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A BurundiAn princess, FrAnce’s First 

BlAck runwAy model, philAnthropist 

And recently Appointed AmBAssAdress 

oF GuerlAin, esther kAmAtAri hAs some 

incrediBle liFe stories to shAre.
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“beauty is like  
a painting.  
If you don’t 

take care of it, 
overtime  
it’s gone” 
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E sther Kamatari is an 
enlightened woman. 
Chatting to her is like listening 
to a modern philosopher. Her 

passion about revolutionising the way we 
see beauty is palpable and rich in thought. 
While we’ve arranged to chat about her new 
ambassadorial role at Guerlain, given her 
illustrious career spanning over four decades, 
conversation soon turns to her beginnings. 

Born into royalty, Esther’s uncle was King 
Mwambutsa IV Bangiricenge of Burundi. 
In 1970 the tiny African country between 
Rwanda and Tanzania was in a state of 
political upheaval, where several royal family 
members were assassinated, including Esther’s 
father. She thus exiled her war-torn nation 
and headed for Paris, bright-eyed and without 
a cent to her name. “I left Burundi to ride 
my life,” she says with the same enthusiasm 
she had when she first arrived in Paris. A 
displaced Esther took the bull by the horns, “I 
arrived with a lot of courage and enthusiasm” 
and bags of curiosity for human nature. “At 
the airport I was just watching people be, I 
was so surprised when I saw someone put 
a coin in a machine and get a Coca Cola in 
return, but it was wonderful. And I have to 
admit, I was stunned to see so many white 
people at the same time.”

Despite being untrained in life as it 
were, Esther had one very powerful asset 
in her arsenal: “I had just one thing in my 
luggage: my education. You can come from a 
royal family or a poor family – if you don’t 
have education you don’t go anywhere. With 
education you have the possibility to engage 
with people, respect them and represent your 
country.” 

Esther could easily carry her royal clout 
wherever she goes, using and abusing her title 
for personal gain but in a refreshingly humble 
way, she laughs this idea off. “My mother 
always used to say to me, ‘just because you’re 
a princess it doesn’t mean you don’t have to 
do things because you never know when you’ll 
need to’. She was so right.”

Indeed a chance encounter at the airport, 
upon her arrival in Paris, restored her faith 
in humanity at a time when it was perhaps 
lost. “All I had on me was a toothbrush and 
a couple sheets of paper, that’s it. I sat down 
at the airport arrivals and simply waited. A 
man approached me and said hello and we 
started to talk and later ended up going to 

“The african 
woman doesn’t 
need your tears, 
she needs an 

example, because 
she deserves it. 
Knowledge is 

power”

lunch where I told him my whole back-story 
about my life in Burundi. And then gave me 
1000 Francs (the equivalent of approximately 
€152), a hotel room to stay in for 10 days, a 
telephone number of a priest and he said if 
nothing happens for me, call him. He shook 
my hand and said good luck. I’ve never seen 
him since. That’s why when you have such a 
welcome into a country like this, you can only 
reciprocate.” 

Not once does Esther come across as 
self-entitled. Her airport encounter only 
strengthened her humility and want to pay 
this gratitude forward. Even talking about her 
catwalk career, one that was headline making 
and inspired a wave of black models to the 
scene, she almost skirts around the immensity 
of it by “always being humble” and never 
letting her success get to her head. 
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E sther’s timing into the fashion 
world couldn’t have been better 
though. Paris was in the mood 
for change. To see something 

different. “Fashion wanted to see the world 
without [rose-tined] glasses,” she says. Doors 
started to open but it was the element of 
survival that drove her success.  “When you’re 
young and you need to eat, you just do it. It 
was a lot easier back then because there were 
no agencies, it was a case of picking up the 
telephone and putting yourself out there.” 

She was the first to wear wedding 
collections for high fashion, Lanvin no less, 
and was also nominated for a star of fashion in 

1979 in Sydney, Australia. And for over half a 
decade, Esther has been linked with Guerlain, 
and her recent accession to spokesperson 
was only a matter of time. “When you have 
a long-standing relationship, your respect for 
each other grows. Stepping into this role (it 
became official in June of this year) wasn’t 
a big surprise but it allows me to transmit 
to women that they can all be beautiful. 
Guerlain is very sensitive to the universality of 
beauty. And of course, black people, we are in 
the universe! Guerlain has the most beautiful 
products for the skin, they’re very luxurious. 
Beauty is like a painting – if you don’t take 
care of it, overtime it’s gone.” 

The word transmission is at the 
forefront of Esther’s lexicon. She drops the 
word several times during the interview. 
“The African women also need to have 
access to beauty – transmitting this idea 
to women is the biggest thing – especially 
because it ’s free.” Look at any beauty 
campaign and you’ll notice how the face 
is invariably of Caucasian origin, which is 
purely a cultural phenomenon - and needs 
more diversity. But if anyone can bridge that 
disparity between races, it ’s Esther, who 
wants every woman to be proud and realise 
their value, whatever their socio-economic 
standing. “In Africa you see a woman who is 
poor but you notice she has a mobile phone.
And she charges it does she not? She can 
survive. She is smart enough and has enough 
access. The African woman doesn’t need 
your tears, she needs an example, because 
she deserves it. Knowledge is power. I’ve 
been working alongside Guerlain recently 
in the Ivory Coast and in November we’re 
going to Cameroon.”

In the past Esther has expressed a desire 
to become president of Burundi and while 
she stills wants to impart knowledge to the 
people, it doesn’t have to be in a governmental 
position for it to happen. “I want to fight for 
the younger generation of women to have 
access for education. I think if I do it from 
where I stand now, it will be stronger whereas 
if I was fighting to be president, it would get 
sidelined.” 

In true prophetic form, she closes her 
rhetoric on beauty with a resounding: “everyone 
deserves beauty. Beauty creates emotion – when 
you see a sunrise, whether you’re poor or rich, 
it produces the same emotion. That physical 
beauty reflects in the people.” 


