SUMMER 2024

“SHE PUTS
HERSELF
HIGHER THAN
EVERYONE.”

Hidenori Ota, art dealer to
the reclusive Kusama

THE INFINITE UNIVERSE OF

CHECKINTOA
HOTEL DESIGNED
BY THE CINEMA
MAESTRO

+

Swiss bliss
Elevated wellness
redefined

Food of the gods
A guide
to culinary
Athens



ANDY MASSACCESI

Luca Guadagnino
and (left) the Palazzo
Talia foyer. Rug and
settee by Studio Luca
Guadagnino; semi-
customised Locus
Solus chairs by Gae
Aulenti; chandelier
by Napoleone
Martinuzzi.

C C like intimacy. I like closeness.” Luca Guadagnino is
speaking quietly and matter-of-factly over coffee
on a July morning in a corner of the bar at Palazzo
Talia, Rome’s buzziest new five-star hotel. Tall,

broad-shouldered and slightly tousled, wearing a collarless

seersucker shirt semi-tucked into pale chinos and trainers,
he engages fully in the conversation: many gestures, much
eye contact, pensive pauses to find apposite words or
phrasing. He is remarkably, almost poetically articulate for
someone for whom English is a second language — not to
mention someone whose chosen creative milieus are all
visual ones.

Guadagnino is best known as a director-screenwriter; a
maker of soulful, stylish and, yes, very intimate films —
narrative arcs full of sex, love, power, loss and really killer
clothes, crowded with A-list actors (of whom many are also
his friends) and set to original scores written by the likes of
Sufjan Stevens and Trent Reznor. His independent
production company, Frenesy, funds and produces series,
documentaries and features beyond those he writes and
directs himself, many of them critically acclaimed. His work
is infused with subtle homages to heroes from across the
worlds of cinema, art, architecture and literature. He is, in
short, the thinking Italophile’s creative.

All of this virtuosity was very much on display last month
in Venice, where Guadagnino presented his latest film at the
Biennale del Cinema. Queer is based on the William S.
Burroughs novel of the same name, set in Latin America of
the 1940s, and stars Daniel Craig. “I read the book when I
was 17, and it hit me quite hard,” Guadagnino says. “I then
discovered the whole of Burroughs’ work, and that of the
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Beat Generation, these people living completely outside the
centre of things. I feel like I took away from it the very
profoundest understanding of what it is to be different from
others. And I have wanted to make it into a movie forever.”

The occasion finally came two years ago, when he
acquired the rights; Justin Kuritzkes, who co-wrote
Challengers with him, has adapted the novel. “And then of
course I had the incredible privilege of having Daniel accept
to play the lead. I find his performance to be truly
overwhelmingly moving. It's a very personal movie on every
level - from the history of me relating to the book, to the
ideas of how it would look.”

Guadagnino is also a professional designer of interiors,
having founded Studio Luca Guadagnino in Milan in 2017.
He and his team have worked on a host of projects, from
retail spaces in New York and London to private houses on
Venice’s Lido and in Lombardy (including the director’s own
17th-century palazzo apartment in Crema, whose
publication in The New York Times sparked a request from

Yoox founder Federico Marchetti to design his Milan house).

In 2022, the studio debuted at Milan’s Salone del Mobile,
with an installation in which commissioned one-off pieces
—rugs, fireplace surrounds, a smattering of exquisitely
understated furniture — were displayed in two rooms lined
entirely in dove-grey velvet. It was the talk of the fair.
Palazzo Talia, where we meet, is Guadagnino’s maiden
sortie into hospitality design. A 16th-century collegio, with
the monumental dimensions that attend the late-
Renaissance princely architecture of the Eternal City, it has
an illustrious history as a clergy-run school. After a
three-year renovation, it was reopened in late June as a




26-room hotel. Its owner, real estate developer Elia Federici,
personally invited Guadagnino to create all of the public
spaces, including the bar, restaurant, subterranean spa and
internal gardens, as well as two signature suites.

To the unpractised eye, such conspicuously grand
surroundings wouldn't lend themselves easily to the creation
of much intimacy. But practice makes perfect. “The building
gives you that [sense of] potential for intimacy, particularly
the grounds,” he says. “You can rest and relax in any corner
of this place and feel like you can be yourself - you find
privacy, but at the same time you feel the presence of others.

To achieve it, “sometimes you have to work in contrast;
you maximise the volumes”, he says. In the allée just off the
bar we're in, for instance — probably never used as a sitting
room in the building’s 400-plus years of existence — he has
inserted a massive double sofa, which stretches almost the
length of the space and fills much of its breadth as well.
Small, gleaming nickel-and-glass tables stand here and
there, perfect for placing your drink as you lean back and,
maybe, engage the person on the other side of the sofa in
conversation. Likewise, the austere quadrangle courtyard is
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now a lush landscaped oasis, lined with raffia and coir mats,
the scattered sitting areas shaded by potted palms and
banana trees; strategically placed lanterns and fairy lights
cast a dim, sexy glow in the evening.

The other crucial component — definitely here in the hotel,
but in all his projects — is a sense of timelessness. “How do
we make this place feel like it has been here forever? I'm
really happy if people walk in here and think all this looks
like it has been here a long, long time.” It usually involves an
intuitive mixing of era and styles, he continues. The
chandelier in the foyer of the hotel was produced in Venice
in 1929, and hangs beautifully in the barrel arch of the

16th-century ceiling, bespoke studio carpet and sofa beneath.

Gae Aulenti Locus Solus chairs, originally designed in 1964,
sit at the undulating copper concierge desk nearby.

Such mises-en-scéne reveal themselves subtly, across the
ground floor of the hotel as in the two suites he designed;
what could be overwhelming or empty is softened, made
inviting by the studio’s deployment of colour and texture.
The raised nub of heavy linen, the uneven gleam of hand-
hewn tile, the geometrically grooved wood that’s a

Clockewise from left: The
Aula Magna at Palazzo
Talia with chairs and rugs
by Studio Luca Guadagnino;
the sitting room in the

hotel’ Terrace Suite; the
hotel’s thermal pool; a work
by Harry Adams, from
Rome’ Galleria Alessendra
Bonomo, hangs on a landing

Guadagnino signature: materials create the sensuality that
imparts intimacy — they are “vehicles to visual seduction”, as
Guadagnino says. It’s as true here at Palazzo Talia as it is at
Villa Necchi Campiglio, the Piero Portaluppi-designed
house museum in Milan where Guadagnino set much of I
Am Love, his 20009 story of transgressive passions, familial
duty and heartbreak. It’s a cult classic — both for lovers of
film, and anyone who loves killer interiors.

Producer, director, stylist, set designer, interior designer:
Guadagnino wears the many sobriquets given him over the
years with ease. “Polymath” encompasses them all, and feels
especially apt; a perhaps inevitable state for someone steeped
in multiple cultures and aesthetic traditions. The son of a
Sicilian father and an Algerian mother raised in Casablanca,
53-year-old Guadagnino spent his childhood in Addis
Ababa, returning with his family to Palermo in the late "70s
when Ethiopia’s civil war made life there untenable. He
studied literature and cinema history there and at Rome’s La
Sapienza University, and by his mid-20s was working in film.
His first feature, The Protagonists, was presented in Venice in
1999; he then worked on a handful of smaller projects before
writing, directing and producing I Am Love, the first in what
would later be dubbed his Desire trilogy — it also includes
2015's A Bigger Splash and Call Me By Your Name, based on
the novel by André Aciman and released in 2017.

Fashion has always played an outsized role in his
storytelling. His long professional relationship with it has
most recently taken the shape of a high-profile
collaboration with Loewe’s creative director, Jonathan
Anderson. In Challengers, Guadagnino’s racy and pacy
three-way tennis romance that was released earlier this
year, its star, Zendaya, was clad in Loewe and bespoke
Anderson designs as ambitious tennis star-turned-coach
Tashi Donaldson. Anderson was also responsible for the
all-American branded innocuousness of Art Donaldson,
Tashi’s husband, and the insouciant chic of her sometime
lover, the privileged but directionless Patrick. Before the
Anderson allegiance, Belgian designer Raf Simons was
Guadagnino’s collaborator of choice, working first on I Am
Love and then on A Bigger Splash.
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Guadagnino’s affair with fashion extends beyond his own
features; he has scripted and directed short films for
collections presented by Fendi, Armani, Ferragamo and
Valentino. But in his own movies, fashion works very much
—almost perforce — in tandem with set design to impart the
deeply credible ambience he’s known for. Think of the early
’80s bourgeois-academic world of Call Me By Your Name:
dusty antiques, family portraits and transistor radios situate
the viewer as effectively as do all the popped Lacoste collars
and Sperry Topsiders worn by Timothée Chalamet and
Armie Hammer. Likewise, the Brutalist-inflected, haunted
halls of the Markos Dance Academy in his 2018 Suspiria
remake, and the stark chic of the accompanying clothes.

This skill — conjuring specific places in time - is intimacy
atits cinematic best. It's a topic Guadagnino and I are still
on, ensconced at our ceramic table at Palazzo Talia. “This
corner we're sitting in here, this is one of the most intimate
spaces in the hotel,” he says, noting the privacy we enjoy
while also having a sight line through an enfilade of rooms
—the main bar, the breakfast area —and also views onto the
sitting room and courtyard. I mention La Mamounia, in
Marrakech; a grande dame of hotels if ever there was one,
but a sort of anti-Palazzo Talia, with public spaces that seem
contrived for exposition, the long red carpets of its lobby
like runways — everyone checking each other out on the way
to the restaurant or their room.



Installations at omo
Faber 2024, of which
Guadagnino was
creative director:

The biennial show is
regarded as the most
prestigious event in the
world of hand-craft.

“I like to think that
with the [ design |
studio, we work
on the substance
of things, not the
illusion of them.”

LUCA GUADAGNINO
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Not intimate, he agrees. “But you know, I'm glad you cite
this hotel,” he continues, “because it was featured in one of
the great movies of Alfred Hitchcock — The Man Who Knew
Too Much, with Doris Day and Jimmy Stewart. My first
impression of that hotel was from that movie; the sheer
chicness of the Morocco of the '50s, and the lensing of this
great, masterful British director ... that version [of the hotel]
always felt very close to me. You could see so clearly how
they understood space then, in a very intimate, full-of-
details way.” What's sometimes lost these days in big hotels,
he says, is that chicness. “Everything becomes a question of
this show of power, or of ... wealth, maybe? And that is not
such a successful way to show your wealth, actually,” he
laughs. “I went to an important hotel recently, which shall
remain unnamed, and visited the terrace. The terrace of this
very expensive hotel, with its very expensive bar, and these
outdoor couches we sat on - they were, like, Indonesian
industrial things. And I thought, ‘Why am I paying €55 [$90]
for a Pimm’s? And they paid, what, €300 for the couch?’I
don't think that is what a great hotel experience should be.”
He shrugs. “But maybe I'm a snob.”

Which brings us to the importance of craft — quality, the
one-off or limited-edition, and the hand-made. He cites a
conversation he had with Andreas Rath, whose family has
owned Austrian glass and crystal producers Lobmeyr for
about 200 years. “I saw his latest creations in Vienna
recently; and the pricing of their extremely beautiful
glasses, which could be totally crazy, is not. It's very
reasonable, given the sheer quality of the craft, and the
importance, the historical importance, of what they do. And
I said, ‘Andreas, why do you keep your prices so moderate?’
He said, ‘Because we are not luxury makers; we are
craftspeople. And we don’t have a marketing department.”
Guadagnino sits back and nods, as if the point makes itself.
“Sometimes, luxury deals with the idea of things more than
the actual, factual materiality of things. It's more about the
illusion than the substance. And I like to think that with the
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studio, we work on the substance of things, not the illusion
of them.”

Guadagnino’s passion for craft was recently expressed in
a new and, for him, deeply rewarding permutation, as the
creative director of the 2024 edition of Homo Faber, which
also took place in Venice. A biennial celebration of
artisanship (the name means “man the maker” in Latin), the
exhibition takes over the Fondazione Giorgio Cini on San
Giorgio Maggiore island for the month of September and is
widely regarded as the most prestigious such event in the
world of hand-craft. It's an offshoot of the Michelangelo
Foundation, a non-profit co-founded by Johann Rupert —
founder and chair of Richemont, which owns watch and
jewellery brands including Cartier, Van Cleef & Arpels and
IWC - that works to preserve craftsmanship and create
connections with the design, hospitality and wider-arts
worlds. “Eleonora Grigoletto, a brilliant architect who
worked with me in my studio, initially told me about [Homo
Faber] four years ago, when they did the first edition. I
missed that one, but I did get to the second one, and I saw
justamazing things, amazing pieces. But it was a complete
surprise when I got the call [to be the creative director].”

It was Hanneli Rupert, Johann's daughter and a new vice
president at the foundation, who contacted Guadagnino.
She tells Fin Magazine that this year’s theme, The Journey of
Life, was intended for showcasing a global range of craft, in
contrast to the previous two editions that had geographical
themes. “Luca has the unique ability to reveal the beauty in
what many might overlook,” she says. “He used areas of the
Fondazione Giorgio Cini previously unseen, bringing out
the fascinating history of the spaces in original and elegant
ways. His sensitivity to the human condition combined with
his sense of aesthetics made him the perfect choice for what
we were trying to achieve.”

Guadagnino and Rupert agreed that if he did take on the
role, it would be in a way that was “somehow organic, and
really pervasive — not just to tell them how to do something,
but to actually take over the 2024 edition, to morph the
spaces into a specific, unique, compact experience,” he says.
Working with one of his studio architects, Nicolo Rosmarini,
he created an interactive experience that was “completely an
homage to the exhibition ideas of Carlo Scarpa. We basically
morphed the Fondazione Cini into a womb. Every room
continued the conversation you started in the one before it.
We designed the carapace of the spaces, the lighting, the
tables, vitrines, the displays; we created the tables the
artisans were working on, we created the gardens, the bars
—everything.” Guadagnino commissioned Irish architect-
artist Nigel Peake to design the Homo Faber 2024 logo and
branding, which adorned the sides of traghetti plying the
routes connecting San Giorgio Maggiore to San Marco.

It was the first time an artistic director’s vision permeated
the exhibition so completely — but choosing Guadagnino
was always going to mean that would be the outcome. The
look and feel of the Fondazione Cini’s spaces couldn’t
diverge more clearly from the sfumatura atmosphere of
Queer, nor, for that matter, from the high-oughties gloss of
Challengers. Organic, persuasive, Guadagnino’s Homo Faber
is another example of how deftly he can shape his fancies to
address —and elicit - real emotions. Whether telling stories
in spaces or on screen, he creates substance of the most
meaningful sort.

THE AUSTRALIAN RELEASE OF QUEER IS EXPECTED TO
BE LATE 2024 OR EARLY 2025.
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