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The fashion industry is coughing and wheezing right now, 
but kicking old habits can be tough. As a symbol of sex, 
androgyny, rebellion — and with so many iconic images that 
feature cigs — is fashion ready to surrender its fag addiction?

Lara Stone’s eyes are scorching 
you through lens of an analogue camera. 
Untied platinum hair hangs effortlessly 
on the confines of her snow-white 
complexion, while midday sunlight casts 
shadows under brutalist cheekbones 
which rule over hollowed cheeks, as she 
drags from the cigarette between her 
plump lips. Blue smoke whispers out. 
Wistful and sexy. 

Innocuous does the cig appear. 
In fact, it seems quite divine. Smokers 
aren’t ignorant to the fatal promises the 
contents of their khaki tobacco pouch can 
bring: cancers, strokes and amputations 
galore. Officially known as Pantone 448 
C, governments internationally decided 
on the khaki shade of packaging after 
being voted the most off-putting colour — 
but they mustn’t have seen Christian Dior 
pre-fall 2020. The smoker smokes because 
they wants to, no level of martyrdom for 
beauty here. She’s so in fashion. Fags are 
fashion. But for how long? 

Remember the ‘Le Smoking’ 
tuxedo suits by Yves Saint Laurent’s with 

their ash-resistant lapels, irrefutably 
one of the couturier’s most recognised 
signatures. Recall Lady Gaga’s outlandish, 
yet impractical cigarette sunglasses in her 
incredibly camp music video for Telephone 
in 2010. Corinne Day’s portraits of a fresh 
faced Kate Moss smoking by the sea, too. 
The list goes on. 

Despite knowledge of the 
deadly consequences; or perhaps because 
of them, cigarettes stalk from between 
the fingers of some of fashion’s most 
celebrated designers: Coco Chanel, Yves 
Saint Laurent and Alexander McQueen 
to name just a few. After being captured 
in fashion editorials, on the catwalks, at 
fashion parties, and the habit trickles 
down to industry followers. 

Smoking rates in the United 
Kingdom have halved in the past 20 years 
and over 2.8 million people have adopted 
the e-cigarette; now the most popular 
aid to quitting smoking. But where is 
the e-cigarette in fashion? The real thing 
clearly has that something, that je nais 
se quois, that the e-cigarette seems to 

lack. To the aesthete, a fag is just a small 
part of the visual narrative that delights 
in declaring its smokers place in the in-
group. 

After all, sharing, offering and 
accepting a cigarette are valuable rituals 
in social formation. The city can be 
jarringly misanthropic, but the collective 
spirit of the smoking area prospers 
regardless of climate. “Excuse me, do you 
have a lighter?” “Yes, I do. Love the scarf, 
by the way.” 

Smoking was assumed a 
‘masculine’ habit in 19th Century Britain, 
regardless its feminine etymology (note 
the female suffix ‘—ette’ added to ‘cigar’). 
The glass ceiling was blackened by smoke 
and ash. Health warnings concerning 
tobacco smoking had existed for years. 
Journalist, Lynn Linton who wrote for 
Girl’s Own Paper asserted that female 
smoking will provoke the growth of 
moustaches on their upper lips in 1898, 
owing to the blurring of the sexes. 

Such fear mongering is no 
stranger to us today. But like most ‘fake 
news’, its roots are embedded in fear. For 
the smoking woman was a ‘New Woman’, 
a more androgynous woman, with a 
rebellious spirit that struck fear in men’s 
fragile masculinities. 

Tobacco advertisements 
of the early 20th Century adopted a 
different perspective. Decadent women 
were captured in their marketing, 
showing men an erotic idealisation of the 
companionship a cigarette can bring. She 

was thin, smouldering, and responds to 
your kisses in breaths of smoke.

Today, celebrating the ciggie is 
a provocative act. There’s an unthinkable 
fear that once we remember their roots 
in our fashion history, smoking rates will 
increase once more. But society isn’t so 
naive. Perhaps in a loose sense, cigarettes 
were pillars in some of the most influential 
fashion creative’s histories, and they can’t 
be ignored when we look back.

Ashes to ashes; the cigarette’s 
place in fashion isn’t truly dead, but it 
is dying. As stylist and editor-in-chief 
of LOVE Magazine, Katie Grand has 
clearly been a staunch supporter of the 
cigarette as a visual device in her fashion 
editorials, yet while the Autumn Winter 
2010 issue had a whopping seventeen 
cigarettes throughout its imagery, Spring 
Summer 2019 had a one measly cigarette. 
It was Grand in 2011 who put Kate Moss 
on the Marc Jacobs runway puffing on a 
cigarette for Louis Vuitton’s show — on 
No Smoking Day of all days. 

Perhaps the decline isn’t 
surprising when one considers editorials 
as a projection of the future. We know 
smoking rates will continue to decline, 
and the public health warnings are 
sure to make it less appealing. While 
the ashtray runneth over, the smog is 
clearing on fashion’s fascination with the 
cigarette. But what is left? Black tar and 
an unsavoury lingering stench? No. A 
fascinating history of rebellion, sex and 
decadence, lest we forget.
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The Peter Greenaway directed film ‘A Cook, A Thief, His Wife and Her Lover’ 
(1989) is excruciatingly decadent. Complimenting the lavish sets are the film’s 
costumes designed by fashion’s enfant terrible, Jean Paul Gaultier. The style is 
a concoction of Victoriana, Japonisme, militia, and futurism, then seasoned with 
(a particularly heavy hand of) pure grandeur. Georgina, played by Helen Mirren, 
remains poised in the face of her vile husband who hates cigarettes, but her habit 
indulges the audience in her implicit lust for liberation and hedonism.

RED FAG AT NIGHT, GAULTIER’S DELIGHT
Lara Stone deserves a special mention for her commitment to the 
cigarette as the ultimate fashion accessory. The Dutch fashion model 
is regularly captured unflatteringly by tabloids flashing a fag between 
stained yellow fingers, while editorials tell a story of eroticism and 
craving. Legend has it she needn’t have a lighter; her eyes provide 
plenty of blaze to light her cigs. She’s photographed here for Autumn/
Winter LOVE Magazine Autumn/Winter 2009 by Angelo Pennetta in 
his candid, stylist-free editorial, ‘Between the Shows’. 

CIGS AND STONES MAY BREAK MY BONES
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A stride away from the little 
black dress, Yves Saint Laurent’s 
tuxedo was a controversial, 
androgynous, revolutionary 
statement. Debuting as part 
of his autumn/winter "Pop 
Art" collection in 1966, and 
sharply cut to perfection, it 
was a new type of sultry for 
women of the time; Catherine 
Deneuve and Liza Minelli were 
among popular wearers of the 
Le Smoking look. In this image 
shot for French Vogue in 1975 
by Helmut Newton, Vibeke 
Knudsen wears ‘full look’, 
which of course, features a 
cigarette. The print was sold by 
Christie’s on 2nd October 2019 
for an immense USD 90,000, 
perhaps proving the look will 
never go out of style. 

LE SMOKING… C’EST CHIC, NON?

CIGGY STARDUST

There’s perhaps no other actress on this Earth more captivating than Tilda 
Swinton. Even when encased in a glass cabinet at the Serpentine Gallery in 1995 
— an art piece she called ‘The Maybe’ — a sign on the wall read: “Please come and 
go quietly, not in deference to authority, but out of respect for the person whose 
slight form exerts such an extraordinary power over this room.” Perhaps this is 
the reason magazines so scarcely capture her being herself. Below she channels 
David Bowie, captured by Craig McDean and styled by Edward Enninful for Vogue 
Italia, February 2003. 
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A smoker’s idea of romance. There’s not a more sensual way to 
light a cig. The photographer Jeanloup Sieff was a pioneer of sorts, 
introducing the wide angle lens to fashion editorial, and he regularly 
captured women smoking in his work — t’was the era of the smoker, 
after all. Here, two beaus share a light in Harper’s Bazaar, 1968. 

CIGARETTE KISSES

Model and actress 
Anjelica Huston 
moved to Paris in 1971 
with her partner Bob 
Richardson, where 
her career took off 
after meeting the 
great makeup artist 
and perfumer, Serge 
Lutens. It was Lutens 
that gave her the 
iconic, dead-straight 
fringe, and also 
captured her here for 
Christian Dior in 1972 
in a mustard Winter 
look, coordinating 
with the filter of 
course. 

A FALLEN ANJELICA
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Photographer and stylist Jean-Paul Goude for years worked with Grace Jones, 
and their cover to her 1981 album ‘Nightclubbing’ now borders on religious 
iconography. Visibly wearing nothing but a severe black jacket  (Giorgio 
Armani) against immaculate skin like sculpted obsidian, the white cigarette 
centres the (likely highly modified) photograph. The result is a mix of beauty 
and threat, of masculinity and femininity, of smoulder and ash. 

SMOKING IS GOUDE

Rarely is someone as globally beloved as fashion designer Alexander McQueen also 
underrated. He shook the fashion industry simply with how raw he was, which 
seared through his designs like a shriek in the night. Death was a recurring motif 
in his work, and therefore it’s elementary to see why Tim Walker captured McQueen 
in 2009 for British Vogue with a skull and a cigarette: two emblems of beauty and 
tragedy. He died two weeks later, and the image lives on as a memento mori. 

ANGELS & DEMONS


