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Honoring heady days of ‘design-art’

{CNDON

Furniture show favors
self-expression over mass
appeal and functionality
BY ALICE RAWSTHORN

It's quite a wardiobe, One door sports
the scene from Ovid's Metamorphoses
it which the god, Apollo, watches the
satyr; Marysas, being flayed alive. The
other door shows Apollo pursuing the
nymph, Daphne. The wardrobe was
madein Paris in 1700 from gilded bronze
with turtle shell and brass imarquetry by
André-Charles Boulle, the finest fur-
nitirre maker of his day.

Now exhibited at the Wallace Collec~
tion in London, Boulle’s wardrobe was
the inspiration far anewer piece, which
stands a few miles away at the Vietoria
& Albert Museum. The Robber Baron
cabiriet was conceived in 2006 by the
Dutch designers Job Smeets and Nynke
Tynagel of Studio Job and took a year to
maks from castbronze. It r ephcates the
shape of Boulle's design, but ig decor-
ated with state-of-the-art fighter jets,

missiles, machine guns and other latter-
day symbols of power. A beautifully
crafted black hole bursts through its
doors, as if sonsething had exploded in-
side,

The Robber Baron cabinet is one of 50
ity lcately made, richly symbolic ob-
jéets in “Telling Tales: Fanfasy and
Fear in Contemperary Design,” dn exhi-
bition opening Tuesday at the V&A. Ttis
one of the most ornate pieces in the
show, but has stiff competition. Take the
Fig Leaf wardrobe designed by a fellow
Dutchman, Tord Boontje, and clad in 616
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ture

hand-painted -copper “leaves,” weach
side of which took a master enameler
six hours to paint. Or the Honeycomb
Vase, designed by a Slovakian, Toinas
Gabzdil Libertiny, and “inade” by 40,000
bees, which added layer after layer of
beeswax on to the mould of a vase he
placed in their hive.

Almost all of the objects in “Telling
Tales” conform to the conventional def-
initiofi of design by Hulfilling a practical
funiction,. though not very well. You
could hang your clothes in Mr. Boontje’s
creation on the patinated bronze “tree”
inade by a159-year-old Frenich artisanal

mistal workshop, but they would be bet- -

ter off in a cheap IKEA wardrobe. Like

most of pieces in this exhibition, it was
coriceived nbt to be useful, but as a
means of self-expression.

Ignoring the miodernist goal of
designing decent products for as many
people as possible at the lowest possible
prices, the *Telling Tales” designers
were similarly self-indulgent when it
came to the production of their work, of-
terr a lengthy process involving pre-
cious materials, ancient skills and elab-
orate techuigiies. “We felt it would be
timely and topical to do a show of the
geéneration of designers making liriited
editions and unique pieces, which are
about narrative,” said Gareth Williams,
the exhibition’s curator.

Narrative is 1ot new in design. If you
look back historically, every example of
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truly great de:ign has something to say.
Expressiveness is one of the qualities
that distinguishes it from mere good
design. The steely elegance of Marcel
Bieuer’'s 1920s tnetal furniture speaks
volumes: about thé optimism of the
19205, just as Verner Panton’s S-shaped
signature chair captures the excitement
of the 1960s space race. And Apple’s
sleek iPhione reflects our zest for tech-
nology today:

All of these industrial objects say
soinething about their owin time, asdoa
few piecesin “Telling Tales,” notably Ju-
lia Lohinann's ingenions Cow benches
made in the shapes of cow’s backs and
upholstered in cow’s hide to remind us
of the animals that were killed to make
thefn. Bit inost of the exhibits favor his-
torical references. The ornate tulip
vases designed by Hella Jongerius, Jur-
gen Bey and other Dutch designers for
the ceramics company Royal Tichelaar
Makkum were inspired by late 17th cen-
tury Delftware orhaments, Another
Dutchiman, Joris Laarman, cast a radi-
ator in rococo swirls of concrete, and his
studiomate, Jéroen Verhoeven, con-
ceived the Cinderella Table in the curva-
ceous forms of 18th century French
comimodes:

There are some lovely and intriguing
pleces in this show, but it also strikes a
nostalgic iote, All of the exhibits pred-
ate the credit crunch, and reflect a light-
er, more playful era. The Robber Bar:
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cabinet pokes fun at the billisnaires who
might buy it, aid the Fig Leaf wardrobe
&vokes fairy tale romanticism, Mr. Willi-
ams added the word “fear” to the suly»
title after the recession struck, but
imuch of the most técetit narrative-rich
wotk has been ddrker and more distopi-
an than “Telling Tales.”

Equally dramatic has been the
change in the economics of this area of
design. Most of the exhibits were made
in the confident expectation of being
sold to the ingénue desigh collectors
buying limited editions of furniture or
“design-art” as the auction houses
cheerfully rebranded it. Those collect-
ors have disappeared during the reces-
sion. The Design Miami/Basel design
fair in Switzerland last month was sub-
dued, Some galleries have closed, and a
bitter row has clouded the departure of
Gijs Bakker from Droog, the Dutch
design group that he co-founded and
that lifted the careers of many of the
“Telling Tales" designers.

Ambivalent though Mr. Williams is
about design-art (as are ‘inany of his
peets), the exhibition features some. of
the best examples. He writes an excel-
lent analysis of the market's rise in the
tatalog, as well as charting the changes
in design cultiire that fueled the récent

explosion of self-expression. But the

bleak truth is that designers will find it

harder to persuade galleries and manu-

facturers to bankroll such expensive

work, uniil the market revives,

“Telling Tales” can be read as an obit~
uary for the heady early days of

“design-art,” although, with luck, it
might also lead to useful redefinitions.
Should the most fantastical exhiibits be
dubbed “design’* o “decorative art?”’
Gallerists and auction houses opted for
the former because the latter sounded
old-fashioned, but “décorative art” may
be a more accurate description for de-
signers like Studio Job, who referenceit
historically and draw on its materials
and techniques. i

“If you think of some of the objects in
this exhibition as a coniment on indus-
trial design, they don’t work at all,” Mr.
Williams said.

“Perhaps the term décorative art’
does need to be explored again, and
would be better than the indistinct and
slippery term, design-art.”

ONLIME: MORE ON DESIGN
For recent and archived design colurmns by
Alice Rawsthorn. global.nytimes.com/style.

“We felt it would be timely
arid topical to doa show of the
generation of designers
making limited editions.”
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Above and left;
Tord Boontje’s Fig
Leafwardrobe, clad
in $16 hand-painted
copper leaves.
Each sidetoek an
enameler about six:
hours to paint. The
wardrobe, de-
signed before the
financial érisis,
represents amore

_playful time, witha
look denoting fairy
tale ma%ﬁusm.

STLDIOJOB

!i!ﬂ NARTEN ALRES/ ROYAL TICHELAAR MARKLIM
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Hella Jongerius’s

rhaments, and
Jeroen Verhoeven's
Cinderella Table:
; { J copies the curves of ix
ob-Smeets and. 18th century
Nynke Tynagel of ! French commodes:
Studio Job made ;
the Robber Baron
cabinet, leff, from
cast bronze. Ttis
décorated with
fighter jets, ma-
chife giinis and
other modein sym-~
bols of power.
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