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Scervino's FW'17 collection, 
"Soldier of Love".
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IN THE 1960S, MY AUNT Annalena kept a small tin in the kitchen 
cupboard of her Glasgow flat and would bring it out to dispense 
treats to visiting children — not candies but dulse (Palmaria palma-
ta), red shards of dried seaweed that we would place on our tongues, 
savoring the mysterious sweet-bacon tang, until they melted away 
like communion wafers.

To many urban westerners, seaweed is Asian fare, a staple of the 
sushi bar, but it has long been regarded as a delicacy in the western 
highlands and islands of Scotland. Due to tidal conditions, 
constant sea temperatures and unpolluted shores, the re-
gion is particularly rich in seaweed varieties, which were 
used for fertilizer as well as food. A sixth-century Gaelic 
poem, sometimes attributed to St. Columba, who lived on 
the Hebridean island of Iona, asks God to assist the monk’s 
daily routine: ‘‘Let me do my daily work/Gathering dulse/
Catching fish/Giving food to the poor.’’ The early travel writ-

er Martin Martin, visiting the Hebrides in the 18th century, noted that 
seaweed was eaten by ‘‘vulgar natives,’’ and it was widely regarded as 
famine food.

Today, the vulgar natives have been vindicated. Seaweed is recog-
nized as a mineral-rich superfood, and its harvesting for culinary use 
is big business. One award-winning company, based in Edinburgh, 
Mara Seaweed, now exports to outlets like Blue Apron in the U.S.A. 
The female founders, Fiona Houston and Xa Milne, along with their 

team, harvest their seaweed on the coastline around the 
charming fishing villages of the East Neuk of Fife, north of 
Edinburgh. 

Mara’s seaweed manager — or ‘‘seaweed guru,’’ as he 
styles himself — Rory MacPhee, a former lecturer in ma-
rine law, favors the west coast, in particular the rocky 
shores  
of the Inner Hebridean island of Easdale. ‘‘A stunning  

In Nature

The Cult of Seaweed
Collecting it became a craze for genteel Victorian women (including the  

queen), but in Scotland it has always been prized, for its beauty and taste. 

BY ANNALENA MCAFEE    PHOTOGRAPH BY KYOKO HAMADA    STYLED BY CARIN SCHEVE

OCEAN’S CANDY 
From left: Laminaria 

digitata, a kind of  
kelp, and Palmaria 

palmata, or red dulse, 
are both found on the 
East Neuk (Scots for 
‘‘corner’’) of Fife on 

the coast of Scotland. 
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location, with beautiful views of other islands,’’ he says. 
Farther north, on the pristine beaches of the islands of the Outer 

Hebrides, the Hebridean Seaweed Company has found an alterna-
tive outlet for some of its marine flora — the movie business. The 
company has provided weeds for ‘‘The Pirates of the Caribbean’’ 
movies and nine tons of knotted sea wrack from the Isle of Lewis for 
the film set of ‘‘Les Misérables.’’

The Outer Hebrides is the collective name for a remote archipela-
go of more than 100 islands, scattered like a broken string of beads off 
the far northwest coast of Scotland. Only 15 of the islands are inhab-
ited and the physical character of each — from the mountains of Har-
ris to the low-lying grass-fringed beaches of South Uist and Barra — 
is as distinctive as its culture. All, though, boast some of the most 
remarkable coastal landscapes in the world. 

This is the last redoubt of Gaelic, the beautiful ancient language, a 
treasure house of song and folklore, now spoken by fewer than 2 per-
cent of Scots. Its rich vocabulary reflects the islanders’ preoccupa-
tion with land and family, soil and soul, weather and ocean. There are 
more than 40 words relating to seaweed; one, ‘‘ortha-fheamainn,’’ 
means ‘‘seaweed charm,’’ for conjuring abundance and happiness.

From a distance, to the unaccustomed eye, heaps of seaweed on a 
white sand beach can look like burst garbage bags, while the slippery 
tangles adhering to rocks seem nothing more than a potential hazard 
to the casual shore-stroller. The name doesn’t help, of course, with its 
association with ugly garden interlopers, and explains why some 
companies have renamed their edible marine algae ‘‘sea vegeta-
bles.’’ But look closer into the deep tidal pools, at the ruby fronds of 
dulse and carrageen, the dark leather-like straps and cords of kelp, 
the bubbles of seawrack and the luminous green silk of sea lettuce: 
In their watery element, they glow and undulate like liquid stained 
glass. Mara’s Fiona Houston describes the pleasures of harvesting as 
‘‘like walking into an undiscovered forest. It’s amazing — another 
world.’’

Her rapturous tone would have resonated with Victorian women 
swept up by the seaweed craze. Given access to the coast by newly 
built railways, genteel women from the cities would roam beaches, 
foraging, picking and identifying (though there is no record of them 
eating), then pressing and labeling samples of ‘‘ocean flowers’’ in 
elaborately bound albums that were part sentimental keepsake, part 
scientific record. Queen Victoria was said to have made an album, 
and the political economist and abolitionist Harriet Martineau was 
also an enthusiast. In 1856, after visiting the tidal pools of Ilfracombe 
in North Devon, the novelist George Eliot wrote that she was ‘‘quite 
in love with sea-weeds.’’ William Henry Goss, the renowned cera-
mist, capitalized on the cult, using images of seaweed to decorate his 
prized glazed heraldic porcelain. 

In 1862, Margaret Gatty, the doyenne of 19th-century seaweed en-
thusiasts, or algologists, recommended that when foraging, boys’ 
‘‘sporting boots’’ should be worn and that the serious collector ‘‘must 
lay aside for a time all thought of conventional appearances.’’ On the 
question of petticoats, ‘‘if anything would excuse a woman for imitat-
ing the costume of a man, it would be what she suffers as a sea-weed 
collector from those necessary draperies. . . . let woollen be in the as-
cendant . . . and let the petticoats never come below the ankles.’’

The craze offered women, constrained by educational limitations 
as well as by restrictive garments, freedom — license to wander un-

chaperoned in comparatively wild places, lost in romantic contem-
plation of nature’s splendors and ‘‘God’s handiwork,’’ pursuing the 
intellectual disciplines of taxonomy, hitching their petticoats and 
briefly abandoning the strict dress codes which forbade the most 
fleeting glimpse of an ankle.

Gatty, the wife of a North of England vicar, was a writer of morally 
improving books for children. She discovered the pleasures of sea-
weed foraging when she was sent to convalesce by the English seaside 
town of Hastings in 1848 following the birth of her seventh child. Wan-
dering the shore at low tide, she became entranced by the variety of 
forms and color in Neptune’s garden. ‘‘It is the consolation of consola-
tions,’’ she wrote to a friend, and it was the start of a lifelong passion 
for beachcombing that would result in her definitive two-volume study, 
‘‘British Sea-weeds.’’ Though her gender excluded her from member-
ship of the prestigious Royal Society and the Linnean Society, she was 
respected by male natural scientists, and her name was given to an 
Australian seaweed (Gattya pinella).

Marine mania was transatlantic. Newport, R. I., was a popular 
spot for scissor-wielding women in woolen petticoats and stout boots, 
and in 1845 Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote a poetic celebration 
of seaweed, comparing it to fragments of song cast up by storms  
of emotion: 

From the tumbling surf, that buries  
 The Orkneyan skerries, 
Answering the hoarse Hebrides; 
And from wrecks of ships, and drifting 
 Spars, uplifting 
On the desolate, rainy seas; — 

[...]

Ever drifting, drifting, drifting 
 On the shifting 
Currents of the restless heart; 
Till at length in books recorded, 
 They, like hoarded 
Household words, no more depart. 

An 1875 issue of the American children’s magazine St. Nicholas 
featured a didactic story called ‘‘The Sea-Weed Album,’’ which in-
structed readers in the gentle art of algology.

Though the fashion faded at the start of the 20th century, Gatty’s 
scholarly book was still used for reference as late as 1946 at the for-
mer Scottish Marine Biological Association’s station on the west 
coast Isle of Cumbrae (an island she had visited in 1852 and 1853). 
Her seaweed collection is kept in St. Andrew’s Botanical Garden, less 
than 20 miles from the East Neuk of Fife, where today Fiona Houston 
and Xa Milne can be found, petticoat-less, pursuing the 21st-century 
seaweed craze. 

My aunt Annalena, now 97, lives in residential care outside Glasgow. 
Her mind, once a trove of poetry, history and song, has faded. Mostly, 
she sits in contented silence. But if memories of distant times are sum-
moned, her eyes shine and she smiles beatifically. When I visit her 
next month, along with the usual bunch of flowers, I’ll be bringing her 
my own ortha-fheamainn — a tin of Mara’s dried dulse. 

The Outer Hebrides — with some of the most remarkable  
coastal landscape in the world — is the last redoubt of Gaelic,  

which has more than 40 words relating to seaweed. 
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With its sweeping vistas of creosote bushes 
and lunar-like geology, Wonder Valley, Calif., 
hugging the border of Joshua Tree National 
Park, has come to rival Marfa, Tex., as the 
preferred desert destination among artistic-
minded travelers. In 2015, local tastemakers 
Jay and Alison Carroll moved to the area and 
launched their own olive oil label, called 
Wonder Valley, a grassy blend in a handsome 
matte-black bottle that’s stocked at indie 
outposts Heath Ceramics and Marlow & 
Daughters. The couple has since expanded the brand to offer interior design 
and creative consulting.

Now they’re opening their own gallery-cum-shop — an updated ’50s 
cabin that sits on the photographer Jack Pierson’s compound — carrying 
what Jay calls ‘‘tools of genuine purpose’’ (brightly striped Turkish towels, 
Mexican terracotta dishware) alongside potted cactuses and art objects 
and installations. You’ll find brass and cane bookends by Carl Auböck, 

prints from David Black’s latest show and Jay’s own landscape 
photography. Also available will be the Carrolls’ first foray into furniture, a 
utilitarian steel and leather stool made in, well, Marfa. In the evenings, the 
multipurpose space might serve as a venue for chef collaborations (tacos 
and tequila seem inevitable). When asked about its hours, Alison Carroll 
cites desert time: ‘‘By luck or appointment.’’ welcometowondervalley.com 
— KATE DONNELLY

This and That
A Cultural Compendium
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It was only a matter of time before Jeanne 
Greenberg Rohatyn, whose gallery, Salon 94, 
represents the likes of Marilyn Minter and 
Laurie Simmons, dove headlong into design. 
Salon 94’s flagship location is Greenberg 
Rohatyn’s own Upper East Side townhouse, 
where there’s a real symbiosis between art 
and furniture. (Visitors can take in a show 
from the comfort of a Rick Owens sofa.) 
Now, she and her partners are expanding 
their business with Salon 94 Design, having 
enlisted the dealer Paul Johnson of Johnson 
Trading to come on as director. Eventually 
they hope to find a permanent space but are 
currently focusing on a series of pop-up 
exhibitions. The first was ‘‘Ghost Dog,’’ an 
under-the-radar show at Salon’s Bowery venue. But that was just a 
prelude to next month’s ‘‘Midtown,’’ which will fill a sprawling 
34,000-square-foot space in the Lever House on Park Avenue. The 
show is being put on in partnership with Maccarone, and will feature 
work by that gallery’s roster (Nate Lowman, Sarah Charlesworth) 
interspersed with stone pieces by Max Lamb and a hulking resin 
chandelier by Gaetano Pesce. — JOHN WOGAN 

Clockwise from top left: Kenneth Jay 
Lane, QR775. Lalaounis, QR16,930.  

Oscar de la Renta, QR1,055. Paul 
Morelli, QR9,010. Demner, QR25,485. 

Several years ago, Julia Sherman started inviting 
other artists over to share recipes. At first, this 
was merely a hobby, and perhaps a way of 
avoiding her studio, but then she turned it into a 
popular blog. Now it’s a book: ‘‘Salad for 
President: A Cookbook Inspired by Artists,’’ 
featuring recipes from Tauba Auerbach 
(shredded brussels sprouts with almonds and 
shaved apples), Laurie Anderson (roasted 
eggplant dip served with herbs) and William Wegman 
(deconstructed charoset on toast). Why salad, in 
particular? ‘‘People could be amazing artists and 
mediocre cooks,’’ Sherman says, ‘‘but most people 
have a salad they’re proud of.’’ There’s a long history 
of contemporary artists using food as a medium.  
(An obvious historical reference for Sherman is Alison 
Knowles, the Fluxus artist who 
organized the 1962 performance 
‘‘Make a Salad,’’ which was 
exactly what it sounds like.) 
Sherman believes artists’ knack 
for salad is often entwined with 
their studio practice: ‘‘They think 
intuitively about plating and this 
idea that there’s an invisible line 
where it’s like, ‘I’ve gone too far.’ ’’ 
Robert Irwin shares his own 
thoughts in the book’s foreword, 
even though, Sherman adds, ‘‘He 
only drinks Coke and eats 
McDonald’s, which is a sad reality  
for me.’’ — M. H. MILLER

Salad Days
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JEWELRY REPORT

Antique-inspired brooches add 
a touch of grandma chic. 

In Living Color 
The up-and-coming L.A. designer  
Elyse Graham remembers the first thing 
she made: a clay mask she brought home 
from school air-dried (unfired) and promptly 
dropped while presenting to her parents. ‘‘It exploded 
into a pile of dust. I was inconsolable, thinking this is the best 
thing I’ll ever make,’’ she says. Nowadays, Graham has a 
successful range of homewares for which she relies on chance 
or, as she puts it, a planned loss of control. Her new collection 
of multicolored resin vessels nods to the Italian architect 
Gaetano Pesce in its blurring of the line between mold and 
object. Once Graham pours the resin in different pigments  
and thicknesses, she sands down the outside layer to reveal 
what’s underneath. Even after nearly a decade of working  
with the material, the final swoops and splotches are always  
a surprise. — HILARY MOSS

Kwangho Lee’s ‘‘Lamp,’’ 2017

Outside the Box 



 

Lookout Qatar This and That

A New Current
The online art gallery, Emergeast, hosted its first 

exhibition at Art 29 in W Hotel between April 26 
and May 20. 

“Currents” by Emergeast highlighted the flow of a cross-cultural dialogue 
with concrete parallels uniting eight multidisciplinary artists from the 
Arabian Gulf and beyond. The exhibition showcased a total of 30 paintings 
by artists, including Ghada Al Muhammedi, Lulu M, Pegah Lari, Rabee 
Baghshani, Roxana Manouchehri, Shadi Talaei and Perryhan  
El Ashmawi.  Displaying an installation piece for the group show for the 
very first time, Qatari artist Bouthayna Al Muftah presented her never 
seen before series, “Yeebhom”. — AYSWARYA MURTHY
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The 373.72 stone is classified as a D color Type IIa and has the potential to 
yield a significant polished stone. This stone was once part of the Lesedi la 
Rona — the second-largest gem-quality diamond ever discovered, the 
largest ever in Botswana’s history and the largest in more than a century.  
Graff will now embark on the process of studying and analyzing the stone 
before beginning the cutting and polishing process. — AYSWARYA MURTHY

In the Rough
Graff has acquired a rough diamond weighing 

373.72 carats from the Karowe mine in Botswana.

Riyadh Edition
Officine Panerai presented 

its craftsmanship at the 
first Saudi edition of the 

Salon des Grandes 
Complications,

The selection of timepieces displayed 
by Officine Panerai during the four days 
included the Luminor Due 3 Days Oro 
Rosso and Luminor Due 3 Days 
Automatic Acciaio — two watches with 
a totally new case inspired by the lines 
of the classic Luminor 1950, but subtly 
redesigned with a reduction in the 
thickness. 

They also displayed two special 
timepieces fitted with the new P.9010 automatic caliber that boasts of a 
power reserve of three days. These novel mechanizations can be admired 
through the sapphire crystal porthole in the caseback hinting at the high-
quality technical content and the subtly modified proportions that have 
reduced the thickness and weight of the case.

Officine Panerai exhibited their new Luminor Marina 1950 Carbotech 3 
Days Automatic — 44mm which is the first Luminor Marina made using 
carbotech. — AYSWARYA MURTHY

ART IN THE AIR
From top: The newly 
opened Art 20; 
Patrons attend the 
opening of 
"Currents"; A 
collection by 
Bouthayna Al Mufta.

14 T Qatar: The New York Times Style Magazine



Maserati Makes a Mark 
The luxury carmaker, represented in Qatar by 
Alfardan Sports Motors, showcased its latest 
model lineup at the Qatar Motor Show between 

April 18 and 22.
Maserati displayed an ensemble of models comprising its first-ever 
SUV, the Levante; the executive sedan Ghibli S; the sporty 
GranTurismo; and the new Quattroporte GTS, the brand’s flagship 
model. As the latest addition to the Maserati family, the Levante was 
the highlight of the stand. The vehicle has already won over clients 
seeking exceptional on-road and off-road capability alongside day-to-
day comfort and practicality. Its distinctive design combines 
spaciousness and coupé lines, while its range of cutting-edge 
technology administers new levels of safety and entertainment on the 
road. The model’s sporty demeanor is powered by the 3-liter V6 engine 
with twin turbo, making it to 100 kilometer per hour (km/h) in just 6.0 
seconds with a top speed of 251 km/h. 

The Ghibli S is also powered by the twin turbo V6 engines. It boasts 
the highest levels of agility, delivering a powerful drive with a torque of 
550 Newton meters (Nm) and an acceleration of 0 to 100 km/h in 5.0 
seconds. The GranTurismo features a fascinating 4.2-liter V8 engine; 
boasts a 405 maximum horsepower and a torque of 460 Nm. With over 
50 years of incorporating racing-bred engineering advancements into 
sophisticated luxury sedans, the sixth-generation Quattroporte GTS is 
the top of the range. Its powerful V8 engine achieves a maximum 
speed of 310km/h, sprinting from 0 to 100km/h in 4.7 seconds.  
— AYSWARYA MURTHY

 

BRED FOR THE 
RACE TRACK
Top: Maserati 
Levante; left: 
Maserati models 
on display at the 
Qatar Motor Show.
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Contemporary Calligraphy
Qatar Museums brings together an incredible selection 
of intricate calligraphic artworks dating from the 1960s 

to the present day at an exhibition that runs between 
May 15 and June 17 at QM Gallery Al Riwaq.

The exhibition features more than 200 works, collected by renowned Turkish expert 
Mehmet Çebi. “Contemporary Calligraphy – Mehmet Çebi Collection”  focuses on 
two traditions, known for their glorification of the beauty of Islam through art. The 
first is an assortment of Hilye-i Şerif (The Noble Hilye), a form of classic calligraphic 
art. The second is a collection of tesbih (prayer beads), used for ruminative prayer.

 Hilye-i Şerif is an ancient form of the tradition of calligraphic expression that 
originates in Turkey. It is believed that the art of hilye first emerged in Istanbul in the 
17th century under the influence of the great Ottoman calligrapher Hafız Osman. 
Such artwork is usually characterized by paneled structures featuring the main text 
of the prayer or exaltation in a circular central medallion surrounded by various 
smaller rectangular or circular panels.

The exhibition reflects the importance of Çebi’s vision in developing the collection, 
which is to deepen understanding and appreciation for the art form around the 
world. Mehmet Çebi is the founder of the world’s first Noble Hilya and Prayer Beads 
Museum in Suleymaniye, Istanbul, and has been developing his collection related to 
classical calligraphy and Noble Hilya with a contemporary approach since the 1990s. 
His collections have been exhibited in more than 30 venues in Turkey and abroad.  
— AYSWARYA MURTHY
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Comfort and fluidity reign supreme this Ramadan season  
with kaftans that bring tradition in fashion. 

Market Report

One Thousand and One Kaftans

BY DEBRINA ALIYAH

Lookout Qatar
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Opposite page: Clockwise from top left: Jacquard kaftan, Adam Lippes, QR8,265;  Printed kaftan, Eskandar, QR3,160; Long jacket, For Restless 
Sleepers, QR5,500; Butterfly kaftan, Mary Katrantzou, QR4,425. Current page: Clockwise from top left: Block print kaftan, Osman, QR4,035; Blue 

kaftan, Taller Marmo, QR5,045; Cape kaftan, Zeus + Dione, QR4,285; Long robe, Zeus + Dione, QR3,970.
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Market Report

White Sneakers
A squeaky-clean canvas  

with retro details for kicking  
it old school.

PHOTOGRAPHS BY MARI MAEDA AND YUJI OBOSHI

Clockwise from top left:  
The Row, QR2,365.  

Céline, QR2,150. Tory Sport, 
QR710. Tretorn, QR250.  

G-Star, QR275. Gucci, QR2,095. 
Veja, QR360. Golden Goose  

Deluxe Brand, QR1,620.  



FRESH FROM THE UNVEILING of his fall/winter collection, 
called “Soldier of Love”, Ermanno Scervino is still basking in the 
high of the rave reviews it has been receiving. “The collection is 
designed for a contemporary and free woman who fights to ex-
press her personality, her stylistic values, and her autonomy,” 
says the designer. “In the '60s and '70s there was the first major 
female revolution: Women were emancipated and began to be 
able to choose with greater freedom what to wear. With this collec-
tion I dress the grandchildren of these women, who can choose to 
wear impalpable lace dresses combined with male military coats 
and low shoes, remaining super feminine and sensual.”

Just a few months prior in his spring/summer collection, he 
wanted to enhance women’s femininity and beauty through the 
use of ultra-feminine materials, such as organza, pleated lace and 
astrakhan, but always with avant-garde techniques. The new col-
lection, on the other hand, is designed for a more gritty and free 
woman, he says, “the one who steals some garments and some 
textures from the man’s wardrobe, however making them femi-
nine and sensual, thanks to their personality.”

His collections are all connected by a continuous fil rouge, he 

says, one that is defined by his taste and esthetic philosophy. 
“However, I am always mindful of the contemporary and its 
changes, and as a result my inspiration and the image of my wom-
an are never static, but constantly upgrading to be in step, if not in 
advance, in time.” This is what it means to be ‘drawing a dress just 
one moment before a woman desires it’. “It means always being 
alert to the world around us and to the present — for suggestions 
and inspiration. To create contemporary and seductive clothes de-
signed for the woman of today: a couture for everyday life, made 
not only of evening dresses, but also of parkas, coats or jeans, 
where the tailoring tradition and meticulous care for details com-
bine the most innovative and experimental workings and materi-
als,” says Scervino, declaring that this has been his goal since the 
beginning — “to translate into a modern language the excellence 
of the 'Made in Florence' touch, combining the glamour with the 
values of the tailoring tradition”.

Scervino owns four stores in the Middle East, including one in 
Doha's Pearl-Qatar, nestled amongst the luxurious villas and 
piers. He says he feels very close to Middle Eastern women be-
cause not only do they love elegance, but they are also always 

In Fashion

What Women Want
Pre-eminent Florentine designer and creative director of the 

eponymous fashion label Ermanno Scervino talks about 
“drawing a dress just one moment before a woman desires it.”

BY AYSWARYA MURTHY
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READING THE PULSE 
OF THE MODERN 
WOMAN
Ermanno Scervino in 
his atelier in Florence
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very demanding in terms of quality and attention to de-
tail. “These are the same values I want to convey with 
my clothes. I always seek excellence: materials, cutting 
and design. An international and cultured clientele like 
Qatar can recognize and appreciate these values of the 
true 'Made in Italy',” he says. 

The self-taught designer who set up the label bearing 
his name in 2000 is already the favorite of celebrities 
and the political elite, his womenswear and menswear 
(he also creates junior lines) having been spotted on 
several red carpets and at gala dinners. Recently, Istitu-
to Marangoni appointed him brand ambassador for the 
School of Fashion and Art. When asked about the secret 
of his relatively quick climb to the top of high couture, he 
says, “I think my success comes from the fact that, for 
me, the woman is the center of everything. I work at the 
service of female beauty, creating seasonal dresses that 
enhance femininity. And that’s something women really 
appreciate. To achieve this, intuition, ambition, talent, 
determination and commitment are needed. I have al-
ways followed my passion with dedication and courage, 
believing in my dream with all the possible power, and I 
work every day to create a real luxury that has no  
seasonality.” 
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 “I work at the 
service of 

female beauty, 
creating 
seasonal 

dresses that 
enhance 

femininity.”

Lookout Qatar In Fashion

THE SOLIDER OF LOVE
Behind the scenes of the 
making of Ermanno 
Scervino's fall/winter 
collection.
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Market Report

Rainbow 
Bright

Summer boots, candy-colored 
and thigh-high.

PHOTOGRAPHS BY MARI MAEDA AND YUJI OBOSHI

Clockwise from 
top left:  

Louis Vuitton, 
QR5,460. Valentino 
Garavani, QR6,720. 

Balenciaga, 
QR7,810. Salvatore 

Ferragamo, 
QR6,155. Hermès, 

QR9,285. 
Vetements x 

Manolo Blahnik, 
QR16,710. Stuart 

Weitzman, 
QR3,220. Nina 

Ricci, QR7,480. 



THE FIRST TIME I SAW a splatter-painted floor was inside a simple 
shingled house atop a windswept dune on Nantucket. We lived there as 
a family only briefly, but my memory of the design is vivid. The 
wooden planks in the old-fashioned kitchen with its swinging door to 
the backyard were wide and knotty; they had been lacquered a stormy 
gray and dribbled with specks of turquoise, pale yellow and poppy red. 
Standing on those floors, we grilled blueberry muffins with butter in a 
cast-iron pan in the mornings; on our knees, we raced lobsters before 
they were tossed into a pot in the evenings. I ran the bottoms of my 
sunburned feet along the raised pattern of the splatter, imagining the 
aftermath of a rainbow-colored rainstorm or the detritus of a birthday 

piñata. It seemed as magical as the scallop shells I painted with glitter 
nail polish each day after the beach. 

I’ve encountered very few splatter jobs since, always in no-
nonsense summer bungalows in Massachusetts. Often referred to as 
‘‘spatter-dashing,’’ the style appears to have originated in, and largely 
remained confined to, the rugged, unforgiving coast of Cape Cod. And 
to that almost-extinct, supremely special variety of summer cottage 
that remains unchanged from one season to the next, reassuring in its 
humble mustiness, impervious to trends and, most magically, time. 

John Derian, the artist and Manhattan boutique owner who has an 
encyclopedic knowledge and eye for American crafts, purchased an 

HOT SPOTS 
Historically found in 
simple Cape Cod 
cottages, splatter- 
painted floors are a 
free-spirited vestige 
of old fashioned 
summer houses.

Yes, Please

Spatter Dash
The uncomplicated  

appeal of an obscure New England  
floor-painting style.

BY ALEXA BRAZILIAN   
PHOTOGRAPH BY ALPHA SMOOT    

STYLED BY THERESA RIVERA
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18th-century captain’s house in 
Provincetown, Mass., 10 years ago, 

which came with splattered floors. There is 
lapis blue dusted with white, black and red in a 

sitting room and cozy guest bedroom, and violet covered in 
a blizzard of green, blue, red and white dots in another parlor. ‘‘When 
I first saw the floors there was no question of whether I would keep 
them,’’ says the Boston-born Derian, who unearthed a 1932 book 
about the local architecture that has a page on the spatter-dash of 
Cape Cod. 
As an unusually whimsical artifact of Yankee heritage, the technique 
is a geeky aficionado’s dream, complete with its own fabled 
beginnings that still remain a bit of a mystery. The technique was 
preceded by the 18th- and 19th-century practice of floor stenciling, a 
craft that emerged among settlers longing for carpets like those in 
Europe. In the early 1800s, in New England particularly, traveling 
stencil artisans went from village to village, using oiled paper cutouts 
of primitive stars, pineapples and even trompe l’oeil rug designs, 
applying them with linseed oil or milk-based pigment paint in colors 
like Prussian blue, lead chromite yellow and ocher brown.

That decorative urge took a wild turn around 1850. Instead of 
hewing to the geometric formalism of stencils, randomness began to 
reign, perhaps inspired by enamel kitchen ‘‘speckleware’’ — first sold 
in the 1870s and still found on lobster pots and clam steamers — or 
the new vogue for spotted linoleum, invented in England around the 

same time. Or maybe splatter was simply borne out of necessity: It’s 
a great camouflage for the pesky grains of sand that adhere to any 
seaside shack worth its salt. 

The floor patterns ran rampant on the Cape during the Colonial 
Revival period in the early 20th century, at the same time that the 
restoration of colonial Williamsburg, financed by John D. Rockefeller, 
captivated the nation, and tastes shifted away from fussy Victoriana. 
To achieve a proper splatter, ‘‘The Complete  
Book of Interior Decorating,’’ a popular everywoman’s guide first 
published in 1948, provides an illustrated how-to. After letting  
the base color dry fully, whack a paintbrush, dipped in the pigment of 
one’s choice, against an iron pipe. For small dots, strike a foot away 
from the floor. For larger ones, add more paint and bring your brush a 
bit closer to the ground. 

You are forgiven comparisons to the methods of Jackson  
Pollock. He, too, worked with house paint, which he splashed and 
squirted — using everything from hardened brushes to basting 
syringes — over canvases he placed on the floor of his Long Island 
studio (which to this day bears his accidental splatters). Like other 
‘‘action painters,’’ including de Kooning and Franz Kline, he placed 
value on how the work was created, not merely on the finished 
product. The wind-whipped New England women, who pioneered 
floors as vibrant and unbridled as their lives were spare and orderly, 
seemed to know the innate value of such a gesture. And therein, 
perhaps, lies the spirit of the untamed, anarchic beauty underfoot. 

WHIP IT GOOD 
Clockwise from  
top right: the 
speckled floors in  
the guest bedroom  
of John Derian’s 
Provincetown home; 
a close-up on the 
floors of Derian's 
living room; 
spatter-dash how-to,  
circa 1948.C
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By Design

Cutting Through the Noise
Giuseppe Santoni and Marco Zanini collaborate for a collection 

that is an antithesis to the commercialization of fashion. 

BY DEBRINA ALIYAH 

WHEN MINIMALISM TOOK OVER the reins of the design industry, it became en vogue to have 
stark living spaces that afforded us almost nowhere to put our feet up, literally. Obsessively up-
held by a niche group of purveyors, it quickly became a steadfast lifestyle for them and a passing 
fad for everyone else who happily filled their living rooms with colorful ottomans once more. The 
same ottomans would have probably been thrown out by now, replaced by another of a familiar 
shape in just a slightly different shade. We are creatures of habit when it comes to design, and we 
tend to buy the same things over and over again. The tendency extends into the wardrobe — why 
else would you have fifteen pairs of jeans and twenty t-shirts when you really only regularly wear 
one third of them? If the art of  Zen had imprinted into the contemporary fashion sphere, it is most 
recognizable through the works of Phoebe Philo and the Olsen twins. But a pared-down silhouette 
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Quality Qatar

THE FINAL 
TOUCHES
It is an edit of a 
very specific 
selection of 
staples, 
interpreted 
according to the 
Santoni spirit.



and design philosophy still negates the impulsion to have multiple versions of 
a similar garment. It is truly a difficult habit to break. But can two Italian vi-
sionaries turn the wheel on fashion’s multiplicity of products? 

Next season, Giuseppe Santoni and Marco Zanini raise the flags of truth, 
honesty and utility, in a charming yet introspective project that digs into this 
problem that the duo refers to as “meaningless multiplication”. Stripping away 
the frills, the project focuses on a series of classic items that have been edited 
in shapes, materials and colors, resulting in a series of staples that are versatile 
and timeless. A bold antithesis to the commercialization of fashion, Santoni Ed-
ited by Marco Zanini brings forth a subdued and fashion-free perspective to 
luxury. “It is not to propose a RTW collection,” says Giuseppe Santoni. Under-
standably, that would defeat the core philosophy of the project. “It is an edit of 
a very specific selection of staples, interpreted according to the Santoni spirit,” 
he explains. The spirit, something Santoni inherently understands through his 
immersive childhood in his father Andrea’s workshop, is one that lends to the 
traditional sensibility and excellent craftsmanship of the 40-year-old shoemak-
ing brand. 

Having Zanini as the protagonist of the project seemed like a natural fit as 
the designer’s esthetics and distinctive trait appealed to Santoni. “Their atten-
tion for the longevity of good product matches the widely-felt need for fashion 
that’s less superficial and volatile,” Zanini explains. Zanini brought the vision to 
life through the edit that is anchored by tailored outerwear, sportswear, knit-
wear, small accessories, shoes, and bags for both men and women. Materials 
are luxurious, while cuts and colors are artisanal and classic, resulting in gar-
ments that transcend seasons and trends. “I’m in the fashion industry but I 
consider myself 'out of the rules', as I’m not interested in producing fast  
products,” Giuseppe says. This first edit sets the foundation for a system that 
can further be redefined, something that the duo are hinting at for the future. “I 
think we have been able to propose something that currently doesn’t exist in 
the market, and I’m already so excited about next season,” Santoni quips. 

RENEGADE SPIRIT
The spirit of the collection is one 

that lends to the traditional 
sensibility and craftsmanship of the 

40-year-old shoemaking brand. 
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On Art

Louis Vuitton Through an 
Artist's Eyes

Accessories from Louis Vuitton’s spring/summer 2017 collection 
have been given an artistic interpretation through the brand’s 

latest collaboration with young French artist Juliet Casella. 

BY DEBRINA ALIYAH
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A NEW TAKE
Juliet Casella's quirky perspective 
adds a playful touch to Louis 
Vuitton’s accessories set against 
iconic Parisian backgrounds

Quality Qatar
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JULIET CASELLA'S QUIRKY PERSPECTIVE adds a playful touch to the 
seven artistic pictures produced in a collage format featuring Louis Vuitton’s 
accessories set against iconic Parisian backgrounds. The collages were 
created at her studio in Paris. “I always have a ton of ideas in my mind, some 
unfinished, or not even started, but this makes me produce a lot. I kind of live 
for this, creating all the time. I want to do everything, but unfortunately, I only 
have two hands,” the artist says. Casella is known for her colorful works 
which blend urban life, architecture and oddity. “I like building new spaces 
through my collages,” she says. “My goal is to make it possible for everyone to 
find their own story within my collages.” Just 23 years old, her bold point of 
view caught the attention of LV’s Nicolas Ghesquière. The artist shares her 
thoughts on the unique collaboration. 

What key messages are you trying to communicate through your collages?
One of my main points of focus is to destroy the story of a picture and to 

rebuild it in my own realistic way. I am always asking myself many questions 
about the world — my collages are answering some of them by creating a new 

world. I wish people could find memories of their own stories within my work. 
I love to play with memories. I do not consider myself as a surreal artist, my 
collages are like photos; I show the truth. I would like them to bring a new 
perception of reality.

How has Paris shaped your work and what does the city mean to you?
I started to produce these works when I was very young, but I was in a 

small village in the south of France and there was not much access to art. So I 
was very excited to head to Paris. I like to work with others and share ideas; I 
think that together we learn faster, so it was cool to meet passionate people 
like me. The city is very inspiring too; all the streets tell a story. You can walk 
for hours and you will never find an ugly place. Paris is very special to me.

What are your favorite pieces from the new collection and why?
I think it’s the black Capucines (a Louis Vuitton bag); it represents the 

Parisian girl — still dressed in black and very chic. I can imagine a beautiful 
girl, who waits for her taxi with this bag on her arm — a true Parisian bag. 
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Quality

Objects

A Silver Lining 
Classic black accessories are refreshed with metal hardware. 

PHOTOGRAPHS BY MAGDALENA KMIECIK   STYLED BY HAIDEE FINDLAY-LEVIN

Hermès bag  
and strap, price 

on request, 
hermes.com. 
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Sergio Rossi 
shoes, QR4,190. 
Michael Kors 
Collection  
bag, QR3,970, 
michaelkors.com. 
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Quality Objects

Azzedine Alaïa 
bag, QR11,690, 

net-a-porter.com. 
Jimmy Choo 

shoes, QR4,550, 
jimmychoo.com. 
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On Retail

How to Buy a QR20,000
 Watch Online

Quickly establishing itself as the destination for luxury 
shopping online, Mr Porter is vying for Middle Eastern 
shoppers who are driving up luxury e-commerce sales.  

BY AYSWARYA MURTHY

TOBY BATEMAN, MANAGING DIRECTOR at Mr Porter, says the GCC is a key 
market for the online retailer. “We have seen steady customer growth and sales 
across all platforms increasingly year-on-year here and we’ve discovered that 
our customers in the Middle East are mobile-adept in utilizing our Mr Porter 
app, which provides customers with the Mr Porter content and shopping experi-
ence while on the go.”

Even though the e-commerce ecosystem in the region is not yet as developed, 
the luxury segment is projected to have a disproportionate piece of the pie within 
the next four years (almost 10 percent of all GCC e-commerce would be in high-
end goods, according to a report by Chalhoub Group). The luxury shopping site’s 
plans for the region mirror this projected surge in activity. “Our expansion into 
this region over the next five years is quite an exciting one, too, and means we 
will be able to offer our customers with even more localized content, local curren-
cy and a techno-logistic platform in the same level of service we provide in New 
York and London, including premier same-day delivery,” says Bateman.

In the sphere of luxury shopping, though pampering and hand-holding are 
expected, it is convenience that is at the heart of most consumers. “We are all 
time-sensitive and the beauty of technology and the internet means that we can 
shop when we want, wherever we are, at a convenient moment. As significant as 

that is to us as a business, it is also just as important to us that we take a high 
level of care in offering every one of our customers a true luxury experience,” 
says Bateman. “From personalized recommendations of the best brands and 
products landing in your inbox, through to the user-friendly browsing experi-
ence and the quality of styling and photography, Mr Porter goes all out to offer 
those extra-special touches that we are so well known for and that you don’t 
necessarily get in-store.”

Since Mr Porter first launched its Fine Watch category in 2013 with British 
independent brand Bremont, they have successfully grown their brand mix and 
variety to include eight time-honored fine watch brands — most recently with the 
launch of Montblanc, and IWC Schaffhausen earlier in 2016. “The luxury watch 
industry has realized the power of e-tailers like Mr Porter, and we’ve been able to 
validate that customers are willing to make sizable fine watch purchases online. 
Through our immersive and educational editorial content, 24/7 global customer 
service alongside same-day delivery in London, New York and Hong Kong, ship-
ment to over 170 countries, and a variety of 400 of the world’s best brands, we’ve 
been able to provide our global audience with the surest of confidence and con-
text to invest in our product range that falls under the men’s and lifestyle spec-
trum, including fine watches,” he says. 

LUXURY MEN'S FASHION
From left: Toby Bateman, Managing 

Director at Mr Porter; The Fine 
Watches collection on the site 
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Quality

By Design

Open House
Michael Bargo’s apartment is also one 

of Brooklyn’s most special shops.

BY SADIE STEIN    
PHOTOGRAPHS BY TONY FLOYD

‘‘I WOULDN’T sell something I couldn’t live with myself,’’ 
says Michael Bargo, a furniture dealer and interior design-
er who works, in the very literal sense, from home — a 
one-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn Heights where near-
ly everything is for sale. ‘‘If you’re living with things that 
you love, it will always work together beautifully.’’ 

The 34-year-old Bargo began his career decorating, 
which he still does from time to time, but now prefers more 
detail-oriented work: finding singular objects and sharing 
them with others — whether it’s an ormolu desk or a Nogu-
chi lamp. ‘‘I have to have an emotional reaction,’’ he says of 
his choices. This, and not any more formal philosophy, 
shapes his eclectic vision. Bargo started about five years 
ago, by casually sourcing items for friends and clients, but 
now this intuitive style has become a way of life.

It is a hyper-personal approach to dealing furniture, 
both in terms of the goods and their environs, and one that 
his clients — which include aesthetes like Marc Jacobs, 
Mirabelle Marden and Billy Cotton — trust and appreciate 
for its warmth. In the age of 1st Dibs, One Kings Lane and 
other ‘‘curated’’ platforms, the real thing — guided by one 
sensibility — is seductive. And when so much shopping 
can be done remotely, it’s hard not to enjoy time spent at 
the apartment, which is available to visit by appointment, 
and filled, at the moment, with walls of bookshelves, a 
leopard-print sofa inspired by a couch Yves Saint Laurent 
and Pierre Bergé had in their Marrakesh home and the 
smell of Astier de Villatte’s Opera incense. There’s also a 
pink Thomas Barger pressed-paper chair and a Joseph Al-
gieri coffee table made of textured, corporate-style ceiling 

A LIFE LESS ORDINARY  
Bargo in the living room of his 

Brooklyn Heights one bedroom, 
where much of the décor — from 

the custom-made sofa to the  
Beni Ourain rug — is for sale.
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tiles. Really, everywhere one’s eye lands, there are sur-
prises: Switch on a lamp with an unassuming beige paper 
Brooks William’s shade and an erotic line drawing adorn-
ing it is illuminated — from Bemelmans to Cocteau in an 
instant. Nearby, a waist-high green classical pillar is actu-
ally a petite side table made of powder-coated metal by the 
artist Samuel Farrier. 

The pieces on offer at the apartment are always chang-
ing, a model inspired by the bohemian French antiques 
dealer Florence Lopez, whose Paris flat doubles as a show 
space that she redecorates each year. Bargo’s space may be 
even more dynamic. Every three to four months, he trans-
forms the décor, and he tweaks art and textiles on a weekly 
basis. Last year, after a trip to Tangier, he turned his bed-
room into a monochromatic chocolate-brown cocoon. A few 
months ago, he woke up and decided he wanted some-
thing completely different; the room is now a serene 
black-and-white space decorated sparely with Naga tex-
tiles, an Ian David Baker photo and plaster shell sconces 
Bargo commissioned himself.

Only a small fraction of Bargo’s vast holdings fits into 
his apartment at a time. The rest waits at a warehouse in 
the Bronx. He displays items from both spaces on his pop-
ular Instagram account, from which he often gains clients. 
Someone might see a painting or an antique table there 
and arrange to visit either the storage locker or Bargo’s 
home. Though, the designer concedes, ‘‘The four flights up 
aren’t for everyone.’’ 

Of course, there are certain constants: A brown wide-
wale corduroy chair — as well as the modernist litter box 
Bargo built with his dad — are the property of his cat, Scotty. 
‘‘They’re not going anywhere,’’ Bargo says with a smile. 

Every three to four months, 
Bargo transforms  

the décor of his apartment.  
He tweaks the art and  

textiles on a weekly basis.

ART AND COMMERCE Clockwise from top left: Bargo’s space is an 
intimate pastiche of items, some available to buy and others he  
won’t part with, such as this gilt wood mirror lined with postcards;  
an early Caucasian Shirvan rug covers the TV, while an array of objects  
is arranged atop an early Napoleon III bookshelf; a headless garden 
sculpture rests on a marble pillar in the living room; Bargo’s kitchen, 
inspired by one he saw in Morocco, is filled with cooking utensils  
and pottery found on trips to Williamsburg, Va., and Palm Springs.
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On Art

Without much fanfare, Qatar Museums recently brought together two 
iconic 20th-century artists for a memorable exhibition that compares 

and contrasts their works.

TEXY AND PHOTOGRAPHS BY SANDRA OOMMEN

A Dialogue Between Two Masters

FOR THE PAST 20 YEARS there have been a number of 
exhibitions that have expanded on the work of Picasso, 
presenting him in association with other artists: Picasso and 
Matisse, Picasso and Braque, Picasso and de Chirico, Picabia 
and Léger. Now the Musée Picasso and the Fondation 
Giacometti have mounted a major exhibition of Pablo Picasso 
(1881-1973) and Alberto Giacometti (1901-1966).

The popular gallery space and home to the iconic “Artist in 
Residence” program, the Fire Station in Doha, hosted the 
exhibition that is aligned with Qatar’s vision of promoting 
cultural events of the highest standards and inspiring future 
artists. It was a significant moment for Qatar Museums, 
which was the first to show Picasso and Giacometti together 
in the Middle East. 

As with previous exhibitions featuring the work of Picasso 
and his associates, this show provided something of a 
dialogue between two of the most important artists of the 
20th century. “Picasso-Giacometti” told the compelling story 
of two artists who, by looking at and possibly learning from 
each other’s work, seem to have produced art that is similar 

in spirit, despite their personal and age differences.
The exhibition at the Fire Station brought together more 

than 80 artworks of these two artists from the collections of 
the Musée Picasso and the Fondation Giacometti, along with 
borrowed artworks which included masterpieces of painting 
and sculpture. The exhibition was in eight sections, which 
was partly chronological and partly thematic, presenting the 
different aspects of their paintings, sculptures, and drawings.

There were not as many of Giacometti’s elongated stick 
figures as one might have thought but there were a number 
of investigations into the figurative form which show him 
experimenting with ideas about the figure, notably with his 
“Femme Cuillére” (Spoon Woman), where he has combined a 
spoon shape with that of a stylized antique form.

Both artists dealt with notions of sex and death — the 
works talk of their struggles to express their own sexuality 
and their relationships with women, as well as having to 
confront death, both on a personal level along with the wider 
social issues of mortality and dying. Picasso, early on in his 
career, had been affected by the suicide of his friend Carlos 

IN CONVERSATION
Overall the exhibition 

provided new insights into 
the artists’ work and the 

viewer was able to see the 
visual connections 

between them.
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Casagemas, which resulted in his painting “Death of Casagemas”.
The exhibition didn’t shy away from exploring darkness and pain, 

summed up in the emblematic twinning 
of Giacometti’s “L’Homme qui marche” 
(The Walking Man) striding past 
Picasso’s “L’ombre” (The Shadow). It 
takes us to the almost impersonal 
essence of our humanity with such 
spare portrayals of man as Giacometti’s 
“Apollon” (1929) and Picasso’s 1928 
work, “Figure”. The two artists were 
also known to explore with the direct 
emotional appeal of primitive art — 
Picasso with his totems and Giacometti 
with his steles. 

Overall the exhibition provided new 
insights into the artists’ work and the 
viewer was able to see the visual 
connections between them. This is 
particularly noticeable in two works — 
Picasso’s “La Chévre” (The She-Goat) 
and Giacometti’s “Le Chien” (The Dog). 
The dog is based on the Afghan Hound 
owned by Picasso. Both see the artist 
paring the figures back as though 
flaying them to their essence. This 
exhibition definitely embarked art 
lovers on a journey of artistic and 
spiritual inspiration. 

“Picasso-Giacometti” was exhibited 
at the Fire Station between February 22 
and May 21. 

The exhibition at the Fire Station brought together 
more than 80 artworks of these two artists from the 
collections of the Musée Picasso and the Fondation 

Giacometti.

INTERPLAY
Clockwise from top left: Picasso's "La Chévre" (The She-Goat) in the foreground; 
Giacometti's "Femme Cuillére" (Spoon Woman); and Giacometti's "Le Chien" (The Dog) 
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Basic monochrome sneakers 
transform into a moving art 

gallery at the hands of The Nou 
Project.

BY DEBRINA ALIYAH

Moving Art 
In Design

FOR A DUO OF DESIGNERS whose first meeting occured at The Coachella Valley 
Music and Art Festival, it only seems appropriate that the project that follows is one that 
is as conceptual as it is filled with the spirit of urban and street hype. If a blank canvas 
and the white sneaker by themselves are too mainstream for the current artistic 
expression, putting them together gives a new perspective to the third eye. “The idea 
was to create a moving gallery that allows artists to work on alternatives and that allows 
you to bring it wherever you go,” says Nour Al Tamimi, one half of The Nou Project. Nour, 
along with Basma Chidiac, thus created a simple yet ultra-chic sneaker silhouette in 
white and handed it over to three artists to launch the first drop of the brand. 

From English artist James Rawson, the sneaker is brandished with a rendition of his 
2015 work “Blue Semi-Auto” — a painting of a water gun on canvas that drew the 
attention of the Nou duo at a time when gun violence was in focus. “We discovered James 
Rawson through a mutual friend, and were intrigued by his unique works that reflected 
pop culture and his ability to connect to our generation,” Basma explains. Saudi Arabian 
artist RexChouk’s 2016 work, “Rexstatic #3” brings urban vibes and hip hop culture to 
the sneakers with a vibrant and colorful tinge that is both relatable and dreamy. “Rex is 
actually a good friend who moved to New York to pursue art as a contemporary 
commentary on our system,” says Nour. Mexican photographer and graphic designer 
Nydia Lilian brings a monochrome perspective to the sneakers through manipulated 
digital imagery. Her 2012 work “Criss-Cross” bridges between a clear and a confusing 
composition at the same time, inviting the viewer to take a closer look and explore new 

photographic techniques that delve into psychedelic compositions. 
Though the three artists seem varied and global in origins and 

influences, the designers maintain that the thread that ties 
them together reflects the core value of the project — a sense 
of newness — which also gives rise to the name of the 
project, 'Nou', which means 'new' in Dutch. “We want our 
buyers to feel like collectors. That they are able to collect 
artwork from artists and give it life by wearing them on a 
moving canvas,” Basma explains. The illustrated sneakers 
are numbered and available in a limited three-hundred-
issue per artist, while the shoe is available in plain black, 
white and nude as part of the classic line. For the sneaker 

connoisseur, the high-top design is a Scandi dream with 
minimal lines and stitching, and a smooth-to-touch 

grain leather. A reflective stripe divides the sole and 
the body, and lights up when exposed to a camera 

flash, while the grainy sustainable recyclable sole 
is inspired by asphalt and street art. The duo are 

currently looking at two seasons of artistic 
collaborations per year and the collections 

will soon be available at Level Shoes in 
Dubai Mall. 
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FROM ALL CORNERS
The works of Saudi Arabian 

artist RexChouk, Mexican 
photographer and graphic 

designer Nydia Lilian and 
English artist James Rawson 

are featured in this edition of 
The Nou Project.
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‘‘MY BIOGRAPHY IS: David Lynch, 
born in Missoula, Montana, Eagle 
Scout,’’ the director David Lynch says, 
not the tiniest bit facetious. ‘‘That’s in 
love and respect for my father.’’

He was born on Jan. 20, which 
means every four years his birthday 
coincides with a presidential inaugu-
ration. In 1961, on the day he turned  
15, Lynch and his Eagle Scout troop 
were called upon to seat V.I.P.s at  
John F. Kennedy’s swearing-in. At one 
point he stood beside a motorcade  
of limos passing by, chauffeuring four 
presidents: Dwight D. Eisenhower,  
Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson and 
Richard M. Nixon. ‘‘I could’ve touched 
the glass. It was that close,’’ he says, 
reaching out in pantomime.

That all-American upbringing — 
with its suggestion of latent darkness 
— informs much of Lynch’s work, in-
cluding the groundbreaking series ‘‘Twin Peaks,’’ credited with 
changing how America watched television when it aired for just 
two seasons (1990 to 1991). Of that fictional town in the Pacific 
Northwest (population 51,201), Lynch says, ‘‘I love this world, and I 
love the people in the world. My old friends — you know they are 
like old friends. You think about them from time to time and wonder 
how they’re doing.’’

They seem to be doing well, considering he pronounced them and 
the series ‘‘dead as a doornail’’ years ago. It lived on only via a vari-
ety of appreciations, until now: A ‘‘new ‘Twin Peaks,’ ’’ as Lynch re-
fers to it, will debut May 21 on Showtime. Mark Frost, its co-creator, 
says he and Lynch would talk about the idea of a reunion tour period-
ically, but in 2012, he felt the time had come. ‘‘I said to David, ‘The 
way the show was left was unsatisfying for everybody — particularly 
us — and we have an opportunity to finish what we started.’ That was 
the thread that brought us to where we are now.’’

As David Foster Wallace famously 
recounted in a 1996 profile, his first 
view of the director was Lynch peeing 
on a tree on the set of ‘‘Lost Highway,’’ 
too engrossed to make the trip to the 
porta-johns. Kyle MacLachlan, who re-
prises his role as Special Agent Dale 
Cooper, confirms that this attention to 
detail remains: ‘‘He didn’t leave the 
set. He was always, always there.’’ 
Then, as now, ‘‘He is thinking, think-
ing, thinking very focused on what he 
was about to do.’’

Lynch himself will not answer ques-
tions pertaining to the plot of the new 
‘‘Twin Peaks.’’ Additionally, he insists 
that the 18 individual installments of 
the series must be called parts, not  
episodes, offering a cogent auteur-like 
explanation: ‘‘This is a feature. An 18-
hour feature, broken up into 18 parts.’’

The distinction isn’t surprising. 
Lynch has no great fondness for the small screen. When the original 
aired, he admitted to not watching TV, saying it was easy to avoid. ‘‘Oh, 
it’s possible. They’re not very large, those television sets.’’ A genera-
tion later, he seems wary of the influence of even smaller screens. 
‘‘The important thing is to go into another world; ideally, you’d have a 
quiet, dark room . . . no interruptions.’’ 

Although others may have lofty expectations for this revived cult 
classic, Lynch has given no thought whatsoever to audience reac-
tion. ‘‘You concentrate on your work, try to do the best you can, and 
when it comes time, you release control, realizing it’s in the hands of 
fate.’’ Similarly, in these days of binging and streaming, he is O.K. 
with however you want to watch it. He even suggests, with a smile, 
that the best approach may be to view the parts out of order. ‘‘You 
know, the projectionist once in awhile would make a mistake and put 
reel four before reel two or something,’’ he says. ‘‘People still made 
sense of it.’’ 

WILD AT HEART Lynch, 
photographed in  

Los Angeles in February.

The director David Lynch 
returns to ‘Twin Peaks’  

after more than 25 years.

BY ALEX BHATTACHARJI     
PORTRAIT BY CHRIS MCPHERSON

My Old Friends
Entertainment
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Going Home

Art School Confidential
David Salle muses on returning to Wichita  

and his prairie inspirations.

PHOTOGRAPHS BY SEAN DONNOLA

WICHITA, KANSAS. SODBUSTERS, BUFFALOES, cowboys on long dusty cat-
tle drives, Wyatt Earp’s jail. All that happened a long time ago. A hundred years 
later, I knew a landscape of tract houses, the IGA, Woolworth’s lunch counter 
and car lots, one after another, their boundaries marked by strings of colored 
flags. There were drive-in movies, Mexican restaurants and tall grain silos like 
sentinels along the railroad tracks. The straight black streets went on and on, 
stopping only at the wheat fields on the edge of town.

It was, by one measure, a classic midcentury American boyhood — I had a 
bicycle and a paper route, and an older brother with whom I shared a room. 
There was a downtown, where my father worked selling dresses, and where 
the Deco movie theater, the Orpheum, still had, well into the ’60s, an upper 
balcony roped off with a sign, ‘‘COLORED.’’ By the time I got to junior high, the 
action was at the Kings-X, a diner with bright yellow lights and red vinyl ban-
quettes, with condensation on the plate-glass windows and a jukebox — a stage 
set for the theater of teenage lust and disappointment. In the parking lot I 
learned how to hold a cigarette as if I smoked, and also the technique of ‘‘palm-

GRASS ROOTS 
David Salle at 

Mark Arts, 
formerly known 

as the Wichita 
Art Association, 

where he first 
learned to paint.

ing’’ it in the presence of anyone who might rat us out. It’s now a vacant lot.
I returned to Wichita for the first time in almost 25 years this past winter, to 

see the Wichita Art Association, the place where, at age 9, I started to learn 
about drawing and painting, and beyond that, how to look at and think about 
art. In 1961, when I was first admitted, the school was in an old carriage house 
with an overgrown garden and high clerestory windows, like the Académie Ju-
lian on the Prairie. It later moved to a building designed along a Japanese 
theme; one crossed a footbridge over a small creek to reach the entrance. At 14, 
I thought it poetic. The school still occupies those now-aging pavilions, though 
it will shortly move into sleek new quarters courtesy, in part, of the Koch family. 
It has been renamed Mark Arts, in memory of Mary Koch, the family matri-
arch. I wanted to have a look at the old studios one last time. When I knew it, 
the school’s tone was set by the two artists who ran the place for close to 40 
years, Bill and Betty Dickerson, or Mr. and Mrs. D, as they were known to their 
students. Together they defined the school’s mission: to foster a pragmatic 
working method that combined classical and Modernist aesthetics with direct 
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observation. You could learn how to draw from the model, and for many peo-
ple that was as far as it went, but the real emphasis was on composition and all 
that implies — a picture’s underlying architecture as both source and measure 
of its vitality. It was a serious place, and the first place I remember being truly 
happy.

Born in 1904, William Dickerson was a modest hero of the regionalist art 
movement in the early and middle years of the last century. A large man with a 
ruddy complexion and white hair, he dressed in khaki pants and shirt, often 
with a bolo tie or a Stetson hat; he could have passed for a rancher, or a plumb-
er. Laconic and averse to theory, Bill taught by example, drawing alongside the 
students. His type of stripped-down, realist painting was advanced for its time. 
His range of subject matter — farmers leaning on fence posts, workmen and 
women, the rural American scene — recalled some of the homespun quality of 
Thomas Hart Benton, but without the stylization or melodrama.  

Betty was also a native Kansan, but of a different temperament. Bright, fear-
less, ferociously verbal, she combined a pioneer’s ideal of self-reliance and sus-
picion of authority with an urbanite’s sophistication and style. Her uniform was 
a sweater and tweed skirt and a string of pearls at her throat, which she would 
sometimes finger as she was forming an idea, and in the opposite hand, a ciga-
rette that accentuated her gestures. With stubbornness and idealism, and 
armed with a formal vocabulary held in common with her Modernist peers, the 
Dickersons sought to prove that an authentic pictorial sensibility could take 
root anywhere, even in the middle of the Great Plains. 

I crossed the footbridge on a warm afternoon in February. The studio doors 
were all open to the balmy air, and I could see several classes in session. One 
group was at work on abstract paintings; in another, people were making water-
colors, landscapes mostly. I was surprised to see that what had been Betty’s 
painting studio — the largest room at the end of a covered walkway — was now 

given over to sculpture, the space lined with 
tables at which people were laboring over 
terracotta busts. A few of the students — 
older people, retired, I guessed — looked at 
me with no more than mild curiosity. I don’t 
know what I expected to find. I walked back 
to the abstraction classroom and there had a 
disorienting, time’s-accordion sensation 
that the instructor, an affable middle-aged 
man, looked familiar, though I couldn’t say 
why. He introduced himself; it was Jim 
Gross, who had also been one of Betty’s stu-
dents back in the glory days. I couldn’t tell if 
what I felt was continuity or its opposite. 

The Dickersons and their teaching 
style flourished at a time, mostly before 
the triumph of Abstract Expressionism 
and the rise of the university art depart-
ment, when a lot of major American art 
was regional. Good art occurred wherever 
an artist happened to be, from Maine to 
Taos. Whatever its new incarnation, the 
school I had known, its distinctive person-
ality and unlikely influence, could never 
be repeated. Bill retired from the director-
ship in 1971, looking forward to a good 
stretch of time in which to paint; he died 
the following year. Betty continued on at 

the school well into her 80s, but was increasingly isolated from the Art Associ-
ation’s new leadership, and from the town itself. Even more than Bill, Betty 
gave everything she had to the school. What the Dickersons created as artists 
and teachers — it was a whole belief system — disappeared with them.

During the academic year, I spent every Saturday at the school, as well as 
Tuesday and Thursday evenings. Summers were passed almost entirely at the 
Art Association; drawing in the morning, painting in the afternoon. Sundays 
were often spent at a kind of salon at the Dickersons’ modest house in the older 
part of town, a neighborhood of streets running along a gently winding trib-
utary of the Arkansas River, masses of cottonwood trees shading its banks. 

GREAT PLAINS 
MODERNISM Top: the 
first permanent home 
of the Wichita Art 
Association. Above: 
‘‘Self-Portrait With Hat’’ 
by William Dickerson, 
who ran the Art 
Association with Betty 
Dickerson (at left), 
holding her ever-
present cigarette.

Things like family vacations or summer camp, 
had they been available, would only have 

distracted me from my real life, the one that took 
place at the Art Association.
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Several generations of people would crowd into the living room and talk about 
what they had been working on. Betty might continue a lecture that she had 
started in class, or she would translate from a French magazine or demystify 
the aesthetic winds blowing through the larger art world. 

This was my life for the years when I was growing up in Kansas, in my par-
ents’ ranch-style house in one of the newer subdivisions. I followed the Dicker-
sons’ enthusiasms, their comings and goings, and the school’s ever-evolving so-
ciety the way other people followed the rhythm of the seasons. My family 
considered itself part of the great middle class, but the reality was somewhat 
lower down on the aspirational scale. My father always wore a suit to work, my 
mother as well, but though they looked the part, my parents could afford only the 
basic elements of that life. The limitations, if that’s what they were, worked to my 
advantage, as nothing impinged on my freedom. Family vacations or summer 
camp or junior year abroad, had they been available, would only have distracted 
me from my real life, the one that took place at the Art Association and its school.

That life lasted more than eight years, until, at 17, I went away to art school in 
California. But it was much later before I realized the symbolic way I had sepa-
rated the public and personal aspects of my life. Family, school, all my friends, the 
places one went to meet girls, were all in the newer part of town, on the east side, 
where the streets and rows of houses looked like someone had taken an enor-
mous waffle iron and pressed its grid into the red-brown dirt. There was a new-
ness, sometimes even a rawness to this part of town, with its skinny saplings 
here and there staked against the wind. It felt provisional, a promissory note. 

My life with the Dickersons took place on the town’s west side, with its mod-
est houses shaded by old trees, and the river. One summer term, when I was 11 
or 12 years old and the school was still located in the old carriage house, Betty 
created a tableau in the garden, a scene that, intentional or not, placed an image 
of erotic reverie so deeply within my psyche that it became a recurring motif.

Betty’s primary aesthetic principle was to locate the figure, not isolated on a 
neutral ground as in academic drawing, but integrated within an environment, 
in the here and now; the figure in the landscape was her mantra. On a warm 
June day, the light was beautiful, and it was decided we would work outside. 
The model that day was not one of the regulars; Betty occasionally liked to use 
local girls, sisters or nieces of someone in the class, or a neighbor, or just some-
one she liked the look of, a girl who had the right kind of face, or a youthful, lithe 
athleticism. That day, Betty brought out a very pretty girl of about 15 or 16, with 
brown hair to her shoulders. She wore a white, man-tailored shirt over blue 
jeans. Betty placed the girl on a brown leather chair set out under a tree, so that 
the dappled light fell onto her face and her white shirt. The colors swam togeth-
er, like an image out of Bonnard. I placed my bench fairly close up, slightly off 
to one side, and I could see the girl’s lovely dark eyes under her bangs, the little 
hexagons of shadow cast by leaves swaying in the breeze. There were eight or 
10 benches arrayed in a semicircle around the girl, who looked straight ahead, 
her thin arms resting on the chair. 

We each picked up our charcoal, measuring the proportions of the scene. 
Just then, Betty went over to the girl and, leaning in close, said something that 
we couldn’t hear. The girl gave a barely perceptible nod, and sat very still as 
Betty undid the buttons on the white shirt, and, with a gentle yank, pulled the 
shirt open to expose a warm expanse of chest and stomach, with a white bra 
like a bridge between the two sides. Betty turned in my direction and looked 
directly at me, as if to say, ‘‘Look at what I’ve given you.’’ 

That happened over 50 years ago. I’ve been revisiting that same scene, one 
way or another, ever since. I’m still painting it. We never spoke of it, but I have 
sometimes wondered if Betty knew just how deeply the image she created that 
day would lodge itself in my pictorial repertoire, if she knew she had given  
me a subject. 
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          BEYOND GOOD
              AND EVIL  

Turin seems like a sleepy 
postindustrial city, but just 

beneath the surface is an 
unlikely international arts 

destination — a place 
steeped in its turbulent past, 
with a mysterious dark side.
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CREATIVE SPACES 
The former studio of 

the artist Carol 
Rama, who died in 
2015. Opposite: a 

taxidermy sculpture 
by the Italian artist 

Maurizio Cattelan at 
Castello di Rivoli, 
one of Turin’s two 

major contemporary 
art museums.
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T
URIN AT A GLANCE is a grid. The 
fourth largest city in Italy, it’s dis-
tinguished from the others (ba-
roque Rome, wild Naples) by the 
rigidity of its plan, an inheritance 
from its origins as a Roman mili-
tary camp. It’s difficult to get lost 
here, but also hard to appreciate 
the particularity of any one area, 

given its impressively refined sameness. Once 
the seat of the country’s aristocracy, the Savoys, 
the city still bears the impress of the family’s 
stiff, uncompromising dignity. An almost suffo-
cating elegance suffuses it, every orthogonal 
street a sheer face of mute, balconied 18th- 
century facades, each wonderfully preserved 
in a kind of aristocratic amber. 

‘‘What a dignified and serious city!’’ ex-
claimed Friedrich Nietzsche on first acquain-
tance in the late 19th century. He admired the 
view of the Alps and the soft, variegated, con-
stantly shifting light: ‘‘I would have never 
thought that the light could make a city so beau-
tiful.’’ Moody spring rains descended for much 
of the week I was there, but I took shelter in the 
long and porticoed cafe-filled arcades radiating 
from the Palazzo Reale in the city center — insti-
tuted by the monarchy to ensure the royals 
would never themselves suffer from dampness 
on their passeggiata. On clear days, the moun-
tain air was sweet and cool.

In the 20th century, aristocratic restraint be-
came middle-class self-abnegation. Turin would 
come to be known as an industrial city, above all 
the home of Fiat, symbol of the Italian economic 
‘‘miracle’’ of the 1950s and 1960s; the factory of 
Mirafiori toward the south of the city eventually 
became the largest automobile factory in Eu-
rope. Italian radio and television is encapsulat-
ed here in the Modernist slab that houses the 
Turinese home of Radiotelevisione Italiana 
(RAI) — the Italian state station — in the city 
center. Turin’s atmosphere of cool detachment 
and class division received its most perceptive 
treatment in ‘‘Le amiche’’ (‘‘The Girlfriends’’), 
the 1955 film by Michelangelo Antonioni, which 
takes full advantage of the city’s hyperreal pol-
ish. A rich woman flirts with an architect’s assis-
tant, but can’t commit to him because of his low-
class background. ‘‘We would just fight about 
furniture,’’ she admits. 

Today, the association of the Turinese with a 
quiet, relentlessly hardworking attitude is pro-
verbial. The mythos of the relentless but demure 
city persists in the observations of contemporary 
residents. ‘‘Everyone works hard,’’ the gallerist 
Franco Noero told me. Elisa Troiano, of the new 
avant-garde artist space Cripta747, described the 
city as ‘‘protective of itself, very closed’’ — an as-
pect the artist Lara Favaretto, who moved to Tu-
rin from Milan many years ago, called ‘‘ ‘con-
gealed.’ . . . Nothing happens, nothing happens, 
nothing happens,’’ she added sardonically, in be-
tween cigarette puffs. 

On the surface, nothing does seem to happen. 
Late at night, the city center is calm, most restau-

rants closed, the occasional late-night bar spilling 
out with patrons, whose shouts are distinct in the 
muffled air. But with typical quiet and primness, 
Turin has over the last 10 years remade itself into 
a city prized as much for the arts as for its now- 
diminished industrial prowess. In addition to its 
storied museums — Palazzo Reale, the store-
house of the Savoy treasures; Museo Egizio, one 
of the largest collection of Egyptian works out-
side of Egypt — it has a surprising number of gal-
leries and art foundations, many of them in for-
mer industrial spaces. 

The idea of an artistic destination shrouded by 
a royal and manufacturing city was in accord 
with one of Turin’s other notable features: its 
weird association with magic, madness and the 
occult. Here was where a troubling number of 
artists and philosophers had suffered crippling 
depressions or existential crises, or had gone cra-
zy: the epic poet Torquato Tasso; the young Jean-
Jacques Rousseau; the novelist Primo Levi. It 
was on or near the wide, trolley-crossed thor-
oughfare Via Po where Nietzsche famously saw a 

horse being maltreated, rushed to embrace it and 
then collapsed, suffering a fit of madness from 
which he would never recover. 

The occult is, it seems, hidden in every corner 
of the city. Along the Via Po are Turin's many an-
tiquarian bookshops, hawking old treatises on 
witchcraft. The symbol of the city is the Mole An-
tonelliana, a superbly weird and violently ill- 
proportioned tower, stacked with alternating 
tiers of minuscule colonnades, swelling to a quad-
rilateral roof and rising with an aluminum spire 
to the height of 547 feet . In the San Salvario 
neighborhood, south of the city center, one finds a 
museum dedicated to Cesare Lombroso, the 
19th-century criminologist who believed that a 
tendency to crime was an evolutionary throw-
back, ‘‘atavism,’’ which could be determined by 
heredity; his wrongheaded, dangerous and, for a 
time, powerfully influential research is preserved 
in the museum’s incomparably creepy store of 
death masks and skull-measuring instruments. 

‘‘I want to say that Turin is not a neutral city,’’ 
the Turinese author Giorgio De Maria said in a 

CHAMBER PIECES 
Mollino’s bath 

1970s interview; his cult novel, ‘‘The Twenty 
Days of Turin,’’ from 1977, has just been pub-
lished in English. ‘‘Even if you don’t outwardly 
know anyone and no one knows you, you al-
ways get the impression you’re being watched.’’   

During my visit, more than a few people 
asked if I knew that Turin was the only city to 
occupy the geographic intersection of the black 
magic and white magic triangles, and is there-
fore caught in an eternal struggle between the 
forces of good and evil. 

T
HE FIRST TIME THIS question was 
posed to me, I was standing in the 
apartment of Carlo Mollino, a re-
nowned architect — also a daredevil 
and private pornographer — who 
died in 1973. This was his last resi-
dence, which he never lived in, be-
cause Mollino planned it to be a proj-
ect confronting death, symbolic of 

his own posthumous journey, as the pyramids 
were to the Egyptian pharaohs. My questioner, 
the small museum’s eccentric caretaker, Fulvio 
Ferrari — wearing an extraordinary dark vest 
patterned with giraffe motifs — had been show-
ing me around the apartment, demonstrating its 
myriad varieties of occult significance. Before the 
entrance to the balcony were two giant clam-
shells, signaling the birth of erotic love (Ferrari 
helpfully pointed me to a photocopied image of 
Botticelli’s ‘‘The Birth of Venus’’), and oval mir-
rors signifying eggs and wombs. 

In a study, there were drawers filled with Pola-
roids of nude women, taken by Mollino. They 
wore clothes he had collected over decades, 
adopting comically lascivious poses. The one in 
the wedding dress, Ferrari told me, was intended 
to symbolize the bride that Mollino never had, 
but would enjoy in the afterlife. The ones in black 
lingerie, he added, opening another drawer, were 
representations of courtesans. Here, too, Mollino 
was following the tradition of the pharaohs. 

S
OMEWHERE between occult Turin 
and stuffy bourgeois Turin — though 
not unconnected with either — is artis-
tic Turin. And the artistic version is 
linked, in space and time, with the 
working class. During the 1950s and 
1960s, the city became the site of one of 
the largest mass migrations in Italian 
history, as thousands moved from the 

country’s hardscrabble south to find work in the 
industrializing north, above all in the factories of 
Fiat. The history is manifest in the wide expanse 
of the city’s peripheries, where outsize warehous-
es, many of them apparently unused and empty, 
are interspersed among the crush of apartments. 

But the real transformation was internal to 
the millions who labored on the assembly lines 
at Mirafiori and elsewhere. In Nanni Balestrini’s 
1971 novel ‘‘We Want Everything,’’ the life of a 
southern émigré turned Fiat worker reflects bit-
terly on the conditions of the factories. ‘‘Only a 
drone,’’ he says, ‘‘could spend years in this . . . 
prison and do a job that destroys your life.’’ 
Throughout the 1960s, workers organized and 
fought against their employers in a series of dra-
matic strikes. It was a city in tremendous fer-
ment. The Turinese ‘‘outsider’’ artist Carol 
Rama — subject of a number of exhibitions this 
year, in Venice and at the New Museum in New 
York — was an early progenitor of its growing 
atmosphere of cultural revolt. 

Rama, a friend and neighbor to Mollino, is 
said to have had her first exhibition of drawings, 
in 1945, shut down by the police for its sexually 

Mollino, who was born in 1905, represented 
almost perfectly the two faces of 20th-century 
Turin. On the one hand, he was a respected pro-
fessor in the University of Turin’s Department of 
Architecture, the son of a stolid engineer from 
whom he learned the importance of sound math-
ematical and mechanical principles in construc-
tion. His sui generis furniture — each piece de-
signed for himself or particular clients, not for 
industry — reflected assiduous ergonomic prin-
ciples. On the other hand, he was a fierce, dan-
gerous child of pleasure, obsessed not just with 
women’s anatomies but with racing cars and 
aerobatic aircrafts. (He made designs for both.) 
I visited the Teatro Regio, the city’s opera 
house, which he designed in 1965, and found the 
same obsessive features repeated, all the more 
scandalous for their association with this most 
hallowed of bourgeois rituals. The shape of the 
entire complex was meant to be that of an hour-
glass torso, while the plush, red-lined interior 
was made deliberately uterine, with ovarian 
and egglike motifs scattered throughout. The 
stage itself was a giant oval, on which I saw 
Puccini’s Manon Lescaut sob out her final aria 
— ‘‘Sola, perduta, abbandonata!’’ — as she 
crept across a barren landscape toward death. 

Mysteries upon mysteries prevailed in the 
Casa Mollino. Fulvio and his son — the improba-
bly named Napoleone — had become caretakers 
in the 1990s, after having acquired the apart-
ment from its previous resident, an engineer. By 
that point, Mollino’s own designs had dissipated 
and had to be restored, partly through acquisi-
tions from Mollino’s living friends. It was in 
some sense a reinvention of an invention: an 
apartment designed to be a mausoleum, turned 
into an apartment and reconverted to a mauso-
leum by admirers of Mollino, who had them-
selves never met the man. This trajectory was 
not unlike contemporary Turin itself: a monu-
ment to ghosts made functional, only to be 
changed once more back into a monument.

JOURNEY THROUGH THE PAST 
From top: the old Fiat test track on the roof of the Lingotto Factory, now 

home to a mall and a museum; the Galleria San Frederico, the location of 
various Turin landmarks, including the Cinema Lux.
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aggressive imagery (such as men practicing 
bestiality). Later works were installations draw-
ing on the products of the city, and her personal 
connection to them. Several used flattened bicy-
cle tire tubes, flayed and hung, referencing her 
father’s factory, which had gone bankrupt. Col-
lected by admirers and renowned among fellow 
artists, she nonetheless stood apart from artistic 
fashions in the city, even as she anticipated oth-

with the phrase ‘‘Che Fare?’’ — ‘‘What Is to Be 
Done?’’ (a reference to Lenin).  There were bowls 
filled with salt; a braided steel-wool bridge. Or-
ganic materials were mixed effortlessly and sur-
prisingly with industrial ones. Seeing these in-
stallations, the critic Germano Celant coined a 
phrase for a movement that would emerge as Ita-
ly’s most important in the 20th century: ‘‘poor 
art,’’ or ‘‘arte povera.’’ 

ers. ‘‘Dear Franco,’’ she wrote in a note present-
ing her friend, the art publisher Franco Masoe-
ro, with a drawing, ‘‘we are geniuses. The rest 
can go to hell.’’ 

In the late 1960s, the political convulsions in 
Italy made their most lasting artistic contribution 
through a hallowed series of exhibitions of mostly 
Turinese artists. There was a long pot filled with 
beeswax, melting under the weight of a neon sign 

The Arte Povera artists — among them Giulio 
Paolini, Mario Merz, Marisa Merz, Michelange-
lo Pistoletto, Jannis Kounellis, Gilberto Zorio, 
Giovanni Anselmo and Alighiero Boetti — differed 
widely in their aims and styles, but they appeared 
united in their attempt to create art out of a wid-
er variety of media — temporal in nature, and 
concerned with tactile and olfactory possibilities 
— than their Conceptual and Minimalist coevals. 

Most of the Arte Povera artists were based in 
Turin, and their improvisatory style had a last-
ing impact on the artistic infrastructure of the 
city. Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, a curator who 
wrote an important study of Arte Povera, is now 
the director of the city’s two major modern art 
museums, the GAM Galleria Civica d’Arte Mod-
erna and the Castello di Rivoli Museo d’Arte 
Contemporanea, which has a renowned collec-
tion of Arte Povera. She considers Turin in the 
1960s as violently creative an artistic city as 
Florence in the Renaissance. In her spacious of-
fice in the Castello — a spectacular Savoy castle 
converted in the 1980s into the coun-
try’s first contemporary art museum 
— she situated Arte Povera in the 
1960s climate of social experimenta-
tion. As Christov-Bakargiev drew on a 
notepad while making her points, her 
dog, Darcy, gnawed at my pant leg. 
‘‘You know about the black triangle 
and the white triangle?’’ she said, 
drawing both. 

The association of Arte Povera with 
the city is endlessly visible. The Fonda-
zione Merz is one of the central art 
spaces in Turin: a former industrial 
warehouse now given over to the ar-
chive of Mario and Marisa Merz. At the 
center of the Spina Centrale, one of the 
city’s major thoroughfares, lies a neon 
and stone igloo fountain by Mario 
Merz: a characteristic shape from an 
artist long concerned with images of 
shelter. Del Cambio, Turin’s most sto-
ried restaurant — dining haunt of Sa-
voys as well as of Nietzsche, Maria 
 Callas and Audrey Hepburn — gave 
over one of its rooms to Pistoletto, who 
painted brightly colored profiles on 
mirrors of Turinese patrons, staring 
out into the adjoining Piazza  Carignano. 

But Arte Povera has also seeded 
the city in deeper ways. Two of the 
city’s prominent gallerists partly owe 
their careers to it. One is Franco Noe-
ro, former assistant to Gian Enzo 
Sperone, the movement’s strongest 
supporter. Noero then founded a gal-
lery in Turin’s Fetta di Polenta in 2008, 

an exceptionally tall, narrow building near the 
northern edge of the city center. He staged sev-
eral legendary shows there, before eventually 
moving to a warehouse in the working-class 
neighborhood of Barriera di Milano, in a light-
filled former car-styling garage, where he now 
represents several internationally renowned art-
ists, including Simon Starling, Lothar Baumgar-
ten and Lara Favaretto. 

Favaretto complained to me that ‘‘everyone is 
still doing ‘Arte Povera.’  ’’ Her work plays with 
disintegration over time. ‘‘The Man Who Fell to 
Earth,’’ 2016, consists of two cubes of bright con-
fetti, purple and red, which gradually fall apart 
— the confetti encircling the work like dust. 

B
Y THE 1980S, Turin, like Detroit, 
was suffering from the same forces 
that were undoing all the old auto-
motive cities. Fiat factories began 
shedding workers in the thousands. 
But the artistic inheritance of the 
city remained; factories were grad-
ually converted to other uses, very 
often devoted to the visual arts. 

Atop the colossal Fiat building of Lingotto, now 
a depressing mall, one finds the Pinacoteca 
Giovanni e Marella Agnelli, a museum devoted to 
the nonpareil collection of the Agnelli family, the 

The idea of an artistic 
destination shrouded by a 
royal and manufacturing 
city was in accord with 
one of Turin’s other 
notable features: its weird 
association with magic, 
madness and the occult. 

STUDIO VISIT Carol 
Rama’s meticulously 
preserved desk. Left: 
Galleria Franco Noero 
(at bottom), which 
owes its success, in 
part, to Turin’s industrial 
history and the Arte 
Povera movemen t.
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BUILDING HISTORY 
Castello di Rivoli 

museum, inside the 
former palace of 

the Royal House of 
Savoy. Opposite: the 

contemporary art 
institution GAM is 

housed in a Brutalist 
building designed 

in the 1950s by 
Carlo Bassi and 

Goffredo Boschetti.

owners of Fiat. Standing in front of Giacomo Bal-
la’s ‘‘Velocità astratta,’’ 1913, with its Futurist 
waves of pummeling speed, there is a certain 
melancholy in being able to look out onto Lingot-
to’s rooftop, still paved with the curving asphalt 
where Fiat used to test its cars. 

The dwindling industrial heritage along with 
the burgeoning arts scene are only the latest ver-
sion of the city’s Janus-faced character. In 2006, 
Turin and its region played host to the Winter 
Olympics, providing an excuse to clean streets 
and revamp the city’s image. Over aperitivo and 
snacks at a bar in one of the city’s porticoes, Car-
lo Capello, an anthropologist at the University of 
Turin studying unemployment in former Fiat 
neighborhoods, told me that, since the Olympics, 
a general discourse of a ‘‘changing city’’ had 
come into being, centered around the arts. This 
language had settled in, despite the persistence 
of real poverty: Twelve percent of the city’s resi-
dents and 40 percent of its youth were unem-
ployed, the highest level in northern Italy. ‘‘The 
center of the city has seen a lot of investment,’’ 
Capello said. ‘‘It’s insulated from the periphery.’’ 

In 2016, the peripheries had their revenge in 
the form of a political earthquake: The ruling 
center-left Democratic Party was defeated by 
Chiara Appendino, a young candidate from the 
populist Five Star Movement. She had run a cam-
paign emphasizing a city ‘‘divided in two,’’ as she 
noted in an advertisement. ‘‘On one side are the 
lines in front of the museums,’’ she said. ‘‘On the 
other, the lines in front of soup kitchens.’’

The growing divide between the art-focused 
and industry-focused cities may be irreconcil-
able. But in the gap, new institutions have 
emerged that take advantage of both. Cripta747, 
which is located in the immigrant and work-
ing-class Barriera di Milano, once occupied the 
basement of Franco Noero’s nearby gallery, be-
fore finding a space of its own in 2015 in a ware-
house. I spoke to Troiano and her co-founder, 
Renato Leotta, outside of the nondescript build-
ing, as they prepared for a panel discussion 
they were hosting on the new philosophical cur-
rent of ‘‘speculative realism.’’ When I asked 

them about the possibility of their contributing 
to the gentrification of the depressed neighbor-
hood, Leotta bristled. ‘‘I’m quite critical of the 
idea, we’re not interested in that,’’ he told me. 
Instead, they found more value in the actually  
open-ended artist residencies, where the artists 
benefit from the local manufacturing expertise. 
Around us, in active warehouses, workers were 
moving around on forklifts.

That had always been the hope of the arts in 
Turin: its uneasy and never stable amalgam of 
aristocratic connoisseurship, bourgeois finance 
and working-class know-how. The question is 
whether, under its current conditions, it might 
be resurrected, on a more egalitarian basis. I 
chatted with Cripta747’s two current artists in 

residence, Sebastiano Impellizzeri and Corinna 
Gosmaro, both of whom were attracted to the 
city’s cheapness and the sheer number of art-
ists. It allowed for a ‘‘stimulating exchange 
with others,’’ Gosmaro said. Impellizzeri, a 
painter who had moved from Sicily, waved a 
cigarette in the darkening air, and lauded the 
beautiful light of the place, which gave it ‘‘a real 
atmosphere for painting,’’ he said. As he spoke, 
I had to dodge a forklift that was trundling to-
ward me. I thought of Nietzsche’s line — ‘‘I 
would have never thought that the light could 
make a city so beautiful’’ — which he wrote 
only some weeks before losing his mind. Did 
the painter know, I wanted to ask, about the 
white triangle and the black triangle? 

The dwindling 
industrial heritage 

along with the 
burgeoning arts scene 

are only the latest 
version of the city's 

Janus-faced character.

48



BUILDING HISTORY 
Castello di Rivoli 

museum, inside the 
former palace of 

the Royal House of 
Savoy. Opposite: the 

contemporary art 
institution GAM is 

housed in a Brutalist 
building designed 

in the 1950s by 
Carlo Bassi and 

Goffredo Boschetti.

owners of Fiat. Standing in front of Giacomo Bal-
la’s ‘‘Velocità astratta,’’ 1913, with its Futurist 
waves of pummeling speed, there is a certain 
melancholy in being able to look out onto Lingot-
to’s rooftop, still paved with the curving asphalt 
where Fiat used to test its cars. 

The dwindling industrial heritage along with 
the burgeoning arts scene are only the latest ver-
sion of the city’s Janus-faced character. In 2006, 
Turin and its region played host to the Winter 
Olympics, providing an excuse to clean streets 
and revamp the city’s image. Over aperitivo and 
snacks at a bar in one of the city’s porticoes, Car-
lo Capello, an anthropologist at the University of 
Turin studying unemployment in former Fiat 
neighborhoods, told me that, since the Olympics, 
a general discourse of a ‘‘changing city’’ had 
come into being, centered around the arts. This 
language had settled in, despite the persistence 
of real poverty: Twelve percent of the city’s resi-
dents and 40 percent of its youth were unem-
ployed, the highest level in northern Italy. ‘‘The 
center of the city has seen a lot of investment,’’ 
Capello said. ‘‘It’s insulated from the periphery.’’ 

In 2016, the peripheries had their revenge in 
the form of a political earthquake: The ruling 
center-left Democratic Party was defeated by 
Chiara Appendino, a young candidate from the 
populist Five Star Movement. She had run a cam-
paign emphasizing a city ‘‘divided in two,’’ as she 
noted in an advertisement. ‘‘On one side are the 
lines in front of the museums,’’ she said. ‘‘On the 
other, the lines in front of soup kitchens.’’

The growing divide between the art-focused 
and industry-focused cities may be irreconcil-
able. But in the gap, new institutions have 
emerged that take advantage of both. Cripta747, 
which is located in the immigrant and work-
ing-class Barriera di Milano, once occupied the 
basement of Franco Noero’s nearby gallery, be-
fore finding a space of its own in 2015 in a ware-
house. I spoke to Troiano and her co-founder, 
Renato Leotta, outside of the nondescript build-
ing, as they prepared for a panel discussion 
they were hosting on the new philosophical cur-
rent of ‘‘speculative realism.’’ When I asked 

them about the possibility of their contributing 
to the gentrification of the depressed neighbor-
hood, Leotta bristled. ‘‘I’m quite critical of the 
idea, we’re not interested in that,’’ he told me. 
Instead, they found more value in the actually  
open-ended artist residencies, where the artists 
benefit from the local manufacturing expertise. 
Around us, in active warehouses, workers were 
moving around on forklifts.

That had always been the hope of the arts in 
Turin: its uneasy and never stable amalgam of 
aristocratic connoisseurship, bourgeois finance 
and working-class know-how. The question is 
whether, under its current conditions, it might 
be resurrected, on a more egalitarian basis. I 
chatted with Cripta747’s two current artists in 

residence, Sebastiano Impellizzeri and Corinna 
Gosmaro, both of whom were attracted to the 
city’s cheapness and the sheer number of art-
ists. It allowed for a ‘‘stimulating exchange 
with others,’’ Gosmaro said. Impellizzeri, a 
painter who had moved from Sicily, waved a 
cigarette in the darkening air, and lauded the 
beautiful light of the place, which gave it ‘‘a real 
atmosphere for painting,’’ he said. As he spoke, 
I had to dodge a forklift that was trundling to-
ward me. I thought of Nietzsche’s line — ‘‘I 
would have never thought that the light could 
make a city so beautiful’’ — which he wrote 
only some weeks before losing his mind. Did 
the painter know, I wanted to ask, about the 
white triangle and the black triangle? 

The dwindling 
industrial heritage 

along with the 
burgeoning arts scene 

are only the latest 
version of the city's 

Janus-faced character.

49



A fever dream of a 
South India banking 
clan, the Chettinad 
mansions offer a 
glimpse inside a world 
of power and quixotic 
opulence. For some, 
the extravagance goes 
on; for others, it is a 
memory slipping away. 
BY NANCY HASS
PHOTOGRAPHS BY ANTHONY COTSIFAS 
PRODUCED BY DHEERAJ REDDY

RICH REWARDS 
A tile ceiling in Meenakshi 
Meyyappan’s Art Nouveau-
era Mansion, one of more 
than 15,000 such grand 
homes still standing 
today that were built by 
the Chettiars. Opposite: 
a caretaker’s bicycle in 
front of a house in Pallathur, 
one of 74 Tamil Nadu 
villages made up mostly 
of huge estates created 
over a 100-year period.

CURIOUS 
SPLENDOR
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FADED ELEGANCE 
An airy storeroom 
in Kottaiyur House, 
built in 1908 by 
Ramanthan Chettiar, 
whose descendants 
maintain the costly 
residence for 
ceremonial purposes.

DRIVING ON THE MAIN ROADS in the South Indian state 
of Tamil Nadu, the barely there villages that materialize 
every few miles take on a comforting rhythm: a handful of 
stucco cottages in mildew-stained pink, marigold and teal; 
a shrine to Ganesha on a tall white pole; a cluster of tiny 
thatched-roof stores, like packed closets flung open. On 
shaded porches in front, women in saris, shiny with perspi-
ration, slice pineapple beside a glass-door cooler of Fanta.

Then, after hours, and with no warning, you pass an 
unmarked Rubicon, leading to an entirely different sort 
of outpost: the first in a cluster of 74 towns that make up 
the Chettinad region. Suddenly nothing you think you 
know about the humble, low-rise, rambling charm of ru-
ral India holds true. 

Cement lean-tos and shacks give way to a formal grid of 
streets with mansion after looming mansion in various 
states of maintained opulence and elegant decay, their dec-
orative facades partly hidden by high walls. Built between 
1850 and 1950, these homes — some of which dwarf the 
grand cottages of Newport and the villas of Cap Ferrat — 
number over 15,000 throughout Chettinad, which covers 
about 600 square miles. Many have more than 60 rooms 
spread over interiors as large as one and a half acres. A 
trippy Walt Disney World of styles, there’s a Raj-inflected 
Victorian next to a Georgian Palladian with hints of Tudor, 
and down the street, an Art Deco confection straight out of 
South Beach.  

The fever dream of a globe-trotting Hindu merchant and 

banking clan called the Nattukottai Chettiars that thrived 
during colonialist expansion, the massive homes — at least 
those not abandoned due to the crushing cost of upkeep, 
then pillaged for the remarkable architectural details with-
in — are still owned by the families whose ancestors built 
them. Few of those owners actually live in them full time 
now, but, like the castles and manor houses that dot the En-
glish countryside, the residences are familial status sym-
bols of staggering heft, worrisome expense and emotional 
attachment. Except for salvage, they have no resale value. 
Who might buy an 150-year-old, 85-room villa two hours 
from the nearest airport in an area that modern industry 
has forgotten? But that is not the point, as any Chettiar will 
tell you, slightly annoyed, over tea in a china cup that may 
have been brought back from the Far East generations ago. 
They tend to be acutely aware of being Vaishya, the mer-
chant caste, not Brahmin — the  highest-ranking of the four 
Hindu castes — though they will not admit as much; and 
thus their homes are social currency, a calling card through-
out India and its diaspora. 

These are party houses on a scale unimaginable in the 
West — or even on the rest of the subcontinent. An Indian 
wedding, any Indian wedding, is a world-class blowout last-
ing days, but even Mumbai jet-setters and Bollywood stars 
covet an invitation to a Chettinad marriage, so epic is its 
scale. At least a half-dozen times a year, the extended fami-
lies and hangers-on travel back for such celebrations, as 
well as for births and funerals. Among the few viable busi-

ANCESTOR WORSHIP 
Above, from left: the 
back of Chidambara 

Vinayakar Kovil, one of 
the ornate Hindu 

temples supported by 
wealthy families in 

Chettinad; the 90-year-
old Krishna Chettiar, 

who lives in an annex of 
the family’s 1907 

home, now a hotel. 

What strikes you 
immediately is that there 
is no furniture. 
There is also no privacy. 
Bedrolls are brought 
out at night and everyone 
sleeps together. Meals 
are eaten in a crouch. 
‘It keeps you limber,’ says 
the 82-year-old 
Meenakshi Meyyappan. 
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the family’s 1907 

home, now a hotel. 

What strikes you 
immediately is that there 
is no furniture. 
There is also no privacy. 
Bedrolls are brought 
out at night and everyone 
sleeps together. Meals 
are eaten in a crouch. 
‘It keeps you limber,’ says 
the 82-year-old 
Meenakshi Meyyappan. 
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nesses in the region are those that make the thousands of 
fresh flower garlands needed to drape pillars, or supply 
cooks to simmer gallons of curry with the spice mix particu-
lar to Chettinad: Indonesian nutmeg, Madagascar cloves, 
blue ginger from Laos or Vietnam. When the weekend is 
over, the owners leave behind the phalanx of servants who 
live in and maintain the houses (some have served the same 
family for generations) returning to the southern capital of 
Chennai, where most of them live, in villas or well-appointed 
apartments with another retinue of help. But the ancestral 
home — an albatross, a joy — is rarely far from their minds.

‘‘Every moment I am thinking of what will happen to this 
place in the future,’’ says 82-year-old Meenakshi Meyyap-
pan, who, with relatives, owns a massive 1916 Art Nouveau 
chateau with gleaming black-and-white checkerboard mar-
ble floors, massive crystal chandeliers and expanses of 
etched mirrors. It adjoins the 200-year-old palatial estate of 
her late husband’s family. As grande dame proprietor of the 
Bangala (‘‘The Bungalow’’), a chicly funky 18-year-old hotel 
housed in a converted men’s club (now one of the few places 
for tourists to stay in the area), she is also among the few 
Chettiars who has found a way to live in her family’s home 
most of the year, though she also keeps a large residence in 
Chennai. ‘‘My son tells me to take things day by day, but 
that is impossible for me. There is too much at stake.’’ She 
estimates that as many as half of the mansions are now 
abandoned; not every family has been able to hold on to 
enough wealth for upkeep, and as there are often many rel-
atives involved in doing that, negotiations can be tense. 

And some Chettiars don’t have the option of just letting 
go, of repairing back to the city with a shrug; the advancing 
decay is their permanent lot. ‘‘When you tell people outside 
here that you are a Chettiar they assume you are rich,’’ 
says 44-year-old Rama Kumarappan. His family lost their 
money long ago, and now he occupies a 63-room home with 
his wife, his aunt and his two children, barely getting by. 
Black mold creates swirling patterns, like threatening 
clouds, on the white masonry of the mansion’s front walls, 
and the once-vibrant turquoise-painted pillars are faded 
and chipped; his aunt dries rice snacks in the vast inner 
courtyard to package and sell. ‘‘I love this house,’’ he says, 
‘‘but to keep it up is an impossible thought.’’ 

Still, even faded, the homes are a testament to both the 
inward-looking traditionalism of the clan and its fearless 
embrace of the far-flung world. The early history of the 
group is unclear, but most of them believe their forebears 
came to Chettinad centuries ago, after a tsunami in the 
coastal spot they originally inhabited; despite this being 
one of the driest regions in India, their fear of flooding re-
portedly led them to build the mansions of Chettinad up 
several steps (always an odd number, in keeping with Vas-
tu Shastra, the Indian feng shui). During the 1600s, most of 
the families were trading salt and gems, but two centuries 
later, they had developed an expertise in money lending 
and hooked up with the English empire, creating sprawl-
ing systems of debt and credit that took them to Burma, 
Singapore, Malaysia and Vietnam. They poured their new-
found wealth into the towns of Chettinad. 

It was in Southeast Asia that these mansion-builders 
found the teak used to adorn their houses. They traveled to 
Venice for candy-colored Murano chandeliers, some 10 feet 
across, and to Belgium for giant mahogany-framed mirrors. 
From Birmingham on the River Rea, they carried back del-
icate glazed ceramic tiles with roses never seen in scorch-
ing Tamil Nadu; in Switzerland they picked up towering 

THE WAGES OF TIME 
A vast abandoned 

house in the village 
of Rayavaram, with 

a rusted trompe 
l’oeil curtain and an 
elaborately painted 

limestone facade. 
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that is impossible for me. There is too much at stake.’’ She 
estimates that as many as half of the mansions are now 
abandoned; not every family has been able to hold on to 
enough wealth for upkeep, and as there are often many rel-
atives involved in doing that, negotiations can be tense. 

And some Chettiars don’t have the option of just letting 
go, of repairing back to the city with a shrug; the advancing 
decay is their permanent lot. ‘‘When you tell people outside 
here that you are a Chettiar they assume you are rich,’’ 
says 44-year-old Rama Kumarappan. His family lost their 
money long ago, and now he occupies a 63-room home with 
his wife, his aunt and his two children, barely getting by. 
Black mold creates swirling patterns, like threatening 
clouds, on the white masonry of the mansion’s front walls, 
and the once-vibrant turquoise-painted pillars are faded 
and chipped; his aunt dries rice snacks in the vast inner 
courtyard to package and sell. ‘‘I love this house,’’ he says, 
‘‘but to keep it up is an impossible thought.’’ 

Still, even faded, the homes are a testament to both the 
inward-looking traditionalism of the clan and its fearless 
embrace of the far-flung world. The early history of the 
group is unclear, but most of them believe their forebears 
came to Chettinad centuries ago, after a tsunami in the 
coastal spot they originally inhabited; despite this being 
one of the driest regions in India, their fear of flooding re-
portedly led them to build the mansions of Chettinad up 
several steps (always an odd number, in keeping with Vas-
tu Shastra, the Indian feng shui). During the 1600s, most of 
the families were trading salt and gems, but two centuries 
later, they had developed an expertise in money lending 
and hooked up with the English empire, creating sprawl-
ing systems of debt and credit that took them to Burma, 
Singapore, Malaysia and Vietnam. They poured their new-
found wealth into the towns of Chettinad. 

It was in Southeast Asia that these mansion-builders 
found the teak used to adorn their houses. They traveled to 
Venice for candy-colored Murano chandeliers, some 10 feet 
across, and to Belgium for giant mahogany-framed mirrors. 
From Birmingham on the River Rea, they carried back del-
icate glazed ceramic tiles with roses never seen in scorch-
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A PASSAGE TO INDIA 
View of a side veranda 

of the home lived in 
by Meenakshi 

Meyyappan. Opposite: 
a mansion built in 
1940 by Kutayan 

Chettiar, now stained 
with black mold. 

grandfather clocks, some of which still tick, echoing 
through the cavernous halls. Enamored of Shake-
speare, one builder adorned a Juliet balcony with 
plaster figures of the doomed couple. As the decades 
passed, their travels kept them abreast of interna-
tional style; by the 1930s, new houses resembled 
grand Deco movie palaces. 

Still, despite the array of exterior styles, the interi-
ors conform strictly to a layout that reflects the cul-
ture’s class and gender differences. Through the front 
gate, you find a covered area where men conduct busi-
ness with tradesmen on two raised platforms called 
thinnai that flank the front door. The door itself is often 
elaborately carved from a single huge slab of teak, 

with applied panels that tell stories of Vishnu and Shi-
va, the Chettiars’ main god. Another set of plinths lie 
directly inside, where family members might lounge, 
shaded from the midday sun. Sepia photos of ances-
tors, especially the patriarch, are arrayed in frames 
and hung so high up the walls they must be angled 
down to be admired. Beyond is a tennis-court-size 
open courtyard; in recent years families have installed 
metal grating above to ward off gangs of monkeys who 
wreck the rounded terra-cotta roof tiles in search of 
scraps of food the birds drop. The courtyard — with 
walls plastered in a unique silken lime-and-egg mix-
ture — is ringed by a pillared, covered colonnade, often 
topped with a mezzanine. Off the colonnade there are 
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dozens of cell-like rooms, traditionally stacked to 
the rafters with thousands of bowls, tureens and 
urns in steel, brass or colored enamel — dowry 
offerings handed down through generations. Ev-
ery marriage adds to the inventory; the status is 
in the sheer volume.

What strikes you immediately, if you are used 
to the Western emphasis on upholstered sofas 
and chairs clustered for maximum conversation 
comfort and perhaps a cushy snooze, is that 
there is virtually no furniture. There’s also no 
privacy. Bedrolls are brought out at night to the 
interior thinnais, and the family sleeps together 
(‘‘My children’s best memories are those times,’’ 
says Meyyappan, who in recent years has got-
ten herself a ‘‘proper, fixed bed, with a real mat-
tress’’); exquisite meals are traditionally served 
on the floor on banana leaves, and eaten with 
the delicately pinched-together fingers of the 
right hand, while in a crouch. ‘‘It keeps you lim-
ber,’’ Meyyappan says, conceding, however, that 
she herself has long given it up for a table and 
chairs. Despite the elegance of the houses, in-
door plumbing came only in the 1940s. Meyyap-
pan recalls coming back to live in her husband’s 
home after her marriage, as is traditional, and 
being surprised by a toilet; as a child in her fam-
ily’s mansion next door, she recalls, ‘‘we just 
went out in the garden.’’ 

The golden era of the Chettiars ended during 
World War II. The British had for years been an-
gling to cut them out of the financial system of 
Southeast Asia, and the Japanese booted them 
from Burma when they invaded. With the eco-
nomic system in shards, the frenzied building 
abruptly ceased, and most Chettiars left for 
Chennai, Mumbai, Singapore and the United 
States, starting businesses or entering medicine 
or law. There are now about 120,000 members of 
the clan in India and beyond.

And yet, even now, Chettiars — the young cos-
mopolites refer to themselves as ‘‘Chettys,’’ a 
great conversation starter over a star anise Man-
hattan at Aer, the bar atop the Four Seasons 
Mumbai — continue to see themselves as wholly 
of this place, forever, no matter where they actu-
ally live. In 2010, Krishna Chettiar, a silver-haired 
90-year-old dressed daily in a meticulously 
pressed white kurta, was finally convinced to 
lease his family’s 60-room house to a small 
Kerala-based hotel company. They run it now, as 
Chidambara Vilas, 25 bedrooms luxuriously ret-
rofitted with air conditioning and private baths. 
One of the few wealthy Chettiars who never left 
(‘‘Let my daughters come from Chennai and vis-
it,’’ he says, regally), he negotiated for the hotel 
company to retain a private annex for him out of 
part of the mansion’s endless ballroom — a room 
so long, he says, ‘‘that you couldn’t recognize a 
man standing at the other end.’’ 

Betting that Chettinad has untapped tourist 
potential, the company would have loved to buy 
the place outright from him, making him one of 
the few Chettiars who could cash out perma-
nently. They knew not to bother asking. 
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ness with tradesmen on two raised platforms called 
thinnai that flank the front door. The door itself is often 
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va, the Chettiars’ main god. Another set of plinths lie 
directly inside, where family members might lounge, 
shaded from the midday sun. Sepia photos of ances-
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dozens of cell-like rooms, traditionally stacked to 
the rafters with thousands of bowls, tureens and 
urns in steel, brass or colored enamel — dowry 
offerings handed down through generations. Ev-
ery marriage adds to the inventory; the status is 
in the sheer volume.

What strikes you immediately, if you are used 
to the Western emphasis on upholstered sofas 
and chairs clustered for maximum conversation 
comfort and perhaps a cushy snooze, is that 
there is virtually no furniture. There’s also no 
privacy. Bedrolls are brought out at night to the 
interior thinnais, and the family sleeps together 
(‘‘My children’s best memories are those times,’’ 
says Meyyappan, who in recent years has got-
ten herself a ‘‘proper, fixed bed, with a real mat-
tress’’); exquisite meals are traditionally served 
on the floor on banana leaves, and eaten with 
the delicately pinched-together fingers of the 
right hand, while in a crouch. ‘‘It keeps you lim-
ber,’’ Meyyappan says, conceding, however, that 
she herself has long given it up for a table and 
chairs. Despite the elegance of the houses, in-
door plumbing came only in the 1940s. Meyyap-
pan recalls coming back to live in her husband’s 
home after her marriage, as is traditional, and 
being surprised by a toilet; as a child in her fam-
ily’s mansion next door, she recalls, ‘‘we just 
went out in the garden.’’ 

The golden era of the Chettiars ended during 
World War II. The British had for years been an-
gling to cut them out of the financial system of 
Southeast Asia, and the Japanese booted them 
from Burma when they invaded. With the eco-
nomic system in shards, the frenzied building 
abruptly ceased, and most Chettiars left for 
Chennai, Mumbai, Singapore and the United 
States, starting businesses or entering medicine 
or law. There are now about 120,000 members of 
the clan in India and beyond.

And yet, even now, Chettiars — the young cos-
mopolites refer to themselves as ‘‘Chettys,’’ a 
great conversation starter over a star anise Man-
hattan at Aer, the bar atop the Four Seasons 
Mumbai — continue to see themselves as wholly 
of this place, forever, no matter where they actu-
ally live. In 2010, Krishna Chettiar, a silver-haired 
90-year-old dressed daily in a meticulously 
pressed white kurta, was finally convinced to 
lease his family’s 60-room house to a small 
Kerala-based hotel company. They run it now, as 
Chidambara Vilas, 25 bedrooms luxuriously ret-
rofitted with air conditioning and private baths. 
One of the few wealthy Chettiars who never left 
(‘‘Let my daughters come from Chennai and vis-
it,’’ he says, regally), he negotiated for the hotel 
company to retain a private annex for him out of 
part of the mansion’s endless ballroom — a room 
so long, he says, ‘‘that you couldn’t recognize a 
man standing at the other end.’’ 
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potential, the company would have loved to buy 
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BACK 
IN 
THE 
 U.S.S.R.

For a new generation of  
designers, real memories of  

Soviet Russia shine  
brighter than the fantasy  
of peasants and princesses.
BY ALEXANDER FURY     
ILLUSTRATIONS BY PIERRE LE-TAN
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BACK 
IN 
THE 
 U.S.S.R.

EASTERN PROMISE The illustrator Pierre Le-Tan captures the many faces of Russian fashion, beginning with the exotic costumes 
created by the Ballets Russes in 1909, still celebrated today by European houses such as Giambattista Valli and Valentino. 
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RAGS TO RICHES Fashion has always romanticized Russia’s traditional folk and royal costumes, from Yves Saint Laurent’s 1976 
‘‘Russian Collection’’ to the elegant clothes of modern Moscow designers like Ulyana Sergeenko and Vika Gazinskaya.
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A GROUP OF WHEY-FACED teenage models are assem-
bled at the Regional Centre of Youth Culture in Kaliningrad 
Oblast, a Russian territory on the Baltic Sea. They are 
there for a fashion show, as are around 150 editors and 
buyers — most standing, some sitting in the 40 beaten-up 
velvet-upholstered chairs provided — who have traveled 
from around the world to see the fall 2017 collection by 
32-year-old men’s wear designer Gosha Rubchinskiy. The 
boys walk through a simple white curtain, sneakers 
squeaking, down a long stretch of parquet wooden floor 
flanked by a row of faded mirrors. The clothes are as hum-
ble as the surroundings: military-influenced shirts with 
epaulets, naval peacoats, boxy shirts with clipped ties and 
lots of sportswear pieces emblazoned with Cyrillic charac-
ters. Many in the audience had made the nine-hour 

flight from London, where the January 
2017 men’s wear shows had kicked off 
earlier in the week. The next day,  
most left to catch Ermenegildo Zegna, 
the first show of the Milan men’s wear 
calendar, dragging through a con-
nection in Moscow from Kalingrad's  
small airport. 

Why would anyone bother making 
the trip — especially in the dead of win-
ter? Because Rubchinskiy is one of the 
most important names in fashion now; and 
because, at the moment, Russia’s influence on 
the industry is so wide-reaching that one could 
only compare it to the turn of the last century, when 
Russian impresario Sergei Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes 
electrified the world. Beyond the ballet’s lasting impact 
on contemporary choreography and composition, it exert-
ed an unprecedented influence on prewar fashion — its 
costumes became couture. Leaf through any fashion his-
tory book, and the Ballets Russes’ mark is apparent:  

After 1909, when the corps debuted in Paris, it was out 
with the pastels and the sinuous Art Nouveau 

lines of the Edwardian era, and in with bold 
color and exoticism. Most notably,  

Paul Poiret’s themes and decorative 
motifs were inspired by the designs 

of Belarus-born Léon Bakst, who 
created sets and costumes for the 
Ballets Russes. Bakst toyed with 
the brilliant contrasts of color  
in classic Russian embroideries, 
as well as the sarafan, a tradition-
al folk dress whose shape  
he translated into tunics worn over 
trousers — a silhouette that, in 
1912, became the wire-hemmed 

‘‘lampshade’’ or ‘‘minaret’’ skirt in 
Poiret’s hands. Inspiring many fol-

lowers, Poiret’s seemingly revolution-
ary designs — primary hues, harem 

pants, hobble skirts and oriental-inspired 

turbans alongside Cossack-style coats trimmed in fur 
and folkloric embroideries — originated on the Ballets 
Russes’ stage. 

The ballet’s influence endured long after the end of its 
run in 1929, and was still felt, almost 50 years later, in Yves 
Saint Laurent’s ‘‘Russian Collection’’ of the late ’70s. His 
fall couture show in 1976 included tasseled boots, Slavic 
embroideries and the distinctive fur-trimmed hats known 
as papakhas. It wasn’t really Russian, but rather a fantasy 
of Russia, just as Diaghilev’s ballets idealized Russia, pro-
posing not the reality of a country then teetering on the 
brink of a revolt, but the richness of a czarist past, roman-
ticizing peasants (and serfdom), ignoring the harsh reali-

ties of the present. The Ballets Russes, inciden-
tally, was never able to perform in 

Russia given the political turmoil 
that exploded shortly after its de-

but. What Russia actually rep-
resented, as a fashion inspira-

tion — in 1909 as well as in 
1976 — was, simply, other-
ness. The romance of an 
exotic country and an-
other time.

It’s all very different, 
on the surface, from 
the clothes Gosha 
Rubchinskiy showed 
in the city of Kalinin-
grad. They’re Russian, 

but resolutely based in 
reality, not wish fulfill-

ment. Rubchinskiy — who 
is pale, shaven-headed and 

would look like a hooligan if 
not for his  engaging smile — is 

frequently lumped together with 
Demna Gvasalia, the designer of Ve-

tements who won the coveted creative 
director post at Balenciaga in 2015, and Lotta Volkova, a 
stylist who has worked with both and styled shows for 
the British brand Mulberry and the Italian label Emilio 
Pucci for fall. Together, they are generating a newfound 
fascination with Russian fashion and an updated ballet 
— a dance between the aesthetics of the Eastern Bloc and 
the Western world.

Drawing primarily on the strictures and strangeness 
of the U.S.S.R., which collapsed on Dec. 25, 1991, Rub-
chinskiy’s clothes look like ersatz counterfeits of Western 
sportswear  — for the fall, his brightly colored polyester 
T-shirts are printed with the word ‘‘футбол,’’ which means 
‘‘football.’’ They’re produced in collaboration with Adi-
das, although the combination of the brand’s triple stripe 
with the Cyrillic lettering resembles an arresting Canal 
Street fake. Rubchinskiy achieved a similar effect the 
season before, when he worked with Kappa and Fila, 
combing their logos with his name in the distinctive, dec-
orative script of his native language. With an abstract 
appeal, it can’t be read unless you know Russian, but the 
instantly recognizable jumble of backward lettering is 
understood all the same. 

Demna Gvasalia doesn’t use Russian characters, but 
there’s a Soviet sense to his aesthetic: oversize and shrunk-
en garments layered in a haphazard way, and awkward 
proportions in odd fabrics, like fake leather or Lurex. They 

The czarina look is vaguely reminiscent of 
Russian peasant styles, but is available only to  

those with the deep pockets of an oligarch.
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recall the kind of dowdy, out-of-fashion clothes that were 
all you could get in the final years of the Communist re-
gime, when, as Gvasalia recalls, a simple pair of Levi’s 
jeans was a prized possession, and the result of much hag-
gling and smuggling. 

Gvasalia was born in Georgia by the Black Sea; Rub-
chinskiy is from Moscow. Volkova was raised in Vladivo-
stok, near Russia’s border with China. Her work elucidates 
the aesthetic similarities between her, Gvasalia 
and Rubchinskiy: a focus on the grungy 
streetwear, synthetic fabrics and bold pri-
mary colors the trio grew up wearing. 
Distinctly Eastern European, with an 
odd affinity for the ugly or unusual, 
it doesn’t look like high fashion — 
at least it didn’t, until now. This 
new Russian look is one of the 
most pervasive on current run-
ways — which is, perhaps, why 
Volkova is so in demand to style 
advertising campaigns, runway 
shows and magazine stories; 
why Rubchinskiy sells in over 
140 stores across the globe; why 
Gvasalia bagged the creative direc-
tor role at Balenciaga. The trend has 
inspired lookalike brands (major Euro-
pean fashion houses and Muscovite 
start-ups alike), their clothes stamped with 
Russian writing; oversize, brashly colored, ag-
gressive. The aesthetic also prevails in many fash-
ion magazines. ‘‘There’s this whole big thing now about 
Russian style. It’s such a trend,’’ Volkova says. ‘‘For us, 
it’s just something we grew up with. Now, it feels differ-
ent and very modern.’’ The vision the trio has generated 
is not a conscious, clichéd version of Russia, but rather 
something they experienced firsthand as teenagers in 
the 1990s. A reflection of their own reality, no different 
from Tom Ford reviving the slinky ’70s styles he sported 
at  Studio 54. 

That’s not to say that the romantic representation of 
Russia and the legacy of the Ballets Russes are gone. 
Rubchinskiy’s headquarters in Moscow, located near the 
Barrikadnaya metro station in the shadow of one of Sta-
lin’s skyscrapers, are barely a 15-minute walk from the 
store of Ulyana Sergeenko, a 37-year-old Muscovite who 
shows her dressy, sometimes fussy clothes — bustiers, 
gypsy skirts, ball gowns aplenty — on the Parisian haute 
couture schedule. Wearing a scarlet knot of lipstick like a 
Matryoshka doll, with her hair frequently wrapped in a 
babushka scarf, her appearance — like her clothes — is a 
million miles from that of Rubchinskiy’s. Sergeenko is 
the former wife of Russian insurance billionaire Danil 
Khachaturov, and a haute couture client herself. Her de-
signs are mired in Russian history and a contemporary 
lust for craftsmanship. At her atelier, she employs 100 ar-
tisans who embroider, bead and smock in techniques seen 
on the folk costumes of various Eastern European coun-
tries including former U.S.S.R. states like Kazakhstan, 
where she was born. The silhouettes recall traditional 
Russian styles, with tiered skirts, corseted waists and 
strange headgear — including variations on the kokoshnik, 
the tall, crested headpiece embroidered with pearls, 
which can be found in the portraits of Russian royals. If 
Rubchinskiy and Gvasalia are dressing us as members of 

the proletariat, Sergeenko’s clothes are an odd conflation 
of peasants and princesses — the garb of the former with 
the price tags of the latter. She sells to a number of 
high-profile Russian clients.

The czarina look, proposed by Sergeenko and labels 
like Valentino and Jean Paul Gaultier, who have relent-
lessly mined Russia for gold in the past, represents anoth-
er strand of Russia’s influence that has been cycling con-

tinually through fashion since the days of 
Diaghilev. It consists of heavily beaded and 

fur-trimmed dresses, high necked and 
long sleeved, vaguely reminiscent of 

Russian peasant styles, available 
only to those with the deep pockets 

of an oligarch. 
But what does the new Rus-

sian aesthetic of Vetements and 
Rubchinskiy’s sportswear sug-
gest? Perhaps that Russia’s 
youth are just as eager to em-
brace their heritage — even if 
their heritage isn’t just home-
spun folksiness or czarist mag-

nificence. Instead, it’s the ro-
mance of times recently passed. 

‘‘What people call East Bloc today in 
the West, it’s not from now. It’s from 

the ’90s,’’ Gvasalia says. ‘‘It’s very much 
a nostalgic moment, I think, even for those 

people from the East Bloc who come and see 
certain references that I use or Gosha uses. It’s not 

Russia today — that’s completely different stuff, which is 
less interesting. Maybe in 10 years, I don’t know . . .’’

Kaliningrad, which is actually an unincorporated area 
that was once part of Germany, is, for all intents and pur-
poses, the real Russia. At the airport, there are Technicol-
or portraits of Vladimir Putin, eerily similar to those of 
Stalin. The city doesn’t have the glamour of Moscow, or 
the picturesque history of St. Petersburg. Its architecture 
is mostly anonymous and a little down-at-heel, despite a 
few remaining 19th-century buildings and occasional Re-
naissance flourishes that reflect its past incarnation, pri-
or to Soviet victory in the Second World War, as a city 
named Königsberg. The way Rubchinskiy sees it, Kalin-
ingrad represents ‘‘a small piece of Russia in the middle 
of Europe,’’ an idea one could easily project onto the de-
signer himself, who wholesales his clothes in Paris, via 
Comme des Garçons, to stores across Europe, Asia 
and the United States. 

Rubchinskiy doesn’t talk about influence, or 
inspiration, or even ‘‘Russian style,’’ just ‘‘Rus-
sia,’’ bold and plain. Or ‘‘Россия’’ — a word he, 
for the first time, printed under his name-
sake label, in the way old couture houses 
use the subtitle ‘‘Paris’’ as a totem of their 
fashion credentials. It suggests he sees 
his clothing as an actual piece of the 
country, unadulterated and unfiltered. 
The honest truth. Perhaps that’s what he 
and his contemporaries are striving for, 
in these unremarkable-seeming clothes 
that are nevertheless remarkable because 
they reflect the actuality of Russia today, 
yesterday and maybe tomorrow.

Or maybe it’s just a language thing. 
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SEEING RED The new Russian aesthetic draws from the gritty reality of Soviet-era clothes, riffed on by Jean Paul Gaultier in 1986 and 
reinvented by designers-of-the-moment Gosha Rubchinskiy and Demna Gvasalia of Vetements and Balenciaga. 
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The designer sketched his answers with a Sakura Pigma Micron pen in his New York office.

When you were a child, what did you want  
to be when you grew up?

Olympic swimmer.

Draw what you look like.

Do you have any pets?
Hector.

What exercise do you regularly do?
Running.

If you could change one thing about yourself,  
what would it be?

Nothing.

Which cartoon character do you relate to?
Charlie Brown.

What makes you smile?
Andrew.

What did you have for breakfast today?
Coffee and toast.

Did you have a favorite toy growing up? 
G.I. Joe.
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Thom Browne

The Illustrated Interview
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ROYAL PLAZA : +974 4413 1391   

www.alibinali.com


