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				For Dusty Rose who really doesn’t like knees.
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				If the act of artistic genius requires equal amounts of talent and suffering, then Yves Saint Laurent, with an abundance of both firmly embedded in his DNA, successfully utilized these traits to propel his career from prodigious boy wonder to that of arguably the most influential designer of the twentieth century. With a career initially shaped by the traditions of haute couture, the designer had no hesitation in shaking off the shadow of his former employer Christian Dior and striking out in new directions to accommodate an era of change. 

				Recognized throughout his lifetime for a fragile disposition shielded behind trademark glasses, in truth his reclusive personality masked a steely determination to conquer the competition and secure iconic status as the author of modern womenswear. Saint Laurent made headlines in a life that was to become as mythologized as his dazzling designs: he scandalized 
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				“I felt myself drawn to the past, whilst the future 

				drove me ahead.”

				Yves Saint Laurent

			

		

		
			
				OPPOSITE The legendary couturier, known always as a great trailblazer, at the height of his success in 1976.
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				the world by posing naked to promote his own merchandise, shocked the fashion elite with trouser suits for women and transparent fabrics and solidified his international appeal by launching a range of ready-to-wear collections that democratized fashion for an audience of younger women. Innovation came from exploring new horizons in art and culture, from the perfect geometry of the Mondrian dress to the extravagant fantasy of the Opéras-Ballets Russes collection. Revered as a “legend”, “God” and “idol” by every successful designer that trailed in his footsteps, and named by Coco Chanel as the rightful successor to her indisputable crown, Saint Laurent famously declared that his only regret in a visionary career was not to have invented blue jeans. 

				More than any other designer, Saint Laurent transcended the mere aesthetics of fashion and caused a revolution, trusting his instincts to empower women from the salon to the street through a seductive style that shaped the attitudes of the times.

			

		

		
			
				ABOVE: As a young designer, scrutinizing the shape and silhouette of a toile in search of perfection.

				OPPOSITE: An early example of a trouser suit designed for women, 1967.
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				Surrounded by love, laughter and the shimmering heat of the North African sun, Yves Henri Donat Mathieu-Saint-Laurent was born into wealth and privilege in the melting-pot cosmopolitan port of Oran, Algeria, on 1 August 1936. 

			

		

		
			
				OPPOSITE: Yves Saint Laurent at the age of 21, buttoned up in a suit and tie, sporting the trademark glasses he was rarely seen without.

			

		

		
			
				As the eldest of three children, with two younger sisters, Michèle and Brigitte, the slight, shy boy with a flashing smile was raised as a pampered prince of the family, by Lucienne, his glamorous party-loving mother, in an extended female household which included his maternal grandmother, Madame Marianne Wilbaux, and Great-Aunt Renée. 

				His handsome, athletic father, Charles Mathieu-Saint-Laurent, cut a distinguished figure in the town, overseeing an insurance company and managing a string of cinemas in Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia. Business often took him away from home, but the relationship between father and son in a loving family atmosphere was always strong, with the designer later recalling him as “an exceptional human being”. In summer, the family decamped from their large three-storey house in Oran to their villa in Trouville, one of the most prestigious coastal resorts in 
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				RIGHT: With his glamorous mother Lucienne Mathieu-Saint-Laurent, the first woman Yves designed dresses for.

			

		

		
			
				the region, where for several months they swam in the ocean, picnicked on the beach and entertained friends for the season. 

				It was Lucienne, Yves’ stylish mother, who encouraged her son’s early artistic efforts and captivated the fertile imagination of the budding designer. He watched her dress up to dazzle café society, with her infectious laughter and innate good taste, and by the age of 13 he would accompany her each week to purchase the latest fashion magazines like Vogue and Le Jardin des Modes at the Manes bookstore. As he recounted when interviewed in the Globe in 1986, “When you live in the provinces, magazines from the capital are hugely important. At the time there were fantastic magazines about the theatre, and also fashion magazines with designs by people like Bérard, Dalí, Cocteau. Those magazines had an enormous influence on me.” 

				This visually tantalizing peek into the possibilities of an 
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				altogether different type of existence was reinforced in May 1950 when the teenager was taken to the municipal opera house in Oran to see a performance of Molière’s L’École des femmes (School for Wives) with sets and costumes designed by Christian Bérard. Enthralled by the spectacle of this early theatrical exposure, Saint Laurent later claimed: “It was an extraordinarily emotional experience, the most extraordinary I have ever had.” The magical illusion of the theatre consumed an impressionable young Yves and thinking this could be where his professional future lay, he invented a fantasy world in which he immersed himself. His parents provided a room for him, where, as self-appointed director, set designer and couturier, he staged secret performances by invitation only for his sisters. As creative mastermind for his productions, Yves painted scenic backdrops and invented cut-out cardboard characters dressed in fabric costumes made with scraps cut from his mother’s gowns. 

				In sharp contrast to this idyllic home life where he was cherished as the blue-eyed boy, the Jesuit-Catholic boarding school he attended from the age of 12 provided him with nothing but ongoing misery. As a pale and timid outsider, who spent his free time alone without friends, Yves’ teenage years were marked with trauma and unhappiness as he juggled a dual existence: “ On the one hand there was the cheerful life with my family, the world I created with my drawings, costumes and plays. On the other, the ordeal of Catholic school, where I was an outcast.” Years later, he told Le Figaro that he suffered the horrific beating and bullying at school knowing he was different to the other boys and that one day he would be famous. A passion for reading Marcel Proust, and a developing interest in the seasonal collections of the Parisian designers Hubert de Givenchy, Christian Dior and Cristóbal Balenciaga, all served as 
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				welcome distractions from the terror of the playground. 

				From 1951 onward, Yves spent hours filling sketchbooks with sets and costumes for the ballet and theatre, transcribing books, illustrating text and providing detailed drawings for the ensembles worn by fictional characters such as Madame Bovary and Scarlett O’Hara. As well as designing outfits for his mother, which were given to her seamstress to make up, Yves created his own fashion collections using paper dolls he had made in the guise of Suzy Parker and Bettina Graziani, the most famous mannequins of the day. The imaginative wardrobes he invented for 11 paper dolls were extensive, producing over 500 different garments and accessories, and writing detailed programme notes to accompany each collection. The young artist always signed and dated his work “YMSL” or “Yves Mathieu-Saint Laurent” and only later, around 1957, dropped the Mathieu and settled on the signature “YSL”.

				Encouraged by his family, Yves submitted work into the International Wool Secretariat fashion competition, and in autumn 1953 set off for Paris with his mother, Lucienne, to collect third 

			

		

		
			
				PREVIOUS PAGE: 

				At home in Oran, an adolescent Yves spent hours immersed in a fantasy world of fashion, creating hundreds of outfits for his paper dolls based on models of the 1950s.

				ABOVE: Saint Laurent in Paris, with his winning design for the International Wool Secretariat competition in 1954. Karl Lagerfeld, who was awarded second prize, is on the left.  
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				prize. Through his father’s contacts he was introduced to the influential magazine editor Michel de Brunhoff during his short stay in the capital. De Brunhoff, who had founded Gazette du bon ton, and now edited Vogue (Paris), was very impressed with what he saw. Recognizing Yves’ flair for fashion, he encouraged him to keep drawing but also to finish his baccalaureate exams. When college was over, de Brunhoff suggested Yves enrol at the Ecole de la Chambre Syndicale de la Couture Parisienne, the best fashion school in Paris, to improve his couture technique. His parents agreed and at 18, he began a new life in the capital, renting a furnished room at 209 Boulevard Pereire in the 17th arrondissement. Later that year, competing with 6,000 other entrants, Yves won first prize for his elegant designs in the dress category of the 1954 International Wool Secretariat competition, where his winning design – a black wool cocktail dress which provided an early example of his instinctive eye for wearable style – was made up in the atelier of Hubert de Givenchy.

				His victory was reported in the local paper, L’Echo d’Oran, but despite this early validation of success, Yves was suffering from what would be the first of many bouts of depression. Recognizing the unhappiness in his son, Charles Mathieu-Saint-Laurent wrote in confidence to Michel de Brunhoff to ask again for his help. After a productive holiday in Oran, Yves returned to the offices of Vogue in Paris armed with 50 original sketches to show de Brunhoff his latest work. Stunned by the similarity of his drawings to those of Christian Dior’s new A-line collection he had seen the previous day, the journalist telephoned his great friend and arranged a time to introduce his talented protégé to the feted designer. The meeting was a great success and on 20 June 1955, the boy from Oran who fantasized about working for Christian Dior, the greatest couturier in Paris, realized his dream. 
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				The Parisian fashion house had a global reputation, thanks to the unrivalled success of Christian Dior’s post-war silhouette of glamorous femininity, which he called La Ligne Corolle and which Carmel Snow, editor of American Harper’s Bazaar, dubbed the “New Look”. In a single collection Dior’s international fame had been assured and when a painfully shy Saint Laurent arrived at the Maison eight years later, Dior was widely acknowledged as the most celebrated and financially successful couturier in the world. 

				Owned by Marcel Boussac, then the wealthiest man in France, the company employed around 1,000 people, owned 27 ateliers and was responsible for nearly half of all haute couture exports to America. Royalty, Hollywood’s A-List and the best-dressed 
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