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Features
54  Michelle Obama 

The first lady who forever changed the role.   
By Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 
Photographs by Collier Schorr

58  William Eggleston 
At home in Memphis with the pioneer of 
color photography, who has a few 
surprising things to say about his medium.  
By Augusten Burroughs  
Portrait by Wolfgang Tillmans 

66  Zadie Smith 
A transcendent novelist reveals the 
personal stories that made her.  
By Jeffrey Eugenides  
Photographs by Jackie Nickerson 

70  Junya Watanabe 
Fashion’s elusive designer gives a very  
rare peek into his avant-garde clothing  
and Tokyo studio.   
By Alexander Fury  
Photographs by Jamie Hawkesworth 
Styled by Marie-Amélie Sauvé
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ON THE COVER Michelle Obama in a Calvin 
Klein Collection top,  QR1,450 and Roberto 
Coin Earrings, QR6,200. 
Photograph by Collier Schorr.
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Lookout
14  Sign of the Times 

The complicated revival of  
Brutalist architecture.

16  This and That 
The ’80s return to the runway;  
statement rings; the most underrated  
city in Germany; and more. 

20  On Beauty 
Effortless hair? It’s complicated.

22  Watch Report 
Racecar-inspired timepieces. 

23  Market Report 
Bookends.

Quality
 

35  Jewelry 
Enviable emeralds.  

Arena
43  Home and Work 

Two rising designers create an unlikely 
base in Tbilisi, Georgia.

76  The Illustrated Interview 
John Baldessari.
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Page 35 
Rings, clockwise from 
top left: Paul Morelli, 
paulmorelli.com. 
Coomi. Tony 
Duquette.

Page 43 
Nata Janberidze, one of 
the designers of Rooms, 
a creative collaboration 
in the most unlikely of 
places, Tbilisi, Georgia.
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Lookout Qatar
24  This and That 
 Beauty isn’t just skin deep at this Korean 

dermatology clinic; Bottega Veneta’s 
signature Knot comes to Doha; the day 
whenAlice Temperley met Doha bloggers; 
treading on Mahatma Gandhi’s maxim of 
“see no evil, hear no evil and talk no evil”.

26  Food Matters
 Celebrity chef and restaurateur Richard 

Sandoval explains what keeps bringing 
him back to Doha. 

 By Ayswarya Murthy

28  On Fashion
 Aigner wants to merge its history with its 

outlook for the future.
 By Debrina Aliyah

30 Market Report
 Little charms that inject heart and 

meaning into holiday gifts for a festive 
season.

31 On Art
 Ania Wojtowicz explores themes like 

temporary spaces, belonging and 
community in Qatar through the prism of 
the “fully furnished home”.

 By Ayswarya Murthy

32  Test Drive
 If the Wraith Black Badge was person, he 

would be a handsome thug dressed in a 
Tom Ford three-piece suit.

 By James McCarthy
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Sign of the Times

Brutalism Is Back
BY NIKIL SAVAL   

IN THE RANK OF UNFLATTERING monikers 
for an artistic style, ‘‘Brutalism’’ has got to 
score near the top. Like the much kinder-sound-
ing ‘‘Fauvism’’ or ‘‘Impressionism,’’ it was a 
term of abuse for the work of architects whose 
buildings confronted their users — brutalized 
them — with hulking, piled-up slabs of raw, un-
finished concrete. These same architects, cen-
tered on the British couple Alison and Peter 
Smithson, enthusiastically took up Brutalism as 
the name for their movement with a kind of 
pride, as if to say: That’s right, we are brutal. 
We do want to shove your face in cement. For a 
world still climbing gingerly out of the ruins of 
World War II, in need of plain dealing and pow-
erful messages, this brand of architectural hon-
esty was refreshing.

Despite a decade or so of unexpected popular-
ity, at least among architects and planners, Bru-

BRUTE FORCE 
Architecture of the 
Salk Institute in San 
Diego with blue 
fountain pool by 
Louis Kahn.

talism went out of favor by the mid-’70s. Films such as ‘‘A Clockwork Orange’’ turned Bru-
talist masterpieces into symbols of future dystopia. Planning budgets were slashed, and 
the Brutalists lost their backers. Over the last three decades, the style’s many scattered 
examples have suffered from age and neglect, their walls crumbling and leaking, threat-
ened everywhere with demolition. Tom Menino, the late former mayor of Boston, proposed 
to sell its city hall, one of the most famous American examples of Brutalism; and in 2013, 
despite a fervent preservation campaign, Bertrand Goldberg’s eerie, cloverleaf-shaped, 
alien-eyed Prentice Women’s Hospital in Chicago succumbed to the wrecking ball.

But now, like the chevron mustache, Brutalism is undergoing something of a revival. 
Despite two generations of abuse (and perhaps a little because of it), an enthusiasm for 
Brutalist buildings beyond the febrile, narrow precincts of architecture criticism has be-
gun to take hold. Preservationists clamor for their survival, historians laud their ethical 
origins and an independent public has found beauty in their rawness. For an aesthetic 
once praised for its ‘‘ruthless logic’’ and ‘‘bloody-mindedness’’ — in the much-quoted 
phrasing of critic Reyner Banham — it is a surprising turn of events.

For long-suffering admirers of Brutalism, the internet has proved an unexpected boon 
companion. Popular Tumblrs unleash endless streams of black-and-white images of 
 gravity-defying cantilevers from the world over. A hulking concrete school in downtown 
Miami swallowing students! A concrete ski resort in Chamonix, France, that appears S
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poised to tumble off the edge of a mountain! Bru-
talism, it turns out, lends itself to  Instagram-style 
scrolling, one eye-popping hunk of brush-ham-
mered weirdness after another.

The long overdue intellectual revival has also 
followed. In countries still reeling from the 
worldwide financial crisis, it’s a solace to look 
back to an era of muscular, public-minded devel-
opment. MoMA’s recent ‘‘Latin America in Con-
struction, 1955-1980’’ show reminded architects 
and a lay audience alike of the masterpieces of 
this  forward-looking, confident era, such as Lina 
Bo Bardi’s Museu de Arte de São Paulo, with its 
glass facade sandwiched between two enor-
mous slices of raw concrete, suspended impossi-
bly high off a plaza by swollen red staples. In 
2014, the British critic Jonathan Meades pro-
duced a combative reconsideration of Brutalism 
in a two-part television documentary for the 
BBC, putting the style back into the mainstream 
of welfare-cutting Britain.

Finally, last year, there was a consecration of 
Brutalism by art officialdom, when the Metro-
politan Museum of Art moved some of its mod-
ern collection into the old Whitney, that smooth 
inverted ziggurat on Madison Avenue, with its 
signature angled windows. They changed the 
name of the refurbished museum to the Met 
Breuer, paying unusual tribute to the building’s 
Bauhaus-trained architect, Marcel Breuer.

Architectural fashions go in and out of style 
with disorienting alacrity. What is one era’s 
style is the next era’s eyesore, and in the midst 
of a demolition binge, a new generation learns to 
appreciate, often too late, what is disappearing. 
In that sense, the Brutalist revival is welcome. 
But there is a distinct possibility that, in the pro-
cess of reconsideration, the Brutalism we retain 
will have lost much of what made it strange and 
appealing to begin with.

THERE’S NO QUESTION that Brutalism looks 
exceedingly cool. But its deeper appeal is moral. 
In the words of Reyner Banham, it was an at-
tempt to create an architectural ethic, rather 
than an aesthetic. When the Smithsons called 
their work Brutalist or part of a New Brutalism, 
the brutality to which they referred had less to 
do with materials and more to do with honesty: 
an uncompromising desire to tell it like it is, ar-
chitecturally speaking. The Modern movement 

in architecture had supposedly been predicated on truthfulness in materials and forms, as 
well. But as a dreary stroll down Park Avenue will remind you, Modernism swiftly became a 
gutless orthodoxy, its high ideals devolving into the rote features of the International Style, 
a repetitive and predictable series of gestures (curtain walls or ribbon windows, recessed 
plinths, decorative piloti, windswept plazas, ornamental lawns and flat shimmering pools).

What was and still is appealing about Brutalism is that it had a kind of purity to it. For 
their first large project, a school in Hunstanton, and in subsequent projects, such as the 
Economist building in central London, the Smithsons went back to the lessons of the mod-
ern masters, to Mies van der Rohe and Le Corbusier: to build transparently, cleanly and 
truthfully. ‘‘Whatever has been said about honest use of materials,’’ Banham wrote in a 
1955 article, ‘‘most modern buildings appear to be made of whitewash or patent glazing, 
even when they are made of concrete or steel.’’ The Smithsons’ project at Hunstanton, by  
contrast, ‘‘appears to be made of glass, brick, steel and concrete, and is in fact made of 
glass, brick, steel and concrete.’’

Honesty in materials was allied to the rough, prosaic goals of social democracy. Brutal-
ism is, as the critic Michael J. Lewis has pointed out, the vernacular expression of the 
welfare state. From 
Latin America to Eu-
rope to South Asia, 
Brutalism became the 
style for governments 
committed to some 
kind of socialism, the 
image of ‘‘the com-
mon good.’’ When the 
most representative 
building of our era is 
432 Park Avenue, Ra-
fael Viñoly’s elegant 
middle finger of a lux-
ury condo tower, the 
tallest in the world, 
looming ominously over Manhattan, it is bracing to revisit a period when planners sought 
out the best, most avant-garde-minded architects to build libraries, city halls and public 
housing.

Still, Brutalism wasn’t fully popular with a broad public, whose members were never 
convinced that awe-inspiring concrete dourness was what society was truly missing, and 
it ultimately depended on the goodwill of sympathetic planners. Once politics turned 
against the welfare state in the 1980s, Brutalism was doomed. Budgets were gutted; public 
housing lost its funding; the market came to dictate development. The delirious, pink-gran-
ite fantasies of postmodernist office towers rose to loom over the gray Brutalist housing 
projects, left to molder and decay. All buildings require upkeep, and in a sense the deliber-
ate neglect of Brutalism had the same effect that starving public bureaucracies did.

But the renewed interest in the movement has yet to produce any meaningful change 
in the culture of what gets built and how. This resurgence has not — not yet anyway — led 
to any revival of interest in public-minded development. Politics has been divorced from 
architecture. In fact, love for Brutalism has often led to gentrification. Many social hous-
ing projects, such as Erno Goldfinger’s Trellick Tower in London, have become much 
sought-after private housing. Architecture bookstores sell postcard packs of the greatest 
hits of Brutalism; you can buy a Trellick Tower mug to sip expensive coffee in your pricey 
Trellick Tower flat. The aesthetic of Brutalism may at last triumph over its ethic. 

Brutalism was an attempt 
to create an architectural ethic, rather 
than an aesthetic. It had less to do with 
materials and more to do with 
honesty: an uncompromising desire to 
tell it like it is, architecturally speaking.
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Lookout

Maximal pleasures return to the runway 
in ’80s-inspired looks. 

A new restaurant in Spain revives a 
centuries-old style of cooking.  

FASHION MEMO

This and That
A Cultural Compendium

Eat, History

‘‘Before, in Córdoba, you could see, hear and even smell our 
history, but you couldn’t taste it,’’ says the chef Paco 
Morales, explaining the inspiration for his new restaurant, 
Noor. Now, thanks to the 35-year-old Córdoba native, who 
has worked under Ferran Adrià and Andoni Luis Aduriz, 
you can eat modernized versions of delicacies that 
disappeared from the city after the Moors were exiled to 
Morocco in 1236. Three years 
of research into his 
hometown’s culinary past 
have resulted in three tasting 
menus, featuring overlooked 
ingredients like bitter oranges 
and dishes like maxixe 
cucumber with mint and 
shanklish, a type of clotted 
sheep’s milk cheese; a 
pudding of pine nuts, spring 
melon, Saharan sea urchin and 
fresh oregano; and little cheese pies called furniyya, 
flavored with carob. noorrestaurant.es — ALEXANDER LOBRANO

ONE TO WATCH

The Man Behind 
the Wheel
Eric Landon, the co-founder of 
Tortus, a pottery studio in 
Copenhagen, has won serious 
accolades, including the 2015 
Danish Design Award for Craftsman 
of the Year, for his work: simple, 
organic shapes glazed in appealingly 
muted pastels. And, in an age of fetishistic 
obsession with objects that are handcrafted, the 
40-year-old Milwaukee native has harnessed the 
power of social media to do better than simply make 
the claim: He’ll show you exactly how it’s done, in 
mesmerizing Instagram videos that have earned 
him nearly 600,000 followers. Think ‘‘Ghost’’ 
without Demi Moore or the Righteous Brothers 
soundtrack. — TOM DELAVAN FR
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ILLUSTRATIONS BY KONSTANTIN KAKANIAS
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MINI MARKET

Clockwise from 
top left: a hotel 
room at the 
Qvest; the bar  
at Schmitz; the 
art-and-design 
book store  
Buchhandlung 
Walther  
König; Galerie  
Nagel Draxler. 

Consider Cologne The surprisingly under-the-radar German city is rich with aesthetic delights, from one  
of the best concert halls in Europe to galleries, major museums and brewhouse taverns.

A menagerie of 
statement rings, for a 
touch of wild whimsy.  

STAY 
The Qvest, a new 34-room hotel decorated with 
Eames and Arne Jacobsen furniture in an imposing 
neo-Gothic building that once housed the city’s 
archives. qvest-hotel.com

SEE
Galerie Nagel Draxler for experimental work across 
mediums. Galerie Susanne Zander for outsider art. 
nagel-draxler.de, galerie-zander.de

SHOP
Buchhandlung Walther König for rare 
art and design books. Atelier for clothing  
and accessories by labels like Henrik  
Vibskov and Mykita. buchhandlung-walther- 
koenig.de, atelier-koeln.de

EAT
The art-world favorite Schmitz for schnitzel with 
potato salad and cheesecake. Le Moissonnier  

for rabbit in Thai bouillon with bok choy. 
salonschmitz.com, lemoissonnier.de

DRINK 
Brauerei Päffgen for Kölsch, a light and  
fruity pale ale, which by German law  
can be brewed only in Cologne and must  
be served in tall glasses called stange.   
paeffgen-koelsch.de 
— ALEXANDER LOBRANO

From left: Harumi Klossowska de 
Rola, price on request. Temple St. 

Clair, QR134,725. Bibi van der 
Velden, QR16,240. Monica Rich 
Kosann, price on request. Marc 
Alary, QR7,100. Gucci, $21,500.  

Paul Morelli, QR28,400.  C
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Lookout This and That

Matthew Barney, 1996

Rirkrit Tiravanija, 2004

Danh Vo, 2012

Douglas Gordon, 1998

Tacita Dean, 2006

Marjetica Potrc, 2000

Emily Jacir, 2008Pierre Huyghe, 2002

Hans-Peter Feldmann, 2010

The Hugo Boss Prize Turns 20 The first biennial Hugo Boss Prize — essentially America’s 
answer to Britain’s Turner Prize — was presented at the 

Guggenheim Museum in New York in 1996. 
Two decades later, the award is one of the 
country’s most prestigious — and 
deep-pocketed — with a $100,000 purse 
and a strong track record for canonizing 
superstars. The 11th winner is announced 
this month; the first was Matthew Barney, 
who has received much acclaim for his 
avant-garde videos and, fittingly, financed 
many of his early works by modeling 
men’s wear. — M.H. MILLER

Paul Chan, 2014

DESIGN REPORT

From far left: Fernando Mastrangelo Drift mirror, price on request, rossanaorlandi.com.  
Brit van Nerven and Sabine Marcelis Seeing Glass Big Round mirror, QR13,325, vanbrit.com. 
Robert Sukrachand Antique Gem mirror, QR5,645, sukrachand.com. Bower Cylinder mirror, 

QR5,190, bowernyc.com. Ron Gilad Deadline mirror, QR6,520, cassina.com.

A trick of mirrors, 
decadently decorative. 
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Daughters of Industry
In culling pieces for their new label, Permanent Collection, 
Fanny Singer and Mariah Nielson relied on principles of 
museum acquisition, seeking ‘‘what is most elemental and 
classic,’’ says Singer (far left), and taking care to avoid  
‘‘even short-term obsolescence.’’ Inspired by their own 
possessions, the things ‘‘we’d had the longest, that felt most 

relevant no matter 
what,’’ their first collection 

includes porcelain  
teacups cast from 

originals by 
Nielson’s father, the 

sculptor J. B. Blunk, and a pair 
of Attal leather slides like the ones a 
family friend once gave Singer, whose 
mother is Alice Waters. Both women 
were raised with a ‘‘slightly anti-
consumerist’’ mandate to buy fewer, 
better things. Even the beautiful paper 
that comes wrapped around each item, 
made by Gemma Holt, is left unsealed, 
to be saved or reused. 
permanentcollection.com — SU WU

Puzzlingly perfect patchwork bags.  
From left: Tod’s, QR8,250. Maison Margiela, QR15,510 Coach QR2,530. Ralph Lauren Collection, QR9,100.

MINI MARKET
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FEELING FOR

California-inspired, 
Rajasthan-made cotton 

flat-weave dhurries  
from the L.A. textile 
studio Block Shop. 

QR435-QR7,280, blockshoptextiles.com
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Lookout

MAYBE THERE’S SOMEONE IN YOUR LIFE with hair like this, hair 
like a secret: piled or pinned up in a Gordian tangle, or refuting the 
laws of gravity in a hazy, floating pouf. It’s not a pixie or a mullet or 
a bowl cut, not a bob or a lob or a Kwan cut or a Klute cut or a Farrah 
or a Rachel or anything with something so pedestrian as a name. 
This is a signature look, off-trend, timeless — arranged rather than 
‘‘done.’’ Whether it’s a moptop tousled like the artist and writer Le-
anne Shapton’s or tresses long and pinned back like the artist Taryn 
Simon’s or the writer Rivka Galchen’s, the effect is romantic, and 
just-so messy. Songstress Corinne Bailey Rae sometimes wears her 
curls stacked up on one side. Illustrator-author Juman Malouf archi-
tects a half-beehive into a soft crown. The hair seems to be hiding 
something. It is like a very elegant nest. 

What these women share is not a ‘‘look’’ so much as an attitude: 
a looseness, an informality, a sheer undauntedness in the face of 
having so much hair to handle. These are women who wear their 

At Home in Her Hair
For a certain kind of woman,  

the most enigmatic  
expression of effortless style  

takes place atop the head. 

On Beauty

BY CHRISTINE SMALLWOOD     
ILLUSTRATIONS BY KONSTANTIN KAKANIAS

hair rather than letting it wear them. They sweep their hair up and 
away and they themselves are swept up in some fabulous pastime 
or new creative endeavor that will be, inevitably, well-received. 

They probably cut it themselves, and call it easy. People with 
great style always act like it’s easy. That’s because it is — for them. 
Style is a form of intuition, but what the stylish are attuned to is not 
the best places to shop or the hippest designers. They have some-
thing harder to come by than a hairdresser’s phone number: They 
have self-knowledge. I am not saying that the actresses Jemima 
Kirke or Alba Rohrwacher know themselves in the sense that Soc-
rates commanded, only that they know things about themselves 
that people without style don’t know. 

Sometimes this self-knowledge gets mislabeled as confidence. I 
couldn’t pull off that gilt-edged feathered kimono, is the kind of thing 
someone without style might lament. But the difference between the 
stylish and the not-stylish has nothing to do with courage. The stylish 
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are not risk-takers: They have a deep and unfailing sense of what 
works, what looks good on them, what feels good, what they like. They 
don’t waste time trying to turn lead into gold. Some people talk about 
style as ‘‘owning’’ something, usually ‘‘it.’’ But what seems more im-
portant than ‘‘owning’’ one’s body or aesthetic or look is inhabiting it. 
The stylish do not control their bodies from above like a ghost in a 
machine; they live in them. They may appear fierce or daring or 

avant-garde, but they are actually quite comfortable. They are nesters. 
What makes us deem this good rather than bad style is that they 

telegraph a set of contradictory virtues: femininity, seriousness, 
playfulness, idiosyncrasy, glamour, ease and a lack of vanity or 
seeming effort that is complemented by natural beauty. You could 
rip out this page and take it to your hairdresser, but then you’d be 
trying too hard. 
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Lookout

From top: Chopard Mille 
Miglia GTS Speed, QR25,125, 
chopard.com/us. Tag Heuer 

Monza 40th Anniversary 
Special Edition 

Chronograph, QR18,935, 
tagheuer.com. Bell & Ross 

BR03-94 AeroGT, QR32,045, 
bellross.com. Bremont MKI, 

QR41,492, bremont.com.
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Watch Report

Clocking Speed
Inspired by automobile racing, the newest  

timepieces in red and black are muscularly sleek.

PHOTOGRAPH BY ROBIN STEIN
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Market Report

Bookends
Whether providing heroic  

assists or standing on  
their own, these simple shapes  

make an artful statement. 

PHOTOGRAPHS BY MARI MAEDA AND YUJI OBOSHI

Clockwise from top left: AYTM, QR115 
each. Eric Jourdan for Ligne Roset, 

QR945 each. Folkform for Skultuna, 
QR535 each. Carl Auböck, QR2,275. 
Mitchell Gold+Bob Williams, QR365. 

Arteriors, QR985. Visibility for  
Matter Made, QR1,420. RH Teen, QR325.



26 T Qatar: The New York Times Style Magazine

This and ThatLookout Qatar

IT’S AS DEEP as the celestial explosion pasted above snow-capped 
mountains at night in Kang Chan Mo’s ‘Sky filled with lights showing 
endless love’, or the calming acrylic-on-canvas contemplation of the volcanic 
Korean island of Jeju, in Kim Sung Oh’s ‘Jeju Oreum’. 

Dr Seok Beom Park, the president of Leaders Skin Group and Clinic says, 
“I thought introducing our clients to Korean art, which you can find all 
through the clinic, is a good way to initiate treatment. Some of these 
treatments can be stressful for the clients or might make them nervous. 
I reckon when they see and absorb these wonderful works of art around 
them, they would feel a lot calmer, relaxed, and enjoy the whole experience.”

Park’s measured ploy to use art as a hook to pull in his prospective, 
high-flying clientele surely defies the norm. While the treatments operate 
on the surface — skin brightening, skin hydration, skin rejuvenation, hair 
removal, hormone therapy, body massages, body contouring procedures, 
anti-ageing solutions, and so on — the art trip delves deep within, putting 
a fresh spin on the cut-and-dry clinic cliché. — BY ROGER SMITH

Diving Deep 
Beauty isn’t just skin deep at Qatar’s 

first Korean dermatology clinic.

BEAUTY OF ALL KINDS
Dr Seok Beom Park says 
introducing clients to Korean 
art is a good way to initiate 
treatment.

 

When Tomas Maier took the reins as creative director of Bottega 
Veneta, in 2001, he recognized the quality of the small, rounded 

box clutch first created in the 1980s and introduced a new closure 
in the shape of a small intrecciato leather knot and gave the bag 

its name. Thus the Knot became an integral part of Bottega 
Veneta’s collection and it was reinterpreted and reimagined in 

countless creative ways paving way for a historical journey. 
“The Knot: A Retrospective”, a travelling exhibition, 

originally introduced in April 2008 in Milan stopped at 
Bottega Veneta boutique at the Villaggio Mall in Doha, 

Qatar on 16 November 2016. 
The Knot’s perfect shape and clear function proved to be an 

irresistible canvas for Maier and the Bottega Veneta artisans. 
Modern interpretations have ranged from the refined to the 
fanciful, including the Ellisse Knot, made with metal chains 

positioned elliptically; intrecciato soft crocodile that is 
completely handwoven; in intrecciato Argento Antique, 

hand-woven to create the same sophisticated effect of woven 
leather; the Knot which features thousands of gemstone charms 

and one enriched with embedded cabochon-cut gemstones 
creating a unique pattern. — BY SINDHU NAIR

When the Knot Came to Doha

A KNOTTY AFFAIR
The traveling 

exhibition is a 
retrospective of 

Bottega Veneta's 
signature and 
iconic Knots.
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The Artist and her muse, 
from “What Gandhi says”.

Alice was in Doha 
to showcase her 
Spring 2017 
collection

The Doha fashion community is taken over by the tight-knit 
community of bloggers. At the Alice Temperley London 

brunch, organized by local partners Salam Studios, the small 
collection of Doha’s bloggers, made a minor ruckus, as they 

checked out each other’s clothes, commented on bags and then 
finally settled to take images of themselves and the blogger 

friend sitting closest to them, while Alice Temperley, who was 
here to grace a beauty awards function discussed her latest 

collection. Temperley's collection believes in the simple 
fundamental that their designs are designed by a woman for 
women and hence blends well with the fantasies of women.  

“Our designs are fantasy-inspired,” says Temperley. “I 
would like to see myself as my muse, wearing the exquisite 

cloths and living the dreams. For us it is about creating 
exquisite clothes. The skills that goes into creating special 

patterns. I want to see the placements, to see the details, all 
the things that go into making the pieces very special. ” Her 
latest Spring 2017 collection can be perfectly described as an 

amalgamation of floral and animal motifs on pastels, 
a delightful rush of pale chiffons and then studier cottons, all 
perfectly tempered with bright embroidery. — BY SINDHU NAIR

Alice and Her Collection

Emotions Matter
The interplay of thoughts and emotions build a human being’s character which 

resembles our actions and transcends into outcomes. Treading on Mahatma Gandhi’s 
maxim of “see no evil, hear no evil and talk no evil,” Jacinthe Lamontagne-Lecomte, a 

French artist reinterprets the popular ideology with a series of thirteen paintings for an 
art exhibition titled, “What Gandhi Says”. Working with people from different places, 

backgrounds and horizons, Lamontagne explores and emphasizes on the need for 
voicing our thoughts and accepting differences. Using photo transfer with mixed media, 
which is a type of artwork where the artist adds a variety of materials to a photograph 
to create interesting textures and colors on canvas, she has worked with people who 

she loves and who are expressive with their feelings including a picture of her daughter. 
“Gandhi tells us about loving people as they are. For the exhibition each model was 

expected to hide their eyes, ears or their mouth. 
I asked them to pose as any three of the maxims and to explain how they felt. 

Recreating emotions on canvas is tricky and involves a lot of time as you never know if 
the person will like the interpretation you do of him or her,” says the artist. 

The exhibition presents people from France, Pakistan, Malaysia, India, Canada, Qatar, 
Cambodia, England, Seychelles, Guinea and Guadeloupe. Lamontagne-Lecomte says, 

“The first photograph was taken in Marseille in October 2015. It took me about a year to 
create the entire exhibition but I wanted to depict the truth. Each one of us is different 
and it’s all about acceptance and being who you are.” This exhibition was presented at 

The Bridge, InterContinental Doha — The City. — BY AARTHI MOHAN
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IT IS TWO DAYS before D-Day at Zengo, which reverberates with 
the sounds of drills and hammers. The work has spilled over across 
the hall into Z Lounge by Zengo and nothing looks even close to 
ready. Of course in less than 48 hours the space have transformed, 
hosting the elites of Doha’s social scene along with prominent food 
critics and members of the media for launch night, but standing 
amidst the dust and the debris, we could have sworn this was im-
possible. Had we been in charge, we’d have been fighting of a full-
blown panic attack. But when chef Richard Sandoval walks in to 
meet us, he has the contained calm of a man who has been there 
and done that about four dozen times already. 

“The last two weeks before you open are probably the most con-
suming and challenging because everything you have been work-
ing towards finally comes together and all these little details 
emerge,” chef Sandoval says. 

Veteran though he is, opening a restaurant in this Instagram-era 
is a whole new ball game, according to Sandoval. 

“Social media has changed everything. Earlier, you’d open a 
restaurant, slowly the reviewers would come in, and, if you are good, 
people would find out about you and you’d get busy. It was more of 
a gradual process, which is good, because restaurants take time to 
settle in. You don’t open today and get perfect tomorrow,” he says. 

The restaurant business is complex with so many variables and 
moving parts. That’s why so many of them fail. It’s not like open-
ing a store and putting a bunch of t-shirts or phones on the shelves. 
Each day brings new uncertainties and inconsistencies that you 
have to learn to work around. “It takes me at least six months to 
get my restaurant to where I think it’s running on all cylinders,” 
Sandoval says. 

But thanks to social media, restaurants have to be prepared 
from Day One. With thousands of people communicating, it doesn’t 
matter that a particular bad experience was an isolated case; a 
guest’s 50,000 followers would get to know about it in real time. 
Word gets out so much faster. Sandoval is even less enthused 
about personally having to keep updating his Youtube channels, 
Facebook status, Snapchats and tweets.

 “My job isn’t what it used to be. It’s not only distracting, but 
also challenging. Now people are always watching, wanting to 
know more about your personal life. So you have to be really care-
ful,” says Sandoval.

In Doha, Sandoval has managed to maintain a low profile but his 
restaurants have been doing the talking for him. Zengo will be San-
doval’s fourth venture, after Isla at The Pearl, Toro Toro and Z 
Lounge by Zengo. 

Sandoval Stakes
Another Claim in Doha

Celebrity chef and restaurateur Richard Sandoval now has more 
outlets in Qatar than any other country outside the United States  and 

Mexico. Talking to T Qatar ahead of the opening of Zengo in Doha, 
he explains what keeps bringing him back to the tiny Gulf state. 

BY AYSWARYA MURTHY

Food Matters

Lookout Qatar

BACK IN QATAR
Chef Richard Sandoval at 
his latest venture in Doha 
— Zengo at Kempinski 
residences and suites.
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“Qatar chose me,” he says. “They have embraced what I do, enjoyed 
my cuisine and culture, and so I embraced them back, choosing to do 
more here.” At the Kempinski Residences and Suites, planning and de-
sign for the Z Lounge was already underway when Sandoval was invit-
ed to open Zengo right next door. So it made sense for him to take over 
Z Lounge. In the year it has been open, it has served as a sort of teaser 
for what Zengo is intended to be. Now with both the outlets up and run-
ning, Sandoval promises a seamless transition from dinner to late night 
cocktails and dancing, all while being enveloped by spectacular 
views of West Bay and the sea.

Zengo, which started out as a Latin-Asian fusion concept, 
has evolved into a pan-Asian restaurant since it opened in 
Dubai a few years ago. The one in Doha has a dim sum 
kitchen operating alongside a sushi bar while Thai 
and Vietnamese dishes share menu space. “These 
are mostly dishes I specifically liked from all my 
travels through Asia, that I took ownership of and 
redirected into my vision.” As a Mexican-Ameri-
can chef experimenting with Asian cuisine, San-
doval knew he’d be judged more harshly than his 
Asian contemporaries. “Ethnic restaurants espe-
cially are judged by the culture and people in the 
restaurant. So it can be sometimes challenging. 
People walk into an Asian restaurant and see Rich-
ard Sandoval’s name — I can see why that can be 
disconcerting.” 

But Sandoval’s love for the cuisine is well docu-
mented. He has studied the flavors, learned the tech-
niques and traveled extensively in the region. Even so, he 
makes sure that he is collaborating with Asian chefs and 
cooks to get the authentic flavors; people who grew up eating 
the food that is part of their DNA. For Zengo in Doha, chef Sandoval 
has worked hand in hand with an Indonesian chef to develop the ideas 
and recipes, he says. “It’s my vision, his culture.” 

Sandoval’s restaurant empire has expanded in a way that never real-
ly seemed to follow any known model. Starting in the US and Mexico, 
the lines crisscross towards the Middle East, mosey over to Eastern 
Europe, and finally shoot across the map to the Far East. 

“I have never really had a plan,” Sandoval laughs. “Most restaurant 
companies have a couple of brands and they plan strategically where 
they want to expand and grow. For me it was more about where my 
passion was taking me. When I went somewhere, liked the culture and 
country, and [if] was asked to do a restaurant there, I would do it.” 
That’s why, he says, he ended up with 12 brands and 50 restaurants, a 
feat that very few chefs can lay claim to. 

Increasingly, he has started to move towards licensing. 
“It’s better for me when eyeing global locations where, unlike in the 

US, I might not be familiar with the laws and regulations and don’t have 
a big corporate team to back me up. Outside this comfort zone, it makes 
a lot more sense to partner up with a local hotel or group that can actu-
ally operate the restaurant while I supply the vision behind the brand, 

recipes, methodology...” With 
this plan of action in place, 
Sandoval is ready to ride the 
wave of popularity that Latin 
cuisine has been enjoying 
around the world in recent 
years. Today, cuisine from 
the continent has truly come 
into its own. 

“Until recently, not many 
knew about Latin cuisine. Peo-

ple were familiar with Mexican 
food, but unfortunately it was the 

very basterdized, fast food version 
popular in the U.S. No one had 

thought beyond that, which is what I did 
in the U.S. 20 years ago. Today, Mexican 

cuisine is still one of the fastest growing in the 
world, but in a different setting. Earlier, it was more 

casual and more for the masses. Now we are seeing great 
chefs taking it to a new level. In the 2016’s San Pellegrino list 
of the world’s best restaurants, two Mexican establishments 
are featured, which would have been unheard of 15 years 
ago.” And in this part of the world, no one has seen anything 
like it, he says. 

“Soon after we opened Toro Toro in Dubai, serving Peru-
vian, Brazilian, Argentinian and Chilean food, we witnessed 
a boom in Latin food. The cuisine is very diverse and 
guest-friendly with bold flavor profiles that are understand-
able. People enjoy the complexity of the cuisine and are in-
creasingly embracing it.”

It’s funny, he says, how cuisines have been realigning 
around the world in the past few years. While ethnic cui-
sines go mainstream, “mother cuisines” like French, are 
losing some of their sheen. 

“You don’t see as much classic French restaurants any-
more, compared to 20 years ago, when almost every restau-
rant had major French influences. They still do,” he clari-
fies. “But even French chefs today are cooking with Latin 
ingredients and Indian curries. It’s kind of interesting what 
is happening.” 

For Arabic cuisines too this time will come. But accord-
ing to Sandoval, for that to happen, there needs to be more 
of an “undergound” movement among Arab chefs. 

“Most Arabic restaurants are part of hotels and are driv-
en by big chains. But what we need is for more of these tal-
ented chefs to leave the hotels and start opening boutique 
restaurants where they can play around with the ingredi-
ents and flavors. We are starting to see this in Dubai and I 
believe that with this taking off, eventually you’ll see an 
evolution that will take Arabic food to the next level.” 

THE BEST OF ASIA
Zengo, which started out 
as a Latin-Asian fusion 
concept, has evolved into 
a pan-Asian restaurant 
since it opened in Dubai a 
few years ago. The one in 
Doha has a Dim Sum 
kitchen operating side by 
side with a sushi bar while 
Thai and Vietnamese 
dishes share menu space.
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THE VISUAL OF AIGNER’S current season campaign never fails to put a 
smile on the face of even the most seasoned fashion observer. After all, who 
can ever say no to the joyful representation of everything life and fashion 
that is embodied by design legend Iris Apfel? The 94-year-old personality, 
never lacking in vibrancy and penchant for colors appears along with model 
Toni Garrn in a series of shots that spotlights Aigner’s fur coats, tailored 
jackets, and of course, the most important protagonist of them all, the bags. 

There’s something more than just a juxtaposition of the models’ age and 
time at play. The very earnest Christian Beck who has helmed the brand’s 
creative direction for nearly five years is adamant season after season to 
drive home the point of merging the brand’s history with its outlook on the 
future. “That was the positive challenge I loved, to define the future with the 
past,” Beck says. And he has done a brilliant job so far, even if he doesn’t 
need to shout about it from a pedestal like many of his contemporaries. The 
affable and boyish persona in his signature black jeans and white tee 
waltzes quietly backstage from models to bags, and from shoes to make-up 
with little fuss, only with the aim of presenting 
another great show. 

The bags Iris Apfel clutches in the campaigns are 
full of character, each holding their own to the 
season’s fantasy theme of Epic Heights. With fringed 
and metallic hardware, they reflect Beck’s vision of 
merging '90s grunge influences with luxury 
materials. The colors are reminiscent of the raw 
mountainside while the shapes are structured after 
sleek modern architecture. “I think we have managed 
to combine the brand’s timeless soul with innovative 
designs and just something extra,” Beck muses. The 
something extra has been the undercurrent that has 
been slowly bringing the brand into the realm of the 
hip and the cool in recent years. It is one thing to 
appropriate the house’s storied craftsmanship to good 
use, but another to cleverly put new spins on the 
products. “A new collection can always be seen as 
something vivid which develops among a long period 
of time. The inspiration lies in the air, you just have to 
catch it,” the designer says. 

The Cybill bag, starting off with its conventional 
shape, has gone through a revolving door of 
superlative colors, prints, and innovative additions 
since Beck’s new vision, sealing its fate as the house’s 

In Fashion

Aigner wants to merge its history with its 
outlook for the future.

BY DEBRINA ALIYAH 

An Earnest Beck

EPIC HEIGHTS
Top left: A strong direction for the 
brand from Christian Beck; pictured 
here are bags from Aigner's FW 16 
collection.
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most signature offering. Its repertoire of sibling 
bags have also manifested in unexpected and eye-
catching versions. The box-shaped mini Chris with 
an unusual diagonal zip is a little powerhouse 
rendition of its original hobo size while the Carla 
goes for a clean and luxurious formal appearance 
with a sharp silhouette. A new addition to the 
family is the Tonda, which undoubtedly will be a 
street-style star this season with its on-point round 
shape and flip-up opening — a handsfree 
ornamental piece built for the everyday woman 
jetting from one place to another. “Personally, I’m a 
big fan of people in the street in their every-day-
life. Floating through the streets and breathing in 
the here and now is something very inspirational 
for me,” Beck explains. 

Clearly Beck has been caught by the essence of 
the fur, which is intricately linked to the season’s 
ode to the mountains. Appearing as details and 
little touches to the bags, the luxurious material 
completes the aptly cozy collection. But as 
important as it showcases the house as purveyors 
of fine fur, it also denotes its commitment to 
sustainability of the fine material.

 “The work of bringing together quality and 
modernity is timeless. It kind of slows down the 
face pace of time of life today,” which for Beck, is 
the true reward of his earnest work. 

‘Floating through the streets and 
breathing in the here and now is 
something very inspirational for me,’ 
says Beck.

LUXURIOUS MATERIAL
Timeless designs are Beck's forte and 
he celebrates fur in his ode to the 
moutains collection.
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Market Report

Holiday Juju
Little charms that inject heart 
and meaning into holiday gifts 

for a special festive season. 

BY DEBRINA ALIYAH

Clockwise from top left: Necklace, QR3,258, Shourouk, 
Earrings, QR8028, Noor Fares, Choker, QR1164, Andra 

Neen, Ring, QR10,076, Andrea Fohrman, Earrings, 
QR3380, Sophie Buhai, Necklace, QR1028, Katerina 

Makriyianni, Earrings, QR5,932, Percossi Papi, Rose wood 
bracelet, QR275, Taleed



A WHOLE COUNTRY living in a students’ dorm. 
That’s how Ania Wójtowicz describes the large, 
floating expat population in Qatar, largely living in 
“readymade homes”.  It’s is a GCC-wide 
phenomenon. People who arrive here don’t come to 
build a life; there is no time or incentive to build a 
home. They aren’t going to stay here for more than 
a couple of years. And so the choice is an easy one. 
Why buy a cozy couch that you’ll have to leave 
behind next year? Why get attached to that 
beautiful, hand-carved, four-poster bed that you 
can’t take back with you? That’s the mindset that 
gets people stuck in these transitional places 
masquerading as homes, according to her.

When Ania, who has lived in Doha for four 
years, wanted to find a space that she could make 
her own, she found that her choices were limited. 
Most homes on rent came fully furnished. Here, an 
unfurnished home wasn’t an empty canvas on 
which you could paint your personality; it was a 
hassle, a major inconvenience. The real estate 
agent couldn’t remove the furniture, or fathom why 
she’d even want to. “I’d have to live with it, even if 
I didn’t need a dining set for eight people,” she says 
with a wry smile. 

The inspiration for “Fully Furnished”, which was 

created for the Oslo Architecture Triennale, came 
when Ania began to meditate on the theme – After 
Belonging. Being at home entails different 
definitions nowadays. Global circulation of people, 
information, and goods has destabilized what we 
understand by residence, questioning spatial 
permanence, property, and identity. And the unique 
housing situation in the region fit in perfectly 
within these themes. 

So through a contemporary take on the family 
portrait, she gives the viewer a window into the 
lives a different families staying in a residential 
compound in homes that not only have identical 
layouts but also the same sofas, dining tables, even 
the exact same inexpensive artwork on the walls. 
“It’s a weird concoction of people moving in and 
out. Some has been there a couple of years. Some 
families who we photographed three months ago 
have already left the country,” she says. And audio 
interlaid under the pictures of people that seem to 
fade in and out over seemingly the same 
background, tells their stories. 

When she started speaking to the people in 
these homes, she could see how varied they were, 
how unique in their circumstances. But the space 
around them reflected none of that. It wasn’t 

supposed to draw 
attention to itself, merely 
give them everything they 
needed to exist. And most 
of them were relaxed 
about them being in this 
bizarre situation; they 
were comfortable enough 
because they viewed it as 
temporary. They didn’t 
want to add anything 
because they thought they 
might be leaving anytime. 
“Maybe they traveled 
home often enough or they 
haven’t lived there for 
very long. Sometimes they 
hadn’t thought about it at 
all,” she says. But there is 
a running joke among 

Doha’s residents – “two more years”; some have 
been saying that for over a decade. “So at what 
point do you unpack and embrace the space?” Ania 
asks. She herself had a diametrically opposite 
reaction to this loss of a sense of self. “That’s why I 
left.  It was so strange to live with someone else’s 
furniture that says nothing about who I am or 
where I come from.” 

Why accept this, she asks. Why live like this, 
even if it is temporary (although she doesn’t think 
two years can really be considered “temporary”). 
“I understand it,” she adds. “Because that’s how 
lifestyles are designed, contracts are constructed.” 
But one really needs to create their home if they 
are staying longer because this sort of liquid 
community built around the sense of not belonging 
is ultimately insidious. “Communities here aren’t 
formed here the usual way. People are placed into 
homes that their employers choose for them. They 
are socially placed within these prearranged 
lifestyle configurations. It adds to the challenge 
and struggle to find community,” she says. 

Curator Sebastián Betancur Montoya feels it is 
ironic how there are parallels between this and the 
Cold War communist era, when in former Soviet 
blocs people were placed in identical housing 
complexes. An unlikely bridge between hyper-
capitalistic Qatar where people come to make 
money and a political landscape driven by the 
illusion of equality. He reflects that while it is 
unusual to be given a home – not a house, but a 
home – at some point it achieves a balance; it’s 
yours but not really yours. 

On Art

In her intriguing audiovisual installation, Ania Wójtowicz 
explores themes like temporary spaces, 

belonging and community in Qatar through the 
prism of the ‘fully furnished home’. 

BY AYSWARYA MURTHY
PHOTOGRAPHS BY VALANTIS ARSENIOS LAMPRIANIDIS

A Ready-Made Home

'WHY SHOULD WE ACCEPT THIS?'
Over the last four years, Ania Wójtowicz has 
lived in four fully furnished, two semi-furnished 
and one unfurnished apartments.
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LAS VEGAS: a gaudy city of somewhat twisted perceptions. 
It’s a brash place, driven by the image of success and the osten-
tatious wealth of its high-rolling elite. It is the antithesis of con-
servative.

A perfect place, then, for Rolls-Royce to launch its exclusive 
Wraith Black Badge, a built-to-order car that challenges all of 
the established notions of what its cars could, and perhaps, 
should be. Black Badge is not your average Roller. It’s a malev-
olent, “murdered-out” status symbol vehicle which gives cre-
dence to the brashness of the nouveauriche; it’s the class that 
new money can buy.

The car is inspired by what Rolls-Royce calls the “disrup-
tors,” the slew of young, millennial gazillionaires that have 

found success and wealth either by signing some kind of Faus-
tian pact at a dark Mississippi crossroads, or by other means 
that the traditional Rolls-Royce customer might view as “un-
conventional.”

For these rock stars, hip-hop artists, sports personalities, 
hedge-fund managers and Silicon Valley wunderkinds, though, 
a burgundy and brushed steel two-tone luxobarge is ill-fitting 
with their edgy, bad-boy image. As a result, from Kensington to 
Los Angeles, you’ll see Ghosts and Wraiths that have been 
butchered at some aftermarket chop shop with varying, but 
more often than not, poor results.

Therefore, in a bid to cater to a more image-conscious and 
youthful clientele, it was decided to bring the customization 

Test Drive

The New Black 
There’s no gentle — or “adequate” — accumulation of speed from the 

Wraith Black Badge. The minute the throttle is applied, there is a 
far more bellicose response from the continent crushing 6.6-litre 

V12 than one would expect from a Rolls-Royce. 

BY JAMES MCCARTHY PHOTOGRAPHY BY STUART COLLINS

Lookout Qatar

This is no average 
Roller, it is the 

Wraith Black Badge, 
claims the writer.
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in-house and to offer a car that not only met the 
exacting production standards of Rolls-Royce, but 
delivered the edgy performance and Snapchat-wor-
thy looks that would appeal to the “Rich Kids Of 
Instagram.”

The resultant car, while breathtakingly good 
looking, is a brooding, tenebrous beast that’s so 
black, light actively appears to avoid its shadowy 
form. Where normally you would find respite with-
in the trademark chrome Parthenon grille and icon-
ic silver-plated effigy of Eleanor Thornton, there is 
none. Both, after a great deal of boardroom 
deliberation, have been given an inky 
makeover. Even the badge bearing the 
initials of the company founders has been 
inverted.

There are, however, some cosmetic 
touches that break up the darkness: the 
chrome handles and window trim remain. 
Then there are the new wheels. Perhaps 
the most aesthetically satisfying feature of 
the exterior, the new design comprises 22 
layers of composite carbon fiber, laid on three axes 
and folded back on themselves, coupled with a 
3D-forged, aircraft-grade, aluminum hub that’s 
bonded to the rim using aerospace strength titani-
um fasteners. Standing slightly proud of the tire, 
they look just as striking at speed as they do stand-
ing still and are possibly the most obvious feature 
that serves to distinguish, at a distance, the Black 
Badge from its less menacing stablemates.

The face of the car has been slightly remodeled, 
too, adopting an expression first seen on the re-

cently launched Dawn, although the new automatic 
LED headlights take on a far more threatening 
scowl when staring from the front of the Wraith 
Black Badge. Inside, the starlight headliner shim-
mers against an all new polished carbon fiber trim, 
which has been specially created using a weave 
pattern that is not only unique to Black Badge, but 
also has strands of aluminum just slightly thicker 
than the width of a human hair painstakingly 
stitched into it.

The Black Badge makeover, however, is not just 

skin deep. This sable Wraith benefits from a com-
pletely redesigned air-suspension set up, new drive 
shafts and an uprated dual-clutch 8-speed trans-
mission, as well as a further 70Nm of torque, to give 
it a far more aggressive and dynamic edge. Under 
the floodlights of the recently completed Speed 
Vegas track, the darker side of the Goodwood 
marque is brought to bear over Sin City’s newest 
driving attraction’s 12 turns – a compelling mixture 
of tight, fast chicanes and sweeping hairpins – 60 
feet of total elevation and its half mile straight. The 

latter was eaten up in under five seconds with the 
needle easily touching 120mph before the need to 
lift off the loud pedal and apply the brakes.

Compared to its lighter-hearted doppelgänger, I 
discover that there’s no gentle – or “adequate” – ac-
cumulation of speed from the Wraith Black Badge. 
The minute the throttle is applied, there is a far 
more bellicose response from the continent-crush-
ing 6.6-litre V12 than one would expect from a 
Rolls- Royce, and it’s matched by the sonorous 
growl that fills the cabin.

If all of that wasn’t enough of an 
indication that Rolls-Royce is deadly 
serious about casting off any antedilu-
vian preconceptions about what its 
motorcars are capable of, any doubts 
were put to rest with a push of a dis-
creet button on the gear lever stamped 
with the word “low.” All of a sudden 
the attitude of the car changed percep-
tibly and it seemed taught, and full of 
purpose.

Throttle response became even more immediate, 
while quicker gear changes and higher revs from 
that consummate gearbox encouraged a more spir-
ited driving style than one would be likely to adopt 
when driving, say, a Ghost or a standard Wraith. 
The steering, too, is very far removed from others 
of its ilk.

Controlling the Black Badge belied its nearly 
three-ton weight; it felt light and nimble, with plen-
ty of feedback from the front wheels. There’s no 
disconnect between the car and road anymore, this 

“If the Wraith Black Badge was person, 
he would be a handsome thug dressed in a 

Tom Ford three-piece suit. Dapper, 
well-heeled and deeply charismatic, 
but equally full of malicious intent.”

THE STAMP OF 
LUXURY
The Spirit of Ecstasy 
and the brand badge 
does not give any 
respite to the 
brooding black looks 
of the RR Wraith 
Black Badge.
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is a Rolls-Royce designed to be truly driven, and 
driven hard.

And, the harder it’s driven, thanks to further 
engineering wizardry, handling becomes more — 
dare I utter the word — “sporty.” This meant that, 
on the following day's journey up the winding 7,000-
foot incline on the twisty roads of Mount Charles-
ton (located just north of Las Vegas), the Black 

Badge really hammered home its bad boy manifes-
to. The car delivered a drive that was more akin to 
that of a shouty Italian two-seater than the dusky 
leviathan it actually is. It is a motorcar which, when 
speed limits allow, enables its driver to fling it into, 
and around, corners with a hooligan demeanor. 
Where its more conservative siblings will glide 
serenely, this menacing fastback GT strafes and 
swoops like a fighter jet.

With immense bursts of speed, it wasn’t unusual 
to find myself hitting tight, blind bends at a pace 

upwards of 70mph. Under hard braking, in “low” 
mode, the transmission downshifts a few revs early 
and I would feel the whole front end dip as I turned 
boisterously into a corner, knowing that, while the 
tires may squeal in mischievous delight, the 
Wraith, confident in its sheer mass, would remain 
firmly planted.

On the exit, and with an assertive stab of power, 
the Black Badge would rear back on its ample 
haunches, before the hooves of the 624 West Sussex 
stallions under that protracted bonnet found their 
purchase and propelled me forward with relentless 
vigor; continuously pushing me on towards the 
next unsighted crest or sweeping turn, where the 
impish black Spirit at the drooping prow could goad 
me, once again, into further testing the limits of this 
phenomenally epic car.

And yet, after attacking every single corner and 
the only roundabout (probably) allocated to the 
great state of Nevada with feisty aplomb, on the 
freeway back to the city centre, the Black Badge 
was very much a Rolls-Royce again. It was tem-
pered and sedate, effortlessly wafting past the 
rush-hour traffic. With cruise control and “low” 
mode deactivated, were it not for the “infinity” 
symbols and carbon-fibre trim scattered through-

out the opulent interior, I 
could have just as easily 
been devouring the miles in 
a Dawn, Ghost or off-the-
rack Wraith.

And that got me thinking. 
If you were to anthropomor-
phize the Wraith Black 
Badge, he would be a hand-
some thug dressed in a Tom 
Ford three-piece suit. Dap-

per, well-heeled and deeply charismatic, but equal-
ly full of malicious intent. Capable of being pleasant 
and genial, before producing a discreetly concealed 
cosh that will absolutely floor you with its power 
and precision.

He’s the sort of chap who rolls with VIPs, dates a 
Victoria’s Secret model and doesn’t just run the 
door of the best nightclub on The Strip, but owns 
the whole damned joint.

And to get past the velvet rope, it’ll only cost you 
$350,000. It doesn’t get more Las Vegas than that. 

‘Controlling the Black Badge belied its nearly 
three-ton weight; it felt light and nimble, with 
plenty of feedback from the front wheels.’

THE SHOW 
The most aesthetically satisfying 
feature of the exterior, the new 
design comprises 22 layers of 
composite carbon fiber, laid on 
three axes and folded back on 
themselves, coupled with a 
3D-forged, aircraft-grade, 
aluminum hub that’s bonded to 
the rim using aerospace strength 
titanium fasteners.

T Qatar: The New York Times Style Magazine



From top: Eleuteri necklace, 
QR582,600, eleuteri.nyc. Van Cleef & 
Arpels necklace, price on request, 
vancleefarpels.com. Bulgari necklace, 
price on request.  

Jewelry

Emerald City
Vintage-inspired, lavishly captivating  

gems that give the green light.

PHOTOGRAPHS BY THOMAS BROWN    STYLED BY AMY HENRY
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JewelryQuality

From top: David Yurman 
earrings, price on request, 
davidyurman.com. Cindy 
Chao earrings, price  
on request, cindychao.com. 
Graff earrings, price on 
request, graffdiamonds.com. 



39November-December 2016

From top: Piaget bracelet,  
price on request, piaget.com. 
Cartier bracelet, QR710,050, 
cartier.com. Oscar Heyman  

bracelet, QR910,310, 
oscarheyman.com. D

IG
IT

A
L 

T
EC

H
: N

IC
K

 B
A

R
R

. P
H

O
TO

G
R

A
P

H
E

R
’S

 A
S

S
IS

TA
N

T
S

: M
A

R
IO

 N
IC

H
O

L
A

S
 T

O
R

R
E

S
 A

N
D

 J
O

N
A

T
H

A
N

 T
A

S
K

E
R

. S
T

Y
LI

S
T’

S
 A

S
S

IS
TA

N
T:

 A
N

A
 B

IA
L



40 T Qatar: The New York Times Style Magazine

Art Matters

Dia Al Azzawi documents the brutal story of suffering and 
anguish in times of war through his evocative work. 

BY ROGER SMITH

‘The future will be better’

WHEN THE VOICES call out to him, Dia Al Azzawi 
yields. Like a dutiful messenger entrusted to document 
the despair of suffering and the tragedy of violence, Al 
Azzawi tunes in and zones out. His visual universe, 
abound in bold outlines and telling abstractions, 
articulates historical moments and contemporary 
concerns with the subtlety of a master craftsman but also 
with the brute force of a sledgehammer.

More than half a century since he began his artistic 
career, Al Azzawi still yearns to respond to loss and 
injustice. 

“That comes naturally. Any intellectual must take a 
moral stand if he or she wants to be part of what’s going 
on. There is no way for you to be neutral when your 
society is being completely destroyed,” says Al Azzawi, at 
once referring to post-war Iraq and the agony of 
Palestine. “To me, it’s about the injustice that the 
Palestinians have suffered.”

Standing before one of his most defining works, at Al 
Riwaq, one of the two venues for his magnum opus 
exhibition aptly titled “I am the cry, who will give voice to 

me?” and “Dia Al Azzawi: A “Retrospective (from 1963 until 
tomorrow)”, the Iraqi artist confides succumbing to 
tremendous grief to produce the sprawling triptych Sabra 
and Shatila Massacre (1982-1983). His sparkling eyes set deep 
in a wise sage face seemingly weathered by years of 
foreboding, commiserating, creating, convey much of his 
emotions before words do.

“The year was 1982. I was in London when the news came 
of the carnage of Palestinian refugees in Beirut by Christian 
Lebanese Phalangists in camps guarded by the Israeli 
Defence Force,” he recalls, of the incident that saw an 
estimated 3,000 deaths. “For me, it was horrible. I knew the 
camps and the many people who lived there. I also knew that 
most of those killed would be defenseless women, children, 
and the elderly. They killed everything, even animals. This 
affected me so deeply that I picked a roll of paper and started 
working on it.”

Keen to learn more, Al Azzawi contacted his friend in Paris 
who sent him “an incredible piece” written by French writer 
Jean Genet who had visited the site “barely two days after 
the slaughter”. 
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Quality Qatar

REACHING 
OUT
Iraqi artist Dia 
Al Azzawi 
imbibes the 
anguish of the 
tormented 
and then 
revisits the 
anguish as 
works of art.
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Al Azzawi’s monumental piece, later acquired by the Tate Modern in London, is an ink and wax crayon-
fueled mishmash of cramped body parts, drawing visual motif from Genet’s words: “From one wall of the 
street to the other, bent or arched, with their feet pushing against one wall and their heads pressing 
against the other, the black and bloated corpses that I had to step over were all Palestinian and Lebanese.”

Time and again, Iraq’s foremost artist has imbibed the anguish of the 
distressed because that, he feels, is the least he can do. “I can’t do anything 
to help them except share their sorrows by being part of it. That’s what I 
have tried doing with several of my works such as my more recent painting 
of five children playing football in Gaza who were killed during their game, 
in Jenin, which was in response to the attacks on refugee camps in the West 
Bank town,” he says. “So in a sense, I try to give voice to people who don’t 
have a voice. At the same time, I don’t want to see this kind of work turned 
into a propaganda tool. I am trying to document history but I also don’t 
forget my responsibility to create quality works of art.”

In Qatar Museums’ (QM) mammoth retrospective, 
which runs until April 16, 2017, Al Azzawi’s oeuvre 
gets its grandest stage yet. Nearly 50 years of the 
artist’s art and life is chronicled through 546 works in 
an assortment of media such as paintings, prints, 
sculptures, drawings, and book art, and condensed 
into a combined 9,000 sq. mt. of space of the two 
venues — Al Riwaq focusses on his work related to 
political history of the Arab world, while Mathaf: 
Arab Museum of Modern Art lays bare his technique, 
his practice as an artist, and his love of Iraqi folklore.

Walking through these two large, labyrinthine 
rooms can well be likened to hopping on a surreal, 
time-shrunk trip of Al Azzawi’s beautiful mind 
bustling with dreams, desires, despair, and angst, or 
for some, a fleeting glimpse of the Arab world 
realities in an aesthetically pleasing nutshell. 

“When you put together all the books, it’s like a 
library of 20th century Arab poets,” says Catherine 
David, Deputy Director at Centre Pompidou in Paris, 
referring to Al Azzawi’s artist books (dafatir) series, 
which are essentially visual representations of iconic 
Arab poems. “The whole collection speaks of his very 
strong, deep, life-commitment to poetry. It is an 
ambitious project.”

David, who is the curator of the retrospective, 
promises of an encounter with a very different Al 
Azzawi, wholesomely shaped by events such as his 

‘I’m looking rather to convey knowledge, 
that is, to convey ideas that are partly my own 
but which are also the ideas of artists of my 
generation, a form of thinking I belong to and 
in which I am looking to show my differences 
and the specific originality of my work.’

TERMOIL WITHIN Top: Sabra and Shatila 
Massacre, Below: Al Azzawi explains his work to 
the press at Al Riwaq.
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exile — he left for the UK in 1976 owing to the persecution of artists, 
leftists and intellectuals in Iraq — or living in different cities. 

“It’s very rare for people to know the full development of an artist 
because that is usually reserved for specialist academicians and the 
likes,” she says. “But here, we see the complete development of all his 
great works like never before.”

Widely regarded as one of the pioneers of modern Arab art, Al 
Azzawi’s on-canvas explorations have been continually and heavily 
shaped by those off it. From serving three stints as an Iraqi army officer, 
which would lead him to make a series of grim, distorted human form 
paintings titled Human States, to teaming up with friends in 1969 to form 
the New Vision group and unite fellow artists ideologically and culturally 
— a manoeuvre that would bring him close to contemporary subjects and 
issues, such as the plight of the 
Palestinians and later his bid to create 
“Arab art” and not be limited to “Iraqi 
art”; there are dozens of such co-
relations. In their note on Al Azzawi, 
QM says that he belongs to “a 
generation of artists and intellectuals 
who were galvanised in their youth by 
the politics of Arab nationalism but 
crushed by the violence of dictatorship 
brought about by politics”. His practice 
developed in response to that violence, 
QM says, becoming in the 1970s a 
witness to the various forms of 
oppression that broke out across the 
Arab world.

A most appropriate example would 
be the glorious, four-metre high 
sculpture of Handala, which has been 
bearing the brunt of desultory phone 
photography of visitors struck by its 
metallic sheen and quiet defiance. The 
famous 10-year-old boy forged from the 
rebellious imagination of Palestinian 
cartoonist Naji al-Ali — a symbol for 
the Palestinian refugees expelled or forced to flee from their homes — 
gets the limelight that this Arab pop culture icon deserves. But that’s 
barely Al Azzawi’s point.

A handful of his works are homages to his friends who went missing 
or died, and Al Azzawi has both intellectually and emotionally charged 
reasons to immortalize their voices. 

“My friend Naji was said to have been killed by ‘unknown’ people. 
However, we know it’s not unknown. Those who did that were part of the 
establishment who couldn’t stand his harsh criticism. So this piece, in a A
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‘ I’m looking rather to 
convey knowledge, 
that is, to convey ideas 
that are partly my own 
but which are also the 
ideas of artists of my 
generation, a form of 
thinking I belong to and 
in which I am looking to 
show my differences 
and the specific 
originality of my work.’

Art MattersQuality Qatar

WALKING THROUGH PAIN
Dia Al Azzawi's work is a result of being a 
witness to the various forms of oppression that 
broke out across the Arab world.
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way, is a tribute to this person, reminding everybody that there is a red 
line that you cannot cross despite whatever freedoms your governments 
promise you. That said, you also must take a moral stand and not accept 
something that’s wrong. 

For one, Al Azzawi has never accepted the misadventures of the 2003 
U.S. invasion of Iraq. Not having returned to Iraq for nearly 40 years 
hasn’t made him feel disconnected from the turmoil. “I have always 
raised my voice against the inhuman treatment meted out to Iraqis and 
the inhuman conditions they have had to live in, following the American 
invasion,” he says, lamenting how there used to be just “one Saddam 
before” and now there are “hundreds of Saddams” there. 

Of the several pieces Al Azzawi has made in response to the havoc 
caused by the 2003 US invasion of Iraq — pieces spun from torture in 
Abu Ghraib, plundering of museums and libraries, widening of sectarian 
divides — the large-scale painting Mission of Destruction stands out for 
its sheer visual force, whipped up by a battalion of armed men on one 
side and a mangle of bodies, smeared with a pinch of red, on the other.

“Sometimes, I cannot sleep,” Al Azzawi admits. “I keep mulling over 
an idea or the process of how I plan to bring out what is building up in 
my head. However, most times, when I start working, I change the whole 
thing that I had arranged in my mind.” 

Despite having traversed such an extensive creative distance, Al 
Azzawi feels he is far from slowing down. “The ‘until tomorrow’ in the 
title of the exhibition is a reminder that I have so much to still express, 
create, share. I am certainly not done yet,” he says, chuckling to himself. 
“This retrospective has provided me with an opportunity to examine 
myself and shown me how much I have challenged myself to be more 
creative.”

At the end of Al Riwaq is a long, continuous, and striking set of mural-
sized paintings, stuffed with Iraqi folkloric motifs, titled Iraqi Talisman. 
“It’s like a talisman to be tied on Iraq of the future,” says Al Azzawi, his 
gaze piercing the large walls that the pieces runs across. “The future, I 
hope, would be better.” 

‘I’m looking rather to convey knowledge, 
to convey ideas that are partly my own but which are 

also the ideas of artists of my generation,
a form of thinking I belong to and 

in which I am looking to show my differences 
and the specific originality of my work.’

WHO WILL GIVE VOICE  
TO ME?
Clockwise from top right: 
Majnun Layla, 1995, from 
Mathaf collection; Untitles 
work part of the Halaat 
Insaniyaa series, 1975; and 
the largest of Al Azzawi's 
paintings, Mission of 
Destruction., 2004-2007.
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Gems on Carbon
NTPT carbon, a signature feature of the Richard 
Mille men’s collection, reveals its feminine side in 

the RM 037, which boasts of gem-set carbon. At 
the slightest wrist movement, all eyes are riveted 

by a striking contrast between the sparkle of 
clear diamonds and the matt carbon contour that 

adorn both of these automatic timepieces.
Setting gemstones in NTPT carbon is a new 

adventure for the brand. Unlike gold, which can 
be worked directly with tools to create the prongs 

that will hold the diamonds, the hardness and 
resistance of NTPT carbon mean special 

machines for milling equipped with diamond 
tools  to perform the mitraillage involved in a 

pavé setting.
Hand-polished prongs in red or white gold are 
produced separately and then inserted around 

the many 0.25mm bearings destined to contain as 
many as 250 diamonds in the case of an RM 037 

model. BY SINDHU NAIR
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Between Two Worlds 
A pair of emerging Georgian designers playfully 
spin the future out of their uneasy Soviet past. 

BY NANCY HASS    PHOTOGRAPHS BY NATA ABASHIDZE-ROMANOVSKAYA

STRICTLY SPEAKING, Nata Janberidze and Keti Toloraia began 
their creative collaboration in a vacuum. When they started design-
ing objects and interiors a  decade ago, fresh out of art school, their 
hometown of Tbilisi, the capital of Georgia, a small country on the 
Black Sea that spent much of the 20th century as part of the Soviet 
Union, had no creative community for two young designers to gain 
inspiration from, or any local market for the one-of-a-kind ground-
breaking pieces they designed under the distinctly Western, pur-
posefully plain name Rooms. 

Looked at another way, the two women, both 35, may have been in 
exactly the right place at the right time. Tbilisi, which claims origins 
as far back as the fifth century and was a stop on the Silk Road, pro-
vided Janberidze and Toloraia with an unparalleled set of deep refer-
ences that inflects their work. That depth and the craftsmanship 
they used to express it caught the eye of Dutch design entrepreneur 
Marcel Wanders, co-founder of Moooi, who commissioned them ear-

ly on to create the popular Position lamp, 
and David Alhadeff of the Future Perfect, 
the influential store on Great Jones Street 
in New York City that now champions 
them in the United States. 

From their own ancient Southern Cau-
casus heritage to layer upon layer of con

MIRROR IMAGE Top: in 
Rooms’ Tbilisi studio, their 
Wild Minimalism collection 
shows diverse influences, 

from Memphis to traditional 
Georgian craft. Left: Keti 

Toloraia and Nata Janberidze 
with their work.
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querors’ imprints — the Romans, the Persians, the Ot-
tomans, the Russians, the internet — the two women 
are voracious in their often avant-garde and frequently 
ironic interpretation of history. In their hands, Georgia 
is the center of the universe, and the universe is gor-
geously in flux. ‘‘There is so much here,’’ says Janberid-
ze, ‘‘and everything is changing very fast.’’ 

The resurrection of Tbilisi itself is a major chapter in their  
story. A city of 1.1 million that is among the economic success stories of 
Eastern Europe, it has rapidly become a mecca for adventurous tour-
ists over the past few years. It has a pleasant climate, eclectic architec-
ture, throaty wines, innovative cuisine and an art scene reminiscent of 
Prague in the 1990s. While at the beginning of their collaboration the 
two women felt a bit isolated, 
they are now part of a local 
aesthetic moment, a sort of 
 Williamsburg- on-  the- Kura, 
to name the river that runs 
through Tbilisi.  

Janberidze and Toloraia 
both live and work in the Old 
Town, which has winding  
alleyways and balconied 
18th- and 19th-century build-
ings. Their rambling 
3,300- square-foot studio, 
with high, whitewashed 
walls, is a suitably subtle 
canvas for their work, in-
cluding sketches for a Star-
wood hotel in Batumi,  
a Georgian seaside resort, 
and their most recent collec-
tion, called Wild Minimal-
ism. It was inspired by na-
tive Georgian crafts, which, 
before the Communist take-
over, thrived. Using natural 
materials like stone and 
rough-hewn surfaces, the 

BRIGHT OBJECTS Above: 
Janberidze in the sun-filled 
hallway of her apartment. 
Top right: Rooms’ Eclipse 

mirror and Invisible console 
in her living room.  

INTO THE CLOUDS Above: in Janberidze’s bedroom, 
Fornasetti wallpaper, a simple iron bed she designed 
and an antique table from a Georgian flea market. 
Left: a vintage Italian vanity, also in the bedroom.

Georgia is the center  
of their universe, and  

the universe is gorgeously  
in flux. ‘Everything  

is changing very fast.’
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REAR WINDOW  Left: a Giò Ponti 
tea set and a Philippe Starck 
juicer in Janberidze’s custom 

kitchen. Above: a wall of 
mullioned glass separates the 
living room from the hallway.

Their homes are 
meditations on their 

country’s complex past, 
and perhaps its future 

— an Adolf Loos-
inflected journey into  

a new century. 

CULTURE CLASH Above: Janberidze in a Moroso 
chair in her dining room. Above right: artwork by 

contemporary Georgian and Russian artists, a 
vintage pendant light and a floor lamp by 

Michael Anastassiades, also in the dining room.

pair gives the mostly black and white works a witty 
postmodern edge. A coffee table combines a stone zig-
zag base, a brass diamond and a metal top in a way that 
seems both ancient and up-to-date; the upright frame of 
the Lovers sofa, topped with rounded ornaments, has a 

tribal primitivism. It’s com-
mon for young designers 
these days to take inspira-
tion from Memphis and Pop, 
but for Rooms that whimsy 
is often transformed into 
sculptural work both sober 
and substantial: A large 
bust of Batman is rendered 
in white plaster that gives 
the caped crusader the 
gravitas of a Greek god.

In their apartments, the 
designers, both of whom 
have children, have incor-
porated into their pared-
down aesthetic the distinc-
tively Soviet style they 
grew up with. When they 
were younger, they rejected 
all that — the heavy dark-
hued pieces, often identical 
to everyone’s on the block; 
the freighted associations 

— but now they recognize the era’s place in the history of Modern-
ism and in their own psyches. Their homes are meditations on Geor-
gia’s complex past and, perhaps, its future; an Adolf Loos-inflected 
journey into a new century.

‘‘As we’ve gotten older and it is further away, we are a little nostal-
gic for the Soviet style,’’ says Toloraia, who hasn’t changed much about 
her 1970s-era apartment, including the bathroom, in which virtually 
every surface is tiled in a light-blue industrial grid. A centerpiece of the 
living room, in addition to a chandelier from the early 20th century that 
once hung in her in-laws’ home, is a pair of boxy, wood-framed ‘‘Stalin’’ 
chairs, which she has had restored and covered in pale green velvet. 
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‘As we’ve gotten 
older, and it is 

further away, we are 
a little nostalgic for 

the Soviet style.’ 

WHEN WORLDS COLLIDE 
Clockwise from top left: Toloraia 
in the entry of her apartment; in 

the living room, a paisley wall 
hanging, Stalin-era chairs 

alongside ’80s furniture and a 
traditional Georgian carpet; her 
bathroom, covered entirely in 
’70s tiles; an antique Chinese 

vase on a 19th-century 
commode, and a floor lamp with 

Soviet glass by the Georgian 
designer Bibi Sidamon-Eristavi.

‘‘Some things are time-
less and it does not mat-
ter from which era, if it is 
a good piece and it car-
ries some history, it will 
remain forever,’’ she says.  

Janberidze’s apart-
ment on the top floor of 
a brick 1930s building 
was dark and cavern-

ous. But instead of creating a tabula 
rasa white loft, she chose to braid to-
gether strands of history while light-
ening the mood. She replaced one of 
the walls — the one that separates 
the hallway from the living room — 
with floor-to-ceiling mullioned glass 
that lends a Modernist geometry. Al-
though there are white curtains to 
provide privacy, for most of the day 
the light streams in from a large new 
skylight. Among her friends is Barn-
aba Fornasetti, the Milan-based designer, and her bedroom is wall-
papered in the iconic cloud pattern designed by his famous father, 
Piero. Although she owns some iconic pieces, including a set of ear-
ly Philippe Starck barrel chairs around the dining table and a tea set 
by one of her idols, Giò Ponti, they sit in juxtaposition with Soviet 
toy soldiers and a vitrine she has fashioned by replacing the leather 
top of a Communist-era table with glass. 

‘‘You can’t wipe away the past,’’ she says. ‘‘You have to use it, 
change it, make peace with it.’’ 
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PREAH KHAN
The east gate of Preah Khan. 
Further behind is a two-storey 
building with Roman-style 
columns that are so out of place 
in Khmer architecture that it 
looks as unreal as finding an alien 
spaceship buried in the 
surrounding forests.
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DOORWAY
ANGKOR

TO

 TRASCENDING TIME 
WHILE TEMPLE HOPPING 

IN SIEM REAP.
IMAGES AND TEXT BY AYSWARYA MURTHY
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Divine abodes, mountains, oceans — they all found expression in Ang-
korian architecture but, it would seem, celestial designs were invari-
ably betrayed by mundane logistics here on the ground. As spectacular 
as Angkor Wat was, according to legend it was merely the stables that 
housed the heavenly oxen. But that didn’t stop any of the Khmer re-
gents from trying to outdo their ancestors. And so dozens of temples 
were erected across the empire; each grander than the last and proof of 
the king’s allegiance to his Lord, his divine right to rule, and, perhaps 
more importantly, a guarantee of his accession to heaven. 

Even in this age of hyper-tourism, it is possible to find moments of 
solitude inside these timeless structures — gaps of silence between one 
tour group and the next, where the ages between our civilizations shrink 
and disappear. And suddenly you too are one among the bare-footed, 
bare-breasted worshipers of a thousand years ago, walking along the 
same stone-covered paths, before stumbling onto a temple tower or wall 
that emerges dramatically from the forest cover at the last possible sec-
ond. And across the eons you feel the same pull of something bigger 
than yourself. Now, just as before, you are humbled into submission. 

The romance of these ruins is magnified by the mystery surrounding 
the Khmer Empire. For a civilization that is relatively recent, we know 
surprisingly little about them — what were their societies like, what was 
their favorite pastime, what did their philosophers think about, was there 
crime, did they fall in love, did their slaves revolt, were their explorers 
celebrated? So many questions — the answers to which are known only 
to the trees taking root among the stones. 

As an Indian and Hindu (albeit a non-practising one), my month ex-
ploring Angkor’s lost temples was a surreal experience. It is familiar, 
yet exotic — a heady mix. Our gods are the same but they look so differ-
ent. Our temples are unique yet they feel the same. Divided by oceans of 
time and water, we were telling and retelling the same stories. And all 

this is deliciously disorienting. It takes your 
mind to strange places, instigating it into 
thinking absurd thoughts that have no place 
in our electronic world. Now several weeks on 
and thousands of miles away, it seems crazy 
to even entertain these notions, let alone com-
mit them to paper. But while in Siem Reap it 
was impossible to ignore the one strange and 
persistent question that I kept asking myself 
— what if I have been here before?

And so stepping across every doorway 
was accompanied by a thrill, an exquisite 
dread. Sure, there was bound to be some-
thing there on the other side that would take 
my breath away. Even if I had seen all the 
pictures online, the real thing still stopped 
me in my tracks. But there was also this in-
sane possibility that once inside, a peculiar 
detail on a lintel or a curious statue or dis-
tinctive slope of a tower would trigger a 
memory from a life that I couldn’t remember 
anymore, but one that was straining at the 
edges of my conscious mind. Every crum-
bling doorway could potentially give this 
cynical, jaded writer something to believe in, 
and maybe even a story to tell. Every door-
way held the promise of transcendence. 

FOR ANCIENT KHMER BUILDERS, THEIR 
TEMPLES WERE ALWAYS A COMPROMISE — 
THESE TERRESTRIAL REPLICAS OF HEAVENLY 
DWELLINGS WERE BUT POOR IMITATIONS. 
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PREAH KO
This small temple is part of 

the Roluos group and is a bit 
of drive from the town 

proper. It receives only the 
most dedicated tourists who 

are completely taken back 
by the richness at site, be it 

the stone inscriptions or the 
elaborate lintels. 
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BAKONG
A functioning temple attached to a monastery, Bakong feels 
less like a place of worship and more like a fortress. Built on a 
raised bit of land that curves down on all sides towards a 
moat, the steep temple mountain has the distinction of being 
the first sandstone temple of the Angkor Empire and the State 
Temple of its first capital, Hariharalaya.
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PRE RUP
One of the oldest temples in 

the complex, Pre Rup’s 
rough outline belies the 

delicate details of the bas-
relief on the inside. One of 

the few open for sunrise, 
the raised mountain temple 

offers unparalleled views, 
even on foggy, dew-
drenched mornings.

ANGKOR WAT
Inside one of the libraries at Angkor Wat. Enter from the back of 

the temple for a unique perspective and also to escape the 
crowds. This entrance also renders a precious extra moments 

to linger around after closing time while most of the tourists 
are being herded out through the front.
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A THANK-YOU NOTE TO  
THE WOMAN WHO HAS SPENT  

THE PAST EIGHT YEARS  
QUIETLY AND CONFIDENTLY 

CHANGING THE COURSE  
OF AMERICAN HISTORY. 

 BY CHIMAMANDA NGOZI ADICHIE
PHOTOGRAPHS BY COLLIER SCHORR
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SHE HAD RHYTHM, a flow and 
swerve, hands slicing air, body weight 
moving from foot to foot, a beautiful 
rhythm. In anything else but a black 
American body, it would have been 
contrived. The three-quarter sleeves 
of her teal dress announced its  
appropriateness, as did her matching 
brooch. But the cut of the dress 
scorned any ‘‘future first lady’’ stuff-
iness; it hung easy on her, as effort-
less as her animation. And a brooch, 
Old World style accessory, yes, but 
hers was big and ebulliently shaped 
and perched center on her chest. Mi-
chelle Obama was speaking. It was 
the 2008 Democratic National Con-
vention. My anxiety rose and swirled, 
watching and willing her to be as 
close to perfection as possible, not for 
me, because I was already a believer, 
but for the swaths of America that 
would rather she stumbled. 

She first appeared in the public 
consciousness, all common sense and 
mordant humor, at ease in her skin. 
She had the air of a woman who could 
balance a checkbook, and who knew a 
good deal when she saw it, and who 
would tell off whomever needed tell-
ing off. She was tall and sure and styl-
ish. She was reluctant to be first lady, 
and did not hide her reluctance be-
neath platitudes. She seemed not so 
much unique as true. She sharpened 
her husband’s then-hazy form, made 
him solid, more than just a dream. 

But she had to flatten herself to bet-
ter fit the mold of first lady. At the law 
firm where they met before love felled 
them, she had been her husband’s 
mentor; they seemed to be truly 
friends, partners, equals in a modern 
marriage in a new American century. 
Yet voters and observers, wide strips 
of America, wanted her to conform 
and defer, to cleanse her tongue of wit 
and barb. When she spoke of his bad 
morning-breath, a quirky and human-
izing detail, she was accused of emas-
culating him. 

Because she said what she thought, 
and because she smiled only when she 
felt like smiling, and not constantly 
and vacuously, America’s cheapest 
caricature was cast on her: the Angry 
Black Woman. Women, in general, are 
not permitted anger — but from black 
American women, there is an added 
expectation of interminable gratitude, 
the closer to groveling the better, as 
though their citizenship is a phenome-
non that they cannot take for granted.

‘‘I love this country,’’ she said to 
applause. She needed to say it — her 
salve to the hostility of people who 

claimed she was unpatriotic because 
she had dared to suggest that, as an 
adult, she had not always been proud 
of her country.

 Of course she loved her country. 
The story of her life as she told it was 
wholesomely American, drenched in 
nostalgia: a father who worked shifts 
and a mother who stayed home, an 
almost mythic account of self-reli-
ance, of moderation, of working-class 
contentment. But she is also a de-
scendant of slaves, those full human 
beings considered human fractions 
by the American state. And ambiva-
lence should be her birthright. For 
me, a foreign-raised person who likes 
America, one of its greatest curiosi-
ties is this: that those who have the 
most reason for dissent are those 
least allowed dissent. 

Michelle Obama was speaking. I 
felt protective of her because she was 
speaking to an America often too 
quick to read a black woman’s confi-
dence as arrogance, her straightfor-
wardness as entitlement. 

She was informal, colloquial, her 
sentences bookended by the word 
‘‘see,’’ a conversational fillip that also 
strangely felt like a mark of authentic-
ity. She seemed genuine. She was gen-
uine. All over America, black women 
were still, their eyes watching a form 
of God, because she represented their 
image writ large in the world. 

Her speech was vibrant, a success. 
But there was, in her eyes and beneath 
her delivery and in her few small 
stumbles, a glimpse of something som-
ber. A tight, dark ball of apprehension. 
As though she feared eight years of 
holding her breath, of living her life 
with a stone in her gut.

Eight years later, her blue dress 
was simpler but not as eager to be ap-
propriate; its sheen, and her edgy 
hoop earrings, made clear that she 
was no longer auditioning.

Her daughters were grown. She 
had shielded them and celebrated 
them, and they appeared in public al-
ways picture perfect, as though their 
careful grooming was a kind of re-
proach. She had called herself mom-
in-chief, and cloaked in that non-
threatening title, had done what she 
cared about.

She embraced veterans and mili-
tary families, and became their lis-
tening advocate. She threw open the 
White House doors to people on the 
margins of America. She was work-
ing class, and she was Princeton, and 
so she could speak of opportunity as a 
tangible thing. Her program Reach 
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SHE HUGGED MORE  
PEOPLE THAN ANY  
FIRST LADY EVER HAS,  
AND SHE MADE  
‘FIRST LADY’ MEAN  
A PERSON WARMLY  
ACCESSIBLE, A PERSON  
BOTH NORMAL AND  
INSPIRATIONAL  
AND A PERSON MANY  
DEGREES OF COOL.
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carriage and curves. Toned arms and 
long slender fingers. Even her fa-
vored kitten heels, for women who 
cannot fathom wearing shoes in the 
halfway house between flats and high 
heels, have earned a certain respect 
because of her. No public figure better 
embodies that mantra of full female 
selfhood: Wear what you like. 

It was the 2016 Democratic Conven-
tion. Michelle Obama was speaking. 
She said ‘‘black boy’’ and ‘‘slaves,’’ 
words she would not have said eight 
years ago because eight years ago any 
concrete gesturing to blackness would 
have had real consequences.

She was relaxed, emotional, senti-
mental. Her uncertainties laid to rest. 

Her rhythm was subtler, because she 
no longer needed it as her armor, be-
cause she had conquered.

The insults, those barefaced and 
those adorned as jokes, the acidic 
scrutiny, the manufactured scandals, 
the base questioning of legitimacy, 
the tone of disrespect, so ubiquitous, 
so casual. She had faced them and 
sometimes she hurt and sometimes 
she blinked but throughout she re-
mained herself. 

Michelle Obama was speaking. I re-
alized then that she hadn’t been wait-
ing to exhale these past eight years. 
She had been letting that breath out, in 
small movements, careful because she 
had to be, but exhaling still. 

Higher pushed high schoolers to go 
further, to want more. She jumped 
rope with children on the White 
House grounds as part of her initia-
tive to combat childhood obesity. She 
grew a vegetable garden and cam-
paigned for healthier food in schools. 
She reached across borders and cast 
her light on the education of girls all 
over the world. She danced on televi-
sion shows. She hugged more people 
than any first lady ever has, and she 
made ‘‘first lady’’ mean a person 
warmly accessible, a person both 
normal and inspirational and a per-
son many degrees of cool.

She had become an American style 
icon. Her dresses and workouts. Her 
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Eudora Welty’s kitchen in Jackson, Miss.  
All images, including this never-before-published photograph, are from  

Eggleston’s ‘‘The Democratic Forest’’ series, circa 1983-86.
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A VISIT WITH THE 
AMERICAN MASTER OF 
COLOR PHOTOGRAPHY 
REVEALS HIM  
TO BE EVERY BIT  
AS BRILLIANT, 
CONFOUNDING AND 
HEARTBREAKINGLY 
SOULFUL AS THE 
PICTURES HE MAKES. 
BY AUGUSTEN BURROUGHS     
PORTRAIT BY WOLFGANG TILLMANS
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I ARRIVE AT THE Eggleston Artistic Trust building at just after 1 
on a sweltering, humid Memphis afternoon. I am met at the door 
by the charismatic son of the photographer William Eggleston, 
Winston, who is the director of the trust as well as its official archi-
vist. He ushers me into the cool, darkened rear office where his 
father sits at one of two substantial desks that are positioned face 
to face, occupying the center of the room. Large photographic 
proof sheets hang on the walls along with old Coke signs. An illumi-
nated jukebox sits in the corner beside a red midcentury sofa. 

At 77, Eggleston is mischievous, beguiling, puzzling and fasci-
nating, all in nearly equal measure. He has been called a legend 
and an icon. He is frequently referred to as ‘‘the godfather of col-
or photography,’’ even though the sensational 1976 solo exhibit at 
New York’s Museum of Modern Art that established him as such 
was widely panned at the time. ‘‘Critics and so forth obviously 
weren’t really looking at this stuff,’’ he says today. ‘‘Didn’t bother 
me a bit. I laughed at ’em.’’

Eggleston is impeccably dressed in what he wears every day: 
a dark suit that he tells me was made for him on Savile Row, high-
ly polished black shoes, a white shirt and an untied bow tie around 
the neck. He smells like bourbon and body lotion. He wears a Cart-
ier watch, two minutes slow. I ask if he likes to talk about photog-
raphy. Eggleston closes his eyes. ‘‘It’s tricky,’’ he says. ‘‘Words 
and pictures don’t — they’re like two different animals. They 
don’t particularly like each other.’’ He speaks in almost a whisper, 
his dapper Southern drawl relaxed further with a slur.

I mention that for decades people have studied his composi-
tions, the geometry of his images, which seem to grow more com-
plex the more you look. But this sort of analysis of his work strikes 
Eggleston as ‘‘nonsense.’’ Photography is second nature to him 
— intuitive not analytical. ‘‘I know they’re there, the angles and 
compositions,’’ he says. ‘‘Every little 
minute thing works with every other 
one there. All of these images are com-
posed. They’re little paintings to me.’’

But one wouldn’t call him a fan, ex-
actly, of photography. ‘‘Oh, half of 
what’s out there is worthless,’’ he scoffs. 
‘‘The only pictures I like are the ones 
I’ve taken.’’ In a way, somebody like 
Ansel Adams strikes me as the very an-
tithesis of Eggleston, so I ask what he 
thinks of him. ‘‘We didn’t know each 
other,’’ he says, ‘‘but if we did, I’d tell 
him the same thing: ‘I hate your 
work.’ ’’ I had read, though, that he ad-
mired Henri Cartier-Bresson, the 
French photographer famed for his 
work capturing ‘‘the decisive moment,’’ 
who said one thing Eggleston recalls 
with fondness: ‘‘You know, William, col-
or is bullshit.’’ I ask if the remark dent-
ed his confidence. ‘‘Oh, no. I just said, 
‘Please excuse me,’ and left the table. I 
went to another table and partied.’’

Eggleston’s images can trick you if 
you’re not careful. You have to look at 
them, then you have to look again and 
then keep looking until the reason he took the picture kind of 
clicks in your chest. In one photograph, taken in the mid-1970s, a 
beautiful boy — his son Winston — sits in a padded restaurant 
booth looking down at a magazine. Printed on both pages of the 
magazine (upside down to the viewer) are guns. The image is a 
one-two punch. The innocence of the boy breaks your heart; 
what he’s reading then stops it for a beat. I tell him, ‘‘When I look 
at it, it makes me hold my breath a little bit. Do you know what I 

mean?’’ He says, simply, ‘‘I do. I feel the same way. I think that’s 
an incredibly wonderful picture. I don’t know why.’’

In another famous shot, a naked man stands in a blood-red 
bedroom. It feels slightly hallucinogenic and also somewhat sin-
ister: Why is he naked? Why is the room a mess? I ask Eggleston 
about the man. ‘‘He was my best friend in the world,’’ he tells me, 
before adding, ‘‘He was murdered. Somebody hit him in the head 
with an ax.’’ Of yet another famous photo — depicting a long-
haired girl lying on the grass, eyes closed, a camera in her left 
hand — he tells me she wasn’t sleeping, she was on Quaaludes.

As I look through hundreds of his pictures (‘‘You’re going too 
fast,’’ he scolds), I wonder about the images Eggleston doesn’t 
take. If he’ll shoot a freezer stocked with frozen entrees, why not 
the refrigerator below? So I ask about the times when he thinks 
of taking an image, perhaps even raises the camera to his eye, 
but then changes his mind. What I want to know is, what makes 
him decide not to shoot something? ‘‘That doesn’t happen,’’ he 
says with firm authority. When he raises the camera to his eye 
it’s because he’s going to take a picture and the picture is going 
to work, the end. He either takes one photograph of his subject 
or no photographs of it. There is never a moment of internal con-
sideration or indecision — there is only certainty — which ex-
plains why he has no favorites: ‘‘Each one, to me, is equal, or I 
didn’t take it to begin with.’’ Eggleston can find the perfect gem 
without ever having to even sift: ‘‘I never think about it before-
hand. When I get there, something happens and in a split second 
the picture emerges.’’

A period of silence ensues but he does not appear uncomfort-
able or impatient in the least. I realize it doesn’t matter what we 
talk about, or if we talk at all. ‘‘The only thing one can do is really 
look at the damn things. It’s just not making much sense to talk 

about them,’’ he says.
He politely answers every one of my 

questions, sometimes prefaced with a 
weary, ‘‘I’ve been asked that before.’’ I 
have the feeling I could ask him what 
his credit card number is and he would 
tell me if he knew it. It’s not that he’s 
easygoing but rather somehow ab-
stract, as if he exists on a plane else-
where and visits occasionally when 
pressed. When I show him Kim Kar-
dashian West’s Instagram, he says, ‘‘I 
don’t know who that is. I’ve never 
even heard that name. I mean, she’s 
famous like me?’’ He has an other-
worldly quality which explains, com-
pletely, the answer he gave me when I 
posed the question, if he had to relive 
his life and couldn’t be a photographer 
what might he have done? He replied 
at once, ‘‘Quantum physics.’’

This makes sense. While I may not 
be able to imagine Eggleston navigat-
ing through the mundanities of life, 
such as shopping for groceries or fill-
ing out a form of any kind, I can imag-
ine a sober, sharpened, parallel-uni-

verse version of him scribbling out a Unified Theory of Everything 
on a paper napkin and then tucking it as a kind favor into Albert 
Einstein’s astonished hand. The flow of endless cigarettes, bot-
tomless drinks, continuous images, the ‘‘why try to explain it?’’-
ness of the man himself: These qualities testify to something inde-
finable and Schrödinger’s-cat-like woven into his very nature. The 
Eggleston of this universe is a self-taught photographer who has 
succeeded in proving all his savage, elitist and uncomprehending 

I ASK IF HE LIKES TO  
TALK ABOUT 
PHOTOGRAPHY. 
EGGLESTON CLOSES  
HIS EYES. ‘IT’S TRICKY,’  
HE SAYS. ‘WORDS  
AND PICTURES  
DON’T — THEY’RE  
LIKE TWO DIFFERENT 
ANIMALS. THEY  
DON’T PARTICULARLY  
LIKE EACH OTHER.’
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original critics — including The New York Times — utterly, deli-
ciously wrong. In his pressed suit he stands vindicated, fire burst-
ing from his fingertips as he lights another American Spirit, a 
flesh-and-blood world changer. Everywhere he looks he notices 
things others miss. ‘‘I see great pictures all the time,’’ he says, and 
that is unequivocally dazzling.

WE LEAVE THE OFFICES of the Eggleston Trust and go to his 
apartment. The first thing one sees upon entering is a bright red 
plastic sign with a yellow border, printed with capitalized white 
sans-serif text. It warns, ‘‘THE OCCUPANT OF THIS APART-
MENT WAS RECENTLY HOSPITALIZED FOR COMPLICA-
TIONS DUE TO ALCOHOL. HE IS ON A MEDICALLY PRE-
SCRIBED DAILY PORTION OF ALCOHOL. IF YOU BRING 
ADDITIONAL ALCOHOL INTO THIS APARTMENT YOU ARE 
PLACING HIM IN MORTAL DANGER. YOUR ENTRY AND 
EXIT INTO THIS APARTMENT IS BEING RECORDED. WE 
WILL PROSECUTE SHOULD THIS NOTICE BE IGNORED. 

THE EGGLESTON FAMILY.’’ It is 
a devastating thing to see. Heart-
breaking. I was also an alcoholic for 
decades, the kind who had shakes 
and saw spiders. I’m not even 
through the hallway and my mind 
is racing from ‘‘I want that sign’’ to 
‘‘What kind of doctor prescribes al-
cohol for an alcoholic? Where was 
he when I was drinking?’’

I ask if his drinking ever got in 
the way of his photography. ‘‘I’ve 
never been able to take a picture 
after a drink,’’ he says. ‘‘It just 
doesn’t work. Maybe — I don’t 
know what it is. It’s not like I’m too 
drunk to take a picture. I just — the 
whole idea of it just goes away after 
one or two drinks.’’ Eggleston 
perches atop the bench in front of 
his Bösendorfer concert grand pia-
no. An active ashtray and a sweat-
ing tumbler of icy bourbon on a 
burn-marked coaster sit inside the 
piano directly on the frame. He 
reaches for the glass and takes sev-
eral small, noisy sips and his body 
visibly relaxes. I know his relief, 
exactly. ‘‘I’m gonna get this drink 
down,’’ he tells me. And as soon as 
he does he wants another. He sug-

gests that I pour one for myself and join him but I tell him that I 
don’t drink anymore, that once I start I can’t ever stop. He re-
plies, ‘‘Well, I can stop, but I’ll admit I want another one.’’

With a fresh drink beading water atop his piano, Eggleston 
plays ‘‘Ol’ Man River’’ from the Broadway musical ‘‘Show 
Boat.’’ At times, I recognize the piece, but then beneath 
Eggleston’s deft fingers it wanders off, meandering and explor-
ing. He plays for 20 minutes, never quite beginning or ending but 
also never hitting a single sour note.

 ‘‘Are you a genius?’’ I ask him. His fingers instantly leave the 
piano keys, suspended in midair above them, and he swivels to-
ward me with an expression of bald incredulity, as if I have asked, 
‘‘Do you use toilet paper?’’ His eyes are grayish-blue until just 
before the pupil where the color becomes something close to hon-
ey, and they are fixed on my own. He replies in a breathy, almost 
pitying drawl, ‘‘Well, yes.’’ The unspoken message is clear: 
You’ve spent all day with me and you even have to ask? 

EGGLESTON’S  
IMAGES CAN TRICK 

YOU IF YOU’RE  
NOT CAREFUL.  

YOU HAVE TO LOOK  
AT THEM, THEN  

YOU HAVE TO LOOK 
AGAIN AND THEN 

KEEP LOOKING UNTIL 
THE REASON HE  

TOOK THE PICTURE 
KIND OF CLICKS IN 

YOUR CHEST.
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BRITON, JAMAICAN,  
MOTHER, WRITER, FEMALE:  

ON BECOMING WHOLE  
WITH ONE OF THIS  

GENERATION’S MOST  
VITAL LITERARY VOICES.

BY JEFFREY EUGENIDES  
PHOTOGRAPHS BY JACKIE NICKERSON

ZADIE SMITH IS THERE and not there. In the 
streaming image on my laptop she sits at a 
desk, backlit in her book-lined office, her right 
hand holding a goblet filled with liquid of such 
a dark crimson that it seems to suck all the oth-
er colors from the room. In the dim light Za-
die’s face looks pale, the scatter of freckles 
across her cheeks and the bridge of her nose 
shifting around as if in no fixed position. 

 Circumstances have forced us to talk via Face-
Time. It’s after midnight in London, where Zadie 
is; dark too where I am, in the attic of my house in 
Princeton, N.J. Despite the 3,000 miles of ocean 
that separate us, the illusion is that we are facing 
each other across our individual writing desks. 

I don’t like FaceTime. The sudden projection 
into my presence of a staring, homuncular crea-
ture always feels strange and violent. It makes 
me anxious to have to talk to someone like this 
and pretend they’re real.

There’s another reason for my hesitancy to 
credit what I’m seeing tonight. I’ve just finished 
Zadie’s new novel, ‘‘Swing Time,’’ and am still liv-
ing in its shadow world. Like the black-and-white 
musicals that feature in its pages, the book is a 
play of light and dark — at once an assertion of 
physicality and an illusion — in which the main 
character, a girl born to a black mother and a 
white father, tries to assemble, from the compet-
ing allegiances that claim her, an identity that al-
lows her to join the dance. This narrator is un-
named, as is the African country where much of 
the action takes place. The novel cloaks existen-
tial dread beneath the brightest of intensities.

I check the digital recorder. It appears to be 
working. The shadowy figure on my screen ap-
pears to be Zadie Smith. And so we begin. 

WHEN NOVELISTS talk about what they’re 
working on, they rarely mention subject matter. 
Plot, theme, symbolism, character — those sta-
ples of English class — few of which have much to 
do with literature, don’t come up. Richard Ford 
has written thousands of passages about the 
New Jersey real estate agent Frank Bascombe, 
describing his marriage, his divorce, the death of 
his son, his health scares and his armchair philos-
ophizing, but when I asked Ford what motivated 
him to write those books, he replied, ‘‘Oh, I just 
felt like I wanted to write something first-person, 
present tense.’’ He didn’t have to explain this to 
me. The right voice, once discovered, guides ev-
erything the writer does and supplies all neces-
sary information and insight — often enough, 
things you didn’t think you knew.

‘‘Swing Time’’ is Zadie’s first novel written in 
the first person. This comes as a surprise, given 
the verve of her prose style in books such as 
‘‘White Teeth’’ and ‘‘NW.’’ ‘‘I was always a bit con-
temptuous of the first person,’’ Zadie tells me. ‘‘I 
was stupid about it. I thought it wouldn’t allow me 
to write about other people. But, in fact, it allows 
you to do it in a really interesting way because it’s 
all inflected by the subjectivity of the character. 
Once I stopped feeling self-conscious about it, then 
it moved quickly. It did move quickly.’’

I knew that already. Last winter, Zadie’s 
emails to me became not only more infrequent 
but shorter. Then things went silent, as they of-
ten do when a friend’s writing is going well. Nov-
elists are like fur trappers. They disappear into 
the north woods for months or years at a time, 
sometimes never to reemerge, giving in to de-
spair out there, or going native (taking a real job, 
in other words), or catching their legs in their 
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comes at you with that Nefertiti face, but then she 
makes a joke, or laughs, and her slightly snaggle-
toothed smile puts you at ease, bringing with it all 
the warmth, chumminess and hugger-mugger 
family feeling of a girl from the Athelstan Gar-
dens council estate. Zadie’s status as a former 
ugly duckling has given her a provisional attitude 
toward her looks. ‘‘I did not mind dressing up for 
strangers,’’ her narrator remarks in a passage 
Zadie admits is characteristic of her own story, 
‘‘but in our rooms, within our intimacy, I could 
not be a girl, nor could I be anybody’s baby, I 
could only be a female human.’’

 I ask about that passage. ‘‘When I was grow-
ing up, just the whole idea of being a girl — it 
seemed like a lot of work to me. Even now, I will 
wear lipstick and mascara but I will not do any-
thing else. I won’t do my toenails or my finger-
nails. I was terrible at dating because of what 
dating involves, the presentation of something.’’

‘‘You’re pretty presentable,’’ I say.
‘‘I am presentable, but it’s like Nick says: The 

moment I come in, it’s sweatpants, make-up off, 
huge crazed Afro.’’

‘‘Men have never noticed toenails or finger-
nails on women.’’

‘‘I know. I also sense that. I often feel that 
women radically overestimate what men notice 
or care about.’’

The work of being female, the performance of 
gender — Zadie has her limits. Whenever I com-
pliment her on a dress she’s wearing, she tells me 
how cheaply she got it online. If I mention a new 
hairstyle, she thrusts a Cleopatran braid into my 
hand and says, ‘‘Extensions.’’ Once she called me 
from a hair salon, near tears, to say she couldn’t 
meet for dinner that night because her hair had 
‘‘broken down’’ and she was going to have to 

shave her head and start over. When we finally 
got together, I expected her to look bristly headed 
and traumatized, like Dustin Hoffman in ‘‘Papil-
lon.’’ But Zadie sauntered into the restaurant 
smiling, a mop of ‘‘Flashdance’’ ringlets bouncing 
around her face. Fake, too, apparently. Like femi-
ninity. Like literature. She wanted me to know. 

BECOMING A PERSON, of course, means find-
ing your people, and your place among them. 
For Zadie, who is biracial, this process wasn’t 
easy. She undertook her first trip to Jamaica, 

ZADIE ONCE SHOWED ME, WITH  
REAL DELIGHT, A PHOTOGRAPH OF  
AN UNRECOGNIZABLE, OVERWEIGHT, 
CURLY-HEADED TEENAGER WHOM  
SHE IDENTIFIED AS HERSELF.  
IT’S THAT GIRL WHO MAKES HER  
THE WRITER SHE IS NOW. 

own traps and bleeding out, silently, into the 
snow. The lucky ones return, laden with pelts.

As much as I missed Zadie, I was prepared to 
wait a year or two until she reappeared. But by 
May her new book was finished. One of the first 
things I ask her, therefore, is how she wrote it so 
fast. ‘‘I went to therapy,’’ Zadie says jokingly, but 
she soon grows serious and explains, ‘‘I’ve al-
ways felt very cringe-y about myself. Fiction is a 
useful way of getting around it or disguising one-
self one way or another. Not being able to write 
in the first person was very much about that, and 
self-disgust or anxiety about saying ‘I.’ I used to 
sit in front of the computer and have a very 
tough time writing, and I just noticed, once I was 
in therapy, I didn’t find it so difficult to write.’’ 

Like a good therapist I say nothing, only mur-
mur, encouraging her to continue. And then Zadie 
says something I don’t expect, something much 
more surprising than her previous admission: ‘‘It 
did seem to me, when I was a kid and also now 
that I’m a grown-up writer, that a lot of male writ-
ers have a certainty that I have never been able to 
have. I kept on thinking I would grow into it, but 
I’m never sure I’m doing the right thing.’’

Recently, a number of novels by women have 
investigated the nature of female subjectivity. 
Sheila Heti’s ‘‘How Should A Person Be?’’ and, 
in a more astringent mode, Rachel Cusk’s ‘‘Out-
line,’’ present female subjectivity as fragmen-
tary or contingent. In order to dramatize such 
internal disarray, Heti paints a Cubist portrait 
of herself from shards of memory, taped con-
versations, lists and dialogue, while Cusk re-
moves her narrator from direct scrutiny alto-
gether, allowing her to take shape as a curiously 
empty space formed by the currents of talk that 
swirl around her. The impetus behind such ex-
periments, as Zadie’s comment suggests, 
comes from the idea that the authority a male 
writer assumes doesn’t originate in himself but 
in the structure of society, which he inherits like 
a mantle, but which slips from the shoulders of 
a woman, or just feels ridiculous to wear. 

Objections to this theory come readily to mind, 
foremost the existence of women writers who 
are happily authoritarian; but also, the likelihood 
that the same anxiety bedevils male novelists as 
well. The machinery of omniscient narration can 
feel as clunky in my hands as, I suspect, it does in 
Zadie’s, for the simple reason that we inhabit the 
same literary moment. Cusk’s assertion that 
‘‘autobiography is increasingly the only form in 
all the arts’’ is an extreme, even absolutist, posi-
tion. Certainly some of the most intelligent re-
cent fiction has either strong or veiled autobi-
ographical elements, whether you’re thinking 
about Karl Ove Knausgaard, W. G. Sebald or 
Cusk herself. On the other hand, is there no way 
to mine one’s own emotional and biographical 
terrain for ore with which to construct other 
lives? Would Tolstoy or Shakespeare, alive to-
day, only write about themselves? 

Before I get the chance to discuss these 
questions with Zadie, there’s a problem with 
our connection. 

‘‘You’re cutting out so badly,’’ she says. 
‘‘Should we phone?’’

‘‘Okay, let’s just go to audio.’’
‘‘Let’s try that.’’

WE’RE JUST VOICES now, reduced and clarified. 
Zadie’s brings to mind Lear speaking of his 
daughter Cordelia: ‘‘Her voice was ever soft/Gen-
tle, and low, an excellent thing in woman.’’ I think 
it must be easy to write with a voice like Zadie’s. 
Any word you vocalize sounds like a mot juste. 

Like the narrator of ‘‘Swing Time,’’ Zadie 
was a talented singer from an early age. ‘‘In 
films and photographs,’’ says her narrator, ‘‘I 
had seen white men sitting at their pianos as 
black girls stood by them, singing. Oh, I wanted 
to be like those girls!’’

Zadie was, for a time. She worked as a caba-
ret singer to earn money while studying at 
King’s College, Cambridge. Her love of the 
American songbook and of the black-and-white 
movie musicals starring Fred Astaire and Gin-
ger Rogers that used to air on BBC 4 are inter-
ests she shares with her novel’s narrator. ‘‘The 
most autobiographical part in the book,’’ Zadie 
tells me, ‘‘are the passions.’’

She once showed me, with real delight, a 
photograph of an unrecognizable, overweight, 
curly-headed teenager whom she identified as 
herself. So along with her passions for singing 
and dancing, there was that: the original un-
gainliness, the dreaded self discarded, fled 
from, which remains in eternal pursuit. It’s that 
girl, as well as the singer and performer, that 
make Zadie the writer she is now. 

‘‘Hair is not essential when you look like Ne-
fertiti,’’ she writes of the mother in ‘‘Swing Time,’’ 
but she might be describing herself. Zadie is a 

glamorous figure now, especially for a writer. Lit-
erary cocktail parties are not exactly star-stud-
ded events, but those thrown by Zadie and her 
husband, the poet and novelist Nick Laird, come 
close. Among the mix of people who show up 
(and everyone does show up, which is itself re-
markable) are Hilton Als, Martin Amis and Sal-
man Rushdie, alongside actual celebrities like 
Lena Dunham or Rachel Weisz. 

Zadie, in person, has an approachable, im-
mensely welcoming air, to readers, fellow writ-
ers, doormen, cabbies, everyone she meets. She 
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her mother’s birthplace, under duress. ‘‘It was 
the last place I wanted to be,’’ she says. ‘‘I be-
lieve my mother had a boyfriend there. I didn’t 
realize that until we got there. I just wanted to 
be in London with my friends. I was allergic to 
everything. I was too hot, I was sunburned. I 
didn’t want to belong to the place.’’ 

Years later, she traveled to West Africa only 
to find that the place didn’t want her to belong to 
it. ‘‘One of the only things in the book that actu-
ally happened to me,’’ Zadie says, ‘‘is that I was 
in the middle of what I thought was some kind of 
spiritual experience in West Africa, this search 
for my identity. It became clear after the end of 
quite a long trip that everybody I had been with 
thought I was white.’’

Is it any surprise why someone so multiple 
would begin life as a novelist by penning ‘‘White 
Teeth,’’ which tries to pack every shade and 
type of Londoner into its 480 pages, or why now, 
another lifetime later, that same writer might 
want to go inward rather than outward? 

The title ‘‘Swing Time’’ has two meanings, 
after all. One refers to the 1936 musical of the 
same name and to swing music generally. But 
there’s another sense in which swing isn’t an 
adjective defining time, but a verb acting on it. 
To swing time: What does that mean? 

In structure, the book alternates between 
chapters involving the narrator’s childhood 
friendship, in London, with a girl named Tracey, 
and chapters when, as an adult, in the employ of 
an international pop star who goes by a single 
name, Aimee, she travels to Africa in connection 

with the founding of a school for 
girls. The two-step the book per-
forms crosses not only times but 
continents. The narrator’s 
search for identity is local and 
immediate, as well as distant and 
historical. ‘‘It just seemed to 
me,’’ Zadie says, ‘‘that what was 
done to black people, historically, 
was to take them out of the time 
of their life. That’s what funda-
mentally happened. We had a life 
in one place and it would have 
continued and who knows what 
would have happened — nobody 
knows. But it would’ve gone a 
certain way, and we were re-
moved from that timeline, placed 
somewhere entirely different, 
and radically disrupted. And the 
consequences of that are pretty 
much unending. Every people 
have their trauma. It’s not a com-
petition of traumas. But they’re 
different in nature. And this one 
is about having been removed 
from time.’’ 

The flow of Zadie’s voice ceas-
es a moment. I sense that some-
thing has shifted in her expres-
sion, and for the first time during 
our interview, I wish we still had 

video. ‘‘I suppose the phrase is quite popular at 
the moment — check your privilege,’’ she says. ‘‘I 
don’t think there’s anybody on earth for whom 
that isn’t true. There is no unimpeachable identi-
ty from which you can operate in the world from 
a position of righteousness at all times. Some-
times, at a certain moment in history, people 
have decided that you are close to that figure. 
How tempting it must be to grab it with both 
hands and be that person, the unimpeachable 
moral person of rightness and rectitude. But you 
know it’s an illusion.’’

At one point in the novel, the narrator, while 
in Africa, visits a nearby island where slave 
ships once departed with their cargo of human 
beings, bound for the West Indies, America and 
Britain. Many a novelist might have provided a 
scene where she gazes out over the water and 
comes face to face with the horror of it all. Zadie 
doesn’t do this. Her narrator, acutely aware of 
the pitfalls of what she calls ‘‘diaspora tour-
ism,’’ fails to conjure the obligatory images in 
her mind, and thereby protects the history of 
the site from becoming kitsch. 

Zadie’s reluctance to traffic in stereotypes 
doesn’t, however, prevent her from dealing with 
the history of slavery. In fact, it allows her to find 
the ways in which that history is still occurring. 
Early in the book, the narrator describes a mad 
playground game that erupted in her school when 
she was 9: ‘‘It was like tag, but a girl was never 
‘It,’ only boys were ‘It,’ girls simply ran and ran 
until we found ourselves cornered in some quiet 
spot, away from the eyes of dinner ladies and 

playground monitors, at which point our knickers 
were pulled aside and a little hand shot into our 
vaginas, we were roughly, frantically tickled, and 
then the boy ran away, and the whole thing start-
ed up again from the top.’’ At first, this seems to be 
a form of sex play. But as the game continues, and 
moves into the classroom, a change occurs. ‘‘The 
random element was now gone: only the original 
three boys played and they only visited those 
girls who were both close to their own desks and 
whom they assumed would not complain. Tracey 
was one of these girls, as was I, and a girl from my 
corridor called Sasha Richards. The white girls — 
who had generally been included in the play-
ground mania — were now mysteriously no lon-
ger included: it was as if they had never been 
involved in the first place.’’ 

This is how colonialism enters the novel, not 
by the narrator’s reanimating its remnants in 
West Africa but, much more frighteningly, in her 
finding its deformations and hierarchies still op-
erative in her school classroom, in London, in 
the early 1980s. Somehow her male classmates 
have understood that it is the brown girls whose 
panties they can pull aside; and it is the brown 
girls who accept this as a natural order of things, 
all at an age before sex has become conscious. 
‘‘Those things don’t disappear,’’ Zadie says. 
‘‘They don’t disappear.’’

The present craze for autofiction is a valid re-
sponse to the anxiety that it is getting harder to 
make fictional worlds credible. But to insist that 
the only road to authenticity runs through the 
autobiographical is to confuse means with ends. 
Zadie, at any rate, doesn’t appear to be going 
down that path. In trying to find the right per-
spective with which to treat her fractured identi-
ties — as a woman, as a black person, as a Brit-
ish subject — she has moved toward a level of 
self-expression new to her fiction, while continu-
ing to rely on her imagination to supply the con-
tents of her narrative. 

It’s very late in London now. We’ve been 
talking for a long time, and I want to let Zadie 
go. But before we hang up, she mentions the 
novelist Darryl Pinckney. He and his partner, 
the poet James Fenton, appear as themselves 
near the end of ‘‘Swing Time,’’ and I ask about 
the eruption of truth into fiction. ‘‘Darryl, to 
me,’’ Zadie says, ‘‘is a model of — I can’t de-
scribe it — but active ambivalence. He is as well 
read on African-American issues as anyone 
could imagine being. Yet there is also a part of 
him which is radically existential. He is abso-
lutely aware that there is such a thing as having 
been subjected to the experience of blackness, 
which causes all kinds of consequences, politi-
cal, social and personal, and at the same time, 
he claims the freedom of just being Darryl, in all 
his extreme particularity. I haven’t met many 
people like that.’’

I get the sense that Zadie wants to become 
such a person. But when I mention this, and say 
she already seems that way to me, she goes qui-
et for the first time all night. 

‘‘Oh,’’ she says, and nothing more. S
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RIPPING APART AND 
RECONSTRUCTING 
FASHION WITH 
OBSESSIVE INTELLECT, 
THE JAPANESE 
DESIGNER IS REVERED 
AS ONE OF FASHION’S 
FOREMOST THINKERS.  
IN A RARE INTERVIEW  
IN TOKYO, HE  
ILLUMINATES THE  
IDEAS BEHIND HIS 
RADICAL CLOTHING.

Watanabe in his 
Tokyo office. 
Opposite: His fall 
“hyper construction 
dress,” with a nylon 
neckpiece formed 
from an intricate 
honeycomb of 
geometric shapes.

BY ALEXANDER FURY    
PHOTOGRAPHS BY JAMIE HAWKESWORTH
STYLED BY MARIE-AMÉLIE SAUVÉ
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THE FASHION DESIGNER Junya Watanabe uses the word monozukuri a lot 
when discussing his work. ‘‘I think it’s very specific to Japanese culture,’’ 
says Watanabe’s American- born assistant and longtime interpreter, Ikuko 
Ichihashi. ‘‘You could translate it to craftsmanship, but it’s more than that. It 
has more depth. It’s more about the design aspect, the aesthetics. How do 
you create something?’’

The word ‘‘craftsmanship’’ references the person behind the craft. By con-
trast, ‘‘monozukuri’’ is formed from the words ‘‘mono’’ (thing) and  ‘‘zukuri’’ 
(to make, to manufacture, to grow). The individual behind the craft is subju-
gated to the act of making. For Watanabe, who de -emphasizes himself often, 
the use of the word is pointed. He doesn’t appear for the customary bow at the 
end of his runway shows, presented four times a year in Paris. He rarely 
grants interviews, refuses to discuss his personal life and is reticent even to 
talk about his work. Many of his own employees have never been to his studio. 
‘‘He doesn’t have a problem with talking about his clothes and creation,’’ Ichi-
hashi tells me, before our interview begins. ‘‘But he’s a little hesitant about 
talking about personal interests and just personal . . .’’ She trails off a little. 
Personal anything, then.

I glean from outside sources: Watanabe was born in Fukushima in 1961, he is 
divorced, he studied at Bunka Fashion College in Tokyo before joining Rei 
Kawakubo’s Comme des Garçons in 1984 as a pattern cutter. His own line was 
formed in 1992 under the umbrella of Comme des Garçons. His debut show was 
held at the concourse of Tokyo’s Ryogoku Station the same year, and in 1993 he 
presented his first women’s wear show in Paris. When asked about what influ-
enced him to become a designer, Watanabe says, ‘‘There’s nothing in particu-
lar that made me want to start fashion and create clothes. But if I were to men-
tion something, it would be the fact that my mother used to have a little 
made- to- order shop. That may have been an influence.’’ A question about 
Watanabe’s father is politely rebuffed.

Despite his insistence on privacy, his name is on the label, and it’s his sin-
gular imagination that has made that label so remarkably influential in global 
fashion. Watanabe has created garments that have shifted the way people 
think about clothing, not just fashion. His work is about experimentation, 
endlessly reworking garments into fresh constructions. In an industry where 
referencing — of other cultures, of other historical styles — runs rife, Wata-
nabe’s pieces have the rare, almost unique attribute of seeming like stuff 
we’ve never seen before. It’s all the more striking because Watanabe works 
with what he calls ‘‘dumb’’ clothes: trench coats, biker jackets, the white shirt. 
The ordinary becomes extraordinary. 

There was the 1999 Watanabe show where fabrics reversed to become wa-
terproof, as demonstrated by an isolated rain shower mid runway; a 2001 show 
that elevated denim to couture level and prompted a barrage of high -fashion 
homages (read: copies); a 2006 collection whose endless reiterations of the 
trench gave new dimensions to a garment considered staid and classic. A mem-
orable sequence of women’s wear collections, from a half-decade ago, explored 
elements of nearly any basic wardrobe: army fatigues; puffer coats; sailor 
stripes. They were remarkable for gleaning such richness and breadth from 
simple staples. Today, they have become flash points for other designers. It’s 
difficult to imagine a designer sitting down to create one of those garments 
without looking at what Watanabe did first. 

Watanabe is 55; his company is 24. The day we met, he wore a black Lacoste 
polo shirt, shorts and horn -rimmed glasses that gave a decided intellectual 
slant to his appearance. ‘‘Intellectual’’ is an adjective often used to describe 
Watanabe’s clothes, usually by journalists. What they mean is that his clothes 
are complex, complicated to make, sometimes complicated to wear, intriguing 
and experimental. He often uses one fabric for a collection, his approach almost 
scientific in the dissection and cataloging of the material’s various forms. His 
fall collection explored geometric structures rendered in polyurethane bonded 
with nylon tricot, a material more commonly used for industrial purposes, like 
car interiors. The folded, pinched and corrugated fabric spiraled around the 
models’ bodies, abstracting them, an exercise in shape and construction that 
just happened to become clothing. 

Some of it was mad, in the sense of the highly abstract: A dull red geodesic 
cape peppered with holes like Gruyère cheese could only be dubbed a ‘‘gar-
ment’’ because it was fabric that, in that moment, sat on a body. It bore no fas-
tenings, no extraneous details like sleeves or a collar. The mathematical preci

Referencing classical 
haute couture shapes 

and cutting-edge 
fabrication technology, 

Watanabe pairs a  
nylon sweater with an 

origami pleated skirt in 
the same fabric. 
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The radical structures 
that characterized 

Watanabe’s fall collection 
were partly inspired by 

advanced mathematics.  
Model: Natalie Westling/

The Society Model 
Management. Hair by 

Tomohiro Ohashi at 
Management + Artists. 

Makeup by James 
Kaliardos. Casting by 

Ashley Brokaw.
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sion of its structure held the same fascination as a complex equation chalked on 
a board: the observation of another’s processes, all that sculpted, folded fabric, 
that painstaking technique. Oddly enough, Watanabe counts Pierre Cardin as 
an early influence, but there’s a similarity in their uncompromising shapes and 
obsession with geometric forms. There’s something of Issey Miyake, too: Leaf-
ing through a magazine and coming across his work made Watanabe follow 
fashion in the first place. ‘‘I was drawn to the fact that designers before Miyake, 
like Dior and big names, would create clothes that were form fitting,’’ he says. 
‘‘Issey totally changed the idea, completely different, and that impact was pro-
found on me. Of making me want to create something, the idea of clothing much 
different from previous designers.’’

Another epithet frequently used when referring to Watanabe’s designs is 
‘‘Japanese.’’ ‘‘Oftentimes, interviewers or people in the fashion world like to 
refer to garments I make as Japanese or having a Japanese style or taste,’’ 
Watanabe says. ‘‘I want to ask you, why is that? To categorize, or do they really, 
truly feel a connection?’’ Watanabe likes to ask questions more than answer 
them. Curiosity is part of what makes him a great designer. The idea of ‘‘Japa-
nese’’ alludes, perhaps, to ‘‘otherness,’’ to an enduring occidental fascination 
with the obliqueness of the Far East, of words that look like pictures and an-
cient ceremonies with complex rules. There is an otherness to Watanabe’s 
clothes, a removal from the norm. 

The designer he’s most frequently compared to is Rei Kawakubo. It’s under-
standable, if not necessarily correct. His company is owned by Comme des 
Garçons Co. Ltd. He worked alongside her for eight years. But while Comme 
des Garçons’ runway collections frequently approach clothing as a contextual 
conceit — Kawakubo’s latest pieces don’t resemble garments so much as 
site-specific soft sculpture — Watanabe’s collections are more pragmatic. 
Kawakubo has focused on pulling fashion apart, literally. Her first Paris collec-
tion in 1981 challenged and inverted fashion’s established norms, centering on 
holey sweaters and knits scarred with enormous, random perforations that she 
anarchically described as ‘‘lace.’’ Watanabe is also anarchic and challenging, 
but he works within fashion’s rule book. Kawakubo is the mistress of the four-
sleeved jacket. Watanabe’s have two, and they both work. 

‘‘My idea of something being beautiful or aesthetically pleasing is complete-
ly different from what Rei Kawakubo’s vision of beauty is,’’ Watanabe allows. 
‘‘To this day, seeing Rei Kawakubo’s work, I feel the same. I understand certain 
points and I can relate to certain areas . . . That doesn’t mean that I completely 
agree. As a person-to-person relationship, I feel that I have a different idea, and 
I’ll always have a different vision of what is beautiful. Another reason, perhaps, 
I didn’t end up working right alongside 
Kawakubo is perhaps she felt that I had a 
different vision of my own. Maybe that’s 
why we parted, in terms of creating some-
thing that was different.’’

When we meet, it is in the Comme des 
Garçons building in Tokyo’s Aoyama, a dis-
trict whose fashionable identity was essen-
tially invented when Comme des Garçons 
opened its first store here in 1975. Now, 
there’s a Miu Miu, a Moncler, a Herzog & de 
Meuron Prada building with faceted win-
dows bulging like bug eyes. Comme des 
Garçons’ own headquarters are rather more 
sedate. Inside the nondescript red-brick of-
fice building, black and white offices are 
stacked like humbugs. Black floor, white 
walls, black window frames. Black chairs, 
white chairs and black tables. 

On the second floor of their office build-
ing, Watanabe’s team of 30 works to pull the 
upcoming collection together. The studio 
looks similar to those of many fashion de-
signers: Gargantuan tables that could seat 
20 are layered with tissuey mille-feuilles of 
paper patterns, the building blocks of collec-
tions, people hunched over and slicing out 

cloth pieces. His design staff, generally dressed in Watanabe, Comme des 
Garçons or a mixture of both, quietly buzz about the otherwise silent space. In 
another room, the production staff are seated at ranks of computer terminals. 
(The company deals with the manufacture and distribution of Watanabe’s 
clothes worldwide.) Watanabe himself has a small office in back: a rare space 
held off-limits. I wasn’t allowed to glimpse Watanabe’s upcoming spring collec-
tion, which the team was working on when I visited. The dressmaking dum-
mies were covered with black nylon tarps, shrouding shapes and materials. 
The team evidently had been warned of my arrival.

But when I ask about his process of creation, Watanabe leaves the room, 
returning a few moments later with a paper prototype of folded, ferocious 
spikes, and a series of photographs of similar spikes and bumps, like stalactites 
or microscopic images of bacteria. ‘‘It all begins inside my head,’’ he says. ‘‘I 
start to look for strings of ideas that interest me. From then, I put my ideas to 
words. I work alongside my pattern makers, trying to put my words into creat-
ing and actually seeing it come to life. Photographs, artist’s work, anything that 
may seem relatable to what I am speaking about,’’ he says. ‘‘After looking at 
visual elements, they start to craft.’’ 

He grabs the paper model, toying with it like a cootie catcher. ‘‘This is one 
example of paper craft. It doesn’t always turn out to be like this, but sometimes 
it’s easier to take the form of paper craft. After creating pieces and little con-
structed elements, then I start to think about the relationship of these pieces 
with the body and how it could be formed onto the body . . . all these ideas, little 
by little, they form garments, clothing. Then I create the collection.’’ 

It’s not the way designers conventionally work, typically pulling from fash-
ion’s past, toying with these examples in cloth, finding ways to make them 
work on the proportions of today. Watanabe’s approach, like his clothing, is 
more abstract. ‘‘He doesn’t consider himself to be a major designer,’’ Ichihashi 
tells me. Possibly that has less to do with stature, and more with the fashion 
industry as a whole. Physically, Watanabe is markedly disconnected. His base 
is in Tokyo, which, while not exactly the boondocks, is removed from the four-
city fashion circus where most designers not only work, but also live. He says 
he no longer looks at the work of his peers. ‘‘I don’t really know what they’re 
doing,’’ he admits. Instead, he acts as his own frame of reference.

Ultimately, Watanabe wants to create something different. He doesn’t ref-
erence ‘‘fashion,’’ or sometimes even clothing. Recent collections have moved 
away from specific garments, into abstraction around the body. ‘‘I don’t know 
how others see ‘fashion,’ ’’ Watanabe says. (The quotations are his.) ‘‘But to 
me fashion is creating something, creating something new through clothes. 

That’s what really drew me, in the begin-
ning.’’ I ask him if he’s achieved his goal. 
‘‘To this day, I feel that I haven’t quite been 
able to portray the new. That’s something 
constant that I’m trying to work towards.’’ 

And yet, oddly, his clothes often chime 
with the mood of the times, a collective un-
conscious. Watanabe’s ’90s ‘‘techno cou-
ture’’ reflected a general thrust toward 
space-age futurism incited by the millenni-
um; his fall 2015 collection, a symphony of 
accordion pleats, was the most extreme and 
accomplished example of the technique in a 
season awash with fabric folding. That 
Watanabe, an intentional outsider, can pin-
point exactly the axis around which the rest 
of the insular fashion world is turning gives 
his collections a prophetic quality. 

The word monozukuri, incidentally, is a 
relatively new invention, barely 20 years old. 
Professor Takahiro Fujimoto, of the Manu-
facturing Management Research Center at 
the University of Tokyo, categorizes mono-
zukuri as the ‘‘art, science and craft of mak-
ing things.’’ Junya Watanabe’s craft is both a 
science and an art. It’s what makes his cloth-
ing great. 

A DULL RED GEODESIC 
CAPE PEPPERED  
WITH HOLES LIKE 
GRUYÈRE CHEESE 
COULD ONLY BE  
DUBBED A ‘GARMENT’ 
BECAUSE IT WAS  
FABRIC THAT,  
IN THAT MOMENT,  
SAT ON A BODY. 
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The trailblazing conceptual artist, who mounted an exhibition of new work at Marian Goodman Gallery in Manhattan,  
sketched his answers with ink and pencil at his Los Angeles studio.

What is your secret talent?
I can draw.

What did you eat for breakfast today?
Fruit yogurt.

What would you like your final meal to be?
Ribs.

What would you like to do that you can’t?
Water-ski.

What should a woman never wear?
A boa constrictor.

What would you invent to make life easier?
A better whoopee cushion.

E
D

IT
O

R
: G

A
B

É 
D

O
P

P
E

LT

John Baldessari

The Illustrated Interview

What do you fantasize about?
Meeting Scarlett Johansson.

What scares you?
Poop on the sidewalk from really big dogs.

Do you have any pets?
No, but I had a Lab.
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