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By reyiving the art of hand stitching precious leather, the
brand’s founder, designer Francois Russo, adds a fresh twist

to luxury leather by combining modern design with traditional
craftsmanst elf-confessed perfectionist talks to Soniya
Gulati about his passions, work, and why his products are
unapologetically Madein Thailand’
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Apple shups Francois refuses to open up a boutique

just vet. "All in due time,” he smiles. "Success is
making the right move at the right moment, and
the moment for the shop can wait.” Every time he
does feel the need for a shop. he's reminded of a
comversation he once had with one of his friends,
a famous fashion designer: “She told me that she
was miscrable because she had 1o feed her lions.
Mo reference 1o her new pets. but 1o her boutiques.
alwavs hungry for rent, staft and maintenance... not
a nice way to get eaten up!” he laughs.

Francois” keen business sense can only be
credited to his parents’ persistence. "My parents
were absolutely stuck on this idea of sending me
to a prestigious business school, which was temibly
unappealing to me. As [ really dislike conflict, 1
quickly surrendered.” But after graduation. Francois
switched direction immediately to work in art. From
big brands like Cartier. L'Oreal, or the prestigious
Havas Advertising group. where he coordinated
consultancy and creative activities for various luxun
brands.

He then set up his own image agency. and finally
joined forces in 2003 with another dear friend. French
designer Andrée Putman. They came up together with
numerous design projects, among them the Guerlain
fagship store on Paris Champs-Elysées, hotels in Asia

and Europe, the global image concept for Helena
Rubinstein, collections for Christofle, Poltrona Frau
or Reflex and private houses worldwide, to name a
few. His ability 1o capture and embody the style of his
customers into design projects is what makes Francois
so desirable to his own contemporaries. His friend
the late Jacques Helleu, antistic director for watches
and perfume at Chanel for over 40 vears and designer
of the ]12 watch, regularly tumed to him for design
ideas and named him advisor for the Chanel perfume
division. The Helleu Chair, designed by Francois as
an homage to Jacques, was launched by the Ttalian
luxury furniture firm in 2007 to worldwide acclaim.

Francois has dabbled in many artistic mediums,
be it jewellery, interiors and even photography, sowhat
is his real inspiration® “1 believe Keats, the English
poet, savs it best: ‘A thing of beauty is a jov forever', |
really believe it. Whatever the materials, rich or poor,
| appreciate details and clean lines. When | design
a product. 1 like to ask mysell, how will it add joy?
Will it age wellz™ It's clear that when Francois designs
a product, he pours his heart and soul into it. His
workroom, or ‘play room’ as he calls it is lined with
different hine leathers, concepts and bags.

He thanks his Thai staff for giving form to his
ideas. “1 hate the stupid attitude claiming Thailand
is associated with poor quality products. | would just
like to point out that 30 vears ago Japan had the same
reputation. Things change fast, luckily.” The assertive
Frenchman believes that Thailand could be the next
hub for complex creations.

"Recently. one of the most famous French leather
makers joined us as an advisor to train our staff on
very complex techniques. After just half a day, he told
me he was amazed at how quickly Thai craftsmen
can leamn. How their hands can be spontaneously
50 skilled. So vou see. | don't have any doubts that
Thailand is a place of very high potential. Success of
Thai lwaury brands is only about art direction, brand
management, and of course proper staff training.”

Asked what challenges he faces as an expat,
Francois exclaims, "I really don’t see myself as an
expat! My secret hope is that someday Thailand
will feel satisfied with what I do here and ask me
to become Thai!™ He doesn’t feel either that he
had to adapt his European ways too much. “Since
I've come to Bangkok, I've realised that I'm happy.
which I've never really been before. Before this 1 was
alwarys stressed. Somehow | was never relaxed. | had
wonderful fiends, but never lelt at peace. luis a great
gilt this country has given me. And hinally, this is all
about love, as great projects alwavs are, aren't they?”
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