
95 E L L E  D E C O R

BY DAVID NETTO  
PHOTOGRAPHS BY MIGUEL FLORES-VIANNA

A Napoleon III slipper chair 
in Nathalie Farman-Farma’s 
studio, adjacent to her home 
in London, is upholstered in 
one of her Décors Barbares 
prints. OPPOSITE , CLOCK-
WISE FROM TOP LE F T: In 
the studio, the 19th-century 
desk is Danish, and the stool 
is Napoleon III. Fabrics from 
Russia, Eastern Europe, and 
Iran line work shelves. In 
Farman- Farma’s daughter’s 
bedroom, the sofa and chair 
are in Décors Barbares prints. 
Framed embroideries hang 
on a dining room wall cov-
ered in a Braquenié floral. 

HOW TO CELEBRATE THE PAST 
WHILE KEEPING THE COOL? 

SURROUND YOURSELF WITH A 
RIOT OF PRINTS. TEXTILE DESIGNER 
NATHALIE FARMAN-FARMA’S 

LONDON HOME AND STUDIO 
ARE A STUDY IN THE ART.

THERE’S
A PATTERN

HERE
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HE BEAUTY OF A BOOK IS THAT IT CAN DO 
all the talking for you, even when you’re 
dead. Of all the big-gun design books coming 
out this season, none has been more hotly 
anticipated than that of the textile designer 
and alchemist of 19th-century style, Nathalie 
Farman-Farma. The pages of Décors Bar-
bares: The Enchanting Interiors of Nathalie 
Farman-Farma (Vendome Press) depict a 

world of pattern upon pattern, of nostalgia for a past that 
Mongiardino made grand, Zeffirelli made fantastical, but 
only Nathalie has made sweet, cool, and relatable to a girl 
right now wearing a pussycat bow and reading Cabana.

Speaking of dead, you know how they used to say, “No 
one was deader than Gucci?” Not accurate. Chekhov was 
deader. Until today. Nathalie has developed one of the most 
passionate and sophisticated eyes through which to cele-
brate the past in the world. How did this happen? We can 
trace her virtuosity using point-to-point navigation from a 
“lightbulb” moment at Madeleine Castaing’s legendary shop 
on the rue Jacob (still extant when Nathalie lived in Paris in 
the early 1990s) to the extraordinary vision she brought to 
her apartment in New York City’s Greenwich Village  
a decade later to the sure-handed style of the house in Lon-
don where she lives now. The newly acquired studio build-
ing adjacent to this house is the engine room for Nathalie’s 

In a sitting area of the studio, a sofa is topped with a Persian kilim and pillows in Swedish, Romanian, and Persian 
textiles from Farman-Farma’s collection. The chair is from the late designer Madeleine Castaing’s shop in Paris. 

The window curtains are trimmed with antique Russian Vologda lace, and the draperies around the doorway are 
of an Italian brocade by Antico Setificio Fiorentino. OPPOSITE , FROM TOP:  Nathalie Farman-Farma in her stu-

dio in a vintage Valentino dress. In a corner of the space, a French chair is upholstered in a Décors Barbares linen.  
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iconoclastic point of view, a taste that might be described as 
having enough romantic power to turn a boathouse in Lake 
Tahoe into a dacha and a stolid Greenwich Colonial into a 
Proustian dream—taste that has become a business.

ELLE DECOR caught up with the creator of the Décors 
Barbares fabric collection at her London atelier full of caf-
tans, samovars, and fragments of embroidery framed and 
unframed. These are her ingredients. And books—books 
that anybody else would look at and think were about the 
past, but to Nathalie they are prologue containing the reci-
pes. All of this occurs in a large skylighted studio that is one 
of the most enchanting and personal spaces in London. 
E LLE D E C O R :  It all looks very relaxing and comfortable, but 
clearly a lot gets done in here. Tell us how you use this space.
N AT H A L I E  FA R M A N - FA R M A :  My house is tiny, with small 
spaces, very cozy and old Russia. In the studio, I wanted to 
do something more Arts and Crafts, combining cultures on 
a white backdrop to make it easier to see patterns.
ED: But how can something that’s still so personal—and a little 
messy—be an office?
NFF: I work alone here in two ways. There’s the running of 
the business, which gives me structure and routine. Then 

ABOVE: A dining table in the studio is topped with a Persian kilim and 
surrounded by chairs from the Russian Abramtsevo estate. LE F T: A 
Napoleon III slipper chair in a Décors Barbares linen sits to the right  
of the studio’s fireplace. The wall behind it features embroidery by 
Namay Samay, and the artwork above the mantel is by Léon Bakst. 
OPPOSITE: Victorian-style chairs are topped with books, fabrics,  
and a vintage cake stand. A Décors Barbares fabric skirt hides a radia-
tor, and the wall cabinet is from Abramtsevo. 
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there’s the creative part, which is more like pondering. I can 
pin up fabrics or drape a sample on a chair and leave it for a 
day to think about it and examine the scale.
E D: The patterns in your collection are dense, dazzling, and 
relentless. The effect can be kaleidoscopic. Is there a method 
behind how you organize things visually? 
NFF: There are about 25 different patterns right now. They 
are divided into roughly four parts: the Chekhovian or 
Tolstoyan side, the Ballets Russes side, what I would call the 
folkloric, and the more ethnic Central Asian side.
ED: Your gift is for making something that has been around for 
hundreds of years look fresh and original again. What were 
the inspirations of the past for this space?
NFF: I was influenced by Yves Saint Laurent’s dacha in Nor-
mandy, put together for him by Jacques Grange. I’m partly 
from California, which has a legacy of Arts and Crafts—the 
architecture of Greene and Greene, Maybeck, and so forth.
E D :  Do you remember the creative mess at Madeleine 
Castaing’s shop on the rue Jacob? She did what she wanted in 
there, very different and experimental from the finished rooms 
in her apartment above. Is there a subconscious connection?
NFF: Oh, yes! I never thought of that. 
ED: Is this private space ever public?
N F F: Yes, I like to receive friends, editors, and decorators 
here. And my teenage son certainly likes to receive here! 
Especially on the roof terrace. I always love seeing how peo-
ple use the fabrics. When I see them in a showroom, it can 
be a little scary—it makes me feel like a model in a casting. 
So I want to return the favor, especially to anyone who’s 
interested enough to come to London.
E D :  Most collections have a few things that are quieter and 
easy to use, like a paisley or beige stripe. Something mousy for 
the faint of heart that’s easy to sell. Why doesn’t yours?
NFF: There’s plenty of that in the world, if people just need 
to fill holes. I try to do things that don’t exist. ◾
ABOVE: The terrace at Farman-Farma’s home overlooks her Chelsea 
neighborhood and features wisteria and other plantings. RIGHT: In 
the main bedroom, the headboard is upholstered in a floral by Décors 
Barbares, and the bed is dressed in linens by D. Porthault. The Edwar-
dian side tables are topped with antique Argand oil lamps, and the  
walls are sheathed in a fabric by Madeleine Castaing. The 18th- and 
19th-century artworks depict  Russian icons. For details, see Resources.


