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From Marilyn Monroe’s hourglass figure to the oh-so-slender Kate 
Moss to the muscular physique of Venus Williams, it’s a given: social 
expectations of beauty evolve over time. Extreme Beauty in Vogue—an 
exhibit curated by American Vogue, art directed and installed by Jean 
Nouvel and sponsored by Domenico Dolce and Stefano Gabbana—
considers this very progression, as well as the lengths to which society 
and women go in their attempts to achieve current ideals.

Featuring 89 photographs from the last eight decades at Vogue—
each revealing a piece of the beauty puzzle as perceived through 
the lenses of some of the century’s greatest photographers, includ-
ing Richard Avedon, Irving Penn, Helmut Newton, Steven Klein, 
Annie Leibovitz, George Hoyningen-Huene and more—the collec-
tion is dramatic, to be sure. And set at Milan’s historic Palazzo della 
Ragione, the show’s execution lives up to the art on display.

Embracing the juxtaposition of the old and the new, the installation 
balances the serene surroundings of the 700-year-old palazzo with 
the show’s extreme images. Nouvel set the stage with black easel-

like frames surrounded by heavy red draping.  According to Nouvel, 
he designed the exhibit in such as way as to “give each photograph 
its own case, as a jewel within a dark, velvet jewelry case.”

The photos on display are powerful.  All are masterfully shot, to be 
sure; and while some reflect beauty ideals (Richard Avedon’s 1968 
Twiggy, Annie Liebovitz’s portrait of Venus Williams and Steven 
Meisel’s Untitled, John Galliano Models, to name a few), some pro-
voke (Steven Klein’s Strength Training, Irving Penn’s Cult Creams and 
Fragrance Your Personal Signal by Duane Michals), and others, well, 
they truly disturb (Klein’s Medical Mistakes, Penn’s Mascara Wars and 
Helmut Lang’s surgical photographs). 

These different layers combine for an effective presentation.  
According to Phyllis Posnick, Vogue’s executive fashion editor and 
the exhibit’s curator, “If you look at Helmut Newton’s provocative 
studies or Irving Penn’s graphic still lives, for example, the images do 
more than just record a new lip color ; they are explorations of our 
culture’s endless pursuit of what is deemed ‘beautiful.’”
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 The stars allign as Dolce&Gabbana, Jean 
 Nouvel and Vogue come together for a 
 once-in-a-lifetime exhibit 

View from the Piazza dei Mercanti and Ioggia, adjacent to the Piazza del Ragione, brought to life 
by Jean Nouvel’s temporary clear structures. Photo by Valere Terrier, courtesy of Jean Nouvel Design. 



D&GHow do you personally define beauty?
Stefano Gabbana: Beauty is eternal, indefinable and transcends the 
boundaries established according to trends in aesthetics, politics and 
religion. It’s an essential element in our world, particularly during 
times of global reassessment and restructuring.
Domenico Dolce: We look to beauty as an escape, and as a means to 
move forward, find what’s new, [to] reinvent ourselves and our views.

If you had to choose one characteristic of the idealized feminine 
form that’s changed the most over the last century, which would 
it be? Why do you think that is?
Domenico Dolce: The female form has become less “idealized” in 
the sense that all women have a place in the universe of fashion. We 
design for bodies with curves, and we also design to add the illu-
sion of, or enhance, existing curves. Everyone now needs something 
unique to make them feel beautiful.
Stefano Gabbana: There is a focus now on embracing what you’re 
born with, yet also being confident with one’s self. So many advance-
ments in science and technology allow women to subtly alter their 
bodies head to toe, and statistics illustrate constantly shifting num-
bers for everything from knee-lifts to breast and lip augmentation. 
On the contrary side, advancements in health and fitness have moti-
vated women to take pride in their natural shapes and sizes. We see 
this everywhere—on television, at red carpet events, in movies—it’s 
ultimately about celebrating femininity, and I believe women have 
the confidence and freedom to do this more so now than ever.

Who meets our expectations of idealized beauty today?
Stefano Gabbana: There are so many women we look to who 
inspire us with their self-possession and defining personas. We see 
unique representations of beauty through their varying shades of 
confidence, poise, enigma, talent—the list goes on. 
Domenico Dolce: We don’t look for a woman who simply meets 
an expectation of beauty, but rather who brings a sense of her own 
personality to reshape our notions. It is when the established can-
ons are shattered, or contradicted—even in the most subtle ways, 
as Audrey Hepburn clearly achieved with her then unconventional 
aesthetics—that we can find beauty to be refreshing, and a continu-
ing source of inspiration.

When designing, what sort of person do you visualize wearing 
your clothes?
Stefano Gabbana: Always for a woman who evokes glamour in the 
original sense: she has strength of conviction and is fiercely confident 
with her femininity in an all-encompassing manner. She can be bold 
and sensual one moment, and she can be perfectly natural and 
demure the next. 
Domenico Dolce: We hope that the woman who wears 
Dolce&Gabbana feels what she demands from a wardrobe: con-
fidence, audacity, beauty. We design with the intention that the 
clothing conveys all the wearer wants to, and yet there is always our 
passion and aesthetic woven in.

Describe the inspiration behind your new luxury makeup line.
Domenico Dolce: We’ve always considered makeup to be intrinsic 
to the realization of our concepts. It’s always about finishing the 
look—the dream—of the woman we admire. The palette reflects 
our roots, inspired by the richness of the Mediterranean coasts, and 
the glamour of Hollywood.

The famed fashion duo share their 
thoughts on beauty…

Also weighing heavy is the concept of cosmetic and medical inter-
vention, and the dance women do with medicine and technology. 
Says Posnick, “We address the extremes to which women will 
go in pursuit of an ideal of beauty.  Today, with the technological 
advances available to them, some women are ready to go so far 
as to ‘manufacture’ the body they want.  As science and medicine’s 
technology advances, so do the extremes of what is possible and 
these ‘advances’ are reflected in the images in the exhibition.”

Interestingly enough, the show, which runs through May 10th, is 
timed to coordinate with the launch of Dolce&Gabbana’s first lux-
ury makeup line. Describing the line’s inspiration, Stefano Gabbana 
says, “Each step was inspired directly by the Dolce&Gabbana 
woman, who is after a perfect look each day.” Because, even as we 
pause to consider how our understanding of beauty has changed 
over the last 80 years, the fact remains—though our expectations 
may evolve, they don’t dissolve: we all want to be beautiful.

“We look to beauty as an escape, and as a means to 
move forward, find what’s new, [to] reinvent our-
selves and our views.” Domenico Dolce

On this page: Steven Klein, Strength Training, August 2006 (top), inside the Extreme Beauty exhibit, photo by Ruy Teixeira (bottom); 
Opposite: Steven Meisel, Untitled, John Galliano Models, December 2002 (top), Steven Meisel, Untitled, September 2007(bottom).  
All images courtesy of Dolce & Gabbana.
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2008 Pritzker Prize-winning French architect Jean Nouvel is known 
for bold, creative experimentation. Upon awarding the Pritzker, 
the jury praised Nouvel’s “challenge of accepted norms in order 
to stretch the boundaries of the field.” His imaginative work spans 
the globe—from the Arab World Institute in Paris to Agbar Tower 
in Barcelona to the Abu Dhabi Louvre Museum—and challenges 
expectations of what architecture can be. With his latest project, 
art directing Extreme Beauty in Vogue, Nouvel demonstrates his 
respected design acumen as well. 

We spoke with Nouvel about his current and future work…

What separates architecture in your mind from the other cre-
ative disciplines, such as fine art, design and fashion? 
Architecture is a permanent statement, as the architect’s responsi-
bility is an engagement, a memory for present and future genera-
tions. That doesn’t give as much freedom as the fantasy that fashion 
allows. I make no difference designing a chair or thinking architec-
ture, considering every project as a total design program. I’m always 
looking for the essence of a thing or of a place.

Do you see continuity in your work? Or is it always about pushing 
a different, new envelope?
I’m not obsessed by the idea of doing something new for every proj-
ect, but by the idea of giving the most adequate and specific answer 
in responding to a single question, corresponding to a particular place, 
with its singular history and context. That’s my aim for every project: 
give chance [for] a new history to exist in a city through the means 
and meaning of a building.  That’s the real purpose of my life.

…And that probably makes more sense than ever now that we can 
see the destructive effects of globalization…and generic architec-
ture [on]…every city in the world, and consequently, the essence 
and diversity of every human life and imagination…[I am engaged] 
against all generic and simplistic architecture that kills emotion.

How do you think your life experience has fed your architectural 
evolution stylistically?
For me, the purpose of being an architect is to give emotions and 
pleasure through the media of space. I mostly find inspiration in my 
own life, and my aim is to translate those poetical vibrations in[to] 
strong spatial moments so that [they may] enhance everyone’s life. 
That’s why I don’t believe I can be classified through a stylistic evo-
lution; every project is and should be different depending on the 
place and its history and its time, which means it’s also connected 
to present technological developments.

How did the exhibit’s theme and photographs feed your design 
aesthetic? 
The Extreme Beauty theme and its unconventional approach to beauty 
through the work of fantastic photographers [such] as Penn or Avedon, 
[suggests] an unconventional approach for a photography exhibition in 
a cold, white gallery. The first idea was to give each photograph its own 
private set…In a way, I wanted everybody to [experience an instance 
of] adoration in front of these iconic representations of beauty. 

Jean Nouvel: On his present, his future, and 
an architect’s purpose

UncoMProMisinG 
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Inside the Extreme Beauty in Vogue exhibit: (top) displaying Steven Klein’s 
Intelligent Design-Remote Control, photo by Ruy Teixeira, courtesy of 
Dolce&Gabbana; (bottom) image courtesy of Dolce & Gabbana.

What is the story, from your perspective, that your work needed 
to tell for the exhibit?
The place again suggested the scenography. The Palazzo della Ragione, 
in which the exhibition [takes] place, is a beautiful but rather neglected 
historical place in Milan, and Domenico Dolce and Stefano Gabbana’s 
idea to install the exhibition there and to give it a new, unexpected life 
was, for me, the beginning of a scenario: I imagined the exhibition had 
been in place years ago and…forgotten…and finally rediscovered, the 
way it was originally. I first thought of a very dark and mysterious place 
lit by candles, where we could imagine strange ceremonials. I designed 
a central piece in order to give each photograph its own case, as a 
jewel within a dark, velvet jewelry case.

You’ve said cinema has had a large influence in your work. Can 
you elaborate? How is that paradigm incorporated into the 
Extreme Beauty exhibit?
In my case, architecture wouldn’t be the same without the influence 
of the cinema, [nor any other] artistic or visual or intellectual produc-
tion. For years, I’ve been nurtured by films and their directors’ fantasies.  
Wim Wenders, before becoming one of my best friends, inspired me 
a lot, because the way he was filming cities and landscapes was [like] 
the invention of another aesthetic. With him, parking lots, highways, 
electric wires, neon, cars [and] trucks started to compose visually 
positive elements, which could also become…significant parts of [an] 
architectural project. Along with this aesthetic component, cinema 
also includes all notions of movement—sequences, framing, zoom-
ing—which are really, for me, permanent concerns in an architectural 
project. In the case of Extreme Beauty, it’s more a scenographic than 
an architectural program, in the sense that it’s purely atmospheric. It 
has been convoking more the notions of fiction and lighting, with the 
purpose of simulating a mysterious universe.

How did you intend for the exterior work to complement the 
interior exhibit space?
We were also asked by Domenico Dolce and Stefano Gabbana to 
think [of] the event for the opening, and to imagine the place where 
the 1,000 invited, trendy people could stay outside the exhibition 
in cold Milan in March. We had to build  this temporary construc-
tion on the Plaza del Mercati to give them the potential to have 
another look at the Palazzo della Ragione. That was the meaning 
of the projections, creating visual stratifications. Which was also, for 
me, an opportunity to have my son and video director Pierre and 
his artistic team associated with the event, to create those other 
layers of paintings, or animated images appearing as ghosts, under 
the vaults of the Palazzo.

How would you describe the dialogue your work created with 
the Palazzo della Ragione?
I wanted, through these visual fictions, to give the Palazzo an excit-
ing presence in our contemporary time, and also through technical 
installations with cranes, projectors, trucks [and] louma cameras, 
suggesting a movie shooting, at a time when media and virtual 
images are often more exciting that the reality of the place.

What’s next for you?
For the last five months, I quite exclusively worked on the Grand 
Paris, [a project to transform the French capital, for which President] 
Nicolas Sarkozy commissioned 10 international architecture teams, 
[and] which concerns the future of Paris in the next decades. 
Especially in this very special, crisis moment, it’s more important 
than ever to think wisely and to keep in mind the responsibilities 
which are ours in all urban and environmental decisions.

“That’s my aim for every 
project: give chance [for] 
a new history to exist in 
a city through the means 
and meaning of a building. 
That’s the real purpose of 
my life.” Jean Nouvel 
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