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INTRODUCTION

Domenico Dolce and Stefano Gabbana are the creative minds behind the incredibly successful Dolce & Gabbana fashion house. For nearly 40 years, it has been known for a certain sort of high-octane glamour, deeply rooted in Sicilian style. Instantly recognizable, it offers an unmistakable blend of femininity, confidence and tradition: the Dolce & Gabbana muse is a strong, sensual woman.

It should be noted there are only a handful of fashion brands whose names are universally known, and Dolce & Gabbana – much like Dior, Versace, Chanel, Armani and Vivienne Westwood – is one of them.

Theirs is not a label known only to the fashion elite. Instead their clothes are worn and adored by legions of fans – many of whom will fill the streets of Milan ahead of their shows (which are serious affairs, requiring passport identification to enter). And long before other fashion brands, they had established relationships with influencers.
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Emily Blunt wears Dolce & Gabbana for a photocall for Oppenheimer, in which she starred, on July 12, 2023.



The list of those who have worn Dolce & Gabbana on the red carpet is lengthy, which in itself goes to show what kind of brand this is – one that sparkles, shimmers and shines. Perfect for film stars, models and musicians from Helen Mirren, Emily Blunt, Mindy Kaling, Paul Dano and Keanu Reeves, to Kylie Jenner, Rosie Huntington-Whiteley, Alessandra Ambrosio, Kitty Spencer, Nicki Minaj, Ice Spice, Kylie Minogue and Madonna.

Indeed, the list goes on and on – and Beyoncé wore Dolce & Gabbana to perform on her 2023 Renaissance World Tour: a custom catsuit in black lace with a long skirt and opera cape in black tulle and black satin gloves; and a custom bodysuit in tulle with crystal rhinestones inspired by baroque artwork.
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The designers with Naomi Campbell and Iman at the Met Gala 2001 celebrating the exhibition “Jacqueline Kennedy: The White House Years” at the Metropolitan Museum of Art Costume Institute.
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Lily Donaldson on the D&G A/W 2009/10 catwalk.




[image: ]

A memorable catwalk moment, S/S 2010, with Lily Donaldson, Natasha Poly and Karlie Kloss among the models.
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Cabbages and roses for S/S 2018.
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The pyjama collection for S/S 2009.
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An Alta Moda moment – this time the small town of Alberobello, in Bari (southern Italy), is transformed into an open-air catwalk.



Despite starting out from humble beginnings – with hardly any money and a few setbacks – Dolce & Gabbana is a brand that is used to rubbing shoulders with the stars. Early on, a relationship was born with the supermodels, who would come to epitomize the designers’ sexy blend of dressing, which at its core is built on dedicated craftsmanship.

Vanity Fair Italia recently put 21 supermodels on its cover, all dressed in Dolce & Gabbana as if capturing a moment rewound, relived. The pieces – tight little dresses, bras and corsets (which at one point all the models wanted to wear on the catwalk) – had all stood the test of time, such are the classic but distinct codes to which the designers work.

It is an ability to tap into tradition as well as embrace innovation that has set the brand apart. And a quick scroll of the brand’s Instagram will reveal the breadth of the designers’ creative work. As well as heritage-inspired and homeware collections, they have created childrenswear, menswear, fragrance and jewellery – and even a couple of singles along the way. And they’re keen to support emerging talent.

Over the years this body of work has been documented in many an article; there are countless reviews and various coffee table books: 10 Years of Dolce & Gabbana, showing off their starry career; 20 Years: Dolce & Gabbana, a glorious depiction of their collections featuring sketches and archive imagery; and Animal, in homage to their favourite animal prints; there are also tributes such as Vogue on: Dolce & Gabbana and Dolce & Gabbana (Fashion Memoir).

And even though it debuted in another era, Dolce & Gabbana is a brand for the Instagram age, from its designs to its ethos.

As they have progressed through the years, the duo have drilled down more and more into the essence of what their label is all about, able now to mine their own overflowing archives, seen pertinently in the Spring/Summer 2024 womenswear show – tailoring, lingerie, black and white, leopard print.
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The designers taking a bow at the end of their S/S 2024 menswear show.
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Dolce & Gabbana’s Alta Moda spectacle takes place in Pretoria Square in Palermo, Sicily, 2017.
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Ode to Italy, always, S/S 2016.



Of course, it has not been all plain sailing and there have been some controversies along the way – including campaigns and comments that have left the reputation of both brand and designers far from glittering. But part of their impressive CV is also that they have moved with the times, especially technology. And they have charmed with exuberant summer prints, princess dresses, stunning finales and spectacular sets – and an ode to their home, Italy. Which is where it all began.
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Bianca Brandolini d’Adda on the set of a Dolce & Gabbana campaign, October 2012, in Taormina, Sicily.
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THE FAMOUS FASHION DESIGNER DUO

How Domenico Dolce and Stefano Gabbana came to meet is now one of those fabled fashion stories, told over and over, with something of a serendipitous charm about it.

One day while working at Giorgio Correggiari, a highly regarded Italian fashion designer in Milan, Dolce, then 23, answered the phone. At the other end of the line was Gabbana, 19, enquiring about a job.

It was 1981 and, according to his account of events in the coffee-table tome 20 Years: Dolce & Gabbana, Gabbana had been given the number for Giorgio Correggiari by a friend. As the book Vogue on: Dolce & Gabbana tells it, the pair then arranged to meet at a nightclub called No Ties, where Correggiari was throwing a party.

Gabbana recalls going in for an appointment at which he confessed that he had no real experience in fashion – it was actually graphic design that he had studied – but Dolce took him under his wing. He took a chance on the younger man, teaching Gabbana how to sketch.
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A portrait of Domenico Dolce and Stefano Gabbana taken in the 1980s – the surroundings are suitably opulent.



Dolce & Gabbana, as they would later be known, would go on to have a personal relationship (which would end in the early 2000s). By 1982, they were sharing an apartment from which they were also doing freelance work for other companies, including Marzotto, the Italian textile manufacturer, and Max Mara, the Italian fashion brand known for its classic, camel-coloured coats. There was also a short period of mandatory military service for Gabbana. But soon, Dolce & Gabbana, the brand, made its debut.

But before they became Dolce & Gabbana, they were individually Domenico Dolce and Stefano Gabbana. A Leo and a Scorpio, from the south and from the north, respectively.

Dolce was born in the town of Polizzi Generosa, Sicily, in 1958. His father was a tailor and his mother ran a haberdashery store, which meant he grew up surrounded by fabrics. It is perhaps no surprise, then, that he would end up working in fashion – though he would long resist referencing his Sicilian heritage.
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Polizzi Generosa, Palermo, Sicily, where Domenico Dolce was born.



In 20 Years: Dolce & Gabbana, celebrating the 20th anniversary of the brand and edited by the journalist Sarah Mower, Dolce details memories of his father’s tailoring business: it had 30–40 employees at a time when there were two distinct styles of clothing. Clothes for people who worked in the country, and clothes for the gentry. What also stood out to him was the quality of the fabric. He remembers playing with fabric as a child, not toys, and apparently made his first pair of trousers aged 7, in miniature.

By the 1970s, his father adapted the business to modern times and introduced machinery. Until this point, Dolce had already learned everything the traditional way, by hand. It was the influence of his father, who was fascinated by fabric, that probably led the brand to use what is now a signature fabric of theirs, pinstripe. And at that time in their career, the early 1980s, the masculine fabric stood out among the era’s loose and relaxed linens, its soft silhouettes.

Dolce had moved to Milan from Sicily to attend Istituto Marangoni, the school of fashion and design, but stayed only a year and a half because he was eager to get a job and work.

Gabbana, meanwhile, was born in 1962 in Milan. His family is from Venice, Veneto, and his father was a printer while his mother ironed clothes in a laundry. According to an interview with Harper’s Bazaar, when he was really young he had dreams of being an actor, but he studied graphic design and went to work in the industry for six months. He soon realized it was not for him. Instead, he liked fashion. He didn’t really know anything about it, other than what he liked.

This included Fiorucci, a youthful culture-based Italian brand (whose popularity has recently been reprised after a somewhat rocky road); the denim label Levi’s; and Ray-Ban, notably its sunglasses. He also bought second-hand clothes from America. As reference points, these make a lot of stylistic sense for Gabbana, who is known for his love of colour, glamour and print; and a youthful, fun street style would populate their secondary line, D&G, a diffusion range they would design throughout the 1990s and 2000s.

Gabbana recalls that by the end of the 1970s and early 1980s, fashion itself was becoming fashionable in Italy, both as an industry and a pastime. Milan was a manufacturing hub, producing some of the biggest fashion names, among whom Stefano and Domenico would soon be a part. There was also an energy in the city, especially when it came to the night life. The duo’s routine would soon comprise late nights, early mornings, clubbing and working, working and clubbing; they worked very hard and the energy clearly fuelled them.

Their career together began with a label called Donna, Donna (it is supposed to be a play on Dolce’s initials). Reportedly, it went down well with press and buyers to the extent that they started to speak to a factory about production. But a deal seems to have fallen through – the rumour is that the factory was put off by someone at an established label who had been dismissive of the enterprise. That was the end of Donna, Donna.

The inception of their own label, however, came about a little by chance. It was in 1985 that the late Beppe Modenese, who was often referred to as Italy’s Prime Minister of Fashion, decided he wanted to give young designers a chance to showcase as part of what was by now a well-established event, full of big names. He would offer a slot at the end of the week.

Dolce & Gabbana – the duo came up with the label’s eponymous name by looking at the inscription above their doorbell – was selected alongside two others. It was all quite last-minute, but a thrill to know
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