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SECOND SKIN
ÉMILIE RÉGNIER AND THE DEVOTEES OF LEOPARD PRINT
BY LAURENCE BUTET-ROCH

What do a Congolese tribal chief, a French-
American star, a man tattooed from head to toe,
and a cabaret dancer all have in common? Their
affinity for wearing leopard print led each of
them before Émilie Régnier’s lens.

toward the African continent. Prostitutes, pin-ups such
as Betty Page, and 20th-century Hollywood stars wore
it. Finally, in 1947, Dior honoured it by creating a
leopard-print taffeta dress called l’Africaine for his first
collection after the Second World War. Since then, all
the major fashion houses have adopted it. Cavalli has
essentially built his career by continually reinventing
and reinterpreting it,” explains Régnier in one breath.

For two years, Régnier travelled to Congo, Texas,
France, Senegal and elsewhere to meet people who
proudly wear leopard print. Though they have never
met, this photographic series shows how they are
linked by their love for the spotted cat. “Do they have
a sense of belonging to the same tribe?” wonders the
Haitian-Canadian photographer. “I’m not sure. This
group developed out of my imagination and desire
to explore cultural fusion and create bridges between
people of various ethnic, cultural, religious and
socio-economic groups.”

The thirty-something is intrigued by this history,
especially because she thinks her cohort is often only
interested in imperialism’s impact on the consumer
habits of Africans. The inverse influence is ignored.
And yet, listening to her and seeing her portraits, it’s
clear that the wild cat has its devotees around the
world. To find them, she used every method: fixers in
Congo; guides in South Africa; friends in New York;
chance encounters in Libreville; and Google Image for
Larry, the tattoo artist in Texas. “I typed ‘leopard man,’”
she explains. “In his case, it’s not a pattern that he puts
on in the morning; it’s the skin he wears all the time.
He sees himself as a man-animal and doesn’t want to
be part of human society.”

PARIS, 2014, WANDA LISETTE © ÉMILIE RÉGNIER

The idea came to her in 2014 while she was doing
an artistic residency in Paris’s Château Rouge
neighbourhood, which some call “Little Africa” because
of the large number of African expats in the area. One
day, Régnier was impressed by local resident Wanda
Lisette’s red Afro. Lisette suggested that Régnier come
back in two days if she wanted to make her portrait.
The Montrealer had lived a long time in West and
Central Africa and had focused on the relationship
between hairstyle and identity, particularly in Ivory
Coast. There, women wanting to imitate American idols
such as Rihanna and Beyoncé compete with each other
to be the most original. This, in turn, inspires the pop
stars. Yet, at the photo shoot, it was Wanda Lisette’s
outfit that had the biggest impact on the photographer.
She was wearing a leopard-print boubou, and the
contrast was striking. “The image haunted me for
several days,” she remembers. A few evenings later, at
a party in a more affluent neighbourhood on the Left
Bank, she noticed that wealthy blond women were also
wearing leopard print. This time, though, the clothes
were by leading fashion designers. That was the spark:
no matter what the milieu, leopard print is popular, and
it communicates a variety of messages.
“In Africa, this pelt is a symbol of power. It’s reserved
for tribal chiefs or princes. It appeared in Europe at
the beginning of colonization when it was first used to
make winter accessories. Later the motif was featured
on fabric. Worn by women, it had a sexual connotation
as a result of the primary vision that the West had
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PARIS, 2016, ARIELLE DOMBASLE © ÉMILIE RÉGNIER
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NEW YORK, 2014, ANITA © ÉMILIE RÉGNIER
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KINSHASA, 2015, CHEF MATADI KIBALA © ÉMILIE RÉGNIER

In Africa, this pelt is a symbol of power.
It’s reserved for tribal chiefs or princes.
It appeared in Europe at the beginning
of colonization when it was first used
to make winter accessories. Later the
motif was used on fabric. Worn by
women, it had a sexual connotation as
a result of the primary vision that the
West had toward the African c ontinent.
a lluring when she has it on. Régnier, who started w
 earing
it to better understand its influence, does so when she
needs to feel strong and in control. She observes, “Even
if they have different connections to leopard print, they
all use it to express who they are and create a certain
impression.” The spotted motif is something that both
unifies them and offers them a way to stand out.

Those that don the luxurious print have their own
reasons for doing so. Chief Matada Kibala understands
the mythology associated with the animal in Congo.
A leopard is considered more difficult to catch than a
lion, and it’s consequently more valued, so he uses it
to convey status. Actor, singer, model, scriptwriter and
director Arielle Dombasle says she feels beautiful and

SOLSTICE
A NEW GENERATION OF LIGHTWEIGHT BACKPACKS

NEW

Long treks in the backwoods have never been more inviting.
The brand new Tenba Solstice backpack is designed to ensure
all-day carrying comfort, with security-minded rear access for the
travelling photographer. Rear access also enables access to gear
without removing the bag from the body – ideal in wet, muddy
conditions or just moving situations. Available in 3 sizes: 12L, 20L
and 24L accommodating virtually every type of camera and kit,
including tripod and laptop.

Tenba products are available at leading photo specialty retailers.
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