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				Opposite. Café Costes, Paris, 1984.


			


		


		

			

				Philippe Starck | For more than forty years, Philippe Starck’s career has been the subject of a virtual cacophony of accolades. Counted among the best-known and most widely publicized of contemporary international designers, Starck, who was born in Paris on 18 January 1949, was recognized initially for his stylish interiors. A commission in the early 1980s for a redesign of President Mitterrand’s private quarters in the Elysée Palace, Paris, catapulted his work into international critical focus. Starck quickly claimed a position as one of the late twentieth century’s most prolific and challenging architect-designers and his celebrity status arose as an almost immediate result.


				Starck then went on to produce a series of provocative, often luxuriously avant-garde interiors including the Starck Club in Dallas (1984), the Café Costes, Paris (1984; closed 1994), the Manin Restaurant, Tokyo (1987) and the now famous Royalton Hotel, New York (1988). The Café Costes, dominated by its axial, theatrical staircase, and the Royalton, an essay in sheer elegance, invited international attention for their compellingly stylish, postmodern interpretations of interior, public space. Both quickly became pilgrimage sites frequented by devotees of the 1980s designer cult, and set trends within the interior design establishment. Much has been said in the press about Starck’s membership in the late twentieth century “cult of celebrity”; and on his ability to capitalize upon this popular, public predilection for urbane elegance. With compliance, he has created environments in which people want to be seen and are seen, proving the ultimate success of his particular version of cosmopolitan spectacle.


				But the critical press itself has consistently both aided and abetted Starck’s climb to celebrity status. They have, paradoxically, heroized his name itself by 
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				recasting it in nimble linguistic variations in order to attract competitive readership. Titles such as “The Art of Starckiness”, “Philippe Le Roi”, “Starck Contrasts”, “Starck Truths”, “Starck Lite, Starck Brite”, “Starck Staring” and “Starck Treatment” have merely served to exacerbate celebrity, while paralleling Starck’s own application of his name to his designs in the 1990s. Among the most effective examples are two garments for Wolford: Starck Naked (1998) and Starck Naked Hot (1999). But numerous other examples arise in the product range covered by the Good Goods catalogue (1998), including transport and recreational products such as Kayak Starck (with Rotomod) and Cruiser Starck (with Blauwerk). By means of product names such as these, Starck linguistically consolidates his identity, ensuring his works cannot be verbally recalled without reference to the designer himself. By labelling, he establishes pedigree.


				There are a number of notions which can be extracted from Starck’s messaging. Labelling is used as a means of focusing upon design origin and provenance. In doing so, Starck celebrates a conceptual triumph of fashion over function, an expression of our current cultural climate. It equally recalls, perhaps, something of Starck’s early years (1971–72) as the art director of the Pierre Cardin fashion house in Paris. In the international mass marketing of “designer” goods, the label, often carrying the designer’s signature, is worth its weight in gold. Rather than “signing” the outcome of his design endeavours, Starck takes this form of labelling one step further, literally naming the product in his own image. As a marketing strategy, he thus exploits the cult of object labelling to deplete goods of their primary functional significance, translating them into artefacts of private worship and public envy, while simultaneously infusing them with more fantasy than fact. Much as he may choose to deny it, the Good Goods catalogue is replete with such aspirational icons of conspicuously “labelled” consumption.


			


		


		

			

				We are working on making| 


				things disappear.I


				Philippe Starck, LUX, 2020I
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				Throughout his career, naming has been a consistent postmodernist device used by Starck to invest his products with anthropomorphic qualities, taming them, giving them a somewhat perverse familiarity on the consumer’s behalf. Nearly all of his furniture bears quirky names such as Mister Bliss (1982 for XO) and Boom Rang (1992 for Driade), while his product designs have not been spared: Miss Sissi table and wall lamp (1991 for Flos), Jim Nature portable television set (1994 for Saba) and the Moa Moa Bakelite radio (1994 for Telefunken). Some names appear to delightfully honour his children: Ara (the Ara III house boat, and the Ara table lamp of 1988 for Flos) and Oa (the Oa table lamp, 1996 for Flos). Other names are said to derive from the science fiction novels by the author Philip K. Dick: Lola Mundo, Dole Melipone, Tippy Jackson. One way or another, this characteristic combines with the prolific nature of Starck’s output to suggest we are meant to recognize in his design “virility” identifiable, named progeny – a Starck “family” – which populates both his world and ours.


				It has not been enough that his, on the whole, provocative designs speak for themselves. He has spoken on their and his own behalf, and often. He is perhaps the most interviewed of international design celebrities, having positioned himself as the foremost interpreter of his own work. Of the few books and well over 250 articles that had been written about him by the end of the twentieth century, a good number purported as their “text” somewhat extensive Starck interviews. The designer himself has displaced the journalist, as well as the critic in an attempt by publishers, and Starck himself, to describe high-status, contemporary products and interiors in the “designer’s own words”, thereby getting closer to “authentic” creative motivation.


				Starck’s interviews are prescriptive. They are timed and formulated for widespread consumption, and talk of what “good” design should be and what it isn’t. Their personal illuminations about individual products and projects reveal something of his design approach, and are thus invaluable sources of information. 
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