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THE HOMEGOMING

After living around the world, the Italian interior designer Nicolo Castellini Baldissera has
returned to his native Milan, a city in which his family — and his heart — has always resided.

OF ALL OF ITALY’S big cities, Milan seems the least
like a cozy hometown. Rome’s ancient ruins and
joie de vivre make it warmly livable, and Venice’s
canals evoke intimacy and romance, but Milan

is all business. After being largely destroyed in the
bombings of World War 11, it was rebuilt in

the decades that followed as the fast-paced, often
unlovely center of the fashion and design industries.

But for the 52-year-old Milan-born interior
designer Nicolo Castellini Baldissera, moving back
recently after more than three decades, during
which he ricocheted between London, Paris, Gstaad
and Tangier, has been the gentlest of repatriations.
“I found Milan very confining when 1 left as a young
man,” he says. “But now it feels as though coming
back was inevitable.”

It’s easy to understand why Castellini Baldissera
might once have found the metropolis of three
million claustrophobic: Reminders of his illustrious
family are scattered throughout the city. His
paternal great-grandfather was Piero Portaluppi,
the legendary architect responsible for scores
of important buildings throughout Milan, including
Villa Necchi Campiglio, the 1935 Modernist
mansion made famous as the setting for the director
Luca Guadagnino’s 2009 film, “I Am Love.” In
fact, the film’s elegant (and fictional) Recchi family
is rumored to have been based on the Castellini
Baldissera clan, into which Portaluppi’s daughter
— Castellini Baldissera’s grandmother — married.
With interests in finance, real estate and textiles,
the family has been an essential part of Milanese
society for centuries: As a boy, the designer’s
first checking account was at a bank that bore his
surname. His father, Piero Castellini Baldissera,
82, is a well-known architect who, with his cousin
Emanuele Castellini, started the luxury textile
house C&C Milano in 1996.

Growing up, Castellini Baldissera and his siblings,
whose parents were divorced, lived with their
mother, who died in 1998 (she was a descendant
of the opera composer Giacomo Puccini) ina
capacious Modernist apartment in a Portaluppi
building that now houses the Fondazione Piero
Portaluppi. His father lives a block away in a flat in
the famed 15th-century Casa degli Atellani on
Corso Magenta; Portaluppi had redone the building
in the 1920s and had himself lived in the same
space until his death in 1967. “When you’re young,
being around that can be a little overwhelming,”
Castellini Baldissera says.

At 18, he left to study art history at Sotheby’s
in London, buying a Victorian-era house in Chelsea,
which he did up in a vibrant if traditional English
style, with fleurs-de-lis and deep red silks. Later, he
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