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Christian
Nation

At the top of his game, Christian Louboutin opens up in an exclusive interview about
the incredible rise of the brand, what inspires him and that magical red sole.

FN Photo by JAYME THORNTON (Maritime); courtesy of GETTY IMAGES (Louboutin at Cannes).

By WAYNE NIEMI

Louboutin at The
Maritime Hotel
in New York
on May 5.

LOS ANGELES — It’s early afternoon in the lobby of the Chateau
Marmont, and Hollywood dealmakers are holding court, hosting
power lunches disguised as informal get-togethers.
The always-stylish Christian
Louboutin arrives in a light-pink
suit, white polo and gold-adorned
Louboutin high-top sneakers. After
a stressful morning, he’s 30 minutes late — and for good reason.
The animated designer quickly
explains that he was nearly run
down by an over-eager driver just
moments earlier.
“I took my clothes to the cleaners [yesterday] and then they
couldn’t find them. So I was without clothes and I had to get some.
I went out, and a car was parked
at a traffic light and then just
started [moving], so I had to
jump back to the curb. Thank
God I was so close.”
Louboutin dramatically emphasizes the possibility of danger and near death with a wry,
understated smirk. He clearly
knows how to hook an audience.
It’s that power that has served
the designer so well of late.
Even in the depths of a recession,
Louboutin’s star has continued to rise, thanks to his must-have
styles, which left retailers and consumers clamoring for more.
But even from the top of the luxury world, the designer isn’t
one to shout about his accomplishments.
While nearby actors and producers hatch secret
plans — wanting to be seen, but certainly not heard
— Louboutin, too, speaks softly, forcing his listeners to
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lean forward, nearer to his world,
to hear.
That’s part of Louboutin’s appeal.
You must come to him. He does
not come to you. And perhaps
that’s also what fuels his unique
eye toward fashion and design.
“I don’t look at the work of [other]
people,” he said. “I like to look at a
lot of things, but I wouldn’t say
that I look at fashion designers so
much. I don’t look at trends. I don’t
even know the trends.”
But that may be because he’s
often the one setting them. And
given the spotlight that the “Sex
and the City 2” movie puts on
his shoes in the opening scene,
Louboutin’s profile is likely to get
even bigger, if that’s possible. “I
haven’t even begun to think of
that yet,” he said of the film’s impact. “It should be interesting.”
In an FN exclusive, the designer
candidly discussed his creative process
and inspirations. Clearly he has no shortage of design ideas for future high-heel
creations. “My favorite shoe is the one I
have in my head — and it’s unfinished,”
he said. “In general, that one is always
my favorite. It’s the one that does not
yet exist, but it will.”

FN: Are you surprised that you’ve
been able to have double-digit
growth in this economy?
CL: Yes, of course I’m surprised. Since I
started the company, it has slowly but
surely always grown. The reality is that I
now have a COO [and GM, Alexis Mourot,]
who is really organizing everything, and
Continued on page 14
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At a May 17 circus-themed event during the Cannes Film
Festival to promote“Le Carrosse Noir” (Louboutin’s seven-part
Web series), the designer poses with “Loubi’s Angels.”
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Louboutin On ...
A typical week:
“I don’t really have one. I’m constantly traveling, so a
typical week is being in an airport.”

Most expensive creation:
“I did a shoe for a client that was very, very expensive
because it was all paved in rubies, even the sole. It
wasn’t a shoe that was made to be worn. According to
different people, with the cost of the rubies, it was way
over $1 million.”

The allure of California:
“If I had to live in America, I would definitely live in
California and not in New York. Here, it’s disconnected. For me, it’s a release. I can organize myself
better. I get to enjoy more of the city. Also, I love the
landscape. It’s a beautiful out here.
I love to hike in the Hollywood
mountains. I love to go to this
place behind Malibu and you
see the whole sea there. It’s
like a two- or three-hour hike,
so it’s very nice. There is a mix
of nature here which doesn’t exist in New York.”

Why he doesn’t advertise:
“I’m quite slow at everything.
Advertising is a whole process.
You need the photographer,
a budget, location. It needs a
massive amount of organization
that we just don’t have
the time to do. We’re still
quite a small company.”

TV appearances:

Social networking:
“I love it. I love it all. But I
can’t do it! It’s very difficult for me. I can barely
use a camera.”

Summer vacation
plans:
“I’m going to Greece this
summer. I love Greece. It
has one of the most beautiful lights [reflected off the
sea]. I’ve never seen it anywhere else. It’s a very specific light.”

From top: Louboutin at
a signing event in Los
Angeles in April; with
Patti LaBelle in New York;
Louboutin and Celine Dion;
Taylor Swift in Louboutins,
accepting the Best Country
Song honors at the 2010
Grammy Awards.

Most memorable in-store appearance:
“At Barneys, I was doing this appearance and Patti LaBelle came with a suitcase of shoes [for me to sign].
I said, ‘Listen, a lot of people are waiting, so I’m going
to have you wait over here, but would you mind singing for everyone?’ She was super sweet. She started
singing for everyone in Barneys. She was trying to
invent a song about a shoe. It was very sweet and
people were super-excited to see Patti LaBelle.”

art
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“I loved to do [that film], but I don’t like to watch it.
The thing is ... if I had to choose between selling pancakes in the street or being an
actor, I would definitely sell pancakes. I can’t stand it. I did two
movies when I was a teenager
and I hated it. I hated all of it.
I did this because it was about
dancing. It’s a different thing
to watch yourself on screen.
I understand a lot of actors
who don’t want to see their
movies. I can totally relate
to people like that. Just
like most people don’t like
their voice.”

“I never go on TV. I did it a
few times and I hated it because it’s edited and then
it becomes something
different. When you don’t
recognize yourself, you
may feel frustrated or sad, and for
that, that’s why I don’t really like to
talk to the press. I have a lot of people ask me to do things in the factory. I say, ‘The factory
is a place that I love.
I love the smells and
the people. I love being there.’
But once you photograph it or you film
it, it looks like a random place. I always
say no because it will
look like nothing. I
know how nice it is
to be there, but if you
try to capture it for
the picture, it won’t
happen. Charm fades
on TV. It doesn’t go
through. It’s a thick
filter, I really don’t
like it.”

FN Photo by DONATO SARDELLA (signing event); courtesy of GETTY IMAGES (LaBelle, Dion, Swift).

From top: Carrie Underwood and
Beyoncé perform in Weitzman
styles; the designer in the Nine
West showroom during the 2008
Shoe Star competition. Below:
two fall footwear styles.

“Dancer in a Daydream:”
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FN Photos by DONATO SARDELLA (store, shoes); courtesy of GETTY IMAGES (Campbell).

Continued from page 12
he’s finishing his second year and entering his third year
now. Alexis really started to structure the thing, and there
definitely is a difference. It’s having a distribution center, [managing leather] production and a lot of inside
[back-office] things that obviously make a difference. Also, at the end of the day, it’s because the
shoes are selling.

FN: Given all your success, do you feel a lot of
pressure to stay on top?
CL: When I’m in the factory, that’s when I feel
the pressure, when I see all those people
working in my company. It’s very important
to keep people who have families and children
all working. Apart from that, not really. I concentrate on my work and this is really what
counts.

Clockwise from top left:
Naomi Campbell and
Louboutin; the lower
level of the designer’s
Los Angeles boutique;
a store window display
featuring his spring
sandals.

FN: Do you put expectations on yourself to
make sure you design next season’s musthave shoe?
CL: I never try to design a hit. Sometimes it happens, but I never set out to do it.

FN: How early in the process can you spot a shoe
you know will sell?
CL: When I start a collection and I see the first prototypes, I’m
always thinking, “What a bore.” Funnily enough, the collection
needs to come alive and evolve. I need to give birth not only
to the drawing but also to the first prototype. [Then I] change
them and sophisticate them and sometimes erase them. I
definitely need the raw material to exist to go to the next step
and to another level. But I’m never 100 percent satisfied. I
end up always doubting myself. Even when I’m sketching, I
barely stop. All day I’m sketching. I may stop to have a cof-

Fighting
Fakes
Christian Louboutin is banking on a little
publicity to go a long way in the battle
against counterfeiting.
As the designer’s popularity has skyrocketed, so have websites with names
like Discountchristianlouboutin.com and
Cheapchristianlouboutin.com that sell
counterfeit shoes for as little as $69. In
April, Louboutin launched his own site at
Stopfakelouboutin.com, designed to alert
consumers, counterfeiters and would-be
counterfeiters about the designer’s aggressive, zero-tolerance stance toward outfits
that trade in fake designer shoes.
The site features a list of perpetrators

fee or lunch, but I have a very easy flow. I’m very
lucky with that.

looking at other people’s work. So I’m not feeling in competition
with anyone and feeling like I have to do this extra thing.

FN: How do you know when a collection is

FN: What is it about the red sole that has made it so identifi-

complete?
CL: It’s always a work in progress. There is always
part of a collection that is not ready, but it’s not really important because it goes back into the next collection. At some
point, you have to edit the collection and say, “This is the collection.” But if there is something that is not ready, I keep it
for next time. It’s not a problem. If next time it doesn’t seem to
make sense to have it, then it’s erased. I have enough drawings
and I have enough designs that I’m not really scared of erasing
or being late with some design. It’s easier for me [because] I’m
not focusing on trends or what other people are doing. I’m not

selling counterfeit shoes, information on
factory raids and law enforcement activity,
and the company’s streamlined strategy
for going after crooks.
The idea for such a public campaign came
from Harley Lewin, a trademark attorney
and 40-year veteran of the battle against
counterfeiters. The goal, said Lewin, is to
change the way consumers think about
counterfeiting, rather than simply chase
the criminals.
While Lewin has worked with Google and
other search engines, as well as Internet service providers, to close the
sites and limit access to them
through searches, the task is
daunting and unending, because if and when a site is shut
down, another can be
opened within hours.
For Lewin, the battle
needed to be moved to
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able and iconic?

CL: In every woman there is also the little girl or the child. When I
say everyone is a child, I mean they like to recognize something,
and it’s like a game. I see men loving to recognize the shoes, too.
Also, it’s very pretty. It’s a flirtation.

FN: How did you come up with that particular shade of red?
CL: It’s a classical lacquered red, almost like a Chinese red.
No. 1, it’s good luck. Also, if you think red, this is the red that
comes to your mind. This red is the red in a way, a true red. I
wanted the idea of red. S

the hearts and minds of consumers.
“I said, why don’t we fight fire with fire
here,” he said. “People really should know
this is a trademark and you do protect it.”
Within just weeks of launching, Lewin
said dozens of fashion blogs, chat rooms
and message boards originating from
around the world were buzzing with news
of the new site and Louboutin’s efforts to
thwart crooks, earning the respect of consumers. “They were 100 percent
in favor of it,” he said. “They
loved it. I’m a huge believer
in the public component
to stopping counterfeiting. As long as there is
a market for products of
these types, people will
make these products. Until
buying fakes becomes uncool, I don’t think it will stop.”
Lewin said that when he

initially began working with Louboutin a
year ago, the designer’s shoes were sold
on more than 7,000 auction sites a day,
most of which were counterfeit products. Today, that number ranges from
600 to 900 a day, about half of which
are legitimate.
For Louboutin, the stakes are much
higher than simply stopping the flow of
illegal goods. After being made aware of
the harsh working conditions in unregulated factories — often staffed by children — Louboutin said fighting counterfeiters became an act of conscience.
“I learned that behind the counterfeiting, you basically have children working for nothing,” he said. “If you buy a
counterfeit, you’re not just getting a
fake, you’re keeping the process alive of
child abuse. When I saw that, I was really
shocked. I really thought I couldn’t take
that.” << W.N.
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