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LIFE AFTER FOOTBALL

‘…and that’s how my English life started,’ David Bellion tells us, as 
he sits across the table in the press room of  Red Star FC’s historic yet 
poignantly humble stadium. The former Sunderland and Manchester 
United striker had just described the days in which he moved from 
the prestigious youth system of  Cannes, to the wet, windy realms of  
then Premier League side Sunderland in the north-west of  England. 
He had been handpicked from a talented crop of  French youngsters 
at 18, and given the chance to be a striker in one of  the top leagues 
in world football. ‘I vividly remember the day I arrived - Monday, 9th 
of  July, 2001,’ he recalls, before explaining that his memories of  that 
day are far from being the fairytale of  a young boy realising his dream. 
It was on this day - as he was set to begin the newest, most exciting 
chapter in his life - that he learnt of  his step-father’s suicide. ‘The man 
that raised me,’ says David, had ‘killed himself  and I don’t know why.’

FOOTBALL GONE CREATIVE, David Bellion explains how.

Ph
ot

og
ra

ph
y 

an
d 

w
or

ds
 

G
re

go
ry

 S
ta

nl
ey

C
re

at
iv

e 
di

re
ct

io
n 

 
A

m
y 

K
le

in
ge

ld



2120
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It was an unimaginably strange time in teenage 
Bellion’s life. Tragedy had struck him and his family 
almost instantly after starting a new, exciting, and 
far more prosperous life in England than the life he 
lived growing up in suburbs of  Paris and Cannes. 
Naturally, there's a sense of  sadness in his eyes, even 
today, at the age of  34. Luckily, he was presented 
with a new challenge. He launched a particularly 
original career as the creative director of  cult-like 
club Red Star in Paris. He admits that the tragic and 
confusing death of  his step-father also shaped him 
as a player and a thinker. ‘That enormous drama and 
that trauma made me think throughout my career: 
‘what’s the worst that can happen after this?’ All my 
fears subsided.’

The fearless teenager impressed his manager, Peter 
Reid, straight away, who described his first few 
outings in the red-and-white stripes of  Sunderland 
as being ‘on fire.’ It wasn’t long before he was being 
touted as one of  the hottest talents in England and 
in Europe, and a move to Manchester United soon 
followed. His football career was accelerating at quite 
a rate, but as we now know, so was his taste in the 
arts. Fashion, photography, music; David Bellion 
was earning his riches on the pitch, but spending 
the money in galleries and designer stores. He isn’t, 
wasn’t and never will be the stereotypical flashy 
footballer. His eye for culture now defines him as 
much as his football career and it is exactly what is 
helping him turning Red Star FC into the cool kids 
of  French football.

 STAY HUMBLE 

‘As a child, my family were poor. We weren’t living 
on the streets, but we were extremely modest. We 
couldn’t afford expensive things,’ says a reflective 
Bellion, whose first exposure to anything related to 
the worlds of  art and fashion were monthly visits to 
the cinema. ‘My mum used to work long and hard 
to buy us things that we really wanted, but only if  
we went to school first. I think this taught me from 
an early age that if  you really want something, you 
have to work, and work hard to get it.’ Back then, 
all he wanted was a Gameboy, but as his interests 
outside football developed from cartoons, video 
games and sneakers into designer brands, art and 
music, his work ethic never changed even if  his bank 

account did. ‘For me, the thousand pounds a week 
I started getting for playing football made me feel 
like a billionaire. I was a king! The first thing I did 
with that first pay cheque was to buy a bag for my 
mum: Louis Vuitton. And then, for myself, my own 
LV washbag, because all the other players had one of  
these toilet bags. I walked into a shop in Cannes with 
my fanny pack, a yellow Nike t-shirt with ‘Ronaldo’ 
on the back and adidas flip-flops… The staff  thought 
I was going to steal something!’ But Bellion was not 
stealing anything; neither products from that store, 
nor another man’s style. His originality in fashion 
and thinking is something that we, as observers of  
the game within the confines of  the pitch, couldn’t 
know anything about. You can identify a good tackle 
or a clever finish on an instant replay, but you can’t 
pinpoint one’s obsession with fashion.

‘I was lucky as a player, because my agent was really 
into fashion, too. He introduced me to a friend who 
owned a showroom back in Cannes, where he sold 
Dolce and Gabbana, Cavalli - and some other Italian 
brands that don’t even exist anymore. He used to 
give me these pieces that you would normally only 
see on the catwalk, for a price that defied any logic!’

 HIGH ON FASHION, DOWN TO EARTH 

The result of  this hook-up was a ‘crazy, crazy look,’ 
says David, looking back on his days as a Premier 
League player, ‘but I had a really good sense of  
what was genuinely good quality and what was not. 
I always used to go for very rare, very strange, very 
different, edgy things. When I moved to Manchester, 
I had some more money to spend of  course, and I 
used to spend every afternoon after training walking 
around the shops, looking at clothes - men and 
women’s. I looked at men’s clothes to buy them, 
and women’s clothes just to look at them and feel 
the fabrics; nourishing my mind every day this way 
or with fashion magazines - tearing out the pages, 
reading them quickly, reading them slowly, forwards 
and backwards.’ He’d create mood boards just for 
fun, a pastime far removed from the intensity of  
the training pitch. But being different is seemingly 
just a big part of  who David Bellion is. ‘If  people 
were getting black Jordans, I’d get them in white. 
People were getting their left ear pierced, so I got 
the right one done. I used to wear a lot of  clothes 
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by Dsquared² about 15 years ago, but when other 
footballers started to sport their outfits… I was 
done.’

Apart from stubborn, David is also a genuinely 
warm, open and friendly person, as we had been 
‘warned’ about before meeting him in the dusty 
Parisian district of  Saint-Ouen where Red Star was 
born in the 19th century. The former striker for 
the club arrived even earlier than us at the location 
of  our interview in some Alexander Wang x adidas 
wear, with a bagful of  Le Ballon merch and Red Star 
shirts graced by the sponsorship of  notoriously hip 
media giant, VICE. Upon arrival, he had already 
proven what we had heard beforehand of  him from 
his pals at Le Ballon to be true: ‘He’s extremely 
stylish, super fashionable, and just the nicest guy on 
earth,’ to paraphrase Jack Whelan of  the Paris-based 
football-culture brand. 

 FROM COMPETITION TO 
 CREATIVE DIRECTION 

It is within the leisurely, yet competitive football 
leagues arranged by Le Ballon where David now 
plays his football, turning out for Atletico Paris after 
retiring from the professional game in 2015. But his 
new career, his new calling, and his new role both 
for him and for the world of  football, seem a perfect 
match. As the creative director of  the socialist-
inspired football club, he organised the much-revered 
deal with VICE and is not actually reinventing Red 
Star FC, but making sure it stays true to its roots 
in a money-driven football world that is tearing up 
traditional club values to such a large extent.

‘Football, fashion, music and art, they all make me 
feel the same emotions,’ David reveals, putting the 
game on a pedestal together with such cultural 
forms. This means that, besides his heroes in 

football, his inspirations are ‘Martin Parr, Diane 
Arbus, Michael Jackson, Hans Zimmer, Dr. Dre,’ and 
many more in a long list of  names of  creatives that 
would have never ended if  we hadn’t stopped him. 
‘I think people at the top of  the football realm don’t 
know how to incorporate culture and fashion into 
the sport,’ says an ever-honest Bellion, as we wind 
down our interview. He quite rightly explains that 
in skateboarding they’ve made this crossover into 
fashion and music, in surfing they did it forty years 
ago, and in basketball they did so with hip-hop and 
sneaker culture. They are sports linked to a wider 
cultural movement. Football is the world’s most 
popular culture,’ he says, creating the circumference 
of  the globe with his hands. ‘Seeing kids in any 
country in the world wearing the jersey of  any team 
whilst playing with his or her friends, that’s the beauty 
of  football culture.’

 RED STAR 

‘This is what Red Star is all about. When Jules Rimet 
founded this club, it was about de mixité sociale. 
Bringing people of  all social classes and backgrounds 
altogether, and resisting and dismissing everything 
else. Red Star is not bling-bling, it’s not posh. The 
chairman is always here, talking with the kids. You 
can have a drink with players after the game. That’s 
just the culture of  the club and the culture of  football. 
The club has had its ups and downs, and a whole lot 
of  drama,’ says David, describing Red Star FC, but 
drawing parallels to how he described his own life 
at the beginning of  the interview. Through tragedy 
and success, David and Red Star FC have defined 
themselves exactly how they wanted to throughout 
their considerably different lifespans. 34-year-old 
David gave us one final soundbite to describe the 
120-year-old football; ‘It’s a beautiful disorder,’ he 
says, underlining his ability to spot genuine quality 
one final time.
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