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Alongside her statement designs on the runway, Westwood was also known for wearing bold looks herself, among them was her bright orange hair which she sported for much of her career, as pictured here.
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Introduction


“You have a more interesting life if you wear impressive clothes.”
Vivienne Westwood


Credited with being one of the most influential designers and figures to come out of the UK in the twentieth century, Vivienne Westwood played a key role in some of the most pivotal movements of the era. From heading one of the labels and destinations that promoted the punk movement of the 1970s to, later, helping to spearhead a shift towards more sustainable practices in the fashion industry across the globe, Westwood was a woman with a passion for pushing the envelope and challenging the status quo in the name of creating a more just world – and ensuring we had plenty of show-stopping styles to do it with.
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Westwood poses at Waterloo station following the launch of the Save the Arctic campaign, July 2015.
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Photographer John Stoddart captures a smiling Westwood in February 1991.





Westwood’s immeasurable impact can be felt through her influence on fellow fashion names such as Alexander McQueen, John Galliano and Marc Jacobs, while fashion school graduates also continue to cite her as a key inspiration for their collections. As we explore the colourful life of the Derbyshire-born icon, we reflect on the power that one working-class ex-school teacher can have on the world of fashion, activism and culture as a whole – and all the ways in which her legacy continues to thrive after her passing.
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Westwood attended Harrow School of Art for one term before leaving to attend teacher training college.
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Origins of an Icon


“I’ve always felt heroic about my life... As a child, I remember little girls in the playground moaning about how boys could do more than they could. I didn’t think that was the case at all. My parents didn’t treat me as a girl.”
Vivienne Westwood


The child of a weaver mother and grocer father, the icon we know as Vivienne Westwood was born Vivienne Isabel Swire on April 8, 1941, in Glossop, England. In the late 1950s, Vivienne and her family moved down to North London, where her parents ran a post office. Dora Swire would spend much of her spare time crafting clothes for Vivienne and her brother, Gordon. “My mother was very particular about clothes and what she’d let me wear,” Vivienne once said. “She made it all.”


When reflecting on her childhood, Vivienne noted: “I lived in a part of the country that had grown up in the Industrial Revolution.” She added: “I didn’t know about art galleries . . . I’d never seen an art book, never been to the theatre.”




[image: Illustration]


Westwood was a student at Glossop Grammar School before moving to London with her family in 1957.





Vivienne began crafting her own clothes at a young age, making dresses for herself while still at school. She continued creating into her late teens when she enrolled at Harrow School of Art. It wouldn’t take long for her to leave the course, feeling isolated from her peers due to her working-class background. She would instead enrol at teacher training college and go on to teach at primary school, making jewellery in her spare time and selling it from a stall at Portobello Road Market.


In 1962, Vivienne married a man named Derek Westwood, whose name she would keep until her death in 2022. Derek was a tradesman and a proud Mod, a subculture that swept the UK for much of the 1960s. The pair welcomed a son, Ben, into the world the next year, parting ways just months later. Now in her mid-twenties, Vivienne left Derek and took their baby son to live with her parents, and worked on her jewellery projects to make a living.


While attending art school, Vivienne’s brother Gordon crossed paths with a 19-year-old character known as Red Malcolm. Gordon and his new friend rented a flat together and soon invited Vivienne and baby Ben into the home. Following a whirlwind courtship, Vivienne and Malcolm welcomed their own son, Joe, into the world.


Malcolm McLaren’s family was familiar with the fashion game. His mother and stepfather ran the womenswear label Eve Edwards, while his grandfather was a Savile Row tailor. Paul Gorman, one of the curators behind the 2014 exhibition ‘Let it Rock: The Look Of Music The Sound Of Fashion’, exploring McLaren’s contributions to fashion, stated, “He also quickly realised the potency of popular music and fashion. Once you put the two together you get some kind of combustion.”


Malcolm became a key figure in Vivienne’s life, infusing influences of groups like King Mob and ideologies from the Situationists, a European group of social revolutionaries who sought to challenge capitalist ideals. His presence stoked a fire in Vivienne, already very much a rebel in her own right, and inspired a newfound dedication to the world of clothing and its use to communicate messages of rebellion, revolution and resistance.


Vivienne and Malcolm, both individually and as a pair, would go on to pave new paths – through the subcultures developing in the UK and, ultimately, across the wider fashion world.
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Westwood left teaching in 1972 to pursue creative activities full-time with Malcolm McLaren. The duo are pictured here in 1976 outside Bow Street Magistrates’ Court, where McLaren was remanded on bail for fighting.
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Richard Hell and the Voidoids are noted as a key influence behind McLaren’s drive to bring the rough approach (later dubbed as “punk”) to the UK. Hell is pictured here performing at CBGB in 1978.
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The Birth of Rebellion


“It was about smashing all of the values . . . all the taboos of a world that was so cruel and unjust, mismanaged and corrupt.”
Vivienne Westwood


How “punk” as we know it today came to be is a topic as contentious as the subculture itself. But what we can agree on is that a particular drinking establishment in NYC’s East Village by the name CBGB was the early stage for many of the most iconic punk bands of the 1970s. This would be the place where Malcolm McLaren would witness Richard Hell and the Voidoids perform in 1975, inspiring him to switch lanes once back in the UK and to put much of his energy into recreating what he witnessed across the pond. Vivienne’s rebellious nature was always looking for a way to be expressed, and as Malcolm began spending day and night immersing himself in this new underground movement, Vivienne’s fascination also grew.


“It is impossible to define punk. It is subjective and means something different to everyone . . . [it is] exciting, confusing, exhilarating, an unpinned grenade, intellectual but not academic, revolutionary. It tore a hole in the fabric of pop culture and we all got through.”


– John Robb, musician and punk vocalist


Though their relationship would come to be a very unhealthy one, Vivienne would credit Malcolm with playing a key role in infusing her into the subcultural scene, telling the New York Times in 1999, “I latched onto Malcolm as somebody who opened doors for me, I mean, he seemed to know everything I needed at the time.”


The punk movement in the UK could partially be credited to a palpable period of conflict caused by the stark economic issues of the time, the widening of the gap in values of the main political parties and the increase in violence across Great Britain (notably the Troubles in Northern Ireland, of course). Mix these issues with the oversaturation of the airwaves with the glam rock groups of the decade and, arguably, you’ve got the perfect environment for a dirty, gritty movement like punk to flourish. And that’s exactly what it did. And at its heart were Westwood and McLaren.


“I was about 36 when punk happened and I was upset about what was going on in the world,” Westwood explained in an interview with Harper’s Bazaar. “It was the hippies who taught my generation about politics, and that’s what I cared about – the world being so corrupt and mismanaged, people suffering, wars, all these terrible things.”
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The iconic CBGB opened in 1973 and would act as a key venue for acts like the Ramones, Talking Heads and Blondie.





The couple would channel their anti-establishment mentality into various ventures over the next decade or so, ultimately playing a key role in changing the cultural landscape when it came to UK music and fashion.


Viv Albertine, the frontwoman of iconic band the Slits, described in her 2014 memoir how McLaren and Westwood used many of their early apparel designs as a way to not only shock and provoke the general public but also how it could be used to amplify the message behind early punk music. By lining the shelves of the King’s Road shop with exposed stitch styles, slashed T-shirts and loosely-knit mohair jumpers that appeared to be nearly falling apart, the duo showed they weren’t afraid to expose the constructions of their creations in this way. Albertine argues that this promoted one of the key messages behind the punk movement, that it’s “OK not to be perfect, to show the workings of your life and your mind in your songs and your clothes.”
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Sid Vicious, bass player for the Sex Pistols, and Vivienne Westwood at the Notre Dame Hall in London’s Leicester Square in November 1976.





THE SHOP ON THE KING’S ROAD


In 1971, Vivienne and Malcom rented a space in the back of a shop on the King’s Road. This is noted as the birthplace of their retail venture, or the testing ground for much of their creative outputs – from vinyl records to graphic T-shirts to avant-garde latex outfits.


Let it Rock was the first title of the space. McLaren told the New Yorker in 1997, “We set out to make an environment where we could truthfully run wild. The shop rarely opened until eight in the evening, and for no more than two hours a day. More important, we tried to sell nothing at all. Finally, we agreed that it was our intention to fail in business and to fail as flamboyantly as possible, and only if we failed in a truly fabulous fashion would we ever have a chance of succeeding.”




[image: Illustration]


Malcolm McLaren is often referred to as the Godfather of Punk, credited with managing the Sex Pistols and the New York Dolls, among others. He is pictured here at the EMI offices in Manchester in 1976.
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Vivienne and the staff of SEX pose for a cheeky shot inside the King’s Road boutique.





Next up was a short stint as Too Fast To Live, Too Young To Die, a space focused on motorcycle jackets and skinny black jeans akin to the style that bands like the Ramones lived in across the Atlantic. Teddy Boys would still get their fix of Edwardian-inspired looks from the Let it Rock label that bled through from Westwood and McLaren’s Americana looks of the previous years. It was under the Too Fast To Live, Too Young To Die moniker that Vivienne began crafting T-shirts with messages inspired by anarchistic figures and movements (“SCUM” sprawled across one design in chicken bones references the 1967 manifesto by Valerie Solanas).
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