
Giorgio Armani is for everyone(evenif you can’t afford it)
The designer

led a fashion

revolution,

but did so

with civility.
Robin Givhan

Over the yearsI’ve attendeddozens of

Giorgio Armani’s runway shows— first
sitting in the modestspacesof his
company’sMilan headquarters and
later in the grander, more austere
theater a few miles away that he com-

missioned from the architect Tadao
Ando. But I still recall thefirst Armani
show I ever saw, in 1992 or 1993. I was
just learning theplayers in the Italian
fashion industry, but I knew aboutMr.

Armani becausehis reachextended
deepinto popular culture thanks to the
scene-stealingpresence of his clothes

in “American Gigolo” and hisbrand’s
dominanceon the Oscarsredcarpet.
And so, asI satalong his runway for
thefirst time, I was full of anticipation
when the lights dimmed.

I don’t know what I expectedto see.
But I doknow how I expectedto feel

when the show ended: breathless,
astounded,desperateto get to my
laptop and write, write, write. Instead,
I was underwhelmed. Everything on

the runway seemedso familiar: loose-

fitting coats,roomy trousers,simple
pullovers.At the time, I worried that

my inexperiencehadcausedmeto
miss something momentous.How
could Armani not be enthralling?

I scratchedmy head and wondered:
What was thereto sayabout something
that seemed sotemperate?I didn’t get
it. Eventually, I would realize thatwas
becauseMr. Armani hadalready won

therevolution. As the culture digested
thenews of his deathon Thursday in
Milan at91, I was reminded of that
moment while I consideredthe nature
of change.

When Mr. Armani foundedhis com-

pany in 1975, he beganhisattack, ulti-

mately transforming the way in which
men andwomen expressedpower,
glamour and sex appeal.But by the
time I enteredthe fashion fray, the war
wasover. Mr. Armani hadupended
everything; he’d nearly obliterated

everything that camebefore.Everyone
elsewas seenaseitherone of his fol-

lowers or his antagonists.Hewas the
standard, thebase line.

Mr. Armani removedthe internal
structurefrom men’s suiting and al-

lowed jackets and trousersto relax
around the body. The strict formality of

a business suit was exchangedfor
something loose and sensual.It was

cameto represent a machoself-confi-

dence shoredup by ambition and

freshly maderiches rather than gener-
ations of tradition and dustywealth.

With his women’s collections, Mr.

Armani offered groundbreakers such
as the former Housespeaker Nancy
Pelosi a businessuniform in which
femininity andauthority couldseam-

lessly coexist. His version of evening
glamour didn’t rely on someone’s
willingness to reveal hercleavage,her
upper thigh or the arc of herderrière.
He couldcoaxHollywood dazzleout of

a discreet jewel neckline, long sleeves
anda luxuriously draped train.

I once was a journalistic fly on the
wall in his RodeoDrive boutique in the
hours before theAcademy Awards,

watching asa paradeof nomineesand
presenters cameto preen and, in some
cases,live out their youthful fantasy of
what they would wear if they everhad
thechance to walk the Oscarsred
carpet.He madespacefor good taste
in front of all thosecameras,not just
big entrances.

His best work, for actors suchas

JodieFoster andMichelle Pfeiffer,
echoedwith grace andsensuality. To

callhis work “pretty” was to oversim-

plify the aestheticand thewomen who
were drawn to it. One didn’t wear
Armani to cement a reputation asa

gamineor a sexpot.Onewore Armani

to be taken seriously asa star.

Over the years, Mr. Armani begot
generations of minimalist high-end
designersas well as massmarket
brandspeddling seasonlessbasics:

from The Row to Cos,andJerry Lo-

renzo’s Fearof Godto Everlane. His
legacytouches the 1 percent aswell as
the99 percent. He is a textbook exam-

ple of fashion trickling down andout.
So what if one couldn’t afford Armani?
It was possible to havea little bit of the
designer’srefinement, dignity and
elegancethat didn’t reekof some
strain of cultural warfare. Mr. Armani’s
aestheticwascivil. It wasn’t out to stir
up the emotionsor createdivides.

Ultimately, Mr. Armani provided the
culture with the vocabulary to under-

stand what’s becomeknown asquiet

luxury, andthe difference between

fashionandstyle. Customersloved
him for this. They cameto him be-

cause an investment in one of hissuits
or overcoats promisedsolid returns.
They wear it until wore out.

both the samenessof each seasonand
alsothe seasonalquirks — the gumball

necklaces,thepagoda-like hats— that
seemedout of sync with what they’d
cometo expector, quite frankly, de-

mand. For a time, they turned their
attention from Armani to louder, sexi-

er, streetwise newcomers.

This wasthe challenge of being Mr.

Armani. His place in fashion history
had longago been assured.But he
didn’t want to bea designer encasedin
amber,someonefor whom the rules
were etched in stone. He was a cre-

ative force who, long past retirement
age,wanted to experiment andsur-
prise himself, wanted to stepoutside
the box into which fashion critics,
retailers, historians and educatorshad
placed him.

“I think I give the impression to
people that I’m an extremely difficult

personanddemanding person. But I’m
demandingforemost with myself,” Mr.

Armani told me in an interview when
hewas70. “I alsodo not accept it that
theseprofessionalsputonblinders,
that theydon’t seeevolutions.That
they don’t seethat 20 years agothere
was onekind of Armani and today
there is a different kind of Armani.”

In that sameinterview, heconsid-

ered the leeway that other designers
— both veterans andupstarts— were

given to experiment, to makefalse

steps,to change.In his estimation, he
wasn’t afforded that freedom.He
simply had to take hold of it andbrace
himself for thechiding thatalmost

always came.
Over the years, I

offered up no small
amount of criti-

cism for collections
that I thought had
gone awry or
seemedto bemore
of an indulgence
for the designer
thana service to

the customer.In hindsight,I wish I had
recognizedthe particular hurdles
inherent in being Armani.

I also now seethe momentousthing
that I missed at that first Armani show,

with all my inexperience.
The designer hadshowcaseda

collection that looked virtually inevita-

ble. His sensibility seemedfounda-

tional to what a modern wardrobe
should be. It was as if all our unspoken
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andeasewere paradeddown that
runway.

And that madehis work extraordi-

nary. Mr. Armani not only conjured
thoseclothesfrom his imagination; he
alsomade themlook utterly, astonish-

ingly normal. Even as hiscivility

slippedout of the spotlight, it endured
throughout his lifetime. And, I hope,

beyond.

ROBIN GIVHAN is aPulitzer Prize-winning
fashioncritic and a former senior critic
atlarge for The WashingtonPost.She’s
theauthor of “Make It Ours: Crashing
theGatesof Culture With Virgil Abloh.”
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