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ready for her close-up

English actor Rebecca Hall lights up stage and screen alike,  
whether reciting Shakespeare on the West End or  
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INSIDER
ThE LaTEST fRom LuxuRy’S BEST

INNoVaToR of ThE yEaR
aWaRDS | 10.18.12
WSJ. Magazine celebrated the 2nd Annual
Innovator of the Year Awards presented by
Cartier and Citi at the Museum of Modern Art
in New York. The program honored an
illustrious cadre of influential change agents
in design, fashion, architecture, education,
art and technology–fields that make up the
ever-evolving identity of WSJ. Magazine.

Linda Evangelista and Julianne Moore

Education Innovator Eric Eisner (center) flanked by Y.E.S. Scholars (left to right)
Andrew Damian, AnaMaria Dear, Diana Orozco, Oscar Velasquez

Art Presenter Anne PasternakSean Avery

Lu Wenyu and Architecture
Innovator Wang Shu

The fête featured music from DJ Mike Nouveau and floral design by Nicolette Camille

Architecture Presenter Paola Antonelli

Awards by 2011 Design Innovator Joris Laarman

Mark Ingall, Stephanie Arnold and
Anthony Cenname
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Design Innovator Patrick Kinmonth, Presenter Anna Wintour and Mario Testino

Education Presenter Malcolm Gladwell
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Technology Innovator Jack Dorsey with
Presenter Ray Chambers Art Innovator Theaster Gates

Fashion Innovators Ashley Olsen and
Mary-Kate Olsen of The Row
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gREaT EscapEs

blowing in 
the wind  

Deià, Mallorca, oil 
on board, 2007, by 

Leanne Shapton 

The Editors

never stop discovering. This is one of the maxims 
that fuels our editorial mission each month, and it’s no 
small challenge—unearthing untold stories, or finding 
surprising details that reveal an essential truth behind 
an established persona or place.

We start in London, where three amazing artisans 
who use unique materials—cast plaster, hand-carved 
porcelain and broken china—are creating one-of-a-
kind treasures (page 54). From art handcrafted with 
a nod toward history, we travel to Myanmar (page 
84), where for decades time stood still. Once consid-
ered one of the most cosmopolitan destinations in the 
world, Yangon now finds itself at a crossroads, with 
its architectural and cultural heritage threatened by 
the country’s new openness. Husband-and-wife team 
Stephen Alesch and Robin Standefer—the founders of 
Roman and Williams, the architecture and design firm 
behind the Ace and Standard hotels—have created an 
industry around placing their own artisanal stamp on 
the concept of escape (page 28).    

In our pursuit of authentic destinations, we found 
that there’s no clearer window into the soul of a place 
than its people. In bustling Mexico City, we visit 
Enrique Olvera (page 23), whose critically acclaimed 
restaurant, Pujol, is not only an enticing culinary des-
tination, but an inspiration to lure native cooks back 
home. Luvo Ntezo’s remarkable path to becoming one 
of Cape Town’s finest young sommeliers is a perfect 
emblem of the ripening of South Africa’s postapartheid 
wine culture (page 32). Then we travel to Lyon, where 
the octogenarian Paul Bocuse (page 92)—a Michelin-
starred chef and founder of the Bocuse d’Or, the most 

prestigious cooking competition in the world—strives 
to fulfill one last dream, recruiting America’s top chefs 
to help him realize it even as some question his faithful-
ness to haute French cuisine.  

Speaking of faraway places, our cover story on actor 
Rebecca Hall (page 62) reminds us that getting away 

doesn’t always require a long journey. Watching Hall 
on both stage and screen is a transporting experience 
and reminds us that escape comes in many forms—and, 
ultimately, is a state of mind.
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20  february 2013 

beauCoup de boCuSe p. 92
Paul Bocuse—the legendary French chef behind the world’s 
foremost cooking competition—revealed something of his 
unorthodox lifestyle during his interviews with writer 
Geoffrey Gray. “Even as a tireless self-promoter, he’s managed 
to always stay who he wants to be,” says Gray about the 
octogenarian founder of the Bocuse d’Or, who was photographed 
by Matthieu Salvaing. “It takes a special personality for a 
public figure to live a lifetime with a wife, two mistresses and 
also keep a three-Michelin-starred rating for four decades 
and counting.” For his next project, Gray will travel to Mexico 
to produce and direct a documentary about bullfighting. 

from left: geoffrey 
gray; matthieu 
Salvaing; a bocuse 
d’or semifinalist.

from left:  
mattias karlsson; hall 

and costar benedict 
Cumberbatch  

in parade’s end;  
paul wetherell. 

ready for her CloSe-up p. 62
For February’s cover shoot, photographer Paul Wetherell  
and stylist Mattias Karlsson traveled to Belgium to  
photograph actor Rebecca Hall, who was there on location  
to film the upcoming World War II drama A Promise.  
The menswear-inspired shoot put the statuesque Hall—
appearing in this month’s BBC-HBO joint production  
Parade’s End—in a series of tailored pieces. Wetherell  
and Karlsson opted for a basic setting, eschewing large-scale 
production elements in favor of simple backdrops and 
monochromatic looks. “There was no real concept, just  
simple images that caught something of Rebecca,” Wetherell 
explains. “She was a lovely lady to spend the day with.”

modern romanCe p. 41  
Drawing on her encyclopedic knowledge of all things beauty 

related, writer Eva Chen worked with makeup artist Maki 
Mori and photographer Eric Maillet to plot the six stunning 

looks featured in this portfolio. “So much of what I love about 
beauty is the extreme flights of fancy seen on the runway,” 

says Chen. “For this story, I looked for the best trends on the 
runway that had an effortless—and easily executable—

element.” A lifelong New Yorker, Chen, who is a contributor  
to Vogue and Elle, is planning a move to Los Angeles. from left: eva Chen;  

maki mori at work;   
eric maillet.

a Studio in ContraStS p. 68
Meenal Mistry first came across the work of Gert Voorjans, the interior 

designer in charge of the decor of Belgian fashion designer Dries  
Van Noten’s stores without realizing it. “I remember the season that 

the Dries Van Noten men’s store opened in Paris,” says Mistry, the 
newly appointed fashion director of the Wall Street Journal’s Off Duty 

section. “It was women’s fashion week but literally every fashion  
editor made it a point to go see it just to take in the amazing decor.” For 

the story, Mistry and photographer Miguel Flores-Vianna visited 
Voorjans at his Antwerp home and studio, which, owing to the great 
diversity of objects within, Flores-Vianna likened to St. Petersburg’s 

Hermitage museum. “Every cabinet, every shelf, every room is 
incredible—well-stocked with stuff that makes my heart sing,” he says.

from left: meenal 
mistry; gert voorjans 
at home; miguel 
flores-vianna.
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When Chef enrique Olvera Opened his restaurant, 
Pujol, 13 years ago, his only goal was to serve “solid, 
tasty food” and be “the best restaurant in the neigh-
borhood,” he says. But that neighborhood was Mexico 
City’s Polanco, the dining epicenter for a city of 8.5 mil-
lion, and Olvera’s budget was so small that his wife had 
to paint the walls. Since then, Pujol has far surpassed its 
initial aims: It’s now widely thought of as Mexico’s finest 
restaurant—and the 36th best in the world, according 
to the much-scrutinized S. Pellegrino rankings; and 
Olvera, who trained at New York’s Culinary Institute of 
America before returning home, is the country’s most 
well-known chef. He reached his position by making his 
cuisine “fancier and fancier, and more complex” over 
time. Pujol now serves a tasting menu of innovative, 
sophisticated food that wouldn’t look out of place at 
England’s Fat Duck or New York’s Momofuku Ko. Olvera 
is also one of the leading exponents of Mexico’s new 
gastronomy, which combines elaborate, cutting-edge 
technique with a strong emphasis on local ingredients 
to create a cosmopolitan cuisine that’s at once inter-
national yet unmistakably Mexican—paralleling the 
direction of Mexico City itself.

A visit to the 48-seat Pujol reveals a space-age 
kitchen containing 27 cooks, including a number of 
stagiaires who have flown thousands of miles to work 
for free—one spends hours picking cilantro flowers 
with tweezers; another is making his fifth attempt 
to perfect an apparently simple dish. As Pujol has 
become a place that attracts free labor (“if you want 
to stage here now, you have to wait until 2014,” says 
Olvera), the chef has begun to think more about bring-
ing Mexican cooks home from the U.S. He’d like them 
to move past the glass ceiling that exists in America 
(despite the number of Mexicans working in U.S. res-
taurants, “you rarely see a Mexican head chef in a New 
York kitchen,” Olvera points out) and  advance their 
careers on their home turf. As Olvera guides his cooks 
through lunchtime service—“Hey, make that blob of 
sauce more the size of a walnut”; “You: pull your hat 
down”—he talks about coming home, tradition and 
innovation, and how a Disney movie changed one of 
the world’s best restaurants.  ›

eNRI Ue
olVeRa
Mexico’s most famous chef  
on authenticity and why  
his countrymen cooking 
abroad should come home 
BY HamisH anderson
pHotograpHY BY trujillo paumier

kitchen 
cOnfidentiAl
The 37-year-old 
chef and owner 
in his Mexico City 
restaurant, Pujol.
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SOAPBOX

IDEAS & PEOPLE

crop in the center of the country, 
so why shouldn’t we do broccoli? 
We brought in a little more of our 
own vision. That was the first 
year we got on the list of ‘The 
World’s 50 Best Restaurants.’ 

Most people think they have 
to choose between tradition 
and doing modern food. We do 
both—they can coexist nicely in 
a dish and definitely on a menu. 
You always cherish where you 
come from, but I also have the 
need for new sensations, and to 
improve on those old traditions. 
It’s not just about innovation for 

its own sake—it’s to get to a better dish. For example, 
when you nixtamalize corn to make tortillas, the tra-
ditional recipe is to boil the corn with limestone, let 
it sit overnight outside, then grind it at the mill. But 
perhaps you can get to a better masa if you sous-vide 
the corn at 65 degrees, without the huge temperature 
shock. You might, so why not do it? You try it, and if 
it’s better, you change it; if it’s not, you keep doing the 
traditional style. If you were an 
architect, it would be really stu-
pid to be building houses like you 
were 50 years ago. The kitchen’s 
the same thing. If you want tradi-
tion to be alive, you have to keep 
doing things with it. Time will tell 
who’s doing good stuff. 

The Mexican cooks in the U.S. 
didn’t go there to cook; it’s just 
poor people that have no oppor-
tunities, that don’t see a future 
in Mexico, so they go to the U.S. 
Once they arrive, they have 
very few options for work. My 
dream—and I think it’s the dream 
of a lot of people here—is that 
they don’t need to go there and 
feel unwanted. If they go, it’s fine, 
but they should be hired. People 

should call you and say, ‘I want you to come and work 
at my restaurant,’ like they do with other nationali-
ties. It’s the nature of how it works and I understand 
that. But if we can change that a little it’d be nice. 

I don’t think cooks abroad realize Mexico has 
changed cuisinewise. And when they come back they 
see there’s this huge potential. I think we should 
spread the word that there are good restaurants here in  

Mexico. If you compare the 
amount of money you make and 
the quality of life, it’s almost the 
same. Yes, in New York you might 
earn $60,000 as a pastry chef, and 
here you might earn $3,000, but 
the rent is much cheaper, you don’t 
have to be sending money home 
and you’re with your own peo-
ple. Most of the cooks here have 
worked in Europe or the States, 
and when they come back they 
appreciate the ingredients more 
and they see the possibilities of 
working with Mexican products. 
I also like the idea of Mexicans 
leaving Mexico and coming back 
because I did it myself.  You real-
ize what you like about your own 
country when you’re outside it.”  

ENRIQUE OLVERA: “Mexico City is chang-
ing quickly, and restaurants are in a 
really good spot. There’s more attention 
from the rest of the world on Mexican 
food. Fifteen years ago, I wouldn’t have 
thought it would be considered a high-
level cuisine and valued the same as 
Italian or Spanish food—especially in 
Mexico. Foreigners have always liked 
our food, but they thought of it as very 
causal, almost like street food. Now 
they’re realizing there’s sophistication 
to it, and there’s potential to make not 
just tasty food but also food of a very 
high quality. 

This is a cosmopolitan city with influ-
ences from Europe, the local culture and 
the U.S. It’s a very nice mix of the three 
components, and Mexicans are start-
ing to fall in love with that mix.   If you 
look at Pujol, with the decoration and 
the food, it’s Mexican—you feel like you 
are in Polanco; you don’t feel like you’re 
in New York—but it’s not all pink with 
mariachis and crap like that, because 
that’s not Mexico City.  

At the restaurant we used to do a 
lot of reinterpretations of traditional 
Mexican dishes, but then we got tired 
of it and started trying to create new 
dishes with a very strong Mexican 
base. Until two or three years ago, all 
the ingredients had to be Mexican and 
they also had to be authentic, so, for 
example, we wouldn’t use parsnip. But 
you know that movie Ratatouille? In the beginning, 
the head chef, Gusteau, is on TV and he says, ‘You can-
not limit your creativity because of the place that you 
were born,’ and I remembered that later and figured it 
was true. So we started incorporating ingredients that 
are originally from other parts of the world. We said, 
‘If it grows in Mexico, fine, we use it.’ For example, now 
a lot of Mexicans eat broccoli. It’s the second-largest 

Edited from Hamish Anderson’s interview with Enrique Olvera.24  FEBRUARY 2013 

MADE TO TASTE  
“Every day I cook 
less,” says Olvera. 
“That is not necessarily 
a good thing.” Center: 
A ceviche taco on a 
tortilla made from 
hoja santa with 
mounds of black-bean 
puree and dusted 
with powdered chile 
chilhuacle, a rare and 
expensive spice. 

ON THE MENU   
Tamales de 
Huitlacoche, a 
truffle-like Mexican 
corn fungus.

FLAVOR PROFILES
A cook tweezing 
cilantro leaves  
from the stem of  
the plant. Right:
A tub of deveined 
guajillo chile.
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Balancing act 
Meriwether, navigating 

the Fox lot on her  
signature vehicle.

BY stinson carter
photographY BY darcY hemleY

The creator of smash hit New Girl spends 
days (and nights) writing jokes, wrangling stars and  

caring very little about Hollywood glamour 

26  February 2013 

There’s a girl power phenomenon happening in Hollywood. 
As studio executives green-light a flurry of comedies by young 
writer/producers—such as Mindy Kaling of Fox’s  The Mindy 
Project and Lena Dunham of HBO’s Girls—Elizabeth Meriwether, 
the 31-year-old creator of the sitcom New Girl, has emerged as 
the most far-reaching talent among this new vanguard. Now in 
its second season, nothing has found the sweet spot of critical 
acclaim and high ratings quite so well as the Fox hit, whose fall 
premiere last year was the network’s most-watched in a decade.

It’s likely that viewers first tuned in owing to the appeal 
of lead actor Zooey Deschanel. But in its sophomore sea-
son, New Girl blossomed into the rare show that enjoys both 
a mainstream fan base and a cult following. What started as 
a standard post-Friends  ensemble revolving around four Los 
Angeles roommates—loosely based on Meriwether’s early 
twenties—has found its footing with a unique comic voice that 
borders on the absurd without feeling out of touch.

Raised in Ann Arbor, Michigan, Meriwether studied play-
writing at Yale before moving to New York, where Fox (owned 
by News Corp., which publishes WSJ. Magazine) recruited 

eLIZabeth MeRIWetheR

t R ac K E D

IDeaS & PeOPLe

3:30 a.m.
Wakes up 

in her office on the Fox lot  
in West Los angeles.

2 
nights in a row 

she spent sleeping  
in the office this week.

3 
episodes 

worked on—rewriting, drafting, watching  
edited cuts—before sunrise.

1 
hour-long nap 

before waking up at 7 a.m. and finalizing a script.

her through a writing program. New Girl was only the third 
pilot she had ever written, the kind of lightning-strike success 
that’s virtually unheard of in the entertainment industry. As a 
showrunner, she serves as the executive producer while also 
overseeing all the daily elements of bringing the show from the 
writers’ table to the screen.

Meriwether doubted whether she could helm a weekly show 
without any prior television experience but quickly adapted. 
“When you have to make a show every week, no matter what’s 
going on in your life, you just figure out a way to make it hap-
pen,” she says. 

Making it happen, for Meriwether, means approving every 
wardrobe choice, making sure every joke lands and sitting 
with the editors for every cut. There’s nothing resembling 
Hollywood glamour in her day, which often begins before 
dawn and stretches into the late hours—with food and show-
ers an afterthought. But during those long spans at the writer’s 
table and behind the camera, her quirky, unvarnished charm, 
easily recognizable to any viewer of the show, shines through— 
Hollywood’s new girl, come to life.

Liz’s  
office essentials

11 vegan meals, 5 bottles of dry shampoo,  
1 bottle of Pepto-bismol, 1 Con-air hair dryer,  

7 ricola lozenges, 1 bottle of advil, 1 can  
of pepper spray, 1 Dolce & Gabbana accessories 
box, 1 case of emergen-C, 1 Lady Speed Stick.

r
ay

 M
iC

k
Sh

aW
/F

O
X 

(S
C

en
e)

0213_WSJ_Tracked_02.indd   26 12/12/12   4:29 PM
12122012153003

R
AY

 M
IC

K
SH

AW
/F

O
X 

(S
C

EN
E)

Crispy hemp-seed cakes, spring onion and  
summer squash sauté and herb cornbread.

4 
scenes filmed 

in the course of a 12-hour production day.

27
scenes of the  

Thanksgiving script  
discussed during  
concept meeting

47 
actors, producers  

and network executives 
present for the read-through.

3
different inflections 

that Liz asks Max Greenfield, the actor  
who plays Schmidt, to try for the  

punch-line phrase “sympathy vagina.”

2
gifts 

A dozen roses delivered to Liz’s office by  
her parents and a dozen vegan cupcakes sent 

from a friend. (Liz is not actually a vegan.)

33 
pages 

ripped through in only 30 minutes.

5.07
million viewers 

tune into the premiere.

10 a.m.
Rides her pink Schwinn  

LuLu bicycle

3 p.m.
Leaves the set 

to attend a table read for the Thanksgiving  
episode, which features Jamie Lee Curtis.

5 p.m.
New Girl Season 2 

premieres on the East Coast.  
Cast and crew excitedly discuss that  

it’s trending on Twitter.

8:23 p.m.
Attends a viewing party  

downstairs to celebrate the fall  
premiere of fellow Fox Tuesday night 

 comedy Ben and Kate.

across the lot from her office to the set.

Lunch

Issues raised:

0
tweets by Liz 

during the premiere. But the next day, she writes: 
“Oh yeah, the premiere was last night —I should 

have tweeted about it. Damn it, I’m so bad  
at Twitter. Thanks for nice things you guys said.”

 
 
 

 

108 
e-mails received

38 
e-mails sent

9:38 p.m.
Heads upstairs to  

eat dinner  
She orders delivery because the pizza 

ran out at the party.

Delivery from Pizzeria Mozza and 
BabyCakes vegan cupcakes.

On the menu

Breakfast  
Pecan steel–cut oats with mixed  

berries and vanilla bean  
tri-citrus salad. Liz eats none of it.

22
‘spirit animal’  

T-shirts 
that Liz gave to members of the staff.  

Each person received a different breed of  
cat or dog, based on personality.

12:30 a.m.
Leaves the viewing party 

and goes home to sleep.  
(The next night will be spent back in  

her sleeping bag at the office.)

  27
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They say opposiTes aTTracT. That rule certainly 
applies to Robin Standefer and Stephen Alesch, the 
dark-haired New Yorker and blond Californian behind 
the in-demand architecture-and-design firm Roman and 
Williams. In the case of these two former Hollywood-
set maestros—she a production designer; he an art 
director—their magnetic connection and cinematic 
sensibility have infused everything from the urban-chic 
cafeteria at Facebook’s Menlo Park headquarters to 
some of New York’s handsomest hospitality spaces, like 
the weighty and weathered-looking Ace Hotel and The 
Standard hotel’s glamorous, honey-toned Boom Boom 
Room. Their latest project is a 30-story hotel that’s cur-
rently under construction in midtown Manhattan. 

Standefer and Alesch like to say that their artisanal 
approach is more an ethos than a style. Their spaces are 
atmospheric but not alienating and come with a built-
in sense of history. Perfection is an aesthetic no-no, and 
if their firm, Roman and Williams (named after their 
respective grandfathers), takes extra time on a job, it’s 
to eliminate, not add, hints of a designer touch.

Many years before their “slow design,” with its 
emphasis on craft and substance, came into the post-
recession zeitgeist, Standefer and Alesch recognized it 
in each other’s work. Standefer, who trained as a painter, 
often takes the lead on the big picture, while Alesch, who 

has an architectural background, tends to articulate the 
finer points as he sketches them—but their roles vary 
depending on the situation. Both have a redoubtable eye 
for detail and love hunting for artifacts at old warehouses 
and flea markets. (This past fall Rizzoli published Things 
We Made, an impressive catalog of their work to date.)

Standefer and Alesch seem to have calibrated their 
professional and domestic lives, and readily admit 
this puts them at an advantage. They’ve developed an 
efficient form of shorthand—a system that includes 
minimal shoptalk over breakfast and lengthy disqui-
sitions in the car to and from their house in Montauk, 
where Alesch surfs and Standefer gardens. “That three-
hour drive has become huge for us in terms of planning 
and financial decisions,” says Alesch. Few business 
partners do face time quite like this. 

The pair, who have been married since 2005, aren’t 
just being cute when they call their burgeoning outfit 
a mom-and-pop shop: “In a lot of ways it’s a very con-
servative, reliable, safe way to start a business,” Alesch 
says. And when a contemporary sense of warmth and 
livability is your calling card, it helps to have your 
cohabitant as your co-designer. “There’s a certain 
amount of tedium in doing something and making it 
really great, and we like to embrace it,” Standefer says. 
“That’s a personal thing we share.”  ›

partnership

28  february 2013
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Built to last  
Standefer and alesch are 

designing the 30-story 
Viceroy Hotel in New york 

from the ground up.

mArrIED  
tO thE jOb 

For Stephen Alesch and Robin 
Standefer, the husband-and-wife 
team behind the architecture 
and design firm Roman and 
Williams—New York’s ultra-
stylish Ace and Standard hotels 
among their many credits—
working together is as easy as 
finishing each other’s sentences 

BY Darrell hartman 
photographY BY aDam FrieDBerg
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edited from Darrell hartman’s interviews with Stephen alesch and robin Standefer.
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“I’d always been totally turned on by surfers—these blond boys that we never had 
here in New York. I was like, How do I find one of those California guys? It took 
me a long time. I love New York, but boys here don’t know how to fix anything. 
Stephen can fix a car and make anything. 
He’s a great surfer, sure, but if you bowl or 
play tennis or baseball with him he’ll win 
at those, too.

Early on in our courtship, when we were 
working on an indie movie, The New Age, 
we’d sit together at night and I’d watch 
him draw for hours. When you’re around 
Stephen, you just bask in his ability to 
express details in design and architec-
ture. I had big ideas working in production 
design but had a limitation, which was that 
I couldn’t draw. His drawings expressed a 
part of his aesthetic that I found so in line 
with my own. We started to really, truly 
collaborate, and we’ve been 
working together ever since.

We were playing with 
the idea of making a bar 
inspired by a giant bird, and 
I had an idea that it would 
be like you’re inside a bird’s 
mouth. Stephen was like, ‘Do 
you really want to walk into 
a bar and be inside the bird’s 
throat?’ We got it to happen, 
even though it’s not what I 
first saw or what he first saw.  

When we met we had both 
read A History of Private Life, 
this incredible series of books 
that’s about day-to-day life 
through the ages—not the 
aspirational warrior history 
but the history of the mun-
dane, of the home. We talked 
about those books a lot. We realized we both 
embrace difficulty. Stephen will sit and spend 
10 hours on a hand drawing, when we could just 
send some sketches to China and have them do 
the rendering for $1,500 and probably get an 
approval from the client. We aren’t interested 
in plastics, or in how fast you can do it. We 
don’t own a microwave. We don’t fight about 
what color a room should be, or which objects 
to buy or where to put them—that’s where our 
sentences finish each other’s. We just track 
the same way, like with this ’77 Dodge Power 
Wagon we just bought so we can drive on the 
beach: It’s big, green and so cute.

There’s definitely an old-world quality to 
our setup. We trust each other to make certain decisions. We’re partners. Just try 
to be in a meeting and disagree with us when we’re together, agreeing. It’s impos-
sible. It will not happen.”

“We met working on a small film in Los Angeles. I remember walking into one 
of these dilapidated, abandoned offices that movie productions always rent and 
being led to this back room, which was kind of a little fabric tent. It was beauti-
fully decorated—lamps and books everywhere—and I was like, Holy Moly, this is 
so beautiful! And then Robin came in and we hit it off right away. 

At the Ace, there’s a stunning steel window between The Breslin and the hotel. 
To the side there are two bookcases, and in them is a collection of books, lamp fix-
tures and artwork—all very delicate—and the lighting’s done very carefully. That’s 

Robin. She has this strange ability to take 
six rocks and a branch and arrange them 
in a composition that breaks your heart.  

Robin loves what I call a ‘poor-boy’  
aesthetic—this primitive, army-meets-  
camp aesthetic—very traditional and 
very Grapes of Wrath, but a higher level 
of it. The more sophisticated touches at 
the Ace, like the brass, are hers. She’s got 
more of a gentleman, high-officer thing. 
She prevents it from being too heavy or 

cliché, whereas I keep it from getting too beautiful or gushy. 
Robin is ridiculously good at dealing with a roomful of 15 

suits—she’s like a football coach. I think I’ve gotten better at it 
just from being around her. I’m blessed to have her as a partner. 
I often imagine some guy I could be partnered up with who’d 
only be 50 percent of those things.

I grew up on the West Coast, and for me blondes have always 
had zero sexual energy—they remind me of my cousins. I love, 
like, Wednesday from The Addams Family. Of course, Robin 
and I get stereotyped the same way by every new client and 
person we meet, which is that I’m the mellow surfer dude and 

she’s the tough New Yorker. But then 
suddenly I’ll be the most persnickety 
bitch they’ve ever run into and she’ll 
be Bob Marley.

We have this private life together and 
the key to our success, I think, has been 
bringing that into reality. Sometimes 
we compare it to cooking. We cook ‘pri-
vate food’ that has strong flavor: It’s hot, 
fishy and strong. We serve it publicly, 
but I wouldn’t show people everything 
because it would scare them. But with 
our designs, it’s different: We do serve 
our private reality. We don’t temper our 
philosophies for clients. It’s kind of an 
amazing feeling, that what I thought 
was private I can share, and I think 
Robin feels the same way—life is meant 
to be woven together.

Also, we’re not competitive in any 
way. There’s no ego. It’s just a natural 
collaboration, this fluidity and editing 
each other without feelings getting 
hurt. Sometimes when we argue it’s 
for effect. You don’t want to be too easy 
and agreeable all the time. That would 
be a boring shtick.”

StANDEFEr ON ALESCh ALESCh ON StANDEFEr

“We aren’t 
interested in 

plastics, or  
in how fast you 

can do it.  
We don’t own  
a microwave.” 

“She prevents it from 
being too heavy or 

cliché, whereas I keep 
it from getting too 

beautiful or gushy.”

interiority complex  
from top: the boom 
boom room at New 
york’s Standard hotel; 
a celebrity-owned 
residence in los angeles; 
the ace Hotel’s John 
dory oyster bar in 
manhattan. 
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In old-world wIne countrIes, the obligations of a 
sommelier are clear: help diners sift through a selec-
tion of varietals and vintners, then present and serve 
the chosen wines with precision and care. In places 
like South Africa, though, where until very recently 
not many people actually drank wine, a sommelier’s 
job description is a little different. “I get a lot of South 
Africans who are new to wine,” says Luvo Ntezo, 30, 
who now serves as sommelier at Cape Town’s One & 
Only hotel. “Most black South Africans started drinking 
wine only in the past 10 years or so.” 

Many of Ntezo’s customers are part of a newly afflu-
ent black professional class that is an increasingly sig-
nificant demographic in postapartheid South Africa. 
Nineteen years after the end of apartheid, these black 

diamonds, as they are known locally, are wealthy 
enough to partake in the finer things. Likewise, the new 
vines that were planted at that time, when the wine 
industry was overhauled, are finally beginning to yield 
superior wines. All of this has paved the way for some-
thing unimaginable a decade ago: A black South African 
is now the country’s finest young sommelier.

Eight years ago, Ntezo was working as a dishwasher 
at a hotel in Cape Town, trying to earn a little money 
to help continue his studies. One Friday afternoon, as 
the waiters gathered for their weekly wine tasting, 
the hotel’s sommelier opened a bottle, poured sips for 
the staff and asked what they thought of the vintage. 
“Hints of mocha,” a barman said. “Notes of apricot,” a 
waiter ventured, which was followed by more earnest 

proclamations from wine-tasting amateurs. The som-
melier spotted Ntezo hand-polishing glasses and, as 
an afterthought, graciously poured him a taste. Ntezo 
sniffed the wine and couldn’t stop himself from smirk-
ing. He was no expert but had learned a little something 
about wine at his previous job working as a pool boy 
at a winemaker-run hotel. He took a small sip. “But it’s 
corked,” he said. The assistant manager of the hotel 
turned to his head sommelier, who took another sip and 
nodded that it was, indeed, a bad bottle. 

Ntezo’s subsequent ascent was swift: The hotel sent 
him to school to study wine; he was appointed their new 
head sommelier; and he went on to win South Africa’s 
best young sommelier competition.

Ntezo’s story isn’t just inspiring—it also offers 

Eight years ago, Luvo Ntezo was working as a dishwasher. 
Now, as Cape Town’s most trusted authority on wine, he’s a symbol  

of the country’s distinctive postapartheid viniculture

SOuth AfrIcA’S SOmmELIEr
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vineyard haven ntezo, left, in the vineyards of the steenberg 
Winery, just outside cape town. the nearby cape Wineland 
region is home to some of his favorite wineries, including Jordan, 
above, and Waterford.

By Tom Downey 
PorTraiT By DaviD chancellor
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Africa’s young sommelier competition, he was sent to 
Vienna in 2008 to vie for the world championship. To 
help him prepare for competition against young som-
meliers from France, Italy and England, who’d spent 
years drinking European wines, One & Only general 
manager Clive Bennett found him a wine mentor 

and shipped in cases of 
French and Italian wines. 
Ntezo placed fourth and 
returned home with the 
skills to measure South 
Africa’s wine against the 
best in the world.

Wine sellers target-
ing countries with newly 
wealthy populations have 
often adopted the same 
simple sales tactic: offer 
the most expensive, exclu-
sive and famous French 

Burgundies and Bordeauxs to their 
Chinese, Russian, Indian and Brazilian 
customers. Even in Johannesburg, 
Ntezo argues, customers often gravi-
tate toward the priciest offerings on 
the wine list. “In Jo’burg they drink 
wine to massage their egos,” he says. 
“In Cape Town we drink wine to mas-
sage our palates.”

Still, many wealthy South Africans 
are in search of good value when they 
open Ntezo’s wine list. Years ago that 
would have meant drinking old South 
African mainstays like pinotage—a 
distinctively South African blend of 

Pinot Noir and Cinsaut—or Chenin Blanc. Now som-
meliers like Ntezo have more choices to recommend 
and can find a ready and interesting South African 
corollary to the foreign wines that their guests already 
love—most likely a wine that came of age in the last 
decade or so, just as Ntezo did. And they can be found 
just down the road.  

highest-quality wines are often available only for the 
domestic market. A trip here is an opportunity to drink 
vintages that are impossible to procure at home.

And there is no shortage of distinctive wines to be 
savored. Apart from being ringed by beautiful mountains 
and two great oceans, Cape Town is also surrounded 
by many of the country’s 
significant wine-making 
regions, which means 
Ntezo can hop in his car 
on a Saturday morning 
and, 40 minutes later, 
be drinking new offer-
ings at the vineyards of 
his winemaker friends. 
“People choose to live in 
Cape Town because of its 

beauty, its location, its mountain backdrop,” says Ntezo. 
“Sommeliers choose to live here because it puts us right 
next to the most important wine-producing region on 
the continent.” 

Though Ntezo’s specialty is South African wine, 
he trained for international competitions by tasting 
the finest vintages in the world. After he’d won South 

insight into a remarkable development in South Africa’s 
viniculture. During apartheid, boycotts targeting the 
country’s racist policies had isolated its wine-making 
industry from the rest of the world, which meant that 
modern cultivation techniques, foreign varietals and 
rich export markets were all effectively off-limits. In the 
postapartheid era, the wine market has broadened and 
expanded—importing vines and growing methods—
radically improving the wine made there. 

Even so, Ntezo has to introduce wine to drinkers who 
may know little or nothing about Bordeaux, Riesling 
or Pinot Noir. His approach is simple: Wine can’t just 
be about taste, color and mouth feel. It must also tell a 
story. “When I serve Grangehurst’s Nikela, of course I 
want people to notice the blend of grapes,” says Ntezo. 
“But I also tell them that Nikela means ‘tribute’ in the 
Xhosa language, that winemaker Jeremy Walker cre-
ated this wine as a memorial to his par-
ents and that he bottled his first batch of 
Grangehurst on their former squash court 
in Stellenbosch. That’s something they’ll 
always remember and associate with the 
wine.” It’s sommelier as storyteller, a role 
for which Ntezo is well suited as he confi-
dently looks down over his spectacles at 
customers more than twice his age.

The One & Only hotel group opened 
its first South African property in Cape 
Town three years ago and launched with 
a Gordon Ramsay restaurant in the space 
where Ntezo now works. In 2010, the 
hotel shuttered that outlet and brought 
in South African chef Reuben Riffel, who 
created a new branch of Reuben’s, his res-
taurant from the Cape Winelands region. 
Riffel cooks simple, fresh South African food, using local 
ingredients prepared in a style strongly influenced by 
his Cape Malay background. (The Cape Malay commu-
nity comprises ethnic Malays who began to emigrate to 
Cape Town more than 200 years ago.) “The food Reuben 
cooks is the food I knew growing up in the region,” says 
Ntezo. “Things like bobotie, a Cape Malay minced-meat 
curry.” Ntezo’s challenge is to find wines that don’t just 
stand up to the strong, spicy flavors in Riffel’s cooking 
but that also bring something more to the palate. “I see 
my job as finding a wine that helps complete what a dish 
is giving you,” Ntezo says. “But it’s hard. A chef can cre-
ate exactly the flavors he wants. I can only work with 
what the winemakers give me.”

Just as the One & Only realized that diners wanted 
something distinctively South African—and not 
another international chain restaurant—so too does 
Ntezo understand that customers now want to drink 
local wine, not bottles imported from abroad. That’s 
partly national pride and price consciousness, but 
it’s also a reflection of the sheer variety of new South 
African wines. “Other new-world wine countries do 
one or two styles of wine well,” says South African 
Darren Humphreys, who leads wine tourists to South 
Africa. “But South Africa has a varied climate, and its 
winemakers have an experimental approach.” Much of 
the South African wine that reaches America’s shelves 
is marketed as a lower-cost alternative to American or 
European offerings, which means that the country’s 

new order 
ntezo recommends 

south african 
alternatives to old-

world wines, such as 
those from wineries at, 
from top, Grangehurst 
and meerlust. center: 

three of ntezo’s 
favorite vintages: 

Hamilton russell pinot 
noir 1999, meerlust 
rubicon 2007 and 
Grangehurst nikela 

2001. right: ntezo at 
the steenberg winery.    fr
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Over the last twO years, 28-year-old fraternal 
twins Simon and Nikolai Haas have become the won-
der boys of the Southern California design world. 
Together, they’ve conceived and fabricated every-
thing from Cubist club chairs and globular brass vases 
to custom ceramic light fixtures and angel wings for 
Lady Gaga. It’s only when pressed for a title that the 
pair admit to being furniture designers. Perhaps 
that’s because they see design as a broader calling: 
simply put, making things people haven’t seen before. 

The Haas brothers’ sprawling industrial studio in 
downtown Los Angeles is half science lab, half art stu-
dio. There, they experiment with raw materials like 
resin and metal, pushing these substances into shapes 
that seem to defy nature. And experimentation is what 
facilitated their arrival as rising design stars: Simon 
and Nikolai used flat hexagonal brass tiles—typically 
able to adjoin only on a horizontal plane—to clad the 
rounded surfaces of a footstool for an exhibit of func-
tional objets d’art at Manhattan’s R  20th Century 
Design gallery. “We’ll find a material we like and do 

everything wrong with it until something comes out 
right,” says Simon. In creating his “fungus accretion” 
vases, Simon brushed the rough surface of a ceramic 
vase with a clay-and-water solution until it built upon 
itself like a hand-dripped sand castle. 

Despite their often-flamboyant style, the Haas 
brothers’ work is steeped in solid craftsmanship. 
Raised in Austin, Texas, both Simon and Nikolai 
worked at their father’s stone-carving business and 
furniture company every summer. “I would be the 
one up at 6 a.m., working all day long, and Simon was 
always the one who would wake up at noon and come in 
to do special projects,” says Nikolai. “If there was a chip 
in a fireplace, I would fill it in and Simon would faux-
paint it.” They were always yin and yang: Simon messy 
and Nikolai orderly; Simon the partier, while Nikolai 
drank his first beer at age 25; Simon gay and Nikolai 
straight. But they always found common ground in 
creative projects. “As kids we always complemented 
each other, so if one of us was bad at something, the 
other one got really good at it,” says Nikolai. 

Double Take  
Brothers Nikolai,  

left, and Simon  
Haas in Los Angeles 

atop a brass stool  
of their own design.

 ideas & people

Designers

 two of  
a kind
Twins Nikolai and Simon Haas 
are using their combined  
talents—a wild eye for  
artistry, traditional carpentry 
skills and a deep Hollywood 
Rolodex—to become some  
of the most innovative  
furniture makers around

BY stinson carter
photographY BY lisa eisner
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After living apart for a few post–high school 
years, during which Simon undertook formal art 
training at the Rhode Island School of Design and 
Nikolai toured in a band, they both ended up in Los 
Angeles, where their brother Lukas had already 
become famous as a Hollywood actor. At first, Nikolai 
worked as a house manager and personal assistant 
to one of Lukas’s A-list wingmen and Simon as a 
restaurant cook. It wasn’t until a powerful friend 
extended an off-the-cuff invitation to collaborate on 
a remodeling project that they decided to rent out a 
work space in downtown L.A. 

Once the shop was up and running, word-of-
mouth advertising was very good to the Haas 
brothers: Actors commissioned their furniture 
for party pads; Mario Testino used their one-
off accoutrements for photo shoots; and Peter 
Marino and Johnston Marklee hired them to cus-
tom design furniture. Business quickly grew to a 
point where they could no longer make everything 
alone, so they hired friends skilled in carpentry and ceramics to 
help out. Now they limit their time in work gloves to applying fin-
ishing touches—mostly to free up as many hours as possible for 
prototyping. “We’re basing our work on a fashion model,” says 
Simon. “There are things that are ready-to-wear”—like their 
lucrative furniture line—“and then we’ve got the couture,” like the 
honeycombed brass stool, which took them two intensive weeks to 
craft. They’re planning to move to a larger shop in order to keep 
pace with demand.

The Haas brothers love L.A. for its abundance 
of raw materials, and will often scour factory 
warehouses and special effects shops looking for 
anything that intrigues them. “Our relationship 
to material is so intimate,” said Nikolai. “What 
happens if we throw iron into resin and catch it on 
fire, or inflate a weather balloon or panty hose and 
pour plaster into it?” What happens, in the latter 
case, is a vase resembling a bronze stalagmite. So 
far, the weight of success hasn’t taken the fun out 
of their work, and if they have it their way, it never 
will. “We’ve only professionally been in a relation-
ship for two years, but it’s really been our whole 
lives,” says Nikolai. “It’s not any different than it 
was when we were kids.”  
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SITTING PRETTY Clockwise 
from above: The Haas’s solid 
walnut Animal chair; hand-
stitched Missoni-print wool chair 
and ottoman; teak club chair 
upholstered with Belgian linen.

PLEASE TOUCH  
An unfinished brass 

table designed to 
collect fingerprints.

WHITE PARTY  
A music video for the 

L.A. band ESP, with 
production design by  

the Haas brothers.

FACE TIME  
The humanoid 
costume for 
the band Neon 
Indian’s “Polish 
Girl” music 
video, created 
by the twins. 
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Glorya Kaufman stands among the nation’s foremost patrons of the arts. With her visionary gift, 
USC will off er students an exceptional education in dance, enhanced by the broad off erings of 
the university in digital technology and the humanities. Visit kaufman.usc.edu

A HISTORIC GIFT
CREATES THE 

 USC GLORYA KAUFMAN 
 SCHOOL OF DANCE

A N N O U N C I N G  A  N E W  S C H O O L  O F  D A N C E 
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a strategically applied golden sheen on the cheekbones and chin  
updates the classic porcelain matte face  

la mer The Treatment Foundation in Creme, $85, nordstrom.com cle de peau Luminizing Face Enhancer in Sandy Beige, $95, neimanmarcus.com 
clinique Chubby Intense Moisturizing Lip Colour Balm in Curviest Caramel, $16, bloomingdales.com

From embellished nails to silver-tipped lips, the most stunning runway-inspired  
looks for spring make an impact with boldly minimal makeup

modern romance

By Eva ChEn   PhotograPhy By EriC MaillEt
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lusciously full and highly 
groomed brows look  

bold and of-the-moment
tom ford Brow Sculptor in Espresso, $35,  

bergdorfgoodman.com chanel  
Vitalumèire aqua Makeup in Beige, $45,  

chanel.com dr. lipp balm, $15, sephora.com
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painted slashes of electric-blue 
liner close to the lid create  
a fresh but elegant eye

mac Chromagraphic Pencil in Hi-Def Cyan, $15, 
maccosmetics.com estÉe lauder PureColor 
Eyeshadow in Sugar Cube, $21, esteelauder.com  
armani Maestro Fusion Makeup in 4, $62, 
saksfifthavenue.com
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adorned nails—taken for a modern medieval spin  
with a textured tone-on-tone lattice in honeyed 
hues—contrast with the simplicity of the low ponytail 
ysl La Laque Couture Nail Lacquer in Beige Leger 22, $25, bloomingdales.com 
lancÔme Vernis in Love Nail Polish in 240N, $15, nordstrom.com nars  
Matte Eyeshadow in New york, $24, narscosmetics.com shiseido Perfect Mascara  
Defining Volume, $24, sephora.com oribe Gel Serum (hair), $58, oribe.com
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a touch of silver at  
the cupid’s bow revamps  

the classic siren lip

dolce & Gabbana Classic 
Cream Lipstick in Iconic 210, $34, 
saksfifthavenue.com coverGirl  

Lip Perfection Lipliner in Passion 
215, $7, ulta.com clarins Ombre 

Minérale Mono Eyeshadow in  
Sparkle White, $20, clarinsusa.com

Hair: Peter Gray, using Oribe HairCare; 
Makeup: Maki ryoke for Tim Howard 

Management; Manicure: Marisa 
Carmichael for marisacarmichael.com
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it may be one of milan’s loftiest fine 
jewelers, but Pomellato does an admi-
rable job of flying under the radar. 
Glamorous, yet wearable around the 
clock, the 45-year-old house’s signature 
gold and brilliantly colored semiprecious 
stones telegraph understated luxury. The 
uncommon mix of quality and ease appeals to the 
brand’s legion of fans, who often amass pieces by the 
dozens, passing them down through generations. As 
fashion designer Narciso Rodriguez once declared, 

“Pomellato is the blue jeans of high-end jewelry.” 
Women around the world—like Antonella Fratini, 

the well-bred owner, along with her husband, 
Sandro, of Villa Cora and five other grandly 
restored hotels in Florence—have arsenals of 
centuries-old family antiques that are pulled 
out of the vault twice a year. “And then there’s 
Pomellato,” Fratini says, “which I wear every 
day of my life.” Fratini has collected Pomellato 
piously since age nine, when she received a glow-
ing gold chain and charm necklace for her first 
communion. Now she regularly throws on a mix of 
Pomellato pieces bought by her mother in the late 
’60s; Gourmette gold bracelets inlaid with rubies or 
sapphires she bought for herself 20 years ago; and 
her latest impulse buy: the Tango bracelet, featuring 
a dusting of chocolate diamonds over molten waves of 
thick gold braiding. 

When Pino Rabolini, son of Milanese jewelers, 
launched the brand in 1967, fine jewelry was strictly 
boxed into its traditional guise of stiff, delicate piles 
of priceless gems—not unlike the unforgiving haute-
couture fashion of the time. Pomellato split from the 
pack, introducing pieces like the now iconic Schiava 
gold bangle, which features an invisible closure. 

The jewelry paralleled the new accessibility of the 
decade—and the relaxed style trail-blazed by ready-
to-wear masters like Armani. 

“Rabolini understood very quickly that women 
and their lifestyles were changing in the late 

’60s,” says Pomellato’s CEO Andrea Morante. 
“Women were asking, ‘How am I going to dress 
after this?’ Armani was the answer in terms 
of fashion, and Pomellato was the answer in 
terms of jewelry.” 

Pomellato was a hit in 1970s Italy with 
women whose modern tastes leaned toward a 

minimal, informal elegance. In the late ’80s, the 
house introduced less expensive semiprecious 

colored stones to its line. “No one had thought to 
use them before,” explains Morante of the kaleido-

scopic stones. “Pomellato was the first to introduce 
them, and it revolutionized the industry.” 

“I remember the first time I saw one,” says 
American jewelry designer Irene Neuwirth.  “I was in 
Tulum and one of my chicest friends—this gorgeous 
Italian girl—had a Pomellato ring with a huge bright-
green stone. It looked so modern.”

The frenzy over Pomellato reached a fever pitch 
outside of Italy in 2001 with the advent of the Nudo, 
a weighty gold ring with a huge faceted colored stone 
set like a diamond solitaire. Beautiful in its sim-
plicity, the ring is offered in captivating hues like 
scarlet garnets, brown and lemon quartzes, and pur-
ple amethysts. “I have four of them,” reports Pauletta 
Washington, wife of actor Denzel and self-professed 
jewelry nut. “I love to mix and match them; some-
times I wear all four at once. I can’t even count the 
number of pieces I have.”

Part of the allure is Pomellato’s mesmerizing gold 
formula, a top-secret mix of alloys that gives the metal 

Italian fine-jewelry house 
Pomellato has earned a  
cult following for their 
unmistakably luxurious yet 
easy-to-wear collections
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rainbow 
connection 
a cascade of 
Pomellato’s 
signature gold and 
colored-gemstone 
nudo rings.

jewelry
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instant indulgence
from ahhh to ZzZz

Immerse your senses as we indulge

your desires. With sapphire blue

swimming pools, white powdery

beaches and ethereal surroundings,

each detail at Le Blanc Spa Resort is

designed to enhance your experience,

from beginning to end.

With a world-class spa as its

centerpiece, you’ll never be too far

from total serenity. And since it’s truly

all-inclusive, all you have to worry

about is choosing which sense we

should pamper first.

1 888 987 2672 | leblancsparesort.com | ADULTS ONLY
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CAPTION HERE 
Lorem dolor remod 
tas ande pos conse 
que pa untibus ut di 
con nossusam.

FAN FAVORITE 
Pomellato devotee 
Antonella Fratini at 
her villa in Fiesole. 
Right: The rose gold 
Catena necklace. 

an expensive pink glow. New materials, like the ster-
ling silver used in Pomellato’s latest ’67 collection, or 
the jet—the term for fossilized wood—laser-cut by 
hand into lattice formation, are broadening the com-
pany’s offerings, which include Dodo by Pomellato, a 
collection of silver, gold and diamond animal charms. 
(Part of the annual proceeds go to support the World 
Wildlife Fund in Italy.)

“Everything is very substantial, so you really 
make a statement when you wear a piece,” explains 
Hollywood stylist Petra Flannery, who is as likely to 
finish off one of her A-list young actors’ outfits with a 
Pomellato flourish as she is to wear her own weighty 
gold band she bought in Rome in her early twenties. 
“But it doesn’t make you feel like you’re dripping in 
diamonds. It has a modern, cool factor.” Flannery 
recently put the jet earrings on actor Mila Kunis. “She 
loved them. The genius of the design is that they look 
very heavy but feel very light.”   

In fact, the genius of the design might be something 
else. “I really don’t need jewelry for a ball,” says Caterina 
de Renzis Sonnino, a winemaker who resides at her fam-
ily’s 17th-century castle in Tuscany. “Pomellato makes 
gorgeous jewelry I can wear to the supermarket.”  

“Everything is very 
substantial, so 
you really make a 
statement when 
you wear  
a piece. But  
it doesn’t make  
you feel like 
you’re dripping in 
diamonds.” 
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GOLD STANDARD
Sofia Coppola wearing 
Pomellato at the 67th 

Venice International 
Film Festival. Above:
The Tango bracelet.
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“Asking how mAny plAster cAsts I’ve made in my 
life is like asking how many peas one’s podded in 
the pea factory,” says Peter Hone, an artist, classical 
art collector and antiques dealer. “Stand still long 
enough and you’ll be cast!”

Referred to by English interiors buffs as the “Hone 
museum,” Hone’s small but decorated-to-the-gills flat 
in London’s Ladbroke Square—which he has occupied 
for half a century, recently in the company of Basil, 
his Jack Russell terrier—brims with hundreds of cast-
plaster reproductions and the antiquities from his 
celebrated collection that inspired them. In his liv-
ing room, Hellenic marble busts and original masks 
of Keats and Voltaire mingle with casts of keystones 
from historical building façades. Flower-shaped 
architectural roundels molded from purple and pink 
resin—another medium in which Hone likes to work—
hang from the windows, catching the late-afternoon 
sun like stained glass. 

A true tweed-clad, dog-hair-covered English eccen-
tric, 74-year-old Hone has resurrected something of 
a lost art with his work. Making plaster-cast repro-
ductions of important sculptures began in the 16th 
century and first became popular in the early 19th 
century, when few people could afford to travel to see 
the original works. Museums throughout Europe and 
America commissioned plaster and electrotype copies 
of monuments and sculptures so facsimiles could be 
exhibited and enjoyed more widely. But the practice 
fell out of favor in the early 20th century, when plaster 
reproductions came to be seen as inferior substitutes 

Three London-based 
sculptors work with unusual 
materials—cast plaster, 
hard-carved porcelain and 
broken china—to create 
one-of-a-kind objects of 
startling beauty

MADE TO 
MEASURE

BY AlexA BrAziliAn 
PHOTOGrAPHY BY miGuel flOres-viAnnA
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master caster 
hone, with his dog, 

Basil, seated in front of 
the hone exchange  
at lAssco gallery’s  

three pIgeons branch,  
opened in 2012.

PETER HONE
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to original artworks, and many were 
put into storage or even destroyed. 

Hone, however, believes plaster 
casting is a satisfying art form, not to 
mention a somewhat irreverent way 
to enjoy history. “I always liked plas-
ter casts better than the originals,” he 
explains. Gazing at Hone’s many lily-
white creations—a bust of the Roman 
goddess Diana; a pair of sphinx figurines 
modeled on the late 18th-century origi-
nals; an 18.5-inch-high cast of a panel 
from a Roman sarcophagus Hone used 
to keep on his dining room table—you 
begin to see his point. While authen-
tic sculpture in one’s home can feel, as 
Hone likes to put it, “a bit in your face 
and up your nose,” his playful casts feel 
infinitely less serious when placed atop 
a mantle or mounted on a wall. “They’re not expensive 
and well… they’re there!” he says. “It’s marvelous.” 

Born of modest means in Liverpool, Hone dropped 
out of school when he was 14. Among other profes-
sions, he’s been a chef aboard the British Rail (“I 
wanted to be eating the bloody stuff, not cooking it!”) 
and a custodian at several small museums in London 
(“The uniforms were absolutely beautiful”). In the 
’60s and ’70s, he owned a successful antiques business 
in North London specializing in four-poster beds. “I 

face to face 
a variety of hone’s 

casts—including a 
mask of samuel 

Johnson, bottom far 
left, and a plaster 

death mask of marie 
antoinette’s main 

gardener in versailles, 
made from the 

original, bottom far 
right—in his studio.

sold beds to all the top people: The Beatles, the Rolling 
Stones, the aristocracy,” he says. In the late ’80s he 
ran a garden and architectural antiques store with the 
philanthropist and collector Lord Jacob Rothschild, 
for whom he is also an art consultant. It was in this 
last incarnation that Hone “Honed in” (as he loves to 
say) on plaster casting, buying up copious amounts of 
an outdoor weatherproof material called Coade stone 
for use in the shop. He now offers many of his casts in 
this same water-resistant medium, though he’s since 
taken to calling it “Hone stone.”  

Until recently, his two-story flat had also served as 
his studio. “I was so overloaded with molds I couldn’t 
get into bed, you see,” he says. Hone’s friend Anthony 
Reeve—managing director of the popular London 
architectural salvage and supply company LASSCO—
came to the rescue last spring, offering him a work 
and show space at Three Pigeons, LASSCO’s branch 
in rural Oxfordshire. There, in a courtyard where res-
cued gems like old bell-tower wheels and bright-green 
prison doors are for sale, Hone displays his work in a 
tiny brick cottage that used to be a telephone repeater 
station. Acting as a kind of live catalog, the hut, which 
has been dubbed The Hone Exchange, contains a wide 
range of his casts, which he can reproduce in about 
three weeks if they are not already in stock. The shack 
also contains examples of his newest obsession: glow-
ing plaster sconces and sculptural appliqués made 
from imprints of giant leaves Hone finds in friends’ 
gardens. Pieces from the Exchange are available to 
order on the LASSCO Web site. This latest surge of 
exposure is sure to make Hone’s revitalized relics 
accessible not only to a privileged few but, as plaster 
casts were originally meant, to everyone. 

antiques show 
resin and plaster casts of coade 
stone keystones. the largest cast 
is of asclepius, god of medicine. 

goddess worship 
hone’s plaster cast 

of the winged nike 
adjusting her sandal, 

modeled after the 
original sculpture. 
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‘We have it in our garden, don’t you remember?’ ”
Hosono’s porcelain towers, bowls and boxes resem-

ble miniature bushes of fantastical foliage, covered 
from top to bottom in cream, black-hued porcelain 
flower buds or wind-blown leaves, which she hand-
carves before attaching to a vessel she’s thrown on a 
potter’s wheel. Indeed, Hosono registers details—the 
way a leaf curls with the breeze, the fine-spun pattern 
of a petal—with such focused intensity that the larger 
picture sometimes falls away. If you ask her who buys 
her sculptures—they sell for around $2,500 to $11,000 
each—she’ll tell you to speak to Adrian Sassoon, the 
well-known art dealer who sells her work exclusively. 
In turn, his office will inform you that Peter Marino 
Architect purchased a piece, that Jonathan Reed has 
taken an interest in her work and that the Victoria & 
Albert Museum has one of Hosono’s pieces on display 
in its Japanese gallery.

With a BA in ceramics from the Kanazawa College 
of Art in Japan, a yearlong stint in Copenhagen study-
ing ceramic design at The Royal Danish Academy of 
Fine Arts and an MA from the Royal College of Art 
in London, Hosono’s training represents a unique 
blend of artistic traditions. But the biggest influ-
ence on her work, arguably, came after school, when 
she interned and then briefly worked in the design 
department at venerable English porcelain manu-
facturer Wedgwood. There, she experimented with 

“My auntie grew this tea,” says Hitomi Hosono 
while sipping a steaming green brew in her cluttered 
one-room ceramics studio in London. The discussion 
has drifted from the 34-year-old artist’s intricate, 
flora-inspired sculptures to the rice farm in Japan’s 
Gifu Prefecture where she grew up. “We had water-
melons, cucumbers and pumpkins,” she says, making 
shapes in the air with her Band-Aid–covered hands. 

“They were really deformed, not like what you see here 
in the markets, but everything tasted much richer.”

The farm is also where Hosono developed her 

photographic memory for plants of all kinds. She cre-
ates her startlingly lifelike sculptures from detailed 
mental pictures of greenery from her childhood; tree 
leaves she observes from the window of her studio; 
and the flowers she finds on walks in London’s Kew 
Gardens or in Hampstead Heath. The botanical pho-
tographs of Karl Blossfeldt also inspire her, as does 
the wisteria that climbs its way over many of the 
whitewashed houses in London. In fact, she retains 
so many images from so many different periods of 
her life that Hosono often can’t remember where she 
saw the originals. “I’ll send my mother a sketch and 
ask her if she knows what the flower is and she’ll say, 

HITomI HoSoNo

natural 
wonders 
Hosono’s molded 
and hand-built 
porcelain Large 
Feather Leaves Bowl. 
above: Four porcelain 
boxes — Camellia, 
Chrysanthemum, 
Flower and Black 
Camellia—with gold-
leaf interiors.  
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a technique called sprigging, whereby thin ceramic 
reliefs, or ‘sprigs,’ are applied to the surface of teacups 
and traditional china as decoration. Hosono learned 
the technique and then applied her own brand of 
Miracle-Gro to it, blanketing her personal artworks 
with riots of flora-shaped sprigs. “They only use a few 
sprigs,” she says of Wedgwood. “That frustrated me. 
I wanted to do more, to transfer a plant’s infinite and 
complex beauty. I wanted to cover everything—over-
whelmingly so.”

Hosono’s larger pieces can take five months just to 
dry. That’s not counting the month it takes to create 
the model of the perfect chrysanthemum bud or piece 
of foliage she’ll use to adorn her sculptures—or the 
three weeks it requires to individually apply them. 
Hosono starts by carving 3-D models of her pencil 
sketches in clay or plasticine, which she then casts 
in dentists’ plaster. This acts as the mold into which 
she’ll pour porcelain again and again, until she has 
enough vegetation to cover the entire surface of the 
sculpture. Before each leaf or bud is placed, it has to 
be fine-tuned using dentists’ tools that Hosono has 
customized with primitive-looking handles made 
from masking tape. This process takes another three 
weeks of working around the clock with few breaks. 
“Otherwise, with the replication, the detail can fall 
away. This is the core of my work, really,” she says. 
“Each one has to be perfect.”

all in the details 
Black wisteria square 
Box, 2012, made from 

molded and hand-built 
black porcelain with a 
red gold-leaf interior. 

pursuit of 
perfection 

chrysanthemum 
and camellia Bowl, 

2012, during the 
drying process. 

Below: hosono at 
work on an unfired 

carved porcelain 
shirakawa Bowl.

“I wanted to do more, 
to transfer a plant’s 

infinite and complex 
beauty. I wanted to 
cover everything—

overwhelmingly so.”

0213_WSJ_OneOfAKind_01.indd   57 12/12/12   2:53 PM
12122012135524



58  feBruAry 2013 

PLACES & THINGS
Art

broken any of the china he uses for his sculptures. 
Instead, he finds already chipped or cracked porcelain 
in Portobello market or salvages damaged-beyond-
repair pieces given to him by his restoration clients. 
“The porcelain pretty much chooses me,” says de Vries. 
In Old-Fashioned English Rose, fragments from various 
18th- and 19th-century porcelain pieces are arranged 
atop a reinforced dried rose stem to resemble petals. 
No No No shows a chipped Samson porcelain figure 
of the Muse of Music under a glass dome, which de
Vries painted and retouched in 2009 to resemble Amy 
Winehouse—miniature vodka bottles, vinyl records 
and syringe included. Dead Nature 6 is an 18th-century 
Worcester porcelain bowl shown in mid-collision and 
filled with dried fruit—a nod to 17th- and 18th-century 
Dutch still life paintings. This last item caught the eye 

“with cerAmics, there’s no room for imperfection,” 
says Bouke de Vries, who creates beautifully broken 
sculptures constructed with everything from the 
remnants of cracked teacups to smashed Limoges figu-
rines. “If there’s the tiniest chip in a vase, its value is 
reduced so dramatically, but to me, it’s still beautiful.” 
This love of damaged goods is what turned this gifted 
restorer of ceramics into an artist with an appetite for 
destruction. Since he started his restoration practice 
in 1994—working with private collectors, dealers and 
clients like the National Trust in England—the Dutch-
born, London-based de Vries has been more interested 
in picking china apart than putting it back together.

His first piece of art, made in 2008, was constructed 
from a shattered bisque figurine of a little Dutch boy, 
which he accidentally dropped while moving house. 
The work, consisting of floating shards held together 
by a delicate spine of clear Lucite, is “meant to look like 
it’s in the process of breaking,” he says. Titled Portrait 
of the Artist 1, at the exploding figure’s center is a red 
glass heart. “It was an experiment, really. I had always 
wanted to do something art-wise, but I’d never found 
the right angle. Then I made a few more pieces, friends 
really loved them, and now, here we are!”

Since dropping that first figurine, de Vries hasn’t 

bOUkE DE vRIES

heart of the 
matter 
portrait of the Artist 1, 
2009, made from a 
20th-century  
white bisque figure 
of a dutch boy and 
mixed media. 

material obsession 
memory urn 1 features 

antique ceramics  
and refired Japanese 
raku. Below: shut up 

mao, from 2010, made  
of porcelain plaque  

and mixed media.
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flower power 
Burnt flower, made 
from ceramics from 
three different 
centuries and refired 
raku, sits atop a burnt 
wood table.

house proud 
the artist and ceramics 
restorer on the building 
site of his new workshop 
in shepherd’s Bush.

not to say there isn’t a backstory to my pieces.”
Indeed, the 52-year-old readily incorporates his 

life experiences into his work, including his time in 
the fashion world. Before studying ceramic conser-
vation and restoration at the West Dean College in 
West Sussex, he did a postgraduate course in fashion 
design at London’s Central Saint Martins school. After 
obtaining his degree in 1982, he worked for the likes 

of John Galliano, Zandra Rhodes and milliner Stephen 
Jones, with whom he recently collaborated on a mask 
made from tiny porcelain animals for the World 
Wildlife Fund charity.

Last year, de Vries was featured in three exhibi-
tions, including a one-man show entitled “War and 
Pieces” at the Holburne Museum in Bath. Positioned 
on an antique table among centuries-old oils and 
bronze sculptures, de Vries’s installation featured a 
three-foot sculpture comprised of broken 18th-, 19th- 
and early 20th-century Chinese, German, Dutch and 
English china. “I even found a little porcelain kitchen 
sink. So it’s everything and the kitchen sink!” says de 
Vries, laughing.

Now, a different kind of centerpiece sits in his stu-
dio: a burnt wooden idol of the Virgin Mary. In the 
middle of her body is an embedded Lucite circle filled 
with dried orchids. These came from an arrangement 
that Madonna sent as a thank you to de Vries after he 
restored a Grayson Perry vase for her. “I call it Like a 
Prayer,” he says mischievously. Also in his studio is 
Memory Urn, for which he re-created the exact shape 
of a damaged vase with a local glassblower. De Vries 
then filled the vessel with the shattered remnants of 
the original. “It’s quite a romantic idea, really. The 
things I use are already broken and regarded as worth-
less. Some of them become more important than when 
they were perfect,” says de Vries. “I’m trying to give 
them a new life.” His work, it seems, is beginning to 
repay the favor.  

of former art dealer Kay Saatchi, who not only pur-
chased the sculpture herself but included de Vries in 
a group show of emerging artists at Selfridges only 
one year after he’d made his first piece. “I think there’s 
a change going on where it’s okay to make beautiful 
things again, where the actual skill of the worker is 
important,” says de Vries. “I love conceptual art, but 
there was a time when it was all about ideas—which is 

“I think there’s a 
change going on 

where it’s okay  
to make beautiful 

things again, 
where the actual 

skill of the worker 
is important.”
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Whether reciting Shakespeare on the West End,  
portraying a villain in this month’s all-star costume drama Parade’s End  

or fighting evil in Iron Man 3, English actor  
Rebecca Hall finds the spotlight on stage and screen alike 

ready 
for 
  her
 close
   up
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haIder ackermaNN 
jacket, $1,445, and 
trousers, $1,415, net-a-
porter.com JeNNIfer 
meYer wave rings, 
$625 and $1,950,  
and circle ring, $500, 
888-222-7639
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laNvIN vest with bow, 
$2,990, and pants, 

$3,280, 646-439-0380 
JeNNIfer meYer 

wave rings, $625 and 
$1,950, and circle ring, 
$500, 888-222-7639. 

Opposite: laNvIN 
vest with lapel, $3,620, 
top, $1,350, and pants, 
$1,950, 646-439-0380

T
o seasoned television fans, the news that HBO and the 
BBC are at last joining forces to coproduce this month’s 
must-watch miniseries—the lavish five-part costume drama 
Parade’s End—will not come as a shock. After all, the two 

networks are responsible for some of the most groundbreaking and 
addictive television of the last decade—with BBC shows like Sherlock 
and Luther finding popular footing stateside just as HBO’s Girls and 
Boardwalk Empire have earned praise in the UK. If a meeting of trans-
atlantic minds (and demographics) felt inevitable, then surely no actor 
better embodies this new alliance—and each network’s silver-screen-
writ-small sensibility—better than Rebecca Hall, who possesses a rare 
combination of British theatrical bona fides and Hollywood glamour. 

Over the past six years, the London-based actor has achieved fame 
in both American movies and in London’s West End. Thirty-year-old 
Hall’s sterling theater credits include starring roles in Shakespeare’s 
The Winter’s Tale and Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard—part of her 
boyfriend Sam Mendes’s much-celebrated Bridge Project, a three-year 
cross-pollination between London’s Old Vic and Neal Street theaters 
and the Brooklyn Academy of Music. (Her father, Peter Hall, founded 
the Royal Shakespeare Company and ran the National Theater; her 
mother is opera star Maria Ewing.) At the same time, Hall has played 
everything from a Boston bank manager and Ben Affleck’s roman-
tic interest in The Town to an uptight grad student in her Golden 
Globe–nominated turn in Woody Allen’s Vicky Cristina Barcelona—an 
enviable Hollywood resumé by any measure.  

In Parade’s End, Hall portrays Sylvia Tietjens, the socially ascen-
dant yet morally promiscuous and occasionally cruel wife of a 
Yorkshire-bred aristocrat—played by Sherlock’s pale-faced master-
mind, Benedict Cumberbatch—whose attachment to an antiquarian 
vision of English society on the eve of World War I keeps him danger-
ously rooted in the past. Hall found the character of Sylvia immensely 
appealing. “I don’t think it’s very often that you come across charac-
ters that are intensely unlikable, borderline sadistic, complicated and 
yet redeeming at the same time,” she says. “She was fascinating to me 
and very out of my realm of experience. She’s a force.”

Cumberbatch might say the same of Hall. “I just think she’s one of 
the greats,” he says. “I talked to Meryl Streep about her recently on the 
set of August: Osage County and  said, ‘I’ve only seen one other actress 
[besides Streep] who has this complete command over her character 
on a film set, and that’s Rebecca Hall.’ ” Parade’s End was something of 
a reunion for Hall and Cumberbatch, who appeared together in 2006’s 
Starter for 10, Hall’s first film role as an adult. 

Parade’s End was adapted by Tom Stoppard—his first major televi-
sion project in 30 years—and directed by Susanna White, who helmed 
both HBO’s Generation Kill and the BBC’s Bleak House. The oppor-
tunity to work with dialogue written by Stoppard, whom Hall calls 
the “greatest living dramatist in the English language,” was a major 
draw for the actor, as was her appreciation for Ford Madox Ford, who 
wrote the novel on which the miniseries is based. “Ford Madox Ford 
was very witty and dry and the humor comes out of a quite dark place, 
while Tom has a very strong sense of humor that’s more rooted in 
intellectual wordplay,” she says. “Yet the crossover between them cul-
minates in something magical.” A friend of Hall’s since she appeared 
in his 2009 adaptation of The Cherry Orchard, Stoppard was often on 
set to instruct the cast, which includes Rupert Everett in the role of 
Sylvia’s brother-in-law and Miranda Richardson as the mother of her 
main romantic rival. “Tom thinks in a different direction,” says Hall. 
“If we all think left to right, he thinks the other way.” 

Though she manages to avoid “the glitz and fame aspects” of a 
career in the public eye—a trick she learned from her parents—it’s 
more than likely that Hall will have to recalibrate her relationship 
with celebrity in May, when she appears in Iron Man 3. In the third 
installment of the popular franchise, Hall plays Maya Hansen, a brainy 
scientist who develops a secret weapon for hero Tony Stark. The role 
was a departure for her. “The question became, Why not?” she says of 

taking on a summer blockbuster. “I kept not doing them and got to a 
point where I was like, actually, instead of deciding that it’s not going 
to be for me, I should find out if I might enjoy it.” As it happens, the 
experience felt much less foreign than Hall had anticipated. “One of the 
great things about the Iron Man franchise is that they employ fascinat-
ing actors who don’t necessarily do action movies,” she says. “Before 
Iron Man you didn’t associate Robert Downey, Jr. and Gwyneth Paltrow 
with those kinds of films. There’s an emphasis on repartee and wit.”

Even with her induction into the ranks of superhero movies, Hall 
refuses to leave the footlights entirely. She set a rule for herself: For 
every three films, she must appear on stage at least once. “I’m not 
snobbish about it,” she says. “I don’t think that theater is the higher 
medium, that it’s better than film.” Whatever the setting or script, 
Hall’s knack for choosing enduring roles comes down to a simple prin-
ciple: “I’d rather that people say, ‘Do you think you could do this?’ And 
for my initial instinct to be, Oh god, no… how could I? And then to work 
it out. That’s when it gets interesting.” by adrienne gaffney
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by Meenal Mistry   PhotograPhy by  s iMon Watson 
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t he Quai MalaQuais is not a fashion street. 
Though the tree-lined thoroughfare along 
the banks of the Seine is prime Parisian real 
estate, the neighborhood consists of antique 

dealers, bookshops and art galleries. Across the 
river, major luxury brands cluster along the Avenue 
Montaigne and the Faubourg St. Honoré. But the Quai 
is where designer Dries Van Noten chose to open his 
men’s and women’s flagship boutiques. 

Inside the shops, the atmosphere flouts luxury 
retail convention even further. Entering the airy and 
bright women’s store at number 7 feels like trespass-
ing in the private apartment of a generations-old 
Left Bank family with impeccable taste and heavily 
stamped passports. The men’s shop at number 9 gives 
off the mood of a traditional club—a bit decadent, but 
still elegantly appointed.  

The creative force behind both spaces—and most 
of Van Noten’s nine flagship locations and countless 
department-store boutiques—is 50-year-old Belgian 
interior architect and decorator Gert Voorjans. Since 
Van Noten first hired Voorjans almost two decades 
ago, they’ve concocted a distinctive residential look 

Belgian architect and interior 
designer Gert Voorjans 

transformed Dries Van Noten’s 
retail empire, creating homey 

environments layered with 
decorative elements from around 
the globe—and tied aesthetically 

to his home and studio in 
Antwerp, the birthplace of his 

eclectic inspirations

A studio in 
contrAsts

Mix Master The parlor 
of Voorjans’s Antwerp 

apartment is a colorful 
mix of eras and cultures. 

Right: The Art Deco 
exterior was added 
to the 19th-century 

townhouse in the ’30s. 

  69

0213_WSJ_Gert_01.indd   69 12/12/12   2:03 PM
12122012130514



hoMe and aWay
Clockwise from 

above: A bronze 
and plaster statue 
of an archer and a 

Montgolfier glass lamp 
in the atelier’s front 
room; in the dining 

room, rattan peacock 
chairs, a Victorian 

glass chandelier and 
a plaster model of an 

African warrior; the 
Moorish-influenced 

guest quarters. 
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that might be overwhelming in its highly eclectic mix 
of eras and cultures if it weren’t so refined. 

This is equally true of Van Noten’s collections. 
Although the clothes and the stores share a seamless 
quality, they are both intensely researched and con-
sidered—a truth that Voorjans passionately attests to. 
“A lot of people think, Oh it’s like mique-maque. You go 
to the flea market and then you do something expen-
sive and cheap,” he says. “They think it’s like clothing. 
A little Zara, a bit of Dior, you mix it up and it’s easy. I 
can tell you it’s not easy at all. It looks natural, but it’s 
really studied. It’s not like, Oh Jesus, we’re opening on 
Monday, let’s go and get some things.” 

there are Many such “things” in Voorjans’s 
Antwerp studio, which is housed—along 
with his offices and his apartment—in a 
mostly traditional four-floor 19th-century 

townhouse on a quiet square called Leopold plaats. 
The building itself abides by his sensibility, having 
been partly refurbished in the early ’30s. “They had 
ideas to take it all down,” he explains, “but then came 
the crash.” The result is a smooth, white Art Deco 
façade, with generous windows that allow light to 
pour in. “Even in gray Belgium, we have some sun,” 
remarks Voorjans dryly. His name is above the door 
in neat black Deco letters—a deceptive exterior given 
what’s inside. 

At the time of our interview, the front hall is lined 
with several larger-than-life Italian 
wood panels with a trompe l’oeil paint-
ing of a classic Polish interior waiting 
to be installed in a library. Nearby 
hangs a sculptural piece of German 
 textile art from the ’60s that was prob-
ably described as groovy back in the 
day. In the sunny plant-filled front 
room, an outsize antique museum 
cabinet from Brussels reaching almost 
to the ceiling contains everything 
from the skull of a hippopotamus and 
papier-mâché carnival masks to glob-
ular vases in Meissen porcelain and 
jade-green glass. Although variety 
isn’t the sole spice of his work, it’s a 
dominant flavoring. 

Voorjans receives clients in the stu-
dio but insists that it’s not a showroom. 
“Somebody always comes in and asks 
‘How much is this? How much is that?’ ” 
he says. “When the clients first come 
in here, I don’t want to tell them, ‘Your 
home will be like this.’ This is more like 
the artistic studio where you have an 
eclectic mixture. But this is too crazy. 
It’s more like an inspiration.” 

When Voorjans first moved here 24 
years ago, he settled in the third-floor 
apartment, then expanded as other 
floors became available over the years 
until he had the entire house to himself. 
In the parlor, Voorjans’s love of color 
and texture is apparent in an Uzbeki 
kilim, a pair of Howard & Sons wing 
chairs in Easter-egg lavender and a 
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a Curious Case  
Another view of 
the parlor, with an 
Uzbeki kilim, Louis 
XV dresser and 
an 18th-century 
German painting of 
David with Goliath’s 
head. Top: A cabinet 
of curiosities 
dominates the 
atelier’s front room.

“People think, Oh,  
you go to the flea  
market and you 
mix it up and it’s 
easy. I can tell you 
it’s not easy at all. 
It looks natural, but 
it’s really studied.”
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Knole settee with brocade upholstery that’s slightly 
disintegrating. On the walls, a 17th-century Flemish 
tapestry faces a lenticular portrait of Jimi Hendrix 
by Gered Mankowitz and a series of small ’20s-era 
Cubist paintings. The overall effect is jarring, yet has a 
strange harmony—even as it lacks any apparent logic. 
“Sometimes with this room,” he says, “people have to 
look at it again.”  

It might actually surprise some to know that 
Voorjans even exists. Van Noten’s retail spaces so 
closely echo the designer’s finely wrought blend of 
old and new, classic and kitsch, and exotic and tra-
ditional that you’d expect both the fashion and the 
decorative styles to have sprung from the same 
source. In fact, the design process is so intensely 
collaborative it’s almost as if a single creative mind 
is at work. “We know each other so well and we 
 collaborate so well that it’s difficult to say what’s his 
idea, what’s my idea, what’s Patrick [Vangheluwe] 
my partner’s idea,” says Van Noten. “It’s really the 
three of us going on the Internet looking for furni-

ture or paintings and saying, ‘What 
about that?’ At the end, it’s like one 
group product.” 

Voorjans is undeniably less 
reserved than the soft-spoken Van 
Noten. He’s also a bit of a dandy. 
When we meet, he wears a china-blue 
double-breasted Van Noten suit and 
white distressed Church’s loafers 
that match the slightly cartoonish 
white round-frame sunglasses he 
puts on later as we walk over to Van 
Noten’s Antwerp store, where he 
often shows up unannounced. 

The pair met in the early ’90s. 
After Voorjans graduated from the 
College of Architecture in Hasselt in 
Belgium, where his parents owned 
a furniture store, he briefly stud-
ied art history in Siena, followed 
by a course at Sotheby’s in London. 
Then, in 1988, he embarked on what 
would become a seven-year stint 

working for legendary Belgian antiques dealer and 
interior designer Axel Vervoordt—who he says was 
his “god” at the time. “Axel was the first who started 
this path of working,” says Voorjans. “Before, you had 
antiques dealers and that brown dark stuff, or you had 
design. It was all in cupboards and used only on spe-
cial  occasions. But Axel lived with these things—the 
silver, the beautiful glass.” 

It was through Vervoordt that Van Noten, a fer-
vid admirer, first encountered Voorjans. In 1995, 
when the designer received a contract to open 
three flagship stores—including one in Tokyo, as 

well as several other shop-in-shops in Japan—he asked 
Voorjans to come work for him full-time for a year. The 
decorator accepted, eager to move on. “I wanted to 
do my own thing,” Voorjans says. “More color, more 
extravagant, a bit more crazy mixture.” 

Drawing on his architectural training, Voorjans 
starts every project, whether residential or retail, by 
examining a building’s original elements and usually 
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Retail theRapy
From top: Van 
Noten’s women’s 
store in Paris; the 
Renaissance-era 
painting in the 
Tokyo store reflects 
the marriage 
of cultures; the 
Singapore store.

“It’s really sad 
when you 
travel and 

see the same 
merchandising. 

I want each 
store to have  
its own soul.”
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advertising, and in a way the stores serve to tell the 
story of his brand. “I think it’s really sad when you 
travel and go to Hong Kong or New York and see the 
same stores with the same windows and the same 
merchandising,” says Van Noten. “I want each store to 
have its own soul and look really different.” 

In Tokyo, the minimal concrete-and-wood space is 
punctuated by a Renaissance-era painting, A Dispute 
Between Achilles and Agamemnon, bought at auction 
in Brussels. Also hanging in the shop are three paint-
ings: modern interpretations of European old master 
works commissioned from contemporary Japanese 
artists. In Paris, the eclecticism of the women’s store 
is an homage of sorts to Madeleine Castaing, the leg-
endary ’30s-era French decorator whose shop was 
nearby on Rue Jacob. “Those stores made you feel like 
you’re in a special place,” says Julie Gilhart, former 
fashion director of Barneys New York, who was one of 
the first to bring Van Noten to the U.S. “It’s not that 
slick, let’s-repeat-this-a-million-times kind of thing.” 

There are certainly fewer than a million stores, 
but Van Noten’s retail expansion maintains a slow but 
steady clip. In the past three years, they’ve opened 
the men’s store in Paris, two boutiques at Bergdorf 
Goodman and a flagship in Kuwait. Voorjans’s under-
standing with Van Noten is that he will always be 
available for projects and keep his other retail work to 
a minimum. Of course Van Noten’s stores, particularly 
the pair of Paris shops, function as subtle marketing 
for Voorjans’s independent work—the bulk of which 
is for private residences.  “It had an unbelievable 
impact,” he says. “I had a lot of clients who went over 
there, sat on the sofa in the women’s shop and said, 
‘The guy who did this, he can do my home.’ ”  

preserving or heightening them, with his own spin. The 
lacquered cinnabar walls of the Paris men’s shop, for 
instance, were original to the primitive art gallery that 
previously occupied the space. He’ll never succumb 
to the nostalgia of a faithful restoration or its polar 
extreme. “I will not do tabula rasa or retro!” he says. “I 
don’t like when people buy a 19th-century building and 

want to make it completely modern.” 
His hallmarks are extreme con-

trasts in height and volume, sharp 
shots of bright color and a prefer-
ence for natural materials over the 
coldness of steel and plastics, or the 
faux warmth of things like shabby-
chic whitewashed wood. But his 
aim is never to shock, or to make his 
mark as a decorator too apparent. 
“Every element we add has to at least 
give the impression that it could 
have always been there,” he says. 
Voorjans is very decisive and clear 
about what he likes, but he’s also 
not a tyrant imposing his aesthetic 
will. He admits that clients can also 
teach him. “I have a few very extrav-
agant ladies who like fuchsia velvets 
and the like,” he says. “Suddenly it 
changes your eye as well.”

A sense of narrative is another 
recurring theme, especially in the 
stores. Every Van Noten shop draws 
its sense of place from its locale while 
also making a link back to Antwerp. 
Van Noten famously doesn’t buy 
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upstaiRs, 
DownstaiRs
clockwise from 

right: in Voorjans’s 
work space, an old 
pharmacy cabinet 

stores fabric; a 
winding staircase 

with 19th-century 
treads; Voorjans in 

his atelier. 
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New York
From left: Dior 
cuff, $1,300, 800-
929-3467 Stella 
MccartNeY bangle, 
$740, 212-255-1556 
rauwolf clutch, 
$2,295, rauwolfnyc 
.com Dior pump, 
$790, 800-929-3467
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MiaMi  
From left: Charlotte 
olyMpia sandal,  
$945, 212-744-1842 
Chanel flap bag, 
$2,200, 800-550-
0005 herMès 
bracelet, $260,  
hermes.com

fantastic 
voyage From geisha-

inspired sandals 
to Indian bijoux, 

captivating tokens of faraway places bring the farthest 
reaches of the globe to your own backyard—or closet   

  75

photography by  toby Mcfarlan pond   prop styling by  noeMi  bonazzi
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tokyo  
From left: Cartier 

garland earrings, 
$34,800, and agrafe 

earrings, $18,050, cartier 
.com prada shoes, price 
upon request, prada.com 

Marni wedges, $920, 
barneys.com prada 

bag, price upon request, 
prada.com, Fa
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bueNoS aireS 
From left: etro 
earrings, $1,193, 
212-317-9096 
Vicki turbeVille 
necklace, $1,450, 
southwesternjewelry 
.net laNViN boots, 
$3,200, 646-439-0380 
wilfreDo roSaDo 
earrings, $34,000, 
bergdorfgoodman 
.com SalVatore 
ferragaMo belt, 
price upon request, 
800-628-8916 
ralph laureN 
collectioN bag, 
$2,250, ralphlauren 
.com SaiNt laureNt 
bY heDi SliMaNe hat, 
$995, 212-980-2970
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MuMbai 
From left: bulgari 
pochette, $6,750, 
bulgari.com 
alexaNDer 
McQueeN sandal, 
$5,995, 212-645-1797 
MuNNu/the geM 
palace necklace, ring 
and earrings, prices upon 
request, 212-861-0606 pr
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Nairobi  
From left: MoNiQue 
péaN bangle with white 
diamonds, $2,300, 
barneys.com roger 
ViVier cuff, $475, 
212-861-5371 MoNiQue 
péaN bangles, $1,210, 
$1,340, barneys.com 
MoNiQue péaN 
necklaces (from top), 
$13,870, $6.095, 
$6,205, $11,825, barneys 
.com MarNi earrings, 
$450, marni boutiques 
briaN atwooD shoes, 
$1,395, brianatwood.compr
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PARIS MATCH 

Lemaire has found an 
ideal home at hermès 

for his pragmatic  
but luxurious aesthetic.
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It’s no small irony that the book Hermès 
designer Christophe Lemaire refers to as his bible 
is called Cheap Chic. After all, the house—for 
which Lemaire has now designed four seasons of 

women’s ready-to-wear—is the undisputed 176-year-
old pinnacle of French luxury. Sitting in his office in 
the Parisian suburb of Pré-Saint-Gervais, Lemaire, 
47, who often exudes the shoe-gazing, serious air of a 
teenage boy, smiles only briefly at the incongruity, but 
immediately dispatches an assistant to fetch his copy. 

“It’s very much what I like about fashion,” he 
says. “I met one of the writers when I was Christian 
Lacroix’s assistant. Then I rediscovered it in Japan 
10 years ago.” The book—there are several editions, 
most published in the mid-to-late ’70s—delivers on 
both of its title’s promises, dispensing practical tips 
on how to ferret out the best of army surplus and 
vintage shops while also featuring black-and-white 
images of Lauren Hutton looking fantastic in jeans, a 
knotted sweater and sneakers, as well as a young Fran 
Lebowitz, jaunty in a black suit. 

It’s been two years since Lemaire was hired to 
replace Jean Paul Gaultier as the designer of women’s 
ready-to-wear for Hermès. This accounts for less than 

10 percent of the company’s sales and is dwarfed by 
accessories, which have the advantage of being both 
more iconic—with bags women call by name (Kelly, 
Birkin), like old friends—and more accessible, like its 
silk scarves, watches and enamel bracelets. And yet 
ready-to-wear—paraded twice annually down Paris 
runways—commands outsize attention for being rep-
resentative of the vision behind the brand. 

Even as Lemaire makes inroads into his mission of 
convincing Hermès’s clientele to buy into the subtle 
allure of his clothes, fashion spectacle is not what he’s 
about. During his career, he’s shown himself capable 
of it when called for—the high-energy, thematic shows 
during his 10-year run as creative director at Lacoste 
for example. But unlike his provocateur-showman 
predecessor at Hermès, it’s not where his heart is. 
Lemaire is a pragmatist who loves nothing more than 
making beautiful—and, more importantly, beautifully 
functional—products that don’t scream and shout. It 
may be why he has flown far under the fashion radar 
for so long: Lemaire is as understated as the venerated 
house he serves.

It’s also the chief reason he was hired by artistic 
director Pierre-Alexis Dumas, a member of the sixth 

generation of Hermès’s founding family, who pre-
sides over the company’s three “universes,” as they 
call them: men’s, women’s and home. Appointing 
Lemaire is one of the most important decisions 
Dumas has made since taking over for his father, 
Jean-Louis Dumas, after his retirement as CEO and 
artistic director in 2006. (Dumas père’s creative 
responsibilities were initially divided between 
Pierre-Alexis and his cousin Pascale Mussard, who is 
now in charge of Petit H, an ongoing project to make 
whimsical items out of Hermès product remnants.) 

Dumas says he was looking for someone to “fur-
ther explore the Hermès vocabulary” when Lemaire 
came to see him at company headquarters at 24 
Faubourg Saint-Honoré. Just two minutes into the 
conversation, he says, he knew the designer was right 
for the job. “We talked about values. We talked about 
the philosophy of Hermès as it applies to women’s 
clothing. What is it about? Why do we do clothes? 
The idea of essential pieces, of building a wardrobe, 
of being timeless yet trying to express something 
that is contemporary,” says Dumas. “It was instinc-
tive. I knew we would share the same vision.” 

Lemaire was offered the job without having to 

by Meenal Mistry
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the dIscreet 
charm of
As the intensely private fashion designer implements his  

function-over-fantasy approach at one of the most luxurious houses in the world,  
he’s letting the understated allure of his clothes do all the talking 
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provide sketches. “We talked about looking for real 
quality, for luxury that is not necessarily something 
you show, but something you feel,” Lemaire recalls. 
“I found their choice quite brave, because I was not a 
super médiatique designer.” In fact, the powers that 
be at Hermès saw his hesitancy to court publicity as 
a plus. “How can I say it? Christophe is not a fashion 
victim,” says Bali Barret, the artistic director of 
Hermès’s women’s universe, and Lemaire’s direct 
boss. “He has always had an off position regarding 
the fashion circus. He’s doing his job, playing the 
game, but in his way,” she says between cigarette 
puffs in her office. “I think Hermès is also about 
this position. We are here, but we do things in a 
certain way—a bit off. ” 

Lemaire’s upbringing was also a bit untra-
ditional. After spending his first five years in 
Paris, the young Christophe moved with his 
mother, who worked as an archivist, to Dakar, 
Senegal, where she had taken a job in a library. 
(His parents’ marriage ended in divorce.) They 
stayed for three years before returning to 
Paris—a long time for a child at an impression-
able age—and the influence is still apparent in 
his perennial references to African and Asian 
clothes. “I’ve been lucky to travel around a lot,” he says. 
“I’ve always been impressed when style has nothing to 
do with money or social standing. In Africa, it’s very 
much about gesture and attitude, and also the use of 
color.” That love of faraway places serves him well at a 
house with a deeply ingrained travel heritage. 

His push-pull relationship with fashion also began 
early. Lemaire had come to know the industry some-
what through his uncle Robert Caillé, who worked at 
French Vogue with Francine Crescent, and he was pre-
sciently wary of it. “My uncle was a character,” recalls 
Lemaire. “But I don’t know, I could feel the superficial 
side of it. I was a little bit scared. But I’ve always been 
sensitive to style. I wasn’t even conscious that it was 
fashion.” Still, he considered going to school for deco-
rative arts, to study interior or furniture design. As it 
turned out, he didn’t study anything.

“I had to find a job,” he says. “My father wouldn’t 
support me.” At 19, he began as an assistant at Thierry 
Mugler where his good friend Hervé Van der Straeten, 
now a jewelry and furniture designer, worked. That led 
to a job at Yves Saint Laurent and a three-year stint with 
Christian Lacroix, at the dizzying height of the design-
er’s pouf-dress glory days. But even that exposure to 
high glamour didn’t steer Lemaire away from his inter-
est in stylish clothes that were rooted in reality. 

After leaving Lacroix, he came close to partner-
ing with designer Jean Touitou; the two saw a need 
for everyday clothes that appeared basic to the 
unschooled eye, but were still designed well enough 
to make you look as cool as Hutton in her jeans. (Their 
partnership didn’t pan out, and shortly thereafter, 
Touitou went on to found the label A.P.C.) “You have to 
remember at this time there was no exciting ready-to-
wear,” he says. “At least in France, you had the Sentier
[“garment district”], which was not very exciting and 
not very modern, and you had couture, which was very 
fashion-show oriented and spectacular.” 

In 1990, he won the ANDAM prize for his women’s 
designs, the French fashion award for young designers 

WHATEVER SETBACKS HE’S FACED, one 
notable aspect of Lemaire’s career has 
been the remarkable consistency of his 
ideas about what fashion should be. 

A review in Women’s Wear Daily from his spring 
collection in 1992 reads: “Lemaire advocates a 
couture twist for ready-to-wear: clothes that are 
extremely well made but practical.” That state-
ment is just as true 20 years later. Only now, 
Lemaire has the power of Hermès’s ateliers to 
realize his ideas.  

One of his high-priority projects is far 
removed from the spotlight glare of fashion 
shows: a biannual advertising booklet called 

Vestiaire passed out in boutiques and placed in 
some magazines. He sees it as a tool for teaching 

women how to build a beautiful wardrobe—the 
word vestiaire means “wardrobe” in French—from 

Hermès. “We realized a lot of women were intimi-
dated by Hermès,” explains Lemaire. “They wouldn’t 

enter the shop, or they would go to scarves and bags, 
but they wouldn’t really go to the ready-to-wear 
because they think it’s not really for them or that it’s 
too expensive.” The booklets focus on everyday sarto-
rial building blocks—a leather blazer, a bathing suit, 
a chunky ribbed sweater—photographed simply and 
elegantly, showcasing the best of what he does. 

On the runway, what Lemaire does might not be 
everyone’s tasse de thé. He describes his aesthetic as 
“very masculine, lesbian in a way, very modernist.” He 
admires strong women of the ’20s and ’30s, like pho-
tographer Berenice Abbott and Katharine Hepburn. 
“I find this particular time so modern,” he says. “It 
was such a revolution of style.” His frequent African 
and Asian references—silhouettes that lean toward 
the monastic—are reworked again and again. “I don’t 
really understand the concept of doing a super punk 
collection one season and then doing cowboy,” he says. 
But in the context of Vestiaire, few would argue with a 
perfect white shirt or a scarf-print silk T-shirt tucked 
into a simple high-waisted cotton skirt. And although 
Hermès’s prices are assumed to be astronomical, in 
truth they are not much different from Céline, Chanel, 
Valentino or Lanvin.

Lemaire has gone on record innumerable times 
against the breathless hysteria over high-low col-
laborations or measuring a brand’s success in the 
questionable metric of Facebook likes. “To be clear, 
I love fashion,” he says. “But because I love it, I can-
not relate to this sometimes too artificial, too quick 
and not very qualitative approach.” With Dumas and 
Hermès on his side, he is now well situated to do his 
part to slow the frenzied pace.  

It’s too early to tell how the pairing will play out, 
but the company has a history of holding on to tal-
ents whose sensibilities click with its values, like 
high priestess of visual display Leila Menchari, who 
has been there for 35 years, or menswear designer 
Veronique Nichanian, there for 21 years. “You notice 
that people here stay very short or very long,” says 
Barret. “It’s a state of mind.” 

Lemaire, for his part, hopes to be an example of the 
latter. “I would love to work here as long as possible,” 
he says. “Because, to be honest, it will be difficult for 
me to go anywhere after Hermès.”   

established by Nathalie Dufour with Pierre Bergé and 
the Minister of Culture, and with the cash infusion he 
launched his own label, Christophe Lemaire. It found 
success in Japan, and in a few years, he had built a 
respectable business of more than $3 million in sales at 
his own store in Paris and with retailers like Barneys, 
Henri Bendel and Maria Luisa. (He won the ANDAM 
award again in 1995, for his menswear.) He put it all 
on hold after his appointment to Lacoste in 2000, but 
revived it a few years later. Though it’s always been 
well-received, his line has been slow to gain serious 
traction. But the past few seasons have seen impressive 
growth, and he is actively seeking an investor to take 
advantage of that momentum.  
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“We talked about looking 
for real quality, for luxury 

that’s not necessarily 
something you show, but 

something you feel.”
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SHOWTIME
From left: Looks 

from Lemaire’s first 
three collections:

fall 2011, spring 
2012 and fall 2012.
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EASY LIVING
A look from spring 2013,  

photographed for 
Lemaire’s vestiaire, the 

booklet showcasing pieces 
from his collection in  

an elegant, wearable way.
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old glories
Yangon’s magnificent 
Shwedagon Pagoda. 

Opposite: The elegant 
Strand hotel, which 
fell into decay after 

the military took over 
Burma in 1962, was 
recently restored to  

its former glory.  
Much of the city’s 

colonial architecture  
remains derelict.  

B Y  T o n Y  P e r r o T T e T   P h o T o g r a P h Y  B Y  a n d r e w  r o w a T

 saving 
     old
 rangoon

With the easing of sanctions and  
censorship laws, Myanmar,  
long isolated by decades of 
military rule, is on the verge  
of rapid economic change and  
a new openness to outside 
influences. But what will become  
of its architectural treasures? 
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A
s we sit in Yangon peak-hour traffic, Thant 
Myint-U is conjuring a golden age. The emi-
nent Burmese historian, academic and former 
United Nations official has devoted much 

of the last two years to saving the city’s spectacular 
architecture. Despite the gridlock as we slowly nudge 
through its colonial heart, we couldn’t be better placed 
to recall the glories of old Rangoon (as Yangon was 
once known). It’s difficult to remember today, thanks 
to nearly five decades of Myanmar’s political isolation 
under brutal military rule, but there was a time when it 
was one of the jewels of the British Empire.

In the 1920s, travelers from all over the world 
would arrive by ocean liner at the palm-fringed har-
bor, then plunge wide-eyed into the cosmopolitan 
avenues, where monks with shaved heads rubbed 
shoulders with English bankers and Scottish engi-
neers and gilded pagodas glinted alongside the 
splendid façades of imperial buildings. Rangoon was 
one of the world’s most vibrant ports—a key link in 
the trade route from Calcutta to Shanghai and a place 
that lured royals, celebrities, artists and adventurers. 
Nearly everyone of note stayed at the stately Strand 
hotel—which boasted one of the finest European 
restaurants in Asia—an enclave of European style 

founded by the same Armenian family who owned 
Singapore’s Raffles. They would soon join the fren-
zied expat parties in private clubs, where gallons of 
champagne were drunk on humid nights scented with 
tropical flowers and jazz bands played until dawn 
under the slowly beating fans. 

Rangoon’s romantic image was fueled by a parade 
of writers. Somerset Maugham was entranced when 
he visited in 1922, writing that he could lose himself 
in the city “as a cup of water thrown overboard is 
lost in the Irrawaddy.” After joining the social whirl-
wind, Noël Coward was inspired to pen Mad Dogs 
and Englishmen. (“In Rangoon the heat of noon is just 
what the natives shun,” he crooned.) Pablo Neruda 
was posted here as consul in 1927 and began a torrid 
affair with a beautiful woman he called his “Burmese 
panther.” (Her mad fits of jealousy inspired Widower’s 
Tango.) The young Eric Blair—better known by his pen 
name, George Orwell—visited whenever he needed a 
break from his wretched life as a provincial policeman 
in Burma. And Hollywood added to the city’s allure 
with steamy movies like Moon Over Burma, starring 
Dorothy Lamour as an American siren, and Mandalay, 
where Kay Francis plays a sultry Russian émigré in a 
decadent Rangoon nightclub.

The romance began to fade after 1962, when a 
socialist military junta seized control of Burma 
and began cutting it off from the rest of the world. 
For the next half century, an array of ruthless and 
incompetent generals pushed the country deeper 
toward economic ruin, turning it into a pariah state. 
Even when its military rulers decided to promote 
tourism in the ’90s, only a trickle of visitors came, 
due to the country’s crumbling infrastructure, the 
short visa stays and the urging of opposition leader 
Aung San Suu Kyi for travelers to avoid the country. 
Burma became one of the world’s great time capsules. 
Nationalists had long since erased most of the British 
street names; in 1989, the government officially 
renamed the country Myanmar, and Rangoon became 
Yangon (after the modern local pronunciation).

Although the decades of stagnation were repres-
sive and isolating, they preserved the city’s wealth 
of British-era architecture. “Right now, Yangon is a 
colonial treasure with no parallel in Southeast Asia,” 
says Thant. But Yangon is also on the verge of a con-
struction blitz, where its historic architecture could 
disappear like a mirage. The region is littered with 
cities that have ravaged their history in the name of 
rapid economic progress, from Singapore to Bangkok, 
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still standing
Clockwise from left: 
The Secretariat, 
former headquarters 
for the British and 
independent Burma, 
was abandoned 
in 2005 when 
the government 
moved the capital 
to Naypyidaw; the 
Secretariat’s decaying 
interior; the road to 
Bagan—in the ’90s 
villagers were forcibly 
relocated from the 
archaeological site 
to a new town, New 
Bagan. Opposite: 
Many colonial 
buildings are still in 
use but not protected 
from developers.

Hanoi and Shanghai. “The window of opportunity is 
very short,” Thant says. “In 15 years, if renovations are 
done properly, this could be the region’s most beauti-
ful and livable city.” According to Moe Moe Lwin, 
the general secretary of the Association of Myanmar 
Architects, in 15 years Yangon could be as charming as 
Paris—or a soulless blight. “The worst-case scenario 
is that Yangon turns into Jakarta,” she explains. “All 
the historical buildings are knocked down. The traffic 
is horrible. It’s inhuman.”

This threat of overdevelopment is an unexpected 
consequence of Myanmar’s rapid political change 
over the last two years. In late 2010, Aung San Suu Kyi 
was released from house arrest, and elections were 
orchestrated by the military. In 2011, the new presi-
dent, Thein Sein, began an ambitious series of reforms, 
relaxing censorship laws and freeing political prison-
ers. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton visited at the 
end of the year and signaled a likely end to U.S. sanc-
tions, bringing a wave of executives to the country 
like a commercial tsunami. President Obama’s visit in 

November 2012 was another big step toward normal-
ized relations with the West.

A desperate shortage of office space, hotel rooms 
and apartments has pushed real estate prices to San 
Francisco levels, and companies from China, Thailand 
and Korea have been eyeing historic locations in the 
heart of Yangon. Thant explains: “When the country 
began to open in 2011, everyone felt we had to change 
as much as possible, as quickly as possible. Very few 
people were paying attention to what could be lost.”

The 46-year-old Thant Myint-U is the natural can-
didate to save Yangon’s cosmopolitan past. Born in 
New York City, educated at Harvard and Cambridge, he 
speaks with a soft and measured English accent yet is 
every inch Burmese. He spent his summers in Rangoon 

from the age of 10 and wears a traditional sarong-like 
longyi and a collarless jacket over a white collarless 
shirt. He served on three peacekeeping missions and a 
range of human rights projects for the United Nations 
(his grandfather, U Thant, was the third secretary 
general from 1961 to 1971), and is the author of two 
acclaimed books on Myanmar. When, in 2007, the mili-
tary opened fire on unarmed protesters led by Buddhist 
monks, Thant decided to leave the UN and become 
more involved in his home country. These were some of 
Myanmar’s darkest moments—the next year, the gov-
ernment shamefully delayed accepting international 
aide after a cyclone left over 130,000 people dead—
but the disasters also heralded the first steps toward 
change, Thant says. 

“The window 
of opportunity 

is very short. 
In 15 years, if 

renovations are 
done properly, 

this could  
be the region’s  
most beautiful  

and livable city.”
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Thant realized that Yangon’s heritage was in danger 
but had little success raising the issue with local officials 
until late 2011, when he met with several government 
ministers. “I asked for a moratorium on leveling build-
ings over 50 years old,” Thant says. “They offered me an 
informal commitment to hold off developers and gave 
me six months to come up with a plan. It wasn’t so much 
a moratorium as a ‘go-slow.’ ” Spurred by the deadline, 
Thant founded the Yangon Heritage Trust (YHT) in 
January 2012 and held the first conference on saving 
Yangon’s architecture in June. The group focused on an 
initial 189 buildings in need of protection, mainly 19th-
century synagogues, mosques, monasteries and colonial 
British structures. 

Thant directs us past the corner of Pansodan and 
Merchant Streets, where neoclassical Victorian struc-
tures stretch like a faded film set. The High Court 
building looms in Renaissance Queen Anne style, near 
the Rowe and Co. department store, built in the ’20s 
and once brimming with the latest Parisian fashions. 
Other buildings, still in use, evoke the crumbling charm 
of Old Havana, such as the Central Telegraph Office, the 
old offices of the Irrawaddy Flotilla Company and the 
Sofaer building, which once housed the Vienna Café 
and German photographic studios. 

Around every corner, abandoned buildings stand in 
stately decay, vines weaving through their shattered 
windows—an unintended gift of the junta to preser-
vationists. In 2005, the military government abruptly 
moved Myanmar’s capital to a new, artifi-
cially created city 200 miles north called 
Naypyidaw (“abode of kings”). Residents 
in downtown Yangon were amazed to see 
truck convoys arrive to empty the con-
tents housed inside dozens of ministry 
buildings in use since the 19th century, 
a few of which were then sealed up and 
abandoned. These Victorian landmarks 
have been moldering ever since, hulking 
shells in prime locations throughout the 
city, as well as marvelous oddities like 
the Pegu Club, a British officer’s club that 
Rudyard Kipling visited in 1889, which is 
now deserted. 

Thant directs his driver toward 
the most symbolic of the relics—the 
Secretariat, an impressive colonial edifice 
with monumental wings covering a full 
square mile. The complex was the nerve 
center of British rule for six decades, 
but despite its associations, remains 
sacred ground for the Burmese. It was 
here in 1947 that the handsome, young 
nationalist hero, General Aung San, the 
engineer of the country’s independence, 
was tragically gunned down with most 
of his cabinet. (His daughter, Aung San 
Suu Kyi, inherited the general’s enormous 
moral authority.)

Today, visits can only be made with 
special permission. As we pass the secu-
rity checkpoint and enter an enormous 
courtyard filled with tropical green-
ery, even Thant drops his detached air. 
“Imagine if the public were allowed back 

in here.” he marvels. “It’s very moving for Burmese 
people.” After the clamor of Yangon’s streets, it seems 
as if we’ve slipped into a silent, sepia-tinged photo-
graph. We ascend a creaking staircase to an iron grille 
door. Inside, one soaring light-filled chamber opens 
after another, lined by airy promenades. No mainte-
nance work has been done since 2005; worse, until last 
October it was occupied by a cadre of policemen and 
their families—some 400 people who cooked on wood 
fires that scarred many walls. Over the years, the Art 
Deco lamps have been stripped, and the original domes 
and towers collapsed in a 1930 earthquake, but that 
hardly detracts from the majesty of such an extraor-
dinary space. “The presence of these huge, empty 
buildings in Yangon makes the situation very different 
from Hanoi or Penang,” says Thant. “If a ministry just 
sells the land, they could be knocked down. It all adds 
to the urgency.”

It’s not enough to secure preservation orders on 
these buildings, heritage activists have discovered. The 
real challenge is to make their survival commercially 
viable. The government opened the door to renovation 
of several prominent sites in early 2012, but nobody 
is quite sure on what criteria leases were awarded. 
(“The process is very opaque,” says Thant dryly.) The 
Secretariat, for example, was offered to a local com-
pany that wanted to turn it into a vast hotel, prompting 
a passionate public outcry. So instead the government 
offered the lease to Anawma, a venture led by Nay 

Myo Say, a local artist who once ran a popular musical 
café. “The group has no conservation experience, no 
investors behind them, nothing!” says Thant. “The gov-
ernment’s instincts are right, but their decisions aren’t 
part of an overall cultural plan.” 

The YHT can point to some successful experiments. 
The Strand hotel has been renovated to its 1901 splen-
dor, complete with a soaring ballroom and a butler on 
every level. In the old embassy district, the Governor’s 
Residence hotel is in a restored timber mansion built 
in the ’20s for Burmese officials visiting from the prov-
inces. Today, you can sit in rattan chairs or play billiards 
in the bar, feeling like Maugham on a sultry afternoon. 
Meanwhile, the Rowe and Co. department store is cur-
rently being renovated by construction magnate—and 
reputed military crony—Zaw Zaw into a luxury hotel, 
and a Singapore-based company was given the go-ahead 
to renovate the former offices of the Burma Railways 
Company, dating from 1877, into five-star tourist lodg-
ing.  And yet these efforts are mostly piecemeal. 

“We need a vision for Yangon,” Thant says, “a 
coherent business plan.” At the moment, the colonial 
downtown, where there could be elegant promenades, 
boutiques, hotels and restaurants, is congested and 
claustrophobic. The waterfront of the Yangon River, 
fenced off by the government, should be reopened to 
the public. But Thant also wants the area to continue 
to accommodate its low-income residents, who popu-
late the sidewalk tea stalls, giving the area its vibrancy. 
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“Do we want downtown to be a sanitized tourist 
zone, filled with shops for the rich, or do we want it 
to remain a living part of Rangoon itself?” he asks. 
Myanmar’s tourism boom makes preservation poten-
tially lucrative. “Even now, few in the government are 
aware that a properly renovated downtown would be 
a huge economic draw.” 

S
pending time in Yangon todaY is almost as 
thrilling as it must have been in its ’20s hey-
day, largely because the city is in the throes of 
revolutionary change. Since the easing of sanc-

tions, international airlines have suddenly forged new 
routes. From New York, for example, I found myself 
hopping aboard one of the first air services from Doha 
in the Middle East to Yangon, on Qatar Airways, and 
rubbing shoulders with former U.S. Ambassador to the 
U.N. Bill Richardson and his assistants. Richardson 
had campaigned to have Aung San Suu Kyi released 
in the ’90s and was now on a soft diplomacy mission 
to see how reforms were progressing. (“Right now 
Myanmar is the hot, sexy country, and a real success 
story,” he says. “But we have to pay attention. We can’t 
just say, ‘Best of luck!’ ”)

For travelers, Myanmar veers between the 21st cen-
tury and the ’60s. Yangon airport is 
a gleaming modern terminal but it 
lacks proper tower instruments, so 
our flight attempted two aborted 
landings in the late monsoonal fog. 
In its sprawling interior, most of 
the shops were deserted. Outside, 
dozens of broken-down vintage 
taxis were lined up, many with 
cracked windows and torn seats, 
but a woman named Tin Tin met 
me in a sleek new minivan. “Eight 
months ago, the trip from the air-
port was 35 minutes,” she said, 
as traffic slowly ground to a halt. 
“Now it takes twice that long.” A joke among local resi-
dents is that Hillary brought the traffic. 

Once in the city, the infrastructure is just as shaky: 
Internet access is erratic, giving out at any moment; 
credit cards are not accepted except in a handful of top 
hotels, with heavy commissions; the first ATMs opened 
in Yangon in late 2011, but most do not accept foreign 
cards; travelers still have to bring wads of crisp U.S. 
dollar bills and change them in seedy offices for kyats, 
where any blemish causes them to be rejected. On one 
of my bills, Benjamin Franklin had the faintest crease 
in his face, so the exchange rate dropped five percent. 
“We accept only fresh cash,” the attendant said, smil-
ing. There are still no McDonald’s or Levi’s (although 
American companies are poised to rectify this situa-
tion). Still, the crumbling colonial backdrop makes any 
small signs of modernity appear all the more startling. 
While I was there, the first stretch limo in Yangon 
brought crowds of admirers, and three punk rockers in 
studded leather and lurid hairdos caused a sensation 
when they ambled down a shattered sidewalk. 

Myanmar is such an exciting new destination that 
hotels are booked up several months in advance, espe-
cially in the luxury end of the market. “Our occupancy 
rates have more than doubled in the last year,” gloats 

Thomas Henseler, the German-born general manager 
of the Governor’s Residence. “We don’t really have a 
low season anymore.” Out in the provinces, the travel 
system is overwhelmed, and the few high-end hotels 
cannot cope. “We need to employ someone just to say 
no to people begging for a room,” jokes Yin Myo Su, 
who owns the elegant Inle Princess Resort in Inle Lake. 
Still, she tries to put the situation in perspective. “It 
seems like tourism is booming because the capacity in 
the country is so small. Our hotel has only 46 rooms. In 
total, there are 1,000 rooms in the whole area. That’s 
the same as a single hotel in Las Vegas.”

Nevertheless, the pace of change seems to have elec-
trified the air in Yangon, creating a sense of heightened 
reality. Residents are intoxicated by the new freedom of 
speech. After chatting about politics, a common remark 
is: “Eight months ago I could not have said those words. 
We wouldn’t be having this conversation!” There are 
now regular street demonstrations. One afternoon 
during my stay the streets were taken over by some 
1,000 monks carrying umbrellas and placards. “After 50 
years of suffocating, it’s like we’re in a ball of oxygen,” 
explains Yin Myo Su.

With the relaxation of censorship, a new generation 
of Burmese artists is also coming out of the shadows. 

One morning, I stopped by Studio 
Square, a gallery still hidden 
away in a nondescript commercial 
building. There was a party under-
way. A show by a young artist who 
calls himself NCS had finally been 
approved by censors—his third 
attempt in six years—and much 
of Yangon’s art crowd was there 
to celebrate. His images were 
reworkings of old Burmese black-
and-white film stills stamped with 
red logos of a vaguely political 
nature (“Brainwashed” or “Run 
as Much as You Can to Escape”). 

“Artists began to feel the change in early 2012,” said 
NCS (his full name is Nyein Chan Su). “I wasn’t worried 
about the censors this time. The Internet has changed 
everything. If they want to ban our work, we’ll put it on 
Facebook. It’s great publicity.” 

Yangon’s nightlife is also opening up. While risqué 
nightclubs have been around for years, the first designer 
bars are now making an appearance. “I consider my work 
to be political,” says the 29-year-old interior designer 
Mya Myitzu, who, after working for fashion and inte-
rior designer Kelly Wearstler in Los Angeles, returned 
to Yangon in 2011 and was hired as the designer for the 
new Bar One 4. “It’s not just design, it’s changing the 
mind-set.” She is one of many Burmese expats return-
ing to offer their support for the new Myanmar. “For my 
generation, there was always a feeling that if you got 
out, you would never come back,” she says. “But that’s 
changing quickly.” 

Westerners from almost every industry eager to 
tap into the opening market of 60 million potential 
consumers are also arriving in droves. The Friday 
night expat party at the Strand—a Yangon tradition 
for decades—has exploded into a networking frenzy, 
with entrepreneurs eagerly swapping business cards 
with trade delegates, consultants and diplomats. 

“There was always 
a feeling that 
if you got out 

of Burma, you 
would never 

come back. That’s 
changing quickly.”

tread softly 
Bagan, where 
more than 2,500 
ancient Buddhist 
temples spread 
over a vast plain, is 
one of Myanmar’s 
most popular—and 
delicate—tourist 
attractions. 

88

0213_WSJ_Myanmar_02.indd   88 12/13/12   6:18 PM
12132012171946

89

0213_WSJ_Myanmar_01.indd   89 12/12/12   2:07 PM
12122012130833



begun to trickle in again: In 2012, the Indian govern-
ment gave $2 million for the restoration of ancient 
frescos in the sprawling Ananda Pagoda.

Inle Lake, nestled in the central mountains of 
Myanmar, offers an exquisite snapshot of what could 
be lost in the rush to modernize. Its turquoise waters 
are dotted with villages on stilts, floating gardens and 

ancient monasteries. Fishermen 
drift back and forth on canoes, 
moving their oars in a circular 
motion by the soles of their feet, 
as they have done for centuries. 
By chance, my visit coincided 
with an annual festival called 
Phaung Daw Oo Paya, where four 
golden Buddha statues are taken 
from village to village on a gilded 
barge and teams of villagers in 
silk costumes race in giant canoes 
to drumbeats and singing. 

But as with so much else in 
Myanmar, there is more than 
meets the eye. “Inle Lake is an 

environmental disaster waiting to happen,” says Arild 
Molstad, a Norwegian environmental consultant who 
specializes in sustainable tourism and has been visit-
ing the lake for over a decade. “But people don’t realize 
it because it’s all going on below the surface.” The 
lake is dying from pollution, Molstad explains. Many 
villagers make a living from weaving, but the textile 

But an economist, who asks not to be named, cau-
tions against rushing to Yangon and expecting to be 
embraced. “The Westerners have so missed the boat,” 
he says. “Where are the Burmese businessmen here 
tonight? They’re all with the Chinese and Koreans and 
Thais, as they have been for years. Western executives 
come to Yangon and say, ‘Great, I’ll go home and write 
a report.’ But Asians say, ‘We want to do business now, 
here’s the money, here’s what we want to do.’ ”

Moe Kyaw, a successful entrepreneur and member 
of the Chamber of Commerce for 20 years, is scathing 
about Western businessmen who assume they can make 
a fortune overnight. “Before you start talking about a 
gold rush in Myanmar, you have to remember that we’ve 
been doing business in this country—despite U.S. sanc-
tions, EU sanctions and military dictatorships, with no 
bank loans, no credit cards—and we’ve been doing it 
for 20 years. Any treasure here was dug out years ago. 
Give us that respect. Now if you want to plant a seed in 
Myanmar, then yes, we’ll do business with you.”

O
utside Yangon, any Western presence rap-
idly dissolves. Much of Myanmar remains 
off-limits to foreigners or requires spe-
cial permits, most specifically in the areas 

where some of the country’s 135 ethnic groups are 
embroiled in violence. Travelers still tend to visit a 
handful of classic and relatively accessible destina-
tions. But even here, the speed of change is threatening 
to damage fragile cultures and landscapes.

The ancient city of Bagan, the country’s most 
famous attraction, is reeling from decades of misman-
agement under military rule. Over 2,500 abandoned 
temples and pagodas from an ancient Buddhist civili-
zation rise above a plain 400 miles north of Yangon, 
the highest concentration of religious buildings in the 
world. But after a 1975 earthquake devastated many 
of the temples, the junta ordered 
heavy-handed repairs that were 
so clumsily done that UNESCO 
declined to grant it World 
Heritage status. In 1990, the mili-
tary forcibly evacuated a large 
village from the site, resettling 
inhabitants in a dismal modern 
township. Since then, the archeo-
logical zone has been scarred by a 
200-foot-high observation tower, 
golf course, paved highway, 
desolate museum and faux 11th-
century palace. 

But Myanmar’s new spirit of 
reform has arrived here as well. 
In early 2012, a notice was sent by the Ministry of 
Culture and Department of Archaeology to halt the 
controversial repair of pagodas. As a goodwill ges-
ture, the director general of UNESCO, Irina Bokova, 
visited Bagan for the first time in August and indicated 
that Myanmar should renominate the site for World 
Heritage status. Foreign funds for conservation have 

“Westerners come 
to Yangon and 

say, ‘Great, I’ll go 
home and write 
a report.’ Asians 
say, ‘We want to 

do business now.’ ”
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than the Louvre. So he has been in discussions with 
Thant and the YHT to create a sensitive proposal to 
allow businesses—restaurants, cafés and offices—into 
parts of the space.

Finally, we clamored into a high ruined tower, 
which through broken windows offered sweeping 
views over Yangon. Parts of the skyline are already 
marred by a few shabby office blocks, providing a 
dispiriting glimpse of how the city might look if 
preservationists fail. It’s disturbing to imagine what 
has already been lost. The majestic old Government 
House, home of the British governors for decades, was 
leveled by the military in the ’80s without warning, as 
was Jubilee Hall, where John Gielgud played Hamlet 
in 1946, after the Japanese surrender. That morning, I 
had visited an elegant colonial mansion that has been 
turned into an art space, Gallery 65. It seemed a hope-
ful sign—except that the street had once been lined 
with similar beauties, all sold for massive profits and 
replaced by grimly efficient modern apartments.

“Yangon will still be a mess for the next five years,” 
Nay Myo Say predicts, as we trod gently downstairs. 
“In 10 or 15 years, I hope, it will be beautiful again.” We 
pause as two dogs lope across the hallway. “But it will 
be a challenge.”  

dyes they use are toxic and poisoning the ecosystem. 
Unregulated farming on the mountainsides is causing 
erosion, which is lowering water levels. The fish are 
smaller and fewer in number. Invasive weeds are clog-
ging the waterways. “The patient hasn’t expired yet, 
but urgent attention is needed—or in 10 years things 
will be very, very hard to fix.” According to Molstad, 
Myanmar’s newfound popularity as a destination is 
both an opportunity and a threat. “If tourism isn’t 
managed properly, it will only add to the problems,” 
he says. “But if it is developed correctly, it can push 
employment in a more sustainable, organic direction. 
We’re really at a crossroads.”

B
ack in Yangon, Thant Myint-U and his sup-
porters are grappling with the frustrating 
mirror-world of Myanmar’s government. Too 
many agencies have authority over historic 

buildings, creating a Kafkaesque maze of red tape. 
“There’s the chief minister of Yangon, the Ministry of 
Construction, the Ministry of Planning, the Ministry 
of Hotels and Tourism, the Ministry of Culture, the 
Myanmar Investment Commission,” says Thant. His 
plan to cut through the bureaucracy is to present a 
proposal directly to President Thein Sein. There have 
been positive signs. The government has announced 
that it will create a new business zone near Yangon 
airport for big chain hotels and office blocks, which, 
if it goes ahead, will ease the pressure of rising real 
estate prices in the downtown area. “We’re cautiously 
optimistic,” says architect Moe Moe Lwin. “At least the 
government now sees it would be a problem to knock 
everything down!”  

While businesses are recognizing the potential of 
restoring colonial structures, they are still waiting 
for a clear sign from the government before commit-
ting. “The biggest obstacle for investors is that the 
prices are so high for both the land and the historic 
buildings,” says Ivan Pun of the SPA construction 
group. “As a result, nothing is being 
done. It simply doesn’t make economic 
sense for developers to come in. But if 
the government sells the structures at 
a reasonable price—or leases them—
businesses will act.” 

To get a glimpse of the future, I meet 
up with Nay Myo Say, the artist whose 
company has been offered the lease on 
the Secretariat. With long black hair and 
a crisp white shirt tucked into his lon-
gyi, he leads me back into the cavernous 
Victorian structure to explain his vision. 
“At first, I wanted to see the whole build-
ing turned into a giant museum,” he says. 
He proposed sections for Myanmarian 
art, history and traditional clothing, and 
the room where Aung San was assas-
sinated—currently an unrenovated 
shrine, the walls still covered in cheap 
linoleum—to be restored to its 1947 
appearance. “But I was told that there 
has to be a commercial side to the proj-
ect, or the whole thing will remain a 
dream.” After all, if the Secretariat did 
become a museum, it would be bigger 

lost horizon 
Clockwise from 

opposite page: A 
fisherman at Inle 

Lake; a family-
run bamboo 

business in Bagan; 
preservationist 

Thant Myint-U, 
at the crumbling 

former residence 
of his grandfather, 

U Thant, former 
secretary general of 
the United Nations. 
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grand ambition
“I am ready to plan the 
future now,” says the 
86-year-old Bocuse, 
seen here in the 
kitchen of his restaurant 
in Lyon, France. 
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 beaucoup 
de bocuse
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T
he chef ate too much. Decades of tasting 
Bresse chicken—cooked in a pig’s bladder 
and served in a cream and egg-yolk sauce—
his famed black truffle and foie gras soup, his 
seared foie gras and puff pastries had clogged 

Paul Bocuse’s arteries. On doctor’s orders, the grande 
chef of France would be splayed out in the operating 
room much like the hare à la royale rabbits he’d carved 
table-side for so many years. When Bocuse was a boy, 
growing up in the kitchens of Lyon, a triple bypass was 
hardly the routine operation it is now. Still, having 
your chest sliced open is enough for any man to take 
stock of his years.

Bocuse’s achievements are legendary. L’Auberge 
du Pont de Collouges, his flagship restaurant in Lyon, 
has maintained its three-Michelin-starred ranking for 
more than four decades, longer than any restaurant 
on the planet. Bocuse also has pedigree. Not only does 
he represent the fourth generation in a family of chefs 
that served up recipes once prepared for the French 
monarchy, he also left home as a young man to study 
under the fabled Fernand Point, considered the found-
ing father of modern French cooking. Back then, one of 

Bocuse’s duties was to uncork a bottle of Dom Pérignon 
every morning and serve Point his customary first glass 
of champagne. From his position in the kitchen, where 
he prepared dishes for celebrities like Rita Hayworth, 
the seeds of higher ambition were planted. 

Bocuse’s other genius as a chef has been to combine 
that ambition with an insatiable entrepreneurial spirit. 
Chefs like to say Bocuse was the first “to step out of the 
kitchen,” meaning he parlayed his charm into brand 
power, then parlayed that brand power into a lucrative 
culinary empire. In Lyon, Bocuse opened so many res-
taurants that city officials named a market after him. In 
the fashion of Donald Trump, he became famous just for 
being himself. He showed that chefs could be as rich as 
their owners and the guests they’re serving. And even as 
his empire grew, he never altered his persona. “He might 
fly around the world on private jets, but he’s always the 
same Paul from Lyon,” says Jerome Bocuse, his son.

Bocuse also lives by his own rules. He once described 
his version of married life, saying he’d spent 145 years in 
a relationship. Explaining the math, he calculated that 
he’d been married to his first wife, Raymonde, for over 
60 years, coupled with his first mistress, Raymone, for 

50, and his second mistress, Patricia, for 35. Bocuse’s 
power of seduction is such that all three women have 
shared their lives with him, each other and their chil-
dren. (“I adore women,” Bocuse once said. “We live too 
long these days to spend a whole life with only one.”)

But for all Paul Bocuse has obtained, there is one 
thing the 86-year-old wants very badly and still does 
not have. Jerome has listened to his father talk about 
it for more than two decades. It has become something 
of an obsession. “His wish,” Jerome says, “is for an 
American to win the Bocuse d’Or.” 

the Bocuse d’or is the most prestigious cooking 
competition in the world. Held in Lyon every two years 
(and falling this year at the end of January), the contest 
is a chance for chefs from around the globe to make a 
name for themselves. While there is an official cooking 
Olympics in Germany, chefs refer to the Bocuse d’Or as 
the real Olympics of high cuisine. “It has no competition 
really,” says Priscilla Ferguson, professor of sociology 
at Columbia and author of Accounting for Taste: The 
Triumph of French Cuisine. Unlike reality shows such as 
Top Chef and Iron Chef America, there are no commer-
cial breaks. The food is whipped up on stage in front of 
a live audience over five and a half grueling hours. The 
winning creations must be masterpieces, exploding 
with flavor and inspiring awe with their artistry.

The event started off as a gimmick. In the late ’80s, 
organizers for the SIRHA food and restaurant show, 
hoping to draw bigger crowds, approached Bocuse 
about lending his name to a live cooking contest. 

by geoffrey gray   PhotograPhy by  matthieu SalVaing 

As France’s original celebrity 
chef, Paul Bocuse built a 

Michelin-starred culinary 
empire and established the 

most prestigious cooking competition in  
the world. And yet, one goal still eludes him. 

Now he’s turned to America’s top chefs  
to help make it a reality—even if it means 

breaking from his own haute traditions  
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(all chefs) were looking for. The molecular gastronomy 
craze has also led to Willy Wonka cuisine, food that 
looks like one thing but tastes like another—a further 
departure from classic French cooking.

Beyond differences in philosophy, the main problem 
for American contestants was organization and money. 
The winning teams—mostly from France, 
Norway or Sweden—had developed 
foundations that supported training and 
coaching a chef for months. In contrast, 
Americans complained that they had to 
raise money themselves while training 
and working their shifts. They were com-
peting on raw talent alone, which wasn’t 
enough to get on the podium in Lyon. In 
two decades, the highest any American 
had placed was sixth.

Paul Bocuse had a special affinity for 
the Americans. Fighting the Nazis dur-
ing World War II, he’d been shot in the 
chest and given a transfusion of American 
blood. As a gesture of appreciation, 
Bocuse flies an American flag outside his 
flagship restaurant. The chef-impresario also under-
stands that the U.S. is the biggest media market in the 
world, and the best way for the Bocuse d’Or to tap into 
it is for an American chef to succeed in the competition. 
And if the Americans couldn’t develop the right kind of 

organization to support and train a 
chef, Bocuse would do it himself.

the triple Bypass was a success. 
In the six years since the operation, 
Bocuse has enacted a kind of global-
domination strategy. To the East, 
he’s licensed out his name to eight 
brasseries in Japan. To the West, he’s 
transferred ownership of Les Chefs de 
France at Epcot Center to Jerome and 

Bocuse’s connections were such that he had no trouble 
persuading premier chefs around the world to start 
organizations in their own countries to select and sup-
port contestants. “He’d be good at Chicago precinct 
politics,” Ferguson says, calling Bocuse “an arm-twister 
of mega proportions.”

Bocuse believed competing chefs ought to embody 
the pillar of classic French cooking: perfection. As a 
young apprentice in Point’s kitchen, Bocuse developed 
an appreciation for the days of preparation behind a 
recipe like Bresse poulet—and the years required to 
master it. Another secret to this level of haute French 
cuisine is the efficiency of the cooking staff, known as 
the brigade. French chefs have turned their kitchens 
into military operations, training apprentices the way 
war generals do: through fear. In Point’s kitchen, if the 
chef saw a plate with a nick in the rim, he would wait 
for a waiter to reach for it, then grab the dish and let it 
drop, shattering it to pieces. 

For his contest, Bocuse wanted chefs to strive for the 
same level of devotion to craft. Bocuse and organizers 
revealed the type of meat and fish used in the competi-
tion more than a year in advance, giving a chef ample 
time to create a vision and master its execution. 

In competition, the Americans struggled. While most 
competitors over the years have been trained in classic 
French techniques, the unfussiness of American cook-
ing was at odds with the precision the Bocuse judges 

opened Monsieur Paul there, while another new res-
taurant with the Bocuse name opened at the Culinary 
Institute of America in Hyde Park, New York. 

Since his recovery, Bocuse feels younger, reborn. 
“Tout nouveau,” he tells me from his restaurant in Lyon, 
adding a one-liner that makes the translator laugh. “He 
says, ‘I’m ready to plan the future now.’ ” For him, that 
future has revolved around the cooking competition that 
bears his name.

“He came to me and said, ‘I need for you to do two 
things,’ ” recalls chef Daniel Boulud. “First, he says, ‘I 
want you to run the American team [for Bocuse d’Or].’ 
The second, he says, ‘I want you to get Thomas Keller 
to be the president.’ ”

Boulud’s reaction was instinctive. “Oui, chef,” he 
said, echoing words he’d uttered the first time he’d 
met Bocuse, more than four decades earlier, as a chef’s 
apprentice in Lyon. Though Boulud was concerned 
about funding, he was confident his connections and 
clientele could raise hundreds of thousands of dol-
lars for the cause. The real challenge would be getting 
Keller to sign on.

Keller is, arguably, the most high-profile chef in 

the U.S.—the only restaurateur to run a pair of three-
Michelin-starred restaurants, The French Laundry and 
Per Se, simultaneously. Like Bocuse and Boulud, Keller 
also has a knack for branding and empire building, but 
his style is soft and understated. Unlike Bocuse and 
Boulud, his name is not found on any of his restaurants. 
And Keller is a true Francophile, with an outsider’s 
appreciation for its culinary traditions, as handed 
down by maestros like Point and Bocuse.

When they discussed the idea, Boulud was shrewd 
enough not to give Keller a hard sell. Instead, he told 
him to expect a call. When the phone rang, on the other 
end of the line, in Lyon, was Bocuse. After hearing the 
old chef’s frail voice, Keller’s response was the same as 
Boulud’s had been. “Oui, chef,” he said.

So far, however, the dream team of Boulud and 
Keller has produced mixed results. While the superstar 
chefs have helped raise more than $4 million since they 
got involved, the return on those donations has been 
modest. In 2009—their first year running the effort 
together—the chef sent to Lyon to represent America 
was Timothy Hollingsworth, a Keller protégé who was 
reluctant to compete and submitted his application 
late. Hollingsworth put up a decent showing, finishing 
sixth, tying the American best. 
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Quelle ambiance
The dining room 
at Bocuse’s Lyon 
restaurant, where 
truffle and fois gras 
soup sells for $100 
a bowl and even 
the spoons bear the 
chef’s initials.

bon aPPÉtit 
A selection of  
fine cheeses at  
Bocuse’s restaurant.  
Center: Dishes  
ready for service.
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the American team. “When you think about 
it, you begin to say, ‘What the hell is going on 
here?’ ” But in the end, Neergaard believes 
Bocuse’s wish won’t help the Americans. “It’s 
all about taste,” he says from Copenhagen. 
“I just hope the Americans found the guy 
with the right taste—and let him train until 
he bleeds to death.”

eighty four days, 13 hours, 34 minutes 
and three seconds to go,” says Richard 
Rosendale, this year’s American contes-
tant. We’re standing in the war room, which 
is also in the bunker, built by the federal 
government as a secret fallout shelter for 
Congress in the event of a nuclear war. 
The bunker is hidden in plain sight at The 
Greenbrier, the resort in West Virginia 
where Rosendale works as executive chef 
and oversees its culinary apprenticeship 
program. Prepping for the Bocuse d’Or 
from behind Cold War–era, 30-ton steel-
blast doors makes for a cute story line in the 
windup to Lyon, but the real significance of 
the bunker is the kitchen Rosendale has 
built here—a to-the-inch replica of the 
space in Lyon where he and his commis, 
Corey Siegel, a recent Greenbrier grad, 
will cook. Rosendale installed a new floor, 
among countless other purchases. “There’s 
$150,000 in here, at least,” he says.

The war room is down the hall. Inside, 
there’s a countdown clock above his com-
puter (password: goingforgold) and pinups 
of winning platters from previous years; 
covert pictures snapped of 2011 winner 
Rasmus Kofoed (“Look, I can see that he’s 
using the mats on his heater—that’s smart, 
no slipping”); and a calendar mapping 
out his training schedule from now until 
January 29, the day the competition begins. 

For Rosendale, who grew up in blue-collar 
Uniontown, Pennsylvania, official birthplace of the 
Big Mac, the journey to the Bocuse d’Or has been a 
long one. An aggressive kid, he was always getting 
into fights, and his grades suffered. For pocket money, 
he started bussing plates and made his debut in the 
kitchen when another cook called in sick. He found the 
focus and speed of the kitchen a peaceful way to chan-
nel his youthful anger. After completing two 3-year 
apprenticeships, Rosendale found another outlet for 
his fighting spirit: cooking competitions. He liked the 
intensity and found that they pushed him to learn new 
skills under pressure, not to mention promoting his 
abilities to other chefs around the world. He went on 
to compete in more than 40, winning and placing in 

Realizing the next chef would need more time to 
train, the American team sponsored a paid sabbatical 
for James Kent, then sous chef at Eleven Madison Park. 
But Kent seemed intimidated by his superstar men-
tors (who brought on advisors like Grant Achatz, Tom 
Colicchio and others). He placed tenth.

The Americans wondered if their chances might 
improve by sending a chef experienced in cooking 
competitions, somebody accustomed to the long prepa-
ration the Bocuse d’Or requires. And then there were 
the contest rules, which some felt left them at a dis-
advantage. This year would be different: The chef and 
his fellow contest organizers decided to change the 
format of the competition, resulting in a controversial 
departure from Bocuse’s original vision. The new rules, 
arguably designed to level the playing field, call for the 
kind of spontaneity found in restaurants and on popular 
televised cooking shows. This year, chefs were told the 
meat selection (Irish beef) six months before the com-
petition, as opposed to a year, and the fish two months 
ahead of time. Chefs will be judged on a new criteria: 
incorporating elements of their country’s cuisine into 
their creations. They will also be thrown a new chal-
lenge—creating garnishes purchased at market the 
morning prior to the contest. 

While some coaches and chefs applaud the 
improvisation the new rules will bring to the event, tra-
ditionalists worry they will undercut the precision of 
the cuisine, as once espoused by Bocuse himself. “I was 
disappointed,” says Peter Jelksäter, coach of Sweden, 
which has landed silver medals in 2011 and 2009. With 
all the new rules, chefs will be compelled to be more 
creative, he feels. “Many of the chefs that compete in 
this competition are trying to reach the levels of Paul 
Bocuse, and they come so close to perfection because 
they are able to train for such a long time. They can 
really tear the ingredients apart. That’s what takes the 
competition out of the everyday kitchen.” 

Jakob de Neergaard, president of the Danish team 
that won the gold medal in 2011, says that many 
European countries were wary of Bocuse meddling with several. But the big contest that’s always eluded him 

has been the Bocuse d’Or. “The biggest ego trip in 
cooking,” he says.

After placing second in the runoffs in 2009, 
Rosendale didn’t leave much to chance during the 
qualifiers last summer. Inspired by the shape of his 
children’s Mr. Potato Head toy, Rosendale repurposed 
the plastic head as a mold, stuffed it with chicken meat, 
layered rows of cornbread stuffing (light in color) and 
winter truffle butter (dark in color), and wrapped the 
entire creation in chicken skin. Out of the oven, the 
dish looked like a perfectly roasted chicken, but when 
sliced into, another dimension was revealed: The 
chicken had stripes—of truffle butter and cornbread—
like the hide of a zebra. “A lot of what the judges are 
looking for is that ‘wow factor,’ ” he says.

Secrecy for a contest of this scale is critical. The 
blueprints for Rosendale’s platters are all mapped out 
on boards, but he turns them over so I can’t see them. 
After some coaxing, he confesses that one of his gar-
nishes will be a souped-up carrot. “It tastes more like a 
carrot than a carrot does.” For the meat, he’s imported 
and customized a mini-barbecue from Japan to sear the 
Irish beef. He may dust it with horseradish chips, and 
he’s also toying with a potato dumpling concept.
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PlatS du Jour
Dishes and serving 
trays in Bocuse’s 
kitchen in Lyon, which 
is run with military 
precision. Above: 
Bresse chicken, a  
dish cooked inside  
a pig’s bladder. 
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for the Win 
Clockwise from left: 
The entrance to 
Bocuse’s restaurant 
in Lyon; Chef 
Bocuse, at his 
restaurant, in front 
of a mural depicting 
James Beard and 
Julia Child; Richard 
Rosendale, this year’s 
American contender 
in the Bocuse d’Or, 
at the entrance to 
his training bunker in 
West Virginia. pO
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earlier. Somehow, the restaurant has already printed 
the image on the menu, which Bocuse has signed. The 
Bocuse name is everywhere: lining the rim of the bowl 
of soup; the soup spoon, used to ladle his famed black 
truffle and foie gras soup—served at $100 per bowl—is 
stamped with his initials.

Three hours later, the group is delirious, drugged 
with a hypnotic cocktail of truffles, duck liver, cham-
pagne, wine, unpasteurized cheese and petits fours. 
From the kitchen, Bocuse emerges once again to a 
round of applause and to pose for final pictures with 
the Americans. Before leaving, Bocuse gives Siegel a 
gift: a hard-shell cover imprinted with his signature 
for a smartphone—a new Bocuse product.

Bocuse also gives him a warning. Before sending the 
team home, he grips young Siegel’s arm, mutters some-
thing in French and makes a gesture with his hand. His 
finger is out. His hand looks like a gun. Not understand-
ing French, Siegel turns to Kaysen and asks him to 
translate. Kaysen laughs at the old chef’s line. “He says 
you better make it onto the podium—or else he’s going 
to shoot you.”  

For practice sessions, Rosendale has created a Bocuse 
d’Or simulator. Before he and Siegel start their five-and-
a-half-hour prep run, he puts a CD in the sound system 
and turns up the volume. The album is a compilation of 
audience noise recorded during previous contests: the 
cacophonous blare of cowbells from the Swiss team; the 
Mexicans’ mariachi band; and the pulsing Euro beats of 
the event’s deejay. In the bunker, Rosendale feels like 
he’s cooking off in Lyon. 

In a final act of hyper organization, he, Siegel and 
coach Gavin Kaysen decide to travel to France three 
months ahead of the competition. The mission: Testing 
out rental vans to make sure they’re big enough to hold 
his equipment.

During the trip, the Americans are invited to 
Bocuse’s restaurant for an honorary lunch, and when 
they arrive, the chef is waiting out front dressed in his 
cooking whites. He shows them the kitchen, then poses 
for pictures before seating them. At the table, Siegel 
notices how audaciously Bocuse brands himself. When 
menus are passed around, he sees that the photo on 
the front is of him—posing with Bocuse only minutes pO
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OBJECTS OF MY AFFECTION: (clockwise from top left) A photograph taken 
at my grandfather Jacques Cousteau’s 75th birthday party. During his 
remarks, he evoked the memory of my late father, Philippe, and had tears in 
his eyes. As I wrapped my arms around him, a photographer took this shot; 
a commemorative stamp featuring my grandfather’s image; my husband, 
Fritz, playing chess as a child; a picture of me swimming with dolphins; 
a vase my father recovered while exploring a sunken Japanese warship in 
Truk Lagoon; the Canon camera I traveled around the world with on my 

2009 and 2010 expeditions; the last book my grandfather wrote—I always 
keep a copy close to me; a coral bracelet my grandmother left me; the shoes 
my daughter took her first steps in; the scarf I wear on all my expeditions; 
a 2006 Château Belles-Graves, my grandfather’s favorite wine. We often 
drank it together; a letter my grandfather wrote in the Calypso log to my 
father after he died; a necklace my mother gave me when I went on an 
expedition in 2009. Inside, there is an inscription: “Go confidently in the 
direction of your dreams. Live the life you’ve imagined.”
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Introducing Blue Plasma

TheunPeel
A non-acidic daily peel designed to deliver
all the benefits of a traditional peel without
redness or irritation, revealing the brightness
and glow of a youthful complexion.



Invention of the Tourbillon, 1801

The Classique Grande Complication Tourbillon 5317 provides the perfect
setting for Breguet’s most spectacular invention and undeniably the most
beautiful of all horological complications, developed over 210 years ago
to compensate for the effects of gravity. On the back, the “B-shaped”
oscillating weight reveals the beauty of the meticulously hand-engraved
movement. History is still being written...

Breguet, the innovator.
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