern design, and in those days, and I’m talking about the 
late 1970s now, in those days there weren’t any books on design. There was the odd 
book about the Bauhaus and William Morris and Charles Renee Mackintosh, and 
one or two books on Franklin, but a synoptic book about what design was – and I’m 
talking about desk lights, glasses and pens and things like that –  
 
It’s unthinkable until now, isn’t it?  
No one had done it. No one had done it. And this is why the design guru thing came 
in. I can sort of claim to be one of the people who started that whole awareness. I put 
together a book for my students called In Good Shape: Style in Industrial Products, 
1900 to 1960, and it was just a reader for the students. I scoured old magazines and 
books, and put together 100 or so objects which struck me as significant, I tried to 
describe them, I created an anthology of interesting writing about design, which I had 
had to cull from ancient magazines which I dug out of the Royal Institute of British 
Architects’ library, and it was great. It was just a useful anthology, a picture book, a 
reader, my course book for the students. Terence discovered that, and on the basis 
of that book, he hauled me away from provincial academe, and I translated myself 
from being a backpacking junior lecturer to being someone who would travel in the 
middle, or the front of the planes sometimes, going round the world, checking out 
whether anybody was going to build a design museum or whether any design 
museums really existed. And yes, there was the Museum of Modern Art in New York, 
which had a small design collection in those days, and there was the Musée des Arts 
Décoratifs in Paris, which put on temporary exhibitions, some things in Scandinavia, 
another place in Munich, Museum Angewandte Kunst, or whatever it was. And yes, 
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and I got the chance to create a new modern design museum. We were originally 
going to create in Milton Keynes. This tells you how fanciful our vision was. We even 
got as far as having a site in Milton Keynes.  
 
I live in Milton Keynes!  
I’m actually very pro Milton Keynes, I think it’s… well, you know, it’s sort of dated in a 
way, but there’s an esprit de corps about it, there’s a vision, there’s a civilised vision 
which I did really admire. We were going to build anyway. Terence’s Habitat stores 
were going to move their headquarters to Milton Keynes, and we were going to build 
the design museum next to them. And our vision was – and high-tech architecture 
was at this movement quite fashionable – we were going to build a high-tech 
warehouse where classics of modern design would be actually physically on shelves, 
you know, and robot machines would bring down desk lights and drinking glasses so 
students could come and…  
 
So a bit like an Amazon warehouse.  
Well, exactly, although long before such a thing existed. But yes, that was exactly 
the vision we had. We were going to do it. 
 
They must have been incredible years though, because there you are, he’s got 
the money and the shared passion, and he’s backing you to the hilt.  
Yes, and I was so young innocent then I didn’t realise, if you want to get something 
done… it was like… what did John Paul Getty say about how to get rich. He said, 
“Get up early, work hard and strike oil.” Which is probably true! If you want to get 
something done, ask a very energetic and extremely naïve person like me to do it, 
and also give them essentially a blank cheque book. And I didn’t realise how… if I’d 
known how difficult things would be, they never would have happened. You know, 
which is great. So we were planning this, planning this, planning this, and then what 
happened, Roy Strong was the director of the Victoria and Albert Museum, 
exceptionally stylish and interesting man in his own right, but he had not much 
interest in contemporary stuff, though he had a fine range of Tommy Nutter suits, 
and he was under some pressure to acknowledge the existence of the 20th century.  
 
What a great line!  
But with a mixture of stylish generosity, and possibly a certain amount of self-serving 
opportunism, Roy said to Terence and me, “Okay, you’re planning this thing in Milton 
Keynes, but why don’t you get started here in the V&A?” Which is just an amazing 
opportunity. Because back to our discussion about taste, the V&A is unique amongst 
all museums, because it was set up with, you know, its brief was to improve public 
taste, to criticise manufacturers, educate the public, you know, it had campaigning 
traditions. 
 
A job which it’s still doing to this day.  
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Absolutely, yes. And so we created this thing called the Boilerhouse Project. Roy 
said, “We’ll get started here,” and that was frankly the beginning and end of Roy’s 
involvement – he let us get on with it. That’s not a criticism, that’s praise, and I’m 
very grateful for that. And we just traipsed around the building looking for some 
space – you know there are 14 miles of galleries in the V&A, it takes a while to 
examine everything, and all possibilities – and we eventually settled on a space 
which was called the old boiler house yard, which was subterranean, hadn’t been 
occupied since the air raid people have been there in the Second World War; it had 
eight inches of water and terrible old air raid precaution notices and old sirens, it was 
an absolutely disgusting little hole. But again, with maximum optimism we saw it and 
thought, “Goodness me, this is a great opportunity.” And so we just excavated the 
old boiler house yard and turned it into… it was minimalism avant la mode, and 
turned into a white box, which was our empty canvas, sort of putting on exhibitions 
about design. We did 26 of them throughout the 1980s, and it was just – forgive the 
vainglorious sounding bullshit, it just happened to be true – it became immensely 
popular. It was simply because, not because of our native genius, which might have 
had something to do with it, but simply because there was such an appetite for 
people to learn about the stuff which fascinated us, and no one was satisfying it. 
 
And that must be immensely gratifying as well, because even if you are 
performing your own poetry, you’d rather do it to a packed audience rather 
than an empty…  
Absolutely! But as I said, I can’t emphasise how obsessively interested I am by the 
modern world, and how resentful I am that so many traditional art historians and 
academics don’t take the modern world seriously. So we put on exhibitions about car 
design, you know, which no one would find that exceptional nowadays, but I promise 
you 35 years ago they did.  
 
It was revolutionary.  
You know, I used to have the old keepers, the old crusty old dust-covered keepers 
who lived in the dark recesses of the V&A, and they would come down to my bright 
white office with a smart Italian furniture in it and my lovely Mario Bellini designed 
word processing system, they would come bang the table and say, “You have 
brought and reduced a great institution to disgrace by having this rubbish in here!” 
The rubbish they were talking about was a Ford Cortina, which is one of the great 
masterpieces of industrial design. Who would now dispute that a car is not a 
fascinating design object? Well, no one would nowadays, but 35 years ago, no one 
in the V&A would accept it. So it was wonderful. We had this opportunity, and I 
understand now that because of this sanctity of the V&A, and because it was such a 
deeply, deeply, deeply conservative institution, that was a fabulous foil for us, you 
know, by putting by putting a plastic bucket on display and saying, “Oh, look at this, 
this is a work of art,” frankly, if we’d done that in Selfridges it wouldn’t have been a 
sensation, but doing it in the V&A… so Roy Strong’s invitation was fantastic, and it 
was a terrific success. And then we went off and built the original Design Museum in 
1989 in Butler’s Wharf, which was the realisation of, I think, both of our dreams. 
 
Which brings us nicely on to the Design Museum itself. 
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Well, yes, we found an old… Terence has always had an interest in finding and 
reviving neglected areas. I suppose the Boilerhouse project was one of those where 
we brought life to somewhere it wasn’t terribly vital before. And in those days – I’m 
talking now about the mid to late ‘80s when we started looking for another site for the 
Design Museum – there was an area called Butler’s Wharf, just in the armpit of 
Tower Bridge to the east. The area was then called Docklands, it was a Michael 
Heseltine concept, and it had none of the associations of money which we now have. 
Canary Wharf was a distant dream. It was actually pretty damn desolate and scary.  
 
I remember when Ken Livingston was going to create this Docklands Light 
Railway, when everyone was saying, “What a waste of money, who in their 
right mind would want to go to that shitehole?”  
Well, exactly! We thought it was terrific. It’s like the house I live in, I bought a wreck 
in 1983 in a wild part of London… 
 
And now it’s worth £82 million.  
… and my friends at the time said, “You must be out of your mind!” I didn’t see any 
problem with it, it just seemed to be an interesting house, and it was like that with the 
site of the Design Museum. It was Dickensian, it was used for film sets for various 
noir-ish movies, and we found a very nondescript 1950s building with a concrete 
frame, but it was right on the water. It had been originally built as a banana 
warehouse, and subsequently used for storing army surplus clothing from the 
Korean War, and we saw a lot of promise in it. So basically we ripped out the 
building, kept the concrete frame and just built our first little – well, the world’s – first 
true dedicated design museum, which Mrs Thatcher opened for us in 1989.  
 
I certainly remember it opening actually, and I’ve been many times since. 
When my wife and I were thinking of moving to London 12 years ago and we 
used to go down for day trips, the Design Museum was one of the first things 
that I went to. I think it’s an incredible institution. 
Well, thank you. I am very proud of having had a part in creating it. I’ve got to tell you 
why you had Mrs Thatcher open it for us. Neither I neither Terence and I were 
cheerleaders for Mrs Thatcher, but she was the prime minister. We’d actually 
originally invited Prince Charles to come to open it. We weren’t particularly 
cheerleaders for Prince Charles with his fanatical anti-modernism… I wasn’t then, 
and I’m certainly not now, wholly against Prince Charles. But there were a lot of 
things we disagreed with. But both Terence Conran and I have an eye for publicity, 
and if you’re going to get anybody to open a Design Museum, you get Prince 
Charles to do it. So, hilariously, we had to take a model of the Design Museum down 
to St James’s Palace to present to him, and the building, as I said, is very neo 
modernist; very white, very rectangular, no concessions to traditional architecture at 
all. 
 
I can already see this story is writing itself.  
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I presented this white square, and I thought extremely beautiful building, and he 
breathed in through his teeth, grimaced and said, “Mr Bayley, why does it have a flat 
roof?” And that was the end. And that was the end of our conversation. I think Prince 
Charles would have liked the Design Museum to have had a nice sort of gabled roof 
with red pantiles, carved barge boards and a few finials.  
 
Like a standard two-up, two-down.  
But no. So then we went to – no one would ever describe Mrs Thatcher as second 
best, but after Prince Charles’ refusal to give us a leg up we went to the prime 
minister.  
 
Wow. I mean, how on earth could you get the prime minister there? 
Well, by the end of 1989 when it opened, partly because of the success of the 
Boilerhouse – and a lot of other things were going on as well, but the Boilerhouse 
summarised the design awareness of the 1980s – design had somehow rather got 
onto the government’s agenda. I don’t think they did anything sensible about it, but 
there were very primitive forms of awareness that design was something to be taken 
very seriously by government. So, yes. And also the Department of Trade and 
Industry, which was becoming disenchanted with its own design council, had given 
us a substantial amount of money. And so, yes, Mrs Thatcher felt it was the right 
thing to do. Although she did give me a frightful handbagging at the opening 
because there was no Jaguar on display, and I had to explain to her – well, I wanted 
to explain to her but even I didn’t have the nerve to do so – that one of the reasons 
there was no Jaguar on display was because her ruinous industrial policy had 
knocked the stuffing out of a once noble and proud Midlands manufacturer. But there 
we are. So that was the Design Museum. It was a perfect little monument of a 
sensibility. I am proud and excited that the idea is considered so relevant it still 
exists, and it’s moved itself to a larger building.  
 
It’s become part of the mainstream now, hasn’t it?  
That vitality in the idea, I’m pleased with that, but I also think the point has been lost, 
it’s lost conviction. It was much more difficult to create a design museum in the 21st 
century than it was in the late 20th.  
 
Well, let me take you to task on that in a second, because I think it’s important, 
your view on where it is now. But let me just finish off if I may, the genesis of 
why you bothered with doing it, if I can put it bluntly as that. What was the one-
line summary, the reason to create something like this, other than for its own 
sake? Was there a political objective, was there a societal objective? Was it 
the fact that no one else had done it and you felt someone else was going to 
do it? You know, like, why climb Everest? Because it’s there.  
No, I don’t separate politics from society or from art – it’s all the same thing to me, 
and I think art is politics. I mean, art is much more interesting than politics because, I 
mean, in the way we live, the buildings we inhabit, the urban environment, the things 
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we use, these have a far more lasting effect on people’s behaviour than transient 
self-worshiping politicians. 
 
So Design Museum as a manifestation of politics? 
Well, yes, if you like. I don’t define myself in political terms. I’m full of ideas and 
beliefs, but I certainly don’t define myself in party political terms. I genuinely believe 
that life is enhanced by having more beautiful and more useful buildings and 
products around you. So, yes, it’s political in that sense. And we called it museum, 
we didn’t originally want to call it a museum, well, Terence didn’t originally want to 
call it a museum. Mrs Thatcher certainly didn’t. “You,” she said, “Young man, must 
not call this a museum.” But my argument always was, and happily I won, that we 
wanted to drag design – this hitherto unrespected subject – into the arena of culture.  
 
So was worthy of having a museum.  
Yes, and a very good shorthand for that was… I too had reservations about the 
antiquarian associations of the idea of a museum.  
 
For me, museum means a curated experience where you walk around 
something. It doesn’t necessarily mean antiquity.  
I agree, absolutely.  
 
Or a lack of contemporary relevance. 
No, absolutely. Although I do think there’s a certain truth to the fact that once you 
create a museum for a subject it tends to kill it. 
 
A bit like going on This is Your Life.  
(Laughs) Well, yes! Look at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, and how they 
put the kibosh on the modern art it represents. The Imperial War Museum but there 
were no more imperial wars. When you institutionalise subjects, they perhaps lose 
some of their vitality. But for that reason I loved the original 1989 Butlers Wharf 
Design Museum; it was a museum of itself. 
 
Isn’t it healthy though, for any creation, as it goes into the decades and 
develops and evolves, to slightly alienate its creator? Because in a sense 
shows that there’s new thought gone into it, and you’re not necessarily going 
to agree with all of it, but isn’t that a good thing?  
That’s certainly true, and I’d be the last to argue against the stimulating benefits of 
change. Although I would say that all the signs I can read in the world at large are 
about our increasing disenchantment with novelty. Moving beyond the narrow 
discussion of my old design museum now, I think that so much of our civilisation has 
been based on ideas of progress and change. I suspect we’re coming to an end of 
that. A historical end to that of change. I think people are going to respect… and I’m 
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not a traditionalist, and I’m not a technophobe. Far from it, I enjoy radical change and 
dissonance, and I enjoy technology – but I think we’re coming to the historic 
moment, yes, when reflection and understanding, I think, understanding quality, is 
going to be more important than just wanting more or wanting what’s new. 
 
Do you think modern designers have it harder and can innovate less? You 
mentioned the Ford Cortina, for example. I’ve got a Ford Mustang, a new one, 
and I love the new design, but I also love the very first iteration, although it’s 
50 years old. I think the ones in between are a bit crap, frankly, but do the 
modern designers that are sitting in Ford on these CAD machines, do you 
think they have it easier or harder now? Because in one sense they have to 
evoke the old Mustang imagery and spirit, but they are constrained by, like you 
say, the health and safety, the economics of it, and also the ability to create 
something new, yet reminiscent of the old. 
I think that’s all that’s true, of course, but I think most significantly they’re also 
constrained by what you might call consumer fatigue. The 1964 Mustang, the original 
Mustang, is for me not only one of the great cars of all time, but one of the great 
designs of all time. It’s a masterpiece. It’s not a masterpiece of engineering, but it’s 
an absolute masterpiece of consumer psychology. But it was much easier in ‘64 to 
do something like that. Customers were more naïve – more optimistic, if you prefer – 
and creating a car which spoke of, perhaps naively but very eloquently, spoke about 
dreams of speed and romance, but if you do that…  
 
But also affordability.  
Yes, but that’s something to mock. Yes, there are all sorts of ways of describing it, 
but design is about making ordinary objects aesthetic value, and about 
democratising privilege. Democratising luxury, if you like. And the Mustang did that; it 
brought what the Americans called a personal car, although quite what that means is 
a matter of debate. Making a special product, a luxury product, something with an 
emphatically interesting character popularly available, absolutely… a marvellous 
achievement, but a much easier achievement in the early 1960s when the field was 
open. And now, the competition, there are all the technical and legal constraints 
about how you design a car, but also dreams of mobility have passed as well. I 
mean, even people who like cars don’t actually dream about… you don’t dream 
about getting into your Mustang and driving into the sunset, do you? 
 
Well, I do, but that’s probably why I’ve got one. Let me make it about planes, 
for example, because I watched a documentary on Concorde the other day and 
it struck me that… I fly to America quite regularly and I’m on a 787, which is 
effectively a variant of a traditional wide body jumbo jet design. The real 
innovation, Concorde, which could do New York in two thirds of the time, 
probably less, no one seems to bother with now. The minute there was one 
accident – I mean, there have been a series of accidents with the Boeing 
jumbo jets and yet no one thought to retire them.  
Well, it’s a very different… 
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It seems to be a lack of boldness.  
Well, I don’t know, you see… I was very lucky enough to travel on Concorde on 
several occasions, and first all there was a highly comic conceptual flaw in it, that 
you were so comfortable on board and they were serving you so much delicious 
wine and food, you were actually rather cross when you landed! “Are we there 
already? I was having a perfectly nice time.” But no, more generally, the thing about 
Concorde was, I think we delude ourselves – we spend a lot of time deluding 
ourselves in this country, don’t we – I think we deluded ourselves about Concorde as 
progress. It was a very limited sort of progress. I said before that I think design is 
essentially a democratic thing, and Concorde was totally undemocratic. Concorde 
presented a vision of transport futures where a very small number of extremely well-
off people could travel in great luxury. I have no objection to extremely well-off 
people travelling in luxury, but it was hardly hardly a commitment to the progress of 
civilisation on a broad front. Whereas the Americans saw things rather differently. 
The American idea of progress in air transport was to create the 747, which allowed 
a lot of people to move quite slowly, but very economically. 
 
And we’re back to the Mustang again, with the readiness of the availability. 
Yes, you could argue it both ways. Concorde was a fine thing but it was retrograde, 
really. It’s like The Shard; it was the aeronautical equivalent of The Shard. It may 
have looked modern and progressive, but it was actually a rather backward looking 
idea. The idea that the one parameter in transport is speed is a very limited idea. 
This is why I find HD2 rather odd. I’m all for having advanced infrastructure and good 
train services, but 10 minutes off the London to Birmingham time doesn’t make any 
difference when what people really want is better stations and more comfortable 
trains and a more reliable service. I mean, that’s where the money should have been 
invested. And the idea that speed… it’s  like John Ruskin said about the creation of 
the railways in the 19th century. He said, “the only advantage here the railways are 
going to create is every fool in Buxton can be in Birmingham and every fool in 
Birmingham can be in Buxton.” I don’t quite see it like that, but there’s a very 
important concept called ‘marketing myopia’ that’s basically because we’ve always 
done something we should continue to do it. And firms who suffered marketing 
myopia always go bust, like Kodak – Kodak thought they were just going to make 
making film cameras forever. We suffer from marketing myopia when we look at 
large infrastructure projects like HS2 or major investments in transport systems like 
Concorde. 
 
Talking of a major investment, for my younger listeners, we need to tell them 
that the O2 Centre used to be known as the Millennium Dome, and you were 
very famously creative director. I know that you enjoyed a spectacular falling 
out with the then minister for the Millennium Dome, Peter Mandelson. Are you 
on good terms with him now? Tell us about that story. I actually went to the 
Millennium Dome and I thought it was rather good. 
Well, it depends what you mean. There’s so much to say about this. I mean, my brief 
experience of the Millennium Dome has furnished me with anecdotes which I could 
dine out with from now until the end of a century.  
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Perhaps we should have a separate Millennium Dome podcast with Steve and 
Paul.  
I think you probably should. In any organisation, whether you’re making museums or 
podcasts, a lot of things go wrong all the time. They do. You make a success out of 
things when just a few things go right, and you concentrate on the things which are 
going right. I’ve never been involved in any organisation where everything went 
wrong, and that was the Millennium Project. Everything about it. They called it a 
dome, for instance. It wasn’t a dome, it was a tent.  
 
Yes, it was.  
It was a stressed tent. And it was fine for a stressed tent. It was designed by Richard 
Rogers, who’s an architect I admire, but it was again, like The Shard, it was 
inflexible. What actually happened when the new Blair government in 1997 decided 
to do the Millennium Project, Richard Rogers was a bit of a Labour luvvie, a New 
Labour luvvie, and he got tapped up to design it, and he just went into his plans 
chest – I’m making this up slightly, but it’s essentially true – went into his plans chest, 
and like Delia Smith, said, “Here’s something I made earlier.” And it was something 
that Richard wanted to do for a very long time since he was a student. I mean, 
architecture students of the 1960s were obsessed by making these tensile structures 
like the Millennium Dome. So, absurdly – this is why it was a design absurdity – the 
building, the tent, the millennium tent, pre-existed any idea of what to put in it.  
 
What to do with it.  
Yes. 
 
So it was a solution looking for a problem.  
Absolutely. And that’s ruinous. It should be the other way around. And that’s how 
great things happen. And I’m not blaming Richard for that. What he’s done, the 
central structure, is terrific, and the speed with which the actual profile of the 
Millennium Dome in silhouette has become shorthand for London, like Big Ben and 
St Paul’s, that speaks of something about its quality. 
 
Do you feel a tiny bit sorry for Tony Blair? Because there he is, getting elected 
in ’97, there’s these plans in earnest for the Millennium Dome. I read his 
memoirs years ago, but I think there was a moment where he kind of retired to 
his study with a bottle of wine thinking, “Shall we do this” Yes or no?”  
Well, he did! Well, it was actually a Conservative, Michael Heseltine’s, original idea, 
which the new Blair Government inherited, and they had such a can-do feeling in the 
1997 election – New Labour, New Britain –  
 
Things can only get better, as we were led to believe. 
Things can only get better. And it was in that sort of euphoria of optimism that I got 
hired to be the creative director of it.  



 
 

 15 

 
And accepted the job. 
Exploiting my design guru status, yes. The proposition was wildly attractive. And the 
proposition was that we’ve got £1bn to spend on making something really 
interesting.  
 
I’d have asked them to make the cheque payable to cash and been on the 
plane to Brazil! 
(Laugh) And I said, “Look, if you’re someone like me, and even after the Design 
Museum I still had a bit of residual energy left and a bit of idealism, so if you really 
mean it, you’ve got a billion to spend, you say? We can do something really 
interesting.”  
 
And did that kill permanently your idealism and lose you the will to live?  
Sort of. Because as it turns out they had some unbelievably atrocious plans for what 
to put into it – I mean, really, it would have brought a third rate provincial circus into 
disrepute, what they were thinking of doing – and I just said, “Hang on, let’s not do 
this.” 
 
So you helped mitigate the horrendousness?  
Well, I tried to. Hang on, hang on – let me explain. I tried to. I said, “Look, let me 
exploit my design guru status on the nation’s behalf, and we’ve got this amazing 
budget, and this amazing opportunity to do something really important and 
interesting. What I’d like to do is travel around the world and meet all the most 
interesting architects, designers, filmmakers, theatrical producers, and just ask their 
opinions about what they think we should do. I’d like to go and see Umberto Eco. I’d 
like to go and see Frank Gehry, Susan Sontag, whoever – make up your own idol 
list.” They said, “Oh, no, we can’t have any foreigners involved.” So that was a bit of 
a setback.  
 
And we’re back to Brexit again.  
Yes, yes… so then I said, “Okay, what about this then? I will find you 100 amazing 
architects, designers, filmmakers, whatever and we’ll give them a million pounds 
each, and the brief is going to be: ‘Astonish us.’” There was a budget to do that. But 
they didn’t want to do that. So I said, “Okay, in that case we’ll get great architects like 
Norman Foster to work with Sainsbury’s, and get Norman Foster to design a 
supermarket of the future. We’ll build a city of the future inside the dome so people 
can have a completely uncontaminated vision of what the future might be like, 
designed by the greatest British architects.” They said no, they didn’t want to do that. 
And it kept… every single thing I tried to do was refused.  
 
A kind of lack of artistic courage.  
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Yes. There are lots of other things going on. It was a frightful muddle and 
everybody… I said everything went wrong, I found out things like… I was called the 
creative director, and fantastically well, I am glad to say, but then I found that some 
civil servant had gone and appointed a man whose previous job had been to procure 
torpedoes for the Royal Navy, and he’d been given the job of commissioning the 
advertising for the… for God’s sake! You’ve called me creative director, you’re 
paying me a handsome six-figure sum, and then you’ve got somebody whose job 
was to procure torpedoes for the Navy? And I know the advertising world, that’s my 
milieu. And it just went on like that. And we commissioned amazing graphics for it all, 
because Peter Mandelson originally wanted to call it the New Millennium Experience 
Company Ltd and we still wrote letters in those days and I had to explain to him that 
won’t fit into the window of an envelope, so that’s all changed. It was insisted I 
wanted to have proper graphics, so we commissioned amazing graphics from – alas 
now dead, but one of the great graphic designers – and it fulfilled everybody’s idea of 
what great graphics should be, certainly mine. It was a brilliant little graphic device 
which would work in all mediums. But then Peter Mandelson, without bothering to 
ask me, sent it to a focus group in Northern Ireland who said that this device… I think 
they said something like this device didn’t look like a map of the British Isles without 
Northern Ireland on it, and that was felt to be divisive, so having had all these 
graphics approved by the board, enthusiastically endorsed, and having paid this 
great designer to do it, that was canned. So it just went on and on like that. 
 
It sounds like a nightmare from beginning to end. Are you on good terms with 
him now?  
No, not at all. I was never on good terms. I never really knew him. I only met him a 
few times. 
 
Now, you’ve said that Brexit we’ve uninvited ourselves from the best party on 
the globe. What impact do you think it will actually have on British design? 
Well, I think the EU obviously had lots of faults. I think I described myself as a 
‘reluctant Remainer’. My feeling was that you cant change an organisation like the 
EU from outside it, but if you stay inside it you might have a chance of reforming it, 
which I think is what we what we should have done. I am passionate about 
manufacturing and making things, and I think… what is this delusion we have about 
the trade we’re going to be doing? This is why the Boris Bridge idea was so quaint, 
we thought trade was going to be one way. The only thing we actually export 
nowadays is financial services, so I don't know what was going on Boris’s Bridge! I 
had this vision of minibuses of accountants and bankers going one way, possibly 
followed by a few trailers of Stilton and artisan cider, and then high value 
manufactured goods coming the other way. I think the EU has so far… I mean, the 
Brexiteers’ view is that is that the EU has hampered and hobbled our creativity, and 
the way we are a thriving engine of commerce and industry just waiting to be 
liberated from the oppression of bureaucrats in Brussels. My own view is that the EU 
has actually disguised the inefficiencies and the miserable state of our economy, and 
we are going to be ruined. It’s the beginning of our final descent – and it’s been a 
long time coming, this final descent – into… 
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Mediocrity.  
Lower than mediocrity. It’s coming now.  
 
Penury.  
Poverty, political irrelevance… and we also delude ourselves and pride ourselves 
about London being the creative capital of the world. Yes, it was. It probably still is 
up to a point, but you can already see creative people always go where the money 
is. And Berlin is already beginning to look like a very, very, very serious rival to 
London.  
 
It’s also incredibly cheap to live in as well.  
Absolutely.  
 
Berlin offers you more opportunities at less cost.  
All those things. So yes, it’s almost impossible to be optimistic about Brexit. 
Although, on the other hand, I often take comfort from an observation made by Field 
Marshal Slim at a very difficult time in the Second World War. He said to his men, all 
gathered around him, he said, “Now, gentlemen, you’ve got to remember. No news 
is ever quite as good or quite so bad as you first think it is.” At the same time, I think 
that even before the Brexit vote I was feeling that it’s not so much a question of 
whether we stay or leave as whether the EU as we know it continues to exist. I think 
there are going to be massive changes to the EU, and I like to think that we’ll, 
somehow or other, make some sort of sensible accommodation with Europe again. 
But I think what the Brexiteers don’t actually realise is that people like me, the 
probably don’t like people lie me, but people like me actually want to be part of 
Europe. I enjoy being European. I enjoy being English, although I’m actually Welsh. I 
enjoy being English certainly, but I don’t see any… Germans don’t see any threat to 
German national identity by being part of the EU, nor do the French. As I said, how 
you can voluntarily leave an organisation which has created the best record for 
human rights, the best record for education, the best record for peace, the best 
record for healthcare, makes the most attractive machines in the world, has got the 
best architectural culture in the world – Europe, I mean – so why you would want to 
distance yourself from such an organisation and impoverish our children and 
grandchildren all the while, I cannot understand.  
 
Now, your 2016 book, Death Drive: There Are No Accidents was obviously 
incredibly controversial. What motivated you to write it? 
I don’t have a taste for the macabre, but I’m actually rather a squeamish individual. 
But Death Drive was inspired by my feeling that the car – cars fascinate me; I don’t 
like them but they fascinate me – the car is coming to the end of its… it’s five 
minutes to midnight for the private car, whatever happens – whether we get 
autonomous vehicles or whatever – and that whole world of emotional value which is 
invested in cars about pride and prestige and sex and desire and speed and glamour 
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and all of that, all the good stuff, it’s going to go. It really is. Not this year, not next 
year, but it’s coming to its end.  
 
I lament that.  
So do I. Well, I’m an analogue person. And the car is the ultimate analogue 
experience, I think. It’s made out of metal – or occasionally out of glass fibre – and it 
proceeds down the road in a series of oil generated explosions. And it’s handled by a 
human being who puts hands on a mechanism. It’s just total analogue, and therefore 
utterly, utterly fascinating. So perceiving that this is a moment coming to an end, I 
just wanted to tell the stories about some great cars and some great people. I’m just 
fascinated by the stories of people who’ve died in cars, a coming together of a great 
car, a fascinating person and a particular place. It was just a device to show how a 
car projects its owners’ personality, and indeed the owner absorbs some of the 
personality of the car. It was James Dean’s crash which helped make Porsche’s 
reputation for being fast and dangerous, and all the circumstances leading up to 
James Dean’s crash which we describe in the book are just utterly compelling. You 
simply couldn’t have made it up. There was an estate car following him full of 
photographers from the magazine as the whole thing was meant to be a photo shoot. 
Albert Camus. I mean, some of the great figures of the 20th century died in car 
crashes. Albert Camus, funnily enough, didn’t like travelling fast at all, and he didn’t 
want to drive back from the south of France to Paris, but his friend, the publisher, 
Michel Gallimard, insisted they go together. And Camus’ last words to the driver 
Galleymore were, “What’s the hurry, little friend?” which I think is a marvellous line to 
come from an existentialist goalkeeper. And extraordinarily movingly, they found the 
unused train tickets in Camus’ suit pocket when they retrieved his body from the car. 
It sounds macabre but it’s not meant to be, but it’s just about one of the most 
important symbols of the 20th century, and some of the most important celebrities of 
the 20th century, and these two things coming together in this one tragic and 
unforgettable incident. 
 
Last question then, Stephen. Which object gives you the most aesthetic 
pleasure and which one makes you wince?  
That’s almost impossibly difficult! Impossibly difficult to answer. I like… my definition 
of good design is it the ordinary thing done extraordinarily well. So I enjoy things as 
simple as Duralex glass, and I like things as relatively sophisticated as my Rolex 
watch. Not a gold Rolex watch encrusted with diamonds I’ll have you know, but just a 
very basic steel thing. And my Rolex is like the ultimate machine: unimprovable. I’ve 
always been fascinated by it. I like progress as well, but I’ve always been fascinated 
by stasis – things which stay the same, which can’t get any better. And Duralex and 
Rolex, and perhaps all things which end in X, you know, have that sort of status for 
me. Things which make me cringe… if you are a recovering aesthete, which I am, 
I’m afraid walking down the street any time of the day gives me a mixture of pleasure 
and pain. If you’re someone like me, you’re constantly interrogating the world around 
you – it’s hat design education is meant to be about – but I just hate squalor and 
mess of any sort.  
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Stephen, you, sir, are a legend. Thank you ever so much for your time. I’ve 
really, really enjoyed it.  
Thank you for indulging me, it was great fun. 


