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There is a new voice in the world of Scotch whisky, a

stranger with design pedigree and a bold vision who is

unbridled by convention - but is the world ready?
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D

uckinginfromtheheatofa
Miaminight,downagritty
corridorandintoafreight
elevatorI amdisgorged
intoaroomlit entirelyby

candles.Thetemperatureishigherherethan
outside.Outsidehadbeenallflamingos,baby
pinks,paleblues,andneon;insidethere
ishushedreverence.Thecandlesreveala
singlelongtable.Theviewflickersbetween
themedievalandthepost-apocalypticas
one'seyesadjust- partoftheceilinghas
collapsedoverhere,graffitionthewallsover
there.Apparentlythiswasonceafamous
departmentstore,whichclosedinthe1990s
andhasbeenopenedexclusivelyforthis
event.Aswordless,beautifulmeninblack
kiltswaftaroundwithdelicatesnackson
silvertrays,thereisasensethatthiswillnot
beanynormalwhiskyevent.

TheninwalksPhilippeStarck.
Onceayear,thewonderful,brash,pastel

insanityofMiamiistemperedbytheart
crowdwhodescendfortheannualArtBasel

andDesignMiamiexhibitions.Here,Starck
isbeingannouncedasMortlach'sfirst-ever

creativedirector.Eventhosewhodonot
knowhisnamewillknowtheproducts
hehasdesigned,or thefurniture,or the
buildings.FromtheJuicySalifJuicerfor
Alessi,totheLouisGhostChair,to Tokyo's
AsahiBeerHall,Starckisabigdeal.Butsois
Mortlach,the'beastofDufftown'.

Thepositionofcreativedirectoriswell
establishedinthefieldsofadvertisingand
fashionbuttotallynovelinwhisky.With
Starck'srolecoveringliquid,bottling,and
packaging,onemayexpectsomelevelof
whiskyexpertise.

"Tobeawhiskyexpertyouneedtohave
livedfivecenturies,"theurbane75-year.
oldFrenchmansays."I amnotawhisky
expert,I amnotanarchitect,I amnotan
interiordesigner,Iamnotanengineer.I
amaprofessionaldreamer.Foreverything
I seearoundmeI alwaysthinktheideais

good,thebonesaregood,butthefleshis
notgood.I alwaystry tofindthesoulofthe
thing.ForMortlachit wasthesame.I amnot
aspecialist,butI dolovewhisky.Myroleis
tofindthespiritofthewhiskywithoutthe
uselessthingsaroundit."
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Itisafrankcomment,perhaps
abrasivetotheearsofMortlach
loyalists,butitisdeliveredwith
intensity.Hemeansit,especiallythe
partaboutfindingthesoul.Hetalks
disarminglyandatlengthabout
Mortlach'ssoul.ForStarck,thisis
DrAlexanderCowie,thepioneering
Mortlachownerwhotookoverthe
distilleryfromhisfatherin1896.It
wasCowiewhocreatedthedistillery's
2.81timesdistillationprocess.Unique
toMortlach,it createsthethick,rich,
boldspiritcharacterthattheSpeyside
producerisfamedfor.

"Cowiebroughtintelligenceto
whisky;beforehimit wasinstinct.
Imyselfamintuitive,butI love
intelligence.Cowieresetpeople's
expectationsofwhatawhiskywas,
whatit couldbe.Youcouldsaythiswas
ambitious- it was.Youcouldsayit
waspretentious,maybe.Tome,Cowie
wasonapersonalsearchforgreatness.
It wasnotluck."

Starckisnotwithouthumility.He
recognisesthegambleofinvitingan
outsiderintothesmallworldofwhisky;
hewouldnotbecomfortabletheother
wayaround."If aguyarrivedand
toldmethatIamamasterofmaking
cocktailsandnowI wishtoshowyou
howtodesignchairs...I wouldsay,
"That'snicebutgobackhome."

ButtheteamatMortlachdidnot
showhimthedoor,andheremembers
thatthefirstmeetingin2021with
DrJimBeveridge(Diageo'slegendary
now-retiredmasterblender)wentvery
well,thoughStarckdidsurpriseDrJim
bycreatingablendofhisownthereand
then."Thiscouldhavebeenasuicide,
butbecauseofthequalityofthisperson
it wasnot."DrJimgavehisapprovaland
thepartnershipbegan.

Starckfeelstheprocesswaspositive
throughout,describingtheMortlach
teamashisfriends,andwasdelighted
thathisideaswerelistenedto.This
wasnotaquickprocess,though;it was
giventimetomaturewiththousands
ofsamplebottlesbeingsenttoStarck

voyearsashedecidedonthe

Openingpages:
InsidetheMiamivenuewheretheMortlach
xStarckpartnershipwasofficiallylaunched;
PhilippeStarckisarespectedFrench
designerwhoseworkrangesfromfurniture
toindustrialarchitecture.

Thesepages,clockwisefrombottomleft:
Creatingthebottle;Staffstandreadywith
drinksattheMortlachxStarcklaunchevent,
whichtookplaceinMiami;PhilippeStarck;
Cocktailsareservedatthelaunchevent.
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styleofwhiskyhewanted,withmuch
conversationinbetween.Theprocess
remindedhimofperfumemaking,to
whichhehasalsoturnedhishand,
takingyearstoco-createeachfragrance.

Starckisforthrightinhisfeelingsof
whatismissingfromwhisky:"Honesty.
Morehonestyandlessmarketing,less
decor,lessopulence.Whiskyhasbeen
driventoopulence- peoplewiththe
bigcarandthecigar.Whiskyisnotthat
forme.I wanttodrinkit onthebeach
withbigwavesandthewindinmyhair.
It isthedrinkofadventure."

Ofcourse,withsuchadramatic
interventionin thebrand,product,and
packaging,somedrinkerswillhave
strongopinions.Willexistingloversof
Mortlachrecognisetheirbelovedbrand
anddoesthismattertoStarck?

"Myturnto heambitiousand
pretentious,"hesayswithaboyish

smile."Intelligentandcuriouspeople
willunderstandthedifference.Ifpeople
donot,wedonotcare."

DespiteStarck'sself-assuranceheis
thefirsttostatethatpeopleshouldnot
expecthisreleasestobedramatically
differentfromthedistillery'scurrent
fare."Wedonotwanttocreatea
revolution.Thisisanevolution."He
reflectsonhisprocess,"I havethought
verycarefullyaboutthemeaningofthis.
Themeaningofthesound,or thecurve,
andofthelight Themeaningofthe
smellandthematerial.Thisisalways
myprocess."

Thefirstreleasesfromthe
collaborationarecertainlydistinct
(sadlydetailscannotbesharedjust
yet).Theyincludesomethingthat
Mortlachhasneverreleasedbefore.
Starckwantedtodothisbecauseit was
sobold;it tookmonthsfortheMortlach

teamtoagreetohiswish.Whilethe
whiskymaybe,inStarck'swords,
evolutionary,thebottleandpackaging
areoutofthisworld.Thereisbarelya
straightedgeinsight,andthebottles
ebbandflowanddripwithakindof
organic,alienform.

Diageo,theownerofMortlach,
feltthisbrandwasespeciallysuitable
forsuchauniquepartnership.It
seesMortlachstandingfor"bold
reinvention"whichwasfeltto fit
extremelywellwithStarck'swork
andprocess.It enablesthemtotell
thenextchapterofthebrand,but
onecontiguouswiththestorysofar:
theboldreinventionofDrAlexander
Cowie'sera,withtheboldreinvention
ofthepresentwithStarck.Thehopeis
thatwiththespicy,rich,umamitaste
profileofMortlachstillpresentin
Starck'sreleases,it willsatisfyexisting
fansaswellasthosenewtothebrand.
Diageo'sexpectationisthatwithStarck's
processfuelledbyplayfulness,boldness,
andfun,thereleaseswillinspire
drinkers'imaginations.

Itwouldbeeasytoapproachthis
collaborationwithacynicalmind:
abelovedbutperhapsoverlooked
whiskybrandtagsthenameofa
famousdesignertoitsbottletosell
moreunits.Butthisassociationruns
deeper.Starck'saffectionforwhisky,
andespeciallyforthestory,liquid,
andhistoryofMortlach,isstrikingly
authentic.Thepartnershiphasbeen
morethantwoyearsin themakingand
issureto continuefortheforeseeable.
It isbraveforacompanysuchasDiageo
totakearespectedheritagebrandand
throwthedoorsopentoanarchicgenius
andthemodernworld,butMortlach

wasexperimentalfromthestartandso
thereisperhapsnobrandbettersuited
tosuchanexperiment.

ThefirstoftheMortlachxStarck
releasesisexpectedtobeavailable
fromlatespring2024.Whenaskedif he
thinkstheyhavesucceededin creating
somethingunique,Starckiscoy."I am
notthewhiskyexpert,"hesmirks."You
willhavetotellme."O
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