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During the 1950s, Gucci was regarded as the height of luxury, representing quality and glamour in equal measure.



















Introduction


“True style is timeless.” – The House of Gucci


In 1994, Tom Ford became Creative Director at Gucci, a position he would hold for a decade, heralding a transformative period of sleek and sensual elegance that characterized the 1990s. His unique vision revitalized the brand, bringing it back to its former glory and beyond, making it a symbol of modern glamour and contemporary luxury by the new millennium.


THE BIRTH OF GUCCI


Few fashion houses are as celebrated as the storied Italian brand Gucci, which has become synonymous with the height of luxury.


The House of Gucci was founded in 1921 by Guccio Gucci (1881–1953), who was born into a family of leather goods makers in Florence. He moved to London in 1897, where he worked as a porter at the Savoy Hotel, and was inspired by the exquisite luggage carried by the customers. When he returned to Florence in 1902, he secured a position at Valigeria Franzi, a Milanese manufacturer of leather bags and luggage, where he became a trade master. This enabled him to achieve his dream: to start his own business. By 1921, he was ready to open his first store in Florence’s Via della Vigna Nuova, selling fine luggage and handcrafted saddles made from the best materials available. The brand specialized in leather goods and equestrian-inspired accessories like belts and bags, for Guccio Gucci had a profound appreciation for the equestrian world. It soon became renowned for its quality, craftsmanship and attention to detail, capturing the attention of an exclusive clientele.


Gucci’s identity sign, the double-G logo, was created by Aldo, Guccio’s son, in the 1930s by interlocking his father’s initials in a sans serif typeface. The clean and simple emblem has come to represent the brand’s ethos and still stands for quality and excellence today. Like most logos, the Gucci brand identity has evolved over time and has seen many iterations. An early version featured a bee, which has been attributed as a reference to the 300 bees with garnet insets found in the tomb of the fifth-century monarch King Childeric. In contrast, the current design features the word Gucci written in spaced-out letters, reflecting its enduring simplicity and timeless elegance.
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The Gucci logo has undergone many iterations. Here, a majestic coat of arms features a medieval knight as its central figure.








POST-WAR SHORTAGES


Like most of its contemporary brands, Gucci was faced with numerous challenges after the Second World War. Due to material shortages, the company had to be inventive and it turned to bamboo to create its luggage and bag handles. This later became one of their trademarks and a key component of a strong house code, firmly embedded in their DNA and still relevant today. The famous Bamboo 1947 bag, known then as its product number 0633, has since been reimagined repeatedly by different creative directors. The elegant handbag’s saddle shape reflects the brand’s equestrian origins and has been loved by many, including Diana, Princess of Wales, and Elizabeth Taylor.


During the 1950s, Gucci’s image became unequivocally glamorous and was revered by celebrities internationally, including Jackie Kennedy, Audrey Hepburn and Grace Kelly. The brand’s exclusive identity was now consolidated as a luxury fashion house with traditional values, an innovative vision and attention to detail at its core. The versatile Jackie bag, for example, with its elegant, curved shape, was initially called the “Constance” but was renamed after Jackie Kennedy Onassis to reflect her loyalty, for she was often seen carrying one effortlessly on her arm, and it is said that in 1954 she purchased six. The Jackie was later reissued in three different sizes at the Autumn/Winter 2020 men’s fashion show, under Alessandro Michele’s creative direction.


As the Gucci empire expanded, it increased its offerings to include shoes and other leather goods. In 1951, it opened a store in Milan, in addition to its already highly successful boutiques in Florence and Rome. Around this time, the green-red-green of the Gucci stripe was created and it remains an instantly recognizable part of the House’s branding. The red and green are colours of the Italian flag, of course, but at the same time, they reinforce Gucci’s roots by suggesting traditional jockey stripes.


In 1953, a new boutique, the first Gucci store outside Italy, opened in New York City at the Savoy Plaza Hotel, echoing the founder’s time as a porter in London. Guccio Gucci died 15 days after the hotel store’s inauguration and left the business to his sons Aldo, Rodolfo and Vasco, who oversaw the US, Milan and Florence branches, respectively. The company continued to grow. It had become a global brand.
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During the 1950s, Gucci was associated with many celebrities. Here, the Prince of Monaco and his wife Grace of Monaco (the American actress Grace Kelly) leave the Gucci boutique in Rome, in 1959.












THE ICONS


Further classics were born during this time, including the iconic Gucci horsebit loafer (1953) and the horsebit bag (1955). Aldo, Rodolfo and Vasco designed the metal horsebit as a tribute to their father’s love of the equestrian lifestyle and it has been part of the House’s code ever since. The classic shoe, for instance, with its simple metal motif on the front, has been worn by men and women alike and has been rereleased numerous times. It became part of the Museum of Modern Art’s permanent collection in 1985, and in 2013 it was relaunched as the Horsebit 1953 Loafer.
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Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis was a big Gucci fan and was often spotted holding one of their bags – with her signature sunglasses and headscarf.








The double-G buckle belt, loved by actor Steve McQueen both on and off screen, is another emblematic item that has stood the test of time. Like many Gucci pieces, the belt is surprisingly versatile and has been spotted as an accessory on a wide range of outfits, from festival chic looks to the finest attire worn at formal functions. It has been dressed up and down by endless celebrities, including model Kendall Jenner and actors Dakota Johnson and Jennifer Aniston, to name but a few.


More legendary items that would become part of Gucci’s strong heritage include the Flora scarf, designed in 1966 for Grace of Monaco (the former actress Grace Kelly), after she and her husband, Prince Rainier, visited the Gucci flagship store on Milan’s Via Montenapoleone. Rodolfo Gucci, who was in charge of the store, decided to commission something unique for the princess as a personal gift and approached the illustrator Vittorio Accornero de Testa to design a scarf for her. Vittorio’s career as an illustrator had started in 1919 and he had begun working with Gucci in 1960, continuing until 1981. Fans of the now cult scarf include Harry Styles and Rihanna.


Another classic, the Diana Bag, was created in 1991. A simple but exquisite rectangular tote with bamboo handles, it was named after Diana, Princess of Wales. She often carried it and was famously photographed holding one, leaving her gym at London’s Chelsea Harbour.


FASHION: A FAMILY BUSINESS


During the mid-1960s, Gucci introduced its first ready-to-wear collections, and in 1972, the first store dedicated to selling Gucci clothing opened on 699 Fifth Avenue in New York City. At first, the collections were presented at the St. Regis Hotel in New York, and Gucci’s first ready-to-wear fashion show was held in 1981 at Florence’s Sala Bianca in the Palazzo Pitti, a precursor to Milan Fashion Week. Their debut collection featured the iconic Flora pattern extensively, a theme that has been reimagined over the years under different creative directors.
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The 1970s was a decade of growth for the House, during which their accessories in particular were synonymous with excellence.








Despite their stellar success, several family feuds and lawsuits took place between the Gucci successors behind closed doors. This escalated when Rodolfo died in 1983, leaving his son, Maurizio, with a majority stake in the company. Maurizio had a vision for the business, which did not align with Aldo’s, causing friction. Eventually, after years of conflict, Aldo was accused of tax evasion and served a year in prison. After several legal battles, Maurizio moved to Switzerland, accused of forging his father’s signature, to avoid paying inheritance tax – a crime for which he was later acquitted. In 1989, he took control of the company but was faced with so many debts that he was forced to sell his 50 per cent stake to investors by 1993, marking the end of an era. It was the end of the family’s ownership.
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Gucci’s fashion collections were losing their touch during the decade leading up to Tom Ford’s appointment as Creative Director. Sales were dropping and the brand was in trouble.








“Fashion is not just clothes, it’s a way of life.”
– The House of Gucci


A NEW CHAPTER


During the 1990s, the investor François Pinault of Pinault-Printemps-Redoute (PPR) became their major stakeholder, despite LVMH acquiring Gucci company shares. In 2013, his company was renamed Kering, a global luxury group that still owns Gucci today.


By the early ’90s, the House required a fresh vision. It had become dated, lost its sheen and was no longer perceived as a fashion trailblazer. Gucci was facing financial challenges and required a change. Further tragedy came in 1995 when Maurizio’s ex-wife, Patrizia Reggiani, arranged for him to be assassinated, a scandal that had the potential to tarnish their image permanently.


Meanwhile, under new management, Gucci’s Creative Director, Dawn Mello, hired Tom Ford, a Texan designer who had moved to Milan in 1990 to head the company’s Womenswear. Ford became Design Director in 1992, and in 1994 he was appointed Creative Director of Gucci. The stage was set for the American designer to reshape not only the House of Gucci but fashion’s trajectory overall, elevating the brand to new heights and making an indelible mark on the industry at large. His approach was dramatic, embracing a new narrative that was sexy, daring and controversial. By drawing from the House’s past while embracing the future, he created a simple, minimalist and sensual raw aesthetic that was to define the decade. His tenure at the Milanese label marked a time of rapid and unprecedented business expansion, which once again established Gucci’s status as a prominent force in global luxury fashion.
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