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Prologue

CHICAGO. On Sunday, November 28, 2021, just a few days after Thanksgiving, the country was enjoying an interlude of calm after nearly two years of tumult brought on by a pandemic, an insurrection, and the beginnings of a racial reckoning.

And then news broke: Virgil Abloh had died. He was just forty-one years old, and he’d made history as the first Black artistic director at Louis Vuitton—the fashion world’s largest luxury brand.

More than 3.5 million people1 died in the United States in 2021. An estimated 460,000 of those deaths were related to Covid-19. Among the dead were baseball player Hank Aaron, who battled racism while setting a home run record, actor Cicely Tyson, who shattered cultural stereotypes about Black women, and Vernon Jordan, who was the rare Black man who took control of Washington’s levers of political power. Abloh was lauded in their ranks.

He has been described as a fashion designer, but that description isn’t quite right. Fashion made him widely known. His role at Louis Vuitton menswear made him a hero to some, but he had no formal training in patternmaking, tailoring, or draping. He didn’t fit into any established school of fashion, meaning his work could not be categorized as avant-garde, minimalist, or deconstructed. He was an American working in Paris, but unlike earlier generations of his compatriots he hadn’t come to the birthplace of haute couture seeking validation. Frankly, he wasn’t that insecure. Nor was he a creative misfit—someone too unorthodox for the stubbornly pragmatic sensibilities of New York’s Seventh Avenue—who sought sanctuary among Europe’s fashion adventurers.

Instead, Abloh was part of an egalitarian community of creative souls, young men interested in sneakers, music, art, and personal identity. He may not have been the most inventive of that group. He certainly was not the most outspoken. But he had charisma and curiosity, confidence and calm. He was smart. He was genial. He was talented.

His existence complicated the binary tensions that were central to the work of writer Lawrence Otis Graham, who also died in 2021. Graham had made a career chronicling the dynamics of race, class, and achievement among a certain category of successful Black men and women—those who were raised in relative comfort, rather than poverty or deprivation, and whose ambitions had them striving to preside over the establishment, not dismantle it.

“That’s the problem with being raised in the Black upper middle class,”2 Graham said. “You are living in a White world but you have to hold on to Black culture. You have to please two groups. One group says you have sold out and the other never quite accepts you.”

Like Graham, Abloh had a foot in both worlds. But in Abloh’s case, both worlds hailed him as a conqueror. One commanded his allegiance. The other swooned over his affability. Upon his death, Abloh was mourned like the people’s prince.

Two weeks after his passing from a rare cancer, his grief-stricken family, friends, and collaborators came together at noon on December 6 at the Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago, where Abloh’s work had once been celebrated in a sweeping exhibition. The museum sits between the city’s Magnificent Mile and the shores of Lake Michigan. It’s a stone’s throw from the Ralph Lauren flagship, Nike Chicago, and the well-heeled neighborhoods of the North Side where Abloh had a home. The museum, which opened in 1967, consists of two aluminum-clad symmetrical wings connected by a soaring glass atrium and has hosted exhibitions exploring the work of Andy Warhol, Lorna Simpson, Jeff Koons, and other giants of the visual arts. But on that cold winter day, it was a secular church where hundreds sat shoulder to shoulder in the museum’s central corridor—its nave.

A translucent lectern—a pulpit of sorts—was placed on a makeshift stage in front of a melancholy chorus of roses in shades of pink, brown, and white. Rich Wilkerson Jr., the charismatic pastor of the nondenominational VOUS church in Miami with whom Abloh had formed a bond, prayed. Representatives from high culture and popular culture remembered Abloh: artist Arthur Jafa; rapper Tyler, The Creator; singers Dev Hynes and Lauryn Hill; fashion entrepreneur Michèle Lamy; Louis Vuitton president Michael Burke; and Kanye West. Jafa offered a poem in which he compared Abloh to “god in the flesh.”3 The mourners wept and they sang,4 and they considered all that Abloh had accomplished.

“He did what he knew he could do,”5 Tyler said, “and did not care what anyone thought he couldn’t do.”

And yet. What exactly did Abloh do? He hadn’t invented a new fashion vocabulary. His design output, though prolific, was uneven. His own company, Off-White, was young and its future not assured. Abloh’s rise and acclaim were the result of colliding circumstances. He was a beneficiary of the changing times and someone who was well prepared to make his own good fortune.

Abloh’s presence altered fashion; his success was made possible because of the ways in which fashion had already evolved.

He prospered on ground tilled by social upheaval. He climbed atop a foundation poured by his predecessors. He stood tall on a stage built by cultural transformation. Abloh was the right man for the times. He crafted a career for the ages.

His story is fashion’s next chapter.




Introduction

BY ANY MEASURE, Virgil Abloh’s career trajectory was remarkable. In the span of a decade, he launched Off-White c/o Virgil Abloh, captured the imagination of fickle consumers and demanding sneaker aficionados, and was catapulted into the upper ranks of a luxury fashion industry that was in flux and, in some ways, lost. Few designers make such professional strides in their entire career. Even fewer capture the imagination of consumers in such a way that they are hailed as groundbreaking.

Abloh’s death was announced to the public by LVMH Moët Hennessy Louis Vuitton, the French luxury conglomerate that runs such pillars of status and extravagance as Dom Pérignon, Bulgari, Dior, Givenchy, and, of course, Louis Vuitton. Abloh was part of that elite tribe. In 2018, LVMH executives thrust Abloh, a young Black man without a design degree but with a keen understanding of the power of community and popular culture, into rarefied air when they appointed him artistic director of Louis Vuitton menswear. Abloh’s elevation made him the first Black person to serve as lead designer for the brand, whose origins date to 1854.

But more important, more fitting to the story of Abloh himself, the news of his death was also relayed on his personal Instagram account with its millions of loyal followers. It was there that young Black acolytes and dreamers gathered for a virtual wake to celebrate his historic career and to mourn the brevity of it.

For three years, Abloh sat atop a fashion world that had long defined luxury and desirability from the point of view of White men and women. It was a world that exalted those with a monied pedigree, Eurocentric good taste, and a résumé filled with traditional fashion data points: the right design school, an impressive apprenticeship, a long-suffering fealty to the way things had always been done.

Abloh ascended despite not having any of that—maybe even because he lacked those familiar bona fides. The culture, after all, had evolved. Abloh rose during a time of existential angst for a fashion industry trying to make sense of its responsibilities to an increasingly diverse audience, its power to shape identity, and the challenges of selling status to a generation of consumers who fetishized sneakers, prioritized comfort, and had little use for rhapsodic nostalgia. If the twentieth century saw fashion shift from haute couture to ready-to-wear, the twenty-first century saw fashion evolve from ready-to-wear to streetwear. Or as designer Kim Jones preferred, clothes without boundaries. “The term streetwear doesn’t really mean anything to me,”1 Jones said.

[image: ]
ABLOH WAS A striking figure among fashion’s creative types. He stood six feet, three inches tall. He had a neat beard and a nearly bald pate. He was a lean, dark-skinned Black man with soft features and a voice that sounded like he was perpetually battling a head cold. His default mood was calm. He maintained an old-fashioned reserve. He was dignified. People liked him. This was no small thing. Abloh succeeded in a time when even the most committed optimist would seek out reasons to dislike people or at least distrust them. Abloh had a demeanor that was equally appealing to decision-makers in corporate boardrooms, high-minded aesthetes who would entertain his murky theories about creativity, and the swarms of fervent consumers who swooned to his siren song of sneakers.

Abloh was a fashion outlier in other ways. His common cause was with those who hovered around the business’s edges—the neighborhood street vendors looking to launch a fashion line one day, the shoppers who bought designer key chains hoping to someday afford a handbag, accomplished men and women who felt unwelcome in designer boutiques because of their skin color, their class, or their youth. Abloh inspired them because he made them feel as if one of their own had broken through. For his admirers, he was the Black man who had breached fashion’s glittering wall and left an opening through which others might shimmy. He exuded ease with that identity and with that burden.

Abloh’s professional path provides a road map to a better understanding of the power of race, diversity, gender, and celebrity, themes that have been driving an evolution in fashion and that are at work in the larger world. Abloh wasn’t the first Black designer to reach fashion’s lauded inner circle. He wasn’t the second; he wasn’t the third. But those who preceded him didn’t have social media’s megaphone. They didn’t have the digital tools to rally thousands of discrete voices of support into a boisterous, powerful chorus cheering them on. When Abloh stepped into his role at Louis Vuitton, it didn’t matter that he wasn’t a designer—at least not in the way that fashion had long demanded. He was an aficionado of hip-hop and skateboarding who had an eye for luxury. He was seemingly indefatigable and dizzyingly collaborative. From the very beginning, he envisioned himself as an example of what was possible. He projected humility as well as sure-footedness. He saw himself as a leader2 even as he was still finding his own way. He claimed as a mentor anyone he admired or who inspired him, even if they’d never offered him a single word of advice. For him, a mentor was simply an example, a template for others. And by that definition, Abloh in turn had countless mentees.

[image: ]
ABLOH BROKE INTO the popular consciousness in a way that other Black designers before him did not. He was helped along by the maturation of sneaker culture into a lucrative collectibles business and by the rising influence of menswear in general. Abloh came to the fore when menswear, after generations of incremental shifts, was the driver of the most significant changes in the way both men and women dressed.

Abloh was a new kind of designer who took lessons from his love of music and deejaying—work that taught him how to set the mood of a party, draw folks to the dance floor, commune with them, make them believe they were invincible, and keep them spinning and yearning for more. Deejays didn’t write songs; their skill was in knowing which refrains, beats, and chords to stitch together to create something irresistible. Abloh was a child of that kind of cut-and-paste improvisation. He was generation Tumblr, Instagram, and Pinterest.

He had a degree in architecture that allowed him to see ideas in three dimensions. He was practiced at standing in front of skeptics, critics, and judges and explaining his ideas. Architecture was both artful and practical. It wasn’t fashion, but it was a form of personal style. It was a way of seeing and understanding one’s environment.

Abloh absorbed a version of youth culture and reflected it back from fashion’s runways as well as the stages of this country’s storied institutions, using the vernacular of art and architecture intellectuals, social media influencers, hucksters, and hype-masters. He reached deep into cultural expectations and turned them inside out, making people reconsider their long-held assumptions. Over time, he worked out a personal design language that explained, clarified, and sometimes justified his manipulation of preexisting products or the technical lapses in his designs. He spoke in detail about his belief in a 3-percent doctrine, an often-repeated oversimplification of copyright laws in the United States: alter an object by some modest percentage—3, 5, 10—and it can be considered transformed into something entirely new. When critics suggested this philosophy was simply a convenient way of redefining plagiarism as a high-minded intellectual exercise, he liked to respond that “Duchamp is my lawyer,” a reference to the twentieth-century artist Marcel Duchamp, who championed the idea of ready-made art and whose 1917 Fountain sculpture, a prefabricated porcelain urinal signed “R. Mutt,” disrupted the art-world orthodoxy. The truth was that Abloh had numerous lawyers3 at Epstein Drangel, among others, protecting his interests. He filed to trademark a series4 of diagonal lines; he claimed ownership of banal phrases; he petitioned to protect a red zip tie. He did this even as he made liberal use of other companies’ brand names, insignias, and aesthetic gestures. He sued to protect his own intellectual property; he was sued for making use of others’.

If there was any aesthetic through line for Abloh’s work, it was irony. Quotation marks were his most favored design element, his calling card. A little black dress bore the words “little black dress”—quotation marks included. A pair of boots read “for walking.” The quotation marks added a layer of meaning and gave a commodity a high-minded reason to exist. The black dress wasn’t merely another basic good; it was a commentary on commerce, a snubbing of the rules of propriety and appropriateness. The quotation marks meant that his fashion—and by extension, his customer—was in on the absurd traditions of fashion, an industry that often took itself too seriously, even as it regularly failed to accept its broader responsibilities within the culture. The dress became a wry comedy, a bit of performance art, a marketing gimmick, a branding exercise. Abloh reflected the tensions that had long existed within fashion but that were being pushed to the surface thanks to influencers, exasperated customers, and a new generation of designers who were trying to make their way in a system that seemed both outdated and impenetrable.

Abloh had a catholic approach to popular culture that grew out of the 1990s, a time when city kids and suburban youth united in their love for hip-hop, grunge, and skateboarding. He came of age when individuals with niche interests could form a global community linked by blogs, chat groups, and social media. Abloh slipped into the comments to chat up strangers. He direct-messaged people about whom he was curious. “He wouldn’t network. He liked organic meetings,”5 said his friend Kim Jones. “He would reach out to people he admired and say, ‘I really admire your work.’” His sincerity opened doors.

Fashion can be a closed industry. This often comes as a surprise to those who see vendors selling graphic T-shirts or handmade jewelry at a flea market. The business looks simple enough, with a low cost of entry: a few bolts of fabric, a bag of colorful beads. But the fashion industry thrives on exclusivity and aspiration. Its allure is rooted in its perpetual inaccessibility, in its never-ending promise of something just a little bit better, a little more magical, a little more privileged than what one already has or that already exists. No matter what frocks hang in a person’s closet, there is always another more satisfying prize to win. There is always another trinket just a little bit more inaccessible and thus, better.

Abloh didn’t dismantle the fashion system’s reliance on exclusivity and status. He recognized how the system was changing and exploited those changes for his own purposes.

Traditional fashion houses had long used a single product to propel them into the financial black and cement their identity in the public consciousness. Louis Vuitton’s flat-top, modern trunks could be stacked one atop the other; Christian Dior’s New Look, with its generous use of fabric, heralded the return of haute couture following World War II and years of rationing. The products defined the brands.

Abloh began with a T-shirt, but he wasn’t attempting to perfect a particular silhouette or drape. It was not a performance T-shirt. He was creating an identity, a name. If a T-shirt could be an expression of tribalism for music lovers and sports fans, then it could be that for fashion devotees as well. And a T-shirt—a big, unisex garment that required no tailoring and was easy and inexpensive to mass-produce—was the perfect blank slate on which to write the beginnings of his fashion story.

Abloh formalized his T-shirt making with Pyrex Vision in 2012. He called it an art project, but he introduced it in the context of fashion. He followed that with Off-White in 2013. He expanded Off-White from menswear to women’s attire, and he presented those collections in Paris, where fashion is revered as a national treasure and where men and women come from across the globe to see if they’re good enough to compete on the industry’s most acclaimed stage. In asking that Off-White be judged against fashion’s prevailing standards of excellence, he forced the question: Whose standards are these? His answer was “ours: yours, mine, your next-door neighbor’s, the kid’s down the street.” Creativity did not have to be exalted by White men in suits or White women in haute couture for it to be excellent.

In March 2018, just before he joined Louis Vuitton, Abloh put his Off-White fall women’s collection on the runway in Paris. It was the last collection before his name started to be trailed by superlatives like “king” and “g.o.a.t.” The evening’s setting was an elegant event space on a narrow block just off rue Cambon on the city’s Right Bank—a stone’s throw from the world of Chanel, the Hotel Ritz, and the Louvre. But the streetside entry had been transformed into a heaving mosh pit of overexuberant, pushing, screaming fans made up of mostly young men of various races and ethnicities. They hadn’t come for the clothes; they’d come because of the sneakers and because Abloh, who shared so much about his work on social media, had posted the address—something he’d done in the past in the name of inclusivity, and something practically no other designer in Paris would ever consider doing. It was an open-door policy that perturbed the organizers of Paris’s fashion week. Skittish after recent terror attacks, they worried that a mob of unvetted fans could pose a security risk. But Abloh had begun collaborating with Nike, and he’d tapped into the voracious appetites of sneaker collectors—a global community dominated by men whose identity was wrapped up in the canvas, leather, and rubber on their feet.

The excitement stemmed from Abloh’s point of view, the way in which he was defining fashion and in particular luxury. Abloh was doing his part to further eradicate the dividing line between high and low style. He was part of a generation of designers who didn’t look at luxury fashion as something unattainable but rather as something that was just as much theirs as anyone else’s. They might have felt that the fashion industry was foreign territory, but they didn’t believe that it was off-limits. They weren’t trespassing. They were blazing a new trail. They saw no reason why the rich and the older generations should define luxury. They didn’t see access to luxury goods as an inherited birthright. Luxury was simply an object of desire—a pair of limited-edition sneakers was as much of a treasure as a pair of custom-made brogues. Abloh’s cohort knew what they valued. They had no interest in gatekeepers, either metaphorical or literal.
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RACE WAS INEXTRICABLY linked to Abloh’s passions. Streetwear’s forebearer was hip-hop fashion. And it had been sidelined by many retailers despite its influence. Department stores referred to it as “urban” even if its consumers were suburban, and retailers separated it from other sportswear on the sales floor. Hoodies were an emblem of antiestablishment bravado when worn by a White technology mogul like Mark Zuckerberg; and they were a sign of danger and violence when worn by Trayvon Martin, a seventeen-year-old Black teenager, who was stalked and killed in 2012 by a neighborhood vigilante who saw Martin as a threat rather than just a kid in sportswear.

Abloh was part of a generation of designers for whom community was not only a marketing notion but also a way of defining and protecting themselves. There was strength in numbers. Groups of consumers using social media had the ability to judge a brand guilty of discrimination or insensitivity or racism in the court of public opinion and force incremental change—or at least a public mea culpa.

Weeks after the chaos at Abloh’s Paris show, Louis Vuitton announced him as the new artistic director of its menswear division, the successor to Kim Jones, who had moved to Dior Homme. Abloh entered that space with confidence but without hubris. He had the kind of focused determination that is often the hallmark of children of immigrants—in his case, of Ghanaian immigrants—who didn’t have the internalized burden of America’s legacy of enslavement. He was a child of Rockford, Illinois, a modest manufacturing town where residents were surrounded by midwestern farmland rather than steel and glass skyscrapers. Abloh arrived at Louis Vuitton secure in the knowledge that while what he had to offer was not design-school approved it was dynamic and relevant—and most of all, desirable, nearly riot-causing. In hiring Abloh, it was clear that Louis Vuitton was not just interested in reinventing its menswear; it was ready to reimagine its customer, something that was long overdue.

Abloh’s time at Louis Vuitton coincided with a season of global tumult. The world shut down during the pandemic and reopened with the arrival of lifesaving vaccines and a new approach to work and play. The country lived through a summer6 of racial unrest after Derek Chauvin, a Minneapolis police officer, pressed his knee into George Floyd’s neck for nine minutes and twenty-nine seconds as the Black man begged for his life, called out to his mother, and took his last breath.

Abloh was at the top of an extremely White fashion industry as the United States—and cities around the globe—were galvanized by marches for racial justice, hashtags about Black solidarity, and symbolic gestures of inclusivity. Against that backdrop, a community of fans and casual observers thrilled at his success because a member of the Black diasporic family had achieved some measure of greatness.
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VIRGIL ABLOH DIED after being diagnosed in 2019 with cardiac angiosarcoma. The rare cancer is situated within the heart’s blood vessels. Diagnosis can be difficult because the symptoms can be subtle. It is also fast-growing. For those faced with it, the prognosis is grim. Some die within months7 of diagnosis; longevity is typically twelve to thirty months. Abloh survived more than two years. During that time, he lived his professional life with urgency, at a breakneck pace—just as he always had.

He engaged in an endless list of creative pursuits. He explored his artistic interests. He designed stage sets and album covers for Kanye West, water bottles for Evian, furniture for IKEA, cars for Mercedes-Benz—and most importantly, sneakers for Nike. While some designers are loath to discuss their aesthetic philosophy or their creative methodology, preferring to attribute it to alchemy or instinct, Abloh was a voluble conversationalist. He lectured at the Harvard Graduate School of Design, the Rhode Island School of Design, the High Museum in Atlanta, and Columbia University’s Graduate School of Architecture, Planning and Preservation. He sat for interviews, participated in panel discussions, and brainstormed with countless students. He could be both profound and glib in his discourse. He contradicted himself—sometimes during the same lecture, sometimes within the same sentence.

Abloh’s contradictions—his attempts to explain his creative gestures, his desire to wrap intellectual gravitas around his work and place it within a continuum of artistic thought, his natural gift for gab—emerged at a pivotal time in the fashion industry. The business was wrestling with the definition of luxury. How do you impart status and meaning to track pants and sneakers in order to make them desirable to luxury shoppers? How does a historically homogeneous industry speak to an increasingly diverse consumer base in a way that feels authentic and confident? How does an industry in love with its own history connect to the future?

Fashion—high fashion—was essentially questioning the reason for its own existence. Abloh offered a balm for fashion’s worries. For generations, luxury conglomerates had talked of their brand’s DNA: the traditions, the specific silhouettes, the craftsmanship. All of this was in service to the brand. Abloh reverse-engineered fashion. He created a brand and the products followed. He didn’t allow himself to get bogged down striving for perfection. In the evolving fashion environment, there were more important things than that.

Abloh maintained an intimate relationship with his customers. He wrapped a narrative around his work that was far more considered and audacious than the typical designer’s. His predecessors and contemporaries wove tales about an exiled princess or about a starving artist as a way to explain a collection filled with ball gowns or overcoats made with bits of upcycled fabric. Abloh aimed higher. His professional outbursts amounted to a treatise on fashion, which he suggested was simultaneously steeped in meaning and also meaningless. He made his work feel important and thus made his customers feel important too.

In the wake of Abloh’s brief but spectacular career, we are left to wonder: What is fashion selling to the rising generation of aspirational consumers that he nurtured? What is considered valuable in the twenty-first century? And who among us gets to decide?

This book uses Abloh’s extraordinary career trajectory to explore those questions. To consider the ways in which he changed fashion but also the ways in which fashion transformed so that this Black man, this outsider, had room to flourish.
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A Seventeen-Year-Old in Rockford

“EVERYTHING I DO is for the seventeen-year-old version of myself.” Abloh would repeat this sentence like a mantra. He measured his accomplishments against the dreams and passions of a teenager teetering on the cusp of adulthood. He tailored his creativity and messaging to the wonder and skepticism of adolescence.

 Many designers have used childhood memories as a source of inspiration. The tale of having been infatuated watching their mother or aunt or older sister or best friend prepare for an outing is practically a cliché. It is a stock element in the origin story of almost every male designer—the way they came to understand fashion as a transformative endeavor. But rarely has a designer spoken of his own teenage self as the inspiration for his adult work.

“When I was starting, I was very much to the left. Formality was at the root of what high fashion was, and I said, to make a name for myself, I’m not going to wave a magic wand and speak from that perspective. I’m going to speak from the perspective of what I was as a seventeen-year-old kid and what I saw from these brands that I could relate to,”1 Abloh stated. “Instead of making my career about myself or the industry, it’s permanently focused on the seventeen-year-old that will be in my seat next.”

For much of his professional life, Abloh engaged in a conversation with his younger self and with the youth around him. This was a sign of his enduring optimism. It was also his savvy understanding of the power of a rising consumer.

It was a sentiment that made sense for a man whose career success relied on an intimate understanding of the desires and anxieties of young men. It was a way of acknowledging his constant engagement with youth culture. And it was a way of exempting himself from the industry’s traditional expectations of luxury. He was talking to the teenagers, not the suits. Indeed, he often said he still felt like an adolescent even as he was moving into his forties.

Abloh, a tall, lanky teenager, grew up in Rockford, Illinois, at a time when it was undergoing racial upheaval, demographic shift, and political tumult. A tenacious soccer player, he was surrounded by mostly White and Latino teammates. He was someone with a sense of community and an attitude of generosity. He was a style-conscious teenager at a time when it was almost impossible not to be. Fashion’s creativity—Ralph Lauren, Stüssy, Tommy Hilfiger, Nautica, FUBU—was colliding with youth culture and social responsibility in a way that it had not since the 1960s. He was a kid from nowhere America learning about the wider world of style from glossy magazines published in Europe and Japan—precious analog commodities ordered from the local Barnes and Noble bookstore. Rockford was not a hotbed of experimental art and fashion.

Instead, for a time, Rockford had the ignoble title of Screw City. From the first World War through the Cold War, the modest Rust Belt town led the way in the country’s production of screws and bolts. This gave Rockford bragging rights of a sort, along with a sturdy economy built on manufacturing. Rockford proudly made things—until making things was no longer valued.

The city’s modern-day population2 is about 146,120, a number that has fluctuated by only a few thousand over recent decades. Outsiders sometimes referred to Rockford as a suburb of Chicago. But that only served to rile up locals who saw a unique identity in their city that others could not. Geographically and temperamentally, Rockford is closer to Dubuque, Iowa, and Beloit, Wisconsin, than it is to Chicago, which is about ninety miles southeast. Rockford is part of a swing county of centrist voters. Chicago has practically defined Democratic machine politics. Chicago sits on the sparkling shores of Lake Michigan; Rockford is bisected by the meandering Rock River as it flows from Wisconsin into the muddy Mississippi. Abloh grew up on the thriving, prosperous side of the river that delineated the town’s demographics.

Rockford was settled in 1834, by a group of White New Englanders. Over the years, the city’s population grew thanks to a steady stream of Swedish immigrants, who were skilled woodworkers and furniture makers, as well as new arrivals from Ireland and Italy. These immigrants, most notably the Swedish, dominated the population and culture of Rockford and helped to transform it into an industrial center.

The first wave of Black residents3 arrived during the years surrounding World War I. Their increased numbers sparked tensions and violence from the many Italian and Irish residents whose animosity toward Blacks grew out of their own striving toward Whiteness and the privileges that accompanied a higher rung on the country’s racial hierarchy. Still, the number of Blacks remained relatively modest, and thus unthreatening, until the Great Migration in the middle of the twentieth century, when scores of African Americans streamed in from southern states in search of more personal freedom and the greater financial opportunities afforded by industrialization. Ultimately, these Black Americans came north to claim their place in the civic life of their country. By 1949, Life magazine described Rockford as “nearly as typical of the U.S. as any city could be.”

Rockford thrived economically for decades, thanks to the manufacture of cars and paint, the light industry, and all those screws and bolts. But eventually its fortunes turned, and it was plagued by many of the same economic and social ills—unemployment, gang violence, and drug addiction—that hollowed out so many cities and tormented so much of the Black population. In 1991, Rockford even had its own4 Do the Right Thing–style protest and scuffle between an Italian American business owner and his mostly Black customers. Joe’s Dariette, a walk-up ice-cream parlor in the southwest part of the city, was housed in a small cinder block building. It had been in the neighborhood since the 1940s, when Italian immigrants dominated the area. As the surrounding modest homes changed hands and the neighborhood filled with African Americans and Hispanics, these new residents put more pressure on the family-owned ice-cream shop to hire Black workers and contribute to local charities. The flap was eventually settled—and without a trash can being hurled through a window. But the protests at Joe’s Dariette would be memorialized in the historical record and the community’s psyche as emblematic of the city’s embedded racial tensions. Eventually, Black residents5 would grow to 21.8 percent of Rockford’s population—the largest minority group in a city that is 55.5 percent White and with a significant Hispanic community. Abloh was a Black kid growing up in a predominantly White city with an undercurrent of racial animus.

In appearance, Rockford could be almost any medium-size city in the Midwest that saw the energy drain out of its central business district and flow into outlying neighborhoods, where much of the White population fled. Rockford’s cityscape was dominated by brick commercial buildings and warehouses from the first half of the twentieth century, along with the earnest rehabbing and unimaginative landscaping efforts that epitomized the tail end of it. The downtown bore the marks of a shrinking industrial city, one trying desperately to reclaim its lost stature in a country whose manufacturing economy had shifted to an information one. From a bird’s-eye perch, the city’s core appeared to fade into a horizon of … nothing. It was as though Rockford proper simply dropped off a ledge along with the setting sun.

Over the years, the Rock River separated the city not only geographically but also economically and racially. It served as the dividing line between the more prosperous east and the struggling west. There were so many lessons within Rockford’s geography about disparities of opportunity. Rockford was both urban and rural. It was struggling and expanding. It was Black and White. It was multiethnic. It was tilted toward a future of exurbs and big-box stores; it was mired in the past of segregation.

Most Black residents lived on the west side of the river. The houses there were modest; neighborhoods quickly evaporated into open fields; and the lack of commercial vitality was striking. Most of the city’s public housing was also built on the west side of the river; the impacts of crack cocaine and gang culture were felt most acutely in that part of town. “The west side was not considered a safe place,”6 said Deryk Hayes, who grew up in Rockford during the 1980s and ’90s, the same time as Abloh.

Hayes graduated from Auburn High School, a large public high school founded in 1960 on the west side of town. At Auburn, student achievement was often overshadowed by the surrounding community, with its boarded-up houses, overgrown lots, psychic struggles, and day-to-day perils. But for every educator who viewed teaching there as professional purgatory, there were others who aimed to instill pride and possibility in their students. Auburn housed programs for the performing arts and gifted students. Among its graduates, it lays claim to Michelle Williams, who found success as part of Destiny’s Child, and more recently basketball player Fred VanVleet.

On the west side of town, Hayes was surrounded by working-class Black Americans, many of whose roots reached back to the South and enslavement. His own family hailed from Mississippi. He was also surrounded by Sicilians and Hispanics. For all these folks, there was a shared history of hardship and hope, as well as pride.

East of the river, wide boulevards were crowded with the chain stores and restaurants that defined middle-class America. These sprawling shopping areas were part of the suburban dream: spacious houses with a yard, good schools, and well-scrubbed teenagers hanging out at the mall.

The east side was mostly White. The few Black families in this part of town tended to be more recent arrivals to Rockford, or to the country itself. They made their way to these neighborhoods of new residential developments and commercial zones in the 1970s and ’80s.

That’s where Abloh grew up—in a well-cared-for tan brick ranch-style house on just under a half acre of land. His parents had chosen this lot when it was just a patch of empty ground, when the house—one of six in a quiet cul-de-sac—was just a notion. They built it in 1978. Its front was modest; its garage held two cars; its footprint was restrained. But its broad back deck just off the kitchen looked out over the pristine grounds of a golf course.

Abloh was born September 30, 1980. He came of age in a city struggling against all the ills that were affecting so many urban, and some suburban, environments: drug infestations, faltering industry, rising crime, attacks on the social safety net. But he was the son of Eunice and Nee Abloh. He was the younger brother of Edwina. He was a middle-class kid. His youth was not impoverished. He didn’t suffer the callousness and indifference from local institutions. He had watchful parents who believed nothing came before his education. School was his full-time job.

Eunice Abloh was a tall, brown-skinned woman7 with curly hair. Her manner was reserved, but she moved with the brisk efficiency of a businesswoman. Eunice was an accomplished seamstress and remains one of the best known in town. She received clients on the house’s lower level. Customers brought in trousers and jackets for alterations. They came seeking her expert eye. Eunice taught her son to sew not by holding his hand and guiding him but by her example. Virgil asked her to tweak garments, to alter them to better suit his taste. He would watch her, and he’d go on to do things she never could imagine.

Nee Abloh was also tall with a medium build. He had high round cheeks and the same deep ebony complexion as his son. He spoke quietly and deliberately—sometimes gazing into the middle distance as he searched for the right words to convey his thoughts. He was precise. He moved through his home with a straight-backed, dignified gait.

The Ablohs immigrated to the United States from Ghana. Eunice had grown up in Accra and Nee had grown up in Tema, a coastal city about fifteen miles away. Like so many immigrants from this West African country, they were chasing education and opportunity. Nee, who had spent time working on the docks in the capital city, came to the United States in 1971. Eunice followed a few years later. Nee finished his master’s degree and then took a job at the Glidden paint company in Chicago. Later, after being hired by Valspar in Rockford, where it was once headquartered, he made the leap westward. Nee preferred Rockford: the quiet, the lower cost of living, the easy quotidian rhythms. He was close enough to Chicago to drive in upon occasion, but he didn’t have to contend with the hassles of traffic and parking day after day. His home’s bucolic setting, in a nice, quiet neighborhood, with a view of the links, practically defined the American dream. No matter that he didn’t golf, even in retirement. The setting was a victory.

The home was cozy; the public rooms neat but not spare. The living room celebrated family. Over the years, pictures of the Abloh children in a glass curio cabinet were joined by photos of Virgil’s wife Shannon and their daughter Lowe and son Grey.

Nee called a room tucked away in a corner on the home’s lower level his “junk room,” but objectively it was a combination storage space and man cave. Affixed to the wall was a notice from June 1994. It marked the year Virgil was one of the top one hundred middle school students in Rockford Public School District 205. For the Ablohs, there was value in education that meant more than fame, hype, or fashion.

Education was the key that unlocked almost everything. It was the pathway to stability and success. And while it couldn’t fend off all harms or insults, it could be a potent defense. For generations of Americans, education had been viewed as a stepping-stone to a better financial future. For African Americans, it was a pathway to a good job, a talisman for success, a path up the social ladder, a bartering chip in a bid for respect. Education was the realization of their ancestors’ most dangerous dreams.

But for many African immigrants in particular, education meant even more. It was a way around racism, a way of defying it. Education was akin to a shield, with each degree, certification, or academic award serving as an additional protective layer. When Nee considered8 how he navigated race in America and how he taught his children to negotiate it, he said: “We came from a long way …” The subtext to his declaration was that he had come to the United States by choice, in search of something. He had had the wherewithal to come. And for all these reasons, he simply did not understand those who chose to cease their education after high school, who didn’t continue to devour knowledge to fortify themselves, who offered excuses for their failures, or who simply gave up. He and Eunice made the decision to have two children because “we could only afford to educate two,” he said. And, he pointed out, both of those children would eventually finish master’s degrees.

“A lot of the Africans that came in the 1960s and ’70s were very practical,”9 said Shawn Agyeman, who grew up in Chicago and whose parents are also Ghanaian. “Education was going to save you. There’s Jesus and your master’s degree. My parents saw [education] as the greatest insulation against a poor social or economic outcome …. They believed you could use education to insulate against joblessness, against anti-immigrant sentiment, against racism.”

Agyeman met Virgil Abloh in 2008. Agyeman was an admirer of his work, and he interviewed Abloh about his creative drive and aspirations. But the two spent much of that time discussing their family background and what it meant to be a child of Ghanaian parents.

“Being an African in Africa is the equivalent of being a White man in America,”10 Agyeman explained. “If you keep that attitude, and add to that with hard work, that undergirds your ability to win. [My parents] wouldn’t say, ‘You have to be twice as good to succeed.’ You already know you’re that good.”

Nee and Eunice took pride in the way their son navigated race and racism. He acknowledged hurdles but demonstrated the capacity to think his way over, around, or through them. Abloh was a Black man in America, but one who moved through the world as if he were in Africa.

[image: ]
THE ABLOH HOUSE sat just blocks away from Guilford High School, the best that the city’s public school system had to offer. It was Abloh’s neighborhood high school. Its students were predominantly White, and the school offered a strong college preparatory curriculum. It’s where his sister went to high school. But Abloh asked to go to Boylan Catholic High School. It wasn’t a matter of religion. Abloh had been raised in the Episcopalian church. But he thought he’d get a better education at Boylan, his father said. The parochial school was situated closer to the center of the city and had a long history. It was an institution that was respected for both its scholarship and its sports teams—and Abloh loved soccer. But Boylan also allowed Abloh to disengage from the most contentious issue facing Rockford students and parents: race. It freed him from a public school system steeped in the bigotry of low expectations.

By the time Abloh entered11 high school, Rockford public schools had been accused of systemic racism in a federal lawsuit that was filed in May 1989 and whose consequences dragged on for a decade, at a cost of more than $166 million. The lawsuit pulled the city into a long, tense argument about race, money, and this country’s unresolved history of inequality.

“I remember it being a big issue from the time I started school,”12 Hayes said. “I remember getting bussed out to various schools on the east side. It was a huge discrimination case. By high school it was over on paper, but the racism was systemic.”

White residents were taken aback by the lawsuit; many saw it as unnecessary agitation. Black parents were resigned to it; for them, it was inevitable. It was the only option left to force change.

Joe Kirby, a young reporter who had grown up in the Bronx and who worked at the Chicago Tribune, found Rockford conservative, segregated, and disconcerting. The Tribune was the state’s largest newspaper, and Kirby, who was assigned to its Schaumburg bureau, was tasked with reporting on areas northwest of Chicago. Rockford rarely merited much coverage by the big city paper. The one glaring exception was its school system, the lawsuit, and the way the city treated Black students.

“I was amazed something like this could happen so close to Chicago,”13 Kirby recalled. “I was amazed it could happen in a sizable city in the North.”

De facto segregation14 had been a part of Rockford’s school system for generations. In a 1970 lawsuit, civil rights organizations confronted Rockford officials for their failure to make much progress in the aftermath of the Supreme Court’s 1954 decision in Brown v. Board of Education, which ruled segregated schools unconstitutional. The district responded to the 1970 lawsuit with lackadaisical busing efforts and nonchalant attempts at magnet schools. By 1981, even those modest efforts had faded away.

So a group of parents15 started the fight all over again a few years later. The legal battle, led by a local activist named Ed Wells, began in 1989, after the school board announced a plan to close ten schools—a half dozen of them on the city’s mostly Black west side. The board also wanted to create several mega schools. These schools would have been part of a massive educational community of nearly two thousand students—most of them Black and Hispanic. The plan would essentially have created an educational ghetto.

When a federal judge finally issued16 a report resulting from the lawsuit over Rockford’s schools in the fall of 1993, the 537-page assessment was a blistering rebuke of decades of neglect, hostility, disastrous busing, and sweeping failures. The report described students being placed onto educational tracks from which they could rarely escape, with Black and Hispanic students regularly trapped in lower-level classes regardless of their abilities or desires. It detailed practices that harkened to the Jim Crow era, with Black and White students kept in separate classrooms and expected to use separate bathrooms. These separate facilities were not equal. Minority students typically received poorer-quality buildings, classrooms, and opportunities compared to their White counterparts.

By 1994, as Abloh was preparing17 to enter high school, Rockford officials had begun working with the federal courts to desegregate its schools at a cost of hundreds of millions of dollars. The uproar, which consumed the entire community, spoke to the ways in which institutions undervalue and underestimate young Black people. It was American racism with all its familiar contours.

It was a controversy that Abloh didn’t confront. As a high school freshman in 1994, with his parents’ blessing, he simply avoided it by choosing Boylan. Or at least, he made a worthy effort to do so. It was an early example of his seemingly instinctive refusal to get mired in a tug-of-war over race. His parents had come from a long way. He didn’t have to work to be twice as good as his White classmates to succeed. He was already great. Guilford, his neighborhood public high school, despite being one of the best in the city, was still part of a district that had never shaken off the racism of Jim Crow America. Even worse, the district hadn’t really tried.

Abloh’s parents paid the yearly tuition of $3,275 at Boylan Catholic High School. For them, education was all-important, no matter the financial sacrifice. Their son joined the class of 1998 and committed himself to making good use of his parents’ hard-earned, middle-class largesse. He studied engineering. This was the sort of serious scholarship his parents expected, and Abloh felt a duty to make his parents proud.

“Virgil was an African American in Hispanic circles and predominantly White circles,”18 Hayes said. “Those circles would have shaped him.”

Boylan preached scholarship, sports, and old-fashioned propriety. The young men were expected to wear dress shirts and ties, and the school took pride in impressing on its students the importance of the soft skills of adulthood: being punctual, offering a firm handshake, engaging in social pleasantries.

The building occupied significant acreage north of downtown and just west of the Rock River. It resembled a suburban rambler that just kept expanding in a disorderly and not especially pleasing manner. As one approached the main building, Boylan’s athletic field—home of the Titans—sat off to the left. A parking lot constituted a front lawn.

The school was founded in 196019, when the Catholic Church built a host of institutions to cater to the young baby boomers who were entering adolescence. It was constructed before the city’s population shifted east in earnest. For years, Boylan was the only Catholic high school in the Rockford region, a diocesan institution, not a Jesuit one—and at its height of popularity, the school enrolled some 1,200 students, both Catholic and non-Catholic, with some even traveling from Wisconsin. When Abloh arrived in 1994, the student population was closer to 1,000.

Rows of beige lockers lined the hallways, as did examples of student artwork—a counterbalance to the celebration of sports. “We never have a problem getting on the front page of the newspaper because of our football team or our
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[image: Virgil Abloh, as a youngster, stands in the centre of the top row in a group photo wearing jersey 23. Other individuals are arranged around him in the photo.]
At Boylan Catholic High School, Virgil Abloh was a devoted soccer player and snagged jersey number 23 on the varsity team.
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[image: Virgil Abloh poses with young men, all wearing similar shirts and bow ties, smiling for the camera. They are arranged closely together in a group shot, with Abloh positioned at the back. ]
At Boylan Catholic High School, Abloh was a minority among minorities.
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Abloh’s time studying architecture at the Illinois Institute of Technology in Chicago informed his understanding of graphic design, structure, and organization. He presented his work during a studio review in 2006 to Susan Conger-Austin, who is partially hidden; and (r to l) David Chipperfield, the visiting Morgenstern Chair at IIT; and Martha Thorne, who is the former dean of the architecture school at IE University in Madrid and was the executive director of the Pritzker Architecture Prize.
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[image: Virgil Abloh and two other men, wearing similar t-shirts, work together on DJ equipment with an open laptop in front of them. DJ lights are in the background. ]
One of Abloh’s early side projects was BeenTrill, a DJ’ing collective that transformed into a T-shirt business and fashion industry phenomenon. Abloh is pictured in 2013, during New York Fashion Week, behind the turntable with (l to r) Matthew Williams and Heron Preston.
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[image: A group of men stands closely, with Ozwald Boateng in the centre. They all wear suits, smile broadly for the camera, and have their arms around each other. ]
After years of rejecting attention to his race, designer Ozwald Boateng (center, in green), who broke ground as the first Black creative director for Givenchy menswear, mounted a 2019 fashion show in Harlem that celebrated his African roots.

PHOTO: JACKIE MOLLOY



[image: ]
Trailblazer Edward Buchanan worked with Abloh at Off-White. The two are pictured in Paris in March 2019 at a presentation of PIECES, a collaboration by Andre Walker and Maison Yves Salomon.
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In a few short years, Abloh went from competing for the LVMH Prize to judging it alongside (l to r) designers Marc Jacobs, Stella McCartney, and Kim Jones.
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[image: Virgil Abloh and Peter Saville stand together, with Abloh wearing a t-shirt featuring a face print. Both pose for the camera, looking directly at it.]
Virgil Abloh was deeply influenced by the work of graphic designer Peter Saville and considered him a mentor.
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[image: Virgil Abloh stands far right, and Kanye West, carrying a briefcase, stands at the centre. They are with a group of men, all wearing distinctive clothing and holding suitcases, posing outdoors. ]
Abloh’s introduction to Paris Fashion Week was alongside his employer, mentor, and friend Kanye West (center, with briefcase). Their technicolor ensembles left an enduring mark on the industry and pop culture.
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[image: Virgil Abloh works on a Nike shoe at a table, surrounded by various tools like markers, scissors, and tape. Several shoes are on the table.]
Abloh’s collaboration with Nike blasted his name and reputation around the world.
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[image: A grid presents multiple Nike shoes, each with tags attached by laces. ]
Nike asked Abloh to reimagine some of its most popular sneaker styles in a project referred to as The Ten. Abloh deconstructed the sneakers and added his beloved quotation marks.
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[image: A woman walks down the runway wearing a cropped t-shirt and a full dress with a fitted bodice and flowing bottom. She holds a small bag and is in motion.]
For his womenswear, Abloh was inspired by Princess Diana, who died in 1997, when Abloh was seventeen, a year he described as pivotal to his design sensibility.


[image: A person wears a t-shirt with a graphic print of boots adorned with embellishments.]
In his Fall 2019 Louis Vuitton show, Abloh highlighted Michael Jackson’s pop culture influence. The timing unexpectedly coincided with the release of a documentary that accused the singer of inappropriate relationships with children. Direct references to Jackson were pulled from the Louis Vuitton collection.


[image: A person wears a jacket with a graphic design on the back featuring skulls and flames. The jacket has diagonal stripes on the upper back, and the person is seen from behind. They also wear denim jeans.]
Hazard stripes were one Abloh’s favorite branding marks—these are from his Spring 2019 Off-White men’s collection.
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[image: A close-up of a boot with a warning tag attached. The boot has a distinct design with white and black elements.]
Quotation marks introduced irony and a whiff of intellectualism. These boots are from his Fall 2019 Off-White collection.


[image: A person wears a sweater with a graphic design showing figures in silhouette and a brick pattern at the bottom. The person also wears loose trousers, and the focus is on their torso and waist.]
This sweater, with the silhouette of Dorothy and her friends, was one of the most whimsical elements in Abloh’s Louis Vuitton debut.


[image: A young man walks on the runway wearing a loose shirt, shorts, and gloves. He carries a transparent bag and has a harness-style accessory worn over his shirt. The runway and audience are in the background.]
Abloh’s harnesses from his Louis Vuitton debut found their way to the red carpet worn by Timothée Chalamet and Michael B. Jordan.
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[image: Virgil Abloh walks down the runway with his hands over his face, surrounded by an audience cheering and clapping.]
When Abloh took his first bow at Louis Vuitton, it was an emotional moment and the culmination of a journey that began with a T-shirt.
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The Miami Louis Vuitton menswear show in November 2021 became a memorial to Abloh and included a building-size statue of the designer.
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