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In challenging times such as
these, it may feel as if the
wolf is at the door, but in

fact he’s already inside the
house.

So are a host of other anthro-
pomorphic forest dwellers, sto-
rybook damsels-in-distress
and figures from Nordic my-
thology.

These days, neither Lewis
Carroll nor the Brothers
Grimm would feel out of place
at design shows, which are rife
with fairy tale themes and mo-
tifs. When it comes to contem-
porary art and style, once
upon a time is now.

“There are several thematic
threads that run through my
work, but the primary theme
is one of the fantastic colliding
with the mundane,” says Ham-
ilton, Ont.-based artist Steve
Mazza, whose lupine ceramic

figures were among the stan-
dout works at Toronto’s recent
Artist Project show.

Like the villain in Little Red
Riding Hood, Mazza’s wolves
sport disarming if slightly
more modern-day garb. (Think
business suits and neckties in-
stead of Granny’s night cap.)

Their goal, he says, is to “de-
stabilize the normal,” thereby
adding a little whimsy and
wonder to the everyday.

To be sure, today’s fairy tale
decor does nothing if not enli-
ven a space, even if the tone
varies wildly.

Some examples, such as Ma-
rimekko’s new collection of
folklore-inspired fabrics, bed-
ding and tableware by design-
er Sanna Annukka, are bright
and poppy, evoking stories
from the Finnish national epic,
the Kalevala, through stylized
patterns and graphic animal
prints.

Others, such as Belgian-
based Studio Job’s marquetry-
covered Bavaria series of
benches, tables and cabinets,
have a darker, Hansel and Gre-
tel quality to them. 

Lying somewhere between
the creepy and the cheery is
English designer Stephen
Johnson’s Wonderland line of
porcelain candle holders for
Artecnica. 

Presaging the release next
year of Tim Burton’s film ver-
sion of the Carroll classic,
Johnson’s designs balance pre-
cariously stacked maiden, bun-
ny and other animal figures
atop one another.

Of course, none of these
wares will guarantee that you
live happily ever after if you
bring them into your home.
But in a dreary, uncertain
world, a fanciful spin on the
dull and domestic isn’t such a
bad thing. 

Fairy tales for scary times
These days, 
neither Lewis Carroll
nor the Brothers
Grimm would feel
out of place at
design shows.
When it comes to
contemporary art
and style, once
upon a time is now

1. Studio Job’s limited-edition
Bavaria series of seating, tables
and other furnishings has a
rustic, Hansel and Gretel quality
to it. The items, including this
four-panel screen, are available
through New York’s Moss Gallery
(www.mossonline.com). 

2. A detail from the Bavaria line
reveals pastoral motifs such as
barnyard fowl and farm
implements. The images were
laser cut into Indian rosewood to
produce a seamless surface. 

3, 4. In an homage to rural
European traditions, Studio Job
recast humble elements such as
milking stools, candle sconces,
oil lamps and stable tools in
lustrous bronze. Called Farm, the
series is now on permanent
display in a contemporary barn
at the Zuiderzee Museum in the
Netherlands.
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5. Sanna Annukka’s Taikamylly
textiles for Marimekko
(www.marimekko.fi) evoke the
Sampo from Finland’s national
epic, the Kalevala. The Sampo
was a ‘wealth-grinding mill’ that
brought riches to its owner. 

6. Also inspired by the Kalevala,
Annukka’s Kanteleen kutsu
designs for Marimekko depict
enchanted forest animals. Here,
a squirrel detail adorns a mug.

7. Stephen Johnson’s whimsically
stacked Wonderland candle
holders for Artecnica
(www.artecnicainc.com) come in
matte white, chrome and gold. 

8. Steve Mazza’s Wolf figure
(left) offers a 21st-century take
on traditional fairy tales. His
work is available through transit
gallery (www.transitgallery.ca) in
Hamilton, Ont.
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It’s rare for the Kips Bay Dec-
orator Show House, one of
New York’s grandest home-

design venues, to feature the
work of even the most accom-
plished designers more than
twice every half-decade.

Nonetheless, the yearly 
charity extravaganza’s current
incarnation in a 20,000-
square-foot townhouse on
Manhattan’s Upper East Side
features not one but two eye-
popping spaces by Plant Spe-
cialists Inc., a Long Island-
based indoor/outdoor land-
scaping firm co-owned by
former Torontonian Grahame
Hubbard.

The firm’s appearance this
year is its third since 2007.

“I’m not sure if they made a
mistake or they really like us,”
Hubbard joked in a phone in-
terview this week. “I would
like to think it’s the latter.”

That wouldn’t be an unsafe
bet. In a year that includes
room creations by such power-
house designers as Bunny Wil-
liams, Charlotte Moss and
Gloria Vanderbilt, the two
spaces by Plant Specialists
(www.plantspecialists.com)
more than hold their own.

In one, a narrow fifth-floor
terrace enveloped by high
walls and a long boxwood
hedge, recycled-resin seating
from Belgium, conical tree-in-
spired light fixtures by Span-
ish designer Joe Santacoloma
and boxwood topiary in tall
white planters contemporize a
traditional metropolitan aerie.

In the other, a dramatic two-

storey garden room on the
ground floor, moss-covered
wall panels and a pair of 20-
foot Christmas palms from
Florida put an impressive spin
on the idea of urban oases.

Together, the spaces provide
a sumptuous picture of the
options available to home
owners when it comes to cre-
ating green spaces both in-
doors and out.

“It’s a phenomenal project
to be involved with because
people actually come here for
ideas,” Hubbard says of the
event, which this year, its
37th, includes designs by more
than 30 well-known decorat-
ing pros. 

Most, as per custom, are
from the New York area, but

the talented outsider occasion-
ally gets a foot in. To execute
one of the most spectacular
features of its indoor garden
room, for instance, Plant Spe-
cialists flew down another To-
rontonian, floral designer
Bruno Duarte of Fresh Floral
Creations (www.freshflo-
rals.com).

In collaboration with the
space’s chief designers, Philip
Roche and Jacqueline Togneri,
Duarte adorned the moss pan-
els with more than 3,000 red
and pink feather butterflies
that float along the wall in a
continuous, colourful swarm.

“They appear to fly out of a
dogwood ball at one end of
the room,” giving the space
“some movement, a nice

punch of colour,” Duarte said.
Colour, of course, can take

on many forms. In other areas
of the Show House, everything
from gas masks to baby pic-
tures of CNN anchorman An-
derson Cooper (whose mom is
the legendary Vanderbilt)
have been used to decorate
rooms. 

Clearly, visitors to this year’s
venue, which is also on the
market for a reported $75-mil-
lion (U.S.), will have plenty of
ideas to take home.
66 The Kips Bay Decorator Show
House (www.kipsbay.org) will be
open at 22 E. 71st St. in Manhat-
tan through May 17. Admission is
$30; proceeds go to the Kips Bay
Boys and Girls Club, a youth out-
reach organization in the Bronx.

2009 KIPS BAY DECORATOR SHOW HOUSE

A show of (natural) force
Boxy outdoor furniture and
conical tree-like floor lamps
distinguish Plant Specialists Inc.’s
high-glam terrace design at New
York’s Kips Bay Decorator Show
House. 

FAR LEFT In the ground-floor
conservatory, the company
installed a pair of 20-foot-tall
palm trees for tropical-style wow
factor. Toronto floral designer
Bruno Duarte individually pinned
up 3,000 handpainted feathers
to create the dramatic ‘butterfly
swarm’ on the walls.
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