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INTRODUCTION


Tom Ford changed fashion as we know it. Not only with his namesake brand, but also with his brilliant stewardship as creative director at Gucci and Yves Saint Laurent.


The designer started by revolutionizing the house of Gucci, bringing it up to modern speed with fashion that shocked, excited and delighted on a global stage. Think: velvet suits, visibly exposed G-strings, and a knack for dressing everyone from Madonna to Gwyneth Paltrow and Beyoncé. From 1994 to 2004, Ford worked as the creative director of Gucci, and when Gucci acquired the house of Yves Saint Laurent in 1999, Ford was named creative director of that label, also until 2004. At Gucci, Ford turned the business around and saved it from near bankruptcy, catapulting it into a global success internationally with his designs, which pushed at the boundaries of conventionalism but also offered up a radical dose of powerful sex appeal so specific to Ford.


Ford was vastly ahead of his time. The key to his work being an eye turned to subverting gender, bending the perceivable rules and thus shedding the shackles of fashion rules. Pinstripe mobster suits for women? Yes. Little underwear for men on the runway? Yes, again. “Often I get the question ‘Why do you put makeup on guys?’” Ford noted in an interview for The Advocate, in 1997. “‘Are they trying to be more feminine?’ or ‘Why are you showing masculine suits on women?’ I hate those two words, feminine and masculine. I mean what are they? Why is a suit masculine and not feminine? And why is eye makeup feminine and not masculine? It’s so stupid. We’re just people. The guy has eye makeup on so he’s more beautiful.”
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A young Tom Ford with a model wearing his debut collection for Perry Ellis America, 1990.





His influence spanned far beyond Gucci, however. At Yves Saint Laurent, the designer turned a historical brand set heavily in the past into something new: taking references from global cultures and the Ford aesthetic to bring forward silky renditions of YSL classics. There were stunning white versions of the signature Le Smoking jackets, plus a nod to the romanticism and imagery of travel that Yves Saint Laurent himself once instilled into the brand. Plus: furs, jewel tones, ornate buttons, feather trims, lush contrasting colours and dramatic proportions all at once. While Ford’s Gucci put a cheeky 1970s spin on the 1990s streamlined minimalism that was seemingly everywhere, Ford’s Yves Saint Laurent veered fast in the other direction and faced glamour head-on.


By 2006, Tom Ford launched his own dazzling menswear, beauty, eyewear and accessories line under his own name. And with it, he riffed on many of the house codes that he had revolutionized at Gucci and Yves Saint Laurent. Ford told CNBC that the Tom Ford customer is “international, cultured, well-travelled, and possessing disposable income” and “strong women, … intelligent women who know their own style”.


What sets Ford apart from many contemporary designers of today, too, is an ethos and aesthetic that defines a lifestyle. His homes, his campaigns, even the way he himself dresses is Total Ford-ian from head to toe. Usually in a suit, and more often than not, wearing his signature 1970s-inspired aviator sunglasses, which can be seen so often in both his womenswear and menswear collections for his namesake brand. “I was born in a jacket,” Ford told the New York Times in 1996. “I was the only three-year-old who walked around with a blazer folded over his arm. I was very particular and very difficult, and I would only wear certain shoes. When my mother would go out, I would move the furniture and rearrange the living room. I just wanted to redecorate the world.”
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Author and illustrator Ian Falconer with Tom Ford, both college students in 1980.





In November 2022, the Tom Ford brand was purchased by Estée Lauder for $2.8 billion, and Forbes estimated that the designer would earn $1.1 billion from the deal. In April 2023, he stepped down as the brand’s creative director and was succeeded by Peter Hawkings, adding that his next creative foray would be intrinsically tied to film. It’s an area Ford has already explored, through his own film production company, directing A Single Man (2009) and Nocturnal Animals (2016). The sheer force of impact Ford has created throughout his career is matched by few designers. The future undoubtedly holds more for him.
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Tom Ford takes his final walk on the runway after presenting one of his dazzling shows for his namesake label.
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PUSHING BOUNDARIES


At the 1995 MTV Music Video Awards, Madonna proudly accepted her award while wearing a striking bodycon teal-blue satin shirt and low-slung trousers. “What was she wearing?”, reporters asked. Her answer: “Gucci, Gucci, Gucci.” It was, in a single word, groundbreaking for the future of fashion since Gucci itself had previously only been associated with leather goods and handbags. Tom Ford invented the language of Gucci’s clothing.


The son of two realtors, Tom Ford spent most of his early life in Houston, Texas and Santa Fe, New Mexico. But even when Ford was a child, he knew he had a taste for aesthetics. His grand visions and specific tastes would lead him to study interior architecture at The New School’s art and design college in New York City, Parsons School of Design, from where he graduated with a degree in Architecture. After an internship at Chloé and a two-year stint designing at Perry Ellis, Ford got the call to join a crumbling Gucci in 1990.
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Madonna at the 1995 MTV Music Video Awards, wearing the infamous blue satin Gucci shirt designed by Tom Ford.





For four years, he spent most of his time working behind the scenes. But his success was lightning quick: he jumped to designing menswear within six months, quickly followed by shoes. In 1994, he was officially named the creative director of Gucci with the support of rising new chief executive Domenico De Sole, eventually overseeing everything from ready-to-wear collections to fragrances, image, advertising and store design.


In 1993, Gucci lost $22 million on $230 million in sales due to licensing. Revenues in the first nine months of 1995 doubled, to $342 million, over the previous year. But by 1999, Gucci was valued at more than $4 billion. Ford famously worked 18-hour days, and when he left the company in 2004, Gucci reportedly had to hire four people to replace him.


The secret to Ford revitalizing Gucci was this: creating a new intrinsic language that was so in your face, so glamorous and so steeped in sex, that the world couldn’t wait to get its hands on it. Gucci had previously been known as a brand strictly concerned with leather bags, shoes and silk scarves, but now, season after season, Ford unveiled a new, covetable item: bodycon cut-out jersey dresses, logo bedecked G-strings or jeans covered in beads and feathers. Looking to the archives for any kind of inspiration, Ford was met with old Hollywood stars like Elizabeth Taylor carrying leather bags. He decided in turn to subvert the idea of celebrity through runway shows, focusing a single spotlight on models as each one paraded down the runway. For fashion shows at this time, it was a very specific and dramatic look.


Ford brought hedonism and a certain kind of ostentatiousness back to fashion in a sea of formal, rigid minimalism. In 1994, for his debut as Gucci’s creative director, Ford presented the world with the Gucci clog in pink, beige and black as well as the infamous Gucci loafer, now with a sexy stiletto. White mini shift dresses with voluminous pleats sealed the deal.
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Gwyneth Paltrow’s red suit designed by Tom Ford for Gucci for A/W 1996, which she wore to the VMAs, was an instantly iconic moment in fashion history.
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In 1997, Jennifer Lopez showed the slick, minimal, sexy side of Tom Ford’s Gucci designs, in a backless black slip dress.
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Lil’ Kim makes a statement in Tom Ford for Gucci A/W 2000, featuring micro hot pants, a glittering top and white jacket.





But it was 1995 that marked Tom Ford’s first fully designed Gucci collection, after Dawn Mello, the former vice president and creative director who originally hired Ford, left the company to join Bergdorf Goodman as president. The industry had decided: Tom had arrived, and in 1995 he brought with him a new kind of Gucci like no one had ever seen before. Amber Valletta, Shalom Harlow and Kate Moss paraded down the runway for the Fall 1995 show in luscious jewel-tone satin button-downs, velvet hip-huggers, and vibrant chunky woollen coats and furs in acid shades of tangerine, chartreuse and moody shades of celestial blue. The other half of the collection was saturated in rich black and brown suiting, with low-cut tops, slim leather jackets, chunky furs and tightly cut, short suiting for men. Most models on the runway were without the major item the House of Gucci clung to: bags.


It was a very big year for the designer, who not only showed his new vision of Gucci as sparkling, glamorous, a little bit mysterious and very commercial – but also formed distinctly directional visual partnerships that would endure throughout the rest of his career. Take, for example, Carine Roitfeld, the one-time editor-in-chief of Vogue Paris and legendary stylist he brought on to style his shows, and Mario Testino, the Italian photographer he tasked with shooting his highly directional, risqué campaigns.


By Fall 1996, Ford was able to lean even more into his bohemia-fuelled sexy ’70s aesthetics by creating an entire collection that revolved around slick jersey dresses with cut-outs, belted cat suits and pinstripe suiting. It was, as Vogue dubbed it, the “fashion equivalent of a one-night stand at Studio 54”, and the references to some of the greatest designers of the ’70s – specifically of New York City, like Halston – were very much present. It’s no surprise: when Ford was a student, the iconic disco club Studio 54 was one of his hangout spots. There were luscious jewel-toned suits, cut-outs carefully placed near erogenous zones, glamorous old-world outerwear and tops that went down to there. These codes would remain ever-present, not just at Ford’s souped-up Gucci but also later when Ford would go on to create his namesake brand. Ford’s signature beauty look was born during the Fall 1996 collection: hair slicked tightly back with smouldering dark black eyeshadow and chiselled cheekbones. The faces of Ford’s Gucci convey notions of both strength and androgyny and take cues from the beauty looks of silent film heroines. Gucci finally had a narrative, and Ford stood as its great storyteller of epic proportions.
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