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In the late Seventies

something unex-

pected appeared on 

the optician display

shelves around the 

world. And it was 

asked for by name.

Cazal
 Essay by Purienne / Interview Meike Mai

Subject N  4
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„What‘s the use of another

non-provocative range of  

sunglasses that appeals to 

everyone..?‘ 

That‘s of absolutely 

no interest to me‘

(Ca)ri (Zal)loni
Head of Design /Cazal
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Why are your designs from the 70s still so 
strongly influential today? “They we re d iffe rent 
then; and they a re still d iffe rent now. Expressions 
such as ‘ m a instre a m ’ we re nonexistent when I 
b e g an working as an industria l d esigne r. Design-
e rs sp e a rhe a d e d the d eve lop m ent of produc ts, 
which the avant-g a rd e bought, in ord e r to rise 
a bove the m asses.

The 60s and 70s we ren’t as sa tura te d . Pe op le 
we re hungry for the new. One was pro m p te d to 
m a ke one ’s suc c ess visib le in one ’s lifestyle . De-
signe r p ie c es was one way of do ing tha t. Be c ause 
C aza l c ouldn’t a fford extensive m a rke ting , the 
produc ts ne e d e d to sp e a k for the mse lves. “We 
ne e d sung lasses tha t one c an re c ognise fro m the 
othe r sid e of the stre e t!” This was our m otto.” 

C e le bs (or as I pre fe r: re c ognise d a rtistic t a lent) 
a p prove d of this strong vision. And as is still the 
c ase tod ay, as soon as so m e thing is e asily re c-
ognisa b le , esp e c ia lly fore ign st a tus sym bo ls, and 
b e c o m es popula r with the m c e le bs, the la b e l 
c razy ghe tto kids gotto go a ll c ity. Run DMC m a d e 
the qua drangula r Mod e l 607 into a  ghe tto sup e r-
st a r and soon the “ C azzy” re a che d cult st a tus in 
the young HipHop sc ene . 

HipHopste rs not exa c tly c o m ing fro m o ld m oney 
and so m e of the m rhym es re a lly sucking ass, je a l-
ousy was on the m enu and so m e wa ck shit went 
down. In Philly two ho m ies ha d a  wra p ove r a  p a ir 
of C azzys in the subway. De a th. Anothe r d ispute 
in the Bronx. A p a ir of C azzys. A c op p e r. You ’ve 
guesse d it. Blood on the d anc efloor. 

By now the se c re t was out and m ost c oo l kids 
growing up in the 80s we re onto these . The brand 
a chieve d a  le g end a ry if not a  notorious re put a-
tion. Tod ay g litzy HipHop st a rs such as 50 C ent 
a re we ll awa re of the brands g la m our and history 
when p aying up to £1000.50 for a  p a ir. 

Were you surprised by the murders in connec-
tion with your sunglasses? “I was m ore sho cke d 
by the f a c t tha t so m e assum e d these o c cur-
renc es we re a  kind of m a rke ting trick. The b a d 
boy im a g e of C aza ls neve r re a lly bothe re d m e 
though. Ac tua lly I was quite p le ase d when a  p a ir 
of C azzys a p p e a re d in Miche a l Ja ckson’s ‘Ba d ’ 
vid e o!”  

So does that make you bad? I a m a  Jazz f an. 
Jazz was the protest of my youth. HipHop is a lso 

an a ttitud e of protest and e a rly Ra p often re f-
e renc e Jazz e le m ents. But HipHop so m ewha t 
c o llid es with the m a rke ting go a ls of C aza l. Our 
t a rg e t-m a rke t has a lways b e en “c e le bra te d p e o-
p le”. Ac tors. Ho llywood . C aza ls as an ind ividua list 
st a tus sym bo l”.

It se e ms tha t a t so m e po int in the e a rly 90s, C aza l 
b e c a m e a  b it of a  ghost brand with c e le bra te d 
e ld e rly G e rm an wo m en slic ing a  gre e dy slic e of 
the sa les p ie . Na tura lly the re was the o c c asiona l 
ind e p end ent d isc ove ry by stylistic lone rang e rs 
(c ough). But it was Gwen Ste f ani pop p ing up in 
C aza ls tha t offe re d the brand a  much ne e d e d 
swe e t esc a p e fro m filling presc rip tions; re a ffirm-
ing the m as the c re a tors of sp e c ia l worlds onc e 
m ore .

Where do you get your ideas from?
“Na ture . Archite c ture . Lite ra ture . Design m a g a-
zines, Inte rior d esign, f ashion, so c ia l sc ienc e . The 
m a g azines a re p ile d high on my d esk. And of 
c ourse my Europ e an lifestyle . I have live d in p la c-
es whe re an extrove rte d lifestyle was norm a l, like 
It a ly and G re e c e . In G e rm any this is e asily se en 
as opulent, even though its only a  striking form of 
ind e p end enc e .”

Who inspires you?
“The silent m aste r of d esign fro m Finland , Ta p io 
Wirkka la  was one of my m ost im port ant ro le m od-
e ls for a  long tim e . I a lso a d m ire d the org anic 
d esigns of Ross Love grove and Luig i C o lani. They 
e mula te the sha p es of Na ture in the ir work. I fe e l 
tha t the innova tive O ra  Ito has m any p a ra lle ls to 
my history of d eve lop m ent.”

Could you reveal your working process to us?
“In the m ornings, on the first floor, I sc rib b le my 
id e as on sm a ll b its of p a p e r; this is the a c tua l 
c re a tive pro c ess. Just b e fore brunch I he a d for 
my stud io on the ground floor whe re I d e le g a te 
the ind ividua l pro je c ts to my d esigne rs. The te ch-
nic a l drawings a re then p asse d on to the m od e l 
m a ke r.”

You just turned 71. No Plans for retirement 
then? “’Be ing too o ld for d esign’ is a  f a lla cy b ase d 
on a  m isc onc e p tion, tha t d esigne rs sup pose d ly 
re a che d the botto m of the ir ‘id e as-b a rre l’. But the 
exa c t op posite is f a c t; na m e ly the c onst ant a c cu-
mula tion of exp e rienc e , which f a c ilit a tes c re a tiv-
ity in the first p la c e . Any kind of o c cup a tiona l or 
c re a tive st andstill is b eyond my c onc e p tion.”

It was in 1999 so m ewhe re on the outskirts of London tha t i first spot-
te d a  p a ir of C aza ls noncha lantly sitting a m ongst a  window d isp lay 
of m od e rn rub b ish. This was shortly a fte r b e ing fire d for c o-inventing 
the Vo lc ano (a  ‘ m ount a in of ic e-c re a m ’) a t the Em p ire Ben&Je rry ’s 
on Le ic este r. A slightly re t a rd e d sa les p e rson mum b les, “£120..” Mis-
c onc e p tion on my p a rt. So m ehow i thought these b e long on the 
f a c es of young virtua lly broke strugg ling a rtists, such as myse lf. 

 “The re”, sa id my g irlfriend on my b irthd ay in he r m onotone vo ic e , 
as she hand e d m e a  grey Ie a the r box with a  silve r signa ture . In-
st antly re c ognisa b le . Oh these . Did I m ention the m? 

At no po int d id I g ive it much thought tha t ‘ C aza l’ is in f a c t one 
m an: C a ri Za lloni. So m e sup e rc oo l nutc ase we a ring his c a p the 
wrong way round and sm oking a  p ip e while bre a k-d anc ing? Not 
quite . A c a lm and c o lle c te d fuzzy b e a r typ e who likes jazz and 
wa lking his dog . A sim p le , ye t provo c a tive m an with d e d ic a tion, 
id e as and ene rgy - as is often the formula  with visiona ry typ es.

Long b e fore c oo l was rule , this guy d e c id e d to ignore the m a rke t 
rese a rch re ports and c re a te a  produc t so unique , ‘you c an re c-
ognise it fro m the othe r sid e of the stre e t ’. Sure , these sp e cs a re a  
b it on the we irdo sid e of the sc a le in the ir ove rsize d and angula r 
a p p e a ranc e , but they do m a ke you fe e l proud to b e a  m e m b e r of 
Te a m Unrestra ine d Exp e rim ent a lism .

Cari Zalloni on making sucess 

visible and scribbling on small 

pieces of paper before brunch.

C ari Za lloni (71), born Gre ek with Ita lo-
Austrian roots. Dropped his che m istry 
course in favour of Design a t the 
Vienna Ac a de my. Started working 
independently as a designer in 1962. 
Launched his first G lasses Colle ction in 
1975. Currently he a ds up a 5 m an de-
sign te a m a t his unassum ing Munich 
Studio. Designs mostly a t his country 
esta te ne ar Graz, Austria .

Words Purienne / Interview Meike Mai / Translation from German Camen Scholle


