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You could come to London to see Big Ben, explore 
Regent’s Park or visit Buckingham Palace, but if you want 
your holiday photographs to be a little more distinctive, 
you need to immerse yourself in some of the best design 
the capital has to o!er – and just buy postcards of the other 
stu!. Heralded by "e London Design Festival as “design 
capital of the world,” the heart of the U.K. o!ers a world of 
aesthetic appeal.

“People are attracted to London from all over the 
world, adding a multicultural in#uence that is unrivalled in  
Europe,” says Max Fraser, Deputy Director of the London 
Design Festival. “Furthermore, our design education system 
is strong, our museums and cultural sector are buoyant 
and the design market is mature. All of these ingredients 
give London a dynamism that I am proud to be a part of.”

Begin by visiting the Design Museum: wandering past 
its 3,000 exhibits invokes a strange, satisfying sensation, 
and you will marvel at how much thought has gone into 
each one. Perhaps it’s that age creeps up on all of us, or  
perhaps it’s that design moves so quickly, but you will 
unquestionably recognize more than you think at $rst. 
"ere’s the pink iMac – just like the one I worked on only 
a decade ago – closely followed by an electronic toy I had 
as a child and the forerunner of my current Dyson Ball 
vacuum cleaner. 

"e theme of this year’s London Design Festival –  
“Design is Everywhere” – focusses on everyday, 
unappreciated objects together with icons of art and design. 
"is annual celebration of form, function and culture 
whirls into life from September 14 to 22 at the Victoria 

and Albert Museum or V&A (Cromwell Rd.), itself a high 
church of design with its glass gallery, among many other 
permanent spaces. 

Events are held all over the city, including the Endless 
Stair – inspired by M. C. Escher’s Relativity lithograph. It’s 
a series of 20 interlocking staircases that can be climbed 
for stunning panoramic views of the city at St Paul’s 
Cathedral (EC4M 8AD). Only, you’ll have to be in the 
queue behind me.

"e other signi$cant celebration of design in the 
capital is Clerkenwell Design Week, which takes place 
every year in June and includes talks, projects and 
exhibitions by local showrooms. "is year’s festival was a 
veritable riot of retro in#uences, focussing on the 1970s 
reborn with so%er lines, sleek $nishes and knocked-back 
colour – the appeal being objects at once familiar and new. 

Regardless of whether you miss this annual 
acknowledgement of the aesthetic, Clerkenwell is a great 
area to visit for ornamental inspiration at any time of the 
year. Named a%er the clerks who once performed medieval 
mystery plays throughout the Middle Ages, over the last 
two decades it has become the home of more than 60 
design showrooms, including Vitra (30 Clerkenwell Rd., 
EC1M 5PG), Poltrona Frau (150 St. John St., EC1V 4UD), 
Flos and Moroso (7–15 Rosebery Ave., EC1 4SP) and as 
well as over 200 architectural practices – more per square 
kilometer than anywhere else. 

You may have heard of the East End of London for 

its old reputation as a gritty underworld, but now it’s a 
retail hotspot. London’s oldest market, Spital$elds Traders 
Market (E1 6AA), is nestled under a glass canopy and 
houses independent shops and stalls o!ering everything 
from one-o! interiors to almost every form of art  
imaginable. It’s easy to spend hours browsing, and there are  
some great bargains to be had. I rarely come away without  

$nding something new to take home, whether it’s an antique 
typewriter or a desk-sized, handcra%ed iron sculpture.

"e surrounding area, Shoreditch (a triangle bounded 
by Old Street, Great Eastern Street and Shoreditch High 
Street), is a blend of a&uence and a metropolitan edge. 
In between quirky $nds at Brick Lane Market at the Old 

The Endless Stair (above) pictured in front of St. Paul’s Cathedral is one 
of the installations shown at the London Design Festival in September. 
The exterior of London’s Design Museum (below left); visitors browse 
among the racks of clothing at the Spitalfields Traders Market.
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(Opposite page from top) Images 1, 4, 5, 10, 11 street views from 
Clerkenwell Design Week 2012, 2 Fermoie showroom at Brompton 
Road, 3 Greenwich Market, 6 Spitalfields Market Goat Sculpture by 
KennyHunter, 7 Mimicry Chairs by Nendo at the V&A, 8 The Bench 
Years, commissioned by Established & Sons at the V&A, 9 Prism by 
Keiichi Matsuda with veuve Clicquot at the V&A, 12 Walk the light by 
Philips and Cinimod at the V&A
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Truman Brewery (E1 6QL), you’ll $nd stores such as gi% 
shop Caravan (5 Ravenscro% St., E2 7SH), patchwork 
furniture makers Squint (178 Shoreditch High St., E1 6HU) 
and Fornasetti a$cionados Milk (118-1/2 Shoreditch High 
St., E1 6JN).

At the glossy, high-design end of the spectrum sits the 
Design Centre at Chelsea Harbour (SW10 0XE). More than 
99 showrooms inhabit this large, white, sleek building, 
ranging from the modern Chaplins, Ann Sacks and 
Evitavonni to the more traditional Watts of Westminster, 
SA Baxter and Vaughan, with 500 designer brands 
available across fabrics, wall coverings, furniture, lighting, 
accessories, tiles and carpets. "ere’s also a Royal Institute 
of British Architects (RIBA) bookshop that I couldn’t help 
but spend a small fortune in.

While the Design Centre feels a long way out of central 
London, it’s actually only a few minutes from the King’s 
Road, a seemingly in$nite parade of shops wending 

its way to Sloane Square. "ese include the recently 
refurbished Heal’s store (234 King’s Rd., SW3 5UA), 
Habitat (208 King’s Rd., SW3 5XP) including its 
Platform Gallery, which will host an exhibition of African 
design, Graphic Africa, as part of LDF, the Designer’s  
Guild #agship store (267–277 Kings Rd., SW3 
5EN) and a host of small boutiques. Sir Terence 
Conran fans should take a detour to the parallel 
Fulham Road for the flagship store of the 
chain he founded a%er Habitat, "e Conran  
Shop (81 Fulham Rd., SW3 6RD).

Without being aware of it much of the time,  
Londoners are spoiled 
by a melting-pot attitude 
to culture. Whether 
your tastes are Scandi  
minimalism, mid-century 
modern, Bauhaus, sleek 
Italian imports or solid, 
homegrown British concepts, 
good design, much like 
travel, aims to inspire and 
move you, to make you 
look at things from a new 
perspective. It’s a journey all 
on its own.

IF YOU GO
HOTELS: Rough Luxe is an imaginative oasis in a shabby 
section of London. This intimate establishment, a house 
really, combines old and new. It’s a chic stop for the 
adventurous. Birkenhead St. WC1H  8BA. Tel. 44-207- 
837-5338; reservations@roughluxe.co.uk;roughluxe.co.uk.
Sure-footed and serene, the sleek, award-winning 
Metropolitan is a member of COMO Hotels. With a 
treasured location on Old Park Lane, the 144 rooms and 
suites boast lots of natural light.  Old Park Lane W1K 1LB; 
44-207-447-1000; met.lon@comohotels.com;  
comohotels.com/metropolitanlondon.

RESTAURANTS: Zuma: In Knightbsbridge and fashionable 
as all get out, the restaurant serves enticing organic modern 
Japanese cuisine. 5 Raphael St. SW7; 44-207-584-1010.

SHOP: Harvey Nichols: Always in style for everything.  
109-125 Knightsbridge; 44-207-235-5000; Mon-Sat.10-8. 
Sun.11:30-6; harveynichols.com.  

TO SEE: eBulli: Ferran Adria and The Art of Food. Until 
Sept.29 at Somerset House, this major retrospective 
shines the light on a global icon in the world of gastronomy. 
Embankment Galleries West, South Wing, Strand WC2R 
1LA; daily; 44-207-845-4600; somersethouse.org.uk.

(Images clockwise from top left) interior of the Design Centre at  
Chelsea Harbour, The Conran Store Fulham Road, Mimicry Chairs 
by Nendo at the V&A, suite at the Metropolitan Hotel


