Furrsture and crofty, orranged invigmethes, Wl Motoriol Culbure’s 25,000 sq-f. spatate shaw the
Fun and seniibility in mixing objects from diferent culbores. Vegatoble-dyed, bondwoven corpots
and topasties kang from parimeter wall,
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Milk-pairt wiathes with primitive grophics make 8 shunaing bockdrop to cne-of-o-kind objects. Lacal arfists worked in collaboration with the swaners ko
achiove o look not oo layered or too bare. Elvewhere [right], rugs are mounted Bke ortwork and ilfumeneted with track hghts,

apenings. They circulated among food-and-beverage tables
strategically placed around the 25,000-square-foct stare with its
33-foot sloping walls — perfect for displaying the rugs on which
bath ownaers built their reputaticons.

Co-founders Jevremovie of Woven Legends and Sumimer of
Michaelian & Kohlberg pionecred the use of vegetable-dyed,
handwoven carpets in the eightics, jointly farming a nug company
called Black Mountain Looms, Between them they have infra-
structures set up in Tarkey, Rumania, China, India and Nepal —
complete with connections that allow them direct sccess 1o the
villagos' other treasures,

Two years ago, they came up with the idea of boying and sell-
ing these things, along with their rugs, through a conventional —
or not w0 conventional — store. “Between the Middle East, the
Indian subeontinent and China, vou're talking about & lot of the
worlil's historical, ant-creating population,” says Jevremavic, “We
cover a bt of ground and we work at the village level.” They also
buy in bulk, In fact, they buy virtually everything the villagers
want 1o sell — down 1o the last beat-up kitchen stool,

This convenled garage is their prototype and Nagship. Polleys,
an overhead lift painted bright red and tracks on the Moor cov.
ered by concrete hint at the building's indusirial past. A radio
assembly plant in the 1930s, the Wissahickon Industrial Center
building measures more than & million square feet, Material Cul-
ture is in the former shipping-and-receiving area, once a truin
garage. Jevremovie points 1o the ridges in the loor beneath our
feet. “Trnins used 1o come right in here and unload,™ he says. A
sound system that pipes in progressive mek and world mwusic re-
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like tla!r'. Jeviemaovia is -t'tub-i:h':ing -|:|-||-rm-||l|{ |||l'|||.-r. :qE}'| i!:hbu.
“It's & big space so anything you do is expensive. Why spend the
money il the space is good as it is¥"

S0 far, there are two smaller Matenial Culture spinoffs, one in
Bethesda, Md., that opened in Janwary aml one that opened in
February in San Franciscos Design Center. Am in-shone comces-
sion in ABC Carpet & Home in New York City opened last sum-
mier, Jevremovie believes the G000-squars-foot version in
Betheula 12 -J:II'D]:H.IIlI:FIIIﬂ aawe Lha! would I!r..r.'r_'[ hu_-.ul." ﬂ'n l|1r
other hunl, he says, "maybe what we need 1oda i.t.jlu.ll heave more
of these — a big one in Chicago, one in Los Angeles, We'll just
let it grow organically.”

Rolling out this concepl on a large scale presemts some prob-
lems. “The danger in trying o replicate r situstion like this,”
Sumner ways, “is that what we sell iz all ene-of-a-kind, I not the
kind of stilT you can pick up the phone and order, The challenge
will be trying to figure out how to systematically get enough inter-

- esting goosds, | think we need 1o kecp moving to different loca-
ticns in the world. There's a bt of neat merchandise out there that
hias claracter amd personality that doesn't cost a whole ol meon:
than the same functional ilems ol Poltery Barm or IKEA™

Thee motion that good stull has to cost a bot of money is “jive,”
Jevremovic says, Toke their 835 Tarkish pots, Some elosely
resemble Pennaylvania redware which can sell for 21200, Or
their 2600 Turkish chests ihai look like New Englond versions
selling for 320,000, Not that they're ruling out New England or
Pennsylvania,

“I'm open 1o anything from anywhere, | have conflidence inthe
inhieremt value of things,” Jevremovie savs, “The whole point of
Material Culire is to eross boundaries and express universal
ideas alsoul art and erall.” IVs a philossphy he borrowed from his
fricnd and mentor Henry Glassie, an Indiana University profes-
sor ad well-known folklorist, Glassie, who has traveled with
Jeveemovic for severnl vears, will hold o book signing at the
store’s next parly scheduled in November,

“If Material Culiure is heavily weighted in inverslony, it doesn’t
beather me,” he savs, 1 feel comfortalile buving excessive
amouls — in 4 conventional retail 2ense — of a category like
country Chinese fumiture, if | feel it has long=term viability. 1
have conhidence in my im'rlllurrl.'." Faor this reason, he gl Sume
ner lsok mare to the antique and auction howse business than to
conventional retail stores as a model for how to do business.
“What we're trying to do,” he says, "is establish a new kind of
slone, " 5
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placed the roar of engines, and & 40-foot wall went up where the
trains entesed. But the building is still ideal for shipping and
receiving. “We get forty-foot containers delivered every week,”
says Jevremovie, “Whers am | going to do that — the middle of
Manhattan®™

Jevremovic has run Woven Legends from another part of the
building since 1989, “That's one reason we're here now, though
not the primary reason.” he says. Another is the rent: §2 per
square foot ench year. “Its almost absurd,” he says. The stare
doubles as storage space for their inventory. "Even if no one buys
anything here, the space pays for itself as a warchouse.” He over-
sees a woodworking shop on the premises, making sure the fumni-
ture — which often amrives coversd in cobwebs and EXiEs: — 18
minimally refurbished 1o keep it as close o onginal condition as
prossible,

He and l"iu.lmnrrduiml the: store themselves, worki ng closely
with local astists and sculptors, panly to save on start-up costs.
But, Sumner adds, “1 can't think of anyone who could package
the statement that we wanted 1o make. [Us o different kind of
product and we wanted 1o pot the objects in a context that was
partly visual and aesthetic and partly about meaning and culiural
connéctions. It would be very hand to find somebody to make
sense oul of thar™

sumner and Jevremovie don't use terms like “merchandising,™
but judging from the store itself, they have a knack for it. Seating
areas are sel up along a walkway that leaids to the mountains of
rugs in the hack, If you want to explore the fumiture, circle the
chisters of 10th-century eurved-hack Chinese chairs and follow

the serpentine path through rustic chests and ammoires from
China, Nepal and Indis. Ceramics appear throughout the
vjsnﬂlg—:. |:||.1|; p.rr-cwmrnlru.!ﬂ.l 0 their own comer,

“We needed a lu:luln'ql that would make a connection
between this ceramic piece from Turkey and this one from China
— in other words, between matenial objects from different tradi-
tions and places,” Sumner says, “We were also trying to set up
discrest tableans, vigneites that kind of put things wogether as
VM mi.ﬁhl fimd them in that eulture.”™

Sumner, a former art stisdent and painter, had already lnid ot
rug showrooms in a SoHo loft and in Atlants. “U'n tuned into the
visual arts, color and layout,” Sumner says. "We've had some
goedd people working with s — we're into our thied generation of
them now. They're not the nomal window-dresaer types, more
sculptors and artists who are good st being inventive,

*We didn"t have a formula in the beginning,” e sdmits, 1
kivow it sounds ey, but we knew what we didn’t want, We didn’t
wani H;il'l'kﬂh'iﬂﬁ { E1%u] ha.rmpm and |n.3'E.rE-:i. A Uit Vil couldn’l 1ea
things, Some stores are s Nilled up with stuff, it's hard to isolate
any one object, Yet we didnt want & spare, bare gallery with white
walls because we didn’t think it would suit the organic-ness of
our merchandise,"

The high plaster walls are the focal potnt of the store, coversd
in vivid milk-paint washes that segue from carthy sienna to ochre
1o turquaise, with eccasional primitive graphics of animals and
trees and abstract aﬂupc.;. l:lqml'.h nnad ral'l-r:l.lri:m cover much af
it, but it makes a stunning backdrop. Three local artists have
worked on the walls in the past year, in collaboration with the

owners, The biggest challenge in that space has been to inte-
prite it vertically,”™ Summer says. “Like anything else, [ iy io work
out the big erganizational elements first and then go back and
tune up the little stuff.,”

Jevremovie and Sumner have both spent exlensive ime i the
villages where their goods are bought. Jevremovic wanted to cre-
ate the feeling of an ancient “souk™ or covered bazsar like the
oo in Turkey, Kapali Charsi, where be spent many years buying
ankiguee mugs. A passionate collector of folk art, he was rending o
Ik F,ﬂ.'p‘liqn '”hnjj" pli:nlin.;ﬁ whien he first saw the -||u|1-nd
'h'.H]II. =A t-ul nf tha ima.q,l.-j.mllu'u walls were b.u.ﬁl'l.'l“_q' e
ked from that beok,™ he admits. *When people from Egyplinn vil-
lages go to Meces and come: back, they paint narratives on the
wills of their villages 1o commemorate their spintual joumey, If
we lake all these rugs down, there's a really nice painting under-
neath.”

Philadelphia artist Rebeoca Johnson, primary painter of the
hajj walls, also made s sculpture of ceramic shards that extends
rrqm: th_- 'h'.ﬂll: .ﬂlh:i'.': thi l'l-ﬂl:l!-l:ry.'ﬁmqll;h thi APACE WAS pul
|¢E¢|;hn-; in the course of four months, it is in many ways a work in
progress. “1t's set up like a slage set.” Jevremovic says, pointing
out the network of I-beams and vertical columns. “We can put up
witlls and tnke them down to create room divisions and vignettes,
Form i= an extension of function here; we're recyeling things ina
building that is itself reeyveled. Tt works as a metaphor.”

Remarkably inle was done to tumn this train garage into &
store. Lobby walls were knocked down, A couple of walls and a
few winnlows were pul in. Concrete floom wene [ui.rllrﬂ 1o loak
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