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DAMIEN RINALDO

Australian Hairdresser of the Year - ie. the best hairdresser in Australia. It’s kind 
of a big deal. And yet when I called Damien Rinaldo to ask him how it felt to 
hold such an esteemed title, his response was, “Yeah good, mate.” Did he 
mishear me and think I asked him how he was? No, that’s just Damien Rinaldo: 
humble, grounded, and as down to earth as a person can be. He told me he 
knew he had a good chance of winning the title but it was going to take a lot of 
courage, which is perfectly fitting because it happens to be one of the strongest 
emotions conveyed by his AHFA winning collection. Strength, determination, 
quiet confidence and courage.

“You work up to it for so long and then when 
it happens it just feels crazy. It was such a 
big journey because it was the last project I 
worked on with my partner, so I feel relieved to 
be honest.” Damien is referring to the passing 
of his wife, Anne Marie, which happened 
during the planning stages of his prize-wining 
collection. “It was my last chance to win 
something like this, with my partner, so the 
project held more weight than usual. In saying 
that I just wanted to create the best work I 
could and hope that people would like it.” I 
think it’s fair to say, we like it... we like it a lot.

One of the reasons for that is how different the 
portrayal of women is in his collection. Inspired 
by the matriarchal tribes of Borneo, where 
Damien and Anne Marie spent a lot of time, 
the hair story is defined by its incredibly strong 
haircuts and features braiding, wefts and even 
fur that Rinaldo made himself. The variety 
of contrasting textures creates a raw and 
undone effect, and suggests a new version of 
“beautiful” - one that challenges “normal”, 
preconceived ideas about what is attractive in 
a woman. The collection favours the idea of 
different, unique and individual beauty, and 
the inner strength that comes from this. 

Pushing boundaries in this way is what Rinaldo 
does best. “I think you’ve got to keep things 

questionable,” he says, “I like to make it a little 
uncomfortable. I think if you love a collection 
the first time you see it, it means you’ve seen 
it before, and that’s keeping it safe.” Shot 
by Andrew O’Toole with makeup by AHFA 
Makeup Artist of the Year, Kylie O’Toole, the 
winning collection was executed by one hell 
of a team, and Rinaldo claims that the concept 
was one they all came up with together. The 
shoot meant a lot to each of them, and this 
comes across strongly in each image. 

Aside from Rinaldo’s new title, his biggest 
career achievement to date, he talks about 
his salon business, Boris the Cuttery, with a 
palpable sense of pride. “At Boris, we say, 
“lead with love, not fear”, and this creates an 
amazing team culture in the salon.” Even with 
the title of Australian Hairdresser of the Year 
and a successful business, Rinaldo doesn’t like 
the idea of status or hierarchy; he is a team 
player through and through. “For a lot of my 
career I was scared of my bosses and worked 
with a constant, underlying sense of fear. 
When Anne Marie got sick, I realized that I 
needed positivity around me to survive, and so 
with Boris, I decided I would run the salon with 
this attitude. Positivity breeds positivity, and 
as it turned out, not only was everyone happy 
to be at work, but the work we produced was 
better, too! It was a win-win.”

What I’m dying to know, though, is what we 
can expect from Damien Rinaldo in 2015 and 
beyond. “Well, I have to pack my kids’ lunches 
and take them to school,” he says, half serious. 
Rinaldo is clearly a man that takes each day 
as it comes, and doesn’t want to get too far 
ahead of himself, even when he’s already 
sitting at the top. “I just want to embrace all 
opportunities and to keep getting out there 
and doing what I do.” This is the same advice 
that he gives to his team, so it’s good to know 
that he also practices what he preaches. “Just 
be yourself, don’t try to be anyone else. Don’t 
compare yourself to others, focus on your 
work, and be prepared to work hard because 
the more you give, the more you will get back 
from the industry.” 

Coming from the Australian Hairdresser of the 
Year, it seems that the proof is in the pudding, 
because he may be a man that takes praise 
and big titles with a grain of salt, but even the 
humble Damien Rinaldo will be the first tell 
you, he worked for it.     
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