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FORM follows function, follows aesthetic," chants Dr Stuart MacDonald, director of the Lighthouse, Scotland's 
innovative and unique National Centre for Architecture and Design, as he tries to explain what good design is. 
And if you're going to ask anyone that question, MacDonald is the person to ask. 

Six years ago he helped found the UK's first specifically targeted design centre in Glasgow. Last week, 
Chancellor Gordon Brown announced a "network of innovation centres" to foster young design talent with an 
international hub in London. And the only UK blueprint for this prestigious new development, as researched by 
chairman of the Design Council, Sir George Cox, in the recently released Cox Report? Our very own Lighthouse.  

"We're in a very good period for design in Scotland just now," says MacDonald. "It moves in cycles, but right 
now we've got the talent and slowly we're building the initiatives to keep it here."  

The Lighthouse, opened in 1999 for Glasgow City of Architecture and Design, is unique in the UK, charged with 
pioneering design networks in Scotland. England has the Design Museum, but the remit is not as focused as 
that of the Lighthouse.  

Built by Charles Rennie Mackintosh in 1895 to house the Glasgow Herald, the Lighthouse had an impeccable 
design pedigree even before its transformation into a state-of-the-art focal point for design in the late 1990s 
by Glasgow-based architects Page and Park. The result was the perfect springboard, as MacDonald puts it, for 
the subsequent development of the Lighthouse's "own unique brand".  

"We need to get design up on a higher platform," says MacDonald, whose latest brainchild, the Six Cities 
Design Festival, was announced this year by Jack McConnell. "Whether it's the regeneration of the Dundee 
waterfront, the diversification in Aberdeen from a city traditionally built on oil and gas, or work of design firms 
like Glasgow's Timorous Beasties, we've long needed a way to celebrate that talent in a consistent way, and 
that's what the Six Cities Festival will be about.  

"There are some fantastic young designers coming out of Scotland's design schools and universities and 
traditionally we've seen a huge exodus of people looking for work, but we'd like to reverse that trend. Raising 
awareness of design can only aid the process."  

When asked to name a current champion of good design, the Lighthouse director chooses without hesitation 
the RIBA Award-winning Graham Square social housing project in Glasgow, designed by Richard Murphy 
Associates and Page and Park and initiated by Rob Joiner at Molendinar Park Housing Association. "People 
actually love living there," he says. "At a time when we seem unable to create any public areas with meaning, 
here is just such a thing."  

It may be less high-profile than architect Zaha Hadid's new Transport Museum in the Riverside Regeneration 
plan, but it's a key example for MacDonald of how design can "improve the competitiveness of cities". It's no 
wonder that design is receiving more enthusiastic Executive support than any other area of the arts.  

But the Lighthouse doesn't rely on public funding to champion its cause. It is a prime example of the 
entrepreneurial vision it wants to encourage in Scotland's design and business community. Of the 
Lighthouse's 2.5m turnover, only 10% comes from public money - the rest is generated from private 
sponsorship, design sales and initiatives such as the Creative Entrepreneurs Club, a networking group for 
design professionals.  

"When we set up the Lighthouse as a lasting legacy of the 1999 Year of Architecture, the biggest challenge was 
trying to get established when the idea of a design centre was something that had traditionally been shied 
away from," says MacDonald. "But I thought, 'It works in Europe, so why can't it work here?' I needed people 
to buy into the idea very quickly." And buy they did.  
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THE LIGHTHOUSE'S 1,400 square metres of stylish exhibition space is now visited annually by 200,000 visitors, 
an increase of 50,000 in the past two years alone. At any time there may be up to four eclectic exhibitions in its 
halls, providing inspiration to students, shoppers and designers. The shop sells designs from Scottish firms and 
from international exhibitions - many of them on prestigious one-date-only UK visits, such as the recent 
Marimekko and Scandinavian Design Exhibitions. These are the kind of exhibits that would previously have 
gone straight to London. The Lighthouse is known all over the world, developing international collaboration 
and championing Scottish design talent.  

Glasgow company Timorous Beasties is typical of the design talent the Lighthouse promotes. The printmaking 
duo of Alistair McAuley and Paul Simmons first found fame, or infamy, with their Glasgow Toile, a tableaux of 
junkies and industrial landscapes in a traditional 18th-century format. Timorous Beasties has, over 15 years, 
created a wholly unique 'brand'; an interior design vision that taps into modern Scotland's aspirational 
zeitgeist.  

The popularity of Ikea, selling Scandinavian design at knock-down, flat-pack prices, is self-evident. Suddenly, 
obviously 'designed' pieces are available to all, and if you're not sure where to put them, you can always switch 
on the TV, 24 hours a day, and watch one of the proliferation of "staple it yourself" design programmes, as 
Timorous Beastie's Alistair McAuley calls them.  

"I'm divided about it really," says McAuley, who graduated from Glasgow School of Art. "Raising awareness of 
design can only be a good thing, but this tendency towards homogeneity causes a real stereotyping.  

"As a designer you're constantly trying to pit yourself against the industry norm, and in our case, to cultivate a 
very niche market. You might wonder what the purpose of wallpaper is. It just sits there. But it makes your 
room look good and if you feel good about that, that's the purpose."  

This year, Timorous Beasties was shortlisted for the Designer of the Year Award, worth 25,000, by London's 
Design Museum, a huge establishment nod that has once more raised the level of awareness of Scotland's 
design quality. "Awards are important in order for design to be healthy," says McAuley.  

Scotland has its own Scottish Design Awards, but the problem with these, says McAuley, is that you have to 
pay to enter, "so it's only going to attract either those who can afford to pay for it, or those who can be 
bothered".  

But the Lighthouse, which sponsored the Design Grand Prix in the 2005 awards, would doubtless say that if the 
awards serve to make design of interest to a wider public, then the purpose has more or less been served. 
Indeed MacDonald is just back from South Korea, the design hub of the East and location for another of the 
key design centres name-checked alongside the Lighthouse in the Cox Report.  

"The Koreans have done what Cox is trying to do with this report - put design at the centre of business - and 
it's made their economy incredibly successful," says MacDonald. "They have all the major manufacturers 
working from Korea - Daewoo, Samsung, the list goes on. It's one of the biggest active centres for design in the 
world and is extremely well funded, not just by the Korean government, but by business. It's a continually 
expanding area."  

The Korean blueprint is in many ways similar to what MacDonald wants to see in Scotland. "The Lighthouse 
plan for the future is not so much to do things differently, but to upscale and become more international. It's 
good for Scottish design and architecture because it promotes it to a wider audience, and that's something 
that at home we're doing very well now."  

But with a swanky new UK design hub on the horizon in London, is MacDonald worried that the Lighthouse 
might lose some of its unique lustre? He laughs. "There is only one Lighthouse!" he exclaims. Anything else 
would be an imitation by design.  
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