
Olivier Rousteing on Disruption,

Longevity and Resilience

ThefashionwunderkindreflectsonhiseventfultenureatBalmainasthehousemarksits80thanniversary.
andheclosesinon15yearsatthecreativehelm.BYMILESSOCHA

OlivierRousteing'sofficehighatop
Balmainheadquartersisrichinwindows
- offeringlovelybreezesandpanoramic
viewsofParisrooftops- butratherpoor
onwallspaceforhangingpictures.

Andsothey'restackedonthefloorand
leaningagainsttheradiators:here
advertisingimagesfeaturingRihannaand
KimKardashian;thereatouchingportrait
ofRousteingwiththelateKarlLagerfeld,
whoimmediatelyclickedwiththefashion
wunderkindandtookhimunderhiswing.

Oneoffashion'slongestservingcreative
directorsdespitethefactthathe'sonly40
yearsold,Rousteingwasamongthefirstto
lineupforLagerfeld'spioneeringhigh-low
collaborationwithH&Min2004,andhe
citesBalmain'stie-upwiththeSwedish
retailerin2015asacareerhighlight,not
onlybecauseofthe99percentsell-through
butbecauseitprovedthathebroughtthe
heritagehouseculturalrelevance,heatand
currency,attractingnewgenerationstoa
brandthat'scelebratingits80thbirthday
thisyear.

LikeLagerfeld,Rousteinghaschalkedup
alotoffirstsinhiscareer:puttingdiversity
andinclusivityatthetopoftheindustry
agenda;embracingandleveragingthe
powerofsocialmedia;openingupfashion
showstothegeneralpublic,andalsolinking
Balmaintoburgeoningpop-cultureforces,
whetherit'smusicfestivals,BarbieorTyla.

Indeed,hisinstinctscanbeeerily
prescient:Considerhisratherlow-key
BalmainSurSeineeventin2020whenhe
sentabargedowntheParisriverloaded
withathleticdancersandthesingerYseult,
handilyforeshadowingmanykeyelements
oftheopeningandclosingceremoniesfor
the2024ParisOlympicsGames- letthat
sinkin- andsparkingatrendto
democratic,public-facingfashion
spectacles.

He'supfrontaboutthechallengeshe
facedasayoungBlackdesignerthrustinto
thelimelightofapredominantlywhite
industry,takingsomelumpsforhisfirst
Balmaincollectionsandpushbackforhis
disruptiveways,fromhisveryfirstselfie
onInstagramtoposingnudeonthecover
ofFrenchmagazineTêtuin2015.Yethe's
grownintohisroleandattainedgreater
serenity,proudofhisresilience,
consistencyandloyaltytothehouse.

He'sfondofsaying,"Iusedtobea
Balmainbaby,andnowBalmainismy
baby."

Surveyingtheflurryofdesignerchanges
he'switnessedatotherheritagebrands,
especiallytheunprecedentedswirlofthe
lastyearorso,heobservedthathe'snow
somethingofanoutlierwithhislongevity.

Inawide-rangingconversationwith
WWD,thedesigneropenedupabouthis
earlycareer,hismentors,hissuddenfame,
andhisyenforshakingupthestatusquo
andmovingthecultureforward:

WWD:Takeusbacktotheearlydays
ofyourcareer,atRobertoCavalli,and
whatattractedyoutoBalmaininthe
firstinstance?
OlivierRousteing:Istartedat18yearsold
asaninternatCavalli.I didn'tfinish
fashionschoolbecauseI wasobsessedwith
discoveringtheworldofworking.Myyears
inFlorencehelpedmetodiscoverthecraft
andhowclothesaremade.Iworkedso
hardonunderstandingtheprocessof

fashion,theproduct,thefabrics,andlater,
theimportanceoffashionshowsand
workingwithcelebrities,too.Itwasatruly
360-degreeexperienceandmymentor,
thepersonwhoinspiredmethemostthere
wasEricWright.HehadworkedwithKarl
(atChloé,FendiandtheKarlLagerfeld
brand)soIlearnedalotfromEric.

Andthenaroundtheageof23I arrived
atBalmain,andI camefortworeasons:
FirstbecauseIwantedtogobacktomy
country,France.Andthesecondthingis
because,Ihavetosay,Ilovedtheaesthetic
ofrock'n'roll-slash-glamourthat
ChristopheDecarninbroughttoBalmainat
thetime.

WWD:Canyousharealittlebitabout
thoseyearsbehindthescenes,what
youlearned,andwhatyoucontributed
beforebecomingcreativedirector?
O.R.:I wastheheadofthestudio,which
wasreallysmallbackthen,and
(Decarnin's)righthandatthesametime,
sketchingforhim,talkingtosuppliers,
checkingtheprices,workingonpre-
collections,whichwerenewthen.Iwas
alsospeakingalotwiththetop
managementonthevisionofthehouse
andthestrategytounderstandwhatwere
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therequestsfromwholesaleclients.SoI
wastryingtoreallyconnectthebusiness
withthevisionandthestrategyof
Christopheatthesametime,workingwith
thestylistatthetimeaswell,whichwas
EmmanuelleAltbeforeshewenttoVogue.

Ilovedthismomentofmycareer
becauseChristophewassuchanincredible
visionary.HetrustedmealotsoI could
workwiththeteamfreely...Hegavemethe
chancetobethepersonI am.Iwastrying
tomakehimproud,andI wastryingto
makethetopmanagementproudaswell.

Managingthestudiowasreally
interestingbecauseI wasmuchyounger
thanmostofthepeopleworkingthere,and
thatwasreallyhardtogetcredibilitywith
theteamthatIwassupposedtomanage.I
havetosayitwashardbeingsoyoung,
beingaBlackdesigner,theonlyone,not
onlyinthestudio,butI thinkallofParis.

WWD:Itmusthavebeenashocktobe
thrustintothelimelight,andwithso
muchresponsibilityonyourshoulders.
Wasitatoughadjustment,ordidyou
surpriseyourselfinyourcapacityto
adapt?
O.R.: Iwasnotexpectingtobeappointed
creativedirector,andInevertriedto

becomethecreativedirector.Ithappened,
andthat'swhatwecallmeritocracy,
becauseI wasdoingbasicallyeverything,
soobviouslytheytrustedme.Iaskedmy
teamfirstbeforesayingyes,becauseItold
themI wouldn'tbeanyonewithoutyou
guys.Andtheysaid,"Wetrustyou,take
it!"Andthat'showwestarted.

IwasalreadydoingsomanythingsI was
notscaredtodothecollections.Theonly
thingthatIdidn'tknowwaswhatitmeans
tobeunderthespotlight.

WWD:Howdoyoufeelwhenyoulook
backonyourearlycollections?
O.R.:TherearesomecollectionsthatI
loved,somecollectionsthatI don'tlikeat
all,butIlovemyyoungerself.IthinkI've
beenreallyresilient,andprettybrave
goingthroughasystemthatatthe
beginningdidn'treallyacceptmeasa
25-year-oldheaddesigner,andaBlack
designerinareallywhiteindustry.

IthinkwhatsavedmewasthatI wasso
interestedinthenumbersanditwasme
thatwaspushingthebusinesssofar,
becauseI wassodisappointedifwewere
doingonly20or30percentincreases.Iwas
like,"Weshoulddo40.Weshoulddo50."
Ifevertherewerequestions,theanswer
camefromtheclientswhosupportedme.

Iwasnotscaredbeforemyfirstshow,
butI gotscaredafter,becauseI wasso
youngandmaybetoofragiletofacethe
critics.Butafterthat,Istartedtoenjoyit
moreandmore,andI startedtosay,"You
knowwhat,that'showfashionis,it's
OK."Thatmakesyoustronger.

I cannotlookatmyearlycollections
withoutthinkingwhatIhadtogothrough.
ButI'mproudofwhatIbuiltwiththatkind
ofdisruptiveglamour,whilerespectingthe
visionofthehouse.

WWD:Whenandhowdidyoucomeup
withtheconceptfortheBalmainarmy?
O.R.:WhenI startedtohavealotof
diversityinthecasting,andwhenI started
toplayhip-hopmusic,somepeople
startedtoquestionwhatIwasdoing,and
saying,"Oh,isitreallyluxury?"

AndthenonedayRihannacame
backstageandshelookedatthecasting,
shelookedatthefashionshow,andshe
said,"I'msoproudofyou.You'rechanging
therulesofthisfashionworld."Itoldher
themodelswerealsomessengers,carrying
astrongmessageofinclusivity,ofdiversity,
ofrevolution.Andthat'showitbecamethe
Balmainarmy,fightingagainstrulesthat
havebeenimposedforsomanyyears.
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WWD:You'vealsobeenapioneerin
leveragingsocialmedia,openingup
yourshowstothepublic,embracing
technologieslikeNFTs.What'syour
secretsauce?
O.R.: Itwasjustinstinct.Myfirstselfie?I
can'ttellyouhowmanycallsIgotfromso
manypeopletellingme,"Canyouplease
takeitdown,becausesocialmediaisfor
cheapbrands."Andmyretortwas:"Are
youhappywithyoure-commerce?"
Becausee-commercewasnotsupposedto
beluxury,theinternetwasnotsupposed
tobeforluxuryandnoweverybody's
livingontheinternet.Ichallengedpeople
tobelievemethatsocialmediawouldbe
thefuture.It'sbettertobeapioneerthana
follower.>
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Rousteingatthe
spring2021finale.

LooksfromtheBalmain
xH&Mcollection,2015.

JustinBieberandOlivier
RousteingattheMetGalain2015

RihannainBalmain'sspring2014campaign.

Youneedtotakerisksandtakedecisions
quicklybecausetheworld'sgoingtomove
fast.Isaid,"Youhaveacreativedirector
thatisyoung,thatisBlack,thatisreally
intopopculture,thatisthewitnessofhis
time.Sopleasefollowmygutinstinct."

Thatphaseofmycareerbecameabit
moreofastrugglebecausesomepeople
startedtothinkIwasmoreofacelebrity
thanadesigner.

WWD:Whatwastheimpulsebehind
BalmainSurSeine?
O.R.:ItwasduringCOVID,andI wasso
boredtonothaveshowsandnotto
interactwiththepublic.SoIsaid,theonly
waywecandoisofferingafashion
momenttotoParis.Andthatwasit.

WWD:Atsomepoint,youbegan
talkingmoreabouttheheritageofthe
houseandMr.PierreBalmain.What
switchedthaton?
O.R.: Itswitchedduringthepandemic.
WhenItookthatbargedowntheSeine,I
broughtmyclothesandIalsobroughtthe
archivesfromPierreBalmainfromthe
1950s.Ihadasensethat,withallthe
uncertaintyintheworld,heritagewas
goingtobereallyimportanttocreatenew
pillarsthattheworlddidn'tknowabout.

MystrengthhasbeentobuildBalmain's
pop-culturerelevance.ButIthinkmy
secondstrengthistoalsotobuildBalmain
intoaheritagehouse.I'mnotthefounder
andnewgenerationsmightnotknow
PierreBalmain.Sothetensionbetweenthe
twoisreallyimportant.

WWD:Howwouldyoudescribethe
legacyofMr.PierreBalmain,its
relevanceandimportanceforthe
futureofBalmain?
O.R.: TheonlyanswerIcangiveyouishe
builtahouseaftertheSecondWorldWar,
sobravery,resilience,audacity,right?He
wasambitious,disruptive,it'spartofhis
DNA.Hestartedtravelingtootherpartsof
theworldwaybeforemanyother
designers.HewasfluentinEnglish.Hewas
friendswithGertrudeSteinandBrigitte
Bardot.HewasclosetoDalida,hedressed
JosephineBaker.HehadhisownBalmain
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army.Allthoseincrediblewomenarekind
oflikethemusesofwhoI'mdressingtoday.

WWD:Youfamouslybroughtbacka
monogramthatdatesfromtheearly
'70s,andwasusedextensivelyduring
thatera,andthenvanished.What'sthe
backstory?IsitpossibleKarlLagerfeld
designedit?
O.R.:Wedon'tknowandthatwillbe
alwayspartofthemysteryofthishouse.
ButImean,don'tforgetthatwhenKarlleft
Balmain,hewenttoanotherbrandwithan
incrediblemonogramaswell,buthewas
herebefore.Karlwastherighthandof
PierreBalmain,inthesamewaythatI was
therighthandofChristopheDecarnin,so
there'ssomethingreallyinterestingabout
thisequation.

Iunderstoodthatthishousewasa
sleepingbeauty,andthismonogramwas
partofit,andI wokeitup.

WWD:DidyouevertalktoKarlabout
histimeatBalmain,ordidhegiveyou
anyadvice?
O.R.:Hewasamentor,forsure,more
aboutmypersonallifebecauseI was
asking,youknow,indiscreetquestions,
like"Karl,dohavesomeonethatyoulove?
Isyourlovefashion?"Ithinkhelikedmy
youthfulinnocence,forsomereason,
becausenoonedaredtogothere.He
answered,andobviouslyoutofrespect,I
willneverrepeatwhathetoldme,buthe
wasgivingmereallygreatadvice.And
aboutBalmain,hesaid,"Ilearnedalot,
butitwasreallytimeformetogo."

WWD:Intermsoffashion,whathave
youcontributedtotheBalmainDNA?

Rousteingbeing
Interviewedat
theBalmainx
H&Mlaunch
partyin2015.

Beyoncéat
Coachellain2018.

O.R.:Iwouldsaycraft,becausethisisa
couture-esquehouse,andIbrought
pop-culturerelevance.Thebeautyof
Balmainisthatyouhavethatkindofreally
expensivecraftandheavilyembellished
dressesandyoualsohaveayoungaudience
buyingT-shirtsandjerseys.Sothere'sthis
tension.MyobsessionistobearealFrench
couturier,berelevantinmytime,butalso
timeless.

Fashion-wise,Ibroughtaconfident
attitude,aconfidentsilhouetteformen
andforwomen.Thecommonpoint
betweenChristophe(Decarnin)andI was
ourloveofshoulderpads.I thinkIbrought
morejoliemadamesilhouettes,cinchedat
thewaistgivingthatV,triangleshape.And
Ibroughtthegoldbuttons,creatingan
identifiabledouble-breastedjacket.

WWD:Puttingmodestyasideagain,
whathasbeenyourproudest
achievementssofarinyourBalmain
career?
O.R.:MycollaborationwithH&Min2015.
I'mreallycompetitivewithmyself.Ithink
thatwasoneofmyproudestmoments,
becausemyobsessionsincebecoming
creativedirectorwastomakesureBalmain
wouldberelevantforyouthandnew
generations.AndwhenIsawthatpeople
werelikecrying,breakingwindows,like
queuingfordaystogetaBalmainpiece,I
wasreallyproud.

I canalsomentionmycollaboration
withBeyoncéatCoachella(2018),the
campaignwithRihanna(2014)andbeing
seatedinfrontof(FrenchPresident
Emmanuel)MacronandBrigitteMacronat
theÉlyséePalace.(Itwasalavishdinnerto
kickoffParisFashionWeekin2023).

WWD:Fashionisinthe
middleofagreatgameof
musicalchairs.Doyou
seelongevityinyourrole
asaprooracon?Explain.
O.R.:Ireallybelieveinlong
relationships.Ifsomeone
wantsmyadvice,you
cannotbuildtheDNAand
thestoryofahouseinone
chapter.Youneedalotof
chapterstocreatethebest
book.Andtocreatethat
book,youneedtrust,you
needloyalty,youneed
respect,evenwhenthereis
disagreement,evenwhen
thereisnoalignment.
Becausethat'swhatbrings
thestrengthofahouse,the
tension.

Ifassoonasthetension
happens,youjustgetridof
thedesigner,Ithinkthat's
wrong,becauseyouwill
neverwriteabook.SoI'm
proudofthislongevity.I
hopethatwe'regoingtogo
backtothislongevitysoon
atthevarioushouses
becauseit'sjustsoniceto
seepeoplegrowing.

Balmain.
fall2024

WWD:Whatchallengesandambitions
haveyouputforyourself,orthe
companyhasputbeforeyou,asthe
houseentersitsninthdecadeof
operation?
O.R.:RespectingtheambitionsofPierre
Balmain,whichistheambitiontobean
internationalhousewhilekeepingitsvalues.

AlbertEinsteinoncesaid- Idon't
exactlyrememberthesentence- but
basicallyamanofsuccessisamanthat
stickstohisvalues.Thisisthemost
incrediblesentenceformeasacreative
director,becausetherearemanywaysto
getsuccess,butifyoudon'trespectyour
ownvalues,Ithinkit'safailure.

I'mproudofallwhatI havedonehere,
withcompromise.I'mproudforthefuture
ofthehouse,becausethishousedeserves
theresilienceandtobebravealwaysand
notbeingscared.I thinkit'sahousethatI
wouldcallfearless.

WWD:Iunderstandyourecently
turned40.Anyadviceyouwouldgive
toyouryoungerself?
O.R.: Iwouldsay,nomatterwhereyou
comefrom,chooseyourowndestiny.
There'sgoingtobealotofchallenges,alot
ofobstacles,butdon'tgiveup.

Beincompetitionwithyourself,but
don'thateyourself,becausesometimes
therearethosemomentswhereyoucreate
adirection,whereyoudon'tfeelgoodwith
yourself.Whenyouworkinfashion,you
havethosehypemoments,andyouhave
thosemomentswhereyou'renothype
anymore.AndIwouldsaytomyyounger
self,"Don'tlookforbeinghype,butlook
forbeingtimeless,becausethereis
nothingbetterthanstayingforever."=
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