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Jerome Chazen

Did you know?
Liz Claiborne was a real person. She served as president of Liz
Claiborne, Inc. actively designing clothing until she retired in 1989.
Jerome Chazen worked for 11 years as managing buyer at
Winkelman’s in Detroit, moving his family from New York to Southfield.
Liz Claiborne opened its flagship storefront at Twelve Oaks Mall in
1988.
Among other labels, Lucky Brand Jeans, Kate Spade and
Juicy Couture are all part of the Liz Claiborne, Inc. portfolio, collectively
known officially this spring as Fifth & Pacific Companies.
consumer and what she wanted and why, and figure out what we could
do to get that to her. None of that exists today. Buyers never visit the store,
so the connection between buyers and consumers is further and further
apart. That’s a big problem,” Chazen says.

THE BOOM OF A FASHION EMPIRE

Imagine that shopping a favorite designer meant scurrying from
one clothing department to the next in search of coordinating skirts,
blouses, sweaters and jackets. This was an exhausting reality for
women shoppers circa 1975, until Liz Claiborne, Inc. revolutionized
the shopping experience by creating full lines of business-wear
separates and marketing them as a collection in department stores.
AND IT WASN’T JUST A FLUKE: Quite to the contrary, it was a calculated,
rule-breaking risk led by Liz Claiborne co-founder and former chairman,
Jerome A. Chazen, author of My Life at Liz Claiborne: How We Broke the
Rules and Built the Largest Fashion Company in the World.
MAN BEHIND THE REVOLUTION “Rule breaking can take place in any
industry,” says Chazen, during a telephone interview from his New York
office of Chazen Capital Partners, LLC., where, since 1997, he has served
as founder and chairman. “Apple is a rule-breaker, as are many other
companies that have moved away from tradition and achieved success.”
While shoppers today experience a similar merchandising model
to that pioneered by Liz Claiborne, fashion retail continues to evolve, says
Chazen, who retired from Liz Claiborne in 1996 after catapulting the startup to the largest fashion business in the world, reaching Fortune 500 status
and millions in sales in just 10 years.
INEVITABLE CHANGE: Today, department store consolidation and little
direct attention from buyers and merchandisers have negatively impacted
the feel of the sales floor, he says.
“Retailing, because of the growth and responsibilities of those
running the businesses, has changed enormously. The old-fashioned
methods, some of which I describe in the book, have fallen aside. We
had to spend a certain amount of time on the floor and get to know the

IMAGE ITEM: In an about face from early Liz Claiborne days, Faris
highlights another rule-breaking change, possibly led by the mash-up
styles encouraged by fashion media today. “From where I am sitting, in
a perfect world, you want to do collections. Create pants that go with the
shirt to go with the jacket, offering a whole coordinated look, but people
don’t shop like that anymore. Rather than collections, designers are
focusing on items,” Faris says.
The importance of brand loyalty is something Faris and Chazen
agree upon. In 2009, J.C.Penney, Co. became the exclusive retailer for the
Liz Claiborne brand, with J.C.Penney hoping to entice shoppers loyal to
Liz Claiborne.“In the first year under license, the brand accounted for sales
from 400,000 consumers who had never shopped at J.C.Penney. There are
tens of millions of ‘Lizzies’ who have bought the line over the years,” says
Chazen.
FASHION’S NEW GENERATION: IN THE KNOW? For Chazen, a lifetime
of hard work, a measured amount of risk taking, and a big spark of
marketing genius fill the pages of his memoir, which he believes should be
required reading for the burgeoning population of young fashion students
hoping to break into the market.
“Some will make it, but most end up doing something else with
their lives, not because they weren’t good, but because they didn’t have all
the elements in their company that would help them succeed, even what
they didn’t know they needed. That’s the scary part,” says Chazen.
“I agree it should be required learning,” admits Faris. “Students
aren’t always understanding the full picture of what we call the reality
between art and commerce.”
— Claire Charlton
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GENIUS RULES

COMING HOME: Luckily for smaller designers and local manufacturers,
there is a growing speed bump in the big-volume business of major
department stores. This circles back to early Liz Claiborne days, when
garments were still manufactured in this country, according to Detroit
clothing designer and Project Runway contestant Joe Faris, whose portfolio
includes senior roles with Donna Karan, Ralph Lauren, Perry Ellis and
many others.
“Where I see opportunity now, is in American-made products.
There is a local focus really developing in the garment sector,” says Faris,
now vice president of design for Denise Ilitch Designs.
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