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How ’ya gonna keep ’em down on the farm (after they’ve seen Paree)?
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Foreword
1974

Café de Flore was the essence of all that was desirable on the Rive Gauche of Paris. It stood on the corner of Saint Germain life, an irresistible mix of café society, surging with literary, artistic, wanton and fashionable ambitions. It was a mirrored place of entrances and encounters.

That afternoon in 1974 a young man pulled open its wrought-iron and glass-fronted door and paused to watch his beauty take effect. He was dressed incongruously for town and for his age. He wore an open-neck sailor shirt with a blue-striped silk cravat knotted as a tie at his neck. He had on long cream shorts, leaving his legs bare and boyish, and in his hand he carried a slim volume of Montesquiou’s poetry. His schoolboy pose was countered by a moustache, a Proustian affectation that swept from his upper lip in a manicured brush-stroke.

He stepped through the Flore afternoon, careless of but not oblivious to the accelerated voices and blatant stares, to take his seat on the leather banquette before a brass-framed mirror.

His reflection was flushed and exultant. He had spent the morning sitting for David Hockney in his studio on the Cours de Rohan, not far from the Flore. Hockney was living in Paris and sketching a series of friends and personalities that included studies of the American painter Shirley Goldfarb, herself an habitué of the Flore. And now there was to be a portrait of him, neither friend nor yet personality, but possessed of a certain timely allure.

Jacques de Bascher de Beaumarchais was the name he had chosen to make his entrance on the Parisian monde. He arrived in Paris with all the ravenous social ambition of Balzac’s Eugène de Rastignac, only to discover he had arrived a century too late. The Faubourg Saint-Germain, that geographical stretch of elegance and intrigue that once described the salons and rituals of the grand aristocracy of Paris, was by now more of a nostalgic whim to indulge than a ruling class to conquer.

Paris society, like the rest of the world, was turning inexorably in favour of celebrity and youth. And in this new social order there was a new and thrusting arrival – fashion. Ironically the new fashion elite was consumed by all the familiar obsessions of the fading aristocratic monde: narcissism, devastating rivalry, power and wealth, although fashion took on an additional obsession: the insecurity of the parvenu.

By the early 1970s fashion designers in Paris were shedding their status as purveyors of grand wardrobes for elegant ladies and beginning to emerge instead as stars in their own right: puissant style arbiters and creators of fame, sex appeal and glamour that was accessible to all. They were years behind London and New York in making that transformation; they did, however, possess the profound advantage of being part of the myth and mystery that is Paris couture.

Designers, models and muses all came seeking attention at the Flore. There, bathed in the sunlight, were Betty Catroux, Loulou de la Falaise and Clara Saint, the female triumvirate of the most powerful and seductive fashion designer in Paris, Yves Saint Laurent. Yves himself was rarely seen at the Flore, although that never prevented the breathless expectation that today he might be.

On the other side of the room sat a dazzling throng of Americans: model Pat Cleveland, Corey Tippin, Juan Ramos and illustrator Antonio Lopez, who captured the self-conscious enchantment of the Flore with pencil and sketch pad. And opposite Jacques sat Karl Lagerfeld, German ready-to-wear designer, lavish in wing collar and monocle, a fashion force in the making.

Jacques saw the arch glamour of fashion and he, like so many others, was captivated. Beyond its creativity, renewal or money, it is glamour that proves fashion’s perpetual seduction: glamour and its reflex of idealisation on to which every hope and fantasy can be projected; glamour and its implicit promise of a life devoid of mediocrity.

Jacques could not create, he could not design, but he had youth and beauty, of which fashion requires a constant supply. Designers do not create in a vacuum; they need relentless stimulation, innovation and objects of fascination to stir the mind. To be that object of fascination is a coveted and hazardous place to be. At the age of twenty-two, Jacques de Bascher chose Paris fashion on which to stake his life’s ambition.


Chapter 1
1954–58

Standing on stage were the three winners of the International Wool Secretariat fashion design competition of 1954. Two of them were young men dressed almost identically: dark suits, dark ties, white shirts, the very image of apprenticeship propriety. Yves Mathieu-Saint-Laurent, as he was called then, was aged eighteen, recently arrived from Oran, Algeria and winner of the first and third prizes in the dress category. He stepped forward to accept his prizes with all the paddock tremors of a race-horse, one hand leaping up spasmodically to hide one eye, obscuring half the world.

Beside him was Karl Lagerfeld, aged twenty-one, from Hamburg and winner of the coat category. He talked fast and in French, nervously licking his lips as his words spilled out like marbles. He clasped his hands awkwardly in front of him. At the far end of the group stood Colette Bracchi, winner of the suit category and seemingly the most self-assured of the three. She would henceforth disappear into fashion oblivion.

These three represented the best of young Paris fashion talent. Poised to enter the rarefied world of haute couture, they were, as the man handing out the prizes told the audience, ‘already on the road to success’. Their winning designs had been picked from an entry of six thousand anonymous sketches, which made Saint Laurent’s feat of having two sketches selected all the more extraordinary. Added to his success was the fact that Yves had come third in the previous year’s competition.

The competition was only in its second year, but already highly prestigious. Its objective was to promote wool in fashion, so the rules stipulated that every design entry should be intended for wool fabric. The jury included Hubert de Givenchy and Pierre Balmain, and the previous year Christian Dior had been a judge. There was substantial prize money but, more importantly, each first-prize winner had their sketch made up into an outfit by one of the Paris haute-couture houses.

That meant by the time of the awards ceremony in December the winners were all accompanied on stage by a model wearing their design. Karl’s coat was made of daffodil-yellow wool and followed straight lines. It finished primly on the calf and, as if to compensate, was cut low across the collarbone and then dipped into a V at the back. It was an appropriate coat for a blue-chip wife to wear to lunch.

Yves Saint Laurent’s cocktail dress was pert and enticing, a black sheath that wrapped around one shoulder, exposing the other to a passing caress. A black veil fluttered across the model’s face, suggesting the seductive whimsy expected of a Parisienne. ‘Elegance,’ said the breathless teenage Yves, ‘is a dress too dazzling to dare to wear twice.’

Yves Saint Laurent and Karl Lagerfeld stepped on to the Paris fashion stage together as equals. And yet from the very start Yves walked an apparently charmed path. He was the youngest of the three winners by three years; his first and third prizes in the dress category defined him as a boy wonder; and he was French Algerian, which meant the French could claim his victory as their own. Most subtle and yet most marked was the distinction that Saint Laurent won the dress category and, within the world of haute couture, dresses carried utmost prestige.

They would become rivals, but first they were friends, which was hardly surprising, for Yves and Karl had much in common. Both were the only, cherished sons of prosperous, middle-class families. Their fathers were successful businessmen who provided for their families, aspiring wives and bourgeois lifestyles. Both fathers conducted an entirely courteous and caring, if distant, relationship with their sons, which was perhaps characteristic of their generation. Both boys were homosexual and aware of their sexual orientation from an early age. They loved to sketch and in particular they loved to sketch dresses. They were both boys from the provinces, dreaming of Paris.

*

Yves was brought up bathed in white light and hero-worship, at least within his family. He was born on 1 August 1936 in Oran, a major port town of Algeria and – as it was described at the time – the fifth largest town in France, for Algeria was a French colony and had been so since 1830. There were nearly one million French settlers living there and they were known as pieds-noirs – black feet, for their shiny black shoes that stood out against the bare feet of the Algerians.

In the desert the French settlers had built themselves a proud, provincial town worthy of the métropole, as mainland France was known. There was lycée and cathedral, prefecture and town hall. Many, the Mathieu-Saint-Laurent family among them, had arrived in Oran as refugees from their homeland. Through generations of hard work, the settlers had carved out a life of warm beaches and comfortable homes from the rocks and dust they had found there, and it was perhaps this exile-turned-good that gave Oran its atmosphere of blessed sanctuary.

‘Our world at the time was Oran, and not Paris,’ Yves would later write. ‘Not Algiers, the metaphysical city of Camus with its white truths, nor yet Marrakech with its remarkable pink magic. Oran, a cosmopolitan centre of tradesmen and merchants who came from everywhere and above all from elsewhere, a glittering city in a patchwork of a thousand colours under the calm sun of North Africa.’

It was the one town in North Africa where the European population outnumbered the Arab population. Unlike Algiers, which was overwhelmingly French in outlook, Oran had a Spanish feel to its culture, architecture and way of life, a vestige of the two-hundred-year Spanish occupation of the town that began in the sixteenth century. The population was multi-ethnic and vivacious – Arabs, Jews, French, Alsatians, Bretons, Spanish and Italians lived alongside one another, although they were divided by an intransigent class structure of which the French occupied the apex. Oran’s diversity spilled out all over: in the many languages, dialects and everyday life of a city that mixed Spanish fort, archbishop, Arab market and synagogue with palm trees and blanquette de veau. The pieds-noirs had their own distinctive accent and a particular sharp-sided wit that was honed by the inferiority complex of the French colonies.

Oran’s charm lay in its Mediterranean light and laughter, in the yellow dunes underfoot and the evening surge of faces on the Boulevard Séguin. ‘There were more beautiful women per square metre in Oran than anywhere else,’ remembers Yves’ youngest sister Brigitte Bastian with pride and nostalgia. ‘The men from Algiers came to Oran to find their girlfriends.’ The Oranais woman was admired for her panache, always dressed up whatever her budget and promenading by the beach in the latest look copied from Paris with gloves, hat and bag to match. Palm Sunday was the excuse for a whole new outfit to be purchased and paid back, in Oranais speak, ‘little by little’, meaning on credit.

Yves’ mother Lucienne kept up with the best of them. She was spoilt, cosseted by her indulgent husband. She ran the house and her wardrobe. ‘They called my mother la gato – the cat in Spanish – because of her eyes. She was a beauty,’ remembers Brigitte. ‘All the men thought so.’ There was a strong vein of coquetry running through the family. The dressmaker came to the house once a week and as a small boy Yves sat and watched the fittings, discussing the new styles he had seen in the fashion magazines and periodicals from Paris. From the age of four he was telling the women in the house how they should dress. His mother remembers Yves not liking an aunt’s outfit and telling her so. ‘I think he made her change her dress and accessories at least five or six times before he was satisfied, while we all waited,’ his mother later said. ‘He had such authority and was so sure of himself that we accepted it from him.’

Yves’ father’s ancestors had settled in Oran having fled the Prussian occupation of Alsace–Lorraine in 1870. They were a family of magistrates and lawyers who changed their name from Mathieu de Heidolsheim when they left Alsace. Yves’ father Charles made his money in Oran through an insurance company that he set up with a business partner, as well as real-estate dealings. He also managed a chain of cinemas operating in Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia, which was a source of delight to his three children as they got to see all the latest films for free.

The Mathieu-Saint-Laurent couple socialised with the provincial heights of Oran. Préfets and notaires came to the house and drank aperitifs on the terrace before paella was served on the best family porcelain. They were members of the lawn tennis club. Yves’ younger sisters Michèle and Brigitte were born in 1942 and 1945. Not even the war could mar their years of idyll. The family spent the summers at their villa in Trouville, a seaside town fourteen kilometres to the west of Oran and a resort frequented by the Oranais bourgeoisie. Summer holidays lasted three months.

Yves grew up charming his family and their friends with his precocious talent and imagination. Late at night he pushed handwritten invitations under the doors of his sisters’ bedrooms, inviting them as privileged clients to his spring/summer couture show. ‘He would make dresses from bits of old fabric, a theatre with paper cut-out dolls; he transported us into this fairy-tale world,’ says Brigitte.

At the age of twelve Yves saw a production of Molière’s L’Ecole des Femmes that was playing at the Oran theatre. Louis Jouvet was both directing and starring in the play and Christian Bérard had designed the set. The production was highly influential on Yves’ burgeoning aesthetic. Yves’ mother Lucienne later described it as ‘a revelation for Yves’. Bérard was a hero of 1930s and 40s decorative arts in Paris, designing exceptional sets and costumes for the ballet, theatre and films, as well as drawing gorgeous fashion illustrations for French Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar. He was nicknamed Bébé for his baby face and gestures. He was large and bearded, tramp-like in his dress, lyrical in his talent with a melancholic charm that was offset by an opium habit. He was a central figure in the pre-war Parisian set of genius, style and dissipation, a friend of Cocteau, Chanel and Marie-Laure de Noailles. Yves loved Bérard’s style, both his fashion illustration and his set design and costumes, and he imitated his drawing style for years to come. After seeing the L’Ecole des Femmes performance, according to Yves’ mother, ‘Theatre was all he could think or talk about. We let him turn an empty room in the house into a theatre. He wrote and directed plays, designed and made all the sets and costumes, with his sisters and cousins as actors.’

The house was full of friends and women, aunts, mothers, grandmothers and sisters, and among them Yves was, says his sister, ‘The infant king. I was brought up in absolute admiration for my brother; he was kind, funny, a prankster, he loved pulling practical jokes,’ remembers Brigitte. ‘He was wily and crafty.’ He was full of boyish tricks, teaching his youngest sister to ring up stray telephone numbers. They would take it in turns to ask the unsuspecting person at the end of the line, ‘Good morning, Madam, have you received the box?’ ‘Which box?’ came the bemused reply. ‘Why, the box to pack your bottom in,’ Yves or Brigitte would say. It was a joke reliant on the rhyming of caisse and fesse in French and one that inevitably ended with the slamming-down of the telephone and uncontrollable hilarity.

On Sunday evenings Yves attended 6 p.m. mass at the cathedral of Sacré Cœur, which was near to the house, and returned home afterwards to find his audience always waiting. He would remove the sheaf of papers from his jacket with a mischievous smile and show Michèle and Brigitte his newest caricatures of members of the congregation sketched during mass. Madame le Long Bec or Mrs Long Beak was Brigitte’s favourite. ‘Yves was the hero at home,’ says Brigitte. ‘That was the way it was in our home. In Algeria the eldest brother counts, he is important to us.’

At home he was the hero of a female and fantastical world, at school he was the outcast. From the age of eight until sixteen Yves attended a Jesuit boarding school in Oran, the Collège Sacré-Cœur, where he stuck out from the start as a dayboy and a fop. Among the confident, laddish, football-crazy adolescents, he was nervous, highly strung and ostracised. ‘It was Calvary for him,’ says François Catroux, who was a pupil of Sacré-Cœur at the same time and would later become friends with Saint Laurent in Paris. ‘The school chapel had very low windows and during recreation, while all the other boys were playing football, Yves was always sitting there on the window ledge of the chapel. He was terrified that the boys would touch him. Everyone said horrible things to him, called him names. Physically he was already a little odd, always dressed up and wearing a tie. He was already closed in on himself. They called him every name under the sun, you know, young people are cruel and Yves felt that intensely. He seemed so very anxious, he must have been aged about fourteen.’

There were other homosexuals at school, but Yves stuck out for his essentially effeminate way of being. ‘Yves was thin, elegant, feminine-looking and the others were macho or at least looked like they were,’ says Brigitte. ‘You have to remember, Oran was a town of machos. It was an extremely sensitive issue to be a homosexual there at that time, you were in hiding.’

Growing up a homosexual in the 1940s in most places carried an overwhelming burden of guilt, self-hate and shame; perhaps not for everyone, but certainly for Yves. ‘He was someone who couldn’t admit his sexuality to begin with; perhaps he didn’t even know it then or at least he wasn’t completely conscious of it, and yet he was already ashamed of what he was,’ says François Catroux. ‘And that wasn’t because of the school; you know, he wasn’t the only boy in school who was homosexual, there were others who were entirely at ease with their sexuality. It was only Yves who was so ashamed and that has to do with this side to Yves whereby he likes sorrow. He likes to be unhappy. It is as if it is only in this state of sorrow that he truly finds himself.’
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Yves Saint Laurent as a teenager on the tennis courts of Oran.

His sexuality became a long-term focus for his neurosis and sense of isolation. ‘I wasn’t like the other boys, you see. I didn’t conform. No doubt it was my homosexuality … my classmates could see that I wasn’t the same as them,’ said Yves, looking back some forty years later in an interview with Le Figaro, ‘and so they made me into their whipping boy. They beat me up and locked me in the toilets. During playtime I would hide in the chapel – I was at a religious college – or I would arrange it so that I could stay alone in class … I was full of sadness, fear and terror. Every morning before I had to go off to school I was sick. It was psychological torture; children, you know, they forgive nothing. As they bullied me, I would say to myself over and over, “One day, you’ll be famous.” That was revenge.’

Back home at night Saint Laurent retreated into his world of fantasy, cutting out his mother’s old dresses, drawing intricate stage backdrops and costumes for his theatrical productions. His family were aware of his sexuality from an early age and his father tacitly accepted it, although he never discussed it with his wife or Yves. Yves’ mother tried to disguise it in euphemisms. ‘Maman tried to hide everything,’ says Brigitte, ‘And we knew it all along.’ Brigitte fought with children at school who called her brother a ‘tapette’, a vulgar, pejorative name meaning ‘poof’. ‘I asked my mother whether it was true. She said to me, no, he’s like an angel; they are neither one sex nor the other. That’s what Maman told me.’

And according to his family, Yves never mentioned the day’s anguish at school. ‘We never knew,’ says Brigitte. ‘He would come home and it would be play-acting, crazy fun. He must have suffered terribly, but he never told us.’

In 1953, having won third prize in the International Wool Secretariat competition, Yves took the plane to Paris for the first time to receive his award. He travelled with his mother and the trip had a dual purpose, for, as well as the prize-giving, he also met with Michel de Brunhoff, the powerful and connected editor-in-chief of French Vogue. Yves’ father had arranged the meeting through a family contact without Yves knowing and De Brunhoff had promised to look over Yves’ sketches with the intention of helping him find his way into fashion or costume design. Yves had not yet sat his baccalauréat examinations, nor did he want to. Edmonde Charles-Roux, who was De Brunhoff’s assistant at the time, remembers the rather peculiar visitor: ‘He was very tall with huge glasses. Very, very, very shy. He didn’t open his mouth; it was his mother who did all the talking for him. Then suddenly he exploded, telling us why he didn’t want to stay at school and why he didn’t want to sit his baccalauréat but would rather go straight into fashion. You felt he had a will. He was shy, yes, but he wasn’t timorous or afraid. You could feel the strength of character.’

Yves possessed self-belief from the very start. During that same Paris trip, he walked with his mother along the Avenue Montaigne, staring into boutique windows, furriers and couture houses, observing the glow of luxury. He came to a halt outside number 30, looked up at the lit windows of Christian Dior – which was at the time the greatest Parisian couture house – turned to his mother and said, ‘Maman, it won’t be long before I’m working in there.’

He followed De Brunhoff’s instructions and returned to Oran, where he took and passed his bac in June 1954, and in September he enrolled at the Ecole de la Chambre Syndicale de la Couture Parisienne. This was the couture-industry school on Rue Saint Roch, and at the time anyone aspiring to a career in couture studied there to learn the technique and craft. In the mid-1950s there were dozens of pupils like Yves, young men fresh from adolescence and flushed with fantasies of haute couture and ambitions of dressing the Comtesse de Paris. One of those other pupils was Karl Lagerfeld. He was not in the same class as Yves, but he was studying at the Ecole de la Chambre Syndicale and it is here that the two young men first met.

Even among the Chambre Syndicale students, Yves Saint Laurent’s talent was outstanding. Fernando Sanchez was a young Belgian student who had been brought up in Spain and was in the same class as Yves. ‘I remember the first time I saw his drawing. He was a star and it shone from him – a pure talent.’ Anne-Marie Muñoz, who would meet him months later, shared a similarly revelatory reaction on seeing Saint Laurent’s sketches for the first time. ‘It wasn’t even a question of thinking whether I liked them or not, it seemed so obvious. It was something evident, a sort of perfection, a beauty and intelligence to the clothing and how easy it looked. The greatest quality in them was the emotion they evoked.’

At the Ecole Chambre Syndicale Yves’ mind was already racing with fantasies of success. He committed his schoolboy yearnings to paper, writing an imaginary newspaper’s rave review that he later gave to friend and Dior model, Victoire. ‘Contrary to what happens every season, this time the bomb, whether it be qualified as A or H, did not explode in the salon of Monsieur Christian Dior,’ wrote Yves, referring to the previous triumphant A and H lines or silhouettes of Dior, ‘but rather for the launch of a young couturier, Yves Mathieu-Saint-Laurent, who, with one collection, hoisted himself in one bound to the ranks of the greatest.’

He stayed only three months at the couture school before slipping into boredom and gloom. His father was so worried about his son’s morale that he wrote to De Brunhoff asking if there was anything he could do for Yves. In the spring of 1955 Yves returned to De Brunhoff’s office. ‘He was very unhappy at the couture school; he said it was worth nothing, which is proof in itself that he was not scared,’ says Edmonde Charles-Roux, ‘He didn’t believe in it; he found it too traditional, not enough action for him. That was the kind of young man he was, very impetuous.’

As well as the complaints, he handed over a batch of fashion silhouettes he had been working on to De Brunhoff. Edmonde Charles-Roux remembers her delight at the charm of the sketches, which was matched by De Brunhoff’s incredulity that the sketches were ‘practically identical to the collection Dior would present fifteen days later’, even though Saint Laurent could not have known this. De Brunhoff was impressed by Saint Laurent’s style and his ability to pick up on fashion’s feeling, and according to Charles-Roux he did what he had never done for anyone before: he put the sketches under his arm and went round to show them to his old friend Christian Dior and recommended that he meet Saint Laurent. Yves took up a post as assistant in the studio of Monsieur Dior in June 1955, leaving behind the Ecole de la Chambre Syndicale after only a term there.

From the start there was this fairy-tale fait-accompli quality to every step Yves Saint Laurent made in fashion, as if his career path was already mapped out in history. Wherever Yves went a door seemed to swing open before him. Was it some predestined stroke of fate, or was it Yves Saint Laurent constructing his own fame and destiny as he went, forcing open the doors that blocked his way?

The house of Dior stood on the corner of Avenue Montaigne and Rue François Premier, a fashion landmark where the world’s celebrity couturier ruled over his empire of 1,400 workers. Dior was plump and shiny-cheeked, revered by clients and seamstresses alike for his ability to express the postwar hunger for a voluptuous femininity and French elegance. His public persona was carefully constructed to match his idealised Dior woman: Monsieur Dior was the epitome of bourgeois provincial decorum; he was known for his exquisite manners and modesty, the good taste of a well-brought-up boy from Normandy. His taste, like that of so many couturiers, was based on nostalgia and his mother. He was a lover of women, if not carnally then at least in the ideal.

Yves Saint Laurent started work in the studio of Christian Dior. In the tyrannically hierarchical and segregated ethos of the couture house, the studio is the tabernacle; it is here that the creative design takes place. Yves stuck out straight away, both because of his talent and his isolation from others. ‘He was already formed by the time he arrived at Dior: the drawing style, his eye, everything,’ says André Levasseur, who was working for the boutique line at Dior, ‘but his shyness was desperate. He hugged the walls as he walked.’ Yet there were also hints of the power Yves could wield through this shyness. Tan Giudicelli was also working as an assistant in the Dior studio at the time and remembers Yves was ‘like a little girl, he was very odd. He was someone who never spoke, always silent. It is strange but when you are passive to that extent, you can dominate.’

It was while he was working as an assistant at Dior that Yves was asked to design the head-dresses for a costume ball that Baron Alexis de Redé threw in 1956, called ‘Le bal des têtes’. Yves sketched a series of feathered, flowered and utterly romantic concoctions for the ladies and this was a significant introduction to fashionable Paris.

Across the road from Dior, at 44, Rue François Premier, Karl Lagerfeld was at work as an assistant at the less illustrious house of Pierre Balmain, which he had joined in 1955. Balmain was the couturier responsible for making up Lagerfeld’s prize-winning sketch into a coat and he subsequently offered Karl a job. There is a certain dramatic symmetry to Yves and Karl’s starting point in fashion, for Christian Dior and Pierre Balmain had themselves worked together at the house of Lucien Lelong at the beginning of the 1940s and their careers. At one time they even talked of going into business together, but then Pierre Balmain left to open his own house in 1945. A year later Dior founded his house with the huge financial backing of France’s greatest textile industrialist, Marcel Boussac.

Dior’s very first collection or ‘New Look’, as it was famously dubbed, was a runaway, phenomenal success. To a bruised and humiliated nation, Dior restored pride and seduction in the form of a new silhouette of pleated, flowing, calf-length skirt, tiny waist and upholstered bosom. He used twenty yards of fabric per skirt that dropped to the calf in soft folds of extravagance and delighted his cotton-king boss, Boussac, as the looms began to whir again. After years of boxy shoulders and short, straight skirts, the sound of a Dior skirt literally swooshing round your legs as you walked was quite some sensation.

With his New Look, Dior became fashion’s superpower, the ‘saviour’ of post-Occupation Paris couture and his couture house evolved into a highly lucrative business with licences and hit perfumes. He conquered America, appearing on the front cover of Time magazine, while his friend Pierre Balmain enjoyed a rather more bite-sized success. Balmain serviced a loyal clientele of what he called the ‘jolie madame’ while enjoying a chic social life among European royalty, but he lacked the high-octane celebrity and glamour of Dior. He did not lead fashion. Later Karl explained: ‘Balmain made me an offer, I didn’t choose him. I didn’t really know very much about all these things at the time. I was there to learn something and not to act the genius. Being at Balmain was not like being at Dior or Balenciaga, which were chapels. I said to myself I was there to learn, and I was sufficiently detached.’

Despite the status differences between couture houses they all shared one common characteristic: they were rife with petty jealousies and spite. The new boy from fashion school was always a prime target, as Karl himself experienced. Many years later he remembered: ‘My first day in fashion, at Balmain in the ’50s – it was terrible! If that is fashion, I thought, I better go back and finish high school. Today, nobody would accept the work conditions and the money we had to accept at that time. Yves and I were lucky, because our families had money. But one would not believe how humiliating the atmosphere was then in the fashion houses, how mean the people were. It would be illegal today.’

If Karl was jealous of Yves’ head start at Dior, he didn’t let it show. During these years of apprenticeship Karl and Yves saw each other constantly. During the day Karl was to be found at the Bar des Théâtres on Avenue Montaigne, where all the young apprentices and house models working in the couture houses came to gossip and smoke and flirt on red velvet banquettes. Karl always seemed to be there, sitting in a booth, hair impeccably shined and sculpted, lips pursed, surrounded by mannequins, buying them coffee.

Karl had the car and so at night he and Yves drove round Paris, heading to La Closerie des Lilas on the Boulevard Montparnasse for dinner or later on for drinks at La Coupole. Youths of the 1950s, both Yves and Karl were steeped in nostalgia, trying hard to conjure up the heady extravagance of 1920s and 30s Paris between the wars. Their favourite bar was Le Bœuf sur le Toit, precisely because it had been the cult piano-cabaret bar of Cocteau, Picasso and Chanel after the First World War.

Saint Laurent lived in a room that he rented from an old lady on the Boulevard Pereire and had done up in navy-blue velvet. He regaled friends with comical tales of her spying on him through the keyhole at night as he undressed. Karl had started life in Paris staying at the threadbare Hôtel le Gerson, which was a modest student-hostel-type hotel just down from the Sorbonne on a narrow backstreet in the quartier latin. By now he was installed in an apartment on the Rue de Tournon in the sixth arrondissement leading to the Jardin du Luxembourg. Above his fireplace hung a sketch by Yves of a ballet décor. Sometimes Fernando Sanchez would join them at night. ‘Karl was the only one with any money so we would spend all our time round at his apartment,’ remembers Fernando. Karl’s father Otto Lagerfeld funded him at the time. ‘My uncle Otto was managing director of Glücksklee,’ said Karl’s cousin, the late Kurt Lagerfeld, ‘and he kept having to stump up money for Karl. He drove a flash Mercedes sports car that Uncle Otto had paid for.’ Glücksklee was the German brand name for condensed milk produced in Germany for the American Milk Products Corporation.

Yves had become friends at Dior with Victoire, who was one of the star mannequins there, and she soon became an integral part of their night-time sorties. Victoire was very different from the other angular beauties that had epitomised 1950s couture with their haughty, touch-me-not perfection. Victoire was sexy. She had breasts and bottom, cheekbones and black eyes, and an incredible mouth that cracked open to reveal huge teeth. She was flesh and exciting. When she walked into the Dior salon wearing a deep-décolleté black cocktail dress, there was a palpable temperature change among the powdered ladies and their husbands as Victoire flashed the teeth, mouth and eyes and sashayed her way among them. It was Monsieur Dior who had transformed her fortunes by changing her name from Jeanne to the triumphant Victoire.

Like schoolboys with a pounding crush, both Yves and Karl contested hotly for her attention. Yves gave her a porcelain doll dressed in an emerald-green silk crinoline that he had bought at the flea market; not to be outdone, Karl turned up weeks later with a doll’s china tea-service that he had come across in the attic at his family home in Hamburg. They were gifts of homage mixed up with a strange yearning. When they went out at night together Victoire felt that Yves desired her but he did not seem able, or did not dare, to make a physical move. She sensed that Karl had similar feelings for her and yet he too seemed inhibited by his own desires. After late nights out on the town, they sometimes ended up all three of them sleeping beneath a Turkish rug on the floor of Karl’s apartment.

It was Yves who held the ultimate chip in the quest for Victoire’s attention, for by 1957 he had been promoted and named assistant to Christian Dior, which meant he was designing many of the dresses that she would model throughout the season. And Victoire, like every model, always wanted the most beautiful outfit that would assure her preeminence in the shows.

There was a fourth member of the Yves and Karl gang and that was Anne-Marie Poupard (later Anne-Marie Muñoz), who was working as a junior assistant at Dior. She had entered the house as the niece of composer Henri Sauguet, who was one of Christian Dior’s oldest and greatest friends and a member of his artistic inner circle. She had started there in 1954 with a lowly position in the atelier, where the seamstresses sew and put together the dresses, but by this time Anne-Marie was working in the boutique.

Anne-Marie was a counter-balance to the three other rival egos in the gang. She had come to Paris to see and meet people; her ambitions were limited. She did not threaten Victoire’s diva status; instead she observed the manoeuvrings of vanity, possession and control within the set. It was Yves who set the day-to-day agenda. ‘Yves was just the same as he is now: he never wanted to go out, yet at the same time it was always Yves who was the boss in the group. Whenever we were choosing the restaurant it was Yves who would decide between one place and the other, quite naturally. There was a force to him,’ comments Anne-Marie Muñoz.

Yves chose outings to L’Hélicoptère or Le Fiacre, both of which were tiny gay nightclubs on the Rive Gauche where boys danced the Charleston. Le Fiacre was a famous bar and restaurant on the Rue Saint Sulpice where on summer nights the scene got so crowded customers spilled out on to the street. There were pockets of homosexual life and men cruising all over Paris, but Saint Germain in the 1950s was known for its folles, the name used to describe camp gays of the moment who were recognised by their bottom-swivelling walk and deliberately effeminate ways, including a habit of high-drama shrieking.

Downstairs at Le Fiacre Yves danced cheek-to-cheek with Victoire, Karl drank Coca-Cola, Anne-Marie watched. They each returned home alone. Whatever his longings were, Yves was not yet fulfilling them. His life was tame and repressed. He was infinitely demanding, with the high-pitched sense of humour of a child. ‘Every night when we went out it would be, “Ooh là là, watch out! Watch out!” or, “Help, protect me, have you seen that one over there!”’ remembers Victoire. ‘If I grabbed his arm and twisted it, he would cry out, but he was delighted,’ she continues. ‘Yves was always someone who wanted to be thrown on a bed, so to speak.’

By the summer of 1957, the group that had been together two years began to vibrate with jealousies and intrigue. Victoire flirted with others at the house of Dior, enraging Yves, who wanted sole possession of her beauty. She had had a short affair with a young assistant at the house called Gaston, who, although she did not know it at the time, was Monsieur Dior’s boyfriend, and she also had her own boyfriend, who was pressing for marriage. Karl invited Victoire – or Vishnou, as he used to call her – out for a secret breakfast rendezvous at the Ritz, vying for her favour by presenting her with a sketch of herself dressed up in fashions of different ages, from flapper girl to belle-époque lady. Yves fought back by giving her a pastel drawing of a cocktail dress he had designed and dedicated to ‘the woman that wears my dresses so well’.

The four of them – Victoire, Yves, Karl and Anne-Marie – drove up to the coast of Normandy for a weekend and Yves spent his time sulking on the café terrasse. When jealousy flared, Yves would shrink from contact with the others; he would close in upon himself so entirely that he was sealed off, seemingly absent from the proceedings. It was a state of mind that brought – and would always bring – people running to him.

By this time Yves was designing some forty dresses for each collection in his role as Dior’s assistant. In the run-up to the collection he would go home to Oran to work on his sketches, where his return was fêted with whoops of praise. Yves was doing so well in Paris and his mother invited all their friends to the house so that they could admire his success. ‘It was revolution in the house when he came,’ remembers Brigitte. ‘The cook didn’t know what to do with herself trying to come up with dishes to please him. She wanted to spoil him rotten. He adored sole so we ate sole, there were fresh fruit juices; we lived only for Yves, every one of us.’

Lucienne’s dressmaker dropped by to be shown Yves’ sketches for Dior. Brigitte was there to run his errands. ‘He was marvellous, but he could also be diabolical, oh yes. I was at his service when he was at the house,’ says Brigitte, who by this time was twelve. ‘He would send me off to Victorine, which was a haberdashery on a little street nearby, and I would go to buy his pencils, his drawing paper, all that.’

In autumn 1957 Christian Dior left town for a stay at the spa of Montecatini for another of his habitual and drastic attempts to lose weight. He suffered a heart attack and died at the age of fifty-two on 24 October 1957. Although his solo fashion career spanned only ten years, there was huge and tender affection for this couturier who, it seemed, had restored elegance and a romantic pleasure to Paris fashion. Both the couture house – the outside of which was draped in black – and France were devastated. Parisians now mourned the public Monsieur Dior: the laughter and jollity, dapper suits and goddess dresses. Few people knew about Dior’s private reality of depression, insomnia, compulsive eating, private debt, obsessive superstition and the ever-increasing neurosis of trying to create and renew and outdo the previous season’s silhouette.

Dior’s financial backer, Marcel Boussac, was left with a 60-million-franc fashion business to keep afloat. And after the emotion of the funeral had subsided and the wreaths of lily of the valley were removed from around the Arc de Triomphe, photographers and press were summoned to Avenue Montaigne to hear how he was going to do it. From the very start Dior had employed a business manager, Jacques Rouët, whose job it was to carry out the business offensive while Dior’s aura of divine creativity was preserved intact. This was a business model Yves Saint Laurent would later adopt himself. Jacques Rouët announced a creative team of four people, all of whom had worked with Monsieur Dior. There were
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