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The 165,000 
Question 
Designer Dennis Basso talks 
one conflicted shopper off 

the fur-l ined ledge. 

ould it be wrong to buy a 
sable coat right now? 

It was a late-Saturday lunch 
on a perfectly brisk Madison 
Avenue day. Some shopping 
had already occurred, and I 
suppose there was a certain 

acquisitive spirit in the air. But really, I was just 
thinking out loud. 

"Do it!" said my friend. "But make it only a three­
quarter length.You know, because of the economy." 

I'm not quite sure she got the point. Or maybe 
she wasn't the person to ask. Luckily, a primary 
source was close at hand. 

Dennis Basso has been in the business for 25 years. 
He's done lynx coats, lippe cat hats, and en-nine shrugs 
for everyone from Liza MiImelli to LYIU1 Wyatt. Two 
years ago he expanded into a ready-to-wear line that 
includes organza and chiffon gowns and delicately 
embroidered cocktail dresses. But he prides himself 
most on the quality of his skins, specifically his 
broadtail, his chinchilla, and-especially-his sable. 

The first thing I see when I enter Basso's store 
on Madison is a trapeze coat with chocolate-brown 
alligator on top and cocoa-colored fur below. "This 
is mink, right?" I ask. "No," says a warm gravelly 
voice from the back of the mirrored hall. "That's 
Barguzin. It's the best." And so I enter the Dennis 
Basso School of Sable. CONTINUED » 
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It takes abo ut a minute fo r the designer 
to explain the fundamentals: Sa ble hairs 
are longe r than those of mink, slightly 
looser, and marked by a signature silve r 
ti p. And they are incredibly li ght. Basso 
throws a knee-skil1,ming coll arl ess swing 
coa t ove r my sho ulders-"Close yo ur 
eyes," he says, "and yo u 'll swea r all yo u 
have o n is a cashmere ca rdiga n." Given 
how wa rm sable is repo rted to be, its 
feathedi ke we ight is surprising. As is its 
pr ice. Sable has a reputatio n as " th e ari s-

of sable relies most heavily on th e Bar­
guzin factor. Sable is ava ilable in brown, 
dark brown, and shades of blond , but, he 
says, the tru e prize is a dark-chocolate 
Barguzin with a clea r si lve r shee n . T he 
ski ns from the Barguzin va ll ey in south­
east Siberia we re histo ri cally reserved for 
the Russian royal fa mil y, w hi ch is w hy 
it is also known as Imperi al sa bl e. Bar­
guzin prices have alway been steep. O n 
November 1, 192 1, Til e Ne l/' York Tilll es 
ran a sto ry abo ut " the m ost expensive 

but ri ght now a cuff or a collar does ve ry 
nicely." Basso beli eves that "there can't be 
a single type of sabl e coa t for eve ry gi rl. 
We are no t in th e days of th e no tch-col­
lar, ankle-length min k with th e half belt 
in the bac k ," he says. " R emember th ose? 
Yo u wo uld not beli eve how many are in 
th e studi o wa iting to be restyled ." 

Basso designs and crea tes all his pieces in 
a 30,000-square-foot ateli er in Lo ng Island 
C ity, Queens. The space is large eno ugh to 
house pelts and an impressive inve ntory 

Sable is incredibly light. "Close your eyes," says Dennis Basso, 
"and you could be wearing a cashmere cardigan." 

toc rat of furs," the ultimate indul ge nce, 
and it li ves up to it. Th ere is a reaso n 
Russian sable clients are sea ted fro nt- row 
at Basso's runway shows: A coa t designed 
fro m 16 rows o f Barguzin sa ble stitched 
together with ba rely visible seams of hand­
made lace costs $ l 65,000. 

T here are people fo r w hom no expla­
nati on co uld eve r suppo rt paying th at 
kind of mo ney fo r a single ga rm ent. T hey 
are no t Basso clients. "That man co uld 
sell m e the B roo klyn Bridge," says phi ­
lanthropist and "sabl e girl " Lynn Wyatt. 
"And I li ve in H ouston." Friend and cli­
ent M alj ori e G ub elmann calls Basso " th e 
Va lentin o of furs-he is fr iends with h is 
clients, truly fri ends w ith them-and he 
lives th e life." Basso is a master salesman 
and, as Wya tt points out, " he knows hi s 
stu ff." T he des igner's theo ry o n the pri ce 

ga rment ever stitched toge th er fo r a pri ­
va te p urchaser," designed by Stein Blaine 
fur rie rs and tail o rs of 15 West 57th Stree t. 
It was an Impe ri al sabl e coat and it cost 
60,OOO-in 192 1. 
" It's like a big, pe rfect fl awless di am o nd 

r ing," says Basso. " Yo u just need o ne." 
T hough he gives cl ients plenty to choose 
from. T he fa ll 2008 collectio n fea tured 
a Russian sable and crea m alliga to r coat 
and a cropped bo mber; a Russian sable 
vest; a Russian broadtail -and-sa bl e coa t; 
and the Barguzin sa bl e- and-Iace co ll ar­
less swing style, w hich he considers a 
new classic. " D oes anyo ne do sabl e m ore 
ways than Dennis? I do n 't think so," says 
Gubelmann. " [t's th ere in the lining of a 
sheading coat o r o n a cuff or a collar." 
She herse lf h as no t taken th e full plunge: 
" Someday I w ill g row Lip and bu y a coat , 

That Touch of Sable 

HELEN YARMAK 

1 PEZZI DIPINTI 
The self-proclaimed child of 
perestroika has been called 
Russia's fashion ambassa-

DENNIS BASSO 

of fini sh d coa ts, keep cl ients' coa ts in 
summer sto rage, and employ a team o f 
seamstresses and ta ilo rs w ho can deli ver 
on Basso's-a nd his devotees'-whim s. " If 
we had to," says Basso, "we coul d make a 
sable coat from scratch in ten days." 

At th e end o f my tuto rial , I can ' ide n­
ti fy sable fro m mink- and fo r extra 
credit , lippe ca t from lynx-but I still 
have no t concluded wheth er such an 

extravaga nce is currentl y appropriate. 
Th en I remember th e words of Lynn 
W ya tt , w ho to ld me that "a t th e end 
of th e day, a bea utiful sa ble has (1 11/1(1),5 

bee n a sound investment ." - s,v. 

DCllllis Basso: 765 Madisoll Ave., Nelli York; 
2 12-794-4500. 980 N Micil igall Ave., Cili­
caRo; 3 /2-640-9500. 645 E. DII ra il ! Ave., 
AS}Jell; 970-925-4499; dellllisu(lsso.colII. 

HERMES 

Designer Cathryn Coll ins lined 
this Barguzin "mini trench" 

with her signature hand­
tie-dyed silk charmeuse lining. 

$47,500; 212-941-9966 

dress, and this Barguzin sable 
hunter hat can be found in 
her stores in New York and 

Moscow. $9,995; 212-245-0777 

We like to think of this Barguzin 
shrug as Basso's starter sab le. 

$35,000; 212-794-4500 

The French house may be better 
known for its leather goods, but 
this sable collar attached with 

the company's trademark silver 
links is unmistakably Hermes. 

$5,950; 800-441-4488 


