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I am delighted to invite the nations  
of the world to exhibit at the inaugural 
London Design Biennale, 7 – 27  
September 2016.
Next year London will welcome the 
world to the London Design Biennale, 
celebrating the best in global design  
at Somerset House. 
Just as the London Olympic and 
Paralympic Games brought the world 
together through sport, they also inspired 
it through design, with Edward Barber 
& Jay Osgerby’s elegant torches and 
Heatherwick’s kinetic cauldron – a great 
unifying convergence of nations in fire 
and copper. 
In autumn 2016 the London Design 
Biennale will attract designers, as well  
as visitors, from all around the world  
for a vigorous exchange of ideas and 
ingenuity – the currency of London's 
important and world-leading  
creative economy.
I hope that your country will take part.

Boris Johnson 
Mayor of London 

AN INVITATION



3

The London Design Biennale invites the countries and 
cities of the world to participate at the inaugural event, 
7 – 27 September 2016. 

Exhibiting nations will form an international network  
of global design countries and cities, each invited to  
take part to celebrate their unique cultural identity  
in the field of design. 

The world’s most ambitious nations and cities will  
have the extraordinary opportunity to exhibit the best  
of their design talent and creative culture, and to make 
valuable connections at government, business and  
public level. 

For 2016, up to 40 participating countries or cities  
will be invited to present exceptional design installations, 
within the elegant galleries at Somerset House,  
that respond to the Director’s aspiring theme, Utopia  
by Design. 

The London Design Biennale International Advisory 
Committee and Jury, composed of leading creative 
design experts worldwide, will award Medals to the 
most outstanding national contributions. There will also 
be individual opportunities for participating countries or 
cities to host their own bespoke receptions or events.

The event aims to widen public awareness of the 
importance and universal relevance of design in 
contemporary life and culture, and to deliver a fresh 
audience and profile for global design.

Accompanying the London Design Biennale there 
will be an inspiring programme of curated events, 
establishing talks, debates, tours, and workshops to 
explore design’s potential as a transformative global tool. 

The Biennale will overlap with the celebrated annual 
London Design Festival, and will coincide with the 
internationally focused Global Design Forum. 

The event is supported by the Mayor of London  
and UK Trade and Investment.

LONDON DESIGN  
BIENNALE 2016
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U
topia by Design

The theme of the inaugural London Design Biennale  
is Utopia by Design, which celebrates the 500th 
anniversary of the publication of Sir Thomas More’s 
classic, Utopia (1516).

Director Dr Christopher Turner explains how the 
centrality of the theme is fundamental to establishing 
a strong coherence and curated unity between all 
participating countries and cities. 

Whilst proposals should maintain a relevance to the 
ideas set out in the Director’s Statement, Christopher 
Turner explains how it is vital that the London Design 
Biennale truly showcases international cultural diversity 
in design. It is this variation and difference in design 
identity that should be explored and communicated  
at the event.

THE THEME
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EX AMPLES OF INSTALL ATIONS

1 Collider exhibition, Science Museum, London  
Photo: Nick Rochowski for Science Museum 
Visitors explored this immersive exhibition that  
blended theatre, video and sound art with  
CERN artefacts. The exhibition is currently  
on tour across Europe, Asia and Australia. 

2 SelgasCano’s ‘Betweenair’ at SpainLab,  
the Spanish Pavilion at the Venice Architecture 
Biennale 2012   
Photo: SelgasCano 
This ‘living’ installation explored nature’s relationship 
to technology, by rethinking traditional methods  
of agriculture, land shortage and the global  
demand for food. 

3 Heatherwick Studio’s UK Pavilion at the  
Shanghai Expo 2010  
Photo: Daniele Mattioli 
This interior contained thousands of acrylic rods,  
each transmitting light and illuminating seeds 
contained inside, successfully referencing the  
Expo’s theme, ‘Better City, Better Life’. 

1

2

  “A map of the world that does not include  
Utopia is not worth even glancing at, for it leaves out  
the one country at which Humanity is always landing.  
And when Humanity lands there, it looks out, and,  
seeing a better country, sets sail. Progress is the  
realisation of Utopias.” 
 Oscar Wilde, 1910

For its inaugural year, the London Design Biennale 
invites participating countries and cities to create design 
installations that explore the theme, Utopia by Design. 
2016 marks the 500th anniversary of the publication 
of Sir Thomas More’s classic, Utopia (1516), a work of 
political philosophy that describes a fictional country 
and the ethnography of its contented inhabitants.  
The man-made island, with its seafront fortifications and 
54 cities, is described as a triumph of design; its citizens, 
who share everything and place a premium on human 
happiness, are apparently without greed or pride.  
More intended his Utopia (a neologism meaning both  
 “good place” and “no place”) to critique the status quo by 
presenting a radical alternative. It is design, engineering 
and technology that point the way to this better world. 

More’s satirical novel, which has never been out of 
print, has spawned a vast literary genre. As modernist 
architects and designers pursued social perfection  
with uncritical zeal, utopian ideals often degenerated 
into dystopian realities. Writers like H.G. Wells and 
Aldous Huxley illustrated the dangers inherent in 
utopian thinking. The regimented order in utopias, 
where one political model satisfies all, is shown to  
be totalitarian and repressive. Correspondingly,  
the ideological pursuit of utopia fell out of fashion.  
But can something be salvaged from utopian thinking,  
a drive that the philosopher Ernst Bloch referred  
to as “the principle of hope”? 

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT
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EX AMPLES OF INSTALL ATIONS

4 Diébédo Francis Kéré, Sensing Spaces  
installation at the Royal Academy, London.  
Photo: Benedict Johnson, Royal Academy of Arts 
This interactive installation encouraged visitors to 
participate by adding and changing multicoloured 
straws to the overlapping plastic arches.

5 colourful shadows by nendo,  
for EXPO Milano 2015 Japan Pavilion 
Photo: Daici Ano 
On the theme, ‘Feeding the Planet, Energy for Life’, 
this installation played with perspective and scale, 
allowing all items on display to be seen from the 
gallery entrance. 

The utopian impulse allows us to escape the blinkers  
of the present and dream, telling stories about alternative 
futures that provoke important questions about the 
world in which we live. Designers possess such critical, 
optimistic imaginations. They identify problems, 
however small, and draw up plans that suggest how they 
might be different. Indeed, in highlighting a flaw in the 
fabric of the world, and wondering how this might be 
improved, the designer is already halfway to a solution. 
Such creative interventions inevitably carry a sense  
of social expectation. 

At the London Design Biennale, participating countries 
are encouraged to create installations that interrogate  
the history of the utopian idea and engage with some  
of the fundamental issues faced by humanity, suggesting 
solutions to them that use design and engineering.  
Their responses will not only show design’s innate  
power to strike up and inform debate, but also as a 
catalyst: provoking real change by suggesting inspiring 
or cautionary futures. 

Designed installations should be newly commissioned, 
site-specific works that may vary in scale, from  
the intimate and domestic, to the more architectural.  
To guide our participants in the commissioning  
of their design proposal, we have illustrated some 
examples of successful design installations from  
a variety of contexts and events worldwide. 

Whether these visions are big or small, practical or 
hypothetical, together they will represent a laboratory 
of ambitious ideas that might, in their way, contribute 
to making the world a better place. And what other 
objective is there to good design?

Dr Christopher Turner

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT
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The first edition of the London Design Biennale  
will host up to 40 participating countries or cities  
and occupy all the galleries and exhibition areas  
of Somerset House.

The beautifully restored galleries at Somerset House 
vary in size, from rooms of approximately 35m2  
to spaces over 95m2. All dedicated exhibition spaces  
offer participating countries or cities the opportunity  
to exhibit in one of London’s leading exhibition venues. 
Many galleries can be directly accessed from the 
imposing grandeur of the courtyard.

Most galleries can be linked, interconnecting to  
create a suite of larger rooms to cater for all space 
requirements. There are also some dramatic external 
areas available as outdoor exhibition space on the 
Riverside Terrace, overlooking the Thames, and  
in the courtyard space outside the grand entrance  
on Lancaster Place.

The London Design Biennale Project Team will work 
collaboratively with participating countries and cities 
to match participants with the most effective exhibition 
space at Somerset House to meet the requirements  
of their design proposal and budget.

EXHIBITION SPACETHE VENUE Somerset House is one of the UK’s finest and largest  
18th century buildings and is of international historical 
and architectural importance. 

A unique part of London’s creative and cultural  
scene, Somerset House is one of London’s most  
visited attractions with 2.4 million visitors annually.  
The historic, listed building is positioned on the  
banks of the River Thames in the heart of London. 
Located on the Strand between London Bridge and 
Waterloo Bridge, it is in close proximity to Trafalgar 
Square, Buckingham Palace and London’s famous 
theatre land.

Its central Edmond J. Safra Fountain 
Court was the first major public fountain 
scheme to be commissioned in London 
since 1845 and is one of London’s most 
vibrant public spaces. This courtyard 
forms the epicentre of this spectacular 
setting and features a ‘grove’ of fifty-five 
water jets, specially choreographed and 
enhanced with lighting. 

From its 18th century origins, Somerset 
House has been a centre for debate and 
discussion – an intellectual powerhouse  
for the nation. Today’s Somerset House 
stands on the site of an earlier Tudor 
palace. Redesigned by the distinguished 
architect Sir William Chambers, the 
current Somerset House was built to 
accommodate the three principal learned 
societies, the Royal Academy of Arts,  

the Royal Society, and the Society of Antiquaries,  
as well as official government offices. Constructed 
between 1776 and 1803, the building has later additions 
by celebrated architects, Sir Robert Smirke and  
James Pennethorne.

It is now home to the biggest community of creative 
organisations in central London including the Courtauld 
Gallery and Institute of Art, King’s College London 
Cultural Institute and over 100 other creative businesses.

Photo: Marcus Ginns
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The London Design Biennale International Advisory 
Committee and Jury is composed of leading creative 
experts, with a strong commitment to and appreciation 
of design. 

This is an honorary advisory body that offers guidance 
to the strategic direction and promotion of the Biennale, 
and acts as the Biennale’s ambassadors. The Advisory 
Committee are also members of the prestigious 
International Jury, awarding Medals to the most 
significant national contributions.

INTERNATIONAL  
ADVISORY COMMITTEE  
AND JURY
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PROFESSOR JEREMY MYERSON

Jeremy Myerson is the Helen Hamlyn 
Professor of Design at the Royal  
College of Art, London and Director  
of the global Work Tech Academy.  
An academic, author and activist  
in design, he has led many 
interdisciplinary research projects  
at the intersections of ageing, 
healthcare and workplace design.  
He has written a number of influential 
books on design, architecture,  
work and the city, and is an adviser  
to leading design institutes in Hong 
Kong, Switzerland and Korea.

 
MARTIN ROTH

Martin Roth became Director of  
the Victoria and Albert Museum  
in September 2011. Before joining 
the V&A, he was Director General  
of the Dresden State Art Collections 
(Staatliche Kunstsammlungen 
Dresden), overseeing 12 museums 
and galleries. He is a Trustee of the 
British Council and of the Musée  
des Arts Décoratifs in Paris. He is  
a member of both the Council of the 
Royal College of Art and the Court 
of Imperial College in London. 

Photo: Thierry Bal

 
PAULA SCHER

Paula Scher is one of the world’s  
most acclaimed graphic designers. 
She has been a principal in the  
New York office of the distinguished 
international design consultancy 
Pentagram since 1991. Scher has 
served on the Design Commission  
of the City of New York since 2006. 
She exhibits worldwide and her  
work is in the permanent collections 
of international institutions.  
In 2013 she was honored with  
the National Design Award for 
Communication Design. 

PRESIDENT  
LONDON DESIGN BIENNALE 
SIR JOHN SORRELL CBE

Sir John Sorrell, President of the 
London Design Biennale, is a UK 
Business Ambassador, appointed 
by successive Prime Ministers to 
promote Britain’s Creative Industries 
abroad. He co-founded the Sorrell 
Foundation in 1999 and is chairman 
of University of the Arts London, 
founder and chairman of the Creative 
Industries Federation, and chairman 
of the London Design Festival.  
Sir John was appointed CBE in  
1996 and awarded a Knighthood  
in 2008 for services to the  
Creative Industries.

 
DIRECTOR 
LONDON DESIGN BIENNALE 
DR CHRISTOPHER TURNER 

Christopher Turner, Director of 
the London Design Biennale, is the 
former editor of Icon and Modern 
Painters. Turner studied art history 
at the University of Cambridge, and 
has a PhD from the University of 
London. He has curated exhibitions 
at Manifesta 7: the European 
Biennial of Contemporary Art and 
the Arnofini Gallery. He is also 
the deputy director of the London 
Design Festival and writes for the 
London Review of Books, The 
Guardian and Sunday Telegraph.

 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR  
LONDON DESIGN BIENNALE 
BEN EVANS

Ben Evans is the Executive Director 
of the London Design Biennale.  
He is also Director of the London 
Design Festival, which he co-
founded with Sir John Sorrell in 
2003. Since 2008 Ben has been a 
governor of the University of the Arts 
and is passionate about art & design 
education. In 2010 he was awarded 
an honorary degree from the Royal 
College of Art and graduated there  
in 1987 with an MA in History  
of Design.

PAOLA ANTONELLI

Paola Antonelli joined The Museum  
of Modern Art in 1994 and is a  
Senior Curator in the Department  
of Architecture and Design, as well 
as MoMA’s founding Director of 
Research and Development. She has 
curated numerous shows at MoMA 
and in other international institutions. 
She has taught at the University of 
California, Los Angeles, the Harvard 
Graduate School of Design and the 
MFA programmes of the School  
of Visual Arts in New York. 

 
ADELIA BORGES

Adelia Borges is a design curator, 
journalist and writer based in São 
Paulo. Former director of Museu da 
Casa Brasileira, she has curated more 
than 40 exhibitions in seven countries 
and authored or co-authored more 
than 15 books. Adelia belongs to the 
curatorial team of Design Triennial  
of Cooper-Hewitt Design Museum 
and has been a jury member for the 
London Design Museum’s ‘Designs 
of the Year’ exhibition and awards.

 
VICTOR LO CHUNG-WING GBS, JP, HON DDES

Victor Lo is the Chairman and  
Chief Executive of the Hong Kong- 
listed Gold Peak Industries (Holdings) 
Limited. He is actively engaged  
in many design and innovation related 
services for the Hong Kong SAR 
Government. He is a board member  
of the West Kowloon Cultural District 
Authority, chairman of its Museum 
Committee and chairman of the board  
of directors of Hong Kong Design 
Centre. He is also an honorary president 
of Federation of Hong Kong Industries 
and an honorary advisor of its  
Design Council.

 
ANA ELENA MALLET

Ana Elena Mallet is a Mexico City-
based independent curator specialising 
in modern and contemporary design. 
She is co-curator of Moderno: Design 
for the home. Brazil, Mexico and 
Venezuela 1945 – 1970 at the America’s 
Society, New York (2015) and is 
co-curating Design and the Border  
at Craft and Folk Art Museum, Los 
Angeles (expected 2017). Previously, 
she was Programming Deputy 
Director at the Museo Rufino Tamayo 
(2001 – 02), and Chief Curator at 
Museo del Objeto (2010 – 11).

JAMES LINGWOOD  MBE

James Lingwood has been Co-
Director of Artangel with Michael 
Morris since 1991. James has also 
curated exhibitions for national  
and international arts institutions 
including Juan Muñoz’s Double Bind 
(2001) in Tate Modern’s Turbine Hall 
and Douglas Gordon’s exhibition 
What Have I Done (2002) at the 
Hayward Gallery in London. He is  
a Trustee of The Art Fund and The 
Paul Hamlyn Foundation and is  
on the International Advisory Board  
of the Museu Serralves, Porto. 

Photo: Nick Cobbing

 
KAYOKO OTA

Kayoko Ota is an architecture 
curator, editor and writer based in 
Tokyo. Kayoko was former curator 
and editor at AMO in Rotterdam, 
and led the curatorial team of the 
Japan Pavilion at the Venice 
Architecture Biennale in 2014  
as commissioner. She co-founded 
PLAT, an international platform  
for architectural thinking. 

 
JONATHAN REEKIE  CBE

Jonathan Reekie was appointed 
Director of Somerset House Trust  
in April 2014. He was previously 
Chief Executive of Aldeburgh  
Music, leading the direction and 
development of the world-renowned 
musical centre since 1997. He is 
currently a Trustee of the Arts 
Foundation and holds an Honorary 
Fellowship from the Royal Academy  
of Music and an Honorary Doctorate  
of Music from the University of  
East Anglia. He was awarded a  
CBE in the 2013 Birthday Honours. 

 
THE LORD ROGERS OF RIVERSIDE  CH

Richard Rogers is a founding partner  
of Rogers Stirk Harbour and 
Partners. In a career spanning more 
than fifty years, he and his partners 
have designed buildings including 
Centre Pompidou and Lloyd’s of 
London. He has advised national  
and city leaders across Europe. 
Richard was knighted in 1991  
and made a member of the House  
of Lords (the upper house of the  
UK Parliament) in 1996.

Photo: Andrew Zuckermann




