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In Your Own Words is a collection of thematic articles that 
give an insight into the experience of teaching at the Royal 
College of Art. 

It is designed to provoke thought and discussion on the 
nature of art and design education within a specialist 
postgraduate institution.
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The History of Design programme, where I am tutor in the newly created 

Asian design history specialism, is run jointly by the Royal College of Art 

(RCA) and Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A). Initially, the challenge 

of preparing for entirely new courses within the framework of these two 

institutions, each with its own distinct culture, seemed quite overwhelming. 

Beginning The Journey

My journey began by auditing ‘Key Concepts in Design History’, a 

course central to the RCA and V&A’s History of Design programme 

that all students take, regardless of their specialism. As of 2008/09 the 

programme features three ‘streams’ (Modern, Renaissance, and Asian), and 

‘Key Concepts’ aims to provoke thought on significant questions that cut 

across these times and places. The focus in the autumn term is learning how 

to ‘read’ objects, so the topics addressed in these seminars, each led by a 

different member of staff, cover subjects ranging from monumentality and 

patina to the everyday. These are not intended to cover every interpretive 

possibility, but rather to stimulate discussion and expose students to some 

of the questions they might wish to explore in their own work. Sitting in on 

other tutors’ sessions of this course provided me with valuable templates 

for my own teaching. They also introduced me to new frameworks for 

thinking about the meanings of “things” within my own specialism. 

En Route

Familiarising myself with the collections, staff, and the layers of 

bureaucracy at the V&A was equally important in my travels. And, in the 

context of the V&A, travel is not simply a figure of speech. The museum 

is vast, and simply finding one’s way around is daunting. But getting lost 

has its own rewards, such as accidentally discovering the architectural 

models of Japanese temple gates and domestic interiors in the fourth floor 

or learning about the techniques of making stained glass windows in the 

Christine Guth
Tutor, RCA/V&A
History of Design
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gallery on the third floor.  

Early in the term I benefited enormously from study trips organized by 

my colleagues. Arriving from the US, with only a limited familiarity of the 

remarkable variety of museums, architectural sites, and events in and around 

the city, I was fortunate to join trips led by others before having to plan my 

own. This was enormously helpful in devising ways to take teaching beyond 

the classroom, where the focus tends to be on visual representation at the 

expense of other sensorial experiences. From a visit to Ham and Chiswick 

House I learned about British architecture and interior décor. The unexpected 

discovery of 17th century Japanese lacquer wares among the furnishings at 

Ham house further revealed to me a site where I might take my own students 

on a future visit. Not least of all, I learned something of the careful planning 

and manifold contingencies required in travelling with a large group of 

students. Further explorations on my own have reinforced my eagerness to 

exploit London’s potential as a design history textbook.

Teaching would be easy if it simply involved standing before a class and 

addressing a particular subject of which the tutor has specialised knowledge. 

This was the kind of instruction I experienced as a student, and it left me 

deeply dissatisfied. Attitudes have fortunately changed since then. Today’s 

teaching looks to create a more informal dynamic, but one that is also more 

challenging for all. Rather than starting out with a predetermined map, 

one develops one en route, navigating the twists and turns of the road as 

they appear, and occasionally even wandering off-road to explore those 

unexpected byways that are often the most exciting part of any adventure.

Within days of my arrival, I learned that teaching in the RCA/V&A 

History of Design programme is about dialogue. Of course, this requires 

having a firm grasp on a particular topic, planning ahead, organising 

ideas, and anticipating questions, but what is most important is creating 

an environment hospitable to many kinds of interaction. This means being 

flexible and, in an increasingly pluralistic society, responding to the needs and 

Teaching would be easy if 
it simply involved standing 
before a class and addressing 
a particular subject.

6        where do i start? 7



Christine Guth heads the new specialism in Asian Design History in the 

Royal College of Art and Victoria and Albert Museum’s design history 

program. Her current research ranges from design practice in the Japanese 

tea ceremony and the study of the aesthetic interior in 19th century America 

to the reception of Hokusai’s ‘Great Wave’.

sensitivities of students from widely disparate backgrounds. There are some 

classes where students scarcely let you get a word in edgewise; others where 

questioning produces inspiring and inspired observations; and still others 

where there are nothing but listeners. But silence too is part of the learning 

process. At times, it can express more than words. When Vimalakirti, the lay 

hero of an eponymous Buddhist scripture was asked a question by the God of 

Wisdom Manjusri, he maintained a “thundering silence” to make the point 

that words may be unreliable pathways to truth. Sometimes the students who 

say the least in class turn out to be the deepest thinkers. 

Vimalakirti, though a fictional figure, has long been one of my personal 

heroes, partly because reading the text in which he figures was my entrée 

into the study of Asian culture. But he continues to inspire me as a teacher 

because he was not always silent: his instruction on the limitations of 

language followed long and eloquent dialogues with Manjusri that revealed 

his command of many subjects. In the imaginary portraits of him common 

in China and Japan, he is often portrayed as a model instructor, with an 

animated expression on his face that communicates the passionate conviction 

that underlay his teaching. In the classroom I sometime refer to the way 

Vimalakirti figured in my struggle in learning to read Chinese. Personal 

anecdotes like this, I believe, can help to make students feel more comfortable 

about using their own experiences and perspectives in constructive ways. 

This one in particular also acknowledges the difficulty that everyone faces in 

mastering a foreign language—whether Chinese or English. 

Discard the map

From the start, my conversations with my colleagues made it clear that 

there is no one way to begin teaching at the RCA, no simply route to be 

mapped out by the GPS. No amount of programming can prepare you for the 

dynamics of the classroom. Slip on your trainers, and start walking.
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Comfort Zones

To get students to give their most, and to venture beyond their comfort 

zone, I believe it is necessary first to gain their trust and respect. How you do 

this depends entirely on personal style. For me the key has always been to try 

to get under each person’s skin, to understand their abilities, and to help them 

find ways of discovering possible directions without actually revealing the 

destination. 

Upon graduating from Middlesex Polytechnic in 1985 I moved to Milan, 

and after a couple of years of working with design guru Andrea Branzi, 

I began my own practice. My first years were tough: while overcoming 

the professional, linguistic, and cultural barriers to success, I lived in an 

unfurnished flat in Chinatown. For almost a year I had no fridge and no 

hot water, and my meagre earnings as a designer were subsidised by a wide 

variety of complementary activities. When I was invited back to my old 

college as a visiting lecturer, I was welcomed like a star! I felt like a fraud. 

In the years to come I was to return many times to Middlesex, usually 

to run short sessions or workshops. In the meantime my own business had 

grown and I had become a fully-fledged designer, where in the best of Italian 

traditions I applied my design skills to many different types of work, from 

products to the production of events. This breadth of work also gave me my 

first insights into the skills of tutoring.

Soft Landing

In 2004 I moved back to London to further explore the role of design in 

sustainable development and social enterprise, developing my own approach 

and methodology with regards to social and environmental problem solving. 

I stumbled across the possibility of working for Design London—a new RCA/

Imperial College partnership—quite by chance. I realised at once that it was 

a fantastic opportunity to reinforce some of my own thinking, particularly 

about cross-disciplinary working and systems thinking in design. In spite of 

Clare Brass
Senior Tutor
Design London
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When I was invited back to my 
old college as a visiting lecturer, 
I was welcomed like a star! I felt 
like a fraud.
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my various experiences as design tutor in other places, I joined the staff of 

the RCA in October with a sense of trepidation, with the same awe for the 

RCA now as I did as a student (when my own application to study there 

was rejected!). However my colleagues gave me a very soft landing, showing 

a great deal of patience as I struggled to understand the finer workings of 

the Industrial Design Engineering (IDE) course and Imperial College, and to 

establish a balance between tutoring and organisational tasks. 

My job occupies three days per week and is delightfully varied. Mine 

is a new role, which (I believe) is about bringing sustainability and social 

enterprise thinking to MBA and design students, and to get them to work 

together. I work with first and second-year students from IDE, and with groups 

of MBA students at Imperial, where I am also helping develop future course 

material. My own work, using my design skills to develop social enterprise, 

feeds neatly into both these areas.

Striking a Chord

The time is ripe for this kind of thinking; the number of students interested 

in social and environmental issues is tangibly increasing: in IDE there is 

definitely a stronger interest from 1st year students, and even in the business 

school the idea of social enterprise seems to have struck a chord. Sometimes 

I find students from other Departments seek me out, hungry for critical 

assessment from a sustainability viewpoint. One of the limitations of this 

particular expertise it that is a one-way obsession; this makes it very easy to 

work with students who are trying to explore issues of sustainability, but equally 

it makes it hard for me to relate to more abstract or conceptual work where 

such links are either tenuous or at worst, nonexistent. So while I feel I can give 

valuable support to those students who share my passion, I have sometimes 

found myself struggling to provide intelligent direction to those who don’t.

Similarly, I sometimes struggle with the technology gap that clearly exists 

between me and my students. This is not so much an ideological gap as an 

age gap, putting me further and further behind the digital revolution. From 

a technological point of view, all my students without exception are vastly 

superior and I have sometimes found myself completely lost for words in 

the face of a particularly digital-bound idea. To get round this problem I use 

questions to get students to explain the need for their idea or product, and 

how it will be used by people; I also encourage them to use simple language 

to communicate their concept in a way I am able to understand. More often 

than not I am still usually able to offer a more finely tuned sense of intuition 

that comes only with time, and which can help give direction and strength to 

a project. 

Building Relationships

I continue to find gateway reviews a great challenge. I’ve sometimes found 

that students, following my guidance, have pushed a project in a particular 

direction that other tutors find fault with. This difference of opinion between 

tutors can cause considerable tension during reviews. Students can be 

bombarded with conflicting opinions, and their challenge is to understand 

what wisdom to accept from which tutor. 

So for me, tutoring is an exciting and inspiring ongoing learning process 

where there is always as much opportunity to learn from students as there is 

to give support and knowledge. It is as much about building a relationship 

with each student as it is about imparting wisdom. The ability to listen and 

wait for ideas to evolve in the time required by each student is paramount, 

since without this delicate tension there would be no progression of thought.

Clare Brass runs SEED Foundation exploring the use of design as a tool to 

create and support social and environmental enterprise. She is part-time 

Senior Design Tutor for Design London, exploring this issue with Imperial 

Business School and IDE. 
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