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Introduction


The oversized sweater. The thigh-high boots. The ponytail. Ariana Grande is one of the few stars whose image is instantly recognizable through her signature elements. She perfected the sexy street style aesthetic, matured to haute couture and vintage elegance in recent years, but always with the ultimate touch – the waist-length ponytail, worn high or low, or half-up, depending on the mood.


Emerging as a child star with a loyal following among tween audiences for her roles in Nickelodeon’s sitcoms Victorious (2010–13) and Sam & Cat (2013–14), she was able to transition from cherry-red hair and cute prom dresses to an edgier style as she achieved stratospheric success. She was the pop icon with the soaring four-octave vocal range, and with every new album, she became sleeker and more sophisticated, tweaking her image to suit her growth.


For 2013’s debut studio album, Yours Truly, she chose 50s A-lines, waved hair and nude heels to give her slight 5ft frame some height. With the 2014 follow-up, My Everything, she introduced the ponytail and the cat ears, and threw on slouchy sweatshirts and thigh-high boots in an ode to Nancy Sinatra and the Swinging Sixties. Dangerous Woman (2016) was a raunchier change of direction, and the album cover’s Playboy bunny ears and bustier a clear indication of intent.




[image: Ariana wears a pair of denim harem pants, a crop top and a white strappy crop top with a strap labelled ‘Off-White.’ She crouches on a stage and holds up a microphone.]




On stage in Phoenix, Arizona for the Dangerous Woman tour in February 2017.










[image: Ariana wears a black sequined dress, high ponytail and cat ears and sings into a microphone during the iHeartRadio Music Festival.]




At the iHeartRadio Music Festival, September 2014, at the MGM Grand, Las Vegas. Ariana’s high ponytail and cat ears were her signature look for the My Everything era.










[image: Ariana wears a pair of over-the-knee boots, fishnets, a heavy jacket over a dress and a high ponytail and sings into a microphone at the Dangerous Woman tour.]




Streetwear and over-the-knee boots for the Dangerous Woman tour, February 2017.








After the devastation of an terrorist attack that targeted her Manchester concert on 22 May 2017, Ariana came back with a message of recovery and love. She organized a “One Love” concert in the city with some of the biggest names in music including Coldplay, Liam Gallagher, Miley Cyrus and Justin Bieber, and, dressed in jeans, a sweatshirt and heels, she was now the great unifier whose soaring vocals brought people together. Sweetener in 2018 was a response to the trauma of the terrorist attack, and as part of her recovery, she bleached her hair, chose sweet lampshade tunics, over-the-knee boots and oversized sweaters for her public appearances with fiancé Pete Davidson.


The following year, thank u, next (2019), with its trap sounds and theme of loving yourself, was the most personal of her career and placed her at the very top of her industry. She reinvented herself again in 2020, when her cat eye make-up, backcombed hair and 60s styling of Positions was a celebration of love, romance and healing.


Ariana retreated from her music to return to her theatrical roots and play the good witch Glinda Upland in the Wicked films. When she released ‘Yes, And?’ in January 2024 as her first single after a three-year hiatus, it was a clapback to all the scrutiny that had been directed at her: that she was too thin, she applied too much fake tan, her ponytail was tired and her love life too complicated.







“Ariana Grande is absolutely iconic. The ponytail is iconic. … She owns that space… she owns the ponytail. If you put that silhouette behind a screen and backlit it, everyone in the world would see that and say,










‘That’s Ariana Grande.’ And that’s powerful!”


LAW ROACH








Over the years there have been the critics who have objected to the contrast of her sweet lampshade dresses and overtly sexy thigh-high boots, particularly because she looked so young for her age despite being 20 when she released her debut album. Ariana has always been a mix of contradictions. She can be both lollipop sweet, with the dimple and angelic voice, and the epitome of super polished, feminine glamour; she can be accessible in her high-street choices and cat’s ears, and a couture sophisticate in Versace and Vera Wang. At times she makes up for her diminutive stature with volume – the gowns with layers of tulle, the stage costumes with big shoulders and platform boots, and the soaring vocals that reach each note with a light touch.


As approachable, sweet and friendly as she is in interviews, she’s also a fierce campaigner against casual misogyny, the double standards where she’s labelled a diva and the hypercritical voices on social media who attack women’s appearances. She’s a powerful defender of LGBTQ+ rights and this is expressed through her stage performances that invite her audience to enter a rainbow world of positivity, and her promotion of genderless dressing.


Stylist Law Roach elevated Ariana’s red carpet and off-duty appearances by introducing her to haute couture and the latest streetwear labels. He helped her hone a style that was unique and completely true to her, while always with that swing of the ponytail. As Roach once said: “Ariana Grande is absolutely iconic. The ponytail is iconic. The A-line skirts are iconic. The over-the-knee boots are iconic… the lampshade look is authentic to her, she owns that space… she owns the ponytail. If you put that silhouette behind a screen and backlit it, everyone in the world would see that and say, ‘That’s Ariana Grande.’ And that’s powerful!”




[image: Ariana wears a metallic grey, strapless bubble dress, a pair of silver shoes and a choker and walks onstage.]




Walking onstage to collect her Rising Star award at the 36th Annual Palm Springs International Film Awards in January 2025, in a custom-made metallic “bubble” dress by Louis Vuitton.
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The early years


Even though her childhood was spent in the breezy Florida sunshine, Ariana Grande-Butera, born on 26 June 1993, was much more drawn to colder weather. “I’m like, please bring me the cold and the clammy and the clouds,” she once joked. She preferred rehearsing on local theatre stages and mimicking the legendary Judy Garland in front of the TV to hanging at the beach and was fascinated by the dark and macabre, “like a mini-Helena Bonham Carter”.


She and her older brother Frankie were raised in a gated community of Mediterranean-style homes in Boca Raton, a city by Palm Beach, and with her mom, Joan, the owner of her own communications equipment business, she was surrounded by strong women role models. Joan moved with Ariana’s father – Edward Butera, a graphic designer – from Brooklyn to Florida just before Ariana was born. The two would divorce when Ariana was eight. She described Joan as not “really the housewife type” and a “badass, independent woman” rather than the “cookies-in-the-oven type”. Joan favoured the goth look, one Ariana would describe as “modelled after [fictional character] Cersei Lannister’s.” She said, “We’ve always had a very weird, like, Addams Family sense of humour. My mom’s fabulous, but I’ve never seen her in anything but black.”




[image: Ariana wears a pair of jeans and a purple hoodie over a red T-shirt and performs on stage in the Broadway show 13.]




Performing in the Broadway show 13, in October 2008.










[image: Ariana, her mother Joan and her brother Frankie pose for the camera. Ariana wears a high ponytail and a strapless black dress, pouts and winks.]




With mom Joan and brother Frankie, watching Madonna perform at Madison Square Garden in September 2015.










[image: Ariana wears a floral playsuit with a brown belt across her waist and has a tasselled handbag with metal chain straps hanging from her shoulders. Her hair is dyed red.]




In a floral playsuit at a Make-A-Wish Foundation event, Santa Monica, March 2010.








She painted a picture of herself as a strange child drawn to horror, who had a Jaws-themed birthday party at the age of two, and who would “run around my house in a Scream mask with a hockey stick – it’s how I expressed myself.” She was fascinated by the dark macabre of Tim Burton, of twisted horrors like The Ring and Paranormal Activity and the magical fantasies The Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter. Yet at the same time she was also drawn to vintage femininity. She adored the Parisian elegance of Audrey Hepburn and Coco Chanel, which would be reflected in later fashion and make-up choices, the doe-like Hepburn eyes with heavy lashes and eyeliner flicks, and the simple femininity of a strapless dress.


Her family would gather on the sofa to watch old Hollywood musicals together or go to the theatre to see Jersey Boys over and over again, and by the age of the three she was already belting out songs on the home karaoke machine. From a young age Ariana worshipped the divas and gay icons – Madonna, Whitney, Mariah, Celine – who were strong and fierce, yet so precise, and she mimicked them as she perfected her own vocals. It was soon apparent that she had been gifted with a beautiful voice, and to feed her desire to perform, she joined a local theatre group, where she was cast as the lead in Annie at the age of eight. She was also given the chance to perform the national anthem at local ice hockey games and was singing karaoke on a cruise ship vacation with her family when eight-time GRAMMY winner Gloria Estefan happened to be in the audience and praised her talents, and encouraged her to keep going.




[image: Ariana wears a strapless, sequined red dress and a high ponytail and hugs her mother tight at the 2013 American Music Awards.]




With mom Joan at the 2013 American Music Awards in Los Angeles.










[image: Ariana wears a black crop top and loose pants and stands next to her nonna, Marjorie Grande, at the 2016 American Music Awards.]




With her nonna, Marjorie Grande, at the American Music Awards in November 2016.










[image: Ariana wears a white top, a baby blue scarf around her neck, bracelets and a pink hair bow on her head and poses for the camera. Her hair is dyed red.]




As Cat Valentine in publicity photos for Victorious, in 2010.








Ariana secured an agent while in freshman year in high school and in 2008 she won the role of Charlotte on the Broadway musical 13. With her dark curly hair, dimples and high-energy, she caught the eye of television execs and after being flown to LA for a screen test for Nickelodeon, the 15-year-old was cast as Cat Valentine in a new show, Victorious, set in a performing arts school, which first aired in 2010. Cat was happy, bubbly, a little dim-witted and at times tempestuous, and Ariana dyed her hair the colour of red velvet cupcakes to immerse herself in the role.


Given the success of Victorious, and Ariana’s popularity as a tween icon who arrived at the Nickelodeon Kid’s Choice Awards in cute strapless prom dresses and shopped for her own affordable brands online, she was then cast in a spin-off show, Sam & Cat. But she was much more interested in following a music career: “I started in musicals because I wanted to sing. I never liked acting. I auditioned for TV to get a platform to get a record deal and then I fell in love with acting because it was fun,” she later reflected.


During the period she was transitioning from Broadway to television, she had begun experimenting with writing her own songs, making use of a Boss RC-50 Loop Station, as inspired by another idol, singer-songwriter Imogen Heap. She dreamt of doing music full-time, but whenever she insisted to her agent and manager that her sound was R&B, they dismissed these thoughts. Instead, she took advantage of her huge popularity in launching her own YouTube channel in January 2007, where she uploaded videos of herself singing covers of Adele, Whitney Houston and Mariah Carey.




[image: Ariana wears an asymmetrical white dress and a golden finger ring and poses for the camera at the 2011 Grammy Awards.]




In a BCBG asymmetrical dress at the Grammy Awards in February 2011.










[image: Ariana wears a golden dress and simple jewellery and poses for the camera.]




Arriving at the 2011 Creative Arts Emmy Awards at Nokia Theatre, Los Angeles, wearing a gold dress she bought online.








Monte Lipman, the founder and chief executive of Republic Records, spotted the recordings on YouTube and signed her up when she was 17. Rather than R&B, her label pushed her toward bubblegum pop and a sweet, girlish style to appeal to those who knew her as Cat Valentine.


In December 2011 she released a first single, ‘Put Your Hearts Up’, accompanied by a music video where she performed with CGI butterflies as if on the set of a 50s musical, but she later told Rolling Stone in 2014 that it “was geared toward kids and felt so inauthentic and fake… For the video, they gave me a bad spray tan and put me in a princess dress and had me frolic around the street. The whole thing was straight out of hell.” She felt trapped in a confused world where she was half playing her television persona and half trying to be herself. She insisted it was all wrong for her, and the saccharine pop was scrapped in favour of a new sound. “One minute I was Cat Valentine,” she recalls, “and the next I was singing R&B and making out with [Pittsburgh rapper] Mac Miller.” When Sam & Cat was cancelled after one season of the show in 2014, she was now able to shake off the tween idol status and reinvent her style.




[image: Ariana wears a beige tank top, a hairband and headphones and sits in front of a microphone during an interview with SiriusXM.]




Ariana’s off-duty style for an interview with SiriusXM in July 2011 in New York City.










[image: Ariana wears a white crop top with lace trimmings, a white skirt and floral cat ears, holds a grey fur cape and looks at the smartphones being held in front of her.]




Arriving at the BBC Radio 1 studios in London, in December 2014.










[image: Ariana wears a yellow dress and holds a Chanel clutch with drawings from Nickelodeon shows.]




Keeping her Nickelodeon origins close to her, with a custom-decorated Chanel clutch at the Nickelodeon Kid’s Choice Awards in Los Angeles, March 2014.










[image: Ariana holds a strapless prom dress, stands in front of shelves of shoes and poses for the camera. Photos of her and her friends and posters of Poison, Audrey Hepburn and Marilyn Monroe are on the walls behind the shelves.]




Strapless prom dresses, heels and Audrey Hepburn – Ariana in her closet at home in Los Angeles, getting ready for the Nickelodeon Kids’ Choice Awards in March 2012.
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