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Arianna Noppenberger was born 
and raised in Italy.  She graduated 
college with a master’s degree 
in law and human resources, but 

later went on to study her true passion 
at the Instituto Europeo di Design in 
Milan.  After graduating again in 1990, 
she traveled to California, and Southern 
California’s high end residential design 
has been the better for it.  Defined by 
a cultural tradition of timeless elegance 
and restrained simplicity, her work has 
spread throughout the Pacific coast of 
Southern California, gaining speed since 
she founded ARIA Design in 2002.  I 
spent a typically beautiful morning in 
ARIA Design’s office overlooking the quiet 
coffee shops and boutiques of Laguna 
Beach.  Sounding sometimes like the 
curator of an established art gallery, 
sometimes like the narrator of a romantic 
movie, Arianna told me about the path 
that led her to love, to work, back to Italy, 
and of course back again to California.

DK: What initially brought you to the U.S.?

AN: I came to see the most progressive 
architecture and interior designing in the 
world.  I was visiting with my girlfriend 
and we decided to start driving from San 
Francisco down to San Diego.

DK: And how did you end up in Laguna 
Beach?

AN: My girlfriend has a cousin here so 
we could spend a couple days.  I fell 
in love with the place.  It was unique.  
There’s a very eclectic group of people.  I 
felt comfortable in this small town even 
though I was coming from a larger city, 
Bologna.
And it’s where I met my husband Horst.  
I was invited to a party for a house that 
was under construction.  My husband was 
the architect.  We literally met on the 
job site between piles of lumber.  He 
reached for my hand to help me through 
the rough terrain and it was love at first 
sight!  Which is not me!  Usually I’m very 
grounded, but I was truly swept away in 
that moment.
 
DK: That’s a good reason to stay!

AN: I didn’t stay though.  I went back to 
Italy two days later.  My vacation was 
over.  I had to get back to my life there.  
But eventually I followed my heart back 
to California.

DK: And then once you came back you 
ended up working with your husband?

AN: I came back to see if we were 
compatible and ended up working in 
his studio.  We didn’t speak the same 
language.  We didn’t communicate much 
so we fell in love without words.
I started learning English, feet, and inches.  
I had to learn how we build here.  I 
learned a lot from him.

DK: And what was it that led you to found 
ARIA Design?
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AN:  It was time for me to find my own 
voice.  I’d built up my own clientele, so it 
was good from a business standpoint.  We 
live together, we have a family together, 
and we collaborate so I think it was a 
good move and I’m very happy that I 
did it.

DK: How is your approach different from 
that of other designers?

AN: I approach each project as a spatial 
designer rather than a decorator.  First 
I have to see if the room is right.  My 
background is in architecture and interior 
designing so it’s not just that I pick a nice 
fabric and pick a nice color.  Expensive 
furniture and fabric alone doesn’t create 
a successful interior.  I think the approach 
should be much more radical.  That’s 
why I first look at the space.  Can it be 
improved?  Do we need to take down 
walls, open space?  I don’t believe you 
can do a great job unless you really start 
by manipulating the space architecturally.  
That’s why I’m involved mainly in projects 
that start from scratch.
 
DK: What influences impact your work?

AN: I’m consistently exposed to European 
design, particularly Italian. I return home 
to find inspiration and discover new 
products. I have a traditional background, 
having pursued classical studies in the 
past, but my design is progressive.  Every 
time I go I get inspired.  And usually two 
or three years later, whatever new things 
come out in Europe, they land here.  I 
see more and more designers tapping 
into that resource.

DK: Any influences working their way over 
from Asia as well?

AN: Absolutely.  They are very progressive 
since centuries ago in their minimalism, 
their clean eye; calm soothing spaces.  
That is absolutely coming from there.  
No doubt about it.  China being a fast 
developing country is becoming a 
‘laboratory’ for architecture and design.

DK: What do you think of feng shui?

AN: I have to say I’m ignorant of it.  In 
Europe it’s really not there.  I got contact 
with it moving here to California.  It sounds 
like the most beautiful architectural things 
are going on in China.  It’s incredibly 
forward thinking.  I’m really curious and 
I’d like to know the old Chinese culture 
and the new.  My husband and I have 
plans to travel to Asia in the near future.  
That will motivate me to learn feng shui!

DK: You’ve done a number of high 
profile projects.  Do you have high profile 
clientele to go along with those?

AN: Yes, which I can’t mention.  They’re 
repetitive clients who keep me very busy, 
and I’m very faithful and discreet.  My 
website is missing at least half the projects 
I’ve done.  I can’t show them.  I can’t take 
pictures, but I had fun doing the work!
 
DK: How is it different doing what you do 
here vs. Italy?

AN: I’m so blessed to work here.  People 
here are very open to the new.  This 
allows me to really experiment and 
reinvent the wheel every time.  In Italy 
we have to deal with so much tradition.  
There are very wealthy people here who 
love to own unique homes.  In Italy we 
have to deal with so much tradition and 
resistance to change.  There’s too much 
bureaucracy when you want to touch a 
historical building.  That’s why I studied 
interior designing and didn’t become an 
architect.  A lot of Italian creativity comes 
from being locked into having to respect 
the tradition and at the same time trying 
to come up with something new.  So 
definitely easier working here.
 
DK: If you were to describe your style in 
one or two lines, what might you say?

AN: Constantly evolving, minimal, 
restrained, elegant, and sophisticated, 
earthy tones.  I like to carry a limited 
amount of materials throughout the 
house.  I believe these guidelines lead to 
peaceful, balanced interiors.
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