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T h e  P e o p l e  w h o  m at t e r  i n  L . A .  Fa s h i o n
Who decides what you wear?



L.A.  FASHION ISSUE

D O E S  L . A .  H AV E  A
FASHION IDENTITY?

Jonny Cota of the cult 
design house Skingraft

I
t is fl ip-fl ops at business meetings, 
and sweatpants at fancy restaurants. 
It is jeans with sneakers, but also with 
skyscraper stilettos. It is baggy sweat-
ers and little straw hats. It is giant sun-
glasses and giant purses, big enough 
to carry a squadron of tiny dogs. It 

is crazy color: fuchsia, turquoise, neon 
yellow, baby blue. It is weird. It is sexy. It 
sucks. It is industry folks in leather jack-
ets. It is schlumpy guys who can’t dress 
and drop-dead-gorgeous girls who show 
so much skin in their skimpy dresses they 
might as well be naked.  

This is what people tell you when 
you ask them, “What is L.A. style?” The 
answers are all over the map. In terms of a 
defi nitive Los Angeles look, there seems 
at fi rst glance to be no there there. But ask 
the people who live, eat, sleep and breathe 
fashion — local designers, photographers, 
stylists, style bloggers —  and familiar 
themes do come up.

First and foremost, Los Angeles is 
casual. It’s a deceptive casualness, though. 
A deliberate kind of nonconspicuous 
conspicuous consumption. Casual, in 
L.A., isn’t an accident. It’s an aesthetic. 
“Everyone looks casual, but you know 
that T-shirt cost $500,” says Jonny Cota, 
founder and lead designer of L.A. cult 
favorite design house Skingraft. Because 
he’s invested in fashion, Cota can tell if an 
outfi t is expensive or not. The 

P H O T O G R A P H Y  B Y  S T A R  F O R E M A N

Starlets, surf bums, 
shagsters, scarecrows, 
rocker vampires, Spirit 
Hoods and more: 
Our fashion issue 
explores L.A. style from 
the streets up
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general public, however, usually 
can’t.

It takes substantial care to look like 
you don’t care. The quintessential L.A. 
it-girl uniform is the epitome of care-
ful not-caring: skinny jeans, blazer, a 
little top, statement bag, 5-inch platform 
Brian Atwood heels. “Yes, it’s casual. But 
everything seems so chosen and thought-
out. It doesn’t quite look ... doesn’t quite 
gel,” says Melissa Coker, who designs the 
clothing line Wren.

Yet strangely, Los Angeles is not a town 
for high fashion, for $5,000 head-to-toe 
designer outfi ts. “We’re behind a little,” 
Cota admits. “Or we don’t pay attention. 
Fashion Week in L.A. is not the strongest. 
It’s not a priority.”

Peter Gurnz, photographer and founder 
of the artists collective Boxeight, is the 
guy who has been trying to turn L.A. 
Fashion Week around for years, with 
mixed success. For a while, Gurnz and 
Boxeight hosted standard runway shows. 
Those eventually morphed into live photo 
shoots that are more performance art than 
anything. Guests watched as the entire 
theater of a fashion shoot went on display, 
from makeup to hair to lights to models 
posing for shots.

“L.A. is not a very fashionable city as far 
as the percentage of people who spend 
time every day considering their clothes,” 
Gurnz says by phone from Martha’s 
Vineyard. “Can you order me a lobster 
roll?” he calls out to someone nearby. 
“Sorry. People go to business meetings 
in shorts and fl ip-fl ops,” he says of Los 
Angeles. “But that said, there’s a unique 
style [there] that’s copied in Asia and that 
we’re starting to see in Paris. There are 
little camps of people who are thinking 
L.A. is cool.”

He ticks off  the distinct styles associ-
ated with Los Angeles: the “scarecrow” 
look — skinny, rich woman in oversized 
clothes. The avant-garde modely look, 
epitomized by designer Michel Berandi. 
“You know, really couture stuff , like sewn-
in hair and stuff .” Berandi, who’ll sew long 
skeins of goat hair onto, say, a bolero or 
a shirt collar, is an L.A. local. “We did a 
fashion show with him and people were 
crying on the runway.”

The Mexican kids doing the Morrissey 
rockabilly thing with pompadours and 
slim-cut, dark-wash jeans. The surf bums: 
“The one thing that does well here is 
sports fashion and surf apparel compa-
nies.”

The rocker vampire look. “I’m wearing 
Endovanera right now. I probably look a 
little weird,” he admits. “Then there’s crap-
py shit like Christian Audigier.” Audigier 
is the king of so-called luxury streetwear: 
regular T-shirts, hoodies, jeans and such, 
printed with loud graphics, bedazzled 
with rhinestones. “Those are all defi nable 
L.A. looks. Though not everyone’s running 
around looking like scarecrows or rocker 
vampires.”

L.A. does not infl uence the global fash-
ion industry, Gurnz says. But then again, 
L.A.’s sense of style is still young. “We’re 
kids. We don’t have an infrastructure to 
support a real fashion industry. We have 
great designers, but then they leave. It’s 
simply more profi table to go to other 
places.”

By infrastructure, he means the fashion 
events, clients, design houses, magazines, 
photographers and market weeks that 
fuel the engine of style. “Vegas almost has 

a better market week than we do because 
of all their convention centers.” He 
pauses. “A boutique in the East Village 
is going to do better than a boutique on 
Melrose. That’s just the temperature of 
the water.”

Does L.A. get a bum rap in the fashion 
world? “No. We deserve it.”

But that’s going to change soon, Gurnz 
believes, because of the rise of video-
based “fashion fi lms.” Instead of sending 
lookbooks — the industry-standard print 
catalogs that show off  a clothing line — to 
department store buyers, designers now 
are shooting short, Internet-based videos 
to showcase collections. New York–based 
fashion photographer Steven Klein shot 
a video starring Brad Pitt beating up 
Angelina Jolie.  “Every camera now has 
HD video capability, so all the fashion 
photographers have become fashion 
videographers,” Gurnz says.

Because of the presence of the fi lm 
industry and the city’s intense celebrity 
culture, fashion fi lms will drive the big 
players to L.A., Gurnz suspects. “It’s gon-
na put steroids into our whole structure,” 
he says in his deep, languid voice before 
slipping back into Martha’s Vineyard.

Some trends do start here and spread 
out across the rest of the fashion world. 
Wren’s Melissa Coker keeps a steady 
roster of clients stocked with her ready-
to-wear line of “preppy but not too prissy” 
dresses, tops, skirts and slacks. “Feminine 
with a tomboy’s touch,” as she describes it.

“L.A. street style tends to be really infl u-
ential throughout the whole country,” she 
says, curling into a squashy chair in her 
Atwater Village studio. “People don’t real-
ize that.” The current ankle-length skirts, 
voluminous maxi dresses, the cropped 
tops and button-down shirts knotted at 
the waist — those looks  started here. And, 
if you believe Coker, so did UGG boots. 
She takes personal responsibility for the 
UGG’s rise to infamy. She wore them a 
decade ago to fashion shows, where the 
stiletto-clad girls would make fun of her 
(“What are you wearing, Nanook?”). But 
Coker soon started seeing those girls 
wearing them, too.

Ilaria Urbinati, co-owner of the store 
Confederacy in Hollywood, introduced 
L.A. to Rebecca Minkoff , whose boxy, 
tasseled leather purses now can be found 
dangling on the arms of many a reality 
TV star. But an even more pervasive trend 

for which Urbinati can take credit is the 
current wave of young men who are newly 
discovering suits and ties. It’s been said 
that Urbinati, who styles actors James 
McAvoy, Bradley Cooper and Giovanni 
Ribisi, has a talent for making guys look 
like GQ versions of themselves.

“Men in L.A. are only recently learning 
how to dress,” she says. Guys come to 
her store for suiting. “They’re now more 
likely to wear a suit to dinner. These are 
the same guys who before would’ve worn 
a hoodie.” And they don’t just want a suit; 
they want a tie bar and a pocket square.

The polished, dapper Mad Men man is 
still a rarity in this city, however. What 
Urbinati sells most is denim. Los Angeles 
is a denim culture. Denim is part of the 
relaxed aesthetic, but there is nothing 
relaxing about the serious consideration 
people here give to their jeans. Just the 
other day, a guy came in to Urbinati’s store 
wondering about raw jeans, made from 
denim fabric that hasn’t been rinsed after 
the dyeing process. She explained how 
raw denim is never washed, and how you 
put the raw jeans in the freezer if they start 
to smell bad.  

Guys in L.A., she adds, are collectors of 
exclusive this and limited-edition that. 
Confederacy’s best-selling item is the 
$300 Wolverine Thousand Mile boot 
from a company that has been making 
them since the 1800s. Urbinati can’t keep 
the boots in stock; her waiting list is fi ve 
pages long. “Guys get into collecting in a 
way that girls don’t,” she says. “Girls just 
want a pretty dress.”

Partly that has to do with L.A.’s night-
life. This city isn’t about bars so much as 
clubs, which call for a tight little dress and 
heels. And the velvet rope goes hand-in-
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‘We’re kids. We don’t have an infrastructure to 
support a real fashion industry. We have great 
designers, but then they leave. It’s simply more 

profitable to go to other places.” — Peter Gurnz

Heather Taylor, 
gallery owner

Jeana Sohn, 
fashion 
blogger at 
ClosetVisit.
com



hand with the red carpet, the most visible 
runway in the world. Compared to New 
York, girls in L.A. dress safer, more “on the 
nose.” They love cocktail dresses.

“Here, even the women who aren’t 
actresses are surrounded by the industry,” 
Urbinati says. “They want pretty, easy 
to understand, accessible, as opposed 
to fashion-forward. The ones who are 
actresses have to worry about wearing 
something fl attering because they might 
be photographed. They worry about hav-
ing their makeup on and extensions in 
because a director might run into them.” 

Urbinati’s theory is that all the tall pretty 
girls move to New York to become models 
and all the short pretty girls move to L.A. 
to become actresses. Girls in L.A. are tiny. 
Confederacy’s best-selling size is a 0 to 2.

“In New York, you get kudos for wearing 
a cool outfi t,” she continues. “Maybe the 
Sartorialist will photograph you and post 

your picture on his blog. Here, style is not 
such a form of expression. In L.A., every-
one wants to look good — healthy, sexy, 
pretty. Everyone hikes and has a dog and 
eats well.” In L.A., having a perfect body 
and wearing clothes that show it off  to 
best advantage are much more of a prior-
ity than wearing outfi ts that stand out.

Being concerned with style, with proper 
dressing, she thinks, is more innate on the 
East Coast. “People in New York look like 
they walked out of a Ralph Lauren catalog. 
It’s the whole Hamptons thing. It could 
be a money thing, too. There’s more old 
money there. In L.A., everyone’s sort of 
self-made. It’s more nouveau riche.”  

Even the color palette is diff erent in L.A. 
It’s wilder, more vibrant, more unstudied. 
“Everyone has baby-blue nail polish here,” 
Urbinati says. “Not that I’m knocking it. I 
have baby-blue nail polish on right now.” 

In some gut way, Los Angeles style is 
infl uenced by the beach and the ocean. 
When gallery owner Heather Taylor 
worked in New York’s art scene, the 
gallery girls all wore black, so all she 

wanted to wear was black. Moving to L.A. 
several years ago, walking its numerous 
shorelines, living and working close to its 
warm waters, opened her up to colors and 
patterns.

Sipping minuscule cappuccinos at Soho 
House atop a building on Sunset in West 
Hollywood, Taylor and her friend, artist 
Jeana Sohn, take in the panoramic views 
of the city and discuss its fashion rep.

Los Angeles may not be a town for high 
fashion, but it is a place for contradiction 
and variety. For every rule, there is an 
exception. Not every girl in L.A. aspires 
to skinny jeans, Brian Atwood heels and 
a statement bag. Not all women go out at 
night dressed like slutty Sunset strip-
pers. The idea of girls who dress overtly 
sexy and pretty to please men: “In our 
world that’s intensely not true,” Taylor 
says.

In addition to being a painter, Sohn 
runs the blog ClosetVisit.com. As the 
name implies, she takes pictures of 
women’s closets. The blog has been an 
instant hit, and people often email her 
asking, “Isn’t it hard to do it in L.A.? How 
do you fi nd all these stylish people? Who 
are they?”

Sohn shrugs. They are artists, design-
ers, bloggers, chefs, decorators, stu-
dents, shop girls, store owners, stylists, 
friends of friends. They’ll wear big 
sleeves, or genielike harem pants, or 
tops that wrap like a whirlwind around 
the body, or huge gold earrings. “Both 
our male counterparts look at us and go, 
‘Now that is some necklace,’#” Taylor says 
of herself and Sohn with a hearty laugh. 
“There are looks of confusion.”  

“You look like a ninja,” the husbands 
say. Or, “You look like a wizard.”

“This is not for you,” Taylor will reply.
She drains the rest of her cappuccino 

now. “Good luck trying to pin down a 
single L.A. anything,” she says. “We are 
cities within cities within cities.”

Jonny Cota

“ Everyone has baby-blue nail polish here. 
Not that I’m knocking it. I have baby-blue 

nail polish on right now. ” – Ilaria Urbinati



V alerj Pobega used to be 
a model. Walking the 
runway for heavy hit-
ters like Valentino and 
Alexander McQueen, 
she’d study the clothes, 
learning the nuances 

of their fi t and construction in a way most 
beginning designers never get to do — by 
wearing them. Soon she was sewing her 
own clothes and wearing them to model 
castings and fi ttings, where people would 
ask her, “Where did you get that?” So 
began her career as a designer. 

“I always knew it wouldn’t be enough, a 
career based solely on exterior looks,” Po-
bega says now, sitting in the elegant and 
creepily decorated (skulls, bird skeletons, 
moody blue walls) art deco apartment 
she shares with her husband in West 
Hollywood. She was 16 when she started 
modeling; she’s 35 now. 

Pobega launched her line when she 
moved to Los Angeles seven years ago. 
It shares the same aesthetic as her home 
— elegant, dark, simultaneously spare 
and luxe. Each piece is made in lim-
ited editions of 10 or 15, hand-sewn and 
hand-painted in the avant garde, couture 
tradition. “Most people misuse the term 
couture,” she corrects. “It actually means 
made by a couturier in Paris.” Pobega 
works in a studio in Culver City.

She’s done seven collections thus far. 
Always in raw-edged silk. She paints 
the fabric, letting the color drip down in 
rivulets. 

One season, she was inspired by David 
Bowie’s The Man Who Fell to Earth. 
Another season, she was driving in her car 

and was struck by a line in a song: “Black 
fl owers blossom,” from Massive Attack’s 
“Teardrop.” She imagined dresses like 
dark fl owers with taff eta petals. Black 
paint oozing like oil atop pale pink silk. A 
blouse with a voluptuous, frilly collar that 
makes the wearer’s head the center of a 
giant, black rose. That was spring 2011. 

Pobega studied art history in her native 
Italy, but in terms of fashion education, 
she is self-taught. “My clothes are more 
artistic than commercial,” she says. 
“They’re nontrendy, nonconformist.” She 
won’t do leggings or futuristic Lady Gaga 
stuff , she says. 

There is defi nitely an old-world romance 
to Pobega’s body-skimming designs but 
fi ltered through the edgy mind of a young 
woman steeped in 20th- and 21st-century 
pop culture. Take that recent collection 
inspired by pre–World War II Berlin and 
the fi lm The Night Porter, in which a girl 
from a concentration camp falls in love 
with her prison guard. Pobega’s interpreta-
tion? Military capes with stars that drip 
and bleed color. —Gendy Alimurung

MODEL STUDENT 
VALERJ POBEGA
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Valerj Pobega, bottom and at left in inset, 
with some of her limited-edition pieces.

The  people  who mat ter 
in  L .A .  fashion



The world has called on 
Italians for style advice for 
centuries. General Motors, 
Porsche and Hyundai 
have employed Italian 
body designers. Nobody 
makes a sleeker shoe (right, 

Salvatore Ferragamo?). And where would 
Richard Gere be without the casual suits 
of Giorgio Armani? Japanese pop culture 
could use a little Roman remixing as well, 
and in recent years it has been getting it 
from L.A.-based streetwear label tokidoki.

You’ll probably recognize the line’s 
trademark iconic heart-and-bones design, 
the result of founder Simone Legno’s fusion 
of classic Japanese art, Asian cartoon icons, 
punk rock, tattoo culture and graffi  ti. 

“My attempt was to try to redesign 
Japanese art,” Legno says. “I get inspiration 
from traditional Japanese woodcuts of gei-
shas. They’re three-dimensional and soft. 
Then I converted them to modern contem-
porary girls using computer tools.”

The 34-year-old was a Japanophile 
graphic artist in Rome when his future 
SoCal business partners discovered his 
tokidoki website, used as a calling card to 
drum up design business, and convinced 
him to move to L.A. in order to turn his 
online images into a T-shirt line.

Legno says he’s been fascinated by “the 
Japanese way of stylizing reality into 
characters.” He notes that even some police 

departments in the island nation have 
cartoon icons.

Tokidoki was launched at the Magic 
street-fashion show in Las Vegas in 2005 
and has since blossomed into an interna-
tional pop phenomenon that includes a 
presence in 60 countries and counting. The 
company even has a store in Milan. Legno 
says a major push into Asia and South 
America is imminent. Karl Lagerfeld, Le
Sportsac and Hello Kitty have called on 
tokidoki to collaborate on everything from 
fi gurines and bags to pendants.

When he’s not masterminding new 
products and a possible upscale invasion, 
you’ll fi nd Legno hanging out with his 
Japanese fi ancée at Karaoke Bleu in L.A.’s 
“Little Osaka” neighborhood on Sawtelle 
Boulevard, where tokidoki got its fi rst 
exposure in shops such as Happy Six and 
Giant Robot.

Legno says he went straight from LAX 
to the Giant Robot store on Sawtelle upon 
his fi rst visit to town. “When I moved here 
to L.A., I started very much to be more 
infl uenced by graffi  ti and street art, bling 
bling and guns,” he says. “This is a big melt-
ing pot.”

And so you’ll fi nd his brand around town 
at Nordstrom and Fred Segal, as well as 
tokidoki’s own boutiques in Santa Monica 
and on Melrose. Which is to say that the 
angelic heart of tokidoki is about halfway 
between Japan and Italy. —Dennis Romero

ITALIAN-JAPANESE FUSION 
SIMONE LEGNO

In late 2010, avant-garde fashion 
designer Mildred Von Hildegard of 
Mother of London hit the headlines 
after her bizarre, asymmetrical 
leather harness jacket — something 
Marilyn Manson might wear while 
reading erotic novels on the toilet, 

perhaps — was ripped off  by one of Willow 
Smith’s stylists. Nine-year-old Willow 
— daughter of Will Smith — had no idea 
it was a fake when she posed on the red 
carpet at the American Music Awards. 
Nonetheless, lawyers started contacting 
Von Hildegard — did she want to sue the 
Smiths?

But Von Hildegard let it go. “All I could 
think about was this really pretty little 
girl wearing my design, with a grin on 
her face, and that warmed my heart,” 
she says, sporting a vegan’s complexion 
and a T-shirt by heavy metal band Blind 
Guardian.

Like Willow, Von Hildegard, who lives 
in a craftsman house on a hill in Chi-
natown, knows what it feels like to be a 
young fashionista with outré tastes. “In 
high school I had shaved eyebrows and 
Klingon hair, shaved way up above my 
hairline,” she says. At age 17 she became 
legally emancipated from her parents in 
Columbus, Ohio, and moved to New York 
City, becoming famous on the goth scene 
for her insane fembot club attire. “Back 
then I was wearing mostly hardware,” she 
explains. “Plastic creations, and sockets.”

In 2005, while living in London, she 
founded Mother of London. She had nev-
er studied fashion, but the other club kids 
were asking her to make them outfi ts. “I 
just really felt like the ‘alt’ thing needed 
a makeover,” she says. “I really wanted to 
bring back High Goth — big collars and 
ruff s, except in earth tones.” She released 
two collections, and in 2007 moved to 
L.A. to launch a bona fi de fashion line.

Then, in 2008, Von Hildegard’s 
boyfriend of seven years was arrested 
in Dubai for suspected possession of 
“drugs” — melatonin pills that police 
thought were Ecstasy, and 0.003 grams of 

hashish. Von Hildegard sold everything, 
leveraging her whole business toward 
the $100,000 needed to bribe the judge, 
cover her boyfriend’s mortgage and pay 
a lawyer. 

Three months after he was released, Von 
Hildegard and the boyfriend broke up. 
She found L.A. a welcoming place to start 
over. “People do what they want rather 
than what is trendy or expected,” she says. 
“Here, I am friends with all the designers 
— in London it can get pretty catty.”

Mother of London has been featured in 
countless fashion magazines and in music 
videos by Alice Cooper, Black Eyed Peas, 
Kylie Minogue and Marilyn Manson. And 
this fall, Von Hildegard’s dream of putting 
Mother of London into stores will fi nally 
come true — until now, she has only made 
one-off s for private clients. 

“It’s such a good time to be an alterna-
tive designer,” she says. “The mainstream 
has taken a shine to the dark side — de-
signers like me defi nitely owe Lady Gaga 
a beer.”  —Caroline Ryder

FEMBOT COUTURE 
MILDRED VON HILDEGARD

Mildred Von Hildegard, designer for 
Mother of London, center and top.

Simone Legno, with his signature 
T-shirt designs for tokidoki.



Bling is a many-splendored 
thing. Some rappers’ pro-
pensity for piling it on à la 
Mr. T might make it not ap-
pear so, but unique design 
and quality shine through 
even when bling is worn in 

massive amounts.
There’s no Jedi mind trick behind the 

success of Han Cholo, an L.A.-born-and-
bred jewelry house whose work can be 
seen in many a music video. Snoop Dogg 
has donned Cholo’s Star Wars–inspired 
rings on every fi nger, while Gwen Stefani 
has rocked singular classics, including a 
ghetto-blaster ring and belt buckle.

Brandon Schoolhouse, the designer 
behind the company he runs along with 
partner Guillaume Pajolec, never had a 
formal line in mind when he got into the 
accessories game back in 2002. “I was 
basically making custom jewelry for my 
wardrobe-styling jobs for clients,” he says. 
“And I would make jewelry just for myself.”

No model can make a product cooler 
than the designer can by wearing it 
himself, and soon Schoolhouse had a bona 
fi de biz on his hands. He opened the Han 
Cholo store, fi rst as a sort of pop-up shop 
inside his pal Broke Dulien’s successful 
White Trash Charms boutique in Los Feliz, 
then in Echo Park, on the tiny retail stretch 
on Echo Park Boulevard, which currently 
includes Tavin vintage store and Chango 
café. At the time, Echo Park wasn’t nearly 
the hipster vortex it is today, and in many 
ways Cholo put that particular block on 
the map. Schoolhouse and the neighboring 
shops threw monthly block parties with art 
shows and live music until he closed his 
retail space a few years ago.

Speaking of “the hood,” cholo — which 
refers to a certain type of Mexican gang 
member — is more than just a name. 
Schoolhouse’s L.A.-tino culture plays a 
big part in the line’s aesthetic, as do skater 
style and music. Like the Beastie Boys, for 
whom Schoolhouse worked when they 

had their Grand Royal music label, the 
street style and hip-hop-meets-punk-rock 
attitude is a big part of the brand. HC’s 
accessories have a pop culture–damaged 
edge, from brass knuckles, nunchucks and 
40-ounce bottle pendants to rock & roll 
staples like skulls and spikes on everything 
from earrings to belts. 

“I’m heavily infl uenced by music, science 
fi ction and old Hollywood movies I grew 
up on,” Schoolhouse says. “But I’ve never 
wanted to be one kind of stereotypical 
jewelry line, and I never wanted to paint 
myself into a corner. My imagination runs 
a little wild.”

Indeed, the pop culture references go 
from wild to whimsical and back again: 
unicorn necklaces, pyramid rings, charms 
based on the video game Space Invaders, 
all in silver or gold, some with gem embel-
lishment. It’s the kind of jewelry that makes 
a statement. Wear Han Cholo and the 
question “Where you from?” is answered 
without saying a word. —Lina Lecaro

STAR WARS IN DA ’HOOD 
BRANDON SCHOOLHOUSE

Behind a nondescript façade 
on Riverside Drive is Gather, 
Katie Kay’s treasure trove: 
You’ll fi nd everything from 
beaver-tooth necklaces to 
silver rings cast from iguana 
skulls to perfectly soft, 

wretchedly holey T-shirts dipped in brown 
tea for that fashionably destroyed look. 

Nearly everything in the store is an 
expression of what Kay calls the “slow fash-
ion” movement, which favors one-of-a-kind 
pieces over mass production in China. Slow 
fashion is about creating a lifestyle as a 
designer rather than building a “career” it’s 
about being indiff erent to “trends” because, 
most likely, you’re making them. “This may 
be fashion, but I’m very open to being genu-
ine about things,” Kay says, explaining her 
go-with-the-fl ow approach as she stands in 
her retail space, her willowy frame adorned 
with heavy black-work tattoos. 

She carries 31 mostly local designers in 
the store, about half of whom she represents 
professionally, meaning her store doubles 
as a boutique and a fashion showroom 
where stylists and buyers from big stores 
go so they can pick out what they like from 
the designers’ latest collections. She also 
has started work on her new line (as yet 
unnamed), which will launch in October. 

“I’m going to take my concept of support-
ing the local industry even further by  doing 
collabs with designers I love, and producing 
everything in L.A.,” she says.

She points to ChicagoFANG, which 
makes the delicate, torn-up T-shirts that are 
tea-dyed in a bathtub downtown. “They’re 
all hand-numbered,” she says. There’s 
a necklace with a spark-plug pendant, 
another one-off  made by  designer  Coyote 
Phoenix. Kay nods to an array of beauti-
ful turbans. “We’re selling the heck out of 
those,” she says. “The company’s called 
Venius  — the designer started out making 
them for women going through chemo.

 “This designer has a great understanding 
of the feminine form,” Kay adds, pointing 
out Kucoon, a line of high-end, jersey knit 
maxi dresses and lace-fl ared pants. The 
jewelry line KITTINHAWK, all clustered 
crystal necklaces and burnished metals, is 
where the magnifi cent beaver-tooth neck-
lace came from. KITTINHAWK’s designer 
has a studio above Gather, along with two 
other Gather designers. “We’re not a co-op, 
because I am defi nitely the boss, but we 
pool resources,” Kay explains.

Aside from a few of the bigger names, like 
Kucoon, good luck tracking down any of 
these designers anywhere else. Kay thrives 
on their obscurity, as her goal is to help 
the designers achieve their creative and 
commercial goals, however big they want 
to grow, or however grassroots they might 
want to remain. “We are part of a new wave 
of businesspeople who are supportive of 
one another,” she explains. “But we’re not 
hippies. What that means is we take care of 
business. We don’t get shut down, we take 
care of paperwork, and we keep moving 
forward.”  —Caroline Ryder

SLOW FASHION 
Katie Kay
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Brandon Schoolhouse, 
center, and at right 
in inset, shows 
off his jewelry 
for Han Cholo.

Katie Kay of the boutique Gather, right and at top. The model 
wears a top by Shawn Owen Button and a turban by Venius.



FIRE EATER TO HAT MAKER  
SATANICA BATCAKES

ChadMichael Morrisette 
and Mito Aviles are 
surrounded by human-
like mannequins — 20 of 
them or so, in fact — in 
the living room of their 
little green house in West 

Hollywood, which serves as headquarters 
and mannequin storage facility for their 
window display business, CM Squared 
Designs. Few people in the fashion world 
in Los Angeles do what they do.

“It’s a dying art,” says Morrisette of creat-
ing his dramatic window installations for 
hip L.A. retail stores. “Like opera.”

Window displays for the fashion giants 
on Robertson Boulevard or Rodeo Drive 
usually are done by in-house staff  who put 
little emphasis on coming up with unique 
visual ideas. By contrast, small indepen-
dent company CM Squared Designs wants 
to stop shoppers in their tracks, with bold 
displays that feature the cold stares of life-
like mannequins.

Aviles, who is Morrisette’s boyfriend 
and business partner, says, “We wanted to 
create something completely niche and 
one-of-a-kind in Los Angeles.”

Morrisette, the creative force behind 
their work, started his career when he was a 
junior in high school, working at Nord-
strom and Saks Fifth Avenue in San Diego. 
Aviles handles the business side and helps 
Morrisette install his sometimes dreamy, 
sometimes edgy, always visually provoca-

tive creations at high-quality boutiques 
across the Los Angeles area, including 
Madison, Alpha and FUK-U.

They now own 207 mannequins — many 
of them vintage, which they restore — and 
work with only the “realistic” kind, not 
mannequins with no heads, which, for 
Morrisette and Aviles, has become some-
thing of an unfortunate trend in fashion 
circles. Headless mannequins are easier 
to use and cheaper, but they give off  no 
theatrical spark.

“It’s the human form we like so much 
because of the emotionality of the pose,” 
Morrisette explains. “It’s what we can all 
relate to. It’s human sculpture.”

When CM Squared Designs does a 
window, it’s something of an event, which 
the style blog L.A. Racked often raves 
about: “We’re big fans of the nutty, fantasti-
cal display work done by ChadMichael 
Morrisette and Mito Aviles. ... We love the 
totally insouciant ‘la la la la la’ carefree look 
of the dude on the right, and the somehow 
pensive, self-aware expression on the guy 
in the green shirt with the crossbow.” 

Morrisette is obsessed with bring-
ing more of that fantasy to L.A.’s stylish 
boutiques, convinced his way not only sells 
more clothes but also makes window instal-
lations an art form.

“We’re part of taking it to a new level,” 
Morrisette says. “If you want to make a 
statement, you want to use a mannequin.” 
—Patrick Range McDonald

MANNEQUIN MEN 
Chad Michael Morrisette 
AND Mito Aviles

When it comes 
to sporting 
headwear with 
panache, you 
can’t beat the 
British — or so 
says Satanica 

Batcakes, the Echo Park milliner known 
for her dramatic taxidermied hat designs. 
Her pieces, which feature everything 
from dove wings to repurposed burlesque 
corsetry, are perfect for the ritziest sum-
mer tea party or poshest polo match, but 
they’re more aff ordable than those of Bat-
cakes’ hero, royal milliner Philip Treacy. 
As such, they enjoy a loyal following 
among those English high-society girls 
who appreciate Batcakes’ unique balance 
of chic and theatrical. “One of my hats was 
front row at Ascot [the fanciest horse race 
in England] this year,” she beams.

Still, her appeal isn’t only in hoity-toity 
circles. She has a natural fl air for showgirl 
glam that is beloved by Diablo Cody, who 
wore a Batcakes Couture veil when she 
got married last year, and high-fashion 
songstress Karen Elson.

Many of Batcakes’ customers are in-
trigued by her name, although a group of 
Southern Baptist ladies once went so far 
as to cancel their order because of it. Ap-
parently, they felt uncomfortable making 
out a check to the self-proclaimed bride of 
Beelzebub.

Satanica Batcakes was her performer 
name, back when she was a ring girl and 
fi re-eater, renowned for her work with 
performance groups Lucha VaVoom and 
the Girly Freakshow. “The fi rst head-
pieces I made were giant feather fans and 
headdresses so that I could compete in 
the Miss Exotic World Pageant,” she says. 
And if you’ve never seen someone doing 
the splits on shattered glass wearing a 
fl aming menorah hat — well, you’ve never 
seen a Satanica show.

When the burlesque craze started to 
fade, she moved into fashion. Batcakes 
was Courtney Love’s personal shopper 

for a while — “An armed guard would 
pick me up and we’d go shopping,” she 
says. But hats had always inspired her, 
especially the ones she saw in old movies 
and on the heads of “black church ladies 
in Philly,” where she lived as a child. Her 
friend, red-haired Hollywood glamour 
girl Lenora Claire, suggested she start an 
online Etsy store for her hats, “because the 
drag queens will love them.” So, two and 
a half years ago, she launched Batcakes 
Couture, selling cocktail hats, fascinators 
and sculptural headpieces. All of them are 
“color-wheel perfect, and without visible 
glue drops anywhere,” she says, thanks to 
her background in puppet making.

 “I thought my audience was going to 
be goth girls and trannies,” says Batcakes, 
who likes to listen to gangster rap in her 
hat studio. “Then everyone started asking 
for them in white.” Now, Batcakes Couture 
caters to rock & roll brides the world over. 
Which is ironic, since she doesn’t believe 
in marriage. 

What she does believe in, though, is 
making a huge entrance. With brides, she 
explains, “Their wedding is often the one 
time in their life that they can really take 
the stage. And that’s something I know all 
about.” —Caroline Ryder
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Satanica Batcakes, 
a former circus 
performer, with her 
signature headwear; 
also top right.

ChadMichael Morrisette, left, 
Mito Aviles and friends



It’s fi tting that Brian Lichtenberg’s 
big break came via a music diva 
wearing his designs, because now 
his body-conscious frocks are fa-
vored by pretty much all of ’em.

The Hollywood-based designer 
was a big M.I.A. fan and, since he 

knew a friend doing PR for her, he passed 
along some leggings. When he got to her 
sold-out show at the Echoplex a few days 
later, he got a nice surprise. “My friend said, 
‘Dude, she’s wearing your stuff ,’"” he recalls. 

Though she was already an indie star, the 
Sri Lankan artist was about to get main-
stream-huge thanks to the song “Paper 
Planes,” and Lichtenberg’s hologram patch-
work leggings became one of her signature 
stage looks. “I think we were vibing off  each 
other,” he recalls of the period when she 
wore his stuff  almost exclusively.

The shiny, futuristic garb became a sig-
nature for him as well, with everyone from 
Peaches to Katy Perry donning the paneled 
stretch pants and matching jackets. Eventu-
ally he expanded into more fabrics and 
textures: lace, nylon, net and cotton. 

Though he had already been making 
clothes for a few years, selling bleach-
splattered dresses — also worn by pop stars 
including Gwen Stefani — out of a friend’s 
boutique, M.I.A. established Lichtenberg’s 

rep in stage wear. That soon transferred to 
video, thanks mostly to pop music’s current 
queen, Lady Gaga. 

Lichtenberg’s yellow crime scene tape 
outfi t from the minimovie clip for “Tele-
phone” is one of the most recognizable of 
Gaga’s iconic getups. It isn’t actually the 
cheap plastic tape used to keep people away 
from police investigations but yellow latex 
strips Lichtenberg had printed, which are 
more conducive to contouring, he says.

The South Bay–bred Lichtenberg has 
the distinction of being the fi rst designer 
collaboration for L.A.-based mall behemoth 
Forever 21, with the crime tape referenced 
in his T-shirt line, launched last summer. T-
shirts let him share his aesthetic aff ordably 
without compromising quality, he says.

But L.A. style isn’t all tees, tanks and 
cheap chic. Despite the lack of respect fash-
ion design and runway shows get here, Lich-
tenberg — among others — is doing some 
of the most eclectic yet wearable stuff  on 
the market. His angular, one-shoulder mini 
dress (seen on Shakira, Paris Hilton and 
Kim Kardashian) is everywhere at the mo-
ment, and his work is all over the videos and 
stage shows of Beyonce and Nicki Minaj. 

So who does the designer still want to 
dress? “Björk and Britney,” he answers 
immediately, the disparity between the two 
summing up the fl amboyance and fl exibil-
ity of his aesthetic. At the rate he’s going, it’s 
probably only a matter of time until the two 
B’s bring it Brian-style. —Lina Lecaro

DIVA DUDS  
BRIAN LICHTENBERG

Los Angeles has been called 
 the denim capital of the 
world, and though that may 
be an impressive business 
achievement, it doesn’t 
exactly say much about 
our fashion-forwardness. 

One new company, however, off ers a hip 
simplicity and experimental spirit to the 
enduringly relevant world of jeans: Thvm.

The conceptual line of basics and 
beyond belongs to designer Brian Kim 
and his wife, Olga Nazarova, along with 
business partner Nicola Scagnolari, 
and when we say beyond, we mean way 
beyond. As the name implies, Thvm 
(pronounced “them”) is a creative collec-
tive whose form of expression includes 
not only clothing but a literary journal of 
the same name and a retail space inside a 
former paint factory downtown. The space 
doubles as an art gallery and events venue 
where noted local artists such as Ishi 
Glinsky and Caitie Hawkins contribute 
installations.

“Our community includes artists, musi-
cians and writers,” says Nazarova, who 
met her husband while working for the 
clothing line Endovanera. “The magazine 
started as a photo shoot of all the people 
who’ve inspired us wearing our clothes. 
Then it turned into something more.”

Indeed, now in its third edition, the 
magazine is a gorgeous hardbound book, 
fi lled with striking graphics, art and 
text — some structured, some free-form. 

Each “rag,” as they call it, corresponds 
to Thvm’s seasonal collection, off ering 
an insider’s look into the design house’s 
thought processes. Ephemera, antiquity 
and vintage objects inspired the current 
line; Kim says the next one will explore 
patterns and the idea of micro versus 
macro perspectives — how things appear 
up close and from afar.

More important than ideas, however, 
is the brand’s excellent fi t. High-quality 
fabric with a good amount of stretch and 
Kim’s keen eye for cuts that fl atter set the 
line apart from the mall masses.

Kim, who made a name for himself via 
his Echo Park storefront Work Custom 
Jeans, says Thvm “takes away details 
that aren’t functional.” The look is defi -
nitely minimalist — in fact, the aesthetic 
seems very New York. One tends to 
think of a more embellished jean as the 
preferred Angeleno style, which is what 
inspired Kim and co. to do something 
diff erent.

“Being based in L.A., you see a lot of 
things that are tacky and absurdly priced,” 
Kim says. His stuff  is anything but. After 
only one year in the market, the brand’s 
conceptual cool already has proved viable 
in both the high-fashion arena (Neiman 
Marcus in New York) and the indie mar-
ketplace (American Rag). 

Despite the esoteric themes behind 
them, the pieces are relatively accessible. 
Indeed, for a little over a C-note, you too 
can become one of Thvm. —Lina Lecaro

JEAN GENIES 
BRIAN KIM AND 
OLGA NAZAROVA

Lichtenberg, center and inset.
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Brian Kim, left, and 
Olga Nazarova, stand 
behind their designs 
for Thvm.



A ll day 
long, Sally 
Lohan 
looks for 
signposts that would 
be easy to miss in the 
constant onslaught of 

visual information that comes your way on 
a typical Los Angeles street.

On a recent Wednesday, her fi rst stop is 
the street art in the alley behind the Melrose 
strip. She points to the painted brick walls 
and uses terms such as “controlled color ex-
plosion” in a British accent that’s a perfect 
mix of authoritative and adorable.

Lohan is a trend forecaster who tries to 
fi gure out where fashion is headed. So why 
is she looking at street art? She’s not look-
ing at fashion as measured by hemlines but 
fashion writ large: cultural trends, where 
people’s heads are at, what they care about.

“We’re seeing animals, trees, refer-
ences to the environment, sustainability,” 
Lohan says, studying one mural. “People 
obviously being concerned about that. It’s 
uppermost in people’s minds. It’s not dark. 
It’s optimistic.” 

Lohan runs a think tank at WGSN, which 
stands for Worth Global Style Network, 
a trend analysis and research fi rm with 
offi  ces across the globe. Her job is not to 
make magazine cover–style predictions like 
“Feathers are hot for spring!” but to team 
with researchers in other regions to locate 
“macro trends” that will trickle down into 
what people are doing, wearing and buying. 

A “macro trend” is something huge, 
like the upcoming “eco hedonism,” which 
means incorporating sustainability into 
luxury goods. Or “radical neutrality,” a new 
take on minimalism, which Lohan defi nes 
as “taking information away in order to 
express new ideas.” In fashion, that might 
translate to dressing all in one color.

On a typical day in the fi eld, Lohan will 
go somewhere like the Rose Bowl Swap 
Meet, or Coachella. She’ll take maybe 400 
pictures. Of those, she’ll single out perhaps 
two or three people wearing something that 
interests her.

These connected dots wind up on a report 
or photo essay on WGSN.com, which then 
is accessed by execs, buyers, marketers 
or even designers for the fi rm’s big-name 
clients, such as Target, Levi’s and Adidas.

So is fashion top-down, or bottom-up? Do 
the designers tell people what to wear, or do 
people on the street tell the designers what 
to create?

Both, 
actually. 

Lofty designers used 
to tell people what to wear, but ideas now 
fl ow in all directions — from the street up, 
from bloggers in one corner of the world 
to readers in another, from designers to 
consumers. It’s a huge feedback loop that 
encompasses past, present, insiders, out-
siders. A fashionista may see the modern 
potential in a “dated” piece, and remix it 
with something current — pairing a vintage 
’60s shift dress with an ’80s neon jacket, or 
giving swing-dance wear a goth twist. She 
isn’t necessarily designing clothing from 
scratch, but she’s creating memes design-
ers can notice and integrate into their work. 

There’s a cynical view of fashion, the one 
that says hemlines go up and down just to 
keep you buying, buying, buying, to keep 
you living in fear of being unstylish. That 
designers do nothing but recycle looks 
from a few years ago again and again.

Lohan sees clothing designers as artists 
who are constantly trying to reinvent histo-
ry with creativity and beauty while working 
within the constraints of the body, fabrics 
and movement. We could reject the fashion 
industry if we choose, and all wear the same 
uniform, year in and year out; many do. But 
Lohan fi nds it more fun to see fashion as the 
world’s biggest game of mix-and-match — 
color, style, line, fl ow, past, present.

The next stop on her route is a crucial 
resource: an upscale La Brea vintage shop 
called The Way We Wore. Vintage clothing 
is tremendously important to Lohan, as 
sometimes designers will take just one 
single element or detail from a photo of a 
vintage piece Lohan provides and base an 
entire collection on that theme.

The shop has two halves. The door on the 
left leads to a lovely boutique where styl-
ish, garrulous clerks with an impressively 
in-depth understanding of clothing greet 
Lohan warmly and off er her a Perrier. The 
prices aren’t ohmygodareyouhighondrugs 
high but about what you’d expect for a shop 
so exquisitely curated. There are things 
here a commoner might purchase, but it’s 
also the place to go if you need to fi nd a 
vintage dress to wear to the Oscars.

The door on the right leads to something 
that looks at fi rst glance like the more typi-
cal thrift-shop jumble — heaps and heaps 
of clothes, necklaces, bags. But spend a 
few minutes, and the method behind the 
madness soon comes into focus. Clothes 
are organized by era, style or fabric. There 
are ruffl  y clothes from the 1920s. A samurai 
helmet hangs in the front window, under-
neath a sailor suit. In the back, handbags 
are organized by type: whimsical, animal, 
detailed, embroidered, textured. It’s like a 

physical reference library of fashion history, 
and designer clients can call the store to 
ask the shop clerks–cum–librarians to help 
them with research. One client has asked 
the shop to pull a selection of Pucci and 
Pucci-esque prints. A collection of dresses 
— one that has a faux-Japanese style, one 
with Native American motifs — stands on a 
rack in a backroom, waiting for his perusal.

Lohan frequently comes to both sides of 
the store for research — beautiful, beautiful 
research. And shopping is an occupational 
hazard, she confesses. After fi ngering a 
handbag that features ethereal bead work, 
Lohan tears herself away without succumb-
ing to temptation … this time.

The next stop is Silver Lake, where, sitting 
in the patio between Intelligentsia Coff ee 
and Café Stella, Lohan spots a girl with 
latte-colored skin, a blond afro Mohawk, 
a hair bow reminiscent of Hello Kitty and 
earrings shaped like rhinestone-studded 
pistols. Her sundress exposes a tattoo of 
tiny angel wings on her back. Lohan strolls 
up and asks if she can take a picture, and 
the girl complies cheerfully, posing for 
several. “Now that it’s 3 o’clock, the interest-
ing people are starting to come out,” Lohan 
says. “At noon, the people I want to see are 
still in bed.” It’s hard to imagine this girl’s 
look catching on in any widespread way, but 
then again, in 1989, it would have been hard 
to imagine that people would put Mohawks 
on toddlers as often as they do today.

Some trends, if they catch fi re in one 
region, will soon span the world, but each 
locality puts a unique spin on it. Things 
that are acceptable offi  ce wear in L.A. — 
fl ip-fl ops, for example — still wouldn’t fl y in 
London or New York. The monochromatic 
androgyny trend that’s recently become big 
in London, Lohan says, hasn’t fully arrived 
in Los Angeles — yet. But she’s seeing the 
nascent signs of its emergence here.

One might wonder at times if Lohan’s 
prognostications are mere grasping at 
straws, employing the horoscope technique 
of couching predictions in such broad 
terms that they can’t help but have some 
ring of truth. Until you see the results of her 
work come together before your eyes.

Just minutes after describing the an-
drogyny trend, she discreetly points out a 
guy wearing a short ponytail and vaguely 
feminine, fl owing pants, all in black. Not 10 
minutes later, she points again, to a woman 
with short, chopped hair and a distinctly 
ungendered ensemble, all in black. Just 
two people, but they’re exactly as Lohan 
described, and they arrive as if on cue. 

She’s always trying to access the recipe 
to the soup that most of us, froglike, are so 
immersed in we don’t even realize it’s there 
until we’re boiling. At some point, skinny 
jeans weren’t here. Then they were. Same 
goes for androgynes. Have they been there 
this whole time? Maybe you didn’t notice it 
right away, but someone else did.

FINDING THE 
PULSE
Fashion trend forecaster Sally Lohan’s 
tour of L.A.

BY L.J. WILLIAMSON
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Somewhere right now 
in Los Angeles, a hip-
ster is wearing a furry 
hood with wolf ears. 
He is at a nightclub, 
maybe, or a bar. The furry hood 
makes him look like an animal. 

It makes him feel like an animal. Girls 
want to pet him. Guys want to kick his ass. 
(Women also wear these hoods. This is not 
a gender-specifi c fashion trend.)

“Like a pheromone that you wear on 
your head” is the description off ered by 
33-year-old Ashley Haber, one of the four 
young men who design and sell these Spirit 

Hoods. In addition to wolf, they come in 
owl, leopard, bear and panda. They’re weird, 
but against all odds, they have caught on.

How does this happen? How does some-
thing utterly bizarre become popular, and 
how do four 20- and 30-something men 
with little knowledge of the fashion indus-
try become kings of a fashion niche? The 
answers reveal something about fashion 
and marketing — and the zaniness of L.A.

Spirit Hoods are the work of four men: 
Haber, Alex Mendeluk, Chase Hamilton 
and Marley Marotta. But the idea for the 
fi rst hood was Mendeluk’s. He is a free-
spirited, creative guy who says he always 
wanted to be a wolf (and who has been 
known to howl at women at parties).

So as a Christmas present for Hamilton, 
Mendeluk made the fi rst Spirit Hood. 
“What is this?” Hamilton’s girlfriend asked, 
with disdain.

Hamilton wore the hood to a bar, where 
guys called him “fag” and tried to fi ght him. 
“Let’s do it,” said Hamilton, pulling off  his 
jacket (but not the furry hood). But for every 
guy who wanted to beat him up, there was 
another who wanted to be just like him. 

Shortly thereafter, in 2009, Marotta sewed 
a prototype. Within a month, they took the 
hoods to a trade show in Vegas, where one 
of the show organizers asked: “Do you have 
your price points and your line sheets?” 

“Yes, absolutely,” Mendeluk said in the 
grand tradition of faking it until you make 
it. Then he whispered to Marotta, “Marley, 
what’s a line sheet?” 

For Mendeluk, the trade show marked 
the “Shit, this is real!” moment. He and the 
other boys ran around the convention hall 
wearing the hoods. They bit people. They 
howled. They played. 

And retailers placed orders for the hoods. 
So Mendeluk and Marotta called Ham-

ilton, the business-minded member of the 

pack. They wanted startup money. “Dude,” 
they said, “we need $10,000.”

Soon the hoods were in production. 
Haber, a photographer with the Wil-

helmina modeling agency, then had a party 
at his house, which was attended by singer 
Ke$ha, who was working on her fi rst album, 
Animal, and used to sleep on his couch.

Ke$ha put the wolf hood on her head and 
Haber snapped a picture. “She didn’t know 
we were going to take advantage of her that 
way,” he jokes now. Later, when she toured, 
she made her band wear Spirit Hoods.

From Ke$ha, the furry hoods idea went to 
singer Bruno Mars. From Bruno Mars they 
went to his gamer fans. From the gamers 
the hoods went to a girl who was friends 
with hip-hop star Fergie. 

“Every night we’d go to clubs, we’d go 
out as a pack,” Hamilton explains. Each 
donned a hood and its attendant animal 
persona: Hamilton is a lion; Haber is a 
brown bear; Marotta is a wolf; Mendeluk is 
a leopard (although internally, he claims 
to be a fl ying squirrel). To this day, the 
four wear the same ones. You bond with a 

hood, they say, and it “feels like betrayal” 
if you wear a diff erent one.

They wore these things to Drai’s, Teddy’s, 
Bordeaux, Avalon, the Echoplex. Then the 
girls at Roosevelt started wearing them. 
The eff ect became almost Pavlovian: The 
bouncers would see the pack coming down 
the street in their animal hoods and imme-
diately let them in, and soon the furry hoods 
became a kind of VIP pass. 

“None of us like to party. We just sacri-
fi ced,” says Mendeluk, drawing peals of 
laughter from the boys.

One night, the pack went to a party at 
Lindsay Lohan’s house. Mendeluk snuck 
into her closet and pulled on her sequined 
tights while wearing his leopard Spirit 
Hood and regaled the crowd. Soon, Lohan 

started wearing the leopard hood and was 
photographed doing so.

“There was an obvious impact on our 
sales,” Hamilton says.

Then actress Vanessa Hudgens was 
photographed wearing one. Her photo ran 
in the tabloid weeklies, where writers from 
Conan O’Brien’s show saw it. They wrote 
the hood into a segment. Hudgens brought 
one on the show — a white husky — as a 
prank gift for O’Brien, who promptly put it 
on and prowled around atop his desk. “Did 
you kill an Ewok?” he asked. 

The day after that, the Spirit Hoods web-
site got 17,000 hits. 

The Spirit Hoods found the perfect breed-
ing ground in L.A., with its abundance of art-
ists, actors, models and musicians — people 
who aren’t afraid to wear their inner animal 
on their head, for whom the line between 
ridiculous and renegade is usually blurry.

“If we’d tried to launch in New York, we’d 
have gotten shot,” Mendeluk says. “The 
West Coast is more open.”

“We were never trying to compete with 
the fashionistas or high fashion,” Haber 

says. “Our target is not super style-y but 
outdoorsy, adventurous. People who are 
into alternative sports. Animal lovers.”

For those who need an extra little push, 
there’s a humanitarian aspect to the hoods. 
When someone buys a hood, a portion of 
the proceeds goes to save wolves or chee-
tahs or jaguars or whatever.

To date, there are some 30,000 hoods in 
the wild. The original gray wolf with black 
lining is still the most popular. Hikers wear 
them on climbs up Mount Kilimanjaro. Hip-
sters wear them to clubs. Cancer patients 
wear them when their  hair falls out from 
chemotherapy. “We’re not saying it’s gonna 
cure cancer,” Marotta says.

“But it could,” Mendeluk fi nishes.
The Spirit Hood is no longer some freak-

ish accessory that gets you beaten up at 
bars. It is a whole commercial enterprise 
of freakish accessories.  Marotta no longer 
minds so much when people ask him what 
he does and he has to answer, “I make furry 
hoods and sell them.” 

The hoods now come in some 30 styles, 
including a tiger with custom-printed fur. 
The hoods are carried at Fred Segal; Disney 
is collaborating on Kermit, Miss Piggy 
and Gonzo Spirit Hoods for the upcoming 
Muppets movie. They were approached by 
Urban Outfi tters and Hot Topic; the latter 
eventually knocked off  the hoods. 

The boys have a large, industrial-chic loft 
offi  ce downtown with cute, sexy intern girls 
skulking around in tight pants and short 
skirts and furry panda and cat hoods. 

The success of the hoods occasionally 
gives the boys pause. “It is weird,” Haber 
says. “I’ve spent my whole life trying to fi nd 
somewhere to put my money without blow-
ing it out my ass.” 

“I mean, I came here to pursue acting,” 
Mendeluk says, scratching his head. “What 
the hell?” 

THE WEIRDEST 
STARTUP EVER
Four fashion neophytes create 
the Spirit Hood rage

BY GENDY ALIMURUNG
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THERE GOES THE
NEIGHBORHOOD

Hollywood Velvet-Rope Vixen
Uniform: Tight, short Lycra dress 

that she constantly has to pull 
down to cover her G-string; 
cork platform heels; fake 
designer purse; neon pink 
mani-pedi; Mac Viva 
Glam Lipglass ; 
moussed brown 
hair (brunette is 
the new blond!)

Shops at: For-
ever 21, H&M, 
Steve Madden, 
Santee Alley

Hangs at:
Playhouse, 
Kress, Supper-
club, Drai’s

Listens to/watch-
es: Keeping Up 
With the Kardashi-
ans, Jersey Shore, 
Bad Girls Club, Britney, 
Bitch

Trending: Girlie 
bows, tutulike skirts, 
cracked-eff ect nail 
polish

Fashion philoso-
phy: No matter how 
cold it is in line, 
sweaters and jack-
ets are the enemy. 
And no one can see 
your cankles in a 
dark nightclub.

East L.A. Greaser/Goth
Uniform: Cuff ed Levis; black Creep-

ers; black T-shirt with skull motif; 
slicked-back hair; sleeve tattoo, 
including spiderweb elbow; leather 
cuff  watch; crucifi x necklace; black 
nail polish; Pendleton jacket; a 
Latina gal in a leopard-print dress 
on his arm

Shops at: Glory, Iguana Vintage, 
Target, Hot Topic (but won’t admit it)

Hangs at: Little Cave, East-

side Luv, 
Spikes in Rosemead, 
Lucha Va Voom, any 
burlesque show

Listens to/watches: 
Social Distortion, the 
Misfi ts, the Cramps, the 
Smiths

Trending: Less Fonz, more 
fun with nostalgic rawk 
style. A blending of the 
usual ’50s looks with ’70s 
garage/punk gear and ’80s 
androgyny, including more 
spiky stuff , tighter pants 
and longer hair

Fashion philosophy: As 
Johnny Thunders said, 
always dress “L.A.M.F.” (Like 
a Mother Fucker).

West 
Hollywood 
Wo(man)

Uniform: Big 
wig (preferred 

color: platinum); 
plus-size pumps; se-

quined dress (custom-
made); colored faux 

lashes; press-on nails; 
and chola-like dark lip 

liner/light gloss
Shops at: Sephora (for Make 

Up For Ever) , Hollywood Wigs, 
Maya Shoes of Hollywood

Hangs at: Hamburger Mary’s, Rage, 
Mickey’s … but only when she or her gal-

pals are performing, of course. 
Listens to/watches: Lady Gaga, Dolly 

Parton, Peaches, Glee, RuPaul’s Drag Race
Trending: Realism, breast plates 

(molded rubber with nipples) and 
plastic surgery on lips and cheeks 

(on face and in the trunk)
Fashion philosophy: More is more.
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Echo Park Shagster
Uniform: Beards are for bears (big boys), 

but shadows and fuzz imply “I 
don’t care” best; retro-ref-
erencing T-shirts and tops 
in surfer, skateboarder or 
preppy style (Op, LaCoste 
shirts); pants cut off  into 
Bermuda shorts; vintage 
white belt; street-beat 
black Chuck Taylor shoes; 
Ray-Bans with lenses 
punched out; script 
tattoo featuring 
words to favorite 
song or inspi-
rational motto; 
beanie to cover 
up the greasy 
grow-out

Shops at: 
Origami 
Vinyl, Rose 
Bowl Flea 
Market, 
Salvation 
Army, legal 
marijuana 
dispensary

Hangs at: 
The Echo, Cha 
Cha Lounge, the 
Gold Room, Taix, 
Chango

Listens to/watch-
es: Every band on 
the FYF Fest bill

Trending: Carry-
alls of all kinds, 
from fanny packs 
(for the weed) to 
big manbags (to 
carry records or 
laptop for that DJ 
gig)

Fashion phi-
losophy: Too cool to 
shampoo

Downtown Polysexual 
“Starving” Artist

Uniform: Fauxhawk; 
guyliner; belly tee; skinny 
jeans; layered chains; 
fi shnet gloves; motorcycle 
boots

Shops at: Skingraft, 
Maxfi eld’s, Open-
ing Ceremony, 
Urban Outfi tters, 
friend’s closets

Hangs at: His 
loft, the gym, 
Mustache 
Mondays, A 
Club Called 
Rhonda

Listens to/
watches: Elec-
tro, dubstep, 
disco

Trending: Body 
and face paint, 
leotards

Fashion philos-
ophy: Tough and 
tender, leather 
and lace

(San Fernando) Valley Glam Mama
Uniform: Rock and Republic jeans; babydoll top; 

hoop earrings; layered necklaces; wedge platforms; 
highlighted hair; Louis Vuitton purse; 
Betsey Johnson diaper bag; Bugaboo 
stroller or Baby Bjorn

Shops at: Whole Foods, Kitson, 
La La Ling, Sherman Oaks Galleria, 
all of Ventura Boulevard

Hangs at: Pink Cheeks (for the 
Playboy wax), Katsuya (sushi’s 
low-cal), Mommy and Me yoga, play 
gyms

Listens to/watches: All of the 
Real Housewives shows

Trending: Luxe earth 
mother/hippie chic: feathers, 
braids, giant scarf–looking 
baby slings

Fashion philosophy: MILF-
ism

How we dress can send messages not only about who we are and what we like but also where we’re from. There is no 
singular “L.A. look,” and Silver Lake isn’t all beards and ironic T-shirts, either.

Still, there are certain aesthetics — in the form of everything from accessories to hairstyles —  that seem more con-
centrated in certain areas. Why do we always see the same aviator shades on guys driving SUVs in Glendale or clusters 
of cupcake tattoos on pink-haired Culver City art tarts, for example? Is it the tipping-point eff ect? A subconscious 
monkey-see, monkey-do thing? And how does it evolve within certain places?

Here, we present some of these familiar neighborhood looks. Yes, some are stereotyped composites, but we’ve 
included a peppering of emerging trends that are moving these looks to new places.

A GUIDE TO L.A. LOOKS

BY LINA LECARO ILLUSTRATIONS BY JASON LEVESQUE


