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artistic advisor’s magisterial take on
furniture design from around 1840 to
. His name is Roberto Polo, and
es like Kathryn Hiesinger, curator for
Decorative Arts at the Philadelphia
Museum of Art, he’s a giant of the profession.

“He has maybe the best eye in the business,” says
Hiesinger, who first met Polo in 1978 when she was
curating an exhibition on French decorative art. “He
had it as a collector, and he has it as a dealer.”

Galerie Historismus occupies four floors of a
1910 building that was once the headquarters of
Brussels’ most fashionable hatter. It’s not far from
the Grand-Place, one of the most beautiful squares
in Europe. Open the door and you understand im-
mediately what Hiesinger means.

A table lamp designed by the great Dutch ar-
chitect Gerrit Rietveld in 1925—basically a sphere
and two lines—sits on a small pedestal. It’s the only
one extant of the two made (approximate price:
$533,000), and it was all set to be purchased by a
major American museum when the financial crisis
hit and scotched the deal. “It’s like a Mondrian
painting but much rarer,” says Polo of Rietveld’s
modest (but perfect) exercise in pure geometry.

Nearby there’s a French cabinet (approxi-
mately $1.2 million) made for London’s Crystal
Palace Exposition of 1851. It is a monument to
old-fashioned ornament, the ebony and pear-
wood covered top to bottom with carved por-
traits, cherubs, fruits, and finials, not to mention
encrusted stones. (The piece is currently on re-
serve to an American museum. Polo says that the
market has picked up since January.)

Each piece is exquisite on its own, and they are
even more so together. The seamless period juxta-
position is the product of Polo’s erudite eye, which
was trained in art history at Columbia University
in New York. (Polo was born in Cuba and emi-
grated with his family to the United States as a
child.) Subsequently he joined Citibank (1974)
and helped launch the company’s art-investment
division, leaving in 1981 to start his own invest-
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ment company, Private
Asset Management Group.
“In addition to following
my own taste, I'm really try-
ing to trace the history of de-
sign, starting with the great
French and English designers
of the 1830s,”says Polo, who
has strong opinions and isn't shy
about sharing them. Like this one:
“The French missed the boat in design after
1890.” His 20th-century pieces come mostly from
Germany, Austria, and Eastern Europe. Among
the choice items is a funny little wood sculpture by
German master craftsman Oskar Schlemmer:
$4.95 million—a very rare Schlemmer, you see.
Polo isn’t finished. “Robert Mallet-Stevens was
repeating what Josef Hoffmann did ten years car-
lier, and I don’t want to see one more piece by
Charlotte Perriand or Jean Prouvé,” he says, pooh-
poohing three prominent members of France’s
modernist pantheon.

ne ever accused Polo of playing it safe.

Hete ; in Swiss, Italian, and American jails in
' and early’90s awaiting trial on charges

_no such thing. The episode nevertheless wiped

him out. Among the casualties was his own sizable
18th-century French collection.

It was an old friend and client, English busi-
nessman John Dean, who gathered investors to
finance the first Galerie Historismus, on Place
des Vosges in Paris. Last May, Polo reestab-
lished the gallery in Brussels under a new owner
for reasons ranging from aesthetic (“Brussels is
the cradle of European modernism”) to finan-
cial (“It’s a quasi tax haven that attracts impor-
tant international fortunes”) to social (“Belgians
tend to be modest, open-minded, enthusiastic,
and well mannered”).

The gallery is an insider’s address and worth
visiting as a small museum. “You don't go there for
a bargain, but you do go for a rare, historically
important piece,” says the Philadelphia Museum’s
Hiesinger. “Roberto’s a man deeply in love with
objects—he’s a kind of cult figure.” —JOSHUA LEVINE

Galerie Historismus, rus du Lombard 47, Brusssis,
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The main floor of Galerie

Historismus (above and left)

a striking display of Europea
furniture from 1840 to the
1920s. The eve behind the
gallery is Roberto Polo {bot-
torn right). Among his prize
pleces are a bookcase
{bottom left) of solid jarrah
{an Australian hardwood) by

Hector Guimard, widely con
sidered the most pron
French Art Nouveau desic

Opposite: A bust of Belgi
king Leopold it on a break-

table by Koloman Mo

a giant of the Vienna

Secession movement
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