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Amal Al Muftah’s award-winning film, Smicha, 
tells a timeless story of loss and grief.

By Ola Diab

42   Set in Stone: Land Artist Andrew Rogers
       For land artist Andrew Rogers, the world 

is a canvas.
         By Joseph Hammond

46   Memphis In Paris
The late designer Ettore Sottsass may be 

finally getting his due, but his most passionate 
collector refuses to take him too seriously 

— just as Sottsass himself would have wanted.
By Nancy Hass
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Andrea Ferolla's 
illustrations and retro 
fonts appear on bed 
linens at the recently-
opened Italian Hotel 
de Ricci in Rome.
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Belgian-born 

designer Raphaël 
Van Gend in his 

studio in Brussels 
where he makes 

his new line of 
lacquer jewelry. 
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A cane seat, mid-
realization. Cane 

comes from fibers 
made from the bark of 

rattan stems.



Lookout Qatar
16  This and That 

Richard Mille launches two new watches; 
Ulysse Nardin's new collection; Van Cleef & 
Arpels broadens ‘The Lucky Charm’ 
collection; MIA opens “Islamic Arms and 
Armour" exhibition; and more.

18  Market Report
Ease into fall’s chilly winds with modest 
yet sharp tailoring. 
By Debrina Aliyah

Quality Qatar
20  On Color

A designer’s debut foray is a modern take 
on a retro legacy. 

         By Debrina Aliyah

22  On The Verge
In a market landscape where brands clamor 
to increase revenues by being jacks of all 
trades, Ammara Yaqub finds her niche in 
being the master of one. 

 By Debrina Aliyah

PUBLISHER & 

EDITOR IN CHIEF
Yousuf Jassem Al Darwish

MANAGING DIRECTOR & CEO
Jassem bin Yousuf Al Darwish

COMMERCIAL MANAGER
Dr Faisal Fouad

EDITORIAL
Chief Editor
Ezdihar Ibrahim Ali

Deputy Editor
Ola Diab

Fashion Editor
Debrina Aliyah
Senior Correspondents
Karim Emam
Udayan Nag

ART        

Senior Art Director
Mansour ElSheikh
Deputy  Art Director
Hussien Albaz
Assistant Art Director
Ayush Indrajith

MARKETING AND SALES
Manager – Marketing
Sakala A Debrass
Team
Denzita Sequiera
Sony Vellat
Events Officer
Ghazala Mohammed
Accountant 
Pratap Chandran
Sr. Distribution Executive
Bikram Shrestha

Distribution
Arjun Timilsina
Bhimal Rai
Basanta P
Pradeep Bhusal

Public Relations Officer
Eslam Elmahalawy
Secretary and Administrative 
Assistant
Reena Lewis

T, THE STYLE MAGAZINE OF 

THE NEW YORK TIMES

Editor in Chief
Hanya Yanagihara
Creative Director
Patrick Li
Managing Editor
Minju Pak

Fashion Director
Marie-Amélie Sauvé
Photography Director
Nadia Vellam
Entertainment Director
Lauren Tabach-Bank

-THE NEW YORK TIMES

 NEWS SERVICES
General Manager
Michael Greenspon 
Vice President, Licensing and 
Syndication
Alice Ting
Vice President, Executive Editor 
The New York Times News 
Service & Syndicate 
Nancy Lee

LICENSED EDITIONS
Editorial Director 
Anita Patil
Deputy Editorial Director 
Alexandra Polkinghorn
Editorial Coordinator
Ian Carlino
Coordinator
Ilaria Parogni

PUBLISHED BY 

Oryx Publishing &  
Advertising Co.WLL
P.O. Box 3272; Doha-Qatar 
Tel: (+974) 44672139, 44550983, 
44671173, 44667584 
Fax: (+974) 44550982
Email: info@oryxpublishing.com   
Website: www.oryxpublishing.com

Arena Qatar
35  In Design

Inspired by the desert rose, the imminent 
National Museum of Qatar evokes the 
past, present and future of Qatar.

         By Ola Diab

COPYRIGHT INFO
T, The New York Times Style Magazine, and the T logo are trademarks of The New York Times Co., NY, NY, USA, and are used under license by Oryx Media, Qatar. Content 
reproduced from T, The New York Times Style Magazine, copyright The New York Times Co. and/or its contributors 2015 all rightsreserved. The views and opinions 
expressed within T Qatar are not necessarily those of The New York Times Company or those of its contributors.

Copyright ©2017 The New York Times

P
IC

T
U

R
E

S
 C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y:
 R

IC
H

A
R

D
 B

E
N

T
LE

Y.

Page 35
Inside the original palace of Sheikh 

Abdullah bin Jassim Al Thani at 
National Museum of Qatar.
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How the writer Rebecca Solnit 
became the unexpected voice of the resistance.

SUBJECTS THAT THE author and essayist Rebecca Solnit has written about, 
some at considerable length, include Irish history, atlases, Alzheimer’s, a 
traveling medical clinic, natural disasters, urban planning, tortoises, walking, 
gentrification, Yosemite National Park and Apple Inc. 

‘‘There’s something interdisciplinary at best and wildly wandering at 
worst about how I think,’’ she told me recently over the phone from San 
Francisco, where she lives and works. ‘‘I am interested in almost everything, 
and it can sometimes seem like a burden.’’ She cited Virginia Woolf and Henry 
David Thoreau as the writers most important to her: ‘‘Each of them wrote 
exquisitely about experiential, immediate encounters with the tangible world 
but could also be very powerful political polemicists. And the arc of their 
work describes a space in which you can be both.’’ 

Those who have been reading her idiosyncratic writing since it was first 
published, in the mid-1980s, would agree that Solnit’s work is roaming, 
and would also say that it is rigorous and admirably self-directed in its scope 
and engrossments. She's written several books about the American West, 
for example, including 1994’s ‘‘Savage Dreams: A Journey Into the Hidden 
Wars of the American West’’ and 2003’s ‘‘River of Shadows: Eadweard 
Muybridge and the Technological Wild West.’’ But in the past few years, Solnit 
has acquired a new audience — younger, mostly female, more likely to read 
an article online than in print, and largely unaware of the strangeness or scale 
of her career. 

It began with her 2008 essay ‘‘Men Explain Things to Me,’’ which was 
born of a now-famous anecdote: In 2003, Solnit was at a party in a chalet 
above Aspen, Colo., when the host of the party, upon learning that Solnit was 
an author, insisted on summarizing a book he had read a review of, ignoring 
her friend’s efforts to inform him that Solnit herself had written it. The essay is 

Notes on the Culture

The Cassandra Effect

BY ALICE GREGORYLO
O
Ko

UT

credited with inspiring the hashtag-ready term ‘‘mansplaining,’’ which is 
now used around the world; it’s on T-shirts, on Twitter, in the most casual of 
conversations. In 2014, Solnit turned ‘‘Men Explain Things to Me’’ into a 
book, which has, to date, sold about 90,000 copies. In a series of personal but 
unsentimental essays, she gave succinct shorthand to a familiar female 
experience that before had gone unarticulated, perhaps even unrecognized. 
Like Tom Wolfe’s ‘‘radical chic’’ or Nathan Rabin’s ‘‘manic pixie dream girl,’’ 
‘‘mansplaining’’ quickly became a term as illuminating as it was descriptive. 

Not two years later, Solnit surfaced again, this time as a cultural consoler. 
In March, 2016, Haymarket Books, her small, nonprofit publisher, reissued 
‘‘Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities,’’ which had originally 
been published in 2004, to relatively little fanfare, as a response to the Bush 
administration. Part history of progressive success stories, part extended 
argument for hope as a catalyst for action, the slim book became a kind of 
bible for people heartbroken by last year’s election outcome. On Nov. 10, 2016, 
she took to Facebook, opening with the line, ‘‘Got hope? Mine is free to you 
here,’’ and including a link to a download of the book, an offer that was taken 
up over 30,000 times in one week. ‘‘Hope in the Dark’’ contains discussion 
of everything from the Zapatistas to weather forecasting to the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, and is written in an especially epigrammatic prose that reads like 
self-help for intellectuals: ‘‘People have always been good at imagining 
the end of the world, which is much easier to picture than the strange sidelong 
paths of change in a world without end.’’

Solnit the oddball essayist was suddenly and unexpectedly a progressive 
icon, a wise female elder. Her writings on the environment, gender, human 
rights and violence against women, all of which went back decades, scattered 
among her many other subjects, seemed suddenly and remarkably prescient. 
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Solnit's work, which seems 

magically to have long ago said the 

things that many Americans 

now most want to hear, has lately 

been consumed as both balm 

and rallying cry. 

In addition to 
Solnit, a handful of 
other writers are 
being newly 
celebrated for work 
written years ago, 
much of which now 
seems eerily ahead 
of its time.
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Her work — both new and old — is much discussed on Twitter and 
cited 
in op-eds, and the books themselves — she's published 10 in the last 10 
years — hold prime real estate at bookstores across the country. Solnit 
writes a column for Harper’s Magazine and contributes regularly to 
The Guardian and the London Review of Books, as well as to Literary 
Hub, a website that she, at 56 and widely celebrated, has no reason to even 
know exists. She agrees to interviews, and posts long, magazine-ready 
treatises on Facebook, which are read and shared, effusively and 
often histrionically, by her 100,000-plus followers.

In other words, Solnit is a certain kind of celebrity, if a reluctant one. ‘‘I feel 
that it’s really important to not depend on all this in any sense and not let this 
define my worth or work,’’ she said on the phone. ‘‘I wrote ‘Hope 
in the Dark’ 14 years ago. Am I somehow better or smarter now than I was 
then?’’ The answer, of course, is no. Strange as it is to say, Solnit’s newfound 
popularity reveals more about her readers than it does her. That the book, 
and her other suddenly timely work, was not written in the last several 
months, but rather years prior, makes its ideas seem even truer, giving it the 
veneer of sacred text. She has become a Cassandra figure of the left, her 
writing, which seems magically to have long ago said the things that many 
Americans now most want to hear, consumed as both balm and rallying cry. 

SOLNIT, OF COURSE, isn’t the first author of ideas that now seem eerily 
predictive. Figures from recent literary pasts are often reclaimed as voices 
of cultural presents. Three paragraphs published in 1998 by the late 
philosopher Richard Rorty, which seem to have foretold the outcome of the 
2016 election, went viral last fall, sending sales of the scholarly book in which 
they originally appeared, ‘‘Achieving Our Country: Leftist Thought in 
Twentieth-Century America,’’ soaring. Eileen Myles’s decades-old poetry has 
been seized upon lately by readers newly curious about and sensitive to 
discussions of gender fluidity. The art critic and novelist Chris Kraus, once an 
obscure favorite of female bloggers, is now the inspiration for a critically 
acclaimed Amazon show. In Japan, Susan Sontag’s recently translated work 
has become, 13 years after her death, surprisingly popular, looked to 
as interpretive of the bewildering contradictions of American politics.

Paul Yamazaki, the head book buyer at City Lights bookstore in 
San Francisco, which published Solnit’s first book in 1991, adds the frank, 

genre-defying works of Kathy 
Acker and Jane Bowles to the 

list, but 
can’t quite conjure a unifying theory of what all of these 

authors share. ‘‘I wish I had one!’’ he laughed over the phone. ‘‘I’d be 
a much better bookseller if I did.’’ It’s worth noting, however, that these 
belatedly embraced writers seem to be mostly female. Perhaps it’s because no 
one listens to them the first time they speak.

There’s another reason, too, that we look to the past for our current 
intellectual decipherers and idols. In the Trump era, Solnit, who writes against 
corruption of all kinds — environmental, political, social — seems herself 
wholly uncorrupted: by these sorts of discussions of commercial popularity; 
by the harried activity of online life; by the social spheres of Washington, D.C., 
and New York City; by the aesthetic fetishization that so many women writers 
are subject to. ‘‘If you think of a kind of ecology of ideas, there are more than 
enough people telling us how horrific and terrible and bad everything is, 
and I don’t really need to join that project,’’ she said. ‘‘There’s a whole other 
project of trying to counterbalance that — sometimes we do win and this 
is how it worked in the past.’’ She continued, ‘‘Change is often unpredictable 
and indirect. We don’t know the future.  We’ve changed the world many times, 
and remembering that, that history, is really a source of power to continue 
and it doesn’t get talked about nearly enough.’’ 

For years, Solnit has been traveling with photographer friends to 
Lake Powell, a massive reservoir on the central border of Utah and Arizona 
that was formerly a series of magnificent sandstone gorges known as 
Glen Canyon. She has written about the awe-inspiring industriousness that 
is responsible for the lake — its creation, by damming the Colorado River, 
began in the late 1950s, and it took 17 years to fill to capacity — but also about 
the hubris that imbues it; it is, she says, ‘‘failing quite spectacularly,’’ with 
water levels dropping significantly over the last two decades.

The excursions come as a relief. ‘‘Writing about the politics of this moment 
sort of feels like being stranded in the shallows, and means not writing about 
deeper cultural forces and longer timeframes in history,’’ she said. As the 
water levels of Lake Powell have dropped, the Colorado River has begun to 
re-emerge in some places. ‘‘It’s not exactly hopeful,’’ Solnit said. ‘‘But it’s 
something that’s neither victory nor defeat. That’s really interesting to me.’’  
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‘‘I ALWAYS WORE 
my father’s things,’’ 
says Margherita 
Cardelli, one half of 
the duo behind 
the new Italian label 
Giuliva Heritage 
Collection. When 
Cardelli, who 
consults for brands 
like Alberta Ferretti 
and Moschino, met 
the designer Gerardo Cavaliere
(now her partner in business and in life), 
the pair saw an opportunity to make an edited 
collection of women’s coats based on classic 
men’s cuts. The line launched earlier this year 
with six pieces, including a velvet dinner jacket 
and a ‘‘super ’90s’’ double-breasted overcoat in 
camel cashmere. The collection has since grown 
to offer shorter, lighter-weight options — the 
‘‘Karen’’ linen riding blazer (named after Karen 
Blixen, author of ‘‘Out 
of Africa’’) nods to Cardelli’s 
childhood in Italy’s 
rugged Alpine Abruzzo 
region. — MERRELL HAMBLETON

This and That
A Cultural Compendium

A Giuliva Heritage safari 
jacket, lined in 
pinstriped double-twisted 
cotton, about $1,925, 
giulivaheritagecollection
.com. 

HIS AND HERS

Animal Kingdom
Big cats come in from 

the wild, embellishing covetable 
objets for the home. 

Clockwise from right: a Harumi Klossowska de Rola screen 
painted in 24-karat gold leaf, price upon request, 

harumiklossowska.com; a velvet swivel chair designed by 
Johan Lindstén for Cappellini, $4,310, cappellini.it; 

an embroidered cushion from Gucci’s new décor collection, 
$1,650, gucci.com.
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IT WAS ON A BIKE RIDE from Munich to Lake Constance 
that old friends Rabea Hass and Jule Schröder dreamed up 
a concept for a roaming restaurant. Two years later, in 2014, 
as the first large wave of refugees to Germany was arriving 
(from Syria and Afghanistan, primarily), Hass and 
Schröder gave their idea a humanitarian bent: So was born 
the communal dining project Kitchen on the Run. Housed in 
a shipping container that the Italian architect Donatella 
Fioretti refashioned with her students, it made its first 
six-month, five-stop tour last spring, following a common 
refugee route from Bari, Italy, to Gothenburg, Sweden. 
Every few weeks, the container was transported on a truck 
and then lowered via crane into a new city center, where a 
mix of refugees and locals would sign up to prepare a meal 
of their favorite recipes: A classic French bisque might be 
followed by a curried Eritrean stew and, for dessert, a 
Syrian pudding made with milk and rose water. Kitchen on 
the Run paid for the ingredients, while the guests provided 
the labor (and the appetites).

Currently, the outfit (now largely funded by the federal government) is 
making its way through the German countryside — it started in Frankfurt this 

spring and will end this year’s tour with an upcoming stop in Brackwede, in 
the north. ‘‘Every evening, it just works,” Hass says. ‘‘Somehow, despite 
language barriers, everyone gets to talking.’’ Food, after all, is a universal 
language. kitchenontherun.org — G.W. 

A Seat at the Table
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LAST YEAR, on an outing to the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Brazilian 
fine jewelry designer Silvia 
Furmanovich found herself marvelling 
at 100 or so miniature paintings 
— intricate scenes commissioned by 
India’s Rajput rulers, depicting lush 
landscapes, limb-tangled battles 
and euphoric love scenes. 
Later, Furmanovich 
stepped back into these 
dreamscapes on 
a 40-day trip through 
India during which 
she commissioned 
artisans at a 
school in Udaipur 
to create unique 
pieces on scalloped, 
diamond-shaped 
chips of wood 
and bone. She then 
framed the works — 
painted with brushes 
made from the hair 
of squirrels’ tails — with 
diamonds, gemstones 
and South Sea pearls, turning 
them into earrings that give 
refined meaning 
to the term ‘‘wearable art.’’ 
— HILARY MOSS 

PANNE VELVET SMOKING chairs and trompe l’oeil frescoes fill the thoroughly 
Italian Hotel de Ricci, recently opened in Rome’s central Regola district. The 
intimate albergo has just eight rooms, but its cellars and bars are appointed with 
over 1,500 varieties of wine, from Friulians and Mosellas to Gajas and Nebbiolos. 
‘‘I wanted to create something very warm,’’ says the restaurateur-turned-hotelier 
Lorenzo Lisi, who now manages the nearby Pierluigi, his father’s iconic seafood 
spot (a favorite of Cy Twombly’s, who kept an apartment upstairs). 

For the guest rooms, Lisi enlisted the help of his neighbors Daria Reina 
and Andrea Ferolla of Chez Dede — the Old World concept shop known for those 
lettered canvas totes found on fashionable beaches the world over. Ferolla’s 
illustrations and retro fonts appear on embroidered bed linens, do-not-disturb 
signs and the menus in the lobby’s Charade Bar, which hired the head barman 
from the Dorchester in London. He’s already dressed up the house Negroni 
with a splash of Umeshu plum sake — ideal, says Lisi, for sipping ‘‘after you’ve 
just stepped in from the same sun-dappled sanpietrini Michelangelo and Raphael 
used to stroll down.’’ hoteldericci.com — LINDSAY TALBOT

Eternal Appeal

NOW BOOKING

SCENT NOTES

In Bloom

ILLUSTRATIONS BY 
KONSTANTIN KAKANIAS

Mini Masterpieces 
FEELING FOR

HUSBAND-AND-WIFE team 
Nicolas Malleville and Francesca 
Bonato founded the fragrance 
and hotel line Coqui Coqui over 
a decade ago on Mexico’s Yucatán 
Peninsula, which hardly lacks 
for natural beauty. Still, the two 
were always finding reasons to 
fly off to Bora Bora, the site of their 
latest project. After buying some 
land there across from a lagoon, 
they started planning their dream 
garden: ylang-ylang trees, 
frangipani, Tahitian rose. ‘‘French 
Polynesia is a paradise in terms 
of flora,’’ Bonato says. The result is 

a new collection of a dozen 
fragrances, including Fleurs des 
Iles, with notes of tiare, the 
national flower, and Sancoco, 
which incorporates local coconut 
oil. To experience the full range, 
scent seekers should go to the 
source, where the pair has opened 
a small boutique selling their sun 
hats and woven string hammocks. 
Next year, they’ll also offer a 
welcome alternative to the island’s 
ubiquitous overwater bungalow 
resorts: a tented villa amid their 
fragrant Eden. coquicoqui.com 
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From top: a
landscape accented
with diamonds and
black pearls, $16,500; 
a cavalry scene with
mismatched stone
studs, $15,180; both
available at
bergdorfgoodman.com.
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Lookout Qatar This and That

Treasure Boat 
Saluting the fascinating world 
of Chinese maritime history, 
Ulysse Nardin honors the 
Zheng He Treasure Boat in its 
new Classic Collection limited-
edition enamel cloisonné 
timepiece. 

 The Chinese Treasure Boat, or Bao-Chuan, was a type of large wooden 
ship in the fleet of the renowned explorer and mariner, Zheng He, who led 
seven voyages during the early 15th-century Ming Dynasty. 
To accurately portray the appearance of the Zheng He Treasure Boat, 
Ulysse Nardin called upon its enamel specialists Donzé Cadrans for the 
intricate enamel cloisonné technique so valued by collectors. Handcrafted 
from 18-karat rose gold and powered by the self-winding COSC-certified 
movement, this timepiece boasts the characteristic accuracy of every 
Ulysse Nardin mechanical watch. – OLA DIAB

  Designed for its ambassadors who will be competing at the 2017 IAAF World 
Championships in London, the RM67-02 is Richard Mille’s lightest automatic 
timepiece to date. For over a decade, Richard Mille partners have amassed a 
stunning record of performances while wearing their watches, in no small part 
because these fit like a second skin. Each athlete’s national colors features on 
the movement and the dial Both watches are based on the RM 67-01. The cases 
are crafted in Carbon TPT and Quartz TPT, composite materials that are 
exclusive to Richard Mille, making them exceptionally shock-resistant. – OLA 

DIAB

Athletic Timepieces
Richard Mille launches two new watches: the RM 

67-02 Sprint Wayde Van Niekerk, named after the 
South African sprinter; and the RM 67-02 High 

Jump Mutaz Barshim, named after the Qatari 
jumper.

Built to Outperform
The seventh generation of the BMW 5 Series 

Sedan will cut a sporty, elegant and stylish figure 
when it hits the roads. 

 Further enhanced dynamics, a line-up of assistance systems, a degree of 
connectivity, and a new and innovative operating system are the most 
important new features. “The seventh generation of the BMW 5 Series 
points the way into the future, as we have defined it with our NUMBER 
ONE > NEXT strategy. We see technological leadership, emotionally rich 
products and digitalization as essential factors in achieving success. I’m in 
no doubt that the new BMW 5 Series will set new benchmarks 
technologically, but also have huge emotional appeal. It remains the 
epitome of the business sedan,” said Harald Krüger, Chairman of the Board 
of Management at BMW AG. – OLA DIAB
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The Lucky Charm
First created in 1968, Van Cleef & Arpels’s 
iconic motif rapidly becomes an emblem of 

the maison.
 The refined motif with its gold pearl contour has become a symbol of 
luck as well as health, fortune and love. As Jacques Arpels liked to say, 

“To be lucky, you must believe in luck”.
Constantly renewing itself in multiple colors, shapes, and stones, the 

playful collection inspires women day after day. The Alhambra ‘The 
Lucky Charm’ collection has been broadened to include a rich variety 
of models and colored stones. Today, the white mother-of-pearl model 

remains the Maison’s bestseller. Elegant or disarmingly simple, 
understated or sophisticated, this iconic motif remains unrivalled, to 

match every day, every mood, and every personality. – OLA DIAB

Celebration of Unity
With the current on-going Gulf crisis, residents of 
Qatar began to show solidarity with the country by 
bearing the iconic image of HH The Emir, Tamim bin 
Hamad Al Thani, in their cars, homes and workplaces. 

The Museum of Islamic Art (MIA) has gathered over 40 ‘Tamim Al Majd’ 
murals of different shapes and sizes from all over the country and installed them 
at MIA Park, giving the public a closer look at the messages of encouragement and 
solidarity shared by the residents and visitors of all ages, backgrounds and 
nationalities. The Tamim Al Majd (Tamim The Glorious) image was created by 
young Qatari artist Ahmed bin Majed Almaadheed, becoming the beacon of unity 
and solidarity in Qatar. According to MIA, the personalized “graffiti” messages are 
some of the truest examples of public art in Qatar, which now join the many public 
art works placed throughout the country by QM, to mark a significant milestone in 
Qatar’s modern history. – OLA DIAB

Islamic Armor
The Museum of Islamic Art (MIA) opens an 

exhibition called “Powder and Damask: Islamic 
Arms and Armour from the Collection of Fadel 

Al-Mansoori”, which opened in August and runs 
through May 2018.

 The 10-month-long exhibition showcases Islamic arms and armor from 
the private collection of Qatari collector Fadel Al Mansoori. Including 
both edged weapons and firearms, the objects on display range from the 
17th to the 19th century, and were produced primarily in greater Turkey, 
Iran and India. Powder and Damask explores the art of craftsmanship 
which reached unprecedented levels in these regions under the Ottoman, 
Safavid and Mughal empires, and considers these objects not only as 
weapons but as works of art. Without degrading their functionality, 
arms and armor in Islamic lands became an art that found its place in 
the hands of sultans, high-ranking commanders and elite members of 
society. – OLA DIAB
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Ease into fall’s chilly winds with modest yet 
sharp tailoring. 

Market Report

Modest Outlook 

BY DEBRINA ALIYAH

Lookout Qatar
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Opposite page, clockwise from top left: Dress coat, Safiyaa, QR8,732; Woven jacket, Madiyah Al Sharqi, QR1,800; Silk shirt, Eskandar, QR3,580; 
Linen trench coat, Bouguessa, QR4,200. Current page, clockwise from top left: Slip dress, Saloni, QR2,380; Wool-blend coat, Oyuna, QR2,700;

Robe cardigan, Asceno, QR2,380; Kaftan gown, Taller Marmo, QR4,680.
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PINEAPPLES, parrots and palm trees pointedly reference one 
sentimental timeframe in the design archives   —    the bright, lazy 
summer days of the glorious '50s and '60s. The tropical innuendos 
were both subtly and unabashedly present across fashion, home décor 
and interiors in a way that has since been cultishly immortalized as 
little novelty objects throughout the decades. It is bright and happy, 
evoking a carefree perspective that appeals to a certain free-spirited 
personality, like Lebanese designer Elsa Osta. 

In her newly minted accessories label, Elsa O, Osta draws from her 
love for this timeframe of tropical happiness. What transpires is a 
delightfully colorful and bold collection of crystals, pearls, tassels and 

stones presented as bejeweled toucans, shimmering starfishes and 
flamboyant watermelons. Osta’s work has a distinct air of vintage 
style and escapism. Cheeky in execution yet exuding old-school 
glamor, these are attention-grabbing accessories that are meant to be 
worn as focus pieces. Handcrafted by artisans in her home country of 
Lebanon, the pieces give life to Osta’s obsession with colors. “I hardly 
ever wear black. Strong colors have always attracted me and my 
designs truly reflect this part of me,” the designer says. 

Preceding the colors, attention to detail encapsulates the designer’s 
personal style and work. Details in all forms, big or small, shape Osta’s 
different sources of inspiration. From Ek Thongprasert, the 

On Color

Marvel of Colors
A designer’s debut foray is a 

modern take on a retro legacy. 

BY DEBRINA ALIYAH
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Osta's creative family 
and background 
fostered her love for 
jewellery creation.
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showstoppers bring out the love for 
statement pieces; from Les Néréides, 

the refined details give twist to simple 
pieces, while from Nach Bijoux, the use of 

porcelain dictates a sense of unexpected. Going through 
different jewelry pieces, Osta found herself most drawn to the brooches 
because of their versatility. “Brooches and definitely earrings. I never 
leave home without a pair of earrings,” she quips. “Sometimes my 
mood calls for a fully accessorized look, and other days I only wear my 
heart ring which never leaves my finger and a pair of pearl earrings I 
have had since I was 12.” 

The intimate knowledge of the '50s and the '60s was cultivated 
through her family’s influence. “It all started when my grandmother 
gave me one of her vintage brooches, that’s when collecting jewelry 
became a passion,” she reminisces. Her mother, the Lebanese actress 
Gisele Aouad, is an artistic woman who deepened Osta’s love for jewelry. 
“I used to sit next to her and watch while she drew, created new garments 
and revamped old ones. She has really good taste. I loved watching her 
when she was getting ready to go out. My favorite part was when she 
went through her jewelry box to find the perfect piece to match her outfit. 
There’s something special about the sensory experience of the clinking 
sounds of jewelry and the multitude of colors in the box,” Osta recalls. 

Aouad’s strong stylistic presence has also played a role in mapping 
Osta’s brother’s career as a fashion designer. Assad Osta is the co-
founder of the Beirut-based couture brand Azzi & Osta that specializes 

in sculpted gowns. “As creative kids, we used to always dream 
about going into design and seeing our own creations come to life 
one day. As my older brother, he really inspired and encouraged 
me to never give up, we have an attraction to similar ambitions 
and aesthetics!” says Osta. 

Osta had initially pursued a degree in interior design that paved 
the road to learning about the fundamentals of design and the 
power of objects to communicate meaning to the viewer. In 2012, 
she took on an opportunity in Paris to work with Swarovski which 
returned her to the jewels that had colored her youth. In Europe, 
the designer embraced the rich history and architecture marvels 
of the region which sparked her fire to imagine her own designs. 

Now back in Beirut, Osta thrives on the vibrancy of the city that 
seems to give off life in even the smallest details. “Sometimes it 
becomes very hectic and when I need to take a break from it all, I 
find myself on a plane heading to a new destination to seek a new 
adventure. This always helps to give new perspective but I always 
come back home and dig again into that very chaotic paradise.”

LET IT POP
The collection 
beams in pop 
colors that 
references both 
the reto and the 
contemporary.
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On The Verge

In a market landscape where brands clamour to 
increase revenues by being jacks of all trades, Ammara 

Yaqub finds her niche in being the master of one. 

BY DEBRINA ALIYAH 

Master of One

A HARVARD MBA-WIELDING FASHION DESIGNER is 
probably one of the least likely types you might come 
across, but the academic framework might have been the 
catalyst to Ammara Yaqub’s foresight on fashion’s evolving 
market rules. “The fashion calendar is broken – furs ship in 
August and chiffons ship in January and the customer has 
become trained to wait for sales,” she says. After a brief but 
successful stint as a full — collection concept, the designer 
turned her eponymous brand into a mono-category offer-
ing, mastering the art of the perfect shirt. 

The move is both a reaction to the evolving consumer 
needs and a return to the designer’s own style sensibilities. 
“I would design coats and dresses and then design a shirt to 
fill in the holes and being that I am almost exclusively a 
jeans and top person, it seemed inauthentic,” she says of her 
previous venture. Noticing a gap for well-made and afford-
able tops, Yaqub made the decision to focus exclusively on 
producing quality shirts, an often overlooked staple in the 
wardrobe of the modern women. “The white shirt has al-
ways been the perfect mix of modern and timeless, feminine 

and androgynous. There is a sharpness that it adds to an outfit 
and I like nothing more than a beautifully tailored white shirt 
tucked into a beautiful trouser!” Refined au courant design aes-
thetic that is both modern and timeless form the bedrock of her 
pieces, giving them a versatile and dependable role in the mod-
ern women’s style arsenal. 

By adopting a different business model in going straight to 
the consumer, Yaqub removed the retail mark-up element that 
has long been an unspoken bane in the complicated wholesale 
chain ingrained in the fashion industry. The decision afforded 
her the freedom to seek out the best fabrics to construct her 
pieces without inflating the retail price. “I curate the most luxu-
rious fabrics and produce every shirt in New York at the same 
factories that produce top America designer labels,” she ex-
plains. “I get countless calls from boutiques to wholesale my 
shirts and it is very tempting at times to take on a lucrative or-
der. But the new Yaqub is all about providing women superior 
quality for the price.” 

The alternative business approach is of course made possible 
by the growing prowess of e-commerce. Initially shipping only 
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TOPS UP
The sanger cape 
top and the 
Ginsberg top with 
flared sleeves.
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to the United States, the brand now has a global following that reaches to Aus-
tralia. While Yaqub may not provide the traditional sensory experience of 
touching and trying on a new piece for the first time, it is however benefitting 
from the rise of social media and the market of women who increasingly shop 
online with less time to physically be in stores. “We have close to 10,000 follow-
ers on Instagram and it drives a tremendous amount of traffic to our site. 
E-commerce, particularly when managed by a brand, provides us a unique 
opportunity to tell our story in the way that it is meant to be,” the designer 
comments. 

'The collection pays tribute to each 
individual’s own version of America.'

Debuting with twelve designs ranging from the traditional white shirt to a 
backless silk halter top, new styles are launched throughout the year. Most re-
cently, the brand released a series of modern designs in a subtle color palette of 
the American flag including a playful asymmetric one-sleeve ruffle top, a 
V-neck blouse with bell sleeves and a crop top made of custom macramé lace 
stars. The new designs were launched in partnership with non-profit Running 
Start to promote female leadership, a cause close to the designer’s heart. “The 
collection pays tribute to each individual’s own version of America,” she says. 
Running Start is a nonpartisan organization that has given over 12,000 young 
women the skills and inspiration necessary to run and win since its inception 
12 years ago. Yacub herself is a symbol of female empowerment, having moved 
to America from Pakistan to further her studies and cut her teeth at Wall Street 
before pursuing a fashion career in giants including Louis Vuitton. With Yaqub, 
she puts together the best of her skills and passion in a venture she can call her 
own. 

ALL THE DETAILS
Clockwise from top 
left: The bestselling 
Bell top in stripes; 
white pony hair 
detailing on the 
Peron top; the 
oversized cuffs on 
the signature  Carson 
shirt.
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Home and Work

The Power of One
A designer takes on the gut renovation, construction and decoration 

of a six-story 1920s townhouse in Brussels 
to create a restrained retreat �lush with negative space.

BY STEPHEN HEYMAN    PHOTOGRAPHS BY FREDERIK VERCRUYSSE

IN THE HANDS of Raphaël Van Gend, almost anything is 
possible. At 43, the Belgian-born designer has been a 
ballet dancer (he trained at Academy Saussin); a painter 
(he studied at the Brussels Royal Academy of Fine Arts); 
and a fashion model in New York City in the mid-’90s. In 
2000, Van Gend returned to Europe and opened a creative 

agency in Paris, representing photographers like 
Matthieu Salvaing and fashion designers such as Charles 
Anastase. On the side, he studied the spiritual philosophy 
of Jiddu Krishnamurti and produced electronic music 
albums. ‘‘I’m always searching, that’s my way. It’s very 
touche-à-tout,’’ which, Van Gend explains, is French for 

Raphaël Van Gend in 
his studio — where he 
makes his new line of 
lacquer jewelry — on 
the garden floor of 
the Brussels home he 
refurbished himself.

Quality Home and Work
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the garden floor of 
the Brussels home he 
refurbished himself.
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‘‘someone who dabbles.’’ ‘‘I work intuitively but that 
means I don’t always know where I’m headed.’’ 

Three years ago, he changed course once again, 
stepping back from his agency, Bureau Central, and 
starting anew. This fall, Objet Singulier — Van Gend’s line 
of sculptural lacquer jewelry — will debut at Le Bon 
Marché in Paris and at Matches Fashion in London. The 
collection of brass and wood lariat necklaces and cuffs, 
glossed in shades of shell pink, evergreen and 
Mediterranean blue, represent a ‘‘reflection of nature’s 
primeval beauty,’’ says Van Gend, who was inspired by 
the architecture of the natural world: the sheer edge of a 
cliff, the slickness of wet rocks. He manufactures his 
designs in a small village near Saigon in an old-fashioned 
workshop that employs 200 of the country’s top artisans. 
There, they apply 18 layers of lacquer to a single piece of 
jewelry, which takes an average of two months to 
complete. Van Gend says he is among the first in 
contemporary design to use this laborious technique — 
usually reserved for trays, bowls and other traditional 
handicrafts. ‘‘I like to align opposites,’’ he says. ‘‘The goal 
and challenge in my work has always been to make 
different ideas exist harmoniously.’’ 

THIS TENSION — BETWEEN old and new, rough and 
smooth — is the aesthetic ethos Van Gend brought to his 
six-story townhouse in the quiet, tree-lined Brugmann 
area of Brussels. The 600-square-meter structure was in 
terrible condition when Van Gend bought it a year and a 
half ago. He tore through decades of neglect, removing all 
but a few details: delicate plaster cornices, dramatic 
guillotine windows and an original marble fireplace the 
shade of mint-chip ice cream — one of the few shots of 
color in the whitewashed space.

During the renovation, Van Gend played the role of 
both architect and interior designer. He modified the 
poured concrete stairwells, hand-sanding the hard-edged 
corners to achieve an organic softness. In the entryway, 
the lower half of the walls are paneled with slabs of foggy 
Carrara marble, while the upper half are painted with a 
custom shade of white Van Gend flecked with almost 
indecipherable traces of blue and red, which he says gives 
the room a subtle freshness and warmth. 

Despite an intense attention to detail, the 1920s house 
is uncluttered to the point of emptiness. ‘‘To me, an 
absence of things is peaceful,’’ Van Gend says. With a deft 

Clockwise from 
above: the living 
room is an 
exercise in 
restraint, with a 
few carefully 
selected pieces, 
including a shell-
colored Pierre 
Paulin sofa; a solid 
resin desk and 
chair designed by 
Van Gend in the 
sunny guest room; 
colorful Objet 
Singulier cuffs.  
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sense of composition, he arranged almost cinematic vignettes 
with a scarce amount of furniture chosen from a variety of 
periods: geometric brass sconces by the postwar Belgian 
designer Jules Wabbes, a square, p atinated steel chair by the 
contemporary designer Franck Robichez and a creamy, 
undulating sofa by Pierre Paulin, originally manufactured in the 
late ’60s. When he couldn’t find an armchair to complement the 
sofa, he designed a swiveling leather captain’s chair upholstered 

in Kvadrat fabric. He 
also re-envisioned the 
room’s intricate floor, 
polishing the 
interlocking grid of 
tiles custom-cut from 
solid chips of oak into 
a pale finish.

One of the house’s most 
arresting spaces is Van Gend’s 
studio on the ground floor, which 
opens onto a small, verdant 
garden — an abundant contrast to 
the serenity within. Here, the floor 
is coated in polyurethane tinged in 
muted cloudy green — similar to 
the marble of the fireplace — 
which took Van Gend five attempts 
to achieve. The centerpiece of the 
studio is a black drafting desk by 
Ben Storms, a contemporary 
Belgian designer, made from a 

The 1920s house is uncluttered 
to the point of emptiness. 

‘To me, an absence of things is 
peaceful,’ Van Gend says.

Clockwise from far left: 
Van Gend’s white-walled 
bedroom is an austere 
oasis; in the house’s 
entryway, a vintage 
mirror and marble panels 
frame a Franck Robichez 
steel chair; in his 
workspace, Van Gend 
designed everything 
from the floors to the 
bookshelves; a custom-
made screen filters light 
from the master 
bathroom’s windows into 
the Villeroy & Boch tub.  

wafer-thin slice of foam topped with a 4-millimeter layer 
of inky marble.

True to form, the process of making a home has added 
yet another line to Van Gend’s résumé. At the end of 
this year, he’ll debut his first collection of furniture, 
inspired by his home décor and the methods he uses to 
create his jewelry. Van Gend will start with a group of 
modular storage pieces — cabinets, shelving — that can 
be pulled apart or pushed together, including a marine 
blue lacquered chest of drawers with a pink marble 
top. ‘‘They’re as beautiful as a whole as they are 
when deconstructed,’’ Van Gend says of his new line. 
‘‘The ultimate in sophistication, I think, is simplicity.’’ 

Quality Home and Work
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The Thing
For his 2014 series of photographs, ‘‘Postures,’’ 
the Swedish artist Carl Kleiner used brass-wire 
posts to manipulate the long, willowy stems of 
tulips, freezing them in poses of melancholy, 

human-like repose. This year, in collaboration with 
Bloc Studios, a design group in Carrara, Italy, that 
specializes in the local stone, Kleiner and his wife, 
Evelina, have debuted a collection of vases with a 

similar armature. With an emphasis on stark form, 
the vessels — which come in several shapes and 
stones, from green onyx to white marble — force 

a reconsideration of the flowers they contain, 
shifting the focus from their color or scent to the 
fragile beauty of their structure. From left: $670 

and $510, mattermatters.com. — NANCY HASS

PHOTOGRAPH BY FEDERICO CIAMEI
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DURING THE SUMMER of 1969, the Whitney Museum of American 
Art in New York organized a show of what it described as 
‘‘disordered’’ art, much of it sculpture that was difficult to classify. 
In the exhibition, the post-Minimalist artist Lynda Benglis was 
meant to debut her work ‘‘Contraband,’’ a rainbow-colored pour of 
pigmented latex, alongside pieces by Richard Serra, Eva Hesse, 
Carl Andre and Rafael Ferrer. When the curators told her that the 
piece, which was designed to lie flat on the ground, was going to 
be positioned half on and half off a ramp, Benglis pulled out of the 
exhibition. Recently, I asked her why she had begun making these 

flat sculptures. ‘‘When you see a curve and when you see things 
that flow on the floor, you physically feel them in a gravitational 
way,’’ she said. Flat, I took her to mean, doesn’t mean inert. 

Benglis was inspired by the painters Morris Louis and Jackson 
Pollock, among others. Pollock’s practice of working on the floor 
earned him a spread in Life magazine and made him famous. (In her 
1997 essay ‘‘Horizontality,’’ the critic Rosalind Krauss described 
Pollock as ‘‘bear[ing] witness to the horizontal’s resistance to 
the vertical.’’) All sculpture has some relationship to the ground, of 
course, whether it shoots up, extends over or sits perched on a 

Ree Morton’s 
‘‘Untitled,’’ circa 
1973. Morton died 
in 1977, but her 
work has reached
 a wider audience 
in recent years.

Grounded

BY CHRISTINE SMALLWOOD

Art Matters

Why are so many artists making 
work that lies on the floor? 
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Postwar artists have 
made use of the 
ground in their art in 
various ways. Roni 
Horn’s “Gold Field,” 
1982.

pedestal, but art that lies down is intentionally antimonumental, opposed to the 
basic logic of standing upright. 

Recently, we have seen a new movement in the art world of sculpture and 
installation that lies down. Whereas Minimalist and post-Minimalist art was 
sharp — even Hesse’s organic or draped forms had a distinct precision to them 
— this new wave of floor-based art is soft and a little rumpled. It lies down out 
of exhaustion but not defeat; it’s down but not out. In a time of economic 
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It’s perhaps not surprising that 
art retreats to the earth in times of acute 

political or social unrest; 
the floor becomes an asylum. 

precarity, environmental chaos and racial protest, when many of us 
spend the majority of our waking hours thumbing screens, there is 
something comforting and even restorative about art that sinks into 
the floor. It lets us see from a new perspective — that of a child 
crawling, say, or a person just waking up. 

IT’S PERHAPS NOT surprising that art retreats to the earth in times 
of acute political or social unrest; the phrase ‘‘lying down’’ may 
conjure sleep and relaxation, as when one drops into bed after a 
hard day, but it also suggests surrender, as when one refuses to fight 
back, or brings to mind radical political actions such as lying in the 
road to block traffic or staging a ‘‘die-in.’’ The floor is an asylum in 
times of turmoil and change; the emergence of the first generation 
of modern sculptors to make widespread use of the ground 
coincided with both America’s increasing entrenchment in Vietnam 
and the rise of second-wave feminism. The first show at Paula 
Cooper Gallery, Benglis’s former dealer and an early champion of 
Minimalism, was a 1968 benefit protesting the Vietnam War that 
included austere floor works by Andre and Donald Judd. Ree 
Morton, who died in a car accident at 41 in 1977, and whose work has 
seen renewed interest of late, focused on ‘‘poetic reversals,’’ in the 
words of the curator Marcia Tucker. Morton made art in a wide 
variety of mediums, including drawing and painting, but her 
sculptures that lay flat on the ground are the most memorable, a 
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Postwar artists have 
made use of the 
ground in their art in 
various ways. Roni 
Horn’s “Gold Field,” 
1982.

pedestal, but art that lies down is intentionally antimonumental, opposed to the 
basic logic of standing upright. 

Recently, we have seen a new movement in the art world of sculpture and 
installation that lies down. Whereas Minimalist and post-Minimalist art was 
sharp — even Hesse’s organic or draped forms had a distinct precision to them 
— this new wave of floor-based art is soft and a little rumpled. It lies down out 
of exhaustion but not defeat; it’s down but not out. In a time of economic 
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It’s perhaps not surprising that 
art retreats to the earth in times of acute 

political or social unrest; 
the floor becomes an asylum. 

precarity, environmental chaos and racial protest, when many of us 
spend the majority of our waking hours thumbing screens, there is 
something comforting and even restorative about art that sinks into 
the floor. It lets us see from a new perspective — that of a child 
crawling, say, or a person just waking up. 

IT’S PERHAPS NOT surprising that art retreats to the earth in times 
of acute political or social unrest; the phrase ‘‘lying down’’ may 
conjure sleep and relaxation, as when one drops into bed after a 
hard day, but it also suggests surrender, as when one refuses to fight 
back, or brings to mind radical political actions such as lying in the 
road to block traffic or staging a ‘‘die-in.’’ The floor is an asylum in 
times of turmoil and change; the emergence of the first generation 
of modern sculptors to make widespread use of the ground 
coincided with both America’s increasing entrenchment in Vietnam 
and the rise of second-wave feminism. The first show at Paula 
Cooper Gallery, Benglis’s former dealer and an early champion of 
Minimalism, was a 1968 benefit protesting the Vietnam War that 
included austere floor works by Andre and Donald Judd. Ree 
Morton, who died in a car accident at 41 in 1977, and whose work has 
seen renewed interest of late, focused on ‘‘poetic reversals,’’ in the 
words of the curator Marcia Tucker. Morton made art in a wide 
variety of mediums, including drawing and painting, but her 
sculptures that lay flat on the ground are the most memorable, a 
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‘I think a lot of artists are feeling, 
maybe in the state of our world, which is 

so noisy, and so aggressive, that the 
way to cope with aggression is to lie down 

— and adapt like a sponge.

kind of an antiphallic statement that seemed to rebel against art-
historical tradition, and sculpture’s monumentality in particular. 

Artists in the ’80s and ’90s also looked to the floor, this time 
in response to the culture wars and the AIDS crisis. Felix Gonzalez-
Torres, who would die of an AIDS-related illness in 1996, created 
installations of stacks of paper, which viewers were encouraged to take; 
over the course of the exhibition, the stacks were slowly depleted, until 
the only thing left was the empty ground. Of his contemporary Roni 
Horn and her sculpture ‘‘Gold Field,’’ consisting of a sheet of gold lying 
flat on a gallery floor, Gonzalez-Torres wrote in 1990 that the work is ‘‘a 
new landscape, a possible horizon, a place of rest and absolute beauty . . . 
That gesture was all we needed to rest, to think about the possibility of 
change.’’

If the turmoil of the ’80s was defined by death and moral 
panic, our current era of protest is marked by a struggle between 
vulnerability and resilience. ‘‘I would think that this moment would 
create the most chaotic works in the world,’’ Paula Cooper says. ‘‘And I 
think it would be flat on the floor, so depressed . . . And just something 
collapsed.’’ Today’s artists haven’t fallen apart, however; they use the 
floor with humility and strength, suggesting that the two aren’t so 

different. We perceive vulnerability as soft and weak, and resilience as 
hard and strong. But resilience is a consequence of vulnerability, not 
its absence. And it needn’t be brittle, either — resilience can be soft, 
like a spring; it can have a quality of elasticity that allows one to bend, 
absorb, spring back, take new shape. 

The floor sculptures we’re seeing now feel less like something 
deflated, in need of resuscitation or repair, than like something lying in 
wait, or planning its next move. Lorna Simpson, best known for 
her photographic installations, debuted her first new sculptures in 25 
years at the Frieze art fair in New York last spring: One of them, ‘‘They 
Cheated Death,’’ consisted of short stacks of vintage Ebony magazines, 
held down by pieces of glass that looked like blocks of ice. The stacks 
were being oppressed in the most literal way, but they hadn’t buckled — 
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Sam Moyer’s “More 
Weight,” 2014.
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they resisted. Karla Black’s ‘‘Includes Use,’’ a sprawling 
installation of brown, pink and white dry powdered paint and 
plaster, was sprinkled on the floor of New York’s David Zwirner 
gallery last year. The soft, glowing pools of color were ringed 
and separated by lengths of brown, pink and white toilet paper. 
It called to mind a painter’s palette, a spreading stain or a 
species of luminous mold. But to really examine it, you couldn’t 
remain standing. You had to crouch down. Then there’s Polly 
Apfelbaum’s ‘‘Black Flag,’’ a ‘‘fallen painting’’ of dyed velvet 
fabric shapes from 2002 that re-emerged at the Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art last December. The original piece was 
made, Apfelbaum said in a recent interview with Lacma, during 
a politically ‘‘black time.’’ And yet the work now seems to gesture 
toward possibility. ‘‘I loved this idea of malleability in form — 
that everything can change and nothing’s set in stone,’’ 
Apfelbaum explained. 

‘‘When I think of people looking at the ground and working 
on the ground, it’s a way of redefining your space, the way that 
ivy crawls across the floor,’’ says the artist Alex Da Corte, 
whose freaky installations often include elements (plastic 
swans, hoagies) scattered on the floor. ‘‘It’s not a bad thing. It’s 
just searching for a way to grow.’’ He continued: ‘‘I think a lot of 
artists are feeling, maybe in the state of our world, which is so 
noisy, and so aggressive, that the way to cope with aggression 
is to lie down — and adapt like a sponge.’’ 

Left: Karla Black’s 
‘‘Includes Use’’ took 
up a large portion of 
the floor at David 
Zwirner  in New York 
when it appeared 
there last year. Below: 
Lorna Simpson’s 
‘‘They Cheated Death,’’ 
2017, is among the first 
sculptures the artist 
has made in 25 years.
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Making It

The Weave 
of Time 

The creation of fine wicker 
furniture is an imperiled art. 
But three European houses 
are committed to continuing 

an ancient tradition.

BY DEBORAH NEEDLEMAN    
PHOTOGRAPHS BY DANILO SCARPATI

LONG A SECRET resource of Europe’s most discerning decorators, Bonacina 
is a 128-year-old wicker furniture company north of Milan run by the founder’s 
grandson Mario, along with his wife and children. Most of the workers are lo-
cals who have been with the company for years, and who return home each 
afternoon for lunch. Men do the hot, physical work of bending the thick rods of 
rattan, and women do the weaving. The day I visited, Luigi Meroni, a Bonacina 

employee of 50 years, was making a coffee table, while two sisters, 
Cecilia and Rosa, were weaving chairs. 

In addition to the thousands of designs created over three genera-
tions — everything from a classic armchair with a sunburst pattern 
designed by decorator Renzo Mongiardino to, more recently, a thin 
chaise resembling a bent sheet of metal created by Mario Bonacina 
— the company has collaborated with a number of other designers 

A work in progress 
at Bonacina, a third-

generation rattan 
furniture company. 
The present owner, 

Mario Bonacina, 
lives on the 

company’s grounds 
with his family.

AN AIR OF fustiness hovers over the very words ‘‘wick-
er furniture’’: One imagines sepia-toned photos of pea-
cock-backed chairs on verandas in colonial India, and 
ornately curved chaises in Victorian conservatories. 
And indeed, the style is old — while wicker’s apex was 
in the 19th century, when trade routes from Asia 
brought a steady supply of rattan to Europe, the art of 
weaving objects from natural fibers actually goes back 
at least as far as ancient Egypt.

Today, however, quality handwoven wicker is still be-
ing produced in a few of those original century-old 
workshops, most of which are small family-run opera-
tions. The designs have evolved with the times, but the 
construction process has barely changed in thousands 
of years. (Wicker refers to a technique of weaving fibers 
rather than to any particular material, and so can be 
done with anything from plant-based elements to syn-
thetics.) These remaining ateliers continue to use natu-
ral rattan, the stem of a sturdy yet flexible climbing 
palm, to form the base of the structure of the piece, 
and thin spaghetti-like strands harvested from the in-
terior of the stem for the fine weaving work that gives 
wicker its name. Competition has come mostly in the form of imported cheaper 
pieces, which might be a fine thing, especially for the countries where rattan 
grows, like Indonesia and Malaysia. But rarely is the craftsmanship or design 
comparable to the work coming from these traditional studios. Here, highly 
skilled artisans create furniture the way they always have: by heating stiff poles 
of rattan into malleable rods that are bent on a metal frame and willed into func-
tional works of art.

Three of the last ateliers left — in Sweden, England and Italy — are 
by all accounts creating the most beautiful wicker furniture today. 
While all use the same over-under weaving technique practiced by 
basket-makers for millennia, the styles of each house are reflections 
of their individual countries — making wicker a small but lovely prism 
through which to view the world.  

BONACINA
Lurago d’Erba, Italy, est. 1889
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construction process has barely changed in thousands 
of years. (Wicker refers to a technique of weaving fibers 
rather than to any particular material, and so can be 
done with anything from plant-based elements to syn-
thetics.) These remaining ateliers continue to use natu-
ral rattan, the stem of a sturdy yet flexible climbing 
palm, to form the base of the structure of the piece, 
and thin spaghetti-like strands harvested from the in-
terior of the stem for the fine weaving work that gives 
wicker its name. Competition has come mostly in the form of imported cheaper 
pieces, which might be a fine thing, especially for the countries where rattan 
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comparable to the work coming from these traditional studios. Here, highly 
skilled artisans create furniture the way they always have: by heating stiff poles 
of rattan into malleable rods that are bent on a metal frame and willed into func-
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BONACINA
Lurago d’Erba, Italy, est. 1889

such as Gae Aulenti, Gio Ponti, Joe 
Colombo and Franco Albini. Most 
famous, perhaps, is the decades- 
long collaboration with Mongiardi-
no, who created for the house, among 
other things, a collection of charm-
ing, old-fashioned chairs and settees 
with Italian doyenne Marella Agnelli 
for all of her properties, including 
those in St. Moritz, Rome, New York 
City and Marrakesh. (There’s an oft-
told story that after Agnelli toured a 
nouveau riche American’s home, 
she remarked of her hostess, ‘‘It will 
take her another lifetime to under-
stand wicker.’’)

It also hasn’t been difficult for 
contemporary designers and architects — including Peter Mari-
no, Jacques Grange and Daniel Romualdez — to appreciate the 
company’s humble but elegant design; Bonacina’s grand sloping 
armchairs and spare, streamlined loungers can be found in Ital-
ian hotels like Le Sirenuse, Francis Ford Coppola’s Palazzo Mar-
gherita and Villa Feltrinelli.

SOANE
Leicestershire, U.K., originally est. 

as Angraves, 1912  

IN 2010, Nigel Angrave was faced with shuttering 
the company his grandfather had started nearly 
100 years earlier. It meant not only the loss of jobs 
and his family’s business, but as the company was 
the last rattan-weaving workshop in England, for-
ever losing the art of traditional wicker-making in 
Britain. Enter Lulu Lytle and Christopher Hodsoll, 
owners of Soane, a London enterprise committed 
to creating furniture and fabrics made by crafts-
people from across Britain. They purchased the 
Angraves workshop in Leicestershire — at one 
time the heart of the British rattan industry, which 
reached its peak in the Victorian era — and rehired 
its two chief craftsmen, frame maker Mick Gregory 
and master weaver Phil Ayres, both of whom be-
gan working in rattan over 40 years ago, when they 
were still teenagers.

Lytle revitalized the company’s old-fashioned 
designs with playful updates of English country 

classics like tall barstools with 
diamond-patterned backs, pe-
tite side tables crafted entirely 
of tightly woven rattan and 
lampshades made in a tradi-
tional basket weave. Many of 

Soane’s pieces are also technically complex, in-
cluding the Ripple console, which resembles folds 
of gently undulating fabric, and the Venus chair, 
the back of which crests into petal-like scallops, 
requiring multiple applications of naked flame 
and water to achieve a fluidity of form. 

By creating a new market and appreciation for 
British wicker, Hodsoll and Lytle were able to start 
an apprenticeship program and add another seven 
artisans (six men and one woman) trained by Greg-
ory and Ayres. ‘‘Because this is the very last work-
shop,’’ Lytle says, ‘‘it was crucial we train the next 
generation before the skills are lost forever.’’

Above: inside the Bonacina atelier, a 
chair originally designed by Renzo 
Mongiardino and a light fixture and 

seat by Franco Albini. Below: at 
Soane’s workshop, a technically 

complex vanity and side table next 
to an unfinished Venus chair, which 

takes three days to weave. 
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Above: Larsson 
Korgmakare started 
a partnership with 
Josef Frank in the 
1930s — his designs 
are still woven 
here by hand. Left: 
a cane seat, mid-
realization. Cane 
comes from fibers 
made from the bark 
of rattan stems. 

ON A NARROW street in the old city of Stockholm, an 
ancient building holds the warehouse of the 114-year-
old Larsson Korgmakare, the only artisanal rattan 
workshop left in Sweden. Next door, in the cellar, you’ll 
find 49-year-old Erica Larsson, carrying on the family 
tradition begun by her great-grandfather. She is not 
just the owner, but the company’s sole artisan, doing 
the physically taxing work of firing and shaping rattan 
with the help of just one assistant. The history and con-
tinued existence of the business owes much to the 
great Swedish designer Josef Frank. Larsson’s grand-
father, a craftsmen and designer, began a partnership 
in the 1930s with Frank, whose rustic, minimal wicker 
sofas and chairs she continues to produce for the 
famed Stockholm design emporium Svenskt Tenn.

When Larsson decided to join the business, her fa-
ther sent her to Malaysia for six months to apprentice 
in the harvest and processing of rattan, an experience 
she may pass on to her 11-year-old daughter if she de-
cides to continue the legacy. A testament to a Swedish 
love of good and simple design, Larsson Korgmakare’s 
style of seating is crafted almost exclusively from the 
larger rattan poles, incorporating almost no intricate 
weaving. Most of the pieces Larsson creates — skele-
tal, honey-colored love seats and armchairs, woven in 
loose looping patterns — are from the original designs 
created by Frank or her grandfather. ‘‘In [my grandfa-
ther’s] last year, when he was 80, and more or less 
blind, he continued to make furniture,’’ she recalls. ‘‘He 
had the knowledge in his fingers.’’ 

While wicker 
furniture’s apex was in 
the 19th century, when 
trade routes from Asia 

brought a steady 
supply of rattan to 

Europe, the art form 
goes back at least as 
far as ancient Egypt. 

LARSSON KORGMAKARE
Stockholm, Sweden, est. 1903
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Above: Larsson 
Korgmakare started 
a partnership with 
Josef Frank in the 
1930s — his designs 
are still woven 
here by hand. Left: 
a cane seat, mid-
realization. Cane 
comes from fibers 
made from the bark 
of rattan stems. 

ON A NARROW street in the old city of Stockholm, an 
ancient building holds the warehouse of the 114-year-
old Larsson Korgmakare, the only artisanal rattan 
workshop left in Sweden. Next door, in the cellar, you’ll 
find 49-year-old Erica Larsson, carrying on the family 
tradition begun by her great-grandfather. She is not 
just the owner, but the company’s sole artisan, doing 
the physically taxing work of firing and shaping rattan 
with the help of just one assistant. The history and con-
tinued existence of the business owes much to the 
great Swedish designer Josef Frank. Larsson’s grand-
father, a craftsmen and designer, began a partnership 
in the 1930s with Frank, whose rustic, minimal wicker 
sofas and chairs she continues to produce for the 
famed Stockholm design emporium Svenskt Tenn.

When Larsson decided to join the business, her fa-
ther sent her to Malaysia for six months to apprentice 
in the harvest and processing of rattan, an experience 
she may pass on to her 11-year-old daughter if she de-
cides to continue the legacy. A testament to a Swedish 
love of good and simple design, Larsson Korgmakare’s 
style of seating is crafted almost exclusively from the 
larger rattan poles, incorporating almost no intricate 
weaving. Most of the pieces Larsson creates — skele-
tal, honey-colored love seats and armchairs, woven in 
loose looping patterns — are from the original designs 
created by Frank or her grandfather. ‘‘In [my grandfa-
ther’s] last year, when he was 80, and more or less 
blind, he continued to make furniture,’’ she recalls. ‘‘He 
had the knowledge in his fingers.’’ 

While wicker 
furniture’s apex was in 
the 19th century, when 
trade routes from Asia 

brought a steady 
supply of rattan to 

Europe, the art form 
goes back at least as 
far as ancient Egypt. 

LARSSON KORGMAKARE
Stockholm, Sweden, est. 1903

On Design

The Desert Rose 
Inspired by the desert rose, the imminent National Museum of 

Qatar evokes the past, present and future of the country.

BY OLA DIAB

SOON TO BE one of the Middle East’s most iconic architectures, 
the National Museum of Qatar mirrors the desert rose. Com-
monly found in the sands of the MENA region, the desert rose is 
the colloquial name given to the rose-like formations of crystal 
clusters of gypsum or barite, which are rich in sand grains.

The propagating series of interlocking disks of the building, 
each positioned at different angles, represents the desert rose’s 
petals. The disks are made of steel truss structures assembled 
in a hub-and-spoke arrangement, dressed in glass fiber rein-
forced concrete panels. The disks surround the structure’s exte-
rior as well as its interior, creating a ring of gallery spaces cir-
cling a central court.

Currently shifting to the next phase of development, the Na-
tional Museum of Qatar is due to open in December 2018. The 
museum is an architectural masterpiece designed by world-re-
nowned Pritzker Prize-winning French architect Jean Nouvel to 
evoke the life of the Qatari people and their connection between 
the desert and the sea. 

The museum is built on the grounds of the old national muse-
um and around the still-standing Sheikh Abdullah bin Jassim Al 

Thani’s original palace — his family home and seat of the gov-
ernment for 25 years, which has a unique historical significance 
for the State of Qatar. Located along the Doha Corniche, the 
project has a total gross area of 40,000 square meters and will 
provide 8,000 square meters of permanent — and 2,000 square 
meters of temporary gallery space. 

The National Museum of Qatar recently welcomed hundreds 
of ‘Culture Pass’ members from across the country to get a 
glimpse of the building before final fit-out begins later this year. 
Rachel Morris, a Qatar-based Australian blogger who attended 
one of the exclusive tours says, "The desert rose symbolism is 
clear when you view it from the outside. Inside the building, the 
lines are so clean and organic  — it does remind me a lot of older 
Qatari buildings. I was especially struck by the symbolism of 
the old palace and museum being at its heart." Morris was one 
of more than 1,400 people have signed up to explore the distinc-
tive building, which was open to 50 tours, until August 21. 

 “The interest we saw from the people of Qatar in visiting the 
National Museum has been tremendous, which speaks to the 
museum’s role in uniting the people of Qatar around our shared 
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THE ENTRANCE
The doors to the 
palace of Sheikh 
Abdullah bin Jassim 
Al Thani at National 
Museum of Qatar.

Arena Qatar



history and identity. It has been inspirational to walk through the muse-
um’s galleries and experience their beauty along with huge numbers of 
people of all backgrounds and nationalities who have made Qatar their 
home,” says Khalid Al Ibrahim of the Chief Strategic Planning Office at 
Qatar Museums, which is the lead body for museums in Qatar.

The museum will be a thriving hub for the public, students, and mu-
seum professionals. “The National Museum will tell the story of Qatar 
and its people through a variety of approaches and educational pro-
grams,” added Al Ibrahim.

The building will consist of 12 galleries, with two additional galleries 
designed to house temporary collections, and a Desert Rose gallery of 
85 seats at the midpoint of the museum at caravanserai level as well as 
two restoration and conservation laboratories for collection, processing 
and storage.

For educational trips, the museum will boast an auditorium of 220 
seats in 300 square meters for special events including music concerts, 
movie screenings, lectures and story readings, as well as a research li-
brary or Heritage Research Center for students and scholars. 

Other facilities will include a caravanserai courtyard, two outdoor 
coffee shops, a café of 100 seats overlooking the main lobby, and two 
museum gift shops. The building will also incorporate a landscaped 
park with a children’s playground overlooking the Doha Corniche.

The museum will combine historic objects and contemporary influ-
ences, telling the story of Qatar from its traditional and historical past 
to the country’s development into a thriving modern state. "When we 
were children, we visited the [old] museum with the school and fami-

lies," says Hanan Alyafie, a Qatari blogger who went on the exclusive 
tour. "The new museum will develop our skills and knowledge and 
connect us to our history and culture, and build a bridge between the 
old and new generations."

The innovative design of the National Museum of Qatar aims to cel-
ebrate the culture and heritage of Qatar and its people, embodying the 
pride and traditions of Qataris while offering international visitors a 
dialogue on rapid change and modernization. "What really blew my 
mind was that all the circular shapes are full circles. It's amazing how 
they overlap to shape the whole building. It's amazing how the whole 
building is hand-finished. It's definitely an architectural masterpiece," 
says Abdelrahim Kattab, a Sudanese expatriate who toured the build-
ing. In addition, the National Museum of Qatar aims to honor the tra-
ditions of the past, while embracing the future of Qatar through exhibi-
tions, educational activities, cultural site visits, and technology-based 
programing. 

The museum is now closed to public tours in order to begin the work 
of storing the collections within the museum. The exclusive tours 
mark the end of the external works on the building, and they mark the 
start of the internal works on the museum. In addition, the tours were 
part of a preopening campaign of the museum. It is one of the most 
significant cultural projects in the country, and also one of the most 
ambitious museum projects of its kind in the world. 

The National Museum will tell the story of 
Qatar and its people through a variety of 
approaches and educational programs.

INNOVATIVE DESIGN
Clockwise from left: Inside the original palace of 
Sheikh Abdullah bin Jassim Al Thani; a series of 
interlocking disks of the museum, representing 
the desert rose’s petals; a sub-floor ventilation 
system has been installed into the building. 
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Amal Al Muftah’s award-winning film, Smicha, tells a 
timeless story of loss and grief.

BY OLA DIAB

IN  HIS
MEMORY

DOHA FILM INSTITUTE (DFI), Qatar’s first and only 
international film organization, shined the spotlight on 
Qatar’s homegrown talent with an inaugural screening of five 
"Made in Qatar" films at one of Europe’s largest film events, 
2017 Sarajevo Film Festival, which took place from August 11 
to 18. 

A total of 12 films supported by DFI, including the five 
Made in Qatar films, were selected to participate at the film 
festival. The films include Al Johara (2016) by Nora Al Subai, 
is a Qatari take on the classic Cinderella fairy tale that 
accentuates Arab traditions with a modern twist; Kashta 
(2016) by AJ Al Thani is about a father who teaches his sons 
how to hunt in the quiet desert, where a careless struggle 
between the two brothers leads to disaster; Amer: An 
Arabian Legend (2016) by Jassim Al Rumaihi follows the 
story of Amer, the legendary purebred Arabian racehorse; 
Aisha Al Muhannadi’s independent venture Makh’bz (2015) 
follows the stages of the bread making process to highlight 
how the repetitive actions of men and machines become a 
dance of grace and beauty; and Smicha (2016) by Amal Al 
Muftah, is a touching short film about a grandfather’s 
relationship with his granddaughter as he suffers from 
Alzheimer’s disease. 

The short drama film Smicha is a Qatari Film Fund (QFF) 
recipient and winner of the Best Documentary Award at 
DFI’s 2017 Ajyal Youth Film Festival in Doha. Smicha first 

premiered in December 2016 at the Dubai Film Festival, 
followed by the 2017 Ajyal premiere and most recently, 
Sarajevo Film Festival. “What they did this year, which was 
so interesting, is that they screened the film, for the first 
time, like a private market screening for a small audience of 
maybe 50 people,” says Al Muftah, the director of Smicha.

Chief Executive Officer of DFI, Fatma Al Remaihi, says, 
“We are also truly proud of the significant selection of Qatar-
supported films at the festival, including the Made in Qatar 
showcase that promotes the creativity of our homegrown 
talents and reflects our stories, values and traditions. We 
remain committed to this mission of supporting bold voices 
in filmmaking from Qatar, our region and beyond, and 
bringing fresh perspectives and narrative styles to global 
audiences.”

Smicha, which is the Qatari word for fish, tells a story of 
Lulwa who was promised by her grandfather to get her a 
goldfish but then struggles to realize he has forgotten his 
promise due to Alzheimer’s. For 23-year-old director Al 
Muftah, currently a communications junior at Northwestern 
University in Qatar (NU-Q), Smicha is personal. “Smicha 
was more of coming to accept that my grandfather passed 
away and I didn’t even get to make much of our relationship, 
especially as I got older. We kind of drifted apart. For me, it 
was a tribute to my grandfather and a journey for me to 
grieve,” she says. “I was trying to recreate the dynamic of P
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the grandfather-granddaughter relationship.”
In 2015, Al Muftah attended a scriptwriting 

workshop at DFI. Participants were told to shoot 
short videos or moments from their daily lives. 
They were then told to choose one video or moment 
and write a script based on it. “At that time, my 
grandfather was in the hospital, in a late stage of 
cancer. The video I recorded was basically my 
grandfather on the bed, my family surrounding him 
eating shawarma and the nanny was feeding him 
yoghurt,” Al Muftah says, describing the short video 
she chose for the scriptwriting workshop, which 
later gave birth to the award-winning Smicha. “I 
tried to recreate something about my relationship 
with my grandfather, especially because at that 
time, I wasn’t sure what was happening, where’s 
my place in this, how can I contribute, and what can 
I do? The film was inspired by the relationship with 
my grandfather — especially because I was the 
eldest grandchild. I grew up with him. He was the 
one who taught me everything, like my passion for 
music and the arts, my curiosity, my sense of 
adventure — all of that developed under his arms,” 
she explains.

'I was trying to recreate the 
dynamic of the grandfather-
granddaughter relationship.'

CATCH FISH
Top: The short film opens 
with a scene of Lulwa and 
her grandfather fishing. 
Bottom: The grandfather 
indulges in a traditional 
Qatari dish of fish and rice.

Although Al Muftah’s grandfather suffered from 
cancer, she focuses on Alzheimer’s instead in the 
film. “Looking back, thinking about it, I was so in 
denial of the fact that my grandfather was on his 
deathbed that I even didn’t focus on cancer, but 
Alzheimer’s. I didn’t want to face that fear,” she 
says.

Smicha is a two-charactered 15-minute film 
where scenes only consist of the granddaughter 
Lulwa played by  Rema Al Muftah and the unnamed 

grandfather played by Ali Mirza. “I feel like I just 
needed Lulwa and the grandfather and that’s it. 
Subconsciously, I wanted it to be about me — the 
girl and her grandfather. It’s also from the child’s 
perspective, about her coming to understand what 
is going on,” Al Muftah explains.

Fish is a significant symbol in the film. In the 
opening scene, Lulwa and her grandfather are 
fishing and in another, they share a meal of fried 
fish and rice for lunch. According to Al Muftah, the 
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'What I hope people realize 
is that film here should not 
stand on its own as the film 
industry. It should be under 

the arts umbrella.

fish signifies different stages in the film. In the 
closing scene, the grandfather stops by an animal 
store to buy a goldfish, which was promised to 
Lulwa. “He actually never gives it to her. That’s 
when she realizes something is wrong,” says Al 
Muftah. She says audiences believed the fish is an 
allegory for memory loss, being that fish are known 
for having short-term memory.

While Smicha is set to make appearances at 
international film festivals, the aspiring filmmaker 
has already begun a new film, Sh'hab, under DFI’s 
Qatari Film Fund (QFF) as well. The QFF film fund is 
dedicated to supporting short and feature filmmaking 
by Qataris. Her filmography includes Al Kora (2013) 
and the award-winning Al Hamali (2014). “There’s 

LIGHTS, CAMERA, ACTION
Above: Lulwa impatiently 
watches her grandfather 
finish his prayers before 

asking ask for her goldfish. 
Right: Behind the scenes of 
Smicha with director Amal 

Al Muftah and the crew.
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more [of] an openness to female directors or 
filmmakers as well as males. [Before] There was no 
acceptance for Qatari artists in general. Going to the 
art sector was frowned upon. Now, there is more 
space for artists such as Mathaf, Doha Fire Station, 
DFI — they helped pave the way for artists,” Al 
Muftah says. Smicha was produced by the local 
production company, Innovation Films, and 
distributed by DFI. 

“What I hope people realize is that film here should 
not stand on its own [in] the film industry. It should be 
under the arts umbrella. I really hope to see museums 
take in filmmakers and treat them as artists. I would 
really like to see people here treat film as art. That’s 
what I’m trying to do and that’s what I did with 
Smicha,” says Al Muftah. 

FISH IN A BOWL
Top: The golden fish 
Lulwa asks for. Bottom: 
The goldfish Lulwa 
wishes for.
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Set in Stone: Land Artist Andrew Rogers
For land artist Andrew Rogers, the 

earth is a canvas.

ANDREW ROGERS is one of the most distinguished sculpture artists 
to have been produced by his native Australia. Rogers’s sculpture work 
was featured at the Venice Biennale and at the World Expo in Kazakh-
stan this year. His work is found in collections in Australia, South East 
Asia, the Middle East, Europe, and the USA. His ongoing “Rhythms of 
Life” project is the largest contemporary land art undertaking in the 
world, involving hundreds of petroglyphs and sculptures around the 
globe. In an exclusive interview with T Qatar, he talks about what is in-
volved in creating such monumental projects.

 One of the challenges for land art is that it requires more physical space 
for its installations and at times more capital. As such, there are two 
facets to the work of Rogers: land art and sculpture in the built environ-
ment. Of the approximately 700 sculptures he has created, only 51 are 
land art structures or geoglyphs — large-scale land art installations. The 
larger scale of such work allows for explorations of cultural diversity, 
globalization and shared humanity.

“My endeavors in relation to land art have not arisen from angst about 
being confined to galleries like some of the earlier practitioners such as 
Smithson and Heizer. They had different motivations for their work to 
mine,” says Rogers.

 A major differentiation between his land art and others is that Andrew 
wanted to create a connected series of drawings around the Earth, on 
every continent and visible from space, with reference to globalization. 
“We are all subject to the same influences, my land art is the antithesis 
of parochial,” he says.

  "Rhythms of Life" is the first global land art project to be documented 
by satellite imagery, which is captured by earth observation sensors on 
satellites from a distance of between 280 and 480 miles above the earth. 
Rogers takes the long view when it comes to his work: “My view of his-
tory is long. Although my works will last for at least 200 years, they will 
gradually reintegrate with the landscape. For me this is only a moment 
in time. So by this measure they are ephemeral as are some of Andy 
Goldsworthy’s sculptures,” he explains.

Many of his individual geoglyphs are an act of collaboration with the lo-
cal community in which they are situated. Although these geoglyphs are 
major constructions and forms (the largest being 40,000 square meters 
in the Gobi Desert in China), the satellite imagery reveals that they are 
only a speck from space. Over 7,500 people have worked on the project. 
For the vast majority of participants, it was their first experience in cre-
ating art.

 In India, Rogers’s project involved as many as 1,000 people. The project 
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Set in Stone: Land Artist Andrew Rogers

TIME AND SPACE
Overlooking the sea 

on the Mediterranean 
island of Ibiza stands 

“Time and Space – 
The Speed of Light.”
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ANCIENT LANGUAGE
The geoglyph “Ancient 
Language” in Chile’s Atacama 
Desert was made in 2004. 
The rock-and-mortar 
sculpture shows the artists 
playful side and measures 
80m long x 3m high. 
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TIMELESS COLUMNS
The work was only completed in 2014 though it has a timeless quality. One of the 
thirteen basalt columns is highlighted in 23-carat gold. Together the columns, which 
were imported from Turkey form a Fibonacci sequence.

in Nepal involved 450 people working in the deep-
est gorge on earth. In Turkey several hundreds of 
local people, including three generations of some 
families, participated in the creation of the 13 large 
scale stone structures which comprise the Time 
and Space Land Art Park — the largest contempo-
rary land art landscape in the world, located in 
Cappadocia, an area of Turkey known for its an-
cient underground caves.

 “Each location involves its own challenges and a 
learning process where I work to understand the 
local communities where the projects are being 
developed,” Rogers says. However, working with 
local communities is not always possible. In Chi-
na, some 1,000 Chinese soldiers were deployed to 
construct three geoglyphs in the Gobi Desert — a 
daunting task. 

    After some early communication difficulties 
Rogers utilized the hierarchical order of army 
command. Senior officers worked as team leaders 
and liaisons. The nature of the work stimulated a 
certain competitive spirit as teams vied to out-
shine each other in fulfilling their tasks.

 In Kenya, Rogers worked with 1,270 members of 
the Maasai community. Native to both Kenya and 
Tanzania, the Maasai is one of the most iconic eth-
nic groups in Africa whose bright red robes and 
beadwork are well known. Rogers communicated 
with them through a Swahili interpreter. The Maa-
sai had never used stone for the purposes of a ma-
jor construction project. “Each morning we had 
meetings with 1,270 people, with their leaders, all 
expressing a point of view,” Rogers recalls.

 At first, the Maasai followed the usual assembly 
line methodology of forming two lines of about 
two hundred people each, to pass the rocks from 
one to another. However, they soon reverted to a 
more individual approach. “We let them work as 
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separate individuals rather than as part of an organized line of people, even 
though it was far more inefficient and time-consuming,” Rogers says, reflecting 
on the flexibility in his approach.

 The Maasai were given thick gloves to wear as they gathered rough volcanic 
stones. Both building with stone and wearing gloves were totally new and some-
what alien experiences for them. Some found an original use for the gloves: 
They placed them on their heads and put the rocks on top of them.

  The inherent tension between the individual and the group is one of the philo-
sophical considerations at the heart of his work. “Both facets of my work are 
about singularity and community. We are all individuals possessing the sanctity 
of a singular life and the ability to express ourselves. At the same time we are 

THE MESSENGER
"The Messenger" was completed 
in the Gobi Desert in 2006. More 
than 1,000 soldiers from China's 
People's Liberation Army worked 
to complete the piece. The 
mounted figure is spread across 
several gullies which suggest 
movement to the viewer.
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'When I look at my structures, I never just see 
structures. I see hundreds of people passing rocks to 
each other up hills, and I see them singing, and I see 
them standing in the sun and the cold and working. 
And I see generations of families — grandchildren, 
fathers, mothers, grandparents achieving together.'

part of the society within which we live,” Rogers explains.“ They both un-
derscore our important role as caretakers, with responsibilities to those 
around us and those that will follow. We receive the consequences created 
by our predecessors. In return, we leave a consequence for our descen-
dants. The present will be reflected in the future. In many places that I 
have worked, I see the effects of degradation and climate change – rein-
forcing that we need to look after our earth. My real 16-year journey of 
discovery is not in creating new geoglyphs and structures, but in having 
new eyes,” he adds. 

The talented artist will not be undertaking any land art projects for the 
balance of this year. He is committed to a sculpture in the built environ-
ment, although he has land art projects on offer for next year in Peru and 
Turkey.

 Rogers’s global perspective and work around the world have changed the 
way he looks at his art. "When I look at my structures, I never just see 
structures. I see hundreds of people passing rocks to each other up hills, 
and I see them singing, and I see them standing in the sun and in the cold 
and working. And I see generations of families — grandchildren, fathers, 
mothers, grandparents — achieving together,” he says. 
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MEMPHIS 

IN 

PARIS

The late designer Ettore Sottsass 
may be finally getting his due, but his 

most passionate collector refuses to 
take him too seriously — just as Sottsass 

himself would have wanted.   

BY NANCY HASS    
PHOTOGRAPHS BY HENRY BOURNE

The long, eclectic career 
of the architect and 

designer Ettore Sottsass, 
a leading figure in the 

1980s Memphis group, is 
on vivid display in the 

ornate 18th-century Rue 
de Grenelle apartment 

of the architect and 
designer Charles Zana.
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IN THE EARLY 1960S — almost two decades before he be-
came the ringleader of the boisterous Memphis collective, 
a group of some 20 renegade postmodernists — the poly-
mathic Austrian-born designer and architect Ettore 
Sottsass was touring India when he contracted life-
threatening nephritis. Roberto Olivetti, of the Olivetti type-
writer company, for whom Sottsass would later dream up a 
now-iconic cherry-red portable model, paid for his treat-
ment at Stanford University Medical Center in Palo Alto, 
and during his tedious recovery, Sottsass amused himself 
by sketching pills stacked vertiginously high, like chil-
dren’s blocks. When he was released, he wandered north 
to San Francisco, where he fell in with Allen Ginsberg and 
Jack Kerouac, a meeting that began his long association 
with the leading figures of the American counterculture. 

So it seems only natural that in 1965, Sottsass began 
creating a series of 21 large and supremely weird totem- 
like sculptures that hint at psychedelic pharmacopia. 
Fashioned in the Bitossi ceramic workshop in Florence 
and exhibited at Gian Enzo Sperone’s influential Milan 
gallery, they went completely unsold, a fact that seems to 
delight the Paris-based designer and architect Charles 
Zana, a burly contrarian who has, over the past 15 years, 

become one of Sottsass’ most enthusiastic collectors. 
‘‘Most things that are really great at first make people a 
little annoyed,’’ he says.

The Memphis aesthetic, known for its brash primary 
colors and Tinker Toy silhouettes (the name came from 
the collective’s members playing Bob Dylan’s ‘‘Stuck In-
side of Mobile with the Memphis Blues Again’’ over and 
over at their first meeting, in December 1980), has lately 
experienced a revival after long being dismissed as post-
modern kitsch, with young designers such as Ladies & 
Gentlemen Studio and Ben Medansky paying homage. 
But Zana is mildly dismissive of the collective. To him, 
the flood of press Memphis garnered throughout the ’80s, 
as people like Karl Lagerfeld and David Bowie became 
fervent fans, obscured what was truly remarkable about 
the movement: Sottsass’ range and complexity. Zana 
argues that the designer, who was born in 1917 and 
whose career spanned more than 60 years (he died in 
2007), was a pivotal 20th-century figure whose architec-
tural genius has never been fully appreciated, though 
major institutions have finally started to come around 
— the Met Breuer’s nearly-170-piece exhibit ‘‘Ettore 
Sottsass: Design Radical,’’ is on view until Oct. 8. ‘‘He 

Above, from left: Zana at 
his Christian Liaigre dining 
table, with a carpet of his 

own design; the mosaic tile 
entry hall with a Favela chair 
by the Campana Brothers, 

a 1955 Sottsass armoire and 
a 1973 Lapo Binazzi UFO 
Paramount floor lamp. 

Opposite: a photograph 
by Hiroshi Sugimoto hangs 

above a 1957 Xavier 
Mategot console table. The 

ceramics and the chair are by 
Sottsass, and the hanging 
lamp is by Andrea Branzi. 
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ment at Stanford University Medical Center in Palo Alto, 
and during his tedious recovery, Sottsass amused himself 
by sketching pills stacked vertiginously high, like chil-
dren’s blocks. When he was released, he wandered north 
to San Francisco, where he fell in with Allen Ginsberg and 
Jack Kerouac, a meeting that began his long association 
with the leading figures of the American counterculture. 

So it seems only natural that in 1965, Sottsass began 
creating a series of 21 large and supremely weird totem- 
like sculptures that hint at psychedelic pharmacopia. 
Fashioned in the Bitossi ceramic workshop in Florence 
and exhibited at Gian Enzo Sperone’s influential Milan 
gallery, they went completely unsold, a fact that seems to 
delight the Paris-based designer and architect Charles 
Zana, a burly contrarian who has, over the past 15 years, 

become one of Sottsass’ most enthusiastic collectors. 
‘‘Most things that are really great at first make people a 
little annoyed,’’ he says.

The Memphis aesthetic, known for its brash primary 
colors and Tinker Toy silhouettes (the name came from 
the collective’s members playing Bob Dylan’s ‘‘Stuck In-
side of Mobile with the Memphis Blues Again’’ over and 
over at their first meeting, in December 1980), has lately 
experienced a revival after long being dismissed as post-
modern kitsch, with young designers such as Ladies & 
Gentlemen Studio and Ben Medansky paying homage. 
But Zana is mildly dismissive of the collective. To him, 
the flood of press Memphis garnered throughout the ’80s, 
as people like Karl Lagerfeld and David Bowie became 
fervent fans, obscured what was truly remarkable about 
the movement: Sottsass’ range and complexity. Zana 
argues that the designer, who was born in 1917 and 
whose career spanned more than 60 years (he died in 
2007), was a pivotal 20th-century figure whose architec-
tural genius has never been fully appreciated, though 
major institutions have finally started to come around 
— the Met Breuer’s nearly-170-piece exhibit ‘‘Ettore 
Sottsass: Design Radical,’’ is on view until Oct. 8. ‘‘He 

Above, from left: Zana at 
his Christian Liaigre dining 
table, with a carpet of his 

own design; the mosaic tile 
entry hall with a Favela chair 
by the Campana Brothers, 

a 1955 Sottsass armoire and 
a 1973 Lapo Binazzi UFO 
Paramount floor lamp. 

Opposite: a photograph 
by Hiroshi Sugimoto hangs 

above a 1957 Xavier 
Mategot console table. The 

ceramics and the chair are by 
Sottsass, and the hanging 
lamp is by Andrea Branzi. 
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‘Most things that are really great at first make 
people a little annoyed,’ Zana says.

changed everything,’’ Zana says. ‘‘He was really the 
first person to entirely inhabit that most interesting 
place between art and architecture.’’ 

Three of Sottsass’ glazed ceramic totems, which are 
nearly human-sized, dominate Zana’s 18th-century apart-
ment on Rue de Grenelle in Paris. Imposing yet gleeful, 
they stand sentry on the parquet de Versailles, adjacent 
to chairs and tables of Zana’s own design, bulwarks 
of early Pop radicalism amid the haute-bourgeois 
sage-painted boiserie walls. In the 1980s, Sottsass’ own 

design firm, Sottsass Associati, began 
releasing a Bitossi-produced line of 
totems, but the original 21 still stand 
as symbols of the designer’s rebellion 
against the sober gestures of Modern-
ism, as well as his idiosyncratic take 
on such progenitors as ancient Vedic 
diagrams and the Vienna Secessionist 
Josef Hoffmann.

Including the totems, Zana’s collec-
tion consists of some 30 Sottsass works, 
ranging from late ’90s pieces — includ-
ing a spittoon-shaped brass vase, unex-
pectedly sliced flat on one side — to 
rare 1960s and ’70s prototype ceramics. 
He also owns lighting and construc-
tions from Sottsass’ pre- Memphis pe-
riod, when he was involved with Studio 
Alchimia, a group that evolved out of 
the radical Italian ‘‘anti-architecture’’ 
collectives Archizoom and Superstudio. 
During the Venice Biennale this past 
spring, Zana curated an exhibition of 
Sottsass ceramics at the Olivetti bou-
tique on the Piazza San Marco, de-
signed in 1957 by Carlo Scarpa — a loca-
tion that highlighted the Olivetti 
family’s decades-long association with 
both the famed Venetian architect and 
with Sottsass. 

Zana also collects the work of An-
drea Branzi, an Archizoom founder 
who is still working at 78. In the living 
room of Zana’s 2,000-square-foot 
apartment, a tranquil T-shaped ex-
panse with a vast deck at the back, a 
huge Branzi floor lamp with an over-
size crinkled paper shade as poufy as 
a hoop skirt casts a warm glow. ‘‘I am 
not just interested in the objects,’’ he 
says. ‘‘I am interested in the ideas, 
which were a lot more classical than 
people give them credit for.’’ Of all the 

designers associated with the late-midcentury Italian 
avant- garde — even Michael Graves cast his lot with 
Memphis for a time — Branzi and Sottsass were among 
the few truly great thinkers, Zana contends.

A TUNISIAN WHO CAME to Paris with his parents in 1962 
as a 2-year-old, Zana, who is built like a wrestler and 
walks like a cowboy, likes to think of himself as a ‘‘bohemi-
an sort of collector.’’ His residential clients often own a 
great deal of art themselves, much of it large and chal-

In the master bedroom, 
a Branzi Platone 
chandelier from 2008, 
a screen by Bruno 
Munari and marble stools 
by Zana. Opposite: in 
a sitting room, one 
of the 21 original totems 
Sottsass made in 
1965 after recovering 
from nephritis, and a 
Branzi table lamp. 

lenging, and turn to him for his understanding of how to 
display their collections as they evolve. Zana himself re-
fuses to treat his own things as particularly precious or 
concern himself with hermetically sealed perfection. He 
developed that attitude in his university days, when he 
began picking up pieces he refers to as ‘‘vintage’’ (as op-
posed to ‘‘art’’): glass by Venini, furniture by Jean Prou-
vé. This was long before Prouvé was rediscovered, but 
Zana was already interested in how work by the French 
designer, who made affordable furniture for places like 
schools, could be used in a residential setting. ‘‘I always 
thought it was absurd to treat things as though they were 
suddenly so delicate and valuable when that wasn’t how 
they started,’’ he says. 

Now, a 1957 Carlo Molino armchair and matching foot-
stool, covered in the original rose velvet, slightly frayed, can 
be pulled close to a radiator when a chill sets in, or moved to 
catch the breeze from double doors flung open to the deck 
during a warm day in June. While he doesn’t encourage 
guests to actually sit on the small blue- speckled Sottsass 
chair — ‘‘It is a little more of an idea than a chair,’’ he con-
cedes, ‘‘though you could sit on it, theoretically’’ — he 
doesn’t shy away from flipping it upside down with one 
hand, as easily as throwing an opponent over his shoulder, 
to display its construction. He and his wife, a stylist, have 
two children, now 23 and 18, who were raised amid immi-
nently shatterable works of art in the Haussmannian town-
house their parents owned before moving to Rue de Grenelle 
two years ago. Sometimes things broke. No one yelled.  

Like Sottsass, Zana doesn’t believe in being overly in-
vested in certain objects or eras. Now that the world is at 
last embracing Sottsass in all his incarnations, Zana even 
contemplates moving on, as he did from Prouvé, though 
he’ll never sell anything. Lately, he’s been coveting the 
work of Studio Formafantasma, a young Italian duo work-
ing in Amsterdam who make conceptual, historically redo-
lent objects, often from found materials: bowls fashioned 
from a polymer of wood dust and animal blood; a tanned 
salmon-leather stool with a sea-sponge seat. At the end of 
the year, Zana will open a gallery called L’Annexe, beside 
his studio on Rue de Seine, where he will show his own fur-
niture designs and hold periodic exhibitions of other work. 

‘‘Sottsass never stayed still,’’ Zana says. ‘‘He never 
stopped thinking, wanting, which I think is the way to be. 
I would rather be alive with beauty than living in a muse-
um, with things under glass.’’  

Below, from left: the 
view from the deck, 

which is built atop the 
house’s former stable; 
a Zana lamp on a 1962 
Sottsass console sits 

next to a Carlo Mollino 
Lutrario armchair, with 
stool, from 1957. In the 
corner stands another 
1965 Sottsass totem, 

one of three Zana owns. 
Opposite: in the dining 
room, a 1957 pendant 

by Sottsass hangs 
above a Fernand Léger 
ceramic sculpture titled 
‘‘La Fleur Qui Marche.’’
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Frank Gehry and Cai Guo-Qiang Walk Into   
On a former horse farm 
in New Jersey, the 
architect builds 
the artist’s dream home. o a Barn

THE HOURLONG TRAIN RIDE from New York City to 
Morris County, N.J., cuts through the dreary industrial 
swamp of the Meadowlands, goes past the concrete 
caverns of Newark and edges along leafy college towns, 
before finally ending in Morristown, the county seat, a 
Revolutionary War stronghold and the former site of the 
curiously named Fort Nonsense, now a nondescript 
village full of hulking suburban houses. (In an episode of 
the final season of ‘‘The Sopranos,’’ Morristown is where 
Tony Soprano dreams he goes to die, just before waking 
from a gunshot-induced coma.) A 30-minute drive from 
Morristown is Chester, a tiny, bucolic community of horse 
farms, where families of deer amble down narrow roads 
and rolling hills loom hazily in the distant skyline. There, 
at the end of a dirt path, is a sight so unexpected that it 
feels as if it had descended from another world, quietly 
and without explanation: the country home of the artist 
Cai Guo-Qiang, designed by his friend Frank Gehry. 

Cai is best known for what he calls ‘‘outdoor explosion 
events,’’ public installations in which the medium is 
gunpowder, his signature material. Gehry shoulders the 
burdensome mantle of being the World’s Most Famous 
Architect: The phrase ‘‘Bilbao effect’’ — which was coined 
after he designed an outpost of the Guggenheim Museum 
in what had been a depressed postindustrial Spanish town 
— has entered popular usage as a means of explaining how 
the presence of a marquee architect’s buildings, and 
Gehry’s in particular, can transform a city’s fortunes. 

Chester, which Cai stumbled upon while looking 
specifically for ‘‘a huge horse barn where I could create 
artworks,’’ is unlikely to become a global destination. But 
his home here does answer the question of how one 
popular artist creates a place to work and live for another. 
Contemporary art and architecture are often thought of 
as contiguous, at least since the postwar era, when the 
division between various practices — sculpture, painting, 
design — began to collapse. Gehry’s swoopy, 
postmodernist buildings have often been compared to the 
work of like-minded artists, including Claes Oldenburg 
— Gehry designed the Chiat/Day Building in L.A. around 
Oldenburg’s 1991 ‘‘Giant Binoculars’’ sculpture — and 
Richard Serra, who once noted, ‘‘Frank and I have been 
talking to each other through our work for years.’’ Still, 
it’s rare for a living architect to be considered an actual 
artist, and artists generally avoid creating habitable 
structures. Gehry is unusual in his ability to straddle both 
worlds — he’s had exhibitions of his designs at galleries 

Frank Gehry and Cai Guo-Qiang Walk Into   
BY M. H. MILLER

PHOTOGRAPHS BY STEFAN RUIZ

The multistructured 
glass and 
sequoia house in 
Chester, N.J., 
is on a property 
that once belonged 
to an Olympic 
horse rider. 
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and museums, and he’s described his buildings 
as having ‘‘movement and feeling.’’ He’s also 
built homes for artists in the past, most 
famously Ron Davis, though many of those 
projects, he told me, were anonymous. (‘‘It was 
the L.A. art scene,’’ he said, ‘‘and it was just 
friends and we would help each other.’’)

If Oldenburg’s sculptures of repurposed 
household objects were an aesthetic precursor 
to Gehry’s designs, which often make use of 
ordinary materials, Cai and Gehry have much 
less in common aesthetically beyond a shared 
interest in theatricality. That an architect 
and an artist as different as Cai and Gehry 
have had any ongoing creative dialogue at all 
is remarkable; that the most complete 
expression of that dialogue is a weekend home 
hidden in the New Jersey countryside is 
even more so. And yet Gehry’s house for Cai, 
designed in collaboration with his former 
student Trattie Davies, is a kind of brick and 
mortar reflection of Cai’s character: by 
turns boisterous and understated, flamboyant 
but ultimately serene.

 ONE MORNING IN early June, Cai greeted me 
in Chester. He had the haircut of a drill 
sergeant, which belied his occasional bursts of 
giddiness. He bought the former horse farm, 
built in the 1920s, from an Olympian equestrian 
in 2011. (The horse is New Jersey’s official 
state animal, and the headquarters of the U.S. 
Equestrian Team is in nearby Gladstone.) 
The barn where the previous owner used to 
train is now a 14,000-square-foot studio, large 
enough to drive a truck directly inside and 
unload materials. (Many of Cai’s paintings 
require controlled explosions of gunpowder 
and pigment, and for the last several years, 
he’s made these at a fireworks factory on Long 
Island; new works in this series will debut at 
an exhibition at the Prado Museum in Madrid 
this fall.) The stables — which for now look as if 
they’ve only recently been abandoned by horses 
— will become archives and, once the hayloft 
is removed, give way to an exhibition space 
with towering ceilings for large-scale pieces. 

Cai has had many elaborate studios — 
including his current one in Manhattan, 

Gehry’s house for Cai is a kind of brick and mortar 
reflection of Cai’s character: by turns boisterous and 
understated, flamboyant but ultimately serene.  

renovated by Rem Koolhaas’s OMA firm — but 
they’ve all been separate from his home life. 
He eventually plans to turn this property into 
a foundation open to the public, but for now, he 
can both work and spend time with his wife 
and two daughters. Combining his personal life 
with his professional one, he said, was one of 
his goals. ‘‘An artist is like a cook,’’ Cai told me, 
his studio manager translating his Mandarin 
to English, ‘‘who needs not only the dining 
area but also the kitchen.’’

The 9,700-square-foot main house is a cluster 
of glass-and-sequoia structures with titanium 
rooftops that seem to curl up at the ends, which 
Gehry designed to look like flying carpets. The 
facade is embellished with numerous small 
balconies that jut out of corners, adding a 
complex geometry to the original stone core. 
Artists, Gehry told me by phone, are ‘‘willing to 
explore visual thinking. Most people don’t think 
that way.’’ He’s working on another house now, 
for a technology entrepreneur, and, he told me, 
she thinks more like a building contractor. ‘‘We 
supply the art and she gets it built,’’ he said. ‘‘So 

241

A gunpowder 
painting by Cai 
hangs in a 
common room 
which has 14-
foot ceilings. 
Opposite, from 
left: the artist, 
photographed at 
home; a 
maquette of the 
house’s design.

54



and museums, and he’s described his buildings 
as having ‘‘movement and feeling.’’ He’s also 
built homes for artists in the past, most 
famously Ron Davis, though many of those 
projects, he told me, were anonymous. (‘‘It was 
the L.A. art scene,’’ he said, ‘‘and it was just 
friends and we would help each other.’’)

If Oldenburg’s sculptures of repurposed 
household objects were an aesthetic precursor 
to Gehry’s designs, which often make use of 
ordinary materials, Cai and Gehry have much 
less in common aesthetically beyond a shared 
interest in theatricality. That an architect 
and an artist as different as Cai and Gehry 
have had any ongoing creative dialogue at all 
is remarkable; that the most complete 
expression of that dialogue is a weekend home 
hidden in the New Jersey countryside is 
even more so. And yet Gehry’s house for Cai, 
designed in collaboration with his former 
student Trattie Davies, is a kind of brick and 
mortar reflection of Cai’s character: by 
turns boisterous and understated, flamboyant 
but ultimately serene.

 ONE MORNING IN early June, Cai greeted me 
in Chester. He had the haircut of a drill 
sergeant, which belied his occasional bursts of 
giddiness. He bought the former horse farm, 
built in the 1920s, from an Olympian equestrian 
in 2011. (The horse is New Jersey’s official 
state animal, and the headquarters of the U.S. 
Equestrian Team is in nearby Gladstone.) 
The barn where the previous owner used to 
train is now a 14,000-square-foot studio, large 
enough to drive a truck directly inside and 
unload materials. (Many of Cai’s paintings 
require controlled explosions of gunpowder 
and pigment, and for the last several years, 
he’s made these at a fireworks factory on Long 
Island; new works in this series will debut at 
an exhibition at the Prado Museum in Madrid 
this fall.) The stables — which for now look as if 
they’ve only recently been abandoned by horses 
— will become archives and, once the hayloft 
is removed, give way to an exhibition space 
with towering ceilings for large-scale pieces. 

Cai has had many elaborate studios — 
including his current one in Manhattan, 

Gehry’s house for Cai is a kind of brick and mortar 
reflection of Cai’s character: by turns boisterous and 
understated, flamboyant but ultimately serene.  

renovated by Rem Koolhaas’s OMA firm — but 
they’ve all been separate from his home life. 
He eventually plans to turn this property into 
a foundation open to the public, but for now, he 
can both work and spend time with his wife 
and two daughters. Combining his personal life 
with his professional one, he said, was one of 
his goals. ‘‘An artist is like a cook,’’ Cai told me, 
his studio manager translating his Mandarin 
to English, ‘‘who needs not only the dining 
area but also the kitchen.’’

The 9,700-square-foot main house is a cluster 
of glass-and-sequoia structures with titanium 
rooftops that seem to curl up at the ends, which 
Gehry designed to look like flying carpets. The 
facade is embellished with numerous small 
balconies that jut out of corners, adding a 
complex geometry to the original stone core. 
Artists, Gehry told me by phone, are ‘‘willing to 
explore visual thinking. Most people don’t think 
that way.’’ He’s working on another house now, 
for a technology entrepreneur, and, he told me, 
she thinks more like a building contractor. ‘‘We 
supply the art and she gets it built,’’ he said. ‘‘So 

241

A gunpowder 
painting by Cai 
hangs in a 
common room 
which has 14-
foot ceilings. 
Opposite, from 
left: the artist, 
photographed at 
home; a 
maquette of the 
house’s design.
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it’s a different attitude, and I love that — that 
different clients come with a different point of 
view. If you can tap into that as an architect, 
that’s great, because the building gets 
personalized. The flying carpets are about Cai. 
I think they resonate with him.’’ (Cai broke into 
laughter when I asked him if flying carpet 
rooftops were something he requested from 
Gehry. ‘‘If I said, ‘Oh, Frank, can we do flying 
carpets?’ he would say, ‘Design it yourself.’ ’’ 

Asked about Cai’s specifications, Gehry 
said, ‘‘Well, he talked about how he needed 
a bedroom.’’)  

The house is situated along two paths 
leading to separate entrances, a main one for 
family and a second entrance for guests. Each 
entrance is guarded by a stone lion, sculptures 
from Cai’s project for the 2000 Whitney 
Biennial that explored feng shui, a philosophy 
that was outlawed in the Maoist China of 

Cai’s upbringing. For the Whitney, Cai visited 
the homes of New Yorkers who thought they 
had feng shui problems and if he agreed, he 
sold them a stone lion ‘‘to defend against any 
evil.’’ ‘‘Some rich guys,’’ he said, ‘‘they are rich 
enough to buy anything, but they didn’t really 
have feng shui issues, so I ended up with some 
leftover stone lions.’’ His own feng shui issue, 
which a lion is currently staring down, is a 
skeletal tree that faces the main entrance and 
seems to loom ominously over the property — 
‘‘a bit of a problem,’’ he said, looking at it 
with concern.  

BEYOND THEIR mismatched styles, Cai and 
Gehry are an odd pair temperamentally. Cai is 
warm, a proud family man who showed off his 
youngest daughter’s paintings, which were 
leaning against the wall of the house’s future 
library. (He pointed to a work next to one of her 
landscapes: ‘‘And that’s a de Kooning.’’) He’s 
given to cracking himself up in conversation, 
and as we spoke, he would occasionally pause 
to admire the wildlife around the property. 
Asked about the condition of the house when he 
found it, he responded by staring in silence for 
some time at a bird perched on the grass before 
declaring, ‘‘His enemy bit off his feather, so 
he cannot fly,’’ as if the bird had just explained 
this to him. 

While both men are intense, Gehry is more 
severe, his laconic conversation punctuated by 
dramatic pauses. Our phone interview began 
with him asking, almost existentially, ‘‘Why are 
we doing this?’’ and mentioning that he thinks 
Cai needs a different haircut, which made us 
both laugh, though he didn’t seem to be joking. 
Still, he exhibits a surprising paternal 
tenderness. Of Davies, his former student, he 
said, ‘‘It’s been a wonderful collaboration, to 
watch her grow and become somebody really 
special in her field.’’ When I first brought 
up Cai’s house, Gehry asked, sincerely, ‘‘Does 
he like it?’’ 

The two became friends when Cai had a 
2009 solo show at Guggenheim Bilbao, a 
building that poses a challenge to artists 
attempting to fill it. Part of that show, ‘‘I Want 
to Believe,’’ featured a work called “Head On,” 
comprising 99 stuffed wolves that appeared to 
run through the exhibition space into a glass 
wall. At the opening, Cai said, Gehry ‘‘crawled 
on the floor like a wolf.’’ ‘‘He was very excited 
about how I used the space,’’ Cai said. Later, 

Clockwise from left: 
paintings by Cai’s 
daughter alongside a work 
by Willem de Kooning, at 
right; the kitchen in the 
guest wing, with a view 
of a dining area; ceramic 
mugs in the kitchen; a 
view of a glassed-in area 
that connects the guest 
wing to the main house; 
stairs leading to the 
family’s bedrooms. 
Opposite: a bedroom in 
the guest wing. 
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to Believe,’’ featured a work called “Head On,” 
comprising 99 stuffed wolves that appeared to 
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Gehry visited Cai’s home in Beijing (Cai moved 
to New York in 1995, but still keeps a house 
there), which was full of paintings and 
drawings and seemed, Gehry said, ‘‘not lived 
in.’’ Cai had long appreciated Gehry’s house in 
Los Angeles, a deconstructivist icon built from 
the remnants of a pink bungalow in Santa 
Monica, a structure so radical when it was first 
completed in 1978 that it generated headlines 
in The Los Angeles Times like ‘‘Gehry’s Artful 

House Offends, Baffles, Angers His 
Neighbors.’’ Cai wanted a place like that. Work 
on the New Jersey house began not long after 
Cai bought it in 2011.

Their relationship grew from there, and in 
2013, Cai and Gehry traveled together to Cai’s 
hometown of Quanzhou to present a proposal 
for a contemporary art museum in that city. 
Quanzhou, a port town on China’s southeast 
coast, is more than 1,000 years old, its center 
filled with ancient buildings. The local 
government has started to develop a new city 
outside the old one. For Cai and Gehry’s 
museum, they imagine a structure reminiscent 
of a flower, the color a rusted red that recalls 
the traditional tiles of Quanzhou rooftops. ‘‘It’s 
far more than just a Western architect 
designing a Western-looking building,’’ Cai told 
me. ‘‘He references the local culture and 
history.’’ The project is mired in local 
bureaucracy, but Cai is optimistic, while Gehry, 
perhaps predictably, has a bleaker outlook: 
‘‘They would like us to design it, but I don’t 
think we’re going to.’’ (Cai also has plans for a 
small cultural retreat on Mount Qingyuan, 
outside the city of Quanzhou, called the Cai 
Guo-Qiang Institute for Contemporary Art and 
Culture, that he has asked Gehry to design as 
well.) For now, though, there is the house, a 
place to live and work and a small monument 
to Cai and Gehry’s friendship. 

A common critique of Gehry’s work, Cai 
admitted, is that his buildings are impractical, 
mere spectacles, but the artist disagrees, 
describing the architect as ‘‘very 
conscientious.’’ After walking the grounds, we 
sat in the small room that serves as a kind of 
crossroads between the main house and the 
guest wing. ‘‘When he worked on the design,’’ 
Cai said, ‘‘I felt this was a waste of area. But 
when I finally started living here, I realized my 
whole family loved sitting here. They feel as if 
they are in nature.’’ He got up to open a door, 
letting air and insects into the room, 
unbothered, and for a while we sat, listening 
to the birds. 

Combining his personal life 
with his professional 
one was one of Cai’s goals. 
‘An artist is like a cook,’ 
he told me, ‘who needs 
not only the dining area but 
also the kitchen.’

The rear of the house abuts an 
old grain silo by the barn. Cai has 
plans to eventually turn the 
property into a foundation and 
open it to the public. Opposite: 
the renovated horse barn, which 
Cai now uses as a studio. The 
space is 14,000 square feet.
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Proenza Schouler’s founders, Jack McCollough and Lazaro Hernandez, sketched their answers separately. McCollough’s black-and-white drawings and Hernandez’s 
color ones were both made on an iPad Pro with an Apple Pencil. McCollough sketched on a plane to Paris; Hernandez did so while in bed. E
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Proenza Schouler

The Illustrated Interview

What did you have for breakfast today? What do you fantasize about?
Sitting on a beach.

What do you look like?

What should a woman never wear?
A top hat.

What makes you smile?
A drink.

What did you want to be when you grew up?
A chef.

What would you like to do that you can’t?
Fly.

When the time comes, what would your last meal be?
A glass of Scotch.

What makes you cry?
Loss.
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