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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.
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