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Rapper Trax Aka 
Omar tries to 
define Doha's hip 
hop aesthetic.
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ON THE COVER Alessandro Michele of Gucci and Demna Gvasalia of Balenciaga 
and Vetements. Photograph by Jackie Nickerson. Styled by Jonathan Kaye. 
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I FIRST NOTICED it at work. On Monday mornings a deathless ritual 
unfolds in offices across the land: the posing of the question,  
‘‘How was your weekend?’’ A few years ago, my coworkers and I 
exchanged happy highlight reels of ambitious urban activities before 
cracking open our laptops and pouring ourselves a tall, refreshing 
glass of work. One of us went to an off-Broadway play. One of us went 
to a Beyoncé concert. One of us went on a date. We had fun!

These days, we respond to the question with a look of puzzled 
amnesia. Did we do anything? ‘‘Not really,’’ we say. ‘‘It was pretty 
uneventful.’’ We furrow our brows trying to remember key events, 
but nothing comes to mind. It’s as though the last two days have 
elapsed in a narcotized, undifferentiated blur. A leisure-time 
blackout. We still have fun — probably? — we just have no clue how 
it happened.

The reason is obvious: We no longer go out. And why would we, 
when the allure of staying in has reached irresistible proportions? 

Why risk a restaurant when you can order Seamless or sauté 
premade gnocchi from Blue Apron? Why go to a bar when you can 
swipe right? Why go to a reading when you can download a 
podcast? Why pay $15 to see a boneheaded Marvel rehash in 
theaters when the world of premium streaming content is at your 
fingertips? Food, entertainment, romance: The traditional weekend 
staples are now available entirely on demand. The centripetal  
force of our homes has never been stronger.

The rise of city-dwellers staying in is hard to 
quantify; how do you measure the frequency with 
which people don’t leave their homes? But 
culture, as usual, offers a mirror. Of all the 
customs that seem dated on shows like ‘‘Sex and 
the City’’ and ‘‘Entourage,’’ one of the most 
glaring is how often the characters went out — to 
premieres, cocktail parties, restaurant openings 

PLUGGED IN Above: two 
paintings from a series 
by the novelist and artist 
Douglas Coupland, 
called ‘‘Slogans for the 
21st Century,’’ painted 
between 2011 and 2014.  

Sign of the Times

There’s No Place Like Home
BY MOLLY YOUNG
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(are those even still a thing?), art openings, clubs . . . events. 
Multiple events in one evening! These tableaux have been 
replaced by Abbi and Ilana of ‘‘Broad City’’ getting trapped on 
the Internet all night and  the stylishly domesticated Dev and 
Rachel on ‘‘Master of None’’ barely leaving their apartment. We 
have memes about staying  in (‘‘Netflix and chill’’) and phrases 
like ‘‘binge watch,’’ which suggest pathologically homebound 
behavior. We no longer dismiss the urge to remain warm, hidden, 
fed, cushioned and entertained indoors as a lamentable womblike 
regression. We may not brag about finishing ‘‘Making a 
Murderer’’ in two days, but at least we admit it.

On some weekends I feel like a character in ‘‘My Ántonia,’’ 
buried in a sod house and peeping timidly at the hostile 
landscape outside. Life in 19th-century Nebraska was fraught 
with peril in a way that life in 21st-century Manhattan is not 
— there, you could die from dropsy or fall into a wheat thresher 
— but our modern horrors — terrorism, global warming, 
presidential campaigns — are documented so thoroughly that  
a voyage outdoors can feel just as dire. 

Unlike Willa Cather’s hardy immigrants, however, my 
self-imposed confinement involves millions of megabytes worth 
of pirated TV (if law enforcement is reading this, I’m just 
kidding) and a hamburger delivered with two clicks. Sometimes 
I enjoy these things with a boyfriend; sometimes I enjoy them 
with friends. Alone, I can always socialize from my cubbyhole 
— on Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, Tinder, Snapchat. All of 
these platforms have a way of bringing out the worst in people, 
it’s true, but then, so do bars at 2 a.m. 

Every generation’s fear is that the next generation has found 
better ways to avoid the risks of being a human. Baby boomers, 
for one, deem it pathetic that younger people refuse to ask  
each other out on the phone and do it by text instead; Gen Xers  
think Millennials are losers for resorting to Tinder instead of 
spotting a comely stranger and buying that person a beer. This 
scorn is both deserved and fruitless. In 20 years, texting will look 

audacious compared to whatever ultra-mediated 
quasi-contact young people are making.

Let’s strip away the censure, for a moment, 
by analogizing the trend to personal wealth 
management. If we define ‘‘capital’’ in this 
metaphor as a mixture of our time and emotional 
stasis, then staying in is the ultimate conservative 
investment. It’s like pouring your money into a 
savings account: You’ll grow marginally; you’ll 
stay safe; your expectations will be met and 
never exceeded. The worst-case scenario is that your delivery fries 
are soggy and your premium cable TV episode is a B+ instead of an 
A. You can always pull the ripcord on your show and go to bed early. 
A failed night means that you got a good night’s sleep. That’s still a 
win. A modest win, but a win.

Going out, on the other hand, is closer to prospecting. The upside 
is huge: You could have a life-altering adventure, meet your soul 
mate, find your new best friend. The potential downside is equally 
monumental. You could run into an ex, lose your wallet, suffer a 
grope, be rejected. The scope of experience at a party or a bar is, as 
the hedge funders might put it, high beta. We do it for the possibility 
of encountering the spectacular. This rarely happens.

There are opportunity costs associated with chronic staying in, 
too. A year’s worth of weekends spent at home is a bit like never 
moving out of your parents’ house: At some point you have to leave 
the nest. Leaving the nest, even just to get outside, is how we grow, 
challenge ourselves and discover things that have not been tailored 
to our relevant interests by an algorithm. As with Keynes’s paradox 
of thrift, the indisputable smart play for the individual is to spend 
nights and weekends snuggled under the duvet with an iPhone.  
But what’s the point of living in a city if you treat it like a suburb?

So yes, we know what we’re losing when we hibernate. For proof, 
observe that nesting remains indefensible as an excuse; if someone 
invites you out, you can’t refuse by telling them that you’ve got 
‘‘plans to stay in,’’ because a plan to stay in still counts as no plan at 
all. We burrow with a slight wince, in a blanket of mild contrition. 
But, oh, what a cozy blanket. 

SILVER LININGS Above: 
pages from the book 
‘‘The Age of 
Earthquakes: A Guide to 
the Extreme Present,’’ 
by Douglas Coupland, 
Shumon Basar and Hans 
Ulrich Obrist. Left: 
another painting from 
Coupland’s ‘‘Slogans for 
the 21st Century’’ series.
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This and That
A Cultural Compendium

 

Raw-Edges 
Design Studio

Gallery Kitchens
Most art museums boast a stylish eatery or two but, until recently, it was 

rare to find a gallery that offered anything more than wine and cheese. 
Now, smaller spaces are playing a bigger game. In 2014, Hauser & Wirth 
opened Roth Bar & Grill in Bruton, England, with an on-site garden and 
meat-salting room. The gallery group’s second restaurant, Manuela, in  

Los Angeles, debuts this summer. At Gagosian in New York, Kappo Masa’s 
omakase draws the power-lunch crowd. And the artist Damien Hirst  

and the restaurateur Mark Hix have recently opened Pharmacy 2 (right) 
in London at Hirst’s Newport Street Gallery, serving creative spins on 

traditional British and European fare. — KAT HERRIMAN

ONES TO WATCH

Lookout

As partners both personally and professionally, 
Shay Alkalay and Yael Mer, the Israeli couple 
behind this London-based studio, spend a lot  
of time together. ‘‘At home we talk about work,’’ Alkalay says, ‘‘and at the 
studio, we talk about our daughters.’’ The whimsical, curious spirit  
that informs their designs — a one-room house with movable walls; flower-
shaped leather folding chairs — has struck a chord with clients like Louis 
Vuitton and Stella McCartney, and earned them a commission for this year’s 

Salone del Mobile design fair. There, the 
pair debuted a project that builds on, yet 
departs from, their popular Endgrain series 
(above left and at left), for which they 
saturated wood blocks with colorful dye, 
then glued them together to create three-
dimensionally patterned furniture. For 
Salone, they dipped wood in overlapping 
coats of pigment for a herringbone effect 
— a fittingly layered approach for a duo 
with plenty of history. — ALEXANDRIA SYMONDS
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FEELING FOR

Joseph Altuzarra’s signature 
silhouettes, celebrated  

in a new capsule collection of 
crisp shirtdresses. 

Altuzarra x Matches shirtdresses, QR5,095,  
matchesfashion.com. 
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Summer in Ibiza has become synonymous with E.D.M. 
superclubs and celebrity debauchery. But in springtime, the 
island proves a haven for travelers seeking holistic relaxation, 
an oasis of flowering almond trees and red dirt hills evocative  
of Tuscany. Rustic yet luxurious resorts, or agroturismos,  
like Atzaró offer thermal spas and quiet, understated rooms. 
Restaurants like La Paloma (above and at left) and the  
stylish new Aubergine serve local produce in sight of where  
it was grown. And CoCoq, a new homewares market in an airy 
former warehouse, facilitates the most soothing kind of 
shopping. atzaro.com, palomaibiza.com, aubergineibiza.com, 
cocoqibiza.com — ANDY BETA

Ibiza’s Idyllic Off-Season

A Canon for the  
21st Century

Great stories are timeless, but times have 
changed — and so two wonderfully irreverent 
new series of books are updating some of the 

classics. The Austen Project puts Janeite 
favorites like ‘‘Pride and Prejudice’’ in the 

hands of contemporary writers like  
Curtis Sittenfeld, whose ‘‘Eligible’’ (Random 

House, April 19) recasts Elizabeth Bennet and 
Mr. Darcy as a magazine writer and a 

neurosurgeon in modern-day Cincinnati. And 
for the Crown Publishing Group’s Hogarth 

Shakespeare series, novelists such as Howard 
Jacobson and Margaret Atwood are 

reimagining the Bard’s works in modern prose. 
crownpublishing.com — JEFF OLOIZIA

Strap on a pair. Sandals for the modern man, fresh off the runway. 

Is the World’s Best 
Croissant in Australia?

ILLUSTRATIONS BY KONSTANTIN KAKANIAS

Kate Reid, the Melbourne-based founder 
of Lune Croissanterie, is an aerospace 

engineer by trade, which helps explain 
why she recently moved production of 

her ethereal, exceptionally flaky 
crescents to a climate-controlled glass 

cube. Each week, Reid and her brother 
Cameron hand-craft 3,000 pastries, 

which are often gone by noon — and  
are worthy of transatlantic travel. 

lunecroissanterie.com — OLIVER STRAND

FASHION MEMO
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FOR A CERTAIN KIND OF WOMAN, fingernails — lacquered and lengthened 
to alarming proportions — have lately become a way to self-consciously 
embrace feminine artifice in the name of feminist authenticity. The most 
famous examples — Rihanna’s, Katy Perry’s, the girls on Instagram pointing 
coyly at gnomic passages in unnamed novels — have been sharpened to claws 
and decorated with war paint. These are manicures of carnal danger, of 
weaponized sex appeal, of ‘‘erotics’’ as intimidation tactic. 

If this look cuts a stark contrast to the long-prevailing trend of wearing 
nails pared-down and boyish — in keeping with the Céline-inflected 
minimalism that has ruled the runways since 2012 — we’re now beginning to 
see something closer to a settled middle ground. The new nails are, like their 
more conspicuous antecedents, long and absent of cuticles, but their shape 
and shade is softer. If they are painted it is simply, with something sheer and 
neutral, sometimes with a striking but subtle embellishment — a French tip, a 
pop of color. 

Long nails of this kind are a bit old-fashioned and assuredly 
adult, something a lifelong devotee of Pond’s Cold Cream might 
wear and tend to as her tea steeps. Their condition is the result 
of effort, of patience, of buffing and filing and oil treatments. 
Some of the best examples come from midcentury cookbooks. 
Ginnie Hoffman and Beverly Warner’s illustrations in ‘‘The Joy 
of Cooking’’ show nimble, disembodied female hands poaching 
fish, weaving lattice pie and stuffing a bird. The nail itself is 
usually invisible but implied: The fingers are elegant and 
tapered. In the place of Auntie Mame-style nails — long, ‘‘each 
lacquered a delicate green’’ — we have something closer to 
Emma Bovary’s: ‘‘lustrous, tapering, more highly polished than 
Dieppe ivories, and cut into an almond shape.’’ 

Halfway between homely and aggressive, the new 

On Beauty

The Lengths We Go
After years of short and 

boyish manicures,  
women are growing their 
nails to make a fine point. 

BY ALICE GREGORY

1950s-style manicure is a subtle kind of boast: anachronistic but assertive. 
Discreetly polished and well-tended nails like the kind worn  
by Michelle Obama, Sheryl Sandberg and Oprah are a display of general 
competence — something closer to a symptom of good health than a strictly 
semiotic statement. 

But to wear them with confidence, one must be capable of tolerating —  
and, ideally, enjoying — the sensation of being always aware of the body.  
They clack on the keyboard, accrue crud, catch the eye and require near-
constant pruning. Even the most understated of long nails dictate delicate  
and self-censoring behavior. They can ruin one’s world — draw blood,  
snag knitwear — but they can also, all too easily, be ruined themselves. 
Having them forces a person to 
perceive their self and their 
surroundings as vulnerable, yes, 
but also worth protecting. 
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Lookout

HIGH POLISH Above: a model at 
Gucci’s spring/summer ready-to-
wear show with long French-tipped 
nails. Products, from left: Deborah 
Lippmann Hard Rock Base and  
Top Coat nail strengthener,  
QR73, deborahlippmann.com;  
Tenoverten Nail Care System:  
a sheer nude strengthening base 
coat and a clear protective top 
coat, QR95, tenoverten.com;  
two designs from Paintbox,  
a New York salon specializing  
in gel manicures, paint-box.com. 
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Russell Westbrook
Rim-rattling point guard for the 

Oklahoma City Thunder, five-time N.B.A. 
All-Star and budding fashion and jewelry 
designer whose embrace of adventurous 

eyewear has made him a geek-chic 
torchbearer off the court.

Ilana Glazer
Pot-smoking cutup whose hit show,  
‘‘Broad City,’’ will soon conclude its  

third season, and who will star this month  
on Comedy Central’s ‘‘Time Traveling  

Bong,’’ a miniseries about, yas kween, a  
bong that travels through time.

You know, I actually don’t own a single 
basketball. The one I got was entirely white,  

so I don’t really think I could play with it.  
If I could design my own ball, it would be all 

suede, maybe mixed with some leather.

I have my own action figures, which is 
pretty cool — especially when they look 
like me. I’d like to see what these guys 

could do with Donald Trump’s hair.

I’m from the West Coast, so I’m more into 
Kendrick Lamar. But I listen to a lot of  

different things — Frankie Lymon, old 1950s 
and ’60s music … I’m a big Taylor Swift fan.

I’ve got Thom Browne sweats, some  
shirts, a few button-ups, but I don’t  

know about this. It sort of creeps me out.

I can get good use out of this, especially  
with all the weather changes in Oklahoma.  

I actually have a little garden, but to  
be honest, landscaping is not my forte. 

The aggro vibe of team sports makes me 
anxious. Growing up, I preferred the subtle 

competition of dance on Long Island.  
This made me want to shoot hoops, even  
if I was grossed out that mine was made  

from albino gator skin.

I’m not a figurines person. I guess I’m  
a little traumatized by the hoarding  

I’ve seen in my life. I’ll show Hillary my 
support in other ways. 

It’s like she kept the name Antony 
but now pronounces it with her 

mouth full. She sounds like an alien, 
in a good way.

As a comedian, I get to explore  
comedy in my work. In real life, I’d rather  

look good, or even just fine. 

It’s pretty and futuristic, very Kanye. I’ve 
only had it a few days and I think the 
plants are already dead. I don’t know 

what’s going to happen, but it seems cruel 
that my odds are 50/50.

Take Two
A dual review of what’s new
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Ambienta, designed to 
illuminate a room and 
grow plants (QR985, 
sagegreenlife.com).

Green Light

Bernie Sanders and  
Hillary Clinton action  

figures (QR73, fctry.com).

‘‘Hopelessness,’’ by the 
artist formerly known as 
Antony (QR47, anohni.com).

Presidential Dolls

Anohni Album

From a series using 
ostrich, pony hair and 

stingray leather  
(QR725, unofish.com).

Designer Basketball

Doggy Bag

From Thom Browne’s fall 2016 men’s collection 
(QR10,670, Barneys New York).
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IT'S SO META — Art+Medicine was a research project born in a laboratory that 
eventually culminated in an exhibition at the HBKU Student Center between April 12 
and May 14. This interdisciplinary collaboration was meant to break down silos and 
bring together two disparate worlds, and, in the process, enrich both. Art students 
discovered new understandings, materials and tools, and their counterparts revisited 
medical decision-making and patient care from a new perspective. Each design student 
was paired with a medical student to produce an artwork or a series of artworks that 
questioned and examined the relationship of artistic investigation and scientific 
practice. This resulted in six projects, which included a series of large scale 
photographic artworks that examined the landscape as a metaphor for neurological 
conditions, sculptural installation, and kinetic artworks that questioned one's 
perception of what is mental and what is physical. Artworks also incorporated diverse 
and unusual materials such as liquid metals, robotics and 3D printing. 

VCUQatar student Emelina Soares and WCM-Q student Yanal Shaheen created a 
sculpture that explores the fragile nature of human skin. Emelina says, “At first it was 
challenging to pursue a project with a medical student, since both our thoughts have 
complex directions in regards to rationalizing a final outcome. The medical students are 
trained to think structurally in order to define circumstances, while we emphasize on an 
imaginative and conceptual approach to the world. However, the course materials gave 
us the opportunity to encounter both disciplines and discover a common ground to 
realize our final work. One of my main interests is the depiction of death in religious art, 
which has a fairly clear link to medicine and its study of human anatomy. This common 
interest really helped Yanal and I to develop our sculpture.” — AYSWARYA MURTHY

Of Blood, Bones and Beauty
Students of Weill Cornell Medical College Qatar and 

Virginia Commonwealth University Qatar came together to 
explore the intersection of art and medicine.

Lookout Qatar This and That

ART + MEDICINE
Clockwise from top 
left: Visitors at the 
Art + Medicine 
exhibition; a kinetic 
sculpture of the 
muscle layers in a 
human head; a 
photographic series; 
a sculpture that 
explores the fragile 
nature of human 
skin; one of the 
students poses near 
her project IM
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WHEREVER GREG MALOUF GOES, the tag follows him — 
“Modern Middle East Master”. He insists it isn’t a brand of 
cuisine or anything like it. “It’s just what I do,” he says. But 
there is no running away from the reputation Chef Malouf has 
built for reinventing traditional Arabic, particularly Lebanese 
dishes, to suit the contemporary palate. It’s a natural extension 
of his lifelong pursuit to understand the food that he grew up 
with. “I had a massive appetite as a kid, really enjoyed eating 
my family’s food. As I became older and matured as a chef, I 
started to develop these same dishes as seen from my own 
eyes, with new interpretations that seemed to be better suited 
to the western palate,” he says. Malouf feels it’s about getting 
used to new flavors and textures like raw minced lamb, 
poached brain salads or pickled lamb’s tongue. “It doesn’t 
matter whether it’s in a new world country, or the Middle East, 
or Europe. This type of twist on Arabic food is being well-
received.”  It’s not only about giving this cuisine its rightful 
place at the classy dinner table and the consciousness of the 
global diner, but also highlighting the importance of what 
beautiful ingredients, procedure, and layered, almost 
architectural presentation, can do for Arabic food, according to 
the chef.

The Michelin-starred chef will be dishing out some of his 
signature fare at The Art of Mezza station at The Sultan’s Tent 
at W Hotel Doha. “I am only a small part of the tent and I am 
going to be focusing on only five dishes so that there is 
maximum control and consistency when it comes to quality. 
One of the dishes that I particularly enjoy making, and have for 
a long time, is a salmon tarator, based on a dish we had as kids. 
A whole fish is baked, coated in yogurt tahini sauce, topped 
with salad, shredded coriander, chilli, garnished with crushed 
walnuts and dressed with oil, sumac and lemon. There’s not a 
lot to it but when done well, it’s a moist, rich and delicious 
dish,” he says. — AYSWARYA MURTHY

Sumac with a Dash of 
Childhood Memories 
Chef Greg Malouf talks about his 
reinterpretation of classic Arabic dishes.

MODERN MIDDLE EASTERN 
MASTER 
Michelin-starred chef Greg 
Malouf will be dishing out 
some of his signature fare 
at The Art of Mezza station 
at The Sultan’s Tent at W 
Hotel Doha.IM
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Pure Gray
Stark pale-dark combinations 
meet fresh accents in Digel’s 

Spring Summer 2016 
collection for men. 

DIGEL’S NEW MENSWEAR collection is 
made for natural comfort with a puristical, 

cool clarity and sober modernity. Travel 
comfort, sporty details and summery 
fabrics make up this line which work 

towards creating a sustainable harmony 
between business, lifestyle and health. 

Shirts, trousers, jackets, coats, polo shirts 
and suits, along with accessories like belts, 
scarves and ties, make up this easy-wear 
collection that straddles the line between 

work and play. — AYSWARYA MURTHY

Lookout Qatar

Art in Progress
FOR ONE EVENING ONLY, visitors were 
allowed a "“sneak peak” into the various 

projects underway at the Fire Station by its 
17 artists in residence, and were given the 

chance to interact with them. 
The Open Night at Fire Station served as 

a revelation, and a teaser for the end-of-
residency exhibition coming up soon. From 
paintings to performance art and sculptures 

to rugs, the artists have been working 
across diverse media, exploring themes 

such as displacement, religion, transience 
and more. — AYSWARYA MURTHY
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Not Just a Smartphone
Luxury smartphone designer Givori 

has debuted its latest bespoke creation 
for Android devices, the Samsung 

Galaxy S7 edge ‘Siena’.

GIVORI IS RENOWNED for transforming high-end mobile 
devices into luxury accessories by customizing each phone 

using the finest materials — from precious metals and 
high-grade diamonds, to premium exotic leather and 
vintage rare elements. All Givori customizations are 

meticulously handcrafted in Italy, the UK, and Switzerland, 
to create exclusive editions of some of the most popular 

smartphones. The ‘Siena’ range is finished in richly 
sienna-toned alligator leather to add a layer of old world 
style and distinction, while the phone is encased in rose 

gold. The high-grade Mississippiensis alligator leather used 
here is highly sought-after for its supple texture and 

durability. This timeless design is available for $1,640 at 
select Damas jewellery boutiques and Virgin Megastore 

Qatar. — AYSWARYA MURTHY

Picnics Can Be Posh
At the new picnic-style Friday Brunch at St Regis Doha, 
the compact and well-balanced menu leaves diners not 

wanting for anything more. 

THE TABLE AND BENCHES at Lagoon, specially set up for this brunch, look 
like they belong in a park rather than a five-star hotel. With chequered 

tablecloths that add to the atmosphere and rough, matter-of-fact silverwear, 
you’d think together they'd set the tone for the entire brunch but the artisanal 
cheese board with Manchego, Cantal and Reblochon will throw you off. So do 
the Gazpacho Cappuccino; and Bocconcini and cherry tomato basil lollilops. 
But this isn’t any regular old picnic and the Hammour Papillote will attest to 

that. The Picnic is available every Friday, from 12:30 pm to 3:30 pm at The 
Lagoon restaurant with indoor and outdoor seating. The brunch is priced at 
QR249 per person inclusive of soft beverages, QR349 per person inclusive of 

selected house beverages, and QR99 for children aged 5-12.  — AYSWARYA MURTHY
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Market Report

The Flowers That Be
The festive season of Eid is made much sweeter 
this year with the blossoming floral trend, be it 
as appliques, prints or laser-cuts on silhouettes 

that fall between modest and contemporary. 

Lookout Qatar
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Clockwise from top left of opposite page: Izzy maxi kaftan, QR2,945, Zayan The Label; 
Cosaque print kaftan, QR3,215, OTT;  Lemon top, QR1,034, Dina Khalife; Floral embroidered robe, QR1,720, No Fux. 

Opposite page: Gigi maxi dress, QR5,639, Threads By Razan Alazzouni; Ruffled sheer lace top, QR5,002, Madiyah Al 
Sharqi; Laser-cut coat with denim dress, QR3,450, Khatoon; Lace flare gown, QR5,035, Amato Pret-A-Porter.
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A STONE’S THROW AWAY from the French Riviera in 
the perfume capital of the world, Grasse, the landscape 
abruptly changes from one of a rocky coastline to rolling 
hills, canyons and forests. Its distinctive geography that 
has blessed the town with majestic flower blooms per-
petuating its 500 year-old perfumery tradition, is also 
the catalyst to its best kept secret — crisp, sweet and 
delectable baby vegetables. The almost year-round tem-
perate climate coupled with fertile soil gives rise to gar-
dens producing across seasons, and it was this that had 
chef Paolo Sari knocking on the doors of Grasse’s local 
farmers. 

Sari, now the only Michelin chef in the world with a 
third level organic certification, had embarked on a mis-
sion three years ago in pursuit of sustainability from 
both a food and social context. From Grasse, he went on 
to develop a network of vegetable producers all within 
150 kilometers of Monte Carlo, where his signature 
restaurant Elsa is based. “By the hill, by the coast, to the 
mountains. The idea is to work with natural weathers 
and varied landscapes to have fresh produce all year 
long,” Sari explains. Traveling to little nearby towns like 
Albenga, Ventimiglia and Piedmonte, and connecting 
with the locals sparked off not only an organic move-
ment but new economic opportunities. When word got 

out that there was a 
demand for fresh 
produce, people began 
returning to the country-
side to work on their land. 
“Here’s an idea that could be 
adapted to other parts of the world. 
We brought people back to their roots, 
away from the saturated cities to work on something 
sustainable, not only for the environment but their own 
consumption,” Sari says. 

It’s serious business for the rural gardens; from com-
plying with organic regulations to meeting Sari’s kitch-
en orders. Sari’s team serves up to a hundred and fifty 
thousand meals every six months in all the establish-
ments within Monte-Carlo Beach Hotel, including the 
Michelin-starred Elsa. “Flow of information is two-way, 
so we can organize with the producers seasonally on 
how much they need to plant,” Sari says. The chef’s 
unofficial role as ‘head farmer’ is as endearing as his 
self-moniker of ‘fish bidder’, referring to the phone calls 
with his fish broker, who manages the local fishermen.   
Eschewing red meat, fish is just about the only other 
thing that appears in Sari’s recipes other than fruits and 
vegetables. “Only wild-caught fish, from the surround-

Food Matters

Fifteen gardens and a Mediterranean sea 
are all you need for a food revolution. 

BY DEBRINA ALIYAH

Where the Vegetables Grow 

Lookout Qatar

THE STAR
Bio Sama, a cross 
between a garden 
extravaganza of 
seasonal 
vegetables and a 
thematic spring 
art  installation is 
the star dish from 
chef Paolo Sari 
(above).

IM
A

G
E

S
 C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
 E

LS
A



25May-June 2016

ing sea,” he stresses. 
The tenacity of Sari in the organic way 

comes from a personal doctrine, colored 
by his nomadic professional journey all 
over the world, but he references his 
time in Asia as especially valuable. “I 
captured something from every place I 
was, and inevitably developed a sensibil-
ity towards nature. The vitality of the 
Asians because of their diet of vegeta-
bles, fishes and rice, is no secret,” he says, 
describing the way of eating Sari has adopt-
ed for himself too. “But it’s just a sense of 
how humans have been abusing nature. It is my 
time to give back to nature because if we just 
keep taking, nothing will be left for the next gen-
eration,” he says. From a culinary perspective, 
Sari contemplates why meat always needs to be 
worked on and transformed before it is edible, 
while vegetables and fishes can be eaten in its 
most natural form. “The overproduction of live-
stock to meet the world’s appetite has negatively 
affected the quality of meat. It’s increasingly 
difficult to find good meat, so why don’t we focus 
on what we have in abundance here?” he asks. 
And at the ancient Roman empire’s agriculture 
and gastronomy epicenter, the French Riviera 
does indeed have much to offer with a micro-cli-
mate that allows cabbages and avocados to grow 
side by side. 

Sari’s arrival at Monte-Carlo Beach in 2012 
brought a new culinary vision that now perme-
ates the hotel’s identity. After the removal of red 
meat, and foie gras (“It’s just so cruel,” he says) 
and eventually all non-organic food from the 
menu, the hotel successfully acquired certifica-
tion as a fully organic establishment. The next 
hurdle was to refresh the mindsets of traditional 
hotel guests, but Sari’s philosophy has always 
been to propose organic healthy food in an excit-
ing way that leaves no room for comparisons or 
complaints. At Elsa, every meal is preceded by 
the chef’s signature Bio Sama, a cross between a 

garden extravaganza of seasonal vegetables and 
a thematic spring art  installation designed to be 
an Instagram star. The ritual continues with an 
olive oil tasting, where Sari curates a journey 
following the ancient fruit from its beginnings in 
Andalusia, to Umbria, in four bottles of single 
origin oils. If there was ever a time to skip the 
bread basket, the more expressive way to enjoy 
the oils would be with Sari’s selection of naturally 
gluten-free accoutrements. 

In his private garden some 500 meters above 
the Monte Carlo coast, artichokes are in full 
bloom and will soon give way to asparagus, 
green beans, fava beans, apricots, peaches, cit-
ruses, tomatoes and courgettes as the season 
progresses. Sari is a native of the Italian food 
region of Treviso but for now has his eyes on a 
food revolution in the glitzy Riviera city he cur-
rently calls home. “Let’s make all of Monaco 
organic. The dream is to have everyone here 
think organic, buy organic, and understand that 
it's better to respect nature,” he says. And to 
detractors who insist that it’s all a fad, “Perhaps 
for them, but I will never go back to putting 
chemicals and poison into my body.” 

‘It’s increasingly difficult to find good 
meat, so why don’t we focus on what 

we have in abundance here?’

THE ART OF FOOD
Clockwise from top left: Cappeletti farcis la 
pindade fermiere a beautiful and fresh delight 
from chef Sari; interior of Elsa Restaurant; chef 
Sari in his organic garden; exterior of Elsa 
Restaurant; and another Carpaccio d'artichauts 
cuits et crus from the chef's kitchen.
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ONE WOULD HAVE TO GO BACK MANY YEARS to get to 
the bottom of the much talked about yet rather factious rela-
tionship between racism and art; the two have been bedfel-
lows for some time now. It could be a politically incorrect de-
piction of a black person in an art work, lack of recognition for 
colored artists, or for that matter a painter using art to come 
to terms with racism experienced by him or her.

It’s a known fact that a black person’s hair is a subject of 
fascination for many people, but there need not be any malice 
involved. Over the years, Sonya Clark, an African-American 
artist, has become renowned for her fiber art expertise and 
her work has included the use of human hair and combs to 
address issues of race, amongst other things. For the last 10 
years, Clark has been chair of the Craft/Material Studies De-
partment in the School of the Arts at Virginia Commonwealth 
University (VCU), in Richmond.

Interestingly, Nastassja E. Swift, currently in Doha as the 
BFA (Bachelor of Fine Arts) Artist in Residence at Virginia 
Commonwealth University Qatar (VCUQ), is also a graduate 
of VCU. She has a major in Painting and Printmaking and a 
minor in Craft and Material Studies. Swift has been highly 
inspired by Clark, which was evident from her solo exhibition 
at VCUQ’s art gallery last month. Swift too has used fiber art, 
and has the ‘black hair’ as a couple of her exhibits, to tell her 

story: dealing with the racist gibes of white as well as black 
people.

So, what’s with the two tufts of hair on display? “I feel a lot 
of times black hair tends to become a spectacle, and people 
outside our race have a lot of questions as to why the hair is 
done in a certain way; whether it’s real or not,” explains Swift, 
before relating an incident which left her shell-shocked. 

“I was interning at a gallery in Richmond a year and a half 
ago, and this older white woman, along with her friend came 
over there, walked passed me and felt my hair without saying 
anything to me. I froze,” says Swift. “That moment made me 
feel more like an object than a person. I was upset, angry and 
felt weird and uncomfortable. There have been a number of 
people who address hair in a way which leads to a feeling of 
being objectified. This was my playful way of countering 
them; hence I named this exhibit 'Now You Can Touch My 
Hair.'” 

Surprisingly, the racism encountered by Swift while grow-
ing up came from colored people. She was accused of trying to 
act like a white kid while being amongst black people. “Grow-
ing up I lived in a neighborhood that was dominated by white 
children. Along with my family, my brother and I were among 
the few colored people there. There were a few Latin Ameri-
can people, and one or two Asians. However, when I started 

Art Matters

Nastassja E. Swift, inspired by the eminent 
African-American artist Sonya Clark, showcases 
the intrigue that surrounds a black person’s hair.

BY UDAYAN NAG    PHOTOGRAPHY BY ROBERT ALTAMIRANO

Is That Real?

A PERSONAL LENS  

“I feel a lot of times 
black hair tends to 
become a spectacle, 
and people outside 
our race have a lot of 
questions as to why 
the hair is done in a 
certain way; whether 
it’s real or not,” 
Nastassja Swift 
explains at her 
exhibition.

Lookout Qatar
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going to school, which had a majority of black students, I was 
told that the way I spoke, dressed, and carried myself was like 
white children. I was asked why I acted like a white girl, while I 
was just being myself. When I talk about race, it’s about experi-
ences I’ve dealt with from a black vs white standpoint and also 
from a black vs black standpoint. So I dealt with this notion of 
being dark but not black enough. It was a feeling of being stuck 
in the middle. Feeling like too much or not enough. And for a 
long time I wasn’t comfortable addressing it or talking about it,” 
says Swift.

Nevertheless, Swift was able to come to terms with her feel-
ings of anxiety and move on in life. “Piled” is her second art 
piece in the exhibition. Pointing towards the exhibit, she ex-
plains: “This is pretty much related to “Now you can touch my 
hair”, but it’s a little less aggressive. It’s more welcoming and 
in a way is like my alter ego. That piece being about frustration, 
and this one being more about understanding people’s curiosity 
in black hair. This pile of hair feels like a weird silhouette of a 
hairstyle. Coming to terms is a great way to put it because it’s 

accepting the fact that some of the people who are 
addressing black hair do so in a way which is more 
out of curiosity.” 

Swift also included a five-chapter sequence 
among her exhibits: a series of dolls which sym-
bolize the isolation felt by her and others in her 
situation. “It’s a story that’s meant to be read. I 
decided to turn the three little girls into characters 
and see if they could be part of a story with these 
dolls, and allow that to activate them. So I did a 
bunch of drawings and chose five that would be 
part of a sequence. It’s about the experiences from 
my life, in a way exaggerated as well as fictional 
i.e., reference to different parts of my life when I 
was living in a neighborhood with mostly white 
children; a lot of my friends were whiter than me. 
I was addressing feelings of otherness, and that 
she, the doll, is almost being ignored in many of 

the scenes until her feet have started turning white,” Swift says, 
adding that the creations in this series were less like people and 
more like symbols representing a larger group of people. 

The title of the exhibition “I Keep Repeating It Over And 
Over In My Head” is quite a telling statement, and was very 
much in sync with most of Swift’s works in the VCUQ gallery. 

“I originally had a separate idea for the title,” she says. “I 
was freaking out because I wanted it to be perfect and the dead-
line was just round the corner. The original title was supposed 
to be “Assemble-d”, and I was texting the other Artists in Resi-
dence about it and the fact that I kept repeating it over and over 
in my head. And one of them thought that, in fact, was the title. 
That’s when I started going back and forth between my original 
title and this one and wondered whether the latter was too long 
or would end up confusing people. The more I started to ques-
tion the title, the more interesting it became. It made sense with 
the anxieties and doubts I was addressing with identity strug-
gles and race. It was a happy accident.” 

HAIR ART Clockwise from top: Three of Nastassja Swift's 
exhibits — “Piled”, “I Changed While They Watched”, 
“Now You Can Touch My Hair”.
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ALL RRICES ARE INDICATIVE

Objects

Best Case Scenario
Three beautifully crafted new watches with intricate 

faces framed in rose or yellow gold. 

PHOTOGRAPHS BY ANTHONY COTSIFAS   
STYLED BY VICTORIA PETRO CONROY 

Cartier Drive de 
Cartier, 18-karat  

rose gold, QR70,250, 
available in May.

29May-June 2016
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Quality Objects

30 T: The New York Times Style Magazine

Audemars Piguet 
Royal Oak Selfwinding, 

18-karat yellow gold, 
QR149,600.



Jaeger-LeCoultre 
Reverso Classic  

Large Duoface, 18-karat 
pink gold, QR81,533.R
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Quality

THESE DAYS, THE TERM ‘‘multimedia artist’’ is used to describe just 
about any creative type with an Instagram account. But Olga of 
Greece is deserving of the moniker. The princess — whose mother 
is the well-known Greek painter Marina Karella and father is Prince 
Michael of Greece and Denmark — is as skilled an illustrator and 
textile designer as she is a filmmaker and photographer. Since the 
early 2000s, she’s worked as an artist and online creative director for 
Christian Louboutin, making short movies and look books (sometimes 
starring herself). Her hand-drawn wallpaper and fabrics adorn both the 
shoe designer’s boutiques, as well as the Moscow home she shares with 
her three children and Italian husband, Prince Aimone of Savoy, who 
works for Pirelli. ‘‘My parents surrounded me with art and artists 
when I was growing up,’’ says the 44-year-old, who graduated from 
Princeton and has a master’s degree in architecture. ‘‘I think that’s why 
I see so many things from a creative point of view.’’

Olga’s unique aesthetic — Old World glamour colored by an 
obsession with science — is a reflection of her cosmopolitan 
upbringing and surprising career trajectory. As a child, she lived amid 
the wild beauty of Greece and the refined urbanity of New York and 
Paris, near the beloved taxidermy shop Deyrolle. ‘‘I would spend 
hours there when I was young inspecting the preserved insects and 
animals,’’ she says. ‘‘It established my lifelong love for  
natural history museums.’’ After graduate school and a short stint 
working with an architect in Egypt, she left for a year in the 
Panamanian jungle to work with the Smithsonian as a lepidopterist 
specializing in moths. ‘‘I found these extravagantly colored ones  
that are nothing like the dull brown things you think of that  
eat your sweaters,’’ she says. ‘‘I was absolutely taken with them.’’

Me in my early 30s 
in the jungle in 
Panama. Being a 
lepidopterist is  
very precise work 
— it suited my 
meticulous side. 

Built by Hassan  
Fathy in the ’50s, New 
Gourna Village in 
Luxor was constructed 
from local materials 
and techniques before 
anyone was really 
designing sustainable 
buildings.

Profile in Style

Olga of Greece
BY ALEXA BRAZILIAN

My husband and I share 
a great-grandmother.  
I got this commode, 
which Umberto is  
hiding under, from her.
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A portrait my son 
Umberto painted of 
my husband. It 
hangs in our house 
in Moscow next to 
other family  
portraits by my 
mother and older 
inherited paintings. 

A bracelet my father got me in 
Istanbul from an old Armenian 
man who has a fabulous  
shop in the bazaar. My dad is 
quite an expert — he’s written 
many books on jewelry.

A snippet from  
a bird-themed 
wallpaper I  
hand-drew for  
one of Christian 
Louboutin’s shops.
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QualityYes, Please

My mother has always been a great 
source of inspiration to me. I love this 
painting of hers because it is so much 
about the light and colors of Greece.

This shot of me was 
taken in the ’70s, next 
to a beautiful Jean 
Tinguely sculpture in 
our house. I’m wearing 
a dress of my mother’s.

I have a collection of 
plastic flowers that I 
got from this wonderful 
shop in Paris that sells 
biology supplies to 
schools. They come 
apart to show the 
anatomy of the plant.

I wanted to 
design a fabric 
with a Russian 
theme for 
Louboutin’s 
Moscow store. 
So I drew 
sturgeon, 
pickles, beets 
and tomatoes.

I love turquoise 
because it’s a simple 
stone. My husband 
found this ring at a 
shop in Verona that 
sells pieces inspired 
by Indian jewels.

Ivan Vasiliev is the most 
incredible dancer. I saw him 
in the role of Spartacus at 
the Bolshoi and was blown 
away by the risks he took 
and his strength and energy.

My wedding dress 
was designed for 
me by Prada out  
of gold sari fabric. 
I wanted to look 
like a mythical 
Byzantine empress 
returning from  
a conquest.

It’s never too late to 
get a tattoo. I got my 
first one very 
recently at this 
extraordinary parlor, 
Queequeg, in Milan. 
The owner, Gian 
Maurizio Fercioni, is 
so dapper and a 
well-respected artist.

This is an image from a short 
detective film I made for 
Louboutin’s Spring collection 
called ‘‘Who Killed Amazoula?’’

My husband works for 
Pirelli, so I eagerly await 
their calendar each year. 
I like that Annie Leibovitz 
did the complete 
opposite of what is 
usually done this time.

Our first apartment in 
Russia was near this house, 
designed by the architect 
Konstantin Melnikov for  
his family. It is a little gem 
in the heart of Moscow.
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Yes, Please

The Met is one of the world’s greatest treasure 
boxes, a two-million-square-foot vault with 
more than 5,000 years of visual splendors. 

Beyond its gallery walls, it is a place where time 
slips away and ghosts roam the stairways.

BY CHRISTINE COULSON    PHOTOGRAPHS  BY NICHOLAS CALCOTT 

The Secret History

THREE YEARS AGO I arranged for my son’s first-grade 
class to visit the Metropolitan Museum of Art on a Mon-
day, a day when the museum used to be closed to the pub-
lic. I tagged along. At one point, the children’s guide was 
trying to reel them in by showing them a Renoir in which 
one of Madame Charpentier’s daughters is sitting on her 
dog. A good idea, but a ploy that was completely thwarted 
by the arrival of a lamper, Met-speak for a person who 
changes the light bulbs, probably dating to the time when 
lights were actually oil lamps. He was driving a cherry 

SCENE STEALER 
Although the Met’s 
backstage warren may 
not have the apparent 
glamour — or color 
— of the galleries (as 
here, in one of the 
European Paintings 
Galleries), it has magic 
of another kind: It is 
where the museum’s 
2,200 employees 
work and care for this 
priceless collection. 

Quality
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(a job that is part speechwriter, part ambassa-
dor and part fixer), I have grown to love these 
hidden spaces — and the people who occupy 
them — as much as I love our galleries. At first 
glance, these areas are functional: places to 
stack boxes of Met shopping bags, store unused 
shipping crates and transfer vats of chicken sal-
ad between the public and staff cafeterias. But it 
is also the domain of heroes who are largely un-
seen and unsung: custodians and ‘‘maintain-
ers’’; security officers and kitchen workers; art 
handlers, wall painters and climate-control 
technicians — a small town’s worth of every 
trade and task. It is also home to the ‘‘riggers,’’ 
the Met’s Herculean movers, whose day might 
begin by adjusting a wooden bench in the Amer-
ican Wing and end by dragging a nine-ton Egyp-
tian statue from one part of the museum to an-
other. (The pharaoh now in the Great Hall had 

to be rolled through the museum on steel plates 
to keep the marble floors from cracking.) 

I spent my early years at the Met navigating 
these spaces, delivering interoffice memos in 
envelopes we call ‘‘cheeses’’ (because they are 
yellow and have holes in them). In that time be-
fore email, I would courier documents for ap-
proval and wait for intimidating men and wom-
en to initial them; I realize that I myself am now 
one of those scary people, though a hand-deliv-
ered cheese is pretty rare these days. More than 
any other experience, that essential work al-
lowed me to truly own the museum. I mastered 
the staircases that connect old and new wings 
and the tangles of corridors that extend through 
the four-block-long, two-block-deep building. On 
high-pressure days, when cheese-time was tight 
and my heels were high, I was told I ran ‘‘like a 
Bond girl.’’ 

Art moves physically within these 
warrens so it can do a different kind 
of moving — of souls and minds — 

when it is in the galleries. 

UPSTAIRS, DOWNSTAIRS Clockwise 
from top left: in the bowels of the 
building; a ‘‘lamper’’ changing a light 
bulb in the Grand Hall Balcony.

picker with an accordion lift that allowed him to 
reach the 18-foot-high ceilings. Renoir didn’t 
stand a chance — the children were mesmerized 
by this display of gravity-defying mechanics. 
‘‘Mom, you know that guy?’’ my son whispered 
to me. ‘‘Yeah,’’ I said, clearly not comprehend-
ing my proximity to celebrity. ‘‘MY MOM 
KNOWS THAT GUY!’’ my son burst out to his 
classmates, his words echoing through the emp-
ty galleries. I have never again been so admired.

What my son and his class witnessed that day 
was a part of the Met that goes unnoticed, but 
that has a magic all its own. It is a Met that ex-
ists just beyond the walls of the galleries, where 
the staff move through tunnels and hallways 
like the below-stairs cast of ‘‘Downton Abbey.’’ 
It is also where we keep the ghosts.

In my 22 years working at the museum, 
where I am now the chief advisor to the director 
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Unlike the rich colors of the galleries, the 
palette of these nonpublic areas is a rigorous 
gray and white, a dusty Kansas to the galler-
ies’ Oz. The overall effect is one of suspended 
time. That guard you just passed, proudly uni-
formed and polite: He could be from 1910. The 
one who looks like a racetrack bookie, all 
stuffed pockets, darting eyes and razor stub-
ble: He’s still padding around from the ’60s. 
That dumbwaiter set into the wall: It could be 
servicing the museum’s 50th anniversary par-
ty — held in 1920. Backstage, we ignore time 
and departments, decades and divisions of la-
bor, allowing the museum’s 2,200 staff mem-
bers to walk among giants. I like to envision 
the legendary curator Henry Geldzahler, the 
rebel who brought 20th-century art into the 
Met in 1969 (and was burned in effigy for it), 
chain-smoking as he walks up the back stairs 
to the library. Today Doug Eklund, the man 
who has carried Geldzahler’s mantel for over 
20 years by introducing video into the collec-
tion, might meet him there and nod knowingly. 
Couldn’t we all have met at that epic centenni-
al celebration in 1970, where pot smoke wafted 
through galleries and nearly naked women 
danced in the Great Hall? I was a year old, but 
the photographer Garry Winogrand captured 

it all, and I see so many familiar faces in the 
crowd.

When President Clinton visited in 1994, the 
underground passages along his Secret Ser-
vice route were freshly painted and blow-ups 
of vintage photos from Met history were hung 
on the walls. If you hadn’t noticed the ghosts 
before, they were now front and center — from 
19th-century schoolchildren to rows of gun- 
burnishing guards in front of the museum’s 
shooting range. These images still mark our 
paths as we weave in and out of doors rarely 
noticed by the average visitor. 

I WANT TO BELIEVE IT was always this way, 
behind these walls. In ‘‘The Age of Innocence,’’ 
Edith Wharton describes the late 19th-century 
Met as ‘‘mouldered in unvisited loneliness.’’ 
Newland Archer sits with Countess Olenska in 
the Met’s vast emptiness and says with resig-
nation, ‘‘Ah well — someday, I suppose, it will 
be a great museum.’’ He was right, but I sus-
pect there was already greatness in the hive of 
activity that Newland Archer couldn’t see. 
Down in the basement, sign painters were 
writing artists’ names in gilded letters, 
aproned restorers were replacing noses on 
statues, mount makers were building pedes-

tals. And yes, there was probably some over-
eager young woman delivering cheeses. 

The museum’s underground halls are all 
hung with signs reading ‘‘Yield to Art in Tran-
sit.’’ Art moves physically within this warren 
so it can do a different kind of moving — of 
souls and minds — when it is in the galleries. 
And really, we should all yield to art in transit. 
We so often talk about the inspiration that can 
be found at the Met — over 5,000 years of visu-
al expression — when just a few feet away 
from those works of art, people have worked 
hard, fallen in love (with the museum, with the 
art, with one another) and come to understand 
something bigger than themselves. 

Our day-to-day movements mark our work, 
the choreography of our coming and our going, 
our meeting and our doing. But it is the rhythm 
of the past that makes monumental the pursuit 
of these necessary things. It is a dance with 
ghosts who lean on crates in the night and 
reminisce about that wild party in 1970.

I think of the lampers in that same way. I 
imagine them opening their cupboards to re-
veal a blinding stash of pure glow. ‘‘This is 
where we keep the light,’’ they’d say. Just let 
them know how much you need, and they will 
soar to the ceiling to deliver it. 

BEHIND CLOSED 
DOORS 

Open one of the 
discreet doors cut into 
the European Paintings 

Galleries’ walls, and 
you’ll find yourself in 

the offices (with a 
clear view of Peter 

Paul Rubens’s ‘‘Wolf 
and Fox Hunt’’). The 
offices are adorned 

with work by, 
clockwise from top, 

Gaspar de Crayer, 
Thomas Gainsborough 

and Hugo von 
Habermann. Unused 
frames are stored in 

wire cages. 
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The Thing
These brilliant orbs of hand-cut Jaipuri crystal  

atop 1920s Japanese pearls, held aloft by delicate 
talons of diamonds, represent the latest chapter  
in the designer Hanut Singh’s family’s obsession  
with jewels. His great-grandfather, a maharajah 

famous for his taste in stones, fancied ornate turban 
pins and ropes of pearls. His grandmother Princess 

Karam — a celebrated beauty photographed by  
Cecil Beaton and dressed by Mainboucher — was 
never without custom pieces made for her by Van 
Cleef & Arpels and Cartier. Singh, 43, who works 

between Los Angeles, Mumbai and his native  
New Delhi, recalls playing in her well-stocked 

jewelry box as a youngster. Thus inspired, these 
exquisite earrings, dubbed ‘‘The Emperors Cap,’’ 
take the form of his great-grandfather’s turbans, 

while also winkingly referencing the shape of toys 
— those spinning tops beloved by Indian children.  

QR35,670, hanutsingh.com. — NANCY HASS

PHOTOGRAPH BY JOANNA MCCLURE
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By Design

Playing by his own rules, self-taught Italian designer 
Enrico Marone Cinzano creates furniture that 

represents a new brand of eco-conscious luxury.

BY NINA STARR

Conscious Consumption

TALK ABOUT SHOCK TACTICS. The Lost Art black leather jack-
et by New York City-based Jordan Betten that Enrico Marone 
Cinzano is wearing says it all: just because it looks toxic and un-
ethical doesn’t mean it really is — it is in fact handmade out of 
recycled leather hides. In the same way, Marone Cinzano is chal-
lenging preconceived notions of what ethical furniture should look 
like. “I think it’s important to start the conversation. I want people 
to get angry, to be happy and to be engaged emotionally in what I 
do because it helps me further the message of sustainability,” 
says the Italian designer. His calling card is aggressive, imposing, 

utilitarian and complex pieces that won’t leave one indifferent. At 
the same time, they aim to advance the cause of sustainability in a 
modern and visually-pleasing way, as he believes that products 
can be made better, more efficiently and with less waste, making 
way for objects that are useful, durable and timeless. 

Keeping in mind today’s homeowners, who prioritize quality 
and aesthetics, but also value performance and sustainability, 
he designs collections where all parameters have been carefully 
thought through. Therefore, you’ll often find him scavenging junk-
yards for unexpected treasures and combing factories to recover 

THE ECO-MAN
Enrico Marone Cinzano 
wants to spread the 
message of sustainability 
through his furniture.
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By Design

scraps, which he will then transform into sculptural furniture that blends 
art and function with the help of locally-sourced craftsmen, while adhering 
to his mantra of reuse, recover, recycle and repurpose. Handmade in Italy, 
the US, the UK and China to the highest ethical and quality standards that 
speak of longevity, his products use locally-sourced salvaged materials like 
wood, metal, glass and leather and new sustainable materials, as well as 
eco-friendly construction techniques. 

“My work is about sustainability, which is a subject that is very relevant 
in today’s world, with incidents of environmentally-related cancers going 
up,” Marone Cinzano states. “We’re starting to really see, feel, smell and 
breathe the consequences. Also, from my spiritual development after hav-
ing led a very unsustainable, fun and crazy life, I realised that I had to 
morph and be more respectful of all sentient beings. I think that luxury is 
about sustainability because you really want to only have what you paid 
for. You don’t want to buy water that has all sorts of other things in it — you 
just want water. So purity is part of sustainability and it’s part of luxury. I 
think that economic crises could have been avoided if people were sustain-
able, even financially. Sustainability is also a field where you meet really 
cool, interesting people.”

Marone Cinzano delights in coming up with surprising designs that don’t 
look the least bit sustainable, although they show a deep respect for people 
and the environment in reality. Straight from last April’s Milan Design 
Week, his brand-new Dondolo rocking chair appears to be anything but 
conventional, combining mechanization with a furniture classic. Reminding 
one of a dentist’s chair, it is built from stainless steel, recovered mahogany, 
recycled hand-embossed leather from the furniture industry and reused car 
parts like an original Alfa Romeo 166 leather seat that reclines and heats up, 
powered by an eco-friendly gel-based battery. Via two periscopic arms, it 
has a swinging, retractable worktable lined with a radiation- and magnet-
ic-shielding fabric and an efficient dimmable, warm-toned LED light housed 
in a vintage metal Fiat 500 headlight. Entirely sourced and made in Turin, 
the chair was inspired by his hometown’s industrial roots. 

Recently launched, his locally-sourced and made Guiltless bedspread is 
composed of luxurious Astrakhan fur recycled from fur coats and cashmere 
woven from recycled yarn, for why should it be unethical to use animal 
products? Then there is the gigantic, heavyweight and expandable Arma-
dillo console built from reclaimed glass and steel boasting 60 steel arms, 78 
bolts and a dozen casters, which was influenced by the retractable tool-
sheds found in the industrial parks around Turin with their steel panto-
graph arms. Or a highly-engineered desk set featuring a blackened steel 
structure clad with discarded Pinus cembra wood from the Alpine moun-
tains in Piedmont, which appears suspended with only one point of contact 
with the ground.

As a designer, Marone Cinzano hopes to remind people that beautiful-
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CHINA CLEAN

For his first solo show held at Pearl Lam Galleries last March during Art Basel 
Hong Kong, Marone Cinzano launched a limited series of collectible furniture 
combining eco-design and artistry. Designed and made in China, the six 
functional sculptures hand-built through sustainable methods, celebrate the 
country and its traditions in a modern way, exploring its role as a leading 
industrial economy mass-producing the world’s goods yet boasting a rich 
heritage in craftsmanship and strong links with the natural world. With the help 
of Chinese artist Danful Yang of Pearl Lam Design, Marone Cinzano spent more 
than half a year visiting crafts workshops in Chinese cities like Shanghai, 
Beijing, 

Jingdezhen, Xiamen, Dehua, Guilin, Suzhou, Baoying, Hebei and Quanzhou to 
study ancient Chinese techniques, source recovered materials collected 
directly from site visits and locally-produced industrial materials, and work 
with local artisans. He recalls, “I came to China nine times. We must have gone 
to 30, maybe even 40 places. I examined the processes vertically, so if I was 
looking at the making of porcelain, I would look all the way from how they mine 
the stone, grind it, sift it and mix it with water, to how they shape it, bake it and 
sell it. And the same thing for lacquer and silk.” 

In the process, he discovered a different side to China he never knew existed 
before, while contributing to cultural dialogue between the East and West and 
stretching the limits of traditional Chinese art and craft techniques. The 
Double Happiness cabinet and Qing chair made from recycled elm wood 
beams crafted by carpenters in Shanghai, assembled using traditional Chinese 
joinery and finished with beeswax and natural lacquer, feature Western 
iconography of hand-carved skulls or sailor tattoos. The 350 kg Fibonacci 
table in stainless steel, petrified wood and tempered glass draws inspiration 
from Italian mathematician Fibonacci whose sequence of numbers is often 
found in nature, while the one-off Fibonacci coffee table in a single block of 
recovered African wood treated with beeswax with a natural lacquer finish, 
appears simple yet is very complicated thanks to a hidden internal 
construction based on traditional Chinese joinery. The Geode console could 
be mistaken for a massive rock in hand-forged stainless steel. All the pieces 
were made in different workshops in Shanghai, except for the petrified wood 
legs of the Fibonacci table, which were produced in Quanzhou.

Arena Qatar

RECOVERED WORK
Table with Corten steel 
structure, top in glass, 
recovered bolts, central 
shaft in glass, gasket in 
cork and canvas, and 
recovered ball bearings.

SURPRISINGLY SUSTAINABLE
Straight from last April’s Milan 
Design Week, his brand-new 
Dondolo rocking chair appears to be 
anything but conventional, 
combining mechanization with a 
furniture classic.
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ly-crafted, luxurious furniture can be passed on from generation 
to generation. Nature is a guiding principle in his work, incorpo-
rating the closed-loop utilization of materials, biomimicry, natu-
rally-occurring patterns like the Fibonacci Sequence and propor-
tions dictated by the Golden Ratio. Although he never received a 
formal education in design, he was gifted with a strong visual 
memory and was raised in Italy’s architecturally-rich cities such 
as Florence, Rome and Turin, which gave him valuable training 
in the eye and allowed him to think outside the box without being 
restricted by rules. The shapes of his creations come about al-
most subconsciously; he has a vision of what the final product 
should look like, in contrast with how most designers work. 

He divulges, “Sustainability is like going down a rabbit’s hole 
— it could go anywhere. I draw a lot from nature and from nu-
merical sequences in nature. I look at natural, locally-sourced, 
locally-made, recycled, recyclable and chemical-free materials. I 
look at the second law of thermodynamics to make sure that I 
don’t add toxicity to the environment. Then I look at function and 
at the materials within the function. By the time I have assembled 
everything together, the product comes out, so to a certain ex-
tent, everything is a consequential process. The message is the 
most important thing. You can make products that are better, 
healthier and more economical, and they can still perform well 
and be luxurious and elegant, although I have to say that the aes-
thetics are the last step. So possibly I 
approach design in a different way. 
For me, design is about content, and 
form comes last.”

Born in 1963 in Turin to a family of 
successful entrepreneurs – the Cinza-
no vermouth brand on his father’s side 
and the Fiat automobile company on 
his mother’s side – Marone Cinzano is 

instilled with a strong work ethic. “There is a spirit of entrepre-
neurship and of adventure, which has been very helpful,” he notes. 
“We’re workers and that is really an ethic that you can’t beat. 
Work and discipline have really been the backbone of what I’ve 
done.” After going to boarding school when he was nine, he then 
graduated from a military academy in the UK. Studying business 
administration at Babson College in Massachusetts, he has had 
careers in advertising, banking and real estate development. In 
2000, he co-founded the sustainable fashion label Project Alabama 
using highly-skilled local artisans to manufacture clothes, showing 
that it was possible to mix commercial and green principles, before 
turning to industrial design to spread his message of sustainability 
and ethics. 

Discovering that a large part of the world’s carbon emissions 
came from buildings and that people spent most of their time 
indoors, he decided to help create healthy spaces devoid of toxici-
ty through the medium of thoughtful design. Thus, he established 
his eponymous label, Enrico Marone Cinzano, which focuses on 
designing ethical and sustainable products and homes. In 2012, he 
launched his first line of furniture, a self-initiated collection com-
prising an armoire, bookcase, couch, armchair, table and lazy 
Susan, all one-offs, which was inspired by nature and again 
showed off the work of local craftsmen and natural or environ-
mentally-friendly materials like black walnut reclaimed from 

discarded fragments found in Turin, 
recycled steel and homemade glue. 

He discloses, “It’s very dry. I was 
being incredibly conservative, coming 
from a very austere moment of my life, 
and I didn’t want to go out on a limb on 
my first collection. I was also a little bit 
insecure: was I doing this right, does it 
look beautiful? So I played it safe.” 
Nonetheless, it was immediately 
snapped up by Rossana Orlandi when 
she finally granted him an audience a 
year after he had first contacted her 
office. Boasting an impeccable eye for 
spotting new talent, the design doy-
enne continues to represent him at her 
gallery in Milan today. Ranging in 
price from US$15,000 to $100,000, his 
works are also sold by Pearl Lam Gal-
leries and online at Pamono.com, a 
specialty design website. 

After having solely produced 
hand-crafted creations in the past, Ma-
rone Cinzano has designed his first-ev-
er machine-made pieces for contempo-
rary Chinese furniture brand Stellar 
Works. Focusing on reducing transpor-
tation and packaging costs, Cinzano 
conceived the Flat Pack chair and table 
in stainless steel and recycled beech 
wood and leather, with the chair avail-
able in nine color options. Adopting 
functional flat-pack codes without com-
promising on the design, he tried to 
promote sustainability by designing 
with quality and ethics. Shipped flat-
packed for a reduced carbon footprint, 
this is furniture you can take home 
with you in a box and transform into a 
few minutes into a chair or table. He 
remarks, “I was incredibly surprised 

‘As a designer, Marone Cinzano 
hopes to remind people that 
beautifully-crafted, luxurious 

furniture can be passed on from 
generation to generation.’

REUSED AND REMADE
Clockwise from top: Armadillo console in hand-brushed steel, 
recovered glass, recovered wheels and cork gaskets; Geode 
console in hand-brushed stainless steel; coffee table in 
recovered wood, recovered zinc, steel, titanium and iron 
plates, and Isinglass with internal wood structure; mirror with 
oxidized steel frame and cork and canvas gaskets.



by the depth of Asian art over the 
course of millennia. The colors that 
you see in Asia can be exquisite, espe-
cially the more tenuous colors, really 
unbelievable the pinks, blues and 
greens. Craftsmanship like embroidery 
or lacquer-making can be absolutely 
elegant. It’s a big source of inspiration. 
Specifically in China, among young 
people, there is a form of 'China cool', 
which is really interesting: clean lines, 
unfussiness, practicality, a complete lack of connection with West-
ern dressing. It reminds me a bit of hip-hop culture where you’ll see 
maybe a rapper wearing a bowtie and a hat. There’s something that 
would be considered irreverence in the West but that’s totally re-
freshing. There is a lot to learn.”

In the pipeline are three real estate projects built to be sustain-
able, and that include innovative technologies for removing elec-
tro-toxicity and radiofrequency radiation, which are scheduled to 
be completed at the end of the year: a highly-sustainable house 
constructed on top of a building in New York; a nature-driven 
estate in Tuscany that proposes beautiful views and is one of the 
last properties that has access to a completely private beach; and 
a micro-apartment in London that is all about purity, using only 
recycled materials for the furniture and joinery. Made of natural 
materials, the sleeping area has complete audio-visual privacy, 
free from electromagnetic fields. The use of light is paramount: 
UV light for sterilization and for cleaning certain parts of the 

apartment, LED light for the day and 
incandescent light at night because 
LEDs disrupt melatonin production. 
Off-the-shelf technology monitors air 
quality and optimizes the space to make 
the user experience more agreeable, 
while a very advanced water-cooled 
air-conditioning system cools without 
exhaust or noise.

With no fixed studio, splitting his 
time between New York, London and 

Tuscany, and traveling 270 days out of the year, Marone Cinzano 
claims he hasn’t had a holiday in nine years and checks in to ho-
tels for the convenience, even in places where he has homes. He 
can’t complain though, being very happy for the opportunities. 
Addicted to work and never short of ideas, he is considering 
launching into fine art using natural pigments and recycled mate-
rials, but in the meantime he has set his sights on another interest-
ing exercise: going over his old designs, refining them, and devel-
oping them from one-offs to being potentially machine-made. “It’s 
a challenge to take something that you make, simplify it and make 
it for a machine,” he says. In his vision of the future, sustainability 
will be synonymous with quality and, once production becomes 
more sustainable, consumption and materialism will no longer be 
viewed negatively. While we are a long way off from that reality, 
joy may be found today in the process, and not just the outcome, 
as Marone Cinzano keeps the faith in the possibilities that most 
dare not imagine. 
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ASIA'S ARTISTIC INFLUENCE
Clockwise from top: Armadillo console in hand-brushed 
steel, recovered glass, recovered wheels and cork gaskets; 
Geode console in hand-brushed stainless steel; coffee table 
in recovered wood, recovered zinc, steel, titanium and iron 
plates, and Isinglass with internal wood structure; mirror with 
oxidized steel frame and cork and canvas gaskets.

Arena Qatar By Design

‘Shipped flat-packed for a 
reduced carbon footprint, this is 
furniture you can take home with 
you in a box and transform into a 
few minutes into a chair or table.’
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Perfect Strangers

Chelsea Handler & Leon Wieseltier
An arranged meeting between a critical comedian and 

a comedic critic. Collision or collusion? You decide.

PHOTOGRAPHS BY MARCELO KRASILCIC

‘‘Could you continue to caress my ankle while we do this?’’ They’ve only just been introduced, but the 
opinionated TV personality and best-selling author Chelsea Handler has already draped her legs over 
the lap of Leon Wieseltier, the award-winning cultural critic and former longtime literary editor at The 
New Republic. Their meeting, on a chilly February afternoon in New York, was an experiment to see 
what might happen when two seemingly dissimilar public figures sit down for a frank discussion about 
the state of the union. Thanks to the instantly flirty state of their union, topics spanned the inauthentici-
ty of unconditional love, the grotesque fun house of the American presidential race and the danger of 
self-censorship — which both of them are determined to avoid: Handler on her still-untitled, ‘‘60 Min-
utes’’-style docu-series and talk show, which premieres on Netflix next month, and Wieseltier in the 
new essay-driven magazine he’s founding with Laurene Powell Jobs, the widow of Steve Jobs. Wieselt-
ier shifted slightly on the couch to be closer to Handler, they locked eyes and cackled, and she started in 
with an easy question. — NICHOLAS HARAMIS

Chelsea Handler: Do you believe in God?
Leon Wieseltier: Oh, come on. That’s complicated.
Handler: Well, do you?
Wieseltier: Not exactly. I do believe, however, that the materialist analysis 
of life can’t account for our darkest or highest moments. Genetics and social 
class — things that are supposed to determine who we are — can’t account 
for acts of courage, kindness and love.

BETWEEN TWO 
FERNS Minutes 
after being 
introduced, the 
talk-show host 
Chelsea Handler 
and the cultural 
critic Leon 
Wieseltier shared 
an unlikely bond. 

Handler: I think only hedonists believe in God, in the same way 
that I think only hedonists have babies.
Wieseltier: You might be right. The physical might actually be 
our only avenue of access to the spiritual. The bedroom is 
where we find out about ourselves, and where we can aspire to 
transcend ourselves. 
Handler: When I say only hedonists have children, I’m talking 

Arena
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about the pleasure of having somebody love you unconditionally. That 
energy is the pinnacle of goodness and feeling.
Wieseltier: Though I will tell you that I’ve come to the conclusion that 
unconditional love only exists, and should only exist, between parents 
and children.
Handler: And with dogs.
Wieseltier: Wait, what were we — what I wanted to 
say was that conditional love, for the rest of us, is 
actually higher than unconditional love. There’s 
a poem by Pablo Neruda, in which he says 
something like, ‘‘I love you so much, I don’t 
care who you are.’’ I read that, and I thought, 
‘‘I would find that insulting.’’ I want to know 
that if you love me, it’s because you think I’ve 
earned it.
Handler: And that if you do something really 
stupid, that love could go away — which is es-
pecially true of celebrities and people in the pub-
lic eye. I do think, though, that we live in a time 
when sensitivity is so high that we sometimes miss 
the point: that to be able to have open and 
honest conversations, we have to take po-
litical correctness down a few notches.
Wieseltier: I agree. A democratic society 
is designed for the giving and taking of of-
fense, and if you have the privilege of liv-
ing in one, you should thicken your skin 
— instead of what’s happening now, with 
fear and self-absorption hiding behind all 
kinds of grievances that inhibit other people from speaking. The nice 
thing about everybody speaking their mind is that social opprobrium will 
do its work. If you say something really disgusting, you will be vilified.
Handler: And yet the more people say disgusting things, the more com-
mon it becomes.
Wieseltier: One of the things about your work —
Handler: You use that term loosely, as do I.
Wieseltier: — is that it’s one of the signs that we live in a free society. 
Handler: Sure, but nowadays you can’t 
even wear a Halloween costume to a col-
lege party for fear that it will offend some-
body on campus. The whole point of col-
lege is to find out where you stand in the 
world.
Wieseltier: Who taught these kids that ev-
ery morning when they wake up the 
world is going to affirm them? It’s not the 
job of the world to affirm us. My favorite is when Amer-
icans say, ‘‘It’s just my opinion,’’ which really 
means, ‘‘I don’t have an answer to the objection 
you’ve just made, so I want to stop the conversa-
tion.’’ I feel very uncomfortable without con-
troversy. If the stakes are high about import-
ant questions — matters of life and death or 
the future of the culture — it’s inevitable. You 
have to argue ferociously. I don’t believe that 
civility is a virtue in intellectual exchange. I 
don’t understand the cult of niceness. 
Handler: When I say, ‘‘That person was so stu-
pid,’’ the retort is usually, ‘‘Well, they were real-
ly nice.’’ They better be nice! What, are you going 
to be stupid and mean? I get really mad when people 
don’t read. 
Wieseltier: Most of them don’t have the time because they’re 
too busy  iShooting up. It’s genuinely frightening. And yet, while fear has 
to be dignified and recognized, it can’t have the last word. One of the re-

sponsibilities of the media right now should not be to stoke the fear, but 
to analyze it and find ways for people to master it, emotionally and intel-
lectually.
Handler: When you look at the scary state of this country, it’s insane how 

things that began as jokes keep going, like the Kardashians. 
They weren’t supposed to last this long. And now this 

Trump thing, where everyone said, ‘‘Oh, he’ll be out, 
he’ll be out, he’ll be out’’ — he’s still not out.

Wieseltier: At the beginning of the Trump cam-
paign, there were those of us who thought, ‘‘Let 
the media do its job. If they just report on him 
correctly, people will be disgusted.’’ They re-
ported on him correctly and his numbers kept 
rising. Someone asked me if I thought he was a 
fascist, and I said, ‘‘He says fascistic things, but 
to call him a fascist imputes too great a degree 

of intellectual coherence to him.’’ There is no be-
lief system there. I mean, he’s not wrong: He’s 

pre-wrong.
Handler: What do you think is going to happen?

Wieseltier: I think that it’s almost certain 
that Clinton will get the nomination, but 
I’m getting exceedingly nervous about 
her ability to beat that monster Trump. 
She’s not very nimble and nobody  
loves her. 
Handler: I get so annoyed when people 
say nobody loves Hillary Clinton. I don’t 
need to love her! I’m not hanging out  

with her.
Wieseltier: I tell my 13-year-old son that presidential elections are 
lesser- evil exercises. I have never once voted happily. You look at 
who’s running, and you pick the least bad. And in her case, if she gets 
elected, the country’s not going to go to hell. She’s a rational, sound 
human being who does her homework. But she’s not going to do any-
thing bold and brave. Anyway, it’s important to remember that poli-
tics is not all there is in life, even now. Dickens had this wonderful 

phrase, ‘‘the attraction of repulsion,’’ 
meaning that something is so awful you 
can’t stop watching. It’s like, every time I 
come across Donny and Marie Osmond 
on TV, I freeze, because I can’t believe 
what I’m seeing.
Handler: I do believe what I’m seeing, 
and that’s called a brother and a sister 
who are madly in love. [Laughter.]

Wieseltier: Even though political humor has been one of 
the primary cultural expressions of our time, some-

times humor that isn’t political is such a relief. 
Handler: It’s important for me to infuse humor 

into everything that I possibly can, and who 
cares if I’m divisive.
Wieseltier: I once wrote an article taking a 
controversial position, and after it came out, 
as a consequence of my view, I received 
 human feces in the mail. I opened up the pack-

age, and there was a note: ‘‘RE: your article 
about Nicaragua.’’ I have to say, I had a good 

laugh.
Handler: And a good lunch.

Wieseltier: Chelsea, please. We were having a seri-
ous conversation.

Handler: What can I say, Leon? Sometimes you swim above 
the water, sometimes you swim on the seafloor.
Wieseltier: Which is sort of what America’s doing right now. 
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‘A democratic society is designed 
for the giving and taking  

of offense, and if you have  
the privilege of living in one, you 

should thicken your skin.’ 

‘I get so annoyed when people  
say nobody loves Hillary Clinton. 

I don’t need to love her! I’m not 
hanging out with her.’
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Studio Visit

BY EMILY STOKES    PHOTOGRAPHS BY SEAN DONNOLA    PRODUCED BY ROMAIN DAURIAC

Art Matters

Once, an artist holed up in her paint-spattered loft and created in solitude. These days, the idea  
of where an artist makes her work has changed — and so, too, the very nature of art itself. 

AMALIA ULMAN, 27, works in a bland, ready- 
furnished office on the 17th floor of a 21-story building 
filled primarily with lawyers and accountants. She ad-
mits that collectors and artist friends — who mostly 
work in shared warehouses — find her setup a little 
odd. And yet Ulman likes her studio in downtown L.A. 
for the same reason she likes hotel rooms: She can’t 
get distracted by trying to personalize the space. She 
feels obliged to keep the office tidy, to avoid potential 
awkwardness when the cleaner comes at 6 p.m. And 
she feels pressured to keep her schedule. ‘‘Everyone is 
working,’’ she explains, ‘‘so I feel like I have to do the 
same thing.’’

Of course, this is only part of the story. Ulman is 
best known for the five-month performance ‘‘Excel-
lences & Perfections’’ (2014) that told, through a series 
of carefully crafted selfies on Instagram, the story of a 
narcissistic young woman’s coming of age and descent 
into drugs. Followers of Ulman’s Instagram feed, @
amaliaulman, have recently watched the unfolding of 
a mysterious new series: Here are photos of Ulman 

sitting in her office wearing 
Mary Jane shoes; homemade 
advertisements for Shiseido; 
New Yorker-style cartoons 
featuring a woman with a pi-
geon sidekick. The idea be-
hind the new works, she 
says, is to explore the way ‘‘we be-
come caricatures of ourselves online.’’ 

The office itself has become an important charac-
ter in the new photographs, in which she exagger-
ates, among other traits, her workaholic tendencies. 
(In one short Instagram video, she films her reflec-
tion in the building’s elevator doors as she chants, 
exhausted, ‘‘It’s been a long day,’’ until the doors 
open.) She makes these videos and photos sponta-
neously as she works. ‘‘Instead of planning the pho-
tograph, I plan the whole scene, and just spend some 
time there,’’ she explains. ‘‘They’re always better if 
they’re actually selfies,’’ she continues, ‘‘and if I’m 
like, actually tired.’’

AMALIA ULMAN
in her mundane workspace  

in a downtown L.A.  office tower.
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JARED MADERE’S studio — a large ga-
rage filled with free Craigslist furniture 
and curious artifacts opposite a 

building site in the 
Bronx — is, in some 
ways, exactly what 
one might expect for 
a young artist try-
ing to make it in 
New York City. 
And yet the space 

is also a rebellion for Ma-
dere, 29, whose entire career has been 
spent fleeing the very idea of perma-
nence and stability, both in the materi-
als he uses and the spaces in which he 
lives and works — which, until recent-
ly, included the RV that is now parked 
inside, awaiting its next adventure.

Madere bought the van in 2014 after 
he learned his Bed-Stuy landlord might 

raise the rent on his apartment, and it 
became not only his home, but a kind of 
trademark: He drove it to Miami Basel 
in 2013 and, for a party at the Whitney 
last year, parked it outside the muse-
um, inviting visitors inside a mobile ex-
hibition space. 

Until his commission for the Whit-
ney earlier in 2015, Madere had by-
passed having a studio by making most 
of his installations in the gallery spaces 
in which they were to be shown. He 
likes to work with organic, delicate ma-
terials — flowers, cherries, dripping 
wax, motor grease — that behave in un-
predictable ways. Starting out as an 
artist, he discovered another advan-
tage of working with unlikely media — 
that the more outlandish the request 
(for ‘‘three kilos of raspberries,’’ say), 
the more likely it was that a curator or 

gallery would leap to his aid, helping to 
source and transport the necessary 
materials.

The Bronx space represents a matu-
ration for the artist, who has since 
moved on to more conventional living 
quarters, and who has been working on 
a series of metal figures. Still, there are 
signs everywhere of Madere’s love of 
things that move, decompose and 
shine: a TV set playing a looping tour-
nament of the hoversled game Wipe-
out, a rolling projection of medieval 
manuscripts on the wall, flowers in glit-
tery vases. ‘‘My friend recently told me 
that the reason why humans like shiny 
stuff is because they’re always trying 
to locate a water source,’’ Madere says, 
and points to a back wall, where shim-
mering Mylar drapes ripple under an 
electric fan, a waterfall of fabric. 

JARED MADERE 

in a Bronx warehouse  

alongside the retrofit RV in which  

he used to work and live.
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THE ALGERIAN-FRENCH artist Neïl Beloufa, 31, 
sometimes jokes that he can no longer work in his own 
studio because it has been gentrified. He is, of course, 
responsible for its transformation. Two years ago, 
having taken over an entire former factory building 
in the Paris suburb of Villejuif that he had been shar-
ing with other artists for the previous four years, Be-
loufa decided to make ‘‘Occidental,’’ a film he had 
been contemplating for almost a decade. To transform the vast ware-
house into the film set, he and a team of 16 constructed over two sto-
ries a series of interiors including hotel bedrooms, corridors, a kitch-
en, an office and a lobby, replete with potted plants and ubiquitous 
waiting-room furniture.

Beloufa is known for sculptures that employ technological devic-
es such as surveillance cameras and videos, and for films that 
merge documentary and fiction, often starring nonactors. ‘‘Occi-
dental,’’ his first real feature, is different, starring professionals and 
made with a bigger budget. The film’s complex narrative begins 
when a hotel receptionist becomes suspicious of two men who pres-
ent themselves as an Italian couple but who seem neither Italian 
nor gay. For this Hitchcockian thriller of identity politics, Beloufa 

wanted the décor to be ’70s and 
drab, evoking the look of what he 
calls ‘‘postcolonial tourism.’’

And yet the project is, one sens-
es, more than a film. Beloufa, who 
characterizes himself as ‘‘very ana-
lytique,’’ likes the idea that he is cre-
ating an alternate, miniature art 
world — one in which he isn’t pres-

sured by ‘‘the institution.’’ (He used the proceeds from his own 
past sales to fund the film rather than taking a commission from a 
museum.) Beloufa’s studio is a self- sufficient society; he works on all 
his projects with the same team, which includes high-school friends 
and fellow artists who are paid the same salary as he pays himself: 
It is studio as cooperative. Last fall, after filming wrapped, he tore 
down half the set, mounting an exhibition — partly on the set, partly 
in a series of newly constructed white  cubicles — for the artists who 
had, at one time or another, passed through the warehouse, celebrat-
ing the community it had nurtured. ‘‘Transforming the studio into an 
arts center was a way of saying, ‘I don’t need the institution,’ ’’ he 
explains. ‘‘The institution needs us.’’  

NEÏL BELOUFAon the film set he built in a former factory outside Paris.
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Mark Haddon
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A Writer’s Room

DRAWING ROOM From 
above: paintings in 
progress; relics from 
Haddon’s career as a 
children’s author, 
including an award for  
a kids’ TV show he  
co-wrote and a cutout 
character from his 1994 
‘‘Baby Dinosaurs’’  
series of picture books.

I BEGIN MOST WEEKDAY mornings circulating between 
cafes, writing on a laptop with the distraction-blocking soft-
ware Freedom running. I need some outdoor air and the 
hubbub of strangers to give me a connection to the real 
world. I return home around lunchtime and retreat to my 
office in the basement. It’s sufficiently subterranean to give 
it a comforting burrow atmosphere, but with windows big 
enough to make it spacious and light.

I can write productively for five hours a day at most. 
After that it’s diminishing marginal returns all the way. 
Then I need to do something that involves no words at all. 
Sometimes it’s running. (The Thames footpath and 
Wytham Woods are nearby.) Sometimes it’s music (viola, 
though not terribly well). Often it’s art. These days if I’m 
not doing something creative with my hands I feel wrong, 
like an underwalked dog.

One of the things I’ve never experienced when writing 
is flow, that experience of being totally immersed in the 
process. The gradient changes, but it is always an uphill 
struggle: awkward first drafts; repeated editing; the de-
pressingly regular deletion of entire stories. The view at 
the top is sometimes glorious, but the climb is always a 
long one. As I often say to students, ‘‘If you’re having fun, 
it’s probably not working.’’

When painting is going well, however, I can lose myself 
entirely. My mind empties, hours pass. And while that fret-
ful, critical self is in sleep mode, if I’m lucky, something 
happens to the unwatched writing. Knots untangle them-
selves in my absence and distance opens up, revealing the 
true shape of problems which had seemed intractable, so 
that when I return to the words the following morning they 
seem a little less like my darlings — and easier to murder.

QUIET RETREAT The novelist in the basement of his home in Oxford, England, where he wrote some of his new collection, ‘‘The Pier Falls and Other Stories,’’ out next month.

Arena



I WORK IN AN OLD GARDEN SHED that a 
friend and I renovated a few years ago. It had 
been a kind of storage room, then was used brief-
ly as a studio by a goth-y bartender who left be-
hind charcoal drawings of cathedrals and barbed 
wire. It’s one block from my apartment and one 
block from the Gowanus Canal, which means the 
occasional foul smell, but otherwise it feels far 
away from New York. It reminds me of the crud-
dy little outbuildings I saw a lot of growing up in 
Northern California — the sloping floor, the am-
ateur carpentry. We still haven’t finished the 
ceiling and it’s been three years.

The best thing about working in such a small 
room, especially one without Internet access, is 
the sense of compression, a winnowing down to 
the essential things. Even one other person 
makes the space feel crowded. There’s really 
not very much to do in here but write, or nap on 
the air mattress in the loft. Maybe I’ll read a lit-
tle or listen to the radio, but I’ve found those 
things don’t interrupt whatever momentum 
I’ve scrounged up in the way that checking 
email does. It’s nice to have that isolation, even 
if I have to trick myself into it.

A Word document can be such a meager land-
scape to spend most of your time in, so you hope 
the books and objects in your workspace can be 
meaningful in whatever way. I like the photo of 

my mother as a young girl on a Bolinas hillside, 
and a self-portrait one of my little sisters paint-
ed. There are some ugly rocks from a mountain 
town in Colorado, my great-grandmother’s call-
ing card. Most people seem surprised by the 
drawing of Tom Cruise — it took me a minute to 
realize it was him when I first saw it. In the 
drawing he looks a little baroque or something. 
It’s a tawdry subject executed with a lot of sin-
cerity, which I admire. 

Emma Cline

CLOSE QUARTERS Above: books on Charles Manson  
and the Zodiac killer that influenced ‘‘The Girls,’’ which 
concerns a charismatic cult leader in 1960s Northern 
California. Right: the artist David Shrigley’s 1995  
book, ‘‘Err,’’ alongside Cline’s fruit-sticker-clad laptop. 

CABIN FEVER The novelist in the one-room shed in Brooklyn where she wrote her highly anticipated debut, ‘‘The Girls,’’ out in June.
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WHEN I’M IN FULL-ON writing mode, and 
have the day, I try to get in my office around 
10 a.m. and stop once ‘‘Judge Judy’’ comes on 
at 4, when I quit and come down. Sometimes, 
I leave her on while I edit — if she can make 
the tough calls, then so can I.

Writers need their totems, their altars. 
Mine, I feel, share the same randomness and 
utility of those belonging to painters I know, 
who are relentlessly visual and even poetic. I 
do keep some friends’ art here, along with 
some of my late father’s things, and black 
dolls. I also keep old blue bottles on one or 
two windowsills: It’s a black Southern belief 
that blue glass keeps out bad spirits. So far, 
so good. 

Mostly the studio holds two things: drafts 
of books I’ve written (or am working on, or 
that failed: an overlapping category) and 
books I’m reading or thinking of reading. 
There’s an entire archive of writings under 
the eaves, threatening to take over the place. 
The ‘‘floor libraries’’ are equally extensive, 
though I try keeping them beneath waist lev-
el. Any piles higher than that spell trouble. 
Now, I’m working on a big nonfiction book 
about hoaxes for Graywolf Press. It’s the first 
book I started and expect to finish entirely in 
this space. When I’m done, I’ll know better 
just how well that blue glass works. 

Kevin Young

PAST TENSE Clockwise 
from above: a drink  

koozie made to resemble 
the football player 

Herschel Walker; a Mr. T 
print Young recently 

bought in New York; an 
‘‘almost shrine’’ of 

secondhand totems,  
including a picture of an 

anonymous man, ‘‘slightly 
disturbing’’ circa 1940s 

Luzianne salt and pepper 
shakers and photographs 

of conjoined twins born 
into slavery whom  

Young has written about.

A Writer’s Room

SOUTHERN COMFORT The poet in his home office in Atlanta, Ga. His new collection, ’’Blue Laws: Selected and Uncollected Poems, 1995-2015,’’ is out now.

Kevin Young
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LIKE A PAIR OF NAVY espadrilles, Saint-Rémy — a small Provençal 
town an hour’s drive north from Marseille — has always been fash-
ionable . . . but rarely trendy. With its gurgling centuries-old foun-
tains, winding streets and shuttered sandstone houses, its beauty is 
of the timeless, low-key sort, remarkable for its unselfconsciousness. 
It’s where, looking out from the window of his asylum, Van Gogh 
painted ‘‘The Starry Night,’’ and not even the many fashion world 
denizens who have taken over the thick-walled farmhouses on the 
town’s outer edges (Pierre Bergé converted several tracts into a jung-
ly Moroccan refuge) could disrupt its sense of serenity.

Now, though, with the recent opening of the Hôtel de Tourrel — a 
converted 17th-century mansion redecorated with Serge Mouille 

Wanderlust

Saint-Rémy is still the platonic ideal of  
the Provençal village — only now  

there’s some nice modern design amid its 
cobblestoned streets and ancient ruins.

BY ALICE NEWELL-HANSON    PHOTOGRAPHS BY SABINE MIRLESSE

Southern Charm

LOST IN TIME 
Clockwise from 
left: a view of one 
of Saint-Rémy’s 
quaint streets;  
a room at Hôtel de 
Tourrel; looking 
over the Provençal 
fields from Les-
Baux-de-Provence, 
a tiny village  
set atop one  
of the hills near  
Saint-Rémy;  
fresh chèvre  
with rosemary at  
La Cave aux 
Fromages.
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HÔTEL DE TOURREL
Built around 1670 as the private home of the aristocratic 
de Tourrel d’Almeran family, this imposing sandstone 
palace was restored by its current co-owner, the German 
architect Margot Stängle, and is now a seven-room hotel. 
The decoration balances old and new: tables by 
Konstantin Grcic on aged herringbone parquet floors.  
In the restaurant, with its olive oil-green tufted velvet 
banquettes and Eileen Gray Roquebrune chairs, you can 
order light Mediterranean fare. detourrel.com

LE CHÂTEAU DES ALPILLES
The scene from the gates of the Château des Alpilles,  
a short drive from Saint-Rémy proper, looks like a 19th-
century architect’s watercolor. Two columns of plane 
trees lead to a manor house of perfect neo-Classical 
proportions set on 17 acres of parkland dotted with palms 
and cypresses. The 21 rooms are all different — gilt 
mirrors and carved-leg chairs in the main house, Saarinen 
tables and a concrete mosaic floor in the restaurant. 
There is also a private two-bedroom stone cottage, which 
is cozy, rustic (it still contains the chateau’s old bread 
oven) and perfect for families. chateaudesalpilles.com

LE BISTROT DU PARADOU
A 15-minute drive across the Alpilles from Saint-Rémy, 
this little bistro has been a cult destination since the ’80s, 
attracting a quietly glamorous crowd — despite, or 
perhaps because of, its homespun rusticity. Here, hearty 
French country fare like cassoulets and terrines is served 
family-style on wooden tables below an exposed-beam 
ceiling. The four-course prix fixe lunch menu includes 
unlimited local wine, which lends the restaurant a 
permanently celebratory atmosphere. Reservations are 
mandatory; aim for Friday when the very garlicky ‘‘grand 
aioli’’ is in rotation. 011-33-4-9054-3270

LA BOUTIQUE DES JARDINS
Françoise Gerin’s eclectic interiors store on the edge of 
Saint-Rémy is filled with ornate colored glass lamps, 
handmade leather sandals, printed floor cushions and 
other exotic knickknacks from her travels across Asia (she 
lives half the year in India). The all-white interiors are 
flooded with light from floor-to-ceiling glass doors that 
open to a large garden wild with lavender, palms and 
trellised mermaid roses. Here you might find a four-foot-
tall tooled-metal candle holder or an antique Indian 
daybed. 011-33-4-9092-1101

LA CAVE AUX FROMAGES
A wide vitrine in the front of this endearingly no-frills 
store holds slices and wheels of cheese sourced from all 
over France, but owner Monique Mayer’s specialty (and 
passion) is local varieties from small producers in the 
Alpilles and Luberon. Inside, jars of briny olives from Les 
Baux-de-Provence and fig and plum jams line the wall, 
and downstairs in the 12-century ripening cellar, Mayer 
offers samples of chunks of traditional grassy brebis from 
the Camargue and pats of fluffy-silky crémeux pressed 
with dried wildflowers. 011-33-4-9092-3245

LA BOUTIQUE DE JEANNE
Painted hot pink, orange and lime green and filled with 
piles of Afghan pillows and swags of sequined curtains, 
Jeanne Bayol’s wooden gypsy caravans are the 
centerpieces of her interior design store, and the 
embodiment of her borderless, eternal-hippie aesthetic. 
Born in Saint-Rémy, Bayol began restoring abandoned 
18th- and 19th-century Romani ‘‘roulottes’’ more than  
25 years ago, and has since expanded into making her 
own bohemian-inspired clothes and leather bucket bags. 
laboutiquedejeanne.net

JOËL DURAND CHOCOLATIER
Behind the counter of this small, stone-walled chocolate 
shop on Saint-Rémy’s ancient main boulevard, master 
chocolatier Joël Durand organizes his flavors by letter:  
A square painted with golden Cs contains caramel  
(made with salted butter from Brittany), E is flavored with  
Earl Grey ganache and J with jasmine tea. An assorted 
box could contain chocolates infused with anything  
from Ethiopian arabica coffee to Corsican honey,  
but the best are the ones that contain local ingredients,  
like the silky milk chocolate squares flecked with 
lavender, or the dark chocolate ones spiked with local 
thyme. joeldurand-chocolatier.fr
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Wanderlust

lights and Eileen Gray chairs — Saint-Rémy’s laid-back 
sense of chic is getting a little more sophisticated. As is 
the surrounding area’s. Half an hour’s drive to the south-
west, Arles is developing into a cultural capital, thanks to 
the LUMA Foundation’s forthcoming arts center, de-
signed by Frank Gehry and Annabelle Selldorf. 

These changes aside, though, what locals really love 
about Saint-Rémy is how truly it epitomizes the ideal south-
ern French town. It has squares paved with glossy sand-
stone and planted with ancient plane trees. On Wednesdays 
at the weekly market, there’s the woody aroma of freshly 
woven straw baskets and the rich scent of ripe apricots. 
Just outside the crumbling 14th-century town wall is a deep-
ly unstylish ice cream shop that serves scoops of tangy 
raspberry gelato, perfect for after-dinner walks. And at the 
locally beloved cheese shop on the Place Joseph Hilaire, 
with its palm-size rounds of herb-flecked chèvre, everyone 
knows to ask for the owner, Monique, by name. Here’s the 
best of the new — but eternal — Saint-Rémy.

THE SWEET LIFE Clockwise from 
above: a basket store near where 

the weekly market is held; the 
chocolatier Joël Durand at  

his eponymous boutique; one of 
Durand’s creations, a cocoa-

powder-dusted chocolate Easter 
egg studded with gold 

chocolate cicadas; the facade of 
Le Château des Alpilles; the wine 

cellar at Hôtel de Tourrel.
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PEREGRINE
A German 
expat pushes 
the gender lines 
of falconry  
in Qatar.

WORDS AND PHOTOGRAPHS BY SARA ZAINEL
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L
aura Wrede strokes her falcon’s feathers with 
bloody, pink-manicured fingers as she fed the 
three-year-old predator dismembered pigeon 
meat. “People when they meet me say, ‘You’re a 
hunter; that’s horrible! You kill innocent and 
poor animals,’ and they get very hysterical,” 
says Wrede, 31, a five-year German resident of 
Qatar and business director at a marketing 
company. “It’s very important to know that the 
hunter is not just killing, but conserves nature.” 

Wrede’s baby pink shirt and blue bisht billow in the 
desert wind as she takes the blinder from the falcon’s head. 
She is the first woman known to have entered Qatar’s 
falconry scene and participate in the annual Algalayel 
Championship in 2015, held in Qatar’s southern desert. 
Falconry is a male-dominated, traditional sport in Qatar, 

where men train birds of prey as 
their hunting partners. Wrede 
has been refused entry many 
times at various falcon festivals, 
including Algalayel. Although she 
told Algalayel she is an 
experienced hunter, horse and 
camel rider, officials said she 
failed to meet the two primary 
criteria: she was not Qatari and 
not a man.

She drew disapproval from Qatari falconers, spectators 
and officials at Algalayel. It took four years of persuasion 
and demonstrating hunting and desert survival skills for 
Wrede to participate in Algalayel in 2015. Initially, an 
all-Qatari team invited her to join them, but officials 
refused due to potential backlash. “The culture is too 
sensitive,” she says. “They said a war would break out if 
there was a woman in one of the Qatari teams.”

Wrede created her own falconry team of expatriates — 
the first international team to enter Algalayel — called Al 

‘Wrede created her own 
falconry team of expatriates — 
the first international team to 
enter Algalayel — called 
Al Theeba, or “She-Wolf”.’ 
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‘At the falcon hospital in Doha’s Souq Waqif, 
Wrede met Salim Al Humaidi, a falconry 

judge, who is now her closest Qatari friend 
and hunting mentor of five years.’

Theeba, or “She-Wolf” by her translation, but the 
team was not eligible for prizes and was not given 
television coverage. “I had to borrow camels, 

horses, dogs and additional 
falcons and I had to train 
amateur expats in the art of 
falconry, how to ride camels and 
how to hunt in the desert,” she 
explains. “Quite a lot to teach in 
only two weeks.” 

While Qatar’s conservatism 
has been the chief impediment 
in Wrede’s falconry, a few 

Qataris have also been a major source of support. 
Badriyah Al Sayed, a 21-year-old marketing 

student at Qatar University and close friend of 
Wrede’s, was the only female spectator 
supporting Wrede at Algalayel. “When she 
wanted to participate in Algalayel, everybody 
was laughing at her and saying, ‘Come on, you 
cannot do it in this culture.’ But in the end she got 
in,” Al Sayed says.

Al Sayed traveled to the Saudi border to attend 
Algalayel and cheered for Wrede in a sea of 
mostly Arab men. “She was the first Qatari 
woman to come to Algalayel just to support me,” 
Wrede says. “She was there at five in the 
morning; it was still pitch dark and all the Qatari 
men were wondering what she was doing there.”

Wrede grew up in southern Germany, where 
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her father taught her how to shoot with a 
.22-caliber rifle at the age of four. “I come from a 
family of hunters,” she says. “My grandfather 
was a hunter, my grandmother an excellent shot 
and my father is a hunter and we have always 
had hunting dogs and guns in the house.” Wrede 
attributes her audacity to her father, a real estate 
entrepreneur. “He pushed me to be very 
confident about myself. This is how I learned not 
to be intimidated by Qatar and its often 

restrictive culture,” she says.
Wrede earned a bit of fame in 

the Arab Gulf after she granted an 
interview in Arabic to the Emirati 
TV station Al Waha in 2015, the 
video of which went viral, while 
participating in a falconry event 
in Abu Dhabi. Her fluent Qatari 
Arabic in the interview impressed 
some people and annoyed others. 
“Some praised me on Instagram, 

others tried to diss me as a wannabe,” she says.

AN UNLIKELY FRIENDSHIP
After receiving her first pet of prey, a small 
kestrel falcon, as a gift from a female Qatari 
friend, Wrede took the bird to the falcon hospital 
in Doha’s Souq Waqif for a checkup. There she 
met Salim Al Humaidi, 40, an official at Al 
Furousiya Racing and Equestrian Club and a 
falconry judge, who is now her closest Qatari 
friend and hunting mentor of five years. “When I 
first met her, we used to communicate through 
random sign language,” Al Humaidi says in 

Arabic. “She just looked at me and knew what I 
wanted her to do...she understood my psychology 
and we developed a fascinating bond.” According 
to Al Humaidi, he is the first Arab man to support 
a female European falconer in the Middle East.

“He didn’t speak a word of English, I didn’t 
speak a word of Arabic, and I asked for his 
number, which as you know in your culture, is a 
big no-no,” Wrede says. Al Humaidi had never 
met a woman interested in falconry and could 
only communicate with hand gestures, yet 
Wrede’s insistent nature wore him down. “At 
first, he couldn’t think of a good way to say 'no', 
so he said ‘I don’t have a phone’, which meant 
'Please just leave me alone, for God’s sake,'” she 
says, imitating his reaction. “He’s a Qatari 
Bedouin and you know how they are. But he gave 
in because he had to, not happily and not because 
he wanted to.”

Al Humaidi was wary of introducing her to his 
falconry group at first. “They all looked at me like 
'what is this?' and I could see him going, 'Don’t 
even ask, I can’t explain this...there’s no way to 
get rid of her,’” Wrede says, laughing. Al Humaidi 
can be a bit of an avuncular scold, yet speaks 
highly of Wrede.  “I gave her extremely intensive 
lessons and training about falcons and I was tough 
on her,” he says. “Now if you compare someone 
experienced in falconry with Laura, she will 
exceed him in passion and technique.”

Wrede’s current and only falcon — two others 
have died and one flew away — is “Shakhaat: 
The Lady of Abu Dhabi” and was a gift from an 
Emirati friend. Wrede wakes at dawn each day to 

‘Peregrine literally means 
foreign and outlandish, and 
Wrede says some people have 
openly tried to shame her 
out of falconry.’ 
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train and bathe Shakhaat. “Usually, the falcons 
are perched in my living room during the hunting 
season, but now they are secured on the rooftop 
of my house where they take in the sun to soak in 
vitamin D and prune their feathers,” she says.

Wrede frequently drives an hour out into to the 
desert along with her Jack Russel Terrier, Donald, 
to train Shakhaat — using either 'hadad', pigeons 
she releases in the desert that Shakhaat then kills, 
or by tying a lure to a toy drone and hovering it 

500 feet above the ground to be 
captured. “Falcons naturally fear 
dogs, so they have every right to be 
cautious,” she explains. “Therefore 
I trained Donald to accept falcons 
as hunting partners. Shakhaat is 
still cautious of Donald, but not 
afraid anymore.”

Wrede walks barefoot on the 
rocky ground, creating a 
comforting noise for Shakhaat, 

who perched on her gloved hand and accepts the 
meat she is feeding it. During the falcon season, 
Wrede regularly sleeps in the desert, sometimes 
with friends but usually alone, and keeps a 
sleeping bag and camping equipment in her 
trunk. “People ask me if I am not scared of wild 
animals or maybe wandering men and I tell them 
‘No.’”

Peregrine literally means foreign and 
outlandish, and Wrede says some have openly 
tried to shame her out of falconry. “I get stopped 
many times and be told that this is ‘aib” 
[shameful] or “mustaheel” [impossible]; that I 

might get deported,” she says. “Several people 
even tried to threaten me.” 

Nawaf Al Ajmi, 29, a Qatari falconer and 
university student who competed in Algalayel in 
2016 for the second time, insists that falconry is 
not for women. “In our culture, men and women 
should not be going to deserted and remote areas 
together...You never know what is going to 
happen and it’s not a good image of our culture,” 
he says. 

Yet Wrede has embraced Arab culture, 
knowing when to shake a coffee cup to show one 
is finished, kissing a woman’s cheek in greeting, 
and distinguishing between Bedouin and 
contemporary dialects. She learned how to speak, 
write and read formal Arabic by taking classes at 
Hamad Bin Khalifa University. 

“But I learned the dialect from talking to Qatari 
friends,” she says. Perhaps more important for 
acceptance in Qatari circles is the need to dress 
conservatively, which she began doing. “You 
would often see me in an abaya and shaila or with 
conservative European clothes,” she said, 
pointing to her turban and bisht, her own 
signature style.

Wrede goes by two nicknames: Laura of Arabia 
and Al Theeba, what her Bedouin friends call her. 

“Laura of Arabia is mainly sort of my online 
identity showing how much I embrace this culture, 
but Al Theeba is a nickname I am proud of,” she 
says. Wrede believes she has earned this moniker. 
“Bedouins don’t just call anyone Al Theeba,” she 
says. “It means you have to be a fearless and 
honorable person. It denotes big respect.” 

‘Wrede frequently drives an 
hour out into to the desert in a 
white Land Cruiser along with 
her Jack Russel Terrier, Donald, 
to train Shakhaat.’ 
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Doha-based rapper Trak 
  is more than just a novelty 

in the region’s music landscape.
BY ALEX ARMENTANO
 PHOTOGRAPHS BY APARNA JAYAKUMAR
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THE SPOTLIGHT ON hip-hop emanating from the Arab world often shines 
on artists who deal mainly in political upheaval. Having a strong social 
message can, after all, be a reliable ingredient for success in this region. 
Ask Palestinian hip-hop trio DAM or Lebanon's Malikah. 

But if you have global ambitions, the benefits of being a conscious rapper 
with a message are less clear. It has doomed otherwise talented lyricists to 

the periphery of mainstream stardom - 
rewarding them with a cult following but 
ensuring their popularity had a ceiling.

For Trak, a Doha-born, Doha-based Egyptian 
emcee, the idea that lyrics must be 
revolutionary to be rap is restricting: “I don’t 
think rap or hip hop in general should be like 
limited to a certain subject or field or emotion 
you know. It's just a tool to express yourself 
about something and that can be anything you 
want it to be,” Trak tells us. “The content is 
what I know, you know what I mean? 
Whatever that may be — family matters or 
relationships — that’s what I’m going to rap 
about.” 

That street struggle must have a central 
place in rap is (sort of) an antiquated view of 
the genre, whose roots were not actually in 
promoting gang violence but presenting a 
constructive alternative to it. Times are 
different. Struggle as a theme in rap today is a 
highly subjective thing and more than anything 
a function of time and place. Now, mainstream 
rappers make breakup albums and sell pricey 
designer shoes. Kanye West’s bizarre Twitter 
confession that he's $53 million in debt is not 
exactly what we have learned to expect from 
iconic rappers like Biggie, who preferred 
daytime pool parties and rapping about all the 
people in debt to him.

Trak’s latest album, Beating Red, dropped 
on Valentine’s Day and paints a somewhat 
typical portrait of girl struggles and nightlife 
that could be happening in any city, to any 
twenty something. At a recent concert in 
Aspire Zone Park, Trak's work clearly hit a 
chord with the couple thousand young people in 
attendance. “The energy was there,” he says 
with a short laugh. “It got a little rowdy at the 
end. People got a little too excited so they had 
to shut the show down.”

One take on a rapper from Doha who raps in 
English and keeps things (relatively) non-
controversial would be that rhyming about 
girls and the trappings of a cozy life in Doha is 
the easy route. He can simply cash in on the 

novelty of maybe being Qatar's only rapper. But after speaking with Trak, 
one realizes that novelty came and went years ago. He navigates the 
interview graciously and professionally, plugging projects by as many 
friends and local artists as he can.

Thinking of Trak as a just a hobbyist is a grave underestimation of his 
abilities as an artist and as the patron of a microscopic but rich rap 
ecosystem. At the age of 26, Trak has been producing and recording music 
for nearly 15 years. He's built a recording studio where there wasn't one, 
mentored more than one up-and-coming artist and collaborated with the 
likes of E-40 — a Platinum-selling American rapper who starred on MTV 
Cribs.

What's been apparent in Trak's music over the last several years is his 
constant upward momentum. In a 2012 YouTube tribute to his city, 'Put it 

‘Struggle as a 
theme in rap 
today is a highly 
subjective and 
more than 
anything a 
function of time 
and place.’
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on', Trak playfully names a few Doha landmarks and proudly talks 
about pursuing something he loves: “Forget what the clock says, this 
is me-time. I'm at the studio while ya'll up at Sealine.” 

But quick ticking Trap-style high-hat beats and impatient 
lyrics have yielded to more confident rhymes and a smoother, 
more professional sound. The gently pounding piano and 
seductive hook by Doha-based female vocalist Alat on 'Like It' 
— the first song on Beating Red — is infinitely more mature 
than the whimsical YouTube cyphers that put Trak on the 
map. Novelty is no longer a crutch. It's about pure skill now. A 
prolific beatmaker in his own right, Trak does less production 
on his own songs these days, deferring instead to other local 
artists. 'Like It', amazingly, was produced by a 17-year-old 
from Doha and could easily be mistaken for an LL Cool J hit 
circa 2002. 

Trak, or Omar as he is known to his parents, learned to love 
rap at an American school in Japan where he was the only 
Arab in his class. Japan has historically been a major global 
hip-hop center, hosting heavyweight artists from the West in 
balance with a flourishing native scene. It was that school's 
diversity and American influence that Trak, who speaks with 
a faint New York City twang, credits with introducing him to 
rap. 

He rarely calls Doha by name — instead saying “out here” 
— a not-so-subtle tell that he feels like he's rapping in the 
suburbs of the genre's urban center. That's because he is. Not 
because rap is prohibited or even frowned upon. It's just that a 
city with no studios or record labels, whose artistic tastes 
favor cultural heirlooms and sophisticated imports like jazz 
and Richard Serra, simply isn't fertile ground for an up-and-
coming rapper.

The presence of any scene is a win for Trak, whose first 
microphone was a do-it-yourself job fashioned using tape and 
tissue paper. The one recording studio in existence when he 
started was charging “crazy rates”, he says. “So I saved up for 
like six or seven months. Buy one piece and then save up 
again and buy another piece and so forth. So in four years, I 
got all the pieces I need. I keep it at the house and whenever I 

need it I use it, it doesn't cost anything and saves a lot go money in the 
long term.” Trak's home studio has become a convener of local talent - 

used by a budding family of dedicated, entrepreneurial 
recording artists across Doha. 

In 2014, Trak led the formation of Leaf of Trust, 
originally a group of four local rappers. Now it's just Trak 
and his protègè, Mars. “Mars is a younger cat that I met 
maybe six years ago now. I met him when he was like 
trying to get into it. I didn’t really mess with him to be 
honest back then but what I liked is how consistent he was 
and how much he progressed over time was kind of 
insane. Now he's like my little brother. He'll be at the 
studio on the daily, working all the time and trying to 
make it happen.” At less glitzy clubs like A1 and on social 
media, the duo proudly define Doha's hip hop aesthetic, 
albeit in very different ways. While Trak prefers New Era 
fitted hats, hoodies and Nike Air Force Ones, the bearded, 
better-coiffed Mars sports a look closer to the runway or 
cover of GQ.

All of this, by the way, happens after five o'clock when 
Trak and Mars have wrapped up another day of their nine 
to five office jobs, which require suits and polished black 
shoes. When asked what his boss would say if Omar 
showed up to the office in Trak's threads, he said, “He'd 
tell me to get the hell out.”

The decision to confront the fork in the road - to stick 
with a stable job or become a full time artist - looms large 
and will eventually need to be addressed. Even though 
Trak and his crew are digital natives — promoting their 
work meticulously through Instagram, Facebook, and 
Soundcloud — the new economics of being a recording 
artist are an uphill struggle, rewarding live shows and 
solid streaming numbers over radio play or record sales. 
“The scene is picking up in Bahrain, Dubai and Lebanon,” 
Trak tells me, “but other than that it's kind of slow out 
here. The most I can do is just make content. That's really 
the number one thing I can do: create a small ecosystem 
where I live.” 

‘At less glitzy 
clubs like A1 and 
on social media, 
Trak and Mars 
proudly define 
Doha's hip hop 
aesthetic, albeit 
in very different 
ways.’
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TWO DESIGNERS AND A DOG 
Demna Gvasalia (left) and 
Alessandro Michele, 
photographed two hours 
before Gvasalia's debut 
Balenciaga show. Gvasalia 
borrowed a nearby security 
guard’s T-shirt, a reference to 
his own sold-out Vetements  
look from last fall that 
reconfigured a similar 
sweater. Michele holds the 
leash to the guard’s German 
shepherd, and wears a  
jacket he designed for Gucci.

BY ALEXANDER FURY     
PORTRAITS BY  
JUERGEN TELLER

In less than a year, 
two relative 
unknowns have 
challenged the 
foundations of 
fashion and put the 
industry on guard. 
We brought 
Alessandro Michele, 
of Gucci, and 
Demna Gvasalia,  
of Vetements and 
Balenciaga, together 
for the first time  
to have a little chat.

These two guys are 
changing how we think 
about fashion
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These two guys are 
changing how we think 
about fashion ‘‘RULE-BREAKING’’ IS A PHRASE thrown around in fashion  

a lot. But who makes these rules? And aren’t rules what fashion is 
based on? After all, fashion isn’t just the clothes on your back.  It’s 
the form of those clothes at a given moment, adhering to certain 
codes that define them as forward-thinking, as  

now, as à la mode. Which often, as on a menu, translates simplistically to a lump of something fancy 
plopped on top of an existing offering, as opposed to tinkering about with the guts or really changing 
anything. Rules in fashion are made by the industry: the editors, the designers, the corporations who 
fund the whole thing. And so, genuine rule-breakers don’t come along that often. Fashion enjoys the 
status quo. It sells clothes, it makes money.

But what if the rules are broken? People have stopped buying clothes with quite the alacrity they used 
to, and large conglomerates have begun to see their profits slip southward. Designers are fleeing houses 
after a few short seasons. Plenty of brands, rattled by the instability of luxury markets, are now trying to 
close the gap between runway and retail, offering goods ever faster to consumers, hoping to whip them 
into a frenzy of acquisition. There’s a general unease in fashion, to say the least.

And the clothes themselves? They wind up bit players in the Sturm und Drang of it all, 
overshadowed by financial finagling and designer wrangling, when they should be the focus of  
the conversation. There is a glut of clothing at every price point, especially in high fashion, where 
labels proliferate and multiple seasons (spring, prefall, winter, resort, capsules galore) concurrently 
jostle to justify a seemingly endless influx of clothing. But how much of that actually connects with 
what people really want to wear today? How they want to look, maybe even feel? The soft sell, rather 
than the hard?

It matters, at least, to two. One is the designer Alessandro Michele, who after anonymously toiling 
away at Gucci for 12 years, was appointed creative director of the 95-year-old Florentine brand in 
January 2015. In three seasons, the 43-year-old Italian has managed to entirely remake the brand, 
pulling back from its sexy image to explore a more romantic side. The other is Demna Gvasalia, a 
35-year-old Georgian from the former Soviet Union, who started his Paris fashion collective Vetements 
in 2014 after working at Maison Margiela and Louis Vuitton, where he became frustrated with the 
increasing demands of the fashion industry. Six months ago, based  
on the sheer strength of his fledgling streetwear-based label, he was named the artistic director  
of Balenciaga, the century-old French house, in a twist that shocked the industry given Gvasalia’s 
distinct lack of star power — similar to Michele’s out-of-the-backroom appointment. He debuted his 
first collection for Balenciaga last month to ecstatic reviews.

Relative anonymity is the immediate connection between Gvasalia and Michele, but there's 
something deeper at play than the fact that, until 15 months ago, you'd probably never heard of either. 
Gvasalia's frustration is quietly mirrored by Michele, who has said that he'd planned to leave Gucci 
before being surprised with the creative director offer. More than that, there’s a synergy between their 
approaches to gender lines — ignoring them — and to the runway, which they use to actually show 
clothes, not just to stage a spectacle. They both talk frequently, incessantly, about clothes, rather than 
fashion; about reality, about appealing to, and ultimately dressing, the girl (or guy) on the street. 

But their streets are worlds apart. Gvasalia and Michele’s aesthetics are diametrically opposed. 
Gucci’s embroidered and preciously embellished clothes look like family heirlooms; Vetements’ seem 
fresh from the trash bag, jumbled and crumpled and intentionally misshapen. Gvasalia’s Balenciaga 
adds a third element to the mix, focusing on a ‘‘couture attitude,’’ on the way garments are worn and 
their relationship with the body. These included embroidered evening dresses and strict tweed suits 
with exaggerated basques, as well as curving parkas and Perfecto-style jackets based on grand opera 
coats. The architecture of the garments at Balenciaga and Vetements is exciting, innovative.

That even includes the standard T-shirt, cut long in the body at Vetements with stiffened sleeves or 
a high- rise neckline, as if being worn back to front. Other garments are cut too small or too large, and 
sit unusually on the body. They’re often made of synthetic fabrics like velour and nylon. By contrast, 
Gucci’s clothes are generally simplistic in shape (track tops, single- breasted blazers, bowed blouses, a 
predilection for a 1970s flare) with a focus on shimmering surfaces and overloaded detailing: sequins, 
custom- woven jacquards, buttons in the form of jeweled lion’s heads or gumdrop pearls, sleeves dipped 
in mink.

However different their collections, though, Gvasalia and Michele’s ideas about fashion are interwoven. 
The connection is the moment, the collective nerve they seem to have touched in the cultural 
consciousness. People identify with the aesthetics these designers are proposing, with the ‘‘universe’’ 
their clothing represents, as badges of belonging. At Vetements’ fall show, high-school-age fashion fans 
thronged a church in the Eighth Arrondissement, dressed in Vetements and vintage mashed together, 
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A varsity-style sweater 
with dropped puffed 

sleeves and an 
embroidered panther, 

worn with a pleated skirt 
printed with a Northern 

European port scene 
from the 1600s.

Gucci



67May-June 2016

A custom-embroidered 
skirt curved into a  

C-shape — inspired by  
the concave-waisted pose 
of couture models — worn 
with a ruffled silk blouse 
featuring a photographic 
print of the same fabric  

and embroidered  
thigh-high boots.

PHOTOGRAPHS BY  
JACKIE NICKERSON    

STYLED BY  
JONATHAN KAYE
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An ode to Cristóbal 
Balenciaga, the opening look 

of the fall show was 
comprised of a strictly 
tailored tweed jacket  

with exaggerated basques 
and a slit pencil skirt,  

worn with velvet and patent 
thigh-high boots with a 

trompe l'oeil stocking effect.
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emulating the appearance of the similarly teenage street-cast models. It was difficult to see where the 
runway ended and reality began. In Milan, Gucci’s models were outnumbered by audience members 
wearing Michele’s fur-lined house slippers, chinoiserie jackets and foliage-festooned accessories. The 
newly revamped Gucci store on Via Montenapoleone was mobbed all week long, and not just by 
fashion types. Michele is pulling in consumers who previously felt put off by Gucci’s hedonistic 
repute, but who now feel drawn to its beautifully  made jackets, dresses heavy with embroidery, 
handbags patterned with flowers or embroidered with bees. ‘‘Take it,’’ Michele told me backstage 
before his last Gucci men’s wear show, gesturing at the heaving rail of soon-to-be-shown Gucci 
wares. ‘‘Make it yours.’’

THAT’S THE APPEAL of many of these clothes: Rather than a tub-thumping, dictated silhouette, both 
Gvasalia and Michele propose individual, individualistic items, designed to stand by themselves. 
They’re clothing people, not ‘‘fashioning’’ them. The collections themselves include countless styles, 
worn every which way. There’s no trend, no given shape, no definitive singular statement. Their work 
turns on its head the previously predominant idea of the ‘‘total look,’’ of a designer proposing an 
outfit to be sold head-to-toe. (Incidentally, these ‘‘looks,’’ which have dominated the past decade or so 
of fashion, are also often strictly proscribed to be photographed for magazines as such, ensuring a 
singular retail and marketing vision.) Both Gvasalia and Michele conceive their garments as 
individual entities: a great jacket, a great skirt, a good dress, nice shoes. They mix it all together on 
the runway, but the notion is to pull it apart into individual pieces. Gvasalia even named his label 
Vetements  because, ‘‘it’s really just about that . . . just clothes,’’ he once told me.

Their clothes also don’t change much from season to season, which is breaking another rule: 
that of perpetual change, of fashion simulating newness purely by its contrast with that which 
came before. Gvasalia and Michele’s clothing may not be designed, specifically, for seasons to be 
jumbled together. But they can be. Their greatest provocation to the establishment has been to 
eschew the industry’s built -in obsolescence, to challenge the very fabric of time. 

Together, what they are proposing ideologically is affecting the way other designers think, how 
they design and subsequently how we all dress. First and foremost, Gvasalia and Michele’s work 
feels exciting because it aims outside of fashion’s insular bubble. There’s a pragmatism behind the 
collections of both. They frequently talk about ‘‘wardrobes,’’ about ‘‘reality,’’ one that actually 
feels authentic rather than some fashion construct. At the fall shows, many designers seemed 
intent on reflecting the way real people dress, as opposed to cold and calculated ‘‘ensembles.’’ 
That’s the influence of Gvasalia and Michele. 

It’s a magpie approach to dressing, trying to please all of the people all of the time. They’re about 
choice, about freedom — a word Michele uses often. In effect, they’ve surrendered the power 
designers previously held over customers, in which a designer’s specific eye and taste deemed what 
was an acceptable, even cool, way to dress. Gvasalia and Michele have collapsed the very 
perception of fashion as rule-maker. 

We’ve reached the point in fashion where focusing on the garments, as opposed to the gumpf 
fluffed about them, constitutes rule-breaking. The individual — the individual customer, the 
individual garment, the individualist look rather than the one dictated by a fashion designer or a 
fashion magazine — is at the root of their success. It’s something that had been missing in fashion. 
Vetements is only in its fifth season, but Gvasalia has more than a hundred stockists worldwide, 
where his clothes consistently sell out. Gucci sales under Michele have exceeded analysts’ 
expectations, rising 13.4 percent in the final quarter of 2015, to $1.2 billion. 

Back in 1989, the late John Fairchild, legendary publisher of Women’s Wear Daily, hypothesized 
that fashion hangs from six designers by a golden thread. That they were referenced and ripped off 
by a legion of others. ‘‘All eyes are on these six,’’ stated Fairchild, in his book ‘‘Chic Savages.’’ 
‘‘They show the rest of the industry where to go.’’ Now there are even fewer. We brought Michele 
and Gvasalia together three hours after Gvasalia’s Balenciaga debut, and two hours before Michele 
returned to Rome to begin designing Gucci’s spring 2017 collection. The two had never met before.  
Alexander Fury: It’s interesting getting you to talk together for the first time because what you do 

is, on the surface, so immediately, incredibly dif-
ferent. Your aesthetics are opposed, and yet 
there are so many underlying similarities.  
Alessandro, you’ve spoken to me about strange 
ideas of beauty; and Demna, you’ve said of  
Vetements: ‘‘It’s ugly, that's why we like it.’’
[Gvasalia laughs]
Alessandro Michele: But ugly is beauty. No?
Demna Gvasalia: I think that beauty is in every-
thing, if you look for it. I mean it’s too easy to say 
something is classically beautiful. It’s clear for 
everyone. You don’t need to think.

Michele: A hidden beauty. I was talking with  
Miuccia [Prada] in Milan, and she told me 
something really funny, but it was true. She told 
me: ‘‘When I started in fashion, everything 
was about super-beautiful, aggressive, pol-
ished beauty. And I arrived, with these kind  
of ugly girls. They really criticized me a lot, for 
years and years.’’
Gvasalia: Until they understood.
Michele: Yes, until they understood. ‘‘It’s easi-
er for you,’’ she told me. Because now it’s a  
bit different. But I think it’s always hard, be-

cause when you change the language, they 
need time . . .
Gvasalia: To digest it.
Fury: Which I suppose is now the same with you 
coming to Balenciaga. The work of both of you, 
at Balenciaga and Gucci, is about unexpected 
sides of those labels. They’ve always been 
there, but they weren’t as publicized.
Gvasalia: Because it’s a new story, I think. That’s 
also what makes it exciting. You have a base, this 
amazing platform, but then you make something 
new, that works with what was there before.

‘Fashion, for a  
long time, has 
been in a prison,’ 
Michele says. 
‘Without freedom. 
I think that 
without freedom, 
with rules, it’s 
impossible to 
create a new story.’  
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high cowboy boots 
hand-painted  
with tattoos.
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Couture attitude:  
a down jacket cut to 

deliberately slip off the 
shoulders like an 

evening stole, over a 
crystal-embroidered 

sweater.

Balenciaga



72

Michele: I think also 
that every single 
designer sees 

something different in the same brand. I think 
that creative work is what you see through your 
eyes. It’s like . . . when I think about Gucci, I was 
trying to find the most crazy piece of the compa-
ny. Because after a lot of years, Gucci for me 
was, in a way, flat. Without soul. But in the ar-
chive you can find a lot of quirky soul. They cre-
ated a lot of strange kinds of objects. I think that 
my job could be easy, because we don’t have a 
ready-to-wear story, so you can invent what you 
want. It’s just about travel, suitcases, leather 
goods. But I was obsessed with this idea of the 
jet set that, honestly, I don’t think exists any-
more. I don’t want to talk with something that  
is completely dead. But now, the street — I’m 
obsessed, like you, with the street.
Gvasalia: Because it’s also something you see.
Michele: Yes.
Gvasalia: And you see it through your filter. I 
think the normality, in a way, has so many ways 
of being inspiring. And you can do so much with 
it actually. With what you see.
Fury: It’s challenging, too. How can you make 
normality interesting?
Gvasalia: And then also clothes that are wear-
able that people desire. That they say, ‘‘I need to 
have that thing.’’ I think that’s also something 
that, somehow . . . you do a show and then in the 
store, half of those pieces wouldn’t be there. 
Which doesn’t make any sense. To really have 
this kind of honesty.
Fury: Traditionally, very little of what designers 
create for the shows actually winds up in stores 
for sale. It just exists to be photographed. Is it a 
vital part of your creative process that the piec-
es in the runway show will be the bulk of what’s 
produced to sell? 
Michele: Yes. Reality is a huge piece of our work. 
I think that fashion, for a long time, has been in  
a prison. Without freedom. I think that with-
out freedom, with rules, it’s impossible to create  
a new story. I mean, I’ve worked in fashion for a 
long time — but I understand that after years and 
years of product, product, product. It’s some-
thing that kills everything. Also the market. A 
product without an idea, a soul, an attitude. If you 
don’t give people the idea that they belong to a 
tribe . . .
Gvasalia: They need that. 
Michele: They need that.

did that. I know Margiela did it. Every six 
months, it had to be a new concept. Otherwise 
it’s not strong enough. And the concept had to 
be so strong. It’s not relevant anymore.
Michele: It’s another world. It was another era. 
Now the world is completely different. The cus-
tomers are different. You can’t repeat for a long 
time the same rule. Because at the end the mar-
ket will stop. Now, I think that customers are 
ready to decide by themselves what they want 
to mix and match. It’s not the idea of total look. 
It’s not fresh anymore, I don’t think.
Gvasalia: Because people look for that kind of 
individuality. They don’t want to look like a cam-
paign picture. They choose. At the end, maybe 
they end up [like that] but it’s their decision, of 
how they want to stand out. Because we're so 
globalized and everything is so out there right 
away. I think there is this desire and need for 
being a bit different. That's why the individuali-
ty matters much more.
Fury: I think also with the way that both of you 
work, there’s a lot of focus on individual items, 
as opposed to that total look. It’s very much 
about making one thing precious.
Michele: For me, nothing is old. I don’t know 
why. If a dress is beautiful, and it’s very  personal, 
I think it can live forever. I think that we still 
have the idea that if you have something beauti-
ful, next season you have to put it in the bin.
Gvasalia: It’s terrible. 
Michele: This is horrible.
Gvasalia: It’s also bull.
Michele: I don’t care about which season it is. 
Sometimes I prefer it after seasons and seasons.
Gvasalia: Often when you have the continuity 
between seasons, you don’t have this problem. 
It’s still relevant, in the context. It’s like, ‘‘Oh, 
it’s Prada last summer.’’ If you love it, you love 
it. You don’t care which season it is. I write the 
seasons on the labels of all the clothes at Vete-
ments, for example, and the sales people at the 
beginning said: ‘‘Oh you can’t do this, people 
won’t want to wear it the year after.’’ No, they 

will.  
And actually I think it’s even an added value.  
It’s something that continues, and still works. 
Fury: That’s an idea everyone seems to be con-
necting with — the way they’re connecting with 
the way your clothes look, too. Do you realize 
that other people are feeding off the ideas that 
you are putting out? Can you see that fashion 
has shifted?
Michele: I mean, when you work, you don’t think 
about that kind of thing. But it’s clear that some-
thing is happening. I don’t know what.
Gvasalia: I think we’re just happening at the right 
time. Also, that fashion realizes that things need 
to be rethought. That’s why it has an impact, 
probably. I don’t know. Actually questioning those 
things: I think, asking those questions makes the 
whole industry evolve. I think that’s the impact, 
actually. The question of seasons, continuity, etc. 
I think that’s what makes an  impact.
Fury: That your work is challenging these 
ideas that people have begun to question in 

‘People look for 
individuality,’ 
Gvasalia says. 
‘They don't want 
to look like a 
campaign picture. 
They choose.’ 

Gvasalia: And that’s very much what’s hap-
pening now, I think. It’s very much what’s hap-
pening with what you do. And in such a short 
period of time, also. This is quite amazing — it’s 
 actually a virtue of our time, on one hand,  
because everything is so fast. People need to be-
long. Identifying them, as, well, ‘‘We’re part  
of that.’’ For me I have this very much at  
Vetements right now, but at Balenciaga the chal-
lenge is to create that. It’s a following in a way.
Michele: You don’t just work with the length of 
the skirt. Who cares? Now, I think nobody cares. 
We’ve seen every length of skirt . . . I think that 
you have to give something different. And the 
most important thing now is also to give a real 
attitude to fashion. Because people want you  
to suggest the idea that you can really put to-
gether and create a personal point of view. You 
have to belong to a brand that has a story, be-
cause obviously a brand needs an aesthetic. But 
you need also to suggest the idea of freedom. 
Because when you go in the street, people are 
free to do what they want. There are no rules.
Gvasalia: And they choose what they buy.
Fury: I think it’s interesting that you both talk 
about attitude.
Gvasalia: That is such a key element I think. You 
know, when you see someone wearing Gucci —  
you know that she’s a Gucci woman. It’s so visu-
al.
Fury: There’s also that idea that sometimes 
someone wears it who maybe . . . doesn’t have 
the right attitude.
Gvasalia: But it makes her have it. It makes her. 
And I think that’s why they want it also, because 
they want that attitude. That look. That maybe 
they don’t even have.
Fury: Demna, do you find it difficult to think in 
doublespeak, to have an attitude for Vetements 
and an attitude for Balenciaga?
Gvasalia: It helps me. At the beginning it was 
like, okay, it’s going to be like Jeykll and Hyde 
and I’ll go crazy. But I must tell you, having 
those in-between moments — it’s like cold and 
hot showers. I go back and I forget about that 
day I spent at Balenciaga. It freshens me. For 
me, it really helps, creatively.
Fury: It’s interesting that in your work you’ve 
both collapsed the idea of trends. That’s been 
dying for a long time, but fashion has been cling-
ing onto it, as a way of categorizing all these dif-
ferent collections. Does that whole idea of sea-
sonality matter?
Gvasalia: In terms of temperature? [Laughs] 
That’s a bit confused! We deliver puffer jackets 
in June — and I really don’t know people who 
buy puffer jackets in June, unless they’re a fash-
ion victim. I think that doesn’t work. But sea-
sons — the continuation, the consistency — is 
important. Especially when you’re re-establish-
ing or redefining the identity of a brand. I think 
there you really need to kind of hammer that.  
In  slightly different ways, fresher, etc. But I 
think it’s necessary to have that. So it doesn’t 
look like a design exercise, every six months. I 
think in the ’90s there were a lot of brands who 
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themselves already.
Gvasalia: Me, I never think of that working on 
the collection.
Michele: No, no.
Gvasalia: Because it’s more natural. It’s what I 
think is right. It’s exactly not following rules, 
that’s what makes it happen. Because for me, 
these rules don’t matter. And I try to invent 
these other rules that work for us. And maybe 
other people want to appropriate those. But it 
doesn’t always work, either. You can’t always 
use the same model.
Michele: I think it’s the best thing you can do: if 
you try to feel that something is happening. I’m 
only talking about me, because I’m new in this 
business. I’m having fun — I don’t think about 
it. But probably if I’d been on the scene for a 
long time, I think I would see that something 
changing is a good reason to express your point 
of view. Not to copy. I saw, for example, last sea-
son everywhere that kind of strange decoration. 
But fashion is not about decoration [he strokes a 
hand across the metallic embroidery on his own 
Gucci jacket], fashion is not about the wrong 
size [gesturing to Gvasalia’s oversized coat, as 
Gvasalia laughs]. You have to find your lan-
guage. If you try to repeat something that is not 
you, your language, it doesn’t work. 
Gvasalia: It’s true. They see how it works at Gu-
cci, so we should also do that.
Michele: Full of birds everywhere! Flowers! I 
didn’t plan to put birds or that kind of nature; 
it’s just me. It’s my culture. I think that it’s more 
that something had to come.
Gvasalia: And the awareness of it. I think that 
everyone has been aware of it, for quite a while. 
Especially in the press. But somehow, suddenly, 
something is happening. And that makes people 
speak. So it explodes even more.
Fury: Both of you have talked about working 
with physical garments as a starting point. 
Which feels like something very different from 
perceptions of designers’ working, sketching.
Gvasalia: I don’t remember when I sketched  
last time.
Michele: Me either.
Gvasalia: I write in my iPhone ideas now. Be-
cause I don’t have a sketchbook with me. I just 
do notes, reminders. For Monday, when I’m at 
Balenciaga. A collar like this.
Michele: It’s true.
Gvasalia: I think with clothing, it’s so three- 
dimensional, it’s impossible to draw it. For me, 
I’m always talking about sculpture all the time 
— but it is like sculpting. You need to see it in 
movement also, I hate working on a stock man. 
I prefer to have a real person, so she moves. Can 
she actually move in it? Can she drive? This 
practicality as well. But how it behaves when 
it’s on, the motion, etc. I always start with a gar-
ment, and then I cut. I destroy so many clothes. 
To make more clothes. 
Fury: I guess why you don’t work with a stylist 
is an interesting question, as it’s another thing 
that makes you stand out compared to other de-
signers. Alessandro, you never have?
Michele: I don’t know. It’s like asking, ‘‘Why you 

Gvasalia: But it’s 
so there, it’s so normal. On Thursday the [Vete-
ments] show finished with two identical looks: 
One was on a guy and one was on a girl. We 
didn’t really think — oh let’s show that both of 
them can wear it. We just tried them and both 
worked and were incredible.
Michele: It’s not a trick.
Gvasalia: No, not at all. And the guy, he loved it. 
And she did. I mean, it’s going to be harder for 
today’s [Balenciaga] show! It’s something that 
is just . . . normal now. Ten, 15 years ago, it wasn’t 
something that was really happening. It would 
be a statement, like a conscious statement, to 
put a dress on a guy. Now it’s just society. You 
want to wear a dress?
Michele: We are really in a playground — it’s 
nothing predictable. It’s really alive. You think 
about people. You think again to what is hap-
pening outside. I mean, I didn’t create a pair  
of shoes because I wanted some editorials. 
Never. I think of a guy in the club, outside in the 
street, or a friend of mine. It’s a very pragmatic 
way to see fashion. ‘‘Fashion.’’ The word ‘‘fash-
ion,’’ it’s very . . . 
Gvasalia: It’s tricky. It needs to change!
Michele: Because fashion is clothes. Sometimes 
when people talk about me in fashion, I feel — I 
don’t want to say uncomfortable, but I still don’t 
believe that I’m in ‘‘fashion.’’
Gvasalia: And some people who are not in the 
fashion industry, when I say I work in fashion, I 
feel . . . [He shrugs, visibly uncomfortable with 
the word, and frowns.] Do I really have to say it? 
Fury: It’s such a loaded thing. It’s loaded with 
perceptions, from the outside world. That kind 
of elitism.
Gvasalia: Which is not necessarily true.
Fury: But it’s like you said, Alessandro — fash-
ion being something in a window. You don’t 
wear fashion, you wear clothes. 
Michele: I’m seducing me also. I’m seducing 
myself. Because I was bored, in a way.
Fury: With fashion?
Michele: I can say I was a fashion person, 
completely bored. And I wanted to seduce my-
self. Because I know very well that I need to 
be seduced. I am doing a lot of things because 
I feel like a customer. I’m not feeling like a 
special person; I’m wearing what I’m doing. 
And I do things that I love. It’s about us. It’s 
not about me. 

‘Fashion is, I don’t 
know where —  
in the front of  
the window in  

Rue Faubourg?’  
Michele says.  
‘I don’t know. 

Where is fashion?’  

don’t drink?’’ Because I don’t need it. It’s be-
cause it’s a process. I don’t have a person that is 
so close to me to share so much. It’s not because 
I don’t want it or I’m against the idea of a stylist. 
It’s just my story. I didn’t use [a stylist] because 
I love to do the styling of the show. The styling, 
for me, is the show. It’s the collection. It’s the 
idea — what I want to show you about my idea. 
So it’s impossible to translate to another person. 
If I need a color, if I need to put something on 
you, in a different way. I have it in my mind. It’s 
a vision. Who can have the same vision as me? 
I’d love to find someone that can share with me. 
Because sharing is something beautiful. I love to 
share. But I think that I’m quite obsessed with 
the styling. I start from both — the dress and the 
styling. I don’t have before the dress, and after I 
style. I think of both together. 
Gvasalia: I think styling — the stylist coming in, 
saying, ‘‘OK, this girl’’ — it’s not for now, anymore.
Michele: Also it’s your job! In a way! It’s com-
pletely my vision.
Gvasalia: When I work with Lotta [Volkova, the 
stylist of Vetements and Balenciaga] — she 
knows what I know, what I want. It’s that kind of 
exchange again. We’re very close, we really 
know each other, we’re friends. It’s not like I 
hired her.
Michele: It’s not a stylist — she’s a friend of yours.
Gvasalia: And I like how she wears some stuff. I 
kind of project, because I would love to wear 
boots to here! 
Michele: This is completely different. It’s your 
life. This is not a stylist. This is what I was say-
ing before, the idea of sharing something that 
belongs to us. If I’m inspired by a friend of mine 
— could be, yes. This is different. It’s not styling, 
it’s creating something new, with an energy.
Gvasalia: For me, it’s more sharing of this — I 
actually get inspired by seeing. It’s not just 
 Lotta, there are also other women around me 
that I . . . not get inspired by, but I love the way 
they pull their skirt up. These elements that I’m 
not doing myself, because I’m a guy, but that 
gives me an idea.
Fury: You touched on it then — that idea of gen-
der blurring, which is so relevant to both your 
work.
Gvasalia: ‘‘Gender fluidity.’’
Fury: I hate that term!
Gvasalia: It’s the worst thing ever. It sounds vulgar.
Michele: But it’s something that is — I always 
say that I didn’t invent anything. It’s something 
that exists, it’s our life. What can I say? It’s the 
world. It’s something that exists, I can’t ignore. I 
understand that for a long time fashion wanted 
to stay inside fashion. Something like another 
world. Fashion is, I don’t know where — in the 
front of the window in Rue Faubourg? I don’t 
know. Where is ‘‘fashion’’? Fashion is the way 
you dress, the way you are. Again, your attitude. 
So this word, gender fluidity, is kind of an inven-
tion. Because it’s our life. We, all of us, are this 
way. Fashion is — if we want to talk about the 
way you look — you have, inside, all these differ-
ent meanings.
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The court jester of the art world and co-creator of the biannual magazine Toilet Paper sketched his answers with an old Parker ballpoint at home in Milan. 

What scares you?
My own thoughts.

Please draw what you look like.

What would you like to do that you can’t?
Make suffering funny.

What do you fantasize about?
Being swallowed by the void.
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Maurizio Cattelan

The Illustrated Interview

What should a woman never wear?
Horns.

    What did you want to be when you grew up?
A waiter.

What would you invent to make life easier?
A pause button.






