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Introduction

Milan, Italy’s fashion capital, is a bewitching city bursting with impeccable style. Whether it’s the colour of a gelato, the sound of a roaring Vespa or the inviting smell of a freshly made espresso, style is everywhere – and fashion its embodiment. Where else but in Italy have the police force and the carabinieri been dressed by Fendi, Armani and Valentino? They also, of course, drive bulletproof Alfa Romeos and, on special occasions, Lamborghinis.

For centuries, the people of Italy have stood out for their sartorial splendour and rich heritage. From masterpieces by artists such as Sandro Botticelli (c.1445–1510) and Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) to the first ever operas, dating back to the 1600s, elegance runs through every aspect of their culture.

With Milan as one of the four fashion epicentres in the world, alongside Paris, New York and London, this unique carefree confidence and appreciation of quality over quantity defines an intoxicating aesthetic, one which is quintessentially Italian and revered the world over.

“I don’t believe in good taste.”
Gianni Versace
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A glamorous Versace black dress is worn by Gigi Hadid in Versace’s Autumn/Winter 2023 show, which took place in Hollywood.
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Milan’s Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II, with its spectacular four-storey double arcade, is the oldest shopping centre in Italy.
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Italy’s Golden Age

Following the Second World War, Italy experienced a period of prosperity and economic growth referred to by economists as “the Italian economic miracle” (il miracolo economico italiano). Television and radio slowly became part of daily life and Fiats, Vespas and Lambrettas were all the rage. The Sanremo Music Festival, Eurovision’s precursor, was in full swing, producing hit after hit (including Domenico Modugno’s “Volare” in 1958 and Tony Renis’ “Quando, Quando, Quando” in 1962), with tradition and innovation coming together, once again, to produce excellence. In the 1980s, the “Made in Italy” label was introduced, an accolade that became synonymous with luxury and quality craftsmanship. It covered what is known as the “Four A” sectors: Agroalimentare (food), Arredamento (furniture), Automobili (automobiles) and Abbigliamento (clothing). This universally recognized trademark not only stands for high quality and tradition, but also embodies a confident lifestyle that is timeless and elegant. So much so that the Institute for the Protection of Italian Manufacturers (Istituto per la Tutela dei Produttori Italiani), among others, set out to protect the label in 1999, with the Gucci company serving as its regulator under the Italian government.

‘La semplicità è l’ultima sofisticazione.’
Leonardo da Vinci
(Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication.)

From Giorgio Armani to Ermenegildo Zegna, some of the most celebrated fashion designers in the world have come from Italy. With ateliers firmly rooted in Italian soil, their continued success can be attributed to talent, handed-down wisdom and choice of excellent materials.

During the 1950s, for example, Fendi reworked fur, treating it as they would any other fabric, developing ground-breaking techniques that combined savoir faire with modernity. Then, in 1966, they also dyed fur for the first time and during the seventies Fendi developed new practices, which involved cutting fur and overlapping it, shaving it, embellishing it and even knitting it – techniques that were revolutionary at the time. Another luxury fabric often selected by Italian designers is silk. Gianni Versace worked with the most talented printers worldwide to produce some of his most iconic silk prints, a process which could take up to eight months to complete, producing outstanding results. They were showcased in his Spring/Summer 1992 show, among others, in a presentation that became known for its strong designs and would change the way these were perceived and utilized. The process would begin with a sketch, stencilled onto a piece of paper. On a screen print, one by one, different colours were applied by hand – each taking 20 minutes or so – with a tenth of a millimetre between them. The prints had between eight and approximately 20 colours each and would be produced in 40-metre batch lengths, which would make about 10 short dresses. These were so successful that they were copied everywhere, something the designer saw as a form of flattery.
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Audrey Hepburn and Gregory Peck starring in the romantic comedy Roman Holiday, 1953, for which Hepburn won an Academy Award for Best Actress.
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The term paparazzi originates from the name of the character “Paparazzo” – a ruthless photographer, played by Walter Santesso, in Federico Fellini’s masterpiece La Dolce Vita (1960).
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Over 3,000 movies have been filmed at Rome’s Cinecittà Studios, which were founded in 1937 by then Prime Minister Benito Mussolini.



From clothing to accessories, another beautiful material for which Italian fashion is famed is its unique premium leather, notably its highest-grade skin. Known for its full grain, because it is removed from the hide’s outermost layer, this character-filled skin isn’t sanded and therefore remains textured. Produced in Italy, it is mostly tanned with vegetable substances, such as tree bark, fruit and plants, using traditional methods passed down through generations of artisans. It can take up to 60 days for an expert master tanner to complete the process, depending on the finishes selected. A thinner top grain leather – a less expensive hide that has been smoothed and coated – is also sometimes used on accessories such as shoes, given its malleability. In 2006, the then Gucci Creative Director Frida Giannini introduced its “Guccissima” leather (meaning “the most Gucci”). This cherry-picked luxurious Italian leather was now also beautifully embossed with the timeless interlocking “double G” logo.

Today, the “Made in Italy” movement is committed to preserving Italy’s culture and expertise, adopting sustainable production wherever possible. Projects such as Silvia Venturini Fendi’s Hand in Hand are dedicated to supporting local artisans and maintaining their heritage. For this enterprise, ateliers from each of Italy’s 20 regions created an iconic Fendi “Baguette” handbag (first launched in 1997), based on their personal interpretations of it. The first commission was a vegetable-tanned leather bag with no seams, made by skilled workers from Peroni, which appeared in Fendi’s Autumn/Winter 2020 catwalk show. A further “Hand in Hand Baguette” was made in Veneto, where specialists at Bevilacqua created a jacquard version with a rich floral motif, using eighteenth-century looms (a process so labour-intensive that only a few centimetres were made each day). Equally delightful was the handbag made in Perugia by the family business Giuditta Brozzetti which is based in the extraordinary Church of Saint Francis of the Women. Here, ancient weaving techniques were used on precious looms to create a design featuring a horse, a peacock, a unicorn and a dove in bright royal blue and contrasting white. As Silvia Venturini Fendi explained: “Each bag is unique, because the imperfections inherent to handmade craftsmanship are what express intrinsic beauty. Fashion often focuses on the designer, and I think it’s time that we celebrate the community of artisans behind these amazing creations.”

Another initiative devised to honour tradition is the Circular Hub, spearheaded by Gucci in 2023, designed to champion a fully interconnected “Made in Italy” business model that not only supports local production and its excellent standards, but also protects the environment and overall social impact of the country’s luxury manufacturing, including supply chains.
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Actress Claudia Cardinale is seen here at the Sorelle Fontana Studios in Rome during a fitting.
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One of the most influential film directors of all time, Federico Fellini, on set at Cinecittà Studios.





LA DOLCE VITA

During Italy’s post-war economic boom, the film industry flourished and Hollywood became mesmerized by Italian style. Despite being heavily bombed during the war, the legendary Roman motion picture studios Cinecittà (Cinema City) were eventually rebuilt and able to open their doors once again. This impressive “dream factory” is still Europe’s largest, spreading over 400,000 square metres (1,312,336 ft), and containing 300 dressing rooms and offices.

Italian neorealism films, a genre that explored the poverty and hardship of the time, broke internationally, followed in the 1950s and ’60s by more commercial movies, many of which were American productions. Attracted by low labour costs and subsidies, Hollywood began to shoot there, and because Italian law stated that proceeds from the pictures had to remain in the country, these profits were reinvested into further blockbusters. Soon, glamorous British and American stars were descending upon Rome’s hotel-lined Via Veneto and the studio became known as “Hollywood on the Tiber”.

It was an incredibly prolific period in movie history that produced spectacular material – from historical, epic “sword and sandal” flicks (Ben-Hur, 1959, starring Charlton Heston, Quo Vadis, 1951, with Peter Ustinov and Sophia Loren as an uncredited extra, and Cleopatra, 1963, featuring Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton), to romantic comedies (Roman Holiday, 1953, starring Audrey Hepburn and Gregory Peck) and legendary Spaghetti Westerns (A Fistful of Dollars, 1964, with Clint Eastwood in the leading role).

“Life is a combination of magic and pasta.”
Federico Fellini
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An early Valentino men’s fashion show, Autumn/Winter 1990, displays the exquisite elegance for which the designer has become famous.



It was also during this time that Italian photographers began targeting the glitterati (Ava Gardner, Brigitte Bardot, Audrey Hepburn and Michelangelo Antonioni, to name but a few) by following them day and night on scooters, holding cameras with flashing bulbs to obtain sensationalist pictures that could be sold to the press. Fellini’s La Dolce Vita (1960), a movie that has immortalized this golden era, tells the story of a tabloid journalist that takes place over seven days in Rome. In the movie, this leading press photographer is called Paparazzo, a character Fellini based on the unscrupulous snapper Tazio Secchiaroli (known as an “urban fox”, the “volpe di Via Veneto”). The name stuck, and the rest, as they say, is history.



ALTA MODA COSTUME DESIGNERS

As the movie industry provided a window into Italian life, its actors became unofficial ambassadors for the “Made in Italy” movement. Behind the scenes, costume designers worked closely with the film companies to produce the most sensational wardrobes, curating a chic style and a mystique that attracted audiences worldwide.
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The “Made in Italy” slogan as seen on a T-shirt from Dolce & Gabbana’s Spring/Summer 2022 fashion show.



Among these designers were the Fontana sisters (Sorelle Fontana) – Zoe Fontana (1911–1978), Micol Fontana (1913–2015) and Giovanna Fontana (1915–2004). Born in Parma’s Traversetolo, they worked in their mother’s dressmaking workshop (a business inherited from her grandmother), until they moved to Rome, where they furthered their skills working as tailoring apprentices and seamstresses. In 1943 they founded their Alta Moda studio in Via Liguria and their big break came in 1949, when the actress Linda Christian married fellow screen idol Tyrone Power wearing one of their dresses. Dubbed “the Wedding of the Century”, it was a huge affair that took place in Rome’s Basilica di Santa Francesca Romana, with up to 8,000 fans waiting outside. The fine dress, crafted from embroidered satin, had three-quarter length sleeves and a high neckline buttoned up to the collar. It also displayed a very long train and a matching Juliet cap with a delicate, long veil attached to it. Later that day, the happy couple were received by Pope Pius XII, head of the Roman Catholic Church.
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Anita Ekberg and Marcello Mastroianni in a scene from Fellini’s 1960 film La Dolce Vita, which won an Oscar for Best Costume Design.



Overnight, Sorelle Fontana Alta Moda SRL became a couture powerhouse, with Zoe designing, Giovanna managing the business and Micol (nicknamed “the pigeon” because of her frequent trips to the US) acting as the face of the brand. They designed Myrna Loy’s wardrobe in That Dangerous Age (1949), worked with celebrated American costume designer Edith Head on Roman Holiday (1953) and dressed Ava Gardner for The Barefoot Contessa (1954). They also produced the first uniforms for Alitalia’s cabin crew (1947–1964) and were one of the design houses to participate in the very first Italian Alta Moda fashion show staged in Florence in 1951, challenging the French competition.

Sorelle Fontana Alta Moda SRL was sold in 1992 to an Italian financial group, but the Fontana sisters’ contribution had already left an indelible mark in the history of Italian style. Two years later, in 1994, the Micol Fontana Foundation was
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