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Ornament Reborn

Crafty obsessives are making marquetry as buzzy as it was in the 1800s

BY MEREDITH MENDELSOHN

OF ALL THE ARTISTIC techniques
used by designers and cabinetmakers
over the centuries, marquetry would
seem the least likely to enjoy a 21st-
century resurgence, It takes forever.
It’s prohibitively expensive. And it
can have a fussy, overwrought look
that can easily clog up a modern,
clean-lined aesthetic. Still, over the
past decade, an increasing number of
designers and artists have found
ways to make marquetry look fresh,
relevant and fully covetable.
Requiring tremendous skill, mar-
quetry is traditionally a type of inlay
that entails cutting and assembling
pieces of wood veneer and other pre-
cious materials—mother-of-pearl,
ivory or tortoiseshell—on a surface
to create an image or pattern.
Though rooted in ancient times and
practiced during the Renaissance,
marquetry didn’t flower into all-out
extravagance until its 17th- and 18th-
century heyday. Then, a growing in-
terest in collecting marquetry among
Furopean royals like Louis XIV (who
weren’t known for their understate-
ment) made insanely complex itera-
tions truly fashionable. A marquetry-
bedecked object or wall panel could
take thousands of hours to create.
The look of the elite craft
evolved in the 20th century with
organic Art Nouveau motifs and
swank Art Deco geometrics—ren-
dered in newly stylish rare woods,
shagreen and other startling mate-
rials, even straw. But in post-WWII
America, such decorative zeal fell
out of vogue when it came to cut-
ting-edge design. Streamlined mod-
ernism rejected the Old World. Sur-
face took a back seat to form and
function. Finickiness floundered.
Though that postwar aesthetic is
still relatively rampant today, a cer-
tain fatigue with minimalism has set
in, opening the door for marquetry to
make a stealthy comeback. “Ten
vears ago, everything was sleek, just
one big modernist shape,” said dealer
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Maria Pergay Desk, price upon request,
Demisch Denant, 212-989-5750

Achille Salvagni Gio Cabinet, $68,000,

Maison Gerard, 212-674-7611

Benoist Drut of New York’s Maison
Gerard, specialists in both Art Deco
and contemporary design. “But peo-
ple are far more open to decoration
now.” This fall, the gallery is showing
the work of Italian architect Achille
Salvagni, whose limited edition “Gio”
series, named after Italian midcen-
tury designer Gio Ponti, features
polygons of salvaged, centuries-old
oak puzzle-pieced together on cabi-
nets and detailed with bronze.
“We're falling in love with pattern
again, in both fashion and design,”
said British marquetry master Bethan
Laura Wood, who uses the histori-
cally high-end technique to elevate
low-end materials like laminates—of-
ten found in her East London neigh-
borhood—in witty, subversive pieces.

There’s no mass-produced
marquetry: The pieces are
still arranged by hand.

“It’s a great way of tracking history,”
she said. “You know when vou see a
laminate from the 1950s, or '80s.”

With the new marquetry, the in-
fluence of upcycling, or reusing cast-
off materials, cannot be underesti-
mated. Massimo Morozzi, for
instance, art director of the Peri-
gnano, Italy-based furniture firm
Edra, noticed chunks of unused wood
lying on the floor of the studio and
decided to slice and showcase them
in the inlay of the Bois de Rose line
he designed for the company.

For her one-off designs, Lucy
Turner, based in Cornwall, England,
salvages well-made vintage furniture
and gives it a face-lift with botanical
and birdlike motifs composed of in-
laid Formica. Despite their cheery,
midcentury feel, the bespoke results
are unique. Ms, Turner, like a num-
ber of her tech-savvy counterparts,
uses laser cutting and CAD program-
ming to speed the inlay process. But
there’s no such thing as mass-pro-

Cherry Blossoms Chair,
$22,000, Williorm Tunberg,
310-450-7247

duced marquetry: Those little pieces
still need to be arranged by hand,
and most of the objects you’ll find
are either one-offs, custom-made or
limited editions.

Hence, much of the appeal. “There
is definitely a renewed interest in
work that is labored over and that
someone has had to figure out how
to make,” said Brooklyn artist Alison
Elizabeth Taylor, who uses marquetry
to create painting-like images, eight
of which she’ll exhibit this fall at the
James Cohan Gallery in New York.

Suzanne Demisch of New York de-
sign gallery Demisch Danant agrees:
“There is a growing appreciation for
the artist’s hand,” she said, “even if
it’s just barely visible in a well-exe-
cuted piece. It's a much different
feeling than looking at something
that's all about perfection.” She rep-
resents French designer Maria Per-
gay, who made her name with glam-
orous stainless-steel furniture in the
1960s and '70s, and has more re-
cently created limited-edition pieces
incorporating delicate wood inlay.

Not all contemporary marguetry es-
chews the ornate look that thrilled’
Louis XIV. Ms. Wood'’s surfaces are
wildly decorative, though her forms
tend to be sleek. And, in their inlay,
Dutch-Belgian design duo Studic Job
merges baroque extravagance with a
contemporary comic-book sensibility.
Silhouettes of radio towers, gas masks,
skulls and smokestacks crowd their
surfaces. “We use furniture as a can-
vas, and marquetry to create a perfect
image—detailed and expressive,” said
Job Smeets, who co-founded the stu-
dio with Nynke Tynagel. At first
glance, you might not even realize
their pieces aren’t historical.

“One great thing about modern
marquetry is that it can go in a tradi-
tional interior, full of antiques, or in
a more contemporary setting,” said
Manhattan interior designer Timothy
Whealon, who has commissioned a
number of bone-inlay pieces for cli-
ents. “It adds something unexpected
to a room, and there’s a strong desire
for that right now.”
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PIECE OFFICER Above: Furniture
maker Bethan Laura Wood in her East
London studio. Right: Bethan Laura
Wood Play Time-Spaghetti Junction,
storting from $13,400, Nilufor Gollery,
38-02-780-193

Bermuda Bird Sideboard, $2,001,
Lucy Turner, 44-79-1613-6078

Studio Job Industry Screen, price
upon request, Carpenters Workshop Gallery,
33-1-4278-8092

gl
Bois de Rose by Massimo Morozzi,
price upon request, 39-02-8693-5122

Clockwise from tep. Ruy Teixeira: Lucy Turner, Studio Job, Edra: Wihlliam Tunberg. Maison Gerard; Domisth Denant




