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T
aste-maker, 
trendsetter, and 
arbiter of design, 
Ambra Medda 
is traversing the 
world in search of 
that US$44,170 
Fernando and 

Humberto Campana chair made of faux 
stuffed pandas that you didn’t think you 
needed. But you do now. 

Having founded the hugely successful 
Design Miami fair at the tender age of 
23, Ambra is now reinventing the way 
art is bought, sold and experienced. 
Applying her curating skills to the 
online marketplace via her new website, 
L’ArcoBaleno, Ambra is on a mission to 

bring design into the digital age. Defined 
as “a place to explore, discover and 
collect the world’s most extraordinary 
design”, L’ArcoBaleno (Italian for ‘the 
rainbow’) is an e-commerce hub that 
marries quality editorial with beautiful, 
and thankfully purchasable, design; 
where a chair fashioned from bronze-
gilded thornbushes, cleverly titled 
“terrible chair”, shares the page with 
an arguably more commercial canary-
yellow boomerang desk.  

Now just 32, Ambra is considered 
a veteran in the art world. Growing 
up the daughter of Italian art dealer, 
Giuliana Medda (who contributed to 
the international success of artist Piero 
Fornasetti), has meant a taste for unique 

design was intrinsic to her childhood. 
Born in Greece and raised in Italy, 

Ambra is fluent in several languages 
including Spanish, French and a 
reportedly “rusty” Chinese, although 
she maintains her haggling abilities are 
as sharp as ever in any language. 

No surprises here as to why 
L’ArcoBaleno is crowded with beautiful 
finds from across the globe.   

But before the rainbow, there was 
a young woman with a “pay-as-you-
go phone”, a binder and a desire to 
draw together all the corners of the art 
world — designer, artist, gallery curator, 
sponsor and critic — in order to build 
bridges across the community and 
encourage the free exchange of ideas. >
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THE WOMAN who brought us the prestigious DESIGN MIAMI art fair 
at just 23 years of age is on a MISSION to bring design into the digital era.
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This was to become known as Design 
Miami, a global forum for showcasing 
cutting-edge design and cultural 
programming, which also embraces the 
commercial side of the industry. 

Coinciding with the Art Basel fairs 
in Miami and Basel each year, Design 
Miami has become a marketplace for 
collecting, exhibiting, discussing and 
creating design. 

“Even recounting the story, it seems 
crazy; I was 23 years old and I just went 
for it,” says Ambra. 

Simply compiling a wish list of her 
favourite galleries and designers, Ambra 
set about contacting them all. The 
response was astonishing. 

“All of the existing fairs felt so dusty 
and relegated to uptown collectors. 
Everyone was very receptive and I think 
I sort of rode that wave of excitement 
and put together the fair... It was a huge 
success, the first show in 2005. And so 
we immediately brought it to Basel in 
Switzerland six months later,” she says.  

This year in Switzerland, more than 
25,000 visitors explored the 48 galleries 
lined with both traditional and modern 
takes on design, with most of the works 
commissioned and created specifically 
for Design Miami/Basel 2013. 

The experience proved to be an 
invaluable learning curve for Ambra, 
who took charge of everything from the 
logistics to the marketing and gallery 
relations — all skills that have translated 
to her current role at L’ArcoBaleno. 

“I like being involved in lots of 
different things and that still stands 
today,” she explains. 

On any given day you might find 
Ambra working with the editorial 
team, dipping her hands into some 
necessary admin or considering whether 
to purchase that black, weatherproof, 
rubber and polystyrene dining set. 

As the creative director, it’s up to her 
to maintain L’ArcoBaleno’s relevance and 
appeal, often by delving into unexplored 

design territory and showcasing never-
before-seen works of art. 

“Not because I want to be first,” she 
points out, “just because I’m tired of the 
same names and the same cities. I think 
there’s so much out there and it feels a 
bit limited right now.” 

And she’s not afraid to experiment, 
recently adding another stuffed 
mammalian stool to her collection, but 
this time it was made from faux lions, 
tigers and bears. 

It was this same motivation to support 
and celebrate emerging talent that led 
Ambra to create L’ArcoBaleno in the 
first place. And although the pieces are 
on the higher (more nail-biting) end 
of the budget spectrum, for Ambra it’s 
more about the culture, the traditions 
and the people. 

“I felt as though we’re all clearly 
moving in this direction where we 
are consuming culture and commerce 
online, and I wanted to do something 
that, again, contributed to the design 
community, and online provided a 
very effective way to speak to a large 
audience,” she says. 

Reaching a diverse array of design 

lovers is one of Ambra’s key aims, as 
she works to crack open the at times 
unapproachable art world for those who 
have never had the opportunity to take 
part the traditional way.  

“To be completely honest, I thought 
I wanted to open a building and do 
basically what I’m doing on the site 
but in a physical space,” says Ambra. 
However, after finally unearthing the 
ideal gallery space, she surprised herself 
by feeling confined by the concrete walls 
and local audience. 

“The idea of doing a show with a 
promising young Mexican designer that 
nobody knows and then putting it up 
in New York and basically limiting that 
show to only the audience here — I just 
felt like we should do something online, 
so people in Korea and Australia and 
Italy can all participate and be a part of 
something,” she says.

Where most businesses will work out 
the money first and content second, for 
Ambra it happens all in reverse. 

“We start with the content and then 
attach interesting pieces that would go 
with the story or sell directly the pieces by 
the designer that we’re enthusiastic about. 

I FELT AS though we’re all clearly moving in 
this DIRECTION where we are consuming 
CULTURE and COMMERCE ONLINE, 
and I wanted to do something that, again, 
CONTRIBUTED to the design community.

We’re very content driven,” she explains. 
In order to maintain editorial 

independence, Ambra and her team chose 
to make the website advertising-free, 
instead receiving a commission on sales.

But that’s not to say there weren’t 
plenty of challenges for Ambra entering 
the virtual world on her own terms, 
and it took just over a year to pull the 
funding together to start the site.

“Financing and technology was the 
most challenging part,” she admits.

“Finding a strong tech partner was 
crucial for me because I haven’t had the 
experience of ever having a business 
online, and you know you need to find 
somebody who you’re in line with as a 
person…”

Ambra eventually joined forces with 
former eBay executive, Oliver Weyergraf, 
and the pair are now on their way to 
evolving L’ArcoBaleno into a site that 
Ambra hopes will one day become the 
grandchild of Wikipedia, BBC and Style.
com; a one-stop shop for research, 
education and, most importantly, retail 
therapy.  

And while Ambra recognises that 
she can’t provide the same sensory 
experience to a collector online, she 
believes that a vivid imagination, good 
lighting and an occasional video can 
bring the two-dimensional pieces to life. 
And then eventually into the home. 

Not one to stay still for too long, 
Ambra plans to come full circle with  
her next move. 

By founding a global outreach 
campaign, she will once again make her 
beautiful pieces available to touch and 
enjoy in person, whether it’s through 
museum collaborations or hosting small 
events at private homes and institutions 
around the world.

Surprisingly, when asked to reveal 
the secret behind all her success, this 
somewhat super-human has some 
humble advice to share. 

“I know it sounds boring and basic, 
but you need to sleep. It comes down  
to these really basic things,” she says.

“If you take care of yourself and 
you’re happy, you can do a lot in a day.” 
Amen to that.  

SHOP THE STORY

L-R: Knoll Textiles Multi Necklace $399, 
One Minute Delft Vase $4,550, IN RESIDENCE #4: 
Sense Memory $21 / larcobaleno.com 
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