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Alexander McQueen 

It was only after his death, that the legend of Alexander McQueen began to take shape.  

One can only bet that this legend will continue to expand.  In today’s culture, the inescapability 

of death only heightens image worship.  We love nothing more than stories of lives cut short in 

their prime, before they’ve peaked.  Where all that remains is a figure of eternal youth. 

Alexander McQueen’s story is the stuff of legends.  It’s the story of a three-year-old boy 

who drew princess dresses on his bedroom walls, in silhouettes mimicking that of his unfailing 

mother.  Cut to a dazzling housing block on the East End, then to the upscale neighborhood of 

Mayfair, then to a mansion in Sussex.  It’s the story of an opportunistic encounter with an uneasy 

muse who would also meet a tragic end.  An unstoppable creation story that reached success and 

ended in an abrupt stalemate. 

It would be best to begin with the highlights that took place during the quarter of a 

century during which his career and life took place.  He was the “pink sheep” of the family.  The 

youngest of six, growing up in a suburb of London, under the disapproving gaze of an East End 

cabbie driver.  McQueen faced homophobia during his school recesses, with nicknames like 

“McQueer”.  He obtained an apprenticeship at sixteen with the best tailors on Savile Row, where 

he mastered cuts and garnered the attention of sponsors, which would later help in the 

development of his future fashions.  Then came the story of the words sewed into the lining of 

Prince Charles’ suit, reading, “I’m a cunt”, which he wore immediately afterwards, unaware of 

the joke played on him.  After a stint at Koji Tatsuno and then Romeo Gigli in Milan, he returned 

to London, and thanks to a loan from his aunt, took classes at Saint Martin’s College of Art.  In 

1994, McQueen had his mythical inaugural fashion show, in which Isabella Blow, the eccentric, 



upper-class fashionista, purchased all of his creations on credit (He delivered the clothes in a 

garbage bag, in exchange for one hundred pounds [then, $14.18] a week, a sum that took her 

years to pay off). 

Two years later, he was awarded “Designer of the Year” and named head of the 

Givenchy brand by LVMH, which he treated with predictable derision. Due to his refusal of 

creative restrictions and marketing negotiations, the experience was a disaster, which he would 

later call “the biggest mistake of my life”. 2000 would see his abandonment of the enemy camp, 

for the group PPR, led by Domenico del Sole and Tom Ford, then in charge of Gucci.  The 

decade’s opening would later be remembered as memorable and intense, with often-violent 

fashion shows. Like those of Margiela or Riccardo Tisci, these beginnings would reveal as much 

about their personalities as they do of the fashion shows, and signify the community spirit with 

certain artists that opportunity left knocking at their door (artists such as Sam Taylor Wood, Joel 

Peter Witkin, the Chapman brothers).  For inspiration, they used many incongruent references: 

bloody Scottish battle, Mankiewicz’s Cleopatra, Hans Bellmer’s surrealist bondage, Hitchcock’s 

heroines, 30’s marathon dances, or Rolland Joffé’s film, Mission.  They also used references 

inspired by images or unforeseen events: the appearance of flames or a curtain of rain, Shalom 

Harlow spray painted by two menacing robots, Aimée Mullins’ procession on prosthetic wooden 

stilts, the hatching of dozens of moths in a glass cage or on a model’s outfit, the emergence of 

immaterial images above the stage, etc. 

Thus, the myth and the reality of McQueen as Britain’s “enfant terrible”, and as France’s 

“bad boy”, were born. It would be wrong to reduce Alexander McQueen to a punk who was once 

the face of a brand name.  He was more ambiguous and contradictory than that: he was a tension-

filled contradiction.  With a face at once infant-like and weathered, vulnerable and shielded, an 



ocean deep gaze, and “bared teeth resembling the Stonehenge standing stones”, as Isabella Blow 

put it. 

These inconsistencies can be found in his decor, in his18th century barn with its stone 

and forest walls, windswept, whose interior resembled that of a contemporary art gallery. They 

can also be found in his emotional demonstrations: from incoherent callousness, to the extreme 

sensitivity that would bring him to tears at the mere mention of a breakup. What these 

contradictions offer, with all of their evidence, is the “raison d'être” of all of his fashion 

innovations, including the most extreme and the most current creations, which stemmed, in his 

eyes, from one core value - the sense of tradition. Futurism was to him, nothing but an extreme 

form of romanticism. 

Cutting a garment, as he had learned at Anderson and Sheppard or Gieves and Hawkes, 

returned to marrying itself with morphology. There, we will find the reason behind his obsession 

with anatomy, evident as one of his leitmotifs: his creative collaborations for Puma and the 

bizarre Samsonite thorax luggage, of which McQueen stated, “How the body works and working 

on the anatomy are an integral part of my profession as a designer”.  He pushed the mechanics of 

the body past its extremities, as was the case with the acrobatic “Armadillo” pumps and various 

forms of hybridization which he cultivated: the prosthetic like body worn by Aimée Mullins, the 

snake-skinned women, and the skin grafted faces of the Fall 2009 fashion show. Horns, clothing 

shells, molded torsos, cosmetic masks, and clepsydra silhouettes: where the human extends into 

an animal, becoming an insect: this world is governed by the taste of metamorphosis.  As 

McQueen said, “Life, for me, is transformation.” 

This passion for change and mutation is also indicative of the Baroque style, and therein 

lies what may be one of the most profound sources behind McQueen’s creations: these armored 



clothes, the shells, the obsession with corsets; all have their roots in the highly-stylized table 

settings that characterized 18th century England, in the rigid and sumptuous trappings of these 

portraits, that McQueen quoted in an interview with Times in 2004 as being one of his motives 

of inspiration. 

More so than exuberant or agitating, the Baroque was something funereal, to quote a 

famous saying of Roland Barthes about Tacitus. John Donne, the greatest poet of this period in 

England, feeling the end approaching, sent for a painter, asked to be dressed in a simple cloth, 

tied like a shroud, and had the portrait placed facing opposite the bed where he died. It is like 

this, that one can still view him at Saint Paul’s cathedral. 

Without even mentioning the infamous bestselling skull scarf, with its blood splatters and 

the allusions to Jack the Ripper, we need hardly go far to see how McQueen’s Baroque was 

inhabited by this theme: in their same brevity, many of his shows gave the image of a grueling 

race, as in the 2003 show (an allusion to Pollack’s film, They Shoot Horses, Don’t They), or of a 

frantic flight against a predator, or a shadowed threat of death. Then, his homage to Kate Moss, 

with her appearance as a ghostly hologram during his 2007 show, like a ghost startling 

Macpherson and Jack the Ripper’s magic lantern in the 18th century. And, in a dazzling finale, 

the designer envisioned a dress made of fresh flowers, with petals falling one after the other, as 

he explained, "Things decay, it all revolved around the decomposition.  I used flowers because 

they wither.”  

 


