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DESIGN & DECORATING

MURIEL GRATEAU
The Parisian design gallerist, celebrated for her jewelry-like tableware, talks hostess

gifts, the beauty of bronze and why she would never redo her home

DESIGN POLYMATH Muriel Grateau has a career that spans countries and disci-
plines. As a Milan-based fashion designer in the 1980s, she had her own line and
worked with entrepreneurs like Diego Della Valle. Returning to Paris in 1992, Ms.
Grateau opened her eponymous gallery in the Palais Royal gardens (the store is
now on the Rue de Beaune), designing jewelry, linens and home accessories that
combine her mastery of color and form with both austerity and humor. This Sep-
tember, Ms. Grateau celebrates 20 years of her gallery with a new all-white inte-
rior and a fresh collection of silverware and tableware. She is also working on her
first watch collection. When she’s not traveling to her factories, collaborating with
architects like Peter Marino and India Mahdavi or designing new products, Ms.
Grateau relaxes with her husband in their Versailles apartment.

My personal style is “avant-garde” and
chic, at least I hope so. Avant-garde in the
sense of creating, not following the oth-
ers. It’s not the easiest thing, but it’s im-
portant to avoid what’s obvious.

The most important piece of jewelry I
have is a diamond and onyx ring. It’s one
of the first pieces I made, seven years
ago. I was thinking of women who wore a
lot of black. Outside of silver or gold,
there wasn’t much that went well with
black. I wanted to do something in the
spirit of cameo, but with more volume.

Every well-set table should have com-
pelling plates. I create my own, and I had
to invent the technique working with a
small French artisanal porcelain producer.
Unlike traditional porcelain, our plates are
tinted with color while they’re being made,
not painted on after.

I think of my work as the “art of living.”
That means I’m interested in the encoun-
ter between “decorative arts” and “man-
ners,” or as French say, “savoir-vivre.”

My favorite designer right now is Nico-
las Ghesquière, but I am really looking for-
ward to seeing Hedi Slimane for Yves
Saint Laurent, because he has an enor-
mous talent and a real sense of silhouette.
I love Tom Ford, who has always had
strong fashion intelligence and really did
amazing things at Saint Laurent.

The most important items in my ward-
robe are my collection of black turtlenecks
and my collection of black pants. I wear Jil
Sander, Prada’s more simple things, Hedi
Slimane and Céline.

I started drawing dresses before I could

talk, and then designing my own clothes.
One day, I ran into Hélène Lazareff, the
founder of French Elle, in the St. Tropez
harbor. She asked me who had designed
my clothes and then offered me a job.
That is when I began to think of design
as a possible career.

If I weren’t a designer, and if I had
been so lucky to have an amazing ar-
tistic gift, I would love to be a pianist
like Sviatoslav Richter, an opera singer
like Maria Callas or a painter like Fran-
cis Bacon.

On the weekend, I try to rest, stay in
Paris and do as little as possible. When I
do nothing, I get lots of ideas. I sit with a
bag full of my Moleskine notebooks and
sketch and write.

I hate the word “trend” because it is
something everyone follows. This means
there is no more creativity left in them.

An underappreciated material in home
design is bronze. Concrete is overrated,
as is using the same material everywhere
in your house.

Even if money were no object, I
wouldn’t redesign my home. I deeply feel
the need to preserve it from my attempts
to change everything, as my work is con-
stantly pushing me to innovate. Not re-
designing assures stability.

My must-have piece for the home is
a black plastic tray that I bought in an
inexpensive gadget shop 25 years ago
in New York, and it has never left me
since. It’s very simple but so well de-
signed. My husband uses it every day
to bring me breakfast in bed.

On the table, I prefer an arrangement
of fruit or something unexpected and
magnificent. I find fruit displays more
logical on the table than flowers. I don’t
like tables set in a very complicated way,
with so many things that you end up not
even seeing the food.

A gift I really treasure is a beautiful
24-karat gold medallion from my hus-
band. It’s a reproduction of a work by
Pablo Picasso, made by the artist and
goldsmith Pierre Hugo, who reproduces
famous artists’ works in metals.

I don’t collect anything. I am just as
happy looking at beautiful things as own-
ing them.

I don’t listen to music when I work.
Listening to music is an occupation in it-
self, and it would distract me too much
to have it in the background.

To get away from Paris, I love to go to
St. Tropez or anyplace facing the sea.
To re-energize, I stare at the ceiling.

The best gift I ever gave was 50 gifts
for my husband’s 50th birthday. We de-
cided to take a weekend away. Normally I
just take a little bag, but I packed a gigan-
tic suitcase. He couldn’t understand why.

My go-to hostess gift is linen napkins.
I’ve been making them in 100 colors for
the past 20 years. I bring them to dinner

parties, like a bouquet of flowers. For me,
color is like a drug.

If you’re staying in a city during the
summer, the best thing to wear is any-
thing that doesn’t make you look like
you’re on your way to the beach.

My favorite artists are architects: Rich-
ard Neutra, Frank Lloyd Wright, Oscar Ni-
emeyer and Frank Gehry.

If I could design a piece of jewelry for
any woman, living or dead, I’d choose Au-
drey Hepburn or Charlotte Gainsbourg,
because grace is an essential quality in or-
der to wear jewelry. —Edited from an
interview by Jackie Cooperman

20 ODD QUESTIONS

SAVOIR-VIVRE
Clockwise from top:
Muriel Grateau; her
porcelain Pop Art plates;
St. Tropez; Jil Sander
turtleneck; Ms. Grateau’s
linen napkins; her onyx
and black-diamond ring;
Audrey Hepburn;
Picasso ‘Rond’ medallion
by Pierre Hugo.
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