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The late photographer Bill Cunningham was once the most recognizable street-style photographer in New York City.
















INTRODUCTION


No other place in the world has style like New York. Musicians, actors, stylists, designers, artists and tastemakers have walked these city streets for hundreds of years, culminating in the perfect storm of proud and unapologetic individuality fuelled with powerful sartorial flair. Unlike other major fashion capitals, in New York anything goes; even the most extreme, formal or informal looks – everything from subway to sidewalk.


But what makes a New York fashion icon? Our definition includes those who were either born, lived, or made their biggest fashion statements in and around the New York Metropolitan area. New York is a walking city through and through, and even celebrities take public transportation here, resulting in a certain art of one dressing for public display with a sense of unique practicality. Along with that, the weather brings seismic style changes that are as interesting to watch as a designer runway show. As the well-loved New York street-style photographer Bill Cunningham (an icon himself) once said: “When it rains, it’s a whole different scene. Things happen. People forget about you. If they see you, they don’t go putting on airs. They’re the way they are.”


In a city where as many as 800 different languages are spoken every single day, it’s impossible not to notice the vast diversity when it comes to dressing. One can walk down the street and see sequins, feathers and sweatpants all at the same time. Vintage, designer and handmade pieces mix with everyday down-to-earth items. You’ll see museum-level fashion alongside the most amazing DIY designs that the world has ever seen. Even the very stylistic codes that go deep into New York’s roots are endlessly reinterpreted. Take, for instance, the colour black, which is so essential to the city when it comes to blending in and becoming invisible or standing out with structure, texture and panache.


It’s part of the reason why New York has turned out icon after icon when it comes to style. From maximalist to minimalist, there are so many different forces of inspiration present from day to night. But New Yorkers can all agree on one thing: here, you can be anyone. You can dress however you want. There are no rules, no customs and above all else, self-expression is celebrated.


This book recounts some of the most memorable New York style icons of all time – from the fictional and fantastical icons of film and television to the real-world people who continue to inspire with their legacies today. These are the stories of the muses who make New York fashion what it is.




[image: Audrey Hepburn walks along a pavement, in a silky black dress, with long black gloves and a pair of sunglasses on her as well.]




The concept of the little black dress was born in New York, shaped by the ever-iconic Audrey Hepburn in her role in Breakfast at Tiffany’s.
















CHAPTER 1:



THE FICTIONAL FANTASIES


In a city as vast as New York, so many icons have forged their own paths, forever inspiring those who may have never even set foot on its streets. Whether by way of TV or the familiar flick, it’s impossible not to see the direct influence of fabulous fictional stars on our everyday wardrobes. These fashionable tastemakers are forever in our minds and on our screens, ever present in the collective consciousness of fashion history. They live on and they never die – part of the magical, never-ending fantasy behind icons that are purely fictional. Our style story starts here, with the characters who dared viewers at home to dream and dress differently.






FASHION FAN GIRLS


CARRIE BRADSHAW


Who could forget the oddball combinations of tutus, tube tops, big belts, brooches and polka dots that Carrie Bradshaw (Sarah Jessica Parker) wore in HBO’s Sex and the City? Hands down, Bradshaw is one of the most influential New York fashion characters of all time.


Her style, deeply saturated in Y2K designers, from Vivienne Westwood to Moschino and Jean Paul Gaultier, is anchored with poppy accessories, like Manolo Blahnik Mary Janes and playful pearls, huge rosettes and newsprint Dior Galliano dresses or sequin Fendi Baguette bags. All of this is combined with vintage finds for a unique high-low look. Case in point? The $5 tutu paired with the palest pink sheer tank top and leopard-print Jimmy Choos in the show’s famous opening credits.


Sex and the City originally aired from 1998 to 2004, and at the time there had never been a TV character with such a strong tie to designer fashion. Bradshaw, a New York writer who was often seen walking the sidewalks, hailing cabs and hanging out in trendy restaurants, actively shopped and celebrated high-end fashion by name. It was a decadent fantasy that a newspaper columnist could afford that much high fashion. Bradshaw also visited the legendary Vogue fashion closet, and the series showcased fashion phenomena in New York in a way never before seen on TV. In one scene, Bradshaw’s Manolo Blahniks disappear from a house party where she begrudgingly has to remove her shoes at the host’s request. In another, she gets mugged and the assailant demands her shoes (Manolos, again) by name. Her friends, Miranda Hobbes, Samantha Jones and Charlotte York, also represent different kinds of New York archetypes and styles in the show, from corporate androgyny to Park Avenue Princess. However, Bradshaw’s unique style has been the most loved, hated and imitated, all at once.




[image: Carrie Bradshaw on a road, turning her head back, in a pink top and a white tutu.]




Carrie Bradshaw of Sex and the City is one of New York’s most famous fictional style icons, well known for bold fashion choices, like the white tutu worn in the opening credits of the show.










[image: Carrie Bradshaw in a white tank top and pink trousers, holds a jacket in her hands, while her handbag is tucked to her side under her arm.]




In Sex and the City, Carrie Bradshaw popularized bold designer fashion, particularly designer handbags like Dior Saddles (as seen opposite) along with Fendi Baguettes.








True to the most fashionable New Yorkers’ narratives, Bradshaw took risks and dressed unconventionally. She also – groundbreakingly – played with high and low trends seen in the city at the time, from her most popular designer handbags to the show’s appropriated nameplate logo necklaces that were spotted around the necks of everyday New Yorkers. Stylist Patricia Field was key to developing the style on screen. As a native New Yorker and style icon of the city herself, she often wears loud colours and sports a mane of vivid scarlet- red hair. “New York was my palette, but I never really made a conscious connection between the city and the wardrobe as such,” she told Vogue. Carrie Bradshaw and her friends’ fashion legacies live on in the later Sex and the City movies and the revival sequel, And Just Like That.




[image: Carrie Bradshaw has a conversation with three other women, with drinks in front of them. She is in a black dress with a white print on it. ]




Carrie Bradshaw and her group of friends each represented a different sort of New York archetype, but all of them had a love for designer fashion and trends.










[image: Fran Fine browses through a shop, in a patterned shoulderless dress and a hat. ]




Fran Fine of The Nanny fame was famously one of New York fashion’s most expressive characters, wearing a uniform of funky suits, bold hats, gloves and fun accessories.












FASHION FAN GIRLS


FRAN DRESCHER


Fans of Carrie Bradshaw and SATC can’t deny the influence of one very important New York style icon who came before it all: Fran Drescher of The Nanny (1993–99).


The pink newsprint pantsuit she wore pre-dates Carrie’s iconic Dior moment. And even though the show didn’t delve as deep into designer name-dropping dialogue the way SATC did, The Nanny was pure fashion fantasy in a way that hadn’t been seen before – and, on a so-called “flashy girl from Flushing”, Queens, no less. Fashionista Fran becomes the nanny of three children uptown and doesn’t compromise her loud, maximalist, over-the-top style. She wore Dolce & Gabbana, Bob Mackie, Versace, Todd Oldham and Anna Sui. She loved bold Moschino polka-dot skirt suits and the iconic, heart-shaped bag from the brand, wore copious amounts of leopard print, black-and-white chequerboard mini-skirts, fabulous fluffy coats, ample crop tops and iconic, impactful accessories. Think gold chain belts, cloth headbands and, always, big, big hair. She was unafraid of bold colours, mixed prints or layering and her dynamic, loud aesthetic makes the contrast between her and the uptown family she nannied for even more interesting. Costume designer Brenda Cooper won an Emmy for her work on the show. The pieces that Drescher wore have been highly documented by fans on social media, and have also become incredibly collectible.






FASHION FAN GIRLS


GOSSIP GIRL


In the same vein as Fran Drescher, the New York cast of Gossip Girl (2007–2012) had an epic influence on an entire generation of fashion lovers. Like Sex and the City, these characters dominated the streets of New York and their outfits came directly from the real world of the upper echelons of New York society.


Unsurprisingly, the stylist of the series, Eric Daman, worked on Sex and the City as assistant to the highly influential Patricia Field. Daman transformed the cast of Gossip Girl characters into archetypes of young, fashionable New Yorkers the likes of which the TV-watching general public had never ever seen before.


In the Gossip Girl universe, viewers saw the good, the bad and the ugly side of the exclusive Upper East Side and all the style that went with it. There was Blair Waldorf, the ultra-girly, feminine prepster with a love of A-line dresses, headbands, pearls, berets and floaty little Old Hollywood dresses with heels and gloves. And then there was Serena van der Woodsen, the It-girl bohemian icon who wore jeans, ties, mini-skirts, sequin blazers and printed silk dresses. The two served as sartorial opposites that lit up the screen and presented a play-by-play of top-tier personal style as imagined through the lens of New York private high schoolers. Every character in the original Gossip Girl series (a revival series debuted in 2021) had style. Jenny Humphrey served as the younger, rock ’n’ roll, emo-fuelled It-girl who went through style phases, but eventually gained her own toughened-up, high- fashion grunge aesthetic and ended up going to the city’s premier fashion school, Parsons.




[image: Leighton Meester, playing Blair, and Blake Lively, playing Serena, walk along a pavement together. Blair is in a blue jacket and Serena is in a brown jacket, over other layers.]




Gossip Girl’s Blair and Serena defined an entire generation of It-girl fashion through the lens of Manhattan’s elite private school cool girls during the mid-2000s.








The original Gossip Girl was perhaps the first time an entire generation was exposed to high fashion beyond the pages of a magazine. In a time when social media didn’t yet exist in the way it does today, here was New York style in all its glory, from the preppy get-ups of the Upper East Siders to the hipster-inspired, Brooklynite style of the Humphreys. “New York style and being a New Yorker for 25-plus years definitely influenced how the cast dressed and the look of the girls,” Daman, who would camp outside the private schools of the Upper East Side to get ideas, once told me for an interview with Town & Country. “It made sense to use a lot of high-end labels and mix in downtown designers. The essence of New York fashion DNA was essential in creating those characters.” Much like Sex and the City, the characters became deeply associated with certain brands. Think Jennifer Behr headbands, Roger Vivier heels, Marc Jacobs dresses.


Take fashion designer Anna Sui, for example (yet another New York style icon herself), who first met Daman in the 1990s when he modelled for some of her runway shows. Sui released a Gossip Girl-inspired collaboration with mass retailer, Target, in 2009. “I love the fact that it was encouraging people to dress up again,” she says. “Instead of being casual, they were wearing dresses with shoes and headbands, and it was just encouraging people to really put a lot more effort into their outfits. I thought that was really, really, really such a great thing for fashion. Instead of going so casual and wearing denim, they were wearing dresses and coats and jackets and party dresses.”


Even decades later, there has been no other show quite like Gossip Girl that showcased private school personal style in quite the same way. Most of all, both Blair and Serena remain as their own kind of archetypes. The clothing that they wore – whether it was a fun, beaded Marc Jacobs top or a Hervé Léger bandage dress – defined generations of style. Some of the looks worn by the OG Gossip Girl characters have become incredibly collectible, as documented by social media fans and serious collectors alike.




[image: The cast of Gossip Girl pose together. The characters in the picture include: Dan, Serena, Blair, Chuck, Nate, Vanessa, Jenny, Rufus, and Lily.]




The cast of Gossip Girl gave viewers at home a taste of the New York style icon palette. We saw the preps, the jocks, the hipsters, the alternative girls and more re-envisioned as New York fashion icons.












FASHION FAN GIRLS


HOLLY GOLIGHTLY


If New York style had to be distilled down to a single scene, one might immediately think of the opening scene of Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1961).


“Moon River” plays softly as a yellow taxicab speeds down a lonely Fifth Avenue. Out comes Audrey Hepburn as Holly Golightly, wearing a floor-length black gown, crystal tiara, opera-length gloves, sunglasses and stacks of pearls. She stares forlornly into the window of Tiffany’s, while eating her croissant and sipping from her paper coffee cup. The scene helped immortalize the glamour and isolation of New York, and locked in the little black dress as a style signifier of the city. Hubert de Givenchy designed the costumes, while other pieces were provided by the Paramount wardrobe department, supervised by legendary costume designer Edith Head. Movies like Breakfast at Tiffany’s were visions of a New York fashion fantasy that changed the definition of what style in the city was.


The little black dress here doesn’t just define New York style. It also echoes an entire era of fashion history. Just a few years earlier, Hubert de Givenchy met Audrey Hepburn, and thus began their lifelong friendship as collaborators and muses. Givenchy had previously dressed Jacqueline Kennedy, the Duchess of Windsor and Grace Kelly in refined, elegant and ladylike attire. He took his aesthetic a step further with Hepburn, solidifying the never-ending quest for the perfect silhouette and the ideal fabric. “Audrey was someone who knew perfectly how to dress, and knew perfectly what she should wear,” Givenchy told the journalist Dana Thomas. “What counted was her eyes, her face and her silhouette. We refined, purified, cleared away for her face. We had to, as I would say, surround Audrey. The results were extraordinary because her face and her style became my style.”




[image: Audrey Hepburn playing Holly Golightly, looks at a store exhibit as part of her window shopping.]




Perhaps there is no other fictional New York fashion icon as well known as Holly Golightly, with her little black dress and pearls.










[image: Audrey Hepburn playing Holly Golightly, in a red coat and a hat, browses through accessories at a shop.]




In the film Breakfast at Tiffany’s, Audrey Hepburn’s character Holly Golightly wears a classic, feminine wardrobe with a New York twist. Accessories pop and silhouettes have dramatic cuts.










[image: Audrey Hepburn playing Holly Golightly, leans back against a pillar, wearing a pink dress, white gloves, and pink stilettoes.]




Hubert de Givenchy designed the costumes for Breakfast at Tiffany’s and it’s easy to see his soft yet streamlined aesthetic in everything Holly wears.












THE FASHION INDUSTRY ON SCREEN


Another prime example of defining style icons on screen is The Devil Wears Prada (2006). Based on the novel by Lauren Weisberger, the movie follows Andrea Sachs (Anne Hathaway), who gets a job as an assistant working under the notoriously tough fashion magazine editor-in-chief, Miranda Priestly (Meryl Streep) in New York.
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