
Luxury in the 21st century:
the value of mind over matter
Sanjay Nazerali, The Depot, argues that luxury will become more intellectual as
traditional luxuries become mass-market

TOMORROW'S LUXURY consumers
will define themselves not by
trading up to ever-loftier levels of

expenditure, but by shifting their time
and money towards intellectual and cul-
tural objects and experiences.

Emerging markets, such as China and
India, will keep the sales of standard-issue
Louis Vuitton buoyant, but the traditional
luxury markets, from the US to Japan, will
experience seismic changes. These will be
more fundamental than any trends wit-
nessed so far in luxury.

Commerce out, culture in
Commerce will go out; culture will come
in. Matter will wane; mind will rise. We
will stop looking at someone's watch and
car; we will be asking them about the
Modigliani on their wall, or their post-
graduate studies. If we rub shoulders with
them on holiday, it is more likely to be
while living with the Yamamoni tribe in
the Amazon than on the Ritz Carlton's
private beach in Egypt. This may seem
far-fetched, but early signs are already
visible, and their logical progression is
entirely plausible.

The chain reaction that will lead to this
scenario is already in motion. Today, we
can buy Stella McCartney products in Adi-
das, Karl Lagerfeld in H&M and Paul
Smith at Debenhams. The most mass of
high-street stores boast high-end collabo-
rations. For less than £ 10, you can buy into
brand values that have historically been
the financial reserve of film stars and the
aristocracy.

Fashion has come off the catwalk and-
as in the case of Calvin Klein - been
reduced to threeLpacks of briefs in K-Mart
and TK Maxx. It has become ubiquitous.
This massification of fashion is partly
what has led to the recent explosion in tra-
ditional luxury goods; those heritage
products that stand the test of time: jew-
ellery, watches, yachts and cars. The issue
is that even these traditional luxury prod-
ucts are starting to become all too
available to an increasingly wealthy
consumer.

There are now 8.7 million millionaires
in the world and this group is actually out-
stripping population growth: the world is

breeding more millionaires than it is peo-
ple. In the US, the fastest-growing income
group is not actually millionaires, but
multimillionaires: those with net assets of
$ 5m+. This group has grown by 38% in the
last four years, driving even the Bentley
Continental to a commonplace status on
the road and in the lyrics of rap artists.

As The Times of London puts it: An
alien landing in the car park of Manches-
ter United's Carrington training ground -
or indeed on the streets of London's
Mayfair - might think that Bentley is one
of Britain's best-selling cars.'

Avoiding the commonplace
The problem for luxury consumers is
that this commonplace status is precise-
ly what they are anxious to avoid.
Historically, this avoidance has been
through money: they buy more expen-
sive products. Unfortunately, income
levels today mean that their entire neigh-
bourhood will be buying exactly the
same products.

Luxury goods companies have been
racing to produce ever-loftier levels of
product. Alongside the recent trend
towards taking their products into the
suburbs, they are also desperately trying
to produce higher-end, more expensive
lines.

Rolls-Royce has developed a £250,000
saloon. Vacheron Constantin is struggling
to keep up with demand for its £25,000
watches. As boutique and designer hotels
become widely accessible, luxury suites
appear, such as the $ 15,ooo-per-night Pres-
idential Suite at the Plaza in New York -
though even this seems humble com-
pared with the Imperial Suite at Geneva's
President Wilson hotel, which goes for
$ 2 3,000 a night. Just as the market for low-
cost airlines starts to mature, the greatest
airline market growth comes from the
opposite end of the spectrum: business-
class-only flights, such as EOS, and private
jets chartered through Netjets.

There comes a point, however, where
there are just so many Vacheron Constan-
tins a person wants to own or how many
butlers they want attached to their hotel
room. There are indications that this
point is now on the horizon.

An early telltale sign was when
Madonna, quite capable of buying her
own fleet of Rolls-Royces, opted instead
for a Mini. This was hot on the heels of
Madonna hosting an awards show which
had absolutely nothing to do with pop
music: the Turner Art Prize. Andrew
Morton, Madonna's unofficial biogra-
pher, quotes the singer as saying
'Paintings are my secret garden and my
passion, my reward and my nice sin'. In
that sentence, we could easily substitute
the words 'caviar', 'champagne' or 'white
truffles' for 'paintings', and assume
that paintings are just another luxury
product.

Paintings or caviar?
Yet there is one fundamental difference
between paintings and caviar, which
highlights the future of the luxury sector.
This difference is not simply rarity. Once
Madonna owns a particular Tracey Emin,
then of course she is the sole proprietor,
and this cannot be copied by her entire
neighbourhood. But this sense of rarity is
not new: luxury has always been about
rarity. Limited editions have populated
the luxury market since some fungus
decided to rot the grapes on a particular
vine and turn it, ultimately, into Chateau
d'Yquem.

Nor is the difference between paintings
and caviar about connoisseurism: hordes
of luxury customers swear by Hermes
silk, the bouquet of Dom Perignon, the
aroma of Montecristo No. 3 cigars. >»

'Luxury consumers
are increasingly
aware that escalated
levels of
consumption are
delivering
diminishing returns
on their luxury
status'



Discernment and appreciation for crafts-
manship are, like rarity, fairly synonymous
with luxury.

The critical difference between paint-
ings and caviar lies in what each of those
products says about Madonna.

Caviar empowers a Madonna to say 'I
earn' and perhaps 'I taste'. Art confers on
her the ability to say 'I think'. This is
unprecedented in luxury. It lies beyond
the bounds of mere connoisseurism, and
it signposts the future for the luxury
sector.

The critical indicator of this trend lies
in the art market, which has never been so
buoyant. In June 2006, corporate business-
man Ronald Lauder paid the highest-ever
recorded sum for a painting: $i35m for a
Gustav Klimt. What is more extraordinary
is how quickly this record was beaten. Just
three months later, the entertainment
industry impresario, David Geffen, over-
took Lauder and sold a Jackson Pollock for
$i4om. The growth rate in the art market
has astonished even the auction houses,
particularly when faced with examples
such as this: a Modigliani painting of a boy,
which sold for $5m in 1997, sold again in
2005 for £3im.

This trend in art is also broader than it
has ever been, with a greater number of
collectors coming into the market. In
November 2005, the New York auction
season sold a record-breaking $i.35bn of
art in two weeks. What is interesting is
the sheer number of works and collectors;
108 works sold for more than $im each.
To quote New York academic and art
market tracker, Michael Moses: This is
not just a few hedge-fund managers buy-
ing; it's the growth of the high-net-worth
sector over the past five years, which has
been dramatic.'

It might be argued that painting has
always been an alternative investment
commodity, but the trend is different
today. Small glimpses into a changing
world are evident: Sotheby's and
Christie's don't just sell art, they now run
very well-attended courses on it. The indi-
cation is that there's no point in owning a
Modigliani unless you know its aesthetic
value as well as its financial value.

Luxury meets culture
A further glimpse of luxury-meets-culture
lies in books. Penguin Books, the illustri-
ous paperback publisher, has recently
released a series of limited editions,
designed by international designers, from
Paul Smith to Manolo Blahnik. These
maybe priced as Christmas stocking-
fillers for luxury consumers, but they
certainly show that there is an emerging
confluence between culture and luxury.

The precedence of mind over matter
will ultimately take luxury way beyond
art and books in future. It will actually
migrate the market away from ownership
of objects, including artworks, and head
towards appreciation of experiences.

Luxury experiences per se are nothing
new. From staying at the Ritz to eating at
Claridge's and travelling on the Orient
Express, the luxury market has always
included experiences. What is different is
that tomorrow's luxury consumer will, as
with art, focus on the intellectual appreci-
ation of those experiences, not the simple
connoisseurism of bathing in asses' milk.
They will be looking for mind, rather than
matter. As Barclay's Wealth division's
premonitory tagline reads: 'going places
where money ceases to matter'.

This elevation of experience over
money is already starting to be seen in the
travel market. Traditionally luxurious
(that is, connoisseurist) experiences are
starting to come to be about cultural dis-
covery, thought provocation and
knowledge. While most travel agents con-
tinue to market destinations with the lure
of sea, sand and five-star commodities,
trend-leading luxury agent Abercrombie
& Kent is happier to inform potential
travellers to Guatemala and Belize that:
^ Guatemala has 22 different indigenous
languages
> Rigoberta Menchu is a famous
Guatemalan social reformer who won the
Nobel Peace Prize in 1992
> Belize has the world's only jaguar pre-
serve.

The Ultimate Travel Company takes
knowledge one step further, promising
'stylish escorted tours for the discerning
traveller, with an appreciation of history,
culture and the natural world'. Rather

than the traditional butler, the company
offers tours, guided by trilingual postgrad-
uate art historians, and will even throw in
a lecture by the former British Ambas-
sador to the Czech Republic.

Towards eco-luxury
This type of travel and this orientation
towards mind reflect a pretty seismic shift
in luxury's relationship with the natural
environment. Luxury has historically not
been a particularly eco-friendly industry.
It has extracted the unborn foetuses of
Astrakhan goats to derive the softest
wool. It has sent slaves out to pick tea,
tobacco and diamonds. It has displaced
indigenous people to build five-star
hotels. Its relationship with ivory and
tropical hardwoods is a catalogue of
ecological crime. Yet this, too, is changing.

Abercrombie & Kent now runs luxury
holidays in partnership with the Nature
Conservancy. The eco-luxury break is
described by the company in language
that reflects learning, transformation, wis-
dom, rather than traditional service levels:

'The Nature Conservancy and Aber-
crombie & Kent have partnered together to
provide you with journeys of distinctive
style to some of the world's most awe-
inspiring places. You will gain an
appreciation for and an understanding of
the subtle, profound complexities of some
of the world's greatest natural places. These
encounters with the wild, watching the
sun set over crystalline water, sharing a
glance with a capybara, enjoying a picnic
with the cacophony of blue-eyed cockatoos
calling in the background, might even
change the way you look at the world.'

Luxury automotives are starting to
understand the environment, too. On a
recent front cover of America's luxury
bible, the Robb Report, the automobile
being highlighted is a far cry from any
fossil-fuel-guzzling SUV. It's a Tesla Road-
ster, a sports car that 'sprints from zero to
60 mph in four seconds - and runs on bat-
teries'. By all standards, the Toyota Hybrid
Prius is a lacklustre-looking car, yet its
popularity has soared precisely because
high-profile luxury consumers have
embraced it. Leonardo DiCaprio, Harrison
Ford, Susan Sarandon all drive them.



For the first time in its history, the
luxury sector is starting not only to under-
stand its impact on the environment, but
to champion it. Being respectful of the
planet will become de rigueur in luxury
circles, more so than a Chanel handbag.

If this seems far-fetched, we should not
forget how social hierarchies were struc-
tured pre-consumerism. From Japan to
Egypt and indeed the UK, the ostentatious
kings and princes were never top of the
social pyramid. They might have been the
wealthiest, but there was always one
group that sat firmly and squarely above
them: the priest or philosopher, the
guardian of education, wisdom and belief.

Philosophers or kings?
The history of consumerism has, of
course, changed this. It is many centuries
since Henry VIII dissolved the all-too-

powerful monasteries and proclaimed
himself head of the Church of England. In
India, the priestly Brahmin caste's social
power has waned. But in tomorrow's lux-
ury market, we may start to witness an
echo of those kinds of social structures. It
may be that today's luxury consumer, the
king, is evolving into tomorrow's luxury
consumer, the philosopher.

The new luxury market is appearing on
the horizon, as evidenced in art, travel and
the automotive sectors. But these are mere-
ly early indicators. The victory of mind
over matter will have much further-reach-
ing implications than are visible today.

If the philosopher emerges victorious,
we may find the super-rich returning to
college, learning new languages, evolving
from glitterati to literati. We may find
boxes at the opera outselling catwalk
shows. Book launches might become

more aspirational than movie launches. It
might be more prestigious to talk ahout
'my friend, the poet' than 'my friend, the
president'. We may even find cheque-sign-
ing philanthropy transform itself into
involved philanthropy, where tomor-
row's Bill Gates will do more than set up
funds; they will actually spend time in
Africa, running the operation.

One thing, however, is for sure: luxury
consumers are increasingly aware that
escalated levels of consumption are
delivering diminishing returns on their
luxury status. Another Vacheron
Constantin watch does very little com-
pared with a PhD in Impressionist art.
Particularly if there's a Monet hanging on
the wall, too.
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