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Chapter 1
A Chinese-American Girl in Detroit (1955-1973)

On 4 August 1955, Anna Sui was born into a middle-class
Chinese-American family in Detroit, Michigan. Her father, Paul
Sui, studied engineering, while her mother, Grace Fang,
studied painting. They met while studying at the Sorbonne in
Paris. The Sui family was a typical academically inclined
household, enjoying a comfortable middle-class life in
suburban Detroit. Her parents expected Anna to “attend a good

school, earn money, and build a life for herself.”

But Anna Sui knew from the age of four that she wanted to
become a fashion designer. Her mother, Grace, loved fashion
and often took her young daughter shopping for fabrics. Anna

would spend hours watching her mother sew, collecting fabric
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scraps to make clothes for Barbie dolls and her older brother's
toy soldiers. She experimented with purchased sewing
patterns, combining different pieces and attaching different
sleeves to dresses to create designs of her own. Their
suburban Detroit home was filled with fashion photographs

clipped from Seventeen magazine.

As a teenager, Anna read an article in Life magazine about Mia
Fonssagrives-Solow and Vicky Tiel. The two young women
had graduated from Parsons School of Design in New York
and moved to Paris, where Elizabeth Taylor and Richard
Burton helped them establish a boutique. The article struck
Anna like a bolt of lightning, illuminating the direction of her
future. “When | read that article, | thought, that's exactly what |

want to do,” she later recalled.
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Chapter 2
Parsons: Leaving School and a Life-Changing
Encounter (1974-1980)

In 1974, Anna Sui enrolled at Parsons School of Design in
New York to study fashion design. However, she left Parsons
after just one year, believing that its courses were “boring and
a waste of time.” Nevertheless, Parsons gave her something
more valuable than a diploma: she met Steven Meisel, who
would later become one of the world's leading fashion
photographers. The two became close friends, and Anna

began working as a stylist for Meisel's photography.

After completing her second year of studies at Parsons, Anna
was hired by the junior clothing label Charlie's Girls, marking
the beginning of her professional career. There, she learned to
design sportswear while continuing to style Meisel's
photography. She worked at the company during the day and
returned to her apartment in the evenings to design and make
clothes. “I started designing clothes simply because | wanted
to dress rock stars and the people who went to concerts,” she

explained.

The turning point in Anna's life came in dramatic fashion. On
one occasion, she brought five of her designs to a trade show
in New York, where they attracted the attention of

Bloomingdale's and Macy's. A few weeks later, her clothes

ONEMEMOIR

wEREN BFH




2
Executive Memoir of Anna Sui

appeared in an advertisement in The New York Times. Her
manager, however, saw the advertisement and became furious
that an employee still receiving a salary from Glenora had
appeared in The New York Times with her own designs. He
dismissed her on the spot. With only US$300 in savings, Anna
began her own business in a small corner of her apartment's

living room.
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Chapter 3
From the Living Room to the Runway: The Birth
of a Brand (1980-1992)

In 1980, Anna Sui introduced her first collection of designs and
received an order from Macy's. In 1981, she formally
established the fashion label bearing her name, Anna Sui. The
early years of entrepreneurship, however, were difficult. “The
1980s were the height of power dressing, with Chanel, Lacroix
and Versace setting the standards. Anna Sui struggled to
establish herself alongside these major fashion houses.” She
worked several additional jobs and reinvested every dollar she

earned into her own company.

In 1991, Anna finally presented her first fashion runway show.
The collection combined romantic embroidered lace with rich,
vibrant colours, perfectly capturing the emerging enthusiasm
for vintage fashion. The show brought her immediate
recognition. In 1992, she opened her first boutique in New York.
That same vyear, she received the Council of Fashion
Designers of America (CFDA) Perry Ellis Award for New
Fashion Talent. In 1995, she launched a secondary label, Sui
Anna Sui, which continued the brand's established aesthetic

while adopting a more elegant and restrained approach.

At the heart of Anna Sui's designs was a new fusion of vintage

romance and rock-and-roll rebellion. She dreamed of dressing
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like a rock musician and creating clothes that were “bright,
glamorous, rebellious and urban.” Her inspiration came from
“rock stars and supermodels,” drawing upon vintage themes
and cultural mysteries while incorporating romantic nostalgia
and the seductive energy of rock music. She also drew
inspiration from Andy Warhol's Pop Art, introducing Pop Art
patterns into her clothing. Her signature colours were purple
and black. “In her universe, rock and roll rules, while fun and

romance are supplied in generous doses.”
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Chapter 4
Global Expansion: From Tokyo to the World
(1996-2010)

In 1996, Anna Sui made a major move into the Japanese
market, opening a store in Tokyo. In 1998, she collaborated
with Japan's Isetan Group to introduce a cosmetics collection,
followed by the official launch of her fragrance line in 1999. Her
brand expanded rapidly into fashion, footwear, cosmetics,
perfumes, eyewear, jewellery, accessories, homeware and
gifts. Its products were distributed through independent

boutiques and retailers in more than fifty countries worldwide.

Anna Sui's brand became more than a fashion label; it
developed into a comprehensive lifestyle empire. Her
fragrance line continued introducing distinctive designs,
including a bohemian-inspired perfume presented in a rose-
shaped bottle with classical packaging, creating a recognisable
visual identity. Her cosmetics collections became known for
their rose-themed packaging, combining sweetness with

rebellion and attracting young women around the world.

By 2006, the collective value of Anna Sui's fashion empire was
estimated to exceed US$400 million. Her success lay not only
in the expansion of her business but also in the establishment
of a distinctive aesthetic language: a visual system that

combined the delicacy of Eastern embroidery with the wild

ONEMEMOIR

wEREN BFH




2
Executive Memoir of Anna Sui

energy of Western rock music, and the romance of the

Victorian era with the rebellious spirit of punk.
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Chapter 5
The CFDA Lifetime Achievement Award:
Fashion's Highest Recognition (2009)

On 15 June 2009, the winners of the CFDA Fashion Awards,
often described as the “Oscars of Fashion,” were announced.
Anna Sui received the CFDA Geoffrey Beene Lifetime
Achievement Award, joining Alexander Wang as one of the
most prominent Chinese-American designers recognised that

year.

The significance of this award extended beyond recognition of
Anna's individual achievements. It also marked the triumph of a
distinctive aesthetic philosophy. Anna Sui became the first
designer associated with the “downtown” fashion scene to
receive the CFDA Lifetime Achievement Award. Her designs
had never belonged to the polished elegance of Manhattan's
Upper East Side. Instead, they were rooted in the streets, rock
music and rebellious culture of downtown New York. Through
her work, she demonstrated that refusing to conform could
itself be a powerful creative force. The New York Times

described her as a designer who “never panders.”

Anna had previously been recognised as one of the “Top Five
Fashion Icons” of the 2000-2010 period. Her name

subsequently stood alongside celebrated designers such as
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Yves Saint Laurent, Giorgio Armani, Ralph Lauren and Diane

von Furstenberg.
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Chapter 6
Family Heritage: From the Fang Family of
Tongcheng to the Runway

The natural cross-cultural character of Anna Sui's designs is

closely connected to her family's heritage.

Her maternal grandfather, Fang Zhi, was a diplomat of the
Republic of China, while her maternal grandmother, Fang Yizhi,
was Japanese. Her mother's family descended from the
distinguished Fang lineage of Tongcheng, Anhui Province,
including Fang Bao, founder of the Tongcheng School of
classical prose. Other prominent ancestors included Fang
Guancheng, a Qing dynasty scholar and Viceroy of Zhili. The
Fang family of Tongcheng was renowned for scholarship and
literature, producing numerous writers, scholars and
philosophers. Anna Sui belongs to the eighteenth generation of

this distinguished lineage in modern times.

Her father, Paul Sui, studied engineering, while her paternal
grandfather, Xiao Yulan, was a Chinese businessman who
conducted business in Tahiti. Her paternal grandmother was
named Qiu Daidi. This diverse family heritage, encompassing
the literary traditions of Tongcheng in Anhui, commercial
connections with Tahiti, Japanese family ties and French
educational experiences, contributed to the distinctive cultural

richness of Anna's designs. She frequently incorporated
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embroidery, lace, rhinestones and other decorative techniques
into her collections. Some of these inspirations came from her
childhood, when she received embroidered shoes sent by her

grandparents in Taiwan as Christmas gifts.
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Chapter 7
Personal Life: An Unmarried Dream Maker
Without Children

Anna Sui has never married and has no children. Relatively
little information about her private life is publicly available.
Although some media reports have linked her romantically with
Steven Meisel or Marc Jacobs, she has simply “laughed off”
such speculation. She has devoted her energy to design and

artistic creation.

Anna lives in New York City, where she both resides and
works. Her niece, Chase Sui Wonders, is an actress and
model who frequently wears Anna Sui designs on the red

carpet, continuing the family's connection with fashion.
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Chapter 8
Developing the Chinese Market: Anna Sui Active
and Brand Collaborations (2010-2026)

Entering the 2010s, Anna Sui increasingly turned her attention
towards Asian markets, particularly China. The general
distribution rights for her brand in mainland China and Taiwan
were held by Manxin (Shanghai) Trading Co., Ltd. Her retail
network included fifty-four independent boutiques and 150
department store locations, all situated in Asia, including Japan,

mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore and Malaysia.

In 2018, Anna established Anna Sui Active in China, a
secondary brand specialising in sportswear and activewear,
with products encompassing fashion, beauty and sporting
equipment. The label incorporated her signature aesthetic
elements, including vintage prints and bohemian influences,
into sportswear designs and expanded into cities such as

Shanghai, Beijing and Chengdu.

Anna also actively pursued collaborations with other brands.
She worked with companies such as Starbucks and Kentucky
Fried Chicken to introduce collaborative designs, extending her
aesthetic language beyond fashion into the broader lifestyle
market. In 2025, her collaboration with MINISO attracted
widespread attention and was regarded as an important

initiative in expanding her reach among younger consumers.
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Chapter 9
Concluding Reflections: A Dream Maker Who
Refuses to Conform

One clear theme runs throughout Anna Sui's life: creating the
most romantic dreams through an uncompromisingly rebellious

spirit.

Her designs have never followed the conventional “correct
answers” of mainstream fashion. In the 1980s, when everyone
was pursuing power dressing, she began with US$300 in a
corner of her living room. In the 1990s, when minimalism swept
across the runways, she continued creating embroidered lace
and intensely colourful designs. Her brand embraced purple as
a dominant colour and became known for embroidery, lace and
rhinestones, expressing a style that was simultaneously
opulent and decadent, sweet and rebellious. She has been
described as “an encyclopedia of cultures,” with designs
drawing upon modernism, punk, grunge, rock stars, hippies,
collegiate styles, Victorian romance, fairy tales and countless

other influences.

From a Chinese-American girl making clothes for Barbie dolls
in suburban Detroit to a recipient of the CFDA Lifetime
Achievement Award; from a young designer dismissed by her
manager to the founder of a fashion empire whose products

are sold in more than fifty countries; and from an eighteenth-
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generation descendant of the Fang family of Tongcheng to the
“fashion witch” who helped define the aesthetic memories of a
generation, Anna Sui has devoted seventy years to
demonstrating how an individual can win recognition from the

world without surrendering her independence.

She once expressed a principle that perhaps best summarises

her life: “What | strive for is uniqueness, not eccentricity.”
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