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SKETCH




To my Papa, you may never have told me how proud you were, but I know I was your golden star…




[image: An older man covers his face with his hands.]




foreword

When Mourad was approached to write a book about how he made sketch into one of the most iconic restaurants worldwide, my heart sank. From the onset I knew the journey would be arduous, the story would always require “one final tweak”, and the project would inevitably lose money.

The book began its life in 2012, ten years after sketch’s inauguration, and delivered to its publishers nine years behind schedule. This is not an unusual occurrence. I chose to work with a person of many complexities, a man who seeks the exceptional in everything and who simultaneously lives his life by a very simple philosophy of time means nothing. “I don’t think about time, I believe we are born, we die, we pass by; I don’t think about time because I cannot do a lot about it.”

This is the extraordinary story of Mourad Mazouz and his London Mayfair Emporium, but it is also so much more; it illustrates how anything is possible if you believe in yourself. It is a rags-to-riches story without the riches – how a man who came from humble beginnings rose through the ranks to become a worldwide celebrity restaurateur but still does not own a home. A man whose formal education finished at the age of 13 but believes travel was his teacher. Above all it is a love letter from Mourad to sketch and the hundreds of artists, designers, friends, guests and employees who worked with and believed in him when the critics didn’t – the people who stood by him during the initial years of despair.

This story is narrated in Mourad’s words, patiently collected, deciphered and unscrambled. To understand sketch, one must first understand Mourad – the two are inseparable. The journey starts with a look inside the intensity of his mind, his thoughts and reflections and how the concept of EAT MUSIC DRINK ART ensued. Consequently, the reader is taken on a journey of how each room within sketch has evolved over the years followed by Mourad’s enduring friendship with three-Michelin-starred French Masterchef Pierre Gagnaire who has been at the kitchen helm since the opening in 2002.

As I write this foreword about Mourad whom after nineteen years I call my friend, we have emerged from the greatest world crisis of our time. The hospitality and creative industries have been decimated by the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic. Mourad will inform the reader how sketch adapted and survived the devastation, the measures that were put in place to retain our employees and how we will always be grateful to our guests for their unwavering support.

Enjoy!

Sinead Mallozzi

Chief Executive Officer, London 2024
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sketch & me


[image: A portrait of an older man with a focused expression.]



[image: An illustration of a surreal interior with a circular wall, an archway, a chair, an umbrella, a cup, and a plate.]



[image: A silhouette of a person in a doorway with a large window above.]



I suppose everything happens for a reason. I never think about the future. I never plan. I don’t know what I’m doing next week. I try to concentrate on what I do now, because I live from day to day. That’s been my way since I was a child. If I hadn’t started my bistro, I wouldn’t have opened 404 in Paris. If I didn’t have 404, I wouldn’t have opened Momo in London. If I didn’t have Momo, I wouldn’t have opened sketch. Everything interlocked, one brick on top of another.

It was 1997 when I was introduced to the building on 9 Conduit Street when I was scouting for a location on behalf of a friend. Although the building was a mess, I saw potential in the location, and in the sheer scale and the beauty of the building’s architecture. I signed the pre-lease on my friend’s behalf. Three months later, just as it was about to expire, he changed his mind and left London for Paris. By then it was too late for me, I was in love and I could never give it up.

[image: An illustration shows a floor plan of a building with labelled rooms and areas.]

A Grade II* listed property in the heart of Mayfair, especially one which had been empty for over a decade, was always going to be a complex and expensive business. On top of that, the building had never in its history had a restaurant with its specific needs of industrial kitchens, ventilation and fire escapes.

The cost for renovation of the entire premises was sizable, but not unreasonable for the scale of the premises, the extent of the conversion and the exclusive address. Each phase of the renovation had to be submitted to English Heritage for approval in the form of an architect’s plan, which proved to be a lengthy process.

The first plans for the Gallery had an open kitchen with a glass corridor; you’d cross the kitchen to enter the restaurant. The conservation people refused the plans and stopped the work for a year and a half. But they allowed us to go ahead and excavate the basement for the kitchen.

The ‘conduit’ of Conduit Street is the name of a river that led to the City, dating back to the 15th century. When my team of 17 engineers began excavating the basement, disaster struck. The underground river flooded the site. The budget for the renovations suddenly turned into a disaster.

Through my stubborn character, and some strokes of luck, four years after the scheduled completion date, the project was finalised in late 2002 and sketch was born.

If you asked me today, was it worth it? Absolutely. Would I do it all over again? Probably not!


[image: A construction site with an excavator and a tractor.]

 
 Access was needed, so a five-by-five metre hole was cut into the floor of the Gallery. It looked beautiful: a grotto. I imagined ferns and moss growing next to this deep pool as guests dined around the jagged edge of the void. The builder said no. No idea why.

 




a painting that never dries

Happy, content, I don’t understand the meaning of these words. I’m never satisfied. You have to keep improving, keep reinventing, keep moving forward. My ideas for décor don’t stick to a neat label, they are improvisational and constantly evolving. A returning sketch guest may be disoriented to discover themselves in a completely unfamiliar space – décor, lighting, artwork, music, uniforms – everything transformed, in a never-ending story. That’s the whole idea, it’s sketch, sketch, sketch!

I always give a name to my projects. ‘The Temple’ was the name I gave the building – a place where people can appreciate Food, Drink, Art and Music under one roof. As the opening day came, I got scared – after four years the name seemed pretentious, and I needed something new. I summoned the artists, the designers and all my friends to my apartment and I said no one is leaving until we have found a new name. We spent the night eating and combing through the dictionary, proposing names till sunrise. On waking the next day sketch was the name that stuck!

I like to work closely with creative people. I can get obsessive – but that’s because I know exactly what I want, the more surprising the better. I find it difficult to work with people I don’t know, which is why I mostly work with my friends – doing and designing for me is so personal but I never take myself for a designer. I am a bricoleur. I take ideas left and right, I find them, and I put them together. That’s it. Money is never an issue because I don’t have any.

There are five different rooms inside sketch, and they have changed many times over the years. At the beginning I wanted something super-modern and high-tech. This was a reflection of that moment in time at the end of the nineties when London was fuelled by the rise of contemporary art, the club generation and the internet boom.

[image: A room with walls and arches, featuring a bench, a chair, and a footstool in a minimalist design.]


[image: A deer head mounted on a wall with tinsel above.]

For the décor I drew inspiration from anywhere and everywhere – exhibitions, a new artist, films, documentaries. I initially partnered with Noé Duchaufour-Lawrance, at the time a 23-year-old French École Nationale Supérieure des Arts Appliqués et des Métiers d’Art graduate. This was his very first commercial project. It was a crazy time. We bounced ideas off each other, arguing, contradicting and making mistakes. Together, we designed the Gallery, the Cloakroom, the West Bar (known as the Glade today), the East Bar and the Pods – it was magical.


 

the lecture room & library

[image: An illustration of a crow perched on a branch.]

I was very afraid of this room, its history, the James Wyatt Dome, the gastronomic temple that would showcase the MasterChef’s cuisine. It gave me nightmares – who could I find to design this? My dream was to have three Michelin stars – how could I match this supreme accolade with the same level of design? All night I couldn’t sleep, I walked up and down, wanting and wanting to ask my friend the interior designer Gabhan O’Keeffe to create the restaurant. I couldn’t wait to ask him. So, I called him – it was five in the morning – he accepted.

One day I was working in the building, a knock came to the door. It was my friend Mehbs Yaqub, a jewellery designer. He proposed that he design the Lecture Room. I said “No, but you can do what you want with the toilets.” I told him they must be the most beautiful toilets in the world.



the glade

Restaurant by dayBar at night

I designed the original West Bar with Noé; it was the first room to have a vibrant colour and it complemented Chris Levine’s Red Laser Pod lights. My only proviso – the red must never become pink on the walls. We had the resin floor rise up the sides of the bar, fusing together as a single piece. Black leather chesterfields, houndstooth and plain black barstools with cowhide rugs. The bar was packed night after night with Electro House blasting at top volume. The guests for the Gallery had to squeeze their way through the crowd to get to their tables – I knew then that the bar worked but it didn’t work.

In 2014 I collaborated with my friends, artists Carolyn Quartermaine and Didier Mahieu to turn the bar into a restaurant. I had worked with both of them on other projects before and I knew they would be perfect. The idea of the Glade started from a cardboard box found in Didier’s grandmother’s house. Inside he found a little pop-up Communion card, the kind people used to send before the Second World War. He took a photo of this and enlarged it to create a whole forest. The room is an artwork in découpage, a forest for our guests to get lost inside, a film scene for them to become actors on the set. The staff were involved in the process of découpage, cutting out fragments from the printed roll, each fragment was then assembled into leaves and branches, forming the landscape forest we see today.



the gallery

[image: An icon of an abstract line divider.]

Art gallery by dayGastro brasserie at night

I wanted to transform the room completely several times a day. I dreamed of having a multifunctional space that could serve breakfast, become a public video art gallery during the day, then dinner with a different art programme, and after dinner a place for music and dancing until 2am, seven days a week.

The all-white room was a carte blanche, it could be whatever you wanted it to be. We showed hundreds of art films during this time. My favourite will always be when my friend Tracey Emin showcased her work in 2004. She looked so beautiful in her wedding dress, her vulnerability on show for the world to see. London went crazy for her. It is a time in my life when I look back and I smile, I am happy. In 2012, I
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