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ook, stranger, on this island now, this 

other Eden, workshop of the world, 

Cool Britannia! Us Brits, as a people 

are obsessed with celebrating, and fretting 

about, our sense of national identity. In a 

boom year for flag-waving, an Olympics 

and a diamond jubilee no less, the V&A 

takes up the patriotic baton with its major 

summer exhibition British Design 1948-2012: 
Innovation in the Modern Age.

Superficially, the exhibition is a vibrant 

pageant of post-war popular culture: we 

move from the bombsite to the digital sphere 

by way of miniskirts down Carnaby Street, 

bondage trousers on the King’s Road and 

postmodern pastiche in a mock-up 

Hacienda. 

However, the 300 objects, brought together 

by curators Christopher Breward and Ghislaine 

Wood, also offer a challenging investigation of 

the two contested concepts of the show’s title, 

namely Britishness and design.

Rather than be too pernickety with their 

qualification criteria, Breward and Wood 

have opted to be liberal gatekeepers of a 

broad church. The exhibition’s definition of 

design encompasses almost every branch of 

creative endeavour with fashion, furniture, 

graphic work, architecture, and product 

shown alongside fine art, computer games, 

music video and vehicles. Likewise Britishness 

is interpreted loosely with international 

designers who chose to make Britain their 

place of work or study represented alongside 

those born and bred in the country. Of course 

concession is also made for Sir Jonathan Ive, 

the Chingford native who found fame and 

fortune in Silicon Valley.

The first of the show’s three galleries, that 

together trace a rough chronology bookended 

by the ‘austerity Olympics’ of 1948 and 

the upcoming bonanza of London 2012, 

investigates Britain’s response to modernism 

in the wake of the Second World War. The 

1951 Festival of Britain and a number 

of public design projects in the 

following two decades are read 

as dramatising a tension 

between tradition and 

modernity, between heritage 

and innovation.

Ghislaine Wood argues that 

British designers’ engagement 

with modernism was driven 

by “pragmatism in extreme 

circumstances” rather than ideology. We 
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Reviewing the V&A’s exploration of British design, Alistair Welch sees, amidst an intriguing tapestry of 
material culture, a history of design as a profession

see promotional material and architectural 

models for the ‘new town’ urban regeneration 

projects of Milton Keynes and Harlow 

- ambitious solutions to the need for four 

million new homes. The birth of a new 

consumer market for ‘designer’ furniture is 

also documented with items from Terence 

Conran’s first Habitat range (1964) alongside 

influential work by Robin Day, David Hicks 

and Max Clendenning.

Particularly fascinating is the way we can 

see how design - as a profession and a set of 

principles - became an increasingly important 

tool in dealing with social problems. 

Nowhere is this more true than in the area of 

transport. We have the Design Research Unit’s 

identity for British Rail, whilst there is a neat 

circularity that, as Boris Johnson’s 21st century 

Routemaster - billed by the mayor as a ‘British 

style icon’ - hits the streets, a model of the 

original incarnation is on display. David Mellor, 

best-known as a silversmith, also turned his 

hand to street furniture and was commissioned, 

in 1966, to redesign the country’s traffic 

lights. Furthermore, we have Jock Kinneir and 

Margaret Calvert’s road signage (required to 

coordinate a non-standardised system at the 

dawn of the motorway age) - a masterwork of 

typography that was rigorously executed and 

remains an instantly recognisable feature of 

Britain’s road network.

Moving into the second gallery space we 

meet the usual suspects from Britain’s art-

school movement as the focus switches to the 

incestuous worlds of fashion, music and graphic 

communication; Brody, Bubbles and Bowie 

et al need not have upped-sticks from the 

Design became an increasingly 
important tool in dealing 

with social problems 

BELOW ❙ Jaguar E-Type, courtesy of Jaguar Heritage BELOW ❙ God Save the Queen poster promoting the Sex 
Pistols, by Jamie Reid (© Jamie Reid. Photograph by 
Victoria and Albert Museum)
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museum’s recent postmodernism show. It’s here 

that the exhibition feels most glib: the swinging 

sixties and punk have been over-documented 

to the extent that it is difficult to resurrect their 

counter-cultural significance; and do we really 

need to be reminded of the Faustian pact 

forged between Brit Pop and the YBAs?

It is British Design’s final gallery, ‘Innovation 

and Creativity’, that is the most challenging, 

the most telling. Certain reviewers have been 

disappointed by this concluding space: it 

has “the unwelcome air of a state-sponsored 

pavilion promoting contemporary British design 

at an overseas trade fair,” according to Alastair 

Sooke in the Daily Telegraph, whilst Edwin 

Heathcote, writing in the Financial Times, sees 

“an odd and ill-judged attempt to suggest 

that Britain has recognised the importance of 

manufacture”.

I find it difficult to reconcile these 

comments with what, in my opinion, is an 

intriguing series of objects that supports an 

evocative narrative of the shifting fortunes of 

Britain as home of the designer-manufacturer. 

It would appear that critics, on the whole, feel 

a lot more comfortable talking about punk 

record sleeves or copies of The Face than they 

do vacuum cleaners or hen houses (all items 

represented in British Design).

British designers have had to adapt to 

an economic shift away from manufacturing 

towards innovative financial, retail and creative 

services. In the words of the exhibition’s 

literature, they have “stood at the forefront of 

change and, in doing so, have created some 

of the most iconic objects, technologies and 

buildings of the last 60 years.”

We begin to trace this journey in a 

Bondian golden age represented by an 

undeniably beautiful E-type Jaguar. The 

bodywork of the 1961 model, designed 

by Malcolm Sayer, was unlike any car 

that had gone before, based, as it was, 

on a mathematical approach to maximise 

automotive performance and aesthetics.

Through the 1960s industrial design 

consolidates its status. The Deltaphone, 

designed by Martyn Rowlands - a product 

of the industrial design course at the Central 

School of Art and Crafts and at the vanguard of 

freelance product design consultants - typifies 

an approach that prioritised user-experience 

and fashion consciousness. Another key object 

is Robin Day’s Mark II chair. The moulded 

polypropylene stacking seat was one of the 

most successful British furniture designs of the 

1960s and the light, flexible chair, ideal for 

mass manufacture, was licensed worldwide.

There are two objects on display which 

encapsulate a number of the exhibition’s 

concerns. James Dyson’s G-Force vacuum 

cleaner (1986) is one particularly significant 

choice. Rather than opt for a familiar grey 

and yellow model so familiar to the British 

consumer, the curators selected this pink 

version intended for the Japanese market. 

In the 1980s, British manufacturers were 

reluctant to support Dyson’s ideas so the 

inventor-entrepreneur was forced to license 

his product in Japan. The success of the G-

Force allowed him to start manufacturing 

in Britain under his own name in 1993; the 

irony being, of course, that manufacture 

would eventually return to the Far East. 

Nevertheless, step beyond the gift shop 

into the lavatories and you can see a bonus 

interactive Dyson exhibit - the Airblade 

hand dryer - a neat statement of the ongoing 

relevance of British design in the face of the 

decline in indigenous manufacturing. 

Secondly, we have the iMac G3. 

Masterminded by Jonny Ive and the 

Throughout the 1960s 
industrial design 
consolidates its status 

LEFT ❙ London 2012 Aquatics Centre by Zaha Hadid Architects  
Image courtesy of Zaha Hadid Architects BELOW ❙ Children 
crossing sign by Margaret Calvert and Jock Kinneir for the 
Ministry of Transport (© Margaret Calvert)
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Apple design team, with its candy colours 

and smooth curves, the iMac reinvented 

the desktop computer as a stylish object 

that would be an aesthetic addition to 

its environment. However, to claim it 

as ‘British’ is exceedingly problematic; 

fundamentally, it’s Californian. Sat next to 

the iMac, the Sinclair ZX Spectrum appears 

an unremarkable lump of black plastic, but 

to build a computer for a mass audience 

(at a retail price of below £100) was an 

astonishing achievement and went a long 

way to establishing the home computer 

market. Does Sir Clive, dogged inventor 

and heroic failure, most wholly capture the 

character of British innovation?

Overall, this is not an exhibition that 

pushes a particular understanding of 

‘Britishness’, or, for that matter, ‘design’. 

The curators have thrown it to the visiting 

public to infer a narrative or discern national 

traits. Perhaps Kenneth Grange, himself a key 

figure in the history of British product design, 

was right when he said that there is no 

intrinsic DNA of British design, no coherent 

national character; rather, what Britain does 

well is to offer a cosmopolitan creative hub 

that breeds innovation in a globalised world.

My feeling is that we can be too anxious 

about nailing a notion of ‘Britishness’. British 
Design 1948-2012: Innovation in the Modern 
Age is not so much an interrogation of 

national character as an exploration of design 

as a profession within our shores - and an 

engaging one at that. ❙

What Britain does well is to 
offer a cosmopolitan creative 

hub that breeds innovation

TOP LEFT AND TOP RIGHT ❙ Exhibition shots BELOW, FAR LEFT 
❙ Antelope outdoor bench by Ernest Race for the Festival of 
Britain BELOW, CENTRE ❙ Double-D mini dress, Foale & Tuffin 
BELOW, RIGHT ❙ Calyx furnishing fabric by Lucienne Day (image 
courtesy of the Estate of Lucienne Day)
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