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December 12th -  Interv iew by Sarah Roberts -  TALKING LUXURY DESIGN WITH RDAI 
 
 
 
French agency RDAI has been at the forefront of luxury reta i l  des ign for over three decades and continues to produce 
beaut i fu l  inter iors for some of the world's leading fashion houses .  Sarah Roberts travels to Par is to f ind out more.  
 
It's a crisp winter morning as I walk along the river Seine en route to the RDAI studios to meet Managing and Artistic Director, Denis Montel. 
The RDAI agency is synonymous with luxury retail interiors, having designed a global network of stores for French couture fashion house 
Hermès. Last year, Denis Montel and his team picked up the WAN Retail Interiors Award for their Hermès Rive Gauche store in Paris. 
Following their win, the agency's 35-year collaboration with the fashion house has continued to develop. 
Inside the RDAI building, I find myself in a bright and spacious studio with original herringbone parquet, stucco ceilings and a view out to a 
picturesque Parisian courtyard. The place oozes style and simplicity; a philosophy adhered to by the practice itself, in its architecture, interior and 
product design. By considering the basic structure of all objects in line and form, Montel embraces a dynamic vision that sets design in context 
to its environment. 
Through their collaboration with Hermès and other major luxury labels, RDAI has developed its own language that is simple, eclectic and very 
French. "French design exports very well," Denis, tells me and it's clear to see that RDAI's success has become a global phenomenon, run on 
Tokyo to New York. Over a cup of Japanese tea, the charming and charismatic Montel tells us about his career to date and the agency's future 
plans. 
 
 
You joined RDAI in 1999 to work a longs ide studio founder Rena Dumas. How did your col laborat ion with Rena come 
about? 
I was a young architect with dreams of grandeur and after my studies I wanted to build. I worked with various architects and entered 
competitions in different fields such as landscape, scenography, and interior architecture. Eventually I won a competition with a small firm in Paris 
to build a school. They took me on for two years to design the project and so my career began. 
A few years later a friend of mine asked me to design an apartment interior in Paris and her mother just happened to be Rena Dumas! Rena 
called me one day and said, "I saw what you did for my daughter, and I really like it." She took me out for lunch and asked me to design a few 
projects for her. In hindsight it was a test because she called me back eight months later and said, "I want you to join my agency." She never 
asked about my background, she just took me on the merit of those designs. That was how our relationship began. 
 
 
How much did Rena Dumas's or ig ina l approach inf luence you? 

Even today I sometimes ask myself how she influenced me. It was a wonderful thing that we met and in only a few short months we became 
friends who shared many thoughts and ideas. It is difficult to describe this but she taught me about the relationship between perfection and 
beauty, that the pursuit of perfection is a quest, something necessary but also impossible to achieve. She was upset by this quest for perfection 
and I guess I learnt that from her. 
Our relationship was a real collaboration. We spoke about nothing and everything. She was much more sensitive to colour and form than ideas 
and concepts. She had a very distinctive way of designing. 
 
 
What most inf luences your designs? 

I always believe in simplicity because it is looking at what is essential. It's not the fact that an object has a simple shape, it's "What is essential?" If 
you keep three lines out of a hundred, you need to ask why you are choosing those three and are they the essential lines? It's a reduction to the 
minimum and I really like that. It's looking at the essence of things. 
 
 
 
Hermès Rive Gauche, Par is is  a reta i l  store set with in a 1930s swimming pool .  I t  won the WAN Retai l  Inter iors 2011 
award. How was this a departure from your other Hermès stores? 
 
We have designed all the Hermès stores and found a common language. Firstly, the spaces that the stores occupy are typically very similar, even 
if you look at the biggest ones in New York or Japan, they are never over scaled. So when Hermès found the swimming pool and invited us to 
visit we found the site spectacular. It was a forgotten space right in the centre of Paris that had been boarded up since the 1960s. It definitely 
had a wow-effect but immediately I thought, how are we going to make a proper Hermès store in such a void? The ceilings were 15 metres 
high, and there was a huge empty basin right in the middle of the space. In this case, the approach was really about the manipulation of space, 
rather than objects. Of course, we introduced a theme related to my own vision of Hermès, which involved fantasy, lightness, the vision of a 
child, the motif of the horse and nomadism. 
The building was also listed so we could not introduce any new architectural elements but stick to the original characteristics. We couldn't keep 
the basin but it was difficult to change the topography of the space. Instead we suspended a concrete slab on a bed of metal and wooden 
supports so that it can be removed very easily. We did not drill one hole in the original floor. The new floor is auto-stable; there are no real 
foundations so it can be totally removed at any time. 
 
 
 
 
Has winning the WAN Retai l  Inter iors Award benef itted your pract ice? 

It has benefitted us, yes. We have made lots of new contacts and clients, especially in the retail industry. The office became much more visible 
and part of that came from the award's international recognition. We recently won another award called the Paris Shop and Design Award for 
the same project. 
 



 
How often does Hermès change the inter iors of i ts stores? On average every s ix to eight years ,  sometimes longer .  

How has your work with Hermès developed over your 35-year relationship? When Hermès first started to open its international stores in the 
late 1970s Rena was already there, working alongside them. And over the years we have developed a real design language. Hermès stores are 
all different. The similarities come from a similar typography of furniture or pattern, but there is no strong chart that we follow in our designs. 
You cannot apply the same elements to every store design. When some design companies grow in size they begin to chart, so that they can 
send their books to local architects and orchestrate the design from afar. We do not work like that. 
In some ways there are parallels between us and the way Hermès design their own products, they have two collections a year and are 
extremely creative. Every three months they have new colours, new products, and a new collection. It's profusion. But there is an overall style, a 
line that runs through their work. We design in a similar way - there is a definite line but there are always new elements and new reflections. 
 
 
How do you design for di f ferent locat ions? 

We give a lot of importance to context, which is unusual for a brand. Brands typically adopt a strong identity and need to be the same in 
different countries, but Hermès stores are more and more contextual. They are like a dress. It is not a uniform coming from France in a 
package, but rather something that understands the climate, people and traditions of each place and tries to play with that. 
 
 
Can you expla in how that concept works in terms of a store, for example the new Hermès shop in Genève, 
Switzer land? 
The context here was the building itself. Hermès occupied the whole building with offices and retail space. The building was badly modified in 
the 1950s and we had to redesign the proportions. It was cut into two and we had to reconnect the two sides. An understanding of the 
building and how to emphasise its architectural qualities was the first challenge. And in fact the connection actually comes not on the first but on 
the second floor. 
This project is interesting because it is a real mix of the two sides of Hermès - the classic image and its eccentric elements. This traditional 
atmosphere that is almost strict is, in my opinion, quite Swiss. So the Genève store is classic with a twist - and the twist is how we linked the 
space between the two sections of the building. We used an undulating and somewhat convoluted staircase. It should have been a simple move 
but we made it complex to emphasise the join between the two sides of the brand. 
In that sense is it perhaps easier to be more flamboyant in your design in places such as Japan or South East Asia? Yes and no. Japanese people 
are looking for the new, for modernity. They are very open to new things, which is not necessarily the case in Europe. 
 
 
What does the future hold for RDAI? 
Our activities are becoming continuously more diverse. Hermès is a fantastic client and we are doing lots of things together. But we are also 
pursuing other avenues in terms of projects and products. We are developing our design department with new collections, such as Surface and 
Volume - a furniture collection of birch wood and lacquered tables. Other projects include bespoke and commissioned objects such as a range 
of jewellery, silverware and even our own perfume bottle. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sarah Roberts , Assistant Editor – December 12th 
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