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‘I can’t deny 
that money 
has opened  
possibilities. 
Publishing 
books costs 
money, 
making an 
album costs 
money’

Banker’s wife to singer: 
the new midlife switch 

Totally arse-some

Miel de Botton, sister of philosopher Alain, is looking for love and launching a music career. She            tells Susannah Butter about a life of privilege and pop 

Britain a more profitable, vibrant place. 
It is fantastic, compared to France where 
they are squeezing people so hard that 
they are leaving. Britain’s policy is the 
right one.” She cites the art world as an 
example of where it works. “A lot of 
wealthy people are active in the arts and 
make it all run, and as a result London is 
this fluid, fantastic city. Hopefully the 
money does trickle down. It is important 
to encourage people to give back. It is 
good that there has been a wave of mak-
ing sure there is more integrity, be that 
in banking or throughout the world.”  

She sees singing as giving back. “My big 
aim is to share what I can. It goes from 
my money to my person. For me singing 
is sharing everything — body, heart, 
mind, soul.”

Her father was a huge influence. “He 
was a pioneer, a renaissance man — up 
at 5am, he read on different subjects and 
spoke nine languages. And we were 
pushed to achieve.”

Part of this happened at boarding 
school, which she is firmly against. Her 
“wonderful world” was “shattered” 
when her brother was sent to the Dragon 
School aged eight — he went on to Har-
row — and she went to Roedean at 11. 
“That was a huge shock. I could barely 
speak English and was suddenly living 
at the top of a windy cliff, feeling totally 
overwhelmed.” Eventually she began to 
enjoy being in England, by the time she 
went to Marlborough at 16, where she 
was a contemporary of Samantha Cam-
eron. She went on to Oxford and then 
studied in Paris for five years, working 
as a family therapist. “It was challenging 

but I worked in a wonderful team. It was 
hard switching yourself off at the end of 
the day. It took me a while to learn to 
distance myself.”

She returned to the UK because of her 
husband’s job and found work at the 
Tavistock mental health trust in Hamp-
stead. “I was thrilled to work at the Tavis-
tock — it is hallowed ground for 

psychoanalysis. But at the end of that 
year things got on top of me with my 
father dying. I had to take care of the 
estate and my son was only one. It was 
too much so I took a break.”

Having her children around is impor-
tant. “I try to find balance for them. The 
English school system pushed them hard 
so I put them in a more relaxed interna-

tional school. I would like my children 
to have a certain amount of freedom, but 
at the same time you do want them to 
have a work ethic. They see that there is 
money around but you don’t want them 
to think they can do nothing. I have told 
my eldest that you don’t get the money 
unless you knuckle down and work.” 

S
HE is trying to save her energy 
for gigs but says: “London is 
such a fabulous city. I get so 
many invitations, sometimes 
three in one night.” A recent 

night out was the Anselm Kiefer open-
ing at the Royal Academy. “I know him 
quite well. He is serious and talks 
intensely about literary texts and the 
next minute he is dancing energetically 
and you have to keep up. At every event 
he gives there has to be a disco.”

Despite this social life it is still hard for 
her to meet people. Her single Bad Men 
is “a cry of having enough of people who 
seem to be close to you and then sud-
denly walk away. I wanted the song 
cathartically to make things change.” 

She has not tried Tinder — “apparently 
that is not linked with intimacy, it is a 
quick thing” — preferring for friends to 
play matchmaker at dinner parties. “But 
the people they introduced me to were 
not the right profile — lots of bankers.” 

What does she have against bankers? 
Hedge-fund manager Arki Busson seems 
nice? “I like the creative spirit. You have 
creative entrepreneurs but I haven’t met 
one that I fell madly in love with.”

She misses psychology. “It was reward-
ing and fulfilling. I felt I was doing good. 
But it was incredibly hard work. Music 
is too but there is something very joyful 
and free about it.” She keeps a link to her 
past life through singing for patients at 
the Chelsea and Westminster Hospital. 
“It is challenging because people come 
in and out but going around wards is so 
rewarding — the atmosphere is heavy but 
I sing joyful songs and feel an uplifting 
atmosphere. Once a patient with a men-
tal illness gave me a bunch of flowers. 
The nurse told me he usually only hands 
out single flowers.” That is the power of 
charming, bewitching de Botton.

Magnetic is released on February 2, 
2015. Miel De Botton plays the Purcell 
Room, Southbank Centre, on January 27, 
mielmusic.co.uk.

■

Embarking on a 
musical career: 
Miel de Botton, 
46-year-old 
mother-of-two 
has always 
wanted to be a 
singer

‘The kids 
were more 
grown up so 
I could try to 
pursue my 
dreams as 
well’
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M
IEL de Botton is talking 
about dating. “I look for 
creative types and they 
are often confused as to 
what they want in their 

lives. It is difficult to meet people I can 
connect with, or they are seemingly 
interested but don’t call back. I was ready 
for speed dating and internet dating, 
thinking they would be fun, but I found 
it hard.” She breaks off to send her 
mother a picture of herself in the photo-
shoot dress and make-up because it is all 
so exciting. 

Both dressing up for pictures and the 
agony of meeting a partner are unfamil-
iar to de Botton, who divorced Angus 

Aynsley, a banker turned film producer, 
four years ago and has since started anew 
as a musician. Until recently, she left the 
limelight to her younger brother, phi-
losopher Alain. She studied law at 
Oxford, worked as a clinical psychologist 
and focused on bringing up her two 
children. But last year, at the age of 44, 
she began to make an album. Magnetic 
is a collection of reinterpreted French 
songs from the 1930s-50s and de Botton’s 
own, powerful material. It will be 
released early next year with an event at 
the Purcell Room.

She twinkles when talking about her 
new musical career. “I had this dream 
since I was a little girl. You don’t neces-

sarily think it is going to happen and I 
went down the academic route, but then 
it was incredibly organic.” 

It started with her Pilates teacher, 
Sheila, who is in a disco band. “I was 
talking about music and she invited me 
to perform at an electrician’s ball in Kent. 
It was amazing.” Then she met producer 
Andy Wright, whose previous work 
includes hits for Simply Red and Euryth-
mics, through her yoga instructor (she 
does that as well as Pilates). “He asked if 
I was very ambitious. I said yes and that’s 
how it started. The kids were more 
grown up — Zachary is 15 and Talia is 11 
— so I could try to pursue my dreams as 
well.” Her children have been hugely 
supportive, and de Botton watches The 
X Factor with Talia – “though I wouldn’t 
go on it, it is too scary”.

Ageism is not something she has 
directly encountered, although “people 
have said ‘you are too old to be on  
Radio 1 and Capital’. Robbie Williams is 
not allowed either, so at least it is across 
the board. It does seem unfair because 
if I suddenly wanted to create a Radio 
1-type song, why should it matter? That 
was disappointing.”

Alain is her biggest fan. The prolific 
philosopher is known for capturing the 
public’s attention with books such as The 
Architecture of Happiness. “I send him 
and my mother songs first,” says de Bot-
ton. “He replies with emails that are so 
beautiful I print them out and put them 
in my special box.” She is not aware, 
however, of his Twitter relationship with 
One D’s Harry Styles.

The siblings had an idyllic childhood, 
growing up by a lake in Zurich — “a tran-
quil place”. “I was a bossy older sister. 
Alain was very shy, which is hard to 
believe. He was lovely and cute. We play-
fought and got on for hours — our nanny 
never had to intervene — and put on plays 
for our parents.”

Her father’s job, as founder of Global 
Asset Management, put them “among 
the wealthier of the Zurich set but I 
wouldn’t say we were extraordinarily 
wealthy”. Gilbert de Botton was an Egyp-
tian Jew who worked his way up. Her 
mother, Jacqueline, “was always busy 
running around helping him”. They 
divorced after Miel had graduated, and 
when he died in 2000 he left a family 
trust fund of more than £200 million. 

She thinks it is “a little unfair” when 
people criticise her family for their 
wealth. “But on the other hand I can’t 
deny that the money has opened up pos-
sibilities for us that we wouldn’t have 
had. Publishing books costs money, mak-
ing an album costs money, and you don’t 
get that money back. We have this help, 
which is incredible and I am very grateful 
for it.” She does worry about her brother: 
“He shows me some of the horrible com-
ments he gets. I know how sensitive he 
is and he does get hurt by it.” 

What does she think about the influx 
of ultra-high net worth individuals to 
London and the question of how much 
tax they pay? “What is great about Britain 
is they do encourage people with money 
to come over with incentives. That makes 

KIM Kardashian West goes big. When 
she scored the cover of the April issue 
of US Vogue, the edition trended on 
Twitter immediately; it was the first 
cover to have its own hashtag 
(#worldsmosttalkedaboutcouple). It 
reportedly sold more than either 
Mobama’s or Beyoncé’s covers.

Now Kardashian West has a bigger 
target in her sights: she hopes to 
“break the internet”. At least, that’s 
the tagline to her jaw-dropping covers 
for the new issue of Paper magazine. 
In one, she is slick with oil, wearing 
only black opera gloves and pearls. 
The image throws her gargantuan 
backside centre-stage. The second — 
more astonishing, for ultimately the 
impact of her ubiquitous, nearly 
naked arse diminishes with every 
belfie (bum selfie) she Instagrams — 
presents her posing, bum extended at 
a right-angle and balancing a 
champagne glass on it. She wears a 
black dress but frankly who cares.  
It’s all about the arse. 

The images were taken by 
photographer Jean-Paul Goude in 
Paris in September. As the cover 
breaks, Kardashian West is on holiday 
touring a vineyard in Malibu with 
sister Kourtney. Timing.

So has she broken the internet? 
Singer Lily Allen Instagrammed a 

picture of both covers; the nearly 
naked cover is captioned wryly, “All 
anyone will talk about today is KK’s…” 
and then an emoji of a juicy peach. It 
has scored almost 9,000 likes so far. 
Her upload of the other cover has 
picked up almost 7,000 likes. 

Twitter salivated. Comments 
reached from the crude (@
laurenreeves remarked, “The only 
way Kim Kardashian could break the 
internet is by sitting on it”) to the 
reluctantly admiring (as @JasFly 
pointed out: “The headline didn’t 
read, ‘Break The Internet With 
Adoration’. One magazine cover 
created a global conversation. It did its 
job.”). @felixcartal  was triumphant: 
“2hrs since @KimKardashian posted 
her Break The Internet photo and the 
Internet is still working fine... YOU 
LOSE KIM”. As the world wakes, he 
may be forced to eat his words. 

And what about the arse at the centre 
of the furore? After uploading the pics, 
KK tweeted: “And they say I didn’t 
have a talent...try balancing a 
champagne glass on your ass LOL.” 
Kanye (a vocal supporter of his wife’s 
backside) tweeted a picture of the 
nearly nude cover with the enigmatic: 
“#ALLDAY”. Good luck, internet: you 
have quite a battle on your hands. 

Phoebe	Luckhurst

Special K: the two covers of the 
new edition of Paper, shot by 
Jean-Paul Goude, out on 
November 19, papermag.com


