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casa restrospective

But the colour came to Mahdavi in a rush of 
inspiration. “It was one of those moments when 
20 years of experience translates into five min-
utes—I knew the room had to be pink,” she 
says. But not any pink; the “essence of pink”, as 
Mahdavi calls it. A good year or two before Mil-
lennial Pink became the new everything, Mah-
davi’s shade came pretty close to candy floss. 
Traditionally associated with a girly sort of 
femininity, she added a fierceness by her blan-
keted use of the colour. “I used the pink in an 
all-over, masculine way, something almost rad-
ical. It takes the pink to a different dimension,” 
she says. And in many ways, this is the essence 
of her unique sensibility—the master colourist 
who expertly blends together texture and hue 
to enable an empowering experience through 
her hybrid design interventions. 

ALL ABOUT COLOUR 
Her signature aesthetic carries on into the tea 
room for macaron specialist Ladurée in Geneva 
as a curving fantasy world of soft grape and ol-
ive green; or at the Red Valentino boutique on 
Rome’s Via del Babuino wrapped in peachy-
pink and brushed gold. And finally, at Maison 
Thoumieux in Paris, where she brewed a pic-
ture-perfect palette of bluish greys, woody 
browns and rich lemon. Mahdavi attributes her 
fascination with colour to having grown up in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, when colour first 
hit television screens. “My first memories are 
in Technicolor, happy memories of growing up 
and watching colour cartoons on the TV. When 
our family moved to Germany, my memories 
became black and white. Europe has different 
light, a different ambience,” she says. “Colour 

is how I express myself; it’s instinctive 
and natural, I can’t control it.”

If it’s not obvious that Mahdavi 
thinks in colour, she reveals that the 
landscape of the Camargue region, 
known for its milky pink and pastel salt 
flats, is what she’s currently loving. 
She calls the rose Ispahan “the most 
inspiring smell” and pistachio, saffron 
and rose ice cream as her “three fa-
vourite flavours”, hinting at the senso-
rial language of design she has mas-
tered. These days, the peripatetic 
architect and designer is bringing her 
instinctual understanding of colour to 
private homes. There’s her own home 
in the south of France, as well as a 
restaurant in Miami, alongside a col-
lection of furniture and homeware 
that is keeping her busy. Her colour 
du jour is mandarin au lait—manda-

rin orange softened with a splash of milk— 
a shade that covers the walls and floor of her 
Los Angeles showroom.

LIFE IN VIGNETTES
Mahdavi admits that her natural propensity for 
colour may also have a deeper source: she was 
conceived in India, hence her first name. “I 
don’t think you can go through life being 
named after a country and not having a connec-
tion to it. I feel that my love of colour could 
stem unconsciously from this.” Born in 1962, in 
Tehran, to an Iranian father and an Egyptian 
mother, Mahdavi grew up in the US, France 
and Germany, and studied architecture in 
France then industrial design, graphic design, 
and furniture design in New York. She now 
lives in Paris but travels continually, and regu-
larly visits Iran, where her mother lives. “To 
one day design something in one of my home 
countries—Iran or Egypt—would be some-
thing I would really love,” she says. 

And remnants of her many homes find space 
not only in her evolved colour wheel but also in 
her polyglot design sensibility. Take for in-
stance her recent collaboration with Louis 
Vuitton for their Objets Nomades collection— 
she created the ‘Talisman’ table, which is influ-
enced by Middle Eastern and Mediterranean 
styles, and features a marquetry top finely 
crafted from 112 pieces of leather radiating out 
from a central dark circle, recalling the iris of a 
benevolent eye. The piece also comes in shades 
of powerful blue or elegant beige. Mahdavi is all 
about vignettes, even when it comes to describ-
ing herself as a polyglot and polychrome. “In 
my designs I like to work in layers,” she says. 
“One layer after another—that’s who I am.” n

“To design a 
space, I listen 
to it, analyse 
its constraints, 
its needs, its 
particular 
context. And 
this is how 
the IMH 
Studio works, 
the human 
dimension 
always prevails”
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