
D I V I N E  D E S I G N

A style icon’s prized possessions hit the auction block next month

Lustrous Beauties

OBJECT OF DESIRE: 
This striking pair of japanned, ebonized, and gilt 
side tables, designed around 1965 by legendary 
Italian architect and decorator Renzo Mongiardino, 
is being auctioned at Christie’s on October 17 in 
the sale “The Collection of Lee Bouvier Radziwill.”  

THE MASTER  
AND HIS MUSE: 

Aristotle Onassis, Gianni and 
Marella Agnelli, the Rothschilds, 
and Rudolf Nureyev were among 
the world-class clients drawn to 
the richly layered, romantic work of 
Renzo Mongiardino (1916–98), who 

started out as a set designer for Franco 
Zeffirelli. He found an early collaborator 

in Lee Radziwill in the mid-1960s, when 
she sought him out to work on the London 

home and Buckinghamshire country house, Turville 
Grange, that she shared with her then-husband, 
Prince Stanislas Radziwill. “Renzo was the king,” 
she once wrote. “He knew more than anybody and 
was so subtle and quiet about it.” The fashion icon, 
socialite, and younger sister of Jacqueline Kennedy 
Onassis, renowned for her refined taste and 
understated style, died in February at age 85.  
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THE BASICS:  
Fine Chinese lacquered exports 
arrived in Europe during the 
17th century. In response to the 
rarity and cost of these pieces—
made from the resin of China’s 
Rhus vernicifera, known as the 
lacquer tree—European makers 
began producing less expensive 
furnishings through a process 
called japanning, an ersatz form 
of Asian lacquer work. Artisans 
would coat tables, chairs, 
cabinets, and even tin objects 
with layers of mineral-tinted oil 
varnish, heat-dry them, and then 
polish the items to resemble 

black lacquer, after which 
they added Chinoiserie 
scenes and motifs in 
decorative gold paint or 
gold leaf. In the American 
colonies, the technique 
was popular in Boston, a 
city deeply influenced by 
European decorative arts. 
“Lee Radziwill had New 
England taste, along with 
an interest in India and the 
Far East,” says Christie’s 
Deputy Chairman Jonathan 
Rendell. “These tables are 
a perfect summation of her 
style.” The pair is estimated to 
sell for $5,000 to $8,000. 
          —Bart Boehlert
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