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Treasured items in Brazilian ambassador Ary Norton de Murat Quintella’s
residence in KL reveal places he has lived in, friendships forged around the
world, and a fondness for things that delight
Text Tan GimEan
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Every time Ary Norton de Murat Quintella tells a guest, “Let
me show you [something]”, it is like an invitation to another
era or country, an introduction to a famed writer or artist,
and a rare chance to see or touch a treasured item that has
travelled with him across continents and brings him joy.
“This is the house of a single man — my wife lives in
Singapore. Lily manages to keep the living room looking
pretty,” the Brazilian ambassador to Malaysia says by way
of welcome to his penthouse unit in the heart of Kuala
Lumpur, and a shout-out to helping hands that make the
eclectic space comfortable for him since he arrived in
January 2020.
His wife, Eugenia Barthelmess, assumed her position
as Brazil’s envoy to Singapore the same time he took on his
here. “This is the ﬁrst time we are not living together, and our
ﬁrst time as ambassadors. That’s why we asked to be posted
to Singapore and Malaysia — we thought it would be very
convenient. Then, for two years, we couldn’t see each other
because of Covid-19.”
With borders open again, His Excellency has been ﬂying
across the Causeway regularly. His 84-year-old mother,
Thereza Maria Machado Quintella, a retired career diplomat
herself of 45 years, came to KL in February and stayed for two
months. His daughter is arriving from Brussels in August and
he is trying to arrange a date for his sister to visit from Lisbon.
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Books meticously
arranged on
shelves brought
from home; a
chest that used
to belong to
his mother; a
painting and bust
of mum and dad,
respectively;
and beautiful
artworks colour
this ‘house of a
single man’

Quintella is happy to be in an apartment that
looks out to KLCC park, the last project designed by
Brazilian landscape architect Roberto Burle Marx
before his death in 1994. “I always have breakfast
here overlooking the park, which reminds me a lot of
Brazil. I enjoy walking there at night.”
Stepping indoors from the balcony, he settles
onto a red sofa, a gift from his mother decades ago.
“I grew up with this sofa, so it brings good memories.
Sitting here with a book, yes, this deﬁnitely is my
favourite place in the apartment.”
Surrounded by bric-a-brac that, put together,
traces a colourful life of travel, books and art, he

readily points out things that remind him of his
youth, friends from home or who are no more, as well
as small items that give him great pleasure.
“I’m not really the kind of diplomat who, wherever
they go, needs to collect or buy something to have
good memories of a place. I believe you carry the
places you have visited and lived in inside you.”
If he does pick up something, it happens naturally.
Like a rug from Tajikistan, bought in KL. “I am very
fond of rugs,” he says, a statement borne out by the
diﬀerent-sized pieces covering almost the entire ﬂoor
of the living area.
Usually, an ambassador is assigned a residence
that is fully ﬁtted, he explains. “But that’s not the
case with my wife’s house in Singapore and this ﬂat.
Bringing our stuﬀ here was very heavy work.”
Setting up the apartment — it is the ﬁrst time
he has lived in one in 30 years — turned out to be a
delightful experience, with pieces ﬁnding their own
place and ﬁtting together to make the new space his
own. “I received the container in June 2020 and set
up the place, thinking my wife wouldn’t have any
say. But when she came for Christmas that year —
the Malaysian government kindly allowed her to
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The treasured
painting of the coffee
plantation where
Quintella spent his
vacations as a child
BELOW
An old sofa that
evokes good
memories is the
ambassador’s
favourite place in his
KL residence
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travel — she rearranged things, a lot. Yes, I am totally happy with that.”
Happiness is also knowing, instinctively, where certain items belong. The
ﬁrst piece of furniture that found its niche was a beautiful wooden chest of his
mother’s, in which she used to keep napkins and small cutlery. “I knew it had
to come here — and it’s perfect. It’s very strange because the chest had never
belonged to me before. I also knew this pastel painting had to be above it.
Before, it was in our kitchen in Brasilia.”
A painting of a large wooden house in Minas Gerais takes pride of place
on a shelf facing the dining table. “It represents my mother’s coﬀee plantation
in Brazil — I spent all my vacations there as a child. About 120 years ago, this
plantation was the biggest coﬀee producer in the whole of Minas Gerais. It
belonged to my [maternal] great-grandfather.”
A terracotta bust of his father in his early 30s, sculpted by a Brazilian artist,
commands prime spot on a coﬀee table. “The whole lighting system is direted
towards the bust. When you get into the living room at night, it’s the ﬁrst thing
you see. I’ve been told I should have it cast in bronze. I like it the way it looks.
Some people say I am beginning to look a lot like my father. As a teenager, I
looked more like my mum.”
On a wall behind the bust hangs a portrait of his mother painted when she
was about 26, in Chinese ink. “My parents were separated and I always joke that
I bring them back together here.”
Everything in that corner of the room is by Brazilian artists and writers.
Among the latter was his mathematician grandfather, whose books were used
by three or four generations of students in Brazil, and his father, who wrote
ﬁction. Quintella pulls out a slim paperback by his father — “Yes, we all have
the same name. I am No 4” — about a teenager titled Titina, which is his sister’s
name. “It was very charming because my father’s books were very modernistic.
I appear in it as an eight- or nine-year-old boy and there’s a sentence to classify
me: ‘Ary was always holding a French book in his hands’. My mother was posted

Quintella cuts
across a carpark
to the KLCC Park
for walks at night.
The park, designed
by late Brazilian
landscaper
Roberto Burle
Marx, is a daily
reminder of home.

in Belgium and I grew up in Brussels then, so I speak
French quite well.”
Which explains the abundance of various
editions of books by French publisher Gallimard
focused on important literary works penned over
the centuries, from translations of Chinese poetry
to German works, bound and packaged beautifully.
“This collection is a monument of French literacy.
There’s nothing like it anywhere else.”
The books can be hard on the eyes but he does
not hesitate to pore over them. “I can still read small
print without glasses. It’s amazing because I have all
the problems of old age: bad knee, bad back, bad
posture,” he shares.
Quintella laughs easily at himself but is ever
respectful of artists and their creations. The ﬁrst work
of art he and his wife bought together — a painting
of oranges on a piece of furniture in 1991 — hangs
horizontally, instead of vertically, on one wall to make
it even more abstract, he explains. “We invited the
artist to the house to show him what we were doing to
his painting. He was okay with it.”
A copy of a porcelain utensil made for the Dutch
market in the 18th century given by a former boss
who died last year is as deeply treasured as the rare
pre-Columbian mortar from Ecuador presented by a
friend he has not seen for over two decades. “Some of
the pieces here were gifts and they remind me a lot of
the person who gave them to us,” Quintella says.
He bought a goat fashioned from wire by a
friend’s son at an exhibition of the artist’s works. “It
is inspired by Picasso’s famous She-Goat sculpture.
Sometimes, you buy something to please someone
and it grows on you and you become very fond of
it. Everyone who comes here mentions this piece.”
Not everyone gets shown upstairs for a peek
into his bedroom though, or the guestroom now
transformed into a “book depository” for gifts from
friends who know he likes reading. The verandah on
the third ﬂoor has a corner with pots of orchids left
by his predecessor. When he is free during weekends,
Quintella will sit there and read as dusk sneaks up.
Every time he moves to a new posting, he misses
the garden he has to leave behind. “When I leave KL,
I’m going to miss this spot a lot.” It won’t be soon, he
hopes, because he has grown fond of the city where
“there’s always something for you to discover”.
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