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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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