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				Paris must be the only city whose female inhabitants are presented as singular rather than plural. “La Parisienne” – The Parisian – is the first image that springs to mind when talking about Paris style. An effortlessly stylish mythical being whose “just-got-out-of-bed” hair and jeans always look impossibly chic. 

				More than a female inhabitant of Paris, “La Parisienne” is an aesthetic. According to the writers of a recent bestseller, you can Be Parisian Wherever You Are. This approach applies both to a style and an attitude: possess a certain culture and wit, be (or at least appear to be) careless, wear the no-makeup look (but have perfectly pampered skin) and be stylish without being too loud – perfectly mainstream characteristics. Which excludes some actual Parisiennes being enthroned as “La Parisienne”. Incidentally, Inès de la Fressange’s book La Parisienne is a bestseller in Paris too, which says a lot, despite some Parisiennes simply not aspiring to this aesthetic.

				The Parisienne style is praised for its restrained chic. Naturally cautious when it comes to new trends, Parisiennes tend to stick to what works best for them, although they will incorporate the shape, colour and print of the moment into their timeless outfits. It’s a philosophy that makes them less prompt to buy the latest “hot” thing and in so doing, prevents the odd faux pas.

				But a singular cannot encompass the globality of Parisiennes. Let’s face it, most images we see in the media that claim 
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				Inès de la Fressange wears a leather jacket and red lipstick in Paris, c.1980.
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				to represent La Parisienne are of thin, bourgeois and white women. Indeed, I myself fit this description, as do the majority of those working behind the scenes in fashion and writing books about Parisian style, proving that there is an ongoing lack of opportunity in the fashion industry unless you fit this stereotype. However, since much-needed conversations on diversity have finally opened up, the sheer diversity of Parisian women is finally being platformed. On social media you can see a broad scope of women embodying Parisian style, such as influencers Fatou N’Diaye from Black Beauty Bag, plus-size model Clémentine Desseaux and YouTuber Léna Mahfouf, and, in the mainstream media, entrepreneur and TV host Hapsatou Sy. Vogue France has finally broadened the spectrum of girls introduced in the viral “une fille, un style” (a girl, a style) videos. Brands such as Sézane and Jacquemus include diverse models in their campaigns and shows, while designer Ester Manas has created an acclaimed size-inclusive brand.

				So, does this “Parisian style”, one described in countless books and articles, really exist, you might wonder. Well, some Parisiennes fit the aesthetic so perfectly, they are invited by leading magazines to share their “secrets”. And it cannot be denied a style vibe still emanates from the city as a whole, despite fashion globalization. Indeed, Paris radiates effortless chic. By day or night, the crowd is quite dressy (you will see very little sporty attire), while never over the top (loud styles are not a common sight). Some clichés also prove to be true, as a quick glance at a bunch of Parisians dressed in subdued shades and regular encounters with stripes confirm. The aim of this book is to understand how this specific Parisian style was born and what it is now through the designers, fashion icons, mythical staples and all the small habits that forged it.

			

		

		
			
				Eight models posing on the set of Under the Paris Sky, 1951.

				Street style at Paris Fashion Week, October 2020.
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				Marie Antoinette in a Chemise Dress by Élisabeth Vigée Le Brun, c.1783.

			

		

		
			
				Paris and its surroundings have long been setting trends in France and the rest of Europe. In the 1600s, those closest to the King were setting the newest trends. In the next century, Marie Antoinette’s rural style was followed by women eager to trade voluminous gowns for simpler models. 

				After the French Revolution, Versailles was no longer at the centre of it all. The Republic, the Restoration monarchy and then the Empire all settled in Paris. With the Industrial Revolution, the fashion economy was booming. With its rich history of manufacturing fabrics such as silk in Lyon and lace in the North, France was one step ahead. At that time, “Les Parisiennes”, plural, referred to all women living in the city, whether of modest means or upper class, who shared a love of elegance and seduction. Meanwhile the designer Charles Frederick Worth transformed couture into an art. Established in Paris, the Englishman offered his wealthy clients designs they could customize, placing himself as the creator where previously tailors were mere executors of style. 

				The first iterations of “La Parisienne”, singular, emerged in the mid-1800s. In 1841, the journalist Taxile Delord penned an article titled “Physiologie de la Parisienne” illustrated by a beautiful young woman surrounded by admirers. “The Parisienne is a myth,” he wrote. This elegant and seductive bourgeoise also became the subject of paintings by Renoir and Manet. In 1900, an elegantly dressed giant statue of La Parisienne by Paul Moreau-Vauthier welcomed visitors to the Paris-based world fair, turning this French myth into a global one.

			

		

		
			
				Birth of La Parisienne
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				Following the First World War, the quest for fun fuelled the development of haute couture. Between 1914 and 1929, the number of couture houses in Paris jumped from around 20 to 200. Fashion stepped into modernity. Women, who had replaced men in industry while they were fighting at the front, were disinclined to go back to more formal attire – they now needed a wardrobe for the active individuals they had become. Of course, not all women could afford couture, but imitations were common at a time when fashion houses did not offer ready-to-wear. 

				Between the wars, Paris became the capital of fashion, but the Second World War took its toll on this burgeoning status. While impoverished Europe was no longer able to provide 

			

		

		
			
				English fashion designer Charles Worth (1825–1895) working at his salon in Paris.
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				Grace Jones, depicted by Jean-Paul Goude, on the cover of 1981's Nightclubbing. Jones was a fixture of the Paris scene in the 70s and 80s.

			

		

		
			
				Americans with bespoke garments, the USA developed its own industry, focused on ready-to-wear. Playing on its assets, France fought back with its expertise in couture. In the fifties, Christian Dior’s ultra-feminine lines became the “New Look”. French couturiers’ creations were worn by famous actresses , every other cover of American Vogue mentioned “Paris” and the city became the backdrop to whimsical movies such as An American in Paris (1951). Hollywood reinforced Paris’s position as the fashion capital. 

				Since Coco Chanel’s revolution in the twenties, French style had been associated with chic simplicity, but in the sixties, liberated young people aspired to break away from their parents’ demure styles. All eyes were on Swinging London, but Paris was ready to keep up. A coterie of new designers 
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				emerged, choosing luxe ready-to-wear over couture. André Courrèges and Paco Rabanne nailed it when it came to the futuristic fashion the younger crowd were longing for. The new Parisian icons were English – Jane Birkin and Loulou de la Falaise brought some of London’s freedom in their suitcases, forging the modern Parisian silhouette, a more laid-back take on the city’s timeless elegance. With his alluring silhouettes, mixing masculine and feminine, Yves Saint Laurent was fast becoming the ultimate Parisian designer. 

				Since then, the style of “La Parisienne” has gently evolved along with the new trends. Wider and shinier in the eighties, more sporty and minimal in the nineties. Loud international Y2K trends never made it through the Parisian elite’s polished taste, who preferred the retro Amélie vibes also trending. That doesn’t mean they were not present in Paris, but they were not considered “Parisian”, which confirms “Paris style” as being an aesthetic rather than a city. 

				Indeed, the city of Paris is a formidable tool in itself when it comes to promoting its own style. Joining the Fashion Week calendar in 1973, Paris Fashion Week soon became the most sought-after gig, with its dramatic shows located in famous historical landmarks. French brands max out the image of their beloved city, featuring it in the background of much of their clothing and perfume advertising. 

				Through 2000–2010, “La Parisienne” experienced a comeback with books dedicated to her effortless style and Instagrammers building their fame on this dreamy lifestyle. In the 2020s, the concept is still a powerful marketing argument, although critiqued by books such as Je ne suis pas Parisienne, published in 2019 by French journalist Alice Pfeiffer.

				“Parisienne” or not, there is something in the style of France’s capital that makes it unique.
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				French singer, model and actress Vanessa Paradis wears a heart pendant choker and black sheer top, 1992.
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				Chanel N°5, J’adore by Dior, Angel by Thierry Mugler … the world’s most popular fragrances were created by Parisian fashion brands. 

				Perfume entered the French elite’s lifestyle after the Black Death ingrained a fear of water, believed to carry diseases which scents repelled. Aristocrats used such generous amounts of perfume that Versailles was nicknamed “the perfumed court”. Most fragrances were produced in Grasse, in the South of France, nowadays known as the capital of fragrance. 

				Until the twentieth century, perfumes were produced by specialized companies such as Guerlain, once supplier to the Emperor. Chanel was the first couture house to commercialize a perfume under the designer’s own signature. In 1920, Coco Chanel asked nez (perfume nose) Ernest Beaux to create “a women’s perfume that smells like a woman”. It was a true designer perfume, befitting the unique spirit of the brand. Beaux came back with five numbered extracts. Coco chose number five, which contained 80 ingredients, including aldéhyde, a synthetic component. When asked what to name it, Chanel replied, “I release my collection May 5th, the fifth month of the year. Let’s keep the number, it will be good luck.” 

				Following the Second World War, every French couture house was to launch their own jus (juice) – the term used by professionals for the perfume’s liquid. In 1947, Christian Dior’s very first collection was launched with the iconic Miss Dior fragrance, a scent true to the designer’s passion for flowers – “A perfume is a dress’s finishing touch,” declared the couturier. 
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