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Only a few years ago the sta-
tus of designers in Britain
was negligible, barely regis-
tering outside a close com-
munity of aficionados. Now
designers are being touted as
superstars, names to match
their creative counterparts
in fashion and film. Elevated
to sacred status, their
shrines are on display at
London's Design Museum in
the run-up to this year's
Designer of the Year prize, to
be awarded on May 22. The
curatorial choice is the last
gasp of departing director
Alice Rawsthorn.

Last year's £25,000 prize
was won not by a designer
but by a bureaucrat, a
quango queen named Hilary
Cottam who had "enabled" a
programme of school design
including the radical refur-
bishment of Kingsdale
School in Dulwich by the
actual (and superb) design-
ers De Rijke Marsh Morgan,
who weren't mentioned or
thanked at all. The aura of
design now spreads far
beyond people who actually
design and everyone wants
to bathe in its luxuriant
light. The awarding of the
prize to Cottam was equi-
valent to the producer and
not the director receiving
the Best Film Oscar. It
caused ripples in a profes-
sion that has for decades
struggled to be taken seri-
ously but, now that it is, suf-
fers from an increasingly
loose definition of its role.

This year's choice com-
prises the team that rede-
signed the Guardian, Jamie
Hewlett, the anime artist
behind the corporate identity
of Damon Albarn's cartoon
alter egos Gorillaz, and
Cameron Sinclair, whose
outfit Architecture for
Humanity encourages archi-
tects to engage with recon-
struction projects in the
wake of disasters. It also,
almost surprisingly, features

a product designer, Tom
Dixon, who was once
revered for designing chairs
with attitude but who then
became better known as cre-
ative director of Habitat.

Rawsthorn has been criti-
cised by the design estab-
lishment for embracing any-
thing and everything as
design. The Designer of the
Year list is the epitaph to
her reign, with barely a con-
ventional product in sight.

Sir Terence Conran, when
he founded the museum,
intended it as a vehicle for
promoting product design,
the idea that a mundane
piece of equipment, when
well-designed, could trans-
form at least a small part of
your life. But product design
became sidelined as other

Conran intended the
Design Museum to
promote product
design. But other
stuff has muscled in

stuff muscled in. Last year
there was Ms Cottam. This
year Gorillaz seem to me
more marketing than design,
while the Guardian redesign
seems a little too smug and
self-congratulatory, another
extraordinary marketing
coup. Sinclair gets the
Geldof prize for worthiness,
but isn't really a designer,
leaving Dixon, a fine
designer and engaging indi-
vidual but one who is show-
ing retro copper lampshades
and plastic macramé chairs
that would have both looked
very fine in one of Conran's
1960s Chelsea trattorias.

This is supposed to be
design for the masses with-
out dumbing down. All the
key indicators are there:
the new tabloid for the intel-
ligentsia; post-Britpop, art-
school, just-hip-enough-
music; a green and healthy
option; a token designer.
Yet with the exception
of Sinclair's estimable

project, which does have a
real impact, albeit one
remote from product design,
none of this really improves
our lives.

In complete contrast,
Paola Antonelli, the curator
of design at New York's
Museum of Modern Art, has
written a book (following
up an exhibition), Humble
Masterpieces: 100 Marvels of
Everyday Design, which
revels not in the self-
congratulatory superstar
system of designer design
but in the more everyday
world, things that have
become the background to
the little rituals of our lives,
things we take for granted.

These are not the expen-
sive chairs, ridiculous coffee
pots and dysfunctional
kitchenware that we have
come to expect under the
umbrella of design but
rather the anonymous,
generic stuff that fills our
office drawers, our bathroom
cabinets and glove compart-
ments: Bic biros, paperclips,
bubble-wrap, zippers, Tarn-
pax, Post-Its, Elastoplasts
and so on. They have
become so ubiquitous that
they can seem to have
emerged as fully formed
products - but of course eve-
rything is designed and it is
these brilliant, functional
and often anonymous inven-
tions that demonstrate how
design can transform simple
but formerly arduous tasks.

In the Design Museum,
objects are placed on
plinths, spotlit in darkened
rooms. With the ambient
electronica of Gorillaz dron-
ing on in the background,
they are presented as some-
how magical. Visitors are
charged £7 ($12) to see
already ubiquitous things,
pop videos, newspapers,
things that are hardly inac-
cessible. This smug precious-
ness is not what the most
successful design is about.
Design is not art. Designers
are usually paid to do a job
and, if the product is suc-
cessful, they have the pleas-
ure of seeing their design
become generic, omnipres-
ent, of seeing it making peo-
ples' lives better. What more
reward could you want?
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