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ART IN PAR ADISE
Creativity meets sustainability at the  
naturally chic Joali Maldives resort in  
Raa Atoll. By Katie Lockhart
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From left: A dine-in 
manta ray; views 
from your private 
pool; Bellinis Italian 
restaurant.

From top: On 
approach to Joali 
Maldives; a Sunset 
Luxury Water villa.

 O 
VER THE ROAR OF the seaplane’s 
propellers I hear a heaving sound behind 
me. A newlywed I’d befriended at the 
airport has her face buried in a sick bag—
our flight had encountered stormy 
weather 30 minutes out of Malé. Upon 
arrival at Joali Maldives (joali.com; villas 

from US$1,930) however, queasiness dissipates 
along with clouds as the couple’s jadugar makes 
the bag disappear from her hand, replacing it with 
a welcome drink. “Jadugar,” the Dhivehi word for 
“magician,” sets the bar high for Joali’s personal 
butlers, but already I’m impressed.

Moments later, my own jadugar, Melih, and I 
are zipping along the resort’s wooden boardwalk, 
our buggy’s tires thudding gently across the 
planks. Black-tipped reef sharks glide lazily 
underneath us, a common sight in the waters 
around the island’s vibrant house reef. The corals 
here are great for snorkeling. 

Joali was much talked-about when it opened 
at the end of 2018, making a splash for its 
contemporary-cool signature design, its immersive 
art and its sustainability initiatives. Since then, the 
resort has won global praise and various design 
awards, and I’m keen to see what the fuss is about.

Melih opens the door to my villa with a 
warm, “Welcome home.” My Luxury Water Villa 
with Pool features soaring cathedral ceilings, a 
plush living room that opens into an even more 
lavish bedroom and an immense bathroom 
with soaking tub, every area complete with 
unobstructed views of the Indian Ocean. I’ve been 
to 15 different luxury resorts in the Maldives, but 
I can’t stop saying wow. Every sublime detail, 
from the marble-and-rose-gold drinks bar to the 
outdoor shower with bright-green bamboo tiles, 
is perfection, expertly curated to the nth degree. 
I have no problem making myself comfortable, 
slipping on an Ardmore silk kimono from a hanger 
that tells me This suits you.

Aesthetically, Joali reflects the style sensibilities 
of owner Esin Güral Argat, of the family-run 

Turkish tourism, industry and construction 
conglomerate Gürallar Group. After coming to the 
Maldives for years and trying different properties 
around the atolls, she found that none quite had 
everything she wanted, so she decided to create 
her own. In 2016, she recruited Istanbul-based 
design studio Autoban to translate her vision, 
overseeing everything down to the thread count 
of the linens.

“There is a feminine touch in the architecture,” 
says resort director Enver Arslan over a tangerine-
colored cocktail at the poolside Mura Bar. And that 
doesn’t mean frou-frou old-school design—on the 
contrary, everything has a fresh, modern feel. “Not 
only the functionality, but the design is intended 
to target today’s generation,” Arslan says, pointing 
out the in-room iPads that control “everything in 
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