
Free Style 
 

Ise White deciphered the formula: to go against the trends in a world 
addicted to them. With icons such as Michelle Obama and Robert Redford 
in the Resume, and work in the most considered magazines, she is one of 
the  most successful stylists in the world.  A rare interview with Yael Ben-
Israel.  
 
Ise White is the ghost writer of the styling world. The client provides her with materials, 
and she weaves a story out of them. In a surgical precision she threads a nuance 
here, a background there, colors, metaphors. With the skill of a commando warrior she 
brings maximum statement with minimum presence. Perhaps this is the reason that 
outside the fashion world her name was hardly heard of, even though her works star in 
the most reputable magazines. White doesn’t have a reality show, and she doesn’t 
dress celebs on the red carpet. She is an unknown that happened to be at the right 
place at the right time, and she turned into one of the most senior stylists in New-York. 
The ever growing status of stylists is a relatively new issue. Almost ten years ago there 
were hardly independent stylists; however, nowadays they are extremely powerful. 
White is aware of that, and perhaps it is her humility that enabled her to grow, without 
waving her personal statement. 
 
"Styling is not to just to dress somebody" she explains in an interview to "G". The real 
essence of styling is the ability to convey an idea from beyond the clothes. "The first 
thing that must be done is to know first of all what kind of a stylist you are. Are you 
good with still photos, fashion, men, women or children? These perceptions come from 
within. It is like drawing, it is preferable to be involved with what interests you and not 
yield to what everybody thinks. However, the real individualism is rare and it takes time 
to develop it". 
 
And what is next? Which skills are required? 
   
"Persistence, stubbornness, communication, ability to solve problems, timing, aesthetic 
sense, good human relations and a verbal and visual ability to express new ideas" 
 
What differentiates between an excellent stylist and those that you see on 
"transformation" TV shows? 
 
His belief in his journey. It is important to be loyal to one's personal aesthetics and 
believe in it, even if it’s not fashionable or trendy. Even if it is not always in the spirit of 
time, in the end – if it is right, it looks right as well". 
 

It sounds somewhat like a cliché; however, in White's industry, walking countercurrent 

is not something to be disregarded. If fashion, as Oscar Wilde said, "is merely a form 

of ugliness so unbearable that we are compelled to alter it every six months"   



, than the question "what is the next trend" occupies the minds of almost everyone 
concerned. There are those who ask it with excitement and expect a life changing 
answer; in contrast with those who enjoy casting it to the open air with amusing 
skepticism, knowing that the answer in any case is not unambiguous. 
 
Fashion trends come and go. Myths of a style form and disappear. How 
seriously do you treat these occurrences? 
 
"In my opinion, a sense of self confidence in a certain clothe is irrelevant to its fashion 
ability. I would recommend to each and every one, to dress for his/her own body and 
not for the trends. 
 
The clothes dictate the ambiance not because they fit a certain trend, but because 
they fit the person that wears them, and the mood the person was in at the time the 
photograph was taken. 
 
What is advisable to consider when we try to define ourselves through clothes? 
 
"I never liked building big theories regarding fashion. Fashion is not a science, but in 
this case I must say that if you dress in a way that makes you feel pretty and attractive, 
it is like engine oil – makes life flow more easily, because self confidence is everything. 
Look at Brazil; whether the girls are slim, tall, fat, short – they all feel sexy over there. 
Even grandmothers rock". 
 
First the story, than the clothe 
 
White, age 37, was born in Singapore. Her father worked as a freelancer for the CIA, 
and her mother was a nurse and a seamstress. When asked where she grew up, she 
finds it difficult to answer; "When I was one year old, we started moving from one place 
to another throughout the globe. Edinburgh, Palermo, Malta, Florida, Texas, New-
Jersey. Ohio, California, Georgia, North-Carolina, Mississippi. I grew while traveling 
throughout Asia, Europe and the U.S.".  
  
She started her way in fashion at the age of 8, when she worked as an "apprentice" for 
her mother. "I used to wait until she left her sewing room just to steal a piece of 
material and make clothes for my cat. My middle aunt was the costume designer of the 
Danish opera. My eldest aunt owned a sewing school, and my young aunt was a 
Pattern maker as well as flower decorator". 
 
She earned a BFA and attended the Academy of Figurative Art in New York City. At 
the age of 21, after graduation, she opened a costume designer company. From here 
the way to styling was short. "Apparently it was a coincidence, but I regard it as fate", 
she recalls. "I moved to New-York with one of my best friends, Daymion Mardel (later, 
a well known fashion photographer, Y.B). he had just started working as an assistant 
to the photographer Richard Avedon. One day he was supposed to prepare a photo 
session, and his stylist didn't show up. He called and asked me if I knew anything 



about fashion. I said yes and then he asked if I knew anything about styling. I asked 
him what it was, and he said: 'Ise, I'm going to change your life'. This was one of those 
moments when somebody utters a simple truth that changes your entire direction in 
life". 
 
The fashion industry is a rather fickle business that makes it very hard to break 
through in.  How did you do it? 
 
Three people influenced this breakthrough: firstly, Harriet Cole, who was at the time 
the editor of the revolutionary magazine "Ebony" and one of the most amazing women 
I have ever known. She was inspiring, intelligent and calm. Among others, I did for her 

the styling for Michelle Obama, Alicia Keys!"Jenifer Hudson, Vanessa Williams and 

more. After the article with Michelle Obama, I was contacted by Italian "Vogue", there I 
met Jo Champa, thru her brother Vananzio Ciampa, both  wonderful human beings. 
He is one of the most talented public relations person I have ever met. His sister Jo, 
was the magazine's celebs editor and one day she called and asked me to come in for 
an interview. Initially I thought it was a joke of one of my friends. To this day I am still 
contributing in Uomo Vogue. 
 
In the 15 years that followed, White added to her impressive book, works from top 
magazines from all over the world. only, on the contrary to most of her colleagues, who 
usually highlight the most updated clothes of the best elite fashion designers, White 
sees in clothes as "a meaning that can help tell a certain story or generate drama".-the 
story in the center. Not the garment and the designer. 
 
Does the fact that you grew up in all sorts of places in the world influences your 
work?       
 
"Definitely. My background provided me with eclectic taste. I love to include 
unexpected elements that not necessarily blend together, and make them work. This is 
the way, more or less, I felt growing up, as an assembly of components of sorts, that 
needed to be put together afresh every time in a different surrounding". 
 
This thing expresses itself in the fact that she prefers to crystallize an idea, and only 
after that bring forward the garment – and not to build an idea around the garment. "It 
is like designing costumes for a movie. Once you have a general idea, you start shape 
that certain world". 
 
How is a filmed fashion production managed? 
 
  
"The process starts with a dialogue about the idea with the magazines' fashion editor 
and the art director, it is then on decided who will shoot, when and where the shoot will 
take place. At this stage fashion houses are approached for the desired items and 
there is a waiting period. Eventually, either you get them or you don't. According to 
what you get, you start to think about props.  



 
What is the power balance on set between the photographer and the stylist? 
"it all depends on their relationship, on whether or not they feel at ease with each 
other. In general, it is team work. In a commercial advertisement shoot, it is usually the 
directors and photographers that dictate the tone of the shoot". 
 
As an American stylist, how do you regard the fashion scene in Europe vs the 
one in the United States? 
  

"In Paris, in London and in Berlin the spirit of the industry is more creative. New York 

on the other hand, is more commercially oriented, and New-York is the heart of the 

industry, regarding fashion as business. Aamazing  photographers are here and the 

advertisement industry and money is here. 

How do you create a personal impression for a client? 

"It depends primarily on the clients' needs. You must pay attention to what they are 

saying, and equally as important – to what they are not saying. To foresee what they 

might miss".  

Where does the borderline between art and the rewarding commercialism, lie? 

"On pay day. You are much more rewarded for a commercial, or any other commercial 

work, and then you can invest the money in the work of art".  

What is the biggest advantage of the job? 

"Traveling around the world and meeting the most interesting people, starting with 

artists, through designers to the intellectuals of the times. At the same time, the 

journeys and the work with a small team of people who are totally synchronized, is like 

falling in love". 

What turns the job into a nightmare? 

"When people on the production team fight amongst themselves and you can become 

a scapegoat. The question is whether you can bare it gracefully. It takes time to know 

how to cope with this, because when you are wrong, even when the mistake was 

unavoidable, it is necessary to know how to deal with the consequences of the storm 

in the aftermath. Being responsible for your mistakes means knowing when to stick to 

your guns and to know when it is an unavoidable part of the job. 

 

Which mistakes do you regard as unavoidable?  



You can prepare over and again for a shooting day with a strong and proficient team, 

however, rarely things run as expected. Whether the model weighs more than it 

appears on her card and the clothes do not fit, or the accessories do not arrive on time 

etc. all this will happen. The wisdom lies in knowing how to maneuver and improvise 

accordingly. If you have a good team, success is guaranteed anyway.” 

In the endless race of this industry, the stylist is actually the one that conveys the 

message from the pages of the magazines or from the fashion shows to the 

consumers or readers, via the renewed interpretation that he provides to the clothes. 

As a natural continuation of the process, the stylists have become, in recent years, an 

integral part of the big and small fashion houses as well. They all have known and 

influential stylists, who are in key positions and with vast influential areas much more 

than the organization behind the scenes. They have the power to spread and root 

trends and sell clothes, and they can change the clothing perception of people and 

bring innovative ideas to the fashion agenda. 

 

White maneuvers almost between all these disciplines at the same time, but admits 

that “magazine productions are my favorite field. When it is done well, it is art. On the 

pages of the magazine the stylist can present his perception and his ideas more than 

in any other field he is dealing with. 

 

Set design and costumes is also a domain that White has a good handle on. “Good 

sets of costumes can create the entire atmosphere and alleviate the work of the team. 

Sometimes even a red scarf, simply thrown on the floor, can turn the set into 

something else. A good costume designer knows when to create without startling the 

frame. Photographing while in motion, for instance, is totally different from a still 

photograph. In motion a lot more, and in stills- just the opposite”. 

What about working with celebrities” 

 It depends on who the celebrity is. In contradiction to models that have no say 

regarding the clothes they are dressed in (except the top ones), celebrities have their 

own opinion. As a stylist you have to decipher their personality, understand their taste 

and let them feel comfortable in the clothes”. 

White knows perfectly well what she is referring to. During her career she worked 

among others, with Julianne Moore, Robert Redford, Glenn Close, Arianna Huffington, 

and her favorites, the creators of South Park. 



Michelle Obama is a woman with Avant-garde intelligence. Not everyone can wear a suit 

by Alexander McQueen and own it, moreover, she is well aware of the fact that what the first 

lady wears turns the designer to a declaration of the next big thing, and therefore she makes it 

habit to wear clothes by young designers in order to elevate them, and it is estimable in my 

opinion”. 

Who is the top designer today, in your opinion? 

 “Tom Ford and Karl Lagerfeld lead in everything that is related to classics and proper 

perception. However, the Avant-garde is Rick Owens”. 

Where do you usually buy your clothes? 

“I don’t buy in stores that often. I mainly buy in sample sales or in small boutiques”. 

Name three things every woman needs for herself.  

“Insole gel for high heels, in order to make life bearable when you look great; Makeup 

that matches your skin; and a wonderful dress for every season, to make your 

boyfriend jealous of others and your friends jealous of you”. 

Did you consider designing yourself? 

“No”. 

Do you have any passion that is beyond styling” 

“Mountain climbing. I just got back from the Everest. 

What would you advise youngsters at the beginning of their road?  

“Keep your word; do not be afraid to take responsibility for your mistakes, since you 

always learn more from them. Be humble; be grateful for every opportunity you are 

given and dig deep for the creativity of the next thing, because this voice is your 

unique voice”. 

Where will we find Ise White in ten years? 

“Climbing the top of the Everest, hoping to snowboard downhill”.   
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