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Overview 
Purpose  
Understanding Standards packs are intended to provide teachers, lecturers and 
assessors with a clear understanding of the marks that have been awarded to 
specific examples of candidate evidence and the reasons why these have been 
awarded. They may be used in centres: 
 
♦ to prepare for the assessment of the relevant course component 
♦ as benchmarks to help assessors judge the evidence produced by their own 

candidates 
♦ for training purposes 
 
The commentary and candidate evidence in this pack should be read in 
conjunction with the relevant coursework assessment task and the marking 
instructions.  
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Advanced Higher Design: 
Contextual Analysis 
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The Influence of Scottish Romanticism in 
the Widows of Culloden Collection by 

Alexander McQueen 
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McQueen 
was born in 
1969 in 
London, 
where his 
father was a 
taxi driver 
and his 
mother a 
teacher.  
They earned 
small incomes and tried to support McQueen and his five siblings.  He was 
teased about his homosexuality at school and he used his anger as inspiration 
for many of his designs.  He left school at 16 and became a tailor at Savile Row 
and then later moved on to working with theatrical costume designers.  This is 
where his dramatic style of clothing originates.  After gaining a degree in fashion, 
he started his own business designing clothes for women. 
 
One of McQueen’s first successes was the introduction of ‘bumster’ 
trousers, named because of their extremely low-cut waistline.  He is 
known for the passion and flair in his shows.  He described himself 
as a ‘romantic schizophrenic’.  McQueen’s designs were an outlet 
for his emotions and expressed the deepest, darkest aspects of his 
imagination. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Widows of Culloden collection 
showcased in Autumn/Winter 2006-7, caused a feeling of melancholy; the 
audience were moved by the portrayal of widows.  McQueen manages to make 
this cold, sad concept also show femininity and grace in the women’s clothes.  In 
his words: 

Bumster trousers from the 
Spring/Summer 1995 collection 

by Alexander McQueen 
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‘[This] collection is … romantic but melancholic and austere at the same time.  It 
was gentle, but you could still feel the bite of cold, the nip of ice on the end of 
your nose.’ 
 
The collection was inspired by the Battle of Culloden and created to 
commemorate, not the soldiers themselves, but the women whose husbands 
died in it.  McQueen’s ancestry from the Isle of Skye often played a part in his 
inspiration for his collections.  In the Battle of Culloden in 1746, the English 
attempted to crush the Scots who had supported the Jacobite rebellion against 
the government. 
 
‘The reason I’m patriotic about Scotland is because I think it’s been dealt a really 
hard hand.  It’s marketed the world over as haggis and bagpipes.  But no one 
ever puts anything back into it.’ Alexander McQueen 
 
McQueen sent out invitations in Gaelic, reading ‘Bantraich de cuil lodair’ as a 
memoir to the diminishing culture of the old Scots.  The soundtrack in the show 
was emotive, incorporating an eclectic mix of tracks, from bagpipes overlaid with 
drums to punk rock music and a howling wind noise of the Highlands. 
 
The collection consisted largely of tartan wool complimented by black cotton 
lace, with one incredible piece made entirely of pheasant feathers.   
 

In the Widows of Culloden, his pride 
is evident and it contains many 
Scottish features and romanticist 
silhouettes inspired by Victorian 
styles.  It contrasted well with his anti-
romanticism Highland Rape collection 
of 1995.  McQueen explained, ‘What 
the British did there was nothing short 
of genocide’. 
 
The collection demonstrated luxury 
with a silhouette that consisted of 
narrow, corseted waists, exaggerated 
hips and bustles.  These accentuated 
the female figure, showing the 
femininity that McQueen wanted to 
portray. 
 
This collection demonstrates the 
diminishing of the traditional Scottish 
culture, for example, the Gaelic 
language and the clothing.  In 
particular, the cream evening dress 
with antlers appeals as it is stunning 
and powerful. McQueen was heavily 
influenced by his ancestry from the 
Isle of Skye. He was influenced by 
romantic nationalism, showing a 
strong connection with the Scots and 
their heritage.  When asked what his 

Scottish roots meant to him, he replied, ‘everything’. 
 

Dress of McQueen wool tartan; 
top of nude silk net appliquéd with black 

lace; underskirt of cream silk tulle 
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Another type of romanticism explored 
in Widows of Culloden was romantic 
naturalism.  He shared and promoted 
this view in his collections, often 
including designs that took their forms 
and materials from the natural world. In 
Widows of Culloden this comes in his 
frequent use of pheasant feather. The 
Widows of Culloden collection 
contained many designs made of 
feathers.  Many of the models wore 
large headpieces made of large 
stretched raptor wings and there was 
an evening gown of pheasant feathers 
which represents the bird highly 
associated with Scotland.  Feathers are 
one example of natural materials 
Alexander McQueen often used in his 

designs.   
 

Dress made from pheasant feathers 
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McQueen’s Widows of Culloden collection 
was deeply influenced by social and cultural 
factors and each design carefully assembled 
to fit the meaning behind it.  The collection 
overall is dramatic and cleverly designed.  
 
McQueen’s upbringing, ancestry and social 
life influenced his designs.  He used all 
aspects of his life to produce creative and 
infamous designs. 
 
The evening dress, the piece that most 
appeals, is made of cream silk lace with 
antlers made from resin.  The cream colour 
of this piece ironically resembles a wedding 
dress, adding to the association with widows.  
The cream evening dress with antlers 
consisted of a gown, veil and a headpiece.  
This piece is classic but contains an eccentric 
twist in the antlers.  The design is very 
sculptural with a shaped, robust headpiece 
and a fluid bottom to the dress.  It consisted 
of layers of ruffles with a fitted bodice and 
long train.  The cream coloured silk and lace 
are very light which creates a soft, delicate 
feel.  This use of lightweight silk and lace 
also makes it easier for the model to carry 
the dress and to walk more freely. 
 
When McQueen was younger, he witnessed his mother 
suffering at the hands of his father in an abusive 
relationship.  This propelled him to focus on designs that 
empowered women.  We see evidence of this here 
where he has given the female model the attributes of a 
strong animal, the stag, through his use of antlers. 
 
 

Cream silk tulle and lace with resin 
tl  
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The veil is of a 
transparent cream 
material with lace 
embroidery surface 
decoration; it is fragile and 
delicate and covers the 
model’s face.  It, again, is 
attempting to portray a 
gentle, feminine woman 
and is almost a 
personification of the 
woman wearing it – fragile 
but beautiful.  The antlers, 
however, are ironic as 
they are found on a male 
stag but are shown on a 
woman to resemble 
strength. 
 
The antlers with the 
cream dress are made of 
resin using a mould.  
Resin is lightweight but is 
also sturdy and is an ideal 
material to use for antlers 
that will be on the model’s 
head.   
 

The antlers are visually uneven due to one antler being smaller than the other, 
this in turn means the model must maintain good posture to keep her balance 
demonstrating the idea of the woman being powerful and confident. McQueen’s 
choice of white causes them to, while standing out, still share the colour of the 
rest of the piece – a sort of disguise.  This is the hidden strength in women that 
McQueen wishes to show. 
 
The white and cream colours are also associated with weddings.  White 
represents purity, light, goodness and innocence. White is used in weddings to 
represent a successful beginning.  McQueen chose to use the colour white to 
show all these features he associated with women.  He wanted to show all these 
qualities, but also strength and a form of perfection that is often disregarded. 
 
Each part of the evening dress can be analysed and significance deduced.  The 
antlers worn by the model represent a strong Scottish beast, showing the model 
as spirited and powerful.  This is the female empowerment McQueen wanted to 
portray.  This graceful gown and veil being complimented by large antlers shows 
a contrast of strength and beauty that McQueen believed was in women.  The 
women in his life were significant to him and he wanted to show women in the 
powerful way he regarded them. 
 
The gown is beautiful and classic.  It contains the qualities of a wedding dress, 
however, showing irony as widows lose their husbands.  The veil is gorgeous 
and delicate.  It could portray a wedding veil but could also represent a veil worn 
at a funeral, generating a sadness amongst the audience.  The antlers broke 
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through the veil just before the show.  Although this was in fact an accident, it 
embraced further the concept of a woman’s strength breaking through her 
beauty. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

McQueen wool tartan appliquéd  
with black cotton lace; underskirt  
of black synthetic tulle; faux jabot 
of 

Traditional Highland dress 
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The use of ruffles are evident in the piece and the rest of the collection.  This is 
an association with fashion in Scotland in the 1700s, although McQueen uses 
ruffles in a different way.  In the Widows of Culloden, he created ruffled details 
and lace jabots.  The ruffle effect in the 18th century was also created by multiple 
layers of clothing worn under garments.  McQueen handles this by having may 
ruffled layers in certain parts of the garments.  For example, in the evening 
dress, at the bottom, which means the dress is less billowy and more fitted to the 
body in a modern style.  He manages to include the same neckline and sleeve 
length as in the 18th century but modernises the clothes, flattering the female 
silhouette. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Military inspired outfit  
by Alexander McQueen 

 

Illustration of Jacobite soldier 
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McQueen was a skilled tailor due to his previous work at Savile Row.  This is 
evident in this collection with military inspired tailored jackets and coats to 
represent the Battle of Culloden.  McQueen’s signature red and black tartan 
appeared on many different items of clothing and black dresses in silk or velvet 
with some silver decoration showed on the catwalk.  This shows that McQueen 
was inspired by traditional Scottish clothing in many forms and from many time 
periods and social classes. 
 
Widows of Culloden was moving but not in an aggressive way as previous 
collections addressing Scotland’s past, like Highland Rape.  It conveyed more 
sadness than aggression.  McQueen made sure to show a range of tartan 
pieces, with Celtic belts and Highland boots, as well as pieces in tweed and 
jackets in tartan.  The pheasant is a common bird associated with Scottish 
heritage, hence its prominence. 
 

McQueen’s collection was 
dedicated to Isabella Blow, a 
magazine editor and very close 
friend. She committed suicide in 
2007 and this hugely affected 
McQueen. Her death had an 
impact as McQueen’s sadness and 
dedication to her was evident in the 
show, adding an emotive response 
to the show and collection.   
 
This collection had strong cultural 
and social influences that were 
cleverly portrayed in the designs.  
Alexander McQueen was a very 
creative and eccentric designer 
who changed the fashion industry 
and his work remains infamous and 
influential. 
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McQueen has been credited with bringing 
theatrical drama to the catwalk.  His designs 
introduced a new, more creative aspect to fashion 
design.  His use of interesting materials adds to 
the theatrical appearance and he used new 
technology and innovation to add a twist to his 
shows. His fashions shows are known for their 
theatricality. In the Widows of Culloden show, he 
used a ghostly hologram of Kate Moss to open 
the show. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
On 2nd February, 2010, his mother died.  She was 
a huge role model to him and part of his inspiration.  On 11th February, 2010, 
Alexander McQueen was found dead in his apartment in London.  He was buried 
on the Isle of Skye where his inspiration and ancestors lived. 
 
 
 
Word count 1881 
 
 
 

Sources 
 
https://www.biography.com/fashion-designer/alexander-mcqueen 
https://www.vogue.co.uk/article/alexander-mcqueen-biography 
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Alexander-McQueen 
https://www.vam.ac.uk/museumofsavagebeauty/rel/encyclopedia-of-collections-
the-widows-of-culloden/ 
http://blog.metmuseum.org/alexandermcqueen/tag/widows-of-culloden/ 
 
  

https://www.biography.com/fashion-designer/alexander-mcqueen
https://www.vogue.co.uk/article/alexander-mcqueen-biography
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Alexander-McQueen
https://www.vam.ac.uk/museumofsavagebeauty/rel/encyclopedia-of-collections-the-widows-of-culloden/
https://www.vam.ac.uk/museumofsavagebeauty/rel/encyclopedia-of-collections-the-widows-of-culloden/
http://blog.metmuseum.org/alexandermcqueen/tag/widows-of-culloden/
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Advanced Higher Art and Design (Design) portfolio evaluation 
Candidate name:  Candidate number:   
Centre number:   

Give a summary of your design brief 
 Make a design for the catwalk inspired by Hebridean landscapes and natural life. I have a strong 
connection with the Hebridean islands as I lived there for the majority of my life. My designs for this 
project will use a range of materials such as recycled plastic, natural materials, fabrics and paints. I 
have taken my inspiration from contemporary designers such as Alexander McQueen and Iris van 
Herpen, who have influenced my designs in this project. 
 

Give a brief explanation of how your contextual analysis relates to your practical work 

From growing up in the Inner Hebrides, I wanted to create a design folio demonstrating its landscape 
and natural features and my perspective of the islands as a home. When I reflect on my folio, it 
stands as something that shows a variety of aspects of the Hebridean natural life and the exploration 
of my ideas and thoughts. 
 
Although I take pride in what I have achieved, there were a number of points of change and 
deliberation in my creative process in terms of design ideas and how best to carry these out, My 
portfolio begins with looking at how I can portray these into clothing. I chose to take the use of 
mechanical objects and a shell inspired concept further. I looked into the methods of attachment to 
attach shapes to each other and variations of shapes, colours and materials I could use. I decided to 
use this hanging, dripping concept as I felt it gave a more avant-garde, unusual affect purely using 
fabrics.   
 
I experimented with recycled materials, like plastic, as I feel that this is a direction fashion should be 
heading towards, due to waste concerns and global warming. 
 
A turning point also occurred further on in my design process. I chose to look at introducing a new 
colour to my designs as I felt that the blue colour had taken over all of my design ideas. Blue is a 
colour often associated with the sea and so I wanted to add yellow to separate this folio from any sea 
or nautical themed collections. I wanted to distinguish that my folio is about more than the sea, but 
about the Hebridean life and culture. I feel that the yellow makes the design stand out more and 
shows an unusual look. 
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Commentary on candidate 
evidence 

Art and Design (Design) portfolio commentary: Home in the sea — Fashion  

Section 1 — Practical artwork 

Demonstrating a visually coherent and sustained design enquiry, showing relevant 
investigative research and development of ideas, leading to the considered resolution of 
design work(s 

Effective 

The inspiration for these ‘designs for the catwalk’ are found in a Hebridean 
landscape, the seashore, the textures and shapes of flora, the repeated 
forms of water and sky, as well as the influence of Iris Van Herpen and 
Alexander McQueen. The development of ideas leads to three outcomes 
that show a pattern of arc-like shapes (derived from fish scales) and 
textured material that references the landscape. These shapes and 
textures combined with the blue colour have a unifying effect on what 
might otherwise be a disparate process. In arriving at a suitable form for 
the designs, the candidate needs to show how shapes, patterns and 
textures are taken from their source and progressively abstracted, but this 
is not shown in this process: the forms come ready made. The 
development is for a collection of both casual and formal designs and 
involves what is in effect three design projects. It seems that the depth of 
research and development is reduced by the unwieldy scope of the project 
and the candidate might have been better advised to concentrate on a 
single design. 
 

Showing a personal applied understanding of design practice by skilfully and creatively 
using materials, techniques and/or technology to explore and experiment with design 
elements 

Effective 

In forming the designs, the candidate has taken in a wide range of 
experiments with recycled plastic and thread, gesso and dyes to make 
textures, collage, glue gun effects, paper folding and weaving. In the final 
designs there is evidence of this process and good skill in painting on 
material. However, the difficulties of doing all this for three designs has 
meant that the work is rather unrefined. It is surprising that the candidate 
has not used a mannequin to see the design in 3D, it might have helped to 
resolve problems with ergonomics 
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Section 2 — Contextual analysis 
Selecting a design work with relevance to their enquiry and discussing the impact of related 
contexts through analysis of its features 

Effective 

The candidate discusses the symbolic links in McQueen’s designs for the 
‘Widows of Culloden’ show with references to Highland culture, Jacobite 
and Victorian costume, and to nature. Three of the designs from the show 
are analysed and the features of the designs are well observed, described 
and illustrated. Quotes are used appropriately and some of the 
biographical details are relevant. The essay shows the difficulties of writing 
about a number of items, because the analysis that might be focused on a 
single design get diluted in discussing three or four. However, the 
candidate shows the value of having a specific overall title by managing to 
home in on aspects of each design while making sense of the ‘Influence of 
Scottish Romanticism’ 

Section 3 — Evaluation 
Evaluating the impact of important creative decisions and the effectiveness of their design 
work with reference to the theme or stimulus, creative intentions and specific turning points 

Partially 
effective 

The candidate has referred to the impact of creative decisions explaining 
the intentions at points such as creating dripping effects and using 
recycled materials. At least one turning point has been explained with 
reference to colour. However, there are questions that might have been 
considered and evaluated, such as, ‘how well do the designs represent the 
original intentions?’ 
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