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SINCERELY, 
MATT DAMON
He was the golden-boy 
actor who became one 
of Hollywood’s biggest 
icons. Yet Matt Damon 
continues to surprise us.
By Chris Heath
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Real heroes don’t wear capes. The individuals on this 
list are at the top of their respective fields—whether 
in sport, business, or entertainment. But beyond their 
personal achievements, these extraordinary folks 
have brought us much-needed inspiration and cheer 
in a difficult year.  Each has demonstrated empathy, 
smarts, and courage, driving positive change to create 
a brighter future. We salute them.
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In a sea of sustainable 
brands and endeavours, 

we shine a light on  
seven labels doing 

right by what is, quite 
literally, the fabric of 

India: cotton.
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Moving 
Mountains

 When I interviewed YouTube food sensation Mikey Chen last year, he said his 
greatest contribution as a creator was relentlessly shooting videos that promoted 
owner-driven restaurants through the pandemic—helping many of them stay 
a� oat. In India, the restaurant industry lies devastated by lockdowns. While 
there have been many prominent closures, the real damage has occurred to the 
lakhs of anonymous restaurants that dot the country, small businesses that 

employ millions. This year, we’ve nominated YouTuber Kripal Amanna as a GQ Hero for using his 
powerful ‘Food Lovers’ platform to shine a spotlight on a slew of outstanding local eateries—driving 
footfalls through his vlogs, helping save some of these relatively unknown gems. Amanna is based 
in Bengaluru and takes road trips on his Harley-Davidson to nearby towns and cities like Dharwad, 
Salem and Mangalore. There he highlights iconic neighbourhood restaurants that are driven by 
passionate owners and their families, producing � nger-licking dishes like bennae (butter) dosae, 
Bannur mutton and oyster sukka. What stands out is the immense pride the owners feel about the 
quality of food produced in their kitchens, and the sheer joy on their faces as Amanna tucks in while 
they hover over. Many of these proprietors acknowledge how Amanna’s videos have helped them tide 
through this most dif� cult period—his recommendations pulling in a passionate foodie audience, 
who come in droves and order generously.  

This year’s Heroes portfolio celebrates individuals who have gone above and beyond their personal 
achievements to give us inspiration and cheer in a challenging year. They include Manipuri dynamo 
Mirabai Chanu Saikhom, who famously powered her way to a weightlifting silver on the very 
� rst day of the Tokyo games. The win was brilliant, but its timing was crucial too: assuaging the 
traditional Indian anxiety that usually builds once each edition of the Games gets underway, with 
fans accustomed to waiting nervously for the � rst medal to emerge. Once Mirabai stepped onto the 
podium on day one, we could all sit back and enjoy the rest of the Olympics.
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THE BEST NEW

(Opposite) 
Pablo 
Mirandaʼs 
António 
at 31 in 
Fontainhas; 
(right)
the cacao 
smoothie 
bowl at 
Earth 
Mama

 29

While F&B industry estimates say that one in every four restaurants in metros will not survive the pandemic, 
Goa seems less affected. In fact, a new breed of restaurateurs (and several old hands too) have launched a slew 

of exciting eateries, from bakeries selling pastéis de nata to joints serving Persian pilafs, kuzhipaniyaram 
and smoky grilled meats. Which means you’ve got more choices than ever before. Arun Janardhan tells you 

where to eat—and drink—when you r̓e in Goa next

 M alavika Manay had just made her 
way to Goa from Bengaluru when 
the whole country went into a 
lockdown in March last year. Like 
many tourists, she had aspired 
to live here at some point. She 
was initially supposed to move to 
Maldives on work—to explore island 

life and teach yoga at a luxury hotel—but her 
parents insisted she “� gure her shit out” before 
going anywhere. 

Part of the � guring involved going back to one of 
her key interests: food. Last August, she started 
Earth Mama Smoothies—an extension of a pop-
up she’d launched in Bengaluru—from her Siolim 
home in north Goa.

She’s now setting up a café in Anjuna, which 
will serve her smoothies as well as some savouries. 
To prepare for this, she bought business books 
and studied how to live an entrepreneur’s life—an 
arguably more challenging prospect than blending 
almond milk and acai berry powder with fruits, 
granola, and almond butter drizzle. 

In a year and a half of economic mayhem and 
mess in the hospitality sector, Manay’s story of new 
beginnings may seem like an exception, but it’s 
not. Considering the tourist hotspot of north Goa 
opened up earlier than most metros last year, and 
restaurants were allowed to function for longer 
periods, the damage to the hospitality biz here was 
muted compared to other parts of the country.

While some of the state’s best-known 
establishments, like Lila Café in Anjuna and Villa 
Blanche in Assagao, shut down, a host of new 
properties have sprouted across the region. 

Besides Earth Mama Smoothie Bar and 
Kitchen, which will likely start in September, over 
the last 21 months, several new and reinvented 
restaurateurs have taken the plunge. Felix, Idā, 
The Market at the Westin, a second outlet of 
Prana Café, a bigger Smoke, besides an existing 
one in Chapora (all Anjuna); Tamil Table, Jamun, 
Silly Souls Café & Bar, Babka (Assagao); Zwe by 
Golden Eye, Roboto (Calangute); Dakté (Siolim); 
Masala House (Porvorim); Petisco, António at 31, 
Miguel’s (Panjim); Schandis (Caranzalem); Padaria 
Prazeres (Miramar); Backyard Café by Nikita 
(Olaulim); and Tesouro by Fire� y and Ruuh (both 
Colva) are just some of the latest names to know in 
a state where the next big culinary sensation could 
be around the corner, down that path with no road, 
and past the gate blocked by a sleepy-eyed cow.PH
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T he � rst nationwide lockdown 
was announced two weeks before 
Panjim’s Petisco was set to open 
on 7 April 2020. Pranav Dhuri, 
one of the partners and the fourth 

generation of the family-owned chain Café Tato, 
wanted to improvise with European cuisine 
using local ingredients. He experimented 
with Chef Halton Dsouza, who’s interned at 
Copenhagen’s Noma, on Goa’s famed chillies, 
introduced seasonal baby potatoes (zadkandga) 
and replaced mackerel with lady � sh, adding 
in� uences borrowed from Europe, Argentina, 
and the Caribbean. 

They � nally started on 9 November, from a 
cosy outlet near the widely photographed Our 
Lady of Immaculate Conception church. By the 
end of the month, Petisco was doing full covers. 
“We were lucky we didn’t start before,” says 
the 29-year-old, sipping a lime and soda at his 
restaurant built over two levels.

If the capital city of Panjim—encompassing 
the neighbourhoods of Caranzalem, Campal, 
Miramar, and Dona Paula—and with its 
charming outposts of Fontainhas, Altinho, 
as well as the incongruous Bandra-Kurla 
Complex-like Patto is fertile ground for new 
eateries, there’s an easy explanation for it. 
With several companies and of� ces setting up 
base here, Panjim is livelier today than before. 



It has young Goans who’ve returned from travels 
abroad looking for newer culinary options, more 
tourists than before, some art and cultural festivals, 
and a more professional way of running businesses 
compared to the unorganized tourist belt.

Chef Pablo Miranda, who started Patrao’s 
Deli last September, was meant to take up an 
assignment in the UAE when the first lockdown 
hit. He started delivering ramen from his home in 
Altinho in June, which made him an instant hit 
among the new digital nomads of Goa, people who’d 
escaped their big-city claustrophobia to temporarily 
WFH here. 

In December, he started António at 31, next to 
the grungy-hip hole-in-the-wall tavern, Joseph Bar. 

The 31-year-old is now ready to start a Japanese 
yakitori bar a few steps away called Makutsu or 
Den of Thieves.

“People who open in more touristy places have to 
make menus that’s pleasing to all. Plus, the rents 
are ridiculous,” he says, adding that he recovered 
on his investments in just three weeks.

Miranda’s schoolmate and newly-wed Ralph 
Prazeres, with wife Stacy, opened Padaria 
Prazeres in April this year in Miramar, away 
from any cluster of eateries or hotspots. Their 
bakery leans towards Berliners, doughnuts and 
palmiers besides a delicate pastel de nata, a 
Portuguese pastry that’s enjoying a renaissance 
in Europe. 

(Clockwise from 
top) The herb 

and nut crusted 
polenta at Petisco; 

the European-
style bakery at 

Padaria Prazeres; 
Ralph Prazeres 

and Stacy Gracias 
outside their 

bakery

NOVEMBER 2020  — 31

The 
pastel 
de nata 
from 
Padaria 
Prazeres

 31

When Prazeres returned to Goa, after studying 
at Le Cordon Bleu in London and working at a 
bunch of restaurants there, he had a family-owned 
hospitality business to fall back upon. But he 
couldn’t � nd sources for the kind of products he 
liked and, despite being advised against opening a 
European-style bakery, decided to go ahead with it. 
It helped that Stacy, with a background in � nance, 
could work out the maths for new beginnings.

“We believed in what we’re selling, and knew 
it wouldn’t be a hit straightaway. People weren’t 
accustomed to what we did,” says the 29-year-
old, seated in his café one afternoon, while Stacy 
handled the counter. It’s lunchtime and there is 
a steady in� ux of visitors, mostly for takeaways. 
Other restaurants, like António, source their bread 
from Padaria, providing them regular patronage.

“There is a technique to what we’re doing, lots of 
skill,” he adds.

“People want to invest in our concept in 
places like Mumbai and Delhi,” says Hossein 
Haghighatgoo, whose family runs the Persian 
restaurant Schandis in Frankfurt, Germany. 
He reiterates the popularity of his Caranzalem 
restaurant, adding, “A lot of hotel owners want us 
in Assagao and in the north (of Goa). But there is 
no reason to open two-three branches and make a 
hell of our life immediately.”

Haghighatgoo wanted to escape the high-
pressure business and moved to Goa in 2016, where 
he started baking bread from his home in Dona 
Paula. But he couldn’t escape the lure of serving 
food—and Schandis opened right by the beach in 
January 2020. 

“In the food industry, I might be famous, but 
who you were yesterday does not matter,” says 
Haghighatgoo, who is particularly proud of his 
lamb kubideh (mince) and baklava.

But the focus of restaurateurs in these parts is 
not tourists as much as the permanent residents. 
“The idea is to get locals on board and get them to 
repeat,” says Dhuri. Prazeres adds: “We are around 
the corner from a lot of housing societies.”

One of the reasons why Maia Laifungbam 
and Sanchit Behl, who’ve worked in a number of 
restaurants including Roboto in Calangute and 
are each other’s sous-chef, are setting up a place in 
Panjim focusing on bar-centric food is to cash in on 
the trend. “Panjim has really elevated; the whole 
area is so popular now. The food culture is growing 
in such a way that this will get international 
attention,” says Behl who made it through 
lockdown by doing deliveries from their platform 
Oink Inc.

Behl and Laifungbam were also part of a 
group of restaurants that delivered free meals for 
COVID-19 relief to hospitals.

Several restaurateurs point to Black Sheep 
Bistro that opened in 2014 as one of the players 

that changed the game, paving the way for others 
to improvise. BSB itself moved last June from its 
previous location in Panjim to its current location in 
Campal, alongside the co-owned Black Market.

“The rest of the country made this their second 
home [during the � rst wave]. Digital nomads stayed 
in Goa for six to eight months and they needed a 
place to eat. So they were ordering out on a daily 
basis,” says Prahlad Sukhtankar, the founder of 
Black Sheep Bistro and Black Market.

 F urther north and away from the 
city, where some of the population is 
transient, business does depend a lot on 
tourists. During the last year and more, 
the neighbourhoods of Siolim, Assagao, 

Anjuna, Calangute, Candolim among others became 
the preferred hunting grounds for the digital 
nomads Sukhtankar refers to.

While the tourist-centric belt has always had 
a churn of new openings and closings, there is a 
staggering variety of cuisines on display right now 
in this part of the state. Smoke does barbecued 
meats and spare ribs, American South-style 
Indianized with combinations of cumin, ginger, 
coriander and jaggery. Tamil Table is Pondicherry-
in� uenced south Indian, Silly Souls is Asian with 
touches from the north-east, Zwe is subtle Burmese, 
there’s street-style Japanese at Roboto, and burgers 
at Nikita’s to name a few.

The reason for it is also that some people in 
the restaurant business, who lost their jobs in 
big cities, moved to Goa looking for opportunities, 
which they found with others or on their own. 
Even when establishments were closed, chefs kept 

WHILE THE TOURIST-
CENTRIC BELT OF
NORTH GOA HAS
ALWAYS HAD A
CHURN OF NEW
OPENINGS AND
CLOSINGS, THEREʼS
A STAGGERING
VARIETY OF
CUISINES ON
DISPLAY RIGHT
NOW IN THIS PART
OF THE STATE 
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The prawn 
a la plancha 
at Petisco
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their kitchens running through takeaways as 
delivery partners like Swiggy and Zomato upped 
their game. 

For example, Anant Singh and Karishma 
Pursnani, who moved to Goa from Delhi, opened 
Babka in Assagao in late 2019, just months 
before the lockdown. He had worked for American 
Express in the NCR, she for a law firm, but they’d 
started experimenting with baking in Delhi in 
2015 with their brand Mystical Bundle.

Two of their three employees left on Day One of 
Babka, a place that does some exceptional pastries 
and desserts. He worked 16 hours a day till the 
lockdown made his life, surprisingly, better. They 
could hire some of the recently fired kitchen and 
serving staff, and since few other places were open 
for takeaways, Babka could shine.

Other chefs got invited to serve up meals at 
palatial houses, taken over by large groups of 
people or families happy to eat a curated meal at 
home rather than stepping out amid the risk of 
the virus.

“I was doing up to a thousand ramens on 
the weekend,” says Miranda, “plus those villa 
dinners.”

“Many from Delhi and Mumbai are looking for 
an opportunity here,” says Harsh Khaneja, who 
moved from Delhi to start Silly Souls in Assagao 
in February 2021. “[Back home] they get the 
same kind of customers…You get bored of what 
you are doing. In Goa, new customers come in 
every day. You get to tell your story. In Goa, you 
will never go into losses if you are passionate 
about what you do.” Later, he talks passionately 
about the momo-jhol at Silly Souls, which has a 
recipe “known only to three people”.

 W hen Mohit Mamtani crushes 
through the rain-hit roads of 
Vagator in his ageing Vento, 
he does so with a purpose. It 
takes the budding business 

of Smoke, in which he aids Geoffrey John Vrolijk, 
to tear him away from Cosmo, his bouncy seven-
year-old lab waiting at home.

Vrolijk, a widely travelled Canadian, had 
been fascinated by barbecues from the time he 
saw his father light up a fire as a four-year-old. 
He visited Goa first six years ago, increasing 
the duration of his stay with every visit, till he 
capitalized on a gap in the market. He set up a 
food stall at the night market for the first time 
in December 2018, and sold out in three hours. “I 
have a love-hate relationship with running out; 
I’m glad we sold out but disappointed that we 
can’t sell more,” says Vrolijk.

An eight-square-metre shop in Chapora 
followed in November 2019 before the second 
outlet this April in Anjuna, next to the state’s 

most famous gelato centre. “Gentrification is not 
good, but I’m doing the same,” says Vrolijk about his 
ambitions of running a full-fledged restaurant.

As Mamtani battles through a series of teething 
logistical issues, Vrolijk labours at a central kitchen; 
his pulled pork takes about 60 hours of work. “I 
care. I want every piece to impress. I don’t care if 
people have to wait for it,” says Vrolijk, who spent 
his lockdown doing deliveries and home catering.

Expectations among restaurateurs is that this 
will be a “rocking” season in Goa, better than last 
year. Entrepreneurs who move from Mumbai or 
Delhi find the rents manageable—one reason why 
some of the big names in the business have set their 
sights on the state—though real estate prices in 
Goa have skyrocketed since the pandemic. 

Local buzz has it that Riyaaz Amlani’s 
Impresario will bring in its brand Social to Panjim, 
though the company has not confirmed it. One of 
Bandra’s most popular Japanese restaurants has 
plans to start an outlet here. Rahul Akerkar, who 
recently shut down Qualia in Mumbai, will set up 
a place here. Prazeres and Miranda’s schoolmate 
Rakshay Dhariwal, who has a hand in Assagao’s 
Indian restaurant Jamun and Porvorim’s Asian 
joint Ping, is working on bringing their American 
brasserie SAZ to Morjim.

Meanwhile, the ones who have already got their 
kitchen fires running, have further aspirations. 
Dhuri wants everyone who comes to Panjim to 
dine at Petisco. Prazeres hopes to add an English 
afternoon tea, with scones and sandwiches, to 
his menu. Miranda is dreaming of a noodle bar, 
and Fontainhas turning into a street strictly for 
pedestrians, peppered with bars and live music. 

Everyone’s gearing up in different ways: for 
competition, for attention, to cut costs, and to 
be ready for whatever may come next in an 
unpredictable time. For visitors to Goa this season, 
it’s good news, because it appears like they’ll have 
their pot barle or tummy full. PH
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Taste
F O O D . DRINK . TR AV EL

THE RESTAURANT

SETTE MARA AT THE ST. REGIS | MUMBAI
A fortnight in Greece might still be tricky to swing, but escaping 
into it for an evening is certainly on the cards at The St. Regis’s 
newest, Sette Mara. The Middle Eastern bar and kitchen is a 
melange of the culinary frequencies of Turkey, Egypt, Morocco, 
Lebanon, Persia, Georgia, and, naturally, Greece. Best saved for 
a date, or a languorous dinner with a close friend, the authentic, 
delicately spiced fare is perfect for anyone with a nuanced palate. 
Start with their handcrafted cocktails and selection of negronis 
(we hear the Turkish Old Fashioned and Crystal Truffle Negroni 
are stars). Then, wind into some hot mezze, followed by a Braised 
Chicken Maqloub or an Eggplant and Sweet Potato Moussaka. 
Then, partake of a smattering of traditional charcoal grills 
before you end with a decadent dessert. The Prussian blues and 
burnished rust tones of the space prove a beautiful backdrop to a 
beautiful meal—making it a dinner you’re likely to remember. 
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THE DESSERT BAR & CAFE

OVEREASY | DELHI
The good folks behind Delhi’s cultural cachet–rife Plats and brilliant burger kitchen Chard 

have a new offering: OverEasy, at Saket’s DLF Avenue. And, just like its predecessors, it 
delivers on a great meal. What’s especially appealing about OverEasy’s menu is that 
it zeroes in on a couple of things and then makes them well. Having tossed out an 
expansive, over-ambitious menu swelling with options, the pickings are limited (but 
not slim) at this café-slash-dessert bar, letting you choose from sourdough toasties, 

soft-serve sundaes, thick shakes and coffee. The Old School Toastie (honey-glazed 
ham, cheese) and Slow Braised Lamb (red-wine onions, cheese) are great savouries, 
but this really is a spot for your sweet tooth. Try the Everything Chocolate Brioche, the 
Apple Pie Sundae and the Biscoff Thick Shake—sugar rush be damned.
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THE RESORT

THE SIX SENSES FORT BARWARA | RAJASTHAN
The immersive resort experiences that have so far been peppered across Europe, the 
Middle East, Africa, and South East Asia have finally made their way to Indian soil with 
the Six Senses Fort Barwara. The stunning desert-scape of this heritage property in 
Rajasthan will have 48 luxury suites ensconced in the majestic, 14th-century fort of the 
noble family of Barwara, revived through restoration and conservation efforts. On the 
grounds you’ll find two restaurants doing modern cuisine with a base of locally sourced 
ingredients, two swimming pools, a bar, lounge, retail boutique, children’s club and—the 
pièce de résistance—the 30,000-square-foot Six Senses spa and fitness centre. Location 
is everything, and the fort’s 30-minute drive time from Ranthambore National Park works 
in its favour, with the resort offering daily safari drives. Fort Barwara is slated for a winter 
launch, so make sure you pencil in some December days for a nobility-style vacation. 

THE CHASERS

SEPOY & CO 
LEMONADE

MIXERS
If there’s anything the 

year 2020 taught any gin 
aficionado, it was DIY 

cocktail mixing. Many a 
premix rose to the fore, 
and upped the ante for 
what we stirred into our 

spirits. Delhi based Sepoy 
& Co routinely understood 
the assignment, and after 

bringing out flavoured tonic 
waters, have added to their 

repertoire with natural, 
low-calorie lemonades. 
Ideal for a tipple on a hot 

summer’s day, the mixers 
come in three variants. The 
Classic is lemon-laced and 
unfussy; Pink Rose is a bit 
of an acquired taste with a 
deep rose-water base; and 
the fruity-citrus Tropical, 

born for mimosas. Though 
meant for a clear spirit, 
they'd go with a playful 

usquebaugh just as well. 

THE EXPERIENCE

JOHNNIE WALKER PRINCES STREET | EDINBURGH
It’s been a good year for the lovers of usquebaugh, with many craft whiskies rising to the fore, 
and new variants of beloved global brands making their way to Indian shores. The streak 
continues with Johnnie Walker’s new immersive experience: Johnnie Walker Princes Street. 
Designed in collaboration with BRC Imagination Arts (the minds behind visitor attractions like 
the Guinness Storehouse and NASA’s Kennedy Space Centre), the Edinburgh space will tell 
the 200-year story of the iconic blend, featuring rooftop bars, private dining areas, modern 
sensory tasting rooms, personalized tours, tasting experiences, and live performance areas. 
The 1820 bar, which will make craft cocktails served with a side of the Edinburgh skyline 
(legendary castle included); The Explorers’ Bothy, a whisky bar with over 150 rare bottles; and 
the studio—a flexible space for events and performances—sound especially promising. 
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If an Eames chair spent 
a wild weekend with 

Tom Sachs, it might turn 
out looking something 

like the artist’s Shop 
Chair, seen here boxed 

up in his NYC studio.

Around
the World

in 13
Chairs

Design 
museums and 

high-end home stores 
are full of iconic chairs from 
decades past, but what about 

the best stuff that’s being made 
right now? This is our guide to 
the coolest, most comfortable 

design-forward seats on 
the planet.

B Y  S A M  R E I S S

GQ World

Design

PH
OT

O:
 J

IR
O 

KO
N

AM
I

NO. 0 CHAIR

DESIGNER: Front for Weiner 
GTV Design
COUNTRY: Sweden
Stockholm studio Front’s 
reinterpretation of Gebrüder 
Thonet Vienna’s beyond-classic 
No. 14 chair—designed in 1860 (!),
 the first mass-produced piece 
of furniture ever!—adds a curvy 
arm but doesn’t sacrifice the 
minimal, regal power of the 
Viennese original. 

gebruederthonetvienna.com

BLOWING ARMCHAIR 1

DESIGNER: Seungjin Yang 
COUNTRY: South Korea
Seoul-based furniture designer 
Yang’s whimsical armchair is 
made from attached balloons 
that have been repeatedly coated, 
astonishingly, with epoxy resin. 
Available as a custom order, it 
pushes at-home seating into 
cartoonishly fun territory.

thefutureperfect.com

PUFFY LOUNGE 
CHAIR

DESIGNER: Faye Toogood 
for Hem
COUNTRY: England
Produced by Swedish furniture 
maker Hem, Toogood’s lounger 
combines an inviting quilt-like 
cushion with a steel frame—a 
design so minimal it feels near-
incomplete. It comes in a range 
of leather and cloth options, with 
different color bases, so you can 
choose either stark and clinical 
or warm and relaxing.

hem.com

SHOP CHAIR

DESIGNER: Tom Sachs 
COUNTRY: USA
In typical Sachs fashion, the 
concept of the perforated Shop 
Chair is as much about the 
nature of design as it is about 
sitting. With an Eames-like 
seat and rubber flex mounts 
for comfort, and a thick maple 
plywood base, it’s a perfect 
example of how the artist 
turns something familiar into 
something extraordinary.

tomsachsfurniture.com
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GQ World

Design

GRASSO CHAIR

DESIGNER: Stephen Burks 
for BD Barcelona Design 
COUNTRY: Spain
Grasso is Italian for “fat”, 
but this chair isn’t actually 
overweight, says its American 
designer, Stephen Burks: “It’s 
overflowing.” Indeed, with leather
cushions oozing out of a broad 
iron frame, it feels like an update 
of those ’80s-era Le Corbusier 
LC2 armchairs with the cushions 
that sink out past their frames 
after regular use. 

bdbarcelona.com

LINE CHAIR

DESIGNER: Ilé Ilà 
COUNTRY: Nigeria
This Lagos-based design firm 
takes inspiration from minimalist 
architecture and places it in a 
contemporary Yoruban context. 
In other words, it sets West 
African fabrics and woods into 
exacting, clean shapes. The Line 
chair’s sharp angles recall work 
by French modern design legend 
Pierre Jeanneret.

ile-ila.com

SHELL LOUNGE CHAIR

DESIGNER: Marco Sousa 
Santos for Branca Lisboa 

COUNTRY: Portugal
Sturdy as a backbone but as open 
as a sieve, the Shell takes its cues 

from the spine, expanding its 
connected accordion shape into 

a round, spacious bowl. It can 
take on either a luxe or spare vibe 

depending on how many pillows you 
drop in its seat. (It comes with four.) 

branca-lisboa.com

CHIGNON LOUNGE 
CHAIR

DESIGNER: LucidiPevere 
for Weiner GTV Design 

COUNTRY: Italy
Another riff on the historic 

bentwood chairs of Gebrüder 
Thonet Vienna, the plush, bright, 

and round Chignon from the 
Italian outfit LucidiPevere is a 

new design that recalls the stout 
and appealing big-cushioned 

seats of the ’70s. 

gebruederthonetvienna.com

INÈS CHAIR

DESIGNER: Chiara Andreatti 
for Pretziada 
COUNTRY: Italy
Crafted by third-generation 
Sardinian woodworker Pierpaolo 
Mandis for the brand Pretziada, 
the Inès is influenced by the kid-
size caned seats commonly kept 
around homes on that island, 
to be used outdoors, cracking 
almonds or sitting by the fire. 

pretziada.com

LU
CI

D
IP

EV
ER

E 
D

ES
IG

N
ER

S 
PO

RT
RA

IT
 (P

AO
LO

 L
U

CI
D

I A
N

D
 L

U
CA

 P
EV

ER
E)

: P
AO

LO
 C

ON
TR

AT
TI

. I
LÉ

 IL
À 

D
ES

IG
N

ER
 P

OR
TR

AI
T 

(T
OS

IN
 O

SH
IN

OW
O)

: E
LE

AN
OR

 G
OO

D
EY

. A
LL

 O
TH

ER
 P

H
OT

OG
RA

PH
S:

 C
OU

RT
ES

Y 
OF

 B
RA

N
D

S.

OCT0BER 2021  — 43

NYCHAIRX

DESIGNER: Takeshi Nii
COUNTRY: Japan
A Japanese classic designed in 
1970 that’s won awards over three 
separate decades, this is one of 
those epochal pieces that makes 
time bend. Was it really made 50 
years ago? Light, foldable, and 
reasonably priced, it’s the camp 
chair’s platonic ideal.

nychairx.eu

BN01 CHAIR

DESIGNER: León León
COUNTRY: Mexico
Mexico City–based León León’s 
BN01 is an unadorned leather 
canopy hanging over a base 
of light parota wood—the kind 
found mostly in Latin America. 
Shaped a bit like Kaare Klint’s 
1933 Safari chair but with 
the same direct energy that 
characterizes Percival Lafer’s 
’70s loungers, it’s sleek, 
unassuming, and stately. 

leonleondesign.com

LOW CHAIR 
GROPIUS

DESIGNER: Noom
COUNTRY: Ukraine
Noom designer Kateryna 
Sokolova pays tribute to furniture 
heroes of the past: The Low 
Chair Gropius, named after the 
Bauhaus founder, uses the rough 
dimensions of his famous 
F51 armchair, inverted to be 
softer and more playful.

noom-home.com

KIMBLE CHAIR

DESIGNER: Matthew Hilton 
for De La Espada 
COUNTRY: England
A Windsor chair produced by the 
Portuguese furniture maker De 
La Espada, the Kimble looks as 
elegant as a museum piece but 
reinterpreted in a customizable, 
opulent way. Each variation of the 
ash and walnut chair—whether 
finished with white, black, or 
Danish oil—offers a different 
aesthetic and energy, from 
simple and stark to vibrant and 
contrasting. 

delaespada.com
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 Having been born in 1983, and 
growing up in the ’80s and ’90s, 
I admired the invincible heroes 
that were glori� ed all over the 
world in � lm and in sport. It was 
a time when vulnerability was 
seen as a weakness—something 

you were taught to never show. Sharing your feelings, 
or being sensitive, simply wasn’t considered “macho”. 
It was even tougher for the generation before me. 

Now, at 37, and in the year 2021, I can say that a 
lot has changed for me, as well as the world. 

Let’s start with the world of sports. Recently, we’ve 
seen Naomi Osaka withdraw from the French Open 
and Wimbledon, due to mental health concerns and 
wanting to prioritize that part of her life. 

Simone Biles did the same at the Olympics. Mardy 
Fish, a friend of mine, a former top 10 tennis player 
on the ATP Tour and a silver medallist, ended his 
career earlier than anticipated due to his severe 
anxiety. Fish bravely shared his struggles at a time 
when it was less acceptable to do, which couldn’t have 
been easy. This is an area he delves into more deeply 
in a docu series that will air on Net� ix in the coming 
months. Michael Phelps, the most decorated Olympian 
in history, hasn’t been shy about discussing his battles 
with depression—a word that’s been taboo for the 
longest time. 

In the area of entertainment, I’ve long admired 
Will Smith. He seemed to do no wrong for such a long 
time. He appeared to me as a true alpha male. From 
his professional life on screen to his personal life. Over 
the last two years, he’s been incredibly open on social 
media—using it as it should be, but often isn’t: in 
a positive manner. He’s talked about con� icts in his 
marriage, challenges when it comes to raising his 
children, and in one of the most moving moments I’ve 
seen on a reunion show, he apologized to Janet Hubert 
with regard to a con� ict they had when she was � red 
from her role as Aunt Viv on The Fresh Prince of Bel-
Air in the early ’90s. As Smith said, sometimes we 
aren’t fully aware of how we’re making someone feel, 
or what we’re doing to someone else’s life. To become 
aware, however many years later, and � nd it within us 
to offer a sincere apology, coupled with the intention to 
truly grow, shows real strength and maturity. 

What’s remarkable in today’s time, compared 
to 25 years ago, is the impact these sports and 
entertainment � gures have had on so many around 
the globe. Their revelations are no longer met with 
shame, rather with connection, to so many who feel 
the same way and now have icons they can relate to 
on a deeper level. 

It takes great strength to be able to admit when 
you’re weak, struggling and need help. I’ve spoken 
about “being your own best friend” in a previous 
“What’s Your Code” series feature. It is just as 
relevant here. You can’t be strong enough to carry the 
weight of family, society, your own goals, ancestral 

pressures and the like, unless you’re a little kinder to 
yourself, even if it means disrupting the image others 
may have of you. 

It’s a lesson I’ve learned over the course of my life, 
and am still in the process of learning. It’s not easy 
for me to be completely open. I’d rather keep people 
happy and put myself in a tough spot than take care 
of myself � rst. 

I’m sure you’ve con� ded to one or multiple people 
about something that wasn’t easy to share, and been 
made to feel bad about it. I have. So then you end up 
bottling up feelings. But if you can allow yourself to be 
vulnerable enough to share, be open and put yourself 
� rst, beautiful things can happen. There are enough 
people out there who’re going through what you’re 
going through—and will admire your bravery in 
choosing to speak your truth. And it’s going to feel 
like a giant release for you as well—which can be 
truly liberating. 

As we celebrate a new kind of hero this month, 
let’s take note of the journeys of those mentioned 
above. This doesn’t mean forgetting the “superhero 
mentality” that the “What’s Your Code” philosophy 
preaches, but it means combining it with the 
vulnerability to know when we need help, where we’re 
struggling, and when to let it all out. 

It’s a new day, everyone. We must strive to learn 
and grow. To seek awareness, understanding, and 
compassion—for oneself and others. Motivating 
ourselves will ensure great achievement; but inspiring 
others, well, that creates greatness. IM
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Over the last two 
years, Will Smith—
someone who's 
always appeared 
to me as an alpha 
male—has been 
incredibly open 
on social media. 
He’s talked about 
confl icts in his 
marriage, challenges 
when it comes to 
raising his children
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 here’s no more Anish Sood 
for the foreseeable future,” 
says Anish Sood. Over a 
Zoom call from Goa, Sood is 
talking about a seismic shift 

in his musical career and explaining why 
his very popular DJ sets are not going to be 
a thing. Earlier this year, Sood reintroduced 
himself as Anyasa, a producer of electronic 
music that delves deeper into the trance 
space, while also streamlining his Indian 
influences. As Anyasa, he debuted Gaya, his  
4-track Hindustani-classical-inflected EP 
in July—becoming the first Indian artist 
to sign on the legendary label Anjunadeep. 
And we got a taste of just how serious Sood 
was about this new avatar. “Anyasa isn’t an 
alias, it’s not a side project; it’s an evolution.” 
Sood’s journey to Gaya, a surprisingly 
flawless and dance floor-friendly mash 
of Indian classical vocals (not samples, 
mind you) and trance-rooted production, 
began in the pandemic as an experiment. 
But it stemmed from a larger period of 
introspection: including a sense of ennui, a 
disenchantment; and the observation that 
success among his contemporaries came to 
those who were staying true to their roots, 
bringing something authentic and unique 
to the table (like Bicep, or the entire Afro 
house genre, notes Sood), instead of trying 
to sound like yet another thing out of Berlin 
or Ibiza. And then there’s the matter of a 
changing audience at a time when hip hop is 
the soundtrack of the world. “There are two 
things happening in electronic music right 
now,” he says. “I think a lot of the people 
that are listening to hip-hop today are the 
ones who were listening to EDM five years 
ago. On the other hand, most people who  
are listening to house and techno today,  
also got into this music because of EDM, 
maybe tracing their first electronica gigs to 
Swedish [House Mafia] or Avicii.” And those 
are the people that Sood wants to play for.  
“The cool thing about the people who do 
listen to house and techno is that they’re 
really the more authentic listeners that you 
have,” he says. He’s already got a new EP 
ready for Anjunadeep to release, when the 
time is right (probably early 2022), and he’s 
envisioned various iterations of his live set, 
from him solo behind the console to a full 
Indian classical ensemble on stage.

“Globally and in India, we’re very well-
poised for a revival,” he says. “Once things 
reopen of course.” 

How Anish Sood, among India’s biggest EDM stars, is 
eschewing his pop stardom to produce Indian-inspired, 

trance-inflected electronic music, as Anyasa
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FOUR  COATS  
IN ONE
This season, longtime 
friends Kim Jones and 
Chitose Abe consecrated 
fashion’s most powerful 
collab with a Dior Men x 
Sacai capsule that brings 
Jones’s luxe sensibility 
to Abe’s characteristic 
hybridized sportswear 

Heavenly 
Coats, 

Quilted
Trousers,  

and Gloves  
With Pockets:  

The New 
Rules

of Fall 
OuterwearW R I T T E N  B Y  S A M U E L  H I N E 
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BABY 
CASHMERE 
SCARF
This Loro Piana 
scarf has a 
classic pattern 
but a rarefied 
composition: It’s 
made from the 
ultrasoft cashmere 
of baby Capra 
hircus goats 

THE 
ULTIMATE 
FLEECE
A Bathing Ape founder 
Nigo was one of Virgil 
Abloh’s first mentors 
in fashion; they’ve 
reunited to produce 
LV2, a capsule of 
next-level grails—like 
this deep-pile Damier 
check shearling—at 
Louis Vuitton Men’s

COIN PURSE 
GLOVES
Miuccia Prada famously 
has a knack for creating 
droolworthy bags; now 
that Mrs. Prada has 
paired up with Belgian 
conceptualist Raf 
Simons, the house’s 
accessories—like these 
nappa leather gloves—
are nothing short of 
brilliant 

LOOONG 
OVERCOAT
In the realm of 
military-inspired 
outerwear, the 
shin-length deck 
coat is an underrated 
classic—and making 
a comeback thanks 
to 1017 Alyx 9SM 

BULLETPROOF 
BOOTS
Canada Goose is expanding 
into footwear with this pair 
of hikers, as rugged as the 
brand’s famously sturdy 
winter coats

LUXE CHORE 
COAT 
The dusty, floral palette 
of Loewe’s fall collection 
is drawn from the 
work of underground 
NYC artist and poet 
Joe Brainard, whose 
’70s zines made an 
impression on designer 
Jonathan Anderson 
when he was young 

CLIMBING 
PANTS
With a gusseted crotch 
and nylon self-belt, 
Gramicci pants are as 
indestructible today as 
they were in the days of 
the infamous Yosemite 
Stonemasters, 
who wore them on 
treacherous climbs

MURDERED-
OUT DIVE 
WATCH
What would James Bond 
wear on a nighttime 
mission? The Omega 
Seamaster Diver 300M 
Black Black, which is, 
besides its caliber, crystal, 
and band, made entirely of 
stealthily dark ceramic

BUTTERY VEST
From Silicon Valley to 
Solomeo, Brunello Cucinelli’s 
sublimely soft suede vests 
are the international sign that 
you’ve made it

SLEEK 
SUNGLASSES
For 40 years, Emporio Armani 
has embodied a youthful spirit— 
and true to the times, these 
shades are fit for a TikTok star 

CABLE-KNIT 
PONCHO
Thom Browne can 
impose his house’s 
rigorous preppy 
codes on anything—
even a massive 
wizard poncho 

OMBRÉ 
MUFFLER
Alpaca wool is warmer 
than standard wool, and 
Isabel Marant’s ombré 
alpaca scarves are doper 
than standard scarves
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THE CRAFTSMANSHIP,  THAT 
ONE NOTICES IN THE FINER 
DETAILS OF OUR PIECES,  I S  A N  
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A N D  PA S S I O N .  

AVAILABLE AT :
|   TATACLIQ LUXURY  |   THE COLLECTIVE

SHOP ONLINE AT WWW.LAPISBARD.COM
LUXURY LEATHER |  FINE WRITING INSTRUMENTS |  LIFESTYLE ACCESSORIES
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EXOTIC CAR COAT
Kris Van Assche’s legacy 
at Berluti lives on in pieces 
like this quilted car coat: In 
only three years, the Belgian 
designer made the label’s 
ready-to-wear as attention-
worthy as its famous footwear 

SNOW 
PANTS
Diesel might be best 
known for its denim, 
but this season it’s all 
about these slightly 
flared ski pants, 
reminiscent of the 
radical mountainwear 
of the ’90s. Wear them 
as you would jeans

THE PERFECT 
PUFFER
If there’s a color of the 
season, it’s green, and if 
there’s a coat of the season, 
it’s Alexander McQueen’s 
puffer, cropped just so 

THE IPHONE 
OF VESTS
As winterwear becomes 
increasingly logo-fied, 
Italy’s Herno remains 
one of the last bastions 
of chic, understated—
but no less luxurious—
down outerwear 

SILKY DOWN 
BLAZER
Just when you thought 
Fendi Men’s electric-
blue quilted silk jacket 
couldn’t get any better, 
get this: It’s reversible 

HEIRLOOM 
CARDIGAN
Headscarves, pearls, huge 
sunglasses, and now this epic 
Dolce & Gabbana cardigan 
with brooches for buttons: 
Grandma’s menswear 
takeover is finally complete

FLEECE BERET
Made out of furry boa, 
Needles’s winter beret 
is like a deep-pile fleece 
jacket for your dome 

A QUILT FOR 
YOUR LEGS
In the age of year-round 
alfresco dining, there’s 
no greater pant to have 
in your arsenal than 
Bode’s finely tailored 
log cabin quilt trousers

GOOD-BOY 
SCARF
Iconic accessories-
maker Dunhill is here to 
get you in on the home 
knitting trend, needles 
and yarn not required

CRAZY 
GOGGLES
Rappers haven’t worn 
ski goggles off-slope 
in years, but if the 
trend returns, it’ll be 
thanks to Moncler’s 
bug-eyed peepers

A BRIGHT 
BLOUSON
There’s nothing like a 
burst of Simon Porte 
Jacquemus’s sunny 
Provençal Pop to liven 
up even the dreariest 
winter wardrobe

FURRY MITTS
Givenchy designer 
Matthew Williams is 
known for hyped-up 
hardware, but his soft 
accessories, like these 
faux fur mittens, are 
just as compelling

CITY-TO-SLOPE SNEAKERS
Though these Bally hike-sneakers look as fresh as 
anything, the brand’s mountaineering heritage runs deep: 
When Tenzing Norgay completed the first-ever ascent of 
Mount Everest in 1953, he was wearing Bally boots 
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When you think of fine spirits, cognac 
inevitably comes to mind. After all, 
it’s synonymous with French luxury 
and is one of the oldest known 
spirits in the world. The story of 
cognac began with industrious Dutch 
traders, who wanted to bring French 
wine to their homeland after distilling 
it to produce a concentrate for ease 

of transportation. What resulted, 
instead, was what we know cognac 
as today, which became a revered 
drink in its own right. Looking into 
its roots, it goes without saying that 
the spirit does brandish a rather 
illustrious history, in the way it’s 
named and the way it’s made — the 
eaux-de-vie, or water of life, as it’s 

popularly known, hails from the 
Cognac region of France and from 
where it gets its name. It took an 
enterprising Englishman — Jean 
Martell — who founded Maison 
Martell, one of the oldest known 
cognac brands, in 1715 to bring the 
brilliant, rich, bodied eaux-de-vie to 
the world.  

Built on tradition and keen attention to detail, Maison Martell has 
transformed the world of cognacs with its precise integrity in  

bringing the excellence of Cognac to the world  

A CELEBRATION 
OF LEGACY 

clear wines, from which all the lees 
have been removed. The wines are 
left untouched after vinification for 
a week to allow the sediments to 
settle prior to decantation.

AGEING IN FINE-GRAINED OAK
Crafted from wood between 180 
and 200 years old, Maison Martell 
ages its eaux-de-vie exclusively in 
barrels of fine-grained oak that 
respects the delicacy of Maison 
Martell’s clear wines, sustainably 
sourced from some of France’s most 
ancient forests. A dialogue between 
the air, the oak and the eaux-de-vie 
is formed during the ageing process 
that results in a more generous and 
refined aroma. 

Together, these audacious 
decisions have shaped the 
distinctive style of Maison Martell 
cognacs — like the bold Martell 
XO, which flourishes intense notes 
of fig, red fruit and blackcurrant 
bud, leading into an exceptionally 
long and robust finish, while 
hints of luscious fruity notes and 
smooth sensations are reflected in 
the fruity Martell VS. Remarkable 
for its richness, the iconic Martell 
Cordon Bleu, crafted by Edouard 
Martell, the great-grandson of Jean 
Martell, is an exceptionally rounded 
cognac, with a mellow sensation 
and an impressively long finish 
characterised by notes of fruit and 
spices. 

AN AGE-OLD LEGACY
Famed for its unparalleled finesse and 
elegance of cognacs, Maison Martell 
is the oldest of the great cognac 
houses, the result of which is a legacy 
of savoir-faire handed down through 
nine generations. Maison Martell is 
renowned for its audacity that comes 
from a passion for its craft and a 
profound attachment to the terroir, 
constantly pushing boundaries and 
touching new horizons of creativity 
that challenges convention to craft 
new expressions of cognac, including 
the iconic Martell Cordon Bleu in 
1912. 

Maison Martell continues to be 
driven by the values of its founder 
— forever seeking inspiration in 
his ways, the House’s destiny was 
shaped by Jean Martell, who, at the 
age of 21, arrived to France from 
Jersey and with his pioneering vision 
revolutionised the world of cognacs 
for generations to come. His courage 
to challenge convention in order to 
master new know-how, his openness 
in reaching out to the people of 
Cognac, and his integrity in his 
dealings with others — established 
the direction of Maison Martell to 
create a legacy for itself. While the 
savoir-faire of the House has been 
transmitted from one cellar master to 
the next over three centuries, many 
of its partner winegrowers have 
been working with the House for 
generations. 

ATTENTION TO DETAIL
While many would like to argue 
that cognac is, indeed, a luxury item 
— hoisted to celebrity status for its 
intrinsic regality and richness, but 
what is it, exactly, that makes Maison 
Martell’s cognacs superlative? The 
answer lies in the two uncompromising 
choices that reflect the unique savoir-
faire of the House: double distillation 
of exclusively clear wines and ageing 
only in barrels of fine-grained oak. 

DISTILLING CLEAR WINES
To provide a more authentic 
expression of their vintage and 
terroir, Maison Martell distils only 
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The greatest  
Hong Kong actor  
of his generation  

and an icon  
of global cinema,  
Tony Leung stars  

in an American film— 
and enters the 

Marvel universe— 
for the first time. 

JACKET AND SHIRT 
BY SAINT LAURENT 

BY ANTHONY 
VACCARELLO
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or film noir love stories. And over the past four 
decades, he’s been a muse to some of Asia’s 
greatest directors, among them Ang Lee, John 
Woo, Andy Lau, and his friend and frequent 
collaborator Wong Kar Wai. Wong’s films, in 
particular, set the tone for Leung’s career; the 
pencil mustache and debonair personality he 
cultivated for a role in the filmmaker’s surreal 
epic 2046 earned him a nickname that tried 
to translate his charm for Western audiences: 
Asia’s Clark Gable. 

Leung had always wanted to make a 
Hollywood movie—he dreamed of working 
with Martin Scorsese, or starring in an 
adaptation of a Lawrence Block crime novel. 
But he’d never been presented with the right 
opportunity. American film has traditionally 
had little to offer any Asian leading man, 
and Leung didn’t think there would ever be 
a role in a big-budget American movie for a 
Cantonese-speaking Hong Kong Chinese actor 
of his stature. 

Cretton, the first Asian-American filmmaker 
to direct a Marvel movie, brought a different 
approach. “If we are going after an actor like 
that,” he says, “the character needs to be worthy 
of that ask. So using Tony as our guiding 
light, before he even said yes, lit a fire under 
us to create a character that’s worthy of him 
entertaining the idea.”

How many superhero films cast their 
villains first? In doing so, Cretton hoped to 
solve a uniquely Asian-American problem 
with the source material. Marvel Comics had 
created the character Shang-Chi in the early 
’70s as the son of a perhaps irredeemably 
stereotypical Asian villain: Fu Manchu. Half a 
century later, Marvel no longer had the rights 
to Fu Manchu and didn’t want them, either, 
meaning Cretton and his team needed an 
entirely new character. 

Enter Wenwu, a father with an ancient 
criminal past now at the helm of a modern 
terrorist organization. As Leung recalls, 
when he first met with Cretton about the role, 
the director told him, “Although you’re not a 
superhero, your character has many layers.” 
Intrigued by the villain’s complexity and 
Cretton’s open, forthright style, Leung said 
yes, and then spent the two months before 
filming preparing for the part. 

“Frankly, I couldn’t imagine someone in the 
real world with superpowers,” he says over 
Zoom one recent evening from his home in 
Hong Kong. “But I can imagine someone like 
him who is an underdog, who is a failure of a 
father.” At ease in a white T-shirt, a slender 
golden chain visible underneath, he has the 
ready and easy smile of a boy, a collection of 
elegant porcelain urns and vases arranged on 

 W hen they first met to discuss 
casting what would become 
the latest Marvel movie, 
Shang-Chi and the Legend 
of the Ten Rings, producer 
Jonathan Schwartz asked 
the film’s director, Destin 

Daniel Cretton, who his dream choice was to 
play their villain. Wenwu, the estranged father 
of the film’s hero, was many things—a stylish 
underworld boss, an ancient Chinese warrior, 
and a high-powered modern man—so Cretton 
needed someone with range. Immediately, 
he thought of one of his favorite actors. 
“Tony Leung,” he said, “but he’ll never do it.” 
Schwartz replied, “Let’s try.” 

The preeminent Hong Kong actor of his 
generation and one of international cinema’s 
greatest stars, Tony Leung Chiu Wai, now 59, 
moves with the smoldering, understated charm 
of an old-world matinee idol. His performances 
often make his films feel like their own genre, 
whether they’re kung fu sagas, police dramas, 

BLAZER, 
TANK TOP 
AND PANTS 
BY GIVENCHY VISIT US ON W W W.DANIE LWE L LINGTON.COM OR AT YOUR NEAREST STORE
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a shelf behind him. He says he understood that 
Wenwu was ultimately driven not by evil but by 
a love for his children, which lent him a touch 
of humanity. “On the one hand,” Leung says, 
“he’s a bad father, but on the other, I just see him 
as someone who loves his family deeply.” And, 
he adds, “I don’t think he knows how to love 
himself.”

 T he story of Tony Leung’s life is 
very much like a Tony Leung 
movie. When he was seven years 
old, his father, the manager of a 
nightclub, left his mother for the 

third and final time. This was in late-’60s Hong 
Kong, a world where broken families were 
rare, and the abandonment made Leung into 
a private, reclusive person. “I didn’t know how 
to deal with people after my father left me,” he 
says. “When you’re a kid, everybody’s talking 
about their father, their family, how happy they 

are, how great their father is. I think from that 
time I stopped communicating with people. 
And I became very suppressed.” 

That shame disappeared when he 
accompanied his mother to the movies, where 
the young Leung fell in love with the films of 
Robert De Niro, Al Pacino, and Gene Hackman. 
He grew particularly enamored of his mother’s 
favorite star, Alain Delon, a white-hot matinee 
idol from ’60s Paris with bold blue eyes that 
glowed like sapphires and a habit of smoking 
cigarettes with an almost erotic intimacy, as 
though they were keeping him alive. 

But back then Leung never dreamed 
of becoming an actor. He was a 20-year-
old appliance salesman when, in 1982, an 
acquaintance, the actor Stephen Chow, 
suggested he audition for Hong Kong’s famed 
Television Broadcasts Limited acting school. 
To his surprise, Leung was accepted, and for 
a year he trained six days a week in every 
discipline of acting, including kung fu, before 
being cast in his first television show. The work 
provided an outlet for a part of himself that 
he’d kept hidden, and he learned to direct his 
anger and fear into his characters. “I found a 
way to express myself,” he says, “to cry in front 
of others, to laugh, to let go of all my emotions 
without being shy.”

As a teenager, he would often talk to himself 
in front of a mirror but rarely to people, and he 
later channeled that method into his craft. In 
Wong Kar Wai’s 1994 film, Chungking Express, 
he plays a lovelorn cop who spends three 
minutes talking to a bar of soap, a giant stuffed 
Garfield the Cat, and a shirt he left on the floor. 
He talks to them like they’re friends he needs 
to cheer up, making jokes about their weight 
and cleanliness, and a few confessions of his 
own—a performance that left an indelible 
impression on Shang-Chi director Cretton. 

Wong and Leung would go on to make a 
total of seven films together, including The 
Grandmaster, in which Leung stars as Bruce 
Lee’s legendary martial arts trainer, Ip Man, 
and 2046, a surreal picture with no script 
and a production that lasted for four years. 
But it was Wong’s 2000 film, In the Mood for 
Love, that introduced Leung to a worldwide 
audience, and won him a best actor award 
at Cannes. Leung plays a writer whose wife 
travels a great deal, and who begins spending 
time with his neighbor, played by Maggie 
Cheung, whose husband also travels a great 
deal; as they put together that their spouses 
are having an affair, they also fall in love, to 

JACKET, 
SHIRT AND 
TIE BY GUCCI
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“It’s one thing to see 
that look captured 
onscreen; it’s another 
to have those eyes 
across from you.” —SIMU LIU

their mutual chagrin. The film is a masterpiece 
of tone, as is Leung’s performance—his ability 
to sit in front of the camera alone and move 
from desolation to lust to tenderness to quiet 
fury, just with his eyes, in a single scene, is 
mesmerizing.

Leung took a rare turn as a villain in 
Ang Lee’s 2007 World War II–era drama, 
Lust, Passion, in which he played a Chinese 
government official in Japanese-occupied 
Shanghai who embarks on a wild affair with 
a would-be assassin. After seeing the film, 

Leung found he’d surprised himself. He didn’t 
know where the character had come from. For 
him, the performance represented a kind of 
ideal—finding some part of himself he’d never 
found before, as if he were an explorer in an 
unknown world. 

Leung is intensely private in ways that 
seem unusual in 2021. His wife, Carina Lau, 
is very active on social media, but he’s almost 
never visible there. Her Instagram post for his 
58th birthday shows him skateboarding alone 
in an empty lot, which captures his essence 
perfectly. Partners since the late ’80s, they 
married in 2008, at a ceremony Wong Kar Wai 
organized for them in Bhutan. Over the course 
of their relationship, they’ve appeared in many 
films together, most recently in 2046, and 
Leung appreciates having a spouse who can 
act alongside him and who understands the 
intensity of his craft while also doing it herself. 

Leung and Lau have, thus far, no children, 
and Leung has rarely played a father onscreen. 
“Someone actually approached me to play 
the role of a failed father,” Leung says, “but I 
rejected it because I don’t want to be reminded 
of how my dad treated me.”

He recounts happy memories of being alone 
in Tokyo or Hokkaido, checking into a hotel 
with a novel, riding a bicycle for hours, going 
alone to art galleries and museums, and dining 
by himself at izakayas afterward, drinking 
sake and eating internal organs—liver, 
intestine, and ox tongue, which he remembers 
as a favorite of his father’s. For exercise, he has 
a stuntman’s preference for extreme sports: 
skiing, snowboarding, surfing. But he’s quick 
to characterize these as hobbies he pursues for 
their solitary nature. “Maybe it’s because of 
my childhood background, which made me 
distance myself from people,” he says. “Since 
then, I’ve learned to find something that I 
really enjoy doing whilst I’m alone. Because 
you cannot always rely on being with people to 
feel happy, right?” 

 O n Leung’s first day on the set 
of Shang-Chi and the Legend 
of the Ten Rings, in Sydney, 
he emerged from his trailer, 
dressed and ready, and asked 

to have his chair put near the camera. Every 
day he repeated this process. “He would never 
be on his phone,” says Cretton. “He would just 
come and sit all day, watching everything that 
we’re doing—what shot we’re setting up, what 
we’re doing with the stand-ins. And by the time 

JACKET, 
SHIRT, AND 
PANTS BY 
TOM FORD
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it was ready to go, I’d literally have nothing 
to tell him. Initially, I’d be like, ‘Okay, here’s 
what we’re thinking,’ and he’d say, ‘Oh,’ very 
politely, ‘yeah, I know. I’ve been watching this 
whole time.’ ”

When it came time for Leung to shoot a scene 
(which has since been cut), Cretton says a 
reverent quiet descended across the set. It was 
a hot day, and for Leung it was even hotter; he 
was attired in the long robes and wig required 
to play Wenwu as a young thief, stealing 
cattle, in what becomes a massive battle scene. 
Immediately after the first cut, Cretton looked 
to Schwartz, the producer, and said, “I don’t 
even know what to go tell him, because we 
don’t have to do another take. There’s really no 
reason to.”

Simu Liu, the 32-year-old Chinese-Canadian 
actor who plays Shang-Chi, is irrepressible 
when speaking of Leung’s stature, likening 
him to “Leonardo DiCaprio, Marlon Brando, 
Brad Pitt, George Clooney, all rolled up into 
one”. Sometimes he could hardly believe they 
were acting in the same film. “One day you’re 
on a network comedy show that’s doing  
really well, and then another day you’re in 
Australia with one of your childhood heroes, 
Tony Leung, somebody you grew up watching 
and idolizing.” 

What struck Liu most was Leung’s 
unassuming manner. “If you met him and 
you didn’t know him, which of course is very 
difficult if you live in Asia, you’d think he was 
just like anybody on the street. He was so kind 
and radiated this Asian dad energy that I’m 
very familiar with and very drawn to.” 

Yet sharing scenes with Leung, Liu soon 
found himself in a confrontation he hadn’t 
quite imagined, with those incredible eyes 
he’d grown up watching. “He’s able to convey 
so much with a single look,” Liu says. “It’s 
one thing to see that captured onscreen; it’s 
another to have those eyes across from you, 
piercing through to the depths of your soul.”

In between takes, Liu would listen as Leung 
shared stories of his formative TVB days, 
pointing out the differences between the 
elaborate pains with stunt safety Marvel took 
with harnesses and special effects and his old 
days in Hong Kong action films, doing stunts 
on wires so thin they seemed they might snap. 

Leung is both moved and amused by what 
his arrival in Hollywood already means to 
his fans back home in Hong Kong. “Since 
my career began in TV shows in the ’80s,” he 
says, “a lot of my fans are moms and dads or 

grandmas, grandpas, and a lot of those people 
treat me as their own son. It’s like, ‘Oh, you 
went to study overseas and to a very famous 
college. Good for you. I’m really happy for you. 
I’m proud of you.’ ”

Leung, for his part, finds himself gravitating 
toward playing more villains. I ask if it is 
possibly the beginning of a new period for him, 
and he simply says, “Yes.” After a long career, 
it’s an unexplored terrain, full of challenges 
that can still scare him. “They usually have a 
more complex character and motivations,” he 
says. “It’s hard to experience one in real life, 
because usually there are consequences. But 
in movies, you get to explore the story without 
consequences.” 

Alexander Chee is a novelist and essayist, and the 
recipient of a Guggenheim Fellowship.

COAT BY 
DIOR MEN. 
SUNGLASSES 
BY TOM FORD
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As 2021 winds into fall, Hermès befittingly launches 
the limited edition of amber-woody Hermessence Agar 
Ebène, bearing a verse of poet Rashid Al Khadar. 
We sat down with Agnès de Villers, CEO at Hermès 
Parfums & Beauté, and Christine Nagel, Director of 
Hermès’s olfactory creation, to know more...

A COLLECTOR S 
TROUVAILLE

GQ: Tell us about what sired the thought for this 
limited-edition bottle of the 2018 release fragrance? 
Agnès de Villers: “Everything started in 2019 
with a trip to Abu Dhabi, organised by the Comité 
Colbert. We returned from that wonderful voyage 
with the idea of highlighting the emotional and 
sensual bonds between our house and the age-
old history of fragrance. Among the fragrances 
created by Christine Nagel in the Hermessence 
line, Agar Ebènehas had the most loyal following. 
And for this limited edition, which highlights the 
exceptional art of Arabic calligraphy, it seemed self-
evident to associate it with one of the most popular 
fragrances in the collection, created with key 
materials from the Middle East region.”

GQ: Take us through the notes of the fragrance, and 
what you believe they represent today, in a post-
pandemic world?
Christine Nagel: “I chose agar wood for its 
connection to the history of perfume and its sacred, 
know-how and rituals. It is a majestic, dense 
material, one that’s always been used to fragrance 
humans and souls, and I wanted not to � x it in 
place for all eternity, but to bring it towards us. To 
make it travel from its beginnings to the present 
day. This pandemic has made me acutely aware of 
the evocative power of scents. I saw how perfume 
triggers emotion, imagination and dreams. One of 
the symptoms of COVID-19 is anosmia, the loss of 
smell. I am struck by how people who lose it feel so 
bereft. All of a sudden the good things in life are lost. 
It’s often an overlooked sense, one we don’t hone; we 
don’t realise the impact of losing it. We have a duty 
as perfumers to keep telling stories, to offer travel in 
an immobile world, and to liberate the imagination 
when people are con� ned to their homes.”

GQ: The bottle bears a verse of Rashid Al Khadar, 
calligraphed by the artist Mohammed Mandi Al Tamimi. 
How does that tie into the essence of the fragrance? 
ADV: “ ‘I remember your black eyes, your white skin, 
When the smell of perfume mixes its fragrance 
and scents…’ The celebrated Emirati author’s text 
invokes the emotion of fragrance in a declaration 
to his beloved. These bridges between cultures and 
arts resonate with the house, which likes to blend 
inspirations. The calligraphy of Mohammed Mandi 
al Tamimi, full of arabesques with ethereal, looping 
and sinuous lines, perfectly illustrates the sensuality 
and mystery emanating from our Agar Ebène eau de 
toilette. His exquisite, unique work showcases a poetic 
art to which Hermès is very sensitive.”

GQ: What is the kind of craftsmanship, and the 
elements of peak opulence, that went into the creation 
of this bottle?
ADV: For the � rst time the precious glass of the 
bottle and the sumptuous leather of the sleeve are 
trans� gured and enhanced with gold leaf in a feat of 
� ne craftsmanship produced in a very limited edition, 
making it even more unique and desirable. For more information, visit 

presstoindia.com or call 9167188355

CARE FOR YOUR WEARS

G Q  P R O M O T I O N

The joys of travel are unparalleled. But 
the pandemic-induced lockdown not 
only forced us to spend months cooped 
up indoors but also rescheduled 
our travel plans. Obviously, your 
favourite leather sneakers or your most 
comfortable pair of heels have been 
gathering dust since all our plans were 
put on hold. But now, with the country 
slowly opening up, we are all looking 
forward to going on that much-awaited 
vacation to rediscover the simple 
pleasures of travel. So, whether you 
are heading for a beach vacay or a 
camping trip to the hills, renowned dry 
cleaning and cobbler services brand, 
Pressto is here to ensure your clothes 
and shoes look as good as new. 

PRESSTO DRY CLEAN
Whether it is your favorite pair of 
denims, your go-to black dress, or a 
white shirt, to ensure a thorough dry 
clean, Pressto puts your garments 
through a rigorous seven-stage process 
that includes repairing small holes, 
loose hems, and minor alterations, 
treating stains with specialised Pressto 
Dry Clean agents and, � nally, steam 
pressing them. After a � nal quality 

control check, your garments are 
carefully folded and presented to you 
in eco-friendly, plastic-free packaging. 
The best part? If you are one of those 
people who hates packing before a 
trip, all you need to do is say ‘folded’ 
at the store counter, and Pressto will 
guarantee that your clothes are fresh, 
wrinkle-free, and suitcase-ready. 

COBBLER BY PRESSTO
Do your leather sneakers need a 
thorough cleaning before they are 
ready for the next trip? Tight boots 
or a worn-out sole? No problem. The 
expert staff at Cobbler by Pressto 
stores will clean, repair, and restore 
your favourite shoes using globally 
benchmarked methods and equipment. 
The result? A pair of shoes that not 
only looks new but also feels new. 
From stretching out a new pair of 
shoes to replacing the soles of your 
favourite brogues—Pressto’s extensive 
process involves a thorough inspection 
followed by several rounds of cleaning 
and polishing with the help of cleaning 
agents and materials that have minimal 
impact on the environment. 

At Pressto, the experts adopt 

As we gear up to revisit our travel plans, get your wardrobe favourites clean, fresh, and 
ready to go—courtesy renowned dry cleaning and cobbler services brand Pressto

responsible processes to restore 
your favourites to their former glory, 
ensuring your meticulously curated 
wardrobe of luxury shoes and bags 
lasts you a lifetime. 
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Real heroes don’t wear capes. The individuals on this list are at the top of their 
respective fields—whether in sport, business, or entertainment. But beyond their 
personal achievements, these extraordinary folks have brought us much-needed 
inspiration and cheer in a difficult year.  Each has demonstrated empathy, smarts, 
and courage, driving positive change to create a brighter future. We salute them.

B E I J I N G   I S T A N B U L   K U A L A  L U M P U R   M O S C O W   P O R T O   R I Y A D H



72 

W
OR

D
S:

 A
RU

N
 J

AN
AR

D
H

AN
. P

H
OT

OS
 (L

EF
T 

TO
 R

IG
H

T)
: V

IN
CE

N
ZO

 P
IN

TO
/A

FP
/G

ET
TY

 IM
AG

ES
; C

H
RI

S 
GR

AY
TH

EN
/A

FP
/G

ET
TY

 IM
AG

ES

Weightlifter

MIRABAI CHANU 
SAIKHOM

AGE: 27

WHAT

Mirabai Chanu won a silver medal in the 49 kg category of the 
women’s weightlifting competition on the first day of the 2020 
Olympics, setting the tone for India’s best-ever medal haul at the 
Games. It was also one of only two silver medals India won in Tokyo.

BIGGEST CHALLENGE YOU FACED, AND HOW YOU OVERCAME IT 

“The biggest challenge was after the Rio [Olympics] 2016, where 
I failed. I was really troubled. I felt like quitting. I couldn’t 
understand why I’d failed after so much hard work. My family’s 
support, in helping me understand that victories and losses happen 
in the life of a sportsperson, got me through this. I realized I have to 
do well in the future, work harder, and focus on my training.”

STANDOUT MOMENT FROM YOUR WIN 

“When I won a medal on day one, my dream came true. First,  
I was nervous. Later, I still couldn’t believe I’d won. Even on the 
podium, it felt like a dream; five years of work had borne fruit. I 
got such a hug from [coach] Vijay [Sharma], who said I’d fulfilled 
his dream too.”

BIGGEST LEARNING

“There will be injuries, and you have to deal with them. Some people 
who get injured or miss medals give up training; they go into a 
different space. I’ve learnt not to do that.” 

DOING THE HEAVY LIFTING

“I’ll start training soon; I want a medal in the Asian Games,  
which I don’t have. Then there are only three years left for the Paris 
Olympics [laughs]. I want to convert silver to gold.”
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Just writing this album [Made in Jaffna] 
kind of defined my voice and I finally feel 
comfortable in it—not just how it sounds, 
but also what I’m talking about, and how 
I deliver it. The only way to find it was 
writing a lot, locking myself in the studio, 
constantly studying the greats. I had to 
focus on one goal at a time.” 

ON HEROES

“As children, we look at heroes as somebody 
who physically saves somebody, like 
the stereotypical Superman. As you get 
older, you realize that being a hero is not 
necessarily rescuing someone from danger. 
Heroes are people representing something 
bigger than themselves… When I think 
about musical accolades, like getting a 
million streams or selling out a certain 
show, I think about how trivial these 
accolades seem compared to what our 
parents have done, especially immigrant 
parents who’ve had to take their children 
and leave their home country, learn a new 
language—you can’t really compare the 
two. It’s why I look up to my family the 
most, especially my mother.” 

WHAT

A gifted rapper and a consummate lyricist 
with a keen eye for detail, visual and 
otherwise: Shan Vincent de Paul is that 
rare artist using his flair for showmanship 
to represent the South Asian way of life, 
and its evolution, on a global stage. From 
his breakout track in 2016, “Die Iconic”, 
to the viral “Mrithangam Raps” collab 
videos with Yanchan, the fire collab track 
“Neeye Oli”, marking his first significant 
collaboration with Indian Tamil artists 
Santhosh Narayanan, Arivu, and Dhee—to 
his most personal and just-released album, 
Made in Jaffna (released on maajja), 
SVDP has consistently spotlighted his 
dexterity, while also addressing topics as 
taboo as divorce, single fatherhood, or male 
friendship; or vital as immigrant identities, 
the idea of homeland, and belonging. As 
a rapper of Sri Lankan origin based in 
Toronto, Shan Vincent de Paul is uniquely 
poised to act as a bridge for art and ideas 
between one of the world’s hip-hop capitals 
and the global South.

BIGGEST CHALLENGE YOU FACED,
AND HOW YOU OVERCAME IT

“To find my voice. When you’re finding 
your voice, it can be an ugly process. 

Hip-hop artist

SHAN VINCENT 
DE PAUL

AGE: 39
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YouTuber and vlogger, Gourmet 
On The Road; founder of the 

YouTube channel, Food Lovers TV 
with 757k subscribers

KRIPAL 
AMANNA

AGE: 49
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WHAT

When the pandemic struck, Amanna, a popular food 
vlogger took the lens off gourmet food and zoomed in on 
small businesses with big hearts struggling to make it. 
His video reviews bust myths and shone the spotlight on 
everyone from street vendors to fine-dining restaurants—
and in the bargain, kept many eateries in business. 

THE BIGGEST CHALLENGE YOU FACED IN 2021

“We couldn’t travel to produce Gourmet On The Road. 
We’d travelled extensively across the south the previous 
year, and were venturing towards the west and the north. 
When the pandemic hit, we had to adapt, and pivoted from 
food travel to a show that showcased exciting fare from 
deserving eateries in Bengaluru and around. And since 
we were indoors a lot, we also began producing videos on 
traditional recipes that would help others too. A popular 
one was a recipe for manjal kashayam, a fresh turmeric-
based immunity booster that my wife had learned from 
her grandfather, an Ayurvedic practitioner in Thanjavur.”

SOUL FOOD

“The highlight has been helping so many establishments 
pull back from the brink. I’ve received numerous messages 
and calls on how our channel has made a difference to 
people’s lives—how the number of customers at eateries 
such as Noon’s Biryani, the women-led restaurant The 
Lighthouse, and Polamma’s Mess grew exponentially, and 
often sold out because of the videos. That they were able 
to take care of their loved ones, continue their children’s 
education, pay their employees, support their families... 
These messages motivate us to do what we do.”

BIGGEST LEARNING 

“There have been several, but the biggest is that no 
matter what, the human spirit and its will to survive 
endures. Things may look hopeless, but there’s always a 
way out… The pandemic has taught us that it’s not about 
‘you’ or ‘me’ individually, it’s about ‘us’ collectively. We’re 
in this together, and have to help one another for our 
collective good.”

WHAT’S COOKING

“We intend to continue showcasing eateries and food carts 
that are still struggling. We want to support as many 
small food businesses as possible, and to resume our 
Gourmet On The Road travels outside Bengaluru; there’s 
much to explore and celebrate.”
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YouTuber and chartered 
accountant who’s  
teaching a young 

generation of Indians to 
save and invest

RACHANA 
RANADE

AGE: 35
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WHAT

Rachana Ranade is an unlikely  
YouTube sensation. She isn’t a travel, 
fashion or food vlogger; instead, she  
breaks down complex financial concepts 
for a hungry audience of over 2.88 million 
YT subscribers. Whether you want to 
learn about the basics of the stock market, 
a step-by-step guide to investing when 
you’re in your 20s, or options trading 
for beginners, this Pune-based lecturer 
has got you covered via her YT videos 
(with millions of views) or online courses 
that can be purchased from her website. 
Ranade’s content is clearly on the money.

BIGGEST CHALLENGE OF 2021
Apart from launching a Futures and 
Options course that “was tough to 
formulate in a way that the concepts and 
terminologies would be comprehensible to 
a lay person”, Ranade’s biggest challenge 
was working out what to prioritize in 2021. 
“I was teaching CA and MBA students, 
doing corporate trainings, forensic audit 
trainings and YouTube videos. I decided 
to focus on YouTube, using the Big Rocks 
Theory, which stipulates that you need to 
identify one or two big rocks – your points 
of focus. If you set those clearly, it helps 
you clear the hurdles in your path.”

STANDOUT MOMENT
“I was at a dhaba recently, and the waiter 
serving me said he’d watched my videos 
and learnt about investing. He started 
his own investing journey with `1,000 
because that’s what he could save. It 
gives me goosebumps when I think about 
it—because that was always my aim. To 
reach the masses, to give those people a 
financial education—exposure—who don’t 
usually have access to it.”

BIGGEST LEARNING

“Patience. There are going to be many 
testing times, when things don’t go your 
way. If you can hold onto your nerve, have 
faith in your belief systems, that will steer 
you through the difficult times.”

IF THERE’S ONE CHANGE YOU COULD MAKE
IN YOUR FIELD, WHAT WOULD IT BE?
“Finance should be taught at the school 
level. That’s the age at which you can 
inculcate basic financial discipline, teach 
children some basic financial concepts. 
Around the fifth or sixth standard is ideal. 
We’d be helping build a more financially 
responsible generation.”

IN THE BANK
“I’d like to start a YouTube channel in 
Marathi or Hindi to reach those who aren’t 
comfortable with English. Mostly Marathi, 
because there are people in rural areas 
who aren’t comfortable with Hindi.”
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WHAT

Sreejesh was one of the standout performers 
in Tokyo, making crucial saves that helped 
the team recover from a poor start to the 
tournament. It was India’s first medal in 
hockey in 41 years. Their last was a gold in 
the 1980 Moscow Games. 

BIGGEST CHALLENGE YOU FACED,
AND HOW YOU OVERCAME IT

“We’ve been under pressure for such a 
long time. We didn’t qualify for the 2008 
[Beijing Olympics] and finished last in 
2012 [London]. In 2016 [Rio de Janeiro], we 
couldn’t qualify for the semi-finals. That 
frustration stayed with us, but I always 
felt like we could overcome this. If you stay 
positive, you will see a bright or better 
future. I always remember the period I was 
injured [2017–18], which took eight months 
off my international career. During that 
time, my view of my hockey career and  
life changed. 

Till 2017, I dreamt of hockey only. After 
the injury, I started to think about my 
personal life, family, children, and my job. I 
thought about what I should do if I couldn’t 
go back to the team. I started to read a  
lot, on personality development and general 

knowledge. When I came back after that 
long gap, it was a different Sreejesh looking 
at hockey. Now, I can enjoy the game rather 
than worrying about being dropped from 
the team. Even if I don’t come back, I have 
a plan.”
 
STANDOUT MOMENT FROM THE TOURNAMENT

“A special thing that happened to us was: 
Before the bronze medal match, we had a 
meeting in the [Olympic] Village. Coach 
Graham [Reid] asked us to climb up on a 
chair, close our eyes, and imagine someone 
putting a bronze medal around our neck. 
That was a new experience. When you 
dream of wearing a medal, it gives you 
special confidence. I believe in visualization 
to help my goalkeeping. For the audience, I 
think the highlight was that six seconds [in 
the final, when Germany earned a penalty 
corner, but weren’t able to convert it into a 
goal, resulting in the bronze for India].” 
 
BIGGEST LEARNING

“The way we focused. There were 
distractions before [in the Olympics]—
you think I want to meet this player, 
or take a picture with him, or visit this 
place. This time everybody was focused 
only on business. Everyone was afraid of 
[COVID-19]: If you tested positive, you 
wouldn’t be allowed to play. Going out was 
a nightmare because you couldn’t break the 
bubble. Everyone just thought about how 
to play and whom to play throughout the 
tournament. The last one and a half years, 
we trained the same way: you stay in  
your room, and get out only to train or eat. 
We did the same thing in Tokyo.” 
 
WHAT’S NEXT

“The 2022 Commonwealth Games, and the 
Asian Games after that. That’s where we 
get a ticket to Paris 2024. After that, in 
2023 January, we play the World Cup in 
Bhubaneswar. That’s the biggest challenge: 
my fourth World Cup. In the last three, 
I didn’t get to touch a medal. I want to 
change that.”

Hockey goalkeeper of the Indian national 
team, which won a historic bronze medal at 

the Tokyo 2020 Olympics

P R SREEJESH

AGE: 33
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Vice chairperson, CSR, Apollo Foundation; ambassador of 
Forest Frontline Heroes (India), WWF India; founder of UR Life, 

as well as the online wellness platform URLife.co.in

UPASANA KAMINENI 
KONIDELA

AGE: 35

WHAT

While the pandemic meant slowing down 
for many, for Konidela it was a time to 
swing into greater action—helping provide 
quality healthcare to rural areas in 
Andhra Pradesh and Telangana through 
the setting up of COVID Care centres via 
the Apollo Foundation. It’s a part of the 
world Konidela knows well, having worked 
alongside the Chenchu tribal community 
to help save the tiger. Recently named an 
ambassador of Forest Frontline Heroes 
for WWF India, a role Konidela calls vital 
because “protecting our forests and the 
planet will be even more important as we 
see a rise in zoonotic diseases”, Konidela 
has been using her platform of 3.5 million 
Instagram followers to champion the 
work of members of the forest department 
patrolling and restoring India’s forests. 
One half of a power couple that includes 
Telugu actor Ram Charan, Konidela is also 
a passionate advocate for holistic wellness 
and the importance of good nutrition 
through the URLife platform—preventive 
healthcare being the need of the hour 
to stem the tide of non-communicable 
diseases such as diabetes, cancer, and 
heart disease, of which India is among the 
world’s capitals.

BIGGEST CHALLENGE OF 2021

“Every business starts the year with an 
annual operating plan, which, in 2021, 
went haywire. When the pandemic hit, 
some companies shut down, while we at 
Apollo Hospitals were on steroids. Stocks 
that were provisioned for a quarter were 
over in a week. We had to move quickly, 
and adapt with limited resources. For 
the isolation centres we set up in the 

forest, we trained 300 Arjava warriors, 
who could raise awareness about the 
pandemic and encourage those in rural 
areas to seek the correct treatment. We 
also mobilized oxygen, and set up satellite 
clinics that were able to inform the bigger 
hospitals about serious cases. To be able 
to save lives despite the uncertainty all 
around, without proper medicines and 
planning, was a huge achievement.” 

GREY’S ANATOMY 3033

“The services of the doctor of the future will 
be complemented by that of a nutritionist, a 
psychologist and perhaps a physiotherapist. 
Wellness has a huge role to play in our day-
to-day lives right now.”

BIGGEST LEARNING

“You can find meaning and motivation even 
in chaos. The pandemic helped me realize 
that, by leveraging technology, accessible and 
affordable healthcare is a real possibility 
in India. As the Managing Director of 
Family Health Plan Insurance, a Third 
Party Administrator (TPA), I saw first-hand 
how many insurance claims we processed 
overnight, including for government-led 
insurance schemes like PM-JAY—we 
manage three states—which worked to help 
the most disenfranchised sections of our 
society. Prioritizing healthcare for employees 
is also something many companies are 
investing in now.”

ON THE CARDS

In partnership with Saving A Child’s Health 
Initiative (SACHi), The Apollo Foundation 
is providing free digital consultations with 
Apollo doctors for underprivileged children 
(aged 16 or under) across the country. W

OR
D

S:
 S

H
IK

H
A 

SE
TH

I



82 

W
OR

D
S:

 S
AU

M
YA

A 
VO

H
RA

2021’S BIGGEST CHALLENGE 

“My field is hospitality—one of the most 
affected by the pandemic. I managed the Feed 
India campaign from my apartment in New 
York. I changed my body clock to sleep at 
4pm, so I could wake up when India does. I 
was doing everything myself—getting donors, 
giving updates, hoping to inspire people to start 
something similar. But I did it in large part for 
my mother, who called and said ‘You need to do 
something for the country. You have the muscle 
and the resources; you need to help.’ We failed 
a bit in the beginning, but I couldn’t let my 
mother down.” 

STANDOUT MOMENT

“In 2015, my father passed away. I was broken 
and went to Varanasi to hide and recover. I 
befriended a boatman who’d take me around, 
and tell me stories and myths. We became very 
close. I had one picture with that boatman, 
and I posted it online; at that time travel to 
Varanasi had stopped, and I reached out to 
people saying I want to support him. Within 
minutes, people had located him; he told  
me he’d wondered what had happened to 
me too. He also told me that the boatmen he 
knew needed food, and within eight hours we 
managed to get them rations for weeks. He also 
alerted me to the situation being faced by the 
artisans, and how much they needed support. 
For me, the highlight was to connect with all 
those people who’d shown me India in a totally 
different light.”

BIGGEST LEARNING 

“We don’t control our destiny; there’s a higher, 
supreme power. And it’s OK to not know what 
we want, and OK to not be OK, because we’re 
human. I was not OK during this pandemic.  
I have a preexisting condition due to which 
I had to be in total quarantine, and couldn’t 
travel at all. I learnt that life unfolds in its own 
way—one day at a time. It’s important to live 
that single day before the next one unfolds.” 

IN THE MIX

“Expect several book releases that’ve been on 
the backburner. There’s Back To Our Roots, 
about how the kitchen wisdom of our ancestors 
is pivotal to our healing. There’s also Ceremony 
Of Aromas, based on my research on spices. 
We have a new restaurant in the works, and 
two documentaries that are doing the festival 
rounds. I’m also proud to have finished three 
cookbooks and a novel; writing them helped me 
cope with the pandemic.” 

WHAT

A Michelin-star chef with a culinary empire, 
Khanna launched Feed India in April last 
year, reaching out to orphanages, old age 
homes, leprosy centres, and later to trans 
communities and quarantined areas in 
villages to provide meals. A New York Times 
cover story on the initiative brought on 
several new international brand partners 
and donors, and has enabled Feed India to 
reach over 125 cities, and provide 65  
million meals.

Chef, writer and filmmaker

VIKAS KHANNA
AGE: 49
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Rolex’s long-standing association 
with the Pebble Beach Concours 
d’Elegance proves that the brand’s 
tryst with the automobile goes 
beyond the racetrack

G R A I L  H U N T I N G

OCT0BER 2021  — 89

 A A trophy for the mantlepiece is 
great if you’re the sedentary type, 
but a trophy you can travel with? 
That’s even better. Fortunately, 
the organizers of the 70th Pebble 

Beach Concours d’Elegance—the world’s most 
prestigious classic and vintage car event—seem 
to concur. And so, much like every other time 
for the last 24 years, the winner of the coveted 
“Best of Show” award, drives away not only with 
the distinction of owning one of the world’s most 
storied and immaculately preserved cars, but 
also a glistening, specially engraved Rolex.  

For 2021, that car happens to be a 1938 
Mercedes-Benz 540K, and the prize, along with 
a mantlepiece trophy, is a new, 41mm Oyster 
Perpetual Datejust watch. As the 70th car 
to win the “Best of Show” title, the ’38 540K 
Autobahn Kurier was selected for its impeccable 
provenance, which dates all the way back to 
the 1938 Berlin Motor Show where it became 
the � rst of its kind ever to meet the public’s 
entranced gaze. Part of the Keller Collection 
of Petaluma, California, it’s now the ninth 
Mercedes-Benz to have won the title. 

Captivating though the car may be, it was 
far from the only star at the concours. Over the 
decades, the Pebble Beach Concours d’Elegance 
has become a mecca for vintage car connoisseurs, 
with the � nest samples of sheet metal artistry in 
full view at the 18th fairway of the Pebble Beach 
Golf Links in California. Gathered there is a sea 
of felt hats and tweed jackets, a sea which only 
parts for coachbuilt exotica, running on recycled 
dinosaurs and letting out prehistoric yawps every 
so often, to prove it. It’s � tting that a brand like 
Rolex has been a part of the marquee event for a 
quarter of a century now, given that the concours 
aims to not only preserve these monuments 
of industrial prowess, but also render them 
perpetual in many ways—impervious to the 
march of time and the sweeping technological 
changes that have come with it. 

The term “perpetual”, of course, is one that 
Rolex is familiar with. Not to put too � ne a point 
on it, but the word is inscribed on every single 
one of their watches. Unlike modern-day Mercs, 
which would really struggle to � nd common 
ground with the 540K “Autobahn Kurier”, the 
Oyster Perpetual Datejust is fairly similar to its 
antecedent. At 41mm, it’s a bit larger now, has a 
longer power reserve of 70 hours and comes with 
an “Easylink” bracelet extension. But it manages 
to retain the visual essence of the original, while 
featuring a slightly modi� ed in-house Caliber 
3235. There’s the � uted bezel, the magni� ed 
date window at three o’clock, the Oystersteel 
and yellow gold “Jubilee” bracelet, accompanied 

by a champagne coloured-dial, all visual 
signatures that have made it one of the most 
easily recognizable watches on the planet. 

For its 70th iteration, the Pebble Beach 
Concours managed to get a hold of some 
of the previous “Best of Show” winners. 
Cars that have been selected, year after 
year, by a fastidious jury of experts, for 
their ownership history, preservation and 
authenticity. The Pebble Beach Concours 
has even acknowledged India’s own storied 
automotive past, dedicating a special 
category to it called “Motor Cars of the 
Raj”. The 2018 edition also felicitated the 
Maharana of Barwani and former GQ Man 
of the Year, Manvendra Singh, with the 
prestigious Lorain Tyron Trophy, for his 
tireless efforts in documenting and curating 
India’s history of classic car ownership. 

For its wide variety of award-winning 
cars, the 70th iteration of the Pebble Beach 
Concours stands apart. It was made even 
more memorable by the appearance of three-
time Formula One world champion Jackie 
Stewart, who’s been a Rolex Testimonee for 
the last 53 years. The Flying Scot simply 
calls the Pebble Beach Concours d’Elegance 
a celebration of “the most beautiful cars 
ever built” and that’s what it ultimately is. A 
place where you come to take a closer look at 
era-de� ning cars, and celebrate their tireless 
custodians. But even if automotive history 
isn’t your thing, it’s a place you come to, just 
to take a closer look. 

Clockwise: 
The Rolex 
Oyster 
Perpetual 
Datejust 41; 
the "Best 
of Show" 
trophy at 
the Pebble 
Beach 
Concours 
next to 
the prize 
winner's 
bespoke 
Rolex; the 
title winning 
Mercedes-
Benz 540K
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Why the latest 
addition to 
Rado’s ‘True 
Square’ line 
is an artistic 
and technical 
triumph

 t’s not often that a Swiss watch brand 
creates an India-speci� c timepiece 
that taps into local creative talent. 
Rado, which happens to be one of the 
most successful Swiss watch brands in 
India, has done just that with the True 

Square “Over The Abyss”. 
The True Square line has been a mainstay 

of Rado’s contemporary watch collection. 
Featuring a case and an integrated bracelet 
made of patented hi-tech ceramic material, 
the watch has become emblematic of Rado’s 
design philosophy, with a smooth, round-
edged square case, a matte paint � nish and a 
titanium caseback. 

The True Square “Over The Abyss” has a 
lot going for it that distinguishes it from the 
rest of the collection. It’s been designed in 
collaboration with Jiten Thukral and Sumir 
Tagra—an India-based artist duo whose 
practice “Thukral and Tagra” sees them 
interact with a variety of media including 
sculpture, painting, video, performance and 
design. Here, the two have created a work 
that signi� es human interconnectivity. This 
is represented by the dial’s unique world-
timer display which, while not apparent 
immediately, superimposes local time over 
several different time zones across the globe, 
represented by 37 hands that are painted 
in a spectrum of colours ranging from 

pink to blue, while the hour and 
minute hands are distinguished 
by SuperLuminova dots. The time 
zones are on display primarily for 
artistic purposes, as there are no 
other indexes of any kind on the 
matte blue dial. In keeping with 
the visual � ourishes that de� ne 
the watch’s look, even the caseback 
features a painting by the duo. 
Dubbed “Dominus Aeries”, the 
painting is, according to the artists, 

“an exploration of visions from the future, 
with references to the past”. 

The watch features Rado’s in-house R763 
automatic movement, with an 80-hour power 
reserve and 25 jewels. But the True Square 
“Over the Abyss” isn’t really about mechanical 
sophistication. It’s a well-crafted collector’s 
item, capturing Rado’s retro essence and 
reaf� rming the brand’s commitment to the 
Indian market, while also serving as a timely 
reminder of just how superbly � nished, and 
alluring their watches can be. 

ARCHITECTURAL DIGEST.IN
2.7M+ design connoisseurs. 1 destination. 

Connect with over a million art and design enthusiasts only on our digital platforms.

THE OPPORTUNITIES: 
Display Ads, carousels, native stories, microsites, videos, social media 

posts and more  
For advertising queries please contact - varun.sama@condenast.in

THE AUDIENCE:
THE LUXURY DESIGN CONSUMER

Curious design enthusiasts seeking inspiration and unparalleled access to 
the most inspiring homes in the world
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all so far negative (Gia’s aside), 
caution dictates that our masks stay 
on and we sit diagonally across   a 
table. It only adds to the all-round 
strangeness. Before meeting him, 
I expected that Damon might be 
one of those polished celebrities 
who bombard you so affably and 
articulately with chosen tales from 
their life that you might not notice 
until it’s too late all of the things 
that they’ve carefully decided not 
to share. But the man I encounter 
will be nowhere near so controlled 
or straightforward.

Damon and his family spent the 
� rst part of the year in the relative 
sanctuary of Australia, for reasons 
we will come   to, but about three 
weeks ago they returned to the 
Northern Hemisphere. “It’s been 
a whirlwind,” he begins to tell me, 
though neither of us is quite yet 
aware just how roughly some of 
those winds may have buffeted him. 
“The relative calm of a COVID-
free continent,” he continues, “to 
L.A. and then France…” —for the 
Cannes Film Festival—“…  and then 
back here. And, you know, dealing 
with this.” Family illness, worry, 
quarantine. “It’s just been a lot, like 
from zero to hundred again. I was 
excited to kind of reengage with the 
world, but I forgot how fast it moves.” 

AT THE CANNES Film Festival, 
Damon was promoting the release 
of the movie Stillwater. One possible 

sign of Damon’s disorientation as 
he reengaged with the world came 
during the ovation at the end of the 
Stillwater screening: Damon was 
widely reported to have teared up. 
He says now that he didn’t even 
realize that he had done so until he 
was told afterward. “Had it not been 
for a bright light and the camera 
literally two feet away from me in 
that moment,” he says, “I guarantee 
you nobody would have noticed. 
But, yeah, I was just pleasantly 
overwhelmed a little bit.”

Do you tear up easily?
“Sadly, yes. Now, the last few years, 

more than any other time. Yeah, for 
a whole host of reasons. I’m an easy 
get now.”

Why do you say, “Sadly, yes”?
“Well, I’ve never liked, you know, 

cheap tears. I don’t want to be, you 
know, the person where it’s like, ‘Oh, 
there he goes again.’ Because that 
gets pretty boring too. But, yeah, 
you do see it a lot as people get older, 
particularly men—at least in my life, 
I’ve noticed that—people are a little 
quicker to tear up.”

I guess they’ve put so much fucking 
effort into not crying…

“…for so many fucking years! And 
now they’re just like, ‘Ah, fuck it, I’m 
not bothering with that anymore.’ ”

A while back, Damon let slip a 
story about one other time that he 
cried, right at the beginning of his 
career. The origin saga of Good Will 
Hunting is now Hollywood lore: the 
two teenage Boston friends, Damon 
and Ben Af� eck, both set on acting 
careers, who shared everything 
as they followed their quest (their 
joint BayBank account had the code 
“River P”: “Because,” Damon says, “he 
was the guy who got the jobs that we 
wanted, he was like the best young 
actor and we just admired him”); 
how in their early 20s, frustrated by 
a lack of opportunities, they decided 
that the only way to break through 
was to write their own � lm to star 
in; the years the two of them spent 
honing a script about a roughshod 
but preternaturally talented Boston 
kid; their willingness to walk away 
from huge amounts of money if they 

notices the masked man sitting on 
a bench at the back of the Malibu 
Seafood Fresh Fish Market & Patio 
Café’s covered seating area. Nobody 
catches—� oating in the warm ocean 
breeze above the drone of the cars 
on the Paci� c Coast Highway and 
the smush of the crashing waves 
beyond—any of the telltale snippets 
that might prod them to look twice: 

“…I mean, Bono lived down the 
street…”

“…There was the moment 
when I passed into the realm of 
being somebody who was an elder 
statesman versus the new guy. You 
know, I never was clear when that 
happened. It was just kind of like 
I woke up one day and that was 
the case…”

“…Those last few days of shooting, 
we knew that we were going to get 
shut down…” 

“…You just get way too much credit 
for things that you normally wouldn’t 
get credit for. ‘Oh, you’re so nice.’ ‘No, 
I’m not really—I’m not so nice.’  …”

Instead, Matt Damon manages 
to turn up here, talk about pretty 
much anything and everything for 
two hours, and leave undisturbed. 
The mask clearly helps. He is 
wearing it for our encounter because 
his 12-year-old daughter, Gia, 
has COVID. Though she has been 
isolated in her bedroom and has 
had nothing but a low fever, and 
although everyone in the household 
is having PCR tests every 18 hours, 
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weren’t allowed to appear in the 
� lm; the eventual triumph, leading 
not just to Damon’s � rst Oscar 
nomination for acting but their 
shared win for best screenplay, which 
made Damon the second-youngest 
person ever to win a screenwriting 
Oscar. (Af� eck was the youngest.)

These tears came on the very � rst 
day’s � lming. In front of the camera 
were Robin Williams and Stellan 
Skarsgård. Damon and Af� eck sat 
watching. At last, it was the start 
of everything.

“Sometimes those moments sneak 
up on you,” Damon re� ects. “And that 
was another one of those moments 
we never thought was going to 
arrive. To see not only actors, but 
those actors, saying the stuff that we 
wrote, was like…fuck. Just, I guess, 
a mixture of joy and disbelief. And 
relief. And gratitude. That would 
probably be it. That was a really nice 
moment. I’m not ashamed to say it.”

I ask Damon whether Af� eck was 
crying too.

“I remember him as crying. Now, 
memory is a funny thing, as we know, 
so you would have to ask him, but my 
recollection is we both were. Yeah. I 
think, as I recall, I put my hand on 
his arm, as these guys were talking. 
On his shoulder. Like: ‘Holy shit…’ ”

Later, I do ask Af� eck, who 
concurs: “We both cried.”

I ask Af� eck whether they’d been 
surprised to see each other cry.

“No, I knew Matt was an 
emotional…” he replies, leaving the 
sentence hanging, no noun required. 
“No, it didn’t surprise me at all to 
see Matt crying. It surprised me a 
little bit to be crying along with him, 
but maybe he felt that way about 
me.” Af� eck likewise re� ected to me 
on why that moment caught them 
in this way: “It was all we thought 
about, it was all we focused on, and 
we never really believed it would 
happen. And it sort of represented 
the sum total of what we tried to do. 
You know…  ”—Af� eck laughs here, 
perhaps a little wryly—“…  we might 
have cried for other reasons had we 
been able to see the whole future and 
understand the complexity of what 
we’d gotten ourselves into. But at 

the time, we had the sort of surety 
and the naivete of being just guys in 
our mid-20s who weren’t thinking 
about anything except what was 
happening just right there in the 
moment, and feeling a tremendous 
amount of belief and satisfaction 
that it actually happened. That we 
actually accomplished something. 
We just felt relieved that we hadn’t 
totally failed.”

GOING INTO THE PANDEMIC in 
the early months of 2020, Matt 
Damon was better informed, if not 
better prepared, than many of us, for 
the most Hollywood of reasons. In 
2011, he had starred in the Steven 
Soderbergh movie Contagion, in 
several respects an uncannily precise 
� ctional preview of what was to come. 
After Contagion, Damon had kept 
in touch both with the screenwriter, 
Scott Burns, and the virologist, Ian 
Lipkin, hired as technical adviser 
to guide the � lm’s science. Over the 
years since, whenever some kind of 
outbreak or epidemic seemed to be 
threatening, Damon had been in the 
habit of checking back with them to 
“get kind of the down-low on what 
was going on.”

As the � rst mutterings emerged 
from China, Damon duly contacted 
Burns to ask what Lipkin was 

saying. “No, this one’s real”  he 
remembers Burns telling him. 
“This is exponential—the world is 
going to look completely different in 
two weeks.” Damon was in France, 
shooting The Last Duel with director 
Ridley Scott, and they raced to 
complete vital exterior shots. The 
plan had been for the production to 
move on to Ireland, but it became 
increasingly obvious that this might 
not happen right away. The day 
before the scheduled move in early 
March, the shoot was put on hold.

Damon’s wife and three youngest 
children were with him in France, 
and they had a family meeting. 
Should they � y back to America 
while they could, or travel on the 
crew charter � ight to Ireland 
and wait things out there? They 
chose Ireland. 

In many ways, it was a decision 
that worked out. “We got really 
lucky,” says Damon. “We had about 
as good a lockdown as we could have 
ever hoped.” As well as the house 
waiting for them in the coastal 
community of Dalkey, other nearby 
properties had been rented by 
cast and crew who had returned to 
America. These were all now vacant, 
so there was plenty of room for 
Damon’s party to spread out. In one 
house, for instance, Damon installed 
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the teachers they had been traveling 
with, allowing his children their own 
in-person private school that they 
could walk to each day. His assistant 
and trainer also got their own spaces. 
Within the two kilometers they were 
permitted to travel, they could swim 
in the sea, take long hikes in the Irish 
countryside. It was like a time out 
from the world. 

“There was like a quiet,” Damon 
reflects. “There weren’t scripts being 
sent, or work to do, or people who 
needed answers for anything. It 
was just: Take the kids to school and 
then go train, or go for a walk. It was 
very simple. That part of it was eye-
opening, going forward, in terms of 
how I’d like to spend my days.”

  Meanwhile people elsewhere were 
watching a younger Damon deal 
with far more harrowing pandemic 
circumstances, as Contagion became 
a hit all over again. Surreally, these 
viewers were joined by Damon 
himself. “We were just flipping on 
Apple TV and it was just there, in our 
face,” he remembers. “People were 
kind of hungry for more information, 
and the information was kind of 
scarce at the beginning. And so, 
I don’t know, I think we probably 
went through the same kind of 
subconscious or conscious process 
that everyone did, and just pressed 
‘play.’ ” Damon allows that he was 
pleasantly surprised by what he saw. 
“I remember thinking: This is better 
than I remember! Because when we 
released it, I think it felt more like a 
science fiction movie. It felt a lot more 
far-fetched than it actually was.”

Word soon spread that Damon 
and his family were here: In the 
upside-down world of spring 2020, 
this curious happenstance even 
prompted its own article in The 
New York Times. That story, “A 
Seaside Irish Village Adopts Matt 
Damon,” detailed a few Damon 
Dalkey sightings and explained 
how a photo of Damon holding a 
bag from the Irish supermarket 
SuperValu “seems to have been his 
ticket to local acceptance,” leading to 
a proliferation of “delighted memes 
and glowing articles in the Irish 
press.” The particular excitement 
triggered by this SuperValu  

image seems to have been its stars-
they’re-just-like-us implication that 
Damon might have gone gloriously 
native, his plastic bag loaded with 
beer cans ready for a determined 
drinking session.

I speak to one of Damon’s 
neighbors from that time who 
recalled for me the disruptions 
caused by this American movie star’s 
unexpected presence:

“I’ve lived in this village, or next 
to this village, for 30 years—this 
fucker is there for three months and 
they make him the king of Dalkey! I 
mean, it’s unbelievable. He’s caught 
in some kind of local photo shoot with 
a SuperValu plastic bag, and the 
rumor that he’s carrying cans, and 
suddenly he’s got all this credibility 
that some of us just are incapable of 
ever achieving. He’s beloved!  
I mean, there’ll be a statue of him 
there. I don’t know what it was, and 
what he did. But I’m very annoyed 
about it. I’m not happy at all.”

The speaker is Bono. His 
ire—“Thirty years I’ve put into 
that fishing village, and suddenly 
the fisher of men takes over!”—is, 
of course, theatrical. Damon and 
Bono are friends, and go back some 
way. In fact, according to Damon, 
Bono was indirectly responsible for 
initiating the third great focus of 
Damon’s adult life aside from his 
acting career and his family: his work 
in expanding global access to water, 
primarily through the organization 
water.org. This was back in 2006. 
Damon had been exploring making 
a trip to Africa with Bono’s charity. 
He planned to go just as soon as he 
could find the right moment. That 
was when, according to Damon, 
Bono applied his renowned powers 
of persuasion: “He called me, and 
I said, ‘No, no, I’m going to go,’ and 
he said, ‘No, you’re going to go now.’ 
I said, ‘No, no, come on, my wife’s 
pregnant.’ He said, ‘There’s always 
going to be a reason, and you have 
to go now.’ And he was right. And 
that started the journey—it wasn’t 
going to start until I went. Until I 
started engaging, nothing was going 
to happen, and I think he knew that.” 
(For his part, Bono downplays his 
role here—“I think he gives me too 

much credit”—but extols Damon’s 
subsequent achievements in this 
arena:  “I think he’s better at it than  
I am—subtler, less hectoring,  
very effective.”) 

When we speak, Bono also offers 
up some more general reflections 
about Damon, ones I will come to 
ponder a great deal. 

“In the last hour, with this call 
coming, I was trying to think what 
it is about him,” Bono says. “And I 
realized that he has the thing that 
the whole world wants: He has 
freedom. It’s the most intoxicating 
thing of all. And that, very few very 
famous people have. He’s free from 
self-consciousness. For a man who 
looks in the mirror for a living, he’s 
not even a little bit self-conscious, 
I’ve found. I mean, I think I’ve got 
freedom, but I’m self-conscious. 
When I walk into the newsagent’s, 
I can see myself walking into the 
newsagent’s, do you know what I 
mean? He’s really himself.” Bono 
subsequently appends to this a 
further, related thought: “There’s 
some things you shouldn’t get too 
good at. Celebrity’s one of them.”

I ask Bono whether he’s saying 
that, in the nicest possible way, 
Damon is not that good at being  
a celebrity.

“Yeah, that might be the truth,” 
Bono replies, and contrasts a 
particular glazed look he has learned 
to recognize in the eyes of some 
politicians he meets with the affect 
of someone like Damon. “He’s not 
professional,” Bono suggests. “He’s 
way beyond that. He’s an amateur, 
in the way that he should always 
be, regarding celebrity. You know, 
quite good at it on the weekends, 
probably falls down in the week. But 
the respect for people and for human 
life, and the squandering of it, that’s 
absolutely core to who he is. And he’s 
just trying to be useful. Trying to  
be helpful.”

AFTER ABOUT THREE months 
in Dalkey—the SuperValu bag, 
incidentally, had actually been 
filled with beach towels for the 
kids—Damon and family headed 
back to Los Angeles, though they 
would return to Ireland for two 
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Chris Hemsworth’s friends, dressed 
as…well, best let him explain. 

“I didn’t know what the heck to 
get,” he says of preparing for this 
outing. “So I went kind of Run DMC 
and got me the old Adidas tracksuit 
with the Kangol hat, which was 
very much the look in the ’80s 
where I grew up. I think my wife 
got some plastic chain online that 
I accessorized with. And, funnily 
enough, Idris Elba came in dressed in 
the exact same thing.”

But mostly it was family time, and 
a further reprieve from what was 
happening elsewhere. 

“So again we were really lucky,” 
he acknowledges. “I mean, we’ve 
been about as lucky as you can be 
throughout this pandemic.” 

Which, on one hand, is very 
evidently true. Though, on the other 
hand, the fact that he is saying this 
when one of his daughters has tested 
positive and is isolating at home, 
and when his oldest daughter—who 
was in New York at the beginning of 
the pandemic—had her own brush 
with COVID in March 2020, may also 
show how much we have all learned 
to recalibrate. 

WHEN DAMON AND I speak for a 
second time, 38 hours after that 
� rst meeting, he is now unmasked 
(suf� cient testing and quarantining 
has been achieved), and we are two-
and-a-half-thousand miles away 
from Malibu. Today, we have brunch 
at the Osprey restaurant in Brooklyn 
Bridge Park.

months later in the year   to � nish 
The Last Duel. Toward the end of 
that shoot, Damon turned 50, but 
the production was under a strict 
quarantine protocol, so there could be 
no party. Instead, he conferred with 
his old college roommates on their 
shared text chain  : “I was just texting 
that I de� nitely bested their COVID 
50th. I was shooting a battle scene 
in The Last Duel in which I had nine 
con� rmed kills. We were laughing 
about that: ‘This is the best midlife 
crisis ever. I’m just slaughtering my 
way through my midlife crisis.’ ” 

Then, near the end of last year, 
the possibility arose of a new escape. 
Damon had made a brief, surreal 
appearance in Taika Waititi’s 
2017 Thor: Ragnarok, as “actor 
Loki.” Now Waititi was preparing a 
follow-up, Thor: Love and Thunder, 
to be � lmed in the early months 
of 2021 in Australia, and asked 
Damon whether he would consider 
reprising his earlier cameo. It was 
not hard to see the appeal. Australia 
was, as we shall see, somewhere 
he and family already had close 
history. It was also one of the safest, 
least virus-infected places on the 
planet (and, consequently, not an 
easy place to visit). Damon agreed 
to take the role if he could bring 
his family. Discussions began, and 
permission was granted. “There were 
government of� cials who called me 
and explained to me in no uncertain 
terms: The only reason you’re getting 
in is because this production is 
creating jobs,” Damon explains. “Now, 
could the production live without 
me? Yeah. But you start pulling jokes 
away from something that’s funny 
and eventually it’s not, you know 
what I mean?” 

Again, things worked out well. 
Although he would be required on 
set for only two days, Damon was 
able to stay there with his family for 
� ve months. He played his onscreen 
part as required—“It’s going to be 
a laugh, and it’s going to be a really 
good movie, so I’m always up for 
that”—and there is circumstantial 
evidence of some socializing: A photo 
surfaced of Damon at an Eighties  
birthday party thrown for one of 

This is Damon’s new 
neighborhood. He and his family 
have been principally living in Los 
Angeles for some years but are now 
in the process of moving back to 
New York. “A big transition for the 
kids—new schools, new everything,” 
he says, explaining how he’d like 
them to be able to have the kind 
of independence that a less car-
dominated environment can allow. 
“So, ‘in � ux’ will probably be the 
best description of my personal life. 
Not to say we’re not excited—we’re 
really excited.” 

Damon and his wife, Lucy, have 
four daughters (the oldest, Alexia, 
predating their relationship). Their 
names are inked, one above the other, 
hidden high on Damon’s right arm— 
“Alexia,” “Isabella,” “Gia,” “Stella”— 
though Damon seems momentarily 
taken aback when I mention this, 
as though unsure that this is public 
knowledge. “Did I show my tattoos?” 
he muses. “I guess I did.” 

He added these four names a 
couple of years back, but his � rst 
tattoo, on the same upper arm, 
was done in 2013. It had been his 
wife’s idea. 

“She just announced it,” he 
says. “We were in our apartment 
in Manhattan, and she was, like, 
‘We’re getting tattoos.’ I was, ‘Okay.’ ” 
Damon says that he had only one 
stipulation—that they ful� ll a 
promise once made. “There is a friend 
of ours who did all of Heath Ledger’s 
tattoos,” says Damon, “and I told him 
if I ever got a tattoo, he was my � rst 

Continued on Page 166
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LOVEBIRDS

The beloved indie label, run by Gursi Singh and Amrita 
Khanna, isn’t as much a household name as it is a favourite 
to those in the know. It is perhaps that niche badge value 
that allows the brand to stay true to its functional, modern 
aesthetic and golden heart. They pride themselves on primo 
standards, and working with sustainable materials feeds 
heavily into that. “Our business practices and ethos have 
always been extremely honest and transparent,” says Singh. 
“Sustainable practices and the use of high-quality materials 
do come with a bigger price tag but it never affects production 
or creativity.” Durability and smart design are intrinsic to the 
label’s language, with an effort to being sustainable playing 
a pivotal part. Seventy-five percent of the garments in each 
of their collections find their origins in organic cotton poplin–
ethically and locally sourced, of course, with the occasional 
use of khadi. Their prints are all owed to hand block-printing 
and screen printing methods on that cotton. “We also began 
an upcycling initiative to manage waste during production. 
Starting with our SS20 collection, we’ve been making 
upcycled, coordinated cross-body bags, masks, and lifestyle 
accessories; each made from the ‘katran’ waste generated 
during the cutting stage,” Khanna shares. “Sustainable cotton 
is actually one of the easier fabrics to work with, and our 
design team takes challenges positively.”

 B eing the biggest cotton producing 
country in the world has its pluses–
and cracking how to work with it 
sustainably is a big one. Some brands 
might do the bare minimum it takes 
for a coat of the greenwash, but several 

others take the healthy fashion oath seriously. The lens 
of sustainability has consistently been blurred to suit 
megacorps, who can’t quite make snackable separates 
with a tempting price tag if they have ethical, slow 
fashion costs to reckon with. The labels on our list, 
however, forgo the quickie formulas in lieu of more 
thoughtful, responsible cotton-based practices. You’ll � nd 
them working with the OG khadi, employing handspun 
and handwoven cotton weaves, or having straight-up 
zero-waste POVS that upcycle cotton scraps from older 
collections and re-energize them for newer ones. The one 
thing each of these brands has in common, though, is a 
relationship with the fabric based on respect.

In a sea of sustainable 
brands and endeavours, 

we shine a light on 
seven labels doing right 
by what is, quite literally, 
the fabric of India: cotton 

W R I T T E N  B Y  S A U M Y A A  V O H R A      S T Y L E D  R E M O T E L Y  B Y  S E L M A N  F A Z I L
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It is often the brands doing their 
damnedest to be sustainable that 
will open with the disclaimer of  “Of 
course, we’re not a hundred present 
sustainable,” and Sohaya Misra, the 
brains behind Chola, does exactly 
that. “Our aim is to make the brand 
as conscious as possible,” she says. 
“We try to do our bit every time we 
design or launch a new collection. 
From upcycling older pieces, to 
trying to utilise unused fabrics in 
current collections, to minimise 
waste while producing.” Though 
always on the lookout for new, 
sustainable materials that can factor 
into the aesthetic, organic cotton 
and khadi are the nucleus of this 
experimental, comfort-first brand. 
“Sustainable Cotton has been one 
of the primary fabrics at Chola right 
from the beginning, through all our 
collections,” Misra smiles. “We love 
the texture, feel and breathability of 
the fabric. It’s so versatile, and easy 
to play around with. You can keep it 
simple, you can dress it up or dress it 
down–the fabric just makes the piece 
look so elegant.” The Mumbai-based 
brand sprung from an experiment 
that worked in 2015–and has kept 
that adventurous spirit close, 
creating deconstructed silhouettes 
intended to function across ages, 
genders and sizes without straying 
from their vocabulary. “Our pieces 
are meant to be relaxed, oversize 
and comfortable–but with a lot of 
detailing, and a sense of mystery to 
them. They’re fluid, and have a lot of 
movement and personality.” 

CHOLA THE LABEL
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The indie Puducherry designer is proof that if you’re 
good enough at what you do, starting out as a mom-
and-pop-esque boutique in a small town makes little 
difference. Set in the French-colonial lanes of White 
Town in pretty Puducherry, Naushad Ali brings together 
French and Tamil cultural influences through his 
painstaking detailing and minimalist, tailored lines. 
Comfort comes first, manifesting in classic designs 
beyond seasons. “We want to make clothes with a 
story, that are cherished for a long time,” Ali muses. 
Kala cotton–locally grown, indigenous cotton–is 
their bulwark, which is both organic and handspun. 
“We always study the source and the process before 
designing our textiles. We also segregate and upcycle 
our own production offcuts in our studio each season to 
reduce waste,” Ali says. He also brushes aside the idea 
that sustainable cotton is a tough nut to crack, claiming 
it is neither hard to acquire nor work with. Especially 
given the conscious, post-pandemic consumer who 
will pay the extra a thoughtful product commands. 
“It’s a wonderful, unrestrictive medium–the natural 
dyes, or handweaving possibilities are limitless.” It’s 
about time, he believes, that the country’s cotton got 
its due. “While our landscape is often associated with 
embroidery, embellishments, and crafts–Indian textiles 
are finally gaining attention. Working with those natural 
fibers, especially organic cotton, and upcycling our own 
production wastes have always been our brand’s DNA.”

NAUSHAD ALI

RAHUL MISHRA

If you stacked Mishra’s accolades on a shelf, it would creak with 
the weight. From winning the 2014 International Woolmark 
Prize at Milan Fashion Week (the first Indian designer to 
receive it) to showing at fashion weeks in London, Dubai, 
Australia–and being a Paris FW veteran, there’s little trail 
he has yet to blaze. And sure, his labyrinthine detailing and 
impeccably tailored silhouettes are part of what put him on the 
map–but his immersed work with karigars and sustainable 
approach adds a great deal. His work with cotton began “after 
that showcase at Lakme Fashion Week’s GenNEXT platform,” 
he reminisces. “I worked with Sally Holkar at WomenWeave, 
where we worked with a beautiful khadi textile called 'gudi 
mudi'.” Since then, cotton from across the country has woven 
its way into the fabric of the label–be it jamdani, Maheshwari, 
Chanderi, daraz and Banarasi cutwork textiles. “While we 
may have moved into an evolved language with intricate hand 
embroidery, cotton remains a crucial part of the brand’s ethos,” 
he adds. The label’s most recent sustainable cotton endeavour 
is the re-launched rendition of Mishra’s debut collection with 
Kerala’s mundum neriyathum, in collaboration with Save The 
Loom. Sustainability is a complex term for Mishra, which at 
its heart encourages slow fashion, buoyed by a mindful use 
of resources, hand weaving and embroidery. “Our next aim 
is to have that transition into our packaging as well, which is 
something we’ve been working on.” 

11.11 / ELEVEN ELEVEN

There’s many a brand in this feature that has a deep 
relationship with sustainable cotton–but in 11.11’s case, it's 
more a monogamous marriage. A label defined by its roots in 
indigenous cotton, all-natural dyes and heritage techniques 
(think handloom weaving, hand-painting, miniature tie-dyeing, 
and quilting), it is the indie label’s bread and butter.  The 
genderless silhouettes and styles of the brand are crafted 
in degrees of hand-spun indigenous cotton, from fabric as 
fine as 400 count to thick, 0-count denim; with co-founder 
and director Shani Himanshu vouching for the breathability 
that hand-spinning gives the cloth. “We work with varieties of 
cotton, found in different parts of India,” he tells us. “Most of 
the organic cotton we use is indigenous–they are rain-fed crops 
and have high tolerance against pests; they are, by default, 
organic. Today, very few indigenous varieties exist in India and 
they need recognition for them to have a future,” he adds. With 
sustainability tokenism becoming a fast-spreading epidemic, 
Himanshu’s views on what it takes to truly be sustainable 
(especially in the cotton context) are more pragmatic than 
philosophical. “All indigenous cotton comes with its limitations–
understanding the fiber’s characteristics is important before 
planning its development. We also plan our collections keeping 
those processes in mind, as all our cotton is hand-spun, and 
that slows down the entire production cycle–but it maintains 
the meditative aspect of the processes, which is wonderful.”
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Upcycling is the holy grail of 
sustainability, according to Arjun 
Saluja, the creator of Rishta. It 
ups the ante by not simply using a 
sustainable fabric, but cutting and 
dying it in the most zero waste fashion 
possible. That is his North Star–to 
learn the process down to its bones, 
and then employ it for the greater 
good. “We’ve been working on it, and 
are in the process of understanding 
it,” Saluja states. “The questions 
that come with–what weight is ideal 
for the collection, what silhouettes 
will work well with the fabric. We’re 
aware we have to create utility and 
quality at the same time. As a brand, 
we’re in research mode, and trying 
to find that balance.” Though cotton 
doesn’t always get top billing in their 
fabric credit roll, organic cotton and 
cotton silk do play a vital part in their 
collections–especially the dyeing 
process. “We’re exploring dyeing 
using onion waste and natural dyes to 
create textures. It’s all done by hand, 
by local artisans, and cutting shapes 
that minimise waste is one of our 
key steps towards conscious luxury. 
Being genderfluid is as synonymous 
with the label as Jeremy Scott is with 
bling–and, in Saluja’s opinion, a factor 
that contributes to the IMAX-scope 
sustainability picture. “The idea is 
that a piece of clothing can be worn 
by more people in the same home. 
Fewer pieces that get greater mileage 
on them–it’s a nice thought.”

RISHTA

BY ARJUN SALUJA
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A brand that’s managed to maintain the cult value fashion aficionados know it for without selling out, Urvashi 
Kaur has integrity. It’s exactly why the label’s work with sustainable cotton is such an organic offshoot for what it 
stands for–open, thinking prêt. Her link with it goes back to her debut presentation at FDCI (2010) with Yavaani, a 
collection created entirely with Kasavu sarees from Kerala. A naturally dyed all-khadi collection (Semah) followed 
in 2013, post which the work has been consistent, with greater teeth. “Over the years, we’ve worked with light and 
heavy, handspun and handwoven cotton fabrics in weaves like jamdani and kota,” Kaur tells us. “We believe in 
creating new identities through old materials, and often upcycle leftover fabrics and katran into uniquely designed 
patchwork pieces as part of our zero waste policy,” she adds. It helps that the label’s anti-fit approach (think 
staples like overlays, drawstring pants and versatile dresses or tunics) makes the process more harmonious, 
albeit with the goal of reinventing traditional textiles to create them. But it comes at a price–a very literal one, at 
that. “Truly ethical practices and supporting artisanal supply chains bring added costs,” she says. “Each product 
involves greater human input, which creates a slower production cycle. But working with traditional Indian textiles 
and techniques is our essence and identity,” she beams proudly, and there’s no price too high for that. 

URVASHI KAUR
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He’s the guy Drake and Beyoncé call up 
whenever they need a continent-spanning smash hit—

and now, Lagos’s own Wizkid is taking over speakers
everywhere with the sounds of home.

W R I T T E N  B Y  E D W I N  S T A T S  H O U G H T O N

P H O T O G R A P H E D  B Y  P R I N C E  G Y A S I
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“Ayy, hello. Come say hi. No?”
“He’s acting shy,” says Wizkid, turning 

to me. He’s referring to his son Zion Ayo 
Balogun, the beautiful, cherub-like three-
year-old who has just interrupted our 
conversation to remind his father that he 
was promised a trip to the zoo today. “He’s 
not shy.” 

As for many of us, domestic life for Africa’s 
biggest pop star has gotten tricky. Wizkid 
is calling from Accra, Ghana, where he has 
spent the past several months, somewhat 
unexpectedly, on account of pandemic 
travel restrictions that have kept him from 
returning to his native Nigeria. “I was in 
Ghana for a two-week holiday and now I’ve 
been here for six months,” he says in the 
pidgin cadence of Lagos, the city he calls 
home. “So I’m just here working, making 
music, spending time with my family and 
son. Just taking each day as it comes.” 

Unlike most of us, however, Wizkid looks 
to be living inside an Old Master painting, at 
least judging by the slice of domestic reality 
that is visible through our shared Zoom 
window. Framed by the pristine backdrop of 
a � oor-to-ceiling white curtain, Wiz is draped 
in a black-and-gold Versace robe, which 
falls open just enough to reveal the heavy 
platinum links that adorn his neck and 
wrist. His “work from home” mode strongly 
suggests a 21st-century avatar of Mansa 
Musa, the 14th-century West African ruler 
whose personal wealth was so great that he 
disrupted the gold markets of Cairo with the 
gifts he dispensed along his pilgrimage to 
Mecca. If not for Wiz’s faintly visible tattoos 
and the spliff tucked behind his left ear, you’d 
think you were talking to actual royalty. 

In a way, it’s easy to see why the nickname 
Little Prince has trailed Wizkid, born Ayodeji 

Ibrahim Balogun, since he started making 
music in the mid-2000s. It’s a career arc 
that runs parallel with the emergence of 
Afrobeats as a distinct genre, or at least as 
a distinct wave within Afropop. The genre 
fuses the song structures of R&B with the 
distinctive melodic energy of West African 
palm wine music, pushing the hard, offbeat 
pulse of Jamaican dancehall into a more 
polyrhythmic clave. The s in Afrobeats nicely 
captures a plurality inherent to the sound 
itself, which is less a set formula than a 
constellation of Afromusics, made in West 
Africa but for an audience that encompasses 
the whole Black Atlantic diaspora. 

In the 2010s, that Black Atlantic wave 
became a global phenomenon, and Wizkid 
was the scene’s standard-bearer—a position 
only solidi� ed when he collaborated with 
Drake on “One Dance,” which became the 
most-streamed song in the world. (It was also 
around this time that Wizkid’s fans stopped 
referring to him as Little Prince, and instead 
started calling him Starboy.) By the time 
Beyoncé released her Black Is King visual 
album for Disney’s 2019 remake of The Lion 
King, there was really only one artist she 
could have called to provide the proper Afro-
diasporic stamp of approval on “Brown Skin 
Girl,” the track on which her daughter, Blue 
Ivy, made her musical debut. 

In the music video, which won a Grammy, 
Wiz performs against the tableau of a Black 
debutante ball, initially frozen in time like 
a 3D version of a painting by John Singer 
Sargent. It’s a fantasy celebration in which 
every stream of the Black diaspora seems 
to be represented, from Kenyan-Mexican 
Lupita Nyong’o to Guyanese-American 
rapper Saint Jhn. The interplay of visual 
and vocal almost seems to be saying: global 

SHIRT, PANTS 
BOTH BY HOMME 
PLISSÉ 
ISSEY MIYAKE, 
SANDALS 
(THROUGHOUT) 
BY ANCIENT 
GREEK SANDALS,
HAT, HIS OWN, 
HIS OWN 
SUNGLASSES
VERSACE,
WATCH AND 
JEWELRY 
(THROUGHOUT), 
HIS OWN
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SHIRT, PANTS 
BOTH BY MM6 
MAISON MARGIELA, 
SHOES BY GUCCI, 
SUNGLASSES BY 
COURRÈGES

pop music has always been African—it’s 
only now that it is centered in the continent 
of Africa, and only now that the world 
recognizes the source. And no one has done 
more to crystallize that recognition than 
Wizkid, the Starboy.

He was raised in Surulere, a sprawling 
central district of the Lagos mainland. Born 
to a Muslim father and a Christian mother, 
Wizkid is the youngest of 11 children and 
his mother’s only boy. His older sisters were 
both his first audience and his first team, 
covering for him when he went to the studio 
instead of school. By age 11, he had formed a 
band—Glorious Five—with friends from his 
Pentecostal church, who, like him, were more 
into rap and R&B than spiritual hymns. 
Glorious Five pressed up a seven-track EP 
and sold enough copies to put some money in 
young Wiz’s pocket. His talent was evident 
enough that, by the age of 15, a Surulere-
based producer named OJB Jezreel took him 
into the studio to observe the sessions he 
was recording with artists like D’Banj and 
2Face Idibia, and advised him to hold off on 
releasing music until he was ready—to take 
his time. 

Our conversation was originally conceived 
as a virtual tour of his hometown: He’s 
meant to be guiding me through Ojuelegba, 
the bustling hood where he first recorded 
music, and the surrounding area of Surulere, 
once home to Fela Kuti’s legendary Shrine. 
Instead, due to the vagaries of the pandemic, 
we are discussing Lagos’s global moment 
while one of its chief architects sits in Accra. 

The irony of the situation—talking 
lovingly about an African city from another 
African city—seems to glide off Wizkid 
like water washing over a smooth stone. 
“Whenever I make music, I’m kind of in 
my own world,” he says when I point this 
out. “I can be anywhere. You can put me in 
India, I’ll make exactly what I’m there to 
make. Nothing would influence my sound. 
So me being in Ghana is more just where 
it’s comfortable for me, making the most 
amazing music that I can make.”

His influence on African pop culture is 
difficult to overstate—as is the impact he’s 
made on a generation of young artists. Prince 
Gyasi, the celebrated photographer and 

visual artist behind this very photo shoot, 
says he first saw Wizkid perform at a 2011 
Fabolous show in Ghana. “It was my first 
ever concert as a kid,” says Gyasi, “and Wiz 
was one of the supporting artists who came 
onstage.” Wizkid was just 20 at the time and 
didn’t have an album to promote, but his 
presence was so enrapturing that a grainy 
video of the performance ended up going 
viral. It seemed to announce to aspiring 
young creatives like Gyasi that, if an African 
artist like Wiz could make their mark on the 
world, perhaps they could too.

Accra has long had a twinlike relationship 
with its bigger, brasher neighbor Lagos. 
Home to the highlife sound that inspired 
almost all modern West African music, 
Ghana was especially attractive to African 
musicians during the reign of Kwame 
Nkrumah, who actively promoted and 
subsidized the incorporation of traditional 
musical forms into modern pop. As a result 
of his programs, everyone from Fela to 
Hugh Masekela did extended stints in Accra 
during the golden era of the ’60s and ’70s, 
and it remains a creatively inspiring—and 
somewhat calmer—second home to many 
African musicians. “Wiz has been here so 
many times, I would even say he’s more 
Ghanaian than most of us,” says Gyasi, 
laughing. “This is where he takes his 
vacation, records most of his music. This is 
where his kid goes to school.”

Almost a decade or so after that concert, 
Prince Gyasi and Wiz would finally meet 
in person, crossing paths at the penthouse 
owned by the woman they both describe 
as their “big sister,” the supermodel Naomi 
Campbell. When Wiz and I speak, he and 
Gyasi have been busy painting Accra various 
shades of pinkish, given Gyasi’s penchant for 
inserting his subjects into colorful vignettes 
that split the difference between Op Art and 
Day-Glo surrealism. He and Wiz were so into 
working together, in fact, that their photo 
session stretched out for more than eight 
hours—with Wiz dancing, smoking, and 
vibing his way through one alien landscape 
after another, his default setting one of 
unhurry. 

“I am working on a new album, but I 
never like to be, like, in a rush,” says Wizkid 
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coolly. “Sometimes it takes me a year, two 
years, to make an album. I always record 
in terms of albums, not just songs. I like to 
make music that way, because it gives you a 
sense of direction.” 

Pressed on what that direction might be, 
he simply states, “Well, in the next album, 
I’m just trying to enjoy myself with the music 
now, because of the reception from the fans 
for my last album. I just keep evolving with 
the sound.” 

Before Made in Lagos—his latest album 
and the one pushing him to new heights—
was released, Wiz had hinted that the 
follow-up would be his last “as Wizkid,” 
though whether this might mean full-on 
retirement, or simply a change of name, 
is impossible information to extract from 
him. In fact, guessing the concept of his 
next and possibly last album has become 
the favorite pastime of just about every 
Afrobeats commentator, with Wiz in the eye 
of the storm. 

“His vibe is always the same, man! This 
guy is always so calm,” says Prince Gyasi. 
“He has a vibe of, like, this king type of thing. 
I don’t know if it’s a trend with Nigerians, 
but, you know, when I was shooting him, I 
actually wanted to do different things: like 
� ve guys behind him, wearing Zorro masks 
and black suits. And he was like, ‘No. Strong 
kings stand alone.’

“We laughed about it, but he was also 
very respectful about it, where other artists 
might be stressed out,” Gyasi adds. “I’m told 
if he really doesn’t like something, he just 
walks away.”

I
met Wiz once before, in 2018, when he 
made an appearance at the tiny New 
York street style boutique Reign to 
launch his Starboy capsule collection. I 
was there to cover the event for Vogue, 
and the intimate gathering morphed 

into an impromptu concert. 
And then a mob scene. 
At the time, “Ojuelegba” and “One 

Dance” were already huge hits, but it was 
the newer singles like “Soco” that sent 
the crowd—mostly young fans packed 
claustrophobically around a Starboy-
branded glass dome that looked like the 
top of the Popemobile—into a frenzy. The 
store was dangerously packed, so Wiz and 
I had to � ee to the backyard to chat. Even — P R I N C E  GYA S I 
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in the middle of all the chaos, his demeanor 
remained gracious and unflustered: his 
mood never up or down, his eyes hidden 
behind a pair of opaque sunglasses.

Today, in 2021, he maintains a similar 
remove, elevating “unbothered” to a level 
that is less a pose than a philosophical 
discipline. In Wiz’s native Yoruba, the word 
for coolness, itutu, describes not a modern 
trend but a classical concept, a value as 
central to its culture as catharsis or hubris 
were to classical Greece. Itutu, according 
to the writings of the blues musician Scott 
Ainslie, is a rare form of nobility that 
emerges when an individual possesses both 
ashe (“a greater vision of the world”) and iwa 
(“strength of good character”). 

Those who possess itutu don’t have time to 
feel bothered by small, everyday indignities, 
like the rest of us. Instead, they hold to a 
grand vision for what they want to achieve 
with their time on earth, and the rest of it 
just washes over them: water over a stone.

There is one moment during our 
conversation, however, when Wiz’s 

immutable cool defrosts, at least by a few 
degrees. The question is about “Essence,” his 
collaboration with the singer Tems, a rising 
star of Nigeria’s alté scene. When we speak, 
the song is making its way up the Billboard 
Hot 100 and is already the most-requested 
song in New York clubs—which, until 
recently, were ruled by reggae and hometown 
rap heroes. The track is so hot that Justin 
Bieber even jumped on a remix. 

The question I pose is: What quality drew 
Wiz to record with a relative newcomer like 
Tems? What exactly did he see in her?

“That’s a very exciting question,” he says, 
sitting up suddenly. “You know, I’ve known 
Tems…I can’t even actually remember how 
we met, but I know I brought her out for one 
of my shows in Lagos. We had talked about 
working and I went back home to record.” 
He’s fully animated now. Present. “When 
I record at home, it’s like I have a crazy 
situation. I’ll be in a room with like 8, 10 
producers, everyone’s got their rooms and 
we’re just making music. She came through 
to the hotel and we laid down the idea. It was 
just effortless. Just lay down the melodies, 
and she didn’t even think anything of it. She 
felt like we had to do another record, but I 
already knew we had magic.” 

“I love meeting new artists,” says Wiz. 
“When I’m in a room with a new artist, it 
feels like, Oh, my God. It feels like I’m right 
there when the magic is just about to take off 
and take form. It’s so exciting to me. When 
I get in the room with a new artist, it’s like 
you’re learning from me, I’m learning from 
you. I even get more excited getting in the 
room with new artists than my peers or my 
friends that I know. I can’t explain it.” 

He’s loquacious now, having seemingly 
moved from the mode of itutu to the 
inspirational mode of ashe: “When I’m 
in a room with someone like me, there’s 
expectations. People want to hear, ‘Oh, yeah, 
there’s these two names, so we definitely 
want to hear this type of sound on this. We 
want to hear big work.’ ” 

I assume the “big work” he’s talking about 
is “Ginger,” Wiz’s collaboration with fellow 
African superstar Burna Boy. In a sense Wiz 
is right. While the song might stand head 
and shoulders above other recent Afrobeats 
hits, for both Wiz and Burna it ranks as a 
lesser work. It’s the resulting music video 
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directed by Meji Alabi, however, that makes 
the super-collaboration extra worthwhile. 
Contained to a soundstage, Wiz and Burna 
look regal as a fashion show blooms around 
them. At one point they amuse themselves 
by playing the traditional West African 
game of adi on the hood of a cream-colored 
Benz from the ’80s—only instead of the 
traditional marbles, they’re using sparkling 
cut diamonds. The image conjures pure 
royal excess, the spirit of which would make 
Mansa Musa proud.

Z
ion is back in frame now, this 
time to announce the end of 
his father’s available interview 
time by delivering him a lush 
bouquet of flowers. Seeing 
the two of them side by side, 
as soft, tropical light filters 

creamily through the window, I’m struck by 
how much of Wiz’s artistic persona until now 
has been a projection of youth: Starboy, Little 
Prince, the Wizkid. 

It is hard to imagine him without the 
perpetual excitement, the joy in the playful 
act of creation that is so evidently at the 
core of his motivation. One wonders if the 
foreshadowed change of persona is simply a 
shedding of that “kid” from Wizkid, the “boy” 
from Starboy.

Whatever the next iteration of Ayodeji 
Ibrahim Balogun looks like post-Wizkid, 
his work will surely be received by a global 
audience, awaiting each new release as 
he pushes the waves of modern style 
toward something like a new classicism. 
He’ll continue to explore king-making as 
a creative act, all while fomenting new 
artistic friendships. That, to him, is what 
makes the work fulfilling. “You know, in life 
we’re growing and we’re learning,” he says, 
completing an earlier thought. “Nobody 
knows it all. By meeting new artists, 
making new friends…we’re just trying to 
find ourselves.”

And with that, Wizkid accepts his flowers 
and is off to the zoo. 

Edwin Stats Houghton is a writer, editor, and DJ. 
He has yet to visit Femi Kuti’s New Afrika Shrine.
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he Mercedes-Benz S-Class has always 
served as a repository of the best 
automotive technology of its time. I 
can’t decide what’s a more diffi cult 
proposition for Mercedes-Benz everytime 
they’re tasked with birthing an all-new 
S-Class: how to make the best car in the 
world? Or how to make it better than 
the last one? Times aren’t what they 
used to be. Internationally, its arrival is 
accompanied by that of potential usurper 
and compatriot – the EQS. So for it to 

truly hold its own, it must unholster all its 
technological fi repower while retaining 
its old-world essence that comes, in large 
part, from burning copious amounts of the 
amber nectar we call petrol (and diesel). 

Never in recent history have they 
got the S-Class’s design so right as they 
have with the new W223. It’s got the 
fuss-free, smooth design language that 
adorns all modern Mercs, but out of that 
visual minimalism emerges a sedan that’s 
regal and proportionate in the classic 

The formidable 2021 Mercedes-Benz S-Class 

makes its biggest technological leap

in recent history. Is it still the king of the hill?  

THE 
EMPEROR 

STRIKES 

BACK!
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sense, despite being slightly longer 
than the previous one. While the 
locally-assembled version is still a 
few months away, for now we’re 
treated to the hierarchy-topping, 
AMG-line import that makes for a 
very handsome sedan, any way you 
look at it. The absence of creases 
on the exterior lend it the sort of 
aggression that it needs to slice 
its way past a mind-bogglingly 
advanced crew of rivals. 

On the inside, it’s exactly 
what you’d expect it to be—
except much better. Instead of 
infusing the insides with sterile, 
brushed aluminium surfaces, the 
cockpit of the S-Class is perfectly 
representative of the car—a symbol 
of old-world luxury on the cusp 
of a tech revolution. The dash is 
much cleaner than before, thanks 
to a vertically placed 12.8-inch 
touchscreen with voice-activated 
functions, wireless Apple CarPlay 
and Merc’s prized MBUX system 
all hopped-up on amphetamines. 
There’s enough tan leather here to 
furnish a dozen Western saloons, 
retaining the fi reside warmth that’s 
central to the appeal of the S-Class’s 
cabin. Plenty of neon accents serve 
to contemporise the cabin, with 

ambient lighting changing shades 
to serve the oligarch’s every mood 
and whim. Even with the 11.6-
inch screens at the back turned 
off, there’s plenty to capture the 
eye in here. 

At the heart of the S400d is an 
old-fashioned 3.0-litre oil burner, 
rendered particularly smooth 
through an in-line six layout (a 
petrol S450 is also available). Peak 
power is 325bhp, while torque feels 
plentiful at a whopping 700Nm. 
Still, if it’s outright speed you 
want, you’re at the wrong altar. 
The S-Class is brisk but unhurried, 
as it should be. It gathers pace 
with alacrity and grace, with rear-
wheel steering constantly stepping 
in to stabilise it at high speeds 
and reduce the car’s otherwise 
enormous turning radius. Cabin 
insulation is top-notch as one can 
imagine, but urban traffi c clusters 
really put it to the test. Amidst all 
the touch-enabled functions lies an 
actual “Sport” mode button, which 
does stiffen things up, but to put the 
majestic S through a tyre-shredding 
session seems not only ill-advised, 
but also a tad vulgar. Like asking a 
monarch to ditch polo and take up 
gymnastics instead. 

2021 MERCEDES-BENZ S400D 4MATIC
ENGINE: 
3.0-LITRE, STRAIGHT-
SIX DIESEL 

POWER: 
325BHP

TORQUE: 
700 NM 

TRANSMISSION: 
9-SPEED 
AUTOMATIC 

PRICE: 
RS 2.17 
CRORE 
(EX-SHOWROOM, 
INDIA) 

All seats on the new S-Class 
get massage functions, 

while the headrest-
mounted   screens come 

with HDMI ports
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Besides one of the many aces up the S-Class’s sleeve 
is its Airmatic air suspension with active damping that 
comes as standard. If there’s a place where the thuds and 
bumps from undulated roads go to die, it’s between the 
S-Class’s suspension travel (it’s got a height adjust feature 
too, to clear the hill-sized speed bumps that we’re all too 
familiar with). That said, things would be considerably 
better with fatter tyres, which are an absolute must given 
Indian road conditions, no matter how slick the 19-inch 
wheels and low-profile tyres look. What would have  
really elevated the S-Class’s ride quality is the E-Active 
Body Control feature, which pre-emptively calibrates 
suspension travel by scanning the surface ahead. By 
missing out on it, the S practically hands over the 
baton to the likes of the GLS and the GLS Maybach 
to take the lead in the ride quality department. Despite 
the suppleness of the suspension, and the car’s own 
sub-2 tonne weight, the S400d handles with remarkable 
composure. 

All of this, however, continues to fall in the realm 
of the expected. For the new S to truly stand out among 
its digitally-enhanced peers, it needs to bring out the 
pioneering tech starter kit it always carries around. In 
this case, the kit includes a fingerprint sensor with three-
step authentication, emergency braking, 10 airbags, a 
panoramic sunroof, 3D gauge cluster, and very powerful 
LEDs. All of this, while being top-notch, feels familiar. 
The few features that haven’t been homologated for 
our market, like an autonomous parking system along 
with fully autonomous driving abilities under specific 
conditions, are absent and will remain so, even in the 
locally assembled versions. This also includes Merc’s 

brilliant augmented navigation system, which holds back 
the mighty S from realising its true potential. 

The S-Class is unlikely to find itself on such a 
precipice repeatedly, as the tech that drives passenger 
vehicles goes through an extensive overhaul. It has 
always been tasked with bringing the not-too-distant 
future to the present, and to do that when the industry 
is galloping towards a highly automated future at an 
unprecedented speed, is no small feat. As Mercedes-
Benz sprints ahead to completely electrify its fleet, 
it’s not hard to look at the S-Class as an anachronism. 
That is, until you actually look at it, see its flushed-
door handles pop out to intercept your hand, and take 
in its fabulously carved surface. On paper, hampered 
by regulations, the S-Class may not possess the 
technological heft it once did, but the new one is 
undoubtedly the S at its most sophisticated, comfortable 
and aerodynamic. Once you’re in it, the rest of the world 
fades away. And as far as comfort is concerned, that’s the 
only litmus test that matters. W
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There's enough 
tan leather in here 
to furnish a dozen 
Western saloons, 
retaining the 
fireside warmth 
that's central to 
the appeal of the 
S-Class's cabin. 

The new S-Class 
comes with an 

Energising Comfort 
Package which uses a 
mix of massage, music 
and lighting functions 
to elevate your mood
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Miguel Herrán and 
Úrsula Corberó. 

ON HERRÁN:
SHIRT BY ISABEL 
MARANT, PANTS 

BY LANVIN, BOOTS 
BY CHURCH’S

ON CORBERÓ:
SHIRT, PANTS, 

EARRINGS ALL
BY GUCCI, RING,

HER OWN

Esther Acebo and 
Pedro Alonso

ON ACEBO:
JACKET BY GUCCI

ON ALONSO:
JUMPSUIT BY 

PRADA, PANTS BY 
SAINT LAURENT 

BY ANTHONY 
VACCARELLO. 

How Money Heist—
a small Spanish TV 

drama—
suddenly

became one 
of the most-

devoured shows 
in Netflix history 
and a worldwide 

phenomenon.
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Every worldwide phenomenon has to start 
somewhere, and in this case, that place was 
a hammock on a beach in Panama. There 
lay Álex Pina, trying to dream up his next 
project. It was 2016 and the Spanish producer 
had just wrapped Vis a Vis, a brutal drama 
about day-to-day life in a women’s prison. 
He wanted this new venture to be lighter in 
tone and needed it to be cheap to produce—
something that he could � lm almost entirely 
in a studio but with a premise so explosive 
that it would make you forget you were stuck 
within the same four walls. As he lounged, his 
mind drifted toward the possibilities. 

What about…a heist? 
Okay, yes, a heist. Pina got together with 

his team and soon they were on a roll. This 
heist would take place inside the Royal 
Mint of Spain (which would conveniently 
satisfy the real-life in-studio requirements), 
where the perpetrators would take the 
employees hostage and print billions of euros 
for themselves. The show would have the 
� ashbacks and the ballsiness of Reservoir 
Dogs, spiced up with the surreal black 
comedy of Spanish director Luis García 
Berlanga.   The characters? An outcast gang 
of career criminals brought together by a 
mysterious brainy � gure known as The 
Professor. They were each assigned a code 
name corresponding to a major city: Tokyo, 
Rio, Berlin, Moscow, Nairobi, Helsinki, Oslo, 
and Denver (one of these things is not like the 
others), a random decision that would turn 
out to be inadvertently prescient. A wardrobe 
of crimson jumpsuits and Salvador Dalí 
masks would give the show a bold stamp of 
pop iconography. 

The � nal product, La Casa de Papel, 
premiered on the Spanish station Antena 3 
in 2017 and it did…pretty good! By season 
two the ratings cratered, and the production 
shut down. The cast and crew packed it in and 
returned to their lives and families. 

But even before it � rst aired, Pina had 
slipped a � ash drive with the pilot to Diego 
Ávalos, a V.P. at Net� ix. The streaming giant 
had an ongoing licensing relationship with 
Antena 3 and Pina, which turned out to be 
fortuitous for both parties. “I watched it on 
the plane ride back to L.A. and knew there 
was something special,” Ávalos says. 

The streaming platform asked Pina to 
recut it into more digestible chunks—from 
15 long episodes to 22—and added subtitles 
and dubbing, a few small modi� cations 
that primed it for a much larger potential 
audience. For English-speaking markets, the 
show was renamed Money Heist, a title so 
hilariously simple that it circles back around 
to wild and brilliant. Otherwise, Ávalos tells 
me that they put exactly “zero marketing 
dollars” toward the � rst season.

COAT, JUMPSUIT 
BY PRADA, 
PANTS BY
SAINT LAURENT 
BY ANTHONY 
VACCARELLO, 
BOOTS BY 
CHURCH’S
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It was an astute addition to the Netflix 
catalog. By 2018, Money Heist skyrocketed to 
become the most watched non-English- 
language program on the platform ( in early 
2021, that distinction belonged to Lupin, 
a French series about a preposterously 
charming thief) and cracked the top five for 
most watched series overall. The ability to 
binge without commercial breaks turned 
out to be exactly what was missing. “Having 
to wait until the following week can seem 
fragmented,” Pina says. “This can make 
the viewer not really get into the series, or 
into a state of addiction.” Netflix has since 
released two more seasons to satisfy demand, 
and now fans are impatiently awaiting the 
fifth and final season, which drops in two 
parts: five episodes in September and five in 
December. The close hold that Netflix keeps 
on its streaming numbers is tighter than the 
security at the Royal Mint of Spain, but it has 
revealed that 65 million households tuned 
into season four soon after its release. If you 
made an autonomous Republic of Money 
Heist Watchers, it would be the 23rd most 
populous country in the world, sandwiched 
between the United Kingdom and Tanzania. 

The statistics are one thing, the massive 
cultural wave the show kicked off is another. 
Take the distinct outfits the characters wear 
as disguises, which director Jesús Colmenar 
pushed for. “George Lucas says, ‘Everyone 
knows what the Star Wars characters look 
like,’ ” he tells me. “I wanted that same thing.” 
It worked: The red jumpsuits and Dalí masks 
began cropping up everywhere, from protests 
against sexist and homophobic leaders in 
Puerto Rico to soccer games in Greece. Real-
life criminals in Brazil, India, and France 
staged copycat robberies. Stephen King 
and Neymar raved about the show, and Bad 
Bunny referenced it on multiple tracks. The 
show’s anthem, “Bella Ciao”—a protest folk 
song written by laborers in 19th-century Italy 
and then adopted by antifascist partisans 
during World War II—became a revitalized 
hit, inspiring several covers, including 
an EDM remix by Steve Aoki. On TV, the 
fictional band of thieves end up winning the 
hearts of the public, a parallel that played out 
in real life too. 

Instant fame struck each of the actors in 
a specific, bizarre way—made even stranger 
by the fact that this was for work that they 
had long moved past. Úrsula Corberó, who 
portrays Money Heist’s feisty narrator, 

Tokyo, breaks into an electrifying grin when 
she remembers how the realization of her 
celebrity hit her. At the end of 2017, she was 
at a New Year’s Eve party in Uruguay with 
her boyfriend and his family. “Suddenly 
everybody started coming up to me and 
saying, ‘Tokyo, you’re a goddess, you’re 
incredible, I love you,’ ” Corberó tells me 
rapidly. Not quite understanding what was 
happening, she thought: What are the odds 
that all four people who watched the show 
happen to be at this party right now?

Miguel Herrán, the actor behind Rio, a 
boyish hacker and Tokyo’s love interest, says 
he watched his Instagram followers tick-
tick-tick up from 50,000 to 1 million over the 
course of a 45-minute car ride. Esther Acebo, 
or Stockholm, so named because she’s a bank 
employee who’s held hostage before switching 
sides, was also overwhelmed by a flood of 
social media attention. “My phone started 
beeping like crazy, kind of like a slot machine 
where all the cherries line up,” she says. 
“Then it just turned off.” Pedro Alonso, who 

JACKET, SHORTS BY 
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plays Berlin, the gang’s resident sociopath, 
says he was in Florence admiring the statue 
of David, “just studying this beautiful 
sculpture,” when he suddenly realized that 
everyone else in the Galleria dell’Accademia 
di Firenze was staring at him instead of 
Michelangelo’s masterpiece. 

Pina recalls driving through Italy with the 
actors shortly after fans started losing their 
minds. “People were running after us like we 
were the Rolling Stones,” he tells me.  
“We thought: The world is upside down. 
What’s happening?” 

 But why Money Heist? And 
why—no, how—did it keep 
us captivated when the 

temptation of constant entertainment is a 
mere smartphone tap away and we all have 
the attention spans of Petco goldfish? Well, 
for starters, the series grabs you within the 
first minute and hooks you up to a steady 
IV drip of high-octane action. The twists 
are constant and clever: Think Soderbergh, 
but with the melodrama cranked up to 11. 
For all the show’s fun, it also taps into the 
widespread anger and indignation bubbling 
in the aftermath of the worldwide financial 
crisis. “The series is meant to entertain, 
but an idea runs underneath. Skepticism 
toward governments, central banks, the 
system,” Pina told The Guardian last 
year. Another bit of universal appeal? The 
characters are lovable, well wrought, and, 
let’s be frank, genetically blessed. If there’s 
one thing humanity can agree on despite 
our differences, it’s that we enjoy watching 
supremely hot people fight and have sex.

After the first two installments hit big, 
Netflix came to Pina with a proposal to revive 
the show for a third season. So in late 2018, 
he got the gang back together, satisfying 
their implacable urge to heist by having 
them attempt to rob the Bank of Spain of 
its gold reserves. Long gone were the days 
of swinging in a hammock, trying to devise 
ways to keep costs down. The Netflix backing 
meant something crucial: money. Lots of it. 

Javier Gómez Santander, the head writer, 
recalls the most immediate effects of this 
change. “I’ve always wondered, ‘How would it 
be to write with a big budget?’ ” he says. “And 
you realize what it is when you write on your 
script that it’s actually raining money and it 
happens. When you write on the script, ‘This 
takes place in Panama or in the Philippines,’ 
and nobody says no. It actually happens.” 

Even though Money Heist concludes 
this winter, its unexpected global success 
will undoubtedly be studied for years by 
executives eager to bottle lightning again. 
It provides hard evidence that the rules of 
the entertainment game have shifted in real 
time. And Netflix, which has set up shop in 
over 190 countries and has a frighteningly 
powerful algorithm, is the undisputed 
juggernaut in this new landscape. The 
platform makes it possible to go to one place 
to watch a heady Weimar Republic epic from 
Germany (Babylon Berlin), a supernatural 
Egyptian horror series set in the 1960s 
(Paranormal), or a South Korean medieval 
zombie drama (Kingdom), all from the 
comfort of your couch. 

Streaming puts a dent in American 
cultural hegemony by allowing viewers to 
get served stories directly from all over the 
world—though not always in their original 
or intended form. Foreign shows on the 
app default to the more awkward dubbed 
setting for first-time watchers, for instance, 
because of the data-driven (though perhaps 
imperfect) assumption that this will inspire 
more people to watch. Money Heist, in part, 
spurred Netflix to invest hugely in the quality 
and scope of their alternative-language 
options, expanding the idea of what a show’s 
target audience could be. 

More than that, it helped expand the idea 
of what makes for a global story. If Netflix 
nabbed Money Heist’s creators a gargantuan 
viewership, it didn’t alter the inherent DNA 
of what they were making. “We didn’t want 
to turn our backs on Spain. We’ve got this 
Latin passion,” Colmenar explains. “We don’t 
betray this essence at all in the third and 
fourth seasons. In fact, we actually have some 
very specific Spanish references—maybe 
even more than were included in the first and 
second seasons.” 

 Instead of sanding down cultural 
idiosyncrasies in the hopes of arriving at a 
big and bland common denominator, they’ve 
triumphed by employing some old-fashioned 
storytelling wisdom: The specific is universal. 
And Money Heist’s success is a lesson that it’s 
always worth peering outside your bubble, 
even and perhaps especially if your bubble 
is a country that believes itself the center 
of the universe. Case in point: The show did 
not do as well in Anglophone areas as it did 
everywhere else, but it still surpassed Tiger 
King in viewers. 

For Netflix, Money Heist didn’t change its 
strategy, per se, but it did affirm it. “It just 
solidifies the fact that great storytelling can 
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come from anywhere,” Ávalos says. “It’s no 
longer Hollywood determining what stories 
can work around the world.” 

The actors feel the shift too. “Here in Spain 
you actually hear, ‘Hey, I like the show even 
though it’s Spanish.’ That was the way we 
used to talk about it,” Acebo says. “I have 
the feeling that Money Heist has changed 
the way people regard Spanish fiction. It’s 
like suddenly a window has opened.” That 
includes room for criticism: Herrán, for 
example, thinks that his character could 
have been “much more” interesting. “I’m a 
hacker who, in four seasons, never touches a 
computer,” he says, smiling. “Also, the way I 
have to handle my relationship with Tokyo—
there are things I personally would’ve done 
differently. But then again, maybe that’s 
why the show is a success, because the 
professionals are the ones handling it.”

The show has, however, reoriented the 
career arcs of its actors in meaningful ways. 
To make it internationally as a Spanish 
talent, you previously had to go through 
Hollywood or be Pedro Almodóvar. But take 
Corberó, who starred in the American action 
flick Snake Eyes this summer and has the 
highest crossover potential. “Imagine you are 
a Spanish actress. Before, if you had wanted 
to work in the United States, you would have 
had to go to the United States,” she says. 
“Now what has happened is, without leaving 
our homes, they are watching a series in the 
U.S. that is not even in English. It’s a Spanish 
series. This makes me really proud.” 

 A few days before the Money 
Heist finale was due to be 
shot, the entire script was 

scrapped and reworked. The writers had 
always worked up until the last minute, right 
as filming is happening, but this pressure was 
something else. After all, they had to try to 
nail the ending while a formidable percentage 
of the planet was watching, as if they were 
navigating a moon landing.

“We just didn’t sleep,” Gómez Santander 
tells me. “We’d be on the phone with each 
other early in the morning. We were obsessed. 
I told Álex I didn’t think I would ever get 
another night of decent sleep in my life until 
we finally wrote something we liked.” Corberó 
says, “I don’t know what came over me over 
the final two weeks, but I couldn’t stop crying. 
They even had to stop the shooting.” Herrán 

believes viewers will be pleased with the 
ending “but for one simple reason—most 
people like the things I don’t like, like series 
and things whose success is a mystery. So I’ll 
start to worry the day I think something is 
going really well.”

Even with the show wrapped and their 
futures once again wide open, Money 
Heist’s stars are still processing how to 
be famous. Corberó and Herrán, the two 
biggest names, tell me that they’ve ended up 
spending much more time at their homes in 
Madrid to avoid attracting attention when 
they go out. Corberó says she sought out 
therapy to process the shift, saying that it’s 
“important to do things like that, to keep 
yourself grounded.” Herrán, meanwhile, 
has been exceedingly open about how fame 
has affected his mental health. “I always 
ask people things I find interesting on social 
media, like ‘Are you happy with the society 
in which we live?’ And people aren’t happy,” 
he says. “I don’t want people to believe that 
just because you’re famous, you’re happy. And 
that love, money, work, and life, everything is 
just fine and great because you’re popular. I’m 
still a human being like anyone else.”

Fans are clamoring for character spin-offs, 
and though Pina does not confirm anything in 
the works, he says that he thinks Tokyo, The 
Professor, Berlin, and Denver could  
all carry one. In any case, the Netflix 
perpetual motion machine keeps grinding 
along: It’s currently in the midst of producing 
a South Korean remake helmed by director 
Kim Hong-sun. 

The creators are keeping the details of 
the final two-part season of Money Heist 
close to the chest, but they tell me it has 
been conceived of as a kind of war. As the 
grand breaking point between the beloved 
characters and the state, with all the 
attendant messiness and intensity and 
difficult decisions that come with that. It’s 
one last chance to flex a bit, to show just 
how big they’ve made it since the early days. 
“We built an entire set—this huge set that 
only lasted a minute and a half before we 
exploded it,” Ávalos eagerly shares. And it 
will, inevitably, include some heartbreak—as 
Colmenar puts it: “A victimless war is hard to 
find.” But regardless of the outcome, they’ve 
managed to convince the world to watch and 
care about a small local story—and isn’t that, 
in itself, a victory? 

Gabriella Paiella is a GQ staff writer.

ON HERRÁN:
SHIRT BY ISABEL 
MARANT, PANTS BY 
LANVIN

ON CORBERÓ:
SHIRT, PANTS, 
EARRINGS BY GUCCI
RING, HER OWN 

GROOMING BY 
AMPARO SÁNCHEZ 
FOR XARTIST 
MANAGEMENT. 

FOR ACEBO: HAIR 
AND MAKEUP BY 
RAQUEL ÁLVAREZ 
FOR XARTIST 
MANAGEMENT.  

FOR CORBERÓ:  
HAIR AND MAKEUP 
BY IVÁN GÓMEZ 
FOR XARTIST 
MANAGEMENT. 

TAILORING BY 
MARÍA ISABEL 
MADRID. 
PRODUCED 
BY NORTH SIX. 
LOCATION:  
LECLAB MADRID, 
MADRID, SPAIN.
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 U pon � rst glance, it’s easy to miss the 
signi� cance of the Taigun and what it 
means for Volkswagen India’s second 
innings. There are no visual markers of a 
revolutionary product, only square-edged, 

clean-cut good looks that have become a trademark 
of the brand. Underneath those unwavering lines lie 
heavily localised components (93%), all of which are a 
testament to the brand’s faith in India’s growth story. 
VW India has had its share of hits and misses, with the 
formidable Polo living out a solitary existence in the 
subsidiary’s sales-topper hall of fame. The Taigun aims 
to address that issue. 

A product of the Skoda Volkswagen Pvt Ltd “2.0 
initiative”, it’s the � rst offering from the German 
carmaker that’s been built and designed keeping 
in mind India’s unique set of requirements from its 
most competitive car segment: the crossover SUV.
That modern-day chimera which must possess the 
deftness of a hatchback, the road presence and 
practicality of an SUV, and a features list that could 
shame a nuclear submarine. 

The Taigun comes with two petrol engine options, with 
the more upscale “GT” trim available with a 1.5-litre TSI 
engine which makes a very impressive 150 bhp, and a 
1.0-litre turbo-petrol which puts out 115 bhp. To think 
that the Polo used to churn out less from a larger engine, 
not too long ago, gives you a sense of how primed these 
products are to thrill customers. The GT can be bought 
with an optional 7-speed DSG or a 6-speed manual, with 
the latter riding on 16-inch alloy wheels, while the former 
gets larger 17-inch ones. In pro� le, the Taigun is a lot 
like the SUV siblings that have preceded it. Steadfastly 
square-jawed, with not a line out of place, and a bit more 
chrome up-front than any VW-badged car in Europe 
would brave. 

The last VW to carry the “GT” badge in India, the 
Polo gave the country its � rst taste of what hot hatch 
performance could feel like. Sure, power-wise the Polo GT 
still falls under luke-warm territory, but it was smooth, 
composed and dynamic at a time when most hatches 
were none of those things. So it’s with considerable 
anticipation that I hop into a VW that actually has 

hot-hatch levels of power to offer. Despite being 
fairly roomy on the inside thanks to a segment-
topping wheelbase, the Taigun has a way of shrink-
wrapping around you, right after the doors shut with 
a reassuring thud. The cabin is minimalistic to the 
right degree with an angular, faux carbon-� bre-laden 
dashboard, which is interrupted only by a 10-inch 
touchscreen unit, featuring wireless Android Auto 
and Apple CarPlay connectivity. There are many car 
cabins out there with plentiful storage pockets that 
just don’t seem within reach or are poorly placed. The 
Taigun’s isn’t one of them. The phone slides perfectly 
into its wireless charging dock, coffee cup goes right 
into the holder and nothing bumps into your left 
elbow as you take in a wide and clear view of the 
horizon, unobstructed by large front overhangs. 

Hit the throttle, and the DSG does appear to 
skip a beat, before propelling the Taigun forward 
in a satisfyingly quick and linear manner, perfectly 
utilising the 250 Nm of torque on offer, right from the 
start. From there on, it is everything you expect from 
a VW—dynamic yet softly sprung, forti� ed and fast—
the Taigun weaves its way past traf� c with utmost 
composure. But for those who really want to milk that 
engine, it’s the manual gearbox that brings out the 
Taigun’s top form. For dreary city traf� c, however, it’s 
the DSG that wins the day.  

With its ride height having been calibrated 
for Indian driving conditions, it starts to become 
apparent fairly quickly why we’ve come to prefer 
mid-size SUVs to hatchbacks. What’s most endearing 
about the Taigun is the way it cuts through the 
clutter this segment throws at you, and gets the 
basics right. Snappy throttle, sharp handling and 
robust build quality—all of which are attributes that 
VW has long-used to court its customers in India. 
Safety staples such as ABS, EBD, stability control, 
side, curtain and dual airbags go a long way in adding 
to how solidly put together the car feels. 

In a price and size conscious market, it takes 
a Taigun to remind buyers of the truly valuable 
attributes of a daily driver. Not infotainment tri� es, 
not notional cargo space, but a safe cabin and an 
invigorating drive.

Most importantly, it’s got to have a quality that 
keeps bringing you back behind the wheel. I’m sure 
the Germans have a succinct word for it. Because the 
Taigun has it in spades. 

VW TAIGUN
ENGINE
1.5-LITRE TSI; 
1.0-LITRE TSI

POWER
150BHP; 115BHP 

TORQUE
250 NM; 178 NM

TRANSMISSION
7-SPEED DSG; 
6-SPEED MANUAL 

PRICE
THE GT RANGE 
STARTS AT 
RS 15 LAKH 
(EX-SHOWROOM) 
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NIKESH PATEL
The 36-year-old Londoner has had a more 

fruitful 2021 than most. After plying his trade 
on British TV for the best part of a decade 

(his breakout role was in Channel 4’s Indian 
Summers in 2015), the release of Starstruck, 

the hit BBC/HBO Max romcom from Kiwi comic 
Rose Matafeo, has catapulted Nikesh Patel 

into the stratosphere. He played the male lead, 
Tom, a handsome and ridiculously charming 

actor from London (can’t have been too much 
of a stretch, then). Next year looks promising  

too: he’ll feature in The Devil’s Hour, an Amazon 
thriller from the producers of Sherlock, 

alongside Peter Capaldi and Jessica Raine.

COAT BY ARMANI

OPPOSITE: 
JUMPER BY 

HERMÈS
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EARL CAVE
The 21-year-old Earl Cave 

is beginning to emerge from 
the shadow of his father, 

Nick—yep, that Nick—and 
fashion designer mother, 
Susie Bick, and carve out 

his own space in the world. 
He has already impressed 

in 2019’s underrated  
Ned Kelly biopic True 

History of the Kelly Gang 
and bittersweet British 

indie Days of the Bagnold 
Summer, but he’s set to join 
the big leagues in 2022 with 
a starring role in Paul Feig’s 

fantasy epic The School for 
Good and Evil alongside 

Charlize Theron, Laurence 
Fishburne and Kerry 

Washington. It’s got Netflix 
mega-hit written all over it.

BLAZER, SHIRT, 
TROUSERS, LOAFERS; 

ALL BY GUCCI

OPPOSITE: 
JUMPER, TROUSERS; 

BOTH BY DIOR MEN
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JOHN MCCREA
John McCrea, 28, is best known 
for originating the title role—as 
the enigmatic teenage drag 
queen—in Everybody’s Talking 
About Jamie, the wildly successful 
musical that went from Sheffield 
to the West End in the space of 
nine months in 2017. But he’s 
graduated to the silver screen in 
recent years, with turns in indie 
hit God’s Own Country and, more 
recently, the Emma Stone-led 
Disney flick Cruella. This year is 
still to bear fruit, with him popping 
up in a supporting role in the film 
adaptation of Jamie. He’s also 
got another movie in the works—
Charlotte Colbert’s thriller She 
Will, with Malcolm McDowell and 
Rupert Everett—and will appear 
alongside Anson Boon in Danny 
Boyle’s Sex Pistols miniseries.

SUIT, JUMPER, BODYSUIT; 
ALL BY PRADA
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SEBASTIAN CROFT
Oxford-raised Sebastian Croft 
kicked off his career in style 
in 2016, playing a younger 
version of Sean Bean’s Ned 
Stark in Game of Thrones, back 
when it was the biggest show 
on television. Five years later, 
he’s got a few more impressive 
credits to his name (Penny 
Dreadful, Netflix’s Love, Death 
& Robots) and this year is due 
to appear in what could well be 
Netflix’s first teen LGBTQ+ hit, 
Heartstopper, a coming-of-age 
drama based on the graphic 
novel series by Alice Oseman. 
Not bad for someone just shy of 
20 years old...

COAT, SUIT, TURTLENECK; 
ALL BY CANALI
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TOHEEB JIMOH
Toheeb Jimoh’s 2020 breakout roles 

couldn’t have been more different. 
As Nigerian footballer Sam in Apple 

TV+’s delightful sitcom Ted Lasso, 
Jimoh, 24, embodied the show’s 

message of positivity and optimism. 
He was funny and endearing at once, 

a duality that only the best comedic 
actors possess. Elsewhere, he proved 

his dramatic credentials as the lead 
in Jimmy McGovern’s heartbreaking 

drama Anthony, the true story of 
the 2005 murder of black teenager 

Anthony Walker after a racist attack 
in Liverpool. The Londoner, it is 

clear, can quite capably do it all. And 
his range is being put to the test yet 

again later this year, with roles in Wes 
Anderson’s long-awaited The French 
Dispatch and new Amazon sci-fi The 
Power. Oh, and Lasso is back for its 

anticipated second outing too. 

SHIRT, TROUSERS, BOOTS; 
ALL BY LOUIS VUITTON

OPPOSITE:
COAT, JUMPER; 

BOTH BY BURBERRY

GROOMING: LIZ TAW/
THE WALL GROUP USING

UPCIRCLE BEAUTY
SET DESIGN: MICHAEL 

STURGEON/ADB AGENCY
SET BUILD: NICK COLLINS

DIGITAL TECHNICIAN: 
SEBASTIAN PETROVSKI

PHOTO ASSISTANTS: 
MADISON BLAIR; 

MARIA MONFORT PLANA
GROOMING ASSISTANTS: 

LAURA BELL; RACHEL THOMAS
STYLING ASSISTANT: 

RYAN SCHAEFER
INTERN: MARIYA BHAD
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With only a single 
breath, Alexey 

Molchanov, 
history’s  most 

daring freediver, 
is reaching 

improbable 
depths—and 

discovering 
a new kind of 

enlightenment as 
he conquers one 

of the world’s 
wildest sports.

W R I T T E N  B Y  D A N I E L  R I L E Y

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  D A A N  V E R H O E V E N

Alexey 
Molchanov 

at Dean’s Blue 
Hole,  in the 
Bahamas.
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For all the complex techniques required to succeed, the 
objective is remarkably simple: Go as deep as you can go 
on one breath and return to the surface without passing 
out or dying.

This is the point of freediving . At least the competitive 
point. And here in the Bahamas, 42 divers from around 
the world have gathered, like � lings to a magnet, at a 
geological marvel called a blue hole, in this case a 660-foot 
elevator shaft of ocean water, to see how many stories they 
can plunge themselves down.

The competition, Vertical Blue, is the Wimbledon of 
freediving, summoning the planet’s best to battle in 
perhaps the most amenable freediving waters in the 
world. As the event’s founder, William Trubridge, who’s 
spent a lifetime scouring the earth’s surface for conducive 
spots to go deep, put it to me: “You could not design a better 
place for freediving if you sat down with pen and paper.”

But this is more than the pinnacle competition of a 
sport. Yes, the divers here devote their lives to the pursuit 
of record depths, but they also dedicate themselves to a 
novel way of interacting with this world and its oceans—
and of being alive, of breathing. They come from Italy and 
Japan and New Zealand and Peru. They live and train 
in Sardinia and Okinawa and Cyprus and Tulum. They 
compete in the glorious depths off of Egypt and Turkey 
and Honduras and Greece. They prepare together, rent 
group houses on the road, often fall into bed with one 
another, and occasionally marry. They are specialized 
professionals but don’t really make any money; their sport 
hasn’t yet hit the big time. But no matter: To spend time in 
their midst is to begin to comprehend that they are after 
something greater, something sublime.

Freediving is, after all, a lifelong opportunity to 
radically reshape one’s body and mind in the process. 
In pursuing depth, humans must train their lungs and 
brains to unlock secret sources of clarity and strength 
and oxygen and potential that are hidden within the 
body. They are secrets that, once revealed, make the 
divers not just more effective at their craft, they argue, 
but more effective, conscious, skillful, and thoughtful as 

human beings. There is a shift in perspective. A global 
realignment within one’s consciousness. The look in their 
eyes when they talk about this thing…every diver who’s 
gone truly deep sounds like those rarest of individuals 
who’ve seen the earth from the moon, or died and been 
resuscitated.

The seemingly unique techniques of freediving, then, 
translate beyond the bounds of freediving. To other sports, 
to work, to relationships with colleagues and friends and 
family. There are, it turns out, bene� ts to better breathing, 
to masterful body control, and to pursuing the state of 
mindfulness that is required to plunge to unfathomable 
depths without freaking the fuck out and accidentally 
killing yourself. “There is a part of freediving,” the world’s 
best freediver, Alexey Molchanov, says, “that can be very 
useful for everyone.” 

Like other activities in which the sublime is sought, 
danger is an animating feature. Blackouts are frequent, 
especially at shallow depths, even for the most skilled 
divers. Pressure, which builds as one goes deeper, can 
rupture the soft tissues of the ears, throat, and lungs if it’s 
not properly managed. The risks are deceptive. There is a 
temptation to go deeper before one is ready, which means 
that even the world’s best tend to bite off only incremental 
gains in depth. There are no shortcuts in freediving; no 
cheat codes to water pressure, buoyancy, and gravity. At 
the surface, after reacquainting with the air, there can 
be loss of motor skills, uncontrollable shaking, blackouts, 
blood. Death is rare, but ever present. At this same 
competition in the Bahamas eight years ago, a young 
American from Brooklyn who was quickly ascending 
the ranks of the world’s elite divers (perhaps too quickly, 
some say) died in this very cove, above this very blue hole. 
Safety protocols are always improving, but the specter 
lingers. It is not a stretch to suggest that when we humans 
deliberately cut off our access to oxygen, and then exert 
ourselves in athletic performance, we are inviting disaster, 
or at least tempting fate. And yet this is what it’s all about. 
When we tempt fate in this way, our bodies and minds 
surprise us. This is the allure of the practice of freediving. 

There is, though, also the allure of records. The raw 
number. How deep can we go as a species? Today, there is 
one diver who goes the deepest, who blends the physical 
and metaphysical like no one else in the sport. Watching 
the 34-year-old Russian Alexey Molchanov dive can 
be dangerously disorienting. Seemingly anyone else 

Freediving seemed 
to a young Molchanov 
like a door to another 

world—a life of “travels 
and adventures. With 

dolphins and sea lions 
and whales and sharks.”
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attempting what he does would die. It is like watching the 
world’s best rock climber scale a sheer face with ease, only 
the inverse. That’s one way to think of what he’s doing: 
Free Solo but for drowning. Free Solo but down. And no one 
alive goes down like Alexey Molchanov.

2. DOWN
Long Island, Bahamas, looks from above like a seagull in 
the sky of a child’s drawing. It is long, low-lying, rustic, 
remote. It is buttressed by a water so Bahamian blue 
the color looks borrowed from the nation’s flag. There 
are roadside grills and whitewashed churches and goats 
strolling the highway and hurricane damage stretching 
back many hurricanes. It is hot. Here is where the Tropic 
of Cancer passes through. If you can picture that bird 
in the sky, right where the wings come together there is 
a pitted dirt road to a secluded cove, and in that cove, a 
blue hole. 

Dean’s Blue Hole sits within a natural amphitheater 
of scrub and rock, about 50 feet off of a secluded beach. 
Today, people are watching the action from those 
rocks, and from the surface of the water, and from well 
beneath, down in the hole. It is day four of Vertical Blue, 
and Alexey is attempting to break one of his own world 
records—in a discipline called Constant Weight—with 
a dive of 131 meters (or about 43 stories). In Constant 
Weight, competitors can dive with the assistance of a 
small amount of weight and the fin, or fins, on their feet. 
This is the deepest dive that anyone will attempt in the 
nine days of Vertical Blue. It is the deepest any diver has 
ever attempted in the history of the competition.

Alexey bobs vertically in the water. He is maskless but 
he has just affixed his nose clip. His golden wet suit clings 
tightly to his head and his body. Though he may be better 
known for the capabilities of his lungs and his brain, his 
body is different from many other bodies in freediving, 
as well. He is just short of six feet tall, bald, and looks as 
squat as a Soviet boxer. There is no ideal body shape in 
freediving but many of the divers at Vertical Blue are 
as long and lithe as distance runners. Alexey’s legs are 
like fire hydrants. On more than one occasion, I overhear 
other divers describe his ass as “meaty.” He is a unit. He 
sticks out.

Fans and fellow divers hang on the floating PVC 
pipe that delineates mere civilian waters from the 
“competition zone” above the blue hole. All around are tan 
chests, taut arms, and high butts bobbing at the surface. 
There is stillness. No current, no breeze. There is a 
palpable buzz all around. The safety chief asks the crowd 
to quiet down. But Alexey will not notice us, anyway—not 
us or the commentators floating on that platform or the 
cameras in his face or the implications of his attempt. He 
is already in transit to another realm. 

When Alexey was younger, his mother, Natalia 
Molchanova, was the world’s best freediver, a distinction 
that she held for many years. She was a pioneer in the 
sport and the practitioner of a mind-and-body-control 
technique called “attention deconcentration.” She passed 
her secrets to her son, who perfected them and uses 
the regimen to reach a state of intense calm. By doing 
so, he can slow his heart rate, his metabolic rate, while 

simultaneously slowing the activity of his brain and his 
body. His focus deepens. He relaxes to the point of seeming 
asleep. He takes deep, drowsy breaths, like a summer 
breeze filling a sail. 

The judges count him down to the start of his dive: 
One minute… 

His jaw is slack. His eyes are half-mast. He is there, 
but not there. The breaths fill his enormous lungs, which 
he’s worked to accommodate over years by developing 
flexibility in his rib cage and chest. You know how 
stretching a balloon makes it easier to blow up? Alexey 
has been doing something like that for the past 20 years—
stretching out the balloons of his lungs to maximize their 
capacity to hold air.

With one hand, he holds the dive line—a long cable that 
marks the path down the blue hole. The dive line serves 
two primary purposes: to lead the diver to their depth; 
and to pull the diver up by a winch, as though they are 
a hooked fish, if he or she blacks out on their way down 
or up. Once the judges’ countdown reaches zero, Alexey 
fills his lungs with one great inhalation, and then begins 
to sip little mouthfuls of air that he compresses on top of 
his already full lungs. It’s like putting another shirt in 
an already stuffed suitcase, then another shirt, and then 
upwards of, like, 30 more shirts. This advanced method 
is, naturally, called packing. Once Alexey can pack no 
longer, it’s time. He rolls over into a dolphin dive, his head 
disappears beneath the surface, and the large monofin 
that he wears on his feet shoots straight up in the air, 
lightly spraying the spectators on the pipe.

From the edge of the competition zone, a spectator can, 
at this point, dip beneath the surface and watch the sleek 
form in its golden wet suit plunge toward the abyss. Alexey 
takes several big dolphin kicks, his powerful legs working 
like the first stage of a rocket. He is fighting the positive 
buoyancy at the surface, the thing that keeps us afloat in 
the sea and returns us to the surface after a shallow dive. 
Alexey eats up that depth quickly, and then, at around 20 
meters, he vanishes from view altogether.

At 22 meters, a small alarm from Alexey’s watch signals 
to him that it’s time to transfer reserves of air from his 
lungs into his mouth and neck so that he can equalize his 
ears as he goes deeper. Alexey is doing that once every few 
seconds during the first 20 meters, preempting the change 
in pressure, which comes quickly. In the first 10 meters, 
the pressure doubles. By 20 meters, it’s tripled. To combat 
the mounting pressure, Alexey heeds his alarm and moves 
air to his neck and mouth and pushes his tongue toward 
his eardrums. All this while remaining utterly calm, 
present, unthinking, practically catatonic.

There is a moment not much deeper into the dive when 
the body realizes that it is not getting oxygen the way that 
it usually does. This is, in part, the effect of the elevated 
carbon dioxide in the system. Bodies react differently, but 
among less advanced divers there is often an involuntary 
panic that sets in, convulsions or contractions; an internal 
spasm by the cells and alveoli, which scream for fresh 
air. And yet, if you pass through this traumatic phase, 
on the other side there is one of those unlocked secrets of 
the body: more oxygen. If pushed to its limit in this way, 
the body flips a switch, part of the mammalian diving 
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reflex, like toggling to a reserve tank of gas. It is just one 
of the body’s many extraordinary automatic mechanisms 
for staving off death—drowning, asphyxiation, brain 
damage, whatever—and one of the mechanisms that 
freedivers train to exploit. Blood begins to flow in from 
the extremities to the core, to the lungs and vital organs, 
drawing limited oxygen away from less critical body parts 
to those necessary to sustain life. Alexey can feel the 
capillaries in his lungs expand and the capillaries in his 
extremities constrict. A warming occurs all over. A bear 
hug from the depths.

For Alexey, at around 30 meters the buoyancy shifts to 
negative and he begins to free-fall. Alexey relaxes his body 
further. With his arms down at his sides to reduce drag, he 
starts plummeting to the bottom of the ocean. There is a 
long, warm embrace and a drift toward nothingness in a 
sort of zero G. It is a physical manifestation of his mental 
state. Calmness. Stillness. Barely-there-ness. There are 
dreamlike contours to the plunge.

At 45 meters: a second alarm. Alexey can hear it clear as 
a bell, thanks to the acoustics of the deep. The notification 
means that his free fall has reached its maximum speed 
and his lungs are compressed to almost one-sixth their 
size at the surface. The oxygen is no less than it was up 
there. It’s just taking up a much smaller amount of space, 
as gases can and do. He is racing toward the bottom, 
neither accelerating nor decelerating. He is equalizing all 
the way, but his mind is empty. His fin works as a rudder, 
moving subtly to hold the absolute vertical of his position. 
He is goggle-less and his eyes are still half-mast. There but 
not there.

A third alert sounds as he approaches his attempted 
depth, marked by a plate at the bottom of the dive line. 
Three meters short of the plate, the line goes from white to 
striped, letting Alexey know he is close. All around him, it 
has been lightless for some time, except for the light from 
the lamp on his head. If it were to go out, he would not be 
able to see his hand in front of his face. Given that he’s not 
breathing, there’s no real sound either. Just: a sensory 
oblivion. Spooky stuff.

At the bottom plate, he grabs a tag—a symbolic gesture 
to signify that he’s been here, like the seizing of a shell off 
the ocean floor—rolls forward, executes a simple turn, and 
with one tug on the rope, thrusts himself back toward the 
surface. Up there, in the Bahamian daylight, the judges 
have been tracking Alexey’s descent, counting depth off 
like mission control as the lunar module approaches the 
moon. 110…120…touchdown! The crowd claps, cheers, 
splashes. At the end of the dive line he is halfway home, 
but halfway is always as far from breathing as you can be.

3. MOTHER
During the five days that Alexey and I spend together 

in the Bahamas, the question that makes him most 
uncomfortable is not whether he ever worries about 
blacking out 400 feet beneath breathable air, but about 
whether he might one day have to give up the vagabond 
existence he’s cultivated—moving to dive spots for weeks 
or months at a time. “I’m not thinking in the categories 
of really settling somewhere…,” he says, on the porch of 
the house he’s renting here with his wife and infant son 
and some other divers for several weeks. “I can just go 
somewhere, live somewhere for a month.” Just as he’s 
doing here. “Since I finished university, I haven’t spent 
more than five, six months at home in Moscow.”

That these divers orient their lives around the oceans, 
around the planet’s best spots to dive, around these long 
competitions, is a matter of course. They move around the 
world at significant cost and with little in the manner of 
sponsorship and prize money. They are simply in pursuit 
of these pure experiences: It is, like surfing specific breaks 
or claiming particular peaks, a devotional framework 
for one’s life. At dinner one night, Alexey shows me a 
marine navigation app he uses to look for new sites to 
chase depth. Most places on the planet we scroll over he 
seems to have been to before. This was the dream: To see 
the world, to encounter the ocean’s riches, to experience 
things no other human has—it’s what drew Alexey to 
freediving from the start.

Alexey grew up in southernmost Russia, in Volgograd 
(“the old name is Stalingrad”), and, like many busy 
children of the ’90s, his schedule was packed with 
activities. Swimming and violin and chess and tae kwon 
do. He marvels at the way his parents balanced that life 
for him without pushing too hard on any one pursuit. He 
chose swimming and, as a teen, went to Saint Petersburg 
for a swim-focused boarding school, a thrilling and 
impactful first taste of life away from home, followed by 
university in Moscow. There, Alexey transitioned from 
competitive swimming to freediving. He’d been doing 
something like it all his life, even if he didn’t call it that—
swimming and diving as early as three, messing around 
with breath holds on vacations to the Black Sea not long 
after. It hadn’t occurred to him that he might build his life 
around diving. “But one day,” he says, “I saw these articles 
in magazines about freediving competitions. And trips. 
It wasn’t just a sport, the way it was presented, it was 
already this whole lifestyle. Of travels and adventures. 
With dolphins and sea lions and whales and sharks.” It 
was a specific grand way of experiencing the world, of 
living in the world, of orienting his life around this new 
thing that he could be extraordinary at.

His mother had caught on only a little earlier. Natalia 
was, like Alexey, a competitive swimmer, but only took up 
freediving when she was 40, after a challenging divorce 
from Alexey’s father. By her 50th birthday, she had set 

THE TECHNIQUES ALEXEY HAS MASTERED PROVIDE ANYONE 
WITH WAYS TO BREATHE BETTER—BUT THEY ALSO GIVE 

INDIVIDUALS TOOLS TO STARE LIFE’S GRAVEST CHALLENGES IN 
THE FACE AND NOT LOOK AWAY.
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numerous world records in various disciplines. “Many 
people, when they reach 50, they think life is over,” she 
said. “I want to show them, there is more they can do.” 
The next year, in 2013, she broke the world record in five 
disciplines. Concurrent to her development, Natalia built 
a freediving school in Moscow. When Alexey graduated 
from university and threw himself into the sport, he 
worked side by side with his mother, first at the school, 
then in their business, Molchanovs, which mostly sold wet 
suits and fins. (The logo, a fish tail designed by Alexey, is 
also two m’s: “The big m is my mom and the little m is me.”) 

Natalia was regarded as a sort of sage in the sport. 
“Freediving is not only sport,” she once said, “it’s a way 
to understand who we are. When we go down, if we don’t 
think, we understand we are whole. We are one with 
world.” Through deconcentration, a form of advanced 
meditation she described as having evolved from 
techniques used by ancient warriors, she could reset her 
mind and feel more prepared to take on the world. But in 
2015, during a presumably routine training dive near the 
Mediterranean island of Formentera, she disappeared. 
She never resurfaced—just literally vanished into the 
sea. Her presence hovers above freediving and freedivers, 
and naturally, her legacy lives on most urgently through 
Alexey, who remains in charge of the school and business, 
and serves as the conduit to her tenets of diving and 
deconcentration. Those techniques provide anyone with 
ways to breathe better, to go deeper more safely, and to 
expand one’s capacity to operate without air. But, in a 
broader sense, they also give individuals tools to stare 
life’s gravest challenges in the face and not look away.

When Alexey teaches these skills, they are not 
theoretical. They are techniques, after all, that come from 
a man whose mother disappeared from this world while 
doing the very thing he’s devoted his life to. At one point, 
as I alluded to, I asked Alexey if he ever gets consumed by 
the risks, the potential implications, of a dive gone wrong. 
“Statistically,” he says, “it’s very safe. When you have this 
strength and connection between your mind and body, you 
have this awareness, a sense of if you’re at the limit.” But 
was there ever a moment, in the wake of what happened 
to his mother, I asked, when he had hesitation about going 
on? “Sometimes when I had blackouts and other traumas, 
she was worried for me and wanted me to stop,” he says. 
“But I didn’t want to. I wanted to continue.” He wanted to 
go deeper.

4. UP
Alexey is unaware of what’s happening at the surface on 
his world-record attempt at Vertical Blue. He is unaware 
of anything at all except the hug at depth. His mind 
has retreated and his body has taken over. He is flying 
through space in the opposite direction now, but what are 
directions in the black?

On the way up, his arms are in an aero dynamic position 
over his head. He kicks calmly with his monofin, focusing 
all his efforts on efficient and economical movement. He 
is fighting negative buoyancy now. Any extra tension can 
eat up energy and precious oxygen. The whole game is this 
balance of action and inaction. Of optimal motion.

Mindset, Molchanov, 
says, is everything. “I 
can make this whole 
dive superhard or 
super successful just 
by having a different 
perspective.” 
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He has been underwater for two-and-a-half minutes 
now. This is nowhere near as long as he can last. He has a 
personal Static Apnea record (holding breath in a pool) of 
8:33 officially, and nine minutes in training. But in motion, 
one’s capacity for breath hold is usually only half what it 
is sitting still, and, anyway, from the surface it feels like 
he’s been down there for an eternity. He climbs and climbs, 
and the judges begin to count him back to the surface. 50 
meters…40 meters… 

This is where divers can get into trouble. They are 
climbing and they are starting to feel the effects of 
their breathlessness. When you sense that you’re out 
of oxygen, you might start to feel tired, your legs might 
start to get lactic, and it’s natural to want to speed up or 
tense up. But tensing up, particularly in the shoulders 
and neck, can restrict blood flow, and right now Alexey 
needs especially good blood flow to the lungs and 
brain. This is the discipline: resisting the overreaction, 
suppressing the desperate move, balancing the need to 
rush toward the surface with a calmness that keeps one 
from overriding the plan. Alexey controls his mind and 
his body with totality.

At 40 meters, a safety diver meets Alexey in the blue 
hole. At 30 meters, he’s joined by another. They dive to 
his depth, get close to him, but not too close—they don’t 
want to contribute to lost focus. They watch Alexey’s 
face for signals of distress, and kick up alongside him to 
the surface. 

At 20 meters, the spectators watching from above with 
their faces in the water spot Alexey’s form emerging from 
the abyss, shrouded by the blurred motion of the safety 
divers. Positive buoyancy has returned and it begins to 
lift him. He slows himself down but still breaches the 
surface with tremendous force, popping up like a rubber 
ball held underwater. He grabs the line and the air rushes 
from his body. He fills his lungs with fresh air in forceful 
draws, his “active inhales.” If a diver blacks out, it’s 
usually at this moment.

Once Alexey emerges, he has 15 seconds to meet the 
surface protocol. He must show the judges that he is okay 
(by flashing an okay sign). He must keep his airways 
above the water. He must flash the tag he grabbed at 
depth. And he must not pass out. He can cough up blood 
from a torn lung. He can produce pink foam or his lips can 
turn blue. But if he meets protocol, the dive is good.

Alexey looks strong. In complete control. He receives 
a white card from the judges. The dive counts. It is yet 
another world record. The large crowd, which had to be 
implored not to put too much weight on the PVC pipe 
of the competition zone so as not to sink it, erupts with 
cheers and splashes.

As Alexey swims away toward the recovery platform, 
the safety chief yells over to him jovially: “Alexey, what is 
your secret?!”

Alexey is huffing for air still, unable to speak.
“You won’t disclose!”
Alexey catches his breath and smiles. “I won’t disclose….”

5. THE SECRET; OR THE PHYSICALITY OF 
NOWNESS
But, in fact, he is happy to disclose. Just as Denzel 
Washington is willing to tell you how he acts without 
worrying that you’re going to steal his roles. It’s easy to 
share secrets when you know no one can do what you can do 
with the information.

Learning to control one’s breathing is important, but so is 
learning to control one’s mind. Oxygen deprivation is, after 
all, Alexey says, one of the most physiologically stressful 
things we can experience in life. When every bit of our body 
starts to scream for air, it surfaces our fears. It emphasizes 
our proximity to death. Our pulse increases. Panic sets in. 
Every reaction we are trying to suppress rears itself with 
fangs. The test is what we will do in that moment.

For Alexey, the goal is to sink into that challenge, 
that panic, and maintain the focus, the stillness, the 
meditation, even as it only gets harder to do so. The 
whole thing is a test of faith: Do I believe that I have more 
oxygen on the other side of this stress? Do I believe that I 
will be okay? Our minds are sharpened by facing that test 
of faith and ultimately passing through to the other side, 
where there are, it turns out, reserves of oxygen and an 
even deeper state of focus, stillness, and calm. “Learning 
how to deal with it,” Alexey says, “gives us this mental 
strength and focus with other challenging things that 
happen in our lives—for them to feel less important to us, 
and less provoking.”

What Alexey has discovered is a way of playing with 
perspective. “I can,” he says, “make this whole dive 
superhard or super successful, just by having a different 
perspective on the dive.” The key is to snap his attention 
back to the present moment, to train his brain as 
vigorously as he can train his body to almost physically 
overcome his thoughts and hold his mind in a state of 
nothingness and nowness. “I feel how my attention can get 
broadened in time and space,” he says. “I can be thinking 
about the future, I can be thinking about the past. All these 
thoughts everywhere. We have that a lot in life. But if I 
was just to pull them back into the now moment, pull my 
thoughts back, really physically, that’s the technique that 
feels like a technique that can be learned. When I practice 
it a lot, it’s like an arm movement. Physical. You just pull 
it back. And you get your attention to the shortest possible 
time moment.”

The past vanishes. The future does not exist (because 
it does not exist). Only nowness, only hereness. There is 
nothing beyond the body, the breathing, the intense focus 
of the next meter, centimeter, millimeter of depth. The focal 
length of time and space shortens to practically nothing. 

“INSTEAD OF FOCUSING ON THE IMPORTANCE OF AN EVENT, 
I SWITCH TO FOCUSING ON HOW MUCH I ENJOY 

DEEP DIVING, AND HOW MUCH I ENJOY THE PROCESS. 
I’M DOING THIS BECAUSE I LIKE IT.”
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After thousands of training dives, the body knows what 
it is meant to do, but the mind is always threatening to 
wander. The key, he says, is physically pulling it back. Here. 
Now. Flatness. One dimension. Not even a line, but a point. 
Nothing in front or behind, above or below or to the sides. 
Just this. We can all handle just this.

This is how one goes deep, lowers the heart rate, seems 
to practically fall asleep at the bottom of a world-record-
setting dive, while doing the thing in the water that most 
of our bodies revolt against most violently. If you can 
learn to handle that trial, you can learn to focus your way 
through a penalty kick or a presentation to the partners 
or a live TV appearance or a job interview. We can remind 
ourselves that we’ve put ourselves in that position, said 
yes to the opportunity, pushed ourselves to the outer limits 
of our comfort zone, and done so willingly.

I ask if he is ever fearful, ever nervous, if he ever 
gets butterflies before a major competition. “No. That’s 
something I learned over the years to control,” he says. 
“The thoughts that you don’t want to do this. Because this 
super important moment comes. It can be whatever, a dive, 
a presentation. And you feel sick because of your thought 
process, where you don’t want to do this because of this 
pressure. Will he do it? Will he meet others’ expectations? 
It’s a lack of self-assurance in your abilities. But the shift 
should be: This is the area of my expertise. This is what 
I want to do. I have the current skills that I have, I’ve 
prepared as much as I can, and I will do the best that I can. 
But I do this because it’s my choice. Realizing your best 
potential is only possible while being relaxed, while calm.

“With a big event,” he says, “instead of focusing on the 
importance of an event, I switch to focusing on how much 
I enjoy deep diving, and how much I enjoy the process. 
I’m doing this because I like it, and I know how to do this 
really well. I’m diving with this reason in mind. And I’m 
doing this because I want to…. When I know I am capable 
of this, then I can really pull in all my focus to the pleasure 
of it all.”

6. FAMILY
The pleasure of it all. It is a version of Alexey’s story that 
connects each of the competitors at Vertical Blue. These 
divers, in pursuit of both depth and width of experience—of 
searching the surface of this watery planet for miraculous 
marinescapes, for blue holes. At first, divers might go off 
in pairs, or little packs. Spreading their wings, dusting 
off their passports. But what a competition like Vertical 
Blue does is serve as the great pilgrimage for all serious 
comers. It brings this group of 42 divers to this sparsely 
populated island of 3,000 (nearest town to Dean’s Blue 
Hole, population: 86) together for a nine-day competition. 
There is not much besides one another. There are just a 
couple restaurants open nearby. There are more churches 
to attend on Sundays than places to buy potable water. 
Things can be hard and a little lonely if you don’t find each 
other. But they always do. This community. It is addicting. 
The dives are one pleasure. The family is another.

During my time in the Bahamas, I bump up against the 
edges of this family. For example, while waiting for Alexey 
to wake up from a nap one afternoon, his housemate 
Arnaud Jerald (the new Constant Weight Bi-Fins 

world-record holder until Alexey breaks it five days later) 
insists on making me an omelette and salade. He is from 
Marseille, has been at this house near the blue hole for 
a month, training and taking pictures. He has grand 
designs for his life in the sport, a plan to excite more high-
end sponsors into supporting freediving. He just signed 
with Richard Mille—making him one of the few freedivers 
to ink an endorsement deal with a luxury-watch company. 
He shows me some underwater photos that his partner, 
Charlotte, had just taken of him in a polo walking on the 
edge of the blue hole, like it was the surface of a distant 
planet. He wants would-be sponsors to see what’s possible 
with divers in the picture.

At a waterfront restaurant one night, sitting at the bar 
and reading a book, I find myself surrounded by a third 
of the field of divers. There are groupings that I relish. 
Pods of nationalities. Clusters by age. A married couple. 
A couple that might like to be married. I count off the 
countries represented in my midst: Japan, Korea, Taiwan, 
Chile, Turkey, Italy, Slovenia, France, Tunisia, and Mexico. 
On the beach each day are competitors, of course, but there 
are also mothers and fathers and sons and daughters. 
While a Czech diver pursues records, her young daughter 
snorkels in the shallows. The son of an Italian national-
record holder is well on his way to matching his father’s 
tan. There are babies, too, like I’ve never seen in the water. 
Naked little infants squawking in the waves. You come 
this far for this long, everyone comes with.

At the restaurant, I help Turkey’s top female diver, 
Sahika Ercumen, find some fish on the menu that isn’t 
fried. She’s known Alexey since they were teenagers, 
“since he had hair,” she says, smiling. “2006, Tenerife. 
Natalia was there. We were kids, and now he has a baby.” 
They came up together, live in their respective corners of 
the world, but then, a few times a year, there are events 
like this one, with this family, where, Ercumen says, 
it’s just about “making these memories together.” 
Ercumen had COVID last year, was terrified about how 
it would react with her asthma, what it would do to her 
lungs. Over the course of her six dives, she set five new 
Turkish records.

All gratitude for the annual family reunion is owed to 
William Trubridge, the founder of Vertical Blue and one 
of freediving’s all-timers. Alexey would ultimately break 
three of the four world records in the competitive depth 
disciplines at this year’s Vertical Blue, but the fourth 
is still held by Trubridge, in his specialty discipline, 
Constant Weight No Fins. No Fins is considered the 
purest of the dives, as it most resembles the sort of 
purpose-driven plunges that humans have been taking 
for thousands of years, to spearfish, to scoop sponges and 
pearls, to explore the ocean.

Raised in New Zealand, Trubridge moved to Long 
Island, not far from Dean’s Blue Hole, in 2006, to train. 
Since then, freediving and Vertical Blue have experienced 
a rapid evolution. By 2010, he had built a world-class 
competition. Then, in 2013, in just its sixth edition, 
tragedy struck. An American diver named Nicholas 
Mevoli experienced a pulmonary hemorrhage caused by 
barometric pressure and died at a medical center near 
the blue hole. Still nascent by the standards of most 
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organized sports, freediving has a growing infrastructure 
in place for better education, better training, and safer 
competition. When I ask Trubridge what prior accounts 
of freediving tend to get wrong, he thinks for a moment, 
then says the sensationalism of it: “Some people have only 
focused on the coughing up blood, the blacking out. That is 
part of it, sure, and that’s a risk that is there. But it’s like 
auto sports: If you were to just focus on the crashes, you 
wouldn’t be telling the story in full.”

Still, the effects of diving to these depths day after 
day are cumulative. In the lungs, in the legs, in the head. 
Which is one reason why things at the surface get dicier 
by the last days of competition. Even Alexey, on day eight, 
takes longer on his Bi-Fins dive than expected. And 
though he winds up breaking Arnaud’s short-held world 
record, watching someone fail to emerge from the deep for 
even just seconds beyond their projected time is enough 
to make a viewer acutely uncomfortable. On day nine, 
seven divers fail to reach their attempted depths and five 
divers black out. Alexey, having nothing left to prove, does 
a sort of victory-lap dive in recreational fins. Before the 
dive, Trubridge is in the commentator booth, adding some 
color to the event’s livecast on YouTube. “Alexey’s been 
in incredible form this whole competition,” he says. “He’s 
really untouchable in pretty much all the disciplines at 
this time.”

7. NOW
Despite being the world’s best freediver, Alexey makes 
most of his money from the family business. He’s turned 
down all sponsorship offers to this point, holding out 
instead for when the sport’s profile grows further. Every 
once in a while, he’ll participate in an exhibition in Dubai 
where the winner gets a car—and then he’ll sell the car 
for cash. There’s a real opportunity for luxury sponsors in 
the sport, he says, but it’s slow. And so for now, everyone 
does their own thing. (Slovenian Alenka Artnik, one of the 
world’s top female divers, is sponsored by, among others, 
a port and the Slovenian police.) Alexey knows that the 
future—for the sport and his role in it—will be forged on 
several potential fronts.

First, a global tour. Like Formula 1 or the ATP. Can’t you 
see it? These beautiful coves and coastlines and island-
fronts the world over, where there’s just enough depth for 
some world-record attempts and some yachts to anchor 
up? It feels like the sport is one breath-hold-obsessed 
billionaire away from a fully funded tour of Grands Prix, 
one luxury-car title sponsor away from a 10-event season 
in the Mediterranean, one viral Netflix documentary 
away from becoming the world’s fastest-growing sport.

Second, amateur events. “Why do people run marathons 
and participate in triathlons?” he says. “Not to become a 
national champion or a world champion. They do it as a 
way to grow and get healthier and structure their life and 
feel progress.” These exotic locations. The effects on the 
body and mind. Just listen to a diver describe seeing the 
sun and sky and gradients of blue from a hundred meters 
beneath the surface, and it’s easy to imagine novices 
training up from zero to travel the world for a new hobby.

Third, freediving schools and studios. In the past, 
Alexey says, diving schools have primarily been set up in 
coastal diving locations. But Alexey wants to put his new 
schools mostly in cities. “I really like the concept of having 
a school in a busy city, where it’s needed to help people 
calm down and find balance.” The Moscow school is a hit 
among business executives, entrepreneurs, and average 
Vlads. His next target? New York. Imagine, then, next to 
the yoga studio and the climbing gym, a place to train in 
freediving breath techniques. It reminds me of something 
a newer diver said to me on the beach at Dean’s Blue Hole 
one afternoon: “It’s hard to resist getting hooked. You go 
down for four minutes, and you come up feeling like you’ve 
been sitting on a zafu pillow for two hours.”

If Trubridge had been the steward of the spirit of 
freediving all these years, then maybe Alexey could be the 
steward of its business viability. They were both necessary. 
Trubridge had done extraordinary things to grow the 
sport, but it had remained niche. Alexey had ambitions 
to make freediving big enough for his friends and fellow 
competitors to earn real money. To build it for the next 
generation. To make freediving a thing not just for a global 
tour but also a thing for your bourgeois neighborhood. Yet 
despite his focus on the business potential for the sport, he 
is no less consumed by the beauty of it.

The day I arrived in the Bahamas, I went to the blue 
hole several times. It wasn’t all that close to where I was 
staying, but I kept going back all week, again and again, 
to watch other divers, or to sit on the beach with locals 
grilling seafood close by, just looking at those blues in a lot 
of different lights. Well, that first night, I went back on a 
whim near dusk and accidentally met our hero, Speedo-
clad and strolling jovially through the sandy parking lot 
toward the beach.

I hadn’t planned to see Alexey at all that night, but 
if I had, I would’ve expected to find him in deep, almost 
monastic, preparation for yet another world-record 
dive. But his wife and infant son were with him, too, 
just swimming at the blue hole. Here was Alexey, the 
fearsomest of all the freedivers, splashing around in 
the depths. I was stunned. It was like happening upon 
Roger Federer hitting balls with his kids at Centre 
Court the night before a final. There was no anxiety, no 
stress, no fear.

His mother had died freediving in waters much 
shallower than these, half a world away. A man had died 
from freediving at this very spot not long ago. Alexey had 
been there. But all that noise was irrelevant. Those things 
were not now. Alexey had big ideas for this sport he was 
here to carry forward, but that was nothing to be bothered 
with now, either. When the moment called for it, he was as 
talented as anyone alive at shrinking the focal length to 
practically zero. It was his great gift. The thing that made 
it possible for him to go deeper on one breath than anyone. 
When he chose to, he could make it so all there was in the 
world was what was in front of him. And that night, the 
world was just: Man. Wife. Baby. Blue hole. 

Daniel Riley is a GQ correspondent
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Recently, while visiting New York from 
his home in Los Angeles, the sneaker 
designer Salehe Bembury decided to look 
up his pal Action Bronson. They met up to go 
bodysur� ng at an indoor wave pool in New 
Jersey, and then they took in a few Knicks 
playoff games in seats nearly kissing the 
hardwood. At one game, Bronson, wearing a 
’90s Patrick Ewing jersey, received a standing 
ovation; on the broadcast you could see 
Bembury wearing his signature rolled-up 
beanie. Bembury and Bronson’s relationship 
began, as so many do in Bembury’s line of 
work, with a pair of sneakers. “A lot of the 
relationships are like, ‘Hey, I send you shoes,’ ” 
he says. “But I de� nitely have some buddies 
now that are pretty well known.” 

Bembury himself is increasingly well 
known, too, thanks to his standing as one 
of the sneaker industry’s most in-demand 
collaborators. He doesn’t run a luxury label 
or operate a buzzy store. Instead, he is simply 
very good at designing and selling shoes, a 
skill he burnished at Kanye West’s Yeezy 
label before building out Versace’s sneaker 
catalog. Along the way, he built a public 
pro� le as a new breed of sneaker designer: 
one nearly as popular as the famous people 
who love his shoes. Now, on his own, he is 
chasing grander ambitions.

We meet back home in Los Angeles at 
the base   of one of Bembury’s favorite hiking 
trails. He’s made his two regular hikes such 
an integral part of his brand that he closely 
guards their location, worried that there 
are hordes of people interested in � guring it   
out. When we reach the plateau at the top  , 
Bembury buzzes past the gnarled tree that 
serves as the hike’s ready-for-Instagram 
set piece, and strides to a secluded resting 
spot he likes. Bembury moved to L.A. six 
years ago and would come to this very spot 
almost daily to meditate and be still. He is 
comfortable in solitude. 

But during that trip to New York, 
something strange happened. People were 
recognizing him. Frequently. “I was being 
approached on the street every three to four 
blocks, and it was freaking me out,” Bembury 
says. Kids asked if they could have a pair of 
his shoes. They asked to show him their own 
designs. They kept bugging him, even when 
he requested to be left alone. Even though he 
has more than a quarter-million Instagram 
followers, the attention is surprising. “It 
damn near takes me off guard every time,” he 
says. “So when I’m approached, I’m thinking, 
like, What the hell do you want? And then I’m 
like, Oh, it’s because of the shoe thing.” 

Given the role sneakers have played in our 
culture for three decades and counting, it’s a 
little strange that being a street-recognized 
sneaker designer is such a new thing. But 
until very recently, sneaker designers have 
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mostly been anonymous employees of global 
megabrands. Maybe if you were really 
into the scene you knew of legendary Nike 
designer Tinker Hatfield, the man behind 
the Jordan 3 and Air Max 1. Probably you 
didn’t. But now, thanks to the social-media-
fueled culture that surrounds anything 
and everything related to sneakers—and 
our culture’s still-new obsession with the 
tastemakers, influencers, and guys-behind-
the-guys—someone like Bembury can be 
that new kind of niche-famous, at least in 
atmospheres possessing an unusually high 
density of sneakerheads. 

Simply put, for legions of streetwear fans, 
designing sneakers is the ultimate dream 
job. It provides you with famous friends and 
digital clout, not to mention access to one of 
the most treasured assets in the world: rare 
sneakers. And Salehe Bembury is living 
that dream. He practically invented it, one 
Instagram-capturing sneaker (and one 
Instagram-conquering post) at a time. But 
Bembury is learning that the job requires 

much more than a knack for making great 
shoes. His occupation requires almost round-
the-clock nurturing: He needs to be with 
the right people, at the right events, and 
posting the right photos. Eventually, even 
hanging out with Migos starts to feel like a 
professional obligation. 

And so Bembury is preparing to climb up 
to a higher tier. While kids may now dream 
of becoming Salehe Bembury, he’s dreaming 
of something else entirely: a job not just as a 
sneaker designer but as a designer, period. 
Someone who makes whatever he wants. 
It might sound grand, but why wouldn’t he 
aim high? Whenever Bembury reaches a 
summit, he’s already looking for the next 
mountain to climb.

 F rom our hike, we head back to 
Bembury’s office. He showers, 
changes into a new outfit with Yeezy 
slides the shade of clotted cream, 

and gives me a tour of the space. It is full-on 
Hypebeast Batcave: Here are a quintet of 

“I’M ONE OF THE FEW PEOPLE WHO CAN CHILL WITH THE MIGOS 
BACKSTAGE AND DRINK TEA WITH DONATELLA [VERSACE] 
IN HER HOME. I’VE DONE BOTH COMFORTABLY AND I BELONGED.”

Bembury collaborates 
widely, lending his 
outdoorsy taste to 
shoes like these from 
Chinese brand Anta.
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One perk of being 
a famous sneaker 
designer: endless 
free sneakers.

Bearbricks; there stand a few fan-made 
figurines of Bembury himself. In one corner, 
a shelving unit is piled high with unopened 
boxes containing sneakers that would fetch 
a fortune on the resale market. Elsewhere, 
a glass display case holds a pair of sneakers 
(not designed by Bembury) autographed by 
LeBron James. 

He’s accumulated these trophies 
over a career of constant grinding. After 
graduating with an industrial design degree 
from Syracuse University, the man with 
the golden dream job began by snagging 
himself a gig somewhere a little less 
rarefied: Payless. He did little more than 
create new colorways for existing shoes; 
it is hard to imagine a gig less consonant 
with contemporary sneaker culture. Still, 
Bembury was in heaven. When he first 
started, he thought: They make shoes here!

He carved out a solid career working 
for respectable hype-free brands, moving 
to Fortune Footwear, Cole Haan, and the 
direct-to-consumer Greats. For a man with 
seemingly limitless ambitions, Bembury 
was surprisingly content at each spot.   He 
was learning how to make shoes, even if they 
weren’t necessarily his. 

In 2015 he scored a fairy-tale break after 
a former boss at Cole Haan recommended 
him for a new job. Kanye West was ramping 
up his Yeezy project at the time and liked 
what he saw in Bembury’s designs. He 
offered him a gig. Before Bembury knew it, 
he was standing in a sparkly new office in 
Calabasas, organizing his desk and pinning 
designs on a mood board. One day, he says, 
Kanye walked in. Bembury recited a spiel he 
had rehearsed about how thankful he was 
for the opportunity. Kanye looked up from 
his phone, said, “Just change the world,” and 
immediately walked away. 

Bembury’s own world would never be the 
same. His primary output at Yeezy was a 
beefed-up military boot in Kanye’s favorite 
dusty orange-brown. All of a sudden, the 
most famous rapper on earth was wearing 
one of his designs everywhere—and 
including it in his massive fashion show at 
Madison Square Garden. Strange things like 
this soon became normal, even mundane. 
The first time Kanye called on a Friday night 
to summon Bembury to the airport for a 
last-minute flight to Italy, he was thrilled. He 
called his friends to brag, and assembled his 
freshest outfits. And then Kanye called him 
out of the blue again with this request again. 
And again. “[It] changes to, I’m watching my 

favorite movie and I’m comfortable in my 
home and I have a nice bowl of ice cream, and 
then I get that call, and I got to go to Italy and 
then it’s no longer fun,” he says. After just 
over a year with the brand, and a new combat 
boot on his résumé, he left Yeezy. 

Not sure what he’d do next, he sent a Hail 
Mary LinkedIn message to Versace’s design 
director, outlining the brand’s opportunity to 
make a killing in sneakers. Three days later, 
Donatella Versace reached out to arrange a 
meeting in Milan. She hired him on the spot, 
and on his terms: He’d remain in Los Angeles 
and come to Milan once a month. 

The design that sold Donatella, and that 
defined his time at Versace, was a sneaker 
called the Chain Reaction. The sole was 
pulled from a 3D scan of a Cuban-link chain; 
design elements like animal print and gold 
filigree were pillaged, seemingly, from the 
Versace mansion. The shoe encapsulates 
Bembury’s design philosophy: “I needed 
to create the perfect balance of polarizing 
and familiar.” For the familiar, Bembury 
reached for the lace cage popularized by 
the Adidas Ultra Boost and a rubber-toe 
detail borrowed from another company’s 
“top-selling model,” as Bembury cautiously 
puts it. The chunked- up sole was the 
polarizing ingredient—but also one that 
led to a partnership with 2 Chainz. This is 
Bembury’s elite skill: Trojan-horsing the 
strange into sneaker consciousness. For a 
collaboration with New Balance, he covered 
a traditional dad-shoe silhouette in hairy 
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Bembury’s Versace 
Chain Reactions—
including a pair that 
borrows from J.Lo’s 
iconic dress. 

orange suede—and sparked a bidding war 
on the resale market. He doesn’t shy away 
from using cheetah print. Naturally, when 
we meet, he’s excited about an upcoming 
collaboration with Crocs. 

The shoes he made for Versace put him on 
the map as a designer willing to go there. “As 
soon as I sit down with these brands, they 
go, ‘You’re going to make something crazy, 
right?’ ” he says, contorting his deep voice to 
impersonate a solicitous middle-manager 
type. Bembury is a funny storyteller, 
often animating characters in his tales by 
mimicking, say, an aggro hiker-bro, or a 
squeaky-voiced customer, or a well-heeled 
Italian. He considers himself a master 
presenter, often slipping little jokes into his 
corporate PowerPoint decks. He incorporates 
something into his shoes many sneaker 
brands actively attempt to avoid: humor. 
His shoes are fun—bigger, fuzzier, or more 
colorful than the competition. “Humor is 
a great vehicle to get people’s attention, 
get people to understand, get people to 
potentially even, like, fuck with you,” he says.

At Versace, Bembury could feel himself 
levitating into the global creative elite. 
“I was flying business class to Milan and 
getting picked up in a Tesla or Mercedes and 
eating great food and all that shit, man,” he 
says. “I enjoyed the hell out of it.” He knew 
that tactfully sharing the view from this 
illustrious new perch would only help him. 
And so Bembury documented his travels 
on Instagram, ever aware of the important 
brand he was building for himself. He wanted 
to signal to his followers that he “must be 
of value,” he says, for a fashion brand to go 
through all this trouble. Rappers started 

posting photos of him and his shoes. Migos 
wore the Chain Reactions to perform at the 
NBA All-Star game. Life was beautiful. 

With time, though, the dream job 
became…a job. “There was a time where to 
be around a rapper was like being around 
royalty, and I felt like I was being blessed to 
be in their presence,” he says. “But then it 
becomes normal and you become jaded.” 

There were other, weirder things to adapt 
to, like the kids asking for free sneakers over 
Instagram.“The amount of kids that DM me 
telling me it’s their birthday so I should send 
them some shoes,” he says, a little ticked off 
just thinking about it. “It’s a 10-times-a-day 
occurrence. They should understand that no 
one gives a fuck it’s their birthday.” He doesn’t 
want to be rude to the fans on the street who 
run up to him, but he’s also trying to enforce 
boundaries. “A friend of mine put it amazingly 
the other day,” he relays. “He said, ‘They think 
they own a piece of you because you live in 
their pocket.’ ” 

Bembury left Versace in January of this 
year to pursue his own personal projects. 
By that time, he’d tested the waters for solo 
success with his best-selling New Balance—a 
technical running shoe recast in fuzzy orange 
shades inspired by the Antelope Valley—
and a hiking shoe designed for the Chinese 
megabrand Anta. After all those sneakers he 
made for other people—sneakers he says he’d 
never wear, sneakers so outlandish he can’t 
believe customers exist for them—Salehe 
Bembury was finally able to start making 
sneakers for himself. 

 B embury hiked the same trail nearly 
every day his first few years in 
L.A. After COVID shut it down, 
another hiker tipped him off to a 

different trail—much more difficult but one 
that would take him even higher, to some 
4,000 feet above Los Angeles. Bembury was 
up to the challenge, and it became the hike 
the designer does almost every morning. At 
the peak, he is above the clouds. The hike is 
so daunting (or maybe just unknown) that 
he hardly ever sees anyone else on it. Wary 
of mountain lions, he carries an air horn, a 
Taser, and a knife. 

Though the hike began as a crucial tool 
for his mental and physical health, he’s 
photographed the jaunt often enough that 
it’s become part of his brand. His fans parse 
the photos he posts, wondering if he’ll make 
shoes inspired by clouds or purple cacti. A few 
lucky famous fans—John Mayer, the rapper 
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Aminé, and Oscar-nominated actress Cynthia 
Erivo among them—get to join him. He prides 
himself on an ability to find his footing with 
anyone. “I’m one of the few people who can chill 
with the Migos backstage and drink tea with 
Donatella in her home,” he says. “I’ve done 
both comfortably and I belonged.”

Bembury knows better than anyone 
that his distinctive talent isn’t necessarily 
designing sneakers. Instead, he possesses 
a combination of skills that were never 
necessary for a designer until now—when 
they are suddenly critical. “There are sneaker 
designers who are way more talented than 
me, but they’re maybe just not the best 
at branding or the best at social media or 
the best at marketing,” he says. “Because I 
would argue that the thing that makes me 
the designer that I am is a combination of 10 
things. Whereas I know some designers are 
sick fucking designers, but they are awkward 
as fuck or they don’t know how to dress, or 
people don’t like to be around them. [They] 
don’t have the other nine things.”

He puts on social media what he wants 
you to see: the life of the venerable Sneaker 
Designer. “You’re seeing the life of Salehe 
Bembury, the Footwear Designer,” he says. 
“So if I’m with someone that you’d expect 
Salehe the Footwear Designer to be with, 
I’m probably going to document that. But if 
I’m with someone that you have no need to 
know—like, I’m about to see my dad—he ain’t 
going to be on my Instagram. Because that’s 
none of your business.” 

Bembury struggles to think of a 
contemporary—not because he considers 
himself unusually talented but because he 
essentially muscled his way into this whole 
new way of designing sneakers, coming of 
age at the exact moment when a role like his 
became possible. While at Cole Haan, he made 
sure sites like Hypebeast knew he worked on 
the brand’s Nike-infused LunarGrand. “That 
was my gateway into having a little bit of a 

name,” he says. He took a wooden briefcase 
everywhere he went—an object so strange 
it is nearly impossible to forget. Now he goes 
with a less unwieldy beanie. When I notice 
one laid on top of a chair in his studio, it looks 
as if he suddenly evaporated. 

Meanwhile, Nike’s flaming-hot 
collaborations with designers like Virgil 
Abloh proved that fashion figures could 
move sneakers just as successfully as A-list 
entertainers. It’s the reason Bembury’s name 
appears on his New Balance sneakers, rather 
than buried somewhere in the company’s 
corporate directory. 

“Everyone’s dream was to work at Nike, 
Jordan, or Adidas,” says D’Wayne Edwards, 
the founder of the footwear design academy 
Pensole. “But over the years kids now are 
like, ‘I want to have my own company.’ ” 
The rise of the collaboration makes that 
dream appear easier to grasp than it is— 
just change some colors around and voilà. 
“A lot of these kids,” Bembury says, “just 
want the instant answer to ‘How do I become 
you overnight?’ ”

 W hen we speak, Bembury is 
ramping up his own brand, 
which he’s calling Spunge. The 
new imprint will allow him to 

continue collaborating on sneakers but 
also transcend that world. From his studio, 
we jump into his Jeep and wind our way 
through South Los Angeles to a warehouse 
so he can look at a sample of his first product: 
a pair of sweatpants covered in tufts of 
mossy shearling. 

Bembury has learned a lot during his 
time in the sneaker industry, including the 
nefarious trickery that goes into moving 
shoes. As he was ascending, the sneaker 
world morphed dramatically around him. 
Resale platforms like StockX, Goat, and 
Grailed made it possible to treat sneakers 
as assets, which only intensified the frenzy 
around them. Brands happily fanned 
the flames with “leaked” pictures of hotly 
anticipated shoes, which Bembury says 
are often staged and taken by the brands 
themselves. Those unstoppable bots that 
seem to snag your Jordans right out of your 
cart? They are likely stoppable. “My message 
to the consumer is that a lot of the things 
that may annoy them, most likely that’s on 
purpose,” he says. Armed with the kind of 
insider knowledge that has made him so 
capable of selling sneakers, Bembury is ready 
to start selling other things too.

“IT’S REALLY GREAT WATCHING HIM 
TURN THIS CORNER WHERE ALL 
THESE EYES ARE ON HIM AND 
HE’S DOING PROJECT AFTER PROJECT 
THAT GETS BETTER AND BETTER. 
THIS GUY’S ON HIS WAY.”  
—MIKE AMIRI
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He says his dream collaboration is with 
Dr. Bronner’s soap—an idea that sounds 
silly until you recall that Abloh is a creative 
adviser for Evian. At one point, Bembury 
jokes, “I’m trying to get a Disney check.” 
The designer Mike Amiri, one of Bembury’s 
buddies, tells me that kids used to look up 
to skaters or rock stars, because those guys 
led culture. The new generation, though, 
recognizes that fashion and sneaker 
designers are leading things now. These days, 
brands want to employ people like Bembury 
as wide- ranging creative directors, forging 
a whole universe of trademarks, emblems, 
and easily traceable language. If you can 
distill a welter of symbols and signifiers into 
a hit sneaker, why can’t you apply the same 
knowledge to Disney’s catalog of characters 
and products? 

And Bembury is the guy many are 
betting on to make the leap. “It’s really great 
watching him turn this corner where all these 
eyes are on him and he’s doing project after 
project that gets better and better,” Amiri 
says. “This guy’s on his way.” The musician 
will.i.am, another friend, is even more 
effusive. He references something Interscope 

Records cofounder Jimmy Iovine once told 
him: “You could fight to have a seat at the 
table, or you could fight to be the table.” The 
table, he explains, is the reason everyone is 
there, the thing they’re gathered around. 
Will.i.am clocks the way Bembury hops from 
project to project and sees the table: a guy 
who can talk to anyone and connect everyone. 
“He’s the next dude,” he says. 

This is the sort of arc Bembury plots on his 
hikes. But when he gets to the top, he likes 
to look out over Los Angeles and slow down. 
On our own outing, we finally rose from our 
meditative perch. After an early start, the 
broiling Los Angeles sun was now overhead, 
signaling our time to go. We ambled back up 
to the plateau and took a final gulp of the 
skyline. It was not hard to understand why 
he comes up here every day: The moment was 
perfectly serene. 

And then, just as we were preparing to 
make our descent, Bembury paused. He 
took out his phone, angled his camera down 
for a selfie, and said, “Gotta let them know 
I’m here.” 

Cam Wolf is a GQ staff writer.

Bembury makes 
difficult things—
creating hyped-up 
shoes, juggling 
cliffside—look easy.
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phone call.” That call was duly made 
and the friend, Scott Campbell, biked 
over from Brooklyn and freehanded 
the name “Lucy.” 

Idly, I ask about the stray tattoo 
on Damon’s upper arm that doesn’t 
appear to be a name: a strange loopy 
line heading up toward his shoulder. 
This, it turns out, was done on that 
same day in 2013 and comes with its 
own story:

“That’s something that Heath had 
on his arm. Heath was an incredibly 
restless, creative person. Like, I 
talked to the person who did his hair 
on The Patriot and she said he hated 
sitting still so much ‘that by the 
time I got the wig on and I set it and 
everything, and I’d finished, he’d get 
up and there would be a sculpture of 
bobby pins that he’d done.’ He was 
really sensitive. This stuff just flowed 
out of him. He was really special. I 
just wanted to get something that 
Heath had. Scott showed me his 
laptop and I said, ‘Scott, what’s that 
one?’ And he goes ‘I have no idea—I 
think that’s just some shit that 
Heath squiggled.’ And I went, ‘That’s 
the one I want.’ ” 

Lucy, who was also friends 
with Heath, got the same tattoo on 
her foot.

“So we both have that,” says 
Damon. “It’s like a little creative 
little blessing. It’s like an angel that 
looks over all these names that are 
on the arm.”

DAMON WAS FIRST urged to read 
Eric Jager’s book The Last Duel, 
about a dark and dramatic episode 
in 14th-century France, with a mind 
to its movie potential, back in 2011. 
He demurred. Hearing that Martin 
Scorsese already had the rights, he 
felt it would be a waste of his time: 

“I said, ‘Well, if Marty has it, he’s 
going to do it with Leo.’ ” Seven 
years later, the rights now available, 
Damon relented. 

At first, he couldn’t see it. “Twenty 
pages in, I was just thinking, We can’t 
do this,” he says. “Like, these guys 
are absolute savages. These guys 
are born in the middle of a hundred- 
year war, they do nothing but rape 
and pillage and fight for their entire 
lives.…” But then the central story 
gripped him: of two men, one accused 
of rape by the other’s wife, and of the 
woman at the center. “She had, at 
great risk to first her reputation and 
then to herself, stood up and told the 
truth, again and again and again,” 
says Damon. “It was just pretty 
amazing.” He sent the book to Ridley 
Scott, whom he had wanted to work 
with again since their successful 
collaboration on The Martian. Scott 
shared his enthusiasm. Now they 
needed a script.

One evening, Damon had dinner 
with Ben Affleck. Over the years, 
the two teenage friends have 
remained close, in a way that—as 
they separately acknowledge—far 
transcends the cartoon best- 
Hollywood-buddy way it can often 
be depicted. 

“Like, I don’t want to be his friend 
in public, you know what I mean?” 
Damon says. “It’s way too important 
a friendship for that, and it goes so 
beyond this career or anything. You 
know, it’s a significant part of my life 
and not for public consumption in 
that way.” 

“I can’t speak for Matt,” Affleck 
offers, “but my own kind of sanity 
and mental health really benefited 
from having someone who I grew 
up with and knew as a child who 
was also going through something 
similar—this 20-year-plus journey 
of being in the public eye—who I 
could reflect on it with honestly, talk 
things over with, be myself with, who 
I knew why we were friends, why he 
was interested and loved me, why I 
loved him. I often think of people who 
just become successful and then get 
thrust into this, and I think, ‘How do 
they do it without having somebody 

that they can talk to? Who they 
can trust? Who knew them before?’ 
It’s just been such an asset to me—
and, I think, I hope, to Matt—this 
relationship that we’ve had.”

The two of them have remained 
periodic work colleagues—they 
share a production company—but 
after winning their Good Will 
Hunting Oscar, they had never even 
attempted to collaborate on another 
script. To a large extent this was 
a reflection of just how successful 
their initial strategy has been—
kick-started by that movie’s success, 
both had long been busy with the 
kind of opportunities they could 
once have only dreamed of. But it 
was also that what they had done 
back then seemed too cumbersome 
to ever repeat. 

“The process of writing was so time 
consuming when we did it, when we 
were 22 and 20,” says Damon. 

“We didn’t have jobs, we didn’t 
have anything else to do,” echoes 
Affleck. “We had two years to sort of 
muddle our way through a draft, and 
then another draft—to spend time 
sitting around and drinking beer and 
talking about the themes and playing 
video games and bullshitting.”

“We really understood the 
characters, and so we would take 
them and we would put them in 
these different scenarios,” Damon 
explains, “and then at the end, we 
kind of mashed these disjointed parts 
together into what could cohere as 
some kind of narrative. And that’s a 
really inefficient way to write. And I 
think both of us just intuitively felt 
like: Well, we’re never going to have 
enough time to do that again.”

But over that dinner, Damon told 
Affleck about The Last Duel, and at 
the end of the meal lent Affleck his 
copy of the book. “He was recently 
sober,” Damon recalls. “And when 
he’s on his game, he really sees the 
matrix. At seven o’clock the next 
morning, he called me—he had gone 
home and read it—and said, ‘We 
should write this.’ ” 

Affleck tells me that he had stayed 
up until three or four in the morning, 
reading. When Damon had solicited 

Continued from Page 104
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his opinion on material in the past, 
Affleck hadn’t always “been super-
enthusiastic,” he says. This was 
different. “All of a sudden I had a 
very clear idea of: Absolutely, this 
is a movie, this is how we should do 
it. It just thrilled me. And the story 
of this woman and what she had 
experienced and been through and 
the bravery she’d exhibited and the 
resilience and strength of character 
it must have taken to have gone 
through this—it just became very, 
very clear to me right away how it 
could work as a movie.” He became 
possessed with a great sense of 
urgency—“we have to do this and get 
it done now”—that he needed Damon 
to share. “He’s got a busy life, he’s all 
over the place,” Affleck explains, “and 
he frankly requires being marshaled 
a little bit to focus and zone in.” So 
Affleck laid out a plan of action: 
“Okay, and this is how we’re going to 
do it: We’re going to do four hours a 
day, I’m going to schedule it, I’m going 
to come over there…”

As soon as they began, they 
quickly found a very different 
rhythm from the last time around. 
“It really fit in with our lives,” says 
Damon. “Get up, get the kids out the 
door, to do everything we needed to 
do in our personal lives, and then 
meet in a very relaxed setting, 
work for four or five hours, then go 
back and kind of fulfill all of our 
obligations at home.” He describes 
these sessions as involving a lot of 
pacing around, acting out scenes, 
before one of them consolidated what 
they had. “He’s a better typist than 
I am,” says Damon. “But sometimes 
I’m closer to the laptop.” 

They also soon realized that they 
needed something else. Damon’s 
initial proposal had been that 
they should tell the story from the 
different perspectives of the principal 
characters, and it became obvious 
that they needed a third collaborator, 
someone who could write the 
wronged wife’s story in a way they 
never could. That’s when they 
brought in the director and writer 
Nicole Holofcener. “I mean, what 
a great story, what a unique story, 

and what a feminist story to tell,” 
says Holofcener. “It was daunting 
in that she was a real person, and I 
felt honored and terrified to make 
sure that I was doing her justice and 
make it very clear that her truth was 
the truth, and to make her a whole 
person. She was extraordinary for 
speaking the truth, despite horrible 
consequences if they decided she 
was lying.” From the way the 
collaborators talk about it, their aim 
transcended the unwrapping of a 
he-said/he-said/she-said tale to lay 
bare some of the toxic consequences 
of even allowing such a story to be 
framed in that way. “If Unforgiven 
is the anti-Western Western,” 
says Damon, “then this is the anti-
chivalry chivalry movie.… I think it’s 
a really good movie. We’ll see what 
people think.”

Both Damon and Affleck now 
imagine collaborating together more 
often in the future. “The discovery, 
I think, for both of us,” says Affleck, 
“was: It’s so much more pleasant 
and rewarding and wonderful to go 
to work and work with people that 
you love.” But for now, Damon has 
nothing planned beyond The Last 
Duel’s release. He’d like to spend the 
rest of the year bedding down in New 
York. If there’s something suitable 
he can make in the spring, he will; 
if there isn’t, he won’t. Somewhere 
along the way, he will eventually 
direct. He has come close twice 
but stepped aside. He was initially 
scheduled to direct Promised Land, 
a movie about fracking that he wrote 
with John Krasinski, and was also 
supposed to direct Manchester by 
the Sea, which was based on an idea 
Krasinski had proposed to him over 
dinner. But when Kenneth Lonergan 
subsequently tendered the script 
that they had commissioned, it was 
obvious to Damon that Lonergan 
should direct it instead. (He likes 
to joke that the best move he made 
as the movie’s producer was to fire 
himself as the movie’s director.)

Most likely, though, more acting 
will come first. “I feel like I’ve been 
steadily improving at my job for a 
long time,” he says. “And that’s a 

great feeling.” He muses about how 
sometimes, for all one’s effort, movies 
may still misfire. “I really want 
people to care as much as I do about 
the things I’m putting out,” he says. 
“And, you know, some of them have 
really worked, and some of them 
really haven’t.”

There’s no one making films, I 
suggest to him, who gets it right all of 
the time.

He nods. “That’s what I think’s so 
interesting about it—it’s impossible 
to do it perfectly, this. It keeps you 
coming back, like an addict. You 
know more and more, but you know 
you never know enough to know.”

PANDEMIC ASIDE,  there was one 
previous extended break—over 18 
months between the end of 2016 and 
the summer of 2018—when Matt 
Damon stopped making films. The first 
year of this period was spent back in 
Boston, staying close, during his father 
Kent’s final illness. 

“We rented an apartment a block 
from his apartment,” says Damon, 
“so if he was well enough, he’d come 
for dinner, and if he was well enough 
to be at home but not to come to our 
place, we would go to sit and have 
dinner with him.” And when his 
father was in the hospital, Damon 
would be there every day. It was an 
intense time not just for Damon but 
for his wife and children. “They were 
very much a part of that. They had 
a front-row seat to that process, so it 
was a big year for them too. For our 
whole family, it was a seismic event.” 
Echoes from this time reverberate 
throughout our conversations. “I 
remember my dad saying in his last 
year of life,” Damon will mention at 
one point, “that he didn’t feel old. His 
spirit felt the same.” 

Damon’s father died of multiple 
myeloma on December 14, 2017. That 
same week, the orbit of Damon’s 
life was also knocked askew in a 
completely different way. It feels 
important to note that although 
Damon points out that these two 
events occurred at the same time, he 
never explicitly links them beyond 
that. Specifically, he doesn’t try to 
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sidestep any of the trouble that 
would cascade down upon him, 
as perhaps he might, by excusing 
himself as a man distracted by grief.

In Matt Damon’s career up until 
that point, there had been very few 
significant wrinkles: It generally 
seemed as though he had fluently 
mastered how to put his most 
charming face forward to the world, 
and that the world by and large had 
reciprocated by being duly charmed. 
Until that week. To dutifully promote 
Alexander Payne’s Downsizing, 
filmed the previous year, Damon had 
surfaced to record an interview for 
Popcorn With Peter Travers, the first 
part of which appeared on ABC on 
the morning of his father’s death. At 
one point, Travers asked Damon a 
series of questions about the wave 
of #MeToo allegations sweeping 
Hollywood. Damon replied at length 
and with apparent confidence, in 
a manner that would strike many 
people as that of some kind of 
presumptuous luminary who felt 
he had the answers everyone had 
been waiting for and who assumed 
it would be appreciated if he not 
only stepped in to tell it like it is but 
also set a few things straight. The 
response to both what Damon said 
and the fact that he seemed to believe 
it would be appropriate for him to say 
it was forthright. 

“I mean, we all come into the world 
and we’re a fucking hot mess, do you 
know what I mean?” he says now. 
“And we make mistakes. And even 
in doing our best we make terrible 
mistakes.” The ensuing reaction was 
not one that Damon was accustomed 
to. “It was painful,” he says. “It’s hard 
to take punches for things…the 
person that they were saying, ‘He’s 
tone-deaf, and he’s…’ you know, I 
don’t like that guy either. So it’s hard 
to hear those things about yourself.” 

An old friend persuaded 
Damon that he should rein in any 
instinct to wade right back into 
the conversation. “She said, ‘Don’t 
respond. You’d be inclined to say, “But 
I’m a good person.…” Don’t do that. 
Just be quiet for at least a month and 
just listen. Listen to the objections 

to what you said. Try to understand 
why you upset people.’ And that’s 
what I did. My friend’s advice was 
great in the sense of not getting in a 
defensive crouch—because that was 
my inclination, and you can’t hear 
anything in a defensive crouch—
and as painful as it is, the only way 
forward is to really try to understand 
what you’ve done and really reflect 
on it.” 

Even if Damon might still take 
issue with much of what was thrown 
at him—“95 percent of the stuff 
was entirely unhelpful, it was just 
Twitter-bashing stuff, which did put 
me in a defensive crouch, because 
you just go, ‘That’s nonsense’ ”—the 
more solid criticisms hit hard. “There 
were articles written about things 
that I said, about centering a man 
in a sexual assault situation. And I 
go, ‘Wow, I did do that. I thought of it 
entirely from his perspective.’ Like, 
that’s where my head went. And, ‘I 
didn’t think about these women’.… 
Because I’m trying to relate to the 
situation, and I relate to the person 
who has more in common with me. 
But in so doing, I’m doing damage 
not only to the people in that scenario 
but to anybody who’s ever been in 
that scenario and who feels like, ‘Oh, 
here I go again, getting overlooked.’ 
So it changed the way that I look at 
some of these things. It makes me 
hopefully more aware.”

A month after the initial interview, 
Damon resurfaced to promote a 
campaign for water.org and briefly 
addressed the situation: “I made 
a very sincere apology about not 
wanting to further anyone’s pain. 
Which is my truth. I mean, I don’t 
think it’s particularly revelatory. I 
think most of us would say that. But 
I certainly wanted to make it clear 
that I was truly sorry; that I didn’t 
mean to do that.” 

And then he went away.
It was Damon’s wife who 

suggested to him that they go to 
Australia. This trip, lasting several 
months, was, says Damon, primarily 
a response to “the end of this fucking 
horrible year that I’d spent in the 
hospital with my dad.… It was like, 

‘Let’s go to the other side of the 
world, just our family, and let’s make 
memories with the kids. Let’s go on 
an adventure.’ ” This recent media 
firestorm provided one further 
impetus. “I think that we would have 
gone either way. But certainly I was 
like: Nobody needs to hear from me 
for another year at least.”

In Australia, the Damon family 
traveled around, doing camping 
trips, finding remote beaches and 
islands, before returning to a base 
in Byron Bay where sympathetic 
friends lived. “The whole Hemsworth 
family,” says Damon, “and all of their 
friends, we’re close with all of them, 
and they were just a huge support 
system for us.” 

Back then, in the year after his 
father’s death, Damon simply didn’t 
know when he’d go back to work. But 
eventually a script came through 
that enticed him: Ford v Ferrari. 
Nonetheless, his transition back 
into the world of what he used to do 
did not go as smoothly as Damon 
had anticipated. He was playing the 
cocksure former racing driver, now 
race car designer, Carroll Shelby. 

“I just kind of showed up,” he tells 
me, “and I put on everything and 
none of it felt right. I’m supposed 
to be playing a guy who can sell 
anybody anything, and I didn’t feel 
like I could sell anything to anybody. 
I really didn’t. And I thought: I’m 
not ready to work. And I remember 
walking out of the trailer, it was 
the summertime so it was over 100 
degrees. I remember walking to the 
set in my boots that were already 
giving me blisters after about 10 
steps, with my cowboy hat that was 
stiff on my head, with this feeling 
that I can’t sell anything to anybody 
and I’m about to pretend that I can. 
And because I don’t feel that I can, I 
will be pretending. And I remember 
thinking: ‘This is a really stupid job.’ ”

Acting? I ask.
“Yeah, the whole thing. ‘I can’t 

believe this is what I decided to do 
with my life.’ ”

Damon’s first scene was with “a 
great character actor from Georgia” 
named Ray McKinnon. By chance, 
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Damon had worked with McKinnon 
back when Damon was 19, in a TV 
movie called Rising Son, one of his 
first jobs. (Damon, naturally, was the 
son who was rising.) Somehow that 
helped. “There was something about 
coming back to where it all started, 
and doing a scene with Ray. And he 
just was so good that I was, ‘All right, 
maybe this isn’t the dumbest thing in 
the world to do.…’ ”

Damon’s next scene was with his 
costar Christian Bale—“one of my 
favorite actors,” says Damon, and 
a key reason he’d committed to the 
film. “Six months earlier, he had been 
245 pounds,” says Damon—Bale had 
been playing Dick Cheney in Vice—
“…and he was not a pound over 170. 
And I came out and he was sunburnt, 
and he had these coveralls on, and it 
looked like he’d been wearing them 
for his entire life, and he had this hat 
that was just beaten to shit, and it 
was just every detail. Every detail. I 
mean, it was fucking beautiful. And 
I went: ‘Okay. This is why we do it. 
This is a great thing to do with my 
life. Because we tell people stories—
we tell people stories, and that’s the 
most human thing there is.’ And if 
you’re going to tell them stories, then 
fucking tell it well.” 

It had come back to him. He 
was Matt Damon, and—for now, 
anyway—he knew what to do.

MATT DAMON HAS never embraced 
social media. 

“I just never saw the point,” he 
says. “And I feel better and better 
about that decision as time goes on. I 
understand wanting to be connected 
to everybody on Facebook, but my life 
is so full and I’m connected, really, to 
everybody I need to be connected to. 
And then Twitter, I just reflexively 
didn’t believe that my first knee-
jerk response to something was 
necessarily something that should go 
all over the world.” 

But then Damon mentions that 
he does, nonetheless, have “a very 
private Instagram account,” one he 
uses to see friends’ kids growing up 
around the world, and to which he 

only very occasionally posts.
I reflexively ask him what one of 

his typical posts would be. Slightly to 
my surprise, he pulls out his phone. 

“I’ll show you,” he says. 
As the app opens, he reads out his 

stats: “I have 76 followers and I’ve 
done 40 posts since 2013.” Then he 
shows me the most recent photo. It 
was taken of 15-year-old Isabella 
on her birthday. “That’s what she’s 
been doing,” he says, by way of 
explanation, “every time we take a 
picture of her nowadays.” 

In the photo, his daughter is 
looking at the camera—and at her 
father—brandishing two raised 
middle fingers. 

Days after our final meeting, 
something new blows up and I am 
reminded of the impulsive ways in 
which Damon seems to oscillate 
between great reserve and openness. 
This circumstance also stems from 
Damon sharing something about 
his family. An interview appears in 
the British newspaper The Sunday 
Times in which Damon is quoted 
as explaining how, some months 
earlier, one of his daughters had left 
the dinner table after he had made 
a joke using what he said she called 
“the f-slur for a homosexual”; how 
she had subsequently written him a 
letter explaining his transgression, 
and how Damon had agreed that she 
was correct and that he would retire 
the word. If he intended this story 
to show how we all must continue 
to learn and adapt and listen and 
strive to be better (and maybe also 
to show appreciation and deference 
for daughterly wisdom), that was 
not how it was widely received. The 
message that landed was: Matt 
Damon had been blithely using that 
word until a few months ago (and so 
might be, it was often also implied, a 
thoughtless homophobe). In the wake 
of the unfavorable coverage that 
followed, Damon issued a statement. 
In it, he sidestepped an apology, 
arguing for the good intentions 
behind the father-daughter story  
he had told, disputing its status as  
a “personal awakening,” denying  
that he uses “slurs of any kind,”  

and asserting, “I stand with the 
LGBTQ+ community.”

It nonetheless left an 
uncomfortable and unresolved mess. 
When GQ sought to discuss this 
further with Damon, he declined. 
In that vacuum, I found myself 
thinking about this, and about 
other unguarded moments that 
punctuated the conversations we 
did have. It made me consider how 
for all his poise and worldly bearing, 
there could be something guileless 
about Damon; and whether there 
was an aspect of himself that made 
him somehow vulnerable to stepping 
into those puddles that more deftly 
cynical men know how to step 
around. It made me wonder, too, 
whether a celebrity who shuns social 
media might also fail to learn how 
to inoculate themselves against the 
perils that lie in wait in the savage 
judgment chamber of the modern 
world. And it made me ponder 
anew Bono’s observation about 
how Damon wasn’t good at being a 
celebrity. Bono clearly meant this 
as a grand compliment, but perhaps 
the same virtues Bono sees may 
sometimes carry their own cost, out 
here with the rest of us, adrift in the 
follies and rewards of being human.

Back before, in the last few 
minutes of our Brooklyn brunch, I 
had asked Damon whether he ever 
felt misunderstood. In answering, 
he once more referenced back to 
his 2017 missteps. “I felt like I was 
being represented as something that 
I didn’t feel in my heart,” he said. 
“And the media, it’s so powerful—
like, that fire hose of attention is 
overwhelming, no matter what. 
Even when it’s good, it’s really 
overwhelming. Some people love it, 
and you can see that they’re looking 
for it and they need it, constantly 
trying to get more of it. I’m not 
passing any judgment on that, I’m 
just not that way. Some people love a 
bright light on them. I’ve never been 
that person. I always really wanted 
to work. I really wanted to work. But 
not the other part.” 

Chris Heath is a GQ correspondent.
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In The Lap Of Nature  
Yearning for a wintry getaway? Book a stay at Hyatt Dharamshala – a classic 
mountain resort offering soul-filling experiences with picturesque views of 
the vast Himalayan landscape. Boasting Dharamshala’s unique heritage, 
the upscale resort exudes mountain charm with its posh upholstery, Tibetan 
architecture, luxurious rooms, and an indoor heated pool. Savour an evening of 
rejuvenation with Tibetan relaxation therapies at Shanti Spa during your visit. 
For more information, visit hyattregencydharamshalaresort.com or call +91 189 222 1234

Revolutionising Oral Care  
If you are looking to redefine your dental 
hygiene, then look no further than the Oral-B 
iO™ – a completely reimagined and redesigned 
rechargeable toothbrush by Oral B powered by AI 
and cutting-edge technology. From sensational 
whole-mouth clean to superior gum protection 
and revolutionary real-time guidance, the smart 
dental assistant poises the right balance between 
effectiveness and experience. Crafted with 
meticulous detail, Oral-B iO™ is revolutionising oral 
care with real-time AI-powered automated guidance 
that indulges in holistic cleaning of your mouth.
For more information, visit oral-b.co.in 

Geared For Adventure  
While the world of luxury watches is rife with 
a number of options for the watch-obsessed, 
we’ve narrowed it down to the ultimate timepiece 
to own this season – Audemars Piguet’s latest 
iteration of the Royal Oak Offshore. Flaunting two 
new models with the latest integrated flyback 
chronograph movement, their ultra-resilient 
titanium or stainless steel case is complemented 
with a “Méga Tapisserie” dial in light blue or khaki 
hue and a matching interchangeable textured 
rubber strap.
For more information, visit audemarspiguet.com 

Where Opulence  
Meets Functionality  
Weave luxury into the very fabric of your 
bathroom with Artize Tiaara’s inherent 
opulence that exudes modern minimalism 
with hints of grand sophistication. A unique 
combination of effortless functionality 
with a stunning form, Artize Tiaara is like 
jewellery for the bathroom – designed with 
echoing ovals that lend a unique sculptural 
quality to the faucet, elevating its usage 
into a memorable experience. 
For more information, visit artize.com or call 
1800-120-332222

As Resilient As Platinum
Make a statement of individuality with the new 
Men Of Platinum collection that celebrates all 
the men who stand their ground. Sure to make 
an outstanding statement, each piece from the 
versatile range reflects a sense of style that is as 
rare and classy as the man who adorns it. Crafted 
in rare platinum, this ring’s angular design 
runs smoothly through its entirety, much like a 
hallmark of unwavering character.
For more information, visit menofplatinum.com
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Sport the Sportiness 
The collaboration of two of the most 

iconic brands brings a watch for the 
ages – The TAG Heuer Carrera 

Porsche Chronograph – an 
exquisite example of coordination, 

cooperation, and luxury. The 
special edition watch boasts 
TAG Heuer’s Carrera Sport 

Chronograph design as it 
introduces several features 

inspired by Porsche’s design 
essence. This ground-breaking 

timepiece is presented with a 
dial with an asphalt effect while 

Porsche’s engraved inscription 
is visible on the bezel that perfectly 

expresses a passion for the road.
For more information, visit tagheuer.com/in

Cheers To The 
Good Times 

Launched in 1993 using a process 
designed by malt master David 
Stewart that is now commonly 

known as wood finishing, Balvenie’s 
DoubleWood 12 YO single malt 

gains its distinctive character from 
being matured in two different wood 
barrels. To make this, Stewart used 

malts that had spent at least 12 
years in traditional American oak 

barrels and stored them in Spanish 
sherry casks for nine months. 

Finally, the malts were transferred 
to large oak vessels for four months 

to allow the tastes from individual 
casks to marry harmoniously. 
`5,455 (Delhi), `8,300 (Mumbai) 

and `8,047 (Bengaluru)

High-Tech On Your Wrist  
Breathe new life into your watch wardrobe 
with Fossil’s Gen 6 smartwatch, the first one 
powered by the Qualcomm® Snapdragon 
Wear 4100+ Platform, providing users 
faster application load times, highly 
responsive user experiences, efficient 
power consumption and a battery that 
reaches 80% charge in just over 30 minutes. 
Continuous heart rate tracking, a new SpO2 
sensor, speaker functionality to make and 
receive tethered calls, software updates 
from Wear OS by Google and Fossil Group – 
the smartwatch surely packs a punch. 
For more information, visit fossil.com/en-in/ 

Personalise Your Style
If you’ve set your sights on giving your 
wardrobe a makeover, Jack&Jones’ 
newest collection is probably all you need. 
UNMATCHED, a high on trend collection, 
marries personalisation and customisation 
– high street fashion in a way that’s never 
been done before. The collection boasts 
three themes: chaotic void, vandal activism 
and workshop, each distinct in their 
own way for the inimitable personalities 
of today’s generation. Maintaining a 
committed stance to sustainability, each 
piece from UNMATCHED is made to order, 
with an innovative virtual store experience. 
For more information, visit 
unmatched.jackjones.in or follow 
@jackjonesindia on Instagram 

Bring Back Your Youth  
Now that the festive season is afoot, so too 
is the opportunity for a fragrance overhaul. 
Of course, there’s nothing better than a 
tantalising perfume to deliver the final 
coup de grâce to your festive looks and the 
newest 212 Heroes by Carolina Herrera is 
the perfect choice. Refreshing, sparkling, 
and energetic, the perfume’s vegan 
formula is a curious blend of geranium oil 
and pear elixir. With a striking skateboard-
shaped bottle, 212 Heroes pays homage to 
your inner Hero, the side of you that defies 
conventions and fights for your dreams 
and ideals. 
For more information, follow @carolinaherrera 
on Instagram 
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 Self-care” matters so much. In fact, it’s the 
most important thing, and you should feel 
really bad about yourself when you don’t 
prioritize it. But what to do when your 

various self-care objectives collide? Consider the 
following puzzling situations.

You can either leave the party at 10pm, so that you 
can wake up early and go to the gym, or you can stay 
out and keep drinking. Do you treat yourself to a night 
of fun, or treat yourself to a morning of endorphins?

You’re in the middle of reading a self-help book. 
The author tells you to cut non-essential activities out 
of your life and focus only on what’s important. Do you 
stop reading the book to avoid burnout? What if there’s 
better advice later on?

You want to enjoy some peanut butter, and you 
deserve to indulge. Sadly, it’s your roommate’s peanut 
butter, and she tends to violate your boundaries by 
asking that you not eat her food. What do you do?

You see a bouquet of flowers. You know that you 
should treat yourself—you earned it, just for being 
you! Literally, just being you—that’s the only thing 
you’ve ever done. However, the flowers aren’t for sale. 
Do you steal them from the child who just finished 
her ballet recital? Making a kid cry will make you 
feel guilty, and that’s just not fair to you; we all carry 
around enough guilt.

You deserve a trip to the Maldives. Unfortunately, 
you can’t afford it. Should you open an offshore 
account to evade paying taxes, so that you can save up 
for the trip next year? Crunching numbers is stressful, 
but offshore—that’s like a relaxing beach, right?

You plan a craft day to hold space for your inner 
child, but making popsicle-stick towers aggravates your 
carpal tunnel. Should you skip the project altogether, 
or should you get creative in another way—maybe by 
finding original methods for moving assets around?

You’re trying to be mindful of the ways in which 
following the law makes you unhappy. It’s time to let go 
of who you think you should be, and focus on being who 
you truly are. The bad news is it turns out that breaking 
laws is illegal—what a pickle!

You start a gratitude journal to manifest your best 
self. Truthfully, what you’re most grateful for is the 
pyramid scheme you’ve successfully created. Do you 
post the journal entry publicly, even though doing so 
could lead the police to your door?

You need to unplug, and you should. But your dad 
says that you need to hire a lawyer. Ugh, can’t he handle 
it? Your phone’s on airplane mode. It’s, like, put your 
own mask on before helping others, right?

You want to dance—valid—but you’re in handcuffs, 
and you worry you’ll look goofy. Do you let shame take 
the wheel, or do you show your true colours? (B&W.)

You read Marie Kondo, and now you’re ready to 
declutter, declutter, declutter. The bad news is that 
you’re in prison. Your pillow really doesn’t bring you joy, 
but it’s also your only possession. Do you toss it?

A train is speeding down a track. It can either veer 
off and kill one person or continue straight and kill 
two. Do you tell the fellow-prisoner trying to discuss 
moral philosophy to fuck off and let you get back to your 
essential me-time? W
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TAILWATER
Paying homage to one of the most prominent visual art styles  

that emerged in France, Artize Tailwater is a tribute to the iconic  
Art Deco style in a sinuous form with fluid lines and a contemporary 

design which lends immense luxury to the bathroom it adorns

#BornFromArt

 artize.in  @ArtizeIndia  artize.in www.artize.com
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Faucets, Ceramics, Wellness




