
  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

The ART 
OF BUSINESS
 

Blending creative vision with business savvy has kept makeup artist turned 
mega-brand Laura Mercier at the top of her game. By Aoife Stuart-Madge. 

T
o say that 
Laura Mercier 
is passionately 
dedicated to 
her eponymous 

beauty and skincare brand 
is an understatement. Even 
in snatched moments of rare 
down time, she’s always got 
one eye on the next product; 
the next big launch. Take 
her morning beauty ritual: 
a brief oasis of calm for 
most career women, but for 
Mercier it’s an opportunity 
for solo brainstorming, 
product analysis and creative 
conceptualisation. On her 
dressing table are three piles 
of makeup: new samples for 
consideration, new products 
that are not yet available and 
products that have been blue 
skied for the future. “When 
I’m putting my makeup on, I 
cannot talk or watch the news 
at the same time. I can’t be 
distracted,” she explains. “I 
always have products to test.” 
Splitting her time between 
America and her native 
France, her one concession to 
relaxation is gardening in her 
home in Provence (“What a 
therapy!”). But even then, it’s 
often in full makeup to test the 
durability of a foundation or 
the heat-resistance of a new 
liner. “I’m thinking of work 
constantly,” she admits. It’s 
doubtless this commitment, 
passion and drive that has 
helped propel Mercier from 
celebrity makeup artist to 
a global beauty empire. 
Though she wasn’t always so 
career-minded, she admits. 
Much of her early success, 

LAURA MERCIER 

“You need the logic,
 
mathemathics and business,
 

but you also need the soul of the
 
artist or creator to shine through”
 

she claims, came about from 
ricocheting from opportunity 
to opportunity, getting by on 
raw talent. After graduating 
from art school in Paris, she 
trained as a makeup artist 
at the prestigious Carita 
School – a decision she made 
purely to gain financial 
independence. Once there, 
she caught the attention of 
one of her tutors, Thibault 
Vabre (who went on to 
become creative director of 
brands such as Lancôme and 
Clarins), and her career soon 
accelerated. “I came from a 
very famous painting school 
so they were very interested 
in me,” she says of her time at 
Carita. “One window opened, 
then one door opened and I 
was just led. I did not even 
know what it meant.” 
No one – least of all Mercier 
– could have predicted where 
those doors would lead: she 
moved to New York in the 
early eighties to work on 
part of the launch team of 
US Elle, and soon became 
the go-to makeup artist for 
the A-list, counting stars like 
Madonna and Sarah Jessica 
Parker among her clients. In 
the early days, Mercier admits 
she lacked in confidence, so 
was happy to be swept up 
in the gulfstream created 
by her undeniable talent. “I 
think it’s very linked to my 
lack of confidence in life 
where I was pulled gently in 
one direction,” she admits. 
But although she was happy 
to be guided by fate, her 
untameable work ethic 
undoubtedly had a hand in 
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businessfeature 

“The challenge is to be 
very aware that if you 
want to grow a business, 
you have to have a real 
strategy in mind” 

the longevity of her success. “I had one 
principle: What you do in life, you’ve got 
to try to be the best. I’m a perfectionist. I 
give 300 per cent in everything I do.” 

By the mid nineties, Mercier was at the 
top of her game: commanding huge fees 
and flying around the world on photo 
shoots with the world’s top photographers, 
but, she admits in retrospect, she was close 
to burn out. In fact, it was working with 
megastars like Madonna (who dubbed 
Mercier “the Rembrandt of makeup 
artists” when they met on the 1994 set of 
her video for Take a Bow) that gave her 
a career epiphany. “Meeting Madonna 
and working with Celine Dion and Sarah 
Jessica Parker was so fast and demanding. 
I would say that was the peak and that 
really led me to think that I was not going 
to be able to sustain the pace,” she admits. 
“I travelled like a mad woman; I worked 
all the time, it was just insane. At one 
point I realised I was losing myself entirely. 
I had no time for myself. It was too late 
to have babies. You just question yourself 
when you get older.” 

It was about that time that Mercier 
was given another opportunity: a Texan 
department store buyer was shopping 
around for a makeup artist to team 
up with to launch a line. Like every 
opportunity that came her way, Mercier 
grabbed it with both hands. “In my mind, 
there was another aspect of makeup 
artistry that I loved – rather than putting it 
on, was to make it. That part I was really 
attracted to. Making colours, combining 
of colours, perfecting textures…” 

But if Mercier gives the impression 
things have just ‘happened’ to her in her 
career, her explanation for her success is 
much more metaphysical. “I’ve learned 
that when you want something, you’ve 
got to project it. You’ve got to think, 
imagine and create it in front of you, 
so it could happen.” The makeup line 
came her way, she believes, because she 
projected it. 

As the business took off, Mericer had 
to quickly change her mindset: suddenly 
she was not just an artist; she had 
become a businesswoman. She compares 
herself in the beginning to a ‘rebellious 
kid’ wanting to do whatever colours or 
trends took her fancy – no matter how 
cutting edge – but she quickly learned 
the importance of creating products 
with mass appeal. “You’re not a free 
artist anymore; it’s not about creating 
whatever you want whenever you want. 
It’s a different approach. The challenge is 

to be very aware that if you want to grow 
a business, you have to have a real strategy 
in mind,” she says. 

Despite several changes in business 
partners over the years (Laura Mercier was 
sold to US conglomerate Alticor in 2006), 
Mercier has resisted offers to sell off her 
name and has retained creative control. 
For her, fusing business and art has been 
successful thanks to an open dialogue 
between the financiers and the creative 
team. “You have to speak their language,” 
she says of her business partners. “It’s 
something that you can learn as an artist. 
It’s logic; it’s mathematics; it’s business.” 
And it’s imperative, she says, that her 
business stakeholders understand her 
creative vision. “It’s a business but it’s 
based on human relations and creativity. 
There is no way that you can be one 
sided… any business that is visual and 
creative, you’ve got to do that smartly. You 
cannot grow anymore if your finance and 
business people are not using the business 
side and the artistic side in their thinking.” 

She compares the dynamic to the 
famous partnership between Pierre Bergé 
and Yves Saint Laurent. “You need the 
soul, whatever it is that’s magical… the 
personality of the creator. There is the 
magic that can still live, even through a 
buy-out. In any success story, there is an 
understanding, there is a support, there is 
a real relationship that is positive in terms 
of accepting the artist or the creator or the 
designer and letting that shine through the 
business somehow.” 

Laura Mercier’s new Watercolour Mist & 
Cheek Palette is available exclusively at 
Brown Thomas (€57) 
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