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Designer Nada Debs at
her home in Beirut.

wy, lett to right: Acrylic
Floating stools with
cushions upholstered with
obi fabrics and velvet,
2016. Carved concrete
bowl lined with gold

|leaf, 2016, Arabesque
love seat in hand-carved
walnut, 2010.

Orient
Re-Expressed

BEIRUT-BASED DESIGNER NADA DEBS pioneered
contemporary Lebanese design. By fusing ancient
Middle Eastern craft technigues with a Japanese-
inspired, purist ethos, she created something that
had never been seen before: furniture handmade by
Lebanese artisans, using noble Middle Eastern mate-
rials like mother-of-pearl, but showcasing the geo-
metric, minimalist lines associated with the Far East.
“Craft from our region was too serious,” Debs says,
speaking from her office in Gemmayzeh, one of the
few areas in the Lebanese capital that still possesses
the glorious Italianate homes and buildings from the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. *l add-
ed a freshness and newness to craft.”

That was sixteen years ago, when Debs created
her Floating steol, a seemingly weightless stool
featuring a transparent acrylic base. Back then, in
2001, Debs had only lived in Beirut for a single
year, having grown up in Japan with her family,
where she also went to school before attending
the Rhode lsland Schoal of Design. Upon gradua-
tion she moved to London, where she started mak-
ing furniture for herself. “In the early 1990s, there
wasn't that much contemporary furniture,” she
says. "l used to go to antique shaps, where | start-
ed having an appreciation for craft.”

After her first son was born, Debs created a chil-
dren's furniture line that caught the eye of friends,
who then started asking her to make furniture for
them. At this point she was still in London, and she
found local craftspeople who could produce mar-
quetry in color. The turning point came in 2000,
when she moved to Beirut, a city that was still re-
covering from a violent civil war and struggling to
redefine itself in the new century. “ was still doing
contemporary furniture with marquetry,” Debs
says. "l asked myself why | was still doing chil-
dren's items and started experimenting with
grown-up furniture.”

Her exploration of local craft technigues took her
to Syria, to Damascus's old city, where she found

NADA DEBS LOOKS TO HER JAPANESE AND ARAB HERITAGE TO CREATE
RAVISHING PIECES OF FURNITURE THAT BLEND GEOMETRIC FORMS
WITH ARABESQUE PATTERNS AND DELICATE MOTHER-OF-PEARL

traditional workshops plying decades-old craft meth-
ods. “| loved their craft,” Debs says, "but | wanted to
show it in a contemporary light, to minimize it. This
is how my Japanese side showed up. So | created a
bedside table with mother-of-pearl. Every piece came
from my own personal need.”

This experimentation led to her first commercia
piece, the aforementioned Floating stool. *l wanted
to make something unigue, something that couldn'®
be mass produced,” she says. “After the Floating
stool came the Pebble table and then the Coffee
Bean table.” To provide a showcase for her increas-
ingly numerous and varied designs, Debs opened
her first showroom in 2003, in Beirut's ascendant
newly restored Saifi Village, which has since be-
come a magnet for niche designers and offbeat re-
tail stores.

In 2005, as she was starting to garner interna-
tional acclaim for her work, Debs created additions
pieces of furniture using mother-of-pearl and gee-
metric patterns, following a request by Sawaya &
Maroni, which wanted to exhibit her work in a spe-
cial Lebanon-themed show in Paris. "l started wits
traditional inlay, then marquetry inlay inside resin”
she says. "l then added color and arabesque pat
terns. | gave traditional craft a sense of modess
identity, which the Arabs didn't have.” This comgs
nation of materials and patterns would come to 8=
fine her work.

Her most celebrated designs include the A
besque love seat, a sensually curved piece thaf
allows people to sit téte-a-téte; the passionatel
executed Arabian Night mirror, made from acryse
resin in various colors and showcasing an arches
top; the Pebble table, available in a rainbow of ea
ors and featuring brass or stainless steel legs; 208
Le Buffet, a cabinet made from lacquered woas
and sporting Debs's signature arabesque patierss
With these pieces, Debs inadvertently became &
pioneer of contemporary regional design, repsss
senting the new breed of designers who emergss
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from postwar Lebanon. “I'm both Arab and Japa-
nese,” she says. "My work is about finding a bal-
ance between these two cultures, and between
their materials, like concrete and mother-of-pearl,
two contrasts that balance themselves.”

As her designs came into their own, Debs at-
tracted an enviable clientele that included Arab
royalty as well as governments, including those of
the UAE, Jordan, and Qatar. In Saudi Arabia she's a
veritable star and perhaps one of the most recog-
nized names in Lebanon, Beyond the Middle East,
her products are available in New York at Mondo
Collection and Antony Todd, and in LA, at Aleph
Gallery in Newport Beach, among others.

Last year Debs took one of her biggest gambles
by launching a collection, Ants and Plants, that
pushed her designs in a bold direction. *I removed
arabesque, rectilinear, and mother-of-pear| ele-
ments,” she says of the group, "but retained the lo-
cal craft, so you can still feel the value of a hand-
made piece.” The collection includes such items as
plates made from olive wood, with the wood cut at
an angle so that the grain stretches, preserving the
organic sensuality of the natural material. There is
also a table in acacia wood enhanced with tin
inlay—a gracious nod to her signature mother-of-
pearl, but envisioned in a new manner. Most recent-
ly, Debs has been working on developing her epony-
mous label into a lifestyle brand, and she's added
limited-edition scarves and bags to her offerings, as
well as shoes made in collaboration with Converse,
plus a line of jewelry. But her most dazzling piece is
Land of the Rising Sun, a bar cabinet that's a one-off
piece from her new Now and Zen collection. The
magnificent bar is round, suggesting the sun on

Japan's flag, and made of wood, embellished with
stained, multicolored mother-of-pearl, carving, and
tin inlay. “This piece is not rectilinear, it's free flow-
ing" Debs says. ‘| came back to the Arab world
through my own silk route.”

er's showroom
Saifi Village.

The Land of the Rising Sun bar,
from the Now and Zen collection,
combines elements of Japanese
design and Middle Eastern crafts-
manship, with stained mother-
of-pearl, tin inlays, and intricate
carving, 2016.




	scan
	scan0001

