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Introduction


The French Riviera! Close your eyes and pictures of old-school glamour, dazzling wealth and sun-drenched beauty appear. Renowned as a hedonistic destination for the rich and famous, the glitzy jet set historically claimed this fashionable, sunlit coastline as their fun-filled romantic playground, and today nothing has changed. A high-octane world of beautiful people basking in the unattainable luxury of the Côte d’Azur sets the scene for effortless Riviera style. More relaxed than its polished Parisian counterpart, the chic aesthetic of the south coast exudes a super-stylish nonchalance that is easy to emulate. Body-con perfection is not the point – what makes sense here, against a backdrop of glittering azure waters and sun-kissed beaches, is laid-back fluidity, mixed with a sharp injection of matelot influences.


In its 1920s and 30s heyday it was Coco Chanel, the most famous of couturiers, who pioneered a practical seaside wardrobe for the Riviera, one that still resonates in the same locations. The loose linen pyjama pants she appropriated from sailor trousers perfectly exemplify her innovative take on female modernity. Chanel built a stunning property for herself overlooking the ocean at Roquebrune-Cap-Martin, where she swam in her pearls, cultivated a suntan and played host to a revolving carousel of free-spirited creatives. It was this lavish era of summer cocktails and gambling at the casinos in Monte Carlo that consolidated the mythical status of the French coast. Frequented by a charismatic “in crowd” of talented artists, writers, avant-garde thinkers and a smattering of royalty (Chanel was dating the Duke of Westminster), the Riviera, with its bohemian dress codes, became the hottest holiday destination to see and be seen in.




[image: Coco Chanel stands outdoors wearing a striped long-sleeve shirt and high-waisted dark trousers. She has her hands in her pockets and is wearing a pair of white shoes. A dog lies beside her, near her feet.]




The modernizing fashion disruptor Coco Chanel in the garden of her Riviera house, La Pausa, with her dog, Gigot.










[image: Model Karolina Kurkova and friend walking on the beach. Kurkova wears a white tank top and patterned shorts. Her friend is in a striped top and denim shorts. ]




The exclusive beach clubs in Saint-Tropez welcome model Karolina Kurkova and friend, the latter in ripped, frayed and lovingly deconstructed denim cut-offs.








Today the picturesque villages of the Mediterranean, bathed in intense light, continue to attract an A-list crowd in the summer months. At the Cannes Film Festival and the Grand Prix at Monaco, celebrities and wannabe influencers strut their stuff for the paparazzi in full-on, attention-grabbing designer garb, but in the beach clubs of Saint-Tropez, and the bougainvillea-filled streets of Ramatuelle, the defining minimalist separates that evoke the spirit of the Riviera are far less ostentatious. Owing much to the pared-down vision of Chanel, Riviera style is truly an inclusive look, regardless of age or class, reliant instead only on the exuberant atmosphere of the region and not the size of your bank balance.


“The grand object of travelling is to see the shores of the Mediterranean.”
Samuel Johnson




[image: Naomi Campbell wearing a leopard print dress with a fitted silhouette, holding a plate of food. She is with Prince Albert the second, in a black shirt and pants.]




Naomi Campbell, accompanied by Prince Albert II of Monaco, celebrates her birthday in 2002, wearing Dolce & Gabbana in Saint-Tropez, a favourite destination of the supermodel.










[image: Juliette Binoche wearing a yellow jumpsuit with a large collar and a matching belt, standing in front of a white railing. The outfit has a tailored fit and wide legs, complemented by yellow sandals.]




Jury president Juliette Binoche looks elegant in buttery yellow Jacquemus at the Cannes Film Festival in 2025.
















chapter 1: The Evolution of a Mediterranean Paradise


Attracting more than eight million visitors a year, the Riviera coastline stretches for 150 miles (240km), from Marseille in the west, taking in Saint-Tropez, Saint-Raphaël, Juan-les-Pins, Antibes, Nice, Monte Carlo (in the Principality of Monaco) and to the far east, nestled alongside the Franco-Italian border, Menton. Adored by hordes of curious tourists as a glamorous destination that offers sunshine, culture and creativity, it is also the place where the summer holiday was first invented.


Russian nobility are credited as early adopters, but Queen Victoria was also a regular, spending time in Grasse, Cimiez and Cannes in the years after her husband Albert died. English visitors first arrived on the Riviera as a recuperative antidote to chronic illnesses such as rheumatism and consumption, encouraged by the medical professions to exchange the smog and grime of Dickensian London for the warmer climes of the Mediterranean as a healthy winter tonic. Nice in particular was a popular destination, recommended for the dry air of the seafront, which was thought to be a cure for tuberculosis.


The increasing numbers of British gentry who flocked here contributed to the commercial development of this coastline, and the wide four-and-a-half-mile (7-km) walkway that was built and named after them, La Promenade des Anglais, running parallel to the spectacular Baie des Anges in Nice, still attracts a daily throng of health-conscious joggers, roller-bladers and promenaders, eager to soak up the sunshine and the spectacular views.


“A sunny place for shady people.”
– William Somerset Maugham




[image: Illustration depicting a group of elegantly dressed individuals on the French Riviera. A person in black and white suit, is with five others wearing flowing white dresses with patterns, some accessorized with hats and jewellery. ]




Illustration from a 1935 travel brochure, portraying the chic clientele who frequented the seaside towns of the Riviera for their summer vacation.










[image: The grand Hotel Negresco with a grand facade, featuring palm trees and horse-drawn carriages in front. People walk along the promenade, and some are seated on benches.]




The grand Hotel Negresco in Nice in 1900, overlooking the iconic Promenade des Anglais and the Baie des Anges.










[image: Hotel Martinez featuring a white facade with blue balconies and a name board on the roof.]




An imposing landmark on the famous Promenade de la Croisette at Cannes, the Hotel Martinez was revamped in the late 1920s and is now part of the luxury Hyatt hotel group.










[image: Cecil Beaton poses with his sister Nancy, who is wearing a patterned long coat with a belt, paired with white pants and a necklace. Beaton is in a black and white horizontal-striped long-sleeve shirt and white trousers, and black shoes.]




Society photographer Cecil Beaton in a striped jersey T-shirt and white sailor pants, with his sister Nancy, wearing a similar style of fluid trousers, in Antibes in 1929.








The development of the railways from the early 1870s had a radical impact on visitor numbers and by 1893, the Paris-Lyon-Mediterranean Express was extended to Calais, connecting with the boat train from London; always fully booked, it ran throughout the season from November to April and was made up entirely of sleeping and dining cars. By the turn of the century, extravagant villas, splendid casinos and luxurious hotels had been built, designed to cater for the continual influx of people. The shining jewel in the tax-free Principality of Monaco was Monte Carlo, famous for its exotic palm trees in the botanical gardens, the spinning roulette wheels of the Belle Époque casino and its magnificent opera house, a perfect, scaled-down replica of the Paris theatre.


Grand palace hotels with ambitious interiors were found in every coastal town and these mythical extravagances built overlooking the beach still dominate the landscape. Sweeping staircases, monumental ballrooms, lifts and even telephones were considered lavish necessities for the mostly aristocratic clientele. The Carlton Hotel in Cannes had nearly three hundred rooms, while the famous pink-domed Negresco in Nice (the two cupolas at each end of the building are thought to have been inspired by the physical attributes of the courtesan La Belle Otero) had four hundred bedrooms, each with a private bathroom. The English were so prevalent in the south of France that English-language newspapers appeared in Monte Carlo and Menton. A best-selling travel book written by the French politician and poet Stéphen Liégeard in 1887 was titled La Côte d’Azur (the blue coast), a term that came to be used widely to encapsulate the dazzling colours of the sea and sky on the Riviera.


As a sun-drenched paradise, the area attracted artists as early as 1883, captivated by the dappled light on the water and the solitude of the undeveloped countryside. Claude Monet, his friend Pierre-Auguste Renoir and Augustus John all spent time here, cementing the reputation of the Côte d’Azur as a place that offered a seductive haven for creatives in search of a bohemian existence.


The First World War put an end to the overblown grandeur of the Belle Époque, and during the years that followed, the modernism and energy of the Roaring Twenties attracted a new crowd of talent from both sides of the Atlantic. After the war, people felt entitled to forget the traumas they had witnessed and endured, and indulge in a party lifestyle; the French called this decade “les Années Folles” (the crazy years) and nowhere was this period of cultural and artistic liberation more prevalent than on the Riviera, which became a hedonistic playground for the idle rich, who mingled with gifted artists and writers.


Americans had recently discovered the area; ships sailed directly from New York harbour to the Mediterranean ports, bringing with them a stylish crowd of tastemakers looking to escape the constraints of mediocrity. In 1923, wealthy New Yorkers Gerald and Sara Murphy (who went on to provide inspiration for characters in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Tender is the Night) asked the proprietors of the Hôtel du Cap-Eden-Roc where they had stayed if they would consider remaining open for the summer months; they wanted to extend their trip and knew friends who would join them. Traditionally from May onwards all the hotels shut down until September as the stifling heat of the summer months was thought to be uncivilized. The owners agreed and other hotels soon copied them, extending the season and swiftly changing the fortunes of the entire coastline.


The Murphys were free-spirited modernizers, who gathered an eclectic group of friends around them. With enough money to enjoy an uninhibited lifestyle, they became a central pivot for a collective of writers and artists who visited them in Cap d’Antibes. They went swimming in the ocean; Sara famously wore her pearl necklaces on the beach and both set out to cultivate a suntan. Photographs show them dressing up in fancy costumes, enjoying fun-filled beach picnics and boating adventures with Pablo Picasso and his Russian wife Olga, Jean Cocteau, Fernand Léger, Cole Porter, Dorothy Parker, and F. Scott Fitzgerald and his wife Zelda.




[image: Phyllis Helen Satterthwaite sitting on a stone ledge wearing a sleeveless, a tank top with a white collar and loose-fitting trousers. She also wears a wide-brimmed hat and sandals.]




British tennis player Phyllis Helen Satterthwaite, a prominent member of fashionable society in the south of France, shown here in Cap d’Antibes in 1929 wearing modern resort wear.










[image: Gerald and Sara Murphy pose together. Sara is in a knee-length skirt and a blouse with a bow, paired with black shoes. Gerald is in a striped shirt under a light-coloured suit jacket, wearing light trousers and patterned socks.]




American author F. Scott Fitzgerald and his wife Zelda were part of the bohemian crowd of creatives who regularly visited the south of France in the 1920s.










[image: F. Scott Fitzgerald and his wife Zelda pose together. Fitzgerald is in a striped shirt and white shorts, holding a cane for support, and Zelda is wearing a black top and a white wrap skirt. ]




American couple Gerald and Sara Murphy were at the epicentre of the artistic crowd responsible for extending the Riviera season.










[image: Four women stand by a railing overlooking the beach. They wear wide-brimmed hats and stylish outfits: two in long skirts, one in a light-coloured top and pants, and another in a patterned dress.]




Essential Riviera style has changed little since the 1930s, when a large sun hat, sleeveless top and relaxed pants were considered the height of fashion.










[image: Seven women pose together facing away, with their arms locked in a chain. They are wearing vintage swimsuits and beach attire with wide-brimmed hats and high-heeled shoes. The outfits feature different patterns, including stripes and checks, with some having open backs and halter necks.]




By the early 1930s, beach pyjamas for women had become so fashionable that Juan-les-Pins was nicknamed “Pyjamaland”.








In 1922, the train carrying wealthy weekenders from Paris was revamped as an upmarket luxury experience offering excellent food and comfortable sleeping cabins, with every carriage served by its own attendant. The freshly painted blue steel carriages trimmed with gold paint became known as Le Train Bleu, and during the 1920s and 30s the first-class carriages were occupied almost exclusively by a starry clientele, drawn to the laid-back lifestyle and extraordinary beauty of the Côte d’Azur. Winston Churchill was a frequent traveller, as were Charlie Chaplin, Fred Perry, Agatha Christie, Peggy Guggenheim, Coco Chanel, Evelyn Waugh and the richest man in Britain, the Duke of Westminster.


The train’s mythology was further enhanced when Russian impresario Sergei Diaghilev staged a ballet about the sporty set who travelled on it, depicting them indulging themselves in the choreographed activities that the Mediterranean had to offer, such as tennis, bathing and golf. The satirical one-act ballet, Le Train Bleu, opened in Paris in 1924 and then played in the theatre in Monte Carlo with a cast of trained athletes taking the leading roles. The actual train didn’t appear in the production at all, with Diaghilev explaining in the programme notes, “This being the age of speed, it has already reached its destination and disembarked its passengers.”
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