
MAY�����

m
ay
���

bo
b�baffert�•�cannes�•�ew

an�m
cgrego

r�•�m
o

ntana

�  CAST AWAY Fishing Montana’s salmonfly hatch  � �TALKING DERBY�Bob Baffert gets ready for  Kentucky  

�  A NEW PERSPECTIVE James Fallows sees America at 2,500 feet  �  STARRY NIGHT�Where to stay in Cannes

Ewan McGregor puts Ewan McGregor puts 
on a new crown on a new crown 
 

KING KING 
 OF KINGS OF KINGS

RHAP0516_001_Cover_vFINAL.indd   1RHAP0516_001_Cover_vFINAL.indd   1 07/04/2016   15:2307/04/2016   15:23



MODE

MAY 2016    45

designer	profile

THE 
ITALIAN WAY 
Domenico Vacca’s new 
Manhattan flagship is a 

one-stop shop for everything 
la dolce vita
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on�a�cloudy�afternoon in March, on 
the empty second floor of a building 
on 55th Street in Midtown Manhat-
tan, designer Domenico Vacca stares 
up toward a rain-dappled skylight, eyes 
narrowing as he envisions a change. “We 
want the customer to be able to see the 
beautiful colors of the glass,” he says, 
pointing at the stained-glass windows 
of the adjacent 19th-century church 
and explaining how he’ll extend the 
pane down the side of the wall to make 
them visible. “We want every detail of 
the entire experience to be perfect.”

The experience he’s referring to is the 
designer’s masterstroke, a 10-story life-
style destination located off Fifth Avenue 
that includes an 8,000-square-foot flag-
ship boutique, a café, a barbershop, a 

salon, a members-only club, and 30 long-
term residences, all under the Domenico 
Vacca umbrella. “I have to get you out of 
your house, off of online shopping,” says 
Vacca, impeccably dressed in pieces from 
his own brand: a black suit with a navy 
blue shirt, an alligator-face timepiece, a 
jumble of silver bracelets, and a black and 
silver pocket chain that adds a little rock 
’n’ roll panache. “I asked, ‘What would 
our clients like to do?’ The man will get 
a shave. The woman might have her hair 
styled or makeup done. Then they’d have 
an espresso or a glass of Champagne as 
an aperitivo, as we do in Italy. They might 
do some shopping, and at night they can 
hang out in the club.”

Vacca may not be a household name, but 
over the past 18 years the former lawyer 

has turned his passion for clothing into 
a multimillion-dollar business, counting 
Forest Whitaker and Daniel Day-Lewis as 
clients and friends. At his five eponymous 
stores around the world, hand-stitched 
suits, sensually draped dresses, and 
signature python handbags are Vacca’s 
translation of classic Italian stile.

Vacca’s aesthetics are a product of his 
Italian upbringing. His maternal grand-
mother was a seamstress who owned 
a successful tailoring company in the 
town of Andria, in Puglia, where Vacca 
grew up “horsing around on tailors’ 
tables” and playing hide-and-seek under 
fabrics. Though Vacca loved fashion, his 
grandmother, who worked 16-hour days, 
encouraged him to pursue a more “stable 
career.” Vacca chose law and eventually 

SALON
Blowouts, hair-
cuts, highlights, 
and more

HOMEGOODS
The brand’s fi rst 
ever tabletop 
collection 

THE�COLLECTIONS
Suits, evening-

wear, accessories, 
and handbags

RESIDENCES
30 luxurious 

long-term-stay 
apartments  

THE�CAFÉ
Serving “the best 

cappuccino in 
New York”

ROOFTOP
A 4,000-square- 
foot terrace for 

members and 
private events

BARBERSHOP
Traditional 
hot shaves and 
haircuts for men

PRIVATE�CLUB
Members-only 
lounge featuring 
live music and DJs
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worked in the New York office of Baker & 
McKenzie. “I was the only Italian lawyer 
in an office with 150 American lawyers.” 
Was he the best dressed? “By far,” Vacca 
says with a laugh. He represented Italian 
fashion brands trying to make inroads in 
the American retail landscape. Guiding 
these companies reminded Vacca of his 
own dormant passion. “I witnessed the 
development of Italian fashion in the 
U.S., and I was inspired,” he says.

After his father passed away from lung 
cancer, Vacca quit his job at the firm—“I 
said, ‘Whatever years I have left, I’m 
going to do what I love’”—and in 1998 he 
started his own fashion design company, 
focused on the tailoring traditions of 
southern Italy.

Slim-fit may be a staple of men’s 
wardrobes now, but Vacca says he was 
one of the first to introduce the cut to 
the American market. “The goal was to 
have the original authentic fit from Italy, 
which means closer to the body,” he says. 
“No more baggy jackets, no more pants 
with pleats on each side and wide legs. 
We were the ones who said it’s not true 
that Americans cannot understand fash-
ion. They’re just not dressing correctly.” 
He also helped popularize handmade 
ready-to-wear collections, a market that 
had been the realm of bespoke lines. He 
now has two factories, with more than 
200 tailors and seamstresses in Naples 
and Puglia, as well as a tailoring school 
he started so as to preserve those skills. 

It’s those very skills that landed him 
on the Hollywood radar. About 12 years 
ago, costume designer Frank Fleming, 
who was working on the movie American 
Gangster, came in to Vacca’s store to find 
clothes for Denzel Washington. Flem-
ing was so impressed with the quality 
that he asked to work with Vacca. Since 
then, Vacca and his team have created 
costumes for 50 movies and TV shows, 
most famously for Jeremy Piven’s char-
acter Ari Gold on Entourage. (Vacca, a 
good friend of Piven’s, even has a cameo 
in the Entourage movie.)

“Costume designing is my fun project,” 
Vacca says. “When I design for my collec-
tion, there are so many elements to keep 
in mind: What’s the trend, where are we 
historically in that given year, what’s my 
inspiration? When I do movies, I get to 
bring the character to life through the 
clothes. For example, for Ari Gold, we 
put his initials, A.G., inside all his suits. 
So when Jeremy put on the suit, he felt 
like the character.”

The designer brings this same atten-
tion to detail to the New York Domenico 
Vacca store, which opens its doors this 
month. (New tabletop and eyewear col-
lections, as well as women’s and men’s 
fragrances, will debut in conjunction 
with the opening.) He oversaw each step 
of the yearlong project, from choosing 
the Ferrari-inspired stitching on the 
leather chairs in the salon to designing 
the furnishings in the residences. He 

even flew out the principal of an Italian 
barista school to teach his baristas the 
art of making coffee. “I want to sell the 
best cappuccino in New York, but I don’t 
want the customer to pay three times the 
regular price,” Vacca says. “I want people 
to get closer to what I believe is luxury. 
Because an espresso and cappuccino 
done right—that’s luxury. And we’re still 
talking about $2.50.

 “‘Luxury’ is the most overused word of 
the last 10 years,” he continues, leaning 
against the black Italian marble bar at 
the café. “Everything is luxury. For me, 
having the time to smoke a cigar with a 
friend is luxury. It’s everything that brings 
you enjoyment, and that isn’t exclusive to 
material things. You can drive a Ferrari 
but still have a miserable life. Or you 
can be sitting in front of a little trattoria 
in Tuscany, drenched in sunlight, and it 
doesn’t get more luxurious than that.” 

friends	in	fashion
Mickey Rourke and 

Vacca in 2009

fashion
urke and
2009

“‘Luxury’ is the most overused 
word of the last 10 years. Everything 
is luxury. For me, having the time to 
smoke a cigar with a friend is luxury.”
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