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ON THE COVER  Abel “The Weeknd” Tesfaye, 
photographed by Terry Richardson and styled by Matthew 
Henson. Artist’s own jacket and necklace, Acne Studios 
jeans, Calvin Klein Collection crewneck and Chrome Hearts 
bracelet and rings. For details see Sources, page 160.  

THIS PAGE  Givenchy Haute Couture by Riccardo Tisci 
coat, pants and shoes, Borsalino hat and Repossi earrings, 
photographed by Daniel Jackson and styled by Geraldine 
Saglio. For details see Sources, page 160.

FOLLOW @WSJMAG: 

November 2016

26 EDITOR’S LETTER 

30 CONTRIBUTORS

34 COLUMNISTS on Impulse

 STILL LIFE  Laurie Anderson
  The artist shares a few of her favorite things. 

What’s News.

41 David Byrne Introduces an Immersive Installation

44 Architect Joseph Dirand’s Chic Desk Accessories
 A Rothko Show a Decade in the Making
 Sarah Flint Slippers Debut at NYC’s Carlyle Hotel

46 A Trio of Chinese Eateries Opens in Manhattan
 The Elder Statesman Teams Up With the NBA
 3-D Printing Meets High-Design Home Goods
  An Exhibit and a Film Celebrate Architect Jean Nouvel

48  Stylish Eco-Conscious Flats
 The Tech Industry’s Power Perks
 A Mexican Hospitality Group Expands to Chicago

50 Studiopepe’s Cyanotype Sculptures
 Swimwear Brand Orlebar Brown Gets a Fresh Look
 A Game-Changing Indoor Microgardening System

52 The Young Designer District in Cologne, Germany

54 Glossier’s Must-Have Holiday Set
 LOT Architects—the Industry’s Daring Young Firm

56 Brighten Things Up With Striped Knits This Fall

57 TJ Brown, Savoir Beds’ Master Craftsman

58  This Season’s Most Ladylike Looks
 Tokyo’s Latest Luxury Hotel—Hot Spring Included
  A New Biography Charts Joan Rivers’s Life and Career

60 Picasso’s Granddaughter Looks Back

62 The Download: Bumble’s Whitney Wolfe

64  The Modern Lines and Bold Proportions of 
Sculptural Resin Furniture

162

HERMÈS BY NATURE



HERMÈS BY NATURE



HERMÈS BY NATURE

Clockwise from left: “Prickles” table by Sasha Sykes, photographed by Crista Leonard. Melinda Gates, 
photographed by Brigitte Lacombe. Abel “the Weeknd” Tesfaye, photographed by Terry Richardson and styled  
by Matthew Henson. Dolce & Gabbana pajama shirt and Chrome Hearts rings. For details see Sources, page 160.

market report.

75 MINIMAL IMPACT
   Make a clean sweep of the best looks 

from the resort collections, including 
athletic-inspired tops, volumetric 
trousers and shapes that forge new 
territories.

 Photography by Thomas Lohr
 Styling by Charlotte Collet

the exchange.

93 TRACKED: Naval Ravikant
   The AngelList co-founder is mastering 

a future-focused industry by living  
in the present.

 By Stinson Carter
 Photography by Kyle Johnson

96 WORD OF MOUTH
  For 10 years, Narayana Peesapaty 

toiled in obscurity on a simple invention:  
crackerlike edible spoons, meant to 
replace their plastic equivalents. Now 
the world is finally paying attention.

 By Raymond Zhong
 Illustration by Raquel Aparicio

100   WHERE THE SUN  
DON’T SHINE

   After years of planning, the next 
stage of designer James Ramsey’s 
Lowline in Manhattan, using  
revolutionary solar technology,  
is taking root.

  By Thomas Gebremedhin
  Photography by Christopher Leaman

104  CAPITAL HILL
   Who’s behind cutting-edge fashion 

and beauty companies like Warby 
Parker, Everlane, Glossier and Moda 
Operandi? Not Silicon Valley. A new 
class of power investors based in  
New York City.

  By Christopher Ross
  Illustration by Quickhoney

“i’m doing things with my voice 
that i’ve never done before.”

–abel “the weeknd” tesfaye, p. 126
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“a lot of people  
think art exists  

in a vacuum,  
but not ai weiwei.”

–art dealer mary boone, p. 138

From left: Daniel Humm and Will Guidara at Eleven Madison Park, photographed by Andreas Lazlo Konrath. 
Ai Weiwei in his studio in Berlin, photographed by Nan Goldin.
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110  TOM FORD
    The designer already had a successful 

fashion career under his belt when he 
risked it all by launching a film career. 
This fall, he releases his second 
movie, Nocturnal Animals.

  By Lesley M.M. Blume
  Photography by Terry Richardson

116   SNØHETTA 
    The Norwegian-American partnership  

has flouted architectural norms 
to become one of the world’s most 
sought-after firms. 

  By Ian Volner
  Photography by Adrian Gaut

122  MELINDA GATES 
   With the Gates Foundation’s new 

focus on gender, Melinda has become 
its public face—and a powerful voice 
for women worldwide. 

  By Julia Reed
  Photography by Brigitte Lacombe

126  THE WEEKND
   As a follow-up to the unstoppable 

Beauty Behind the Madness,  
the chart-topping R&B artist takes 
a creative leap forward with this 
month’s Starboy.

  By Alan Light
  Photography by Terry Richardson

134   DANIEL HUMM &  
WILL GUIDARA

   The duo behind Eleven Madison 
Park and the NoMad, known for 
artfully fusing the front and back 
of the house, expands with two new 
NoMads and a fast-casual start-up.

  By Howie Kahn
  Photography by Andreas Lazlo Konrath

138  AI WEIWEI
   After years of detention in China,  

the artist makes a triumphant return 
to New York with two gallery shows.

  By Tony Perrottet
  Photography by Nan Goldin

142  ES DEVLIN
   The set designer has built an award-

winning career working across 
genres—from opera and theater to 
fashion shows and pop concerts. 

  By Sarah Medford
  Photography by David Bailey

146  STREET STYLE
   Couture gets real, from strictly  

structured lines to ruffled silhouettes.
  Photography by Daniel Jackson
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editor’s let ter

ILLUSTRATION BY ALEJANDRO CARDENAS

REINDEER GAMES  
Bast and Anubis, wearing Michael Kors Collection, enjoy the view of Norway’s Snøhetta mountain, 

from which this year’s Architecture Innovators took their name.

NEW HORIZONS

N
OW IN ITS sixth year, WSJ.’s Innovators issue 
celebrates today’s most forward-thinking 
luminaries from across the culture. The 
seven creative minds profiled in these pages 

operate at the height of their respective fields, dedi-
cating their talents to projects that, in different ways, 
attempt to forge a path to a brighter future. 

Dissident artist Ai Weiwei—a WSJ. Innovator for 
the second time, having been honored in 2011 while 
living under detention in China—has a knack for state-
ments that resonate globally, whether through works 
that challenge authority or via Instagram selfies. Food 
Innovators Daniel Humm and Will Guidara, famous for 
fostering a dynamic relationship between the front 
and back of the house at Manhattan’s Eleven Madison 

Park, are expanding with two NoMad locations and a 
fast-casual start-up. Tom Ford, our multifaceted Film 
Innovator, brings his highly stylized cinematic vision 
back to the multiplex with a new thriller, Nocturnal 
Animals. Design Innovator Es Devlin has become 
the go-to set designer for a range of high-profile cli-
ents (Kanye West, the Metropolitan Opera and Louis 
Vuitton among them); you may have seen her work on 
the season premiere of SNL, where she fashioned a set 
for R&B superstar and this year’s Music Innovator, 
Abel Tesfaye (aka the Weeknd), whose new album, 
Starboy, is out this month with a record-breaking lead 
single. Architecture Innovator Snøhetta is on a mis-
sion to infuse projects (including the recent SFMOMA 
extension) with a sense of possibility, creating 

spaces that are a joy to encounter. And Philanthropy 
Innovator Melinda Gates, who with her husband, Bill, 
runs the world’s largest private foundation, is increas-
ingly harnessing its $40 billion endowment to support 
women’s empowerment around the globe. 

For these extraordinary men and women, the tri-
umph is seeing the effects of their creativity in the 
world. As Melinda Gates has said, citing a favorite quo-
tation, “To know that even one life has breathed easier 
because you have lived—this is to have succeeded.”

Kristina O’Neill   
k.oneill@wsj.com

@kristina_oneill
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IAN VOLNER & ADRIAN GAUT
snØhetta  p. 116

The weather was dismal as photographer Adrian Gaut (far right) and writer Ian Volner 
drove through central Norway, but the clouds parted as they arrived at the Norwegian 

Wild Reindeer Centre Pavilion, a striking project by the New York– and Oslo-based firm 
Snøhetta, this year’s Architecture Innovator. “The way Snøhetta practices architecture  

is remarkably intuitive,” says Volner. “They don’t go looking for dragons to slay; they  
just do their thing, and the dragons fall.” Amid clear skies, Gaut sent a drone to capture 

video of the site. When its signal died, Gaut and Volner fretted that the gadget and  
its collected footage were lost—until over the uplands, they saw it autopiloting home.
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CONTRIBUTORS

Matthew Henson had a lot of fun styling Abel Tesfaye —the 
R&B singer better known as the Weeknd who is WSJ. 
Magazine’s 2016 Music Innovator—for the Los Angeles cover 
shoot. “Abel’s taste is at such a high level, you have to be  
on point,” Henson says. “ H e can go from a silk pajama shirt   
to a leather jacket and look just as badass in both.” 

Photographer Terry Richardson, who has 
worked with Tesfaye in the past, captured the 
singer this time with his new cropped hairstyle. 
“You would assume he would be extroverted, 
but actually he is very soft-spoken and 
thoughtful,” Richardson says. To Alan Light, 
who wrote the profile of Tesfaye, an innovator 
has “the vision to see something new and the 
drive to make it into a reality.” In the case of the 
Weeknd, Light says, “His sonics are a new 
direction for a genre that was feeling stagnant.”  
—Sara Morosi

TERRY RICHARDSON,  
MATTHEW HENSON & ALAN LIGHT 
the weeknd  p. 126

When Hurricane Katrina devastated New Orleans, writer Julia Reed (near left), a resident 
of the city, witnessed the impact of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation firsthand. “They 
provided invaluable help in rebuilding our school system,” recalls Reed, who was “thrilled 
and not just a little intimidated” to profile Melinda Gates, the 2016 Philanthropy Innovator. 
“Melinda has an optimistic spirit that makes one truly believe that one can and will,”  
says photographer Brigitte Lacombe, who took Gates’s portrait. “She’s direct and strong 
but quick to laugh, too.”

BRIGITTE LACOMBE & JULIA REED 
melinda gates  p. 122

WEEKND WARRIORS 
Clockwise from top: Terry 
Richardson, Alan Light 
and Matthew Henson.

T H E  H A N D - P A I N T E D  B A D G E  R E P R E S E N T S  O U R  S O U L .

T H E  S O L A R  R O O F  R E P R E S E N T S  O U R  S P I R I T .



LESLEY M.M. BLUME & TERRY RICHARDSON
 tom ford  p. 110

HOWIE KAHN & ANDREAS LASZLO KONRATH  
daniel humm & will guidara  p. 134

When writer Tony Perrottet was interviewing 2016 Art Innovator Ai Weiwei, they took  
a tour of the artist’s unadorned studio. “The last thing I want to see is my work hanging 
somewhere,” Ai told Perrottet. Photographer Nan Goldin also got a dose of the artist’s wry 
humor. “He teased me mercilessly, which I love,” she says. As a parting gesture, Ai snapped 
selfies with both Perrottet and Goldin, pictures that he then posted to his personal 
Instagram. “This is the first time I’ve let someone put me on Instagram,” says Goldin.  
“But I wouldn’t know how to say no to him, anyway.”

TONY PERROTTET & NAN GOLDIN 
ai weiwei  p. 138

DAVID BAILEY & SARAH MEDFORD
es devlin  p. 142

Only 15 minutes after meeting our 2016 Design Innovator, set designer Es Devlin, writer 
Sarah Medford already had two takeaways: Devlin is brilliant, and she resembles a younger 
Fanny Ardant, the French actress, in her prime. “I was intrigued by the idea of writing about 
work that’s ephemeral,” says Medford. “In performance design, the work passes in time and 
leaves just a memory—that’s challenging to use as source material!” The portrait of Devlin 
in the issue was taken by photographer David Bailey in his London studio. 

b&w tk

“It’s their moment,” says writer Howie Kahn (near right) about Daniel Humm and Will 
Guidara, the chef-restaurateur duo behind Eleven Madison Park and the NoMad, and our 

2016 Food Innovators. “It’s a challenge to convey all the physical things Daniel and Will  
do that add up to the feeling they’re trying to create.” Photographer Andreas Laszlo 

Konrath rarely gives direction to his subjects while shooting. “I hate asking people to 
smile,” he says. But Humm and Guidara, unprompted, began using each other as props. “It’s 

really how they are,” says Laszlo Konrath. “There is not a false note in the photographs.”
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Writer Lesley M.M. Blume usually gives little thought to how she dresses when interview-
ing subjects—with the exception of the 2016 Film Innovator Tom Ford. “I asked Julianne 

Moore what I should wear,” Blume says, “and she told me, ‘Oh God, it better be good.’ ” 
Decked out in a vintage caftan, Blume spoke to Ford about how he’s managed to become an 

award-winning filmmaker while maintaining his acclaimed fashion label. “I realized just 
how unusual and convention-defying he is,” she says. Photographer Terry Richardson has 
known Ford for years. “Any time spent with Tom is a good time,” he comments. “We used a 

director’s chair, a slate and movie scripts to inject some humor into the shots.”
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WSJ. asks six luminaries to weigh in on a single topic. This month: Impulse.

SIMONE 
BILES

“I like schedules. I like 
knowing exactly what 
I’m doing and when, 
but there are times in 
my personal life when 
I like to be impulsive. 
I recently went indoor 
skydiving—my parents 
wouldn’t let me do it 
before the Olympics; 
they didn’t want me to 
get injured. It was my 
brother’s birthday, and 
we said, ‘Let’s finally do 
this.’ So we told my par-
ents that we were going 
out to breakfast, but we 
went skydiving instead. 
It was so exciting. 
Gymnastics is about per-
fection, it’s about control 
and choreography, but 
there’s still room to be 
a bit impulsive. I’m cur-
rently on the Kellogg’s 
Tour of Gymnastics 
Champions. During one 
of my recent routines, I 
fell. So I had to adjust—I 
threw in a skill that I 
had been planning for 
another section. There 
are also times when 
impulsiveness can be 
bad. The other day, I 
wanted to get a tattoo 
of the Olympic rings. 
Thankfully, I thought, 
‘No, Simone. Call Mom.’ ”

Biles is an Olympic gymnast. 
Her autobiography, Courage to 
Soar, is out this month.

“Impulsiveness is primi-
tive. It’s something that 
springs from the sub-
conscious, something 
you’ve processed in a 
way that leads to a gut 
feeling—the impulse. 
When you work in the 
fashion industry, you 
must be open-minded 
and curious, gradually 
gathering different 
impressions that con-
tribute to the impulses 
involved in trying to 
read the future of trends. 
But if you are led solely 
by your impulses, it may 
result in something 
random and lacking 
focus—a collection or 
garment that raises the 
question, ‘Who’s going 
to buy this?’ But with 
age comes experience. 
I no longer simply react 
to first impulses. It’s 
okay to be impulsive to 
a certain extent, but you 
must pause and think. 
Practical questions  
must follow the mind-
blowing impulse. That 
said, I’m still impulsive, 
especially when I fall  
in love with a garment  
in a store. Oh, some of 
the things I’ve bought!”

ANN-SOFIE 
JOHANSSON

Johansson is creative advisor  
at H&M. 

“Over the course of  
my career, I have impul-
sively agreed to four 
projects. I didn’t do the 
things that I normally 
do, I didn’t talk to Brian 
Grazer or my wife, I 
didn’t agonize over the 
decision. Now, I would go 
to my grave with two  
of those projects. But the 
other two? I wish I could 
get the months I invested 
in them back. But I enjoy 
taking risks—I’m not 
remotely interested in 
becoming more con-
servative in my choices 
as I get older. You come 
to embrace impulsive-
ness more when you’re 
working on live-action 
productions. I encourage 
actors to take those cre-
ative leaps, too. But it’s 
important to understand 
where impulsive behav-
ior fits into your strategy 
and life. One person’s 
impulses may be gold, 
while they may be some-
one else’s Achilles’ heel. 
Do you have a golden 
gut? Does your temper 
get you into trouble? It’s 
wise to make a conscious 
effort to reflect and do 
the math.”

RON 
HOWARD

Howard is a film director.  
He produced the new National 
Geographic Channel  
docudrama miniseries Mars.

soapbox

THE COLUMNISTS

Hetfield is co-founder and lead 
vocalist of Metallica, which re-
leases a new album this month.

JAMES 
HETFIELD

“I have an addictive 
personality, so when  
I act impulsively it can 
go very wrong. In the 
band’s early days, we 
didn’t think at all—we 
lived in the moment. 
Usually that involved 
drinking or drugs or 
women. We destroyed 
our health on the road, 
until we realized that we 
couldn’t play any more, 
that I couldn’t perform 
the way I wanted. The 
documentary Some Kind 
of Monster highlights 
the implosion of our 
band. We weren’t caring 
for each other, because 
we didn’t care enough 
about ourselves. It took 
all of that to make us 
realize we had a lot to be 
thankful for. I’ve learned 
that self-awareness is 
important, as is the abil-
ity to think impulsive 
ideas through to their 
natural conclusion. Now 
I’m spontaneous rather 
than impulsive, espe-
cially when I’m writing 
music or playing the 
guitar. I’m not planning 
any of that stuff. When  
I get a good guitar 
sound, it just happens—
I’m only the messenger.”

Andrés is a chef and owner of 
Bazaar Mar, in Miami, which 
opened in October. His new 
restaurant, Fish, at the MGM 
National Harbor, in Oxen Hill, 
Maryland, opens next month.

JOSÉ 
ANDRÉS

“There are two types 
of impulses. Perhaps 
you see someone who is 
about to get hit by  
a car, and you have the 
impulse to save that 
person—anyone would 
agree that that’s a good 
impulse. This election 
is probably the perfect 
example of the other 
kind of impulse. The dic-
tionary would describe 
it as the sudden, strong 
and unreflective desire 
to act or say something. 
In my case, I welcome 
impulsiveness in the 
kitchen and encourage it 
among my team. Impulse 
can be incredibly moti-
vational. You must give 
yourself the freedom  
to create and use those 
moments of creativity, 
those impulses, to move 
forward. Impulse could 
be described as jumping 
off a cliff. The most cre-
ative people, therefore, 
are those who are not 
afraid to throw them-
selves over a cliff, not 
knowing what’s below.”

“Impulsiveness tends 
to get you in more 
trouble than spontane-
ity. Spontaneity is, ‘Hey, 
let’s go grab a drink at 
that new bar we’ve been 
meaning to go to,’ while 
impulsiveness is more, 
‘You know what, I’m 
going to tell you exactly 
what I think because 
I’ve had too many drinks 
at that bar.’ In Gilmore 
Girls, Lorelai is incred-
ibly impulsive. A lot of 
her impulses stem from 
her desire to do the 
exact opposite of what 
she believes her mother 
would do in any given 
situation. Lorelai doesn’t 
make lists; she doesn’t 
meditate over anything. 
Impulsiveness is her 
mantra, and, later in the 
series, it’s the cause of 
a lot of conflict with her 
daughter. But impulsive-
ness isn’t always a bad 
thing. Occasionally, 
it leads you to make 
decisions that might oth-
erwise have scared you. 
You may dive in without 
thinking, but later on you 
look back and go, ‘Well, 
it turned out OK.’ ”

AMY 
SHERMAN-

PALLADINO

Sherman-Palladino is the 
creator and executive producer 
of Gilmore Girls. The Netflix 
miniseries Gilmore Girls: A 
Year in the Life is out this month.
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“BEAUTY OF CHINA” 
NEW YORK, NY | 09.26.16
 
The Peninsula and WSJ. celebrated the 
newly renovated Peninsula Beijing with a 
rooftop reception at Salon de Ning. The 
fête was timed with the China Institute’s 
Blue Cloud Gala and co-hosted by Anthony 
Cenname and Yue-Sai Kan, with bespoke 
cuisine by Executive Chef Bryan Lee. 
Contemporary artist Qin Feng, who created 
installations for the Beijing property, along 
with renowned photographer Chen Man, 
who donated a 10-piece series of her work 
for The Peninsula in Pink global campaign, 
joined for the celebration. 

Photos by kregholt.com
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Michel Club, seat system designed by Antonio Citterio. www.bebitalia.com
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D E S I G N  PO R T R A I T.

F
OUR DECADES into his career, the 64-year-old 
musician and artist David Byrne is prepar-
ing one of his most unexpected efforts yet: 
bringing cognitive science to the people. 

The Institute Presents: Neurosociety, open through 
March at the Pace Art + Technology gallery in Menlo 
Park, California, is an exercise in immersive theater 
in which guests learn about, and even experience, 
the work of several leading neuroscience labs from 
around the world. 

The show is a three-act narrative that seizes on 
the inherent theatricality of lab experiments, a play 
about perceptions, decision making and the counter-
intuitive. The way Byrne and his collaborator Mala 
Gaonkar, a tech investor based in the U.K., have envi-
sioned it, guides shepherd staggered groups of 10 
ticketed guests through several rooms as part of the 
80-minute interactive exhibition. 

Among the highlights: In Act I, attendees enter a 
sterile white room, lie down on white reclining chairs 
and put on virtual-reality goggles so they can see 
themselves embodied in a doll. (As an internal docu-
ment describes it, this exercise demonstrates “how 
our sense of our bodies hijacks our visual sense of the 
scale of the room and its objects.”) In Act II, partici-
pants learn about the work of Princeton psychologist 
Alexander Todorov, who found that political candi-
dates’ facial appearances are surprising predictors 
of the outcomes of elections. “Do these facial expres-
sions bring us to Donald and Hillary?” asks Byrne. 
“It’s a slightly frightening experiment.” And in Act III, 
subjects see how they fare when it comes to questions 
of bias and cooperation. More than culling accurate 
data, Byrne says, “Our hope is that there’s a kind of 
cumulative sense of how our brains work...and that 
we give an inkling of a way that the positive qualities 
we share can be built on. If you are more aware of the 
negative stuff, you might be able to control it better—
where it surfaces and manifests. That is a lot to expect 
in a pop-up gallery experience, but it’s a start. 

“I’ve always been interested in these kinds of 
things,” Byrne continues in his unmistakable voice. 
His bright white hair is still wet from the storm 

BRAINPOWER  Artist David Byrne, photographed in his Manhattan studio. His interactive exhibition The Institute 
Presents: Neurosociety runs through March in Menlo Park, California.

wsj. maga zine 41

what’s news.the world of culture & st yle november 2016

BY GABE ULLA
PHOTOGRAPHY BY CLÉMENT PASCAL

creative brief

A BEAUTIFUL 
MIND

This fall, artist and former 
Talking Heads frontman David 
Byrne introduces an installation 
that taps into his scientific side. 

>



that hit during the commute to his 
SoHo office. The loft where his small 
team works is filled with relics from 
his days fronting the pioneering 
rock group Talking Heads. There’s 
perhaps an even greater amount of 
archived material from his various  
solo projects in the worlds of music, 
film, art and theater. “When I grad-
uated from high school, I applied 
to Carnegie Mellon, an engineer-
ing school, and the Rhode Island 
School of Design, an art school, at 
the same time,” says Byrne, who 
was born in Scotland but grew up 
in the suburbs of Baltimore. “I got 
into both.” Sensing that the art 
school route would be “more fun, 
faster,” Byrne went with RISD. (“I 
eventually dropped out for the 
same reason,” he says.)

Following art school, Byrne led Talking Heads 
for more than 15 years; composed an Oscar-winning 
score for Bernardo Bertolucci’s The Last Emperor; 
sang with Celia Cruz on his first solo album, 1989’s 
Rei Momo; published several books, including Bicycle 
Diaries, inspired by his cycling habit; and collabo-
rated with Fatboy Slim on a musical, Here Lies Love, 
about former Filipino first lady Imelda Marcos. 
Somewhere along that path he also 
started reading science papers. 
There’s a big box of them in his 
office, and he can call out specific 
researchers as if he’s talking about 
his favorite musicians. 

Byrne first explored the idea 
of doing something with science 
when Pace, which represents him 
as an artist, was opening a space in 
London. “I would like to experience 
[these experiments], and I’m guess-
ing a lot of other people would, too, 
once they find out about them,” 
Byrne says he told the gallery. At the 
time, it didn’t work out. But the pos-
sibility surfaced again a few years 
ago, when Byrne’s friend and col-
laborator, the fellow musician and 
polymath Brian Eno, introduced him 
to Gaonkar. “It is certainly not the 
kind of obviously sensible idea on 
which one would normally embark,” 
Gaonkar, 46, says of Neurosociety. 
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what’s news

“Yet from the first conversation 
with David, who seems to have an 
enviable facility for hopping borders 
normally walled off to the experts, 
the idea acquired a logic of its own…. 
It seems we all wish to understand 
what frames our brains.”

To pull off the installation, 
Byrne and Gaonkar realized they 
would have to develop adaptations 
of the experiments. They traveled 
to different labs, where research-
ers demonstrated their work and 
fielded questions. “I was really 
impressed by him,” says Todorov of 
his first meeting with Byrne, a con-
versation that ran for an hour. “He 
had done his background research.” 

“He has a grasp of subjects 
that may seem above or below 
[audiences], and he helps people 

understand them,” says LeeAnn Rossi, Byrne’s cre-
ative producer. A recent project she helped oversee 
for him was Contemporary Color, a performance that 
paired high school color-guard teams with the likes 
of musician Dev Hynes and This American Life host 
Ira Glass. Appropriately enough, one of the rooms in 
Neurosociety resembles a typical high school class-
room, while another looks like the set of a game show. 
“You have to give a little wow factor,” Byrne says. 

Last December, Byrne and Gaonkar held a workshop 
on Governors Island featuring about a dozen demon-
strations that they then edited down for Neurosociety. 
This past summer, they set up a makeshift lab in the 
Brooklyn Navy Yard to try out experiments for friends 
and scientists. “It was like calling Ikea, telling them 
we followed the directions but it still wasn’t work-
ing,” Byrne says of reaching out to scientists while his 
team worked out the technological challenges. The 
process revealed to him the improvisational quality 
of scientific research: “We found out that like music 
and the arts, science involves a lot of futzing around. 

It was a shock but also a relief, since 
that’s sort of the way I work.”

If Byrne and Gaonkar have their 
way, Neurosociety will grow into a 
larger project integrating work from 
even more labs (as of now, they’ve 
consulted with 35 institutions). The 
first incarnation of their initiative 
will still be on view this coming 
Valentine’s Day, when Byrne debuts 
his musical, Joan of Arc: Into the Fire, 
at New York’s Public Theater. And 
there’s a mood board dominating the 
wall behind his desk with ideas for 
another, unannounced project. 

“I think he views touring and making music as 
work, and everything else as relaxing time,” says 
Rossi. “We’re always doing eight to 12 things at once, 
and they’re all different, yet they end up overlapping 
and informing one another.”

“There’s a lot,” says Byrne of his output. “But it’s 
all incremental.” •

“david has a facility for 
hopping borders normally 
walled off to experts.”

–mala gaonkar

WEIRD SCIENCE 
From top: Memorabilia 
in Byrne’s New York 
studio; a rendering from 
his Neurosociety show in 
Menlo Park; a sketch of 
Tight Spot, an almost 
50-foot inflatable globe 
under Manhattan’s 
High Line, designed by 
Byrne for Pace in 2011.

THE MUSIC MAN  
Left: Byrne in 1983, 
performing with 
Talking Heads. 
Above: The band’s 
album Remain in Light, 
released in 1980. 
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FUZZY LOGIC
This month at NYC’s Carlyle Hotel, Sarah Flint, the 28-year-old 
creative director of her namesake shoe label, will introduce a 
fashionable amenity: shearling, loafer-inspired slippers in men’s 
and women’s versions. Guests in select VIP rooms will be 
offered complimentary pairs; others can purchase them upon 
request. “I used buttery shearling and intricate hand 
embroidery to capture the hotel’s mix of old-world charm 
and modern sense of luxury,” Flint says. $875–$895; 
The Carlyle; 212-744-1600. —Tara Lamont-Djite
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what’s news

objects of desire

DESKTOP SETTINGS
For his first foray into product design, Joseph Dirand—the French architectural 
star behind boutiques for Balmain, Givenchy and Balenciaga and the Paris 
restaurants Loulou and Monsieur Bleu—has partnered with Puiforcat silversmiths 
on a limited-edition collection of desk accessories. Dirand studied the archive 
of the firm’s renowned designer Jean Puiforcat (1897–1945) and distilled the 
craftsman’s signature Art Deco style down to an intimate relationship between 
the circle and the square. This became the leitmotif for his nine-piece Bureau 
d’Architecte set, which includes a letter holder, a paper tray and bookends. “I tried 
to imagine how Puiforcat would create these things today, and then added my 
layer,” Dirand says, speaking both metaphorically and literally of the gold-plated 
brass accents. As he points out, “The silver becomes gold through reflection.”  
Price upon request through Cristina Grajales Gallery; 212-219-9941. —Sarah Medford

Arne Glimcher, the founder of Pace Gallery, spent 

over a decade organizing a show of Mark Rothko’s 

late, dark-hued works, which he calls his “favor-

ites.” Opening this month in New York, Rothko: 

Dark Palette features 11 paintings, including  

the 1961 piece No. 22 (Untitled), shown above, and 

eight works on paper. Major institutions like MoMA 

and the National Gallery of Art lent four of the 

canvases; the rest of the pieces were borrowed from 

private collections. None is for sale.   

Like Pace, many blue-chip galleries are mounting 

museum-level shows that offer little to nothing for 

purchase. Only 30 percent of the works in Salvatore 

Scarpitta 1956–1964, up through December  

23 at New York’s Luxembourg & Dayan, are for sale. 

The rest are on loan from collections and institu-

tions. Gallery co-founder Amalia Dayan explains 

that, in this context, the museum pieces often lend 

the saleable ones extra legitimacy. Hauser Wirth 

& Schimmel, in Los Angeles, secured over 90 loans 

for Schwitters Miró Arp, on view through January 8. 

According to gallery president Iwan Wirth, “as  

the business gets more global, these exhibitions that 

take the measure of an artist’s oeuvre become even 

more important.”  

Rothko: Dark Palette marks Pace’s 12th Rothko 

show in nearly 40 years. Glimcher waited on the 

current paintings until, as he puts it, he’d “revealed 

all of the layers of [Rothko’s] oeuvre.” Now it’s 

finally time. pacegallery.com. —Alina Cohen

the shif t 

DARK BEAUTY

GOLD STANDARD 
Clockwise from bottom: 

Letter opener, tape 
dispenser, pencil holder, 
box and pencil tray from 
Joseph Dirand’s Bureau 
d’Architecte collection. 

ROYAL HAWAI IAN SH O PPI NG CE NTE R   AL A MOANA CE NTE R 
BAL HAR BO UR   SO UTH COA S T PL A Z A                   FE N D I.COM
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TEAM SPIRIT
When Greg Chait, owner 

and founder of L.A.-
based luxury knitwear 

brand The Elder 
Statesman, approached 
the NBA last year with 
an idea to collaborate, 

he had a hunch it would 
be a good fit. “You look 
at the NBA ownership, 

and it’s very 
entrepreneurial,” Chait 

says. “They totally 
understood how we see 
luxury.” The resulting 

The Elder Statesman x 
NBA capsule collection 

is a limited run of 
cashmere sweaters, hats 

and scarves for all 30 
NBA teams, launched 
exclusively at Barneys 

New York on November 
1, with new designs to  

be released by The Elder 
Statesman as the season 
progresses. barneys.com. 

—Scott Christian

future perfect

IN FINE FORM
“There are very few areas that technology hasn’t disrupted,  

but home and garden has seen no disruption since molded  

plywood. It’s pretty fertile ground for a business start-up,”  

says Joe Doucet, CEO and co-founder of Othr, a pioneering 

company that produces high-design home accessories on 

demand using 3-D-printing technology. Doucet and fellow 

designers Dean Di Simone and Evan Clabots debuted Othr 

earlier this year, attracting investments from funders behind 

Uber and the Standard Hotels. The brand collaborates with 

an ever-expanding team of talent, including Brooklyn’s Fort 

Standard studio and the Stockholm-based firm Claesson 

Koivisto Rune, and new products are launched on a biweekly 

schedule. On November 9, Othr unveils its latest line, Chicago 

designer Felicia Ferrone’s porcelain Lilium carafe and cups 

set. Looking forward, Othr plans to move into retail with 

pop-ups, including a co-branded event this month with fashion 

label The Arrivals in New York. “We’re talking about the 

third industrial revolution,” says Doucet. “This is just the way 

things are going to be made.” othr.com. —Thomas Gebremedhin

hot propert y 

FOOD CHAIN
Eddy Buckingham, a 33-year-old 
Australian who once worked as Justin 
Timberlake’s personal mixologist,  
might seem an unlikely candidate to 
open an authentic Chinese restaurant  
in Manhattan’s Chinatown.  
But Buckingham, who has traveled 
extensively throughout China since 
childhood, says he’s up to the task: 
“From Guangzhou to Sichuan, Chinese 
food has been a lifelong passion of 
mine.” This month he and restaurateur 
Jeff Lam are launching a trio of spots 
on Doyers Street. Chinese Tuxedo, 
the flagship occupying a renovated 
19th-century Chinese opera house, 
will focus on “traditional Cantonese 
dishes with modern plating,” says 
Buckingham. In the same building, the 
street-front Good Sort cafe will offer 
Aussie espresso drinks and Chinese 
teas, while the lower level will feature 
a casual dining space called Tong, 
which means “gang” and refers to the 
crime syndicates that once met there. 
“This used to be their clubhouse,” 
says Buckingham. “Now it’s a place 
to grab a bowl of noodles and a beer.” 
chinesetuxedonyc.com. —Howie Kahn

GOOD SHAPE 
Felicia Ferrone’s 
Lilium carafe and cups, 
launching November 9 
from Othr. 

je an nouvel’s 
intricate 1995 
mil ana chair

There’s always been an Old World splendor to Jean Nouvel’s ultramod-
ern buildings. And with his new exhibition, Mes Meubles d’Architecte, 
opening October 27 at Paris’s Musée des Arts Décoratifs, the French 
architect reveals a hidden dialogue between his furniture designs and the 
museum’s centuries-old pieces. Underscoring the point, there’s also Jean 
Nouvel: Reflections, Matt Tyrnauer’s new mini-documentary that looks at the 
architect’s 53 West 53rd Street tower as well as his soon-to-open Louvre 
Abu Dhabi, whose latticework dome riffs on traditional Middle Eastern 
geometric patterning. Recalling Frank Gehry’s Guggenheim break-
through of 20 years ago, Tyrnauer says the new Louvre could herald 
Nouvel’s “Bilbao moment.” —Ian Volner

NEW FROM NOUVEL
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what’s news

The partner 
of a deceased 

employee gets 50 
percent of his or 
her salary for the 

next decade;  
on-site doctors.

Multiple themed 
cafes and micro 

 kitchens, 
providing healthy 
meals and snacks.

On-site fitness 
classes and Nap 

Pods.

Coding or cooking 
classes, financial 

planners, as 
well as degree 
programs or 

music lessons;  
on-site haircuts 

and laundry.

Free 
memberships to 
Urbansitter, and 
$100 babysitting 
credit allowance 

per quarter;  
on-site doctors.

Free three-
meal-a-day 

program 
with limited 

desserts.

Yoga classes;  
gym discounts; 

ping-pong.

Fireside chats 
with thought 

leaders; $2000/
year coupon for 

Airbnb properties 
worldwide; twice-

yearly formal-
dress Fridays.

Fertility 
treatment 

reimbursement; 
four months’ paid 

parental leave; 
$4,000 new child 

benefit.

Juice shop; 
candy shop; full 

cafeteria.

Bike-repair shop; 
on-campus spa.

San FranciscoMenlo ParkMountain View

nex t in tech

WORK PERKS
The tech industry offers next-level benefits, from meditation rooms to bike-repair 

shops (not to mention hair salons, spas and yoga classes). Below, a rundown  
of some of the best bonuses that big-name California-based companies—Google, 

Apple, Facebook, Airbnb and Twitter—have to offer. —Alexandra Wolfe

This fall, Grupo Habita, the hip Mexican hospitality group, is expanding its portfolio to Chicago, 

with two properties, The Hollander and The Robey, on the border of the Wicker Park and 

Bucktown neighborhoods. “Even though the area has loads of restaurants and lots of energy, we 

are the first hotels,” says Habita co-founder Carlos Couturier. Set in a 1905 warehouse building, 

The Hollander is a next-gen hostel featuring a look Couturier describes as “Canadian cabin in the 

year 2020,” with plywood beds and steel shelving. The Robey, which occupies a 1929 Art Deco 

office tower, offers 69 classically minimalist rooms, many with skyline views. “We’re preserving 

the building,” says Couturier, “and a hotel lifestyle—about natural light, high ceilings and a sense 

of well-being—that’s disappearing rapidly.” thehollander.com; therobey.com. —Michael Slenske

CHICAGO STYLE

After Roth Martin left Hedge, the  
San Francisco design gallery he co-founded, 
he wanted to create products with a wider 
appeal assembled in an ethical, eco-
conscious way. So he and his business partner, 
finance veteran Stephen Hawthornthwaite, 
developed Rothy’s, a line of stylish flats made 
with yarn spun from recycled plastic water 
bottles. “We wanted to design something 
consumers could feel good about,” says 
Martin. The company, which launched this 
summer, has now taken ownership of its 
entire manufacturing chain and installed 
solar panels on its factory in southern China. 
What’s more, the first new round of Rothy’s 
styles, with 11 fresh colorways, has just been 
released. rothys.com. —Sara Morosi

accessories report 

A STEP AHEAD

rothy’s 
fl ats are 

he at set and 
se amless.

the shoes are 
made using a 
3-d-knit ting 

machine.

Annual 
anniversary 

parties; 
professional-
development 

classes; career 
coaching; Lean  

In circles;  
internal Face-
book groups;  
a barbershop.
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On-site doctors 
and dental care.

Free apples;  
a 60,000-square-

foot restaurant 
called Caffe Mac.

Wellness center; 
running trails 

throughout 
the 176-acre 

campus. 

On-campus 
bikes; discounts 

on Apple products 
(and stock); 

training courses; 
tuition assis-

tance; charitable 
donation 

matching.

Cupertino* San Francisco

Three free meals 
a day; kombucha 

tea on tap.

On-site game room 
and employee 
game nights; 

improv classes; 
two days of 

service a year in 
which employees 
take Friday off 

to work at a local 
charity.

On-site 
meditation 
rooms and 

ergonomic 
workspace 
con-

sultations. 

Free bootcamp 
and yoga classes 

at the office. 

*Opens 2017

www.roche-bobois.com

French Art de Vivre
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Digital. Sofas, design Gabriele Assmann and Alfred Kleene.
Carambole. Cocktail table, end table and pedestal table, design Sacha Lakic. 
Flag. Floor lamp, design Servomuto.
Manufactured in Europe.

∙  Complimentary 3D Interior Design Service 1   ∙  Quick Ship program available 2
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what’s news

the inspiration

SUN AND 
SHADOW

HIGH-WATER MARK
Fashion illustrator Richard Haines 

took on a new medium this fall: bathing 
suits. “His work is very painterly,”  
says Adam Brown, the founder of 

swimwear brand Orlebar Brown, who 
asked Haines to channel scenic lakeside 

holidays on a new collection of trunks 
and T-shirts. This month the London-

based label opens its third U.S.  
store, in Miami’s Brickell City Centre. 

—Isaiah Freeman-Schub

MOOD INDIGO 
The eight pieces  
of Studiopepe’s Out 
of the Blue series, 
gypsum sculptures 
treated with 
cyanotype solution. 
Photograph by  
Bea De Giacomo.

sproutsio’s 
LeD L amp 
proviDes 
the Light 

pL ants neeD 
to grow. 

Jennifer Broutin Farah built the first prototype of her indoor 

microgardening system while researching urban agriculture at 

MIT’s Media Lab in 2013. She and her partner, Kamal Farah (now 

her husband), spent the next three years developing SproutsIO,  

a soil-less “smart” planter that uses a combination of hydropon-

ics and aeroponics to grow everything from root vegetables 

to finicky herbs year-round. The microgardens have 

already been embraced at No. 9 Park and Menton, two 

Boston restaurants owned by James Beard Award winner 

Barbara Lynch. The game-changer for restaurants? By 

manipulating the levels of lighting, water and nutrients 

through an app, control-obsessed chefs can actually tweak 

the qualities and flavors of greens and veggies, making baby 

carrots sweeter or upping the kick of peppercress. “It opens  

a whole new world of possibility,” says Broutin Farah.  

sprouts.io. —Christopher Ross

upstart

GREEN ZONE

O
N THE OUTSKIRTS of Jaipur, India, 
stands the Jantar Mantar astronomi
cal observatory, a group of stargazing 
structures built in the 18th century. 

Italian designers Arianna Lelli Mami and Chiara 
Di Pinto took the monumental instruments’ 
curves and angles, as well as their faculty for 
tracking celestial movements, as inspiration 
for their Out of the Blue series—eight gypsum 
sculptures bathed in cyanotype solution, a 
chemical mixture used in early photography,  
and set outside for a specific period. The surfaces 
in shadow stayed white, while the parts hit by 
the sun turned varying shades of blue depending 
on the intensity of exposure. “It’s an investiga
tion of light and how it affects shapes,” says Di 
Pinto. “Each piece captures a specific moment 
that disappears quickly.” The first edition was 
completed this past spring, while a second is 
currently in the works. Lelli Mami and Di Pinto 
are principals in Studiopepe, a creative consul
tancy they founded a decade ago. Much of their 
work, from brand identity to retail installation 
to furniture design, is for major international 
clients including Fritz Hansen, Cassina, Tod’s 
and Max Mara. But, as Di Pinto says, a project 
like Out of the Blue represents something more 
personal: “We wanted to make products with
out the logic of branding.” studiopepedesign.it. 
—Julie Coe
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BY SARA LIEBERMAN

Neighborhood Watch

BELGIAN 
QUARTER

Cologne’s young designer district 
is home to a modern mix of 

restaurants, shops and galleries.

I
F THE “DOM” CATHEDRAL in Cologne, Germany, 
dating back to 1248 and standing tall above the 
Rhine River, is the city’s religious and archi-
tectural epicenter, then Schmitz, a group of 

four eateries located on the Belgian Quarter’s main 
artery of Aachener Strasse, is the city’s hipster heart. 
Creative locals descend at any hour of the day—be it 
for a Kölsch, a coffee or a plate of Strammer Max (two 
fried eggs with tomatoes and gherkins on German 
bread). This quadrant of coolness represents the 
area’s emerging art, fashion and food scenes, and 
concept shops, galleries and juice cafes have popped 
up on the quarter’s four main blocks.

After a yoga class at Lord Vishnus Couch, an 
oasis hidden in a neighborhood courtyard, it’s time to 
shop. Start at De Ridder Concept: België, a fashion-
focused boutique on Lütticher Strasse that opened in 
April 2015 and features mostly Belgian brands, such 
as Essentiel Antwerp and Wouters & Hendrix.

Around the block on Maastrichter Strasse, there’s 
store after store, beginning with Simon und Renoldi, 
which offers a mix of luxe international items, includ-
ing Teatox teas, Votivo candles and Sonia by Sonia 
Rykiel clutches. Farther down, Johnny Cash plays in 
the background at Schee, a loftlike space filled with 
wrought-iron lamps, graphic posters and porcelain 
pottery from Danish duo Meyer-Lavigne. Across the 
road, the men’s clothing store Monsieur Courbet 
offers the likes of Elvine outerwear, Komono watches 
and a range of old and new vinyl.

Venture up the block to visit Die Kunstagentin 
Gallery, where whitewashed, exposed-brick walls 
feature pieces by artists including Swoon and Stefan 
Strumbel. At the recently renovated Kunstbruder, a 
multilevel gallery and restaurant on Händel Strasse, 
walls are covered in graffitied canvases of American 
icons such as Andy Warhol and Marilyn Monroe, and 
spicy samosas, chicken tikka and local beer from 
Handcraft & Co. are available in the lounge area.

Those who prefer a slice of vegan “wellness” 
banana bread should try health-food cafe and cof-
fee shop Spatz, which opened last February on 
Antwerpener Strasse near Brüsseler Platz, the area’s 
main (but small) square.

End the day on a peaceful note at Kenkawai, a 
home-décor and skin-care shop filled with beauty 
products from Susanne Kaufmann, the Organic 
Pharmacy and Dr. Hauschka. There’s even a sunlit spa 
room to receive cosmetic treatments.

What’s NeWs
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT 
Above: Metzgerei Schmitz, one of  
a group of four hangouts on Aachener 
Strasse. Below: Spatz, a health-food 
cafe and coffee shop.  

SET THE SCENE 
From left: Bar Schmitz’s 
interior; a view of the 
neighborhood; gelato  
at Bar Schmitz. 

INSIDE LOOK 
From above: The 

interior of De Ridder 
Concept: België, a 

boutique with mostly 
Belgian brands; 

Bar Schmitz, which 
offers everything 

from coffee to crêpes; 
Kenkawai, a chic 

home-décor and skin-
care shop. 
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what’s news

Glossier—the cult beauty brand from 

Emily Weiss, founder of the beauty 

blog Into the Gloss—often introduces 

products that gain an instant fol-

lowing (one even earned a wait list 

of 10,000). Its new holiday gift box—

the limited-edition Black Tie Set, 

wrapped in a black ribbon—features 

a black gel eyeliner, cheek high-

lighter, clear lip gloss and nail polish 

in the brand’s signature blush tone, 

#glossierpink. “We were inspired by 

the minimal look of the early 2000s,” 

says Weiss. “Not all women want to 

wear a face full of glitter for the holi-

days.” Also inside: a lookbook styled 

by The Line founder Vanessa Traina, 

who Weiss says was a natural part-

ner. Traina agrees: “Both the clothes 

and makeup are about accents,” she 

says. “The spirit is easy, something 

you don’t have to think twice about.” 

New Yorkers can skip the virtual rush 

and snag a set at Glossier’s SoHo 

headquarters, which will open later 

this month for customers to shop the 

entire line. glossier.com; 123 Lafayette 

St., New York. —Katie Becker

the beaut y of 

BOX SET

T
HE SHARPEST MINDS in architecture 
can work both large scale and small 
bore. With offices in their native 
Greece as well as New York City, 

Leonidas Trampoukis and Eleni Petaloti of LOT 
architects are up-and-comers who are proving 
this golden rule. Whether it’s an entire housing 
complex in their hometown of Thessaloniki or a 
deceptively simple piece of furniture from their 
Objects of Common Interest line, the husband-
and-wife team has a knack for form—especially 
in their well-thought-out concept sketches. “We 
don’t have a particular style, so we work with 
the client most intensely in the conceptual stage to get them what they want,” says Trampoukis, who, like 
Petaloti, is 34 and studied architecture at Columbia University. 

There’s no better example of that than LOT’s striking scheme for Nolita, the 80-seat restaurant opening this 
month at the Semiramis Hotel in Athens. For the client—the Greek Cypriot industrialist and art collector Dakis 
Joannou—Trampoukis first sketched a line drawing of the plan (a gut renovation of a space Karim Rashid designed 
in 2004) to show how each element would function. He describes the concept as “something between a living 
room and a trattoria,” a vision that has been fleshed out with leather, tile, warm lighting and white marble tables.

Trampoukis and Petaloti got to know Joannou on a previous project, the open-air Pazuzu Beach Club, which 
opened last year on Corfu, a Greek island not exactly known for cutting-edge design. The zigzagging bamboo 
roof, hanging over an elegant space with a perforated-metal room divider, did the trick for the discerning 
Joannou. “He knows what he wants, but he doesn’t instruct—he collaborates,” says Trampoukis.

Also debuting this month from LOT is an inventive public artwork in Manhattan’s Flatiron plaza, the firm’s 
winning entry in a competition sponsored by the Van Alen Institute. Imagine a series of lighted tubes laid out in 
dramatic arcs. “It allows you to look around the city and engage with the landmarks,” says Petaloti.

Stools, the most elemental seating form there is, are one of the strong suits in LOT’s Objects of Common 
Interest line. The most beguiling of them has a yellow resin top that appears lit from within; a row of white 
marble slats forms the solid and serene base. “It’s a microscale version of architecture,” says Trampoukis of their 
furniture. And like all of LOT’s work, it feels built to last. —Ted Loos

partnership

GOLDEN MOMENT

NICE FORM  Clockwise from top left: Architects Eleni Petaloti 
and Leonidas Trampoukis of LOT; seating from their Objects of 
Common Interest line; Nolita, the new restaurant they designed; 
a desk mirror; marble stools.  

L I F E  I S  A B O U T  M O M E N T S
C E L E B R AT I N G  E L E G A N C E  S I N C E  1 8 3 0

CLIFTON
STEEL, 43 MM

SELF-WINDING

www.baume-et-mercier.com

COLLECTION
STARTING AT $2850

FELDMAR WATCH COMPANY / Los Angeles, CA / 310.274.8016 / feldmarwatch.com
HYDE PARK JEWELERS / Denver, CO / 303.333.4446 / hpjewels.com

MARSHALL PIERCE & COMPANY / Chicago, IL / 312.642.4299 / marshallpierce.com
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what’s news

STRIPE HYPE 
Above, from left: Edun 
sweater, Rosetta Getty 
skirt and Kathleen 
Whitaker earrings (worn 
throughout); Rosetta 
Getty turtleneck and 
Moncler sweater. From 
far left: Gucci sweater  
and Lisa Marie Fernandez 
bikini bottoms; Marni 
sweater and Hilfiger 
Collection cardigan.

TURTLENECK 
TRIUMPH  
From left: Rag & Bone 
sweater, Uniqlo turtleneck 
and Kathleen Whitaker 
ring; Max Mara sweater 
(worn as dress), Uniqlo 
turtleneck and Smart 
Turnout socks. Model, 
Naemi at Silent Models 
NY. For details see 
Sources, page 160.

PHOTOGRAPHY BY SACHA MARIC 
FASHION EDITOR LAURA STOLOFF

trend report

BETWEEN 
THE LINES
This fall, brighten things  
up with striped knits  
in colorful combinations  
and playful proportions.
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OU GOTTA GO by the grain,” a Jamaican tai-
lor once told TJ Brown, who at 17 had just 
sewn himself a pair of pants and didn’t 
understand why the new trousers weren’t 

hanging properly. This basic advice would prove 
seminal for Brown, now 71, whose career trajectory 
has been anything but traditional. 

Born in 1945 in Clarendon, Jamaica, to a cobbler 
and a housewife, Brown listened to early ska and 
reggae music and moved to the U.K. when he was 19. 
An avid piano and organ player, he eventually played 
keyboard for reggae legend Desmond Dekker on the 
U.K. leg of his world tour in the late ’60s and toured 
with various bands in the ’80s before going solo. 
Over the years, he also worked as a DJ and designed 
clothing on the side.

In 2000, after moving away from the music indus-
try, Brown, who was working as a tailor in Ascot, 
England, saw an ad for a job making bespoke beds at 
the Savoir Beds atelier in Shepherd’s Bush, London. 
“I love nice things, expensive things,” Brown says, 
explaining his attraction to Savoir—its beds range 
from $10,000 to $350,000, 
and the company counts 
Oprah Winfrey, Clive Owen 
and Emma Thompson as 
fans. “I’ll be an asset to 
your company,” Brown 
told Savoir owner Alistair 
Hughes. “He rung me up the 
next day and said, ‘When 
would you like to start?’ ” 

Recognizing his new 
hire’s adeptness at sewing 
patterns, Hughes quickly 
moved Brown through all 
the phases of Savoir bed 
making, from binding 
the springs to base build-
ing to creating the top 
pad of hand-teased South 
American horsetail. “TJ’s 

keyboard skills come in handy when he’s setting 
down the horsehair layer,” Hughes says. 

“It’s very important that it’s completely even, 
because otherwise you would feel it when you lie on 
the mattress,” Brown explains. “It’s what people pay 
for: It’s a human sensitivity component. A machine 
couldn’t do that.”

Every bed, which takes nine to 11 weeks to build 
from scratch in Savoir’s 
London or Wales ateliers, 
is constructed to the exact 
specifications of its owner 
by master craftsmen such 
as Brown, who has made 
approximately 900 beds 
over the past 16 years. 

Dressed in a faded vin-
tage Calvin Klein denim 
shirt with a silk-ribbon bow 
tie, custom leather waist-
coat, two silver-tipped 
belts, a pin-embellished 
canvas cowboy hat, knee-
high leather boots and 
worn-in Levi’s, Brown 
(who describes his look as 
“crazy in a good way”) is as 
focused on the details of his 

what’s news

BY TARAJIA MORRELL    
PHOTOGRAPHY BY JULIA GRASSI

TJ Brown, a master craftsman at 
Savoir Beds, takes a good night’s 
rest to a new level. 

employee of the month

DREAM 
WEAVER

SAVOIR FAIRE  
Artisan TJ Brown at 
Savoir Beds’ London 
atelier. Below: Each 
bed takes nine to 11 
weeks to complete; 
the top pads are 
often made of South 
American horsetail. 

clothing as he is on the 
intricacies of the beds 
he makes. Brown and his 
fellow craftsmen adhere 
to a process developed 
by esteemed London 
upholsterer James 
Edward Ltd. in 1905. The 
company designed beds 
exclusively for the Savoy 
Hotel, which has counted 
Giacomo Puccini, Sir 
Winston Churchill and 
Marilyn Monroe among 
its guests. 

Artisans know whose 
bed they are building 
(making one for Elton 
John was particularly satisfying for Brown) and 
proudly sign their initials into each completed 
mattress. Hughes encourages his employees to 
sleep on Savoir beds, which they build for them-
selves using excess materials. (“I sleep with the 
angels,” Brown says.)

When asked whom he’d most like to build a Savoir 
bed for, Brown doesn’t miss a beat: “I’d really love to 
make a bed for Barack Obama. He deserves a good 
night’s sleep.”
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what’s news

Facts & stats 

JOAN RIVERS

AMOUNT
 a Saudi prince paid for Rivers’s fabled 

Manhattan apartment, modeled on Versailles, 
after her death.

YEARS   
Rivers was banned from The 
Tonight Show Starring Johnny 
Carson after starting her own 
rival show on Fox.

  
VALUE

of merchandise designed and sold by Rivers on 
QVC during her 24-year career at the televised 

home-shopping network.

MOTTO
that guided Rivers’s life through extremes  
of triumph and catastrophe: “Never stop 
believing. Never give up. Never quit. Never!”

BOOKS
penned by Rivers, including 

Diary of a Mad Diva, which was 
published two months before her 
death, at 81, in September 2014.

’65
MARRIAGES 

One short, one long, both disastrous. 2

1
12

28
$1 billion

$28 million

YEAR 
Rivers became an overnight 
success in a star-making ap-
pearance with Johnny Carson 
on The Tonight Show.

Throughout her almost 60-year career, 
Joan Rivers pushed boundaries, from her 

days as a female pioneer in comedy  
to her success as an Emmy-winning 

talk-show host, best-selling author and 
Tony-nominated actress. Leslie Bennetts, 

author of Last Girl Before Freeway: The 
Life, Loves, Losses and Liberation of Joan 

Rivers, charts some of the late comedian’s 
most memorable moments.

In a city saturated with high-end hotels, Hoshinoya Tokyo, 

which opened this summer, feels different: more discreet, 

more Japanese, but also more modern than comparable new 

properties. The hotel’s hot-springs bath is perched atop the 

17-story building, but rather than looking out to the city, it 

opens like a James Turrell installation to the sky, without 

even a pane of glass separating bathers from the sun, moon, 

clouds or rain. Though Hoshinoya sits among skyscrapers, 

guests observe traditional ryokan practices, such as removing shoes when they enter. Sourcing the 

spring water below the hotel meant drilling down almost a mile into the earth. Hoshinoya, a company 

with five luxury properties in Japan, hopes to not only fill rooms but also help make its innovative take 

on the country’s traditional hospitality a coveted commodity. A Bali property is slated to open next. 

hoshinoyatokyo.com. —Tom Downey

TRUE ROMANCE
Taking cues from Marie Antoinette, this season’s most ladylike looks feature delicate 

details—lace accents, floral frills, blush tones—in modern silhouettes. From  
elegant handbags to embellished outerwear, these ultrafeminine designs reign supreme.

MY FAIR LADY 
Clockwise from top 

left: Bottega Veneta 
bag, Valentino coat, 

Monique Lhuillier 
pants, Erdem shirt, 

The Row slippers and 
Buccellati earrings. 

For details see 
Sources, page 160. 

21ST-CENTURY RYOKAN

chanel

gucci
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AS TOLD TO THESSALY LA FORCE

ON PICASSO
personal history 

T
HIS MONTH, a show organized under the stewardship of French 
art historian Diana Widmaier-Picasso, the granddaughter 
of Pablo Picasso, opens in New York at Gagosian’s Madison 
Avenue gallery. It features 22 paintings and one sculpture, 

some of which have never been exhibited in the U.S., from the personal 
collection of Diana’s mother, Maya Widmaier-Picasso. The second of 
the artist’s four children, Maya, now 81, was his daughter with Marie-
Thérèse Walter, whom he met in 1927 when he was 45 and she was just 17. 

“This exhibition is very intimate,” says Diana, 42. “It’s about Picasso’s 
Picasso, the Picassos from Picasso.” Of particular note are two works, 
Maya With Doll and Horse (1938), a portrait of Maya as a young girl, 
and Portrait of Jacqueline (1961), a painting of Picasso’s second wife, 
Jacqueline Roque; both were stolen from Diana’s Paris home one night 
in 2007. (The heist occurred while Diana and her mother were there, fast asleep.) The 
Gagosian show presents an opportunity to examine a group of Picassos, dating from 
1931 to 1972, that are rarely in the public eye. “When I was growing up, I didn’t nec-
essarily realize the importance of Picasso’s work,” says Diana. “It’s very modern—it 
gives you an aesthetic for the rest of your life.” —T.L.F.

MY MOTHER, MAYA, was born in Paris in 1935, meaning she went through the war. It 
was a difficult time. She also lived through Paris’s liberation, so there was joy, too. She 
has many memories of visiting her father in the studio and seeing him working on 
Guernica—she witnessed a lot. She saw Picasso as someone full of passion. She real-
ized that the attraction between my grandmother and my grandfather was very strong. 

Maya was his first daughter. He met her mother, Marie-Thérèse, in 1927, when he 
was married to Olga [Khokhlova]. What’s amazing is that a few years before they met, 
he was already drawing a woman who looked just like Marie-Thérèse. 
He spotted her not only because she was so different from him—she 
was blonde, with blue eyes and pale skin—but he [felt he was] looking 
at the Greek goddess he had been drawing. It was almost like fate. She 
was very young to absorb all of this. Of course, being painted by Picasso 
when you are 17 is going to have a huge impact on your life. She always 
said he was very kind and very protective.

Maya was unexpected, which was the beginning of a huge crisis in 
Picasso’s life. He was still married to Olga but he wanted a divorce. [He 
and Khokhlova could not agree on the terms and remained married 
until her death in 1955.] During the period he was with Marie-Thérèse, 
he chose colors like red, purple, yellow—everything that is sun and pas-
sion and love. In Maya With Doll and Horse, you sense that this joy has 
been changed both by the war and the fact that he had met Dora Maar, 
so he’s now spending his life between two women. In the painting, the 
little girl is playing with a doll, but the doll looks like a little boy, who 
might almost be Picasso. It’s a very powerful and intriguing picture. He 
probably drew my mother more than any of his other children. 

I was there in the house when both Maya With Doll and Horse and 
Portrait of Jacqueline were stolen. I was scared that the thieves might 
destroy the paintings for fear of getting caught. But six months later 
the paintings were recovered. People focus on the name of the artist 
and the value of the work, but the truth is that it was more than that. 
It was more like someone stealing your grandmother’s ring. It hurts your heart. I 
have good friends who are also descendants of famous artists, like Calder’s grand-
son and Miró’s grandson, and they understood it’s traumatic—someone has taken 
something that is part of your identity, that is part of your heritage.  

CHILDHOOD SCENES  
Above: Picasso’s 1938 portrait of  
his daughter, Maya With Doll and 

Horse. Right: Picasso, Maya and 
their dog Riki on the balcony of their 

Paris apartment, August 1944. 

FLASHBACK 
Above right: Marie-Thérèse and Picasso’s 
daughter, Maya Widmaier-Picasso (bottom), 
and granddaughter, Diana Widmaier-
Picasso. Left: Maya with Marie-Thérèse, 
circa 1944. Below: Picasso’s The Kiss (1931). 

FAMILY RESEMBLANCE 
Left: Pablo Picasso’s Marie-
Thérèse in a Red Beret (1937), 
a portrait of his partner 
Marie-Thérèse Walter. 

what’s news
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The former Tinder vice president 
is changing the idea of the dating app with 

Bumble, her 9 million-user platform 
that requires women to make the first move. 
Here, the Austin, Texas–based entrepreneur 

reveals what’s on her phone.

Number of contacts in phone
1,223.

Number of unread emails
130.

First app checked in the morning/
last before bedtime 
AppFigures, and before bed I check 
emails.

Biggest time-wasting app 
Instagram (but I love it).

Favorite food-related app
Postmates.

Cities listed in weather app or 
world clock app 
A random mix! Austin, Dallas 
and Tyler, Texas; Los Angeles, 
Montecito and San Francisco, 
California; Aspen, Colorado; Kalaoa, 
Hawaii; Miami; New York; Paris; 
London; Positano, Italy; Jakarta, 
Indonesia; Hong Kong.

Most-recent Uber ride
42nd Street to 79 Crosby Street 
(4.05 miles/$15.63).

Game you wish you could delete
I don’t play any games on my phone.  
 
Favorite fitness/workout app 
7 Minute Workout.

Favorite podcast
Girlboss.

Favorite shopping app 
Moda Operandi.
 

Sources in your newsstand
The Atlantic, BBC News, BuzzFeed, 
the Economist, MarketWatch, 
Mashable, NPR, Vanity Fair, The 
Wall Street Journal.

Most-used social-media app 
Facebook Messenger. It’s how I stay 
in touch with our team members in 
other cities.

Most-listened-to artists on iTunes 
or Spotify
Milk and Kings of Leon.

Most-liked photo in your 
Instagram feed
A photo after I got engaged in June. 
It shows my fiancé and me at a 
friend’s wedding. 

Strangest auto-correct mishap 
Before to Beyoncé. 

Most-retweeted tweet
I don’t use Twitter—not a fan of the 
bullying on the platform.

Funniest text message of the week
“How was trip//miss u//xo, gram”—

from my 80-year-old grandmother.

Favorite emoji  

Favorite Instagram photo filter 
Nashville.

App you wish someone would 
invent
Something to tell me how to pair 
the clothes I already own versus 
trying to get me to buy new things. 

the DownloaD

WHITNEY WOLFE

DATA PLAN 
“I want Bumble to 

be Facebook for  
the people you don’t 

know yet,” says 
Wolfe. Friend-

finder BumbleBFF 
launched in April, 
and now her team 

is rolling out the 
networking feature 

Bumble Bizz. 

Case: Bl aCk 
apple Charger 

Case anD 
a BumBle 

popsoCket—
gre at for a gooD 

grip on a long 
Call or resting 

it on its siDe 
when watChing 

Content.

siri user? no—never 
on purpose, at le ast. 

she's my most poCket-
DialeD frienD.

person you 
faCetime 

most of ten: 
my mom!  

Cra ziest pl aCe 
you' ve ever lost 

your phone:  
in a ta xi in vietnam.

favorite 
ringtone:

silent. ;)

With vintage typewriters hanging from 
the ceilings and quotes lining the walls, 
The Press Hotel draws inspiration from its 
past as the Portland Press Herald. In a story 
of rebirth, journalist Ani Tzenkova explores 
a one-of-a-kind Old Port experience you 
can only find in the Autograph Collection.®

Watch this story and explore our collection  
of independent hotels at AutographHotels.com
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what’s news

BY MIEKE TEN HAVE
PHOTOGRAPHY BY CRISTA LEONARD

trend report

NATURE 
PRESERVED
The modern lines and bold proportions  
of sculptural resin furnishings are balanced  
by the delicate flower petals and age-old  
tree trunks embedded within.

bright idea  
 

Polish-born, London-
based designer Marcin 

Rusak gives new meaning 
to floral arranging. The 

son and grandson of 
flower growers, Rusak 

looks for “color and 
sculptural form” when 

selecting blossoms for his 
cast-resin furniture. 

The Flora Lamp, 
available in both white 

and black resin, has a 
mouth-blown glass shade.

PLEASE DRINK RESPONSIBLY
NOLET’S® Silver 47.6% Alc./Vol. (95.2 Proof) ©2016 Imported by NOLET’S US Distribution, Aliso Viejo, CA.

*Cigar & Spirits Magazine, October 2014 & March 2016

Discover More At NOLETSGin.com

AND THE WINNER IS...
RATED #1 WORLD’S BEST GIN*

*Cigar & Spirits Magazine
March 2016 Issue

*October 2014 Issue
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PRINTING
 A NEW

PA    TH

Special Advertising Feature

When the entertainment industry couturier was recently 
called on by one of her clients to create just such a costume, 
she knew she couldn’t achieve a camera-friendly product with 
pre-printed fabrics. Her design was specific, and the pattern 
and color combination she imagined couldn’t be found in the 
local fabric shop. Barry’s only option was to turn to an Epson® 
SureColor® F-Series dye-sublimation printer for one-of-a-kind 
fabrics to satisfy the request. For Barry, a dye-sublimation 
enthusiast, not being hindered by old printing technologies has 
been a game-changer. “I have to be able to act fast and create a 
quality costume,” she says. “I can now produce it immediately 
with Epson dye-sublimation printing.”

Costa Rican menswear designer Fabrizzio Berrocal, who 
participated in last year’s Epson Digital Couture fashion presen-
tation, agrees: “The printing is amazing in the way that we are 
able to use so many colors and patterns,”  he says. “We made a 
‘Sunrise’ Collection where we took 12 photographs and put them 
together for the finished print for a bomber jacket and swimwear. 
I don’t know how we would have created this any other way.”

Launched in 2012, Epson’s SureColor F-Series dye-sublima-
tion printers boast capabilities to create intricate, rich designs 
on polyester-based fabrics in a process by which heat transfers a 
computer-generated design with exacting precision in accurate, 
vivid colors. To further enhance Epson’s printing  capabilities, 
the company this year completed its acquisition of the 64-year-
old, high-end Italian printer manufacturing company Robustelli, 
known for its specialized high-speed Monna Lisa digital textile 
printer. Even before the acquisition, Epson had been working 
with Robustelli to formulate unique inks and print heads for the 
Monna Lisa printer that allows designers to print whatever they 
can imagine directly onto silk, linen, rayon, and cotton.

Epson will officially launch the Monna Lisa printing technol-
ogy outside of Italy at an event during the upcoming February 
2017 New York Fashion Week, and participants in last year’s 
affair are already singing the praises of its direct-to-fabric print-
ing  capabilities. “When the [Monna Lisa] becomes available in 
the United States, I’m definitely interested in using it,” Barry 
says. “The color saturation is amazing and the feel is beautiful,  
just beautiful.”

Prior to digital technology, designing fabric with an intricate 

colorway or proportion meant using a printing method that 
took a lot of time, energy and a minimum purchase that was 
prohibitive to many designers, according to Vince Quevedo, 
associate professor at The Fashion School at Kent State 
University and a fashion designer himself. With the advent of 
this new technology, designers now have the capacity to create 
one-of-a kind fabrics on their own terms. “There is no better 
satisfaction than making something that no one can or ever will 
be able to make,” he says.

 Indeed, increased adoption by the fashion community has 
buoyed explosive growth in the printed textile category. Epson 
expects to grow its digital textile business more than 34 percent 
worldwide by 2019. “The great thing is that the digital textile 
market will continue to grow with the global population and 
a growing GDP,” says Keith Kratzberg, president and CEO of 
Epson America. “Whenever digital is introduced into the analog 
market, it’s highly disruptive and creates a wide variety of new 
opportunities.”

That “disruption” means a new sense of both creative and 
economic freedom for designers like Berrocal, who often have to 
keep up with global fashion houses with much bigger resources. 
“For small designers like me, it is a way of democratizing  
fashion,” he says.

The challenge: Create a Hollywood-caliber 
dancing tree costume, complete with vividly 
colored magical bark, all on an overnight 
deadline. Difficult, sure, but not impossible 
for Los Angeles designer Maggie Barry.

The $7.5 billion digital textile industry is 
predicted to grow 25% annually through 

2019. (WTiN Intelligence)  
Pictured, right: Monna Lisa Digital  

Inkjet Textile Printer
Left: Chloe Trujillo design,  

Epson Digital Couture Event, 2016 
Above: Designer Fabrizzio Berrocal with 

model wearing Caribbean  
nightlife inspired design

EPSON and SureColor are registered trademarks and EPSON Exceed Your Vision is a registered logomark of Seiko Epson Corporation.  
All other product and brand names are trademarks and/or registered trademarks of their respective companies. Epson disclaims any and all rights in these marks.
© 2016 Epson America, Inc.

The Wall Street Journal news organization was not 
involved in the creation of this content.
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trunk show 

Italian design collective 
Studio Nucleo explores 
the cultural symbolism 
of semiprecious stones  
by re-creating them at 
impossibly large scales 
and in vivid colors. The 
“Amethyst” Stone Fossil 
is made from the trunk  
of a 200-year-old oak 
tree encased in an epoxy 
resin, which creates a 
fissured effect as it sets.
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THE BEST IN MODERN DESIGN 

WWW.DWR.COM | 1.800.944.2233 | DWR STUDIOS
Call to request our free catalog. | For the trade: dwr.com/trade. 

Shown: Authentic Modell 711, Seal and Ring chairs.
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what’s news

screen time  

For his Flora Screen, 
Marcin Rusak cast a riot 

of peonies, anemones, 
gladioli and other flowers 

in black-resin panels, 
which are supported by 

handmade patinated 
brass frames. For details 

see Sources, page 160.
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POMELLATO EN PLEIN AIR 
WATER MILL, NY  |  9.1.16 
 
WSJ. and Pomellato co-hosted a bespoke 
dinner honoring Creative Director Vincenzo 
Castaldo at a private residence in Water 
Mill. Guests enjoyed sunset cocktails on the 
lawn followed by summer supper under the 
stars. The evening closed with a surprise 
appearance by James Beard award-winning 
pastry chef, Sarabeth Levine, who brought 
dessert for all.

Photos by Amy Pinard Photography

 @WSJnoted | wsjnoted.com

EVENTS

®

KOLOIKI
“One of the most striking
landscapes is the area of Koloiki
overlooking the valley of Maunalei.
There is no other viewscape in
Hawai‘i that matches it. Koloiki
Ridge can be accessed as a hike
starting along the Munro Trail.”

HULOPO‘E BAY
“Walk along the shore and bluffs
of Hulopo‘e and Pu‘u Pehe
(Sweetheart Rock). The nai‘a
(porpoise) pods frequent the bay,
often leaping and spinning.”

LĀNA‘I CITY

“Construction on La-na‘i City began

in 1923. It’s one of Hawai‘i’s last

examples of an intact plantation

town. Walking around La-na‘i City

is like stepping back in time to a

more peaceful era.”

The island of La-na‘i – which is a short
ferry ride from Maui – is the perfect
place to “Let Hawai‘i Happen.” Kepa-

Maly is the Executive Director of the
La-na‘i Culture & Heritage Center.
He loves his home, giving back to his
community, and spreading awareness
of this special island:

Three Perfect Pins:

La-na‘i
with Kepa- Maly

Get inspired at #LetHawaiiHappen
#VisitLanai

™

Maggie Wei, Pamela Chu Sarabeth Levine, Anthony Cenname

The setting
David Witkewicz, Salima Habib,  
Roberto Cabrera

Raffaella Redaelli de Zinis

Alain Huy, Deborah Rego, Candy Udell, Mark Udell

Anh Duong, Marc-François Auboire, Sabina Belli, Vincenzo Castaldo

Abdi Mahamedi, Dee Ali
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It’s private air travel, reimagined.

  
  It’s a belief rooted in service,  
   peace and comfort.

   It’s knowing needs,  
     names, tastes.

      
       It’s a calm breath. 
        A warm smile. 

 An unexpected courtesy.

   

It’s where. It’s why. 
 
  It’s Sentient.

DISCOVER A HIGHER LEVEL OF PRIVATE AVIATION AT SENTIENT.COM

87 7.5 3 4 .3 00 3

NEW ORDER 
Black-and-white 

never gets old. 
Calvin Klein 

Collection dress 
(worn as top) 
and Dolce & 

Gabbana pants.

Make a clean sweep of the best looks from the resort collections, including  
athletic-inspired tops, volumetric trousers and shapes that forge new territory.

PHOTOGRAPHY BY THOMAS LOHR   STYLING BY CHARLOTTE COLLET

MINIMAL 
IMPACT

MARKET REPORT. november 2016
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BALANCE SHEETS 
An oversize top can  
play to wide-leg pants. 
Chloé dress (worn 
as top) and Carolina 
Herrera pants.
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THE RIGHT MOVES 
A ruched top falls 

perfectly over belled, 
cropped pants. Louis 

Vuitton top, tank 
and pants and J.W. 

Anderson shoes  
(worn throughout).

Together we shine  
twice as bright. 
The Ever Us™  

Two Stone Collection
One diamond for your best friend. 
One diamond for your true love.

Forevermark.com/EverUs©
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SPOTLESS STYLE  
Experiment with a 

white coat instead of 
basic black. Hermès 

shirt and coat.

See her space before  #CCBeforeAfter

californiaclosets.com   8 6 6 . 4 8 8 . 2 747

Experience the before and after
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JUMP SHOT 
A study in contrasts 

makes a strong 
statement. Ralph 

Lauren Collection 
gown and 3.1  

Phillip Lim top.



market report

84 wsj. maga zine

SWEET AND VICIOUS 
Juxtapose a frothy dress 
with a pair of trousers 
and a cropped hairstyle. 
Dior dress and Giorgio 
Armani pants. 
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PRETTY TOUGH 
Be ready for action in an 

updated version of the 
three-piece suit. Prada 

top, jacket (worn around 
waist) and pants.

traveler reviewa

SEEPUERTORICO.COM
BOOK YOUR VACATION TODAY.

See Puerto Rico @PRTourismCo SeePuertoRico

St. Regis Bahía Beach Resort, Río Grande

We visited this beautiful property last December 
between Christmas and New Year's and 
immediately booked a return for this year.
It is a gorgeous property with long, winding 
wooden pathways, a lovely pool, large rooms 
with absolutely huge luxury bathrooms…
The best part, however, was the phenomenal 
service we received from beginning to end…
WE ARE SO EXCITED TO RETURN THIS MONTH!!

St. Regis Bahía Beach Re

GORGEOUS
PROPERTY
AND EXCEPTIONAL
SERVICE
cjw123456, Illinois

Puerto Rico's luxury resorts give you more than spectacular scenery 
and top of the line services. They are five star world class attractions. 
Live your own five star vacation story.
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BELL DU JOUR 
A feminine sleeve on  
a cozy sweater is  
even more compelling. 
Burberry sweater 
and Calvin Klein 
Collection pants.
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   abchome.com     

the genesis of  design
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470.355.8099  foxl inton.com
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AMERICAN MADE SINCE 1980

Hudson storage bed, $2999 and nightstand, $899; Sierra rug, $2699.
Chelsea  236 West 18th Street, New York City
roomandboard.com

575 MADISON AVENUE, NY, NY 10022. 212.891.7000  © 2016 DOUGLAS ELLIMAN REAL ESTATE.   EQUAL HOUSING OPPORTUNITY. 
Artist: Yoni Alter



Mansion Global Salutes the 2016 Innovators

A leader in luxury living, Mansion Global connects 

you to exceptional properties around the world.

Explore the most innovative housing designs and newest 

amenities to inspire your next home purchase.

mansionglobal.com

© 2016 Dow Jones & Co., Inc. All rights reserved. Mansion Global is independent of The Wall Street Journal and the Journal’s Mansion section.



Just because 
you can’t see it 
doesn’t mean 
it’s not there.
Although it’s more common in older women, ovarian cancer 
a
 ects women of all ages, even in their 20s. There is no early 
detection test, and symptoms can be subtle. But while you 
can’t see it, you can take steps to get ahead of it by knowing 
your risk factors. Family history of cancer and presence of 
gene mutations like BRCA are risk factors, so talk to your 
family and your doctor. This information makes you less 
likely to ignore vague signs that could indicate disease. 

Meanwhile, promising collaborative research 
will continue to shed light on new advances in 
diagnosis and treatment of ovarian cancer. 

To learn more about symptoms, 
risk factors and research go to
SU2C.org/ovarian

Stand Up To Cancer is a program of the Entertainment Industry Foundation, 
a 501(c)(3) non-profi t organization.

Minnie Driver
Stand Up To Cancer Ambassador

Photo by Martin Schoeller
(855) 886-4824 or visit www.fi rstrepublic.com   New York Stock Exchange Symbol: FRC

Member FDIC and Equal Housing Lender 

“ First Republic feels more like a friend than 
  a business.”

B R I G E T T E  L AU

Board Partner 
Social Capital

C H A M AT H  PA L I H A P I T I Y A

Founder and Managing Partner
Social Capital



savoirbeds.com

A BeAutiful Night’s sleep
The world’s most comfortable bed, hand made in London

London         Paris         Düsseldorf         St Petersburg         Hong Kong         Seoul         Beijing         Shanghai         Taipei         New York

Downtown - 54 Greene Street, NY 10013     +1 212 226 3640

Uptown - 223 East 59th Street, NY 10022     +1 646 767 9935
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STEP AHEAD 
 Invest in a  

leather version of a 
wet-weather classic. 

Bottega Veneta  
coat, Charvet shirt 
and Versace pants.

wsj. maga zine 89

market report



market report

90 wsj. maga zine

PEAK FORM 
The right combination 
of blouse and pencil 
skirt is always a 
winner. Céline top  
and Chanel skirt. 
Model, Alix Angjeli 
at The Lions; hair, 
Franco Gobbi; 
makeup, Jen Myles. 
For details see 
Sources, page 160. The BR-X1 HYPERSTELLAR is the perfect synthesis of Bell & Ross’s expertise in the world of aviation watches and master watchmaking: an instrument with 

an innovative design, conceived for an adventure in space and produced in a limited edition of only 250 pieces. Lightweight and resistant, the grade 5 titanium 
case of the BR-X1 is protected by a titanium and high-tech rubber “belt”, that serves as a defensive shield. Ergonomic and innovative, the push buttons allow 
the chronograph functions to be used easily and efficiently. Sophisticated and reliable, the skeleton chronograph movement of the BR-X1 is truly exceptional 
and combines haute horlogerie finishes with extreme lightness · Bell & Ross Inc. +1.888.307.7887 · e-Boutique: www.bellross.com



pelotoncycle.com

JOIN STUDIO C YCLING 
CLASSES FROM THE 

COMFORT OF YOUR HOME
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A
S A FIXTURE of the Silicon Valley start-up 
scene, Naval Ravikant, 42, was a seed inves-
tor in high-profile companies like Uber 
and Twitter and has advised burgeoning 

entrepreneurs in the initial stages of companies like 
Postmates and countless others. He has a long, suc-
cessful track record, having started the consumer 
review site Epinions in 1999 and the classified-ad 
marketplace Vast in 2003. Most recently, he co-
founded AngelList, an investing and recruiting 
platform that has become one of the world’s largest 
sources of seed funding for tech start-ups as well as 
the industry’s largest job marketplace. By connect-
ing early-stage start-ups with backers from beyond 
Silicon Valley as well as from within, San Francisco–
based AngelList has broken the mold of traditional 
investment in the tech industry. 

Originally an email newsletter that connected 
entrepreneurs with investors, AngelList was circu-
lated by Venture Hacks, a blog Ravikant and product 
designer Babak Nivi created in 2007. By 2013, it had 
evolved into the online funding platform that it is 
today. On the site, entrepreneurs can solicit funding, 
and accredited investors can back either an individual 
start-up or—with a minimum $100,000 investment—
a fund that acquires interests in over 100 start-ups. 
“For the first time, we are democratizing venture 
capital,” says Ravikant. Since its founding, $440 mil-
lion has flowed into start-ups through AngelList. Its 
booming job-posting component was launched in 
2012. “We had all these start-ups on the site. When 
start-ups fail, those people look for jobs with other 
start-ups,” says Ravikant. “Once you work at a start-
up, you don’t want to go work for a big company.”

Ravikant’s family immigrated to New York from 
New Delhi when he was 9. After high school, he stud-
ied computer science and economics at Dartmouth. “I 
wanted to be a scientist, but I needed to make money. 
Intersect science and money, and you get technology,” 
he says. Having built his company on the idea of trans-
parency, Ravikant is himself refreshingly open. His 
personal philosophy is “rational Buddhism,” which 
means he strives to be “more compassionate, more 
kind, more honest and not in it for the short term.” 

Looking forward, Ravikant wants to make 
AngelList the largest source of venture funding in the 
industry; a recent $400 million seed fund—backed by, 
among others, CSC Group, a Chinese private equity 
firm—will further this goal. But he’s quick to add, “I’m 
just doing my present job as well as I can, and let’s see 
what happens tomorrow.” >

BY STINSON CARTER   PHOTOGRAPHY BY KYLE JOHNSON

The AngelList co-founder is mastering a future-focused industry by living in the present. 

Tracked

NAVAL RAVIKANT

LIKE FATHER, 
LIKE SON
Ravikant, co-founder 
and CEO of AngelList, 
enjoys a moment  
alone with his infant 
son, Neo, at home in 
San Francisco.



1,035
companies 

The number of businesses that have  
received funding via AngelList.

6
Wii U controllers

The set of devices for playing Super Smash 
Bros., the game of choice at AngelList’s  

San Francisco office.

$390,000
The average amount of seed funding that 

start-ups raise through AngelList.

400+
companies

The number of firms that have signed up for 
AngelList’s premium recruiting services.

.1
cent

The amount Ravikant estimates he receives 
from every Uber ride taken.

50
employees 

The approximate size of the AngelList  
staff, located in five cities: San Francisco, 
New York, Berlin, New Delhi and London.

8
Armani hoodies 

The wardrobe of black silk-cashmere sweaters 
that are part of Ravikant’s standard uniform. 

“I don’t wear logos,” he says.
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3.9
million 

The number of people who have profiles  
on AngelList. •

1
hour

The amount of time Ravikant reads each 
night before bed. His current list includes 

The Lessons of History by Will and Ariel 
Durant and Pre-Suasion by Robert Cialdini.

11:15 a.m.
Ravikant reviews between 100 and 200 emails 
each morning. “I use keyboard commands to 
race through them quickly,” he says.

6:22 p.m.
Ravikant and his co-workers play 
Super Smash Bros. on the company’s 
Nintendo Wii U.

4:14 p.m.
Ravikant’s monthly 
check-in with Ryan 
Breslow, the 22-year-old 
CEO and co-founder of 
Bolt, an internet payment 
platform.

7:30 p.m.
At Izakaya Rintaro 
with Elad Gil (center), 
an investor in start-ups 
such as Pinterest and 
Airbnb, and Patrick 
Collison (right), CEO  
of Stripe.

5:45 p.m.
At AngelList, the office fridge is always well 

stocked. Complimentary weekly acupuncture 
and massage sessions are also available. 

1:10 p.m.
Walking to get coffee in San Francisco’s 

Jackson Square neighborhood,  
where AngelList is headquartered.

12:00 p.m.
An all-hands meeting at 

the AngelList offices.
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BY RAYMOND ZHONG   ILLUSTRATION BY RAQUEL APARICIO

For 10 years, Narayana Peesapaty toiled in obscurity on a simple  
invention: crackerlike edible spoons, meant to replace their  

plastic equivalents. This spring a short video on his project went viral, 
and the world is finally paying attention. 

Food net work

A 
DECADE AGO, Indian scientist Narayana 
Peesapaty set out to reinvent the humble 
disposable spoon. If we could eat our uten-
sils after a meal instead of throwing them 

out, he figured, that would go a long way toward 
slowing the world’s rising tide of plastic garbage. 
But first he had to work out a few baking problems. 
The spoons he was trying to create—mostly out of 
sorghum, a gluten-free, nutrient-rich grain—had to 
be thin enough to scoop up food and hard enough not 
to get soggy in hot soup or coffee. The pieces he was 
actually producing looked more like spatulas and 
cracked apart in the oven. Then, of course, there was 
the matter of taste: His spoons couldn’t overpower 
the food they were serving up, but if they weren’t 
appetizing enough, people might still toss them 
after use. When he tried putting sugar in the dough, 
the spoons swelled during baking and stuck to their 
molds. Adding garlic caused the molds to smell.

Now Peesapaty is producing tens of thousands 
of spoons a day—plain ones, savory ones and sweet 
ones, too, though he only recently figured out how to 
keep those from sticking—and eyeing global expan-
sion. His company, Bakeys Foods Private Limited, is 
still a modest operation, one he manages partly out 
of his family’s apartment in Hyderabad, with a small 
factory about 10 miles away. In his grandest ambi-
tions, though, he envisions Bakeys spoons not only 
shrinking our landfills and reducing our intake of the 
chemicals in plastic, but also helping to change the 
way India grows its food in time to stop the country 
from turning into an arid wasteland. 

Slim and mild-mannered, Peesapaty, 50, had a 
disenchanting first career that he now calls “a disas-
ter.” During his 18 years as a scientific consultant 
and researcher, he could never stand it when his fel-
low scientists would discover something potentially 
world changing—and then say it was someone else’s 
job to go out and change the world with it. “I wasn’t 
really satisfied with that,” he says.

His own big discovery didn’t happen in the lab 
at all. On a field visit not far from Hyderabad, in the 
sorghum-growing district of Mahabubnagar, he was 
served roti, or flatbread, made from the grain. The 
bread hardened as it cooled, perfect for shoveling 
up curry and lentils. Sometime later, staring at the 
white plastic spoon that came with an in-flight meal, 
he remembered that roti. “So many million tons of 
plastic garbage,” he thought. “Can we not do some-
thing about this?”

He quit his job in 2006 and got baking. His earli-
est creations barely resembled spoons at all—“very, 
very, very raw,” he says. Worse, they kept breaking 
before they came out of the oven, and no amount of 
fiddling with the process helped. Peesapaty didn’t 
figure it out until more than a year later, with his 

WORD OF MOUTH

>

TO UNDERSTAND OUR
COMPLEX FINISH,  
IT HELPS TO KNOW  
WHERE IT ALL STARTS.
We start by hand-selecting the finest 100% Weber Blue Agave and
crushing it with a two-ton volcanic stone wheel called a tahona—
an ancient, labor-intensive method. The agave juice is then fermented
and distilled with the fiber, resulting in a complex, earthy taste.

The perfect way to enjoy Patrón is responsibly. Handcrafted and imported exclusively from Mexico by The Patrón Spirits Company, Las Vegas, NV. 42-45% abv.
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THE SCOOP   
Above: Bakeys 

spoons come in dif-
ferent flavors: savory 
(seasoned with salt, 
black pepper, cumin 

and carom), as 
 well as plain and 

sweet. Right: Bakeys 
founder Narayana 

Peesapaty (left) with 
one of his employees 

at the factory.

arm in a sling after a motorbike accident (“Don’t 
think and drive,” he counsels) and his factory produc-
ing nothing but gunnysacks full of broken spoons. 
The secret, he says, is in how the dough gets treated 
during kneading. He declines to say more.

Selling the spoons proved difficult. He hawked 
them outside grocery stores and in parks. “People 
were just not interested,” he says. Stress turned him 
into a loner and wrecked his health, says his wife, 
Pradnya Keskar, whose job at a foundation supported 
their family and Peesapaty’s spoon making for years. 
They avoided their relatives—too many awkward 
questions about how the business was doing—and 
rationed their gas and grocery spending.

By early this year, they’d gotten a few largish 
orders. Peesapaty himself flew to Chennai to deliver 
the first one, to the owner of an eco-goods store who 
wanted a few hundred spoons on short notice for her 
son’s birthday party. But overall things were look-
ing bleak. The bank was threatening to take their 
apartment. And Peesapaty got lost in thought on his 
motorbike again, this time breaking his collarbone. 
When a team commissioned by the Better India, a 
Bangalore-based website that focuses on uplifting 
news stories, came to shoot a video about Bakeys, 
Peesapaty went on camera with a bandage peeking 
out from under his shirt. “Everything that could go 
wrong was going wrong,” he says.

Then on March 15, the three-minute, 40-second 
clip went live on the site, and everything exploded. 
Emails started flooding in at one per second. Each 
time Peesapaty finished taking one call, he’d hang up 
and find dozens more waiting. The Better India had 
previously published a short article on Bakeys that 

had gotten good traffic, so Dhimant 
Parekh, the site’s co-founder, figured 
the video, made for around $2,500, 
would go big too. “Not this big,” though, 
Parekh says. “Not this big at all.” Other 
sites and news outlets picked up the 
film, helping it spread with astonish-
ing speed. It racked up 100,000 views in 
the first half-hour and five million in the 
first week, says Parekh. 

Over the next few months, Peesapaty 
and Keskar heard from interested buy-
ers from far and wide: refugee camps 
in Europe, schools in Pakistan, luxury 
hotels in India. People also started 
showing up at their apartment unan-
nounced. One person wouldn’t leave 
until the couple took his order. Another 
kept coming every two weeks or so. 
For a while, the couple had at least one 
Chinese visitor per week. Several let-
ters from China were even written in 
Hindi. “It was beautiful,” Keskar says. 
“Mere bhai,” one letter began—my 
brother. “We want to do business with 
you. Can we come to meet you? It would 
be an ideal partnership.”

Between their own website, which 
for a long time they hadn’t had enough 
money to update, and two crowdfund-

ing campaigns, the couple took orders for 7.5 million 
spoons before deciding in mid-April that their fac-
tory would be overwhelmed if they took any more. 
They brought in a custom-built oven, one they’d com-
missioned earlier but hadn’t had the funds to finish. 
With the new machine, which passes dough in alumi-
num molds through a tunnel-like oven, they’ve been 
producing an average of 30,000 spoons a day. But 
Bakeys isn’t taking further orders until December 
at the earliest. By then, Peesapaty hopes to have 
replaced his oven once again, 
with one that can churn out 
200,000 spoons a day. 

In the wake of the video’s 
release, it wasn’t just the vol-
ume of calls and messages 
that surprised the couple. It 
was their quasi-spiritual tone. 
One in 10 emails, Keskar says, 
would read something like: “The collective conscious-
ness of mankind has changed because of your video.”

Peesapaty is indeed pursuing higher aims, and 
not just the banishment of nonbiodegradable uten-
sils—which, he adds, are regularly manufactured 
under less-than-hygienic conditions. (“Nobody—
N-O-B-O-D-Y—washes their plastic spoon before 
dipping it into food,” he notes.) As Indians’ incomes 
have risen, they have shunned “poor man’s cereals” 
like sorghum and other types of millet in favor of a 
middle-class diet of white rice and refined flour. But 
rice and wheat are water guzzlers, and farmers are 
literally sucking the country dry to grow them. In 
2010, the most recent year for which there are data, 
India extracted more groundwater than China and 

the U.S. combined. One reason is India’s underde-
veloped infrastructure for storing and transporting 
surface water, but another is that Indian farmers pay 
almost nothing for electricity thanks to government 
subsidies, which means they have little incentive not 
to run their pumps constantly.

Sorghum is much less thirsty, and Peesapaty is 
convinced that if people start consuming more of 
it—whether in spoon, roti or some other form—then 
farmers will start swapping it in for rice in their fields, 
and the benefits could be huge. He is also exploring 
business ideas that could help eliminate another eco-
logical scourge. Indian farmers typically burn the 
straw from the wheat and rice harvest, contributing 
to the asthma-inducing haze that enshrouds New 
Delhi and other cities. But that straw—and sorghum 
straw, too—can likely be pulped and made into sani-
tary napkins and diapers. Peesapaty also hopes to 
extract the water-resistant compounds that coat the 
stems and press-mold them into biodegradable (but 
inedible) cups and plates.

In tech-crazy India, Peesapaty wants to prove that 
code jockeys aren’t the only successful entrepre-
neurs. Another project he’s contemplating: a device 
that would convert waste at Hindu temples—the 
flowers, leaves and coconut water that worshipers 
leave as offerings—into methane for fuel. “Cutlery is 
just the beginning,” he says.

Peesapaty acknowledges one big risk to his ambi-
tions: that some copycat could decide tomorrow to 
make edible spoons too. But he is confident that any-
one who tried would need three years to figure out 
the baking process alone. And once Bakeys is produc-
ing at greater volumes, he says, his spoons will be as 
cheap as disposable ones. In the U.S., he says, they are 
already cheaper than top-shelf, compostable-plastic 
utensils. They’re pricier than the cheapest ones, he 
adds, only after factoring in shipping and logistics 
costs. (Bakeys has an agent who can import its prod-
ucts into the U.S. but no American retail partners 

yet.) To save on transport 
expenses, he hopes to be 
manufacturing around 
the world someday, using 
locally grown grains: soy, 
corn, barley, oats. He plans 
to produce edible chop-
sticks, salad bowls, even 
straws. Not edible plates, 

though. After a meal, who is still hungry enough 
to eat a plate? “You’re more likely to throw it out,” 
Peesapaty says—which, in this case, would count as 
wasting food.

First, though, he has more work to do in Hydera-
bad. For a long time, his oven was breaking down 
for days at a stretch. Fresh funds would help; he is 
in talks with potential investors in Europe, India 
and elsewhere to raise $25 million. The difficulty of 
scaling up is hardly unique to start-ups with envi-
ronmental objectives. And when it comes to our most 
mundane consumer choices, we can be wretchedly 
slow to change. Peesapaty, who spent a decade devel-
oping his edible spoons before anyone took much 
notice, is happy to wait. •

“cutlery is just 
the beginning.”

–bakeys Founder 
narayana PeesaPaty

OCEANFRONT DINING AT 
HYATT ZIVA PUERTO VALLARTA

THE SPA AT  
HYATT ZIVA LOS CABOS

OCEANFRONT SUITES AT 
HYATT ZIVA CANCUN

SWIM-UP SUITES AT 
HYATT ZILARA CANCUN

 The Evolution of  All-Inclusive ®

HYATT ZILARA AND HYATT ZIVA ROSE HALL

Hyatt Zilara and Hyatt Ziva resorts are owned and operated by Playa Hotels & Resorts.

The Hyatt Zilara™ and Hyatt Ziva™ trademarks and related marks are trademarks of Hyatt International Corporation. ©2016 Hyatt International Corporation. All rights reserved.
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BY THOMAS GEBREMEDHIN   PHOTOGRAPHY BY CHRISTOPHER LEAMAN

After years of planning, the first stage of designer James Ramsey’s plan to reinvigorate an abandoned 
trolley space in downtown Manhattan using his revolutionary solar technology is finally taking root.

study in design

WHERE THE SUN DON’T SHINE

D
EEP IN A NONDESCRIPT, one-story ware-
house in downtown New York, something 
is growing. The dark space—formerly the 
site of the Depression-era Essex Street 

Market—features a jungle-like installation of plants 
including mosses, succulents and even a pineapple 
plant. The 5,000-square-foot Lowline Lab is the 
brainchild of designer James Ramsey, 39. It show-
cases his solar technology, sophisticated enough 
to capture sunlight and channel it inside through a 
series of tubes, the light flowing like water until it’s 
finally dispersed throughout the cavernous build-
ing, feeding the ecosystem within. Since opening in 
October 2015, the Lowline Lab has drawn roughly 
100,000 visitors and has captured the curiosity of 
an assortment of figures, such as GZA, a founding 

member of hip-hop group Wu-Tang Clan, and French 
architect Dominique Perrault. “People have been try-
ing to get light from here to there ever since there 
has been architecture,” Ramsey says. “To be able to 
deliver natural light to a place that wouldn’t get it 
otherwise is a powerful idea.”

Ramsey’s Lab also serves as a test run for a more 
ambitious subterranean park—which, once it’s com-
pleted in 2021, is slated to be the world’s first public 
underground greenway. After eight years of work by 
Ramsey and his team, the city of New York took the 
first step toward making the park a reality by grant-
ing conditional approval to the project. Located 
two blocks away from the Lab, the future park 
will occupy the 60,000-square-foot Williamsburg 
Trolley Terminal, which dates back to 1908. “It feels 

like a lost city in there, like a catacomb in Rome,” 
says Ramsey. 

To deliver light to the Lab space, Ramsey conceived 
of giant rooftop “sun collectors,” which he fabricated 
in partnership with the South Korean company 
Sunportal. Similar in shape to a Cassegrain telescope, 
these collectors track the course of the sun and con-
centrate the light to 30 times its brightness, piping 
it down through a series of polycarbonate tubes that 
converge and then reflect off of high-efficiency mir-
rors and dispersing lenses. (He anticipates that the 
future park will need 100 of these collectors.) Beneath 
the Lab’s ceiling of interlocking, anodized-aluminum 
panels, which diffuse the light, grows a futuristic ter-
rain of approximately 100 species of plants. For this, 
Ramsey sought the expertise of Signe Nielsen, a >

LIGHT IT UP  
James Ramsey, 
founder of design 
firm Raad Studio, 
in the Lowline 
Lab in New York 
City, a test run for 
the world’s first 
underground park.



buildings. I thought, There’s got 
to be something they don’t know 
about yet, something still undis-
covered,” he says. 

With the help of an acquain-
tance, a former chief engineer 
at New York’s Metropolitan 
Transportation Authority, Ramsey 
found the defunct Williamsburg 
Trolley Terminal, out of service 
since 1948. It was hidden beneath 
Delancey Street in the Lower East 
Side, one of the densest neighbor-
hoods in the city. Ramsey recalls 
thinking, “What if we actually 
used this underground park con-
cept as a tool to knit back together 
the fabric of this entire commu-
nity?” He fought his way through 
endlessly unspooling red tape 
and, after enlisting the help of a financier friend, 
Boykin Curry, an investment manager at Eagle 
Capital Management, he eventually got an audience 
with Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s office and the NYC 
Department of Parks and Recreation. It was around 
this time that he also met his current business part-
ner, Dan Barasch, now the head of Underground 
Development Corp., the Lowline nonprofit organi-
zation. Barasch, who had worked at Google and at 
PopTech, an organization geared toward innova-
tion, expressed an interest in the project, which was 
slowly gaining political momentum. Together, they 

started a Kickstarter cam-
paign in 2012 and raised 
more than $150,000, which 
went toward building the 
Lowline Lab.

Realizing the full vision 
for the Lowline—taking 
it from Lab concept to the 

vast trolley terminal—will require additional work: 
more planning, including the development of a fully 
functioning drainage system, more fundraising (the 
project’s last gala was hosted by Spike Jonze and 
Lena Dunham) and, perhaps most difficult of all, the 
construction of a durable partition that will sepa-
rate the Lowline from the constant influx of noise, 
dirt and heat from passing subway trains. Ramsey 
also has plans to deploy the technology elsewhere: 
One potential project involves the transformation 
of a pedestrian area beneath an overpass near the 
Paddington railway station in London; another pro-
posal intends to revive a sunken plaza in Rockefeller 
Center in New York (“There’s nothing green around 
this thing,” he says). 

But for Ramsey, no matter the scope of any proj-
ect, it all comes down to creating a space of one’s 
own, a place to be explored. When discussing his 
inspiration for the Lowline, he cites videogame 
developer Shigeru Miyamoto, designer of Mario 
Bros. and The Legend of Zelda: “As a kid Miyamoto 
discovered a small cave in the woods near his village. 
He’d go there and hide in this tiny little hole in the 
ground. He had discovered his own secret world.” •
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MAN IN THE MIRROR 
From top: Ramsey stands 
before a tracking mirror, 
a device that directs 
sunlight into apparatus 
called concentrators, 
which channel light 
down into the Lowline 
Lab space; hanging, 
high-efficiency mirrors 
reflect light back up to 
the ceiling to create a 
natural glow; a model of 
the final 60,000-square-
foot Lowline in the 
Raad offices.

principal of Mathews Nielsen Landscape Architects, 
who led the planting scheme of the Lab’s hilly 
topography. “An underground park? It’s so counterin-
tuitive,” says Nielsen. “We wanted people to be able to 
engage with the landscape, to be able to walk through 
it and not just observe it like a diorama at the Natural 
History Museum.”

R
AMSEY FIRST DEVELOPED an eye for design 
in the early ’80s during his childhood in 
Harlem, where he lived with his father, a lin-
guist at Columbia University, and his South 

Korean mother, who taught Asian brush painting at 
Barnard College. “New York is a place where every-
thing has been created by human hands, a completely 
man-made environment. For a creative soul growing 
up in it, it is sort of natural to later try to shape it,” 
Ramsey says. In 1985, the family relocated outside of 
Washington, D.C. Later, he attended Yale University, 
where he studied architecture. His aptitude in design 
led him to an annual summer job at NASA’s Goddard 
Space Flight Center in Greenbelt, Maryland. There 
he worked on the proposed Pluto Fast Flyby space 
probe and the Cassini spacecraft, which was eventu-
ally sent to Saturn. He continued to work there for a 
period after college, followed by a brief stint at a D.C.-
based commercial and residential architecture firm, 
until he returned to New York City at the age of 23.

In 2004, Ramsey found himself out late one night 
with a group of friends including the musician Moby, 
who was in need of a designer for his Nolita loft. “He 
was like, ‘Do you want to do it?’ ” Ramsey recalls. “I 
was just a kid. I should have 
been more intimidated, 
because I had no idea what 
I was doing. I was literally 
making light fixtures using 
Krazy Glue.” Nevertheless, 
Moby was impressed with 
the fledgling architect’s 
work. That led to more gigs, until Ramsey had built 
himself an extensive portfolio of projects, with a 
focus on apartment design that juxtaposed original 
details like tin ceilings with elements such as raw 
wood beams. In 2005, when he was 27, he founded 
Raad Studio, a one-man operation that, by 2008, had 
grown to a team of six and now handles architectural 
and interior design commissions. 

Although Ramsey was still supporting his firm 
through his savings, he finally had the freedom and 
time to begin tinkering with older ideas. One, whose 
origins date back to his NASA days, involved the use 
of laboratory optic technology in architecture—in 
particular, creating devices that would follow the sun 
like sunflowers. This, he envisioned, would poten-
tially make it possible to reinvigorate spaces with 
limited access to sunlight: jails, hospitals, schools 
and anything underground. It was this final ele-
ment, the untapped potential of subterranean New 
York City and the ability to build down rather than 
up, that attracted Ramsey most of all. “At the time, 
there was this condo boom, so they were just knock-
ing everything down, knocking down the textures 
of downtown New York and putting up these cheap 

“an undeRgROund 
PaRK? it’s sO  

cOunteRintuitiVe.”
–signe nieLsen

SECRET GARDEN  
Hanging high-
efficiency mirrors 
reflect light back up to 
the ceiling to create a 
natural glow.
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W
HEN BEN LERER leaves his office at New 
York’s Broadway and Prince Street for 
a meeting at the haute bagel bakery 
Sadelle’s, four blocks west in SoHo, he 

might run into any number of fellow venture-capital 
investors: perhaps Joshua Kushner, founder of 
Nolita-based Thrive Capital, or David Tisch, founder 
of BoxGroup, whose offices are just to the north in 
Union Square. All three backed the eyewear company 
Warby Parker, whose headquarters are a few blocks 
over on Sixth Avenue. Or he might see Nick Brown, 
a partner at 14W, a fund that invested in the SoHo-
based online beauty company Glossier alongside 
Tisch’s BoxGroup and Lerer’s company Lerer Hippeau 
Ventures. Lerer also backed mail-order cosmetics 
sample service Birchbox, which was co-founded by 
Hayley Barna, now a New York–based partner at First 
Round Capital—also an  investor in Warby Parker.  

“You can definitely get your arms around the New 
York tech scene,” says Barna. “You’re only one step 
away from anyone else.” 

Last year, venture-capital investment in New 
York–area start-ups rose 45 percent to $8.5 billion, 
nearly matching the record total raised during the 
dot-com boom year of 2000, according to Dow Jones 
VentureSource. Thanks to the influx of capital and 
a fertile start-up scene, New York City has seen the 
rise of a new class of power brokers: hyperconnected 
early-stage venture capitalists who are fueling the 
future of beauty and fashion by investing in “digital-
first” start-ups.

Their ties are like a game of connect-the-dots: 
Lerer, 35, and Tisch, 35, attended the University of 
Pennsylvania together, while Brown, 31, and Barna, 
33, both graduated from Harvard. Lerer, Tisch and 
Kushner, 35, have all invested in Oscar health insur-
ance, co-founded by Kushner, which is now valued at 
$2.7 billion. They also have overlapping investments 
with Scott Belsky, 36, a partner at Benchmark Capital. 
Belsky and Brown both invested in the buzzy active-
wear brand Outdoor Voices. Tisch invested in Belsky’s 
own start-up, the online portfolio platform Behance. 

The communal nature of the field is in part a prod-
uct of the style of early-stage investing—often called 
seed or angel investing—in which turf is typically 

BY CHRISTOPHER ROSS  
 ILLUSTRATION BY QUICKHONEY 

Who’s behind cutting-edge fashion and beauty companies  
like Warby Parker, Everlane, Glossier and  

Moda Operandi? Not Silicon Valley but a new class of  
power investors based in New York City. 
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shared among multiple organizations. “The check 
sizes most of us write don’t keep others out of a deal,” 
says Tisch, with amounts generally varying from 
$50,000 to $5 million. Investors from different firms 
frequently ask each other for reads on various compa-
nies and may jump on board once they hear others are 
investing. “If I’m rounding out my round, I want some 
people who can help in a specific area,” says Belsky. 

While the initial check sizes can be relatively 
modest, if the bet is smart, the gains can be serious. 
Lerer Hippeau Ventures invested seed capital in 2011 
to help get Warby Parker off the ground, and then 
took a larger stake in the company’s next round of 
fundraising. Last year, Warby Parker was valued at 
$1.2 billion. Such an investment can result in a huge 
payout, or “exit,” when a company is sold or goes pub-
lic. It’s still the same dream of achieving the 64,000 
percent return that Georges Doriot, often considered 
the father of venture capital, made in 1972 on an 
investment in a computer system company: $70,000 
turned into $450 million. Facebook founder Mark 
Zuckerberg famously received an angel investment 
of $500,000 from venture capitalist Peter Thiel in 
2004. Today, Facebook is valued at approximately 
$360 billion. 

According to Tisch, however, up to 70 percent 
of investments don’t pan out, and if anything, the 
growing New York scene has yet to produce the 
same levels of success as Silicon Valley. Etsy, for 
example, was considered a milestone for the New 
York venture scene when it went public in April 
2015, rising 88 percent on IPO day. It now trades 
below its IPO price. Birchbox, which has more than 

one million subscribers, 
was recently forced 

to make layoffs, while the luxury flash-sale site Gilt 
Groupe, once valued at $1 billion, sold this year for 
$250 million.

Yet the promise of success—and the excitement 
of discovering the next world-changing com-
pany—is part of why the VC scene has 
started to lure talent away in ear-
nest from traditional prestige 
draws like Wall Street. While ven-
ture capital has often centered 
on the tech industry, in New York 
the fashion industry in particular has 
proven ripe for evolution. Start-ups focus 
on what’s become known as “next-gen 
fashion,” “fashion 3.0” or “d-to-c”—
short for “direct-to-consumer.” “It 
is a big market and one where wholesale 
was a very logical middle vehicle that you 
could disrupt,” says Brown, who began his career 
at J.P.Morgan before switching gears and joining 
14W. “There was a lot of justification for why people 
were thinking about the space and how to change 
it.” 14W has invested in ventures like luxury fash-
ion website Moda Operandi and direct-to-consumer 
apparel brand Everlane and eco-friendly fashion 
company Reformation, which saw $25 million in 
sales in 2014. 

To gather intel that will lead to his next invest-
ment, Brown consults with fellow investors, 
browses social media feeds to watch how consum-
ers are interacting with brands online and taps 

into his deep network of connections in the 
fashion world, from seasoned 

fashion CEO Andrew Rosen to 
friends like model Karlie Kloss. 
“It makes it a lot easier to do 

due diligence,” says Brown, who 
first met Everlane founder Michael 

Preysman, for example, when that com-
pany was still a lifestyle blog. 

In New York City, the VC ecosys-
tem concentrates around offices, 

restaurants and members clubs in down-
town Manhattan.  Brown often takes meetings 

at Soho House in the Meatpacking District, while 
the 568 Broadway building in which Lerer works 
is also home to start-ups like Fueled, Zocdoc and 
Foursquare. For Lerer, “it’s breakfast at Balthazar, 
it’s brunch at Sadelle’s, it’s lunch at Lure Fishbar, 

it’s dinner at Carbone. Those are the only four res-
taurants I eat at.” 

Lerer co-founded the lifestyle site Thrillist in 
2005 and started Lerer Hippeau Ventures five years 
later with his father, Kenneth, a co-founder of the 
Huffington Post (former Huffington Post CEO Eric 
Hippeau is the firm’s other partner). Today they 
have raised $245 million in capital and are invested 
in nearly 275 companies. Lerer estimates that they 
cut new checks every 15 days.

Investors often compare the pace of courtship 
in the venture-capital world to speed dating. Tisch, 
for one, takes anywhere from 20 to 40 meetings in 
a week and as many as 16 in one day, often speaking 
with “founders” or “operators,” as start-up entre-
preneurs are dubbed. “The key to my job is to be 
there for the person you backed,” Tisch says. “To 
be there as an ear, someone to bounce ideas off of, 
somebody just to have dinner with and talk through 
the emotional challenges of the moment. They’re 
doing the hardest job in the world, which is creating 
something from nothing.” 

As the co-founder of digital shopping 
app Spring, which he launched in 2014 with 
his brother Alan and Octavian Costache, 
Tisch is familiar with being on the other 
side of the table. Glossier co-founder Emily 
Weiss relied on backers like Tisch when 
building her business. “Our investors have 
seen it all before,” she says. “They know 
exactly the growing pains we experience 
and have really helped us keep perspective 
and find solutions in difficult times.”

“It’s a kind of partnership role with 
entrepreneurs—you have to be really close 
to them,” says Belsky. Drawing on his 
design expertise and years bootstrapping 
his own company, Behance, Belsky tends 
to get involved in three main areas in the 
businesses he invests in: helping to grow 
the product and design teams, defining 
their market strategy and developing the 
company’s culture. As an early investor in 
streaming platform Periscope, he helped 
the founders, Joe Bernstein and Kayvon 
Beykpour, recognize the potential of video 
when they were still considering other 
directions. They then called Belsky from 
the Twitter boardroom when they received 
their acquisition term sheet. “It was one of 
those moments when I realized I wanted to 
do this for a living,” he says. Twitter bought 
Periscope in early 2015 for $86.6 million.

Due to the lack of performance statis-
tics offered by start-ups, investors are 
often forced to make decisions based on 
gut instinct. “Every single time, we will 
choose the big, crazy idea that has a small 
chance of changing the world over the 
good, not great, business that’s sure to 
work,” says Barna. “I’ve had to get very 
comfortable with the lack of data. You 
don’t really know if you’re good at this 
until 10 years later.” • 
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TOM FORD
The designer had been at the top of the fashion world for over  

two decades when he decided to risk it all by launching a 
career as a film director. Now he’s back with a second film,  

Nocturnal Animals, that showcases his singular aesthetic.

2016
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F
OR MORE THAN  two decades, Tom 
Ford’s public persona has been immac-
ulate and highly stylized. 

On the red carpet and in public-
ity photos, he always sports sharply 
tailored suits of his own creation; 

his crisp, white shirt is unbuttoned just enough 
to reveal his athletic chest. “I’m so controlling 
about my image,” the fashion designer–turned-
filmmaker says. It’s 103 degrees outside, but his 
West Hollywood office is a cool, Diptyque candle–
scented oasis. Behind Ford, seven awards from the 
Council of Fashion Designers of America stand in a 
perfect line; a gold Marc Quinn statue of Kate Moss 
holding herself in a torturous yoga pose glimmers 
in the corner. 

 “I was at the stage of my life where I could con-
trol every photographer and every image ever 
taken of me,” he says. “I could stand there and say, 
‘Retouch that line, remove that crease; my head 
looks too big—shrink it.’ ” But today’s era of social 
media presents Ford with a new challenge: “This 
wave of press is the first time that anyone has taken 
a picture of me in maybe four or five years that I 
can’t control.”

Ford has just turned 55; he’s in danger of looking 
wilted, he fears. But he is a problem solver, and in 
this case, the chosen remedy is a pair of dark-framed 
glasses. “Since I can’t control the retouching, guess 
what? The glasses are going on,” he says. He is 
convinced that they lend structure to his face and 
distract from imperfections. If it worked for Cary 
Grant, it will work for him.

Control is one of the dominant themes in Ford’s 
life. “I think it’s one reason I’ve been success-
ful,” he says. “I’m always anticipating everything 
that could go wrong. I’m not fearful about the big 
things; I’m fearful of all the little things that could 
go wrong with the big things.”

Ford’s feature films depict catastrophic loss of 
control and the sheer misery that ensues. In Ford’s 

debut feature, A Single Man (2009), an English 
professor grapples with the sudden death of his 
lover. In his latest film, Nocturnal Animals, out this 
month, a young man endures the kidnapping and 
murder of his wife and daughter. Why does Ford 
keep returning to this theme of ultimate loss?

“It sort of preys on my mind all the time,” he 
says. “Because in the end, there is no control. You 
think there is. We try for it; we struggle for it. But 
I’m going to pull out of that driveway and get hit by 
a truck on my way home. That’s just life.”

Still, inevitable chaos isn’t allowed to make 
things untidy in Ford’s world. Nocturnal Animals is 
sumptuous, beautiful and above all, highly inten-
tional. Even its serial killer character has a chiseled 
face and is carefully accessorized with green boots 
and a small diamond ring. 

“I want all of the actors to be beautiful,” Ford 
says. “I’m sorry—it’s a movie. It’s a moo-vie. I don’t 
want reality.”

THOMAS CARLYLE FORD, born in Austin, Texas, to 
real-estate-agent parents,  has long created glossy 
alternatives to reality for a living. He rose to interna-
tional fame in the ’90s as the designer who reinvented 
Gucci. He  created unrepentantly glamorous (a word 
he loathes), boldly sexy apparel that helped define that 
era. “Gucci and Prada ruled the ’90s, but I think Tom, in 
terms of cultural impact, might have [had] the edge,” 
says Anna Wintour, Condé Nast’s artistic director and 
editor in chief of Vogue. “He virtually popularized the 
slick midcentury aesthetic that became so prevalent 
in so many aspects of our culture since then.”

Gucci was acquired by Pinault-Printemps-Redoute 
in 2003; by 2004, Ford had locked horns with then-
CEO  François Pinault and swiftly resigned. As 
Wintour wrote recently in Vogue, “Professionally, at 
least, he became a single man, someone who had to 
learn to live all over again.”

A year later, Ford founded his eponymous brand, 
which now includes apparel, accessories and beauty 
products. There are over 120 Tom Ford points of sale 
around the world, with 34 stores operated directly by 
the house. The business generates well over $1 billion 
in revenue annually, according to Ford’s longtime 
publicist. (The company is privately held and does 
not release financial information.) This is no small 
feat: After all, when Ford arrived at  Gucci, the brand 
already had stores around the world; with his own 
brand , all of that had to be built from the ground up. 
It has taken herculean effort, says Domenico De Sole, 
Ford’s business partner since the Gucci days. 

“The reality is that we’ve just started out,” De Sole 
says. “It’s turned into a huge business that, thank 
God, is going great.” He adds that one of the driv-
ing forces behind the company’s expansion is  Ford’s 
sheer determination and seemingly limitless energy. 
“Even since the early days, he would do everything: 

the marketing, the PR 
and the stores. There 
are some amazing tal-
ents out there who are 
lazy; they don’t use it. 
Tom has this desire to 
use his talent—and see 
how far he can push it.”

De Sole says that he was not surprised that Ford 
was able to direct a feature film. “I always felt that 
Tom could do it—he has a visual ability that is fantas-
tic. There was never, never, never a doubt.”

Still, it was a risky move on Ford’s part. “I can’t 
think of who else has done what he’s doing,” says 
Bryan Lourd, co-chairman of Creative Artists Agency 
and Ford’s agent. Like others, he cites the example 
of Joel Schumacher, who was a fledgling costume 
designer, not nearly as well-known as Ford, before 
becoming a director. “The other person who comes 
to mind is Julian Schnabel,” Lourd says, “but he’s a 
fine artist, not a designer.”

Ford made the leap with characteristic bravado. 
A Single Man (2009) debuted to critical acclaim, 
and its male lead, Colin Firth, was nominated for an 
Oscar for his performance. The “ slick midcentury 
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aesthetic”  that Wintour says  defined Ford’s collec-
tions permeated the look of the film as well, imbuing 
him with the aura of a budding auteur.

Ford says that some of his fashion-industry asso-
ciates initially found his film aspirations ridiculous; 
they may not have realized that Ford had originally 
intended, after leaving Gucci, to go into filmmak-
ing full-time. (Ford had acted, mainly in television 
commercials, after dropping out of NYU in 1980. He 
eventually graduated with a degree in architecture 
from Parsons in 1986.) He founded his own produc-
tion company, Fade to Black, in 2004 and began 
scouting scripts and material to produce. “But I 
wasn’t liking anything I was reading,” he recalls, 
“because I wasn’t being offered anything good. I had 
no track record and no experience, so all the good 
scripts were going somewhere else.”

In the meantime, he began to panic about losing 
his hard-earned status in the fashion world—that 
visibility was, after all, a very real currency. “So I 
started Tom Ford Beauty, Fragrance and Eyewear, 
because I knew that those things would not take up 
my time like men’s and women’s [clothing] would,” 
he says. “It would keep my name alive in the world of 
fashion, in case I ever needed or wanted to go back 
into it. And then it just sort of took over, took off.”

In the meantime, he was haunted by a Christopher 
Isherwood novel he had read and eventually acquired 
the rights to it. A completed script adaptation came 
along with the book, but Ford says that he opted to 
adapt it himself. Writing can be an arduous process, 
even for veteran authors and screenwriters, but Ford 
says that he was not intimidated. He simply uploaded 
Final Draft onto his laptop and went to work on what 
would become A Single Man.  

“I don’t want to sound egotistical,” he says, 
“[but] I’ve always thought I was a good writer. And 
also, whether it ended up being a folly, to just write 
my screenplay and make it, I had that ability and 
luxury.” Plus, he adds, smiling broadly, “it was just 
so much fun.”

I
F A SINGLE MAN was Ford’s shot across 
Hollywood’s bow, Nocturnal Animals may be 
seen as announcing Ford’s intention to take a 
more permanent place in his adopted indus-
try. The film is ambitious, with interwoven 
story lines and settings. Focus Features bought 

the distribution rights for a reported $20 million at 
Cannes in 2015; when it debuted at the Venice Film 
Festival earlier this fall, it won the Grand Jury Prize 
and the Silver Lion.  

Nocturnal Animals features Amy Adams and Jake 
Gyllenhaal as star-crossed lovers; Aaron Taylor-
Johnson plays a charismatic sociopath with a yen for 
murdering beautiful young women. The role trau-
matized Taylor-Johnson, he says: “I literally didn’t 
sleep for months; I was riddled with PTSD afterward. 
I became a nocturnal animal.” At first, he found it odd 
that Ford had approached him about the part—Taylor-
Johnson is married with four daughters, ages 4 through 
19. “I thought, Here I am, a family man—how am I going 
to get in the mind-set of this?” he recalls. But he met 
with Ford, who explained, at length, his vision for the 
role and the entire film; by the end of the conversa-
tion, Taylor-Johnson was convinced. On set, he wanted 

“money and success buy you the 
freedom to do what you feel is right. 
i push boundaries because i can.”

—tom ford



nothing more than to please Ford: “He demands per-
fection, and you want to bring that and more.”

In early press, critics have noted the influence 
of directors David Lynch, Douglas Sirk and Alfred 
Hitchcock. Any comparison to Hitchcock pleases Ford; 
as directors, they have a lot in common, he thinks—
especially when it comes to the level of attention they 
have given to the aesthetics of their productions.  

“In some of the meaner reviews [of Nocturnal 
Animals], they say it looks like a beauty commercial; 
it’s too polished; it’s because I’m a fashion designer,” 
says Ford. “But Hitchcock spent way more time on the 
costumes for the women in his movies—there were 
costume trials, hair trials, makeup trials, eyebrow 
trials. He was obsessed with those things, as were 
a lot of directors then.” If Hitchcock was obsessed 
with blondes, Ford appears to be making a cinematic 
fetish of redheads, first with Julianne Moore in A 
Single Man; in Nocturnal Animals, Amy Adams sports 
sleek red tresses. 

“I do love Tom’s vision of what I could be as a 
woman,” says Adams, who adds that she gave up try-
ing to maintain that level of perfection off-set; it was 
simply too much work.

 If Ford is flattered by Hitchcock comparisons, he 
is also endeavoring to create something distinctly 
Fordian. Many of his colleagues see a link to his earlier 
work in fashion. “He had done these beautiful adver-
tising campaigns through the years,” says De Sole. In 
his films, “every scene, every detail looks like Tom. 
His signature is on everything.” The word lush repeat-
edly comes up in descriptions of Ford’s aesthetic. 

“He created such a dimensional, textural environ-
ment,” says Adams of the Nocturnal sets, which were 
often moodily lit and saturated with color. “It feels 
very tactile and very alive. Tom has such a reverence 
for the art of filmmaking and such a passion for it, but 
he’s not attempting to articulate anyone else’s vision.”

So much of what Ford does in both of his industries 
seems rooted in defying the mainstream way of con-
ducting business, although he denies that defiance 
motivates him. “What would the right word be?” he 
ponders. “Provoking? Too aggressive. But it does have 
something to do with getting a reaction out of people.”

While the rest of Hollywood often  scrambles to 
option the latest New York Times bestsellers, Ford 
scouts idiosyncratic material that eludes everyone 
else. Nocturnal Animals was adapted from an obscure 
Austin Wright novel, Tony and Susan. Ford also  says 
he’s turned down several juicy movie offers.  “I’m not a 
director-for-hire,” he says. “I can’t give my best unless 
I control it.” He finances his own film projects to main-
tain complete oversight over their every aspect.  

He has proved equally rebellious in his home 
industry. In recent years, Ford has accrued a résumé 
of attention-grabbing digressions from industry 
standards, whether presenting a collection via a 
Lady Gaga video or helping to spearhead the cur-
rent “see-now, buy-now” revolution, in which 
designers immediately make apparel available upon 
showcasing it. Ford is matter-of-fact about pushing 
for change. “It’s the writing on the wall,” he says, 
adding that the current system is an “antiquated 
thing.” He is keen to accommodate the demands of a 
new instant-gratification-driven generation of con-
sumers: “When the whole world sees the clothes, how 
can you hold them back for all that time?”

Now that he’s 30 years into the business of fash-
ion, he says, “you have to keep yourself interested. I 
innovate because I get bored with the same sort of 
thing all the time.”  

Ford usually speaks almost operatically, with 
sweeping arm gestures; now his voice drops. “Also, 
money buys you freedom. Money and success buy you 
the freedom to do what you feel is right,” he says. “I 
push boundaries because I can.”

C
L

O
C

K
W

IS
E

 F
R

O
M

 T
O

P
 L

E
F

T
: 

M
E

R
R

IC
K

 M
O

R
T

O
N

/F
O

C
U

S
 F

E
A

T
U

R
E

S
; 

A
N

D
R

E
A

S
 R

E
N

T
Z

/G
E

T
T

Y
 I

M
A

G
E

S
; 

M
E

L
IS

S
A

 M
O

S
L

E
Y

; 
S

T
E

FA
N

IA
 D

’A
L

E
S

S
A

N
D

R
A

/R
E

X
/S

H
U

T
T

E
R

S
T

O
C

K
 

FOR SOMEONE WITH a deep need to exercise control 
over every aspect of his life, Ford made a curious deci-
sion not long ago: He and his longtime partner and 
now husband, Richard Buckley, had a son, Alexander 
John Buckley Ford, whom they call Jack. Children are, 
after all, total wild cards; their hard-wired recalci-
trance only amplifies as they grow older. Having Jack, 
now 4, did amount to acquiring a significant vulner-
ability, but Ford calls the child his “ultimate joy.”

“I wanted him so badly,” he says. “I’ve wanted to 
have children for years, and I didn’t have him until I 
was 51.” Since Jack’s arrival, Ford says that he truly 
doesn’t care about anything else—not his compa-
nies, his possessions, his achievements. “I don’t care 
if I die; I don’t care if Richard dies. I only care what it 
would do to Jack.”

In Nocturnal Animals, the lead character, Susan—
played by Adams—is a wealthy, powerful art dealer 
living a gilded-cage existence in Los Angeles. Ford 
says that while a little bit of him goes into each of his 
on-screen characters, Susan is him in female form. 
He, too, is sometimes bewildered and chagrined by 
the materialism of his world. Ford has homes in L.A.’s 
Bel Air, London and Santa Fe and a ranch, also in  New 
Mexico, that he recently put on the market for about 
$75 million; he has a growing art collection as well. 
But he contends that none of these things makes 
him truly happy. That said, he doesn’t seem to be in 
a hurry to get rid of them. “You become addicted to 
them; you can’t live without them.”

Having a son, on the other hand, makes Ford feel 
connected to the world. “When you have a child, 
you begin to care more about what happens in their 
lifetime, and you see yourself as a link to your past. 
It makes you feel like you’re part of a long chain.” 
One terrible disadvantage to parenthood, in his 
mind: “You give up the right to suicide when you 
have a child. I used to console myself and say, ‘I just 
can’t f—ing take this anymore; I’m just going to kill 
myself.’ And now I can’t. You’re trapped.”

Ford insists that he is not thinking about his leg-
acy, although one might argue that having children 
and creating films are fairly legacy-minded moves. 
Even Ford concedes this: “A fashion collection is 
something that’s only going to live for three or four 
months…[but] film is forever. Forever.”  

He is already mulling his next projects. He’s just 
acquired a new book, and he’s sitting on two original 
screenplays he has written over the past few years. 
“One is a very twisted, dark comedy; it’s very politi-
cally incorrect,” he says. “When I tell people about it, 
they say, ‘You can’t make that,’ which, of course, just 
makes me want to make it more.”

Whatever comes next, Ford says that it will edge 
away from the high-intensity dramas for which he’s 
becoming known. “You can’t tell right now, but I 
actually do have a good sense of humor,” he insists. 
Once again, he’s looking to Hitchcock for guidance. 
“He always did that—you have to make them laugh 
and cry.” Ford has done this with his fashion shows, 
he says: “I used to show under a single spotlight, 
because then the entire room is looking at the exact 
same thing at the exact same time. You could really 
manipulate them.” He leans back with satisfaction, 
relishing the memory. “You could get them to cry—
for beauty.” •

STAR SEARCH Clockwise from left: Amy 
Adams in Nocturnal Animals; the cast at the 2016 
Venice Film Festival; a scene from A Single Man; 
Ford on the red carpet with the stars of that film, 
Julianne Moore and Colin Firth.
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LIGHTS, CAMERA, ACTION 
“I’m not a director-for-hire. 
I’m not at my best unless I can 
control everything,” says Ford 
of his cinematic work.
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The Norwegian-American partnership has flouted architectural 
norms to become one of the world’s most sought-after firms.

BY IAN VOLNER   PHOTOGRAPHY BY ADRIAN GAUT

SNØHETTA
2016 architecture innovator

CRAIG DYKERS &  
KJETIL TRÆDAL THORSEN



What’s made all this possible, and what makes 
Snøhetta stand out from the design-world pack, is 
precisely the fact that the architects seem so deter-
mined not to get pinned down, to keep their projects 
as fluid as their off-the-wall thinking. For far longer 
than perhaps any other firm working today, Snøhetta 
has been “saying no to any ultimate design theory,” 
as Dykers puts it, touting instead an architecture 
free of banner slogans and signature styles. This 
can make it difficult to get a clear picture of what 
Snøhetta is really up to. But it’s also what makes the 
firm so interesting to watch. 

THE LINK BETWEEN SNØHETTA’S name and that of 
the snowy massif—compounded when the Reindeer 
Pavilion opened five years ago—tends to underscore 
the firm’s presumed focus on landscape. But the 
name actually came about by happenstance. 

“Our first studio was on top of a beer place,” 
explains Thorsen. In 1987, the architect had returned 
to his native Norway following a long stint abroad 
in Austria and the U.K., setting up shop in Oslo with 
a circle of collaborators upstairs from a venerable 
Oslo watering hole called Dovrehallen, named for 
the mountainous Norwegian municipality of Dovre. 
Snøhetta—the mountain—is one of the highest peaks 
in the Dovre region; Snøhetta—the firm—chose its 
title as a geographic joke, a pun on its digs atop the 
grungy pub. “It’s the kind of bar you’d go to for a 
whiskey at eight in the morning,” Dykers says. 

At the time the name was coined, Dykers and 
Molinar were living in Los Angeles following their 
graduation from the architecture program at the 
University of Texas at Austin. The design world in 1988 
was abuzz with a major international competition to 
build a massive new library in the city of Alexandria, 
Egypt—a 20th-century successor to the long-lost 
wonder of the ancient world. The 
couple were debating whether to 
throw their hat into the ring when 
a mutual acquaintance, detecting a 
similarity in sensibilities, suggested 
they reach out to Thorsen’s group, 
which was also working on a scheme 
for the library. After a quick phone 
call, the two parties decided to com-
bine efforts on a joint submission 
under the Snøhetta banner, officially 
founding the firm in 1989. 

Their competition proposal was 
out of the furthermost corner of 
left field. “All the other proposals 
were really busy,” recalls Molinar. 
“Ours was very simple. It very eas-
ily stood out.” Design culture at the 
time was split between two oppos-
ing camps: on the one hand, the 
backward-looking postmodernists, 
eager to revive the forms and deco-
rative details of the past; on the 
other, the deconstructivists, expo-
nents of a frenetic architecture of 
jarringly irregular geometries. The 
Norwegian-American team—at the 
time, average age 29—submitted 
something that was neither-nor, a 

gigantic disk perforated with half-lidded skylights, 
wrapped in a ribbonlike masonry shell engraved 
with hieroglyphics. Its difference seemed a strength, 
but also a weakness. “We knew we’d get some recog-
nition,” says Molinar. “We didn’t think we’d win.” 

Yet win they did, and suddenly they had to figure 
out how to turn their ad hoc coalition into a full-
fledged firm. The American couple picked up and 
moved to Norway; Dykers had spent time in Northern 
Europe as a child, but Molinar had only ever known 
the balmy American West, making for a rough land-
ing in Scandinavia. (“It was dark. And cold. And kind 
of wet and grim,” she recalls.) Barely out of school, 
having never realized any built work of such scale and 
complexity, the newly minted design partners were 
subjected to a slow-motion bureaucratic steeple-
chase that lasted 12 years and nearly saw the project 
canceled more than once. Even when the Bibliotheca 
Alexandrina was finally ready, in 2001, it didn’t open. 
September 11 intervened, and the official unveiling 
was postponed till the following year. 

The firm had sustained itself in the interim with 
a host of smaller commissions—private homes, res-
taurants and cafes around Oslo—as well as an art 
museum, wood-clad and gently contoured, in the for-
mer Winter Olympic town of Lillehammer. But as the 
’90s drew to a close, there hardly seemed any pros-
pect of another Egypt on the horizon. “You go to the 
moon,” says Dykers, “and then you wonder if you’ll be 
allowed to go back again.” 

As it transpired, they got to go even further. In 
2000, in a blind competition to build a new opera house 
for Oslo, Snøhetta’s concept—a lofted public plaza that 
just happened to have an enormous theater under-
neath it—wowed the government-appointed jury, who 
awarded the project to the local team. On its opening 
in 2008, the new home of the Norwegian National 
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W
HEN THE wind is up, and the 
clouds keep circling back, and 
the weather in central Norway 
can’t seem to decide what kind 
of August it is, it can be very dif-
ficult to see Snøhetta. 

That would be Snøhetta the mountain, not the New 
York– and Oslo-based architecture and design firm, a 
freewheeling international collaborative responsible 
for the new Norwegian currency (going into circula-
tion in 2017) and the ongoing redesign of Manhattan’s 
Times Square (slated for completion by the end of the 
year), among other projects. A few months back, the 
firm’s two founding partners, 55-year-old American 
Craig Dykers and 58-year-old Norwegian Kjetil 
Trædal Thorsen, were pressed up against a floor-
to-ceiling window trying to get a look at the craggy 
peak, 7,500 feet at the summit, from which their office 
takes its name. “You can see the sequence of the peaks 
now,” said Thorsen, the haze lifting in the distance 
just as another freak rain shower broke overhead. 

The building the two were standing in, 
Tverrfjellhytta—or the Norwegian Wild Reindeer 
Centre Pavilion—was completed in 2011, and it’s one 
of Snøhetta’s most striking projects, a jarring blip of 
rough steel, highly reflective glass and sculpted wood 
set against the sweeping highland plains. “It’s really 
about distinguishing itself from the landscape,” says 
Dykers. “Sort of the opposite of what people usu-
ally think about our buildings, that they’re all about 
being part of the landscape.” 

People do think that, and the designers have given 
them reason to. This past spring, Snøhetta debuted 
its highest-profile American project to date, a 
$350 million extension to the San Francisco Museum 
of Modern Art (SFMOMA) that seems to hover 
behind the 1995 Mario Botta–designed structure. 
Comparisons have been made (including by Dykers 
himself) between the building’s creamy, furrowed 
facade and the Bay Area’s celebrated fog banks, 
while the walk-through first floor feels almost like an 
extension of the city itself. Landscape, be it natural 
or urban, is a hallmark of the Snøhetta approach. 

But talk to the designers about how they create 
their work, and the conversation will swing rapidly 
into wild abstractions about “architecture as a pro-
fession of prepositions,” as Thorsen puts it, or about 
their projects being, he says, “partial comments 
on a possible body of work.” It’s hard to reduce the 
firm’s approach to any individual quality, like land-
scape—much less to any individual personality. 
With additional offices in San Francisco as well as 
Innsbruck, Austria, and Adelaide, Australia, Snøhetta 
is anything but hierarchical, its 190 employees being 
every bit as integral to its operations as Thorsen, 
Dykers and Dykers’s wife, Elaine Molinar, who was 
also on board at the firm’s founding and now serves 
as managing director for the Americas. It’s rare that 
such a non-star-driven practice should attract the 
kind of star clients that Snøhetta has been draw-
ing of late: Its current client-collaborators include 
filmmaker Francis Ford Coppola (the firm is design-
ing his new Napa Valley winery) and chef Thomas 
Keller (whose kitchen at the landmark Yountville, 
California, restaurant the French Laundry Snøhetta 
is updating and expanding).

GREAT OUTDOORS 
Tverrfjellhytta, or 
the Norwegian Wild 
Reindeer Centre Pavilion, 
an observation hut 
designed by Snøhetta. 
Opposite: Kjetil Trædal 
Thorsen (left) and 
Craig Dykers, the firm’s 
founding partners. 
Opening spread: The 
pavilion’s exterior.



Opera & Ballet made 
waves far larger than 
the Bibliotheca had ever 
done, an effect Thorsen 
credits as much to tim-
ing as to place. “It was 
a democratic typology 
that hadn’t been inves-
tigated that much in the 

European context,” he says, referring to the fact that 
visual pizazz had displaced civic virtue in Western 
architecture for most of the previous decade. 

Not to say the opera house isn’t photogenic: With 
the jutting prow of the lobby and the undulating 
balconies within, the finished product has become 
an all-weather social-media darling. During the 
warmer months, tourists and locals surge up the 
opera’s masonry-clad ramps to the public rooftop 
space, craning over the lip to get 
a look at the city skyline and the 
Oslofjord. In winter, they sled 
back down again to the water’s 
edge. Snøhetta’s signal achieve-
ment was to design a building 
that’s not merely a thing you 
want to look at; it’s a place you 
want to be—one solution to the 
problem of how architecture can 
please crowds without pandering to them. 

That’s just one of the major issues dogging the 
field that Snøhetta, in a curious swerve, has managed 
to take on without wading too deep into the discourse 
at large, focusing instead on its own work and its own 
internal dynamic. In southwestern France, the firm 
is currently wrapping up work on the $49 million 
Lascaux IV Caves Museum, situated in a small village 
only a few miles from the famed caverns. Snøhetta’s 
ingenious sequence of exhibition spaces incorpo-

rates replicas of the real caves’ interiors, giving 
visitors the experience of descending into the earth 
to see the area’s prehistoric wall paintings, which 
are projected on the wall in an interactive exhibit. 
The situation called for a certain amount of drama, 
but not so much as would disturb the neighboring 
villageois; the designers responded with a concrete 
building that lies half-buried in its hillside site, “like 
an incision,” explains firm partner Martin Gran, “as 
if the whole project is carved out of one piece of rock.” 
Context often forces compromise. Snøhetta uses it  
as inspiration. 

Snipping away quietly at another Gordian knot 
of architecture, the studio spent five years working 
on the recently completed landscape surrounding 
the Max IV Laboratory Particle Accelerator in Lund, 
Sweden. Given the facility’s function—slamming 
subatomic elements together at close to the speed of 

light—there would appear to be little room for form: 
The researchers’ instruments are so sensitive, says 
Snøhetta partner Jenny Osuldsen, that “if a car on 
the highway hits a stone, that makes a vibration that 
goes into [the building],” potentially throwing off a 
whole experiment. Yet here again Snøhetta saw an 
opportunity, using a digital model (plugged directly 
into GPS-led land movers) to produce a meadow of 
radiating hillocks that acts as a vibrational impact 
buffer and gives the site a serene, rhythmic appeal.

Snøhetta manages to pull off all this technical and 
conceptual legerdemain while carefully sidestep-
ping the pitfalls (corporatization, homogenization) 
to which other global practices so often succumb. 
“We’re peripherally edged people,” says Dykers. The 
principals make a point to operate at a slight remove 
from the profession. Earlier in August, Dykers led a 
design charrette at Snøhetta’s Manhattan branch, 

a free-form rap session to cook 
up ideas for one of the firm’s 
upcoming projects, the Verizon 
Executive Education Center 
at the new Cornell Tech cam-
pus on New York’s Roosevelt 
Island. Drifting from working 
group to working group, fingers 
tented, Dykers watched as his 
young associates arranged and 

rearranged a series of photographs—trees, a micro-
chip, a highway overpass—to spell out the thematic 
underpinnings of the brief. It felt almost like a surre-
alist parlor game, an associative exercise in thinking 
about architecture without thinking about buildings.   

In keeping with its collaborative line of attack, 
Snøhetta regularly uses the photo card association 
game with prospective clients—including Barack 
Obama when the firm was in the running to design 
his presidential library earlier this year. Snøhetta 
didn’t get the gig (it went to the 
New York firm Tod Williams 
Billie Tsien Architects). “But he 
enjoyed the game,” Dykers says 
of the president.

FOR THE FIRM’S clients, Snøhetta’s 
process has proved as fun as it is 
effective, another key to how the 
office plays on the world stage 
while keeping its marginal ethos intact. 

“When we saw the Norwegian National Opera,” 
says SFMOMA director Neal Benezra, “we knew we 
had found our architects.” What the museum trust-
ees saw in the Oslo building—a public landmark that 
was also a public amenity—was exactly what they 
were looking to bring to San Francisco, and they had 
the faith to ask Snøhetta to open up its creative tool-
box and see what worked best. The result has been 

what Benezra deems “an 
accessible, open-to-the-
city, light-filled place,” 
one that’s become “a 
cultural magnet for the 
community.”

In perhaps its most  
daring turn yet, 
Snøhetta has been hard 

at work on what might be the thorniest planning 
problem in the world: fixing Times Square. Over the 
past six years—at the behest of former New York City 
mayor Michael Bloomberg—the firm has been turn-
ing the clogged blocks into a kind of cohesive outdoor 
room, installing an eye-catching floor of two-tone 
pavers while rationalizing the public spaces and 
bicycle lanes that the city first cut through the area 
in 2009. The $55 million project marks Snøhetta’s 
second major commission in New York City follow-
ing the 2004 opening of its Manhattan office, which 
Dykers and Molinar moved back to the United States 
to lead. The firm’s previous New York project, the 
aboveground portion of the National September 11 
Memorial Museum at Ground Zero, didn’t really give 
the architects room to run and has been somewhat 
overshadowed (literally and metaphorically) by the 
giants springing up around it. The Times Square 
design promises to do 
a lot more, making the 
Midtown crossroads a 
true city square for the 
first time ever. 

So how is it that the 
designers manage to 
take on projects of all 
shapes and sizes—from 
simple artist-tiled street 
benches in Guatemala City to the monumental King 
Abdulaziz Center for World Culture opening next 
year in Saudi Arabia—without sliding into repetition 
or ready-made solutions? The answer may lie in what 
is perhaps the real connection between Snøhetta and 
the concept of landscape. It’s not just that Snøhetta’s 
buildings are like landscapes (though some of them 
are); it’s that Snøhetta tries to preserve, in all the 
firm’s work, the idea of the unbuilt landscape, that 
sense of wide-open possibility that is the starting 

point of all architecture. As 
Thorsen puts it, “You have to see 
the mountain from every side.” 

Back in the Reindeer Pavilion, 
he and Dykers recall their first 
visit to the area as professional 
partners, shortly after they 
launched the firm, when they 
made a taxing hike with Molinar 
to the top of their namesake 

mountain. “Every time you think you’ve reached the 
top,” notes Dykers, “you look ahead and find out you 
haven’t.” They still come back to Snøhetta regularly 
for a quasi-annual get-together, summoning their 
nearly 200 far-flung associates to the place where it 
all started, by way of an Oslo bar, nearly 30 years ago. 
It’s a ritual that seems entirely proper for a firm so 
preoccupied with the idea of beginnings, even as it 
keeps going up and up. •
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SELECTED WORKS  Snøhetta’s key projects, 
counterclockwise from top left: The extension to the San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art (2016); the National 
September 11 Memorial Museum Pavilion (2014); a rendering 
of the Lofoten Opera Hotel (expected 2020); the Bibliotheca 
Alexandrina (2001); the King Abdulaziz Center for  
World Culture (2017); the Lascaux IV Caves Museum (2016). 
Opposite: The Reindeer Pavilion sits on rugged terrain.

“You have to  
see the mountain from 

everY side.”
—kjetil trædal thorsen
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I
N JUNE, MELINDA GATES took the stage at the 
American Enterprise Institute’s Washington, 
D.C., headquarters for a chat with the think 
tank’s president, Arthur Brooks. Dressed in 
beige wedges, a straight skirt, a red zip-front 
jacket and modest gold jewelry (especially 

modest considering she’s married to someone who is 
consistently ranked as the world’s richest man), she 
explains, as she has many times before, the “why” 
of the eponymous foundation she and her husband, 
Bill Gates, co-chair from their home base in Seattle: 
“The world doesn’t treat all lives as if they have equal 
value, and we thought there was something that a 
foundation could do about that.” She says, not sur-
prisingly, that they pursue this guiding principle 
with a commitment to technology, innovation and 
data. “I mean, we both came out of the tech sector, 
right? We believe deeply in rigor and analytics and 
working with other people. Ultimately, we’re opti-
mists about the world. We believe that human beings 
can change the world for the better.”

During the course of the hour-long conversation, 
Gates offers plenty of evidence in support of that 
belief—the foundation’s work in vaccines, for exam-
ple, has meant that since 2000, half a billion children 
have been immunized and seven million deaths have 
been prevented. She’s also not afraid to touch on 

the foundation’s comparatively less successful proj-
ects, such as improving public education in America. 
(“The fact that only a third of kids are really, truly 
prepared to go on to college, that is a huge loss point,” 
she says.) But the topic she returns to again and 
again is the importance of enabling women and girls. 
“You empower a woman and you change the world,” 
Gates tells Brooks. “We know that if a woman is eco-
nomically empowered inside her family, all kinds of 
magical things happen.”

The talk at AEI is typical of the dozens she gives 
annually as part of the increasingly hands-on and 
highly visible role she’s stepped into over the past 
five years. Initially a nervous speaker (“It takes 
time,” she says, “but you build up that muscle”), she 
is now described as “an incredibly effective ambassa-
dor for the issues” by Mark Suzman, the foundation’s 
chief strategy officer and president of global policy 
and advocacy. And no issue has ignited her interest 
and passion as much as women and girls. 

Since the foundation’s inception more than 15 
years ago—with its vast scale and relatively urgent 
timetable (Bill and Melinda have stipulated that the 
entire endowment must be spent within 20 years of 
the death of the last co-chair)—it has worked largely 
toward eradicating disease and helping the world’s 
poorest people lift themselves out of hunger and 

poverty. But now, due almost entirely to Melinda’s 
influence, there’s an across-the-board focus on gen-
der in service to those goals. 

In 2012, when the foundation announced its sup-
port of a $4.3 billion public-private partnership that 
aims to give 120 million women in the world’s poorest 
countries voluntary access to contraceptives by 2020, 
Melinda immediately took to multiple public stages, 
ranging from a TED talk to the London Summit on 
Family Planning, with the goal of underlining her 
devotion to the issue. Since she is a devout Catholic, 
it meant breaking publicly with the church’s opposi-
tion to artificial birth control. “We have 220 million 
women asking us for contraceptives, and we’re not 
delivering them,” she says onstage at AEI. “Because 
of the political controversy, we backed away from the 
issue as a world. And yet women are dying in child-
birth because they have child after child after child, 
and their children are dying because they’re coming 
too quickly.”

Established in 2000, the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation is now not only the largest private foun-
dation in the world, but the largest foundation ever, 
with an endowment of $40 billion. In various early 
incarnations, it was run primarily by Bill Gates Sr. 
and former Microsoft executive Patty Stonesifer, 
but in 2006, Bill Gates Jr. shocked the world by 

MELINDA GATES
The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation has long used its $40 billion endowment  

to tackle critical global challenges. In recent years, thanks to its newfound  
focus on gender, Melinda has become a public face for the foundation and a powerful 

voice for women worldwide.

BY JULIA REED   PHOTOGRAPHY BY BRIGITTE LACOMBE
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asked her on a date—but for two weeks in the future. 
She teased him about his lack of spontaneity, so he 
called her for a drink later that night (after two other 
events he’d already committed to), and she went.

From the get-go they shared a love of games and 
puzzles as well as a competitive streak. “You’ve 
got to be careful if you want to beat Bill at a game,” 
says Buffett. “But she can do it. She’s more than his 
equal.” Once officially engaged, they enrolled in the 
premarital preparation program encouraged by the 
Catholic Church, which includes a quiz that identifies 
a couple’s attitudes and isolates areas in a relation-
ship that may need work.

Nearly 23 years on, they seem to have passed 
with flying colors. At the foundation, for example, 
they always make the big decisions jointly. “We get 
great advice from Warren, but it’s really Melinda and 
I together with the CEO, Sue Desmond-Hellmann, 
talking about how we organize, what’s going well 
and what the portfolio looks like,” Bill says. “And 
then we divide.” Sometimes it’s a country (he focuses 
on Nigeria, she on Ethiopia); sometimes it’s an entire 

area of study (for him it’s polio, for her reproductive 
health). “Melinda’s very scientific, but she’s not as 
hard core into the latest biology as I am,” he says. 
“Both of us have things that we get excited about that 
the other person can be the sounding board for.”

Occasionally the back-and-forth can result in pro-
found shifts in strategy. Bill says he’s confident that 
a malaria vaccine will happen in their lifetimes. But 
Melinda says they realized they weren’t doing much 
about death and disability in the near term. “I remem-
ber the conversation with Bill at home,” she says. “It 
was, ‘OK, are we going to be all upstream science, or 
are we going to deal with some of the misery going on 
today?’ ” In the end, the foundation invested in low-
cost, insecticide-treated bed nets, which have proved 
remarkably successful in reducing both illness and 
death. “There’s an interesting dual approach,” says 
Ley. “They’re pushing the frontiers of science and 
making sure that the reduction of human suffering 
in the future is valued, but Melinda always brings it 

back to, ‘We have a responsibility today to eradicate 
suffering.’ There’s a real heart-and-soul, tangible 
impatience to her about that.”  

WHEN THEY’RE NOT on the road, they each spend 
about three days a week at the foundation, near 
downtown Seattle, and another two at their personal 
offices, housed in adjacent buildings on the other side 
of Lake Washington, where they explore their indi-
vidual interests. Bill’s group works on what he calls 
“energy science stuff,” while Melinda’s delves into 
issues ranging from teenage suicide to the lack of 
women in tech.

Their private offices are less than four miles 
away from their lakefront house, which they built 19 
years ago and which has served as the center of a 
low-key family life. Like their parents, Melinda and 
Bill’s three kids are interested in books and games, 
and they all watch movies together. Melinda says 
her favorite is The Sound of Music: “I know it sounds 
cheesy, but I love it.” So much so that two years ago, 
for her 50th birthday, she and Bill took the kids and 

her extended family to Salzburg, Austria, 
to celebrate von Trapp style, complete 
with dirndls and lederhosen. In August, 
she celebrated her 52nd by taking the day 
off and hiking and biking through the 
San Juan Islands with Bill and another 
couple. “We made it back in time to have 
dinner with our kids out in the yard,” she 
says. “It was exactly what I wanted to do.”

There are a few trappings of wealth, 
of course. “We travel mostly by pri-
vate plane,” Bill says. “We didn’t take 
an ascetic vow.” Still, even their sec-
ond home reflects their emphasis on 
family rather than extravagance. Near 
Melinda’s parents, who relocated to San 
Diego, it allows for regular visits to see 
the grandparents, to whom Melinda says 
her children are especially close. On 

their own, she and Bill go out to dinner in Seattle 
and take far more vacations than either of them 
counted on. “For somebody who in my 30s didn’t 
believe in vacation, at this point we take a fair bit,” 
Bill says. Sometimes it’s just the two of them, he 
adds, “and those days are amazing.” Sometimes 
it’s with friends made through the common cause. 
“The ONE campaign and the Gates Foundation work 
very closely together, so we’ve done a lot of events 
together all over the world,” Bono says. “But my 
favorite recollections are the great times our fami-
lies have spent together—soggy walks in the west 
of Ireland, eating pizza on the beach in France. The 
bit you wouldn’t realize about these two, with their 
so serious agendas, is how fun they can be together. 
They have a bit of mischief to them.”

And even the serious stuff brings enormous 
pleasure. “This is fun work. This is exactly what we 
choose to do,” Bill says. “It’s a huge mix of things, 
getting out in these countries, strategizing with the 
teams, understanding why some mechanisms are 
working or not working. And Melinda is really good 
at this stuff. She enjoys it. We each get to learn new 
things. It’s constantly challenging, and it will be for 
the next 30 years or so.” • 

announcing that he would leave his day-to-day 
role leading Microsoft, the company he built from 
scratch, to work primarily at the foundation by 2008.

Much earlier, in 1996, his wife had delivered some 
shocking news of her own when, pregnant with their 
first child, she told her husband she was leaving her 
own job at Microsoft, where she was general man-
ager of information products (including the digital 
encyclopedia Encarta and the desktop publishing 
software Publisher). “I was surprised that she could 
go from being such a hard worker at Microsoft to not 
doing that,” Bill says. “But she stayed very engaged in 
learning stuff.” For Melinda it was a no-brainer: “Bill 
was CEO of Microsoft. If we wanted to have a family 
life, someone had to be home. It was absolutely the 
right thing for me to do; it just felt right in my bones.” 

Becoming a full-time co-chair at the foundation, 
after focusing on her family for almost 15 years, felt 
equally right. “As the kids were growing up and I got 
more passionate about the work, I realized my voice 
would potentially make a difference for women in a 
way that Bill’s wouldn’t,” she says. In March, at the 
International Monetary Fund’s Advancing 
Asia Conference in New Delhi, she spoke 
to a group of predominantly male finance 
ministers and central bank officials about 
how focusing on gender in the economy cre-
ates stronger economies in the long term. 
“This is not a discussion that finance min-
isters normally sit and have,” Suzman says. 

Just over two months later, at the 
Women Deliver conference in Copenhagen, 
Melinda announced an $80 million, three-
year initiative devoted to filling gaps in 
data about women and girls in developing 
countries. “Without data you don’t know 
if you’re going to achieve anything or 
not,” she says. “We demand that now in all  
our projects.” 

Gates, by all accounts, is not particu-
larly political. She is, instead, driven by a 
deep and abiding pragmatism. On the “learning trips” 
she began taking in earnest around 2010, she encoun-
tered women across Africa and India who expressed 
frustration over their lack of access to birth control 
and their inability to take care of the children they 
already had. The more she traveled, the more ques-
tions arose: Why, if women make up nearly half of the 
world’s farmworkers, do they not make the same yield 
as men? Why do women over 15 account for 56 percent 
of new HIV infections among adults in sub-Saharan 
Africa? “I think her values revealed themselves in 
her travels,” says Haven Ley, a former senior adviser 
at the foundation who now works with Melinda at her 
personal office, called Pivotal Ventures, which studies 
issues Melinda is interested in that may or may not 
ultimately fall within the foundation’s domain. “She 
sees an issue, and her values come to life. She’s out-
raged and she tries to find a solution.”

It had been a pre-wedding trip to Africa that ini-
tially helped focus the couple’s values with regard to 
the foundation. A few months before their 1994 wed-
ding in Hawaii, they went with a group of friends on 
safari in Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo), Tanzania and Kenya. The trip lasted almost 
three weeks, the longest Bill had ever taken off from 

Microsoft. While they saw plenty of wildlife, she says 
it was the other sights that opened their eyes. “In the 
middle of the trip it just started hitting us…that people 
were living in huts with no running water, no electric-
ity,” she says. “We started to ask ourselves, ‘Why do 
you have this dichotomy, and what is it that a philan-
thropic organization might be able to do about it?’ ”

T
HOUGH THAT TRIP was the couple’s 
first to the continent, both are by 
now frequent visitors. (Each takes 
a minimum of three trips a year to 
the developing world, including one 
together.) Two days after her AEI 

talk, Melinda took off for Tanzania, where she met 
with the country’s new president, John Magufuli, 
to reaffirm the foundation’s partnership with his 
nation’s government, and to Kenya, where she vis-
ited a mobile health clinic and went out in the field 
with female “enumerators,” who visit women in 
their homes to collect data about their access to 
contraceptives. “I think there’s no substitute for 

actually going out and seeing the people, which she 
has spent a lot of time doing,” says Suzman, who 
travels with her often. “It’s given her a degree of 
confidence in her own points of view about what 
needs to be done, which has allowed her to be a 
very effective interlocutor, whether she’s dealing 
with a president or a self-help group of illiterate 
women in India.”

Initially, Gates says, she resisted being such a 
public face of the foundation because she wanted to 
protect the privacy of her three children: Jennifer, 
20, Rory, 17, and Phoebe, 14. “For a long time, I kept 
my maiden name, so that when I registered them 
at school, it was in my name. I wanted my kids to 
have the privacy to be able to grow up and be who 
they were meant to be.” These days, it’s the children 
who inspire her higher profile. “You live your val-
ues through the institution that we’ve created,” she 
says, “but I also think a lot about whether I am walk-
ing the talk of what I’m teaching my kids.”

All three have jumped at the chance to accom-
pany their mom in the field. Two summers ago, 
she and Jenn spent two days with a Maasai family 
in Tanzania, where they slept in a boma, a typical 
Maasai hut made of mud with a thatched roof. Last 

summer, she and Rory, now a junior in high school, 
made a similar trip to Malawi, while Phoebe spent 
two weeks this summer working at a public school in 
Rwanda for the second year in a row. “She just really 
connects with the kids there,” Melinda says. “She 
came back very alive about eventually opening her 
own school in Rwanda.”

 
IN 2006, WARREN BUFFETT, the CEO of Berkshire 
Hathaway, who has vied with Bill for the rank of 
world’s richest man, took the unprecedented step of 
pledging most of his own fortune to the foundation, 
where he also serves as a trustee along with Bill and 
Melinda. Close friends of the couple since their first 
meeting in 1991, he says the decision was easy. “From 
my standpoint,” he says, “I’ve got two very intelli-
gent people who work their tails off when they don’t 
need to and who are a lot younger than I am.” (Buffett 
is 86, while Bill is 61 and Melinda 52.) While they 
all want the “same thing with the money,” Buffett 
says, “Melinda brings a whole different approach 
to it. When she lifts a little baby up in Kenya, she’s 

thinking about whether that baby is going 
to have the opportunities that we have. I 
want good things for the kid too, but you 
won’t find me in a mud hut.”

As impressed as he is with Melinda’s 
hands-on work, Buffett says he admires 
her most for her steadfast commitment to 
speak out about family planning despite 
her family’s faith. “She saw what was hap-
pening in the world and was willing to 
lay it on the line in a very public way,” he 
says, “which she knew had to bring a fair 
amount of criticism from people she prob-
ably didn’t enjoy being criticized by.”

While Melinda says it took “a little 
time and some balancing” when she first 
became an equal partner with her husband 
at the foundation, Buffett says he finds the 
two co-chairs perfectly “in sync.” It’s an 

assessment shared by Bono, a close friend of both 
Buffett and the Gateses, with whom he works on ONE, 
an advocacy organization he co-founded to address 
extreme poverty and preventable disease. “It wasn’t 
called the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation by acci-
dent,” Bono says. “From the start, Melinda’s vision 
has been as important as Bill’s in shaping the orga-
nization. For all she’s already achieved, her focus on 
empowering women is going to be fundamentally 
transformative.” 

Buffett cites the fact that “their communication 
has always been good” as the key to their success-
ful collaboration. “They like each other’s company. 
They like to puzzle things out.” As far as their roles 
at the foundation, he says, “Bill is not going to hold 
that Kenyan child to his bosom too long. Melinda can 
relate and connect with people; it’s easier for her.”  

Clearly, she finds fulfillment in the connections. 
Asked about where she derives joy from in the work, 
she says, “It’s the people. Sometimes it’s a scientist 
who’s doing his or her best work. Sometimes it’s 
the mom you meet at the well. To be able to travel 
the world and meet people of all these different cul-
tures, that’s not something I ever dreamed of being 
able to do.”
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She may not have envisioned it, but Melinda Ann 
French Gates’s upbringing in Dallas gave her what 
turned out to be the best possible preparation for her 
future role. Her parents, Raymond and Elaine French, 
a Lockheed engineer and a homemaker respectively, 
were originally from New Orleans and were among 
the very few people in their families to leave the 
city. While Raymond was attending a Catholic high 
school, the priests told him that “the only way out 
of here is education,” so he made it through Georgia 
Tech on a work-study program before receiving a 
scholarship to graduate school at Stanford. 

Set up on a blind date by a nun, Raymond and Elaine 
both remain devout Catholics who believe, Gates says, 
in “deep volunteerism.” Early on, they made it clear to 
their four children (Gates has an older sister and two 
younger brothers) that they’d be going to college—
without financial aid—and to that end they invested 
in a group of rental houses in Dallas that everyone 
pitched in to help manage. Raymond bought the house-
hold’s first computer to keep the books. “I learned a lot 
about flows of money because I kept the spreadsheets 
for my dad,” Gates says. “I also cleaned a lot 
of ovens and mowed a lot of lawns.”

Gates was sent to high school at the all-
girls Ursuline Academy (to which she has 
since given approximately $15 million), 
where the students were encouraged to 
work in the community as well as attend 
silent retreats. “We were high school 
girls with a lot of energy, so we were 
crazy loud on the bus,” she says. “But 
when we got there we were committed to 
being in silence. I learned the importance 
of being still.”

Already a data buff, Gates looked at the 
colleges she wanted to attend and saw that 
the only people admitted from her high 
school had been the class valedictorians. 
“I went through the records of the previ-
ous graduates, and the salutatorian didn’t 
even get in anywhere,” she says. “So I knew I had no 
choice.” In her commencement speech, she quoted 
from a passage found by her mother: “To know even 
one life has breathed easier because you have lived—
this is to have succeeded.” 

At Duke, she finished a combined undergraduate 
and M.B.A. program in five years and worked two 
summers in Dallas at IBM. When the hiring manager 
offered her a job after graduation, she asked Gates 
where else she was interviewing. Gates told her “a 
young company called Microsoft,” and the woman 
didn’t miss a beat: “She said, ‘If you get a job offer 
there, take it. It looks like you’ll be successful here, 
but it will take you a certain amount of time to work 
your way up the ranks. You go to a meritocracy-based 
company like that and you’ll rise so fast.’ ”

Four months after starting at Microsoft, she met 
Bill, who was then CEO, at a dinner during a business 
trip to New York, a city she hadn’t visited. (“I had never 
in my life hailed a cab.”) Looking back, she says she 
found her future husband “energetic.” Bill says he was 
struck by her intelligence: “She was good friends with 
a lot of the supersmart marketing and product man-
agement people.” When they ran into each other again 
in the Microsoft parking lot on a Saturday morning, he 

THE WONDER YEARS   
Bill and Melinda Gates on their first safari together,  

in 1993 in Africa, where they began their discussions about 
starting a philanthropic organization. Opposite: Melinda  

in Bihar, India, in April 2015.
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A
BEL TESFAYE can finally get a good night’s sleep. The 
biggest R&B star to emerge in recent years, Tesfaye 
(who is better known as the Weeknd) recently changed 
his signature hairstyle—multidirectional, thick, spiky 
dreadlocks, a look inspired by Jean-Michel Basquiat. 
“It was actually very uncomfortable,” he says. “I could 

only sleep on one side of my face. Now the sleep is amazing, the shower 
is amazing because I don’t have to spend two hours cleaning it. I didn’t 
know how much I wanted it until I did it.”

The haircut is about more than just convenience. The reveal of 
the look (cropped short, nothing fancy) aligned with the release of 
“Starboy,” the first single and title track from the Weeknd’s new 
album, a follow-up to last year’s triple-platinum, Grammy-winning 
Beauty Behind the Madness. While Tesfaye maintains that the timing 
of the chop was coincidental, it provided an opportunity for a creative 
reset; the music video for the lead single opens with a shorn Weeknd 
symbolically murdering his long-haired predecessor, then wielding a 
neon crucifix to smash up his awards cases and platinum plaques.

“It was a long time coming,” he says. “It didn’t feel right anymore, 
because it ended up becoming a trademark. I told everybody I was get-
ting rid of it, and everybody—literally, unanimously—they were like, 

BY ALAN LIGHT
PHOTOGRAPHY BY TERRY RICHARDSON

STYLING BY MATTHEW HENSON

As a follow-up to the unstoppable  
Beauty Behind the Madness, the chart-topping 

R&B artist takes a creative  
leap forward with this month’s Starboy. 

THE 
WEEKND

2016 music innovator

ABEL TESFAYE



love and kind of showed the world what I could do.”
Still, the singer didn’t want to reveal himself. His 

co-workers at the American Apparel where he folded 
and restocked T-shirts had no idea whom they were 
listening to when a Weeknd song came on at the 
store. “I didn’t even want to tour back then—I just 
wanted to make music and put as many songs out as 
possible,” he says.

Which turned out to be a lot of songs. In 2011, 
he released a trilogy of online albums—House of 
Balloons, Thursday and Echoes of Silence—27 songs 
in all. Following a brief tour and a bidding war, 
Tesfaye signed with Republic Records, home to 
Ariana Grande and Nicki Minaj.

His first proper album release, however, 2013’s 
Kiss Land, was a commercial disappointment. He 
realized that he was now playing on a different field. 
The Weeknd could hold onto mysterious menace as 
an identity, but crafting a pop hit required a different 
discipline, a feeling that was more universal.

“In the beginning, he liked vibes a lot more than 
he liked songs, which is typical for indie artists,” 
says Doc McKinney, an executive producer of the 
new album, who started working with Tesfaye dur-
ing his mixtape days and has also worked with Sting, 
Maroon 5 and Drake. “So going after a pop sound, 
and making that as cool and timeless as possible, was 
something he really wanted to do.”

Republic teamed Tesfaye with Ariana Grande 
for “Love Me Harder,” which was a Top Ten hit. The 
producers of Fifty Shades of Grey realized that the 
Weeknd’s lyrics, with their cold and sometimes cruel 
sexuality, were a natural fit for the movie, and tapped 
“Earned It” for the soundtrack—which set off a his-
toric chart run. In July 2015, the Weeknd became 
the  first artist ever to simultaneously hold the top 
three slots on Billboard’s Hot R&B Songs chart, with 
“Can’t Feel My Face,”  “Earned It” and “The Hills.” 
When Beauty Behind the Madness came out the fol-
lowing month, it debuted at No. 1 and went on to win 
two Grammys and eight Billboard awards, and even 
picked up an Oscar nomination for “Earned It.”

The album was still riding high when Tesfaye 
decided to start work on a new project. “The last 
record is still going, still selling,” he says. “You turn 
on the radio, and I still have songs that are play-
ing.” But he canceled plans for a summer tour and 
went back in the studio (not that he ever truly stops 
recording—since the last album, he has appeared on 
songs with Kanye West, Beyoncé and Future).

“It was a risk I took and money I lost,” he says. 
“Everybody thought I was crazy, just like they said it 
was crazy to put out three records in one year, but this 
is what feels right.” Four months later, he’d finished 
recording the album. “I think I’m just having my A 
game—that I’m the best I’ve ever been in the studio. I 
don’t know where to go after this record, to be honest.”

Tesfaye says that the direction of Starboy was 
influenced “a thousand percent” by the deaths this 
year of David Bowie and Prince. “I just love Bowie, 
I think he’s the ultimate inventor,” he says, noting 
that the album’s title is partly a nod to Bowie’s 1972 
anthem “Starman.” And Tesfaye was scheduled to go 
into Paisley Park studio with Prince when his long-
time hero died in April. (The last time Prince appeared 
on television was to present Tesfaye with one of his 

‘No, don’t do it! That’s your whole thing, that’s you.’ 
And the way they said that, I was like, ‘Oh, I’m defi-
nitely cutting it now.’ ”

Tesfaye is seated at one of the consoles in 
Hollywood’s Conway Recording Studios. He has 
taken over the small compound for several weeks to 
complete the 18 tracks on Starboy (the album arrives 
in late November; at the moment, he says it’s “85 to 
90 percent” finished). It’s the day after the release of 
the slow-burning single, produced by dance-music 
demigods Daft Punk. In the weekend that follows, the 
song will stream more than 17 million times around 
the world, setting a new record. On North American 
radio, it became the most-added new song of all time.

Since his earliest work as an anonymous voice 
behind a series of underground mixtapes, the Weeknd 
has nurtured a seedy, brooding image—part hedonis-
tic, part nihilistic, his songs are a parade of casual sex 
and drugs, more a response to boredom than a search 
for pleasure. His sound, which has transformed mod-
ern R&B and influenced other chart-topping artists 
such as Usher and Miguel, mirrors the mood of the 
lyrics with a murky, narcotized feel.

In conversation, Tesfaye is shy and polite, slightly 
awkward and fidgety while conducting one of his 
rare interviews. With the new haircut, he looks 
younger—in a blue plaid shirt over black T-shirt, 
jeans and sneakers, he seems much more like a regu-
lar 26-year-old from the Toronto suburbs than the 
Dark Knight of R&B.

The walls of the Conway’s Studio B are covered 
with posters—the Clash, N.W.A, the classic Farrah 
Fawcett bathing suit shot, Breaking Bad, Sly Stone, 
A Clockwork Orange. Tesfaye drew from a range 
of inspirations for these songs, and he wanted to 
surround himself with this crazy quilt of influ-
ences. “The album is like a giant collage,” he says. 
“Usually I have a linear story line, but this one feels 
very schizophrenic—that’s probably the best way 
to describe it. Multiple personalities. Every song is 
almost its own character.

“It’s just a villain you play, like Scarface,” he adds. 
“Sometimes in the studio, we play Carlito’s Way and 
Scarface, put the sound on mute and try to make the 
music feel like that. You get criticized for it, but in the 
end it’s entertainment to me.

“That stuff just comes naturally,” he says with a 
shrug. “My fans love it, I love making it. It’s like an 
R-rated film, it’s like Tarantino—I don’t know why, I 
just love the violence!”

I
N THE BEGINNING, the Weeknd wanted to be 
invisible. The son of Ethiopian immigrants 
who had fled the country’s famine in the 1980s, 
he spoke Amharic as a child. He dropped out of 
high school in Scarborough, Ontario—an eth-
nically mixed neighborhood on the outskirts 

of Toronto—at 17.
Soon after, he moved out of the house he shared 

with his mother and his grandmother and into a 
one-bedroom apartment with four friends. In 2010, 
he recorded three songs and posted them on the 
internet. They started to get some notice—and then 
Toronto’s own Drake linked to them from his website, 
and that notice got serious. “Drake will always be like 
a big brother to me,” says Tesfaye. “He always showed 

RIVERS TO CROSS  
“In the beginning,  
he liked vibes a lot more 
than he liked songs, 
which is typical for indie 
artists,” says producer 
Doc McKinney, who has 
worked with Tesfaye 
since his mixtape days. 
Previous pages and 
opposite: Emporio 
Armani jacket, Calvin 
Klein Collection 
crewneck (worn 
throughout) and artist’s 
own necklace.
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BREAKFAST CLUB 
“I’m doing things with my 
voice that I’ve never done 

before,” Tesfaye says  
of the new record, Starboy, 

“and it kind of embodies 
all the inspirations of the 

album.” Dolce & Gabbana 
pajama shirt and Chrome 

Hearts jewelry.

two American Music Awards last November.)
At first listen, the songs on Starboy reveal new 

sides of the Weeknd. “Secrets,” which was initially 
conceived as a country song and partly inspired by 
Dolly Parton and Conway Twitty, has an old-school 
soul/new wave vibe. Tesfaye sings in a vocal register 
lower than his signature falsetto and at one point 
slips into something like a British accent.

“False Alarm” is a different beast entirely, more 
up-tempo but retaining spooky synthesizer washes. 
The chorus—crudely recorded in Tesfaye’s Toronto 
bedroom studio—erupts into an explosive chant.

“I’ve never made a record like that. I’m doing 
things with my voice that I’ve never done before, and 
it kind of embodies all the inspirations of the album—
the punked-out aspects of Bad Brains, the Smiths,” 
he says, pointing to the posters around the studio. 
“It’s like everything in this room all in one song.”

“There was no real concept,” says McKinney. “We 
would just go with whatever vibe we were on, try 
songs lots of different ways. This is the most experi-
mental we’ve ever been.”

The most notable collaborators on Starboy 
are Daft Punk, whose last album, Random Access 
Memories, won five Grammys in 2014. Guy-Manuel 
de Homem-Christo, one half of the French electronic 
duo, and Tesfaye have friends in common and had 
bumped into each other at parties. But the mysteri-
ous musicians (who are almost never seen in public 
without their robot helmets and outfits) seldom work 
on music that’s not their own.

Tesfaye describes working with Daft Punk as 
an otherworldly experience. “Their studio is like 
a spaceship, there’s a lot of gear,” he says, “but the 
way they make music, the way they explain it, is very 
cinematic. It’s like they’re reading a page out of a 
novel—‘We want to make sure that at the end, it feels 
like the sun’s coming up, and maybe there’s a car 
chase.’ They can get technical, but it was interesting 
how they visualize making music.”

The remarkably spontaneous sessions yielded two 
songs on the album. While they were working on one 
track, Tesfaye overheard de Homem-Christo playing 
with a drum loop on his phone. Twenty minutes later, 
he had written “Starboy” to that unfinished beat. 
The song isn’t the sort of splashy disco number that 
a Daft Punk/Weeknd summit might suggest; it feels 
more like the robots meeting Tesfaye on his terms 
rather than the other way around.

The new album also brings the singer back 
together with Max Martin, the Swedish pop mas-
termind who has produced an endless stream of 
hits for Taylor Swift, Katy Perry, Britney Spears and 
Kelly Clarkson. Though Martin is known for being a 
Svengali in the studio, Tesfaye says their process was 
highly cooperative. “It’s very simple with Max, very 
easy,” he says. “I run my own ship—I write the song, 
we talk about what we want it to be, and Max makes 
sure it sounds the best it can. He’s very smart and he 
knows when it’s right.

“He’s very zen in the studio; his whole demeanor 
is very chill,” Tesfaye adds. “I tend to be a little more 
jumpy, but when I work with him, I bring that control 
back here. We’ve become very close. I’ll be working 
with him hopefully for a very long time.”

The greatest outcome of his work with Martin so 
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far was the five-times-platinum No. 1 single “Can’t 
Feel My Face,” released in June 2015. A propulsive, 
irresistible track recalling the feel of Off the Wall–
era Michael Jackson, with a lyric about the lures of 
cocaine that was coded deeply enough that most 
listeners missed it, “Face” is one of those rare pop 
dynamos that become a cultural phenomenon. Tom 
Cruise lip-synced the song on The Tonight Show, and 
it has been covered onstage by Taylor Swift, Stevie 
Wonder and the Dixie Chicks.

Tesfaye wasn’t freaked out by having a song that 
suddenly took over the zeitgeist. “Honestly, I enjoyed 
it,” he says. “When Tom Cruise did that, I went on 
Twitter and ranted a little bit about how excited I 
was. I want to continue to make exciting music for the 
rest of my life. So these are the steps and that’s good. 
It’s what we work for, right?”

 
“AAA-BEL!” “WE LOVE YOU!” The girls in the audience 
shriek when Tesfaye enters NBC’s Studio 8H for his 
spot on the season premiere of Saturday Night Live. 
It’s not exactly a low-pres-
sure setting for the debut 
performances of “Starboy” 
and “False Alarm,” but he 
nails both songs, with a huge 
neon cross (picking up on the 
imagery from the “Starboy” 
video) behind him on a dry 
ice–engulfed set. Perhaps 
inevitably, the “Weekend 
Update” segment features 
a brief “Weeknd Update,” 
which cuts to a tape of a 
deadpan Tesfaye saying, “I 
got a haircut.”

At the end of the show, 
when everyone gathers 
onstage to say good night, 
Tesfaye grins and hugs host 
Margot Robbie and the rest 
of the cast. But at a certain 
point, he retreats to one side 
by himself, and when the all-
clear sign is given, he’s the first to jump off the stage 
and dash from the studio, with a quick wave to his 
screaming fans.

Tesfaye may still struggle with the spotlight, but 
he says that he isn’t overwhelmed by the surge of his 
success. “Maybe age has something to do with it,” he 
says. “Maybe 25 is a good age to get hit with that, as 
opposed to some artists who get it when they’re 13 
or 14 and they can’t handle it. I had been in the game 
for a bit—I was doing arenas already, without a hit 
single. So it was comfortable, I was good. I kind of 
keep to myself anyway. I’m either in the studio or 
touring. Everybody that works with me is very close 
to me, so I don’t think fame or any of that stuff really 
scares me.”

In fact, he says with a laugh, only recently did he 
start to splurge with his money; having never bought 
a car (or had a license), he picked up three expensive 
ones in the past year and a half, “and now I’m addicted 
to it.” Adding to his rock star image, since early 2015 
he has been dating supermodel Bella Hadid.

“What I’ve been so impressed with is how he’s 

handling his success,” says radio and TV host Ryan 
Seacrest. “He seems grateful for all the breaks he has 
received, but also seems to be working harder than 
ever to prove himself.”

“He’s still the same kid,” adds McKinney. “He’s 
comfortable in his decision making and honest in 
his songwriting, still committed to making great 
records, still a workaholic who spends every waking 
hour in the studio—we call him the Machine.”

Tesfaye finds it hard to relate to some of the teen-
age decadence of his earliest music but points to 
the lyrics of one of his first songs, “The Morning”—
“Order plane tickets, Cali is the mission/Visit every 
month like I’m split-life living”—to highlight the con-
tinuum of his career. “That’s like me from my past 
talking about who I am right now, what I was striving 
to be, so that’s kind of cool.”

Having been raised in a family of immigrants, 
Tesfaye expresses alarm at the plight of refugees 
around the world. “What is happening is very real,” 
he says, “and we’re at a time when you can’t hide 

it. It’s being shown on cell-
phones, shown to people’s 
faces, and they still try to 
ignore it. I don’t think we 
should be waiting for a presi-
dential election to change 
things—we need to change 
now. Mayors, governors, 
however we can figure it 
out, but it’s something that 
has to change really fast or 
it’s going to get much worse 
before it gets better.”

He doesn’t feel ready, 
though, to address social 
issues directly in his music. 
“Of course you get angry 
about what’s happening, 
and maybe you hear that in 
a record like ‘False Alarm,’ 
where I’m screaming and it 
could be what I just heard 
on the news,” he says. “But I 

don’t know how to make political music—not yet, any-
way. People like Kendrick Lamar and J. Cole, that’s a 
talent, it’s an art that I wish I could do.” Starboy does 
include some Ethiopian influences; “False Alarm” 
concludes with a brief sample of singer Aster Aweke, 
whom he calls “the Whitney Houston of Ethiopia.”

Tesfaye ambles across the courtyard in the 
Hollywood sunshine, over to Studio A, where some of 
the album’s final parts were recorded. A different set 
of posters covers these walls—Freddie Mercury, the 
Ramones, Night of the Living Dead. The artists who 
leave a legacy, he notes, are the ones who make brave 
choices and aren’t afraid to change direction. That’s 
why he feels no pressure from all the anticipation 
around Starboy. “I think if you make music trying 
to satisfy every listener, that’s where the problem 
comes, and that’s where you can go a little crazy,” he 
says. “I’ve done that before, and I’ve noticed that the 
more free I am and the more creative control I have in 
the studio, the better reaction I get.

“The greatest thing I ever did was not have too 
many expectations.” •

STAR POWER  
Clockwise from 
above: The Weeknd 
performing “Can’t 
Feel My Face”; 
with Bella Hadid 
at the Met Gala 
2016; at this year’s 
Grammys. 

PERSON TO PERSON 
“Everybody that works 
with me is very close  
to me,” says Tesfaye.  
“So I don’t think fame 
or any of that stuff really 
scares me.” Artist’s own 
jacket and necklace  
and Chrome Hearts ring. 
Hair, Devon Charles; 
grooming, Christine 
Nelli; prop styling, Evan 
Jourden. For details see 
Sources, page 160. 



TABLE TALK   
Humm (left) and Guidara 
at Eleven Madison Park. 
The connection between 
the restaurant’s food and 
service “is strengthened 
by the alchemy, if not 
love, between the two of 
them,” says EMP’s former 
owner, Danny Meyer.
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DANIEL HUMM &
WILL GUIDARA

The duo behind Eleven Madison Park and the NoMad, known for artfully fusing the 
front and back of the house, expands with two new NoMads and a fast-casual start-up.

2016
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food innovators

D
ANIEL HUMM AND WILL Guidara are 
standing on a terrace overlooking 
central Paris, drinking rosé. It’s a 
steamy summer evening, and they 
have flown here from New York for 
a pair of meetings to help plan an 

upcoming expansion of their operations—three new 
restaurant and hotel projects that will stretch their 
holdings both geographically and conceptually. The 
first sit-down, with Antoine Ricardou, the 43-year-old 
founder and creative director of the brand-identity 
firm be-poles, hired to advise on the look and feel 
of everything from the colors of matchbooks to the 
lettering on menus and “Do Not Disturb” signs, is 
scheduled around an aperitif and meant to be casual. 

Ricardou pours some wine and begins by show-
ing Humm, a 40-year-old three-Michelin-star chef, 
and Guidara, his 36-year-old restaurateur partner, 
around the office’s lush ninth-floor garden. Carrot 
and tomato plants line the perimeter of be-poles’s 
veranda, which boasts a commanding view of the 

Centre Pompidou across the street. Sacré-Coeur, in 
the distance, is a tiny, golden monument. As Guidara 
takes in one structure after another, he wonders 
aloud to Humm about the difficulty of building things 
that will age gracefully. 

Humm and Guidara, whose flagship property, 
Eleven Madison Park, currently ranks No. 3 on San 
Pellegrino’s list of the world’s best restaurants, 
started working with Ricardou in 2011. The Sydell 
Group, a hotel development firm, had recruited the 
duo to run food and beverage operations in a new 
property called the NoMad, just five blocks from EMP. 
Sydell founder and CEO Andrew Zobler describes 
the project as a risk—a luxury hotel in a neighbor-
hood that was, at the time, best known for the sale 
of counterfeit watches and handbags. He had been 
searching for the right collaborators for more than a 
year. “We were being very picky,” he says. “We tried 
interviewing everyone who was already famous, but 
nobody seemed more capable of the extraordinary 
than these guys.” Zobler had so much faith in Humm 

and Guidara that he gave his hotel and its restaurant 
the same name. “My PR guy thought that was a big 
mistake,” Zobler says. “Restaurants close all the 
time. But I knew this one wouldn’t. It actually ended 
up being the best opening I’ve ever seen.” 

Even as minority stakeholders in the brand, Humm 
and Guidara have become the de facto faces of the 
NoMad. “They’ve been very important to the hotel’s 
design and personality,” Zobler says. Not only does 
the NoMad hold its own Michelin star, but nearly five 
years into its existence it maintains a feeling of being 
an otherworldly escape. Beyond the dining room and 
its now famous whole-chicken preparation—the bird 
clutching what looks like a wedding bouquet and 
resembling an old master painting come to life—
magic shows take place regularly in a salon upstairs. 

“Will loves magic and wanted to bring in that 
performance,” says Zobler. “I was dubious.” Not any-
more. The shows are perpetually sold out, often with 
celebrities like Kanye West and Kim Kardashian in 
the audience. Beyoncé recently celebrated her 35th 



birthday with a party on the NoMad rooftop. Jimmy 
Fallon frequents both the NoMad, where he attends 
the magic show (the resident magician, Dan White, 
has appeared on The Tonight Show), and EMP, where 
he has joked around in the kitchen with Humm and 
added Guidara to his roster of impersonations. 
(Guidara called the impression “alarmingly accu-
rate” after posting it on Instagram in May.)

Expansion of the NoMad brand became the goal 
soon after the New York location opened its doors. 
“We looked in London for a long time,” Zobler says. 
But deals in downtown Los Angeles and on the Las 
Vegas Strip ultimately closed first. 

“You’ll have a pool!” Ricardou exclaims, moving 
Humm and Guidara toward his crop of zucchini, the 
honey-colored sun now low in the Parisian sky. The 
L.A. edition of the NoMad, set to open in 2017 in the 
Giannini building, home to Bank of Italy in the 1920s 
and currently undergoing an extensive renovation, 
will feature a rooftop eatery by its pool. At the Vegas 
location, a boutique property attached to a larger 
Park MGM hotel, opening in late 2018, the pool and 
environs will be inspired by the Majorelle Garden 
in Morocco. Earlier in the day, Humm and Guidara 
were considering what type of food pairs best with 
swimming. “Fries are key,” Humm decided. “Club 
sandwiches,” Guidara added, “done our way.” 

Fries and sandwiches will not be a part of the menu 
at Made Nice, Humm and Guidara’s first foray into 
fast-casual fare, opening this month in Manhattan on 
the same block as the NoMad. The restaurant, Humm 
says, will serve 10 dishes costing between $11 and $15 
each but will nevertheless reflect the precise season-
ing, layered flavoring and exacting technique he is 
known for. “Made Nice is a much cheaper restaurant 
for us,” Humm says, “but it’s still about the recipes.”

Humm wanders away from the garden tour and 
parks himself at a picnic table near a poster display 
of Ricardou’s designs for Made Nice’s packaging 
and merchandise (a T-shirt, a hat). Additional items 
pictured include menus and water bottles, one for 
still and one for sparkling, and a proposal for recipe 
cards to distribute to customers. Made Nice intends 

to be transparent not just about ingredients, but 
about preparations, too. Humm begins scrutinizing 
a mock-up of the white carry-out bags, prominently 
stamped with the Made Nice logo in black. “It’s not 
there, man,” he says, shaking his head.  

ALTHOUGH HUMM IS OUTWARDLY more serious and 
Guidara more playful, they often reverse roles; bal-
ancing those traits has been a defining part of their 
relationship from the start. The two men met a decade 
ago, joining the staff at Eleven Madison Park within a 
few months of each other. Humm was hired away from 
a hotel restaurant, Campton Place, in San Francisco 
in January 2006 by Eleven Madison’s then-owner, 
Danny Meyer, after a long process of interviewing and 
courtship. (“Eight months,” says Humm.) The chef 
had never visited New York City, having moved to the 
West Coast directly from Switzerland. 

Humm grew up in a small village not far from 
Zurich. Milk came from a cow there, not a processing 
facility, he says. Much to his architect father’s cha-
grin, Humm quit school at 14 to take a job in a kitchen, 
mostly to finance his passion for competing as a pro-
fessional mountain biker. At 17, he and his girlfriend, 
a runway model, had a daughter, Justine. At 20, 
Humm crashed his bike so hard in a downhill event 
at a Swiss championship that he had to be airlifted 
to a hospital. Realizing he’d gone as far as he could 
as a racer, he eventually turned to cooking full time. 
“What inspired me at first,” Humm says, “was that it 
could be competitive.” 

Meyer hired Humm to spearhead a major trans-
formation, changing the program from French fries 
served in cones to destination dining. Guidara came 
on board when Humm’s original general manager 
at the restaurant wasn’t working out. “Danny asked 
me who I wanted to bring in,” Humm recalls, “and 
I remembered this guy from our monthly corpo-
rate meetings.” These sessions, held at the offices of 
Meyer’s Union Square Hospitality Group, included 
chefs and managers from Meyer’s other restaurants, 
including Gramercy Tavern and Union Square Café. 

A recent graduate of Cornell’s hospitality program, 

Guidara was then heading Meyer’s casual concessions 
at the Museum of Modern Art on floors two and five. 
He had grown up in the restaurant business, watch-
ing his father, Frank, run the show as the president 
of the restaurants division of Restaurant Associates 
and then the president of the Wolfgang Puck Food 
Company, CEO of Au Bon Pain and CEO of Pizzeria 
Uno. For much of his childhood, Guidara’s mother 
suffered from brain cancer and a related paralysis. 
She was wheelchair-bound. His father’s restaurants 
emphasized the importance of hospitality. “The way 
we were received as a family was always so natural, 
comforting and lovely,” he recalls. “It made me more 
sensitive to making sure that no matter what you’re 
coming in with, we’ll make it nice for you.”  

Having worked for his father as a young man 
and watching his companies grow, Guidara was less 
interested in fine dining. He hoped to join the team at 
a Meyer-owned upstart called Shake Shack. 

“Will was sometimes really annoying in these 
meetings,” Humm recalls. “I was like, ‘Why is this guy 
still talking and asking all these questions?’ But his 
passion for the business was so obvious that I became 
interested.” Meyer suggested the two men have a 
meal, one-on-one. They arranged to meet at Crispo, 
an Italian place on 14th Street where they figured 
nobody from the company would see them. “We ate 
pasta, drank a lot, went to the bar next door and had 
beers,” Guidara says. “We stayed out until 3 a.m.” 

The pair discovered they had a mutual desire to 
run a restaurant where the profits and the power 
dynamic would be split equally between the front and 
the back of the house. “We both didn’t understand 
why everything was always only about the chef,” 
Guidara says. “It takes a lot more than a chef to make 
a restaurant great.” By the end of the night, Humm 
and Guidara had shaken hands. “It was like, ‘Let’s do 
this!’ ” Guidara says. Reflecting on the significance of 
their partnership, he adds, “Daniel’s willingness to 
give me a voice changed my path. He’s the guy with 
a Michelin-three-star background in Switzerland. 
I’m the guy from the cafe at MoMA and Ruth’s Chris 
Steak House. And he asked for me.” 
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Within three years, Humm and Guidara’s Eleven 
Madison Park had earned a four-star review in the 
New York Times. They’d also started exploring 
the idea of leaving the restaurant and working for 
themselves. Humm and Guidara soon found a small 
space in Tribeca and came up with a concept for a 
12-table establishment called Et Puis, French for and 
then. They had an investor lined up but ultimately  
decided to back away, realizing it wouldn’t be a sus-
tainable endeavor. 

When the NoMad opportunity arose, Humm and 
Guidara proposed to Meyer that they remain at EMP, 
where they could evolve their approach to fine dining 
while opening something more casual at a new hotel 
up the street. Meyer said no, arguing that he didn’t 
want to be both their partner and their competitor, 
but a week later he put a surprising offer on the table, 
asking Humm and Guidara if they wanted to buy him 
out. “The restaurant was really singing,” Meyer says. 
“Eleven Madison was theirs by that point. This was 
the obvious solution.” 

“That never even crossed our minds,” says Humm. 
“So we had to figure out how to buy a restaurant,” 
says Guidara. Four months later, with a hefty bank 
loan and the backing of financier Noam Gottesman, 
Eleven Madison Park was theirs.

C
AN WE PUSH back dinner?” Guidara 
asks. Now eight hours into a 48-hour 
design sojourn in Paris, the restau-
rateur senses that he and Humm and 
Ricardou are about to be lured down 
the rabbit hole of minutiae that Guidara 

says defines his job. Small choices made with care, 
he suggests, accumulate to make something grand 
and artful. “To be good at this,” Guidara later tells 
me, “I end up having four-hour-long conversations 
about things like how to pour beer. Techniques are 
developed and named. We role-play.” The beer talk 
concluded, he says, with the advent of a two-server 
maneuver the NoMad staff now calls “the mongoose.” 

By now, Humm’s bag scrutiny has snowballed into 
a full-blown critique of Ricardou’s proposal. Having 

laid out a scheme for the new NoMads, too, Ricardou 
gamely produces a Pantone book of color samples as 
if to confirm he’d expected this. A protracted dialec-
tic on shades of blue ensues. “Too light.” “Too dark.” 
“Not enough humor.”  

This color conversation, veering into related 
matters such as what feelings are evoked by vari-
ous shades of red and purple and whether brown 
can be fun, continues through a 13-course, three-
bottle-of-wine dinner at the restaurant Septime 
and into the next day, at a marathon meeting with 
the NoMad’s interior designer, Jacques Garcia. The 
stately Frenchman’s office on rue de Rivoli, with its 
heavy, sensual fabrics, ornate patterns, high ceilings 
and velvet-upholstered surfaces, looks much like the 
hotels he helps to create. 

“We would like to add a cage with real birds at the 
entrance,” one of Garcia’s designers chimes in about 
the Vegas property. Minutes later Guidara asks, 
“What about the bathrooms?” Humm finishes his 
question: “How do we make them special?” Ricardou 
later says that this kind of thought completion hap-
pens often. “They know when to let the other speak; 
they even finish each other’s sentences. It’s so natu-
ral. That doesn’t mean they don’t challenge each 
other or have different opinions.”

Back at be-poles, Humm says, “I think we have to 
question everything.” 

“I think you’re overdramatizing,” Guidara says. “A 
little bit.”  

“I’m wondering if these colors are boring,” Humm 
says, holding his ground. 

An hour later, Guidara comes around to see his 
partner’s point. He later admits that whoever cares 
the most tends to win the fight.

  
A FEW WEEKS AFTER the Paris trip, I eat two meals 
at Eleven Madison Park on the same day. Humm, 
currently single, has just returned from a vacation 
in the South of France with his three daughters 
(the younger two, Colette and Vivienne, are 5 and 
6; Guidara is their godfather). Guidara had just 
come back from his honeymoon, a road trip across 
America. In August, he married Momofuku Milk Bar 
creator and TV personality Christina Tosi, as part of 
a weekend-long celebration at a rented-out summer 
camp in upstate New York. 

During the festivities, surrounded by restaurant-
business friends (Brian and Mark Canlis from Seattle, 
Gabriel Stulman from Manhattan, Shake Shack CEO 
Randy Garutti), Frank Guidara led a nature walk and 
lectured on leadership. David Chang suffered the 
humiliation of being the losing anchor at tug of war. 
As always, the mood was a mix of joy and sincerity. As 
Tosi and Guidara finally exchanged vows in a lashing 
rain, Humm stood at the altar next to them, holding 
an umbrella, beaming. “It was one of the greatest 
moments of my life,” Humm says. 

At my lunch at Eleven Madison, before previewing 
a few dishes from the Made Nice menu, all of which 
have been revised and tested over the course of the 
last year, Humm is eager to share that the carry-
out-bag debate from Paris has been resolved. “We’re 
doing 16 different-color bags,” he says, “with recipes 
printed on each. The colors are inspired by the ingre-
dients. They come from the food.” 

In the build-up to their impending growth—from 
two restaurants to six (the last of which will open in 
2019 inside a Norman Foster–designed skyscraper on 
Park Avenue and 56th Street), and from one hotel to 
three, all while moving operations to two additional 
states and more than doubling their workforce to 
1,200 employees—there’s been much discussion, and 
anxiety, about retaining a feeling of intimacy within 
the company and continuing to translate that feeling 
into consistent, everyday service. 

Humm, exploring a new notion for a chef of his 
stature, recognizes that the fast-casual customers 
at Made Nice will become like walking sandwich 
boards. “People will be moving around the city with 
these different-color bags that say ‘Tomato Water,’ or 
‘Cucumber Vinaigrette.’ ” And then there’s the food 
itself: In one dish, slices of smoked salmon cover a 
bed of greens, dressed but still crisp. Dill-flecked 
egg, pickled onion and cubes of potato-rösti, a nod 
to Humm’s Swiss heritage, mingle with the fish. 
Another meal features a pressed square of confit pork 
with kale, wheat berries and quinoa. Multicolored 
carrots, sliced in circles like Yayoi Kusama polka 
dots, complete the plate. A cod fillet, served over 
braised fennel and crispy chickpeas, had been brined 
and seared so carefully it wouldn’t have been out of 
place, with different plating, at EMP.

Each new menu item has composition, execution 
and flavor firmly on its side. “As long as Daniel and 
Will do what they do, cook how they cook and wel-
come people with their warmth, they’re going to 
be able to grow as much as they want,” says Daniel 
Boulud, chef-in-chief of his own culinary empire. 
Humm surveys the salmon, the pork and the cod. 
“People are going to freak over this, aren’t they?”

MANY OF THE restaurants around the world that have 
earned the most attention over the past decade are 
ones that have created 

SHOWTIME   
Above: Humm 
appearing on  
The Tonight Show, 
with Jimmy Fallon.  
Right: With Jay-Z,  
on the roof at NoMad.

BOOK SMART   
Left: The NoMad’s 
famous whole-
chicken preparation. 
Below: The library  
at the NoMad hotel  
in Manhattan.   

SPECIAL EFFECTS  
Clockwise from left: 
EMP’s interpretation 
of eggs Benedict; 
EMP’s dining room; 
“Smoke” features 
smoked sturgeon, 
presented tableside 
under a glass dome.

RAINBOW CONNECTION  A few of the colored bags 
being produced for Made Nice, Humm and Guidara’s fast-
casual restaurant opening this fall, and their three books.

(Continued on page 158)
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F
OR ONE OF THE WORLD’S highest-profile artists, Ai 
Weiwei himself could hardly be more difficult to find. 
His imagery regularly causes internet controversies, 
and his visage, framed by cropped hair and the scraggly 
beard of an ancient philosopher, is widely known thanks 
to innumerable selfies with personalities as diverse 

as Paris Hilton and Julian Assange. Yet his studio in Berlin, the city 
where he has lived since 2015, is hidden beneath a former brewery 
complex called Pfefferberg that escaped bombing in World War II. 
The only clue to the entrance, obscured by a black metal panel, is tiny 
white script over a letter slot reading Human Flow UG, the working 
title of the documentary film Ai is making on the international refu-
gee crisis. When the door is buzzed open, two staircases lie in view, 
one going up, the other down, as in an M.C. Escher print. Eventually, 
one of the artist’s production assistants leads bewildered visitors 
through sepulchral underground chambers with raw brick walls and 
arched ceilings once used to shelter kegs of beer.

AI
WEIWEI

In 2011, the controversial artist was detained 
in Beijing and his passport was confiscated 

for four years by the Chinese government. 
This fall marks his triumphant return to  

New York City with two new gallery shows.

BY TONY PERROTTET 
PHOTOGRAPHY BY NAN GOLDIN

2016

art innovator

IN HIS CORNER
Ai Weiwei in his studio 

in Berlin, where his 
partner, Wang Fen, and 

son, Ai Lao, live. Ai 
was able to join them 

after his passport was 
returned by the Chinese 

government last year.



At one end is a yard where the roof has been 
removed to allow in natural light and fresh air. 
Here the blue floor tiles are painted with tiny seeds 
that echo one of Ai’s best-known works, Sunflower 
Seeds, which filled the Turbine Hall of London’s 
Tate Modern from fall 2010 to spring 2011 with 100 
million hand-carved porcelain grains. In another 
chamber stands Map of China, a 3-D map of the coun-
try created from wood salvaged from destroyed Qing 
Dynasty temples. Despite the studio’s vast space—
around 32,000 square feet—there is strikingly little 
art on display, or at least what one might tradition-
ally call art. Instead, a team of assistants is cleaning, 
photographing and archiving clothing once worn by 
Syrian refugees.

On the other side of the courtyard, the 59-year-
old Ai is hunched over his laptop. Over the past seven 
years, Ai has become as renowned for his deft use of 
social media as for his artworks. “I never thought of 
myself seriously as a studio artist,” he says, shrug-
ging. “I am very used to working in hotel rooms and 
airports.” This indifference 
to the studio is part of what 
makes Ai a quintessential 
21st-century artist, says 
Melissa Chiu, director of 
the Hirshhorn Museum 
and Sculpture Garden in 
Washington, D.C. “For 
contemporary artists, the 
idea is foremost. Once you 
had to be a sculptor or a 
painter. That concept has 
been turned on its head—
now artists have the idea 
first and then find the right 
medium to express it.”

Ai’s work might easily 
involve rubber lifeboats, 
stacks of bicycles or music 
videos. “He has no sig-
nature style,” says Greg 
Hilty, curatorial director of 
Lisson Gallery in London and New York, which repre-
sents Ai. He often employs ancient Chinese artistry 
in contemporary ways, such as in Coca Cola Vase, a 
Han Dynasty vase emblazoned with a version of the 
soft-drink logo, or Grapes, in which wooden Qing 
Dynasty stools are joined into a simple—and use-
less—starlike shape. But there have also been cheeky 
photographs of his middle finger raised to the 
giant portrait of Mao Zedong in Tiananmen Square 
(inspiring one critic to describe him as a “scholar-
clown”) and the moving Snake Ceiling, featuring 
hundreds of backpacks bound together to create a 
giant serpent, evoking the over 5,000 children killed 
in the 2008 Sichuan earthquake in China. In 2014, 
Ai exhibited Trace, a series of portraits of prisoners 
of conscience and political exiles made from Lego 
bricks in San Francisco’s Alcatraz prison. And apart 
from his art, he has from his youngest days made his 
mark in documentary photography, experimental 
film and architecture. “There is an openness to his 
way of thinking in everything he does,” Hilty says. 
“He pulls disparate things together and allows peo-
ple to make their own decisions.”

Ai has also expanded the definition of the artist’s 
role by delving into politics. His creative use of social 
media has meant that his opinions on everything 
from the Sichuan earthquake to the Syrian refugee 
crisis have reached large audiences. At last count, 
he has 338,000 followers on Twitter and 254,000 
on Instagram and maintains a thriving Facebook 
account, turning him into an Information Age celeb-
rity and the bane of the Chinese government, which 
he criticizes often. Official hostility toward him 
increased rapidly after the Sichuan earthquake, 
when Ai began a grass-roots investigation into the 
collapse of shoddily built schools. His postings on 
the earthquake so antagonized the government 
that in 2009, when he traveled to Chengdu, where 
he planned to testify on an activist’s behalf, he was 
beaten by police and subsequently suffered a brain 
hemorrhage. Taking up social media, Ai became 
only more openly defiant of the system, until he 
was arrested in 2011 at Beijing Capital International 
Airport when he tried to travel to Hong Kong, part 

of a larger sweep of detainments by the Chinese 
government. He was imprisoned for 81 days with-
out trial—ostensibly for tax evasion, disseminating 
pornography and bigamy, although he was never offi-
cially charged. His passport was then confiscated, 
only to be returned without explanation last year.

Ai had recently been released from prison when 
ArtReview named him the most influential person 
in the contemporary art world in 2011, and he has 
gone on to become one of the most prolific and rec-
ognized, with two studios and dozens of assistants. 
(When asked how many work for him, he shrugs and 
says, “I don’t know. There seem to be a lot.” His inner 
circle of assistants in Beijing and Berlin helps with 
research, while the actual artwork is made by spe-
cialist carpenters, woodcarvers, bicycle makers, 
chandelier manufacturers and porcelain fabricators 
in China.) His work is widely collected; one group 
of the bronze Circle of Animals/Zodiac Heads set a 
record at auction for his work last year of $5.4 mil-
lion, at Phillips in London, while his 1995 photo 
triptych Dropping a Han Dynasty Urn sold for over 
$1 million at Sotheby’s this past February. His 2015 

exhibition at London’s Royal Academy of Arts was 
one of the best attended of any living artist, and his 
2010 work Tree was installed as the centerpiece of 
the Tate Modern’s display in its new wing.

Ai’s influence now goes further afield: When the 
British government denied him a six-month business 
visa in 2015, he posted the refusal letter on Instagram 
and within days the decision was reversed. Likewise, 
when Lego would not sell him its product in bulk ear-
lier this year, his posts provoked massive donations 
of bricks from around the world, forcing the company 
to change its policy on sales.

“A lot of people think art exists in a vacuum, but 
not Ai Weiwei,” says his longtime New York dealer 
Mary Boone. “He doesn’t want his work to be just 
another luxury item. There are other artists whose 
practice has to do with raising social consciousness, 
which puts artists in a bigger discussion.” She cites 
Barbara Kruger and Theaster Gates, who mixes art 
with renovation projects to revitalize poor neigh-
borhoods in Chicago. “Ai Weiwei lives by that. There 

is no separation between his art and his philosophy 
about how you should behave in the world.” 

This month, he has two related solo shows in 
Manhattan, at the Lisson Gallery and at Mary Boone 
Gallery, on the theme of roots and branches. Both 
shows reveal Ai’s creative use of tradition: Lisson 
will be filled with pieces of cast-iron tree trunks, 
branches and roots, using modern industrial arti-
fice to evoke the ancient Chinese passion for exotic 
natural shapes. Among several pieces at Boone’s two 
Manhattan galleries will be a circular field made 
from 40,000 porcelain spouts broken from antique 
Chinese teapots. Meanwhile, at his current retro-
spective at the Palazzo Strozzi in Florence, Ai has 
taken over the museum’s elegant 15th-century palace. 
“We asked Ai Weiwei to respond to the Renaissance 
structure,” says the director, Arturo Galansino. The 
ornate facade is now adorned with 22 orange refugee 
lifeboats, and Trace has been expanded to include 
such rebels as the exiled poet Dante Alighieri and the 
scientist who fell foul of the Papacy, Galileo Galilei. 
“We liked to challenge Ai Weiwei,” says Galansino, 
“and he always responded with a better idea.”

  

A
I IS THE SON OF ONE of modern China’s 
revered literary figures, Ai Qing, a 
renowned Communist revolutionary 
who was close to Mao. Shortly after 
Ai was born, his father fell from favor 
with the Party as a suspected “right-

ist,” and the family was banished from Beijing to the 
remote countryside. By 1967, when Ai was 10, the 
family had been moved again to an even more dismal 
village near the Gobi Desert, where his father was 
brutally “reeducated.” Ai Qing—who had hobnobbed 
with luminaries such as Pablo Neruda in Paris in the 
late 1920s and early ’30s—was given the humiliat-
ing job of cleaning the public toilets. Ai watched his 
father endure insults for a decade: Villagers forced 
him to publicly confess his “crimes,” covered his face 
with ink and hung mocking placards around his neck. 
“As a young child, you remember everything,” says 
Ai. “I saw how society can be so unjust and blind.” 
Later in life, as an adult facing official persecution, 
he drew inspiration from his father’s stoic endurance 

of this tragic fall from grace. “He was dropped from 
being a prince of poetry in China to the lowest pos-
sible condition.”

This traumatic experience shaped many of Ai’s 
life decisions. After Mao’s death in 1976, his family 
was permitted to return to Beijing, where Ai enrolled 
in the Beijing Film Academy. But he found himself 
more drawn to sketching, painting—his father had 
trained as a painter—and political activism. He fell 
in with a group of avant-garde artists dubbed the 
Stars and became involved in a reform movement 
called the Democracy Wall. Neither was tolerated by 
the government. In 1979, the Democracy Wall leader 
was sentenced to 15 years in prison, and many artists 
decided to leave the country. The United States was a 
random choice: Ai’s girlfriend at the time was leaving 
to study in Philadelphia, so he joined her in 1981.

Ai spent 12 years in the U.S., including a decade in 
New York City from 1983 to 1993 as an impecunious 
art student in the East Village. He immersed himself 
in the raucous bohemian scene of the time, meet-
ing Allen Ginsberg and Robert Frank, going to the 
same downtown gallery openings as Andy Warhol, 

attending classes at Parsons School of Design and 
the Art Students League. He took over 10,000 mostly 
black-and-white photographs and created concep-
tual artworks from simple materials that presage 
his later work, including Profile of Duchamp With 
Sunflower Seeds (1983), a “readymade” profile por-
trait of Marcel Duchamp made from a twisted wire 
coat hanger, mounted on a wooden board and partly 
filled with sunflower seeds.

But he never felt at home in the city. “I was so 
young,” he recalls. “I was completely broke.” To 
come from the remote countryside of Communist 
China to New York was “more than a culture shock. 
It took years to adjust.” He had dubious visa status—
a human rights group helped him get his green card 
in 1989 after the Tiananmen Square massacre in 
Beijing—and was barely able to pay his paltry rent 
on the tenement apartments he often shared with 
other Chinese artists, musicians and filmmakers. 
He survived by doing odd jobs, even drawing por-
traits of tourists in Times Square. “I learned a lot 

about contemporary art, but most of the time I was 
just hanging around,” he says. “I never registered in 
school. I never graduated. I never established myself. 
I left New York empty-handed.”

This ambivalence remained when he revisited in 
2005 and stood by the cube in Astor Place, staring 
in wonder at the rushing crowds. “I couldn’t believe 
this was a city I’d lived in for 10 years. I had nobody 
to call. I didn’t know one person there!” Yet he now 
sees his East Village decade as an essential part of 
his artistic gestation. His experience of the 1988 
Tompkins Square Park riots, when squatters clashed 
with police, also helped shape his politics. “It was in 
New York that Weiwei learned about protest,” Chiu 
says. “He saw it happen right in front of him. It left 
its mark.”

News that his father’s health was failing con-
vinced Ai to return to Beijing in 1993, but he remained 
an outsider within China. Although he produced 
some enduring work—including the triptych of 
himself dropping a Han Dynasty urn—he was more 
interested in enjoying a “Duchampian lifestyle,” as 
he calls it, cultivating an “artistic attitude.” He and 

other creative types gathered in a Beijing district 
they called the East Village, and he organized a pro-
test art show during the 2000 Shanghai Biennale 
called, in Chinese, Non-Cooperative Approach, and 
in English, F— Off. “I was just an artist in my mind,” 
he says with a laugh. According to Ai, he built a stu-
dio in Shanghai in 2000 only because his mother 
felt he had squandered his years in America and was 
too embarrassed to introduce him to her friends. “I 
had a space but I didn’t know what to do with it,” he 
recalls. “So I started to do architecture.” He founded 
a firm called FAKE Design and soon gained a repu-
tation within China not just as an architect but as a  
cultural commentator.

The turning point came in 2003, when he collabo-
rated with the Swiss firm Herzog & de Meuron to win 
the competition for the Olympic stadium—dubbed 
the Bird’s Nest for its twiglike metal form—for 
the 2008 Beijing Games. Around the same time, 
he returned to making art and was soon invited to 
show in a museum in Bern, Switzerland. Even so, Ai 

remained little known in the West until 2007, when he 
denounced the upcoming Beijing Olympics as Party 
propaganda and dropped out of the Games’ open-
ing ceremonies, gaining huge attention. Overnight,  
Ai went from being a local activist to an inter-
national figure. 

GIVEN HIS GENIUS for social media, it comes as a sur-
prise to learn that Ai Weiwei says he’d never touched 
a computer until 2005, when a Chinese website, Sina, 
offered to set up a blog for him. “I didn’t even know 
how to type,” he says with a laugh. Yet a few morn-
ings later, he woke up to see that 200,000 people were 
reading his blog, he says. “I was completely shocked. 
In China, you never have a chance to express your 
opinion. Now I had a platform.” By 2009, accord-
ing to Ai, he had over 70 million readers. By then he 
was publicizing his investigation into the Sichuan 
earthquake, of which the Chinese government was 
blocking reporting. So Ai made an online appeal to 
recruit dozens of volunteers, including human rights 
activists, students and ordinary citizens, to go vil-
lage by village, knocking 
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ART OF PROTEST 
Since his 2011 detainment, Ai has continued to actively 
produce work and exhibit internationally. From left: Very 
Yao (2015), Trace (2014), Souvenir From Shanghai (2012), 
top, and He Xie (2010).  

SEEDS OF CHANGE 
Ai works across media, including, from left,  
an installation of 100 million porcelain sunflower 
seeds, titled Sunflower Seeds (2010-2011), and a 
diorama of his life in detention, S.A.C.R.E.D. 
(Supper) (2011–2013). Right: Coloured Vases (2015).

GOING PUBLIC 
In recent years, Ai has shifted 
his attention to the international 
refugee crisis. Right: In 2016, he 
adorned Berlin’s Konzerthaus with 
life jackets that had been used by 
migrants fleeing Syria, Iraq and 
other countries and arriving on the 
Greek island of Lesbos.

RUBBLE CAUSE 
Ai is currently working 
on a documentary, 
tentatively titled Human 
Flow, that focuses on 
refugees and migrants 
around the world. Below: 
Ai filming in Kenya with 
his team.

(Continued on page 158)



O
N A LATE-SEPTEMBER evening in 
Peckham, South London, a fashion-
able crowd jammed its way into a 
dimly lit warehouse, forming a line 
at the doorway to what looked like a 
two-story shoebox. People ventured 

in single file, then passed through two more rooms—
a maze of mirrored walls, a cavelike space projecting 
video across a watery pool—before entering a neon-
orange chamber where perfume filled the air. The 
scent had been formulated by Olivier Polge, Chanel’s 
head of fragrance, and in five days it would cease to 
exist. Until then, it would be the centerpiece of the 
theatrical installation, which was commissioned by 
Chanel and i-D magazine for London Fashion Week 
and intended to evoke the experi-
ence of being transported by scent. 

The project was a field day for 
its creator, British stage designer 
Es Devlin. “You can’t buy it and you 
can’t take it away,” Devlin said of 
Polge’s work a few weeks earlier, 
holding the only existing tester up 
to her nose in her London studio. In 
that sense, the fleeting fragrance 
resembled one of her own inven-
tions for the stage. “Most of the 
things I make only exist for some 
weeks, or a month or maybe a year,” 
she said. “Their endurance is in 
the memories of people who see 
them. So what we’re constructing, 
although we use concrete materials, 
are structures in memory.”  

The night of the Chanel launch, 
the designer chatted with friends 
somewhere between the turntables 
and the bar. Planting herself deep 
in an audience is routine for Devlin, 
45, who in addition to being one of 
the world’s most sought-after set 
designers is an avid fan of live per-
formance in all its guises. As her 
reputation has grown on an inter-
national scale, she’s made her way 
into new genres. Her CV reads like 
the ultimate backstage pass: sta-
dium concert tours for Kanye West, 
Miley Cyrus, the Pet Shop Boys, U2, 
Lady Gaga, Adele, Beyoncé and soon 
the Weeknd; a sold-out production of Hamlet with 
Benedict Cumberbatch at London’s Barbican Theatre 
in 2015; sets and costumes for London’s Sadler’s Wells 
dance theater; sets for the Metropolitan Opera in New 
York and London’s Royal Opera House; a string of fash-
ion shows for Louis Vuitton under artistic director 
Nicolas Ghesquière; the closing ceremony of London’s 
2012 Olympic Games and consultation on the opening 
ceremony of the Rio Games this past August. 

“I can’t think of anyone else who works at the 
top of the field across rock and pop, fashion, opera, 
theater, dance—absolutely everything. It’s quite a 
feat,” says Luke Halls, a London video designer who 
met Devlin in 2008 and whose work has been folded 
into many of her projects, including the 2012 Olympic 
Games. For the closing ceremony, Halls worked with 

Devlin to design the LED displays mounted onto 
70,000 stadium seats. When activated, the lighting 
made the entire arena a part of the performance, 
effectively dissolving the boundaries between the 
audience and the show.

From the start, Devlin has been tapped by artists 
and directors eager to challenge standard ideas about 
stagecraft and what it can contribute to a live produc-
tion. Julie Taymor, the esteemed director of theater, 
opera and film, brought Devlin on to design her 2013 
rendition of A Midsummer Night’s Dream in New 
York. The two conceived a minimalist set with a giant 
silk canopy billowing over a mirrorlike black floor. 
The night of the opening, Devlin was polishing out 
scuff marks. “Es really goes into the trenches,” says 

Taymor, who has several other long-term projects 
planned with the designer. “She was able to use that 
space—the height and depth, all the corners. I would 
do everything with her, but she’s too busy.” 

Devlin’s sets function not as scenery per se, but as 
support for the psychological and emotional narra-
tive of a performance. “Es has a unique capacity to 
combine showmanship with deep intellectual rigor, 
and with her work in other art forms, she brings a 
fresh view to our storytelling,” says Kasper Holten, 
director of opera for London’s Royal Opera. His 2014 
Covent Garden production of Mozart’s Don Giovanni, 
a manic, partner-swapping drama that Devlin staged 
inside a cube spinning at four miles per hour, has 
toured Japan and will be shown in Barcelona next 
year. Holten appreciates her genre-bending range 

and her “keen sense of the zeitgeist.” 
A few years ago, the director enlisted Devlin to 

design his rendition of Bizet’s Carmen for the 2017 
Bregenz Festival in Austria. Since its inception in 
1946, only a few dozen designers have been invited to 
work at the festival, where operas are mounted every 
two years on a stage suspended over Lake Constance. 
The sets, which stay in place until the next produc-
tion, have to succeed as public sculpture in addition 
to augmenting an emotionally nuanced story. “I am 
not sure Es can even be intimidated—by anything,” 
Holten says. “I think she was hungry for it.” 

THOUGH DEVLIN’S PROJECTS often span the world, her 
longtime home base has been South London, not far 

from where the Chanel installation 
took place. She routinely makes the 
45-minute walk between her studio 
and the house she shares with her 
husband, costume designer Jack 
Galloway, and their two children, 
9-year-old Ry and 6-year-old Ludo. 
Devlin is petite and agile, with a con-
tagious laugh and the arched brows 
and full lips of a movie star. Her 
workspace is on the second floor of a 
former manufacturing building, and 
it’s just barely big enough to hold her 
seven-person team and two decades’ 
worth of research materials, includ-
ing art books, script binders, 
cardboard theater models, doll-size 
props, figure drawings, paint sam-
ples and rolls of fabric. (Sets are 
rendered and detailed here, but they 
are built elsewhere, often at inter-
national specialty fabricators.) Over 
the kitchen sink are maquettes of her 
2014 set for Miley Cyrus’s world tour 
and its iconic tongue-shaped slide. 
In the bathroom, award statuettes 
and an O.B.E. from the queen crowd 
around the edge of the tub. 

On a weekday afternoon, Devlin 
clears away dishes from a vegetar-
ian lunch and leads an assistant 
through image research—for Soviet-
era bas-reliefs of heroic workers and 
cosmonauts—for Ugly Lies the Bone, 
a play opening at London’s National 

Theatre in February. She spends as much time in the 
studio as she can, though sticking to any sort of rou-
tine is nearly impossible. “Some of the artists I work 
with have 26 or 34 hours in their day,” she says, name-
checking a few performers. “And someone else might 
have 43. So you have a 26, a 34, a 43—and then you’re 
trying to combine all that with the opera work I do, 
which is set in stone.” 

Devlin’s easy intimacy is a major professional asset. 
The images on her Instagram of rehearsals for Adele’s 
current Live 2016 tour show the two huddled together 
like co-conspirators in a darkened theater, their rac-
coon-rimmed eyes studying the images onstage. They 
spent weeks sifting through video footage that Devlin 
and Halls made with Adele’s notebooks, childhood 
photo albums, lyrics and footage of her North London 
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ES
DEVLIN

For the past two decades, the set designer 
has built an award-winning career  

on the international stage. Working with 
acclaimed artists across genres,  

Devlin constantly defies the rules.

2016

design innovator

BY SARAH MEDFORD   PHOTOGRAPHY BY DAVID BAILEY



P
R

E
V

IO
U

S
 P

A
G

E
: 

©
 D

A
V

ID
 B

A
IL

E
Y

; 
H

A
IR

 A
N

D
 M

A
K

E
U

P
 B

Y
 C

A
R

O
L

 M
O

R
L

E
Y

. 
T

H
IS

 P
A

G
E

, 
C

L
O

C
K

W
IS

E
 F

R
O

M
 T

O
P

 L
E

F
T

: 
V

IC
T

O
R

 F
R

A
N

K
O

W
S

K
I/

ID
 M

A
G

A
Z

IN
E

; 
C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
 O

F
 

E
S

 D
E

V
L

IN
 (

3)
; 

A
L

E
X

A
N

D
R

A
 W

A
E

S
P

I;
 N

E
IL

 L
U

P
IN

/R
E

D
F

E
R

N
S/

G
E

T
T

Y
 I

M
A

G
E

S
; 

C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 O
F

 E
S

 D
E

V
L

IN
; 

JE
R

E
M

Y
 D

A
N

IE
L

; 
JO

S
H

U
A

 M
E

L
L

IN
; 

C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 O
F

 E
S

 D
E

V
L

IN
 (

2)

145

neighborhood to layer in with images of the artist on 
an 80-foot-wide screen as she performed. By the time 
the tour kicked off in February, the immersion for the 
audience was total: People wept at the rawness of 
Adele’s emotional performance and witnessed frag-
ments of her personal history onscreen.  

The entry of such theatrical programming in 
a concert setting is fairly recent, and Devlin has 
played a key role in it. Artists tend to come to her, 
she says, looking for a new way to reveal themselves 
beyond the music but unsure what that would look 
like or how to actualize it in front of 80,000 people. 
“The artists who are interested in working with me 
are trying to find some kind of truth or existential 
core in their lyrics,” she says. “Kanye, Beyoncé, 
Adele, U2—they’re all at that point. They’re all to 
a degree religious—they have a sense of spirit, of a 
force greater than themselves. And they’re all inter-
ested in accessing that.”

Devlin does an immense amount of research as a 
part of her process, which varies little 
across genres. She starts with the script 
or lyrics, distilling them down to their 
essence. She’ll then spend time with the 
artist or director, talking through the 
chronological structure of a piece and 
the core ideas that will yield a powerful 
image. “I wouldn’t say I’m the easiest 
adventure to go on, because I’m going 
to be quite demanding,” Devlin admits. 

“You have to have the right tempera-
ment to take people on a journey that’s 
going to be difficult,” Taymor says. “And 
she has that.” 

Since 2005 Devlin has worked with Kanye West on 
his concert tours, and they’ve developed a routine. 
“We’re having a conversation,” she says. “He’ll give 
me a word, and I’ll give him an image. He’ll give me an 
image, and I’ll give him another image. And we’ll play 
tennis with images.” Content drawn from the natu-
ral world and the art world tends to drive the game, 
Devlin says: “He’ll—how do you say it in poker? ‘I’ll see 
you this, and you raise me that?’ ” 

References from contemporary art and architec-
ture flow in and out of Devlin’s studio. She’ll use an 
image or a body of work by an artist as visual short-
hand in her early thinking on a project, whether she’s 
designing a play (Andreas Gursky and Christian 
Boltanski came up in her research for Ugly Lies the 
Bone) or a fashion show (Brazilian artists Hélio 
Oiticica and Lygia Clark figured into Ghesquière’s 
current cruise collection). The reductive shapes she 
returns to again and again across disciplines—the 
cube, the circle, the polygon—are sculptural forms 
that help her connect with audiences. “I think we’re 
surrounded by a battery of information, of form and 
color, which is enjoyable, and we luxuriate in it,” she 
says. “But what can appeal to an audience is purity 
of gesture.” 

The latest example in Devlin’s world is the seven-
story cube, known as the Monolith, which trailed 
Beyoncé on her 49-city Formation world tour. In 
December 2015, four months before the opening con-
cert date, the artist and designer first met to hash 
out the show’s concept. (The schedule was unusually 
tight; six months is more typical.) “We kept being 

drawn to huge images of the persona of a pop star,” 
Devlin recalls of their early conversations. “What 
does it look like to be this 60-foot-high edifice of per-
sonality that is a reflection of the fans around it? And 
then, placed within that, the humanity of that indi-
vidual, that flesh-and-blood, real-life lady?” Because 
the set would travel to wildly different venues on a 
grueling schedule, the construction—carried out by 
three specialist fabrication shops—had to be imper-
vious to wind and rain and demountable onto flatbed 
trucks within hours. 

Devlin’s “Beyoncé box,” as she calls it, artfully 
conceals the technical teams normally scattered 
around the stadium—lighting, sound, costume, 
etc.—while also serving as a rotating, four-sided 
video provocation. She drew up a scene-by-scene 
storyboard to show how the box could behave over 
the arc of a two-hour show, and Beyoncé and her 
team curated the music around it. “Beyoncé, with her  
$20 million, could have bought a Warhol, or a Gerhard 

Richter or another few houses—but she decided she 
wanted to make a sculpture to show her music in,” 
Devlin says. “She invested her money in that. It’s a 
kinetic portrait.” 

AS A CHILD IN KENT, on England’s south coast, Devlin 
was in constant creative motion. Her mother, Angela, 
a former schoolteacher, made sure that she and her 
three siblings practiced their instruments, finished 
their drawings and read their books each night; 
Christmas presents weren’t opened until the rela-
tives had seen the children’s play. “We were hard 
at work playing,” she says with a smile. “This jack-
of-all-trades thing has been going on a long time.” 
Her father, Tim, was a journalist for the Times 
Educational Supplement. “Looking through a lens at 
any situation and finding a story—that was part of 
his practice,” she says, “and it’s part of mine, too.” 

After earning a literature degree at Bristol 
University, Devlin took a foundation course in art 
at London’s Central Saint Martins, followed by the 
yearlong Motley Theatre Design Course. She wasn’t 
immediately sold on the stage. Her boyfriend at the 
time was a musician and sound engineer, and the 
music scene seemed far more interesting. “When 
you’re in a room with a band—in a session, a con-
cert—you can feel it when music enters the building,” 
says Devlin. “It sounds esoteric, mystical, whatever, 
but that’s really what’s going on.”  

In 1995, while still in theater school, Devlin won a 
prize that came with a commission to design her first 
professional production, Christopher Marlowe’s 

Edward II, outside Manchester. She converted the 
stage into a tiled swimming pool and bathhouse 
with showers that ran with blood. The play was a 
success, and theater has been Devlin’s anchor ever 
since. In the late 1990s she expanded into ballet 
and opera design, and concert design followed in 
2003, first for the British rock band Wire and two 
years later for Kanye West. “She’s got no snobbish-
ness about the rock world,” says Neil Tennant of the 
Pet Shop Boys, for whom she’s designed four world 
tours. “There is a suspicion [in music] of a woman 
telling men what to do. Es is a very good commu-
nicator—it’s a huge part of her job. She’s got to 
communicate ideas to the tour manager, production 
manager, lighting manager.” 

Devlin moves effortlessly between creative 
tribes—except, perhaps, when it comes to the theater. 
“The less you get paid, the more you’re respected,” 
she says ruefully of the tight-knit London stage com-
munity. “It’s quite easy to make a piece of small-scale 

theater and then graduate from there to 
making a huge piece of stadium archi-
tecture than to go the other way, to go 
back into the little door after you ate 
too much—that’s when they don’t let 
you in.” She makes an effort to attend 
her friends’ productions and generally 
keeps her head down—though marquee 
projects like the one for Chanel make 
that increasingly hard. 

The richest design work Devlin has 
done, she says, is in opera. It combines 
long lead times with centuries-old pro-
duction practices and audiences who are 

steeped in knowledge of the form. If the arena con-
cert stage is where she’s made her biggest impact, 
the proscenium stage of the opera house is where 
she’s been the most adventurous. For a 2015 produc-
tion of Otello at New York’s Metropolitan Opera, she 
built a transparent castle whose full-scale Lucite 
walls resembled etched glass. They performed as a 
system of moving parts, sliding into new configu-
rations or disappearing within seconds to suggest 
the changing perceptions of the characters onstage. 
Director Bartlett Sher says the set captured both 
the hothouse 19th-century staging he had in mind 
and a sophisticated, contemporary understanding 
of space in the digital era. He calls it “Otello at the 
Apple Store.” 

T
HOUGH SHER PLACES her at the “front 
edge” of tech innovation, Devlin sees 
digital effects as just another set of 
tools in her kit. The one she probably 
makes use of the most is projection 
mapping, or beaming two-dimen-

sional video content onto a three-dimensional form 
as it moves: for example, the spinning cube in Don 
Giovanni. “People sometimes refer to it as ‘magic 
paint’ because it’s so subtle,” says Halls. “You don’t 
even acknowledge that it’s projection—you just 
believe that it’s real.” Developed in part for the 
concert arena, the technology is especially power-
ful in opera and theater, says Halls, because it can 
move close to the speed of thought, “picking up the 
psychological states of 

“beyoncé decided she wanted to 
make a sculpture to show her 

music in. she invested her money 
in that. it’s a kinetic portrait.”

–es devlin

TRUE REFLECTION
Clockwise from above: 

Devlin’s Mirror Maze 
installation in London 

(2016); the Louis Vuitton 
Resort 2017 runway 
around the Niterói 
Contemporary Art 

Museum in Rio de Janeiro 
(2016); Rio’s Olympic 

opening ceremony (2016). 

FRONT AND CENTER  
Clockwise from above: A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream, in New York (2013);  
Les Troyens at London’s Royal 
 Opera House (2012); Adele’s  
Live tour (2016); Otello at New York’s  
Metropolitan Opera (2015). 

OUTSIDE THE BOX   
Clockwise from above: Sets for Beyoncé’s Formation 
world tour (2016); Miley Cyrus’s Bangerz tour  
(2014); the London production of American Psycho 
(2013); Kanye West’s Yeezus tour (2013). (Continued on page 160)
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This season, couture gets real  
with innovative new shapes and a  

fresh-faced attitude.
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Style

147

STRONG SUIT 
An elegant alternative to 
workaday fare. Chanel 
Haute Couture jacket, 
tie and thigh-high boots, 
Wolford tights and 
JJ Hat Center fedora.



149

BRIGHT LIGHTS 
Bold colors and ornate 
appliqués will stop 
traffic. Maison Margiela 
Artisanal designed by 
John Galliano upside-
down coat and belt, 
Atelier Versace pants and 
Repossi earring (worn 
throughout). Opposite: 
Armani Privé coat  
and pants and Christian 
Louboutin shoes.
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STRIDE RIGHT 
Break the rules with a 
long gown for day and 
a pantsuit for evening. 
Valentino Haute 
Couture coat and dress, 
Church’s shoes and 
Repossi ring. Opposite: 
Atelier Versace jacket 
and pants.
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MAJOR LEAGUE  
Hit a home run in a 
statement coat. Viktor 
& Rolf coat, dress 
and hat. Opposite: 
Fendi Haute Fourrure 
swakara Persian lamb 
and mink coat.



NITTY-GRITTY 
Different rules 
apply downtown: a 
schoolmarm skirt 
in patent leather or 
pants under a dress. 
RVDK/Ronald van 
der Kemp blouse 
and skirt. Opposite: 
Givenchy Haute 
Couture by Riccardo 
Tisci dress, pants and 
shoes, Cartier ring 
and David Yurman 
pinkie ring.
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CITY SLICKER 
Sharp cuts make pieces 
urbane rather than 
mundane. Dior Haute 
Couture jacket and pants. 
Opposite: Alexandre 
Vauthier Couture dress 
and net stockings. 
Model, Frederikke Sofie 
at DNA; hair, Esther 
Langham; makeup, Romy 
Soleimani; manicure, 
Rica Romain. For details 
see Sources, page 160.
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something remarkable as if out of thin air. Noma 
invented a new language for eating in Denmark. 
Pujol, in Mexico City, brought contemporary ele-
gance to an age-old peasant cuisine. Magnus Nilsson, 
at Fäviken in rural Sweden, made a virtue of isola-
tion, turning it into something chic. Ferran Adrià 
founded an entire gastronomic movement at El Bulli 
in tiny Roses, Spain. These chefs have made far-flung 
geography and emerging culinary capitals the lingua 
franca of modern dining. But making waves in New 
York City is a different proposition. Here the real 
estate is more expensive. The criticism more brash. 
The pressure enormous. The choices overwhelming. 
Cue the Sinatra. 

Against the general crush of New York City din-
ing, eating at Eleven Madison Park has evolved into 
a singular experience. The menu has gone through 
several incarnations since EMP first earned its four 
stars in 2009, with some innovations finding a better 
reception than others. There was a time when guests 
chose their courses from a 16-ingredient grid. More 
recently, the restaurant featured a style of service 
heavy on gamesmanship, with a card trick in the mid-
dle of each meal. Critics cried frippery even as they 
lauded the cuisine. But what exists now is a presenta-
tion that excels in its confidence and self-awareness, 
echoing Humm and Guidara’s personal growth as 
the restaurant’s leaders. Servers remain present and 
attentive without being overbearing. There’s a cool 
factor, too, but in a way that remains caring. “We 
want caring to be cool,” Guidara told me.

A waiter named Mack stands at the table glazing 
two rhombuses of trout with a basting brush. I’ve 
already eaten charcuterie-like applewood-smoked 
watermelon and unpacked a picnic basket, complete 
with a tin of caviar and a bottled cocktail that blends 
champagne with an herbaceous tomato soda. The 
trout—boned, brined and cold-smoked—has been 
rolled over atop an Art Deco trolley. It wears a robe 
of kombu and is steamed, in full view, over hot rocks 
and seaweed broth. 

Mack continues to finesse the preparation and sub-
tly works his way into the table’s conversation—a quick 
interjection of wit and wisdom—before leaving. The 
flavors of the dish complement the meticulously cho-
reographed service and vice versa, embodying Humm 
and Guidara’s philosophy: the front of the house and 
the back in harmony. “It’s a thumbprint that’s unmis-
takably theirs,” says Meyer. “It’s strengthened by the 
alchemy, if not love, between the two of them.”  

Toward the end of the meal, while Humm is busy 
in the kitchen, sending out more trout and more pic-
nic baskets to other tables, Guidara stops by to chat. 
This late-summer menu had launched only a week 
before, he says. Plans for the fall menu were already 
underway. Guidara is thinking about the long view, 
too. “The problem of endless reinvention is tough,” 
he says. “You find yourself saying goodbye to so many 
things you’re just falling in love with.” •

of his work with journeys to investigate the refu-
gee crisis. It’s a new, peripatetic phase in his life, 
which he feels blurs his art with politics to advocate 
against injustice.

His fascination with the refugee crisis began in 
2015, when the Ruya Foundation for Contemporary 
Culture in Iraq commissioned him to curate an exhi-
bition of some 500 artworks from an Iraqi refugee 
camp for the Venice Biennale, Traces of Survival. (It 
has since been released as a book.) But his interest in 
the crisis has shifted into high gear since the return 
of his passport. He visited refugee centers in Berlin 
and on Lesbos, the entry point into Europe for tens 
of thousands of asylum seekers. He was profoundly 
affected by seeing boatloads full of refugees landing 
on the beaches there. “I really didn’t expect to see it 
in front of me,” he says. “It was shocking.” Seeing the 
human face of the crisis and its overwhelming scale 
inspired him to make a documentary, which has sent 
him on almost constant international travel—to the 
Idomeni refugee camp, where some 14,000 people 
were trapped on the closed border between Greece 
and Macedonia; to the Lebanese camp Ain al-Hilweh, 
which was established in 1948 and currently shelters 
around 100,000 refugees; to Jordan, Turkey, Kenya 
and Bangladesh. “I have to first observe and learn,” 
he says. “The visits help adjust my own views on the 
global political situation. I hope what has touched me 
can also impact others.”

The project seems on the surface a change of direc-
tion for Ai, but he regards it as part of a continuum 
with his life and art. “It has to do with me, every bit 
of it,” he says. His childhood exile in China was a 
similar experience of dislocation, he explains, as was 
his decade trying to adjust to life in New York. “The 
reason can be economic or political or religious or 
even environmental, such as famine,” he says, but the 
result is the same—“to go to an unknown area you 
never dreamed about and be forced to survive. Every 
step involves so much pain and anxiety.”

Naturally, controversy has followed his new 
project. In February, he asked celebrities at a fund-
raising dinner in Berlin to take selfies while wrapped 
in refugees’ emergency blankets, which came off to 
some as a fatuous publicity stunt. He then re-created 
the famous photo of a drowned Syrian child found 
on the coast of Turkey, posing as the toddler him-
self. Some found the image haunting. Others found 
it crass. But there is no question he is touching a 
nerve. As Chiu points out, his oeuvre is often diffi-
cult to digest: “Ai Weiwei has pushed the limits of 
what is acceptable in art.”

His return to New York this month will mark 
another new phase, as he becomes more comfortable 
with his former home. He was unable to return to see 
his well-reviewed 2014 retrospective at the Brooklyn 
Museum, yet after years of feeling remote from the 
city, he made a short visit this past June, which began 
to dissolve his unease. Now a wildly successful art-
ist, he is in talks for a major show at the Park Avenue 
Armory as well as a project with the Public Art Fund. 
“Maybe it’s because my situation has changed,” he 
says. “I’m much more relaxed now. I have started to 
see the best part of the city. It’s so passionate about 
creativity and new ideas, more than anyplace else in 
the world.” •

on doors to get the names of the dead students, their 
birthdates and their home addresses, despite police 
harassment. He then posted the details online as an 
irrefutable memento mori.

“Of course, I was very naive,” he says now. “They 
shut off my blog. But by then it was too late.” He 
immediately switched to Twitter, despite initial res-
ervations. (“I said, ‘Oh, no, what can you say in 140 
characters?’ Then I realized that in Chinese, with 140 
characters you can write a novel! It’s very different 
from English.”) 

His father’s legacy was high in his mind when, 
after two more years of criticizing the government, 
he was detained by Chinese police at the Beijing air-
port in 2011 en route to Hong Kong and Taiwan and 
taken to a detention center with a black hood over his 
head. When the hood was removed, Ai told his inter-
rogator that his father had experienced the same 
situation 80 years earlier when he was arrested by the 
Nationalists in 1932. “It was the same kind of accusa-
tion, the subversion of state power and disrupting 
public order,” Ai recalls telling his captor. “The inter-
rogator just laughed and said, ‘Times are different.’ ”

By then, he had a 2-year-old son, Ai Lao, with his 
current partner, the filmmaker Wang Fen. The effect 
his imprisonment might have on his son preyed on 
Ai. “The interrogator told me: ‘You will not see [your 
son] for the next 30 years. When you get out you will 
see a boy who won’t even recognize you.’ ” The idea 
tortured him. “You are fighting for something you 
believe in, but at the cost to somebody very vulner-
able, which is hard to accept.” Upon his release in 
June 2011, he posted a photo on Instagram of him-
self standing on a set of scales, showing that he was 
regaining some of the 25 pounds he had lost in prison. 
Even so, Ai decided that he could not risk passing his 
father’s legacy on to his own son. After learning that 
his passport had been confiscated—perhaps forever—
he eventually asked Wang to leave with their son for 
the safety of Berlin.

The German capital had long appealed to him 
thanks to its vibrant art scene and rootless, restless 
spirit. “Berlin is like a ruin,” he says. “Nobody feels a 
sense of history; nobody cares where you come from. 
It’s all a new start.” He had been renovating the cav-
ernous studio in the converted brewery since leasing 
it in 2009. “It reminded me of my childhood, living 
underground,” he says of the grottolike space, recall-
ing that in exile in China his family had been forced to 
live in an “abandoned hole” covered with brushwood, 
“to show that we were the lowest creatures of the 
village.” Today the old brewery complex is an evoca-
tive refuge. Other renowned artists, including Olafur 
Eliasson, with whom Ai has collaborated, have stu-
dios there—albeit in cheerier, aboveground spaces.

 
SINCE THE UNEXPECTED RETURN of his passport by 
the Chinese government in July 2015, Ai has been 
making up for lost time, mixing visits to exhibitions 

Advertisement

© 2016 DOW JONES & COMPANY, INC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 6AO1580.

LUXURY BARGE CRUISES IN THE  
UPPER LOIRE 
Barge Meanderer is an exquisite, top rated owner 
operated Luxury Canal Barge offering six day  
FULLY inclusive cruises on French Canals. 6 
passengers and 6 crew. Transfers to/from barge, all 
meals, wines, open bar, shore visits - wineries, markets, 
chateaux, antiquing. Included optional guided biking 
tours and golf. Highly customized.  
info@bargemeanderer.com 
602.790.0049 | BARGEMEANDERER.COM 

PACIFIC NW-WASHINGTON STATE 
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privacy, just 30 minutes to Portland PDX, OR. Acreage 
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2476 BROADWAY STREET
SAN FRANCISCO, CA 
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WINTER FORECAST: SUNNY & WARM 
Escape to a getaway of luxury and leisure at
The Seagate Hotel & Spa, a boutique hotel steps
from the ocean and beyond expectations in Delray
Beach, FL. Experience their award-winning spa, six
dining venues, private beach club and world-class
country club.

855.711.9218 | THESEAGATEHOTEL.COM
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800-845-6790, Charvet shirt, 
$495, Bergdorf Goodman, 
Versace pants, $775, select 
Versace boutiques

page 90
Celiné top, $1,450, Celiné 
Madison Avenue, Chanel 
skirt, $11,600, select Chanel 
boutiques

THE WEEKND
page 126
Emporio Armani jacket, 
$2,695, Emporio Armani 
boutiques, Calvin Klein 
Collection crewneck, $195, 
calvinklein .com

page 130
Dolce & Gabbana pajama 
shirt, $995, select Dolce & 
Gabbana boutiques, Calvin 
Klein Collection crewneck, 
$195, calvinklein .com, Chrome 
Hearts bracelet, $1,980, and 
rings, $7,990 (on middle finger) 
and $11,000 (on ring finger), 
chromehearts .com

page 133
Calvin Klein Collection 
crewneck, $195, calvinklein 
.com, Chrome Hearts ring, 
$11,000, chromehearts .com

STREET STYLE
page 147
Chanel Haute Couture jacket, 
tie and thigh-high boots, prices 
upon request, 800-550-0005, 
Wolford tights, $85, Wolford 
boutiques nationwide, JJ Hat 
Center fedora, $150, JJ Hat 
Center Fifth Avenue 

page 148
Maison Margiela Artisanal 
designed by John Galliano 
upside-down coat and 
belt, prices upon request, 
Maison Margiela New York, 
212-989-7612, Atelier Versace 
pants, price upon request, 
Atelier Versace, 33-02-76093-
238, and Repossi white gold 
earring, price upon request, 
barneys .com

page 149
Armani Privé coat and pants, 
prices upon request, select 
Giorgio Armani boutiques, 
Christian Louboutin shoes, 
$945, christianlouboutin 
.com and Repossi white gold 
earring, price upon request, 
barneys .com
 
page 150
Valentino Haute Couture coat 

and dress, prices upon request, 
Valentino Fifth Avenue, 
212-355-5811, Church’s shoes, 
$820, Church’s Walton Street, 
Chicago, and Repossi ring and 
earring, prices upon request, 
barneys .com

page 151
Atelier Versace jacket and 
pants, prices upon request, 
atelier@versace.it, and 
Repossi earring, price upon 
request, barneys .com

page 152
Viktor & Rolf coat, dress 
and hat, prices upon request, 
hautecouture@viktor-rolf .com

page 153
Fendi Haute Fourrure swakara 
Persian lamb and mink coat, 
price upon request, Fendi 
Haute Fourrure, 212-897-2244, 
and Repossi earring, price 
upon request, barneys .com

page 154
RVDK/Ronald van der Kemp 
blouse and skirt, prices upon 
request, ronaldvanderkemp 
.com, Repossi earrings, price 
upon request, barneys .com

page 155
Givenchy Haute Couture 
by Riccardo Tisci dress, 
pants and shoes, prices upon 
request, givenchy .com, Cartier 
ring, price upon request, by 
appointment at select Cartier 
boutiques, David Yurman 
pinkie ring, $7,500, David 
Yurman Madison Avenue

page 156
Alexandre Vauthier Couture 
dress and net stockings, prices 
upon request, anastasia@
alexandrevauthier .com, 
Repossi earring, price upon 
request, barneys .com

page 157
Dior Haute Couture jacket 
and pants, prices upon request, 
Dior, 800-929-3467, Repossi 
earrings, price upon request, 
barneys .com
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ES DEVLIN
Continued from page 145

characters. You think you’re looking at one thing, 
and then suddenly you’re looking at something 
else. Obviously there’s a real danger of swamping 
what’s going on onstage, but as long as it’s done 
with an eye to the bigger picture, that’s where it 
really comes alive. Es is very aware.” 

DEVLIN RECENTLY BEGAN organizing images of 
her work for a book, and the process of culling 
through 20 years’ worth of material has put her in 
a reflective frame of mind. What she’s taken away, 
she says, is that instability is an essential part of 
her creative brief. “Ideas for me come faster if I’m 
entering new environments,” she explains. “I like 
being a foreigner, being outside the establishment 
of each genre I work in, being outside certainty, 
being in a situation where I’m only just sure it 
might work. I feel the most comfortable in that 
space, on the edge of possibility.” 

A chance introduction to Ghesquière in 2013 
has led to Devlin’s latest dive into new waters. 
She’s designed seven shows for Louis Vuitton in 
two years, including a videogame-style runway 
presentation in the fall of 2015, with 48 screens 
projecting virtual-reality images above and 
around the catwalk. Last spring, she directed 
the transformation of Oscar Niemeyer’s Niterói 
Contemporary Art Museum in Rio de Janeiro 
into a futuristic red-carpet spectacular filmed by 
drones. “She adores using staging to transform a 
performance into a real show,” says Ghesquière, 
who seems to enjoy that Devlin doesn’t come from 
the fashion world (she showed up for their first 
meeting in cheap Japanese karate shoes). “There’s 
an absolute sense of freedom of expression 
between us. We speak so freely together and share 
many references…we’re of the same generation. In 
actual fact, it’s like I’ve known her forever.” 

Watching Ghesquière at work has been an 
education for her, Devlin says, and a welcome con-
trast to the large-scale constructions she’s been 
building for the concert stage. “Nicolas is used to 
dealing with how far that stitch should be from 
that buckle,” she explains. “It’s very good to be 
tuned back into that level of detail.”

The year ahead will be a busy one for the 
designer. The Weeknd’s concert tour ramps up 
soon; Ugly Lies the Bone bows in February; two 
operas are premiering (Elegy for Young Lovers in 
Vienna in April and Carmen at Bregenz in July); and 
a Netflix documentary about her is in the works. 

Between collaborations, Devlin has started 
to make sculpture. Her first piece, on view in 
September during the Serpentine Gallery’s 
Miracle Marathon, was a glowing, swiveling 
geometric form that emitted words and imag-
ery, sometimes in response to passersby. “It will 
be the first time the work will speak entirely for 
itself,” she says. “It’s a departure for me.” •
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“THE SWORD IN THE BACK was part of Lou’s weapons 
collection; he used it in tai chi martial arts. It’s very 
heavy—a medieval knight would have trouble pick-
ing it up. Lou would often get them on trips to China 
or Indonesia. To the right are my exercise balls—the 
silver one was invented by a physical therapist named 
Yamuna Zake. As soon as I step off a plane, I just roll on 
them, and it’s like having the best back massage ever. 
That’s my border terrier, Little Willie. We got him 
four and a half years ago after our dog Lolabelle died. 
He was picked out of a litter that was unfortunately 
named after the royal family: Kate, Harry and Will. 
But instead of William or Bill, he became Little Willie 

because that sounds more like a blues singer. In the 
middle of the framed photo is Lou’s grandmother, who 
was Polish. We don’t know about the other relatives in 
the picture. Lou designed those glasses in front, and 
Davide de Blasio, who is related to Mayor de Blasio, 
produced them in Naples. On the far left are the keys 
to my house and studio in New York. The small orange 
sculpture is a 3-D print of Lolabelle produced in 2012. 
It’s layers of powder fused together. The camera, a 
Leica M240, belonged to Lou. He was a really accom-
plished photographer, which a lot of people don’t know 
about him. In the back is Fred the holophonic head. 
We all live in an ocean of sounds, and holophonics is 

about trying to represent sound the way we actually 
hear it. Shortly before his death, Lou completed Lou 
Reed—The RCA & Arista Album Collection—released 
last month—a remastered anthology of 16 of his 
albums from 1972 to 1986. One of the things he was 
interested in during that period was holophonic 
sound. He was always experimenting with different 
ways to record. Remastering is a little like restoring 
a painting. You take off layers of stuff, and suddenly 
you hear the place where a track was recorded—the 
sticky fingers on strings, a shirt rustling against 
a guitar. People aren’t so used to that anymore.” 
—As told to Thomas Gebremedhin

PHOTOGRAPHY BY VICTORIA HELY-HUTCHINSON

still life

LAURIE ANDERSON
The artist shares a few of her and her late husband Lou Reed’s favorite things.
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