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INTRODUCTION

Tom Ford changed fashion as we know it. Not only with his namesake brand, but also with his brilliant stewardship as creative director at Gucci and Yves Saint Laurent.

The designer started by revolutionizing the house of Gucci, bringing it up to modern speed with fashion that shocked, excited and delighted on a global stage. Think: velvet suits, visibly exposed G-strings, and a knack for dressing everyone from Madonna to Gwyneth Paltrow and Beyoncé. From 1994 to 2004, Ford worked as the creative director of Gucci, and when Gucci acquired the house of Yves Saint Laurent in 1999, Ford was named creative director of that label, also until 2004. At Gucci, Ford turned the business around and saved it from near bankruptcy, catapulting it into a global success internationally with his designs, which pushed at the boundaries of conventionalism but also offered up a radical dose of powerful sex appeal so specific to Ford.

Ford was vastly ahead of his time. The key to his work being an eye turned to subverting gender, bending the perceivable rules and thus shedding the shackles of fashion rules. Pinstripe mobster suits for women? Yes. Little underwear for men on the runway? Yes, again. “Often I get the question ‘Why do you put makeup on guys?’” Ford noted in an interview for The Advocate, in 1997. “‘Are they trying to be more feminine?’ or ‘Why are you showing masculine suits on women?’ I hate those two words, feminine and masculine. I mean what are they? Why is a suit masculine and not feminine? And why is eye makeup feminine and not masculine? It’s so stupid. We’re just people. The guy has eye makeup on so he’s more beautiful.”
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A young Tom Ford with a model wearing his debut collection for Perry Ellis America, 1990.



His influence spanned far beyond Gucci, however. At Yves Saint Laurent, the designer turned a historical brand set heavily in the past into something new: taking references from global cultures and the Ford aesthetic to bring forward silky renditions of YSL classics. There were stunning white versions of the signature Le Smoking jackets, plus a nod to the romanticism and imagery of travel that Yves Saint Laurent himself once instilled into the brand. Plus: furs, jewel tones, ornate buttons, feather trims, lush contrasting colours and dramatic proportions all at once. While Ford’s Gucci put a cheeky 1970s spin on the 1990s streamlined minimalism that was seemingly everywhere, Ford’s Yves Saint Laurent veered fast in the other direction and faced glamour head-on.

By 2006, Tom Ford launched his own dazzling menswear, beauty, eyewear and accessories line under his own name. And with it, he riffed on many of the house codes that he had revolutionized at Gucci and Yves Saint Laurent. Ford told CNBC that the Tom Ford customer is “international, cultured, well-travelled, and possessing disposable income” and “strong women, … intelligent women who know their own style”.

What sets Ford apart from many contemporary designers of today, too, is an ethos and aesthetic that defines a lifestyle. His homes, his campaigns, even the way he himself dresses is Total Ford-ian from head to toe. Usually in a suit, and more often than not, wearing his signature 1970s-inspired aviator sunglasses, which can be seen so often in both his womenswear and menswear collections for his namesake brand. “I was born in a jacket,” Ford told the New York Times in 1996. “I was the only three-year-old who walked around with a blazer folded over his arm. I was very particular and very difficult, and I would only wear certain shoes. When my mother would go out, I would move the furniture and rearrange the living room. I just wanted to redecorate the world.”
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Author and illustrator Ian Falconer with Tom Ford, both college students in 1980.



In November 2022, the Tom Ford brand was purchased by Estée Lauder for $2.8 billion, and Forbes estimated that the designer would earn $1.1 billion from the deal. In April 2023, he stepped down as the brand’s creative director and was succeeded by Peter Hawkings, adding that his next creative foray would be intrinsically tied to film. It’s an area Ford has already explored, through his own film production company, directing A Single Man (2009) and Nocturnal Animals (2016). The sheer force of impact Ford has created throughout his career is matched by few designers. The future undoubtedly holds more for him.
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Tom Ford takes his final walk on the runway after presenting one of his dazzling shows for his namesake label.
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