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INTRODUCTION


Upstart, genius, troubled, visionary, controversial, iconic: these are just a handful of words that have been used to describe the complex legacy of Lee Alexander McQueen, the designer that would define a generation.


Born in London’s East End, McQueen’s rise to the highest echelons of the fashion world is almost as complex as his intricate designs. The youngest of six children, McQueen left school without qualifications but got his start as a tailor’s apprentice on the prestigious Savile Row, an experience that would continuously inform his dedication to craftsmanship.


After jumping between various design jobs, McQueen secured a place on the prestigious Master’s degree in Fashion Design at Central Saint Martins college in London. His graduate collection would herald all the elements of design that would go on to form the perfect McQueen alchemy: historicism, the macabre, expert tailoring and a show-stopping love of theatricality. Championed by fashion editor Isabella Blow, the designer soon became one of the hottest, if controversial, fixtures of London’s fashion scene.


McQueen was a technical innovator, embracing non-traditional fabrics such as plastics and creating a key silhouette of the 1990s – the bumster. His career was notably featured a five-year interlude as the creative director of the historic house of Givenchy – an uneasy marriage between modernity and tradition that McQueen found difficult to balance. He departed the label abruptly in 2001.


McQueen was a complex character. Despite his collections facing accusations of misogyny, he championed women; while ridiculing the aesthetic standards of fashion through his own work, he struggled with body image issues; and although his creative output was phenomenal, he struggled with substance abuse. Tragically, McQueen died by suicide in 2010, just days after his mother, Joyce, had passed away.


His legacy was continued by creative director and his former right-hand woman, Sarah Burton and more recently by Irish designer Seán McGirr. Undoubtedly, the impact of Lee Alexander McQueen will be felt for generations to come.












CHAPTER ONE



FROM THE EAST END TO SAINT MARTINS


LEE ALEXANDER McQUEEN ROSE FROM LONDON’S EAST END TO BECOME ONE OF THE HOTTEST NEW DESIGNERS OF THE 1990S.


HIS JOURNEY TO THE PRECIPICE OF GREATNESS WAS NOT STRAIGHTFORWARD, BUT EACH EXPERIENCE WOULD INFORM THE LEGENDARY DESIGNER HE WAS TO BECOME.








Lee Alexander McQueen was born on 17 March 1969 in Lewisham, London to Ronald, a black cab taxi driver and Joyce, a teacher, florist and amateur genealogist.


His mother’s love of family history would go on to inform his later work.





[image: Open quotation]


I was three years old when I started drawing. I did it all my life.


[image: Close quotation]


Alexander McQueen


On his artistic beginnings, luxquotes.com, 10 May 2025





[image: Open quotation]


Where I come from, a woman met a man, had babies, moved to Dagenham, two-up two-down, made the dinner, went to bed. That was my image of women and I didn’t want that. I wanted to get that out of my head.


[image: Close quotation]


Alexander McQueen


On how he wanted women to be seen differently, anothermag.com, 5 March 2015







The youngest of six, “Little Lee” as he was affectionately called, had three sisters and two brothers.


He was particularly close to his mother, and showed artistic talent from a young age.










[image: Open quotation]


There’s a certain amount of myth associated with the man and his rise to fame – uncouth boy from the wrong side of the tracks makes good, attains notoriety and fortune… And there are contradictions that make sense in a designer whose work has embodied the contrasts between strength and fragility, tradition and innovation, the fluidity of a draped fabric and the severity of his signature sharp tailoring.


[image: Close quotation]


Katherine Gleason


Fashion writer, on McQueen’s public image, Alexander McQueen: Evolution, Katherine Gleason 2012








[image: Open quotation]


I’m not the typical gay man. I come from a very straight background. But I’ve never denied being gay, either. I just don’t see that as a focal point in designing clothes.


[image: Close quotation]


Alexander McQueen


On his sexuality, theguardian.com, 14 February 2010





At school, a young McQueen displayed an aptitude for creativity although he did not thrive in a traditional education environment.


He left school at the age of 16 with few qualifications and began working in a pub. This changed when his mother, Joyce, saw a television programme about Savile Row and the shortage of tailoring apprentices. Knowing her son’s interest in fashion, she encouraged him to apply.





[image: Open quotation]


I came to terms with not fitting in a long time ago. I never really fitted in. I don’t want to fit in. And now people are buying into that.


[image: Close quotation]


Alexander McQueen


On feeling like an outsider in both the East End and the snobby fashion industry, ldnfashion.com, 11 February 2014
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