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A rare shot of Martin Margiela, the mysterious man behind the brand. He has rarely been photographed.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A black and white photograph of Martin Margiela in profile, wearing a white t-shirt and a dark baseball cap. He is holding a glass of wine and smiling slightly. The background shows an out-of-focus interior setting with other people.





Introduction

Shock! Mystery! Power! This is just one trio of words that best represent Maison Margiela. The fabled fashion house is one of the most elusive and daring in recent and contemporary history.

Who in fashion hasn’t been enchanted by the enigmatic man behind the brand? Margiela is one of the few labels that is endlessly referenced by designers new and old, decades later. Margiela pushes boundaries, does things its own way and goes against the grain in an industry that, at times, can often feel very old world. Respected for his craft, creativity and conceptual work alike, Martin Margiela’s legacy has shifted world views, shaped generations of talent and informed the future of fashion.

Few designers have captivated audiences as vast as Margiela – especially in such a short span of time. The Belgian designer founded his line with his close collaborator Jenny Meirens in 1988 and changed the face of fashion almost instantaneously. He broke away from all things conventional, changing the status quo when it came to everything from the venues and seating for runway shows to model casting and patternmaking. In 2009, after just over 20 years of fascinating fashion that gripped fans, Martin Margiela stepped down from the brand, letting the next series of creative provocateurs take the reins and forge an equally intellectually stimulating house identity. In 2024, the world watched as creative director John Galliano’s deconstructed doll-like Couture show, inspired by Brassaï, went viral in a way that runway shows never had before.

Yet perhaps what makes the brand resonate with so many people is the unequivocal authenticity that cannot be faked. “Margiela has been the last revolution we had in fashion,” the famed gallerist and businesswoman Carla Sozzani once said. The brand was so ahead of its time, it basically deconstructed the core ethos of the very essential things fashion stood for, breaking down timeless values of identity and luxury – all at the same time – with a designer who liked to remain as anonymous as he could, didn’t do interviews and challenged wearers, critics and fans alike to think for themselves and deduce their own theories. It wasn’t performative. It wasn’t over intellectualized, nor positioned as meme-ified merch. It felt raw, real and open.

Whether it’s the intriguing animal-like Tabi shoe with its surreal split toe, or masked models who spark conversations and provoke endless psychoanalysis, Margiela is one of the few houses that has been able to make clothes that are both wearable and conceptual, with a unique point of view. It’s impossible not to recognize the influence that Margiela’s original ideas have had on countless designers today. Take a look at nearly any fashion show and you’ll see subtle Margiela-isms, whether it be deconstruction, storied minimalism or even the concept of upcycling, which the house focused on heavily well before the idea became mainstream in the mid 2010s.

This book charts Maison Margiela’s history, influence and defining moments – from inception up until the recent runway shows and all the creative shifts in-between.


[image: A beige long-sleeve top paired with a draped brown skirt on a mannequin]


A look from the A/W 1990 collection, showcasing deconstruction and subversion of the everyday.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A mannequin wears a light beige, long-sleeve, button-down knit top with a high neckline. Below it is a voluminous, dark brown or bronze-colored skirt that appears to be made from a shiny fabric, attached to the waist with a thin black belt or string, creating dramatic folds and draping. The background is a stark white.



[image: Runway models walking a dimly lit runway in dramatic clothing]


Margiela creative director John Galliano changed fashion history with the viral S/S 2024 Artisanal collection, seen here.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A blurry, low-lit photograph showing two models on a runway that looks like a damp street. The model in the foreground wears a grey top, a shiny, tight-fitting striped skirt, and a large, wide-brimmed yellow hat. The model behind is wrapped in a voluminous, shiny purple garment. The atmosphere is moody and cinematic.





The Making of Margiela


[image: Model wearing a sequined dress with a black sweater tied at the waist]


A look from S/S 1999 – ten years after the brand was founded, the collection was envisioned as a tribute to the label’s greatest hits, such as this trompe l’oeil technique dress.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A model with messy reddish hair smiles as she walks down a runway. She is wearing a silver, sequin-covered, v-neck dress layered over a white t-shirt. A black sweater or long-sleeved shirt is tied casually around her waist. The background features draped green fabric and a reddish-brown doorway or arch.




Margiela’s Beginnings

Though Maison Margiela is often fully attributed to one person, it is, in fact, the collective result of two. Jenny Meirens was the business and creative partner alongside Martin Margiela from the start. The two met at the 1983 Golden Spindle Awards,
a Belgian textile competition where she was a judge.

At the time Meirens, a fellow designer, had a groundbreaking store called Crea in Brussels. After seeing Margiela’s work, she offered him the opportunity to sell in her store, which prioritized avant-gardists including Yohji Yamamoto. She was a pioneer of supporting early deconstructions in the industry before it was the norm. In 1984, she opened Belgium’s first Comme des Garçons store. For the occasion, she went to Tokyo to meet the legendary Rei Kawakubo, wearing head-to-toe Maison Martin Margiela – and Kawakubo famously ordered a pair of the shoes for herself.

Before Martin Margiela formed his company with Meirens, he graduated from the Royal Academy of Fine Arts Antwerp in 1979 and kicked off his design career as a freelancer in Milan, Italy, before joining Jean Paul Gaultier as design assistant from 1984 to 1987. “The things that were coming out of Martin at the time were quite extreme,” designer Raf Simons told T magazine. “To connect the idea of that with, ‘O.K., let’s start a company,’ makes Jenny quite a pioneer. It was a very different time from now.”

Martin Margiela left his job at Jean Paul Gaultier to create his new company with Meirens by his side, and Maison Martin Margiela was officially founded in 1988 (it would be renamed simply Maison Margiela in 2015). By 1997, MM6 was launched. It was positioned as a contemporary, less avant-garde diffusion line for unisex customers and typically shows on the official fashion week schedule in Milan. In 1998, the brand introduced its first menswear line. Maison Martin Margiela debuted its first haute couture collection in 2006 on the official Paris Fashion Week Haute Couture schedule. Renzo Rosso, president of Only The Brave, bought a majority stake in Maison Martin Margiela in 2002, forging a new identity for the label. In 2009, Martin Margiela left the house, but only after two decades in which he created many major moments in fashion history.

Growing up Margiela

Martin Margiela was born on 9 April 1957 in Genk, Belgium. The son of a hairdresser father and a mother who sold wigs, he grew up around hair, which probably influenced his subverted take on the material. Margiela has used wigs and hair in everything from jewellery to coats and shoes. “My father was a hairdresser and I loved as a little kid hanging around… and all of the gestures,” he stated in the 2019 documentary, Martin Margiela: In His Own Words. “It was very interesting to see when the hair was falling to the floor and the other clients would come in and walk in it. I was always impressed when things were happening with hair.” Martin Margiela’s grandmother was also a dressmaker, which had a huge influence on the budding young designer. He recalled watching her for hours, fascinated as she cut fabric and made patterns. 


[image: A white-painted canvas blazer on a mannequin]


A white-painted blank canvas blazer from the S/S 1990 collection, which sold for €91,000 at auction in January 2025.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A mannequin displays a tailored blazer made of canvas that has been roughly painted white. The paint is uneven, revealing hints of the underlying tan canvas color at the collar, shoulders, and seams. The jacket has structured shoulders, wide lapels, two front pockets, and large buttons. The background is plain white.


At the age of seven, the soon-to-be designer decided he wanted to work in fashion after seeing a special on TV about some of the retro-futurist designers of the 1960s. “I was watching the TV news and there was an item about [Paco] Rabanne and [André] Courrèges. As soon as I saw their designs I thought, ‘How wonderful, people are doing the sort of thing I want to do’,” he told Sphere magazine in 1983. By 1970, he started making his first garments; he was using his mother’s sewing machine to make clothing for dolls. 

Martin Margiela studied fashion at Belgium’s Royal Academy of Fine Arts Antwerp and graduated in 1979. This was a pivotal moment in Belgium for fashion. Around the same time, the avant-garde unofficial fashion collective dubbed the Antwerp Six was born. The group graduated from school a few years after Martin Margiela and comprised Walter Van Beirendonck, Ann Demeulemeester, Dries Van Noten, Dirk Van Saene, Dirk Bikkembergs and Marina Yee – all designers who studied at the academy between 1980 and 1981 under Mary Prijot, who founded the school’s fashion department in 1963. Martin Margiela is sometimes mistaken as a member of the group, but while they were making their debuts in London, he was already in Paris working as a freelance designer throughout Europe.


[image: Model smiling on runway wearing a layered outfit]


Margiela explored deconstructed Victorian minimalism for S/S 1993, debuting the collection at the Montmartre Cemetery in Paris.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A model with long reddish-brown hair smiles broadly as she walks a runway. She is wearing a light-colored, possibly white or cream, long dress or skirt paired with a shiny, textured, gold-colored short jacket with puffy sleeves over a white top. She has a dark, possibly floral, accessory pinned to her chest. The background shows an audience in dark clothing.


Anonymity

Martin Margiela was the first extremely popular contemporary designer in fashion history who managed to maintain an effect of anonymity while also experiencing large commercial success. What he did back then was revolutionary – the brand was essentially faceless in
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