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Mr.ADLER – instantly iden-
tifiable for his uniform of 
vintage LACOSTE polo shirts
and LEVI’S cords
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As JONATHAN ADLER grabs his head in
mock exasperation he says “things are cray-
zee right now”. He apologizes for being fran-
tically busy. Frankly, I’m surprised
JONATHAN has time to talk at all. His first
book will be launched soon, so a promotional
book tour is in the works. He is doing a house
for “an agent” in LA, opening new stores in
San Francisco and Chicago, as well as working
on his second signature line of bedding for US
retail giant BED BATH & BEYOND. The list
goes on...
We sit down in ADLER’s kitchen with its
smattering of Scandinavian mid-century figu-
rative ceramic heads. A huge framed MEL
RAMOS piece depicting a bikini-clad girl
perched on a giant sundae seems to have dic-
tated the apple green walls around us. “Things
change around here all the time,” he says, as if
to explain why two of his young East-Village-
y design assistants are snapping away in his
apartment with digital cameras. A new per-
sonal redecorating job is underway even now.
“Um, guys,” JONATHAN interrupts them, “I
don’t think that thing with the cornice is going
to work there, after all,” at which the assis-

tants stop to wait in another room until he has
time for them again.

ADLER lives with SIMON DOONAN, cre-
ative director of BARNEYS NEW YORK
and author of three style books. DOONAN
himself is no stranger to Taste with a capital T,
and the apartment’s décor makes it clear that
two highly confident creatives are at work
here. Every room, hallway, wall and floor
offers up something interesting. A campy bust
of MICHAEL JACKSON coexists happily
with a collection of 19th century automobiles
collaged from screws and bolts. Two 1990’s
INEZ VAN LAMSWEERDE photographs
lead the way to the master bedroom, which is
a vision in masculine navy blue, with a sprin-
kling of ADLER pillows. The master bath-
room is done in a mock-bourgeois nautical
motif: lots of blue-white gingham and brass
fixtures. “Brass is the new chrome,” DOO-
NAN said to me, when I first saw how they
had combined their old digs with the duplex
next-door into something huge. In one fire-
place lies a life-size papiermâché head of
THE ARTIST FORMERLY KNOWN AS

PRINCE (which I think I remember having
seen in a BARNEYS NEW YORK Christmas
window), and close to the ceiling in the main
living room hang all twelve images British
pop artist ALAN JONES created for an early
70s PIRELLI calendar. The apartment is a
dizzying cabinet of obscure 20th century
treasures and flea market collections. It’s
comfy and gorgeous. I would move in tomor-
row if I could.

Today, as usual, Adler is wearing his signature
‘uniform’ consisting of a vintage Lacoste shirt,
LEVI’s cords or slim flat-front khakis and a
ROLEX watch. He has kicked off his ADI-
DAS ROD LAVER tennis shoes, and a pair
of RAY-BAN AVIATORS lays folded up in
front of him. He talks about the book that’s
coming out. “It’s called THE JONATHAN
ADLER BOOK. MY PRESCRIPTION
FOR ANTI-DEPRESSANT LIVING. It’s
about my interior design, my design work and
about the prejudices that you should throw
out every so often to make your house fantas-
tic and fun, and about how sometimes the
road to happiness is simply a great pad. It’s

MR. ADLER
JONATHAN ADLER, the prince of poloshirts and pottery, is currently
sweeping the world of interiors with his must-have retro-tinged designs such
as graphic rugs and ceramic canisters labeled PROZAC and UPPERS.
When JONATHAN started working with PERUVIAN artisans in ’97 to
expand his line of woven and printed textiles, consumers flipped out. His
stripey, textured and organic shaped vases and vessels became instant icons.
A line of furniture soon followed, and today there are five JONATHAN
ADLER stores in the US, and two more will have opened by the time this
issue went to print. JONATHAN shares an ever-so-chic GREENWICH
VILLAGE duplex, packed to the rafters with pop culture totems and exotic
trinkets, with partner and fellow tastemaker SIMON DOONAN and their
Norwich terrier, LIBERACE.

– 29 –

Reclining at home, a relaxed
JONATHAN with his dog 
and all the stuff that surrounds
him...
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going to feature tons of photos, tons of pages
and a foreword by SIMON. It’s basically
about my happy-chic design philosophy.”
When ADLER’s “happy chic” style hit the
market in the mid 90s it was a clear case of
right place, right time. Soon every talk show,
print commercial, television commercial and
series had a bit of ADLER in the back-
ground. Now, ten years on, the sex appeal of
JONATHAN ADLER’s work seems not to
have diminished. HBO’s TV series THE
COMEBACK (starring LISA KUDROW in
her post-FRIENDS reincarnation) recently
filmed an episode in the PARKER MERI-
DIAN hotel in Palm Springs, which ADLER
has just redesigned. KUDROW’s stuck-in-the-
80s character doesn’t grasp the hotel’s make-
over, but awkwardly compliments the design-
er anyway.

It’s safe to say ADLER’s success is massive,
and one wonders what he himself thinks it is
that he tapped into. “Well, a lot of design right
now is sort of dour and oblique, whereas I
strive to be happy and communicative. I think
that my design team and I just have a great
time making stuff that’s incredibly idio-
syncratic and quirky. I really think that is what
people are responding to. Plus in my own 
collecting I’m a dorky enthusiast and I think 
I channel that enthusiasm into my design
work.”
The success, he says, “is definitely beyond my
wildest imagination; I always dreamed of
being a potter, and I thought that that meant
that I was doomed to lead some struggling
existence, working ’til two in the morning in
some garage in Vermont or something! I
never thought I could make a go of it, so I’m

totally thrilled. Lucky, very, very, very lucky is
what I am.”
“Maybe talent has something to do with it
too?” I suggest. “Very lucky,” ADLER
repeats.

We walk around the apartment, so I get a
chance to see the latest decorating schemes.
Every bit of wall space seems to be adorned
with, or hidden behind, pieces of art, or a col-
lection of sorts. “JEAN-PAUL PHILIPPE just
did that,” he comments about the hallway
walls covered in what seem to be hand-cut,
circular pieces of burlap, in various textures
and shades of white. “He does lots of stuff for
BARNEYS.”
ADLERS inspiration comes from “everything
from skateboard graphics to FABIEN
BARON’s art direction for BAZAAR, which
still resonates in my mind. Right now I’m pre-
occupied with Reform synagogue architecture
which I see as the apotheosis of organic, mod-
ernist architecture. Places of worship have
always been a platform for architects to try
and create some kind of transcendental expe-
rience, and Reform synagogues were built at
the pinnacle of MODERNISM; it was exactly
that period in the 60s when they were able to
break free from the confines of rigid minimal-
ism, so they applied all these incredible organ-
ic shapes and crafts. I’m also kind of into this
‘CHINOISE MODERNE’ thing; I picked it
up from the 1946 movie DECEPTION, in
which BETTE DAVIS lives in a style that
really speaks to me. Oh! And we just drove by
this place that makes poured concrete septic
tanks, and they’re so groovy in shape and tex-
ture, that I think the good old septic tank
might appear as a reference in my work.”
“From septic tank to tabletop,” I say. ADLER
laughs, “Yeah, totally!”

ADLER is known to sport a particular look
(“We believe in uniforms,” was once part of
his company’s manifesto), consisting of strictly
preppy classics, and never anything overly
fancy. “Basically it’s the same look I’ve been
wearing since my Bar Mitzvah,” says
ADLER. “I sort of discovered my uniform a
long time ago to make it all really easy. I grew
up in a small farm town in New Jersey, where
I just totally dressed like a dork. And I went
to high school in Bloomington, Delaware –
which is the epicenter of preppiness – and I
had no idea what I was supposed to wear. It
seemed to me that that was the thing I had to
wear to fit in, and I literally have not stopped
since. So now all I wear is LEVI’S vintage
cords, and vintage LACOSTES. And shoe-
wise I wear WALLABEES, a lot of WAL-
LABEES, and a really great pair of monk-
strap shoes from a company called HARRIS.”
He is aware that LACOSTE is creating more
of a “fashionable” presence again, and tells
me that he heard that they’ve begun updating
their shapes. ADLER isn’t overly thrilled.
“There’s an element of feel-good nostalgia to
my LACOSTE fixation. It takes me back to

tennis camp.” Adler values the brand’s roots
in actual athletics. “I’m a bit of a closet sport-
ing enthusiast – there, I said it. I play squash
and, um, tennis. So I personally like the fact
that LACOSTE is not too sexy, more preppy
and sporty.”

ADLER, who estimates that he has over 80
(“but it could be a hundred, I don’t know”)
vintage LACOSTE shirts spread out over his
three homes, shows me the piles he has in his
wardrobe in New York. (In addition to this
apartment in the WASHINGTON SQUARE
area of NEW YORK’s GREENWICH
VILLAGE, ADLER and DOONAN also
own a getaway on SHELTER ISLAND, and
a pied-á-terre in PALM BEACH.)
“See,” he says as he pulls one shirt out, “I do
have one of their new three-button models as
well. And a long sleeved one. And this one’s
really tight!”

The fact that he has created his own uniform
is definitely seeing him through the confusion,
which he thinks prevails in men’s fashion at
the moment. “It’s about ‘anything goes’ and
the uglier the better,” he says, after which he
lambastes the look of AMERICAN IDOL’s
host and the horrors of distressed and fucked-
up jeans. I tell him that I think that H&M has
a lot to answer for, and ADLER agrees, but
points out, however, that the phenomenon
isn’t all bad. “On a democratic level I totally
love what’s happening. It’s cheap, its dispos-
able and it’s not elitist. In a way I think that’s
brilliant. You can probably get the same look
from DOLCE & GABBANA, but you’ll look
like an idiot wearing that stuff when the shirt
cost you 1200 dollars! It shows you that fash-
ion is cross-pollinating in the opposite direc-
tion now, and that is really interesting.”
To explain what he means, ADLER tells me
about how, a couple of years ago, he ventured
into H&M. His eye fell on a great camel-
coloured, cable-knit turtleneck sweater. About
a year and a half later he saw the identical
thing at MIU MIU. ADLER can very well
imagine how that could happen. “Some design
assistant is wearing it, and a designer notices it
and they knock it off. The H&M one already
looked vintage anyway. I mean, those
sweaters were so identical it just had to have
gone from H&M to MIU MIU.”

When we finally walk to the front door in his
opulent hallway to say goodbye, ADLER asks
me, “You know what it all boils down to?”.
Well, what could it be?
He answers his own question immediately,
“Anything goes, just not for me.”

M R .  A D L E R

“WHEN I GREW UP I
TOTALLY DRESSED LIKE 
A DORK. I HAD NO IDEA
WHAT TO WEAR.”

WWW.ANYTHINGGOES.COM
WWW.OBSERVER.COM/CULTURE_SIMONSAYS.ASP
WWW.JONATHANADLER.COM
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