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him was nothing but kind and inspired. Nervous, I 
sent him an email inquiring about working with 
him on that editorial and to my disbelief he had 
responded and even suggested a phone call. After 
about 30 minutes on the phone with Michael - 
talking about fashion and storytelling - I knew this 
was not only a great collaboration but the start of a 
meaningful friendship. 
 
 
 
If you know Canadian fashion than you know 
Michael Zoffranieri. Having dressed some of the 
biggest celebrities in Canada, his extraordinary 
pieces are meant to stand out and captivate. 
Climbing into the fashion scene right out of 
university in 2016, Michael Zoffranieri made a 
name for himself by mixing strong 
"#FerociouslyZOFF" pieces with delicate and soft 
accents. He brought to life collections that not   

Authentically ZOFF.
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P H O T O G R A P H E D  B Y  K I M A L  L L O Y D - P H I L L I P  

B Y :  N I C O L E  J A R D I M

About a year ago I was working on a project for 
Avenue24. It was a Fall/Winter 2017 Womenswear 
Editorial and I wanted it to be grand in its own 
right. 
 
With the vision of telling a story of an empowered 
woman, I wanted the clothing to portray this 
timeless, authentic and unstoppable female 
protagonist. I wanted it to resonate with and 
inspire others. However, finding designers that fit 
this mould wasn’t an easy undertaking. They had to 
convey my exact vision as it was monumental in 
spreading awareness and my message across.  
 
After spending countless hours reviewing many 
Canadian designers, I realized one designer had 
kept popping into my head; Michael Zoffranieri of 
the coveted label ZOFF. Now, at this time we had 
never met before but I had seen his work on the 
runway and any word that I had ever heard about  
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of self-discovery and really finding that inspiration 
for the upcoming collection which you’ll kind of get 
a glimpse of throughout this interview. 
 
I can’t wait. So let’s start with a little background 
on the label. When you first created ZOFF you 
came up with this mantra “Art is movement” that 
tells its own story. Why did you choose this 
mantra and what does it mean to you? 
 
I think it was in Grade 11 or Grade 10 that I decided 
I wanted to decorate my locker and I wanted it to 
inspire me so I thought “why not add an 
inspirational quote?”. In high school, I would say 
that I was always in my own world, so naturally, I 
Googled “Latin art phrases” and one of the first 
things to come up was  "Ars e Momentus" which 
roughly translated to “Art Is Movement”. As soon as 
I saw that phrase it really connected with me and I 
thought, let’s run with it. 
 
Since the inception of your brand, you’ve really 
taken off and have grown a lot. What I really 
admire is that while you've grown, you still take 
the time to focus on empowering Canadian 
designers. Why is it so important to you to 
recognize Canada? 
 
First off, I just want to say that I love this hashtag 
trend for Canada. It’s great, I think hashtags can be 
very powerful; #MadeInCanadaMatters, 
#WearCanadaProud, those terms whether hashtags 
or movements are so important because they 
recognize those around us. They also provide this 
sense of unity and help us pose questions like “Who 
is around me?” “Who is my family or tribe?” “Who 
are my people in the fashion community?” “How 
can we liberate and bring each other up?”. 
 
I think, if you are just trying to do it all by yourself, 
especially in the world of fashion it just won’t 
work. An island never works by itself. 
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only stunned audiences but showcased a level of 
depth and meaning of self-love and empowerment. 
 
Over the years we’ve seen Michael flourish into his 
own, with each collection telling a deeper and more 
profound story of his journey as an artist and of his 
Italian/Canadian roots. This is why we love Michael 
and knew he had to be our September Designer 
Spotlight. For Michael, fashion is more than a 
carefully crafted garment, it’s a story of one’s 
authentic self because whether it’s on the model 
walking down one of his runways or on his social 
media, he’s always his authentic self. 
 
Last week we had a chance to sit down with this 
iconic designer to talk about fashion, the future 
and just life in general. From it, Avenue24 had the 
opportunity to get a sneak peek of his newest 
collection debuting in a few short weeks at Toronto 
Fashion Week. Bold and elegant it’s one you won’t 
want to miss.   
 
With that, we are so pleased to share Michael’s 
story. To discover more about his brand and his 
inspiration for his newest collection, keep on 
reading for our Designer Spotlight with Michael 
Zoffranieri: 
 
Thank you so much for taking the time to do this 
interview, it’s been a big year for you. From 
dressing influential figures to being featured in 
various publications and attending/supporting 
some big runways, how are you feeling about 
2018? 
 
Yes, it certainly has! 2018 has been a great year so 
far, I still have a lot of great things coming up so 
I’m excited about that. I’ve been working quite a bit 
but it’s been great because I really love what I do. 
 
I’m very happy with 2018, there has been a lot  
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 It needs other islands or continents and I 
think that is relative to fashion. We’re all our 
own islands – which metaphorically speaking 
are our businesses. If we can bring each other 
up, if we can share our contacts and 
acknowledge each other's achievements and 
even failures and say: “This is how we can 
move forward” it opens us up to greater 
opportunities and collaborations. I think right 
now we’re seeing that unity and sense of 
uplifting especially in more mature 
generations as well as new emerging 
generations – which is something I really 
identify with. 
 
You’re launching a new collection very soon 
and to say we’re very excited would be an 
understatement. I feel as though with every 
collection your designs get grander. In 
previous collections, you’ve added hints of 
lace, velvets and glittering sequins to create 
such stunning pieces. Are you allowed to give 
us any hints on this new collection or what we 
can expect to see? 
 
So for this collection, I was really inspired by 
feathers. Last season if you’re familiar, I had a 
sequined fabric that kind of looked like 
feathers but wasn’t. I really just wanted to tap 
into that and go even further this season. The 
nature aspect wasn’t really something that was 
in my upbringing but it is something that has 
come along in my life at key moments. I 
thought let’s run with this idea of feathers and 
since then it’s really inspired a lot of my 
collection.  
 
In addition, the biggest inspiration and really 
the focal point of this collection is one of my 
favourite beaches in Italy, “Sperlonga”. It’s 
right outside my family’s hometown, about an  
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hour drive from Napoli and it’s this really beautiful 
beach; small, not as touristy with North American’s 
but it’s nice because it’s so calm. When I started 
thinking about this new collection, I thought “how 
can I draw from that?”So, as you’ll see in some of 
the pieces there are various pops of green - Kelly 
Green. I’m not a hundred percent on everything 
just yet but you will definitely see the 
incorporation of that beach in addition to pieces of 
soft linen and flowy fabrics. 
 
Now, in terms of the message of this collection, I 
thought for a while on what I really wanted to 
share and get across because I wanted it to be 
something impactful. From conversations with  
 

clients, I realized the message I wanted to convey 
was my frustration with this concept of “being a 
bitch”.  In many instances, my clients or even just 
people I knew had experienced that phrase and it’s 
just something that has stuck with me. I think 
phrases like “she’s a bitch” or “he’s an asshole” are 
things that a lot of people can easily jump to when 
they’re upset with someone but they don’t realize 
how de-humanizing those terms actually are. 
 
With that, I thought, “how can we re-humanize this 
concept of “being a bitch” with fashion?” This is 
when I took both my inspiration and my message 
and created the collection “Bitch at the Beach” 
which I think addresses two big issues of mine,  
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one of the runway designers. How has 
preparation been for the big day? You must be so 
excited.  
 
It’s been a little wild this time around. We’re trying 
some different marketing techniques, not just 
relying on the fashion show. We are really trying to 
do outreach and connect with people. We’ve been 
constantly thinking; “How do we make this the best 
show possible?” “How do we collaborate?” That 
comes with clients as well as people in the industry 
saying let’s just take the chance and work together 
or uplift each other. 
 
This year I’m excited to announce that I’ve had the 
wonderful opportunity to apply to London Fashion 
Week through TFI. I am really excited about doing 
London Fashion Week for the first time, it’ll be 
good. With it, I get to fulfill that travel bug 
inspiration while still being on a business trip. 
Right now it’s about reaching out to clients and 
saying - "I’m going to Europe, do you have any 
suggestions?" I want to connect and meet up with 
people and just have a conversation. For me, it's 
about building those relationships and just being 
alive. I think that’s that best part about being in 
fashion, being alive in the moment, and staying 
focused. 
 
We obviously follow you on Instagram and really 
love all your content. The messages you send 
about self-love, finding who you are and accepting 
yourself are all ones that resonate with us. Why do 
you think it’s so important to spread those 
messages and what do they mean to you? 
 
The messages they come from a deep-rooted part 
of myself. I don’t necessarily understand those 
concepts yet and I want to have that discourse with 
my clients, people inspired by ZOFF as well as key 
people in my life. 
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which are: 
 
1) People not wanting to go to the beach because 
they feel they don't fit into this illusion of a "beach 
body." 
2) The fact that people should be whom they want 
to be. 
 
I’m tired of this whole like “Ugh this person is a 
bitch” or any of those terms. Especially in fashion. I 
think it’s my time to address that and it ended up 
working out in Italian to “cagna in spiaggia” which 
again is the rough translation of “Bitch at the 
Beach”. For me, it just clicked and I’m that person 
that if it just feels right in that moment, I’m all in. 
 
Your last collection that we witnessed at the Four 
Seasons was absolutely stunning. We loved the 
story is told and how it was inspired by your 
Nona’s immigration to Canada. It encapsulated 
both strength and softness and was both delicate 
and powerful. I know you touched on inspiration 
in our last question but do you have anything 
you’d like to add? 
 
With this collection I wanted it to have that sense 
of being and the sense of understanding one’s soul 
- that’s what keeps me gravitated towards fashion; 
That sense of lifestyle and being full of life. 
 
I feel like if I can dress the women of that family or 
women who embody that essence I think that is the 
most powerful thing. So with every collection, not 
just the one coming up, I want to continue that 
message and listen to their stories as well as share 
my own and come together to make this world a 
better place with a little bit of fun and glitter on 
the way.   
  
With the announcement of Toronto Fashion Week 
a few days ago, we were so thrilled to see you as   
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our favourite fashion stores and I’ll say “I really 
like this, how can we do this?”. 
 
For that specific pink train, it came up when she 
said “I have this really great, fun, pink Versace 
dress from New York, how do we bring it up to the 
next level? I could just wear this but let’s have fun”. 
I was immediately onboard. I said “OK, let’s do a 
really fun pink cape and add some lace because I 
really love lacework”, and she was like “Okay but 
fun fur,” and we just started creating. 
 
How long did it take to make, with such intricate 
detail? 
 
With Ann, we like working on tight timelines, so if 
she has an idea we’ll work within our schedule. Our 
general timeline is usually around 3 weeks, 
however, for this particular piece we did it in 4 
days. It was definitely a hustle but it worked. Car 
service apps were our best friend. 
 
Ann is just so enthusiastic, she has the level of 
excitement which comes from I think her being an 
entrepreneur, but also being a mom. She brings 
these creative ideas and understands how things 
come together, which is an important mindset to 
have. I think that’s what I love about our 
relationship the most is that we can have a laugh 
and a good time but we can also be very serious. 
 
You stated in one of your Instagram post’s “I vow 
to push myself creatively beyond my own barriers. 
Because barriers are airport security.” What 
barriers have you faced being a designer and how 
have you been pushing them? 
 
The barrier for me as a creative person is 
understanding and respecting boundaries. But also 
being transparent with people in a work 
setting and saying “I’m not comfortable with this  
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I think it’s important to make the conversation of 
self-discovery a daily conversation with yourself 
and other people. On that path, I think you learn 
that it’s okay to let others know what is ok and 
what isn’t okay with you - and when it's not okay 
how do you improve that.  
 
We all have so much going on inside and I think it’s 
time to explore and acknowledge those things 
within ourselves, in addition to consistently 
striving to be better people for ourselves. We don't 
always have to treat others better than we treat 
ourselves, so how do we go about doing that? How 
do we love ourselves? Because you can’t just 
hashtag #selflove with some wine, I mean yes that 
helps and wine is nice but how do you go beyond 
that and say “I need help” and how do you ask for 
that help? 
 
I think in fashion, especially with the recent 
passing of key people the simple act of saying “I 
need help” or “I’m not okay” to friends or people in 
our lives can help bring up conversations that give 
us a deeper understanding of ourselves and our 
limits. It's not just with Instagram and it’s not just 
with ZOFF, it’s how do you bring that out into 
conversation respectfully and acknowledge that 
people have their own things. But also doing it 
because you care about yourself. 
 
I think for people it can be a hard thing to talk 
about so I love that you are willing to have that 
conversation online and use your platform to 
really promote something great. 
 
Back to your Instagram, in reference to a gown 
created for Ann Kaplan, which I love. I mean that 
pink train - AMAZING. How do you think of 
creating something like that?  
 
Ann just sends me inspirational pictures, an idea or 
even something will sprout when we’re in one of  
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I remember Susan Langdon, frantically typing on 
her keyboard getting things ready for the show 
that was going to take place in 3-4 days. Aluad 
Anei, one of the models for the show, walked out 
and Susan looked up and said “wow”. At that 
moment, I thought - if I could make someone who 
has been in the industry for 25+ years say "wow" 
and get her excited - that’s empowering. For 
someone who sees fashion every day all day, for 
her to say something like that, to have that 
reaction, that’s inspirational. Those memorable 
moments come from doing something that I love 
and then impacting others lives. 
 
So with that being said and keeping in mind your 
growth over the past few years, what piece of 
advice would you give to someone who is trying to 
pursue a career in fashion? 
 
Ouwe, this is one of my favourite questions. I think 
my biggest piece of advice is to understand that 
you know you have to have your side hustle. But 
your side hustle can be a part of your full-time. 
Just do it, save up all of your pennies. Travel, but 
travel on work. 
 
If you’re running a sole proprietorship like I do - 
you really have to be good at bookkeeping. That’s 
really important, I mean I’m not so good at it but 
I’m trying to get there. You have to keep on it on a 
weekly basis. Put it in a special folder so you know 
you have all of your receipts. At the end of the year, 
it’ll make your whole life so much easier and you’ll 
get money back from the government that you can 
put right back into your business. You can file for 
GST, HST, it’s really those little things that can 
make such a difference, that not a lot of people stay 
on top of. It helps you run your business and 
improve your creativity because when you keep on 
those things I find that you stress less. With it, 
you know how much you can spend and you know  
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what are my options?” Being honest and true about 
that, I think that’s really important. 
 
Another key barrier in the fashion industry is 
having open discussions about the product. I think 
we need to ask “why don’t we have a discussion 
about how our garments are made?” There are 
three p’s of responsible clothing: people, profit and 
planning and in my opinion I think people, 
especially in this day and age have trouble 
understanding the first P. 
 
How do we understand garment manufacturers? 
How do we understand the people making the 
fabric? How do we have those conversations with 
my suppliers? with myself? When a client comes to 
me, I want to include the lives of the people who 
work in fashion if I can. In addition to having 
an understanding of the fashion cycle and how we 
can improve our clients lives too. 
 
Being in the industry for quite some time now, 
what has been the most memorable moment or 
moments? 
 
That’s a tough one. I feel like some of my most 
favourite moments are in the studio when 
something goes wrong. Like even just this morning 
and how we’re always hustling. Those things are 
what I hold close to my heart, the little moments, 
the joy and the laughter. 
 
If we’re talking about career or statement 
moments, one of my favourites is when I was at 
New Labels.  I don’t know if she’ll love me saying 
this but this was a memorable moment for me. I 
was sitting in on of the usually un-used pods at TFI 
for a fitting day, I had just finished a dress that I 
had been working on for four days and I thought 
“ugh, I don’t know if this is going to work but I 
have to get it done”. 
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how much money you have. When you can quantify 
things that you have like money, if you stay on top 
of the boring bookkeeping stuff, you can have time 
and knowledge to fuel the creative aspects. 
 
Looking into the future now, what do you see for 
the future of ZOFF? 
 
For ZOFF, I see the future of it as a brand that 
people can come to for consultations and have that 
perfect design for events. I really love events, 
especially nowadays when people love to be so 
connected. It’s about how can we be a part of this 
community, that social aspect is so important. 
 
I can see ZOFF being that coffee shop, that 
restaurant, somewhere where we have a couch 
where people can order things. I see this idea of a 
place where people can come to congregate, almost 
like an open home. I want it to be an experience 
like at this office where we have an espresso 
machine that people can use whenever they have 
an appointment. Like, let’s have an espresso and 
talk about life and catch up. I think that comes a lot 
from my Italian/Canadian heritage but it also 
comes from who I am as a person. I love just 
chatting at dinner and being inspired by the people 
who are my tribe - and that’s my friends and 
family. 
 
 
For more on Michael and his label ZOFF, visit his 
website www.zoffranieri.com or follow his 
Instagram @zoffranieri. 
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