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SEEKING TE LANSI

Mital Shah has elegantly
capiured the threads of
South African life in the
glossy book ‘Well Souled;
CARL COLLISON spoke to
her about her journey
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outh Africans express
thelr style In a
emationa There
B real Indhiduality
here; its definftaly not
collective” says Mital
Shah, the woman be-
hind the strikingly
handsorme  photo-
graphic  coffes-table
book, well Souled e carmed this book around
theworld; says Shah, gesturingto hervery toned
arms, apparently the consequence of carrying
arcund this rather hefty baby: The book In ques-
thon, & 312-page tome, which Is lush and Indul-
gent and takes as Its Inspiration this beautiful
and richly diversa country - South Africa, |t In-
cludes beautifully executed portraits of urban
front-liners, the ublquitous shots of the Big Five,
with gumboot dancers mieed Into the schizo-
phrenic beauty of struggle Images and the al-
wags fun Images of 50s Drum magazine pin-up
girks.

A fresh-faced beauty, Shah, whioss first name
roughly transktes Into ‘one who brings light]
speakswitheffusive passion about what shecalls
thethreads of Iife’ that have led heron this jour-
rely. To say that Shah has had a diverse canesr
background would be a gross understaterment.
Bom In Connedicut (one of Amerlca’s most so-
ci-aconomically divided states) and ralsed near
Boston, she studied In the forsign service be-
cause sheloved different cultures Afterthis stint
she ended up In business working for an nvest-
ment bank In Hong Kong, Korea and lapan It
wis after this that she found what would wl-
mately lead to the conception of Well Soufed
her stint at noted deslgn howse, vera Wang. This

ar sojourn as the special assktant to the
president of the house (whiose name she would
niot divulge) Introduced her to more than Just
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the Inner workings of a small design house, now
aglobal couture and dé&cor phenomenion, There
Shah expenenced, forthefirst time, the veny real,
painfullossof the compamys president (who was
ako her mertor and friend) tothe disssse court-
less South Africans deal with on a dally bask:
HINFAIDS.

Before what would have been another
step In her career tm}e:tuly — this time & a
strateglst at & major global brand kooking to
infiltratetheappealingermenging marketsin the
East — Shah found herself sitting with a frlend
In a coffee shop one night pondenng not only
wihether to accept this job of fer, but where she,
& an Individual was headed. "My fiend said
toome you have all the Ingredients. Now | s
timme fior you to simply put them together? she
recalls. “0On ry way home | finally had the Idea
of doing this project”

Her decision to Intiate the project In South

Africa hiad less to do with the usual exoticising
aifdistart rds(* knew nothing about thiscoun-
try") than with the very real ermpathy she devel-
oped with the rmasses of ramdess, faceless peo-
ple affected by HIVAIDS, the same disease she
has had such a profound first-hand experience
with. it was this loss and the resultant empathy
that led shah to commit 20% of the book’s sales
to yet-to-be-ramed local HMWAIDS organiss-
thons

It was from here that Shah began her epk,
soufuliiling jJoumeyto and through South Afri-
ca — with photographers Marc Lelbowttz and
Gerald Firster In tow. And It was 1o be In the
glittering Jungle of dohanresburg that ber jour-
ney started. What was herfirstimpression of this
chy, | ask? "Fast. It & very fast. kdeas come out
fast; people are fast, But, coming from New York
[where she ts currently based], | was totally ready
to take & onf she laughs



PAGE 8

myone tasked with execut-
Ing her single-minded de-
temnination o capture as
many aspects of this diverss
country  fashion,  land-
scapes, cultural loons young
and ok, food etchas human-
possible  might  hawve
caved In under thewelght of
the task. Mot Shah. With her
adrilrable and sincere belief In allowing the
pro<ess to be wholly crganic, she has not only
made her load as orchestrator considerably
lighter, but has also ensured a richness to the
final product that s astanglile asthe rich paper
— & mkg of linen, metallic foll and gloss — used
In the book
=when | first got here, | wastalking toa friend
aof minewho sald | should experience Alexandra
[towmiship] first-hand. it was then that she sald

L
\

1

I shiould mest her friend, Mthato? she recalls.
"ltwasa Sunday morming and, atthoug b Mthato
was clearly asleep, heagreedtocomeand mest
us to take me around Alex?

It Is this mesting that prowved to be Shaks
gatewsyto much ofthe restof her largely seren-
dipttous Journey. Mthatho Mashishi, allrguably
South Aficas most recognisable make-upartist
—‘make-up artlst to the stars & he |5 so often
called - steered Shah In the direction of noted
rausician Simphivwe Dana, cuttural actvist and
filmmaker Peter Makurube and the perennlally
beautiful acting dynamo Bonnke Henna, to
name but & faw.

Mashishl admits to having fallen In love with
the project, but s=ys his Initial Impression of
Shah was fiercely Influenced by his cymicism,

=h, at first | thought this was another one of
those oh-theyTe-trying-to-do-something-on-
Africa sttuations. | didn'tthink i wauld happen®
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he remembers. ®But, the more Mital spoke
about this project, the more convinced | be-
came of & actually happening”®

And bappen It did. Funding for the project
— *miore than halfa-milllon dollars, much mrcre
thanthat® confidas Shah —came from the pock-
etsof hergenerous friends, colleagues and oth-
erswho ust believad In the products (Affluent
connecthens such asthese kavesone with little
dou bt as to from which sideof the Connectiout
tracks Shah halls) The sales have baen golng
famtastically, says shah, the print run of 5000
coples might seem small to some, but the fact
that only word-of-mouth adwertising has been
used to punt the book, speaks volumes | ako
makes fts title, Well Sculed, unintentionally apt,
50 these Investors, or benefactors, will surely
not regret their langessa

Typical of this type of project, most of the
sales of Wl Souled are to be found abrosd -
thanks to South Afficas poor book-buying cul-
ture rearing fts ugly head once again. Shah 15
however, consoled by the fact that *now sales
In south Africa are starting to phck up?

all Sowed features the
madern-day oons  of
bzansl, and this Is one
of its strengths. Thoss |
keto pralss not on
'ﬁl E‘H:E-lﬁ'[ qualty g’
the books production,
but also speak highly of
Shah. Makuru b, the noted film makerand com-
munfty activist, has this to say about Shah:
*shes fantastic, | respact her a lot, simply be-
causa shetook such a chance putting this
together. Also, she Is very humble. She didmt
come here with the typlcal Imposing Amerkcan
attitude. Shewas respectful towands every-
If you look at what she has wiitten you

N THE MOVE: Members of e Cape Town-based Dance for Al Dance Company. Ficures: Mart Leibowiiz  <an see she's got a very good heart?
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ara, too, has nothing but
pralse for Shah when | ask
her why she felt the nesd
to be part of this praject —
which, In my opinlon, has
yielded arguablyoneofthe
mizst beautiful and tender
portratts of this singing
sensation. "l basically felt
that she was authentic
about delving Into the different cultures and
wanting to represent them In a sincere way
through fashlon and Itfestyle or whatever!
says Dana.

And 15 not Just fashion and Iifestyle that
Shah has chosen to focus this book on In her
vallant atternpt at capturing everything that
makes this sometimes farcically diverse land
of ours tick

Desphtethebrilllance of Shah's love project,
it has besen a slowlburmer. 1t 1s a sad Indiciment
on the South African book-buying public. But,
ghven the heavy price tag of around RSO0 -
almost as heavy asthe book tself, sorme could
argue — It Is definitely not destined for the
heady bestseller helghts of something IThe
John van de Rults Spud — or amything by
Wilbur Smith for that matter. | ask Shah about
this: DId she not conskder the cover price a
bt stesp for the average South Afrlcan? (As
ruch as | hove the book, | refused to buy one
rnf:pserf, Instead opting for the usual hustling
af publishers).

=well, the price [US5110] Is the sarme wher-
ever In the world you are, which we thought
was falr) she says. My soclallst attitude when
It comes to Information distributlon makes
way for the harder reality of the fact that, giv-
en the lushrness of the finished product, It
Is nix real surprise that the price Is as high
as It s

Shah alsodefends the poordistribution and
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advertlsing of the book. ®lwant people to find
It on thelr own. It really Is not about being
pushy,” she says.

S, what's next forthe Intrepad shah? =wel|,
et will b Well Sowledindia. Infact] she says,
“the threads connecting me to the India leg
hawve already started showing themselves. 1t
seemsasthoughalllreally havetodols sl rr:f;;
show up for the party” Thereafter, the
Souted tea m will be heading to Brazil, followed

Turkey, and finally, Vietnam. Why these
countries In particular? =well, they all hold a
commaon allure. They really are future style
Influencers”

#s she prepares to leave, once agaln pack-
Ing away the muscle-defining tome, she says:
*The biggest thing withthis project Is relnfiorc-
Ing to theworkd all the beautyand oppartuni-
ty here In South Africa Yes, this country has
Its challenges, but every country has them -
they can be overcome. We have to get this
rmiessage out theres
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