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SPOTLIGHT

Making gifts for those who have everything
A group of wealthy friends and some specialty artisans
now turn out one over-the-top design each year
BY KATHLEEN BECKETT

For the past 15 years, a group of buddies
living in various parts of the globe have
gathered annually in Miami to enjoy
each others’ company, party hardy and,
it turns out, complain.
The men, who started meeting while
they were in their 30s, had all become
really rich. They had everything they
could possibly want, including a problem they didn’t: What do you give
friends who also have everything
money can buy?
So in 2017 they started to talk about
creating the Unnamed Society, an enterprise based in Switzerland that would
commission an annual work of art —
something exclusive, over-the-top and
special enough to be given to their privileged friends. The society now includes
all the participating artisans and anyone who has bought a piece, a total of
about 140 people.
And while the founders wouldn’t call it
a business, Marine Lemonnier-Brennan, the society’s spokeswoman, said
they did divide any profits that weren’t
reinvested in new projects.
Their first object, presented in 2019,
was a table clock shaped to resemble a
Colt 45, but in recognition of the passage
of time, not a homage to guns. “It reminds us that life is precious,” Ms. Lemonnier-Brennan said. “That we must enjoy every second it gives us. Because it
can disappear in a single second.”
The object scheduled to be unveiled in
June is another firearm-inspired timepiece called the Golden Boy 1866, based
on a Winchester rifle.
From the beginning, Ms. LemonnierBrennan said, the founders have insisted on remaining anonymous. “The
founders are a group of close friends, a
group of men, of which three are very
well known,” she said. “Two are in music
in Miami and one in sports also in Miami, two in New York City and one in
Switzerland.”
But they readily identify the artisans
who brought their ideas to reality.
The group first enlisted L’Epée 1839,
the 181-year-old company based in Delémont, Switzerland, that makes watches
and clocks. “We wanted to make something no one has expected before, a
piece of art to blow the mind of people,”
said Arnaud Nicolas, the company’s
chief executive. His design, engineering
and watchmaking teams spent nearly

two years developing what would become the Bang.
The idea that the piece should look
like a gun was not L’Epée’s, but, “we
wanted to have some fun with it,” Mr.
Nicolas said.
“The trigger and the hammer work,
and the time is set with a key turning the
barrel, as if you were cleaning the gun,”
he said. “The idea is you can play with it

and use the same movements as if you
were a hit man in a Western movie.” The
price starts at $40,000, depending on
which version the buyer prefers.
Some versions of the Bang feature
grips crafted by the master cabinetmaker Cédric Vichard in his workshop
in the Jura Mountains of Switzerland. In
an email, he explained that he works
with yew, olive, palm and rosewood and

even stingray, or “raw shagreen, that I
soften to fit the shape of the grip, then I
apply different techniques to make it
smooth, and bring different renderings
and colors.”
Exotic leathers are an option, too.
“The leathers that I sheath on the pistol
grips are from lizards, alligators, frogs,”
he wrote, noting that all the materials
come from farms that are certified by

the Convention on International Trade
in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna
and Flora, the global conservation
agreement better known as CITES.
Different grip styles come from Mike
Dorris, head of MD Grips in Tennessee.
He uses elk antler, sheep horn and even
giraffe bone, which is considered a natural substitute for ivory.
The 2020 gift was a variation of the
Bang called the Diamond, which sold for
$300,000 and was set with 2,518 diamonds in 21 sizes, totaling 78 carats.
“They were all snow set,” said Pierre
Salanitro, chief executive of the gemsetting business that bears his family
name and is the largest one in Switzerland working with watch brands. “The
snow setting is not easy, but it’s one of
the most beautiful settings. It uses only
round stones in many different sizes,
which makes the reflection of the diamonds higher, it makes it brighter.
“We put the stones close to each other,
more than in a traditional setting,” Mr.
Salanitro added. “It’s not a line of diamonds.” He said the exacting process
took six master setters a total of 300
hours to create one piece.
Although the intent is to be exclusive
— finding one of the objects should require that “you have to hunt for it,” Mr.
Nicolas of L’Epée said — the pieces are
being sold throughout the world in art
galleries and retailers such as Cellini in
New York and Karl-Friedrich Scheufele’s Art in Time Gallery in Monaco.
About 100 of the Bangs have been
sold. “It’s so unexpected, considering
the price,” Ms. Lemonnier-Brennan
said.
The society hopes for similar success
with the Golden Boy 1866, which Ms.
Lemonnier-Brennan stressed was designed to pay homage to the rifle’s role in
helping pioneers to settle the American
West. “The original rifle was nicknamed
Yellow Boy because of the bright brass
receiver that houses the lever-action
cocking and loading mechanism,” she
wrote in a later email. “A tribute in 18karat gold is only fitting.”
The Golden Boy is sized like the real
rifle and, she wrote, “weighs 3.8 kilograms (8.4 pounds), though the actual
weight depends on materials used for
bespoke creations.”
The society already is at work on the
2022 piece, which will, Mr. Nicolas said,
“make people go ‘Wow!’ ” But for now it
remains — no surprise — unnamed.

Sparkle
Clockwise from left,
the Diamond table
clock, based on a
Colt 45, was
produced in 2020
by the Swiss company L’Epée 1839.
The piece is a more
elaborate version of
the Colt-theme
clock, called the
Bang, made for the
private group the
Unnamed Society in
2019. The Diamond
sold for $300,000
and is set with
2,518 gems; a
master setter at
work at the Swiss
company Salanitro;
and some of the
company’s diamonds.
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Money with a mystery
The Louvre Abu Dhabi is working on what it has named the
Hoard of Jazira, more than 2,800 pieces of Islamic history
BY DAVID BELCHER

In a newly acquired cache of more than
2,800 coins dating to Islam’s medieval
era, the Louvre Abu Dhabi not only has a
bounty for its permanent collection, but
also signposts on the road map of early
Islam, all coated in tarnish, corrosion
and the mystery of history.
The three-year-old museum is devoting time and resources to study and restore the coins, which are scheduled to
go on display in September. It is tracing
their origins to better understand their
metallic composition as well as how
they helped to shape late antiquity, the
dawn of the Middle Ages and modern
trade across the Muslim world.
For coins — or really any artifact unearthed from the ruins of a temple or beneath millenniums of dust and sand —
restoration is a delicate and sometimes
tedious process. But the Louvre’s
founders consider it part of the museum’s mission in the Middle East.
“One of the focuses of the Louvre Abu
Dhabi is ancient trade, so we are always
looking at developing this idea of power
and trade routes across the Islamic
world,” said Souraya Noujaim, scientific, curatorial and collections management director at the museum. “It is extremely rare to acquire such an amount
of undocumented history. This was really the moment where the Islamic empire was creating a new vocabulary
around design, freeing itself from the
Byzantine and Sasanian empires.”
The Hoard of Jazira, as the museum
has named the cache, was obtained in
2019 from a private collector in Europe
(the museum declined to identify the
person). It consists of 2,861 coins dating
from the reign of King Shapur II (A.D.
309-379) to the Caliph Al Ma’mun (A.D.
813-833). There are 434 Sasanian drachmas, 156 dirhams and Arab halfdirhams, 323 Umayyad dirhams and
1,948 silver coins of the Abbasid dynasty.
Jazira, the location in the title, refers
to the area where the coins were minted.
It is in upper Mesopotamia (“al jazira” is
the word for “island”), an area that today comprises northwestern Iraq,
northeastern Syria and southeastern
Turkey. Scholars and collectors have
been aware of the collection for a long
time, but its origin is unknown.
Ms. Noujaim said the coins represented the shifting face of trade in the
era, a consolidation largely attributed to

“In our museum, coins, like much of our artwork
and vision, is a representation of East meets West.”
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Abdel al-Malik, the fifth Umayyad caliphate, who also initiated major
changes in the visual symbols on coins
and created a single Islamic currency in
A.D. 693.
“The craftsmanship, stamping and
minting of coins was inherited from the
Byzantine and Sasanian empires, and
this hoard shows that period of transition,” she said. “The coinage of the Byzantine and the Sasanian empires had
representations of the divine, such as
Jesus Christ, but this was a way for the
Islamic rulers to link their political and
religious power to the currency by
changing that.”
Two freelance conservators who specialize in metal and coins worked for almost three months in the museum’s conservation area to assess the coins, and
now an archaeological metal expert,
hired by the museum, will complete additional restoration.
“We have to record the weight, diameter and thickness of each coin to understand each one individually,” said Theofanis Karafotias, the museum’s head of
preventive conservation. “The backs
and fronts of each coin may not always
match the other coins. Was that a
choice? We just don’t know. We photo-

graph each piece and put each one under the microscope. We need to understand each coin.”
Studying the coins before restoration
— many of them rough around their imperfect edges — is a way of piecing together how coinage evolved physically,
he said, and how the combinations of
metal shifted over the centuries. It also
is an assessment of the various images
and symbols, from portraits and names
of rulers or texts from the Quran to each
coin’s numerical worth, etched entirely
in Arabic.
“For example, although they are considered silver coins, none is pure silver
since each coin contains a percentage of
copper, typically 5.5 to 20 percent,” Mr.
Karafotias said. “Copper is chemically
reactive and has a lot of corrosion. Silver
is stronger.”
The two conservators used chemicals
to remove encrustations and thick corrosives, but sometimes alcohol was all
that was needed if the coin’s silver content meant it simply was tarnished by
time. Solvents, an ultrasonic bath, distilled water or just a basic chemical and
cloth were enough for many other coins,
which were in excellent condition.
One of the more challenging aspects

of such restoration is how copper corrodes and creates basic copper carbonates, such as green malachite and the
blue azurite, which must be removed
with special solvents, like ammonium
thiosulfate. This, Mr. Karafotias explained, is the most complicated and intricate of the treatments that will be
done on some of the coins. Others in the
cache have age-old scratches that simply can’t be treated, lest the coin be damaged further.
“Some other factors that impact them
is how they might have been buried,
which is crucial to their corrosion,” Mr.
Karafotias said. “Humidity and temperature both affect the rate of corrosion. Sulphur, fossil fuels, paint, wood,
felt — all of these can have an impact on
corrosion. Another factor is inappropriate previous treatment. Someone at
some point tried to remove the crust
from many of the coins and damaged
some of them.”
One final process, scheduled during
the summer, will be a metallographic
analysis through X-ray fluorescence to
determine the exact chemical and elemental breakdown of each piece and
how they compare with coins of similar
age. From there, the coins will be en-

tered into an international database so
museums and other collectors can compare them with other pieces.
“This ultimately could be used in a
wider study on a global monetary history, so we need to compare our collection to the ones in other institutions
and eventually to add them to a wider
body of work,” Ms. Noujaim said.
All of this detail work on a hoard of
coins this size is rare, Ms. Noujaim said.
But, the Louvre Abu Dhabi is a young
museum that has the resources of few
other museums in the region, and this
collection will build on its interest in numismatic history.
The museum sprang from a 2007 accord between France and the United
Arab Emirates to lease the Louvre
brand for more than 30 years in exchange for 400 million euros (more than
$470 million now), with French museum
experts advising on acquisitions and exhibitions. Built on one of the many islands of Abu Dhabi, the flying saucershape museum, designed by Jean Nouvel, attracted about one million visitors
a year before the pandemic affected visitor numbers.
“Our mission as a museum is to tell
the story of this evolution of humanity
and craftsmanship in the Muslim
world,” Ms. Noujaim said. “In our museum, coins, like much of our artwork
and vision, is a representation of East
meets West.”
Until 2,024 of the hoard’s coins are
added to the museum’s permanent numismatic display — a dark room with
ancient coins from Greece to China, protected behind plexiglass and cast in a
muted light for preservation — in September, the remaining few months will
be spent on their preparation. In an era
of virtual currencies and cashless coffee
bars, ancient coins can still be a thrill.
Even members of the museum staff not
involved in the project have attended
workshops and been observing the
preservation process.
“In terms of restoration and craftsmanship, we have definitely relied on
hands and basic tools, and it’s a compliment to say that it’s a very humble vocation,” Ms. Noujaim said. “Coins in the
past were controlled by the powerful,
but this is a treasure for all of our visitors.”

Old money
Clockwise from top
left, one of the
about 2,800 corroded coins from
the Louvre Abu
Dhabi’s newly
acquired Islamic
collection; a conservator working with
the coins; part of
the restoration
process; and a coin
after it was cleaned.

