“MILAN FURNITURE FAIR HAD BECOME A FEEDING FRENZY.
IT SHOULD BE CANCELLED FOR THREE YEARS.” Mark Newson
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MARC NEWSON IS NOT ONLY ONE OF THE WORLD’S
most esteemed industrial designers, he is one of the most
proliﬁc. The expat Australian has designed everything from
sneakers for Nike to the luggage for Louis Vuitton in which
to pack them. Oh, and the interior ﬁtout of Qantas’ A380
aircraft that will whisk you away. Financial Review design
editor S T E P H E N T O D D spoke to Newson via phone; he
is hunkered down with his wife, two daughters and about
45 craftsmen who are renovating his heritage-listed,
16th-century mansion in the Cotswolds.
It’s something of a paradox, one of the world’s most
acclaimed contemporary designers electing to live his life in
a Jacobean pile. You’ve also just designed a massive seaside
villa on the Greek island of Ithaca, where your grandfather
was born, in the 17th-century Venetian style. Where’s this
historical bent coming from?

It comes from one place: my love of craft and then by
necessity, tradition. Everything that I love about making
stuff, about building and construction, is that it involves skills
that have been with us for hundreds of years. I walk around
this house and we have some unbelievable craftspeople
working here. We’ve got the best stonemasons, the best
cabinet-makers, the best lead-workers, best plasterers.
Unbelievable people doing crafts that still exist, but only just.
I’d love to stop what I’m doing and do what they do.
You’d give up fame and fortune to become a humble
craftsman?

My life is reactive, as it is for anyone who is deemed
successful. This is the ﬁrst time in my working life when I’ve
actually had time to sit back and take stock. People will
come out of this [pandemic] more socially aware, more
responsible and more inclined to want to be proactive rather
than being swept along with the momentum of things.
Has the virus crisis affected how you are designing?

In terms of actual practical stuff, no, I’m not tinkering away

designing a new respirator. But I deﬁnitely get the sense
that it’s a bit of a reset for everyone.
If you were commissioned to design the interior of an
aircraft along social distancing lines, could you?

What’s been laid bare is the fact that airline travel is
fundamentally inhumane. In the current crisis, the inside of
a plane would be the last place on earth you’d want to be. I
think there’s an opportunity for airline companies to
propose a more humane, optimistic way of getting from
Point A to Point B – and that can only be done with the
help of designers with a clear mandate to affect industrywide change. You would need to rebuild the whole model
from the chassis up, and that’s something that Airbus and
Boeing would need to initiate since, fundamentally, it starts
there. We’d need to go back to basics and rethink what air
travel could be.
You mean like the days of Raymond Loewy [who designed
the livery of Air Force One – redesigned for the ﬁrst time
since under Trump – and who also consulted to NASA on
the psychological and physical comfort of astronauts]?

That period of innovation has gone. It would probably
take a disruptor like Elon Musk to give the aviation
industry the jolt it needs to do better. It’s the only way I
can imagine things moving forward. The system needs to
be broken, it cannot simply evolve. But then, of course, it
would also be good if we stopped travelling so much. Not
just ﬂying, but driving too.
How did the cancellation of this year’s Milan Furniture Fair
affect you?

Honestly, I breathed a big sigh of relief. My instant
reaction was, “So what?”. It has gotten to a situation
where the tail was starting to wag the dog. Everyone had
lost sight of what was good about it in the ﬁrst place. It
had become a feeding frenzy and everyone slavishly goes
to the events because it’s been rubber stamped in their
calendar. I think they should cancel it for three years,
spend that time really thinking about what the world’s
most important furniture fair should be in the 21st
century, and begin all over again.
Organisers of all these global events, furniture fairs,
economic forums such as Davos, any number of “luxury
conferences”, they should stop, rethink, and start over
again. It’s a great opportunity. We don’t have to worry
that the Milan Furniture Fair won’t resurface. We only
need to worry that it not simply restart as it was.
You’ve joined forces with your good friend Jony Ive, the
former chief designer for Apple. Can you tell me anything
about what you’re doing together?

Jony and I are going great guns – but intentionally, not
breaking any speed records. It’s going to be more, not less.
We’re planning some profound collaborations, and have
an untold number of extraordinary things in the pipeline
– and we do have the luxury of time. Watch this space.
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