THE THIRD SKIN

Bronze alligator for office walls? Python for the bed? The leather creations
by Arthur and Teddy Edelman are so eccentric — they make rooms seem like
surface thrillers.
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Pop-art to sit on: the bright “Cavallini Chartreuse” reminds of the 60°s when graphic designer
Andy Warhol designed the company poster.

Foot charmer: John Edelman has his floor covered with leather floor tiles from his parent’s
company. Arnold Schwarzenegger, too, has outfitted his private gym room with them.

Elton John and Lance Armstong found it here: the collection includes over 800 leather and color
variations. Contact in AD-Plus.

It was a balmy spring evening in New York when Arthur Edelman and his wife Teddy were sent
to a photo booth on Time Square. The graphic designer who for five years had sketched the
charming advertisings for the leather company wanted to use these passport photos for a silver
screening portrait. Unfortunately, this project failed because of the fee: back then, the young
couple did not want to invest $ 2500. The man whose offer they refused was Andy Warhol.

These faded photo strips from 1963 still exist. They are part of the rich fund of memorabilia with

which the Edelman’s today live on a 50 acre mansion in South West Connecticut. Their ‘Alligator
Farm’ next to the little river Titicus includes a small waterfall, a neat vegetable garden, a chicken

house (supplying the household with fresh eggs) and grape wines, which the landlord uses for the

production of his own Muscatella. The so called ‘Alligator Wine’ tastes simply delicious.

Both the farm and the wine owe their name to the exotic hides which were imported by the
Edelman Company since the 60’s and which were sold to shoe manufacturers and leading fashion
designers such as Halston and the young Calvin Klein. “ The tanneries offered black and brown. I
saw a need for colors”, explains Arthur, who originally wanted to become an actor but then
decided to join the leather business owned by his parents-in-law and who built the company with
a lot of enthusiasm.

“Coming from the world of theater, I felt it was easy to enthuse the designers”, says Arthur.
Warhol — in those years one of the best paid ad designers in New York City — was fascinated by
the color variety of the manually applied pigments. “Andy was crazy about our snakes and
alligators”, tells us Arthur’s wife, who back then, was responsible for the exceptional brilliance of
the color range. Both of them propagated pop colors even before it was discovered by the art
scene.

In the mid-70’s, first the tanneries left the US followed by the shoe manufacturers and the
Edelman’s had to look for a new field of activity. The fabric designer Jack Lenor Larsen for
whom Teddy had designed, sent the couple on an inspirational tour to Bangkok. But instead of
bringing home typical batik fabrics, they brought home big water buffalo hides, from now on
focusing on leathers and hides for upholstery and on interior design.

One of their former customers was the famous shoe designer Roger Vivier for whose appartement
at the Paris Quay d’Orsay they did the bed as well as diverse leather plaids.



Three years ago the Edelman’s sold their company to Knoll International. The name Edelman
stands for quality and luxury with a dozen of showrooms all over the world. The last one has
recently been opened in London. Hotels and restaurants, aviation- and yacht interior suppliers
swear by Edelman Leather as well as designers like Marc Newson or architects like Norman
Foster. The spectrum ranges from elaborate details (a Russian oligarch had his private jet’s
windows framed with brown alligator leather) to entire rooms such as the professional cyclist,
Lance Armstrong’s, yoga room. The most unusual job so far: upholstering the “dungeon” of a
Sadomaso-fan with supersoft leather. Also, Martyn Lawrence-Bullard, a famous celebrity interior
designer, has decorated the walls of Elton John’s office (remember ‘Crocodile rock’...) with
bronze alligator styled leather. Among more than 800 styles and colors, the designer also found a
python print which he used for upholstering the popstar’s bed in Los Angeles — corresponding to
the snake photos on the walls. Another one wears the noble goods under his soles: Arnold
Schwarzenegger’s private gym’s floor is covered with leather floor tiles that are vegetable tanned
and dyed.

Aren’t they exceptionally sensitive? Not at all, says Arthur Edelman: “Leather needs patina to
look alive”. And in addition, it is the smell. In the Edelman’s house even the elevator smells like
a luxury car (it is covered whith the same floor tiles). This typical perfume comes from the bark
of the Quebracho tree, an important ingredient within the tanning process. The center of the
mansion is defined by two giant old chestnut barns that, after the couple’s first economic success,
had been removed from a nearby meadow and which were precisely reconstructed. That is why
Arthur Edelman jokingly calls his house the “Alligator Barn”.

In the mid of the 90°s, he and his wife sent their architect to New Haven to have a look at the
Yale University’s Art Gallery. The building by Louis Kahn provided the inspiration for the style
of another wing of the mansion.

Some of the most indelible traces in the Edelman’s life are the advertising sketches by Andy
Warhol for which they then paid between $ 200 and $ 250. Already for a long time they are on
display at the Pittsburg Museum which is dedicated to Warhols work. But there is still a lot more
to discover on the farm: Art, among it a Chagall as well as the American social realist Philip
Evergood. Souvenirs of friends such as Piero Fornasetti. Furniture by Jean-Michel Frank that
both have got excited about already in the 50’s. Furthermore, there are reptiles of every
description and material all over. Alligators made of silver next to carafes from Mexico, cast-iron
snakes as door-handles. Not to forget about the treasures in Teddy Edelmans’s dressing room:
custom-made shoes by John Lobb, more than half a century old, or Gucci bags that have been
custom-made in the 60’s based on Teddy’s ideas and still in use. Even though the company is
now run by someone else, and their son, John, the CEO for many years, now presides over the
furniture company Design Within Reach, the Edelman’s remain closely connected to the fabric of
their life and the brand that they have founded. They just recently have designed an abstract
crocodile embossing. “It looks as if the alligators have had too much tequila”, Arthur says with a
smile.


















