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INTRODUCTION


Karl Lagerfeld is one of the most memorable figures in fashion history, a rare case of a designer whose fame outshone any brand he represented. Lagerfeld’s ascent to icon status was documented relentlessly throughout the 2000s, as photographs of him with the biggest names in celebrity became a mainstay in fashion magazines and tabloids alike. The pictures, taken at Chanel runway shows or glamorous celebrity events, were usually accompanied by a controversial quote or two from the ever-outspoken designer.


Lagerfeld, as he put it himself, was always impeccable. Right into his eighties, he retained the poise of a much younger man, consistently camera-ready with his powdered ponytail, starched white collar, black suit and glasses. His beloved cat, Choupette, often accompanied him for public appearances, becoming a celebrity in her own right, held close to his chest behind leather-gloved hands.


Hailing from Germany, a young Lagerfeld was naturally gifted in sketching, with a fascination for history that continued throughout his life. His journey began by chance in the early 1950s, after moving to Paris and gaining recognition by winning the first prize in a design competition. From this point, Lagerfeld paved a career ahead of its time in many ways, focusing on freelancing over commitment and ready-to-wear garments over made-to-measure fashion.


Perhaps the most fascinating thing about Lagerfeld was his outstanding work ethic. His razor-sharp focus and continued grasp of the zeitgeist were key factors in his unrivalled success. Lagerfeld entirely rejected nostalgia, prioritizing instead forward momentum and reinvention. He surrounded himself with young people and books, his indispensable sources of vitality and knowledge.


One need look no further than the dozens of glowing obituaries from celebrity friends and muses after his passing in 2019 to understand how Karl’s enormous generosity and wit enriched the lives of many, and that his loss is still felt today.
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BORN WITH PENCIL IN HAND


KARL LAGERFELD (ORIGINALLY, LAGERFELDT) WAS BORN IN HAMBURG IN 1933 TO ELISABETH AND OTTO LAGERFELDT. HIS FATHER HAD MADE HIS FORTUNE THROUGH AN EVAPORATED MILK BUSINESS.


THE COUPLE, ALONG WITH KARL AND THEIR TWO DAUGHTERS, LEFT THE CITY FOR THE NEARBY TOWN OF BAD BRAMSTEDT AT THE OUTBREAK OF WORLD WAR TWO.
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I felt loved and protected by my parents – in a time like the 40s when it was not easy to have a protected life.


[image: Close quotation]


Karl Lagerfeld


Defending his parents and upbringing when he was accused of sugarcoating it by the press, letter to Alicia Drake published on wwd.com, September 12, 2006
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My mother and father were very well groomed. They always said that there is nothing worse than to be casually dressed when you are past the first flush of youth.
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Karl Lagerfeld


On inheriting a passion for fashion at an early age, The Karl Lagerfeld Diet, Dr Jean-Claude Houdret, 2005
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My parents weren’t interested [in my sisters]. They put them in school and they married when they came out. I could do what I wanted but I was an easy child. They were troublemakers.


[image: Close quotation]


Karl Lagerfeld


On being the favourite Lagerfeld child, vogue.co.uk, November 4, 2015
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I was six years old… I was sitting on my mother’s desk in the country estate, in the big house – on her desk, where I was not supposed to sit and sketch – and I said to myself: ‘You will become very famous.’


[image: Close quotation]


Karl Lagerfeld


On his ambition beginning at a very early age, following in his polyglot parents’ footsteps and learning French from as young as six years old, thecut.com, December 9, 2018







Karl had a special bond with his mother Elisabeth, who encouraged his interests, bringing him along to a fashion show in Hamburg as a teenager.


She encouraged her son to hold himself to a high standard of presentation at all times.
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Yes. She was strong, funny, mean and exactly what I needed.
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Karl Lagerfeld


On his mother keeping his ego in check, thecut.com, December 9, 2018
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When I was a child, my mother always told me that you could wake up in the middle of the night and be deathly sick, so you always have to be impeccable… I think everyone should go to bed like they have a date at the door.
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Karl Lagerfeld


Taking his mother’s lessons to heart and looking presentable even when sleeping, interviewmagazine.com, April 27, 2009
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You know, as a child I was told by my mother, you must learn nothing. You always have to depend on people, because then you have to make an effort to have the money that they will do it for you.
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Karl Lagerfeld


Recalling his mother’s business advice, thecut.com, December 9, 2018
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At that age I only had one idea: To get out of there. And my mother said: ‘Hamburg is supposed to be the gate to the world, but it is only the gate!’


[image: Close quotation]


Karl Lagerfeld


Recalling how Elisabeth supported his ambitions to leave Germany, system-magazine.com, November 19, 2024
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It was not even a subject. My mother said it was just like your hair colour.


[image: Close quotation]


Karl Lagerfeld


On his mother accepting him being gay without hesitation, thecut.com, December 9, 2018







Karl’s first love was for art, and he drew inspiration from all the sources available to him as a youngster in the German countryside.


In school, he was introverted and was more interested in sketching and reading than spending time in the company of the other children.
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I spent my childhood in the country and started reading even before going to school. There was nothing else in my life but sketching and reading.
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