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MARIA
PERGAY

A STAR OF 19/0S MINIMALISM RETURNS TO
THE SCENE WITH NEW DESIGNS BEARING
HER TRADEMARK SLY HUMOR AND ELAN

BY NICOLAI HARTVIG
PHOTOGRAPHS BY ED ALCOCK

IN 2004 THEFRENCHDESIGNER MARIA PERGAY was retired and runninga
guesthouse in the town of Essaouira on the Moroccan coast. Her four
children had grownup and given her seven grandchildren. The house she built
and furnished in Provence with the spoils of her long career had been sold.
Ithad beennearly 5o yearssince she began decorating storefrontsin Paris—
moving on to design bespoke objects and interiors for Pierre Cardin and Saudi




Maria Pergay in
the metal work-
shop at the

Ecole Nationale
Supérieure des
Beaux-Artsin
Paris, where she
fabricates works
like this copper-
and-bronze tree,
here and far left,
which willbe
shown nextmonth
at Demisch Danant
inNew York.
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royals, opening her own shopinthe
French capital, helping pioneer stainless
steel Minimalisminthe 1960sand ’7os,
and making works thatsurprised even
Salvador Dali—and the 73-year-old
Pergay wasnot contemplatinga return.
She had relegated her crafttoa hobby.

Then she received a visit from New
York gallerist Suzanne Demisch, who brought Pergay
anauction house magazine whose cover featured one of
the designer’s couches as the month’s best-selling lot.

“She had the courage to come and fish me out,”
says Pergay, today 82 and back to producing 7 to 10
original works each year. Though she jokes that
the magazine cover “hitthe sweet spot,” her return
wasnever aboutsales, and the designer, who modestly
callsherselfan “unknown lady,” dismisses talk of a
grandrevival. “What would you want people to say—
thateveryone had forgotten about me, thata generation
had come and gone?” she asks with a smile.

In 2006 Pergay had the first show heralding her comeback
in New York at Demisch Danantand Lehmann Maupin
galleries. And lastyear she returned to the Place des Vosges,
where she had a shop her husband helped run from 1960
to 1977, forashow of new and old creations. From May 1
through July 13, her latest works will be on view at Demisch
Danantinashowwitha “secretgarden” theme, marking the
45thanniversary ofaseminal Paris exhibition thatlaunched
the stainless-steel period of her career.

SoPergay now finds herself back in the metal workshop of
the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts (ENSBA),
France’stopartschool, where some of her worksare created.
Sheisinspectingthe latest piece being prepared for the show,

awrought-bronzesculpture of a tree with
copper leaves, some of which will soon
be tinted yellow through oxidation by
blowtorch. Watching as she twists a
branch,Ifeelatwinge of alarm: The work,
based on areal piece of wood she found,
. looksincrediblylifelike and fragile.
“Bravo,ithasgrown!” Pergay tells her
collaborator Michel Salerno, who runs the
workshop and reportsresurgentinterestin
Pergay’s work over the nine yearshe has been
assisting her. “People seem to be gathering
around thearenatosee herarrive,” suggests
Salerno, expecting to see her claim her
rightful place among such talents as Charlotte

Perriand and Jean Prouvé. “Thereis freedomin her
s work. Shedoesn’tsettleinto asingle vein or tap

aformula for success,” he adds. “Doing the same
thing twiceisunbearable,” agrees Pergay.

Indeed, she’smadea project of confounding expectations
throughouther career. Bornin Moldaviain 1930 to Russian
parents, shearrivedin Parisat the age of six. She entered
the Institut des Hautes Etudes Cinématographiquesin
Parisintheearly 1950stolearncostume and et design,
butwound up studyingsculpture on the side with Ossip
Zadkine. After marrying business student Marc Pergay and
startinga family, she was asked by a decorator friend to
help design shop windows. “She would rent her things, but
Iwanted to create the pieces thatI putin the shop fronts,”
recalls Pergay. She soon made that her trade, attracting
notice for herlarge bird sculpturesand glass spiderwebs
with raindrop-shaped rhinestones in the windows of a shoe
store neighboring the famous Parisian flagship of Hermes. »
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Clockwise from top:
The steel Ring
chairwasa
breakthrough for
Pergay in 1968,
and one of them
fetched $43,750
at Christie’s

New York last
December; Pergay
inspects abronze
branchin the ENSBA
workshop; her
Pouf Colonne chair,
2012, incorpo-
rates wood and
stainless steel.

Within a few years she would be commissioned by
Hermeésitselfas well as Dior and other luxury brands to
design smallsilver objects, from cigarette casesand
decorative champagne coolers to ornate jewelry boxes
and antelope-inspired letter openers. Her signature
elements—ribbons, pom-poms, and buckles—have
stayed in her creations ever since. Fashioning many pieces
herselfin metalwork, she also forged relationships with
local craftsmen. For harvestdinners thrown by Hennessy,
Pergay asked a friend’s blacksmith father to help her
create centerpieces of cast-iron vines set with glass grapes.
The aforementioned spiderwebs were ordered from a
glass cutter who owned a small custom shop inside the
old Montparnasse railway station.

For her latest works, Pergay relies on the ENsBA workshop
to fabricate herintricate bronzes, while she entrusts her
stainlesssteel creations to the hands of Yves Jaquetat
anindustrial facility on the outskirts of Paris that has the
necessary laser cuttersand presses. “Here [at ENSBA], it’s
like embroidery. Over there, it’sheavyweight,” she explains.
Jaquethas recently been working on a chaise longue shaped
like a three-partgondola, commissioned fora Venice
apartment, with Pergay making frequent visits to ensure that
authentic details of the classic boatare included—even
though Jaquethad proposed some shortcuts.

“Marialikesachallenge. She always pushesustogoa
little further than we otherwise would,” Salerno says.

“They’re your hands, not mine.Ijust take advantage,”
replies Pergay cheerfully.

Infact, stainless steel, which she values for its “samurai-
like” properties, haslongbeena Maria Pergay trademark.
Spurred by aninvitationin 1967 by French steelmaker Ugine
Gueugnon to use its product, she transitioned from small
silveritemsto furniture. “Ihad made boxes with buckles and
ribbons, things thatdid notexistinsilversmithingatthe
time. [was copied alot,” Pergay remembers. “Finally T had
had enough with the small things.”

Her first furniture pieces gave new meaning to the term
instant classic: The Lit Tapis Volant (Flying Carpet
daybed) and the Chaise Anneaux (Ringchair) remain her

best-known works today. Emblematic of her elegant yet
imaginative style, they came to her within 30 minutes
of waking one morning, the ideasjotted down on scraps of
paper. “Idon’tknow how to draw,” confesses the designer.
“Tonlybegin totakeaninterestinan object whenitis
complete,in my head. And thatincludes how it will be
made.” To capture fleeting thoughts, Pergay doodles on
ticketstubs from the Paris Métro. “People make fun of
me. WhenIsaythatl haveanidea, they say, ‘Wait, let me
give youmy Métro ticket.”” She now works both from
home and onthe road, developing detailed instructions
butleaving the manuallabor to her ateliers.

Shown at Galerie Maisonet Jardinin Parisin 1968, her
stainless-steel works gained fame when fashion designer »
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Fromtop: An
untitled 2005 desk
featuring exotic-
woodinlays, the
steeland copper
Table Eventail,
1968, andalit
Tapis Volant, one
of Pergay’s most
famous1960s
designs, which
fetched $134,500
atChristie’s

New Yorkin 2010.

Pierre Cardin—who had commissioned Pergay’s Vase
Coq (Rooster vase) insilver-plated brassin 1957—bought
theentire exhibition. Subsequenteditions have become
auction favorites of late, especially since most of her pieces
are one-offs or produced in editions of 20 or fewer. Pergay’s
record remainsthe $421,000 paid forarare one-arm
Banquetdaybed, circa 1967, at Phillips de Pury &
Company’s December 2007 design sale in New York.

Full-scale works like these, more streamlined than
ArtNouveau but too fanciful to be considered strictly
modernist, dance the fine line between the functional
and the decorative. “My husband was worried when
Iemptied the shop to make space for the steel. “What will
Itell theclients?” he fretted. Iscared a lot of people,”
Pergay says, not displeased by the memory.

The new, more austere designs quickly found favor,
especially with businessmenand, inthe 1980sand’9os, with
privateclients thatincluded Russian oligarchsand members
of the Saudiroyal family. But the more whimsical works
didn’talwaysgo over. “Iremembera gentleman with very
white hairand a tiny voice who got out of a beautiful car,”
says Pergay. “Helooked ata Ringchair,and without thinking
twice, hesaid, ‘Tlikeitalot...It>sjustashameitisn’tsquare.””

Although the more minimalist pieces were her bread and
butterin terms of sales, Pergay found ways to inject decorative
touches. “The Lit Tapis Volant, the Chaise Anneaux—they
areso-callediconicobjectsthatThave cometotreatwitha
certainindifference,” she admits. “The works thatinterestme

the mostare the slightly odd ones, like those
Imade for Salvador Dali.” Theseincluded
apure-gold butterfly set with semiprecious
stones for hislate-1950s project “The Myth

of the Butterfly and the Fire.” Pergay recalls,
“he commissioned a piece from me, and
whenIbroughtitto him, he exclaimed,
“‘Youdared!’SoIsaid, ‘Yes,Idared, master.’
Icalled him master. His majesty.”

Hints of Surrealism persistin Pergay’s
work, which since the 1990s hastakena
decidedly lighter, more liberated and playful

turn. There’s the fake door

thatremainsajar—
pullingitopensthe
realdoor behind.

Her 1992 Daisy

chairlooksas

muchlikeanegg
sunny-side up as
like the flower. The Brick
Bench couch, 2010,
rests on brokenslabsof stone,
while a pair of cubic light fixtures
has been punched open and fitted with LEDs.

“They’regags,” shesays of these works. “Idon’t dislike
humorinart. For some people, if humorinartisnot
obvious, they don’tgetit.” As part of an upcoming project
atthe Petit Palais next September, she has proposed
supersize, decayed versions of her leaves, measuring up to
15 feet, “asif they had fallen froma giant tree and spent
the winter outside, leaving nothing but the skeleton. Itall
makes me feel very tiny.”

With Pergay, “thereisacore vision thatis more indicative
ofanartisticendeavor, certainly nota commercial endeav-
or,” says Suzanne Demisch, who co-authored Pergay’s
catalogueraisonné with Stephane Danant. “Youseeitonly
inhindsight.Ithink she has typically been ahead of the trends
because she wasnotassociated with a group or movement.
Evennow,she’snotreally acontemporary designer, butshe’s
alsonothistorical. She’s running her own trail.”

Andit’sanunmapped trail atthat. “Itdoesn’teven occur
tometohave boundaries,” Pergay says. “The only thing
wantis thatthe work notleave you indifferent, one way or
another. My work is passionate and I please myself, perhaps
atthe expense of many things thatyou’d think Iwould have
acquiredatthis pointin mylife, like a bit of money. Instead,”
she continues, laughing ruefully, “Iimmediately spend it—
notonknickknacksbuton trying to donew things.” H#
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