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How Sui 
It Is More than two decades after 

bringing a punk edge to the 
runway, fashion designer  
anna Sui is still looking for  
new ways to mix femininity  
and rebelliousness. 
BY MISHAL CAZMI

iNSiDER

To say anna sui’s approach to fashion 
design is diverse would be an understatement. 
“Everything that i’m obsessed about, 
everything i’m interested in and everything 
that i want to learn more about, i use it in my 
work and you can see that coming through,” 
she says over the phone from her office in 
new york. 

For her spring 2014 runway show, the 
veteran designer drew upon what seemed like 
a hodgepodge of inspirations. Top models 
such as Karlie Kloss and Joan smalls strode 
down the catwalk in shift dresses and crop 
tops, fringe and fur, crochet and chiffon, at 
once embodying boho-chic hippies, ’60s-era 
rock stars and the picturesque muses of  
Pre-Raphaelite painters. Each look 
showcased Sui’s signature flourishes: floral 
prints on flowing tunics and dresses; 
whimsical embellishments; and butterfly-
adorned jewellery designed by longtime 
collaborator Erickson Beamon.

The designer has a knack for getting 
her creative juices flowing with just about 
anything: the colour palette of a painting, old 
rock ’n’ roll records, trinkets from an antique 
shop, swatches of textiles. she might even use 
all of these things together. 

The magic is that, somehow, it all works. 
sui’s legendary spring/summer 1992 
collection, an ode to Barbie and British 
socialite Lady Diana Cooper, gave birth 
to the iconic baby-doll dress, a look that 
was later popularized by Courtney Love. 
sui’s other early-’90s collections also 
paid homage to the era-defining grunge 
look, which put her at the forefront of the 
zeitgeist alongside designer and friend 
Marc Jacobs, who was at Perry Ellis back 
then. and the punk renaissance that 
happened on the Fall 2013 runways? sui 
was well ahead of the game with much of 
her earlier work, not to mention she grew 
up going to concerts by the likes of punk 
godfather iggy Pop. 

The scope of sui’s imagination is remark-
able considering her modest upbringing: She 
grew up in the suburban city of Dearborn, 
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Michigan, as one of three children. Her 
earliest encounter with fashion was also 
humble. “I remember I was the flower girl at 
my aunt and uncle’s wedding, and i watched 
everyone get dressed up,” she recalls. “at 
Chinese weddings, the bride changes 
clothes three times. after seeing all of that, 
i just thought, ‘okay, i want to be a fashion 
designer.’ i just love the whole glamour of 
dressing up.”

Becoming a part of the fashion world 
meant sui’s calling was in a land far away 
from Dearborn; after her senior year of high 
school, she moved to new york to study 
at Parsons The new school for Design. 
it was the height of the disco era and, 
according to sui, the style was governed by 
London fashion, and designers like ossie 
Clark and yves saint Laurent, all of which 

she incorporated into her own manner of 
dressing—on a student’s budget, of course. 
“i couldn’t afford a lot of designer stuff, so 
i bought a lot of vintage to recreate that 
look,” she says. “People always thought i was 
wearing yves saint Laurent or something 
from London, but it was usually vintage.”

new york was also where she became 
friends with renowned fashion photographer 
steven Meisel, then a virtual unknown.  
The city bore witness to several of sui’s 
career-defining moments, starting  
with her first fashion show in 1991, which 
happened thanks to the encouragement 
and help of Meisel and their mutual friend 
Madonna (whom Meisel had been shooting 
since the early ’80s). Further bolstered by 
supermodel friends naomi Campbell and 

Linda Evangelista walking 
the runway, the successful 
debut set off what has 
become more than two 
decades of collections, 
several boutiques in the 
u.s. and abroad, and 
collaborations with brands 
such as Coach and Tumi. 

sui also found a way 
to satisfy her beauty 

obsession, which began in high school. in 
1998, she extended her design vision into 
cosmetics. Her eponymous line factored 
in many of her favourite design elements, 
distilled perfectly into Victorian-inspired 
lipstick tubes, bow-wrapped vials of nail 
polish, and butterfly-embossed compact 
mirrors. “i know that not everyone has the 
lifestyle or the budget to afford an anna sui 
dress, but i think that it’s really important to 
give them the same fantasy, the same kind  
of thrill and obsession in a tube of lipstick or a 

nail polish,” she says. “and that’s what my job 
is: to make [beauty] as exciting as a dress.”

and for sui, that job is very personal. The 
scent of rose (one of her favourite fragrance 
notes) permeates everything from a bottle of 
nail polish to a tube of lipstick. “[My parents] 
had a beautiful rose garden and i always 
fantasized that i would have my own. so, 
when it came time to deciding on a fragrance 
for the cosmetics, i was going to the union 
square market every saturday, buying the 
tea roses, and i thought that would be such  
a beautiful note.”

The colour purple, which pops up 
everywhere from the packaging to powder 
puffs, also comes from a fond childhood 
memory. “When i was a kid, i remember 
seeing a princess in the movie Cinderfella 
and she had a lavender Rolls-Royce,” she 
explains. “and i thought, ‘That’s the best 
colour. it’s cooler than pink!’ so, that became 
my favourite colour after that.” 

These thoughtful little quirks create  
a sense of intimacy around both her beauty 
products and her clothes, which contribute to 
the brand’s success and a steadfast fan base 
that includes Sofia Coppola, Stevie Nicks 
and a roll call of supermodels. Today, sui has 
over 50 boutiques around the world—from 
australia to azerbaijan—and her cosmetics 
line is available at beauty counters in more 
than 50 countries. 

Then there’s sui herself. she embodies  
a hyperfeminine, hippie spirit, and at the 
same time possesses a rock ’n’ roll sensibility 
that radiates through her person and her 
work. “i like that ambiguity,” she says. “you 
can’t really tell if, ‘is it a good girl or is it  
a bad girl?’ There’s always this sense of 
rebellion going on and I think that fits a lot  
of my customers’ personalities as well.” 

“i just love 
the whole 
glamour of 
dressing up.”

BEAUtY NOTES The designer sounds off on her top beauty picks and tips.

Her beauty essentials.
“There are two [lipstick] colours that I mix:  
400 and 401. In the daytime, I wear 401—it’s  
a little bit lighter—and the blush in 400. [Shade 
number 2] foundation really gives you an even 
skin tone. I also use the 001 black eyeliner.”

Her beauty “firsts.”
“When I started wearing makeup, I experi-
mented with a lot of colour and tried everything. 
I settled into thinking that I look best with pale 
skin, red lips and black eyeliner. The eyeliner 
changes from very smudgy—with a pencil—to  

a liquid liner that’s very sharp and exaggerated. 
And it’s the same with lipstick. It can go from 
very opaque to almost sheer red.”

Her signature look.
“Once you do find your look, you should always 
feel comfortable with it. It’s important to keep 
evolving it, even though people think you’re 
wearing the same thing all the time. Everyone 
thinks I haven’t changed my hair in forever, but  
I do. Sometimes it’s layered and sometimes  
it’s more blunt. It’s always a little bit different.”

Clockwise from top: Anna 
Sui Lipstick in 401 and 
400, $29 each; Anna Sui 
Flight of Fancy Eau de 
Toilette, $82 for 75 ml; 
Anna Sui Nail Color in 
325, $15; Anna Sui Liquid 
Eyeliner in 001, $27.
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A boho-chic look on 
Sui’s spring runway.


