Inspired by Milan, Cartier’s Architects Redesign a Flagship
Along with interior touches that echo the city’s features, the store now has a V.I.P. area meant to encourage visitors to linger.
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PARIS — If the physical retail outlet is dead, Bruno Moinard didn’t get the memo.
Since 2002, when the architect and interior designer won a competition to remodel a Cartier boutique, his company, Moinard Bétaille, has done 487 remodelings for the brand’s
shops around the world, 100 of them in the past five years alone.
Last year, for example, Mr. Moinard’s Paris-based agency completed a top-to-bottom redesign of one of Cartier’s grandest flagships: the four-floor palazzo on a corner of Via
Montenapoleone in the Quadrilatero d’Oro, or Golden Rectangle, Milan’s premium shopping district. The store reopened in December.
The remodeling, from the height of the ceilings to the color and material choices, reflected the fact that “the concept of the physical retail space is evolving,” Mr. Moinard said —
turning stores from places that just sell products into welcoming spaces that invite visitors to linger whether they are buying something or not. It’s a change that also can be seen
in spaces opened by watch brands from Seoul to St. Barts.
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“Luxury brands, like high-end hotels, are thinking of new ways to improve their engagement with clients from the moment they walk in,” Mr. Moinard said. “It is a choreography
that is constantly being tweaked.” (He should know: His agency created the Art Deco rooms of the Plaza Athénée in Paris and the contemporary suites of the Cala di Volpe hotel in
Sardinia.)
Since the pandemic began in 2020, many brands have expanded their reliance on e-commerce to reach clients — even those that once shunned internet sales. And though the
death of the retail store has been discussed for years, the repeated lockdowns, store closures and dwindling foot traffic have emphasized questions about the long-term viability of
the brick-and-mortar model among some observers.
Mr. Moinard isn’t one of them. He firmly believes physical retail spaces are here to stay, although “the luxury boutique is no longer about selling product,” he said. “As interior
designers, we are not concerned with improving sales per square meter.”
For years, Cartier had applied a homogeneous, one-size-fits-all approach to boutique design. But things changed after Cyrille Vigneron became Cartier’s chief executive in 2016.
Claire Bétaille, an architect and interior designer and Mr. Moinard’s partner since 2012, said: “Cartier’s boutiques had identical, ‘repetitive’ interiors because the company was in a
global expansion and wanted its design to be immediately recognizable.” But Mr. Vigneron envisaged Cartier’s boutiques as bright, stylish spaces with distinct looks that took their
design cues from their surroundings, wherever that might be.
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“Cyrille wanted the boutique to dialogue with the city,” Ms. Bétaille said. “He wanted light and the life outside to come in. Also, the space had to be versatile, so it could be changed
easily to host in-store events.”

In Milan, the remodeling was the agency’s third time working on the same space, Mr. Moinard said. “But this time, Cartier wanted a more radical makeover.” To align their design
with Mr. Vigneron’s directives, for example, the architects infused the space with a distinctively Milanese look.
“In Milan, you think of La Scala, the great palazzos, the ironwork of the gates, the secret gardens, Gio Ponti’s mosaics, Lake Como — in short everything that is theatrical, creative
and extravagant about the city,” he said.
So the design for the store entrance channeled the Teatro alla Scala, echoing the opera house’s dramatic vertical details and sweeping sightlines. The effect of the double-height
ceilings were emphasized, he said, by mirrored columns and the curtains that hang down a full two floors to frame the entryway and draw the eye upward.
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“The visitor who walks in has the sensation of an actor stepping onto a great stage,” Mr. Moinard said. “You are here to see and to be seen. From every vantage point, you have a
global view of the space and into every salon, like a stage within a stage.”
Mahogany wall panels recall the hulls of the classic Riva boats on nearby Lake Como while the geometric motifs on the stone floor, echoed in a trompe l’oeil on the carpeting, are
based on mosaic patterns made famous by Mr. Ponti, a Milanese architect.
The tones used throughout the space are neutral with touches of pink or ocher, mainly in the fabrics covering the upholstered furniture. “Distinct atmospheres are created with
pastel colors for the feminine section, and earthier tones with wood paneling for the masculine spaces,” Mr. Moinard said, referring to the groupings of jewelry and small watches
and of cuff links and larger watch models. “We have used some red accents, and a shade of champagne for the metal fixtures for a more soothing, modern feel.”
The ground floor’s central displays — which house Cartier’s current collections, including a limited edition Tank Asymétrique watch offered as a Milan boutique exclusive — are
mounted on sculpted metal bases in the shape of what the reopening news release described as “finely chiseled golden petals,” to bring to mind Milan’s fountains.
In the far end of the store, a glass-encased and white marble staircase wraps around a glass elevator and panther motifs, a classic Cartier signature, are carved in the white walls
that line the stairs. Abstract first, then gradually more realistic, leafy shapes accompany the visitor up to the top floor, hinting at the hidden garden there. The floor also contains
the V.I.P. space called La Residence, a salon with a planted terrace designed by the Milanese architects Stefano Boeri Interiors as a nod to the many walled gardens of Milan.
Overall, Ms. Bétaille said, “This boutique is a place where you bring your family, friends or a partner to enjoy a moment of conviviality. Our job was to create a unique setting filled
with subtle details that piques a visitor’s curiosity to return and discover more.”
Like Cartier, watch brands have been exploring creative ways of attracting clients into a branded space for a less transactional shopping experience, a contrast to what they find
online.
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Earlier this month, Breitling announced the opening of a Breitling Townhouse in Seoul, with a street-level cafe and the brand’s first restaurant, called the Breitling Kitchen. It’s
Breitling’s second Townhouse; the first opened in London in 2020.
“It’s a complete Breitling experience under one roof,” the brand’s chief executive, Georges Kern, said in a news release on the Seoul site. “You’ll recognize the relaxed, industrialloft-inspired atmosphere that says everything about our casual, inclusive and sustainable approach to luxury.”
Last year, Jaeger-LeCoultre organized exhibitions in Shanghai and Paris to mark the 90th anniversary of its Reverso model. Both sites also had a pop-up cafe where visitors could
enjoy the creations of a pastry chef inspired by flavors of the Swiss brand’s home region, the Vallée de Joux.
And Audemars Piguet opened its first AP House in Milan in 2017, and now there are 13 in cities around the world — a mix of relaxed living spaces, bars and dining rooms — to
serve as what François-Henry Bennahmias, the brand’s chief executive, described in an email as “a home away from home” for its guests. “Clients feel at home here and simply
spend time with their friends, having coffee, lunch or a cocktail in a warm, casual atmosphere,” he wrote.
As for Moinard Bétaille’s work for Cartier, next year the business expects to finish its most spectacular project yet: renovating three floors of 13 Rue de la Paix, the building where
Cartier’s story began in 1899. Everything from the doorknobs to the wallpapers are being changed, Mr. Moinard said, to open up the space and create a fresh, bright interior.
“Every detail is designed by us and custom-made by the best of French craftsmanship,” Mr. Moinard said. “All I can say for now is the space will be singular and sophisticated, and
something from the realm of the marvelous.”

