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In Verona, a 1,000-year-old legend accompanies 
a whale’s rib that’s suspended from an archway 
high above the street: if a person who walks 
beneath it has never told a lie, the rib will 
come loose and tumble down . . . 

Tall tale or truth, this is just one of the thought-provoking 
stories our group will hear during the Made in Italy Design 
Tour, which kicks off in this city that may be best known for its 
legend of star-crossed lovers Romeo and Juliet. 

But our group of 14 architects and interior designers, led by the 
Chamber of Commerce in Canada, will delve beneath the façade 
of legend and Zeitgeist to discover how Italy keeps pace in the 
design world—past, present and into the future. We discover the 
marble mountains, meet local artisans, architects and designers, 
and explore manufacturing companies—all of which contribute to 
Italy’s international status as a global centre for design.

Inside Abitare il Tempo
There’s a buzz and sense of urgency at Abitare il Tempo, Verona’s 
four-day international exhibition of interior design and decor. 
It could just be from the espresso that seems to be coursing 
through everyone’s veins. But in reality, it’s more likely the 
collective excitement of tens of thousands of professionals who 
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Our vantage point on Castelvecchio’s Ponte Scaligero—an afternoon reprieve from the 
throngs at Abitare il Tempo—is definitely a bridge to its past. 
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have converged here to drink in the atmosphere, develop ideas 
and make business connections they can bring back home.

This year, the 24th edition of Abitare il Tempo centres around 
the concept of “total living.” And the Adige River is said to 
serve as a metaphor for the steady flow of ideas streaming from 
designers, architects and artists showcasing their work at the 
700-plus exhibits in every imaginable niche. Old ideas take 
new shape. Inner and outer spaces are unified. Forward think-
ing meets back-to-basics. 

For example, luxury fashion house Fendi brings haute to home 
with its exclusive line of Murano chandeliers and vases. And 
the simple fireplaces at Verona-based Nativo, which are fuelled 
by clean-burning ethanol, could easily find their way inside 
architect Roberto Semprini’s ultra-modern pre-fab Green 
Home that showcases how stripped-back design can be chic 
and sustainable. It’s certainly a fine fit with Western Canada’s 
burgeoning eco ethos. 

Made in Italy inspiration also abounds from designer Raffaello 
Galiotto with his re-imagining of marble as seen in his i Marmi 
del Doge (the Doge’s marble) project. Galiotto connects past 
with present by extrapolating the lines of ancient quatrefoils 
and Gothic arcs found on Venice’s famed Palazzo Ducale. He 
expertly reverses, twists and modifies these shapes and con-
figurations, effectively elevating the design of everyday objects, 
such as lamps, freestanding sinks and even headboards.

At the other end of the spectrum, designer Luca Dini catapults 
us into the future as he takes us aboard mega-yacht Sea Force 
One. The yacht is outfitted with supple leather floors underfoot, 
starry skies of pinpoint lighting overhead, and a virtual steward 
who will fulfill the captain’s every wish, all at the touch of a 
button. Dini’s radical reproduction of a futuristic mega-yacht is 
described as a bridge between design, technology and alchemy. 
While his vision might seem like a fantastical voyage to some, 
Sea Force One embodies the best of domotics (home automation) 
with its cutting-edge convergence of design and technology.

If Sea Force One offers a bridge to Italy’s future, then our 
vantage point on Castelvecchio’s Ponte Scaligero—an afternoon 
reprieve from the throngs at Abitare il Tempo—is definitely a 
bridge to its past. 

This bridge was an escape route for Cangrande della Scala who 
built Castelvecchio in the 14th-century as a residential palace 
and military stronghold. It has been a museum since 1925, 
and impressive examples of Veronese sculpture and art are 
ensconced within its walls. Our visit here is also a chance to 
witness the work of Italian architect Carlo Scarpa, who restored 
the palace, artfully balancing old with new. 

Legend has it that the bridge’s designer arrived on horseback at 
its opening ceremony so he could make a quick getaway if the 
bridge crumbled. But the red brick-and-marble masterpiece 
remains sturdy, with its swallowtail battlements blocking out the 
glare of the late-September sun. Standing on the ponte overlook-
ing the fast-flowing Adige River gives us one last look at Verona 
before we travel to our next design tour destination: Novara.

Rice and rubinetteria
Most people who travel through the bucolic landscapes to Novara 
probably don’t even realize the golden fields and grazing cows 
yield two regional specialties: rice cooked into a creamy risotto, 
and the blue-veined Gorgonzola cheese that is often added to it. 
Nor that this region tourists blitz by also happens to be a hotbed 
of big business for rubinetterie. Here, hundreds of thousands of 
faucets and fixtures for kitchen and bath are fabricated each 
year right by the Italian manufacturers we visit, including 
FIMA, HEGO and Fratelli Frattini, among others. 

Business is competitive, and Italy’s exacting standards are seen 
in the facility tours where we witness the manufacturing process 
in immaculate environs. The use of robots allows some compa-
nies to operate around the clock, while a small but mighty team 
of people will do the final hand polishing, quality-control testing 
and packaging of products that get shipped around the world. 

While collections are continually being created and refined, 
there are few trends to watch for. At HEGO, domotics meets 
design with the striking I.WO (In Wonderland) tap that’s been 
created in high- and low-tech versions, putting control and 
comfort in its users’ hands. Techies will prefer the electronic 
touchpad to regulate water temperature and flow, while tactile 
types can choose the mechanical version, which uses two dials 

Outside the Arena in Verona, modern juxtaposed with ancient symbolizes 
the overriding theme of our tour. 



N E W S  &  E V E N T S

“We crisscross our way through the 
mineral-rich mountains Michelangelo 
explored in the early 1500s.” 
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instead. Artistry takes centre stage at FIMA (which turns out 
900,000 pieces per year) as seen in its Swarovski crystal-
bedecked Brick Chic collection and Rain showerheads that 
light up in a kaleidoscope of chromotherapy colours. Fratelli 
Frattini, a family business that just marked its 50th anniver-
sary, has launched PURA, a new production philosophy that 
puts environmental conservation front and centre.

Michelangelo’s marble 
From Piedmont plains and rice paddies, the Made in Italy 
Design Tour takes us high up into Tuscany’s Apuan Alps, en 
route to the Henraux marble quarry. We crisscross our way 
through the mineral-rich mountains Michelangelo explored in 
the early 1500s. As the bus negotiates relentless switchbacks, 
we pass ancient villages straddling the precipitous slopes. Tiny 
crosses and other roadside memorials are somber reminders of 
the hardscrabble history of this fairytale-like landscape that’s 
punctuated by plunging valleys and pale peaks.   

We reach the quarry where a sea of bright-white marble blocks 
line the roadway, practically glowing beneath the brilliant blue 
sky. Massive trucks trundle by, hard at work, while we get a 
history and geology lesson on how this quarry’s marble is 98 per 
cent calcium carbonate, making it perfect for statuary. 

Extracting the marble itself was a tough task. Hammer and 
chisel were once used to pry open cracks before workers 
learned to wedge wood in the crack, pour water on it and allow 
the wood to expand enough to fracture the marble. An ancient 
spool-like device nearby helps to illustrate how marble was cut 
until 800 BC: cables were wrapped around the base, and a stick 
was inserted into a hole above and used as a lever. Today’s tools 

include diamond wire and plenty of high-tech machinery. 

Sheer faces of marble rise above us like skyscrapers, and 
even the equipment is dwarfed by the magnitude of the stone. 
A stepped “cathedral” has been carved out, forming a type 
of ceiling above. Loaders and other heavy equipment move 
the behemoth blocks below us in a well-orchestrated dance. 
Sweeping vistas draw our eyes down to the Versilia coastline, 
where marble was once shipped off from Forte dei Marmi’s 
golden sands. A few kilometres inland is Pietrasanta, where 
tomorrow we’ll each meet one-on-one almost two-dozen local 
artisans who are keeping cultural traditions alive—and creating 
some new ones.

Marble, mosaics, metal, and more
Inside Villa Versiliana the lyrical sounds of Italian being spoken 
and translated simultaneously to English by dozens of excited 
artisans, designers and architects ebbs and flows like the 
waves that lap the shores of the nearby beaches. The passion 
of the artisans is palpable as they showcase examples of their 
craftsmanship, from Ferrari & Bacci’s impossibly intricate 
mosaics and L’Apuano’s opulent marble fireplace surrounds 
to the latest LED lights from Cantalupi Lighting and Lucense’s 
cutting-edge furniture and display items fashioned from sturdy 
and sustainable cardboard.

Time-honoured traditions are passed down through the 
generations—not unlike a nonna’s treasured recipe—so that 
the art can endure under the skilled hands of family. There’s 
something heartwarming about watching a grandfather show 
his work, while beaming proudly at his granddaughter—who is 
his translator—seated next to him. And, of course, a little legend 
or superstition is revealed by one of the artisans who deadpans, 
with a wink, how he’s fourth generation, the one who usually 
ruins the family tradition.

Tomorrow, our Made in Italy Design Tour takes us to the Tuscan 
countryside to Villa Artimino for a day of wine tasting and relaxa-
tion overlooking the undulating hillsides with rows of olive 
trees and grape vines, and Florence off in the distance.  


