
made in France
Maria Pergay

One of the highlights of our current exhibition Maria Pergay: Wonder 
Room is the Cabinet Borgia (2016). This new work not only signifies 
the pinnacle of Pergay’s extraordinary design career but also points 
to a complex realm of her creative vision. When Stephane and I first 
saw her initial sketch a year ago, we were stunned to discover that 
she was employing 16th century references and in such a fresh way! 
It is certainly not the first time Pergay’s new work has surprised us, 
but this piece is truly fantastical and a masterwork. It is exciting and 
challenging to discover such a multi-layered design.

Cabinet Borgia is inspired by the era of the Borgias, a powerful  
aristocratic Italo-Spanish family which rose to prominence during  
the Italian Renaissance, a period that marked a rebirth in design 
among artists and architects.

Pergay‘s Cabinet Borgia is a cabinet of curiosities, meant to hold  
precious objects, books and works of art. The cabinet represents  
two malles de voyage, one seemingly floating above the other with  
a mirrored reflection in between. The top case is adorned with  
hand forged iron latches embellished with polished bone, finished 
with intri cately carved ebony and bone handles. The bottom case 
stands on ebony sculpted claw feet and is decorated with steel and 
brass fittings.
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Maria Pergay
Cabinet Borgia 
A+B, 2016

Black and white ebony from Laos, oak, forged iron hinges 
with polished bone, brass, carved black ebony handles 
and feet, decorative fittings in steel and brass

57.28 H × 53.15 × 20.08 inches
145.5 H x 135 × 51 cm
Edition of 8



Maria Pergay
Cabinet Borgia, 2016 Detail



About Maria Pergay

When Maria Pergay began her career in 1956, post-war modernism in 
France was energetically accelerating. Young architects were devel-
oping an approach to interiors and furniture meant to accommodate 
the pressing requirements of urbanization. Their ideas, focused 
largely on function, dominated the field with a utopian spirit that was 
permeating society as a whole. In the midst of this moment, when 
classical decoration was being relegated to the past, Pergay’s early 
designs came to life. Born with a sensitivity to luxury, her furniture 
and objects fulfilled curiosities far from the norms of the time.

Maria Pergay’s career began while creating ornate metal elements 
for window displays in Paris’s fashionable boutiques. With her cre-
ativity piqued, she began experimenting with silver, soon producing 
a complete collection of distinct, contemporary pieces in the late 
1950s. The vast uniqueness of the silver objects set the tone for a 
lifelong tendency to challenge current trends and work outside the 
boundaries of her contemporaries. In addition, Pergay’s silver work 
functioned as a catalyst for her innovative works made of stainless 
steel. Pergay’s usage of this material not only became her trademark 
but also changed the face of French decoration in the 1970s. All 
the while, furniture design remained a harshly male-dominated field 
which relegated design work by women to trite ‘decoration.’ 

As a mother of four without formal training particular to furniture, 
nor outside support, Pergay pursued her creative instincts working 
relatively alone. Drawing from a multitude of sources, she was  
provoked by antiquity, Japanese art and the innate nature of her 
materials — conjuring a voice so individual that many of her pieces 
would not receive recognition until years after they were created. 
Much like Eileen Gray, whose genius was also widely neglected be-
cause of her gender, Pergay created for her own pleasure — exhibiting 
and selling to clients, while quietly receiving important private  

commissions. In this way, she maintained a diverse and lengthy  
career, working enthusiastically even today.

Much in the way that Pergay’s innovative work landed her outside  
of the French modernist movement of the 1950s and 1960s, neither 
does she conform to the mainstream of today’s contemporary  
design. When questioned, she refuses to be designated solely as  
an artist, designer or decorator, but describes herself as a servant 
to her own creative impulses, particularly as a “captor of ideas.” 
Moreover, she defies the demand to produce using one theme over 
a singular period of time, rather creating as her ideas come, without 
schedule or structure.

Despite the absence of a calculated artistic agenda, retrospect makes 
clear the consistent core vision maintained by Pergay throughout  
her career. She works in broad strokes, concentrating on the physi- 
cality of ideas rather than the details. Having pioneered the use of 
stainless steel in furniture, she has ceaselessly challenged the inher-
ent limitations of her primary material. She introduces and revisits 
materials and motifs — not with a sense of repetition — but rather as 
manifestations of her creative vocabulary.

Maria Pergay has never belonged to a distinct design movement or 
group of designers, an individual content indulging in the framework 
of her own imagination rather than the influences of her contempo-
raries. She is among a handful of designers of her generation who are 
still avidly working today — a remarkable accomplishment. Pergay’s 
enthusiasm is undeniable and her creative flow is unstoppable. With 
more than seventy new works executed during the last ten years,  
Pergay, today at 86 years of age, is working harder than ever to realize 
an ever-accelerating rush of ideas. 
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