Haute Couturier:

Robert Couturier brings French grandeur to New York. By Natasha Fraser

= t's raining and Bebert Coutuner is fretting over his “little darlings”—Lili and Chuck.
- “They have raipcoats, which make them look like 5pactmcn.!'-sﬁys-1hr-jl;mﬁnr{d_ﬁ@'ia;_-ﬂliﬁ thinks of h ts-as children
“They'ne Chinese Shiztmiss awhich traditionally were the Emperor's dogs, And aﬂ'nfﬂnmrwﬂhﬂ-ﬂﬁlﬂ he : Eﬂn...imaginu!'ii

One look at the animated balls of fur, and it's not hard to imagine them fleeing the Forbidden City with iny suitcasss dinghed in their pros. |
Colorful and extrivagant, Couturier & s dramatic as the vividly done-up rooms of his Bpper Enst Side New York aparument, When it g
comes 1o his fourishing desipn business, bowever, Couturier can also be very practical, Both qualities have eamned the 41-yearold French expa- '

triate a legion of mostly internntional clients, in::luiJil'u:-. such Continental swells as Sir James Goldsmith and the daughters-of Michel Pravid NWeill,
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ferent civilizations and meld them into his cwn style,” she says, The
Goldsmith project was immediately followed with a commission by
Francesco and Marina Galesi to do their apartment in the Brver House In
1986, Couturier decided to pan with Tihany and s his oom company,

A year later Cowmrier pot the biggest job of his life: to busld and deco-
rate Geoldsmith's haliday Xenadw, & vast estate in Careves, Mexico,
rqﬂcrt with thousands of imported Indian palms and & repliea of
Bodnc’s Spanish Steps lesding to the beach, "™We had 2,000 people
working for us—It was faseinating,” Counarier says. This considersble
project took several years and was immediately followed by anothes
Goldirmth sommission—"a8 huge chdtean in Burgundy,” which wss fin-
ished by the end of 1991,

Ahhough Cownrier is crermally graveful for the Goldsmith patronage,
it cleardy had & donnside. "A sense of unreality was bulle around my
name. It was very damaging indeed,” he says. “RBemember, I'm not Jimmy
Goldsmith™ was o remark thet Covturier grew aceustomed 1o hearing.
*Potential eliznts were scared that of they wanted to spend o total of
£300,000 on & project that T might spend thar on one commaode!®

There have ahways been enough cbens, however, whose budgens—uwhile
et the sme of Goddsmith's—are bip enough. Beatrice Stern and Natliz
Merveillew: du Vigneisx, the desghters of Lazard Fréres hesd Michel
Dravid Wedll, commissioned Couturier to wark on a country house and a
tramheaize respectively. "It was ke working with a beother,” says Stzm
“Hobert dossn't bend youL fus wall ke some decomtors da. When ke
thinks you're making & mistake, he's upally rght™ Stem's siser is just a5
enthusiastic. "Robert understands very cuickdy what you sant,” du Vignm
says. "He won't oy 1o do Versailles in 8 small place, which soms decorgons
tend 1o da”

Although the decorstor’s reputation for working only with och

“Clients were scared I might spend $500,000 on a commode!”
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Eurcpeans persists, he insiss that it couldn’t be farther from the truth.
*The mitsanabity is lreelevant, And if the client and I get on, T den’t mind
working with o smnll budget,™ he says.

Couturier, whese relatively modest hesdquarvers are downiown,
employs & team of only five, incloding an anchivect, vwo intetior archi-
tects, @ decorator and a decretary. Despite the increase of projects, he
daesn’t have plans to take on more saff. “The idea of 75 people working
for me would be & nightmare. P'm o masch of & conwol freak,” he waya
The Coutiriee beam dbms at dotng aine projects at a ttme: three starting,
thres in progress and three being finished up. "Sometimes we have 12 if
they are gmaller jobs, such as dngle roome,” he adds.

IF Coutarer has a g_l:lﬂ these dl._'r.t, it 1% Eo attract more Americsn
clienss, T have a wonderful base coming from Europe, but it"s not where
T lisee,”™ b smya. Beedryg b Armersca Tsas tnaght him about an exsy way of liv.
ing. “I mean, & howss in France may be Aawdess in style, but it’s not
always comfortable. An American home, on the other hand, is geared
srcund that,” he says. Coutumier & Rl of prane for Amencan plumbing
ard elecwricity—"the bathreom and kitchen abways function, and you
don't have to run around narming off every lamp—one switch does ir alll”

Consureer has also nooced that his Amercan clients have 8 healthy
anticude towsrd making mistakes; One couple, whose house in
Connscteout boasts the orginal Calantal extenar, "wanted a lot of uphed-
stered Furndture, But [ told them that if they did that it would look fake.,
Do vou want vour home to look ke & counery club?® ™ I asked. He
dieseribes their feaction 49 being calm and matuee: OB, that was 3 mis-
take. Let's ndpe it out and start agam

If Couurier dees have & complaing abourn some of his New Wesld
pequaintanees, it concerns the lack of a "healthy discegard™ for the
antiques of the Old. “Amenica 13 0 new country, but there's such a blind
adoration,” he claims. “And it's ot rouching. dear; it makes for rather
pole copics of Europesn houses. I'm always surprised that moare
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Haute Couturier

Mot that the interior designer is available to everpane. I do stick to
a certain set of rules,” he says. "I abways know when I should or
shouldn't take on someane as a client. It's 2 question of instinct.”

Louturier stresses that he needs to woek with people he likes, This
might be explained by a miserable childhood, which he refers 1o often.
“Twas exwemely lonely and brought up by nannies that I didn’t partic-
ularly like. It forced me to make my own private weeld,” he says. He
dismisses his father as being “very eruel and extremely vielent” and his
mether as never showing much inrerest. “Last Christrmas, she sent me
4 lenter and signed it ‘Madame Couturier,” * he diselasas with hardly a
trace of irony in his voice.

When he announced to his rigidly haute-bourgesis family in 1974
that he wanted 1o became an architect, there was a slight uproar,
* You'll have to come through the servants’ entrance,” was my geand-
mather’s chief concern!” he remembers. However, by the fallawing
Seprember, he was packed off to the Ecole de Missim de Camondo to
study interior architecture and environmental design. During his five-
vear course of study, Coutuder left boefly for New Yack. “I loved vy
school but T conldn't stand Paris,” he recalls, It was in Mew York that
he met Adam Tihany, the Tsracli interior designer, who emploved him
fora term.

After Couturier retumned home, he finished his stodies and immedi-
ately started working with elients such as his old school chum Philippe
de Micolay (the son of Marie-
Hélene de Rathschild from her
first marringe), Olivier and Paseale
Roussel and Careline Pigozzi,
Coururier was also responsible for
designing a ball given by Jeckie de
Ravenel in 1979, “That was a won-
derful experience. Jackie is a
queen bee without the sting,™ he
enthuses. However, despite this
sweceds four, Couturier wasn't happy,
*T felt stifled, which is why I decid-
ed to move to New York," he says.
A fellow imerior designer jokingly
offers another explanation:

12th-eameury English
Mahester “raughty” statusshy  wRobrt laft Pacis at just the right

avate of pink peenias
moment, because one more menth

uned he would have been kicked our of the city.” Couturier giggles at this
remark. "1 guess [ was possiping a bit too much and behaving sather like
a spailed child at that ime,” he offers with a mischievous grin,

Couturier rerumed to New York in 1981 and was resmplayed by
Tihany. *T did restaurants like Club A, Bice and La Coupele, bur,
although I wos making Adam and the clienss happy, it wasn't that sat-
isfying,” he claims, It didn't help that Coumrier was broke. “Every
day, it was a question of deciding between lunch or dinner.” he recalls,
Luckily, it was at this moment that he met Laure Boulay de la
Meurthe, then an editor at Pars Mateh, They were both ar a buffer
given by Prince Michael of Greeee. *I was gorging myself, and Laure
looked at my plate and burst into laughter. "What an appstite vou
have,” she said. I noticed that her pertions were hardly dainty and shot
back, 'And so do you.' " They sat together, had s good laugh and
became fast friends. Although he knew her name, he had no idea at
the time that she was Sir James Goldsmith's mistress and the mather
of two of the ryeoon’s children. “That's very French; people don't talk
about their persanal life,” Coururier elaims,

A few months later, Boulay de la Meurthe called and agked him to
lock ar the tewnhouse that Goldsmith had bought in New York. Today
the editor in chicf of the Goldsmith-owned magazine Posnt de Vi, she
is eager to stress Couturier's professionalism. “Mo ene can desw as wall
as Robert does. His pencil is driven by an acute sensitivity and «
remarkable knowledge, which enshles him to gather the essence of dif-
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A carner of the "yl liwirig Foom,
prosuded over by an aval-framed painting
ef Cauturier's great-yreat grandmothor
and phatographs by Gerald Incandely,
top, and Adam Filss. Grouped sravnd the
Couturier-designed cofa: i [8th-contury
ltsan armchair and A :,.r.'t:irml table ef
antigiee anyx meunted on o weel frame.
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Haute Couturier

Prized possessbors in the red living room: A statee by Clodion, right foreground, ard an | Bth-oentury cabinet by Syril, conter rear

Americans arent aiming for something new and inveeesting.” On the
ather hand, Covmner does enpoy not having 1o deal wath masch indserived
urmiture. “Look at a European house and you'll see a lov of inherited
mestakes! That doesn't hagpen here; it's very sefreshiig,” be insists
Coummer's own opulently decorated apariment s perhaps the best
testatrend o e decbroos's no-holdsdarred sivle, He stamed by keock-
ing, down every single wall, *T coulddn't bear the Inyour as it was,” he
recalls. “Mow T have 0 loog I rocm wath wandoes facing the back,
which mean= thiat 1 lave the =im all day |nr|:1.' e French artss TPanalain
Pacis hand-stenciled die red walls of that reom and painted o frowspe loefd

of o Methcemury coflered ceiling for the dining room, which wias ceeped

Beparding ihis chisice of palette, Covtunier readidy admirs that he

indebted to Todd Gebben, an ex-pssistant who wied to shore the apont-
ment with him, "He helped enomously because he bl sty 0 new and
young sense of doing things,” he says. One room that escapes the not of
colos i8 the master bedroom. "All those |l'.|l|l|r."~ aned redds, | odon't wint
nightmares, e 1 alresdy have probloms deeping,™ be s with a lough,
“Besides, since | hardly ever leave the city, 1 wanted a ‘country bed-
focin —sownet ling cpaite plain”

Consldenmg the grandeur ol the aparnend, it ssaght sewin odd s
some bt Couturier has chosen o cover his walls wath plotograpghs by

Bebent Mapplethorpe, Gerald Incandeln and David Seidner, =It's the

“I'm surprised more Americans aren’t aiming for something zeio.”

ot of what was formedy the halleay, =I have g long, nomow 1able, which
il proests e st and wlk o esch other with case,” hie =ays

An ecloctie range of sivles 5 evident throughout the apartmient in such
pieces as ompmal Louis XV gl cormer commoles, 18508 English stools by
Bullock and cabinets by Jean-Michel Frank, which were made for
Couturier’s prandfiter in the Thirties. "1 do belicve that there are sinict
rules as Fur as orchitoenre is coneemed, bt nog wlen it concerne decora
vion,” he says “Tdon't think that good or bad toste easts. 1 find that anys
'IJ|.||||: i) if it is dane with '\-I::-[L' and if it's true to !-lH.I."

For some, the pch color schepse eher Couarier mipght be poo vibrang,
st thae’s what the destgner loves, "1 have to confess that T hoad whae
apartments devoid of life,” he argues, “They reflect the weather oo

o b= iy day g New Yook can be geen in the walle”

8 WO CTOBRER oy

needed modern wouch, 15 T had ol paintings, they would upact evers
thing,” e insists, “The apartment would becoone woo theatrecnd, T mean,
alrcady it's pretey stagy!™

Amnong his many prized possessions—including an 18h-cenuny
¢ b |1:c Awrl and a pered cotin statue |:-:.' Clodion— Couluiier is
particubarty fond of a pair of pale gray Louis XV frrennls mode by Jocoh
for Fontninebleau, At least one friend, editor Caroling Ieving,
complaing that they are “rtoo Neuilly for words,” referring to tha
decicdledly stulfy Pares subarrh,. But Couturier rensming very attsched
1o the F';Iir Thev remind me of twa blue-haired dowaper duchesses
sitting in a drowing room,” he savs. "1 like mistakes in my own
house—it makes i1 more Dvable, Besides, the best rooms abways

Ipuve mistakes ™ &




