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To the children of the ’90s


“We don’t wake up for less than $10,000 a day.”

—Linda Evangelista, supermodel, 1990

“Trash is future luxury.”

—Nicolas Ghesquière, designer, 2013



INTRODUCTION

THIS NEW KIND OF BEAUTY

EVERY LONG-HELD NOTION OF beauty and fashion—and the way these things were created and consumed—had begun to change, forever, in 1992. That was the year a scrawny, short, flat-chested unknown named Kate Moss was signed as the face of Calvin Klein, demolishing the reign of Amazonian supermodels and saving the house in the process. That was the year Alexander McQueen, a pudgy vulgarian from the East London projects, showed his thesis collection at Central Saint Martins, London’s famed design school. He called it “Jack the Ripper Stalks His Victims,” and it was twisted and warped and witty and sent the London press into paroxysms of outrage. And that was the year an emerging young design star named Marc Jacobs, three years into his job as VP of design at Perry Ellis, got an unusual phone call.

The man on the other end of the line was Nick Egan, a graphic artist from London with an impressive rock ’n’ roll pedigree. Egan had worked with the Clash, the Ramones, Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne Westwood, and staged some of Marc’s early shows. Now Egan was directing music videos, and he needed a favor.

Would Marc let him use his space at Perry Ellis? Egan was working with a band called Sonic Youth—Marc wasn’t overly familiar—and they needed a place to shoot. Also, could they use this collection that Marc was about to show, maybe even film some models walking in the pieces?

Marc was dubious. He was under enormous stress, and this collection that Egan wanted to use—it was unprecedented, Marc knew it. But at twenty-nine, he was a good generation removed from the girls he was designing for. Marc had come of age at clubs like Studio 54 and Hurrah, places that didn’t even exist anymore, and this collection mainlined a new kind of cool, one that a major designer had yet to interpret. Marc knew it could be the defining collection of his young, sun-kissed career: Like nobody else in American fashion, he understood this moment in youth culture. There was a smash-and-grab sensibility, a rummaging through thrift shops and discards, and an embrace of dispossessed beauty. It was a pulverizing, almost moralistic rejection of every excess wrought in the 1980s.

Marc had been struggling to establish an identity at Perry Ellis, to move the house, sclerotic in its preppy tastefulness, forward—if not ahead of the times, at least on track with them. With this work, which would come to be known as “the grunge collection,” he’d cracked it. But Marc was also self-conscious: Would the buyers and critics get what he was doing? Would the girls he was designing for get it? Was it sublime or sacrilege to buy a flannel shirt on St. Mark’s Place for two dollars, then ship it off to Italy to have it remade in silk? To turn a utilitarian thermal undershirt into a luxury good made of cashmere? Marc was equally aware that this collection might make him just another great pretender in the pantheon of fashion design, cannibalizing a subculture he knew little about.

And what was this band Sonic Youth about, anyway? Why had they zeroed in on him, at this critical time in his professional life? Did they actually like Marc’s clothes, or were they trying to mock his studied blend of high and low fashion? As it turned out, Sonic Youth was intimidated by him, and he was intimidated by them, and this was a small example of the larger feeling among kids on the fringe: Nobody felt cool enough. “Was I going to be used,” Marc said later, “as sort of a Seventh Avenue designer who has exploited grunge?”
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Marc didn’t know it, but in 1992 he had a kindred soul in Lee McQueen, then a student at Central Saint Martins. McQueen, too, was an upstart, bored senseless with what was considered fashion. He was a fan of avant-gardists Rei Kawakubo, Martin Margiela, Jean-Paul Gaultier, and Helmut Lang and that was about it, really. McQueen was a happy warrior of dark arts, and he longed to infuse fashion with the things he was most interested in: sex and death, mutilation and contamination, perversion and harm.

“He always had these horrible Victorian pornography books that he carried around,” says his old friend Alice Smith. “I don’t know where he got them—they were these little fat books that he got in a junk shop or something and they were horrible pictures—he thought they were amazing—of women wearing ball gags and cages over their heads, over-the-top S&M, and he’d be going, ‘Isn’t that lovely? Look at this woman in these leg irons!’ He had quite a distinct idea.”

McQueen was gifted, and, as the best designers often are, a hustler and a showman. The press always covered the yearly thesis collections shown at Central Saint Martins, and he was determined to stand apart. “That show was their launchpad,” says Bobby Hillson, who established the MA fashion course at Central Saint Martins and was McQueen’s mentor. “The students were written up all over the world.”

It wasn’t enough for McQueen to be written up: His collection had to be the one to electrify. He went to Hillson with his concept: Jack the Ripper. His models were to be the victims, their clothes badges of bloody struggle; Hillson thought it was a shaky idea at best, but she wanted to help.

“He was doing terrible things to the fabric, and I said, ‘You can’t do this with the cheap fabric you’ve got.’ And he said, ‘I can’t afford anything else!’ ”

And so Hillson went to her cupboard and removed “terribly expensive, rich fabrics that had been donated to us. And I said, ‘Take some of these.’ You know, somebody would’ve died if they saw what he did with them.”

McQueen was slashing and ripping, printing and staining. He was chopping off locks of his hair and sewing them into the clothes, a riff on a Victorian tradition among lovers, who would buy and exchange the locks of prostitutes. He was obsessed by the latter notion, and for as long as he could sewed his own hair into his label.

“Jack the Ripper Stalks His Victims” was shown in 1992, and it changed McQueen’s life forever: In that crowd was a peculiar, fashion-mad English aristocrat named Isabella Blow.

She went by “Issie,” and was so overcome that she told McQueen she wanted to buy the whole collection. She’d pay in installments, £100 per, until she owned all six pieces. She told McQueen she’d do whatever she could to help; Issie was averse to the nine-to-five, but she had deep connections in the industry and a strong affinity for mongrels and misfits.

First, she said, McQueen must change his name. Issie told him that Lee, his first name, was too common for high fashion. She suggested his middle name, Alexander: It was majestic, had some weight and dignity to it. He agreed. It wasn’t hard for him to make that change: McQueen would do whatever it took.
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Marc and McQueen weren’t the only designers on the bubble in the summer of 1992.

Calvin Klein, who’d built the ultimate 1980s status brand, was on the verge of bankruptcy by the beginning of the ’90s, his name diluted through careless and diffuse licensing deals. To save his house, Klein had to become relevant again, and this meant going younger, less crisp and arch—almost dirtier. Klein, approaching fifty, trusted his team, who were in their early to mid-twenties and dialed into what was happening on the streets of London and downtown New York: art director Fabien Baron, creative head Neil Kraft, senior art director Madonna Badger, and consultant Carolyn Bessette.

“Everything was up for grabs,” says Badger. The central conundrum facing the brand, she says, was how to reframe its overtly sexual DNA in the age of AIDS.

The team considered the women they’d pinned to their inspiration board as potential new faces of Calvin Klein: women as disparate as Rosie Perez, the short, curvy, Nuyorican actress hot off Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing, and the lithe, elegant supermodel Linda Evangelista, whose arrogance ultimately worked against her. “We don’t wake up for less than $10,000 a day,” she’d said in 1990, and even for a supermodel, such a comment seemed deliberately contemptuous to the rest of the Western world, living, as it was, through a recession and the aftermath of the Gulf war. Evangelista didn’t make it past the first round.

For a moment, Perez was the front-runner. “I remember Carolyn Bessette shooting that down,” Badger says. “She wanted it to be modern and fresh.” Klein trusted Bessette’s taste; she was a muse, and he would eventually charge her with casting all his CK shows. In mid-1992, this moment of grunge and grit and ’70s regression, Bessette was nothing like the minimalist glamazon she became after marrying John F. Kennedy, Jr.: These days, she wore Egyptian musk and no makeup and had competitions with female Calvin staffers to see who could go the longest without washing her hair. Bessette coolly knocked back her own patrician beauty, spurning perfectionism for a warmer, no less artful dishevelment; at heart, she was a downtown girl who loved vodka, Parliaments, and partying at Save the Robots till six in the morning.

“We were half-hippie, half-natural,” Badger says. “It was a total sea change, the opposite of the ’80s.” The question was: Could Calvin Klein make squalor sophisticated?

There were two other contenders on the inspiration board: Both were European, small and slight, and had an understated, off-kilter beauty. There was Vanessa Paradis, a French actress and pop star best known in the States for dating Lenny Kravitz. The other was Kate Moss, who had just begun appearing in a UK style bible called The Face.

For all the physical resemblance—egg-shaped faces strafed with stratospheric cheekbones; china-doll physiques; doe eyes and jagged teeth—the two girls represented the diverging path of high fashion. Paradis, says Badger, “was the one that had that look.” She’d just starred in ads for Chanel, as a chanteuse in a birdcage, yet the concept itself was already outdated: Putting a young girl in a cage, initially as terrified as any Hitchcock heroine, calmed by a splash of Chanel and unaware of the threat posed by the fluffy white cat alongside her perch—it was an atonal choice for 1992, made by an eighty-two-year-old house. Having Paradis watched over by the ghost of Coco Chanel only underscored the campaign’s mustiness.

But the shots of Kate were radical. Most of them were by an unknown British photographer named Corinne Day, and were unlike anything that would have been classified as fashion. Day favored black-and-white over color, wastrels-as-models with hangover pallors, the clothes falling apart, too big or too small, pillaged from thrift stores and bedroom floors. Her settings were outdoors and down-market, all natural light and awkward poses. Day’s work was as considered and manipulated as that Chanel ad, but the effect was the opposite: druggy, filthy, exuberant.

“Corinne was just attracted to youth culture and wanted to document it,” says Corinne’s husband, Mark Szaszy. “Because you don’t get any idea of what youth culture is doing from Vogue.”

The image that the Klein team kept coming back to was one of Day’s, the July 1990 cover shot of Kate from The Face: the sixteen-year-old in close-up, a smile so wide it smushes her eyes nearly shut and reveals almost all the imperfect teeth in her mouth, a spray of freckles visible on the bridge of her nose. As a cover, it broke all the rules. It was black-and-white; Kate wasn’t making eye contact with the viewer; she was barefaced. Three years earlier, such imagery would never have reverberated beyond its subculture. In 1992, it was stunning.

But Paradis was the known quantity, and she got the offer first. She turned it down, so Klein and his team turned to their second choice: Kate.
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As the final decade of the millennium dawned, there would be no greater expression of the cultural, economic, and social revolutions to come than fashion. What rock ’n’ roll was to the ’50s, drugs to the ’60s, film to the ’70s, and modern art to the ’80s, fashion was to the ’90s: the fuse, then the filter.

Much of it had to do with the long-escalating interplay between art and fashion, which had existed since the Italian designer Elsa Schiaparelli collaborated with Dalí, Cocteau, and Man Ray in the 1930s. The cross-pollinating continued through the modern age, from the founding of Andy Warhol’s Interview in 1969 to the insurrectionism of Helmut Newton, Vivienne Westwood, and Malcolm McLaren in the ’70s and Keith Haring, Cindy Sherman, and Jean-Michel Basquiat in the ’80s. And there was the electrifying emergence of hip-hop, which brought with it a whole new style.

“Fashion as a significant cultural phenomenon in the ’90s had to do with an increasing popular awareness in fashion, and the increasing interchanges between fashion and art,” says Valerie Steele, director of the Fashion Institute of Technology. All that had come before allowed someone like Alexander McQueen to be recognized as “sui generis—a phenomenon recognized for being a fashion designer and an artist,” she says. “Fashion was increasingly seen as something that penetrates.”

Alternative culture was simmering by 1991, yet in so many ways, society hadn’t moved on from the 1980s: Michael Jackson had just been signed to Sony in a $1 billion deal. The year’s biggest acts ranged from the polyester pop of Color Me Badd and New Kids on the Block to the cartoonish hair-metal of Poison, Skid Row, and Extreme. Terminator 2: Judgment Day, the sequel to the 1984 Arnold Schwarzenegger original, was the year’s top-grossing movie. The year’s overarching question was, “Will Charles leave Di?” A divorced future king, let alone one remarried to his longtime mistress, was unthinkable.

Politically, it felt very 1980s too: George H. W. Bush was still in the White House, his reelection a given. The Clarence Thomas–Anita Hill hearings broke open a long-delayed discussion about sexual harassment; public opinion polls showed a wide majority of Americans believed Thomas. And in fashion, the trends of the 1980s had yet to give way: shoulder pads, shellacked makeup, and a brittle, sequin-encrusted Dynasty glamour; Lycra and leg warmers as daywear; neon and bulky knits paired with stirrup pants; high-waisted jeans, side parts and suspenders and high-top sneakers—all of it prevailed, all of it long past modern. Big houses like Armani and Versace, Ralph Lauren and Bill Blass, dominated the marketplace; beauty was defined by glamazons like Cindy Crawford, Naomi Campbell, Linda Evangelista, Claudia Schiffer, and Christy Turlington—who, in 1991, was signed to a record-breaking $800,000 contract with Maybelline, requiring only twelve days’ work per year. “We realize the power we have,” Turlington said in a 1991 Time magazine cover story. “We’re making tons and tons of money for these companies, and we know it.” According to Karl Lagerfeld, supermodels were the new movie stars: “For me, the really great girls today . . . are like goddesses from the silver screen,” he said. “They sell dreams.”
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But whose dreams? Fashion was supposed to be for the young and by the young, yet it hadn’t been that way since the London youthquake of the ’60s and ’70s, since Twiggy and David Bailey and Mary Quant and the mods, since Westwood and McLaren and the punks. The supermodels of 1991 may have been in their early twenties, but with their height, their proportions, their peculiar expressions—they often looked angry about being so beautiful—they seemed so much older and harder, haughty and remote, the clothes they wore so matching and mature. The young found no haven here, no place of hope or worship. That was not the way it should be, and even designers felt it.

“That was a time in fashion where all of a sudden, there was this great division,” Marc Jacobs said. “There was that old-school mentality of what fashion was, but then there was this far more interesting, far more subversive side of fashion, which was cool in spite of itself.”

Bubbling under at the end of 1991 was a collective hunger for change. Outlier Bill Clinton was gearing up to run for president of the United States. Magic Johnson became the first major American sports star to announce he had AIDS. The Soviet Union collapsed. And a band from the Pacific Northwest whose major-label debut, in its first week of release, ranked #144 on Billboard’s Top 200, would set the tone for a new era: Four months later, on January 11, 1992, Nirvana’s Nevermind became the #1 album in the country, knocking Michael Jackson’s Dangerous out of its slot and becoming a cultural and generational rallying call. The ’90s would be a leaching-out of all that had come before.

“I remember being in Berlin the year the Wall came down,” Marc said, “and I was in some bar, and ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’ was on the radio, and I just thought, ‘Wow, this has really crossed over.’ I started to feel like, ‘This is the way I felt a very long time ago, and now it seems to be acceptable.’ The idea of imperfection, girls like Kate Moss. There was this new kind of beauty that was starting to be recognized.”I

A revolution happened in the ’90s, and no one noticed. This is the story of that fleeting yet hugely influential time—the moment when the alternative in fashion and beauty became mainstream, and the mainstream became big business—as told through the stories of three of its leading luminaries: Kate, Marc, and McQueen.



I “Smells Like Teen Spirit” was released in the US on September 10, 1991; the Berlin Wall fell in the fall of 1989.



CHAPTER 1

THE MAYBE DRAWER

HER PICTURE WAS STASHED in “the maybe drawer,” where the agency kept the common girls. Later, lore would have Kate Moss an obvious star, Sarah Doukas, the agent who discovered her, raving that Kate “had an ethereal quality about her” and that “I saw her and knew instantly I’d struck gold.” Yet here Kate was, stuck with the duds.

Corinne Day was a model turned struggling photographer on the hunt for subjects, and had shown up at Storm, Doukas’s fledgling agency, unannounced. Corinne was looking for girls to shoot; surely Storm had some who’d work for nothing. Corinne was granted grudging access to the lower-tier girls and, while sifting though the drawer, gravitated to the out-of-focus Polaroid of the girl with the dishwater hair and alien face: eyes set wide and high atop sharply angled cheekbones, kind of like E.T.

Day turned to one of the bookers. “Who’s this?”

The booker took a look. “Um . . . I think that’s Kate Moss.”

It was late 1989. Something was happening in London. There were new synthetic drugs and illegal warehouse parties and freezing, crumbling squats in Shoreditch where all the art-school kids were living. Nothing seemed more romantic or glamorous.

“I’d like to meet her.”

In many ways, Kate Moss was the epitome of a typical teenage girl. She lived in Croydon, a middle-class suburb of London, in a modest, well-kept house with one bathroom—hardly the rough area she’d later claim. She had a brother, Nick, two years younger. She went to high school not far down the road. She was of average height and weight and had no particular style.

But things were much darker than they appeared. Her parents were separating. Kate’s mother, Linda, had just taken up with another man. Kate was rarely home, often at the pub up the road, or partying till three in the morning, or cutting school and getting high under the bleachers. At fourteen she had recently lost her virginity.

Kate clung to one thing: A year earlier, in the summer of 1988, she’d been spotted at JFK airport by a model agent. Her father laughed and her mother was shocked; she said Kate wasn’t all that pretty, definitely not photogenic. Even Kate, says a family friend, “was confused. She thought she was pretty, but she didn’t think she was a model.” Like every other girl her age, she compared herself to the supermodels of the day—Cindy, Christy, Linda, Naomi—and found herself lacking.

Still, Kate wanted to try; what else did she have to aspire to? Linda took her daughter on go-sees once.

“At the end of that first day,” Kate said, “my mum said, ‘If you want to do this, you’re on your own, because I’m not traipsing around London like that ever again. It’s a nightmare.’ ”

“Kate’s relationship with her mother was always strained,” says a friend. Kate spent her teenage years, and beyond, looking for a second mother.

Initially, Kate clung to Sarah Doukas, the agent who discovered her at JFK, but Doukas wasn’t much better. Her agency, Storm, was very new. Doukas didn’t have time to babysit girls like Kate, whom she saw booking catalog work but not much else, and she didn’t have time to check out photographers either.

Only fourteen and very much on her own, Kate was determined to become a working model. She had no interest in school. She wasn’t a big reader, had no discernible talent or skill. She liked boys and beer and cigarettes and rock ’n’ roll and hanging out, nothing more. At least with modeling she had a shot at making some money, buying a car or someday a house. Her parents thought it was ridiculous and her mother refused to help, but Kate had to try—even if, as a friend says, “she didn’t like it. She felt like a piece of meat. The photographers were pervy.”

“I went to this guy’s house in North London, and he was in his bedroom,” Kate said, recalling one of her earliest assignments. “He asked me to take my top off.” She did. “He asked me to take my bra off.” She wouldn’t. “There were other girls who had taken theirs off and were just lying there on the bed.” Kate left. He wasn’t a photographer. “He had just phoned the agency,” Kate said, “and they didn’t check him out.”

On October 26, nearly two months to the day that Doukas found Kate at JFK, she sent her new find off for test shots with a photographer named David Ross. He was underwhelmed.

“I didn’t get it,” he says. “Kate was a child. She wasn’t anything to write home about.” There was no wild style happening, no staggering beauty: She was a plain girl with brown hair and hazel eyes wearing a knit top under an old coat. When Ross answered his bell and saw her, he didn’t think this was the model he’d been waiting on—he actually asked her if she was lost, “like you would any child in the street.”

Kate corrected him, and he felt sorry for her. She obviously didn’t have what it took to be a model, but besides that—who would send a young girl off to be photographed by a strange man? “I said, ‘Look, don’t be angry, but I can’t photograph you by yourself. I’m not going to ask you to come back with your mum, but at least come back with a friend.’ ”

Ross’s politeness masked his irritation; he thought Sarah Doukas was jerking him around. “I thought, ‘Really?’ ” Ross says. “You have to remember, this is 1988. The power woman was peaking. The supermodel was peaking. They were at every party, they were hanging out with George Michael. Sarah had promised to give me really juicy models, girls who were really on the way up. And, um, you know . . . Kate was so far away from that.”
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As was Corinne Day. At twenty-eight, she had retired from a modest career as a model: She was fine for catalogs and ad work, but when it came to high-end editorial, Day was too short, too thin, her features too fine and subtle. She got work in Japan, Australia, and Italy, but she was never going to be a star, and she resented the industry’s myopic definition of beauty. She’d gone back to London with her boyfriend, Mark Szaszy, also a former model. Together, they decided to pursue photography, but only Corinne had a vision.

“Corinne was quirky, skinny, waifish,” Mark says. “And, you know, that’s not what it was about in the ’80s. She was rejected from many jobs.” Day took those rejections hard. “She thought: ‘Why should big mean best? Why can’t other female body shapes be accepted as beautiful? Why is it this way all the time?’ ”

Then she found Kate in that drawer.

“The first thing that Corinne liked,” Mark says, “was that Kate was the opposite of the Amazonian models. The biggest challenge was to make the opposite of what was fashionable, fashionable. And Kate resembled Corinne: ‘You’re me, and I’m going to make you famous.’ ”

Corinne’s affinity for Kate went beyond their physical similarities. Corinne, too, appeared to have been a lost girl. Her father was a bank robber and her mother ran a brothel, and when Corinne was five, she and her brother went to live with her grandmother for good.

Corinne quit school at sixteen, and once her brief modeling career was over, she turned to photography, shooting smudged-up, off-duty models in their hotel rooms, surrounded by stuffed-up ashtrays and the remnants of room service: This, to Corinne, was glamorous. Along with photographers Nick Knight, Nigel Shafran, and David Sims, Corinne was working out a new kind of lingua franca in fashion photography, one that was a little bit hard to look at. The idea of contrast, of placing elegant women in decaying sites, was nothing new to fashion—Avedon had been doing it since the late 1950s—but Corinne sought to expand that idea, demanding such realism extend to models. Nan Goldin was Corinne’s idol, and while she didn’t want to be derivative, she wanted to shoot like that: documentary-style images of uncommon, slightly ruined beauties in their natural habitats.

When Corinne found Kate, she felt she had her avatar, the dissident who could potentially disturb the industry in ways Corinne couldn’t. Kate was so unformed, though—she didn’t know how to pose, to hold herself, to shake off her self-consciousness. Corinne began taking Kate over to her grandmother’s house, where they’d do test shots together in the back garden while Corinne’s nan made them tea and sandwiches.

This felt, to Kate, almost wholesome. Her experience might have been limited, but she trusted Corinne, who was becoming more of a second mother to her than Sarah. Several months later, Kate moved in with Corinne and Mark, and they became a little family.
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Corinne had a plan. She knew there was no way she’d ever get British Vogue or Harper’s Bazaar or any big fashion glossy to look at her work, but there were a couple of independent magazines that were all about youth culture: the right clubs and the right drugs, more interested in street style than the fashion industry.

The Face and i-D were both founded on the tail end of the punk movement, and they took their cues from forerunners such as Interview and Punk and the original Details—magazines that celebrated subcultures and freaks while attracting the right kind of celebrity. The motto at i-D: “Style isn’t what but how you wear clothes.” The kids they shot on the street were goths, punks, New Romantics, rockabilly, and rave kids.

“I wanted to get out the concept that we don’t lay down the rules about what you wear, the idea of ‘in-out’ fashion,” said founding editor Terry Jones. But just like The Face, i-D had its ideas about “in-out” fashion: Anything in Vogue and the like was out, i-D’s outsiders in. The London scene was so small that, for a time, Face editor Sheryl Garratt’s roommate was i-D’s editor. No other UK magazines, with the exception of Blitz, which arrived a bit later, “would be interested in whatever it was we would be fretting about,” Garratt says.

Both publications had distinct mandates. “i-D was a sort of fashion fanzine and The Face was very much a music magazine,” says Garratt. “But they both evolved into this thing that was much bigger than that, and they evolved very much in tandem.”

In their way, The Face and i-D were as exclusive as Vogue. Not just any outsider would make it into i-D’s pages: You had to be the right kind of outsider. You had to be cool. Everyone else was shunned, and this philosophy attracted a strain of celebrity that shared the magazine’s DNA. i-D’s 1985 fifth-anniversary issue featured a who’s who of the magazine’s coups—Morrissey, John Galliano, Paul Weller, Leigh Bowery, Adam Ant, and two who would go on to be key players in London’s coming Britpop scene: Patsy Kensit and Jeremy Healy.

To quote one disgruntled letter to the editor: “You are a stupid lot of wanking ignorant trendies.”

Then there was The Face, as old as i-D and, in 1989, undergoing an identity crisis. “It was a thing of faded magnificence,” says Sheryl Garratt. She sat down with her new art director, Phil Bicker. They both felt something was happening in London, and they not only wanted to reflect it but to push the culture forward, to claim the decade as their generation’s own.

“We had this quite young team, me and Phil being key to that,” says Garratt. “We talked a lot about how we wanted it to be. I talked about how, in clubs in the ’80s, it was all about being cool and posing and pouting and looking sharp, and suddenly there are all these kids sweating in fields and smiling. Suddenly, being in a club was now all about a great big sweaty hug from somebody. And I wanted the magazine’s fashion to reflect that.”

Bicker agreed. He had come from small publications such as Miss London and City Limits, and taking over The Face gave Bicker his best shot at putting his stamp on this cultural groundswell. His first edict: Ban anyone—photographers, models, stylists—who was established.

“People were sending in portfolios and stories to The Face that I was refusing to run,” Bicker says. “I said, ‘Why do we want to run pictures of Linda Evangelista or Tatjana Patitz when we need to cut out our own thing, for our own audience?’ ” This stance, Bicker says, was as much about rebellion as resentment. On the one hand, high-end fashion photographers were happy to use The Face as a dumping ground for editorials that were too experimental for mainstream fashion magazines, yet The Face couldn’t get access to designer clothes or afford to commission those very photographers.

“Fashion had become very protective of itself. It had become: ‘Fashion is this. This is what fashion is,’ ” Bicker says. “And anything outside was beyond its power and it wasn’t interesting.”

The Face had no budget and didn’t attract fashion advertising, which gave the magazine a unique advantage: It meant they could shoot whatever clothes they liked without having to include pieces that belonged to advertisers. The magazine became an outlet for hungry young photographers and stylists and models who had their own ideas about what constituted fashion.

Corinne lasered in on The Face. She got an appointment with Phil, who was looking for a model to brand the magazine for the ’90s—a new face of The Face. For that first meeting, Corinne brought along a bleary Polaroid of Kate. Bicker recognized where it had been shot—on the main high street in Ickenham, the working-class London suburb where Bicker had grown up. “You couldn’t tell where it had been taken unless you’d been there,” Bicker says. “When Corinne showed me that picture, I was like, ‘This is it.’ ”

Corinne’s husband, Mark, doesn’t recall it that way. “Corinne was really pushing Kate,” he says. “She was so decisive. She knew how to photograph, how to style. There was no stylist or hairdresser or makeup artist interfering. The average male photographer wouldn’t feel comfortable without all those people—he’d be depending on some crazy stylist who couldn’t make up his mind about what to put the girl in.”

Just as The Face was struggling with the pluses and minuses of outsider status, so was Corinne. There were very few female fashion photographers of that era. Ellen von Unwerth was the most famous, but she was working out of the Helmut Newton playbook, a sinister, Germanic kind of eroticism, S&M glossed up in black-and-white. On Corinne’s tier were Peggy Sirota and Sylvia Plachy, both of whom shot for Sassy in the US. Both were interested in realism, but neither was working in fashion.

Corinne wasn’t just the lone female fashion photographer in London; she was the only one defining a new kind of beauty with a girl who defied all its prevailing notions. What Corinne and Kate were doing—creating a no-logo, anti-glam aesthetic that took sex out of the equation—could never have been done by a male photographer, even if he had a Kate. It wasn’t just down to Corinne’s gender: It was the curious alchemy between these two, with their damaged souls and optimistic perseverance.

Bicker decided to give Kate a cover try. He assigned the job to a male photographer, Marc Lebon, himself a product of London stylist Ray Petri’s Buffalo style, which, in the 1980s, was a precursor to what was about to explode: the elevation of the street over high style and the embrace of a post-punk, multiethnic, androgynous look.

Corinne was outraged.

“Why take Corinne’s girl and do that?” Mark says. “But he did. And the cover was crap.”

It was. Even Bicker admits it. The Face, Garratt says, was “determined” to do a football-themed issue, since the sport was “just getting reclaimed from hooligans” and turning into part of this entire youth movement. Lebon gave Kate a football and had her hold it up to her face.

“That wasn’t a great cover,” says Bicker. “Kate really isn’t herself.”

Bicker asked Corinne if she’d be up for shooting an editorial with Kate for the very next issue. The theme was “The Third Summer of Love”—a document of the emerging British subculture of soft drugs, fuzzy pop music, and, as The Face would put it, “football thugs with flowers.”

It was an organic rejection of Thatcherism and corporate culture, of anything that felt top-down and too clean, and it was peaking in 1990. Kids were referencing the flower children of the late ’60s, but this really was a culture of their own invention. There were all-night raves held in abandoned warehouses and fueled by ecstasy; all-day rock festivals in muddy fields, where the Stone Roses and the Happy Mondays, the leaders of the neo-psychedelic Madchester scene, would play to hooligans and hipsters alike; a sense that this generation was looking to root itself in inclusiveness and authenticity, that everything from fashion design to the dance floor should be democratized. It was happening in the US, too, with acid house in Detroit, raves in New York, grunge in the Pacific Northwest. The indie rock kids were partial to heroin, the rave kids to ecstasy. The effects of both were largely the same: a rush of calm and euphoria, a cushioned membrane of warmth. But heroin turned all that feeling inward, while ecstasy had the opposite effect, giving rise to sweaty group hugs in fields and nightclubs.

Corinne had seven pages and no budget to photographically articulate this entire generational revolution, one that hadn’t even congealed yet. But she did have Kate and possibly a shot at the cover.

Meanwhile, Sheryl Garratt and Phil Bicker were working on a backup plan. Maybe the cover could be conceptual? They considered using a crowd shot from one of the festivals. They had an image of the alt-comedienne Sandra Bernhard by Herb Ritts, another donation. Ritts was a star fashion photographer, working in black-and-white with a heavy bent toward old-Hollywood glamour. He’d moved into directing music videos for the biggest pop stars of the day—Madonna, Janet Jackson—but there was a formalism to his work that felt off. He made his subjects look unreachable, as erotic as marble.

“If you’re saying, ‘This is the start of the ’90s’—a Herb Ritts image of an American comedienne is not the way to go,” Garratt says. “Phil was just like, ‘This is not right.’ And I kind of knew he was right.”

It was out.

Meanwhile, Corinne had taken Kate and a tiny crew down to the beach at Camber Sands in East Sussex—they picked that spot so Kate could meet up with her boyfriend after the shoot. And even though Corinne’s concept was to do something totally lo-fi and natural, she put as much effort and consideration and manipulation into her work as Ritts did. But you’d never be able to tell by looking, and that was Corinne’s great gift.

Her stylist was Melanie Ward, a cool girl who’d done a year at Central Saint Martins and wound up working in the fashion underground after a stylist spotted her at a party: she liked Ward’s look and offered her a job, simple as that.

“What we were doing was really the antithesis of what was going on at the time,” Ward said. “Everything else was maximalism—women who were very polished and untouchable and Amazonian. We were living a very different way. People would pass food down to us on the fire escape and we would count our pennies to be able to afford to take photos. Kate was our muse. She was this fresh, beautiful girl.”

Corinne and Melanie conceived the Summer of Love shoot together. “It was just about a young girl at the beach,” Mark says. “Just being a young girl, playing.”

Kate was into the concept, until Corinne asked Kate to take her top off. It was March and it was freezing, but also: What? Kate was self-conscious about her small breasts, and Corinne knew it.

“I see a sixteen-year-old now, and to ask her to take her clothes off would feel really weird,” Kate said later. “But they were like, ‘If you don’t do it, we’re not going to book you again.’ So I’d lock myself in the toilet and cry and then come out and do it. I never felt very comfortable about it. There’s a lot of boobs. I hated my boobs! Because I was flat-chested. And I had a big mole on one. That picture of me running down the beach—I’ll never forget doing that, because I made the hairdresser, who was the only man on the shoot, turn his back.”

In the finished editorial, called “The Daisy Age,” Kate looks alternately disaffected—in one shot, she’s leaning against a cement wall, in white jeans and a macramé top, smoking a cigarette with all the panache of a middle-aged pensioner—and exuberant. Here she is, a neo-hippie flower child in an Indian headdress, little makeup, raggedy hair, and no top, throwing back her shoulders and smiling.

Sheryl Garratt hated it. She wondered if they should be showing such a young girl topless, or smoking a cigarette. But mainly, she thought the pictures were ugly. “I’d like to say I was sitting there thinking, ‘We’ve just encapsulated the spirit of the ’90s,’ ” Garratt says. “But did I think that at the time? No. I thought, ‘Is this fashion at all? She’s wearing bloody sandals on the beach!’ ”

Bicker not only disagreed, but he thought that Kate, in close-up and Indian headdress, should be the cover: He fought Garratt, who had no other option in her back pocket. “I was saying, ‘It’s a great photo. We should put it on the cover. It sums up this moment perfectly.’ ”

There was another problem: Only one other person had been on the cover of The Face more than once in one year, and that was Madonna. Should such a distinction go to some unknown teenage model who had no glamour, no figure, bowed legs and jagged teeth and one eye that was slightly off-center?

The answer was yes.



CHAPTER 2

THE PINK SHEEP OF THE FAMILY

AS HELLIONS GO, HE was among the nicest. Lee McQueen loved the legend that had him, as a young apprentice on Savile Row, stitching the words I am a cunt into a jacket he was making for the Prince of Wales. That the people who knew McQueen best still debate whether he did it testifies to his gift for self-mythologizing.

McQueen liked it when people either feared him or underestimated him (both were best) and he took everything that, in lesser hands, could have been a weakness—his looks, his weight, his lack of money or education or connections—and leveraged it hard. He made posh people feel like they were inferior. He inverted the entire psychology of the industry: He made fashion people aspire to be fluent in poverty and struggle, to possess the ingenuity required to do more with less. His attitude masked his own insecurity—after all, what business did a chubby, unattractive, uneducated boy from the council estates have here anyway?—and it usually worked. Plum Sykes, the Vogue contributor who began as an assistant to future McQueen muse Isabella Blow, recalls the first time she met the designer.

“He came into the office wearing, like, jeans falling off his bottom and a checkered lumberjack shirt,” she says. “He looked like a complete yob, and that was the image he was cultivating.” He refused to do the double air-kiss or acknowledge common social graces. “I was intimidated by the fact that he was a working-class boy, like a rough ’n’ tough Cockney. Like a Dickens character. He was from the East End of London. I’d never been to the East End of London.”

While McQueen exploited his less-than-fashionable qualities, he was also ashamed of them. He was self-conscious about his weight. He hated his face, and for the first few years of his career would only be photographed with his head wrapped in cling film or gaffer’s tape, saying that he was still on the dole and couldn’t get caught. His teeth were a mess. He’d smashed the front ones diving into a pool when he was nine, and his parents couldn’t afford to have them fixed until Lee was sixteen. Even then, the most they could buy were cheap caps. The lack of proper dental care would cause him horrible tooth pain for much of his life. McQueen’s former boyfriend Andrew Groves recalls one night in 1994 when McQueen, by now fairly well known, was in so much agony that he had to go to the emergency room. McQueen always made a show of brushing off his humiliations, or turning them into commentary: “It was really amusing to him,” says Groves, “to have a tooth missing and to have to go to a meeting at Vogue.”

That tooth fell out while McQueen was biting into a Big Mac. He was twenty-six and a rising star.

He would rarely, if ever, articulate his more tender feelings; he made it clear that the fashion world was silly, superficial, and he carried himself as though he was far too talented to be concerned with manners or proper grammar or missing teeth. He was, in fact, too talented for that, but still he felt so on the outside of this world he loved, this world of beauty so extreme it seemed pornographic. He would never be beautiful.

“He always had imposter syndrome,” says Alice Smith, a friend who represented McQueen in his early years. “He felt like he shouldn’t be there.” Smith recalls going to see McQueen receive the award for Best British Designer in 1996 at the Royal Albert Hall. She was seated in the mezzanine with all the other people on McQueen’s team, watching as the evening’s honorees filed in below. “We were looking down into this giant pit going, ‘Oh look, there’s Anna Wintour,’ and suddenly we saw this little chubby fellow arriving, and he had his ticket, and he was showing it to people as if to say, ‘I’m allowed to come in.’ ”

Lee Alexander McQueen, born March 17, 1969, was the youngest of two boys and three girls and his mother’s favorite. At the time, the family lived in Lewisham, a South London district with its own gothic history: Lore had it that the area had been founded in the sixth century by a pagan member of a Germanic tribe known as the Jutes. In 1944, during World War II, the town was hit with a V-1 flying bomb, and more than three hundred residents were killed. It took nearly ten years for the town to rebuild and recover, and in December 1957, Lewisham was the site of another catastrophic event when a packed passenger train missed a signal and crashed into an idle train, killing ninety people. That rail disaster is considered one of the worst in Britain’s history.

Before Lee had his first birthday, the family moved to a council estate—the equivalent of the projects in the US—in Stratford. Though the McQueens struggled financially, it was nothing compared to the emotional and psychological torment wrought by Lee’s father, Ronald. He was a taxi driver, a rough man who suspected, from the time Lee was a toddler sketching Cinderella on his older sister’s bedroom wall, that his youngest son was gay. Ron didn’t like it. He wanted Lee to grow up and have a job worthy of a man, as a plumber or an electrician. Instead, his son was a freakish boy who worshipped Calvin Klein so much that he’d tacked a piece of paper with the designer’s name to his bedroom wall. Ron largely ignored Lee. Much later, Lee would say that his father had less of an issue with his son’s sexuality once he became famous and “solvent,” though friends recall a more complicated relationship. In the early days, it was Ronald who would drive his taxi off-hours to wherever Lee was working, helping to transport his clothes from studio to showroom. On those occasions when his father would attend one of Lee’s fashion shows, he would stand in the back, while Lee’s mother, Joyce, always sat front row.

As a child Lee was highly sensitive, and although he would later refer to himself as “the pink sheep of the family,” he clung to his mother. Joyce, a bookish woman with her own artistic bent, encouraged her youngest to pursue his interest in clothes, which was evident from the time Lee was four or five, unhappy with whatever outfit Joyce had picked for him to wear to school. “Mum!” he’d say. “I can’t wear that! It doesn’t go, it doesn’t go!”
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