Christophe de Menil is New York’s coolest grande dame:
an art patron, philanthropist, and designer whose first forays
into jewellery were spurred by conversations among illustrious
friends cultivated over a lifetime’s immersion in the arts
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Stingray pendant (worn as brooch) in rose gold
with pink sapphires; Coerum earrings in rose
gold with green quartz; La Fortuna ring in gold
with chalcedony stone, all by Christophe De Menil.
Dress by JW Anderson; Body tube by Kenzo;
Tights by Calvin Klein; Shoes by JW Anderson.

Seaweed necklace, bracelet and ring in
rose gold, all by Christophe De Menil.
Vintage top by Comme Des GarÇons
from James Veloria.

“YOU KNOW WHEN YOU REALLY HAVE
TO DO SOMETHING AND YOU DON’T HAVE
TIME TO THINK ABOUT IT? I JUST WENT
AHEAD AND DID IT”

CHRISTOPHE DE MENIL

P

rosecco: That’s the first order of business when you enter the Upper East
Side home of Christophe de Menil. Against a backdrop of blush pink
painted walls, a GT Pellizzi light sculpture snakes over the dining room
table, and a large-scale photograph taken by her granddaughter, Caroline
Snow, is mounted on the living room wall. The apartment is rife with objets and
curios indicative of the wide-ranging creative pursuits of the octogenarian art
collector, philanthropist, and jewellery designer. A thick stack of books, including
a monograph of her late grandson, the artist Dash Snow, and brother-in-law
Edmund Carpenter’s anthropology tome Patterns That Connect: Social Symbolism
in Ancient & Tribal Art, are nestled by her couch. Family photos line the halls.
And she’s just a short walk from many of Manhattan’s most hallowed museums,
including the Metropolitan Museum of Art, where de Menil recently brought her
great-granddaughter, Secret (Dash’s daughter) to view the galleries. “We studied the
Greeks, since she was studying them in school,” de Menil explains.
With a nicotine-free Honeyrose herbal cigarette in hand, her stark white hair
in an elegant swoop, and a rose quartz, orb-like ring of her own design on her index
finger, de Menil speaks with a serene cadence, gamely holding court on a plethora
of subjects, including the merits of Luis Barragán, Michael Heizer, and Zaha Hadid.
De Menil’s interest in art seems as if it was preordained and indeed, her introduction
to creating jewellery came organically with her association with the New York art
world. Born in France as the eldest of five children, she left at age eight with her
family when the Nazis invaded, passing through Spain, with a stint in Cuba before
settling in Houston, Texas. De Menil’s mother Dominique, née Schlumberger, of
the Schlumberger oil dynasty, and father, John, set up the family in a then-anomalous
one-level modernist brick and glass home, designed by a still-emerging Philip Johnson.
Celebrated couturier Charles James decamped from his New York atelier to do the
interiors (Dominique was a client), dressing the walls in velvet and devising his own
furniture. (Years later, as a teenager, de Menil would wear James’s iconoclastic waspwaist, bell-skirted “Clover Leaf” gown to a society ball.)
“It’s very European to know the real artists. It seemed very natural,” de Menil
reflects. She recalls her first connection with a piece of art as a child: a Henri Matisse
cut out, acquired with her father. With an eye for the likes of Max Beckmann
and René Magritte, the de Menils populated their residence with all manner of
masterpieces from antiquity onwards, and opened the Menil Collection, a museum
of their holdings, in 1987. Architect Renzo Piano designed the main building and
a special gallery devoted to Cy Twombly. Additional buildings were erected,
including a space consisting of works by Dan Flavin, all within walking distance
of the Rothko Chapel, which Dominique and John also commissioned. De Menil
remembers a particularly illuminating trip to Europe with her father led by a
Dominican priest, a friend of the family. On one jaunt, he brought them to Matisse’s
live-work studio, on the top floor of a hotel in Nice. “It was just astonishing.
We wandered around this enormous apartment for like three hours, and he was
impeccable,” she recalls. “There was one bed. There was one chair, and some units
by the wall where you could draw, and on the side there were very modest units
for putting pencils and stuff. It was so moving, because it was so simple and so real.”
But de Menil’s entrée into the New York art world happened in the early 60s,
when, newly divorced from the Buddhist scholar Robert Thurman (father of Uma),
with whom she had her daughter, Taya, de Menil enrolled at Columbia University
in religious studies. She soon fell in with a group that included Merce Cunningham,
John Cage, and Robert Rauschenberg, and started organising a series of
“happenings” in the Hamptons called Midsummer, an outgrowth of the activities of
the Judson Church dance group, recruiting the likes of La Monte Young and Twyla
Tharp to participate. “It was very childlike,” de Menil says of the camaraderie within
the group. “We all went swimming with Rauschenberg. It was simple, but first-rate.”
Jewellery design was not something de Menil set out to do. In 1980, she began
collaborating as a costume designer with the experimental theatre director
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Collages by Michael Heizer.

Venus Fly Trap bracelet in 24ct gold with
green sapphires and Venus Fly Trap ring
in 24ct gold with green peridot, both by
Christophe De Menil. Top and skirt
by Kenzo.

Installation by Dash Snow.

“JOHN CAGE SAID, WE LISTEN TO NATURE,
LOOK AT NATURE IN ITS MANNER OF
OPERATION. THAT INFLUENCED ME A LOT”

CHRISTOPHE DE MENIL

“I’VE OPENED SO MANY LOBSTERS TO
LOOK AT THE PARTS. I WAS SO SHOCKED.
THERE’S A SLIT IN THEIR HEARTS, AND
I THOUGHT, THAT IS SO SEXY I CAN’T
STAND IT. I HAVE TO PUT A STONE THERE”
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Robert Wilson and notable downtown choreographers Trisha Brown and Lucinda
Childs. For a production of Wilson’s in Rome, de Menil sought advice from her friend
Claude Lalanne, known for her sculptural, conceptual copper baubles, on a series
of pieces. “Claude gave me the courage. She taught me a lot about making things
out of metal,” de Menil notes. “Claude went with me to the place where they make
the jewellery for the movies in Rome, and they couldn’t do it, because they were too
busy. Luckily I had brought some copper sheeting with me. You know when you
really have to do something and you don’t have time to think about it? I just went
ahead and did it. I made the jewellery for the five chorus people. I just cut them
out of copper. I had never done it before. But it was a necessity, so I had no choice.”
For the past seven or so years, de Menil has produced an eponymous line
of irreverent, textural bijoux inspired by the natural world. “I’m interested in
everything that moves, you could say,” she explains. Horseshoe crabs, langoustines,
Venus flytraps, nautilus shells, and undulating swathes of seaweed are reimagined
in golds and silvers and transformed into brooches, pendants, and bracelets.
De Menil’s method is to freeze each material, prepping them in wax or copper
before casting. Her instinct is towards the sensual and visceral – bold shapes
that make an impact. “We listen to nature, we look at nature in its manner
of operation,” she says, quoting her friend Cage. “It’s in the making of something,
how a fountain falls, it’s because of what it is, the way it is, how long it is,
how forceful. That influenced me a lot.” Perhaps the piece most indicative of
her practice is a set of earrings derived from the heart of a lobster, which bears
a striking resemblance to the shape of female genitalia. “I’ve opened so many
lobsters to look at the parts, eating them too, but I missed this,” she says, with
a chuckle. “I was so shocked. There’s a slit here, and I thought, that is so sexy
I can’t stand it. I have to put a stone there.”
Designing clothing, too, is talent of de Menil’s. She gestures towards a photograph
of Iman wearing a fluid, burnt orange pair of scissor-pants of her design, part of a line
she produced that sold at retail in the early 90s. A display window at Bloomingdale’s
devoted to her work was a major highlight, and other items have been acquired by
the Met’s Costume Institute. In the late aughts, she released a new line of jumpsuits
in wool crêpe, taffeta, and mohair that she sold, along with her jewellery, on her
website. De Menil cites the loss of Dash (who overdosed in 2009), as a turning point
in revving up her creative cycle. “For him, art was everything,” she says. Now, de Menil
is currently in the process of bringing her line to be sold across various stores in
the US, like Dover Street Market, Neiman Marcus, and Marin Hopper, daughter of
Dennis’s uptown boutique Hayward House. She’s also at work on her memoirs, with
hopes for a film adaptation, and in a new pursuit, wants to build a skateboard park
for kids out in the Hamptons. “I’d like to have a new love of something,” she muses.
“But I don’t want to force it, I want to see how I feel about it.”

Coerum earring in gold with pink sapphires
and La Fortuna ring in 24ct gold with pink
quartz stone, both by Christophe De Menil.
Black leather coat by Christian Dior.

