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				“The world needs fantasy, not reality. We have enough reality today.”Alexander McQueen


			


		


		

			

				Lee Alexander McQueen was more than just a fashion designer; he was an artist who truly deserved to be called a genius. His outlandish and sometime shocking creations, “bad-boy” behaviour outside the studio and theatrical catwalk shows distracted from the fact that he was, above all, a superb craftsman. 


				Born in London’s East End, the son of a taxi driver, McQueen overcame all the odds to reach the highest echelons of the fashion world. He left school at just 16 to take up a tailoring apprenticeship in London’s famous Savile Row. This rigorous, classical training, combined with a stint working for the theatrical costumiers Angels and Bermans, meant that when he graduated from Central Saint Martins, his singular aesthetic was already well formed. His degree show collection was famously bought by Isabella Blow, who became his patron, muse and friend. 


			


		


		

			

				OPPOSITE Alexander McQueen at his theatrical best for his S/S 2001 show Voss. The themes were nature and madness, with the models trapped in a set resembling a padded cell. Here, model Karen Elson is surrounded by stuffed birds and her skirt is made from feathers. Her head is bandaged and her clothes seem to be half torn off her. 
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				8 introduction


			


		


		

			

				McQueen was a true autodidact, inspired by history and art, genealogy and folklore. Every one of his collections was meticulously researched, and his inspirations ranged from the macabre murders of Jack the Ripper to the legend of Plato’s utopian city of Atlantis. Cinema, especially thrillers and gothic film noir, had a huge influence on his designs, with collections sparked by the work of directors including Alfred Hitchcock and Tim Burton. 


				From the very beginning of his career, he changed the fashion landscape, most notably with his provocatively low-cut “bumster” trousers, which caused a scandalous reaction despite the style quickly filtering down to the high street. This was an early example of how McQueen’s intentions were often misinterpreted. The butt-crack-revealing style was designed not just to shock but to reveal what McQueen considered the most erotic part of the body: the base of the spine. 


				Particularly during the early years of his career, McQueen fought the accusation that he hated women. As he told the writer Dana Thomas:


				“Some people say I’m a misogynist. But it’s not true. Opposite. I’m trying to promote women as the leaders. I saw how hard it was for my mum to take care of us, and I try to promote the respect and strength of women.”


				McQueen was a Londoner through and through and, after an uneasy few years in Paris heading up the luxury French couture label Givenchy, he returned home. He spent the next decade honing his craft, epitomized by his vision of a bold and sexual “warrior woman”. 


				McQueen’s turbulent personal life was bound up in the inevitable excesses of partying, drugs and celebrity. He was troubled both within himself and about the state of the fashion world, with its demands of unrealistic perfection. The suicide of his mentor Isabella Blow in 2007 was a shock and, though he seemed to find a new equilibrium, the death in 2010 of his beloved mother, 
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				Joyce, proved too much. Driven out of his mind by grief, he took his own life barely a week later, on 11 February 2010. 


				Since his death, the McQueen label has been headed up by Sarah Burton, the light to McQueen’s shade, who had been his trusted deputy for over a decade. 


				The 2011 Savage Beauty retrospective of McQueen’s work, at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, showed the world the immensity of his talent, both in the sculptural quality of his designs and in the catwalk moments that reached the level of performance art. McQueen also left the legacy of the Sarabande Foundation, a charitable organization dedicated to the support of young, creative talents. 


			


		


		

			

				left Alexander McQueen, wearing the MacQueen clan tartan, was awarded the CBE by Queen Elizabeth II in 2003.
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				Lee Alexander McQueen was born in Lewisham in London on 17 March 1969. Living just about close enough to be able to hear the sound of Bow Bells ringing, McQueen built his image on his roots as a working-class Cockney and a “bad boy done good”.


			


		


		

			

				He was the youngest of six children, his father a taxi driver and his mother a social science teacher, making his rise to become one of the most prominent and successful fashion designers of his generation even more extraordinary. 


				From a young age, McQueen showed a keen interest in clothes, making dresses for his three sisters. At primary school he announced he wanted to be a fashion designer. Realizing he was gay at the age of six, McQueen was bullied and harassed as well as suffering sexual abuse at the hands of his sister Janet’s violent husband. 


				In an interview with The Times in 2015, Janet said that she believed that McQueen witnessing her being beaten by her abusive husband led him to want to dress women that people would be “afraid of”.


			


		


		

			

				OPPOSITE As a proud Cockney, McQueen found inspiration in the history of the East End. Old photographs of the Victorian-era Club Row bird market on Sclater Street held a particular appeal for the designer, who had loved birdwatching as a child and frequently used bird motifs – as well as live and stuffed birds – in his shows. 


			


		


		

			

				A COCKNEY BORN AND BRED
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				14 EARLY YEARS


			


		


		

			

				Describing himself as the “pink sheep” of the family, he came out as homosexual to them aged 18, which triggered a turbulent relationship with his father in particular. The close-knit family did eventually reconcile, and McQueen was especially devoted to his mother, Joyce. 


				McQueen was very much his own person even as a teenager, often observing others from a distance and happy to spend hours birdwatching from the roof of his tower block, an obsession that heavily influenced his later fashion designs.


				He eventually left school aged 16, with one O-Level qualification in art, to take up an apprenticeship at the Savile Row tailor Anderson & Sheppard, where he spent several years learning the intricacies of cutting the perfect suit before moving to the upper-crust establishment Gieves & Hawkes. The rigorous and precise training that McQueen received during this time served the designer well as he moved into couture. Throughout his career, he remained obsessive about achieving a perfect cut. He is quoted by the Victoria and Albert Museum as saying: “Everything I do is based on tailoring.” 


				McQueen went on to explain how he was nevertheless determined to push the boundaries of clothes construction, which he did to remarkable effect: “You’ve got to know the rules to break them. That’s what I’m here for, to demolish the rules but to keep the tradition.” 


				After leaving Savile Row, McQueen worked briefly as a pattern cutter at the costumiers Angels and Bermans, where he worked on stage outfits for productions, including Les Misérables. The world of costume, with all its drama and hyperbole, was as important to the designer as his rigid training in tailoring, and here, McQueen found a template for both his love of historical silhouettes and his signature theatrical style. 


				Finally, McQueen spent some time working for the avant-garde designer Koji Yatsuno in London before joining Romeo 
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				LEFT As a young man, McQueen visited the National Gallery, finding inspiration in paintings which included historical dress. This image of The Tailor, painted in 1565 by Giovanni Battista Moroni, is particularly fitting given McQueen’s later apprenticeship on Savile Row and lifelong devotion to the art of tailoring. 


			


		


		

			

				Gigli as a design assistant in Milan in 1989. 


				Returning to London, where he admitted to a friend he needed to work to stop his “overdraft building up”, McQueen applied to Central Saint Martins to become a pattern-cutting tutor. However, instead of being offered a job, he was encouraged by Bobby Hillson, Head of the MA Fashion Course, along with Jane Rapley, Dean of Fashion and Textiles, to apply for her course. McQueen did so, and became arguably the most memorable and successful of the London fashion college’s list of famous alumni.
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				When Lee McQueen arrived at Central Saint Martins in 1990 aged 21, he already had more experience than many of his contemporaries.


			


		


		

			

				McQueen’s talent was immediately spotted by Louise Wilson, who took over the MA fashion course in 1992. The inspirational professor, who shaped a generation of fashion stars, remembered both McQueen’s technical skills and his self-reliance in an interview for New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art in 2011:


				“An architect doesn’t build the house for you; they employ the builders, whereas Lee, in effect, built the house because he cut the patterns and he sewed the jackets. Basically, he didn’t need to depend on anybody.”


			


		


		

			

				OPPOSITE McQueen’s genius was obvious, even while he was a student. As he matured as a designer his early love of juxtaposing texture and print only grew, along with his preference for animal and bird motifs into his designs, and he created increasingly complex outfits, such as this printed dress teamed with a richly hued fur coat and feather headpiece from his A/W 2006 Widows of Culloden collection.
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				NATURAL GENIUS 
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				However, McQueen wasn’t entirely a loner, forming a close friendship with fellow student Simon Ungless. Their collaboration lasted beyond their graduation. Ungless, a textile designer who now also teaches at the University of San Francisco, played a big part in the formative years of McQueen’s career.


				McQueen thrived not only on the rich creative atmosphere generated by his fellow students at Saint Martins, but also by taking full advantage of London’s abundance of museums and art galleries. He was a regular visitor to the historical archives of the Victoria and Albert Museum, which he said “never fail to intrigue and inspire me”. 


				The designer also drew inspiration from the darkly gothic paintings held at the National Gallery, and cited Paul Delaroche’s 1833 picture The Execution of Lady Jane Grey as one of his favourites. The striking image of the doomed queen dressed in virginal white and blindfolded is very much in keeping with some of McQueen’s later, more controversial creations. 


				Always with an eye on the new as well as the past, McQueen was equally hyped up by the buzz around the exploding world of Brit Art, especially avant-garde young artists such as Damien Hirst and Tracey Emin. It was his ability to draw inspiration from such wide-ranging sources that gave his fashion design a distinctive edge. 


				Jack the Ripper Stalks His Victims (1992)


				McQueen’s graduate show collection was entitled Jack the Ripper Stalks His Victims and was inspired by the Whitechapel murders of 1888. McQueen’s themes often had an autobiographical element: the East End connection is obvious enough, but his fascination with genealogy had revealed that one of his relatives owned an inn that rented a room to a victim 


			


		


		

			

				previous pages This selection of jackets from the 2011 Savage Beauty retrospective of McQueen’s work includes a striking pink frock coat, printed with barbed hawthorns, from his Jack the Ripper Stalks His Victims collection. The print is by Simon Ungless and the coat was rumoured to be smeared with bloodstains for authenticity.
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				of Jack the Ripper. His tutor Louise Wilson recalled how storytelling was so important to McQueen’s collections: 


				“[Students] had to do something called a marketing report, which was basically setting their collection in context. And even then, Lee’s report was on genealogy – Jack the Ripper – and quite in-depth. So it was telling the story of his collection even at that stage. You know, it was really, really personal to him.”
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