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				﻿ introduction 7

			

		

		
			
				“People like to think fashion is about being the star, but it isn’t.” Karl Lagerfeld

			

		

		
			
				From his early forays at the age of 21 into the world of haute couture, the flamboyant German designer Karl Lagerfeld was prolific in his ambitious output, refusing to be confined to a single genre and subsequently inventing his role as a creative chameleon, who influenced trends in many fields. “I would like to be a one-man multinational fashion phenomenon,” he confidently stated to WWD in 1984, before establishing himself as the leading authority in a global fashion industry that he dominated for the next 35 years. His dedicated work ethic, aligned with an unfailing ability to tap into the zeitgeist of an era, proved a triumphant formula. The only secret to his outstanding success? Hard work and discipline. “Life and Destiny don’t owe us anything, you have to work for it,” he told Rodolphe Marconi in 2007, looking back on his career. 

				Insistent on complete artistic freedom, he created the blueprint for the luxury-sector freelance designer, but his name became synonymous with the House of Chanel, his most successful and lucrative contract, which was scheduled to run until 2045. Early on in his career a fortune teller told Lagerfeld 

			

		

		
			
				oPPOSITE Looking serious in the design studio in 1987, without his signature shades.
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				that his life would really begin when it stopped for others, and so it transpired. The fashion revolution that Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel ignited in 1910 evolved into a multibillion-dollar industry, with universal appeal, under his inspired direction, while simultaneously propelling his personal fame and reputation to that of superstar celebrity. His vision for Chanel when he took over in 1983 was to incorporate the signature details while deconstructing the traditional aesthetic; “Respect never works,” he said. By introducing a healthy dose of irreverence, manifested in the form of quilted clogs, sequinned miniskirts and monogrammed bikinis, he quickly turned the house into one of the world’s most desirable brands. Then, with the dawn of a new century, he was the first to recognize the seismic shift in fashion’s digitally influenced landscape and introduced jaw-dropping theatricality into his experiential catwalk shows, creating cinematic moments for a new online audience. 

				Renowned for his razor-sharp repartee, and a wicked sense of humour that seemed to increase with age, Lagerfeld offered unflinchingly honest opinions (“Sweatpants are a sign of defeat”). These earned him the nickname Kaiser Karl, in an industry where his influence was so profound, he could adjudicate on matters of good and bad taste with impunity. As self-proclaimed king, he was something of an enigma, rarely seen without his closest companion Choupette, a fluffy Birman cat he adopted in 2011, famous for her own product line and over 200,000 Instagram followers. Lagerfeld revelled in his larger-than-life persona, unwavering in his daily uniform of white shirt, signature shades, pompadoured ponytail and fingerless biker gloves adorned with golf ball-sized Chrome Hearts rings, a carefully conceived caricature that ensured protection from personal scrutiny. Beyond fashion, his inexorable energy was channelled into costumes for the opera, photography, film, designs for hotels, furniture, musical instruments, and beautiful illustrations; he was an 
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				exceptionally talented political satirist (he called his drawings “Karliatures”) and published regularly in the monthly German magazine Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. 

				Beyond all Lagerfeld’s achievements, though, he will be best remembered as the diamond in Chanel’s exceptionally sparkling crown – his longstanding modernization of the house through dynamic branding instantly recognizable, and his personal prominence as the most influential designer of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries unsurpassed. 

			

		

		
			
				LEFT Recognized as the most famous designer in the world and well known for his wicked sense of humour, Karl Lagerfeld was never afraid to make fun of himself. 
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				EARLYYEARS

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			
				
					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

				

				
					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

					
						[image: ]
					

				

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		
			
				EARLYYEARS 13

			

		

		
			
				The thriving, international port of Hamburg, located on the muddy banks of the River Elbe in northern Germany, provided the childhood setting for a young Karl-Otto Lagerfeldt, who was born to elderly parents on 10 September 1933.

			

		

		
			
				His mother often spoke to him of Hamburg as “a gateway to the world”, but for a precocious little boy who was convinced from an early age that he would become famous, the port was simply a way out. 

				Hamburg-born businessman Otto Lagerfeldt was a 49-year-old widower with a young daughter, Thea, when he married an attractive divorcée from Prussia in 1930. Elisabeth Lagerfeldt (née Bahlmann) was 17 years his junior and gave birth the following year to a little girl, Martha Christiane, known as Christel, and two years later their son, Karl-Otto Lagerfeldt, arrived. Initially the family lived in the affluent Baurs Park area of the city, but made a calculated decision to move out before 1939 to a spacious house in the small country town of Bad Bramstedt in Schleswig-Holstein, 40 km (25 miles) northeast 

			

		

		
			
				oPPOSITE Pictured alongside his exquisite coat design in 1954, winner of the International Wool Secretariat competition that took place annually in Paris. The prize secured his first professional employment with Pierre Balmain.

			

		

		
			
				A Singular Ambition 
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				of Hamburg. Young Karl was a bright, studious boy, proficient in reading and writing in his native tongue by the age of five, but also able to speak adequately in French and English (a skill he learnt to understand what his parents were saying when they did not want him to hear their conversations). Obsessed with sketching and drawing, he cut a solitary figure at the Jürgen-Fuhlendorf-Schule he attended in Bad Bramstedt, often wearing a formal shirt and tie and by the age of 10 cultivating longer hair; he did not want to look like his fellow classmates, or engage in any of their childish games. Speaking years later to ID magazine about his childhood, he reiterated his deliberate preference for isolation: “I hated children. I didn’t play with children. I never had toys, I only wanted notepads, pencils and books. I never wanted anything else in life.” 

				Adored and protected by his quick-witted and artistic mother, to whom he was closer than his absent father (who earned his fortune promoting condensed milk for the German branch of the American Milk Products Company and was often away), Karl was taken to his first fashion show in 1950 at the Palais Esplanade in Hamburg. In a post-war atmosphere that was crying out for beauty and escapism, Elisabeth and her 17-year-old son attended a glamorous show presented by the Parisian couturier Christian Dior, who had recently achieved worldwide fame with the elegant lines of his revolutionary New Look collection. The event made a big impression. “I loved it, the mood, what it projected, the idea of a life,” he told John Colapinto from the Observer in 2007, so much so that the adolescent made the decision to go to Paris and try to make a living out of fashion. 

				Although he hadn’t finished his final high school exams, Karl persuaded his parents to let him leave home and finish his education at the Lycée Montaigne in Paris, where he majored in history and drawing. With Germany’s economy in tatters, the 

			

		

		
			
				OPPOSITE Fluid lines and an imaginative use of colour exemplified Karl Lagerfeld’s work for Chloé, where he built his reputation as a visionary designer throughout the seventies.
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				family needed little convincing that their son’s future lay beyond the provincial countryside of his homeland. Elisabeth was confident that her gifted boy, who had a strong survival instinct, knew exactly what he wanted to do. Besides, his father also had an office in Paris, so the city didn’t seem too far away. In Paris came reinvention: he dropped the “t” from his surname and it was not long before his talent was recognized. The International Wool Secretariat organized a prestigious fashion competition every year, and this time, in 1954, the judging panel included Hubert de Givenchy and Pierre Balmain. Amid fierce contention 

			

		

		
			
				ABOVE Early employment at Jean Patou from 1961 taught Karl Lagerfeld about the traditional methods of haute couture fashion.
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				from 6,000 other aspiring fashion designers, the young German submitted sketches and fabric samples for several designs and was celebrated as a winner in the Coat category for his daring, daffodil-yellow, knee-length wool coat, cut squarely across the collarbone with a large buckle detail. A painfully shy 19-year-old Yves Saint Laurent was also singled out as winner, of the Dress category, for an elegant black evening frock. For a long time the two young men, photographed together as competition winners, and both rising stars in the same profession, were great friends. Pierre Balmain now offered Lagerfeld an assistant position at his successful maison, the first tentative steps in a career in haute couture, which provided an invaluable experience in understanding the mechanisms of the atelier. 

				“I started at Balmain as a studio artist, you had to sketch the existing dresses for the buyers and the clients. You had to sketch them dress by dress, every embroidery, every button, every flower. Do that for three years and you know how to draw,” he told Susannah Frankel in 2015. Promotion to Balmain’s assistant came quickly but, after three and a half years, Lagerfeld was ready to move on to Jean Patou. Designing under the name Roland Karl, he was responsible for producing two collections of 65 dresses a year, which he recalls as “not a lot for a young man” in “not the trendiest house in the world”.

				His experience at Patou taught Lagerfeld about technique, learning from the head premiere who had been running the atelier since 1919 when the house first opened. “French material was the best in the world, names like Rodier and Lesur, I learnt all the techniques of the 1920s. Perhaps I lost my time there in terms of creativity, but certainly not in terms of knowledge, and learning on the job.” After five years in the rarefied atmosphere of the couture salon, Lagerfeld was ready to move on, “bored to death” by the slow pace at Patou, but also attuned to the emergence of something more immediate and exciting in the 
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