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      oPPOSITE Valentino Clemente Ludovico Garavani.
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      “I know what women want. They want to be beautiful.”




      Valentino Garavani


    


  




  

    

      There are few designers more synonymous with glamour than Valentino Garavani. Known simply by his first name, the Italian designer is the celebrity’s favourite when it comes to Oscar gowns in “Valentino Red” or society wedding dresses in exquisite concoctions of lace and organza. He has enjoyed great success in the world of fashion, both critically and commercially, over a period of almost 50 years. 




      Named after the screen idol Rudolph Valentino, he was a child obsessed by the sirens of the golden age of cinema, so it is fitting that once Valentino opened his own atelier in Rome in 1959, his first big client was Elizabeth Taylor. His clientele soon grew to include other famous actresses and socialites, most notably the style icon Jackie Kennedy.




      Valentino not only created wonderful clothes for these famous and beautiful women, but he also developed lifelong close friendships with many of them. Along with his partner 
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      Giancarlo Giammetti, he quickly became a celebrity in his own right and cemented his status as one of the world’s leading haute couture designers by delivering the elegant, tailored daywear and stunning, embellished evening gowns so beloved by his high-society clients. 




      During the 1970s, Valentino was taken under the wing of the legendary Vogue editor Diana Vreeland, and spent a considerable amount of time in New York, becoming part of the fashionable Studio 54 crowd alongside iconic names such as Andy Warhol, who later produced a series of screen prints of the designer. The following two decades saw a return to Rome, where Valentino produced biannual haute couture and ready-to-wear collections, managing to successfully navigate the fine line between his classic silhouette and the trends of the day, even when he confessed to hating the 1980s silhouette.




      Despite some financial wobbles around the turn of the millennium, when the Valentino label was sold twice within a period of five years, Valentino himself continued to remain actively involved in the company until his retirement in 2008. In tribute, several retrospectives of his work were held along with the screening of a behind-the-scenes film, Valentino: The Last Emperor. All served to underline Valentino’s huge achievements and importance within the world of fashion design. 




      After his retirement, the creative direction of Valentino was taken in hand by the designers Maria Grazia Chiuri and Pierpaolo Piccioli. Under their stewardship, the label has flourished in a modern era, appealing to a new raft of young celebrity clients while still retaining the heritage of Valentino and his old-school glamour. It may not look quite the same, but today’s red-carpet gown is as likely to bear the label Valentino as ever.


    


  




  

    

      OPPOSITE In 1967, Valentino opened a new, grander atelier on Via Gregoriana, where he moved all his business and design operations. He is pictured here shortly after the move, surrounded by models wearing his fabulous printed gowns.
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      EARLY YEARS 13


    


  




  

    

      GLAMOROUS BEGINNINGS


    


  




  

    

      Valentino Clemente Ludovico Garavani was born on 11 May 1932, in the small town of Voghera in the Lombardy region of Italy. As a child, he was transfixed by actresses such as Lana Turner, Hedy Lamarr and Judy Garland. In an interview for System magazine by Hans Ulrich Obrist in 2015, Valentino remembered visiting the cinema, aged just seven, with his older sister, to be captivated by “beautiful films with beautiful stars wearing beautiful dresses; for me at that time, they were like a dream” 


    


  




  

    

      This early passion for the cinema would remain central to Valentino throughout his career, not only as a source of design inspiration but also as a world where he found many of his muses. The love affair with performance continued even after his retirement in 2008: he went on to create costumes for the Paris Opera Ballet and the New York City Ballet. In 2016, along with his successors at Valentino, Maria Grazia Chiuri and Pierpaolo Piccioli, he created the costumes for Sofia Coppola’s production of La Traviata. 


    


  




  

    

      oPPOSITE Valentino was devoted to Rome’s glamorous Italian actresses from the very beginning of his career. Here he adjusts the hem of one of his dresses, worn by Silvana Pampanini in 1956. 
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      14 EARLY YEARS


    


  




  

    

      ABOVE Valentino Clemente Ludovico Garavani was born on 11 May, 1932 in Voghera, a small town in the Lombardy region of Italy, pictured here in 2020. 


    


  




  

    

      As a child and young adult, Valentino was particularly captivated by the glamour of evening dresses, which he spent many hours sketching, an interest which anticipated his future success. He explained to Obrist: “My cousins used to dress very, very well, and every time they wore an evening gown, I was there staring at them.”




      Inspired to be a fashion designer for as long as he could remember, Valentino was as passionate about art as he was 
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      EARLY YEARS 15


    


  




  

    

      about dresses, and he moved to Milan in 1949 to study fashion illustration at the Santa Maria Institute. Aware that to become a serious designer he would need to study in Paris, he also took a course to learn French before moving there, where he studied at the École des Beaux-Arts and the École de Chambre Syndicale de la Couture Parisienne. Valentino was immediately captivated by the French haute couture houses that represented the pinnacle of the fashion industry. The culture of fashion 


    


  




  

    [image: ]

  




  

    [image: ]

  




  

    

      EARLY YEARS 17


    


  




  

    

      OPPOSITE A still from the 1940 musical Two Girls on Broadway, starring Lana Turner. The wonderful dresses worn by silver-screen stars were an inspiration to Valentino, who began visiting the cinema with his older sister when he was just seven years old. 




      RIGHT Judy Garland also captivated the young Valentino, who later recalled these screen images as being “like a dream”.


    


  




  

    

      18 EARLY YEARS


    


  




  

    

      design at the time was extremely elitist, and most foreign designers, and in particular Italians, were looked down on as inferior. Nevertheless, Valentino was determined to succeed, soon proving his talent by winning the 1950 annual fashion prize sponsored by the International Wool Secretariat. His name is one of the first recorded by the textile institution, which subsequently awarded prizes to many of the most famous designers of the twentieth century, including Yves Saint Laurent, Karl Lagerfeld, Giorgio Armani and Ralph Lauren. 




      As a result of the prestigious prize, Valentino took up several apprenticeships with esteemed designers, including Jacques Fath and Balenciaga, as well as the society couturier Jean Dessès. At Dessès he spent five years learning the art of elaborate evening wear. He worked alongside an illustrator by the name of Guy Laroche, and in 1957, Laroche set up his own label, taking Valentino with him. For the next two years, Valentino learned how to manage the day-to-day running of a burgeoning fashion house. He told the curator, fashion historian and author Pamela Golbin: “I dealt with everything and learnt more and more. I handled all sorts of things – drawings, dressing the models for the runway, and getting into taxis to go and pick up dresses.”




      The experience was extremely valuable and gave Valentino the confidence to fulfil his dream: returning to Rome and opening his own atelier on the famous Via Condotti.


    


  




  

    

      OPPOSITE Couturier Jean Dessès, with whom Valentino apprenticed and who first introduced him to the world of designing for celebrity clients.
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      A dream realized


    


  




  

    

      “I believe only in high fashion. I think a couturier must establish his style and stick to it. The mistake of many couturiers is that they try to change their line every collection. I change a little each time, but never too much, so as not to lose my identity.” 




      Valentino Garavani, Women’s Wear Daily, 1968


    


  




  

    

      In 1959, Valentino left Paris with the promise of financial backing from his father and his father’s business partner to start his own label in his beloved Italy. Enthralled by the world of haute couture, he opened his fashion house in Rome at 11 Via Condotti, modelling it on the ateliers and salons he had so admired in Paris. Valentino had honed his design style too, absorbing both the technical expertise and structural formality that reigned at Dessès, and the more modern, colour-saturated designs favoured by Guy Laroche. 


    


  




  

    

      oPPOSITE Valentino attends to a mannequin at his Rome atelier in 1959, having finally realized his dream of opening his own fashion house. 
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      His first collection was entitled “Ibis”, and while the press gave it a good review, noting the influence of his Parisian internships, Valentino later admitted to Eugenia Sheppard that it was “full of ideas, but had no personality”. However, looking back on the collection – which included “Fiesta”, an elegant strapless cocktail dress of draped tulle, and the first to appear in the bold and now famous colour that became known as Valentino Red – it is easy to see his charismatic personality shining through. The 1959 dress has become a vintage icon and was worn again by Jennifer Aniston to the premiere of the film Along Came Polly in 2004. 




      Despite his misgivings about his debut collection, Valentino was determined to find his fashion voice and continued to pursue his dream of becoming a famous couturier. The following 


    


  




  

    

      BELOW Fashion buyers and press gave Valentino’s debut collection positive reviews, although the designer himself later complained that it had “no personality”. 
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      LEFT The first of Valentino’s iconic red dresses was the “Fiesta” strapless cocktail dress with roses, from his debut collection in 1959. In 2004, over four decades later, it was worn by Jennifer Aniston to the premiere of Along Came Polly. 
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      year, a serendipitous meeting with a young architecture student named Giancarlo Giammetti changed everything. Giammetti would become Valentino’s partner for life, in both a personal and business capacity. For 12 years, they were romantically involved and later, the pair formed an inseparable bond. In a 2013 interview with Vanity Fair, which described the two as “blood brothers”, Giammetti explained: “I was just 30 when the physical part of our relationship ended, and it was difficult in the beginning. We had to solve problems with jealousy.” 




      Nevertheless, the love and respect the pair have for each other endures to this day. In 2011, Giammetti told the Independent that theirs is “a fraternal love…a relationship with nothing sexual 
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