
howtospendit.com 14

displays of luxury

Main picture: visitors queuing 
to enter New York’s Metropolitan 
Museum of Art during the 2011 
Alexander McQueen exhibition. 
Top right: Cartier: Le Style et 
l’Histoire at the Grand Palais, Paris
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displays of luxury As luxury marques metamorphosise from museum sponsor 
to museum exhibitor, their collections are being seen afresh – 
as works of art with historical narratives, and crowd-pleasing 
cultural phenomena. Nick Foulkes reports

 T
here is a particular piece of 
business-card legerdemain that 
Stanislas de Quercize is fond of 
performing. Using both hands to 
present his card in the orientally 
approved manner, the Cartier 
CEO and president’s thumbs are 
located so that they obscure the 
beginning and end of the name 
of the company he serves. Just 
three letters remain visible: ART.

In case the visual significance escapes the recipient of 
the Quercize card, he will explain all with a rhetorical 
flourish: “As you can see, art is in Cartier and art belongs 
in a museum.” But this is much more than a neat little 
parlour trick grafted onto a corporate mission statement, 
as was made abundantly clear on the evening of Sunday 
December 1, when I boarded a minibus on the Rue du 
Faubourg Saint-Honoré to be taken to the Grand Palais 
for a preview of a major retrospective show of the French 
jeweller’s oeuvre (Cartier: Le Style et l’Histoire, pictured 
above). I was in one of three vehicles crammed with 
museum curators who had travelled from Texas, Tokyo, 
London, Lisbon, Seoul, Singapore, Mexico, Manhattan, 
Moscow and elsewhere, representing world-famous 
institutions: the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the 
Kremlin, the Hermitage (St Petersburg and Lausanne), 
the British Museum, Beijing’s Palace Museum… 
Separated by oceans, hemispheres and languages, they 
were united by one thing – they had all mounted major 
exhibitions devoted to Cartier and had come to Paris to 
attend a private view of the mother of all museum shows.

But while this cultural-superpower summit may 
have been billed as a gathering of curators and directors, 
it was also, in the nicest possible way, a discreet bit 
of intellectual muscle-flexing on the part of Cartier, 
showing that when it comes to museum shows the Rue 
de la Paix jeweller packs more punch than most. And 
when it comes to heritage, there are few brands – or 
maisons, as we are now encouraged to call them – that 
can muster the curatorial firepower of Cartier, which 
for the past quarter of a century has been on a nearly 
constant tour of the world’s great institutions.

Of course, corporate patronage of the arts is nothing 
new. The quid pro quo has been visibility and the 
warmth that comes when the mantle of philanthropy is 
draped around the shoulders of a commercial enterprise. 
However, in recent years the worlds of luxury and the 
arts have become so close that what was a symbiotic 
relationship has become a full union. The platonic state 
of sponsorship and art collecting has been consummated, 
with the brand (sorry, maison) no longer appearing in the 
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situation before the luxury boom fundamentally altered 
the relationship between cultural institutions such as his 
and the big brands. His museum was set up during the 
Second Empire under the rule of Napoleon III, partly 
“to help defend and promote French industrial art; let’s 
say the great-grandfather of today’s luxury brands. So 
for 150 years the museum has been here to defend a 
certain sense of French taste, French style, French 
manufacturers and French creators and designers.”

And until a generation ago luxury seemed to be 
an endangered species heading towards extinction. 
Take couture, for instance. In 1957, Christian Dior (who 
today has a museum in his name in Granville) estimated 
that between 7,000 and 10,000 women engaged in the 
complicated, ritualistic and time-consuming business 
of having clothes made by a couturier. By the beginning of 
the 1970s, it was said that there were fewer than 100 
women who commissioned their clothes from haute-
couture houses. John Pope-Hennessy, then director of the 
Victoria and Albert Museum, happened to be sitting next 
to Cecil Beaton at a dinner in New York in 1969 and 
mentioned that he found it strange that people did not 
collect Balenciaga gowns as they did other works of art. It 
was out of this conversation that the 1971-1972 exhibition 
Fashion: An Anthology grew. Beaton, knowing most of the 
remaining couture customers personally, was ideally 
placed to curate the show, and typical of the responses he 
got is a letter he received from Mary de Rothschild, which 
read simply, “Dear Cecil, Let me know when you come to 
Paris and I will show you what I have! Wonderful idea.” 
She added ominously, “It is all vanishing so quickly!”

Back then it would have seemed inconceivable that 
major museums around the world would be applying 
the forensic techniques of academically rigorous art-
historical scholarship to the work of contemporary 
fashion designers and jewellers. And yet gradually over 
time, the body of work of fashion designers has moved 
closer to the centre of the cultural stage. In the 1970s 
and 1980s, the late US Vogue editor Diana Vreeland 
curated shows at the Met in New York along such broad 
themes as The Glory of Russian Costume, but the 
emphasis was perhaps more on theatrical impact and 
pizzazz. Her work continued under the Met’s Costume 
Institute curator Richard Martin, who worked on 1999’s 
Rock Style exhibition. During the early 21st century, its 
annual gala benefit became one of the most avidly 
attended global social events thanks to the involvement 
of Anna Wintour. And in the summer of 2011, fashion 
at the museum reached its apotheosis when queues 
wound their way around the building (pictured on 
previous pages) and snaked into Central Park, as visitors 
waited for up to six hours in temperatures as high as 
40˚C to see an exhibition of pieces by the recently 
deceased designer Alexander McQueen.

In the end, 661,509 visitors placed this show in the top 
10 of Met exhibitions, alongside Leonardo da Vinci, 
Picasso and Tutankhamun. Among those thousands was 
Professor Martin Roth, who was about to take up the role 
of director of the Victoria and Albert Museum. “I wanted 
to see that exhibition before I started at the V&A. I came 
with my wife from Brazil – I was there on a conference 
and we had to go to Canada for personal reasons. So we 
took a flight to New York and stayed there for six hours to 
see that exhibition, then got the night flight to Vancouver.”

The representative of the Department of Homeland 
Security was curious as to why the Roths had flown from 
Brazil to spend just six hours in New York. “He asked, 
‘What are you doing here for only one day?’ I replied, ‘I 
want to see an exhibition.’ And he looked at me and said, 
‘No, you can’t see that exhibition, it’s impossible.’ I asked, 
‘How do you know?’ And he said, ‘Because my wife and 

exhibition catalogue as a gratefully acknowledged 
supporter, but as the subject of the exhibition itself.

Thus, in the month that Cartier opened at the Grand 
Palais, it was also possible to see A Quest for Beauty: The 
Art of Van Cleef & Arpels at the Bowers Museum in Santa 
Ana, California, while elsewhere on the west coast the 
de Young Museum in San Francisco proposed The Art of 
Bulgari: La Dolce Vita & Beyond, 1950-1990. Over on the 
eastern seaboard, the Metropolitan Museum of Art was 
showing Jewels by JAR – more than 400 pieces by the 
famously reclusive Parisian jeweller. “Joel Rosenthal is 
probably the most important jeweller working today. 
He is an exceptionally talented sculptor who has chosen 
gems as his medium,” explains Thomas P Campbell, the 
museum’s director and CEO, who was clearly very proud 
to have secured what he regards as a major cultural coup 
for his museum. “While many institutions could have 
celebrated Joel’s artistry, it seems particularly fitting 
to do so at the Met, where our collections include 
extraordinary examples of jewellery over a span of 2,000 
years. This exhibition helps us to revisit these historic 
works of art with fresh eyes.” In other words, it is all 
about cultural context. Taking the goods out of the shop 
window and into the museum showcase effects a 
Pygmalion-like transformation, transmuting commercial 
merchandise into cultural artefacts.

There will be plenty of in-museum luxury during 
2014, not least another helping of the dolce vita brought 
to you in association with – and showing the work of – 
Bulgari, when the Victoria and Albert Museum hosts 
The Glamour of Italian Fashion 1945-2014 (opening April 
5), which will be featured in the March 1 edition of How 
To Spend It. I must declare a slight personal interest in 
this show, as it will include items from the Rubinacci 
Museum of Neapolitan Tailoring, which I persuaded my 
friend Mariano Rubinacci to establish a couple of years 
ago and on which I wrote a book. Some of the items 
from the Rubinacci collection appearing at the V&A will 
have come directly from a show in New York’s Museum 
at FIT (the Fashion Institute of Technology), curated by 
Patricia Mears and G Bruce Boyer.

The FIT show is about fashion in the 1930s and, 
Mears explains, “Mariano became an integral part of 
it because his father and the tailor Vincenzo Attolini 
were so important in redefining modernism.” It is 
unlikely that Gennaro Rubinacci had the redefinition 
of modernism in mind when he opened a tailoring 
firm, but history helps us make sense of things in 
retrospect – and besides, as jewellery historian Amanda 
Triossi says, “Heritage is hot right now.”

Triossi studied history of art at Selwyn College, 
Cambridge, where she wrote a dissertation on jewellery 
in Renaissance painting, and has spent most of her 
working life making a case for the acceptance of 
jewellery as a branch of the arts. “Brunelleschi trained 
as a jeweller,” she says excitedly. “Most of the great 
workshops and artists dealt with jewellery.” It was this 
background of scholarship that she applied to the Italian 
jeweller Bulgari, where she works as curator of the 
company’s archival Heritage Collection. Ironically, her 
most difficult task was to convince the Bulgari family 

of the cultural value of its commercial output. “The 
Bulgaris are businesspeople; so here comes this kid 
saying that they have to buy what they sold 20 or more 
years ago and they look at you as if you are crazy.

“My breakthrough came in 2006, when one of the 
pieces they had overlooked came up for sale again and 
I managed to secure it for them at a considerably higher 
price than a few years earlier. Keira Knightley decided 
to wear it to the Oscars [pictured above], and the image 
went round the world in a matter of seconds. They 
thought this was marvellous and began to understand the 
value of having a professionally managed archive.” Now, 
her work is appreciated by new chief executive Jean-
Christophe Babin, who talks of the valuable partnership 
between brand curator and museum. “If you do a great 
exhibition of Rembrandt, you don’t have Mr Rembrandt 
to work with you as a curator,” he says, adding a trifle 
provocatively, “There is not much difference between 
a painting by Rembrandt and a masterpiece by Bulgari.”

In terms of curating its own permanent Heritage 
Collection and mounting exhibitions, Bulgari is 
something of a late starter. However, it now has the 
good fortune to be owned by LVMH, whose Louis 
Vuitton archives, housed in a sprawling complex on the 
outskirts of Paris, are a historian’s paradise. Hundreds of 
thousands of items, from customer records to ancient 
trunks containing camp beds to the latest catwalk 
collections, are all conserved and documented in an 
exemplary manner with resources that most museums 
can only dream of. And it is, of course, the immense 
means of today’s major luxury groups that have made 
this upsurge in big-brand museum shows possible.

Olivier Gabet, who took over as director of Paris’s 
Musée des Arts Décoratifs in September, explains the 

In 2011, its 661,509 visitors placed the 
Alexander McQueen show in the top 10 
of Met exhibitions, alongside Leonardo 
da Vinci, Picasso and Tutankhamun

Left: Van Cleef & 
Arpels: L’Art de la Haute 
Joaillerie, held at 
Paris’s Musée des Arts 
Décoratifs in 2012/13. 
Below: Keira Knightley 
wearing a 1960s Bulgari 
Heritage necklace to 
the 2006 Oscars
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relationship with the personal timekeeper, both before 
and after Antoine Norbert de Patek founded a small 
watchmaking business in Geneva. It was first shown in 
public in 1989, on the occasion of the firm’s 150th 
anniversary, and occasionally items appear in shows 
overseas. In January, 91 pieces from the museum were 
displayed at Tokyo’s Meiji Memorial Picture Gallery 
to complement an exhibition of paintings of the 
eponymous emperor, and there are tentative plans for 
examples to go on show at a London gallery in 2015.

The Patek Philippe Museum collection is also enriched 
by the company’s archives, curated by Flavia Ramelli, and 

it is here again that the firms that have 
been in constant operation have much 
to offer, as their archival work slides 
seamlessly into museum-level curation. 
Louis Vuitton’s archives have already 
been mentioned, and Cartier’s are no 
less impressive. Much in the way that 
dealers in impressionist painting, such 
as Durand-Ruel, used photography to 
document the works they sold, so 
Cartier has photographs and even 
plaster-of-Paris maquettes of items that 
it made in the past (photographic plate 
from the archive pictured below left). 
Like Patek Philippe, it too began 
collecting its own work some time ago.

Back in the early 1970s Cartier was 
very different to the international 
mega-maison it has become today, 
trading in everything from pens and 
perfumes to multimillion-pound 
jewellery. Back then, it comprised little 

more than three separately owned boutiques in Paris, 
London and New York. Yet even before those shops had 
been reunified, Alain Dominique Perrin and Robert Hocq 
– who were reviving the firm’s flagging fortunes – had 
begun to buy back Cartier’s glittering past. “Don’t forget 
that Cartier at the beginning was a weak brand,” says 
Perrin today. “I remember saying to Hocq one day, ‘Look, 
there is a fantastic clock coming up at auction in Geneva. 
This is one of the most historical pieces of Cartier. We must 
buy it and start a collection because it will be fantastic to 
show what Cartier has been doing in the past’.”

It is thanks to this long-term vision – and a new 
generation of museum directors and curators – that 
expressions of human creativity using needles and thread 
or precious metals and stones can be enjoyed by many 
more people than the privileged elite for whom they 
were created. The information they impart and the 
stories they tell of the times in which they were made are 
every bit as valuable and engrossing as, say, the funerary 
possessions of a long-dead Egyptian pharaoh or the 
works of art commissioned by a Renaissance prince. ✦

MAKING AN EXHIBITION OF THEMSELVES
Bowers Museum, 2002 North Main St, Santa Ana, CA 92706 (+1714-
567 3600; www.bowers.org); A Quest for Beauty: The Art of Van 
Cleef & Arpels, until February 15. Bulgari, www.bulgari.com. 
Cartier, www.cartier.co.uk. Christian Dior Museum and Garden, 
Villa Les Rhumbs, Rue d’Estouteville, 50400 Granville (+332-3361 
4821; www.musee-dior-granville.com). The de Young Museum, 
Golden Gate Park, 50 Hagiwara Tea Garden Drive, San Francisco, CA 
94118 (+1415-750 3600; deyoung.famsf.org); The Art of Bulgari: La 
Dolce Vita & Beyond, 1950–1990, until February 17. The Grand 
Palais, 3 Avenue du Général Eisenhower, 75008 Paris (+331-4413 
1717; www.grandpalais.fr); Cartier: Le Style et l’Histoire, until 
February 16. Louis Vuitton, www.louisvuitton.co.uk. Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 1000 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10028 (+1212-535 
7710; www.metmuseum.org); Jewels by JAR, until March 9. 
Museum at FIT, Seventh Avenue at 27th St, New York, NY 10001 
(+1212-217 4585; www.fitnyc.edu); Elegance in an Age of Crisis: 
Fashions of the 1930s, until April 19. Patek Philippe Museum, 
7 Rue des Vieux-Grenadiers, 1205 Geneva (+4122-807 0910; www.
patekmuseum.com). Rubinacci, www.marianorubinacci.net. 
Vacheron Constantin, 7 Quai de l’Ile, 1204 Geneva (+4122-316 1755; 
www.vacheron-constantin.com). Victoria and Albert Museum, 
Cromwell Rd, London SW7 (020-7942 2000; www.vam.ac.uk); The 
Glamour of Italian Fashion 1945-2014, April 5–July 27.

impossible to achieve today. Just as it would be nigh-on 
impossible to build a great collection of impressionist art 
today, so most of the best examples of historically 
important watches and jewellery are in collections that 
are unlikely to be broken up any time soon.

I am currently writing a book about Patek Philippe 
for the watchmaker’s 175th anniversary, and its 
permanent collection, housed in its own museum in 
Geneva (pictured above), has been a great resource. 
The collection was begun by Henri Stern, grandfather 
of current president Thierry Stern, and continued to 
grow during the dark days of the quartz crisis, when 
mechanical timepieces seemed in danger of becoming 
museum pieces. As well as the world’s finest range of 
Patek Philippe watches, the museum has priceless 
historic examples of personal timepieces from the 
Renaissance on. Of course, there is an element of brand 
specificity, but this is also a collection of global 
importance that charts mankind’s half-millennium 

I tried several times and we couldn’t get in.’ 
So I had my triumph and replied, ‘But I know 
the curator and I have a meeting with him at 
3pm.’ He looked at me and rolled his eyes and 
said, ‘Oh God, if I tell this to my wife…’

“We didn’t mention the Metropolitan, we 
didn’t mention Alexander McQueen. And I 
think that says a lot about how the topic could 
be extremely important for society.” He likens 
the effect to that of the Bowie show at the V&A 
in 2013. “That exhibition asked questions about 
what happened in the past 50 years. And a lot of 
the fashion exhibitions do pretty much the same. 
Why is it like this today? What happened before? 
Why is style so important? Why do so many 
young people want to be in that business?”

Gabet, his counterpart in Paris, agrees. “Today 
it is important to redefine the way we look at 
these arts from a museum perspective. The 
balance has definitely changed. When the 
Musée des Arts Décoratifs was founded, it was 
to defend industrial art. Now, industrial art and luxury 
brands do not necessarily need the museum to defend 
them.” In fact, it could be argued that the creators and 
purveyors of artistic luxury are now helping their 
erstwhile protectors. As Gabet explains, his budget for 
acquisitions is precisely zero and without the donation of 
funds by brands such as Louis Vuitton, he would find it 
very difficult to add to the museum’s permanent 
collection. Nor could Gabet support its educational work 
were it not for the help of Van Cleef & Arpels. And then 
there is the question of box office: 150,000 visitors came 
to see an exhibition of Van Cleef & Arpels jewellery 
(pictured on previous page) during the winter of 
2012/2013 – in museum terms, it was a blockbuster. An 
attendance of 100,000 is normally regarded as a success 
and a more “curatorial” show might regard 60,000 
visitors as perfectly respectable, according to Gabet.

Luxury, an important component of civilisation 
from antiquity on, is clearly a fascinating topic; and 
while it could be argued that 
the quondam wares of luxury 
marques are consecrated by 
their appearance in museums, 
consistently high attendance 
figures tell a story of genuine public 
interest. And out of the hundreds of 
thousands of visitors who pour into 
such shows, how many are actual or 
potential haute couture and haute 
joaillerie customers? It makes one consider the 
postmodern irony that the museum may now be a 
less intimidating place than the shop.

Julien Marchenoir, who heads up the heritage and 
culture department of Vacheron Constantin, explains 
that any commercial benefits of a museum show such 
as theirs at the National Museum of Singapore in 2011 
(pictured above) are hard to quantify. “Maybe in the 
long term there is a commercial benefit, but if there 
is, it is more one of image, as the products of the past 
are recognised by museums for the quality of the work 
from a historical or artistic point of view.”

About 100 years ago Vacheron became one of the first 
houses to start buying back its own pieces for its archives. 
Brands that have been collecting their own work over 
generations are in a commanding position, as they have 
collections the size and quality of which would be almost a
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From top: Treasures of 
Vacheron Constantin, held 
at the National Museum of 
Singapore in 2011. Pocket 
watches displayed at the 
Patek Philippe Museum in 
Geneva. A photographic 
plate from Cartier’s archives

“ Today it is important 
to redefine the way we 
look at these arts from 
a museum perspective. 
The balance has 
definitely changed”
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