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Karl Lagerfeld, born Karl Otto Lagerfeldt was born in Hamburg, Germany on September 

10th 1933. Lagerfeld dropped the “t” from his surname in the early stages of his career, to 

make himself sound more “commercial”. 

He was born into a wealthy family. His father, Christian Lagerfeld, introduced condensed 

milk to Germany and made his fortune from it. His mother, Elisabeth Bahlmann, was a 

lingerie saleswoman when she met his father. Lagerfeld has one older sister from his 

father’s first marriage, Martha Christiane, who was born in 1931. 

In 1952, at the age of 14, Lagerfeld moved to Paris.  Two years later he entered a 

competition sponsored by the International Wool Secretariat in which he had to design a 

wool coat. He won first place for his coat in the competition. This is also where he met 

Yves Saint-Laurent, who had won an award in the dress category. After the competition, 

Lagerfeld was offered a position working with one of the judges, French Designer Pierre 

Balmain. He started as a junior assistant and then went on to be an apprentice. 

In 1958, after three years working for Balmain, Lagerfeld went on to work for Jean Patou, 

designing Haute Couture collections. His first collection was presented in July 1958 but he 

used the name Roland Karl, rather than Karl Lagerfeld. He designed two collections per 

year for five years. The collections were well received but none of them were 

revolutionary. 

Lagerfeld then established himself as a freelance designer. He worked with brands such as 

Krizia, Charles Jourdan, Valentino, Repetto and Monoprix. He worked for Chloe from 

1959-78.  He began working freelance, designing a few pieces for the collections each 

season. He designed more and more pieces that were incorporated until he eventually 

designed whole collections. During this time he was also designing part of the fur line for 

Fendi. 

Lagerfeld joined Fashion House Chanel in 1982 as the director of collections and ready-

to-wear. Then in 1984 he launched his own label titled – Karl Lagerfeld. His label was 

centred round the concept of what he called “intellectual sexiness.” He concentrated on 

womenswear and was known especially for his strong tailoring. In 1997 Vogue Magazine 

described Lagerfeld as “unparalleled interpreter of the mood of the moment”. Lagerfeld 

sold his own label to Tommy Hilfiger in 2005 but still has full involvement in the design 

aspect. 

More recently, in 2004 Lagerfeld collaborated with the high street store H&M. The limited 

collection was sold in 20 stores across Europe. The collection sold out completely within 

two days.  Karl Lagerfeld said about the collection: “I like the idea that everyone could 

wear Lagerfeld.” 
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Lagerfeld famously shed 92lbs in just over a year and he released a book in 2004 telling 

the world how he managed it. The book, titled The Karl Lagerfeld Diet, sold over 200,000 

copies within the first month of its release. Most of the book was written by his physician, 

Jean-Claude Houdret, with occasional parts written by Lagerfeld himself. 

Lagerfeld is a fashion favourite among many celebrities. He was asked to design costumes 

for Madonna’s Re-Invention tour and for Kylie Minogue’s Showgirl tour. It was also 

rumored that he would design Lily Allen’s dress for her wedding in 2011 but he designed 

her evening dress for the occasion. 

He sparked controversy in 2012 when he called singer Adele “a little too fat”. The 

comment was made in the Metro newspaper, which is distributed all over Europe. He was 

asked for his opinion on a few female singers and of Adele he said She is a little too fat, 

but she has a beautiful face and a divine voice." According to The Sun newspaper, 

Lagerfeld sent Adele a selection of Chanel’s most coveted bags as way of an apology. He 

also issued a statement of apology to Metro: "I'd like to say to Adele that I am your 

biggest admirer,” he said. “Sometimes when you take a sentence out of the article it 

changes the meaning of the thought.” 

 

In 2012, Lagerfeld launched a collection for online fashion boutique Net-A-Porter. The 

collection, titled KARL, featured over 70 pieces in mostly black, white, grey and silver. He 

has since launched another three collections for Net-A-Porter. 

Karl Lagerfeld still currently designs for his own label, Chanel and Fendi. 

 


