


The Rise of Milan
and the "ltalian Look”
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The rise of the Talian ready-to-wear industry ramstormed Milan inie one af the
world’s most important Bishion capitals, Unbke Packs, Bome, and Florence, Milan was
never a glamoroos center of art and culmere. Inventing o Milanese fashion image
necessitated focusing precisely on the fact chat Milan iz an industrial city, By the early
o7, fshion magazines and newspapers in America focused moch less on the
Foman coutuee and much more on ready-to-wear trends coming our of Milan. “The
[talians were the frst e omake refined sportswear)” recalled publsher John Fairchild,
“Americans don™ mind spending, if the sweater is by Krizia o Bissoni ™

"Weary of French Famtasy clothes and rode teeatment on Parsian showroon
foons, buyvers were happy o tike their order Dooks next door” eported Newsaeek in
17k The clothes coming our of Milan were, admicedly, nes counre, but chey were
extremely sevlish, " They were classweally et but mot stadgy: inmovative but never
cheatrical” declared Mewswerk “They were for eeal people — albeir rich peaple — o
wear to real places”™ Beppe Modenese, sometimes referred ro as “the Garibaldi of
Italiam fashion,” has said char “Decadence is whar goes dovwn well in Paris. Milan &
the present and the futsre The Prench disguse che industoy—designer relatienship, We
muake it quite clear that the concrete side of the make-believe is acheved oday

through indusury™



Becomse the Talian extile indosery focuses on luxury fabrics, there was a
foundation for the upscale neady-ro-wear tashion shown in Milan. In addion, rexmle
producers give fnancial backing to Takan chothing manufacourers, many of whaom
began 10 hire freelance fashion styliss o creare collecoons that were neither counire
nor mais market. Many desgners and compamies coniributed o the dewclopment of
the “ltalian Look” Indeed, noc all the designers imvolved were ltalian, since many
comypanies initially hired foreign designers. However, lalian were particolady
nfhuennial, sbove all Giorgio Ammani and Gianni Versace

Giongio Armuni influenced the world of fashion firt through his menswear designs.
Iradeid, he revolutionized the way men and women dreied in the 197os. in parr by
making them look more like sach other. As hus former emplover Mino Cerrun says,
Armani “became a Hagship for success i lualy, From w7y onward, he and Versace
were the symbioly of @ deamatically geowing Dalian tashion, He was much closer m
people with o novmal life. Versoce was for a more extreme audience,™

When Crorglo Arman was frarured on the cover of Time in April 1982, the
Amencan journalist Jay Cocks began his arncle by asking Piere Beage, the business
parener of the French designer Ywes Saine Lavrent, about lralan fashion. Berge msisted
that except for “pasta and opera. dhe lralians can't be credived with amyrhing!™ And
what about Armani? “Give me one piece of dothing,” Bergé demanded. “one fashoon
statensent that Armani has made that hes uly infleenced che world ™ It was a rsh
challenge w ke o an American journals:, who had probaldy chiosen to interview
Bergé in the hope that he would criiaze Aran, and Cocks impudently rephed,
“Alors, Prerre. The unstrucoured jocket. An caseful elegance . . . Tailoring of a kind
thought possible only when done by hand . . . A new sore of freedom in clothes™

Made-ro-measure ltalian menswear had long been recogmeed for the qualicy of i
mareriaks and workmasship. Part of the success of the Julian Look i the 1070 was
based en the development of luxurious menswear available off che rack. As Bsquire put
it n 1o7g, lalian dessgners like Armani provided a “rich, relaxed style”™" The fashion
writer Woody Haochiwender has observed that the lalian Look “came o bridge the
gap berween the anti-Establishment 6o and the money-gathering 805" Milan
showed clothes dhar were as casval and relaxed as sportswear, bur abo Jusurious and
presugious. The perceived eroticim of [alian sryle was abso related ro the sy thse
cdlodhes wdealize the body, in 2 way that had proscusly been “the preroganive of the
rich,” since only rthey could afford the custom mioring thar concealed figure faws.™
Now laxury ready-to-wear alfered the same prorse

“Arman dimarmed men and their clothes emotically withour unmanning them,”
wooie the Amencan journabse Jodith Thurman. “He freed them to be looked a
and desired by women (and other men).™ In plce of stiffly milored busimess suits,
symbolizing recomude and bourgesis masculinitg, Armani inroduced softer jackers,
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without padding and stiff iterlinings, Of course, Armam was not the only ltalian
designer to wutilize Juxury fabrics, such as cashimere and silke-and-wool biends, which
drape sofily and have greater tacole appeal than suffly woven wools. However, he
received unprecedented publicity, especially through his asocianon with Hollywood
Parsculardy significant was the Glm American Gigolo, which presented the acooar
Richard Gere 23 2 male sex object who dressed exclusively in Armani, Mo fewer than
thirty Annani soins were featured in the film, and according o Thurman, Gere's
“shoppuig mips provided the Gl rue sexual exciement” Mot only was Armani'’s
memswest immediately recognizable to the movie audience, but the clothes were “abo
percenved as being in the realm of values™ In other wonds. people knew that Armani
clothes sgnified casual, expensve, sexy elegance. Mo wonder Jack Micolon, Dustin
Hoffman, John Travola, and Richand Gere were eager o tell che journalist from T
abour their cwn Avman clothes,

Mo sooner had Armani “feminized” (or emocized] menswear than he interpreted
his menswear look for the lemale comumer. Aldouph hardly the firg or only
desiguer vo apply men's miloring to women's clothes, Armani has probably hed the
grearest impact of anyone since Coca Chanel, Beginming wath his first womenswear
show in 1975, and really geeming under way in 1070, when he shoaed draped cailored
jackets. Armamu deessed women i fashions direcdy inspired by menswear classics — hus
memswerr clasics. Armam “has taught 3 woman o dress with the sloachy ease of o
man,” declared W7 He gawe professional women the same kind of subtly powerful
unifrrm thar men had.,
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