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UNVARNISHED
For decades, he worked 
tirelessly to make 
himself the biggest 
movie star on the planet. 
Then he hit his “fuck-
it 50s” and everything 
changed. Now, as he 
prepares a raw new 
memoir and a pair of 
films tackling racial 
themes, we’d like to 
introduce you to the real 
Will Smith.
By Wesley Lowery
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GQ Best 
Dressed 2021

75
Pg. We live in a time without strict dress codes or 

fashion rules. It is the era of self-expression 
through personal style. All that matters is having 
a bold sartorial voice—a quality shared by every 
individual on this list. Whether their tastes run 
minimalist, street, dernier cri, or fashion nonbinary, 
they all have one thing in common: they’re original.
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Just The 
Ticket

Glimmering waters, 
sparkling white deserts, 

or Christmas lights in 
the city—choose a 

fairy-tale visual and 
end the year with a 

journey for the books.
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In The 
Event Of...
The time-honoured 
tradition of occasion 

dressing revels in 
the moment; think 

current, with a touch 
of classic.

SHERWANI, 
KURTA, TROUSERS, 
SANDALS; ALL BY 
SHANTANU & NIKHIL
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Ready for 
Take off

 India’s most famous investor Rakesh Jhunjhunwala is no stranger to the spotlight. 
Yet even he seems genuinely stumped by the media frenzy caused by his recently 
announced foray into aviation. Akasa Air will launch in 2022 as a budget carrier, 
frugality baked into its culture from the get-go, with a relatively modest initial 
investment of $35 million from Jhunjhunwala. Given his track record, this is a minor 

sum for the self-made billionaire; yet given the amount involved, the news has earned a 
massively disproportionate amount of attention. Ever since it was announced, Akasa Air has 
set the Indian internet alight, with each minor update covered breathlessly by the press. 
This is the power of the airline business, as Jhunjhunwala is fast discovering. He is not alone. 
Even the storied house of Tata is likely overwhelmed by the collective outpouring of joy and 
support it received from quarters far and wide for its purchase of Air India. The prospect of 
a professionally owned and operated Air India has lifted the national mood, with consumers 
excited to witness a restoration of this majestic symbol of Indian soft power, and see it 
transmitted across the globe.

Yet behind both these forays is cold, hard business 
logic. A few weeks ago, airports in Delhi, Mumbai and 
Chennai struggled to cope with a � ood of passengers, 
as restrictions were loosened for the � rst time since 
the pandemic hit. After 20 months in a state of 
relative con� nement, there is huge pent-up demand 
for leisure travel, with hotels and airlines reporting 
robust sales for the months ahead. It is in this context 
that we’ve produced this issue’s Travel Special—a 
guide to help you navigate the holiday season, and 
get the most out of your vacation. While most of our 
advice is locally focused, international destinations 
are also beginning to open up in a meaningful way. 
All signs suggest that the Indian traveller is back, 
and ready to hit the road. Flying aboard a spruced-up 
Maharaja will certainly be the icing on the cake.
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ONE-OF-ONE 
TUXEDO

Among the many hero 
pieces unveiled in Demna 

Gvasalia’s historic 
and ultra-zeitgeisty 
Balenciaga Couture 
debut is an elegantly 

contoured tuxedo that 
references one owned by 

Cristóbal himself. 

Your

21Ways

Formalwear

toFreak
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HIGHLAND  
DRESS SKIRT
Ever since Odell 
Beckham Jr. wore 
one to the Met Gala, 
the Thom Browne 
kilt has become the 
black-tie staple for 
adventurous dressers 
the world over. 

SLINKY  
PLEATED SHIRT
Part pajama shirt, part 
pleated tuxedo shirt, 
Fendi’s sleek, piped 
button-down whispers 
of late nights that turn 
into early mornings.

DRESS WATCH
With an opaline 
guilloche dial and a 
quilted leather strap, 
the steel Boy Friend 
Watch is the latest 
Chanel  accessory 
guaranteed to cross 
over into the menswear 
style universe.

NIGHTTIME 
SHADES

Bow tie, pocket square, 
cummerbund… Add  

a pair of ombré-tinted, 
gold-frame Cartier 

shades to your list  
of mandatory black-tie 

accessories.

ANKARA-
PRINT SCARF
The evening scarf 
hasn’t been regularly 
seen in decades, 
but London tailor 
Ozwald Boateng’s 
silk scarves bring 
the accessory back 
to life .

A RING WORTH 
KISSING
Some say the male 
engagement ring is a 
fancy watch, but if  
you ask us, it’s a  
Tiffany & Co. ring  
set with a sublime  
Sri Lankan sapphire.

FLASHY TIE
Custom-neckwear 
label Lindman New 
York can make just 
about any collar 
accessory you can 
dream of. Need 
a midnight-blue 
tie? Why not add 
sequins? 

SEX TUX
For Gucci’s 100th 
anniversary 
collection, Alessandro 
Michele reprised a red 
velvet tuxedo from the 
archive unveiled by 
then–creative director 
Tom Ford in fall 1996. 
Look familiar? It’s the 
one that, as Michele 
said, “made Gwyneth 
Paltrow famous”.

FAUX-FUR 
OVERCOAT
Founded by Huy 
Luong, Dylan Cao, and 
Jin Kay, rising NYC 
label Commission’s 
menswear debut is an 
homage to Vietnamese 
and Korean style in the 
’70s, with pieces like 
this faux-fur duster 
that update the era’s 
sartorial codes for the 
social-media age.

CUMMERBUND 
CROSS-BODY
Stash all the wedding 
party essentials 
in Dunhill’s nifty 
damask-print silk 
cummerbund bag, the 
only clout pack you can 
wear with a tuxedo. 

DISCO DERBYS
This season, the 
sober Prada derby 
has been doused 
in rhinestones and 
sent out on the dance 
floor. 

GQ World

Drops
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PARTY BLAZER
In the glorious space 
between James Bond 
and Austin Powers 
lies Etro’s suave and 
irreverent leopard-
print velvet jacket. 

SURREALIST 
NECKLACE
By playing with 
Schiaparelli’s irreverent, 
sculptural house codes, 
artistic director Daniel 
Roseberry is responsible 
for some of the most viral 
outfits of the year (e.g., Lady 
Gaga at the US presidential 
inauguration and Beyoncé 
at the Grammys). This eye-
popping gilded necklace 
invites moment-making of 
your own. 

FLORAL 
COCKTAIL 
JACKET
At a time when 
fashion is all about 
rule-breaking, one 
commandment 
remains: When 
you need a lamé 
floral blazer, you 
go to Tom Ford, the 
king of debonair 
evening wear.

18K LOAFERS
Black-tie normally 
calls for quiet 
black lace-ups, but 
sometimes you 
gotta let the gold 
Giuseppe Zanotti 
loafers do the 
talking. 

GEM-SET SUIT
Balenciaga alum 
Martine Rose’s 
suits are tailored 
with an intentional 
sloppiness; this 
rhinestone-encrusted 
set features a wide-
shouldered jacket 
over relaxed-fit 
trousers. 

RIDING CAPE
Formalwear is all about 

dramatic silhouettes, 
romance, and mystery. 

No designer plays to that 
fantasy better than Celine 

Homme’s Hedi Slimane, 
whose formal capes have 

become something of a 
personal signature. 

VINTAGE CUFFLINKS
In the ’70s, Hermès produced 
chain-link cufflinks that hook 
around the outside of your 
shirt cuff, a move so advanced 
it’s rarely seen today. Luckily, 
vintage versions are still 
in circulation. 

ENAMEL 
EARRINGS
In August, Frank 
Ocean unveiled his 
long-awaited fashion 
project, Homer. The 
first collection featured 
silk scarves, diamond 
jewellery, and these 
hand-painted enamel 
earrings.

SILKY SHIRT
Dress codes are 
made to be smartly 
subverted, and no 
button-down is a more 
tempting alternative 
to the tux shirt than 
Saint Laurent by 
Anthony Vaccarello’s 
marigold silk blouse. 

GQ World

Drops



HUGEHUGE
GQ World

Drops

NOVEMBER 2021  — 41

GR
OO

M
IN

G:
 L

OU
IS

E 
M

OO
N

 U
SI

N
G 

D
IO

R 
B

EA
U

TY
. T

AI
LO

RI
N

G:
 Y

EL
EN

A 
TR

AV
IN

K
A.

 P
RO

D
U

CE
D

 B
Y 

AN
N

EE
 E

LL
IO

T

W R I T T E N  B Y  C L A Y  S K I P P E R

P H O T O G R A P H E D  B Y  A A R O N  S I N C L A I R

S T Y L E D  B Y  M O B O L A J I  D A W O D U

How 
Kumail 
Nanjiani 
Got

It all seemed simple 
enough: Book a Marvel 
movie, get ripped, feel 
incredible. But, as 
Kumail Nanjiani learned, 
growing into his new body 
required recalibrating his 
whole mindset

VEST BY HERMÈS. PANTS BY 
SALVATORE FERRAGAMO. SNEAKERS 

BY SANTONI. WATCH BY ZENITH
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Drops  A while back Kumail Nanjiani 
struck up a conversation with 
a stranger at his gym. Bonded 
by the shared agony of heavy 
lifting, they wondered aloud to 

each other: Why do we do this? They decided 
it was mostly because they’d grown up on the 
action movies of the 1980s, inhaling the work 
of stars like Sylvester Stallone and Arnold 
Schwarzenegger who projected a tightly 
coiled idea of manhood. “We saw these guys 
who were like Adonises and gods and we were 
like, ‘Oh, that’s what strong men look like,’ ” 
Nanjiani tells me. “Not that they can access 
their feelings, or cry, or say when they’re sad, 
or say when they’re scared. They have a six-
pack up to their necks.” 

Nanjiani started working out as a scrawny 
teenager growing up in Pakistan. He had 
a huge head and tiny body and hated the 
way he looked. He remembers at least one 
classmate calling him Chicken Shoulders. 
“It would’ve been better if I was like, ‘Hey, I 
like how I look. Fuck ’em all,’ ” he says. “But I 
didn’t do that.” 

And while Nanjiani kept up his workout 
routine after he moved to the States and 
became famous—first for his stand-up 
comedy, then for his role on Silicon Valley, 
and then for co-writing and starring in The 

Big Sick—no one was mistaking him for Stallone 
or Schwarzenegger. But then, in late 2018, he 
was cast in Marvel’s Eternals, out this month, 
as Kingo, a near-immortal superhero disguised 
in the everyday world as a Bollywood star. He 
transformed his body for the role, spending 
hours and hours in the gym working out with a 
trainer, sometimes to the point of puking. With 
the transformation complete—and at the urging 
of one of his trainers, David Higgins—Nanjiani 
posted a few pics of his new bod to Instagram. 
Maybe you saw—and even gasped, along with 
the rest of the internet. Even The Rock, patron 
saint of swole, commented: “Extremely hard 
work. Dense muscle is hard to achieve.” There 
was a Men’s Health cover (a copy of which his 
mother-in-law carries around in her bag to 
show off). He appeared, temporarily, as the 
thumbnail on Pornhub’s Muscular Men category, 
which resulted in a free 10-year subscription 
to Pornhub Premium. Making Eternals—even 
just getting ready to make it—changed his life in 
ways he’s still getting his head around.

When we meet for coffee in Los Angeles, not 
quite two years removed from his Instagram 
post, he looks as if he has maintained his Kingo 
physique, with a pair of shoulders that, even 
beneath his blue T-shirt, appear superheroic. 
Laced with grey, his dense black hair matches his 
dark, expressive eyes, thick eyebrows framing 
a very square jaw. Fresh off playing the kind of 
character he read about in comic books as a kid, 
Nanjiani is negotiating what it means to be a new 
kind of leading man—starting with what it’s like 
to live in his new superhero skin. 

I ask if he’s tired of talking about his body yet. 
“Sure,” he says, in a way that means definitely 
yes. “I’ve found out over the last year and a 
half, since I did that picture, that I am very 
uncomfortable talking about my body—and it’s 
become less and less and less comfortable.” 

Which is unfortunate, considering it is what 
most people seem to want to talk to him about. 
“It’s almost like being a young woman and 
having your breasts develop,” Emily V. Gordon, 
Nanjiani’s wife, tells me. “You become aware at 
some point that you are being viewed differently 
by everyone.” As if on cue, midway through our 
conversation, Nanjiani is spotted by a director he 
knows. “Have you been well?” she asks. “You got 
all, like, buffed out for Marvel, right?”

Nanjiani makes a point to state that changing 
his body was entirely his decision—that, in fact, 
when Eternals director Chloé Zhao saw how big 
he’d gotten, she was taken aback. “Chloé got a 
little upset at me for getting in shape”—here he 
pauses, careful not to valorize his physique—“I 
shouldn’t say ‘getting in shape’. For changing 
my body to look a certain way.” Zhao tells me 
she was surprised only because she’d always 
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felt that Nanjiani had the right mix of humility 
and charisma to play Kingo, regardless of how he 
looked. “I wanted to make sure he didn’t feel like 
he had to do it for me,” she says. 

But he didn’t do it for her. He did it, in part, 
because he had made it a specific goal of his to 
play a Marvel superhero, and because he knows 
that Marvel superheroes don’t usually look like 
him. So he wasn’t about to blow his chance when 
it finally arrived. “If I’m playing the first South 
Asian superhero, I want to look like someone 
who can take on Thor or Captain America, or 
any of those people,” he says. But also because 
the character shrouds himself in the guise of 
a Bollywood star. Nanjiani grew up watching 
Bollywood movies—“From the ’60s to the ’90s I 
know basically every big [one],” says Nanjiani—so 
he knows those guys are jacked. “I was like, I want 
this to be believable. I want to feel that kind of 
powerful in this role.” 

But his upbringing and career have primed 
Nanjiani to see the unexpected contours of things. 
So now he worries that, despite looking and 
feeling better than he ever has, he’s nonetheless 
perpetuating the toxic image of masculinity that 
he grew up idolizing. The way he looks is tied to 
a certain way of being a man. “It is aggression,” 
he says. “It is anger. A lot of times we are taught 
to be useful by using physical strength or our 
brain in an aggressive, competitive way. Not in an 
empathetic way. Not in an open, collaborative way. 

It’s the same thing when you have all these guys, 
like, asking people to debate them on Twitter. 
That’s the same as arm-wrestling. It’s about 
defeating. And that’s what the male ideal has 
been. Dominating. Defeating. Crushing. Killing. 
Destroying. That’s what being jacked is.” 

In fact, now that he’s bigger, Nanjiani has 
noticed that guys are looking at him differently—
like they want to fight him. There was the 
time, pre-pandemic, when, out with Emily at 
a restaurant, he bumped into a stranger, who 
shot him an unfamiliar glare. “I know the look 
of people who are racist,” says Nanjiani. “But 
this was a new one!” Emily had to translate: 
Walk away, because that guy wants to fight you, 
she told him. It happened more recently, when 
Nanjiani asked a brazenly unmasked gym-goer 
if he might kindly mask up. The gym-goer got 
so alarmingly angry that Nanjiani worried that 
the guy might be waiting for him in the parking 
lot. “It felt like I had printed out a picture of 
his grandmother and peed on it,” Nanjiani 
remembers. It was “exactly the same look” he’d 
gotten at that restaurant, and it shook him.

“I just see the little child inside them, like a 
little child pretending to be a big, strong man,” 
he says, kind of chuckling but kind of not. “It’s 
laughable if it wasn’t so fucking devastating—
and causing so many problems in the world. I 
just want to be like, Dude, if you learn how to cry, 
you’d just be a lot happier.” 

T here was another reason Nanjiani 
put out his body-baring Instagram 
post. “I wanted different types of 
opportunities,” he says. “I wanted 
the industry to see me differently.” 

Because Hollywood has historically had a 
very narrow way of seeing people like him. “With 
brown people, there are very specific roles that 
we used to get,” he says. “Either we’re terrified 
or we’re causing terror. Those are the only two 
options we had. Either I’m fixing your computer, 
or I’m, like, planning something at the stock 
exchange.” 

Nanjiani began his stand-up career at 
an inauspicious moment, a month before 
9/11—“Perfect timing,” he says—but quickly 
carved out a niche for himself. (He called his 
Comedy Central special Beta Male.) From there 
he cemented himself as a reliably hilarious 
character actor, best known for playing the 
computer programmer Dinesh on HBO’s Silicon 
Valley. But he still felt penned in by industry 
prejudice and expectation. So, in 2017, instead of 
waiting on the right role to find him, he created 
it. Along with wife Emily, he wrote The Big Sick, 
which tells the unbelievable true story of how a 
medically induced coma helped the two of them 
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end up together. Drawing on the work ethic that 
would eventually help him reshape his body, 
Nanjiani took acting classes to prepare for his 
starring role—as himself. 

The Big Sick earned an Academy Award 
nomination for best original screenplay, and its 
success introduced Nanjiani as a leading man—
but, again, it was a specific type of leading man. In 
2019’s Stuber, he is the meek, unsuspecting Uber 
driver who gets pulled into an action-packed ride-
along with a beefy cop played by Dave Bautista. 
“Even the action stuff was like, Nerd gets stuck in 
an action thing,” he says. Nanjiani says Zhao and 
producer Nate Moore took a chance by casting him 
as Kingo when they did, in late 2018. They may 
have believed in him in a way that the rest of the 
industry didn’t. So his Instagram post, just about 
a year later, was his attempt to shake all that up.

“I shared that specifically to be like, Hey, I 
needed to change how people saw me so I could 
have the type of opportunities I was excited 
about. And those did happen!” He doesn’t know 
if it’s a direct result of the photos, but he’s now 
being offered different roles: Instead of being the 
nerdy best friend, he’s the guy who has a nerdy 
best friend. “Now I get those opportunities. I don’t 
just mean action stuff. I mean, like, now I get 
opportunities to play a normal guy. I was not seen 
as a normal guy before this.”

He’s still interested in unpacking thorny 
questions around representation and 
ambition—what it means to be able to, or want 
to, play a “normal guy”. He feels pressure to 
portray characters that are good and noble. He 
initially passed on the idea of playing Somen 
“Steve” Banerjee, the Indian American founder 
of Chippendales who was later involved in a 
murder-for-hire plot. “Do I really want to tell a 
story of this guy from my part of the world who 
did all this bad stuff?” he says. “A year later it 
came back, and I was like, It’s important to do 
this. First of all, it’s a true story. But it’s also 
important to show all different kinds of roles. 
It’s just as condescending to only play noble 
and wise characters.” It’s now in development 
at Hulu.

This was all top of mind for Nanjiani when he 
was crafting the character of Kingo. “I decided I 
wanted the character to be the opposite of a lot of 
the stereotypical depictions we’ve seen of brown 
dudes in American pop culture,” he says. So he 
made Kingo physically powerful and full of joy. “I 
don’t get to play characters who are cool,” he told 
me. “And this guy is a little bit cool.” 

Zhao says she sees a lot of Nanjiani in Kingo. 
“Kingo is a classic golden- era movie star,” she 
says. “We look at Kumail, and it makes sense 
to us. Obviously, he transformed himself to 
make it even more emphasized. But let’s just 
say it’s a shame he’s typecast, that that was put 
on him. It obviously was false because what 
draws us to him is a level of confidence through 
showmanship and yet this gentle heart and 
big heart underneath. And that’s the character 
that we wrote as well. It just happened to be the 
same person.” 

What she’s saying is that Nanjiani has always 
been this way. He just had to change the way he 
looks for us to view him differently—and maybe 
even to see himself differently. As we’re winding 
down I ask what Chicken Shoulders would say if 
he knew that one day he’d grow up to play Kingo.

“You know, honestly, if I could talk to myself, I 
would be like, Hey”—he starts laughing, perhaps 
at the absurdity of this exercise, launching 
into a mock conversation with his younger 
self—“You’re great. Try and feel better about 
yourself. And this will be over, I promise.” He still 
thinks about that, he says—how difficult school 
was and how it felt like it would go on forever. 
He grows earnest and leans into the made-up 
conversation. “This horrible time will be over,” 
he says again. “You’re worth—” Pause. “You’re 
worth, um—” Another pause, contemplating, 
trying to get it right. “You’re enough,” he finally 
says decisively. “That’s what I would say.” 

Clay Skipper is a GQ staff writer.
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A lessandro Michele’s mind is limitless. 
The Gucci creative director feeds the 
fashion zeitgeist like very few creators 
can, making the community take 

notice again and again with collections, exhibits, 
and collaborations. This year, the house’s centenary, 
has seen a string of home runs, of which the 
Gucci x Balenciaga hack made history for marrying 
the codes of the two houses for a legendary line-up. 
Vault, too, falls in that deliciously disruptive bracket. 

The online concept store is crafted as a space for 
archival creations and emerging creators, with edits 
being released at regular intervals over the course 
of the year—in limited quantities only, to give the 
die-hard collector the hit of finding a real exclusive. 
Described as ‘a time machine, an archive, a library, 
a laboratory, and a meeting place’, the virtual store 
diverges into three arteries: Vintage Selection, 
Conversations, and Editions. 

Vintage Selection is a storehouse of one-of-a-kind, 
pre-owned Gucci pieces, chosen personally by Michele 
and the house’s expert archivists, and reconditioned 
to perfection. Conversations finds inspiration in the 
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Gucci Vault, the house’s immersive online store, 

is luxury fashion at its futuristic best
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’90s-ethos multimedia concept stores, and will sell 
pieces exclusive to Vault from exciting, burgeoning 
designers—think Ahluwalia, Shanel Campbell, Stefan 
Cooke, Cormio, Charles de Vilmorin, Rave Review, 
Gui Rosa, and others. It is an extension of the brand’s 
fashion films screened at GucciFest, with a goal to 
create conversation beyond the brand itself. Finally, 
Editions is a poetic homage to fashion, finding its 
medium in ‘digital short stories or poems’. Essentially, 
a matryoshka doll for the true fashion habitué.

“In my mind, I always had the idea to create a place 
in constant evolution where ‘impossible’ conversations 
between objects from different origins, creators, and 
eras could take place: central figures in a dialogue 
between past and present, able to spark future 
inspiration,” Michele muses. “I created it using the 
most befitting medium of our time: the web. And there, 
we concocted a laboratory—a mine of ideas, oddities, 
and unlikely encounters. Vault is the place where 
wonders will hybridize and come together, giving life 
to new creations. Gucci’s greatest gift, in the end, is to 
never stay the same—to never grow old.” 

Gucci vault, 
Milan
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this Perpetual Calendar; a buddy 
of mine was like, “How? Where? 
When?” Pharrell was wearing it in the 
“Frontin’ ” video, and I remember I was 
like, “That watch, I need that.”

How much did hip-hop and music videos 
inform your taste in watches?
It was inevitable; there was no 
Hodinkee, and GQ wasn’t writing about 
watches yet. The watch world was so 
archaic and closed off. But if you look 
back, Jay-Z was rapping about Richard 
Mille so early. 

Audemars Piguet created the Royal Oak 
Concept line in 2002 as a place to test out 
its most cutting-edge and futuristic ideas. 
What drew you to this piece?
I’m not at the level to buy a concept 
whip yet, but this is a concept watch. It’s 
a rubber watch—the closest thing to a 
grown-up G-Shock. I remember, again, 
seeing Pharrell wear it, and I was like, 
“Damn, what is that?” [More recently] I 
was in the of� ce with [Jay-Z] and he was 
wearing one. I was quiet about it, and 
then weeks later I went and bought one. 

How do watches inspire you as a designer? 
These watches are made with the 
� nest materials by craftspeople who 
are so meticulous and careful. It’s 
like being a brain surgeon. Those are 
the only two people I think that need 
to have steady hands: surgeons and 
watchmakers. When we go back and 
build our tailoring, I want to apply that 
same romanticism to it, that respect 
to the material, the respect to the � nal 
garment. They’re all pretty parallel to 
each other.

And what’s the story behind the Nautilus 
5980 on your wrist?
This is my present to myself for 
my birthday this year. What really 
attracted me to the precious-metal 
Nautilus is it’s such a big � ex. Because 
it’s a sports watch, it’s supposed to be 
stainless steel. You shouldn’t use rose 
gold. In the beginning, I thought it was a 
little too obnoxious, but it’s beautiful.

Why this one for your birthday? 
I was granted the opportunity to buy it. 
That’s kind of the law with collecting. 
Bro, I had been waiting. It was like 
God’s plan. 

T he way Rhuigi Villaseñor 
sees it, he might love 
watches a little too 
much. “If I could go back 

in time, I would unlike watches,” 
the Rhude designer jokes. “It’s 
dangerous to love them all.” Lacking 
a time machine, Villaseñor lives 
dangerously: collecting holy grail 
Patek Philippes  and experimental 
Audemars Piguet watches his idols 
(and now customers) wear too. Here, 
he walks GQ through what’s been in 
his rotation lately. —CAM WOLF

How did you get into collecting? 
When I started Rhude, I made a 
pretty good amount of money with a 
bandana T-shirt and hoodie. Watches 
were one of the things that I spent my 
money on. My � rst purchase was a 
36-millimetre Rolex Datejust, an all-
gold Day-Date, and another Datejust, 
all at once. I’m the type of person, if I 
do it, I’m going to try to just start the 
collection as soon as possible. Which 
is actually stupid, but whatever.

From there, you’ve added several 
legendary watches, like the rose-gold 
Patek Philippe Nautilus, an Audemars 
Piguet Royal Oak Concept, and a Royal 
Oak Perpetual Calendar. 
To me, these are grails in watch 
collecting. I remember I wore 

From left: 
Villaseñor’s 

Audemars 
Piguet Royal Oak 

Concept GMT 
Tourbillon; his 
Patek Philippe 

Nautilus 5980/1R

The 29-Year-
Old Designer 
With a Tier-
One Watch 
Collection
With a taste honed by early-
noughties music videos and 
friends like Jay-Z, Rhude 
creative director Rhuigi 
Villaseñor is a new kind of 
horological connoisseur
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The inspirational story of Richard Williams, who raised two tennis legends

W R I T T E N  B Y  P R A K A S H  A M R I T R A J

W H AT ’ S  YO U R  C O D E

 eleasing this month is the 
much-anticipated film King 
Richard. It is the story of 
Richard Williams, the father of 
sports icons and historic figures, 
Venus and Serena Williams. 
This is an important story 

for many reasons. First, it focuses on a positive 
portrayal of an African-American father, which has 
not been seen enough in film and television over 
the past decades. Second, it is a tale of what self-
belief can do to change your life and circumstances.                                                                                                                     
And third, when people across the world are inspired 
by the achievements of Venus and Serena Williams, it 
is important to understand what made them and where 
they come from. Portraying the very special and unique 
Mr. Williams is my favourite actor of all time: Will Smith.

The film gives you goosebumps, provokes you to think, 
and leaves with you with hope. 

It takes place largely during Venus and Serena’s early 
years growing up in the city of Compton, California, 
where drugs, gangs, and violence were rampant. Growing 
up in a place like this saps the hope from so many. It 
restricts where children think they can journey to in life. 
But somehow, from this place grew two champions who 
completely changed the face of a predominantly white 
sport and touched the hearts of men, women, boys, and 
girls from every colour, religion, and country, all around 
the world. This is a miracle. And it started with the 
unwavering, indomitable belief of Richard Williams. The 
man had no knowledge about tennis, had no history with 
the sport, and few resources. Astonishingly, Richard taught 
himself to play, for the sole purpose of carrying out his two 
plans that he had written out, which showed how he would 
make both his daughters champions. Few people thought it 
would be possible. Many told him he was crazy. But there 
was no doubt in his mind that he was going to achieve 
what he had set out to do. This is easier said than done. To 
just believe. But sometimes, it’s just as simple as that. 

So how do we arrive at that juncture? 
I’ve been fortunate enough to spend time with Richard 

on several occasions. I will never forget sitting one-on-
one with him just outside the players restaurant at 
Wimbledon. I learned so much during these discussions. 
Richard was always so generous and giving in spirit. The 
primary thing I took away was to stop taking heed of what 
others say or think. This is something that affects nearly 
everyone. Watching the film and seeing how staunch his 
belief he was brought me back to our conversation. That’s 
so much of how he was able to do it. To be able to block out 
the negative, and focus on the love, positivity, and what 
could be is what made this man so special. 

I also can’t help but connect the dots from Richard’s 
upbringing and the impact he was trying to make on the 
world. Growing up in the civil rights era in Louisiana 
was a horrific time for a young black kid. Savage murders 
by the Ku Klux Klan, being seen as less than human. 

Richard spoke of losing his best friend to this type of 
horror, and being beaten up as a 5-year-old for getting 
too close to a white man. Yet amid this, there was also 
love. Richard has spoken about the power of a woman, 
and what she can achieve. In his eyes, his mother was 
as strong and special a woman as there could be. His 
mother instilled in him so much that he carried forth 
in life—from his strength, to what it was to be a man. 
I can’t help but think of this history when I hear two 
of the most pivotal lines in the entire film. “This world 
didn’t respect Richard Williams. But they’re gonna 
respect ya’ll [Venus and Serena].” And when speaking 
to Venus prior to her first match as a professional, 
Richard said: “You’re not representing yourself, you’re 
representing every little black girl in the world.” He 
believed in the power that individuals hold inside them, 
and he not only knew what he was going to achieve, but 
also what it would mean to people around the world, 
especially the less fortunate. 

It would have been so easy for a man who grew up at 
a time like this to inflict the same pain he’d received on 
the next generation, so easy to never have any hope. But 
he nurtured hope, love, and belief, and along with his 
strong and determined wife, Oracene, passed it perfectly 
into the minds, bodies, and souls of his daughters.

I am a good friend of Tim White, the producer of the 
film, and of course very close with the entire Williams 
family. So I have been aware of the process of the film 
for some time, and had the highest aspirations for it. I 
hoped it would touch the world in even a fraction of the 
way I’ve been lucky enough to have been touched by 
the family. The film filled me with emotion and tears. I 
believe it’s one of Will Smith’s greatest performances, 
one I believe should earn him an Academy Award. The 
soundtrack is moving, the screenplay is terrific, and it’s 
the kind of movie you will want to watch multiple times. 

At the crux of it, if you remove the famous names, all 
the accolades, titles, and endorsements, this is a story of 
a father wanting the best for his children, turning pain 
to love, proving that mountains can be moved with sheer 
belief, and, most importantly, betting on yourself. PH
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Clockwise from 
top: Cinema under 
the stars at Ozen 
Reserve Bolifushi; 
diving and the 
Water Retreat 
Villa at Soneva 
Jani; W Maldives

Glimmering waters, 
sparkling white deserts, 

or Christmas lights 
in the city—choose a 

fairy-tale visual and end 
the year with a journey 

for the books

W R I T T E N  B Y  S A U M Y A A  V O H R A

MALDIVES
Convert your bar-hopping in the city to island-hopping in 
sunny Maldives as you make the most of its azure blues and 
clean white sands on your winter break. Begin by boarding a 
private seaplane to Soneva Jani on Medhufaru; if only they’d 
drop you directly onto the slide of the Island Reserve Villa 
so you could slosh straight into the sea. Spend the weekend 
flitting between the spa, private cinema, sunset dolphin 
cruises, windsurfing, and paddleboarding before you retire 
to   Overseas by Mathias Dahlgren for a plant-based meal or 
an undisclosed location to partake of a secret dinner menu. 
Or, jet to W Maldives on Fesdu Island, where a cornucopia 
of seaside spa treatments, ocean-to-table fare, and a house 
reef teeming with iridescent marine life await you. Then 
there’s Kaafu Atoll, home to Ozen Reserve Bolifushi—best 
enjoyed from the infinity pool in the Private Ocean Reserve 
Villa, wine in hand. It’ll be hard to leave for a land where it 
isn’t sun-dappled cerulean as far as the eye can see. 



GUJARAT
Gujarat might not have the instant sex appeal of Goa or 
Rajasthan, but it is easily one of the most underrated 
destinations in the country. With a plethora of spots that still 
haven’t fallen prey to torrents of tourists, the state is ideal for the 
traveller looking for something off the beaten track. Take in the 
heritage forts and blue seas of Daman and Diu, or safaris at Gir, 
or just find a great spot enveloped by the forest and set up camp. 
Blackbuck Lodge sits smack dab in the midst of the national 
park at Velavadar. A few days in their pool villa is just what the 
doctor ordered, your time divided between wildlife safaris, cycling 
tours through the village, and Bush Dinners—their romantic 
barbecues under the star-spangled sky. The one touristy thing 
you absolutely must do, though, is a day at the Great Rann of 
Kutch. The stunning seasonal salt marsh in the Thar Desert is a 
sight no photograph—no matter how sweeping or high-def—can 
translate. The lesser-known white desert Rann of Ekal is a better 
bet if you’d rather keep away from thronging tourists. It’s too 
long a drive from Velavadar, though, so we suggest an Airbnb or 
boutique hotel (like the White Rann Resort) closer by. 

The  villa and 
wildlife at 
Blackbuck 
Lodge
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Velavadar National Park

GOA
There’s a reason ‘Feniland’ is always a travel staple: it never runs 
out of fabulous things to do. There’s always a brilliant, obscure 
restaurant; wicked-cool local bar; or underground thrift store to 
discover—with the beautiful beaches and pulsating nightlife there 
as the regulation fail-safe for the unshakeable touristy part of 
you. This time, choose Candolim as the centre of your activities, 
with the Taj Holiday Village Resort & Spa, Goa or the Hilton Goa 
on offer. The Taj is ideal for something straight out of the tropical 
holiday section of a rom-com—swaying palms, terracotta roofs, 
and sweeping views of the sea. Between the Jiva spa, Thai food 
under the stars at Banyan Tree, and drinks at the pool bar, it’s an 
easy go-to for a relaxing getaway. The Hilton, on the other hand, 
has a more slick, modern aesthetic with its clean pastels and 
sharp lines extending everywhere from the plunge pool suites 
to the chic bar, Coco, and the locally inspired Patio@Saipe. Both 
hotels put you in proximity to some of the most interesting places 
to try right now: from the newly launched Earth Mama Smoothie 
Bar & Kitchen to the old favourite Rudy’s Bar & Grill. The fantastic 
Puducherry cuisine at Tamil Table; fresh, seasonal fare at Edible 
Archives; and easy-chill of Baba Au Rhum are equally close, with 
Sakana in Vagator doing superb sushi. Shoppers should find time 
for the home-grown brands at Paper Boat Collective, the breezy 
minimalist clothing at The Flame Store, and curated crafts at 
Rangeela. No matter what itinerary you make, a drink at Darling’s 
Bar is a must; think of it as a nightcap—for your trip. 

MEGHALAYA
One of the few nature-bound places 
in the country still unscathed by rapid 
commercialization, this north-eastern 
state allows for the kind of enveloping 
disconnect that truly lets you recharge. 
While many destinations on this list 
involve living in the lap of luxury, we 
suggest you take a more boutique or 
homestay route with this green, earthy 
spot. An Airbnb fits the bill, like The 
Garden with its white-and-pop-colour 
aesthetic peppered with homey tub 
chairs and plants at every turn. The 
Hesed House in Cherrapunji is lovely, too, 
if you’d rather a rustic vibe with sparse 
furniture and high wooden ceilings. If you 
went with the former, there’s more to dig 
into in Shillong than meets the eye with 
the cosy city. The picturesque Umiam 
Lake and Elephant Falls are likely to be 
on every tourist itinerary, but travellers 
find themselves gravitating to the pre-
colonial Lewduh market, the Laitlum 
Canyon in the East Khasi hills and rock 
climbing at Snoajes. If you choose rainy 
Cherrapunji instead, Nohkalikai Falls 
and living-root bridges are famous visitor 
traps, but the lesser-known Wakaba 
Falls will have you run into less bucket 
hats and flashing cameras. The great 
thing about Meghalaya is that, even if you 
want a zero-agenda holiday, wonderful 
walks and peaceful views wait around 
every corner. It’s the perfect place to 
do nothing. 

Clockwise from 
top: The pool at the 
Taj Holiday Village 

Resort & Spa; Edible 
Archives; Hesed House

Cherrapunji

Bar is a must; think of it as a nightcap—for your trip. 

Clockwise from 
top: The pool at the 
Taj Holiday Village 

Resort & Spa; Edible 
Archives; Hesed House



SWITZERLAND
The setting for every Bollywood-romance-with-a-budget never disappoints 
when it comes to a world-class winter holiday. Start your sojourn in its largest 
city, with a few days at the castle-esque Dolder Grand, with the likes of Takashi 
Murakami and Dalí gracing its halls. Home base should be their Maestro Suite 
(their homage to Austrian conductor Herbert von Karajan, with an unreal view of 
Lake Zürich and the Alps) as you take in the street art along Limmat River, some 
shopping at Rennweg, a winter walk on the Uetliberg and some of that famous 
hot chocolate at Schober. Then, travel to riverside Basel, and stay in one of the 
33 designer rooms (brought to life by architects Diener & Diener and Italian 
designer Andrea Caputo) at Art House Basel. It is a city bursting at the seams 
with art, so a museum run is a must—especially the Kunstmuseum Basel and 
Museum für Gegenwartskunst (Museum of Contemporary Art). Dedicate a day 
for the Old Town, especially Marktplatz, to sample the local fruits and cheeses. 
Save lovely Lugano for last, with the Grand Hotel Villa Castagnola making the 
perfect home with its fabulous fine-dining and park-view suite San Salvatore. 
Enjoy the calm of Lake Lugano’s clear waters, the solitude of Valle Verzasca, and 
the pretty pastels of the city as you ease your way out of vacation mode.

Top, above & right: The Dolder 
Grand. Far right: Grand Hotel 

Villa Castagnola
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Take the train from 
Zurich to Lugano; 
the view in winter is 
breathtaking

Anti-clockwise from 
top: Grand Hotel 
Villa Castagnola, 
Art House Basel



JAMMU & KASHMIR
’Tis the season to hit the slopes, and there’s no better way to slide into 2022 
than in a fresh new pair of skis, with the backdrop of the Pir Panjal. If you’re 
partial to a pretty boutique hotel, Heevan Retreat, smack dab in the midst of 
Gulmarg, the ‘meadow of flowers’, channels the quaint warmth of a log cabin 
in the snow—but with all the creature comforts (read: turn-down service 
and fine dining) of a luxury property. But there’s always the five-star favourite 
Khyber Himalayan Resort & Spa to turn to, if you simply can’t fathom doing 
Gulmarg without the Lomi Lomi massages at the L’Occitane spa or the 
aromatic, coal-fired barbecues at Nouf. When you shed the soft-as-shea 
bathrobes for your gorpcore, take a walk on the frozen Zanskar River (guide 
in tow, of course), with a cortado at Black Bear Brew to warm up on the way 
back. If the green-steeped vales of Jammu are where you’re headed, stay 
at Zone by The Park, Jammu—ideal both for its easy-access location and 
the Vitalia Spa. End your trip on a literal high note, with a helicopter ride to 
Poonch; the bird’s-eye view of the snow-swathed mountains is surreal. 

JAIPUR, RAJASTHAN
Rajasthan is at its finest in winter. The crisp air calls for warm coats and 
warmer mugs of spicy masala tea as you take in the innumerable beautiful 
sights the city has on offer. First, choose your base—for instance, the Samode 
Palace, where the palace experience comes alive with its graceful arches 
and intricate wall artwork, siring a barrage of photographs at every turn. 
The Oberoi Rajvilas is mesmerizing with its 32 acres of greenery, traditional 
architecture, flaming mashaal torches and reflection pools —not to mention 
the signature spa and the lovely Rajwada Library Bar. Or, there’s the relatively 
newer Fairmont, with its deliciously long pool and aesthetic setting that will 
find itself the backdrop of a lot of your holiday selfies. A royal Rajasthani thali 
at Zarin and a custom Cuban at the Cigar Diwan. When you find the will to 
step out of your stunning surroundings, take to the city’s streets—for there is 
no lovelier time to explore them. Do a little handicraft shopping at Chandpol 
bazaar, grab an authentic dal kachori bursting with a melange of spices at Shri 
Ram Namkeen Bhandar, and then stroll around the Statue Circle garden, in the 
heart of the city, to wind your day down with a spectacular sunset. 

Clockwise from 
top: Fairmont 
in Jaipur; the 

Khyber Himalayan 
Resort & Spa; skiing 

in Gulmarg
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PARIS, FRANCE
There’s nothing quite like Christmas in Paris. The 
cinematic decorations at Galeries Lafayette on 
Boulevard Haussmann, ice-skating on the roof in your 
seasonal reds and greens, the Festival of Lights at the 
Jardin des Plantes…. It’s when the sheer incandescent 
magic of the time is enough to compensate for the 
frosty winter air and bulky parkas it brings in tow with 
it. This year, choose the Sofitel Paris Baltimore Tour 
Eiffel Hotel if you’d like to be in the heart of the city, or, 
if you’d rather a bucolic setting an hour away, choose 
the Marriott’s Village d’ile-de-France. The Sofitel is 
the ideal spot for the tourist in you, who wants a suite 
with a view of the magnificent Eiffel Tower, replete 
with the creature comforts of great food (authentic 
French fare at Le 88B), a well-mixed cocktail (Le Bar 
du Baltimore), and access to all the most exciting parts 
of Paris. For instance, not seven minutes away is the 
Champs-Élysées, where you’ll find both the ballet at 
Avenue Montaigne, and the city’s biggest Christmas 
market, all the way from the Arc de Triomphe at one 
end to the Place de la Concorde at the other. Make 
sure you pop by Le Royal Monceau or Fouquet’s for a 
decadent Christmas dessert. If you’re willing to be a 
bit out of the way, the Marriott, in Bailly Romainvilliers, 
makes it worth it, where a mammoth pool is ringed by 
a chateau-style hotel, bursting with vintage furniture 
and old-school charm. And only four miles from 
Disneyland Paris—the magic kingdom at the most 
magical time of year. 

The exterior 
and pool at 
Marriott’s Village 
d’ile-de-France.

Paris

Disneyland Paris 
is about an hour away 

from Paris



THE FUTURE OF 
ENTERTAINMENT: HOME

P R O M O T I O N

THE FUTURE OF 
ENTERTAINMENT: HOME I

f there’s one thing the recent past has 

taught us, it is to celebrate the small 

victories and cherish moments spent 

with loved ones. It was also the year that 

saw elaborate bashes make way for more intimate 

gatherings, as we leaned increasingly in favour of 

spending quality time with those who mattered 

most. Our homes became our universe and 

people started investing in making their homes 

places they can be proud of. 

Welcome to the era of hometainment. A carefully 

curated experience at home not only showcases 

your personality, skill and thoughtfulness but also 

allows your guests a sense of comfort to enjoy an 

evening in a safe space. But hosting memorable 

experiences is an art. And to help you add a 

celebratory touch to your festivities, your most 

trusted companion—Chivas—aids you in taking 

your hosting skills up a notch. 

Whether you’re designing your home bar or 

looking for the most glamorous bar accesso-

ries, the Hometainment section o ers an array 

of convenient and personalised solutions that 

can help make your vision a reality. If you are 

confused about what food pairings work well or 

how to set up the table, we list a few tips and 

tricks to play the perfect host this festive season 

and entertain at home like a pro. 

Envisage the evening
Set the table for an unforgettable soiree in the 

comfort of your home. Towering bunches of 

� owers, good food, candles, an ice bucket, 

mixers, the blend of your choice all within an 

arm’s reach set against a rich tablecloth pro-

vides the perfect backdrop for the festivities. 

A universe of � avours
As with wine, blends work well with cheese 

and charcuterie—and serving light snacks with 

drinks is imperative, of course. Smoked gouda 

and aged parmesan pair beautifully with blends, 

along with nuts, cherries, cranberries, thinly 

sliced meats and undeniably, chocolate. 
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Class Struggle
Social media seems like a rudeness machine. But it could push us 
toward a more thoughtful future

“Warning”, the stranger had 
written. “This post could be a 
trigger for the trying to conceive/
miscarriage community.” I belong 
to neither community, and as I 
clicked to read the whole story
I felt an uneasy pulse of social- 
media sympathy—part goodness, 
part gossip.

But at the bottom of the 
mine shaft, it turned out, was 
a surprise party with cake and 
balloons. My stranger was having 
a baby, after much dif� culty. I 

rearranged my condolences face into 
my congratulations face, although both 
were really the same scroller’s face, 
simultaneously avid and blank. I had 
been wrong-footed, and at a party no 
one had invited me to.

I’ve been keeping an eye on online 
warnings for a while. I even check 
the little red � ags that Net� ix puts 
at the entrance to every show. (“Rude 
behaviour” is my favourite.) The 
stranger’s pregnancy announcement 
was the � rst time I had seen a warning 
against someone else’s happy ending. 
On social media, we inevitably barge 
into other people’s days. We set off 
� reworks at funerals and ask funeral-
goers to like our � reworks. But the 
stranger’s post was fully alert to how we 
live today in each other’s pockets and, by 
extension, in each other’s faces. It struck 
me as supremely, unusually tactful.

I’m reminded of an old story Betty 
White tells about her late friend Grant 
Tinker, who visited her one afternoon in 

I was nosing around Facebook 
not long ago, doing the 
opposite of minding my own 
business, when I came to a 
stranger’s post, visible via 
a mutual friend. It began 

with the word “Warning”. My 
disinhibited scrolling self reacts to 
such admonitions like teens in a 
movie react to “DANGER” signs on a 
rusty chain-link fence. I � ung down 
my bike, turned my baseball cap 
backward, and into the abandoned 
mine I went.

W R I T T E N  B Y  L A U R E N C E  S C O T T

MIND GRENADES
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1981, after he heard that her husband 
had died. Tinker had just come from a 
meeting in which he learned that he 
was to be the new chairman and CEO 
of NBC. White recalls how he didn’t 
mention this impressive, life- altering 
change once during the visit. “I’ve 
never forgotten it,” White says. “That’s 
a classy friend.”

In person, we still know how to be 
classy friends. But class is tricky on 
social media. No one can be expected 
to read the room when the room 
is planet-sized. So, as a proxy for 
in-person classiness, we have warnings 
and disclaimers. We lean heavily on 
conceding sentences: “Of course….” 
Transient complaints come appended 
with acknowledgments of one’s general 
prosperity. A friend confessed to me: 
“Sometimes it feels like I’m caveating 
myself out of existence.”

Even algorithms are beginning to 
recognize the importance of tact. My 
online supermarket recently asked me, 
a 40-something orphan, if I’d like to 
stop receiving emails about Mother’s 
Day deals. Earlier this year, Twitter 
rolled out a feature that encourages 
people to rethink a potentially harmful 
or insulting reply before they send it. 
These “prompts”—as the company 
calls them—rely on a machine to parse 
the text, so they include the option for 
feedback: “Did we get this wrong?”

“Did I get this wrong?” could be 
an automated banner at the bottom 
of everything we post. For all the 
charges of egotism that get levelled 
at the so-called selfie generation, the 
dominant Freudian element in the 
digital age is arguably the superego—
that disciplining force in each of us 
that modulates our behaviour in 
accordance with social norms. Our 
superego is desperate to get things 
right. The Twitter prompts are an 
outsourcing of the superego, the 
little warning voice in our heads 
externalized as a piece of code.

I n France, the tax laws have 
a special provision for people 
who enjoy lavish lifestyles 
but don’t contribute their 
fair share to the state. These 
people may pay extra for 

possessions considered ostentatoire—
the thoroughbred racehorse (around 

$5,400), the private plane ($80 per 
horsepower), and so on.

In the online world, ostentation 
is a protean thing. Contemporary 
status symbols aren’t just the 
Ferrari surging to a halt at traffic 
lights or the designer watch glinting 
in a fashionable hotel bar. They 
are inward moments projected 
outward—a comfortable home 
office, parent-child cuteness, leisure 
activities. And there’s often a tax to 
pay on broadcasting the good times. 
People inquire on Twitter about 
vaccination rules for foreign travel 
and are charged with selfishness 
for thinking of a holiday at a time 
like this. On my neighbourhood’s 
buy-and-sell Facebook page, an 
unsuspecting poster is guilt-
tripped for offering 50 percent off 
his old designer jeans, because 
who spends that much on second-
hand denim? And if you happen to 
get away with an irresistible bit 
of pleasure-sharing—a nice view, 
an easy morning of sunshine—
one of the best outcomes is a loyal 
pal’s “Enjoy!” It’s the “I’ve got 
your back, but don’t get greedy” 
of congratulations.

Is it ostentatious to be happy? 
To be pregnant? To have living 
parents? To sit down to a nice meal? 
The past year may have made me 
more sensitive to these questions, 
because the pandemic brought 
with it an opportunistic infection 
of tactlessness. Ellen DeGeneres 
notoriously compared her mansion 
quarantine to “being in jail”. British 
celebrities admitted in bashful 
tones that they were very lucky 

during lockdown, you see, because 
they have a garden. People flaunted 
their sparkling new antibodies 
with vaccine selfies, while their 
friends were still trying to book an 
appointment. (This, at least, hits 
the sweet spot between vanity and 
public service announcement.)

Some will say that we should 
stop sharing life’s milestones and 
comforts with online strangers. 
Others will say that people have 
the right to mark these events and 
display their privileges however 
they want. The debate whirls around 
and around, a danse macabre 
growing bleaker and  bonier with 
each turn. It’s more interesting 
to think about the type of culture 
we’ll continue to build out of social 
media’s bizarre architecture. With 
every warning or disclaimer that 
we attach to our happy bulletins, 
we’re imagining the responses of 
others. These caveated posts walk 
a tantalizing line between vanity 
and empathy, and it may be that 
empathy ultimately wins out.

I have argued before that tact is a 
vital attribute of life in a networked 
world, a gateway virtue. Will it lead 
us to more sophisticated ethics? 
Each round of the cycle in which 
social media catches us—the urge 
to share, the stings of guilt, and the 
clumsy disclaimers—surely makes 
us feel more keenly the problem of 
personal joy in an unequal world. 
Will having to swallow, day after 
day, the bad taste coded into this 
cycle prompt us to fight harder for 
more good times for all? There will 
always be proud parents living in 
intimate digital community with 
the unhappily childless, and there’ll 
always be orphans on Mother’s Day, 
but that still leaves plenty of more 
solvable inequities. To the camel’s 
back of wealth gaps and uneven life 
outcomes we might add the straw 
of online embarrassment. What is 
utopia but a place where you can 
brag in peace by day and sleep 
easier at night? 

Laurence Scott is the author of 
Picnic Comma Lightning and The Four-
Dimensional Human. He writes the 
Slow Internet column for WIRED.

No one can 
be expected 
to read the 
room when 
the room is 
planet-sized



CNTRAVELLER.IN
3.5M+ a�  uent travellers. 1 Destination. 

Connect & Engage with a discerning audience only on our digital platforms

For advertising queries please contact - nupur.pandey@condenast.in

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

CNTRAVELLER.IN
3.5M+ a�  uent travellers. 1 Destination. 

Website Users  
2.1M+

Social Followers  
1.4M+

All social media numbers are 
as of September 2021 

Web users are an average of 
September, August and 

July 2021



BATTLE
FOR A

BETTER
FUTURE

BATTLE
FOR A

BETTER
FUTURE

BATTLE
FOR A

BETTER
FUTURE

JUNE 2019  — 75

Dressed
2021

BEST

 75

We live in a time without strict dress codes or fashion rules. 
It is the era of self-expression through personal style. 

All that matters is having a bold sartorial voice—a quality 
shared by every individual on this list. Whether their tastes run 

minimalist, street, dernier cri, or fashion nonbinary, 
they all have one thing in common: they’re originals 

E D I T E D  B Y  S A U M Y A A  V O H R A  &  S E L M A N  FA Z I L



ISHAAN KHATTER 
With a sense of style 

somewhere between fraternity 
prophyte and Harry Styles 

circa 2021, the young actor 
knows how to work a look.
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 PRABH DEEP 
Few individuals can don 
a bandana and a bucket 
hat with equal impact. 
This talented rapper 

and streetwear maven 
understands the art of 

minimalism—as well as 
disrupting its canvas with  

a wild print. 

 UJJAWAL DUBEY
Dark neutrals with an earthy 
lilt seem to be this talented 
designer’s style M.O., often 
paired with a black trilby hat 

or baseball cap. 

 SONAM KAPOOR 
AHUJA & ANAND 

AHUJA
A sartorial power couple that 

stands out—the right way. 
With her eye for burgeoning 

designers and avant-
garde silhouettes, and his 
penchant for smart lines  
and kicks, they never step 

out of style.
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 PALAK SHAH
As the mind behind craft-
centric Ekaya Banaras, 
there’s not a handloom-
sari-with-a-chic-blouse 
out there that this young 

entrepreneur can’t 
pull off. 

 SHIVAN 
BHATIYA & 
NARRESH 
KUKREJA

There isn’t a wild texture 
or fun print that the 

designer duo haven’t 
spun into fashion gold—

an ethos that extends 
to both their vibrant 

wardrobes.

 ALAYA 
FURNITUREWALA

Audacious streetwear 
and separates with sex 
appeal are this Gen-Z 
actor’s M.O.—liberally 
doused with colour, 

of course.

 T.J. GILL 
One short scroll through 
his Insta feed is enough 
to justify why this buzzy 
young model deserves 

the moniker of ‘best 
dressed’. You’ll see cool, 
cucumber-hued short 

suits transition into mesh 
tops and animal print 

co-ords, proving that Gill’s 
aesthetic is experimental 

in the best kind of way. 
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K.L. RAHUL
Though often spotted 
in spotless cricket 
whites, this 29-year-
old’s off-duty vibe runs 
the streetwear gamut, 
from oversize tees to 
big, bright hoodies 
and chunky sneaks. A 
poppin’ baseball cap 
and a little wrist candy 
are often in tow. 
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VICKY KAUSHAL 
Toeing the line between 
classic and boring can 
be a tightrope walk, 
but this mellow actor 
has mastered it like a 
veteran funambulist. 
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 SURUJ 
RAJKHOWA 

(A.K.A. 
GLORIOUS 

LUNA)
The creator of LGBTQ+ 

performance space 
Queer Carnival has 
a feed bursting with 
iridescent hues and 

delicious accessories—
think pearl headdresses 

and full-face 
fishnet masks. 

 ANAHITA 
DHONDY 

The chef-author 
who created the 

sumptuous menus at 
SodaBottleOpenerWala 

knows how to work 
more than a buzzing 

kitchen. When she’s not 
in her toque blanche and 
white double-breaster, 

you’ll find her in unfussy 
neutrals as well as 

mixed-and-matched 
outfits that pair together 

like complementing 
wines. 

 ANUGRAHA 
NATARAJAN 
Through the swirl of 

myriad styles that come 
with being one of the 

country’s big-deal young 
models, clarifying a 

sartorial voice is hard. 
But through the wild 
colours and dramatic 
silhouettes, it’s yoga 

basics and comfy 
neutrals that most 

seem to be Natarajan’s 
wheelhouse.
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 JAGVIR 
MATHAROO 

The man behind the 
earthy tones and achingly 

chill aesthetic of The 
Flame Store in Goa lets 

that sense of breeze seep 
into his personal closet 

as well. 

 MASABA 
GUPTA 

You could possibly credit 
this multi-hyphenate 
powerhouse with the 

return of the off-shoulder, 
but she deserves just as 
many points for making 
fuchsia cool again. It’s 
hard to describe her 

proclivity for unapologetic 
prints and form-fitting 
silhouettes in a word, 
but if we had to, we’d 

choose ‘sublime’. 

 SAKET SETHI
The architectural 

designer’s passion for 
sustainability extends to 
his unfussy wardrobe, 
chock-full of quality 
basics that he cross-
pairs. The result? A 

simple and unpretentious 
aesthetic that stays 

steady without running 
to monotony.
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NIKHIL MEHRA  
They’ve yet to make a 
textured suit or black 
bandhgala this dapper 
designer can’t rock.



HARDIK PANDYA 
This cricketer’s motto 
revives the noughties 
phrase ‘bling bling, 
and shine on!’ Think 
chains aplenty, satin 
suits, gone-in-a-minute 
limited-edition sneakers, 
and gold from his wrist to 
the rims of his sunnies. 
A man that can manage 
to even make PJs worth 
talking about. 
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 AMRITA 
THAKUR

It takes about a second 
of scrolling through 

her prolific Instagram 
feed to figure out why 

the designer-influencer 
is on this list. From 

powerful suits to flowy 
summer silhouettes 

by homegrown labels, 
her aesthetic is 

multifaceted—and always 
on point.

 NITIN MISHRA 
(AKA SPITFIRE)
The rapper with small-
town beginnings that 

rose to fame with Zoya 
Akhtar’s 2019 hit Gully Boy 
has shaped a style identity 

during his time in the 
limelight that is anything 

but pedestrian.

 MITHILA 
PALKAR

Pairing her trademark 
wild mane with pretty 

pastels, bold prints, and 
stunning statement 

jewellery is this young 
actor’s style calling card.   

 PRIYANKA 
& KAZIM (THE 

VAINGLORIOUS) 
The Bombay-based stylist 
duo of Priyanka Shahani 

and Kazim Delhiwala 
might be better known 

for the graphic prints and 
unfussy cuts they place on 

their celebrity clientele. 
But their personal 

style—heavy on colour, 
layering, and polarized 
sunglasses—isn’t short 

on star quality either.
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 SPARDHA 
MALIK

From breezy silhouettes 
to cool colours (and often 
a whimsical straw hat), 

this blogger-consultant’s 
vibe is the epitome of 

home-grown chill. 

 NIMISH SHAH
Helming minimalist, 
breezy Bhaane and 

his own understated, 
easy line Shift needs an 
inherent understanding 

of the comfort-first 
vibe—one that reflects 
in Shah’s gravitation to 
pure white sneaks and 

oversize shackets. 

 SANJANA 
RISHI

An advocate for 
handloom and 

sustainability that walks 
the walk, you’ll find this 
lawyer-influencer’s feed 
rife with both stunning 
home-grown looks that 
range from tent dresses 
and blazers to vintage 
bikinis in audacious 

prints. Paired, almost 
inevitably, with mad-
funky sunglasses. 
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HASAN MINHAJ 
While we’re all for 
his denim jackets 

and pullovers, it’s the 
comedian–political 

commentator’s ability 
to pull off a pastel suit 
with a pair of limited-

ed Jordans that 
we stan. 



88

ADITYA ROY 
KAPOOR 
The boyish charm 
and down-home vibe 
you get from this 
impossibly tall actor 
come through in his 
penchant for Doc 
Martens and jeans, 
grey tees and chunky 
wrist action. 
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BHANSALI

From vintage hues like 
eggshell and porcelain 

blues styled with modern 
touches, to pulling off a 

combat boot with badass 
energy, the celebrity 

stylist is always on point. 

 MAITRAYANEE 
MAHANTA

Click on this 25-year-
old content creator and 

LGBTQIAP+ activist’s 
Instagram page and 

you’ll find a plethora of 
fly-as-f*ck genderless 

silhouettes that 
don’t shy away from 
expressive textures. 

 DHEERAJ 
REDDY

This young blogger’s 
unique boho-and-

basics aesthetic—with 
the occasional neon 

shoelace thrown in—is 
on the precipice of 
style greatness.
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One of the most iconic and memorable watches from Cartier makes a dramatic comeback
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et’s face it, reviving popular 
watch names isn’t exactly new 
in the watch business. And 
with good reason. Vintage and 
classic throwbacks work for the 
same reason period dramas 
and antique auctions do: they 
encapsulate the essence of a time 

that simply cannot be relived. Case in point: 
’80s excess. Captured on film through pristine, 
white Ferrari Testarossas, wet-headed Wall  
Street brokers, and smoke-filled aircraft cabins;  
the ’80s have been a gold mine for fashion, 
music, and cinematic homages. And now, with 
the revival of the iconic Pasha de Cartier, we 
finally have a horological tribute that doesn’t 
tap into the digital, quartz-powered dominance 
that nearly crippled the mechanical watch 
industry. The Pasha is one of the few modern 
timepieces that reflects the opulence of the 
’80s. The original watch was allegedly based on 
a timepiece gifted to the Pasha of Marrakech 
in 1933. 

One of the biggest horological highlights 
of the past year, the new Pasha, much like 
the old one, manages to be decidedly modern. 

It’s round, clutter-free with gender neutral 
overtones, emblematic of the fact that Cartier 
is one of the few watch brands loved in equal 
measure by men and women. It’s also got a 
fairly sophisticated in-house movement, which, 
according to Cartier, uses nickel-phosphorus 
alloys for greater precision. Even the case 
contains an alloy that makes the watch 
more resistant to magnetic fields. The new 
Pasha’s crown is more finely shaped and has 
been fitted with a blue sapphire and a new 
clasp, designed specifically for engraving and 
personalization. Working within the confines 
of being a sports-luxury watch, the Pasha isn’t 
too ornate or resplendent. But it still manages 
to work perfectly well as a dress watch. 

The Pasha has been launched in two 
versions: a time and date automatic and a  
chronograph, with the former available in  
35 mm and 41 mm while the latter is available  
only in 41 mm. All of them can be had in gold, 
obviously. The 41-mm versions, which are 
likely to prove more popular among men, are  
the only ones that get a date window. They’re 
also the only versions to be available in both 
yellow and pink gold, along with the stainless 
steel model. 

While the automatic gets the iconic square-
in-a-circle dial design pattern, the chronograph 
gets a round minute track running along the 
equally round case and subdials. Launched 
this year, the chrono is the model that more 
accurately reflects the grandeur of the original 
Pasha. It’s not easy to be memorable with a 
common round shape, but the Pasha manages 
to do this through tasteful simplicity. The blue 
cabochon, be it on the crown or the pushers, 
remains its most distinct visual attribute. 
The gold models are available in blue and 
grey alligator straps. All straps feature a 
modern “QuickSwitch” system, allowing you 
to change straps with ease. If you opt for the 
steel bracelet, you can adjust the length of the 
bracelet without needing any tools to do so. 

Like many iconic watches of the past and 
present, the Pasha endures because of its 
versatility and its simplicity. It’s different 
things to different people. It’s also water 
resistant to 100 metres, though why anyone 
would want to take something that’s so clearly 
designed to be viewed under the light of day 
underwater is beyond me. But more than 
anything else, it’s proof that the fundamental 
appeal of a timeless design never wanes. Much 
like the Pasha, time is a flat circle and what 
goes around, tends to come back around. 
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CHRISTOFLE BY EMERY STUDIO

DAUM BY EMERY STUDIO

DUROFLEX

FOAM HOME

HAVILAND BY EMERY STUDIO

IKAI ASAI

LALIQUE BY EMERY STUDIO

LOCO DESIGN

ROCHE BOBOIS

ST. LOUIS BY EMERY STUDIO

ANTIQUES
GEETHANJALI ARTIFACTS

HERITAGE ARTS

PHILLIPS ANTIQUES

SOUK

ASIAN PAINTS LOUNGE
ASIAN PAINTS NILAYA  
WALL COVERINGS

ASIAN PAINTS APEX ULTIMA ALLURA

ROYALE PLAY MATERIAL FINISHES

BATHROOMS
BATHSENSE BY ASIAN PAINTS

C. BHOGILAL WEST END

FCML BATHROOMS

HANSGROHE INDIA

STERNHAGEN GERMANY

VILLEROY & BOCH

CARPETS
CONTEMPORARY  
BY THE CARPET CELLAR

D’DECOR RUGS

HANDS

JAIPUR RUGS

OBEETEE

PERENNIALS

ROCHE BOBOIS

THE CARPET CELLAR

TREASURES FROM THE ORIENT  
BY THE CARPET CELLAR

FURNITURE 
ALSORG

APARTMENT9

ARMANI CASA  
BY SEETU KOHLI HOME

ASIAN PAINTS FURNITURE

ATTITUDES

BEYOND DESIGNS

BOCONCEPT

CASA+39 BY BEYONDNMORE

DIVIANA

ESSENTIA ENVIRONMENTS

FENDI CASA BY SEETU KOHLI HOME

FORMUS

FUSION ACCESS

HOUSE OF RARO

IQRUP+RITZ

LOCO DESIGN

MALLIKA’S EDIT

NIVASA

PERENNIALS

PHANTOM HANDS

PINAKIN

RALPH LAUREN HOME  
BY SEETU KOHLI HOME

ROCHE BOBOIS

SARITA HANDA

SCARLET SPLENDOUR

SPLENDOUR

THE PURE CONCEPT HOME

TIMOTHY OULTON

TRANCEFORME

VISIONNAIRE

KITCHEN & APPLIANCES
BECKERMANN BY PLÜSCH

CARYSIL

EGGERSMANN BY PLÜSCH

FCML KITCHENS

HÄFELE

NOVACUCINA BY STUDIO CREO

POGGENPOHL BY PLÜSCH

SIEMENS HOME APPLIANCES

SLEEK BY ASIAN PAINTS

LIGHTING
ASIAN PAINTS LIGHTING

BAROVIER & TOSO BY EMERY STUDIO

EMPIRE LIGHT & SOUND

FLOS

HÄFELE

KLOVE

LALIQUE BY EMERY STUDIO

LIGHT&YOU

LOCO DESIGN

ROCHE BOBOIS

SOGANI BY VIBHOR SOGANI

ST. LOUIS BY EMERY STUDIO

WINDFALL BY EMERY STUDIO

MARBLE
CLASSIC MARBLE COMPANY

MULTI-BRAND RETAILERS
EMERY STUDIO

FCML INDIA

PLÜSCH

SEETU KOHLI HOME

STUDIO CREO

SOFT FURNISHINGS
ASIAN PAINTS FURNISHING

D’DECOR

D’DECOR BLINDS

PERENNIALS

SARITA HANDA

THE PURE CONCEPT HOME

SURFACES & FLOORINGS
FCML WOOD FLOORS  
& BESPOKE TILES

HÄFELE

LOCO DESIGN

MCM UNFIRED CLAY CLADDING

SQUARE FOOT

TOPSTONA

 www.addesignshow.in
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2021

FRANK GEHRY

BV DOSHI

MARTHA THORNE MEETU AKALI

RITU NANDA

EDMUND SUMNER

NOOR 
DASMESH SINGH

MAYANK 
MANSINGH KAUL

BIJOY 
RAMACHANDRAN

VINITA 
CHAITANYASOUMITRO GHOSH

BHARATH
 RAMAMRUTHAM

SAVIO JONSANDEEP KHOSLA
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RING BY 
CARTIER, 
PRICE ON 
REQUEST

Featuring the year’s coolest 
launches—and a few unwavering 
classics—the gifts on this list will 

sire only one reaction: How on earth 
did you read their mind?

WATCH BY 
ROLEX, 
PRICE ON 
REQUEST

PERFUME 
BY PACO 

RABANNE, 
`6,950

WHISKY 
BY ROYAL 
SALUTE, 
`13,900
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H
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PHONES BY 
APPLE, FROM 
`1,19,900

BAG BY 
LOUIS 
VUITTON, 
`2,04,000

JUMPER 
BY GUCCI, 
PRICE ON 
REQUEST
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WATCH BY 
HUBLOT, PRICE 

ON REQUEST

SPEAKERS 
BY HERMÈS, 
PRICE ON 
REQUEST

COAT BY 
RALPH 

LAUREN 
PURPLE 
LABEL, 

PRICE ON 
REQUEST

WRISTWEAR BY 
MEN OF PLATINUM, 
PRICE ON REQUEST

FOUNTAIN PEN BY 
WILLIAM PENN, 
`2,15,000

CLOCK BY 
FABINDIA, `3,990

WHISKY 
BY THE 
GLENLIVET, 
`7,915

BELT BY 
TOD’S, PRICE 
ON REQUEST
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PERFUME BY 
JEAN PAUL 
GAULTIER, 
`6,500

CHAIR BY 
MAGARI, 

`78,000

WATCH BY 
FOSSIL, 
`11,000

WHISKY BY 
GLENFIDDICH, 
`76,000

JUMPER BY 
FRED PERRY 
AVAILABLE 

AT THE 
COLLECTIVE, 

`33,500

SNEAKERS 
BY DIOR 

MEN, 
`97,000

SHAVING 
REGIME 

BY KAMA 
AYURVEDA, 

`3,200
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Despite all the high-speed car 

chases, it’s quite fitting that MI6’s 
spiffiest killing machine wears a 
Seamaster. Officially bearing the 
rank of a Royal Naval Commander, 
James Bond is no stranger to the 

sea. Neither is Daniel Craig, who, apart from having 
briefly turned watch designer for this particular 
Seamaster Diver 300M 007, has also been given the 
honorary rank of Commander of the Royal Navy.  

Craig, whose tenure as the world’s most famous 
British spy concludes with No Time To Die, provided 
key inputs during the watch’s design process. 
It would appear that Craig’s own aesthetic has 
influenced not only his portrayal of the character 
but also his sartorial choices. In this instance, he 
insisted that the watch be given a militaristic vibe, 
given the sheer physicality of his Bond. “We decided 
that a lightweight watch would be key for a military 
man like 007,” Craig explained. 

There are also some key vintage touches, thanks 
to Craig’s inputs. This is a Bond who prefers his 
Aston Martin DB5 over whatever shiny new car 
MI6 loans him—that is, until it inevitably turns 
into a ball of fire. The love for a vintage aesthetic 
is something he has in common with James Bond. 
“My first Omega watch was given to me on my 18th 
birthday, by my dad. It was a gold dress watch.” 

The Seamaster Diver 300M 007, however, is a tool 
watch. One can even argue that occupying prime real 
estate on 007’s uninsurable wrists qualifies it as the 
ultimate tool watch (Ernst Blofeld can testify to this). 
Crafted from grade 2 titanium, the new Seamaster 
is lightweight and resilient. Even the dial has been 
made of a special “tropical” brown aluminium coated 
in a shade of Super-LumiNova found on Omegas 
of the ’70s. If things aren’t hairy-chested enough, 
you can also opt for a NATO strap—a particular 
favourite of Craig’s. A COSC-certified, magnetic-
resistant movement covered by a caseback with a 
numerical Naval personnel code etched onto it—the 
new Seamaster Diver isn’t for the faint of heart. 

According to 
the brand, the 

Seamaster 
Diver 300M 007 
has been built 

keeping military 
needs in mind.

A series-production Bond watch might 
be just the thing your wardrobe needs
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W R I T T E N  B Y
W E S L E Y  L O W E R Y

P H O T O G R A P H E D  B Y 
R E N E L L  M E D R A N O

S T Y L E D  B Y 
M O B O L A J I 

D A W O D U

    For decades, 
        he worked 
   tirelessly to make
himself the biggest movie star 
on the planet. Then he hit his 
  “fuck-it 50s” and everything 
                   changed. Now, as he
                       prepares a raw new
                            memoir and a pair of
                                  films tackling racial 
                                      themes, we’d like
                                            to introduce you
                                                  to the real
                                                           Will Smith

SUIT, SHIRT 
BOTH BY RALPH 
LAUREN. RING BY 
DAVID YURMAN



104 

has been a long, miserable day by the time Will Smith 
makes his way through the Louisiana mud past 
hundreds of extras. A positive (false, as it turned out) 
COVID test on set this morning meant a new round of 
nasal swabs for everyone. And a series of thunderstorms 
has delayed today’s shoot for hours—a 30-minute pause 
is mandated each and every time that lightning strikes, 
and there have already been dozens.

Nothing has been easy about the making of 
Emancipation, an Apple TV+ project that tells the story 
of “Whipped Peter”, the Black man whose tattered 
back is depicted in one of the most famous photos of an 
enslaved American. The movie was originally slated to 
shoot in Georgia, but filming was relocated in response 
to the state’s attempt to pass new voting restrictions. 
The current location, deep in the muck about an hour 
from New Orleans, requires a near daily battle with the 
terrain. By the time I showed up in mid-July, production 
was already behind schedule. “We’re at the mercy of 
Mother Nature,” director Antoine Fuqua told me. “The 
heat, rainstorms, lightning, mosquitoes, the swamp 
with alligators.” 

And then, of course, there is the subject matter. As  
I watch the filming from a few feet away, Smith stands 
beneath a massive railway bridge the enslaved men 
are being forced to construct. Smoke from the nearby 
campfires sticks to the skyline above, and the camera 
catches Smith’s character conspiring in whispers with his 
fellow workers about how they might find freedom, just 
out of earshot of their Confederate captors.

“I’ve always avoided making films about slavery,” 
Smith had told me about an hour earlier as we sat in 
a production trailer. “In the early part of my career… I 
didn’t want to show Black people in that light. I wanted 
to be a superhero. So I wanted to depict Black excellence 
alongside my white counterparts. I wanted to play roles 
that you would give to Tom Cruise. And the first time I 
considered it was Django. But I didn’t want to make a 
slavery film about vengeance.” 

Emancipation is different. It would be a disservice to think 
of it as a “slavery movie”, Smith explained to me. It’s going 
to be a David Lean–style epic, he said, with the flavour of an 
action flick. More Apocalypto than 12 Years a Slave. The story 
itself is not (just) about the dehumanizing violence of slavery, 
it’s also about perseverance. Peter is believed to have escaped 
the Confederacy in 1863 after a harrowing 10-day journey 
through the Louisiana bayou, joined Lincoln’s army, and then 
returned to the South to help free those he’d left behind. It’s 
a difficult story to tell, an even harder one to tell well, and 
exactly the type that, at this juncture in his life and career, 
the 53-year-old Smith is yearning to put out into the world. 

“This was one that was about love and the power of Black 
love,” Smith said. “And that was something that I could rock 
with. We were going to make a story about how Black love 
makes us invincible.”

F
or decades, Will Smith was driven by the desire 
to be the biggest movie star on earth—early in 
his career, he even came up with a formula based 
on the top 10 box office successes of all time. He 
achieved that goal so effortlessly, ruling the July 

Fourth weekend from 1996 (Independence Day) to 2008 
(Hancock), that it’s easy to forget how unlikely it was for a 
rapper turned actor. But over the last 10 years, as Smith has 
become increasingly focused on evolving as a human being, 
a gulf has emerged between Will Smith the movie star and 
Will Smith the man. 

We’ve gotten glimpses of his efforts to close that gap in 
moments like last year’s Fresh Prince of Bel-Air reunion, 
when he sat down with the actor Janet Hubert and admitted 
culpability in her departure from the sitcom. There was 
also his appearance on his wife Jada Pinkett Smith’s Red 
Table Talk Facebook show where he opened up about some 
of the most intimate details of their marriage, which birthed 
a red-eyed internet meme to rival the Crying Jordan. He’s 
embraced social media—a young man’s game—with the 
fervour of the aspiring actor he once was, not the global 
superstar he is today. And in November, he’ll publish a 
memoir that reveals new information about his troubled 
relationship with his father, his adventures in self-
actualization during what he calls “the fuck-it 50s”, and the 
ups and downs of his relationship with Jada.

Before I spoke to Smith, his collaborators and friends kept 
telling me how great a place he’s in at the moment—that he’s 
centred, deliberate, and even spiritual. Once we settled in for 
a conversation, Smith told me that his aim now is “strictly to 
tell stories that help people figure out how to be happy here”. 
He continued: “The idea is I spent the first half of my life 
gathering, gathering, gathering, and now the second half of 
my life is going to be giving it all away.”

That means making movies like King Richard, directed 
by Reinaldo Marcus Green and due in US theatres this 
November, in which Smith portrays Richard Williams, the 
eccentric, hard-nosed father of Venus and Serena. In the 
grand Smith tradition, it’s an inspiring story of triumph 
over adversity that contains an affecting character study. 
The irascible Williams trained both daughters with balls 
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SHIRT BY LORO 
PIANA. PANTS BY 

BOTTEGA VENETA. 
SHOES BY JIMMY 
CHOO. WATCH BY 

OMEGA. NECKLACE 
BY BULGARI. 

BRACELET BY JOHN 
HARDY. RING BY 

FABERGÉ
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COAT, 
TURTLENECK 
BOTH BY 
DOLCE & 
GABBANA. 
PANTS BY 
LORO PIANA

collected from the tennis clubs he couldn’t get into, and 
protected them from the grind of tennis and the media 
in a way that makes him look like a prophet of the 
current moment in which athletes like Naomi Osaka and 
Simone Biles prioritize their agency and mental health. 
Smith plays him as a crotchety, unbending, but fiercely 
loving parent. “My dad was and still is way before his 
time,” Serena Williams told me in an email. “You see, 
when someone is different—when they don’t act or look 
how a person assumed they would—the first reaction is 
often fear. They think, How do we break them? My dad 
anticipated that, but he would not allow himself or his 
family to be broken.”

Smith’s portrayal, Serena added, was so convincing 
that there were moments she had to remind herself that 
it wasn’t actually her father on the screen. “Richard 
Williams is a lot like my father,” Smith explained to me. 
“So when I first read [the script], I understood what it’s 
like to want your kids to succeed. I had done it a little bit 
with my kids. I understood what it was to try to mould 
a young mind, how it’s different with sons than it is 
with daughters.” 

Emancipation is an even bigger swing, the kind of 
big-budget script that often lingers in pre-production 
for years, if not decades. Yet when Smith took the film to 
studios last year, George Floyd had died and the world 
had changed.

“The entire world was in lockdown, watched what 
happened to George Floyd, and stood up with one voice 
and said, We see it. We agree,” Smith said. “That’s never 
happened before and with that the opportunities are 
unlike they’ve ever been. I’ve been trying to get movies 
made for a long time. And the amount of money that 
Apple is paying to tell the story [of Emancipation] is 
unprecedented. And those opportunities are globally 
present and plentiful.” 

In a golden era for Black talent in Hollywood, when 
funding is available for projects that would once have 
been overlooked, Smith sees no sense in wondering if 
the apple is poisoned. “I just want to encourage Black 
Americans to take the acknowledgment and seize upon 
the present global opportunities,” Smith continued. “I 
would just like us to argue less about certain things and 
pay attention to the big ripe fruit.” 

Naturally, I asked him which certain things we should 
be arguing about less, prompting Smith to slow his 
sentences and consider his words carefully. “This is a 
pitfall area,” he told me, before diving into one of the more 
contentious semantic debates in contemporary politics.

“So ‘Abolish the police. Defund the police.’ I would 
love if we would just say ‘Defund the bad police.’ It’s 
almost like I want, as Black Americans, for us to change 
our marketing for the new position we’re in. So ‘critical 
race theory’, just call it ‘truth theory’,” Smith said. “The 
pendulum is swinging in our direction beautifully. And 
there’s a certain humility that will most capitalize on 
the moment for the future of Black Americans, without 
discounting the difficulty and the pain and the emotion. 
This is a difficult area to discuss, but I feel like the 
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simplicity of Black Lives Matter was perfect. Anybody 
who tries to debate Black Lives Matter looks ridiculous. 
So when I talk about the marketing of our ideas, Black 
Lives Matter was perfection.” 

“From a standpoint of getting it done, Black Lives 
Matter gets it done. ‘Defund the police’ doesn’t get it 
done, no matter how good the ideas are,” he continued. 
“I’m not saying we shouldn’t defund the police. I’m 
saying, just don’t say that, because then people who 
would help you won’t.”

Y
ou can’t blame Smith if he’s confident he 
knows the best way to tell a story: The man is 
a natural raconteur. Between takes, I watched 
as he recalled with his assistants the time, 
while filming Concussion in Pittsburgh, that 

they all attempted to make it to an evening showing 
of Denzel Washington’s The Equalizer, also directed by 
Fuqua. The driver of the car, a dreadlocked friend named 
Scoty with a Trinidadian accent to match, had missed 
the exit—forcing them to take a 22-minute loop in order 
to turn around. Then, he missed it again. “What’s the 
point of going to the movies if you miss the trailers?” 
Smith yelled out, prompting Scoty to throw their vehicle 
in reverse and back up on the freeway until they got 
to the exit. Smith told the story at least three times as 
additional people joined the circle—each new rendition 
featuring new details, new animated gestures, and an 
even more refined take on Scoty’s accent—until his staff 
and security were all giggling with glee. 

This November, when his memoir, Will, hits bookshelves, 
the world will receive the most unvarnished version to date 
of Smith’s own story. He had wanted to write a book for a 
few years by the time his team reached out to Mark Manson, 
author of the mega bestseller, The Subtle Art of Not Giving a 
Fuck, while Smith was filming 2019’s Gemini Man. “An hour 
later, I’m on his private jet,” Manson recalled, adding that 
the entire experience still seems surreal: “Pieces of my brain 
were splattered against the wall.” 

The two spent a few days on the Cayman Islands, getting 
to know each other and brainstorming. “I’ve spent my whole 
career hiding my true self from the world,” Manson said 
Smith told him. “I want this book to show people who I really 
am.” Later, Smith explained to me that he “just really wanted 
to totally destroy the clinging to ‘Will Smith’, trying to 
separate the image of Will Smith from who I actually am”. By 
the last day of their trip, Manson presented a rough chapter 
outline. “Hell yeah, hell yeah!” he said Smith exclaimed, 
running around the room in excitement. “This is it!” 

Smith’s story starts in Wynnefield, the middle-class 
neighbourhood in West Philadelphia where his parents 
moved the family when he was two years old. “For a young 
Black family in the 1970s, this was as ‘American Dream’ 
as you could get,” he writes of the tightly clustered brick 
row houses. In the book, he discusses what he describes as 
one of the defining experiences of his life: at the age of nine, 
watching as his father punched his mother in the side of the 
head. It was not the only violence Smith saw his father inflict 
while growing up, but this particular incident, he writes, 
“has defined who I am today”. His brother jumped up, trying 
to intervene. His sister fled, hiding in her bedroom. Smith 
remembers freezing, too scared to do anything. Smith never 
discussed the violence with his father, who championed his 
son’s career until he died in 2016. “My father tormented me. 
And he was also one of the greatest men I’ve ever known,” 
Smith writes, noting that his father was the one who instilled 
in him his sense of loyalty and perfectionism. “He was one of 
the greatest blessings of my life, and also one of my greatest 
sources of pain.”

For decades, Smith has seen himself as a coward. His 
desire to please people, to entertain the crowd, and to make 
us all laugh, he explains, is rooted, at least in part, in the 
belief that if he kept everyone—his father, his classmates, 
his fans—smiling, they wouldn’t lash out with violence 
at him or the people he loved. If he could keep making his 
mother proud through his accomplishments, he reasoned, 
perhaps she would forgive his childhood inaction. “What 
you have come to understand as ‘Will Smith’, the alien-
annihilating M.C., the bigger-than-life movie star, is largely 
a construction—a carefully crafted and honed character—
designed to protect myself,” he writes. Later he says, 
“Comedy defuses all negativity. It is impossible to be angry, 
hateful, or violent when you’re doubled over laughing.”

“I felt like a combination of having completed some 
phase of my life, and also with my father dying. I just never 
would’ve been able to say this stuff about my father beating 
up my mother,” Smith told me. “I never would’ve been able to 
talk about that while he was alive.” 
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The book-writing process was difficult, in part, because 
Smith wanted to be cautious about the places where 
telling his own story intersected with telling the stories 
of others. When the first draft of the manuscript was 
finished, he convened the people who were mentioned 
most prominently, primarily family and long-time friends, 
in Miami. “I read everybody everything I was saying 
about them,” Smith told me. “I had to get 25 people to 
come to Miami and hear what I’m saying, because I know 
people are going to have to live with it forever.”

This meeting was the first time Will had ever spoken 
with his mother about the times his father hit her. 
“It was literally the first time we ever discussed [it],” 
Smith told me. “She had never heard my perception of 
what happened. So it was really cathartic in a way. It 
went great. But it was a brutal couple of weeks, man. It 
was brutal.”

The book fills in the details of Smith’s younger years:  
how he went from making high-school raps in his friend DJ 
Jazzy Jeff’s basement to the duo becoming the first hip-hop 
artists to win a Grammy; how he blew his money on cars  
and girlfriends before borrowing a few grand from a local 
drug dealer to pay for his move to L.A., where he ended  
up auditioning for the starring role in The Fresh Prince of 
Bel-Air at a party at Quincy Jones’s house; how he lashed  
out at his first love after she had an affair; how his first 
marriage, to Sheree Zampino, ended under the weight of 
his growing ambition, with divorce papers delivered on 
Valentine’s Day; and how his jealousy of Tupac Shakur, a 
close childhood friend of his second wife, Jada, prevented him 
from ever speaking to the legendary rapper before his death. 

Manson said he told Smith that “one of the conditions 
for this to work for me was that everything needs to be on 
the table. We can’t have a P.R. person coming in and saying, 
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conscious of that—but he asks himself the most serious 
and profound questions that every single one of us 
encounters in our lives.” 

After the hugely popular Men in Black and Bad Boys 
sequels, Smith branched out into apocalyptic sci-fi with 
I, Robot, costarring Bridget Moynahan. In the film’s 
most intimate scene, Moynahan learns for the first time 
that Smith’s character is part robot by methodically 
inspecting his arm and chest. “I could never get through 
the take, after the third rib he would start giggling like a 
little girl,” she recalled. “That’s his charm.” 

A few years later, when Moynahan’s relationship 
with Tom Brady ended—only for her to soon learn that 
she was pregnant with their child, prompting a tabloid 
frenzy—Smith reached out to his former co-star. “He was 
the first person to pick up the phone and say come over, 
let’s talk,” Moynahan told me. “And for somebody like that 
to make room in his life was impressive.… I’m sure I am 
not unique. He is that person.” 

“That’s what my life is for,” Smith explained to me a few 
days after I spoke with Moynahan. Both of his parents, 
as well as his grandmother, had been the kind of people 
who you called in a time of crisis. And so it’s a role he’s 
eager to play for others. “That was the thing even with 
Tom [Cruise]. Tom and I became friends in the middle 
of his public difficulties. That’s when I want to be there. 
If everything is great, call somebody else. Call me when 
you need help. I love it. I love being the 2 a.m. emergency 
phone call.”

I
t wouldn’t be quite accurate to describe Will as a 
happy book. It’s at turns comedic and inspirational. 
But even though he’d gotten everything he’d set 
out for—the Grammy and global fame, a beautiful 
and successful wife, children who are themselves 

superstars—Smith still wasn’t happy. His movies weren’t 
reaching the same mountaintops as Independence 
Day and Men in Black. And his single-minded pursuit 
of stardom had left many of his closest relationships 
battered and bruised.

“Throughout the years, I would always call Denzel. 
He’s a real sage. I was probably 48 or something like that 
and I called Denzel. He said, ‘Listen. You’ve got to think 
of it as the funky 40. Everybody’s 40s are funky.’ He said, 
‘But just wait till you hit the fuck-it 50s,’ ” Smith told 
me. “He said, ‘Just bear with your 40s.’ I stopped and I 
was like, ‘The funky 40s and the fuck-it 50s.’ And that’s 
exactly what happened. It just became the fuck-it 50s, 
and I gave myself the freedom to do whatever I wanted 
to do.” Many of those things are detailed in the book, and 
others he’s still keeping close to the vest. “Some things 
are for GQ articles and some things are not,” he told me.

And so Smith set out on a journey to find himself, 
and find happiness. He rented a house in Utah and sat 
in solitude for 14 days. He traveled to Peru for more 
than a dozen ayahuasca rituals, even though he’d never 
even smoked weed and barely drank. (“This was my 
first tiny taste of freedom,” Smith writes of his first 

‘No, that chapter needs to go.’ ” Smith was more than game, 
Manson recalled: “Throughout the process there are certain 
things that came up, and he was like, ‘Why not, let’s put it 
in.’ I was worried that a lot of stuff was going to get axed. He 
actually surprised me. ‘Yeah, that’s a little ugly. Let’s keep it 
in there.’ ” 

Most clearly, though, the book provides a detailed 
accounting of Smith’s deliberate effort to become the biggest 
movie star in the world. “I wanted to do what Eddie Murphy 
was doing. I wanted to make people feel how I felt the first 
time I saw Star Wars,” Smith writes. “I wanted to be Eddie 
Murphy in Star Wars.” The pursuit began with one of his 
first roles, in 1993’s Six Degrees of Separation. For a rapper 
turned actor, it was a bold project—a cerebral play made 
into a film, based on a true story, in which Smith’s young, 
gay con artist fools a series of high-society New Yorkers into 
providing him shelter by convincing them he’s the son of 
Sidney Poitier. 

One of those New Yorkers was played by Stockard 
Channing, whom Smith has admitted to falling in love with 
as a result of staying in character throughout filming (a 
technique, he writes, that he won’t use again). “That’s very 
lovely to hear,” Channing told me with a flattered laugh. “We 
liked each other and trusted each other. That’s actually quite 
rare.” She explained that “everything was easy from the 
first time we met each other…. He didn’t have a lot of the 
neurotic stuff that most of us have.”

What soon followed was one of the most commercially 
successful runs in the history of cinema: Smith’s eight 
consecutive films grossing over $100 million each at the US 
domestic box office is a record, according to The Hollywood 
Reporter. Smith’s nemesis for years was Tom Cruise, “the 
only person who was sustaining a movie career beyond what 
I could figure out”. After Bad Boys and Independence Day in 
1995 and 1996, respectively, Steven Spielberg called, hoping 
to cast Smith in an upcoming project about a secret police 
force that works to conceal the existence of extraterrestrials. 
Smith was skeptical—he’d already done the cop thing, and 
the alien thing. But Spielberg persisted, and the resulting 
project was Men in Black, a major pillar of the Smith 
cinematic canon. 

Those three movies alone made Smith a top box-office 
draw across the world and an unprecedented type of star: 
a Black actor whom white and global audiences loved. 
Then, after a couple of relative flops (Wild Wild West and 
The Legend of Bagger Vance), Smith took his first big swing 
at serious themes, portraying a decade of growth, turmoil, 
and protest in the life of Muhammad Ali. “It’s as raw and as 
great of a performance as any that you can think of,” said 
director Michael Mann, who still thinks back to a night 
shoot in Chicago that stretched into the early morning 
hours. As the two men stood in the snow, surrounded by 
period cars and storefronts, Smith turned to Mann and 
asked, earnestly: “Can you believe that people actually pay 
us to do this?” 

“He’s got a lot of balls artistically and as a man,” Mann 
told me, noting how difficult an assignment playing 
Ali is. “He’s materially, wonderfully successful—and 
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“I TOTALLY OPENED 
MYSELF UP TO A 
FRESH SAMPLING 
OF THE FRUITS 
OF THE HUMAN 
EXPERIENCE.”

experience. “In my fifty-plus years on this planet, this 
is the unparalleled greatest feeling I’ve ever had.”) He 
opened a stand-up show for Dave Chappelle. He began 
travelling without security for the first time, showing up 
in foreign countries and working his way through the 
airport crowds unaccompanied. “I totally opened myself 
up to what, I think, was a fresh sampling of the fruits of 
the human experience,” Smith told me.

During his first meeting with Michaela Boehm, an 
intimacy coach he spent years working with, Smith 
confessed that, if he could have anything in the world, 
he’d want a harem of girlfriends. “Who?” Boehm 
demanded, insisting he name specific women he’d want 
to invite to his harem. Misty Copeland, Smith replied. 
And Halle Berry too. For the rest of the session, the two 
of them researched specific women who could round 
out his aspirational harem. The plan was to then begin 
contacting the women. 

“I don’t know where I saw it or some shit as a teenager, 
but the idea of travelling with 20 women that I loved and 
took care of and all of that, it seemed like a really great 
idea,” Smith explained to me with a laugh. “And then, 
after we played it out a little bit, I was like, ‘That would 
be horrific. That would be horrific.’ I was like, ‘Can you 
imagine how miserable?’

“What she was doing was essentially cleaning out 
my mind, letting it know it was okay to be me and be 
who I was. It was okay to think Halle is fine. It doesn’t 
make me a bad person that I’m married and I think 
Halle is beautiful. Whereas in my mind, in my Christian 
upbringing, even my thoughts were sins. That was really 
the process that Michaela worked me through to let me 
realize that my thoughts were not sins and even acting 
on an impure thought didn’t make me a piece of shit.”

S
mith’s relatively late career embrace of social 
media is another storytelling experiment. 
He’s become one of the internet’s buzziest 
celebrities, offering fans and followers a 
glimpse of him on set, embracing weird 

memes, and shooting TikToks and video clips specifically 
engineered to go viral. 

“That was one of the things I learned with James 
Avery on Fresh Prince. James made it very clear, you are 
not a famous rapper here,” Smith recalled. “If you want 
to be successful, you’d better humble yourself to this 
craft. I never forgot that idea: When you start something 
new, humble yourself to the craft.” 

He started studying Liza Koshy, who’d leveraged 
her success on Vine and YouTube into acting roles, and 
who advised Smith to stop trying to be so perfect. Social 
media thrives on the perception of authenticity. It was 
fine if he flubbed a line or his lighting wasn’t perfect in a 
TikTok. Smith started shooting some of his videos on his 
iPhone, as opposed to professional camera equipment. 
He took cues from Dwayne Johnson and Kevin Hart, who 
impressed him with the way they’d share behind-the-
scenes moments from their movie shoots—something 
that would have been unthinkable in the Hollywood that 
Smith had come up in.

“They were doing unheard-of stuff, posting pictures 
from set. You can’t post pictures from set a year before 
the movie comes out—Oh, shit, yes you can,” Smith 
recalled thinking. “I just saw how they invited people 
into the process in a way that I thought you weren’t 
allowed to do.” 

Bright, the 2017 film Smith starred in for Netflix, was 
the first to use his content studio, Westbrook Media, 
to produce social media from the set. After a career of 
getting excited about scripts that the public might not see 
on the big screen for years—I Am Legend, for example, 
took over 10 years to get made—there was something 
intoxicating about shooting, editing, and getting a 
video clip out to the public in just a matter of hours. “It 
completely changed how I interacted with the world and 
how I interacted with my creative life. I wanted to create 
fast and put it out.” 

Sometimes he runs his ideas for posts by his children. 
Other times, when he’s travelling, the Westbrook Media 
team reaches out to local social media influencers to set 
up Creator Days, in which he meets up with a bunch of 
them to make content. “To just be able to make things, 
without an outcome goal that had to do with being the 
biggest movie star in the world, back to the feeling in [DJ 
Jazzy] Jeff’s mom’s basement of making music. It was 
fun. We were experimenting; we were trying things. 

“That’s what’s happened again for me with social 
media,” Smith told me. “It’s such a powerful way for me to 
keep in touch with people and, creatively, what the next 
thing is about to be. The next phase of my life is going 
to be the most creative and expansive of my entire life 
and career.” 

Smith’s foray into social media also comes at a time 
when he and Jada have become Hollywood’s most 
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transparent and vulnerable couple. Red Table Talk, the 
Facebook show hosted by Pinkett Smith, is the closest 
thing the digital age has to the role Oprah Winfrey and 
Dr. Phil once played on broadcast television—a place 
for difficult, messy conversations about love, sex, drugs, 
and everything else, often featuring their daughter, 
Willow, and Jada’s mother, Adrienne Banfield-Norris. 
Smith himself has appeared on the show, most notably 
for a frank discussion with Jada about a period of non-
monogamy in their marriage. “The pursuit of truth is the 
only way to be happy in this lifetime,” Smith told me. “And 
we sort of came to the agreement that authenticity was 
the release from the shackles of fame and public scrutiny.” 
When you tell the truth, the pair reasoned, you never have 
to fear being found out.

A
s we sat in a trailer on the Emancipation set, 
heavy raindrops pattering against the metal 
roof, Smith had a question for me. I was one 
of the first people he’d spoken to, or at least 
one of the only ones who didn’t work for him, 

who had read the draft of his book manuscript. And so he 
wanted to know what I thought. I told him the truth: I’d 
enjoyed it, but I’d wondered about how he had decided 
which details of his marriage to include and which to 
leave out. 

Throughout the draft that I’d read, Smith had dropped 
in foreshadowing tidbits about marital acrimony. Jada, 
her husband writes, hadn’t wanted a traditional wedding 
ceremony but gave in to his pressure: “This would be the 
first of many compromises Jada would make over the 
years that painfully negated her own values.” Years later, 
Smith persuaded her to move into a massive 256-acre 
compound that she was dead set against purchasing. 
“Nothing good comes from spending your hard-earned 
money on a ‘family home’ that your wife doesn’t want,” 
Smith writes. “You are putting a down payment on discord 
and for years you will be paying off a mortgage of misery. 
Or, worse.” 

The harsh reality for those who love a dreamer is 
that everything comes second to the dream. As Smith’s 
stardom grew, his wife would wake up many mornings in 
tears. At one point, she turned down an opportunity for 
her band to open for Guns N’ Roses so that Smith could 
continue shooting The Pursuit of Happyness. Things 
reached a breaking point by Jada’s 40th birthday, in 2011. 
Will had spent three years planning a private family-
and-friends dinner in Santa Fe, where he screened a 
documentary he’d commissioned that chronicled her life 
and traced her family’s lineage back to slavery (and in 
which he tracked down a descendant of the white family 
who once owned Jada’s ancestors.)

When they got back to the hotel suite that night, Jada 
was nearly silent. “That was the most disgusting display 
of ego I have ever seen in my life,” Smith recalls his wife 
telling him. The two began fighting so loudly that a 
10-year-old Willow, with whom they were sharing the 

suite, emerged crying with her hands over her ears, begging 
them to stop. “Our marriage wasn’t working,” Smith writes. 
“We could no longer pretend. We were both miserable and 
clearly something had to change.” 

And then, a little abruptly, the book’s narrative about Will 
and Jada ends. In the early version of the manuscript that I 
read, there was no discussion of any outside relationships, 
on his behalf or hers. When I mentioned this to Smith, he 
asked me: “You felt cheated?” Now, look, I’m a reporter. I 
certainly read that manuscript ready to jot down any and 
every detail about who and what Will and Jada may have 
been doing during the more open parts of their past decade. 
But the reality is a fair amount of what’s missing played 
out in public. At some point, their relationship stopped 
being monogamous. 

“Jada never believed in conventional marriage.… 
Jada had family members that had an unconventional 
relationship. So she grew up in a way that was very 
different than how I grew up. There were significant 
endless discussions about, what is relational perfection? 
What is the perfect way to interact as a couple? And for 
the large part of our relationship, monogamy was what 
we chose, not thinking of monogamy as the only relational 
perfection,” Smith told me. “We have given each other trust 
and freedom, with the belief that everybody has to find 
their own way. And marriage for us can’t be a prison. And I 
don’t suggest our road for anybody. I don’t suggest this road 
for anybody. But the experiences that the freedoms that 
we’ve given one another and the unconditional support, to 
me, is the highest definition of love.”

Smith grappled with whether to include all of that stuff 
in the book, and it was clear that the final version could look 
different than the one I saw. But ultimately he decided to 
leave many of the most personal details out. There was no 
way to chronicle the parts that happened next from solely 
his own perspective. There was no way to tell his story 
without telling others’ too. “It felt like it was a whole book 
unto itself,” Smith explained.

In July 2020, following public revelations of what Jada 
would describe as an “entanglement” with the R&B singer 
August Alsina, a tabloid frenzy ensued and Will and 
Jada took themselves to the Red Table for a 12-minute 
discussion of the dynamics of their relationship. This did 
not necessarily clear things up. “The public has a narrative 
that is impenetrable,” Smith said. “Once the public decides 
something, it’s difficult to impossible to dislodge the 
pictures and ideas and perceptions.” Because the impetus 
for the Red Table Talk was Alsina’s disclosures, a viewer 
could have walked away thinking that Jada was the only 
one engaging in other sexual relationships, when that 
was not, Smith delicately explained to me, in fact the case. 
Or take one of the memes spawned by their discussion, a 
screenshot of Smith looking stern-faced and droopy-eyed. 
“It was midnight and we were going on vacation the next 
day,” Smith explained, noting that the details they were 
discussing were, by that point, years in the past. “It was like, 
no, no, no, guys, I’m not sad. I’m fucking exhausted.”
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It was clear that Smith had more to say. I could feel him 
rubbing up against the guard rails that he and Jada had 
established about what they would discuss publicly. He 
told me he’d talk with Jada, but when we spoke again a 
few weeks later, he said he wasn’t sure he wanted to go 
much deeper. 

I was supposed to be disappointed. But, after reading 
about the work he’s done to break his addiction to 
affirmation, to free himself of the need to please, it was 
hard not to be proud of him for sticking to a boundary. “It 
may seem hard to believe, but I would lose sleep over not 
giving you the answer that I know you could use,” Smith 
told me. “I want to help you, I want you to succeed, I want 
you to have a headline. But by the same token, I don’t 
want to deal with the backlash of that in the world. To 

say ‘I don’t want to talk about that’ three years ago would 
have been fucking excruciating for me.”

For decades, Will Smith has been gracious to every 
interviewer. He gives you 90 minutes after agreeing to an 
hour. And then when he’s done, he walks outside to take  
photos with every fan, smiling for each and every one. 

But Will? The real Will, not the character he’s been 
playing for our benefit? He gets to say no to the 100th 
selfie of the day. He gets to keep some things private, even 
when he knows your story would be better with just a few 
more details. 

“The major difference is I tell the truth, even when people 
don’t like it,” Smith told me. “And Will Smith doesn’t.” 

Wesley Lowery is a Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist.



SCHOOL OF COOL

According to 
the brand, 

the meteorite 
sample is from 

the Gibeon 
meteorite in 

Namibia.

SCHOOL OF COOL

116 —  NOVEMBER 2021

W
OR

D
S:

 P
AR

TH
 C

H
AR

AN
. P

H
OT

O 
CO

U
RT

ES
Y 

OF
 L

OU
IS

 V
U

IT
TO

N

this thing. With a diameter of 46 mm, it’s 
a bold, eye-grabbing timepiece, meant for 
bigger wrists. Rubberized ridges, along with 
a black rubber strap carrying the “Louis 
Vuitton” signature, enhance the watch’s 
everyday wearability quotient, which makes 
sense given that the Tambour line adheres to 
the whole sporty-streetwear aesthetic. 

Dial colours vary too, underneath the 
“Venetian Blinds” style black upper dial 
under which lies the option of a titanium, 
pink-gold, or meteorite dial. The latter is, 
of course, the most coveted one, and given 
that the applied indices match the colour of 
the dial’s bottom layer in all three variants, 
the meteorite option gets indices made of 
baguette-cut diamonds. Despite all that is 
going on with the dial, the eye is immediately 
drawn to the fabulously executed flying 
tourbillon window. 

There’s plenty of “LV” badging, so it’s hard 
to mistake this watch for anything else. 
The brand has come into its own, in terms 
of watch design, with trademarks including 
the shape and the overall smoothness of the 
finish, giving its watches a strong visual 
identity. One with just the right hints of 
modern and classic. 

 The last couple of years in the 
watch world have been defined 
by couture-focused watch 
brands leaning into high 
watchmaking, and absolutely 
crushing it. Exhibit A: the 

new Louis Vuitton Tambour Curve GMT 
Flying Tourbillon. It’s a funky, Parisian 
interpretation of a modern GMT watch, and 
packs everything you would expect from an 
exemplar of haute horology. 

It’s got an in-house LV 82 automatic flying 
tourbillon GMT movement, with a 65-hour 
power reserve, but that’s far from its most 
impressive feature. It’s how well-finished the 
whole watch is. There are three variants, 
with a case made of blasted grade 5 titanium 
or black-coated titanium, the latter getting 
18-carat pink-gold accents to appeal to the 
well-heeled, sartorially conscious traveller. 

The case’s curvature is a visual trademark 
of the Tambour line, as is the sheer size of 
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COAT, TROUSERS, 
BOW TIE; ALL 
BY ROHIT 
GANDHI + RAHUL 
KHANNA. SHOES 
BY CHRISTIAN 
LOUBOUTIN

The time-honoured tradition of occasion dressing revels in the 
moment; think current, with a touch of classic

IN THE

OF...
Event

P H O T O G R A P H E D  B Y  M A N A S I  S A W A N T      S T Y L E D  B Y  S E L M A N  F A Z I L

G Q  F E S T I V E  S P E C I A L
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BUNDI JACKET, 
KURTA; BOTH 

BY TARUN 
TAHILIANI

 121

ON BOTH: 
BUNDI 
JACKET, 
KURTA, 
TROUSERS; 
ALL BY ITRH. 
LOAFERS BY 
NOPELLE
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ACHKAN, KURTA, 
TROUSERS, 
POCKET 
SQUARE; ALL BY 
OSMAN ABDUL 
RAZAK. LOAFERS 
BY SOUTHSIDE

LEFT: 
BUNDI JACKET, 
KURTA, 
TROUSERS; 
ALL BY 
SHANTANU & 
NIKHIL

RIGHT: 
SHERWANI, 
KURTA; 
BOTH BY 
SHANTANU & 
NIKHIL



BANDHGALA, 
TROUSERS; 

BOTH BY AMIT 
AGGARWAL
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TUXEDO, 
SHIRT; BOTH 
BY ALIPH 
BY GATSBY. 
LOAFERS BY 
NOPELLE
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LEFT: 
SUIT, SHIRT, 
BOW TIE; ALL 
BY GAURAV 
GUPTA. 
LOAFERS BY 
NOPELLE

RIGHT: 
BANDHGALA, 
TURTLENECK, 
TROUSERS; 
ALL BY 
GAURAV 
GUPTA. 
LOAFERS BY 
NOPELLE

SHERWANI, 
KURTA, 

TROUSERS; ALL 
BY JJ VALAYA



LEFT: 
BLAZER, KURTA, 

TROUSERS; 
ALL BY RAHUL 

MISHRA. LOAFERS 
BY CHRISTIAN 

LOUBOUTIN

RIGHT: 
BUNDI JACKET, 

KURTA, 
CHURIDAR; 

ALL BY RAHUL 
MISHRA. LOAFERS 

BY CHRISTIAN 
LOUBOUTIN
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BUNDI JACKET, 
KURTA; BOTH BY 

TORANI

HAIR & MAKE-
UP: SAHER 

GANDHI.
HAIR & MAKE-

UP ASSISTANT: 
MAMTA SHAH.

MODELS: KIRAN 
VARGHESE/FAZE 

MANAGEMENT, 
MEHUL 

NIJHAWAN/
INEGA, PRITESH 

PRAKASH/INEGA. 
ENTERTAINMENT 

DIRECTOR:
MEGHA MEHTA.

PRODUCTION: 
ANOMALY 

PRODUCTION
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 It wasn’t too long ago when the previous-
generation Audi RS5 Coupe topped my list 
of the most fun-to-drive Audis. Sure, the 
R8 would always remain a fixture on that 
list, but the RS5 Coupe was much easier to 
live with and a much more effective daily 
driver. The list has grown considerably over 
the years, and, it would appear, so has the 

RS5. Audi has chosen to err on the side of utility, and 
offer only the four-door version of the RS5, dubbed the 
RS5 Sportback. The brand’s hope is that the added 
set of doors will widen the RS5’s appeal, leaving Audi 
coupe enthusiasts to contend with, well, nothing for the 
moment. At least until the new R8 V10 arrives in India. 
For now, Audi seems to be subscribing to the belief that 
speed loves company. Because the RS5, regardless of the 
door count, loves speed.   

I discovered this in the best way one can: gunning 
down the back straight of the Buddh International 
Circuit (BIC), where the RS5 found itself in the 
company of its bigger RS-badged siblings—the RS7 and 

Does an extra set of doors make the Audi RS5 Sportback
a finer blend of power and practicality?

the RS Q8. Flanked by the most powerful stars of Audi’s 
petrol-powered line-up, the RS5 Sportback (European 
variant pictured) remained unfazed, utilizing every single 
one of its 450 horses to make a blindingly quick ascent 
to 200 kph and beyond. I’ve steadfastly held on to the 
belief that the V6 powering the RS5 is one of the best in 
the business. It offers near-V8 levels of fun, has a throaty 
growl, and can be pretty gnarly when given the full beans. 
Which, around the fast, swooping corners of the BIC, is 
practically all the time. There’s nary a hint of turbo-lag, 
just a seemingly endless reservoir of torque (600 Nm) 
spread evenly to constantly keep you in the meat of the 
powerband. All this in what is essentially the friendliest of 
Audi’s power sedans, north of the more genteel S5. 

The RS5’s twin-turbo, 2.9-litre V6 makes about 100 
extra horses than the S5 but manages to feel like a very 
different animal. Even in profile, the RS5’s musculature 
is a tad more extravagant than the S5’s, although between 
the prominent shoulder line and the fastback silhouette 
it takes a very keen eye to tell them apart. The key 
difference lies in the more bulbous wheel arches on the 
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RS5, dark side skirts, wider air intakes, and the more 
pronounced side skirts and spoiler lip. The insides 
are bathed in Alcantara, and have been sufficiently 
smeared with Audi’s trademark quality sauce. It still 
has an understated, grown-up air to it, much like the 
rest of the car, but the RS badging quickly lets you know 
there’s more power under that sculpted bonnet than is 
the norm. 

Any understeer induced by the fanatical adhesion 
of the Quattro system can now be countered with a 
differential that can send up to 85% of the power to the 

rear wheels, decimating the archaic notion that Audis 
aren’t as engaging or as much fun as their compatriots. 
Despite there being a torque converter, the gearbox 
shifts with remarkable alacrity, almost like a dual-
clutch system, with lightning-quick upshifts. Not 
having taken the RS5 off-track, I can’t comment on 
just how sorely those adjustable dampers are missed, 
but going by our roads, any performance car devoid of 
adequate suspension travel requires a titanium-forged 
spine. On the track, the RS5 felt perfectly planted and 
more nimble and flickable around corners than its 
bulkier siblings. 

Do I miss the devil-may-care, playful nature of 
the coupe? Certainly. But the additional boot space 
and legroom do make the RS5 more appealing to 
the utility-conscious. After the RS Q8, it’s the RS5 
Sportback that serves as a timely reminder of just how 
desirable and intoxicating a mix of performance and 
everyday practicality can be. If you insist on your daily 
driver/family car being a power-dense Audi, the RS5 
Sportback is an excellent starting point. 

Audi RS5 
Sportback
ENGINE 
2.9-LITRE, TWIN-TURBO
V6 PETROL

POWER 
443 BHP 

TORQUE
600 NM

TRANSMISSION
8-SPEED
AUTOMATIC 

PRICE 
`1.04 CRORE 
(EX-SHOWROOM) 
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P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y 
M A N B O  K E Y  &

C H I E N - W E N  L I N

Josh Lin (right) and 
his long-time client, 
Taiwanese hip-hop 

artist E.SO (left).

Presenting six 
cutting-edge 
tattoo artists 
from around 

the globe who 
are worth 

travelling for
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Book him if you want: big, ornate 
art pieces that blend photorealism 
with surreal dreamscapes. Lin, who 
majored in fine arts in college, is the 
guy that all the Taiwanese chart-
toppers (like E.SO, ØZI, and OSN) hit up 
when they need to get work done. 
But be prepared to: get wait-listed 
for up to three years. That wait will 
be worth it: Once you’re in, you’re 
part of an exclusive club. “Most of my 
clients have been with me for a very 
long time,” says Lin. “When they’re 
heartbroken, they want a tattoo. When 
they’re celebrating something, they 
also want a tattoo. I have walked with 
them through all stages of life, from 
the passing of relatives, to breakups 
and makeups. I see myself as the 
supporting role in their stories.” 

Book him if you want: beautiful, 
minimalistic, geometric lines that 
flow organically on an individual’s 
body—and, as in the case of clients 
like Machine Gun Kelly, pieces that 
look just as gorgeous drawn over 
existing tattoos. 

Be prepared to: arrive with an open 
mind and a willingness to collaborate. 
“I never do sketches prior to the 
appointment as no one has the same 
body and I need to observe how the 
person moves,” says Machlev. “It’s all 
about the ceremony of connecting and 
designing that makes it work.”

PREVIOUS PAGE AND ABOVE 
RIGHT: HIS OWN SHIRT, 
MAGLIANO. HIS OWN WATCH 
(THROUGHOUT), ROLEX. 
HIS OWN JEWELLERY 
(THROUGHOUT) OP
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@dotstolines 
Location: Berlin and L.A.

JOSH LIN
@joshlintattoo
Location: Taipei

Back in March, right after getting 
vaccinated, I finally booked a tattoo 
appointment with Jenna Bouma (@
Slowerblack), a Brooklyn-based 
stick-and-poke artist I’ve long 
admired. I reasoned that getting 
stabbed thousands of times with 
a tiny needle would be a perfectly 
acceptable antidote to the cloudy 
stupor of the past year. Why put it off 
any longer? 

When I finally met Bouma a few 
weeks later in downtown Brooklyn, 
she turned out to be a free spirit with 
a taste for wanderlust—which made 
for easy conversation. For three 
hours we talked about everything 
from Japanese hardcore bands to 
dabbling in ceramics to international 
locales that we’ve been fortunate 
enough to visit. The tattoo (a bulldog 
on my belly) came out sick. But it 
was the conversation that jolted my 
smooth brain back to life. Talking 
to her about her travels for work 
made me want to immediately book 
a tattoo trip to some dreamy far-off 
destination—Oaxaca, Taipei, Rome—
in hopes of adding to the collection.

In that spirit, we tapped staffers 
from international GQs scattered 
around the world for some intel on 
local artists: Who are the folks doing 
some of the coolest, most imaginative 
ink work in your corner of the map  ? 
Here’s what we were able to turn up. 
—CHRIS GAYOMALI

P H O T O G R A P H  B Y 
M A N B O  K E Y  &

C H I E N - W E N  L I N

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y 
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Book him if you want: timeless tattoos 
that will look good forever. Think 
old-school Sailor Jerry–style flash 
pieces—traditional snakes, skulls, 
Christ on the cross—but with extra bold 
lines and a heavy colour palette. “I take 
a lot of inspiration from the ‘fathers’ 
of traditional tattooing, such as Bert 
Grimm, Amund Dietzel, Owen Jensen, 
and many others,” says Ferrara. 

Be prepared to: spend a few solid 
hours in the chair. These are pieces 
that require a lot of ink but will only get 
better with age: “The most important 
thing for me is that my tattoos remain 
legible on the skin over time.” 

FRANCESCO 
FERRARA
@francesco__ferrara_
Location: Rome

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y 
S A R A  P E L L E G R I N O
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Book him if you want: a piece 
that’s truly demented. We’re 
talking scorpions with skulls for 
heads, fire-breathing toads, 
and other psychedelic monsters 
out of a Boschian fever dream. 
It’s a small wonder Dr. Lakra 
is maybe the most in-demand 
tattoo artist in Mexico.
Be prepared to: submit to the 
process and let the good doctor’s 
imagination run wild. “My style 
is no style,” he says. “I just jump 
from one place to another.” 

@doktorlakra
Location: Oaxaca

Book him if you want: neoclassical 
black-and-white tattoos like daggers, 
skulls, and grim reapers—but with a 
sense of humour. (His grim reapers 
have been shown to walk dogs or kick 
back with margaritas.) “My work is 
easy to pair with other pieces,” says 
Bennington. “You can build a patchwork 
with most of my stuff.”

@Badluckveteran  
Location: Montreal 

Be prepared for: a tattoo that’s 
temporal in the literal sense. “Some of 
my work might not necessarily age that 
well in 30, 40 years,” says Bennington. 
“But if someone’s putting in money for 
a piece that makes them happy for 10 
years? That’s a good investment.”

THOMAS 
BENNINGTON

DR. LAKRA

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y
F R A N Ç O I S  O L L I V I E R

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y
J E S Ú S  M O N T E A L E G R E
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Book him if you want: 
an extremely technical 
take on traditional 
Japanese wabori tropes—
sakura blossoms, koi 
fish, a demonic oni 
mask—but with playful 
modern twists. 
Be prepared to: give up 
some prime real estate on 
your body, as these pieces 
are usually large and 
have multiple elements 
going on. “If I’m working 
on a half-sleeve, I usually 
incorporate swirls, wind, 
clouds, rocks, and waves 
in the background,” says 
Horinao. “The focal point 
is the key artwork, but I’m 
always thinking about how 
to smoothly intertwine 
the subject with the 
intricate background.” 

HORINAO
@horinao1
Location: Tokyo

P H O T O G R A P H  B Y 
J I R O  K O N A M I



Is the 2021 Royal Enfield 

Classic 350 the ideal 

blend of old and new?

STR AI G HT  S H OOTE R
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D  F or decades now, the 350-cc, long-
stroke, single-cylinder engine 
by Royal Enfield has been a 
dominant force in the Indian 
motorcycling community. A blank 
canvas of sorts, with a broad 
spectrum of riding requirements 
painted on it by individual riders. 

It has served as our passport to the mountains, as 
a cast-iron symbol of traditional masculinity and a 
wellspring of distinct reverberations that RE loyalists 
have come to term “the thump”. 

The engine has all the attributes that have come to 
define the brand. However, even something as perfectly 
preserved as the old-world Bullet, and its successor, 
the Classic 350, must adapt to the times. Especially 
when you take into account the new blood that’s come 

into the market, threatening to usurp the Classic as 
the reigning lightweight retro standard. Which brings 
us to the 2021 Royal Enfield Classic 350—a carefully 
crafted vessel of nostalgia, with just enough modernity 
to make it appealing to a newer, younger clientele.  

To begin with, Royal Enfield has been careful not 
to mess with its looks. Unlike the recently launched 
Meteor 350, with which it shares its double-cradle 
frame and engine, this looks like a post-war British 
classic. In fact Royal Enfield has doubled-down on the 
classic appeal in light of all the neo-retro interlopers 
crowding the scene. The red-and-chrome paint scheme 
is gloriously and unapologetically old school—a fine 
reminder of why things that aren’t broken ought not to 
be fixed. Changes to the design do include a clear-lens 
headlight, smaller tail lights, a smoother-looking pea-
shooter exhaust but that’s about it. The most glaringly 
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modern aspect is the lack of a kick-start lever. The 
engine sits upright, much like the rider, and it’s 
hard to mistake this for anything other than what 
it is. If ever there was a birthing chamber for the 
British ‘standard’ motorcycle, the Classic 350 would 
have been the first to emerge from it. 

Much like the Meteor, the motor is noticeably 
smoother and quicker. High speeds are still not 
the Classic 350’s forte but there is a briskness to 
the new one that was absent, even in the BSVI-
compliant predecessor. It feels, dare I say, nimble  
in traffic, and the wider tyres add to the rider’s  
confidence in tackling slushy surfaces, as does dual-
channel ABS. Meddling with the engine’s innately  
reverberatory character is a tricky proposition, 
since it’s such a big part of this motorcycle’s appeal. 
Iron out the vibrations and you risk losing its soul. 
Keep it the same, and you run the risk of being 
accused of lazy workmanship. It’s in carrying out 
this tight-rope act that RE has truly succeeded. RE 
has managed to retain the earthy quality of the 
engine. It’s pulsating with life at the slightest twist 
of the throttle, but not in a way that makes your 
cheeks wobble. 

There’s a greater focus on comfort as well. The 
front forks are larger, and the rear shock absorbers 
carry more travel. The effect is palpable, the second 
you hit the road. There’s extra ground clearance 
too, further increasing the practicality quotient of 
the bike. Quality levels have gone up as well, with 
finely finished handlebars and rotary knobs. The 
chrome bits are still fairly prone to oxidation, which 
remains a constant source of annoyance for those 
living by the coast, but on the whole the Classic 
350 appears to be far more well-rounded and well-
finished than its predecessor. 

There’s much to like about the Classic 350. It 
manages to retain its authenticity and while there 
might be similarly shaped motorcycles attempting 
to dethrone it, none have the provenance of a 
Royal Enfield. The Classic 350 may not be “all new”, 
but it certainly is a vastly improved version of its 
former self. W
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Royal 
Enfield 
Classic 
350

ENGINE 
349-CC, 
AIR-COOLED 
SINGLE-
CYLINDER

POWER
19.9 BHP 

TORQUE 
27 NM

TRANSMISSION
5-SPEED 
GEARBOX 

PRICE
`1.84 LAKH  
(EX-SHOWROOM)

STR AI G HT  S H OOTE R



As legend has it, a few years ago, Jeff Bezos demanded that his team at Amazon Studios create
a fantasy epic that would put Game of Thrones to shame. Turns out that  kind of thing is even harder
to do than it sounds. And more expensive than you can imagine. Inside the epic quest to bring 
The Wheel of Time to life—and maybe change the face of global television forever

W R I T T E NB YZ A C H 
B A R O N

To create the 
world inhabited

 by the show’s 
vast collection 

of characters—
including 

the fanatical 
Whitecloaks—
Amazon spent 

millions of 
dollars erecting 
enormous sets 
outside Prague
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this quarry, 40 kilometres outside Prague, held a 
carefully built fake town called the Two Rivers. 
Then, a few days back, the producers and set 
dressers of Amazon’s The Wheel of Time burned 
it down. The town’s inn, an intricately rendered 
two-storey building, is now blackened, its left 
side plunged into spiky rubble: Smoke machines 
give the impression that it is still smoldering. 
There are holes in roofs, artfully destroyed 
beams. Every house—interior and exterior—has 
been charred enough so that it shows on camera. 
The actors who wander the Two Rivers are made 
up to match. Rosamund Pike, who starred in 
Gone Girl, is smudged with soot. Rain has begun 
to come down in earnest, pooling in the muddy 
streets and making the extras and the stuntmen 
shiver. Michael McElhatton, who played Roose 
Bolton on Game of Thrones and is playing a 
character called Tam al’Thor on The Wheel of 
Time, sits on a stump in the middle of it all in a 
big down jacket, staring at nothing in particular. 

It’s November 2019, and the production—
comprising hundreds of, and on some days 
nearly a thousand, people—is � lming the end 
of the � rst episode of what everyone hopes 
will be a television show that runs for, well, six 
seasons? Eight? A show that will be as epic and 
sensational and ubiquitous as Game of Thrones 
once was. On one side of the green, a camera sits 
on a long dolly track; another camera operator 
stalks the scene, taking various close-ups. 
The episode’s veteran television director, Uta 
Briesewitz, is arranging four of the show’s main 
cast of relatively unknown young actors in a 
moment of reckoning: Pike’s character, a woman 
with mysterious powers, has arrived to awaken 
them and set them on their way. “Your life isn’t 
going to be what you thought,” Pike intones, as 

various cameras circle her. Pike runs through 
her speech, which is heavy with exposition for 
both the characters and the audience, a few 
times. “Can I do one more?” she asks Briesewitz, 
while apologizing to the extras scattered about. 
“I think that one got a bit phony.”

Finally, Briesewitz calls “cut”. Pike retreats 
from the weather into a nearby tent. “It’s not like 
working with David Fincher,” she says to me, 
referring to the Gone Girl director’s penchant 
for shooting 70 takes of a scene. The production 
is huge and moving at warp speed. Pike has to 
know things backward and forward. She has to 
get her lines out as dozens of crew members and 
background actors get soaked in the cold rain 
and actual living horses wander around while 
make-up women with transparent plastic bags 
dart in and out to touch up extras and guys with 
smoke canisters paddle mist into the edges of 
shots. This set they’re on—not just a few hollow 
façades set up to create the impression of reality, 
but real buildings, in every direction—is giant, 
immersive, and won’t last past this episode. 

Want to make the next Game of Thrones? 
This is how it begins. Viewers have become 
accustomed to a kind of scale, or realism, that 
creeps towards the actually real. “It’s not like 
we can go say, ‘Oh, you know, Game of Thrones, 
season one, they only spent this,’ ” Mike Weber, 
an executive producer of The Wheel of Time, says. 
“The audience expectation is coming off the last 
season of Game of Thrones, not the � rst season.” 
For the � rst season of Thrones, HBO spent about 
$6 million an episode, a number that steadily 
climbed from there. Amazon and The Wheel of 
Time? They’re starting at upwards of a reported 
$10 million per episode—for eight total, the � rst 
of which will begin streaming in November—
just to get out of the gate. 

“One of the crazy things about now,” Rafe 
Judkins, showrunner and executive producer of 
The Wheel of Time, says, “is just how ready and 
willing networks are to just look you in the eye, 
and you say, ‘I’m going to build the Two Rivers 
and then we’re going to burn it down at the
end of episode one.’ And they’re like: ‘Great. 
What’s next?’ ”

That’s easy to say, of course. But then you 
have to go do it. You have to spend months and 
millions of dollars constructing the village, 
populating it with actors, and then staging its 
downfall. You have to build and build and build, 
just to tear it all to singed pieces in a day or two. 
You have to risk failing at the highest level, and 
in the most spectacular way possible, just to 
play the game. And so that’s what Judkins and 
his production did. They built the Two Rivers 
and burned it down. That was two years ago, 
and though they’ve gone on to make nearly 

two seasons’ worth of television on elaborately 
constructed soundstages and in remote locations 
across Eastern Europe, they haven’t been back 
to that burned out village since. 

PICTURE A BOY: He learns to read late. Really 
late. Like the letters that guide everyone as 
they’re walking around, moving from point A to 
B (Is that a B? What is a B?), are just twisted, 
illegible symbols to him. They’re taunts. Then, 
at last, the boy learns to read. What does he 
read? Everyone else has already long since 
read the books you’re supposed to read when 
you start reading. At the bookstore one day, in 
a corner, he sees a section of thick spines, in 
soft colours, with wizards and swords on their 
covers. No one seems to go to this corner. The 
boy says, This is my corner. The books are as 
long as adult books—longer, in fact—and have 
sex scenes and magic, sometimes in that order, 
sometimes the other way around. The boy 
becomes a fantasy reader. Not science fiction, 
with its clever guesses about the dystopian 

future, its skies the colour of television, tuned 
to a dead channel. Fantasy. 

He is—and this feels right—practically 
the only one he knows. The secret worlds the 
books encompass, full of legend and romance, 
sadness and heroism, become his secret worlds. 
Something he carries around with him, even 
after the rest of life—actual romance, actual 
sadness, sports, other types of books—arrives. 
Something that belongs to him and him 
alone. Relatively early (1991? 1992?), the boy 
discovers Robert Jordan’s The Eye of the World, 
the first book of a series that is called The Wheel 
of Time, and is enraptured. He comes to know 
the characters as if they were real people. He 
wants to find out what happens to them. So 
begins a tradition: He waits for a new book in 
the series to come out, and when it does, he 
reads all the old books (not including a random 
2004 prequel) in order again before reading 
the new one, and he does this straight through 
the 14th and final book of the series, which 
is published in 2013. He reads A Song of Ice 
and Fire, too, the source material for Game of 
Thrones, with less excitement, but he reads 
those books, one by one, as they are published. 
He keeps it all like a secret.

So take that boy’s word for it, how strange 
and unlikely it all felt when Thrones had its 
television debut on HBO in 2011 and became 
what it became—which is to say, one of the most 
watched and debated shows of this century. 
Watercooler talk about dragons and White 
Walkers? Furtive online genealogists piecing 
together ancient fictional royal bloodlines? 
These books had many readers, of course; each 

Rosamund Pike, 
who earned an 

Oscar nomination 
for her role in 

Gone Girl, leads 
a Wheel of Time 

cast that’s been 
filming the first  
two seasons of  

the show for the 
past two years

MONEY, BY THE 
STANDARDS OF ANY OTHER 
STUDIO IN THE HISTORY OF 

TELEVISION, WAS NO ISSUE. 
AMAZON JUST HAD TO FIND 

THE RIGHT PROJECT. 
(continued on page 166)
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Oversize silhouettes, 
quirky details, and a 
blurring of lines between 
formal and street—this 
season is all about the 
fun side of tailoring 
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COAT, SHIRT, 
TROUSERS, BELT, 

SHOES; ALL BY 
GIORGIO ARMANI

NOVEMBER 2020  — 147

LEFT:
BLAZER, TROUSERS, 
SHIRT; ALL BY SAINT 
LAURENT BY ANTHONY 
VACCARELLO

MIDDLE & RIGHT:
BLAZER, SHIRT, JEANS, 
BELT; ALL BY SAINT 
LAURENT BY ANTHONY 
VACCARELLO
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SUIT BY 
BOTTEGA 
VENETA
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TRENCH COAT, 
SHIRT, TROUSERS, 
SHOES; ALL BY 
FENDI



150 —  NOVEMBER 2020

LEFT:
SUIT, SHIRT, TIE; 

ALL BY LOUIS 
VUITTON

RIGHT:
SUIT, SHIRT, TIE, 
HAT, ARMBAND; 

ALL BY LOUIS 
VUITTON
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SHIRT, 
TROUSERS, 

BELT, SOCKS, 
SANDALS; ALL 

BY GUCCI
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JACKET, TROUSERS; 
BOTH BY DIOR MEN
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JACKET, JACKET 
(INSIDE), TROUSERS; 

ALL BY HERMÈS
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Nearly 20 years after winning 
an Oscar and staking his 
claim as one of his generation’s 
most serious actors, Adrien Brody 
is finding a glorious new gear 
Written by Sam Schube
Photographs by Jason Nocito
Styled by Jon Tietz

COAT, SHIRT BOTH BY 
GREG LAUREN. PANTS 
BY WINNIE NEW 
YORK. SLIPPERS BY 
MARSÈLL. VINTAGE 
SCARVES, STYLIST’S 
OWN. LINK BRACELET 
(THROUGHOUT) BY 
CHROME HEARTS



Adrien Brody comes bearing fruit. We meet in the parking 
lot at the base of a popular Los Angeles hiking trail, and 
he quickly hands over the bounty he’s prepared for us: a 
plastic container full of cherries and watermelon, along 
with a couple of bottles of water, some fresh-squeezed 
orange juice, and two pieces of buttered toast wrapped 
in a paper towel. He’s a charmer, no doubt—but also an 
actor who relishes doing the deep work of preparation, no 
matter the role. We eat sitting on the curb. It’s not quite 
nine in the morning. The cherries are terrific.

Brody is 48 now, and has been acting professionally for 
more than 30 years. In that time, he’s become known for 
the intensity of his commitment to the job: losing weight 
or gaining muscle or crawling across the forest floor for 
a part. “I would do whatever it takes for a role,” he says, 

“and everybody in my life understands that and respects 
that.” Like all actors, he’s had highs and lows, but maybe 
because of that intensity, Brody’s highs have felt higher—and 
his lows perhaps lower—than many of the actors we think 
of as his peers, and whom he calls his friends. He is still the 
youngest best actor winner in Academy Awards history. He 
also decided, not long ago, to spend a few years doing anything 
but acting.

This fall marks an unusually prosperous stretch for the 
actor. He’s in the third season of Succession, in which he’ll 
play an activist investor butting heads with the Roy family. 
After that comes The French Dispatch, his fourth � lm with 
director Wes Anderson. (Their � fth is already under way.) 
And sometime next year, he’ll appear as two legendary 
figures: the playwright Arthur Miller, in Blonde, the Netflix 
film about Miller’s wife Marilyn Monroe, and the basketball 
coach Pat Riley, in Adam McKay’s HBO series about the 
1980s “Showtime” Los Angeles Lakers. Keenly aware of 
how often these things are left to chance, he’s excited that 
so much is happening at once. “I did a lot of fun stuff, but 
now we’re catching it at a good moment,” he says. Brody has 
always applied his maximum-effort Method approach, no 
matter the quality of the material. And oftentimes, his work 
was the best thing about the films in which he appeared. 
Now, though, he’s got a run of parts in projects with auteur-
level creators that finally seems properly calibrated to 
his abilities—and that seems likely to show audiences a 
different kind of Adrien Brody.

When we meet, the Lakers series is still in production, and 
as we set off on our walk, Brody—in hiking boots, a Yankees 
cap, and aviators—explains that something a little strange 
is happening with the Riley role. Brody didn’t know much 
about the coach prior to preparing for the part, but he quickly 
learned that Riley’s story was more complex than he realized. 
Before Riley became a Hall of Fame coach, he had been a 
college hoops star, Brody learned, and then a reserve on a 
title-winning Lakers squad. After a nine-year pro career, Riley 
hung it up at 30 and, as Brody says, “found himself out in L.A. 
trying to figure out what his place was within the sport, and 
not really being able to accept early retirement”. After the 
Lakers’ then head coach suffered a horrific cycling accident, 
and the assistant coach who replaced him was subsequently 
fired, Riley wound up in charge of what would become 
the signature team of the 1980s. “One man’s misfortune, 
essentially, created an opportunity,” Brody explains. When 
McKay was casting the show, he and Max Borenstein, the 
series writer, needed an actor who could reflect the coach’s 
duality of spirit. Brody seemed perfect, “because he is a 
unique mixture of stylish confidence and vulnerability”, 
McKay tells me in an email. “And that’s a perfect description 
of Riley. Although Riley obviously doesn’t advertise or isn’t 
quite as comfortable with the vulnerability as much as Adrien 
is. But it’s clearly there.”

That’s the Riley he’s been thinking about: not the 
swaggering, Armani-suited icon but a young man 
worried that his best years are behind him, baf� ed by the 
circumstances that have landed him in what should be an 
ideal position. 

COAT BY 
BALENCIAGA. 
VINTAGE T-SHIRT 
FROM STOCK 
VINTAGE. PANTS 
BY DIOR MEN. BELT 
BY DSQUARED2. 
BOOTS AND HAT, 
VINTAGE. WALLET 
CHAIN, BRACELETS 
(WORN TOGETHER 
AS NECKLACE, 
THROUGHOUT) BY 
CHROME HEARTS
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VEST, PANTS BY 
EMPORIO ARMANI. 
VINTAGE TANK TOP 

(THROUGHOUT) FROM 
STOCK VINTAGE. 

BELT BY TOM FORD. 
BRACELET (TOP AND 

THROUGHOUT) BY 
CHROME HEARTS
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It’s funny, Brody says, just how much Riley’s story 
seems to echo his own. Living with the comparison these 
last few months has given him ample reason to think back 
on the strange storm that seemed to settle over his life and 
career after he won his Oscar, in 2003, for his work in The 
Pianist. Back then, Brody struggled with the same sort of 
contradiction Riley faced when he was handed the reins of 
the Lakers: He was ostensibly on top of the world and yet 
felt unable to control the trajectory of a career that might 
have peaked terrifyingly early. In Brody’s case, the rush of 
fame and work that followed the film provided a measure 
of security, but the experience also left him depressed and 
with an eating disorder, and it permanently reordered the 
expectations—his own and the industry’s—about how his 
career should go, about what success might look like.

As he’s explaining all this, pausing for winding 
digressions about the nature of luck and the vagaries 
of independent film production, we’re stopped in the 
middle of the trail by a leather- skinned hiker with a 
thick New York accent. He recognizes the famous actor 
and introduces himself as Jack. He tells us that he used 
to know Gerald Gordon, an acting teacher with whom 
Brody took some classes when he first moved to Los 
Angeles. Jack explains that Gordon once prepared him 
for just this moment, having instructed him to send along 
Gordon’s best wishes should Jack ever happen to run into 
Adrien Brody. Which sounds improbable, only it’s exactly 
what has just happened. Jack seems as confused as we 
are. Brody offers his appreciation and elegantly ends 
the conversation.

Perhaps thanks to Brody’s open-to-the- moment 
training as an actor, or maybe just his congenital 
sensitivity, humdrum events like these—a hike, a chat 
with a friend of an old teacher, a discussion about what 
he’s working on these days—have a way, in his life, of 
feeling freighted with a special charge. Metaphors, I learn 
over the course of our time together, tend to follow him 
around—some days like a litter of puppies, others like a 
colony of angry wasps.

He’s spent his career pouring every ounce of himself 
into his roles. But right now, with the Riley job and 
everything else around it, he seems ready to learn from 
the work. Helpful lessons abound, if we’re ready for 
them. “I’m just trying to live openly and fearlessly,” he’ll 
tell me later.

As we make our way up the hill, Brody pushes the pace. 
He turns back to me. We’ve been hiking for maybe 15 
minutes. “So, anyhow,” he says, “that’s how, if you’re lucky 
enough, you can find new chapters opening up for you.”

B rody spent the summer shooting the 
Lakers show in various locations 
across Los Angeles. Every morning, 
he’d fold his lanky frame down into his 
blacked-out, souped-up, stick shift Fiat, 

and pilot it from his home in the Hills to wherever the 
production was based that day. He quickly came to love his 
commute—or maybe less the specific commute than the 

small joy of finally getting to have one. Much of his work as 
an actor has taken place in less comfortable climes. He long 
ago noticed that his friend Owen Wilson somehow managed 
to always wind up acting in movies that shot in town. Brody 
wasn’t so lucky. “Owen would live in Santa Monica and have 
a movie in Santa Monica,” he says. “I’d be in Bulgaria in 
wintertime, and Owen would go down to Santa Monica, like 
five blocks, and probably be allowed to go home for lunch. It’s 
an amazing thing,” he says, having a job he can drive to.

It is true that if you were making a movie set in Santa 
Monica, you might not cast Adrien Brody. If, however, you 
were making a film that needed a face easily contorted into 
Eastern European–inflected despair, or that required the 
sort of actor who might regard a low-budget indie production 
in the Balkans as a kind of glorious adventure, Brody would 
be your guy.

Some of this is plain anatomy. He’s got the ski-slope 
nose, and the wide, deep-set green eyes, and a pair of 
eyebrows tilted up in permanent expectation. He looks 
wry but also a little sad. His voice—raspy, nasal, flecked 
with wiseguy—feels out of time. Wes Anderson appreciates 
this quality. “A rare thing with Adrien is that, if it became 
necessary for him to suddenly have to work in about 
1935, rather than 2021, he could do it,” he tells me in a 
drolly narrated voice memo composed in response to 
my questions.

Brody comes by it all honestly. His mother, the 
photographer Sylvia Plachy, left Budapest for Vienna as 
a teenager, around the time of the Hungarian Revolution, 
and eventually arrived with her family in New York, 
where she would later begin shooting for the Village Voice. 
His mom’s life and work gave her an ability to “see the 
complexity that most people miss, everywhere around 
them, and catch it. And immortalize it. And through that 
lens, I’ve seen the world,” he says. He was a sensitive kid, 
upset about that quality in himself until he realized that 
it could be a gift too. Performing opened up a new way of 
relating with the world, he says: “Fortunately, there were 
these outlets: There were wonderfully complex human 
beings to step into, that I could relate to in one way or 
another. And purge, I guess, or, participate in another 
human being’s suffering, and not feel alone in my own. And 
then understand the universality of all of our suffering and 
joy, but embrace the moments of joy and honour the vast 
suffering that unfortunately is the pervasive underlayer.”

Mom came back from an assignment to shoot at the 
American Academy of Dramatic Arts with a feeling that her 
only child—a budding magician and a natural performer—
might like to study acting formally. Before long, he was 
taking four acting classes a day at LaGuardia High School 
and eventually had booked a part with Francis Ford Coppola 
in New York Stories. 

That one-day job provided lessons that endured: When 
the script called for a couple of girls to show a strong 
aversion to the awful cologne being worn by Brody’s 
character, the director doused the teenage Brody. “Coppola 
went full Method and poured a bottle of really shitty cologne 
all over me, so that the girls had something to react to,” 
Brody recalls. 

SHIRT BY BODE. 
BANDANA, 

STYLIST’S OWN

When Brody was 19, Steven Soderbergh directed him 
in his Depression-era film King of the Hill. Anderson 
remembers seeing it with Owen Wilson and being 
captivated by Brody. “It was one of those entrances where 
you can just feel instantly, Oh, this is a movie star!” he 
says. “He sorta smiles his way through it a bit, and he 
seems so relaxed. And he just grabs you, instantly.”

For a while, stardom for Brody seemed just on the edge 
of the frame. He scored a big role in The Thin Red Line, 
only to learn that director Terrence Malick had mostly 
cut him out of the film, and stole scenes in Spike Lee’s 
Summer of Sam as a liberty-spiked New York punk. Brody 
kept plugging away.

As we talk, the trail ends and the two of us are 
deposited out of the canyon and onto a quiet street, a leafy 
cul-de-sac plump with large homes. Up ahead is the road 
that will lead us gently back down the hill, to the spot 
where we left our cars. Brody has a different idea. “I know 
another way out,” he says, appending a bit of a warning. 

“But it’s crazy.” Sure enough, he locates a new trail. It’s a 
narrow, steep, single-track path that is presently baking 
in the mid-morning heat. We take it. 

I t is Adrien Brody’s gift, but maybe more often 
his curse, that he lives for difficult roles. And not 
just the difficult ones—the ones that beat him 
up physically, that test his sanity. “I always go, 
‘Why did I take this? Why do I want to do this?’ ” 

he says. “I’m very excited to do almost anything for a 
character. Like, I’ve eaten worms. I eat ants. I jumped out 
of helicopters. And then only afterwards you go, Wow, that 
was really dumb. Like, why did I do that? ” 

The answer is always the same: “Because you want to 
be fearless. It takes over any better sense of judgment that 
you should have, and you just go with it.” 

He was 27 when Roman Polanski gave him the chance 
to put his thoughts about acting and suffering to the test. 
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In The Pianist, a true story of endurance and devastation, 
he played the title character, Władysław Szpilman, a Jewish 
musician who survived the Nazi occupation of Warsaw. To 
prepare, Brody carved his life down to the bone. He sold his 
car and disconnected his phones. He gave up his apartment 
and put his things into storage. He spent his days alone in 
hotel rooms in Germany and Poland, practising the piano. 

“It was an enormous responsibility, and it changed 
me,” he says. Physically, the shoot was a nightmare. He 
was depressed for a year after production wrapped, and 
unhappy with a body ravaged by a crash diet that got him 
down to 59 kg. The whole thing left him with a sadness that 
lingers still. “But I had no idea what was coming,” he says. “I 
had no idea.”

Of course, The Pianist was rapturously received—most 
especially for Brody’s haunting performance. He was 
nominated for an Academy Award and was seemingly 
admitted to that rarefied realm reserved for our finest, most 
committed (and possibly most berserk) actors. He lodged in 
the public imagination as perhaps the next Robert De Niro 
or Daniel Day-Lewis—the off-kilter, not-traditionally- 
handsome-but-still-obviously-sexy leading man who will be 
every director’s first choice for every serious movie made for 
the rest of his life.

The week of the Oscars, Brody got a call from Jack 
Nicholson—they were both up for best actor, alongside 

Day-Lewis, Michael Caine, and Nicolas Cage. The United 
States had just sent troops to Iraq, and Jack called the 
nominees up to his house in the Hills to talk about how they 
should respond. It was a shock. The first time they’d met, 
Brody says, “He was calling me Brophy, and now Jack’s 
inviting me over to his house. I’m there with Michael Caine 
and I’m there with Nicolas Cage and they’re sipping scotch 
and they’re smoking cigars and we’re sitting around in a little 
circle.” All but Brody were previous Oscar winners. Nicholson 
suggested that they not attend the show, in protest of the war. 
Brody said, “Hey, I don’t know about you guys, but I’m going. 
But I agree with you:  I think that whoever is called to the 
stage has some responsibility to acknowledge what’s going 
on.” He just didn’t think it would be him.

And then it was. Brody hadn’t expected to win—the 
morning of the show, he remembers sitting on the curb 
on Beverly Boulevard outside a diner in Hollywood, 
overwhelmed at the enormity of it all, while his visiting 
parents waited for him to collect himself. But the win wasn’t 
dumb luck, either. He had put everything he had into the role, 
and the experience seemed to solidify his conviction that, 
with enough effort, he could embody and portray the rawest 
extremes of human experience. It was insane to think he could 
come close to understanding the suffering of a Holocaust 
survivor like Szpilman, but there was a sort of euphoria in the 
effort of trying. “It was like the hardest thing I experienced 
on so many levels, and then anytime I started wallowing in 
my own minute suffering, I had this perspective,” he says. He 
learned a simple, indelible lesson: Making great art is painful. 
Which is why it’s also pretty much the only kind of art worth 
trying to make.

His secret, if you could call it that, was that he wasn’t 
always acting. “I’ve worked with actors who are brilliant 
and don’t look insincere, but can merely act. They can 
create,” he says. “It’s a wonderful magic trick. They can act 
like they love you, and they really don’t. And it takes work 
for me.” In one scene in The Pianist, he had to clamber over 
a wall, bust his ankle while landing on the other side, and 
stumble off, limping. So he stuffed a sharp rock into his 
shoe. It hurt to land on, and then to walk on, too. “Why have 
to think about acting a limp?” he asks now. “Just hurt for a 
minute. Just do it.”

Even now, working through a series of virile icons of 
American masculinity—Riley; what Brody calls his “shark” 
of a Succession character; Marilyn Monroe’s husband—this 
way of thinking comes in handy. “There’s no swagger without 
damage,” he says. “In fact, probably, most people swagger as a 
result of a lot of damage.” A swagger, he reasons, being itself a 
kind of limp.

The audience might only catch the smallest glimpses 
of this—the armature of pain Brody erects beneath each 
character’s surface. But he knows it’s there. “That’s essential, 
at least for my process,” he says. “I don’t always need a rock. 
But I do often have a rock.” An actual rock, he clarifies, can be 
useful to convey all manner of emotions, even if his character 
doesn’t have a foot problem.

“Now you’re learning all my secrets,” he says, laughing. 
“Fuck. Even when I’m not limping. That’s why I look so 
melancholy. I have a fucking rock under my foot.”

COAT, SUIT BY 
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 O ne thing Brody stresses as we walk is 
how unlikely this all was—how many 
tiny impossible things have to go right 
to make any movie, let alone one that 
sends its actor through the gauntlet 

of awards season and out the other side with a business 
card that reads Hollywood Darling. “You know, those 
things don’t necessarily happen, ever,” he says. “But the 
expectation can be that they should happen regularly.”

It took him a while to outgrow that expectation, and so 
the years that followed his Oscar win were disorienting. 
“I had been acting for 17 years, and people would 
recognize me, and it was normal,” he says. “Paparazzi, 
they couldn’t care less. No one followed me. No one 
started behaving strangely. No one did odd things. And 
then a lot of oddness happened.” After the Oscar, every 
interaction   with other people was somehow different. “It 
was as if a storm rolled in,” he says. “Everything started 
blowing away—the life I knew.”

Don’t change, people kept telling him. Don’t change. 
So he didn’t. But then they went off and changed. They 
talked to him differently. Friends wanted to go into 
business with him. Photographers wanted to take his 
picture. Directors wanted him for their movies. None of 
it quite felt right. “It feels like it was a decade of finding 
out who and where I was. A lot of living and losing and 
winning and losing,” he says. 

For a while, he had the uniquely bad luck of appearing 
in a number of panned projects by particularly well-liked 
film-makers. He did The Village, M. Night Shyamalan’s 
first big wobble. Peter Jackson’s big-budget remake 
of King Kong. Wes Anderson’s dreary The Darjeeling 
Limited. Rian Johnson’s The Brothers Bloom. All logical 
choices, on their merits; all performances characterized 
by Brody’s uniquely intense brand of pathos; all unlucky 
outcomes, by harsh Hollywood accounting. 

He dreamed of getting away—of finding a place 
somewhere in upstate New York, the kind of house his 
dad would point out in the real estate listings when he 
was a kid. His friends Mark Ruffalo and Vera Farmiga 
had places away from the city, proving that escape wasn’t 
incompatible with a Hollywood career. He was dating the 
actress Elsa Pataky at the time, and he thought they could 
do the same thing. “I had way too much attention for my 
liking, and I thought I could retreat, come in, do my work 
and have this honest… I don’t know why, but I imagined it 
would be simple.” 

Brody being Brody, it was not simple. He was working 
on a movie in Serbia and poking around at real estate 
listings online when he found the Stone Barn Castle. 
The enormous cobblestone-and-cement home, some four 
hours outside New York City, featured stables for horses 
and even an apple orchard. Brody was smitten. “I’d been 
dreaming of something dramatic,” he says. He bought it, 
and surprised Pataky with the purchase. 

They set about on a massive renovation. But the 
relationship ended before they could move from the guest 
house to the main building. 

It would be three or four years before Brody could 
move into the main house himself, so intensive was the 
construction. What began as an escape became an all-
consuming project, equal parts distraction and balm. He 
travelled to India and China to find the right materials. He 
bought church windows and hand-hewn beams from farms 
in New York and Pennsylvania and Canada. He had a team 
re-pointing stones for four years. Free home makeover advice 
from Adrien Brody: Don’t worry about re-pointing stones. “I 
employed a group of men to come and chisel away every stone, 
underground and up above. And then when it’s all done, it 
looks the same. It is a little bit neater.” That feeling suffused 
the whole project: “I don’t know what the purpose of it really is 
yet,” he says. “But it is an achievement.”

And then, five or six, or maybe eight, years ago, he looked 
up and realized that his day job wasn’t getting any easier. He 
was still applying the maniacal effort that shot him to fame, 
but the work no longer seemed to repay his exertion. “There 
was this protracted period where I realized that that path 
wasn’t working, for whatever reason,” he says. “I aspired for 
more, and it felt like my theory of contributing and pouring 
my blood, sweat, and tears into a project didn’t yield the 
results. There was a disconnect somehow to what I had done 
for so long, and it just wasn’t working.” So he stepped back. He 
finished off the projects he was working on, and said no to the 
ones that came in. He grew his hair long, and started wearing 
a beard. He hung out with artists and started painting. He 
made music. He travelled the world. 

Eventually, he came to understand the hobbies he’d 
thrown himself into less as attempted diversions from 
acting and more as ways of buttressing his belief in his own 
creativity—different, and often less painful, ways to channel 
his energy. “That’s living, that’s not running away,” he says. 
“It’s being present with something, and trying to create 
something that endures.”

 I nitially, our plan is to meet again the next day to 
talk over lunch. But as we nosh in the parking lot 
after our hike, we figure: Why not do this again 
tomorrow? We’ll have to get up a bit earlier, to 
account for the heat, but Brody is game and so am 

I. Later that night, he sends along coordinates that I follow, 
at 7:30 the next morning, to a trailhead near an eerie old 
abandoned zoo complex. This time, Brody has packed a 
container of sliced peaches and blood orange, and brought 
along little oyster forks we use to spear the fruit. 

Almost immediately, Brody’s attention is captured by a 
squirrel hiding in a nearby rock. He crouches, willing the 
creature over, and apologizes to the squirrel for not having 
brought food. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m not prepared because 
I didn’t know I would meet such a cute little dude.” Brody is 
patient and still, and it’s working—the squirrel comes within 
a few inches, then retreats, then comes closer again. They 
repeat the dance until the animal is a whisker away from 
Brody’s hand. “Adrien Brody makes very authentic squirrel 
noises,” he says, anticipating how the interaction will appear 
in this story, “then communes with the wild animal right 
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before me in the zoo.” This lasts about five minutes. “I gave him 
his chance to bite me,” Brody says, after he’s broken eye contact 
with the squirrel. “He didn’t do it.”

Brody is still putting it all out there—still giving the 
squirrels of the world plenty of chances to bite him—but lately 
things have been breaking his way. He’s in a happy relationship 
with the fashion designer Georgina Chapman. (Because 
Chapman was previously married to Harvey Weinstein, 
Brody has again become something of a tabloid fixture. “Life 
works in mysterious ways—put it to you that way,” he says of 
the relationship. And then, later, about the strange way his 
relationship has come to be something in which the public 
feels invested: “What could I say about that that would make it 
anything other than what it is?”)

He found his way back to Hollywood, first in bits and 
then all at once. He spent a while writing and then making 
Clean, a movie about a New York sanitation worker with a 
tortured past, which will be released next year. That project 
let him explore some deeply held ideas about what makes for 
compelling drama, in film-making and in life: “Everything has 
got to work against you. And then if you make it through, that’s 
somewhat heroic, and that’s real life, and that’s what everybody 
faces every day.” (He also got to indulge a long-time passion: 
His character drives Brody’s personal matt-black 1987 Buick 
Grand National. “It’s a beautiful car,” he says. “Very menacing.”)

After sitting things out for a little while and gaining 
some new perspective, he found that “interesting film-
makers were coming to me with things”. Many of these 
projects have freed him from the responsibility of being 
the leading man forced to suffer for the audience’s 
enjoyment. Instead, he gets to do sharply observed 
character work. He steals scenes, and cracks jokes. 

He especially loved tangling with Brian Cox and 
Jeremy Strong while making Succession’s third season. 
“Here I am jumping in with these big sharks really in their 
element, their ocean,” Brody says. "And then I have to 
jump in and bite back. I like the thrill of that.” He knows 
a couple of guys like his character, he says, billionaire 
hotshots. I ask if he’s hit them up to pick their brains on 
the finer points of the executive lifestyle. “No, no, I don’t 
even need to,” he says, smiling like he’s just completed his 
own piece of corporate dealsmanship. “I’ve already picked 
it! I already own it!” Brody says he’s enjoyed operating in 
the show’s raw, funny register. “I tend to harp on a lot of the 
heavy things that I see in life,” he says. “But there’s a lot 
of humour in even the not-so-nice qualities of people that 
you know. Certain things that come out and you go, ‘That 
was odd,’ or ‘That was a little offensive.’ ” 

Elsewhere, he’s tipping into pure comedy. In The French 
Dispatch, he plays a slick art dealer who recognizes, 



in a painter imprisoned for murder, the future of 
contemporary art—and, joyfully, he gets laughs. Directed 
by Wes Anderson, it’s the latest in a collaboration that 
is helping him rewrite the trajectory of his career. “Wes 
allowed me to have fun,” he says. More than that, it seems 
that Anderson showed the rest of Hollywood that Brody 
could have fun, too. “It isn’t something he had to pull out of 
a hat,” Brody says of Anderson, charmingly insistent that 
he has learned to loosen up and have a little fun. 

Of course, Brody still relishes the tough work. Andrew 
Dominik, director of the Marilyn Monroe biopic Blonde, 
praised Brody’s unwillingness to polish his portrayal of 
Arthur Miller. “He’s playing a character who’s not being 
seen sympathetically,” Dominik tells me. “And often 
where an actor is playing a part that’s unflattering, they 
will sort of be more of an asshole. It’s a way of saying, ‘I’m 
playing an asshole, but it’s not me.’ And Adrien’s instinct 
was completely the opposite.” This year’s Chapelwaite, 
meanwhile, was an old-fashioned Brody sufferfest. The 
Epix series, adapted from the Stephen King short story 
“Jerusalem’s Lot”, was pure gothic horror, but Brody was 
nonetheless able to draw from experience: He played a 
man driven to insanity after coming into possession of a 
haunted house.

 W ith time, Brody has gotten a little wiser 
about what is worth suffering for. By way of 
explaining this shift, he tells me a story about 
a movie he made more than a decade ago. 

Wrecked was a queasy thriller that opens moments after his 
character suffers amnesia (and worse) after crashing his car 
into a ravine. Brody appears in nearly every shot, in varying 
degrees of agony. “You just watch me scream and flail about for 
a couple of hours” is how he describes it. The shoot was brutal—
the character spends the whole movie with a broken leg, which 
meant that Brody spent most of the production crawling on his 
stomach across the forest floor. After a while, he started using 
the backs of his hands to crawl, since his palms were stuck full 
of thorns.

One day, the crew was shooting by a river, and Brody noticed 
that the rushing water had carved this perfect little oval pool 
in the centre of a rock. In this pool Brody saw “a drowning 
earthworm, undulating on the bottom of the stone”. It looked 
like one of his mother’s photographs. This little worm—
drowning but still wriggling for the surface, fighting a battle 
Brody could see it was doomed to lose—filled him with emotion. 
This, he knew, was why he was suffering through the shoot—
this was his character in a single shot. “That guy’s not going to 
make it, and it’s so beautiful,” he says. “It’s so picturesque and 
tragic, and it encompasses all that we’re saying.” He asked the 
director to shoot it.

But Wrecked was an independent feature, strapped for cash 
and perennially low on time. The director said no. Brody asked 
again. The director said no again. “I’ll eat it,” Brody offered. The 
director asked for his camera. Brody ate the worm.

“It was disgusting,” Brody tells me. “I think it got me sick.” 
He paused. “But it’s in the movie.” 
He shares this story with me on a rocky trail high above 

sunny Los Angeles, the exciting third act of his career laid out 
like the freeway humming beneath us. Thinking back on the 
worm he ate, Brody wonders now what purpose his sacrifice 
really served. “For what benefit?” he asks. “Who even notices 
it?” Wrecked was a little-seen indie, and you can barely spot the 
scene if you’re not looking for it. He knows he didn’t have to do 
it. “But somehow,” he says, “I’m compelled to.” 

What he’s learned, I think, is something about his own 
expectations. Something liberating, perhaps. You don’t need to 
believe that eating a worm will turn a fine movie into a great 
one. Or that re-pointing the below-ground stones—the ones 
nobody will ever see—will redeem a years-long renovation 
debacle. Doing the hard thing isn’t always the answer. Suffering 
doesn’t make you a better artist, and it definitely doesn’t make 
you an easier person to be around. But you can’t learn what 
you’re really made of without doing your fair share of suffering. 

I’d asked him, earlier in the day, why he held onto his 
castle—whether, once the renovation started dragging on, 
he’d ever thought about just getting rid of what had become, 
inescapably, a very expensive reminder of a difficult time. He’d 
considered the idea. Of course he had, he told me. How could 
you not? “I could’ve sold. I could’ve got out immediately and 
said, This is too much,” he said. And then, as if it was the most 
obvious thing in the world: “But I can’t do that.” 

Sam Schube is GQ’s deputy site editor.
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new instalment lived on the best-seller list. But fantasy 
as mass entertainment? Something normal people 
followed and enjoyed and talked about at dinner parties? 
That felt like a surprise. 

More surprising: Thrones wasn’t just popular; it 
altered television in some fundamental way that 
everyone who makes television is still reckoning with. 
Game of Thrones “changed the context of what success 
was”, Andy Greenwald, the creator of USA’s Briarpatch, 
told me.

The Sopranos and other shows from TV’s so-called 
golden age may have proved that TV was an adult 
medium, worthy of taking seriously, but it was series 
like The Walking Dead and Thrones that suggested that 
prestige TV could also be Jaws—something spectacular 
and made for all of America. For sceptical executives, it 
destigmatized genre storytelling: It was on a respectable 
network and won Emmys, setting the stage and priming 
the audience for the Marvel– and Star Wars–i� cation of 
TV now. Thrones—shot in dozens of locations on multiple 
continents with multiple casts—also proved that you 
could go nearly in� nitely big on a small screen. “From 
a production standpoint, everything they pulled off on 
Thrones someone would’ve told you was impossible,” 
Greenwald said. “The sheer scale of it, the locations, the 
cost, the ambition of it—that blew the lid off what people 
were expecting.” 

Nearly 20 million people watched the � nal episode 
of Game of Thrones in 2019 when it aired—an 
unfathomably large number for modern television, which 
by then was already well on its way to remaking itself as 
a � efdom of warring streaming services. When Thrones 
debuted in 2011, HBO was still a proud old-media 
company owned by Time Warner; it is now a subsidiary of 
an evergrowing conglomerate, WarnerMedia, itself owned 
by a telephone company, AT&T. In the decade since the 
show’s premiere, viewers have migrated away from cable 
as streaming options—like Amazon, Disney+, Apple TV+, 
and Netflix—have multiplied. And all of them have to 
make the case for subscriptions, often by putting pressure 
on creators to deliver more and more spectacular shows. 
The mentality, Greenwald said, is “It’s a blood sport, this 
is an arena, and we have to have something that will 
make you feel like shit if you’re not watching it.” 

In this competition for content and eyeballs, Amazon 
and Apple have an advantage over their competitors in 
that they are the two richest brands in the world—so rich 

that they can afford to follow the whims of their founders, 
wherever those whims may go. As Brad Stone reports in 
his recent book, Amazon Unbound, the company, under the 
direction of Jeff Bezos, spent $3.2 billion on Prime Video in 
2016; by 2019, that number had more than doubled, to $7 
billion. And, Stone writes, Bezos had a clear idea, he told his 
executive team, of what he was looking for: “I want my Game 
of Thrones.” 

Bezos hoped to use Amazon’s � lm and television projects 
to fuel the global expansion of the company’s subscription 
programme, Amazon Prime—but � rst he needed an 
enormously popular international hit. “It’s not like he had 
any particular love for Game of Thrones,” Stone told me. “He 
thought: ‘Okay, if Amazon Studios and Prime Video are going 
to be a calling card in all these countries around the world, 
[the show] has to be broadly appealing.’ ”

Money, by the standards of any other studio in the history 
of television, was no issue. Amazon just had to � nd the right 
project. In the end it settled on two, buying a pitch from a 
relatively untested television writer, in Judkins, who had 
grown up reading The Wheel of Time and had an idea about 
how it might work as a series. Amazon also spent a reported 
$250 million on the rights to The Lord of the Rings and, in 
time, put both into production. “We are all in a fortunate 
position at the company,” Vernon Sanders, the co-head of 
television at Amazon Studios, said. “We should be swinging 
for the fences. So we’re swinging for the fences.” 

And so these books, with their gauzily painted or starkly 
heraldic covers, their comical abundance of pages published 
for the delight of furtive young boys and girls curled up 
reading by themselves in bookstore corners, waiting eagerly 
for their authors to publish the next instalment (picture me 
here one more time, a child again, sleepy-eyed and confused, 
surrounded by the battered paperbacks and hardcovers 
I’ve lugged to every house and apartment I ever lived in) 
became…this. The biggest and most expensive business in 
all of television. 

A SHOW THE size of The Wheel of Time has to hunt for 
a part of the world large enough to contain it—especially 
at a moment when the boom in streaming television has 
overwhelmed studios from Los Angeles to Atlanta to London 
to Prague. “We are, as a worldwide industry, quite close to 
capacity because of this demand for content by our friends 
at Amazon and all the other streamers,” David Brown, 
the producer of The Wheel of Time, told me. Los Angeles is 
booked out, and too expensive, anyway. Ditto Atlanta, where 
Marvel Studios regularly shoots. Ditto London, a long-time 
production hub that is currently oversubscribed—and, once 
again, too expensive. So Brown thought: maybe Budapest.

Central and Eastern Europe have traditionally been 
accommodating places to make movies and television. The 
locations are suitably grand and variable and ancient; the 
local expertise, honed by decades of Hollywood productions 
coming and going, is high-level and relatively affordable. So 
Brown initially looked at Hungary. But, he said, “I spoke to 
friends in Budapest who’d worked there, and they just said, 
‘You won’t get in.’ ” Then he tried Prague, and found that the 
waiting list for production space was just as long. So, after 
some consideration, Brown and his production partners 
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decided to create their own studio from scratch. “You know, 
we are a big company,” Brown, who is exacting and English 
and who has worked on everything from The Phantom 
Menace to Outlander, said. “The show is hugely ambitious 
creatively. So how do we fill that? That’s why we’re in this 
building that is 350,000 square feet.”

And so Jordan Studios, where the Wheel of Time 
production is headquartered, ended up in a remote corner of 
Prague, in a giant pale-blue complex of industrial buildings 
that used to be the warehouse of a trucking company. They do 
their own visual effects here. They have their own stunt gym, 
with archery targets and a rock climbing wall. They have 
an armourer, who is also a jeweller, and he has a 3D printer. 
They have a costume department that could outfit an army. 
They have individual offices for writers and a writers room 
and just about infinite space for those same writers to stand 
outside in the cold and smoke. Accounting is here. So is set 
decoration and unit publicity. They’ve got their own massive, 
football-field-size soundstages, on which they employ four 
different Czech construction companies to build various 
intricate interiors. 

Judkins has a spare but spacious office on the corner of 
the first floor. He is 38, curly-haired, and a book reader, in the 
parlance of the set—the Wheel of Time books are long, and 
there are 14 of them, plus the prequel, and so most on the 
production, whether actors or producers or executives, have 
yet to make it through more than the first few. But Judkins 
has been a fan of the series going back to childhood, and 
knows the books as intimately as any fan. He was born into a 
Mormon family that moved from Salt Lake City to Pittsburgh 
when he was young. He realized he was gay at 18. “When 
I first came out, it was a little bit difficult with my family,” 
he told me in his office. “My parents were amazing, but just 
even the understanding of what it was, what I was going 
through….” The Wheel of Time—which Judkins read with his 
mother—helped, in complex ways that Judkins would later 
channel to pitch his version of the series.

What to say about these books? Robert Jordan—the pen 
name of a man named James Oliver Rigney Jr., who was born 
in Charleston, South Carolina, in 1948—started working 
on The Wheel of Time in 1984. By that time, he’d already 
graduated from the Citadel, served two decorated tours as 
a helicopter gunner in Vietnam, and begun a career as a 
writer. He had a beard, favoured wide-brimmed hats, and 
generally maintained the pipe-collecting vibe and demeanour 
of someone Ken Burns might have interviewed about the US 
Civil War. The first book of the series, The Eye of the World, 
was published in 1990; 17 years and 11 instalments later, 
Jordan died of a rare blood disease, with The Wheel of Time 
still unfinished. Eventually, Jordan’s widow and former 
editor, Harriet McDougal Rigney, asked a 32-year-old fantasy 
novelist and former Mormon missionary named Brandon 
Sanderson to complete the story, using notes and deathbed 
audio recordings Jordan had made before he passed. It 
took three more sequels and five more years for the series, 
which has now sold more than 90 million copies, to reach its 
conclusion. When I say I’ve been reading these books for more 
than half my life, I mean that literally.

Jordan was, and this is a gross understatement, a world 
builder—an iterator of hundreds of characters and many 

nations, all with their own complicated pasts and 
uncertain futures—which makes his plot near impossible 
to summarize. But the first book begins relatively simply, 
in more or less the same way that The Lord of the Rings 
does, with a few star-crossed young people in a small 
and remote town whose lives are upended by the arrival 
of a wise and mysterious figure. Battles, quests, and a 
fair amount of sheer meandering ensue—one of the first 
impressions Amanda Kate Shuman, a writer on the 
show, had about the books, she told me, was that “a lot of 
characters go for a lot of walks to a lot of inns”.

Jordan may have borrowed his setup from The Lord 
of the Rings (with some real encouragement from his 
publisher, Tor), but in many ways his books represented 
“one big step out from Tolkien” for the genre, Sanderson 
said. Gone were the hoary archetypes—the bearded 
wizards and saintly protagonists, almost uniformly male. 
In their place were flesh-and-blood real-life characters 
with flaws and defects. And perhaps most revolutionary: 
Many of them—many of the most powerful among 
them—were women. Not always the best-written or most 
convincing women, but still: women. “That was something 
that kind of connected my mom and me: We could both 
see ourselves in these books,” Judkins said. “And then 
she could understand, ‘Oh, maybe being a gay man is 
somewhat like being a woman in terms of the challenges 
that you face in your life and what it feels like.’ And we can 
both find ourselves in this. And so when I pitched it, I said 
the same thing. I was like: ‘You have to connect to these 
things emotionally.’ ”

At the time of Judkins’s pitch, the screen rights to 
The Wheel of Time were just coming out of a byzantine 
and uniquely Hollywood maze—the books had been 
optioned by two former tech guys, who in turn licensed 
the rights to Universal, which developed the series as a 
feature and then shelved it. Then the tech guys enlisted 
two new producers, Mike Weber and Ted Field. In time, 
they noticed an obscure provision in the contract, as 
Weber recalled. It turned out, he said, that “if you aired an 
episode of television, the rights will vest in perpetuity”. As 
in, any episode of television at all. And so one mysterious 
night in 2015—just before the rights to the books were 
scheduled to return to Jordan’s widow—an episode aired 
on FXX at 1:30 a.m., halfheartedly adapting the first 
book’s prologue and starring, for some reason, Billy Zane. 
The show, such as it was, aired only once and was never 
seen again. “That’s not the prettiest way to do it,” Weber 
admitted. “But it cleaned up the rights.” (McDougal 
Rigney, who released an unhappy statement about this 
gambit at the time, has since come back into the fold as a 
consulting producer.) 

All they needed now was a writer and an idea. Enter 
Judkins, at the time a veteran of series television like 
Chuck and Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D. “He’d already read the 
material,” Weber told me. “And he had this incredible 
presentation.” Judkins proposed emphasizing the 
most progressive elements of the books—their female 
characters, however shakily drawn; their many nations 
and many races; their modern, skeptical view of how 
power is wielded between the sexes—and building a 
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series from there. The show, in Judkins’s version, would 
be a corrective to the hypermasculine world of Thrones, 
with its casual presentation of bare breasts and ruthless 
treatment of its female characters. “Even the great women 
in Game of Thrones, Cersei Lannister, First of Her Name,” 
Judkins said, “they’re the exception to the rule. And in this 
show they’re not.” 

There is a kind of sweetness to The Wheel of Time: 
Jordan adored his characters so much, and wrote about 
them in such painstaking, all-encompassing detail, that 
they ended up outliving him. Judkins imagined a show 
imbued with that kind of affection. “You know,” he said, 
“there were pitches right at the beginning for this show of 
like, ‘We open with a giant battle’ and all of this cool stuff. 
And I was like, ‘I just want to start with our characters in 
the Two Rivers and see where they came from.’ ” It would 
be less about sheer brutality, about showing the merciless 
world as it actually was when people walked around with 
swords and warred for power, and more about these kids 
and their journey. A show for the earnest readers who fell 
in love with these kinds of books in the first place. But also 
for everyone else, because it would have to be for everyone 
else in order to work and to justify Amazon’s astronomical 
investment. “In some ways we have a harder job,” Judkins 
said, sighing, “to tell the audience that, like: This is a show 
for people beyond fantasy nerds.”

It’s still television, after all. People need to watch. 

THE FUNNY THING about making a show in Prague is 
that you have to live in Prague. When I visited the set in 
2019, most of the cast and crew had just arrived, and it 
was taking them a while to settle in and accept the reality 
that they might be spending the next 5 to 10 years of their 
lives in this town. One sign of impending domesticity: a 
pet. “It starts with the dog,” Judkins said. “Always. ‘I just 
missed my dog.’ And then the dog arrives.” Rosamund 
Pike told me she got a nice house by the river for her and 
her partner and kids. “We’ve jumped as a family all over 
the globe,” she said. “And this provides some continuity.” 
On one of the days that I was there, her parents were 
visiting as well. They like to come to see their grandkids 
and whatever new person their daughter has become. 
Do they get nervous, watching Rosamund work? “Not 
anymore,” her mother, elegant in a warm-looking hat, 
said. Not since her screen debut in 2002’s Die Another 
Day. “The sword fight in James Bond was a long time ago,” 
her father said, nodding. 

Daniel Henney, who plays a character called Lan 
Mandragoran, told me that he was getting used to his new 
life here. “I was on a show for six years in L.A.,” he said. 
“When I was done with that, I was ready to try something 
very different.” He paused to indicate the mud and the 
woods and the Eastern Europe of it all. “And this is very 
different.” He said the hardest part of being over here was 
figuring out how to eat like an actor from Los Angeles. He 
would kill for some Sweetgreen. “I’ve got a naked hot-tub 
scene coming up,” he said, even as he was being inundated 
with dumplings and sausage. “What the fuck?”

One evening after their workday was done, I huddled 
in a sodden tent with the show’s main cast. There is an 

art to casting a show like this, especially for the leads: You 
need to find actors who have the next six to eight years of 
their lives free, and who can age and grow along with their 
characters. You do not have the money or the time to cast 
Reese Witherspoon, nor do you want Reese Witherspoon, 
because who will believe in the magical and strange world 
you’re building if Reese Witherspoon shows up in the 
middle of it? So you cast young, relative unknowns with 
time and big dreams. 

Madeleine Madden, who plays one of the show’s main 
characters, Egwene al’Vere, is Australian and voluble—a 
former Dora the Explorer who tends to speak for the rest 
of her cast. She and Josha Stradowski, who plays another 
main character, Rand al’Thor, were reminiscing in the tent 
about how they ended up on the show. “A bunch of Rands 
and a bunch of Egwenes were all flown into London,” 
Madden remembered. “So we were sitting in the room with 
like five other Rands and five other Egwenes. It was one of 
those high-pressure moments where I was like, ‘This could 
change my life forever.’ ” Two years later, she’s still waiting 
to find out if it really did. 

Marcus Rutherford, broad like Perrin Aybara, the 
blacksmith’s apprentice he plays, said so far Prague 
was mostly lonely but he did see Henney in the gym a 
lot. Barney Harris, who was playing Mat Cauthon, the 
mischievous one, chewed energy tablets and made fun 
of my choice of clothing. (Correctly. Most of what I was 
wearing did not survive that set. Neither, in the end, did 
Harris, who was recast for the second season of the show 
under circumstances no one would discuss.)

All over town there were people working long days 
trying to solve the infinite number of problems a production 
like this one presents. At Jordan Studios, Isis Mussenden, 
the show’s costume designer, told me she’d made 350 
costumes for the first two episodes alone. “I’ve personally 
been to Madrid, London, and New Delhi to buy textiles,” 
she said, “because we have so little here and we need 
thousands and thousands of metres of fabric to create all of 
this.” Some miles away, in an overflow space in Barrandov 
Studio, where parts of Mission: Impossible and The Bourne 
Identity were shot, Nick Dudman, the legendary creature 
designer and veteran of both the Harry Potter and Star 
Wars franchises, was building monsters. In an early 
episode of The Wheel of Time, beasts called Trollocs show 
up—but what, for the purposes of this show, was a Trolloc? 

First, Dudman had to figure out what they were not. 
“You’re sort of saying, ‘Okay, you can’t have any influences 
or imagery tying into orcs and Lord of the Rings,’ ” he said. 
Then he had to figure out how to make something that 
a stuntman could sprint around a forest in. Trollocs are 
supposed to be tall. “But I didn’t want to put them on stilts 
because of the fact that we’re running through woodland, 
and running downhill on stilts is just really not a good 
idea.” In the end, Dudman’s team decided to use the same 
Kevlar prosthetics they give to people who have lost limbs. 
“And the stunt guys were up on them and off, straight away. 
It’s actually been a very good call.”

But Dudman also needed a lot of Trollocs. “If you’re 
making, say 20, how do you make it look as though you’ve 
created 40 or 50?” he asked. “And the answer is: They’ve all 
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got horns. One of the things we decided early on is, they all 
have a variety of horn shapes. So if all those horns attach 
magnetically, and every single horn can swap with another 
horn on a different head, and they can also have two or 
three ways of putting them on, then you actually end up 
with 30 different silhouettes of creature for no extra money.” 

In the end, Mike Weber told me, the Trollocs looked so 
good on camera that a whole tranche of their budget that 
had been slated for VFX, to make the monsters look real, 
was saved for something else. And this is how you make a 
show like The Wheel of Time.

“YOUR LIFE ISN’T going to be what you thought,” Pike 
once again intoned, this time on-screen, as the ruined 
remnants of the Two Rivers set smoldered behind her. It 
was July now, nearly two years later, and Judkins was still 
fine-tuning the show’s first episode, scheduled to premiere 
in November. Pilots are notoriously hard. The first episode 
of Thrones famously cost $10 million and had to be entirely 
reshot. The pilot needs to establish the look and feel of the 
show. You have to introduce the main characters, who they 
are and where they come from. In fantasy, you have to give 
a sense of the rules too: Is there magic? What kind of magic? 
And you can’t forget, while doing all this exposition and 
groundwork, to make something people actually might 
want to watch. When Judkins asked David Benioff and Dan 
Weiss, the creators of Game of Thrones, for advice, they’d 
told him: “Just do what you’re going to do. You know what 
this is. You have to believe in it. These kinds of things have 
to have an extraordinary clarity of vision to work.” 

But the first episode of a series also has to satisfy 
everyone involved in releasing it, including the executives 
overseeing the production. Amazon had taken the unusual 
step of renewing the show for a second season before 
the first season had aired, and so Judkins and his cast 
and crew were currently in the midst of shooting that 
second season—meaning the production had now been 
shooting two hour-long episodes at a time for nearly two 
years straight, interrupted only by the occasional global 
lockdown, piloting a giant ship into increasingly unknown 
waters. “We’re getting into more of a rhythm of how you 
make a huge feature film every two months,” Judkins 
said. But that also meant that even as Judkins had spent 
the summer filming the second season in remote and 
inconvenient places, he was getting notes from Amazon, 
often via satellite phone, asking for post-production 
changes to the first season. 

“I say sometimes that showrunning is basically just 
laying your body over the show and trying to protect it 
as you take 10,000 swords into your back,” Judkins told 
me wearily one day over the phone. He said he’d had his 
assistant keep track of how many suggestions Amazon 
had had, just for the pilot. In the end “we got 11,000 notes”, 
Judkins said. Actual number. “Even if I only do like a 10th 
of those, that’s still like multiple notes per second,” he said. 
Executives had questions about individual shots and how 
the show was depicting magic. They had questions about 
style and tone. And they were friendly questions, but they 
were also infinite, and every time Judkins got one—usually 
while he was on some faraway set full of new and different 

problems to solve—he had to consider whether it was 
worth doing or whether to dig in. “It’s very hard to take 
your little precious kernel of an idea and deliver it at the 
end of the production-and-notes process,” he said. 

And it was almost time to promote the show. Starting 
in July, Amazon had begun to release a strategic trickle of 
first-look images and teaser trailers. These materials had 
a tricky job to do: They had to alert most of the television-
watching world that the show was on the way but also 
soothe the many readers of the books, who have their 
own, sometimes inflexible ideas about what The Wheel 
of Time is and who search every frame of every image for 
clues about whether it has been adapted correctly. When 
Brandon Sanderson took over the task of finishing the 
series from Robert Jordan, he recalled, “I basically became 
stepdad to millions and millions of fans.” He laughed. 
“Now I’ve been able to hand that burden off to Rafe.”

Failure would be letting all those millions and millions 
of fans down, in the ineffable way that art can come up 
lacking in the face of intense expectations, and also in the 
cold-blooded way that television executives at places like 
Amazon measure dollars and subscribers, money spent 
versus money gained. But success was also strange to 
contemplate. If the show worked, its young actors would 
grow to become old and famous and synonymous with 
the people they had spent the past two years playing, 
performing in the forests and fields outside Prague for no 
audience beyond their own crew. “Something that’s really 
profound that stuck with me,” Madeleine Madden said, 
“is when you hear the Game of Thrones actors talk about 
growing up with the characters.” She was hoping to get the 
chance, she said, to grow up with Egwene.

And between editing one season and shooting a second, 
Judkins was working long weeks, up to 100 hours, one 
after another. “I thought that was a joke—that people 
did that in movies about Wall Street,” he said. “But then 
I actually did it. That’s the reality of where we are right 
now.” His reward for success would be doing so more or less 
indefinitely. “If you’ve read the entire series,” Mike Weber 
said, “the thing really wraps up beautifully in book 14. I 
don’t know how many seasons that would be—I mean, 
that’d be like the rest of my professional life if we did that. 
But at a certain point, while maybe condensing some 
books, I think bringing this entire series to a conclusion 
is everyone’s goal. And that is certainly, like, a daunting 
reality for everyone involved. But you know: This is what 
you wish for.”

A reviewer once suggested, unhappily, that Robert 
Jordan was trying to write “the longest story in genre 
history”. But I have to say, that was always part of the 
appeal: You build relationships with the characters over 
time. As you grow, they do too. It’s no wonder television 
has come to love fantasy—both are mediums without any 
set end, mediums that thrive on near endless renewal. I 
recognized the anxiety that Judkins and the rest of the 
cast and crew felt as they readied themselves to push this 
thing out into the world. They were all waiting to see for 
how long the show will get to go on. 

Zach Baron is GQ’s senior staff writer.
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The products featured editorially have been ordered from the following 
stores. Prices and availability were checked at the time of going to press

S
Saint Laurent by 
Anthony Vaccarello 
New Delhi, The Chanakya, 
07877123123
Salvatore Ferragamo 
Mumbai, 022-30621018; 
New Delhi, DLF Emporio, 
011-46609084; Bengaluru, 
UB City, 080-43020456
Santoni New Delhi,   
011-41401193
Schiaparelli 
schiaparelli.com
Shantanu & Nikhil Mumbai, 
022-22613963; New Delhi, 
011-41686805
SSENSE ssense.com
Stock Vintage instagram.
com/stockvintagenyc

T
Tarun Tahiliani Mumbai, 
022-26420643; New Delhi, 
DLF Emporio, 011-46060980
The Collective Mumbai, 
Palladium, 022-40234414; 
New Delhi, 011-40870544; 
Bengaluru, UB City, 
080-41207331
The Row therow.com
Thom Browne
thombrowne.com
Tiffany & Co. tiffany.com

Jimmy Choo Mumbai, 
Palladium, 022-30277070; 
New Delhi, DLF Emporio, 
011-46609069; Bengaluru, 
UB City, 080-41738404
JJ Valaya New elhi, 
08800554491
John Hardy johnhardy.com

K
Kama Ayurveda 
kamaayurveda.com

L
Lemaire us.lemaire.fr
Lindman New York 
lindmannewyork.com
Line Out Line lineoutline.in
Loro Piana loropiana.com
Louis Vuitton Mumbai, 
022-66644134; New Delhi, 
DLF Emporio, 011-46690000; 
Bengaluru, UB City, 
080-42460000

M
Magari magari.in
Marsèll marsell.it
Martine Rose 
martine-rose.com
Men Of Platinum 
menofplatinum.com
Moscot moscot.com

N
Nykaa nykaa.com

O
Omega Mumbai, 
022-66550351; New Delhi, 
011-41513255; Bengaluru, 
080-40982106
Osman Abdul Razak Chennai, 
044-43084380/81/82
Ozwald Boateng 
ozwaldboateng.co.uk

P
Paco Rabanne 
Available at Nykaa
Prada prada.com

R
Rahul Mishra New Delhi, 
09650039960; Mumbai, 
09326788526
Ralph Lauren New Delhi, 
011-26888090
Rohit Gandhi + Rahul Khanna 
Delhi, 011-46632636
Rolex Mumbai, DiA, 022-
22042299; New Delhi, Kapoor 
Watch Co, 011-41345678; 
Bengaluru, 080-22113976PH
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Where To Buy

A
Adidas Mumbai, 
022-22822737; New Delhi, 
Pacific Mall, 011-45734261; 
Bengaluru, 080-40915678
Akila akila.la
Aliph by Gatsby 09841182288
Amit Aggarwal New Delhi, 
08860678622
Ann Demeulemeester 
anndemeulemeester.com 
Apple apple.com
Audi Mumbai, 022-66168000; 
Delhi, 011-46007300; 
Bengaluru, 080-45170000 

B
Balenciaga balenciaga.com
Bally New Delhi, DLF 
Emporio, 011-40534149 
Berluti New Delhi, DLF 
Emporio, 07876123123 
Bode bodenewyork.com
Bottega Veneta Mumbai, 
Palladium, 022-66152291; 
Delhi, DLF Emporio, 
011-46098262
Brioni brioni.com
Broner 
shop.bronerhats.com
Bulgari Mumbai, Rose, 
022-23620275; New Delhi, 
DLF Emporio, 011-41505010; 
Bengaluru, Rodeo Drive, 
080-41248471

C
Calvin Klein Mumbai, 
022-26484794; New Delhi, 
011-41089582; Bengaluru, 
080-40986229
Canali Mumbai, Palladium, 
022-40098685; New Delhi, 
DLF Emporio, 011-46040731; 
Bengaluru, UB City, 
080-41738997
Cartier Mumbai, Art of Time, 
08879505003; New Delhi, 
Kapoor Watch Co, 
011-41345688; Bengaluru, 
Rodeo Drive, 080-41248471
Celine Homme celine.com
Chanel New Delhi, 
011-68136500
Charvet charvet.com
Chrome Hearts 
chromehearts.com
Commission commission.nyc

D
David Yurman 
davidyurman.com
Dior Men New Delhi, DLF 
Emporio, 011-46005900

Dolce & Gabbana 
dolcegabbana.com
Dsquared2 dsquared2.com
Dunhill dunhill.com

E
Emporio Armani Mumbai, 
Palladium, 022-43473211; 
New Delhi, DLF Emporio, 
011-46040783; Bengaluru, 
UB City, 080-41469333
Ermenegildo Zegna 
Mumbai, Palladium, 022-
43471261; New Delhi, DLF 
Emporio, 
011-46060999
Etro etro.com

F
Fabergé faberge.com
Fabindia Mumbai, 
022-22626539; New Delhi, 
011-29232183; Bengaluru, 
080-32559770
Fendi fendi.com
Fossil Mumbai, 
022-40050207; New Delhi, 
011-41664016; Bengaluru, 
Phoenix Marketcity, 
080-67266060
Fred Perry Available at 
The Collective 

G
Gaurav Gupta Mumbai, 
022-22693433; New Delhi, 
DLF Emporio, 011-41042989
Giorgio Armani New Delhi, 
DLF Emporio, 011-41027122
Giuseppe Zanotti 
giuseppezanotti.com
Greg Lauren 
greglauren.com
Grenson grenson.com
Gucci Mumbai, 022-67477060; 
New Delhi, DLF Emporio, 
011-46471111

H
Hermès Mumbai, 
022-22717400; New Delhi, 
011-26885501
Homer homer.com
Hublot Mumbai, Rose, 
022-23620275; New Delhi, 
011-24693712; Bengaluru, 
080-40982100

I
Itrh itrh.in

J
Jean Paul Gaultier 
Available at Nykaa

Tod’s Mumbai, Palladium, 
022-42421818; New Delhi, 
DLF Emporio, 011-46662700
Tom Ford New Delhi, DLF 
Emporio, 011-41033059
Torani New Delhi, 
08700969159
Turnbull & Asser 
turnbullandasser.co.uk

V
Versace versace.com
Vintage India NYC 
vintageindianyc.com
Volkswagen Mumbai, 
09167109317; New Delhi, 
011-45340002; Bengaluru, 
09686601249

W
William Penn 
williampenn.net
Winnie New York 
Available at SSENSE

Y
Yohji Yamamoto 
yohjiyamamoto.com

Z
Zenith Mumbai, Times of 
Lord, 022-23695254; New 
Delhi, Johnson Watch Co, 
011-4151 3121
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Where Water Meets Light  
Taking bathroom products to a whole new level, Artize has come up with 
Rainjoy Lumos. This is a revolutionary shower which infuses elements of 
light and water to provide the user with an experience second to none. It has 
features like rainshower, waterfall, mist and LED chromatic lights to make for 
a showering experience that can truly heal you.
For more information, visit artize.com or 1800-120-332222 

Cleanliness and Godliness  
If you’re looking for an easy way out of your 
cleaning woes, the number one dry cleaning 
service in India, Pressto, is your one stop 
solution! This internationally renowned brand 
offers you services like dry cleaning, ironing, 
sofa cleaning, shoe repair and darning amongst 
others. Worried about your winter wear? Well, 
not anymore. This upcoming season, bring 
your long stored winterwear back to life using 
Pressto’s wonderful facilities!
For more information, visit presstoindia.com  
or call 9167188355 

As True As Platinum  
Infuse elegance into your style with dynamic 
platinum jewellery for men. Crafted with clean, 
bold lines in a sophisticated-yet-understated 
design language, this collection of wrist wear 
by Men of Platinum makes an unforgettable 
statement. The accessories are created with 
long lasting platinum and bold designs so as to 
perfectly complement the classy personality of 
today’s men with true elegance. 
For more information visit menofplatinum.com  
or follow @menofplatinum on Instagram

Leading By Example  
100 Pipers’ initiatives for the greater good reflect 
the brand’s credo of leading with a purpose. 
In 2019, they launched the ‘100 Pipers Legacy 
Project’ to support local Indian art forms — an 
initiative which is furthered in 2021 with the 
Limited Edition Packs showcasing the various 
textile traditions of India. Truly a blend of good 
intention, with inflections of aesthetic flavor and 
matured by centuries of tradition — two fine 
experiences unite to form a wonderful cause. What 
better way to raise a toast to the festive season! 
For more information, follow @100PipersScotch on 
Instagram & Facebook

All About  Music And Design
Want a stereo that both works incredible and 
looks stylish? Check out the Beoplay A9 music 
system which is designed like a piece of furniture 
and comes with that signature Bang & Olufsen 
sound unlike any. This creation is nothing less 
than classic with its sleek circular design and 80-
watt digital amplifier system. This divine speaker 
comes in various different colours, an incredible 
adaptation switch and also various design 
customisation options!
For more information, please visit bang-olufsen.com
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If Your Desk Contains the Following
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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




