
Th roughout the month of D e c e m-
b e r, the people of B ritain were

b om b a rded by a radio adve rt i s e m e n t
that made light of what many con s i d e r
to have been the country’s most embar-
rassing failure in ye a r s .“When your kids
ask you one day what the Mill e n n i u m
E x p e rience at the Dome was like, w h a t
w i ll you tell them?’’ a gentle voice began,
its echo of C h u rch i ll inv oking memori e s
o f the nation’s finest hour.“ So what was
it like, D a d ? ” a child asks. “Te ll us about
i t ,D a d , ” another chimes in.

“Wi ll you tell them the tru t h ? ” t h e
n a r rator asks om i n o u s ly.

“We ll , the thing is . . . I never actually
w e n t , ’’ the sheepish father blurts out.
“You never went!” the ch i l d ren bell ow in
h o r ro r. “I know — I’m sorry, I’m sorry. ”
At this point, the narrator re t u rn s . “At
the end of D e c e m b e r, the Mill e n n i u m
E x p e rience at the Dome is closing for-
eve r. M aybe yo u’ll love it—maybe yo u
w on’t . Why not come and decide for
yo u r s e l f, while you still ca n ? ”

Last January, Prime Minister Tony
Blair ch ristened the Dom e, a fter prom-
ising that it would provide “the best 
d ay out on Eart h , ” at the “finest exhibi-
t i on the world has ever seen.” By De-
c e m b e r, it had come to this: d e s p e ra t e
pleas for attendance, and enough buy-
on e - g e t -on e - f ree huck s t e rism to shame
P. T. B a rn u m . Although the Dome had
its conc e p t i on in the Con s e rv a t i ve Gov-
e rn m e n t o f J ohn Major, it quick ly be-
came New La b o u r’s opport u n i ty and its
o b s e s s i on—a chance to bolster the na-
t i on’s con fidence and alter the prev a i l -
ing view of B ritain as a country fro ze n
in amber, unable to ove rc ome its lon g
p o s t - c o l onial decl i n e .

Like Blair’s party itself, the Dom e—
w h i ch , at a cost of m o re than a bill i on
d o ll a r s , was the largest cultural expense
in the history of England—was sup-
posed to be about what comes next.
“What we were selling was faith in the
f u t u re of our country and our role in the

w o rl d , ’’ a member of the Dom e’s senior
s t a f f, Ben Evans, told me. “It was a kind
o f self-help motivational notion . It was
supposed to make eve ryone feel gre a t . ”
I n s t e a d , it became a metaphor for po-
l i t i cal vanity and intellectual medioc-
ri ty. Blair and his ministers delibera t e ly
chose to put on a populist show, a n d
t h ey were insistent that a “tabloid view of
the worl d” p rev a i l , one of the planners
told me.But nothing infuriates the Bri t-
ish élite more than a display it perc e i ve s
as tack y, and the organizers were cri t i-
c i zed re l e n t l e s s ly for pandering to fami-
lies in tra ck suits. In Lon d on , the Dom e
was detested with a fe rvor that had been
re s e rved “almost excl u s i ve ly for the lead-
ers of Nazi Germ a ny, ” Si m on Jenkins,
one of its earliest support e r s , told me.

“I f you talk to the intell i g e n t s i a , yo u
w i ll get almost nothing apart from hys-
t e ri a , ’’ J e n k i n s , a former editor of t h e
Lon d on Ti m e s, said when I visited him
one dre a ry morning at his home near
R e g e n t’s Pa rk . “M a ny of these people
h a ve never even been to the Dom e .
But that has not in any sense re s t ra i n e d
them from discussing the ‘ fia s c o.’ ’’ H e
was ri g h t : a surp rising number of t h o s e
who told me how vulgar the Dome was
had never taken the fifteen-minute sub-
w ay ride from central Lon d on to see it.
“What did you hate most about the
p l a c e ? ” I asked a friend short ly after I ar-
ri ved in Lon d on . “No t h i n g, re a lly, ’’ h e
re p l i e d . “I didn’t go. Who w o u l d go ? ”

By 6 P.M. on December 31st, when 
it fin a lly cl o s e d, the exhibition—and 
a ll those connected with it—had been
d re n ched in public vitri o l . V. S . Na i p a u l
said that Blair’s gove rnment was re s p on-
sible for “d e s t roying the idea of C i v i-
l i za t i on in this country. ” An d rew Ll oyd
Webber even suggested a modern sort of
a u t o - d a - f é . “T h e re is nothing the public
likes more than a good blaze, ” he wro t e
last fall . “To rching the Dome would at-
t ract a vast crowd , p ro b a b ly in the mil-
l i on s ,who could be charged handsom e ly
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to view the con fla g ra t i on .” Long before
the Dome was built, St e phen Bayl ey, i t s
fla m b oyant and aggre s s i ve ly highbrow
c re a t i ve dire c t o r, had re s i g n e d , b e ca u s e,
as he told me, “The Dome never eve n
l i ved up to Susan Son t a g’s defin i t i on of
ca m p : it was bad to the point of b e i n g
l a u g h a b l e, but not to the point of a c t u-
a lly being enjoy a b l e . ”

The Dome opened on the Mill e n n i a l
E ve, with a grand soirée for what the
B ritish people ca ll “the great and the
go o d . ” The party quick ly secured for
i t s e l f a place in the annals of public fail-
u re, setting the stage for all that fol-
l ow e d . A bomb sca re (and poor plan-
ning) forced thousands of d i g n i t a ries to
wait for hours at tube stops en route to
the eve n t ,f re ezing in their party cl o t h e s .
At midnight, t o rches along the T h a m e s
w e re supposed to light up, c reating the
i ll u s i on of a ri ver of fire ; the torch e s
f a i l e d . “It could not have gone more
wrong without loss of l i fe, ’’ Evans told
m e . Jennie Pa g e, the Dom e’s ch i e f e xe c-
u t i ve, was soon fired—amid publicity
m o re suitable for the arrest of a seri a l
k i ll e r, although she had managed to
c omplete the largest con s t ru c t i on pro j-
ect in Europe on sch e d u l e. Two weeks

a fter the Dom e’s opening,Prince Charl e s
re fe r red to it as a “m on s t rous blanc-
m a n g e, ” and instructed his pilot to fly
a round it, so that he wouldn’t acciden-
t a lly glimpse it from the window of
his plane.

In t rigued by all the animosity, I de-
cided I had better see the place for

m ys e l f b e f o re it cl o s e d .H ow could any
b u i l d i n g — even one that is the big-
gest tent in history — h a ve pro d u c e d
s u ch hostility? Could something so
t h o ro u g h ly disgraced have an aft e rl i fe,
I won d e re d , or would the gove rn m e n t
s i m p ly rip it down and try to forget?
B e f o re I went, I met with many of t h e
people who had been re s p onsible for 
the Dom e’s cre a t i on . Some of t h e m ,
a fter a year of public humiliation ,a g re e d
to talk to me on ly if t h ey remained un-
n a m e d . Others wouldn’t speak at all .
When I ca lled Sir Rich a rd Rogers and
his partner Mich ael Davies, the arch i-
tects who designed the building, t h e i r
s p okesman laughed. “We are done with
the Dom e, ’’ he told me.

Si m on Jenkins fli n ched when he
h e a rd that. “T h a t’s just awful,’’ he said.
“R i ch a rd should be ashamed.” R o g e r s ,

a fter all ,has designed con t roversial build-
ings b e f o re :he built the Pompidou Cen-
t e r, in Pa ri s , w h i ch was widely loathed
when it opened but is now con s i d e red a
t o u ch s t one of the city’s life . Since the
e a rly nineties, Jenkins had argued vigo r-
o u s ly for some sort of n a t i onal celebra-
t i on of the mill e n n i u m . He is one of t h e
Lon d on establishment’s most fla w l e s s ly
u rbane insiders, yet even he was stag-
g e red by the re c e p t i on the Dome has re-
c e i ve d — p a rt i c u l a rly from his fri e n d s ,
c o ll e a g u e s , and cl u b m a t e s .

The purpose of the Dome was neve r
cl e a r.Yet it failed not so mu ch because it
was poorly planned, or even because it
was expensive, but because when the
gove rnment promised that the exhibi-
t i on would draw tw e lve mill i on visitors,
it set expectations that could never be
m e t . “It was one of the two or three stu-
pidest things I have ever heard , ” P. Y.
G e rb e a u , the exe c u t i ve who re p l a c e d
Jennie Pa g e, told me. Jenkins agre e d .
“I t’s a fiasco that you got six mill i on cus-
t om e r s , not eight mill i on to tw e lve mil-
l i on , as had been fore ca s t , ” he said. “We
said we were going to need four hun-
d red and fifty mill i on pounds of l o t -
t e ry funds, and we needed six hundre d
and thirty mill i on .T h a t’s a fia s c o. ”T h e
D om e’s financial troubles fuelled the
p u b l i c - re l a t i ons disaster: it cost about
eight hundred mill i on pounds. I n c om e
f rom entrance fees was anemic, a n d
when corp o rate support fe ll short of a ll
go a l s , the financial problem beca m e
c ri t i ca l . Seve ral times during the ye a r,
management was forced to beg for more
m on ey from the Tre a s u ry. In Se p t e m-
b e r, Blair ack n owledged the Dom e’s
f a i l u re, admitting that it was a disap-
p o i n t m e n t . “What would have hap-
pened if t h ey had planned for six mil-
l i on and aimed it largely at ch i l d re n ,a n d
budgeted on that basis?’’ Jenkins asked
rh e t o ri ca lly. “It would have been re-
g a rded as a thundering success.’’

“Go to Live rp o o l , ” he con t i n u e d ,
“and they will tell you the greatest eve n t
o f the year was the day our kids went 
to the Dom e . I f you ask in Newca s t l e,
the one great outing of the year was 
the ch u rch visit to the Dom e . The per-
capita subsidy is ro u g h ly the same as 
that o f the Opera House, but of c o u r s e
w o rk i n g - class people don’t go to the
o p e ra ; t h ey went to the Dom e . Ti ck e t s
cost tw e n ty pounds,but it still beat most
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f ree attra c t i ons in Lon d on . Yet we de-
spise it. We despise it because it is not
C ovent Garden and it is not the Ta t e
M o d e rn . It is not what ‘people like us’
go to see.”

The Millennium Dome sits on a mu d
flat beside a bend of the Thames 

at No rth Gre e nw i ch , on an abandon e d
g a s w o rks beneath which the gro u n d
was so contaminated that mu ch of t h e
land had to be sealed in con c re t e . T h e
site had been derelict for more than
tw e n ty ye a r s , and all previous attempts
to improve it had failed. The building 
i t s e l f is a white circular coll e c t i on of
fiberglass panels coated in Te flon and
s t rung together with forty - five miles of
h i g h - t e n s i on ca b l e s .I f the Eiffel Tow e r
(another building put up for an exhi-
b i t i on and detested at the time) were
laid on its side, it would fit easily inside
the Dom e . Tw e lve ca n a ry - ye ll ow masts
s u p p o rting the building help make it
one of two man-made stru c t u res said 
to be visible from outer space. (T h e
other is the Great Wa ll of China.) No t
even the titanium swirls of Frank Geh-
ry’s Guggenheim have a more pow e rf u l
i c onic forc e . The Dome has been vari-
o u s ly ca ri ca t u red as an inve rted wok ;
B l a i r’s ove rzealous smile; a depth ch a r g e ;
and Mick ey Mouse, in grudging tri b u t e

to Gerb e a u , the highly animated Fre n ch-
m a n who was brought from Euro Dis-
n ey to save the struggling enterp ri s e
when Jennie Page was fire d .

In 1996, M i ch ael Heseltine, who 
was Deputy Prime Minister under Joh n
M a j o r, s e i zed upon the idea of using the
year 2000 as a way to celebrate the re-
g e n e ra t i on of B ri t a i n . The docks and
w a rehouses of G re e nw i ch , once essen-
tial to Lon d on , had been abandoned for
ye a r s , yet the prime meridian prov i d e d
the city with an unbeatable mill e n n i a l
p u n ch line as “the home of t i m e . ” A
M i llennium Com m i s s i on had been ap-
p o i n t e d , but it quick ly became clear that
the body was a politica lly correct col-
l e c t i on of people with little expertise in
c on s t ructing or running an exhibition of
this magnitude. J e n k i n s ,who had serve d
on cultural boards and had written ex-
t e n s i ve ly about arch i t e c t u re,was selected
a fter receiving a ph one ca ll while he was
on holiday in India. “T h ey wanted to
k n ow how Welsh I was,’’ he said. “Ap-
p a re n t ly, Welshness was one of t h o s e
things that they felt was needed on the
c om m i s s i on . ”

Wo rl d’s Fairs alw ays have a pre t e x t .
The Pa ris Unive r s e ll e, in 1889,

h on o red the centenary of the Fre n ch
R ev o l u t i on ; the St . Louis fair of 1 9 0 4
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c e l e b rated the Louisiana Pu rch a s e ;a n d
the New Yo rk fair in 1939 was staged for
the hundre d - a n d - fiftieth annive r s a ry of
the Inaugura t i on of George Wa s h i n g-
t on . But the real purpose is to glorify the
c i ty, s t a t e,or country hosting the exhibi-
t i on . Although the Dome was built in
c e l e b ra t i on of the Mill e n n i u m , it was
also intended to echo two epochal fairs
h on o ring Bri t a i n : the Great Exhibition
o f 1 8 5 1 , and the Festival of B ri t a i n ,
w h i ch , a century later, c e l e b rated the end
o f a world at war. The Crystal Pa l a c e,
w h i ch housed the Great Exhibition ,
d i s p l ayed the tech n i cal and econ om i c
d ominance of the British Empire at the
height of its pow e r; it drew more than
six mill i on visitors, and turned a pro fit
that was later used to start what be-
came some of the worl d’s greatest mu s e-
u m s , i n cluding the Vi c t o ria & Albert .
“The mix of exhibits was extra o rd i n a ry, ’’
Paul Greenhalgh wri t e s , in “E ph e m e ra l
Vi s t a s , ” an intellectual history of t h e
Wo rl d’s Fa i r s , “ranging from cl a s s i ca l
s c u l p t u re to giant lumps of c o a l , f rom 
a Nubian Court to wrought iron fire -
p l a c e s , f rom steam engines to Indian
m i n i a t u re s. ”

Yet the Great Exhibition took place
in an era without ca r s , a i rp l a n e s , Sp a c e
M o u n t a i n , or the Wo rld Wide We b, a n
e ra that had no multiplex cinemas or
l a p t o p s . These days , you don’t need to
t ra vel to marvel at new tech n o l o g i e s ;
people can watch spaceships land on
M a r s , or “ch a t” with Micronesia on the
I n t e rn e t. E ven so, e x h i b i t i ons are ra re ly
a p p reciated while they happen.The Fe s-
tival of B ri t a i n , w h i ch is now look e d
u p on with reve re n c e, was so costly and
c on t roversial in 1951 that the new Con-
s e rv a t i ve Gove rnment demolished its
remnants as soon as it had the ch a n c e .

Non e t h e l e s s , eve rything seemed pos-
sible for New Labour in 1997. Peace 
a p p e a red likely in No rt h e rn Ire l a n d .
The econ omy was stronger than it had
been in ye a r s . So, a fter some hesitation ,
Blair adopted the To ry plan for a mil-
lennial celebra t i on , and expanded upon

it immensely. “You have to re m e m b e r
that we won in a landslide, and that 
ve ry mu ch re flected the mood of t h e
t i m e, ’’ Lo rd Fa l c oner of T h o ro t on told
me when I visited him in his offices at
Wh i t e h a ll . “The decision to go ahead
with the Dome re flected the same de-
g ree of enthusiasm that led to our elec-
t i on victory.’’

An old friend of B l a i r’s , Lo rd Fa l-
c oner was appointed the minister in
charge of the Dome in 1999; almost no
week of his tenure passed without one or
m o re of the newspapers attacking his
i n t e ll i g e n c e, his mora l s , his visage, eve n
his waistline. Not long ago, I saw on e
h e a dline that said simply, “J U S TG O.” H e
is an affable man, but a year of c ri t i c i s m
seemed to have shaken his con fid e n c e .
When we had finished talking, and had
t e a , he asked, in all seri o u s n e s s , i f I
thought he had said anything wort hy of
q u o t a t i on or if I would be forced to
make something up.

I set out for the Dome early on a cri s p,
cl o u dless Sa t u rd ay in December. I

had arranged to visit Gerb e a u , the ch i e f
e xe c u t i ve, who is in his mid-thirt i e s . A
f o rmer hock ey star, he has the body of a
fireplug and short , spiky hair; you could
e a s i ly imagine him as a new Disney
ch a racter—the Gerb i l , w h i ch is what
the press liked to ca ll him. No t h i n g
about the Dom e’s annus horri b i l i s h u-
miliated the British more com p l e t e ly
than the presence of this fore i g n e r, w h o
s p oke English with an Am e ri can accent.
The press had set upon him the mo-
ment he left Calais, a s s e rting that he was
a secon d a ry Disney official who could
not possibly handle the pay - p e r - v i ew
disaster area that the Dome had becom e .
His résumé claimed that he had fin i s h e d
business school at the top of his cl a s s ,
but re p o rters soon uncove red the tru t h :
G e rbeau had come in secon d , by thre e -
tenths of a point.

The negative press never seemed to
d e feat him, t h o u g h , and his hon e s ty,
coupled with his obvious skill , h e l p e d
him become the one man whose re p u-
t a t i on was actually enhanced thro u g h
his association with the Dom e . “I am
not looking for a knighthood,’’ he told
m e, smiling and at ease. “I don’t give a
damn what’s going to happen to me in
this country, and I don’t ca re what peo-
ple think. I’m not a politician. I ru n
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p a rk s .’’ And he has run this park well .
Visitor surveys have shown re m a rk a b ly
high satisfaction ra t i n g s . I t o ok my ow n
u n s c i e n t i fic poll when I was there ;o f t h e
d o zen people I s t o p p e d , not one said
that he or she was sorry to have com e .
“This project started in such arro g a n c e, ’’
G e rbeau told me. “But look .T h e re was a
Wo rl d’s Fair in Hanover this ye a r. It was
a complete disaster. Politicians are in-
v o lve d . Why don’t they learn to leave 
us alon e ? ”

By the time I left Gerb e a u’s offic e,
the Dome was filling with people. At
n o on , it was almost unbeara b ly crowd e d .
(It turned out to be one of the ye a r’s
busiest days , with more than thirty - t h re e
thousand visitors—double the usual
d a i ly attendance.)

B e f o re the Dome opened, t h e re were
vehement debates over each display — i t s
c o s t , its intellectual foundation , its mora l
o u t l o ok . The Dome was divided into
f o u rteen “ zon e s , ” w h i ch were supposed
to re p resent great swaths of human life,
s u ch as work ,l e a rn i n g,m on ey, and faith.
But there was no con t ro lling vision af-
ter Bayl ey, the original cre a t i ve dire c -
t o r, l e ft, w h i ch inev i t a b ly led to ch a o s :
s ome of the exhibits seemed gove rn e d
c om p l e t e ly by the companies that spon-
s o red them; others had no focus at all .

Qu e s t i ons put to designers to help stim-
ulate their thoughts were simplistic:“A re 
we what we eat?,” for example, and “I s
God dead?”

The zones are laid out as giant pavil-
i ons ringing the Dom e’s interi o r, a n d
you can wander easily from one zone to
a n o t h e r.When I entere d , I went stra i g h t
for the Home Pl a n e t , w h i ch was sup-
posed to be a tour of E a rth for visitors
f rom another worl d .Like the rest of t h e
D om e, it was a vast corp o rate adve rt i s e-
ment—in this ca s e, for British Airw ays .
To enter the Home Pl a n e t , I foll ow e d
signs for ox y g e n - b reathing life - f o rm s .
Fl i ck e ring strobe lights gave the Bri t -
ish Airw ays “I n t e r g a l a tw i ck Sp a c e -
p o rt , ”w h e re my tour of E a rth began, a
lame disco fe e l . I was placed, a l ong with
about tw e n ty others, in a pod with tinny
radio speakers, and the ride start e d . A
voice described Earth as the most hero i c
o f p l a c e s . As we watched the sort of
n a t u re videos most ch i l d ren avoid on
Sa t u rd ay morn i n g s , the kids next to me
fought over a toy from a McDon a l d’s
Happy Meal, and I learned that, m i l-
l i ons of years ago,“l i fe spread across the
p l a n e t , and now it is a cre a t u re with six
b i ll i on faces and one heart . ” Anyon e
with a C D -RO M p l ayer (or a ch i l d , o r
both) has p ro b a b ly been more amu s e d

for less mon ey by the adve n t u res of
M s . Frizzle and her class on “The Magic
S chool Bus.”

On the day I was at the Dom e, t h e
lines at the Body zon e, w h i ch provides 
a detailed tour of a ninety - f o o t - h i g h
model of the human body, c om p l e t e
with gigantic pubic lice, w e re too long 
to b ra ve . The machines at the Mon ey
zon e, w h i ch permit visitors to simu -
late spending a mill i on pounds, w e re n’t
w o rk i n g.But the Pl ay zone was thronged 
with ch i l d ren thri lled by digital inter-
p re t a t i on s o f classic games—a jigsaw
puzzle in which a computer ph o t o g ra ph
o f your face was broken into pieces,
a piano that tra n s f o rmed each ch o rd 
you played into a shimmering pulse of
l i g h t . I had hoped to try the piano, b u t ,
a fter standing in line for a while, I go t
t i red of s t a res from kids who didn’t see
the point of letting adults share their
f u n , so I left .

Nobody ever quite fig u red out what
the Millennium Dome was about.

“It tried to be all things to all men,’’ M i-
ch ael Jolly, the ch a i rman of the Tu s-
s a u d’s Gro u p, told me.“When does that
ever work ?”The gove rnment never quite
fig u red out how to run it, e i t h e r. “To 
my know l e d g e, no museum pro fe s s i on-
als were con s u l t e d , ” said Paul Gre e n-
h a l g h ,w h o, in addition to writing about
Wo rl d’s Fa i r s ,s e rved as the head of re-
s e a rch at the Vi c t o ria & Albert . “T h e re
a re many ve ry sharp pro fe s s i onals who
k n ow how to bring people to exhibits.
None of them had anything to do with
the Dom e .’’

An d ,o f c o u r s e, t h e re were other pro b-
l e m s : the contaminated site, w h i ch did
not present an appealing image; B l a i r’s
magnanimous gesture of giving away a
m i ll i on free tickets to British sch o o l-
ch i l d re n ; the Gre e nw i ch local council’s
insistence that cars be prohibited in the
a rea near the Dom e, w h i ch meant that
s ome tra ve llers would have to dri ve to
Lon d on (or take a bus or a train) on ly to
then get on a tube—an uninviting pro s-
p e c t .( For residents of Lon d on , that was
fin e : a new subw ay line, the Jubilee, h a d
been con s t ructed in time for the mill e n-
n i u m ; it was beautiful and easy to use.)
The euro plunged, and th e re has ra re ly
been a better time for British citizens to
t ra vel ove r s e a s ,or a worse year for Euro-
peans to go to Bri t a i n .E ven the weather“Do you have this in a ca t ? ”



p l ayed a pernicious ro l e .Last year ra n k e d
as one of E n g l a n d’s wettest in three cen-
t u ri e s ; the constant rain helped prov ok e
chaos on the ra i lw ays ,w h i ch ,a l ong with
a fuel cri s i s ,d e t e r red thousands from try-
ing to get to Gre e nw i ch .

With help from Scotland Ya rd’s Fly-
ing Sq u a d , the Dome re a ched its nadir
one morning in Nove m b e r : as stunned
visitors looked on , four jewel thieve s ,
w e a ring gas masks, wielding nail guns,
and throwing smoke bom b s , p u s h e d
their way through the securi ty barri e r
outside the building in an attempt ei-
ther to steal the Millennium St a r — t h e
w o rl d’s biggest flawless diamon d — o r,
p e rh a p s , to re p l ay the opening scene 
o f the Dome-based Bond fil m , “T h e
Wo rld Is Not Enough.” The press was
e c s t a t i c . The S un ’s f ront-page headl i n e
summed up the hapless ye a r : “I’M O N LY

H ERE F O R D E B EERS.’’
The Year of the Dome has been

judged a complete failure .Yet is that en-
t i re ly fair? In the end, 5.4 mill i on payi n g
c u s t omers made it to the Dom e . An-
other mill i on came for fre e . To put that
into perspective, the Tu s s a u d’s Gro u p
runs the top-two paid attra c t i ons in 
E n g l a n d — A l t on Towers theme park
and Madame Tu s s a u d’s—and it also
m a n a g e s , for British Airw ays , the Lon-
d on Eye, a high-tech Fe r ris wheel on
the south bank of the T h a m e s . Ti ck e t
sales for the three attra c t i ons com b i n e d
re a ched eight mill i on last ye a r. ( A l t on
Tow e r s , w h i ch was the most-visited
paid attra c t i on in the United Kingdom
in 1999, had fewer than half as many
visitors as the Dome.) “E xcept for five or
six attra c t i ons in the worl d , ” M i ch ae l
J o lly of Tu s s a u d’s told me, “most places
would give their eyeteeth to draw six
m i ll i on paying custom e r s . ”

Does anybody remember that 
St . Louis was pra c t i ca lly made

b a n k rupt by the 1904 Wo rl d’s Fa i r,
w h i ch established the city as the gate-
w ay to the western half o f the United
States? Or that Expo ’67 was a short -
t e rm fis cal disaster for the city of M on-
t re a l — w h i ch then grew ra p i dly, as a 
result of the publicity and all the new
building? U p on assuming the pre s i -
d e n cy of the Wo rl d’s Fair in New Yo rk
C i ty, in 1964, R o b e rt Moses wrote that
although he wanted to create pleasant
m e m o ries for the fair’s visitors, “w h a t

fin a lly remains in the ground when the
pageant has faded . . . is of m o re con-
c e rn to the next genera t i on than any
s p e c t a cl e, h ow ever go r g e o u s . ”

The Dome had a disastrous ye a r. B u t
its past will almost cert a i n ly be judged
by its future—as is true of the Festival of
B ri t a i n .I f the fine new subw ay and the
b i ll i on dollars that have been invested in
a desolate part of Lon d on help make it
a vibrant place, then the mediocre ex-
hibits will , in time,be forgo t t e n . A tox i c
dump in one of the worl d’s biggest cities
w i ll have become habitable and acces-
s i b l e . What will happen to the Dome 
i t s e l f is not yet cl e a r. G e rb e a u , who 
has expressed an interest in buying the
b u i l d i n g, suggests that it be turned into
a con c e rt ve n u e . St e phen Bayl ey told
me that “what they re a lly ought to do is
p u ll it dow n . ”

The latest in a string of potential buy-
e r s , a developer named Robert Bourn e,
has donated extensive ly to the La b o u r
Pa rty, and has been accused of re c e i v -
ing pre fe rential treatment from politi-
cal fri e n d s . “I went to see the stru c t u re
o f the Dome going up, and I t h o u g h t ,
This is absolutely unbeliev a b l e— a n
i c on building, ” B o u rne said earlier this
m on t h . In Fe b ru a ry, the contents of
the Dome are to be sold at auction .
By then, New Labour hopes to sign a
deal with Bourn e’s deve l o pment gro u p
for a h u n d red and tw e n ty - five mill i on
p o u n d s . ( B o u rne won’t pay or get the
p ro p e rty until June, w h i ch means that
Tony Blair will still have to answer for
the Dom e’s perc e i ved failure when he
hits the campaign trail this spri n g. )
B o u rne has talked about turning the
D ome into a business park for the New
E c on om y, s omething he ca lls a Know l-
edge City—a Si l i c on All ey for Lon d on .
His timing couldn’t be more unfort u-
n a t e, t h o u g h , with dot-coms closing 
by the doze n .B o u rne has spoken of re-
placing some of the tent’s panels with
t ra n s p a rent materi a l , so that thousands
o f t rees can be planted beneath it, and 
o f building luxury housing along the
w a t e rf ron t . “ C ome back in two ye a r s ,
five ye a r s , ten ye a r s , and you will see a
h u g e ly tra n s f o rmed p e n i n s u l a , ” Lo rd
Fa l c oner told me hopefully. Jenkins put
it diffe re n t ly.“H a l f the Dome was 2000,
and the other half is the rest of l i fe, ’’
he said. “I say it’s time to get on with 
the rest of l i fe . ” ♦
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