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A QUIET BEGINNING


[image: Giorgio Armani in 1978, seated at a table, looking directly at the camera.]


Giorgio Armani at a fashion presentation for his A/W 1977 collection.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
Black and white photograph of Giorgio Armani in 1978. He is seated at a table, wearing a light-colored button-down shirt with a dark tie. He has his chin resting on his right hand, looking directly at the camera. The background is slightly blurred.




THE WORK OF RESTRAINT

Periods of upheaval tend to reward excess. The louder the moment, the more visible the performance. Giorgio Armani moved in the opposite direction, refining rather than amplifying. His method relied on what was taken away.

Giorgio Armani was born in Piacenza in 1934. His parents, Ugo and Maria, had met at the town’s Teatro Filodrammatici while performing in Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House. He grew up as the middle child of three during the final years of Fascist rule, in a household shaped by wartime restriction. His father worked in a logistical role within the state regime, a fact Armani later acknowledged without emotional emphasis. Discipline, scarcity and order defined his childhood. The arts offered an early refuge. His mother and father retained an affection for the theatre, and his paternal grandfather, Lodovico, made nineteenth-century theatrical wigs for the local stage. He would take the children behind the scenes, where the atmosphere of the theatre itself held Armani’s attention. He was less persuaded by the wigs. Their overt artificiality sat uneasily with a sensibility that was already forming around reduction and restraint.


[image: A scene from The Iron Crown (1941) showing a woman lying down.]


Luisa Ferida in The Iron Crown (directed by Alessandro Blasetti, 1941).




Expand / collapse Extended Description
Black and white photograph of a scene from the film The Iron Crown (1941). It shows a woman, Luisa Ferida, lying down with her eyes closed, partially covered by dark fabric. The scene has strong contrast in lighting, typical of films from that era.


Film arrived through his older brother, Sergio, who first took him to the local picture houses. “As much as we loved going to the cinema,” Armani later recalled, “in our house football and film were rivals.” On Saturday afternoons, the boys would linger after their father had listened to the football on the radio, waiting to see whether he might be in the mood to spare the four lire needed for a ticket.

Certain films left impressions that never faded. In his self-titled illustrated autobiography, Armani remembered seeing The Iron Crown (1941) as a child, recalling its effect with unusual precision. “I was overwhelmed by the richness of the lighting, the sheer splendour of the scenes,” he said. “I was eight years old, but it made such a deep impression that I dreamed about it.” After the Second World War came Italian neorealism. Bicycle Thieves (1948) stayed with him for its understatement and emotional precision, devastating in its impact and free from the heightened drama of the American westerns and musicals that dominated cinemas at the time. Armani would later describe this period as the moment he first became conscious of visual storytelling as a language in itself. Daily life, meanwhile, was defined by material constraint. Fabric was scarce, and his mother improvised with what was available, making garments from repurposed materials such as parachute silk and fragments of old uniforms. Armani retained a tactile memory of their construction, and of the way necessity shaped form. He grew accustomed to clothing made from unexpected sources, and to silhouettes that carried traces of military function. Design was not yet a conscious pursuit, but the principle was already present: clothing could reconcile utility and imagination.

That understanding did not immediately resolve into a vocation. After school, he chose a conventional path, enrolling in medical studies out of pragmatism. Several years into his studies, he recognized that medicine did not suit him and left before completing his degree.


[image: A scene from Bicycle Thieves (1948) with a man and a young boy sitting on a curb.]


Bicycle Thieves with Lamberto Maggiorani as Antonio and Enzo Staiola as his son, Bruno (directed by Vittorio De Sica, 1948).




Expand / collapse Extended Description
Black and white photograph of a scene from the film Bicycle Thieves (1948). It features Lamberto Maggiorani as Antonio and Enzo Staiola as his son, Bruno. They are sitting on a curb in what appears to be a city street. The man is wearing a hat and a coat, looking downwards, while the boy sits beside him. Another person's legs can be seen walking in the background.


He next entered military service, leaving home with expectations shaped in part by cinema, including From Here to Eternity (1953). The reality proved different. Owing to his partial medical training, he was assigned to work in an infirmary, a posting defined by routine rather than combat.

While completing his military service, Armani was determined to secure a job during his leave. He confided in Rachel Enriquez, a close childhood friend who worked at La Rinascente department store in Milan and knew that the advertising office was recruiting. Not wanting to miss the opportunity, he persuaded her to pose for a series of photographs, assembling a makeshift portfolio. He later admitted that the images were uninspired, but the initiative nonetheless impressed his prospective employer and he was offered the position.

At the time, the store was redefining itself, adopting a more international outlook and a more curated approach to retail. Armani arrived as post-war Italy was reassessing taste, consumption and modernity. His early responsibilities involved assisting photographers and producing promotional material. He later moved into window dressing, where he learned how to communicate mood and meaning through presentation. From there, he was promoted and became menswear buyer. Italian designers continued to anchor his selections but the role also brought regular exposure to international collections, prompting a gradual expansion towards styles from the United States, India and Japan.

This period coincided with broader cultural change, marked by the social shifts of the 1960s and the growing dominance of industrialized ready-to-wear. Armani learned to think of fashion not as an abstract exercise, but as something shaped by the conditions of modern life, manufactured for a widening public and worn every day.


[image: Giorgio Armani examining drawings at a desk in the late 1970s.]


Giorgio Armani examining drawings for new designs, late 1970s.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
Black and white photograph of Giorgio Armani examining drawings for new designs in the late 1970s. He is standing behind a desk covered with numerous fashion sketches. He is wearing a dark cardigan over a white shirt, holding a pencil or pen in his right hand. A lamp illuminates the desk from the right side.


That understanding took concrete form through his introduction, via La Rinascente, to Nino Cerruti, who had recently assumed control of the Cerruti family’s textile and fashion business. Cerruti invited Armani to work on the Hitman menswear line, a ready-to-wear collection launched in 1957 that combined fine fabrics from Biella in northern Italy with a lighter, more contemporary approach to tailoring. With no formal training in design, Armani learned through observation, studying garments from the inside out and reworking familiar structures towards a looser, more natural form.

At Cerruti he also experimented with a new advertising approach. Working with the photographer Oliviero Toscani, he moved his campaigns away from detailed presentations of garments and towards tone, personality and mood. One image, a close portrait of a model’s face with no clothes in sight with the line “Hitman by Giorgio Armani”, marked a striking departure from traditional menswear photography and foreshadowed Armani’s later approach to image-making.


[image: Giorgio Armani adjusting clothes on a model for his S/S 1978 collection.]


Giorgio Armani adjusting models for his S/S 1978 collection.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
Black and white photograph showing Giorgio Armani kneeling to adjust the hem of a model's dress. The model is standing, and three other models are standing nearby in the background, observing. The setting appears to be an elegant room with large windows.


It was during his time at Cerruti that Armani met Sergio Galeotti, an architectural draftsman whose confidence and entrepreneurial drive contrasted with his own more introspective nature. A decade younger, Galeotti became both partner and close collaborator. He grasped the clarity of the aesthetic before Armani himself did and encouraged a move towards independence. Armani hesitated, wary of risk and uncertain about the demands of building a business, but Galeotti’s confidence did not waver.

On 24 July 1975, the two men registered Giorgio Armani S.p.A. in Milan. They funded the early months of the venture by selling Armani’s blue Volkswagen Beetle and secured a small studio on Corso Venezia in Milan. The space consisted of two rooms, one serving as a workspace, the other as a rudimentary office. The staff numbered three: Armani designed; Galeotti managed sales and marketing; a secretary, Irene Pantone, handled correspondence, helped with fittings and occasionally modelled the clothes. Her salary was modest enough that no one objected when she continued her studies during office hours.

The moment was unpromising. In the mid-1970s, Italy was gripped by political violence, economic instability and social unease. Energy crises had strained production, inflation was high and investment capital was limited. Fashion, at the time, remained oriented towards Paris. The city functioned as the symbolic centre of elegance, shaped by Christian Dior and Yves Saint Laurent. Set against the realities of everyday life in Italy, Paris’s authority could feel distant, almost abstract. Milan, by contrast, was understood primarily as a place of manufacture. Its ateliers and workshops supplied fabric and knitwear to French houses, keeping the city in a supporting role.

It was within this marginal position that Armani began to work. He laboured quietly, refining a style that appeared to disregard the prevailing noise. In 1975, he presented his first collection for Spring/Summer 1976 in a small showroom near their studio. A handful of assistants supported the core team. Reviewers responded positively; buyers did not. It would take time for the commercial realities of the industry to catch up with the idea taking shape in the clothes.

The Spring/Summer 1976 menswear offering featured trousers and jackets pared back to their essential construction. The look was soft, deconstructed and resistant to the rigid codes that still governed tailoring. Womenswear, presented alongside it, remained more cautious, aligned with Milanese bourgeois taste. That imbalance did not last.

Three months later, Armani recalibrated. In a presentation staged in an old restaurant, womenswear moved to the foreground, with women wearing tailoring drawn directly from menswear, reshaped through the softness of materials and an easier line. Men, meanwhile, appeared in terrycloth suits in saturated colours. The collections did not blur gender so much as set its terms in dialogue. Masculine structure gave womenswear a new sense of purpose, while the ease of materials loosened menswear.

The change grew out of observation as much as design. He drew inspiration from the nonconformist style of his sister, Rosanna Armani, whose way of dressing
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