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Introduction


“Fashion fades, style is eternal.”


Yves Saint Laurent, fashion designer


The perfectly dressed woman is aware of the need to look fabulous at all times. Immaculately dressed and impeccably groomed, she is confident, sophisticated, elegant, and chic. She is able to appraise a situation and then dress accordingly—classic and conservative when the need arises or with extravagance and flamboyance if the occasion demands a touch of sparkle. Conscious of both her body shape and her individual personality, she will only ever wear flattering outfits but, above all, she is a woman who recognizes you can only truly be dressed to perfection if you have a sensational sense of style.


[image: image]


Wallis Simpson, Marilyn Monroe, and Audrey Hepburn, along with Brigitte Bardot and Grace Kelly, are renowned for being among the most glamorous and stylish women of their time. In more recent years actress Sarah Jessica-Parker, supermodel Kate Moss, and pop star Lady Gaga also display their own very distinctive styles. Classed as leading lights in fashion, these women set the tone that the rest of us aspire to follow. So what constitutes style? Where do you begin? And how easy is it to achieve?


Much is dependant on your own style initiatives, as your personal opinions and tastes can be very different from those of the next woman. For example, some might consider Katharine Hepburn to be the most stylish woman to have walked the planet, while others disagree and prefer the outrageous fashion choices of actress Helena Bonham Carter. Style is basically in the eye of the beholder, but there are some fundamental fashion rules that even the most flamboyant dressers need to adhere to.


“I’m nothing to look at, so all I can do is dress better than anyone else.”


Wallis Simpson, Duchess of Windsor and style icon


As with everything you first need to lay the foundations by identifying and developing your own unique style. No two women are the same, so it’s important to discover the look that best suits both your personality and your figure. Owning a wardrobe of fashion staples is essential, as you need to cover every eventuality so that you can dress to impress at any important engagement. If you then merge these criteria together, you will be well on your way to becoming the epitome of style.


However, being the most stylish woman in a room isn’t just about the clothing you choose to wear—there are other more crucial factors to take into consideration. Possessing elegance, class, and taste is paramount, as you cannot pull off a great look if you are unable to conduct yourself in the right way. Also, you need to ensure that your clothes and accessories complement each other and that no single item overpowers the others—unless, of course, you are making a particular fashion statement.


In fact, to become the ultimate style goddess you must consider many diverse elements when choosing your clothes, from the cut of an outfit to which design suits you best. First, you need to choose the type of fabric, along with whether to go for plain material or a pattern or print (which can be flattering or fattening.) Then you have to select the best color, which can be a dilemma as it needs to suit your skin tone and complement your mood as well as be appropriate for the event you are attending. And, of course, you also need to ensure that your personal grooming is immaculate: well-cut, tidy hair, perfectly applied make-up, and manicured nails.


“Elegance is a question of personality more than one’s clothing.”


Jean-Paul Gautier, fashion designer


Looking good at all times may initially seem complex, time-consuming, expensive, and hard work, but with the help of this book, it won’t be long before you’ll find dressing well becomes second nature. Crammed full of interesting tips, style guides, and facts that will help you achieve your inner style, The Little Black Dress advises on what to wear for every occasion, which accessories will complement your look, and what’s hot and what’s not in the style stakes. Textiles, shape, cut, and design are also considered and this book investigates the historic origins of classic cuts and shapes, giving an insight into how designers have gained their inspiration, and proving that fashion really does go round in circles.


A book that no style sensation should be without, it will aid you in improving your wardrobe and, in turn, enhance your lifestyle. So if you are ready to become proficient in dressing to impress, first look at the Style Checklist overleaf and then we’ll start where every style-savvy woman should begin—with the most iconic design of all, the Little Black Dress (LBD) …
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Style Checklist


* Always buy clothes that flatter your figure and suit your personality. Never be tempted to step out of your comfort zone unless you can carry off the look with panache.


* Unlike most men, women seek attention through the way they look and like to be admired. Wear an outfit that makes you stand out from the crowd, but only in a positive way.


* Don’t be swayed by current fashion fads. Just because a garment is a must-have for this season in some people’s eyes, doesn’t necessarily mean it’s right for you.


* Choose quality over quantity. Invest wisely by buying the best that you can afford, especially when purchasing classic staple outfits. They will then not only look fantastic, but also stand the test of time.


* Consider color carefully and pick shades that enhance your skin tone, reflect your mood, and complement the occasion.


* Accessories add the finishing touches to any outfit, so ensure they are as striking or as understated as your look dictates.


* Be aware of which outfits are suitable for particular engagements. For example, arriving at a funeral in a canary yellow, lycra, low-cut mini dress would be frowned upon, even if you personally saw the occasion as a happy, celebratory event. So always give thought to where you are going and which outfit will be the most appropriate.


* Plan your outfit ahead of time. Try on a few combinations and show them to your friends and family before the event, so they can help you decide which one will have the most positive impact.


* A polished appearance is essential. Your hair, make-up, and nails all need to be preened to perfection. No matter what outfit you wear, if you haven’t washed your hair for days, have plastered your makeup on in the dark, and have failed to re-paint your chipped nails, your fabulous outfit will not be the focal point. Instead, people will notice your lack of grooming.


* Always look after your clothes. Keep them spotless, routinely dry clean them, and hang them in the closet rather than leaving them crumpled in a drawer. If, however, any of your clothes have noticeable signs of wear and tear—yes, even your favorite dress—do not let it adorn your body again in public; instead re-cycle it by sending it to a thrift (charity) shop.
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Chapter 1


The Little Black Dress (LBD)


The golden rule of fashion is that no woman’s wardrobe is complete without a sophisticated yet simple Little Black Dress. A staple garment, it should have a clean silhouette and a feminine elegance, and be short in length as well as versatile enough for any occasion. A design classic, from its first appearance the LBD revolutionized the way women dressed, and even today it is considered one of the most important garments for a woman to own.
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The Origins of the LBD


We have iconic French fashion designer, Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel to thank for bringing the LBD into our lives and, of course, into our wardrobes. Renowned for turning fashion completely on its head, Chanel had already liberated women from the constraints of the corset and in the early part of the twentieth century introduced more practical women’s clothing in the form of boyish sportswear, suits, and unisex pants. However, it was the Little Black Dress that was to be her most groundbreaking fashion statement when it first made an appearance in 1926.


Throughout both the Victorian and Edwardian eras the color black had been reserved for those in full mourning; in fact, it was considered indecent to wear black otherwise. Chanel dismissed this prehistoric attitude to color by designing a plain, black, sleeveless, calf-length, sexy dress. An immediate success, not only did it catch the eye of women who appreciated fashion, but it also grabbed the attention of the industry as a whole.


Vogue magazine labeled the dress as “Chanel’s Ford,” insinuating that it was comparable to Henry Ford’s Model-T car—simply designed and economically priced—and so ensuring that every woman was able to own one. It was also said that the Little Black Dress would become a sort of uniform for all women of taste, a prophecy that has surely come true.


It is easy to see why this simply cut, plain dress was so alluring. Color had reigned supreme for some time, with heavy prints, embellishments, and embroidery adorning most women’s garments, especially dresses. The LBD was a complete contrast. Its sleek lines outlined a silhouette that possessed an air of restrained elegance, and so to this day, this garment has become perhaps the most vital ingredient in every woman’s wardrobe.


“When the Little Black Dress is right, there is nothing else to wear in its place.”


Wallis Simpson, Duchess of Windsor and style icon


The LBD Rules


You would be mistaken in believing that every short black dress automatically qualifies for the higher status of an LBD, because not all such dresses are considered chic enough. In fact, in order to qualify as an LBD, a dress must meet certain rigid criteria.


Length—The dress should be short (the very reason it’s referred to as “The Little Black Dress”,) so it should generally sit on or above the knee and should be no longer than calf-length. (However, as with all rules there are exceptions—see page 18.)


Cut—Simplicity is the key to this classic design, but you also need to take into consideration that the dress must be flattering. The shift is the most common shape for the LBD, as it possesses clean lines that suit the majority of body types. Women with a fuller figure may prefer to opt for a wrap dress as this will accentuate their curves. Another crucial factor is that the dress should be traditional in style rather than at the cutting-edge of fashion. Chanel once said “Fashion passes, style remains,” so steer clear of trend-setting dresses that only last for one season. Your LBD is required to stand the test of time.


Fabric—LBDs come in an assortment of materials and there is no real hard and fast rule regarding which you should choose. Some say Chanel’s first LBD was produced from silk and featured a slashed neckline, while others believe it was made from wool, had long sleeves for daytime, and came in other variations in a choice of satin, crêpe, or velvet for the evening. So the choice of fabric is really up to the individual, although it’s important always to select a material that is flattering to the figure. Silk and satin are both excellent choices as they work well for all sizes, and they look great for daywear, and glamorous for the evening.
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Embellishments—The LBD can feature embellishments, but nothing over the top or too heavy. Beading, lace, chiffon, or sequins are all perfectly acceptable, but only if they, too, are black or in a complementary color, and are used economically rather than cover the whole dress.


Sexiness—One of the most important rules of all is that the LBD has to be sexy but still sophisticated and elegant. The LBD needs to celebrate your curves, showcase your legs, and honor your neckline, shoulders, and arms. However, never try to squeeze into a smaller size than normal, which is so tight that very little is left to the imagination, or raise the hemline to just below the buttocks, as this is not elegant sexiness but instead gives out a very different message.


Investment—It is worth paying a little more for the perfect LBD, as good quality shows. Invest wisely and the dress should last a lifetime (or at least until it no longer fits and you need to reinvest in a new one.)


Versatility—I’m sure you have found yourself staring into the depths of your closet crying, “I have nothing to wear,” as you desperately seek something for that special event, only to emerge once again with your old, faithful LBD gripped firmly in your hands. The beauty of the LBD is that it is versatile enough to be worn to almost any occasion, as we’ll see in the next section.
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