
Fashion
in the
mundane
Redefiningstandards,Nina Christen
has become a force in luxury footwear
BY JESSICAIREDALE
Back in late 2018, a lifetime ago in
fashion, a radical shift happenedin
footwear.Square-toedclunkers

sandalsdefined by exaggerated, spat-
ula-like soles that juttedout from un-

der thefoot and pumpswith bulbous
stubbedtoes were shownin Daniel
Lee’sfirst collectionfor Bottega
Veneta.

At first sight, the shoeswere hid-

eous. Within months,theywere onthe
feet of nearly every celebrity, editor,
influencer and luxury V.I.C. in the land.
Retailers like Vince Camutoand Shein
promptly issueddupes of the popular
Lido sandal, a simpleslidein ablown-

up
interpretation of Bottega’ssignature

intrecciato wovenleather. Lyst de-

clared them the “hottest shoesin the
world” in 2019.

“It’s funny what you canmake
peo-

ple wear in fashion if it’s done the right
way,” said Nina Christen, the Swiss
shoedesigner responsiblefor the Lido.

Ms. Christen’sdistinctive touch has
quiteliterally beenall over someof the
most influential shoedesign trickling
downfrom luxury housesfor thebetter
part of the last decade.Shehasworked
for PhoebePhiloat Celine, Jonathan
Andersonat Loewe, Mary Kate and
Ashley Olsenat the RowandMr. Lee
at BottegaVeneta. Last month, Mr.
AndersonhiredMs. Christen asthe
design director of shoesat Christian
Dior. It’s one of the biggest jobs in
fashionright now, and sheis balancing
it with amoonlighting gig, too.

Last year,Ms. Christen introduced

Christen,herown independentshoe
brand. The first pure expressionof her
design identity camepartly out of

frustration. The shoesshedesignedfor
otherbrands were her taste, her take,
shesaid,“but theywerenever 100

percent myself.” Opportunity arose
whenshemet PaulDupuy, an entre-

preneur
and a founder of Zoi, a health-

tech company in the longevity space.
Ms. Christen designeduniforms for

Zoi’s staff and clients, and Mr. Dupuy
was so impressed that heoffered to

hasfriends in the industry. He got it.
“When shetold me shedesigned

shoesfor Loewe andBottega,I was
like: ‘OK. This is solid,’” Mr. Dupuy
said.

Ms. Christen already hada complete
vision for abrand beyond shoes: the
perfect pair of Japanesedenim jeans,
theperfectleatherjacket, evenfine
jewelry, the first pieceof which is a
diamond toering. All areprototyped
andplanned. Shehadthe packaging,
branding, logoand positioning in mind.

Mr. Dupuy raised $5 million in capi-
tal and helpswith business logistics,
including with the planning of astore

in Paris slatedfor 2026.
Christen shoesareproducedin Italy

by the same factories and specialists
that work withbig luxurybrands.The
prices— $1,100to $3,650 – reflect Ms.

Christen’s uncompromising production
standardsand ambition to competeat
the highestlevel.

On amorning in late June,the raw
cementfloor of the studio below Ms.

Christen’sapartmentin Pariswas set

with more than30 examples of her
designs arranged in a neatly art-di-

rected grid. Three styles from Loewe’s
spring 2023runway collection stood
out for their cartoonish, fantastical

qualities: There were pumpsembroi-

dered with an explosionof deflated
white balloons and sandalsabloom
with agiant, hyper-realistic anthurium.
Red rubberpumps that lookedfit for
Minnie Mousewere particularly com-

plicated.
“You can’twear this for morethan

two hours,” Ms. Christen said of the

pumps. “But JonathanAnderson was

very open to ideasthat really crossed
the line between art and fashion.” By
comparison, the Christen styles on

display appeared compact,sexy and
razor-sharp.

“I love the spaceof geometric
shapes,”Ms. Christen said, surveying
the body of work at herfeet. “When I

think of toe shapes,for example, it’s all
about that. Is it a square?Is it rectan-

the degree?”
Shewore a pair of Christen white

sandals that left the footnearly naked,

bisecting it with a strip of leather like a
strand of floss through thebig and
secondtoes.The sole wasthin and
slightly elongatedunder the toes,like
an insole that was a sizetoobig.

Theproportionsof theshoesvaried
wildly, but a common thread was a
certain offness.Ms. Christenthinks a
lot about redefining standards.

“It’s aboutcreating things we are
not usedto yet,” shesaid. “When I
make something and I don’t know if I
like it, that’s always agood sign.”

Ms. Christen,40, grew up in Bern,

Switzerland, “obsessedwith fashion
without anexplanation,” she said. “It
wasjust in me.” There shestudied
technical tailoring and pattern-making
and practiced on the “normal” gar-
ments sheprefers to wear in her per-
sonal life. Finding Switzerland to bea
fashion void, shemovedto Paris.
While completing amaster’s degreeat
Institut Françaisde la Mode,a shoe
design workshop liberated her. “I
realized I could do all kinds of crazy
things,” shesaid.

Ms. Christenmet Mr. Lee in 2017

when theywereworking for Phoebe
Philo at Celine.Before that, Ms. Chris-

ten did the roundsconsulting for less

elite players, including Marimekko and
H&M. Consulting for thetraditional
French rubber boot brandAigle
provedto be oneof hermost formative

gigs. The platform rubber boots she

designed for Ms. Philo’s last collections

atCeline,andsubsequentlytheviral

Bottega VenetaPuddleBoot intro-

duced in 2020, were descendedfrom
what Ms. Christen learned at Aigle.

“Working with Nina was a special
collaboration,” saidMr. Lee, who has
beenthe creative director of Burberry
since 2022. “She’s a designer that
understands precision and refine-

ment.”

Ms. Christen is rigorous in herap-

proach. Obsessedwith objectsand

engineering, she like afurni-
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myself sothat it has one identity,” she
said. Working in a group environment
is unbearable.Shedraws alonein her
studio with a Rotring 800+ 0.5me-
chanical pencil anda Pentel eraserat
theRichard Lampert Eiermanntable
shehas had for 20 years. The table
must be square.

When Ms. Christen startedcommut-

ing between Switzerland andParis,
shekept two offices, one adouble of

the other. “The samechair, the same
table, the samesofa,” she said. “I’m
very specific about things.”

Rather than reference the work of a
specific artistor architect, Ms. Chris-

ten draws from the worlds of science

andspirituality. Shecited CERN,the
EuropeanOrganizationfor Nuclear

Research,as a sourceof inspiration,
the tangible effect of which is difficult

to explain.
“It’s more that I like to think about

things that are impossible,” shesaid.
“From drawing shoesto the reality,
thereis this hugegapof things that
you can do, things that you cannot do.
I enjoyfinding away to do new
things.”

The powerof the mundanecourses
through Ms. Christen’s work. “Every
dayI seenormal peoplewearing ex-

tremely interestingthingsthathave
nothing really to dowith fashion,” she

said. Orthopedicshoesfor the elderly
have beengood sourcematerial.

After Christen’sfirst yearin busi-

ness,
its most popular shoeisa

grandpa-styleslip-on bootie lined in
goatshearling.As Ms. Christensaid,
“Onceyou wear them,you cannot
wear anything else.”

“When I make
somethingand
I don’t know if
I like it, that’s
alwaysa good

sign.”
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Top, NinaChristen
at heratelier in
Paris.Shehas

designedsomeof

the most influen-

tial shoesof the
last decade and

now hasher own
brand,Christen.

Right, a selection

of Christen shoes.
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