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In 1982, Cher performed at Caesars Palace, Las Vegas, and promoted a one-night-only TV special to be aired the following year. The poster left fans in no doubt about whether or not they would be getting their money’s worth: ‘Sexy, Sizzling, Sensational Cher in an electrifying one-hour concert special!’ Quite the billing. Cher did not disappoint, delivering a fever dream of barnstorming covers and showgirl costumes, the latter outrageous in their brief proportions and blinding sparkle.

For her first number, ‘Could I Be Dreamin’’ (1980), Cher is crowned with a headdress more than two metres across. The almighty plume of fire-coloured feathers wobbles above a skimpy red-and-silver dress shooting up at the hip bones. Viewers are used to certain glamazon tendencies from her prime-time era on TV, but this is something else, an extravaganza of camp involving not just outfit changes but wig transitions in front of the audience’s eyes. After the opening tune segues into ‘Signed, Sealed, Delivered (I’m Yours)’ (1970), three men gather around Cher. ‘Hello, my darling,’ she purrs at the chosen one kneeling in front of her. ‘Never a nasty little frown on his face,’ she continues, as he deftly fastens the waist of her next get-up while motorboating her stomach. And it gets better. For ‘Those Shoes’ (1979), Cher rides onto the stage on a gigantic mule sandal, gyrating at the curve of its heel before sliding down its sole and through its peeptoe. For anyone watching, it was a parallel universe of sequins, hair and shoes – sexy, sizzling, sensational and one hundred per cent Cher.

Cherilyn Sarkisian was born with showbiz in her blood. After watching two movies as a little girl, Dumbo and Cinderella, she knew that she needed to be part of the acting world. She even practised her autograph from the age of 11. ‘I set out to be famous!’ she said simply during a 2018 interview with Philip Galanes from the New York Times, adding, ‘I set out to be Cinderella.’ And in fact, her story wasn’t entirely dissimilar from her idol’s rags-to-riches character arc.

Cher was born on 20 May 1946. Her father, John Sarkisian, was largely an absent figure, despite being married to her mother, Georgia Holt, three separate times. Their daughter’s early fascination with fame was inherited from Holt, a jobbing actress who lost out on the part of a lifetime to Marilyn Monroe (as Angela Phinlay in The Asphalt Jungle). Dyslexic and disinterested in school, Cher left home at 16, which is when she crossed paths with Sonny Bono, the man who moulded her early career, sculpting a marketable star (and his future wife) out of an ingénue with a vocal register so deep that people initially mistook it for a man’s. ‘I Got You Babe’ (1965) was a turning point for their double act Sonny & Cher, an iconic record that eventually became the outro number of The Sonny & Cher Comedy Hour, the couple’s reinvention as variety-show hosts after their cool-factor as musicians waned in the late sixties. When they parted ways professionally and romantically, Cher rebounded with a new TV show on CBS, Cher, the mononym that she’d legally adopt four years later, dropping ‘Sarkisian’, ‘Bono’ and any subsequent last name that might follow. Wearing costumes by Bob Mackie, whose designs are a sacred part of fashion history, Cher’s radiance was finally set to full beam.

Cher’s style legacy could fill several books. Her wardrobe has been a talking point since time immemorial, mentioned in almost every one of her talk-show appearances, often slyly and rarely in passing, with interviewers lingering on its finer points with a breathtaking lack of subtlety that, quite honestly, mirrors her greatest outfits. On 13 November 1987, Cher appeared on the Late Show with David Letterman, reuniting with her ex-husband Sonny. After wearing a spangled body stocking for a rousing performance of ‘I Found Someone’ (1987), Cher settled into an armchair for the interview. ‘You sounded great,’ said Letterman. ‘What the hell were you wearing exactly? Was there a fire at the hotel or something?’ She was undeterred, landing a few jabs of her own later in the segment. (When Letterman poked fun at Sonny, pointing at his bare abdominals in some old promotional material from the days of Sonny & Cher, Cher didn’t miss a beat: ‘Show us your stomach, David.’) Because despite the gawking and negative attention it sometimes garnered, Cher refused to dial down her look for anyone, including the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, who balked at her young boyfriends and barely-there clothes as she attempted to cross over into Hollywood. She wanted to be taken seriously, hoping to fulfil her adolescent dream of acting, but on no one else’s terms but her own.

Of course, the joke’s certainly not on Cher. Not only has she produced 27 studio albums to date and landed a number-one hit in the charts for six decades straight, but she’s also the recipient of three Golden Globes, one Emmy, one Grammy, and one Academy Award. She’s also been celebrated by the prestigious Kennedy Center Honors (2018), as well as receiving an induction into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 2024. Cher has built a career off the back of a masterful ability to reincarnate, shifting from pop singer to prime-time star to leading lady to dance-anthem diva, adopting different clothes for different eras. Despite the accolades, Cher’s been in and out, up and down. During a 2018 sit-down with Gayle King, she even joked that she’d finally won an Academy Award, the pinnacle of achievement by anyone’s standards, only to wind up doing infomercials. What’s remarkable is that she’s managed to weather the outs with comeback after comeback, never missing a beat when there’s an opportunity for a new chapter. She’s TV gold. A Broadway star (both treading the boards herself and providing material for her very own stage biopic, The Cher Show). An arena legend. And, undoubtedly, a fashion icon.

Cher’s attitude to getting dressed marked her out from the beginning of her career. She’s a risk-taker, always pushing for something that would cause nothing less than shockwaves; she has never stuck to rules or to one way of making an impact. As she once told FASHION Magazine, ‘The thing I love about style is that it is continually evolving. I don’t believe I’ve ever had a uniform.’

That might be true, but it doesn’t mean she doesn’t rely on certain style principles, pulling out silhouettes and shades calibrated to always hit, never miss. In these pages, you’ll learn how to distil some of those signature moves, channelling their audaciousness while always making them your own.




[image: DRESS TO THE BEAT OF YOUR OWN DRUM]
[image: Cher wears a latticed and beaded crop top, a low-waisted beaded skirt and a cashmere shawl. Her hair is a mohawk like a lion’s mane over a beaded headdress. She poses for the camera next to an Oscars statue.]
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When Cher arrived at the Oscars in 1986, she was making a very particular statement. She had finally conquered Hollywood, with one nomination already under her belt for Silkwood (1983), a critically acclaimed drama co-starring Meryl Streep. But three years on, not only had she been passed over for her performance in Mask (1985), but she also was bristling at not being considered a so-called ‘heavyweight’ actress by the Academy. Cher being Cher, she pulled a number on its overlords, who had deigned to ask her to present the award for Best Supporting Actor, issuing a specific brief for the ceremony. Speaking to the New York Times Magazine, whose interview ran 18 months later on 18 October 1987, Cher said, ‘I wasn’t going to go at all. And then they asked me to present, these people who had just said, “No, you can’t be one of us.” I thought, Okay, you can go in a simple black dress and be just like everyone else. But then I decided, I’m going to remind them of what they don’t like about me.’

She came and conquered, a jet-black mohawk erupting above her regal head like a lion’s mane, towering over Don Ameche, the actor to whom she presented the gold statuette. A toned foot of flesh was visible between her latticed crop top and beaded column skirt, its zig-zag waistline drawing the eye down from her navel, always a source of controversy for the omnipotent censors during her days on CBS. (In the same year, Geraldine Page took home Best Actress, posing after the fact in a magisterial but modest velvet cape. Cher also wore a cashmere shawl, incidentally, but naturally it did little to counter the effect of the sky-high feathers and tantalisingly bare skin.) Cher stood at the podium, gazing magnanimously at the audience and said, ‘As you can see, I did receive my Academy booklet on how to dress like a serious actress.’ The score at the close of the ceremony was Cher: 1, Academy: 0.

Cher didn’t need to be given a handbook on how to dress. She wrote the handbook on how to dress up. The Oscars outfit might have gone down in history, but it was just one of many of Cher’s looks that constituted A Moment. She always dressed to the beat of her own drum, operating entirely outside the trend cycle and refusing to entertain anyone else’s idea of what she ought to wear, however much it affected her chances in Hollywood.

One glance at her album covers tells you all you need to know. They’re a snapshot of a life that’s been lived with a glorious sense of escapism when it comes to dressing up. Two stand out. For Take Me Home (1979), Cher was dressed as a fantastical warrior princess, with her version of high-fashion armour, not to mention a headdress shaped like an outstretched pair of dragon wings, all rendered in gold. This album of disco anthems was a hit with listeners, which sadly wasn’t the case for Prisoner (1979), which came out the same year. Its cover, however, was incendiary. Pictured in front of a column with an urn by her feet, Cher appears naked apart from chains wrapping her wrists, thighs and ankles. Look closely and you’ll see how each length of links is draped just so, almost creating a skirt. Obviously, this wasn’t left to a prop master but orchestrated by the maestro himself, Bob Mackie. And until you understand this man’s sense of invention – as well as his indefatigable work ethic and a soaring ability to dream big – you won’t understand Cher.

Together, they made nothing short of magic after meeting just as the sixties, a time of free love but comparatively modest fashions, was about to give way to the seventies, a decade where you dressed up. And as we’ve already seen, nobody did that quite like Cher.



[image: Cher wears a dress in shades of pink and sings. The dress has strips of sequins, a neckline plunging to her navel and thin strips of sequin across her chest.]

CHER MEETS MACKIE

Mackie might have dressed the greatest of stars over the years, including Judy Garland, Mitzi Gaynor, Carol Burnett, Diana Ross, Barbra Streisand and Tina Turner, but he arguably had the most enduring relationship with Cher. She was his muse; he was her co-creator. ‘This might sound strange to some, but of all the men in my life, Bob Mackie has been one of the most important, hands down,’ she wrote in the afterword to the book The Art of Bob Mackie.

Mackie cut his teeth with the undisputed doyenne of costume design, Edith Head, providing sketches for iconic movies like A New Kind of Love (1963), which scored a nomination for the Best Costume Design (Color) Academy Award. He also crossed paths with Marilyn Monroe, drawing the sketch for the sensational ‘naked’ dress she wore to serenade President John F. Kennedy. The dress was designed so that, under the stage lights, those extraordinary curves were dusted with rhinestones as she delivered her legendary rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’. Eventually, TV came knocking. Mackie racked up credits on The Judy Garland Show, Alice Through the Looking Glass and The Carol Burnett Show, the latter featuring a long-haired husband-and-wife duo, Sonny & Cher, who’d got a hit under their belt but were struggling on the nightclub scene having fallen out of favour with the ‘in’ crowd. According to legend, Mackie met his future muse backstage, where she was admiring the beadwork on a gown of Burnett’s. A straight-shooter from the off, Cher wasted no time, telling the designer she wanted to wear something like that one day. In 1971, her wish came true: The Sonny & Cher Comedy Hour got its own slot on CBS.

Because of his relentless schedule on The Carol Burnett Show, Mackie only signed on to design costumes for Cher, zipping between the studios through a handily located men’s toilet. The rest is history. In his hands, Cher became one of the best-dressed women in America, with the kind of costumes – plunging, glittering, mesmerising – that made the average viewer dare to dream. Mackie has been by her side ever since, designing costumes for her solo venture Cher, reboots (the short-lived The Sonny & Cher Show), albums, magazine covers, red-carpet triumphs and the musical theatre extravaganza on Broadway, The Cher Show.

She, meanwhile, never stopped trusting his judgement. On 11 April 1988, Cher was poised for victory at the Oscars for her role in Moonstruck (1987), and filmed a segment beforehand that would air on the night as part of The Barbara Walters Special. Sitting on a plump cream sofa, hair permed and feet curled beneath her, with her spidery limbs clad in black sweats, she dished on the dress she had planned – ‘beautiful’ and ‘skimpy’, words that would inspire delight from some, eye rolls from others. ‘Then he designed this very beautiful, what he called, wrap to go over it. I said, “No, no, no, I don’t want a wrap. I want a black motorcycle jacket. And I want you to bead it exactly the same as my dress. Can you do that?” He kind of gulped and said, “Well, that’s very interesting, Cher.” His face fell to the floor.’

Cut to the red carpet, and she’s wearing the dress she described, her lithe body draped in beads which beam as brightly as her smile, but there’s no leather jacket in sight. Instead, she’s wearing the wrap. Evidently, she listened to Mackie. As Cher stood on the winner’s podium, she said ‘I don’t think that this means that I
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