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Olivier Rousteing on Disrupt

on,

Longevity and Resilience

The fashion wunderkind reflects on his eventful tenure at Balmain as the house marks its 80th anniversary,
and he closes in on 15 years at the creative helm. sy MILES SOCHA

Olivier Rousteing’s office high atop
Balmain headquarters is rich in windows
— offering lovely breezes and panoramic
views of Paris rooftops — but rather poor
on wall space for hanging pictures.

And so they're stacked on the floor and
leaning against the radiators: here
advertising images featuring Rihanna and
Kim Kardashian; there a touching portrait
of Rousteing with the late Karl Lagerfeld,
who immediately clicked with the fashion
wunderkind and took him under his wing.

One of fashion’s longest serving creative
directors despite the fact that he’s only 40
years old, Rousteing was among the first to
line up for Lagerfeld’s pioneering high-low
collaboration with H&M in 2004, and he
cites Balmain's tie-up with the Swedish
retailer in 2015 as a career highlight, not
only because of the 99 percent sell-through
but because it proved that he brought the
heritage house cultural relevance, heat and
currency, attracting new generations to a
brand that’s celebrating its 80th birthday
this year.

Like Lagerfeld, Rousteing has chalked up
alot of firsts in his career: putting diversity
and inclusivity at the top of the industry
agenda; embracing and leveraging the
power of social media; opening up fashion
shows to the general public, and also linking
Balmain to burgeoning pop-culture forces,
whether it's music festivals, Barbie or Tyla.

Indeed, his instincts can be eerily
prescient: Consider his rather low-key
Balmain Sur Seine event in 2020 when he
sent a barge down the Paris river loaded
with athletic dancers and the singer Yseult,
handily foreshadowing many key elements
of the opening and closing ceremonies for
the 2024 Paris Olympics Games — let that
sink in — and sparking a trend to
democratic, public-facing fashion
spectacles.

He’s upfront about the challenges he
faced as a young Black designer thrust into
the limelight of a predominantly white
industry, taking some lumps for his first
Balmain collections and pushback for his
disruptive ways, from his very first selfie
on Instagram to posing nude on the cover
of French magazine Tétu in 2015. Yet he’s
grown into his role and attained greater
serenity, proud of his resilience,
consistency and loyalty to the house.

He’s fond of saying, “1 used to be a
Balmain baby, and now Balmain is my
baby.”

Surveying the flurry of designer changes
he’s witnessed at other heritage brands,
especially the unprecedented swirl of the
last year or so, he observed that he’s now
something of an outlier with his longevity.

In a wide-ranging conversation with
WWD, the designer opened up about his
early career, his mentors, his sudden fame,
and his yen for shaking up the status quo
and moving the culture forward:

WWD: Take us back to the early days
of your career, at Roberto Cavalli, and
what attracted you to Balmain in the
first instance?

Olivier Rousteing: I started at 18 years old
as an intern at Cavalli, I didn’t finish
fashion school because | was obsessed with
discovering the world of working. My years
in Florence helped me to discover the craft
and how clothes are made. 1 worked so
hard on understanding the process of

fashion, the product, the fabrics, and later,
the importance of fashion shows and
working with celebrities, too. It was a truly
360-degree experience and my mentor,
the person who inspired me the most there
was Eric Wright. He had worked with Karl
(at Chloé, Fendi and the Karl Lagerfeld
brand) so 1 learned a lot from Eric.

And then around the age of 23 1 arrived
at Balmain, and I came for two reasons:
First because I wanted to go back to my
country, France. And the second thing is
because, [ have to say, I loved the aesthetic
of rock ‘n’ roll-slash-glamour that
Christophe Decarnin brought to Balmain at
the time.

WWD: Can you share a little bit about
those years behind the scenes, what
you learned, and what you contributed
before becoming creative director?
O.R.: I was the head of the studio, which
was really small back then, and
(Decarnin’s) right hand at the same time,
sketching for him, talking to suppliers,
checking the prices, working on pre-
collections, which were new then. [ was
also speaking a lot with the top
management on the vision of the house
and the strategy to understand what were
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the requests from wholesale clients. So 1
was trying to really connect the business
with the vision and the strategy of
Christophe at the same time, working with
the stylist at the time as well, which was
Emmanuelle Alt before she went to Vogue.
1loved this moment of my career
because Christophe was such an incredible
visionary. He trusted me a lot so I could
work with the team freely... He gave me the
chance to be the person [ am. I was trying
to make him proud, and I was trying to
make the top management proud as well.
Managing the studio was really
interesting because I was much younger
than most of the people working there, and
that was really hard to get credibility with
the team that I was supposed to manage. |
have to say it was hard being so young,
being a Black designer, the only one, not
only in the studio, but I think all of Paris.

WWD: It must have been a shock to be
thrust into the limelight, and with so
much responsibility on your shoulders.
‘Was it a tough adjustment, or did you
surprise yourself in your capacity to
adapt?

O.R.: I was not expecting to be appointed
creative director, and I never tried to

become the creative director. It happened,
and that’s what we call meritocracy,
because I was doing basically everything,
so obviously they trusted me. I asked my
team first before saying yes, because I told
them I wouldn’t be anyone without you
guys. And they said, “We trust you, take
it!” And that’s how we started.

I was already doing so many things | was
not scared to do the collections. The only
thing that I didn’t know was what it means
to be under the spotlight.

WWD: How do you feel when you look
back on your early collections?

O.R.: There are some collections that I
loved, some collections that I don’t like at
all, but I love my younger self. 1 think I've
been really resilient, and pretty brave
going through a system that at the
beginning didn’t really accept me asa
25-year-old head designer, and a Black
designer in a really white industry.

I think what saved me was that | was so
interested in the numbers and it was me
that was pushing the business so far,
because [ was so disappointed if we were
doing only 20 or 30 percent increases, | was
like, “We should do 40. We should do 50.”
If ever there were questions, the answer
came from the clients who supported me.

I was not scared before my first show,
but I got scared after, because I was so
young and maybe too fragile to face the
critics. But after that, I started to enjoy it
more and more, and 1 started to say, “You
know what, that’s how fashion is, it's
OK.""That makes you stronger.

I cannot look at my early collections
without thinking what I had to go through.
But I'm proud of what I built with that kind
of disruptive glamour, while respecting the
vision of the house.

‘WWD: When and how did you come up
with the concept for the Balmain army?
O.R.: When I started to have a lot of
diversity in the casting, and when I started
to play hip-hop music, some people
started to question what I was doing, and
saying, “Oh, is it really luxury?”

And then one day Rihanna came
backstage and she looked at the casting,
she looked at the fashion show, and she
said, “I'm so proud of you. You're changing
the rules of this fashion world.” I told her
the models were also messengers, carrying
a strong message of inclusivity, of diversity,
of revolution. And that's how it became the
Balmain army, fighting against rules that
have been imposed for so many years.

WWD: You've also been a pioneer in
leveraging social media, opening up
your shows to the public, embracing
technologies like NFTs. What’s your
secret sauce?

O.R.: It was just instinct. My first selfie? I
can't tell you how many calls I got from so
many people telling me, “Can you please
take it down, because social media is for
cheap brands.” And my retort was: “Are
you happy with your e-commerce?”
Because e-commerce was not supposed to
be luxury, the internet was not supposed
to be for luxury and now everybody’s
living on the internet. I challenged people
to believe me that social media would be
the future. It’s better to be a pioneer than a
follower. »
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Rihanna in Boimain's spring 2014 campaign.

You need to take risks and take decisions
quickly because the world’s going to move
fast. I said, “You have a creative director
that is young, that is Black, that is really
into pop culture, that is the witness of his
time. So please follow my gut instinct.”

That phase of my career became a bit
more of a struggle because some people
started to think I was more of a celebrity
than a designer.

WWD: What was the impulse behind
Balmain Sur Seine?

O.R.: [t was during COVID, and | was so
bored to not have shows and not to
interact with the public. So I said, the only
way we can do is offering a fashion
moment to to Paris. And that was it.

‘WWD: At some point, you began
talking more about the heritage of the
house and Mr. Pierre Balmain. What
switched that on?
O.R.: It switched during the pandemic.
‘When I took that barge down the Seine, 1
brought my clothes and I also brought the
archives from Pierre Balmain from the
1950s. I had a sense that, with all the
uncertainty in the world, heritage was
going to be really important to create new
pillars that the world didn’t know about.
My strength has been to build Balmain’s
pop-culture relevance. But I think my
second strength is to also to build Balmain
into a heritage house. I'm not the founder
and new generations might not know
Pierre Balmain. So the tension between the
two is really important.

‘WWD: How would you describe the
legacy of Mr. Pierre Balmain, its
relevance and importance for the
future of Balmain?

0.R.: The only answer | can give you is he
built a house after the Second World War,
so bravery, resilience, audacity, right? He
was ambitious, disruptive, it’s part of his
DNA. He started traveling to other parts of
the world way before many other
designers. He was fluent in English. He was
friends with Gertrude Stein and Brigitte
Bardot. He was close to Dalida, he dressed
Josephine Baker. He had his own Balmain

Look:

army. All those incredible women are kind
of like the muses of who I'm dressing today.

WWD: You famously brought back a
monogram that dates from the early
'70s, and was used extensively during
that era, and then vanished. What’s the
back story? Is it possible Karl Lagerfeld
designed it?
0.R.: We don't know and that will be
always part of the mystery of this house.
But | mean, don’t forget that when Karl left
Balmain, he went to another brand with an
incredible monogram as well, but he was
here before. Karl was the right hand of
Pierre Balmain, in the same way that [ was
the right hand of Christophe Decarnin, so
there’s something really interesting about
this equation.

I understood that this house was a
sleeping beauty, and this monogram was
part of it, and [ woke it up.

WWD: Did you ever talk to Karl about
his time at Balmain, or did he give you
any advice?

0.R.: He was a mentor, for sure, more
about my personal life because I was
asking, you know, indiscreet questions,
like “Karl, do have someone that you love?
Is your love fashion?" | think he liked my
youthful innocence, for some reason,
because no one dared to go there. He
answered, and obviously out of respect, |
will never repeat what he told me, but he
was giving me really great advice. And
about Balmain, he said, “I learned a lot,
but it was really time for me to go.”

WWD: In terms of fashion, what have
you contributed to the Balmain DNA?

Justin Bieber and Olivier
Roustelng ot

Aet Gala in 2015

O.R.: I would say craft, because this is a
couture-esque house, and I brought
pop-culture relevance. The beauty of
Balmain is that you have that kind of really
expensive craft and heavily embellished
dresses and you also have a young audience
buying T-shirts and jerseys. So there’s this
tension. My obsession is to be a real French
couturier, be relevant in my time, but also
timeless.

Fashion-wise, 1 brought a confident
attitude, a confident silhouette for men
and for women. The common point
between Christophe (Decarnin) and 1 was
our love of shoulder pads. I think I brought
more jolie madame silhouettes, cinched at
the waist giving that V, triangle shape. And
I brought the gold buttons, creating an
identifiable double-breasted jacket.

WWD: Putting modesty aside again,
what has been your proudest
achievements so far in your Balmain
career?

O.R.: My collaboration with H&M in 2015.
I'm really competitive with myself. I think
that was one of my proudest moments,
because my obsession since becoming
creative director was to make sure Balmain
would be relevant for youth and new
generations. And when I saw that people
were like crying, breaking windows, like
queuing for days to get a Balmain piece, |
was really proud.

1 can also mention my collaboration
with Beyoncé at Coachella (2018), the
campaign with Rihanna (2014) and being
seated in front of (French President
Emmanuel) Macron and Brigitte Macron at
the Elysée Palace. (It was a lavish dinner to
kick off Paris Fashion Week in 2023).

WWD: Fashion is in the
middle of a great game of
musical chairs. Do you
see longevity in your role
as a pro or a con? Explain.
O.R.: I really believe in long
relationships. If someane
wants my advice, you
cannot build the DNA and
the story of a house in one
chapter. You need a lot of
chapters to create the best
book. And to create that
baook, you need trust, you
need loyalty, you need
respect, even when there is
disagreement, even when
there is no alignment.
Because that’s what brings
the strength of a house, the
tension.

If as soon as the tension
happens, you just get rid of
the designer, I think that’s
wrong, because you will
never write a book. So I'm
proud of this longevity. I
hope that we're going to go
back to this longevity soon
at the various houses
because it's just so nice to
see people growing.

Balmain;
fall2029

‘WWD: What challenges and ambitions
have you put for yourself, or the
company has put before you, as the
house enters its ninth decade of
operation?

O.R.; Respecting the ambitions of Pierre
Balmain, which is the ambition to be an
international house while keeping its values.

Albert Einstein once said — 1 don’t
exactly remember the sentence - but
basically a man of success is a man that
sticks to his values. This is the most
incredible sentence for me as a creative
director, because there are many ways to
get success, but if you don't respect your
own values, I think it's a failure.

I’'m proud of all what I have done here,
with compromise. I'm proud for the future
of the house, because this house deserves
the resilience and to be brave always and
not being scared. I think it’s a house that 1
would call fearless.

WWD: I understand you recently
turned 40. Any advice you would give
to your younger self?

0.R.: I would say, no matter where you
come from, choose your own destiny.
There's going to be a lot of challenges, a lot
of obstacles, but don’t give up.

Be in competition with yourself, but
don’t hate yourself, because sometimes
there are those moments where you create
a direction, where you don’t feel good with
yourself. When you work in fashion, you
have those hype moments, and you have
those moments where you're not hype
anymore, And 1 would say to my younger
self, “Don’t look for being hype, but look
for being timeless, because there is
nothing better than staying forever.” m
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