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				Opposite Black-on-pink printed evening gown, fitted to the body and flared from the knee; worn with full-length, black evening gloves and a cropped faille bolero. The turban, shown here unbound, and the bolero were key pieces for Schiaparelli. 
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				Introduction 

				When Elsa Schiaparelli arrived on planet fashion, she smashed down the walls of convention and watched the world fall in love with her. In the most brilliantly, dramatic style she set out to challenge our perception of what fashion could be, if only we dared abandon the commonplace and instead allowed her strangely imaginative vision to entertain us. A tiny Italian dynamo with an unspeakably difficult name, she joked that nobody would know how to pronounce it properly S-k-e-e-a-p-a-r-elly – but she knew that everybody would understand what the name stood for. A complex hybrid of contradictions – an aristocratic Italian living in Paris, who was hugely influenced by the cultural modernity of 1920s New York – she never ceased to cause a commotion with her inventive spirit. Elsa craved colour, loved laughter and insisted on only two rules in her workroom: that the word “impossible” should be banned and also “creation” – a word she found completely pretentious. Throughout the 1930s Schiaparelli caused a riotous sensation, season after season, with each collection more daring, more ambitious and more memorable than the former. She fell in step with the Surrealists living in Paris and was one of the first couturiers to collaborate with contemporary artists. Visual irony, textural contradictions and elaborate details were frequently employed to question the function of gender in the most defiant style. Yves Saint Laurent famously said Schiaparelli “didn’t want to please, she wanted to dominate”, and of that there is no question. She was the most innovative of couturiers, disciplined, shy, unpredictable and relentlessly pushing new forms and ideas. The genius forerunner of every modern designer, she found a way to successfully combine eccentricity with functionality, to provoke and shock us in the most beautiful way. 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite In this portrait of Schiaparelli, taken in 1932 by leading fashion photographer George Hoyningen-Huene, she 

			

		

		
			
				is wearing one of her own designs. The white evening dress had quilted pocket details and was worn with a white coq feather boa.
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				The Early Years 

				In her autobiography Shocking Life, Schiaparelli’s own recollection of childhood appears to rollercoaster endlessly between disappointments, the first of which was that she turned out to be a girl when her parents were desperately hoping for a boy, and a constant stream of practical jokes. Born in 1890 at the Palazzo Corsini in Rome, her early life was undoubtedly one of privilege and status. Brought up in a loving and honourable family, the second of two girls, born to an aristocratic Neapolitan mother and an academic father, who was an expert on Oriental Studies and taught at the University of Rome, there was little in her family background to suggest a creative career in haute couture lay ahead. 

				She claims to have been an ugly-looking child and often felt criticized by her mother, who continually made disparaging comments about her appearance while simultaneously praising her sister for her classical Greek beauty. Allowing her childish imagination free reign, Elsa thought to beautify herself by planting soil and flower seeds all over her face, including in her mouth and ears, believing a beautiful floral face would sprout. On this occasion there was no punishment, just more disappointment that no flowers grew to transform her into a great beauty. At the Convent of the Lucchesi in Rome, she prepared for her first communion in a state of panic, overcome by the mystical atmosphere of ceremonial ritual. Determined to accuse herself of the greatest sins possible, in order to allow herself to be absolved and so transcend to heaven faster, she whispered to the priest, “Yes, Father, I have fornicated,” at which point she fell theatrically to the floor in a dead faint. It was the first documented account of many such dramatic entrances that lay ahead. 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite Portrait of Elsa with her dog, taken at the start of her career in Vienna, circa 1926.
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				Elsa’s strait-laced family seemed resigned to her acts of lunacy, which played a significant role in family life. Once, after an earthquake had destroyed a large part of Sicily and the country was in mourning, large open trucks trundled slowly through the city, allowing survivors to contribute to a relief fund by simply throwing any items of surplus clothing onto them. Alone at the time, Elsa rushed through the family home gathering up armfuls of clothes and linen, then joyously threw them down from the windows onto the passing lorries, convinced of her own generosity. On another occasion she threw herself out of a window with an umbrella, believing it would act as a parachute. It didn’t, but she fell into a heap of manure unscathed! The quirkiness of these childhood anecdotes reveal an early penchant for humour that lay the foundations for the grown-up couturier’s desire to endlessly amuse with her creativity. 

				Elsa’s unpredictable behaviour disrupted her formal education as her family moved her to different institutions to maintain an element of control. As a teenager her wildly imaginative poems about love, loss and sorrow were published in a small volume called Arethusa and the controversial work, which was considered to be a disgraceful taint on the ultra-conservative Schiaparelli family, resulted in another punishment that saw her packed off to a convent in Switzerland. Angry and unhappy in the hostile environment, Elsa went on hunger strike until her kindly father capitulated and came to collect her home.

				To escape the amorous attentions of an ugly Russian suitor, Elsa took a job in London as a nanny, travelling via Paris to attend her first society ball. With nothing appropriate to wear she visited Galeries Lafayette and bought four yards of dark blue crepe de chine and two yards of orange silk, which she wrapped around her and pinned into place. Her outrageous attire caused a small sensation and was noted as the start of many such extraordinary appearances. She called it her “first couturier’s 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite Theatricality and an element of shock were themes that Schiaparelli often explored in fashion, and she was certainly her own best advertisement for 

			

		

		
			
				her designs. Here, she wears outrageous fancy dress for a ball given by Jacques Fath at the Château de Courbeville, near Chessy in France, in August 1952.
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				failure”. In London, Elsa, who had briefly studied philosophy at the University of Rome, spent her time visiting libraries and attending lectures. At one of these she met a lecturer in theosophy who was half Breton French on his father’s side and half Swiss French on his mother’s side. He was in his early thirties and his name was Compte William de Wendt de Kerlor. Within 24 hours of meeting each other the couple had decided to get married. 

				London, New York, Paris

				Despite opposition from her family, who rushed to intervene, the wedding took place at a registry office, with little grandeur and no white wedding dress. The year was 1914 and Elsa was 23 years old. On returning from the simple ceremony to the small mews house they were renting, the new Comtesse de Kerlor discovered all seven mirrors in the house had been smashed. The mystery was unresolved, but as Elsa remarked, “it was a sinister beginning”. With the First World War imminent, life in London became increasingly impossible for the young European couple, who escaped to a small flat on the seafront in Nice. Precise details of these first few years of married life in the South of France remain unclear, but Elsa’s husband became increasingly absent, acting like a “drifting cloud in the sky” and leaving her waiting for days at a time for him to return. Although Elsa writes in her autobiography that she did not want to leave Nice, William wanted to go to America and so in 1919 they arrived in New York City. That year Elsa gave birth to her only child – a girl, named Maria Luisa Yvonne Radha de Wendt de Kerlor, who was quickly nicknamed “Gogo”. While Elsa responded immediately to the modernity of New York, her husband – who never felt psychologically strong enough to cope with the pressure of the 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite Elsa Schiaparelli (right), walking with a friend in London in 1935. She is wearing culottes of her own design.
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				city – succumbed to the charms of many other women, including the dancer Isadora Duncan, and abandoned his family soon after the birth of his daughter. Nearly 30, alone and broke in a foreign city, with a newborn baby to take care of, a proud and independent Elsa almost hit rock bottom. The death of her father at this time, together with the disintegration of her marriage, acted as a catalyst to shape the future direction of Elsa’s life. She knew that she would not re-marry and never again would she be dependent on any man to provide for her. The desire to stand alone and live independently ultimately led to the invention of her alter ego “Schiap”, who would later find international success as the creator of so many of the avant-garde ideas that still have resonance today. 

				On the Atlantic crossing from France to America, Elsa and William had met Gabriella Picabia, ex-wife of the French modernist artist Francis Picabia, who together with Man Ray (Emmanuel Radnitzky) were significant contributors to both the Dada and Surrealist art movements. Fortuitously the two were destined to meet again in New York and the older French woman, whom Elsa described as “a woman of great 
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				intelligence and a great heart” not only gave support as a friend but also provided some childcare for Gogo, allowing Elsa time to search for work. More importantly perhaps she also introduced the designer to an interesting circle of artistic friends, which included the photographers Alfred Stieglitz, Baron de Meyer, Edward Steichen, Marcel Duchamp and Man Ray, many of whom were destined through their own artistic practice to have great influence on Schiaparelli. 

				Living in cramped accommodation in Greenwich Village, a haven for artistic and literary types, Elsa developed a great friendship with another strong woman who was to prove instrumental in shaping her future. Blanche Hayes was a young American woman who had been married to a wealthy lawyer, but was now, like Elsa, seeking a divorce. When Elsa made the shocking discovery that at 15 months Gogo could only “walk like a crab” and was diagnosed with infantile paralysis, it was Blanche who calmly suggested a solution. They were to travel together to Paris, which was much cheaper than New York, where they would stay as her guests and seek medical expertise to help Gogo. They sailed in June 1922, and in Paris Elsa started divorce proceedings against her absent husband and also renewed her passport in her original name of Mlle Schiaparelli. 
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