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Introduction


Just wear what you love: it’s such a simple, enticing message. One day women said ‘no more’ to the strict rulebook we felt we had to follow, and mentally threw it into the fire. You know the one; it said you have to wear black to look more slim, never wear stripes that make you look wide, never dare to stand out or take up space. It was a rulebook based on avoiding things you might love because there was apparently always something fundamentally wrong with you. It was a period where any descriptor applied to a woman became something she had to fix. Too tall? Look shorter. Too short? Look taller. Too skinny? Look more curvy. Too fat? Look more svelte. The perfect body truly didn’t exist and, if it was out there, you certainly didn’t have it — that much was clear. Eventually, somewhere down the line, we got sick of thinking so hard about what clothes to put on our bodies and collectively agreed on a new law: just buy the things you like.


But now I see a new problem. You are standing in front of your wardrobe, breathing heavy, lip trembling, gazing at the rails of clothing in front of you. You refuse to look at the dresses, handbags and old shoes on the floor that you yanked off the hangers and flung across the room in frustration. Those clichéd words settle on the tip of your tongue: ‘I have nothing to wear’. In a world where we can find new things we like every day, with some websites adding hundreds of new clothes weekly, and an infinite number of outfits appearing on our social media feeds that we can purchase with a click of a button, the ‘just buy what you like’ principle is failing. New trends, rebranded as ‘aesthetics’ (such as dark academia, cottage-core, coquette — see more in the glossary on page 220), appear constantly, offering a simple archetype you could easily slip into — until the next one comes along. Our wardrobes have become a mishmash of styles that make no coherent sense, ensuring the process of putting a decent outfit together on a daily basis is nothing short of a battle.


The reality is, what we like on the hanger or on Instagram isn’t always what we like to see on our bodies or in our closets. Those cute slingback heels might feel like a treat, until you remember you live on a farm, and you walk out of your door into a muddy field every morning, and so they sit growing dust in your wardrobe forever. Or, perhaps, you are in love with chunky Dr Marten boots but when you put them on all you experience is pain, sweaty feet and blisters because you live in sunny southern Spain. What you are attracted to is not always what works best for you.


Perhaps you sit on the other side of the spectrum and you don’t know what you love. The idea of following what makes you feel good sounds amazing, but if you’re not sure what does make you feel this way then the mantra becomes difficult to put into action. There is almost no guidance for those of us who feel uninspired by clothing yet want to feel confident and comfortable when getting dressed every day. The new ‘just wear what you like’ rulebook leaves many of us high and dry, with no guidance for feeling more empowered by clothing.


Struggling to know what to wear myself, I became preoccupied with solving this issue. While I was supposed to be studying French in Canada, I spent my mornings, noons and nights absorbing every piece of information I could dig out of the internet on style theories. Instead of practising French grammar, I studied style systems, colour seasons and body types, and stumbled into a community that believes our bodies are not awkward or problematic, made to be hidden, but unique and exciting canvases that can be intellectually explored, painted on or draped with a myriad fabrics and colours. After these revelations, I became a woman possessed. I had no idea that this obsession would be one others shared and eventually lead to a successful platform, my own business and a new life. While in the midst of my new-found hobby, I was learning just to learn. I felt I finally had the answers to why I looked different, how I could feel truly beautiful for the first time and be a part of a community of women that cared about fashion in the same way I did. I flew to Montreal with my knowledge of bonjours and mercis much weaker than it should have been, but with my head packed with information like the significance limb length has on an outfit.


It was in Canada, during my daily trip to the thrift store (which I still miss) that I decided to share my new love of personal style. I made videos on Kibbe body types (page 167) and instantly captured the interest of hundreds of people. One evening I made the video that would change my life. I wore one outfit that did not work for my body and one that did and revealed my body type as the transformational factor. I watched the video hit 10,000 views almost instantly, and by the next morning it had over one million views and I had over 100,000 followers. My email was flooded with people asking me if I could help them find their body type, and so I began Body & Style. I set up my website and, just like that, I had a business. My hobby turned into a passion for helping women find confidence in their bodies and, since then, I have helped nearly 2,000 women find their personal style using my style theories and guided millions of people through my social media pages.


With this book I want to democratise personal style. As a girl growing up in rural Norfolk in England, most of my outfits consisted of wellington boots and a raincoat for trudging through the fields with my lurchers. I was under the impression that style was for someone else: city girls from The Devil Wears Prada who all seemed to have walk-in wardrobes and rows of Jimmy Choos, who stride about the streets of New York and work in glamorous offices. It was my stylish and beautiful mum (my best friend) who showed me that personal style doesn’t have to look like high heels, giant tulle skirts and oversized blazers like the magazines would have you believe. Style is a tool to help you feel more confident every day, and it can be applied to your dog walks or day at the office as much as it can the runway.


Even though all the information you need to find your personal style is available online, I still receive the same questions from my clients and followers every day. I realised that, instead of trawling the internet, what everyone needs is a one-stop guide to learn what works for them — and this book is just that.


At first glance, these style theories can seem complex and insurmountable; there is so much information out there from different sources, contradictory opinions, and vague explanations, all of which can make your head hurt. However, in this book I will demystify the complicated process of finding your Style Roots (page 22), Body Matrix (page 102), your Colour Season (page 141), and the silhouettes you should wear, making every detail simple and easy to navigate so that you can find yourself, curate yourself and ultimately express yourself. At the end of it all you will come away with a clear idea of the items that should take pride of place in your wardrobe and finally be able to dress your best.
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How to use this book


This book is designed to be followed page by page and step by step. By the end you should feel confident enough to curate your perfect wardrobe. Alongside my explanations and breakdowns of the different style methods, I also provide exercises and guides to help you personalise the process.


Although we want to perfect your style, this book itself does not need to remain polished — highlight sections, write notes in the margins, pen your thoughts as you learn. You cannot simply read; you must take action. Feel free to pause occasionally and venture into your wardrobe as though it is Narnia: create outfits, assess the items you find there and reimagine their potential. I am also going to ask you throughout this book to take photographs. Get a camera, whether it be your phone, a digital camera or a polaroid, and document your learnings. Photography is the best way to get objective about your style.


Your style toolbox


In this book I have done the hard work for you and broken down numerous style lessons, systems and methods. I think of each of these as a tool that you can use to level-up your personal style.


I like to imagine a literal box of spanners, screwdrivers and hammers with labels like ‘Colour Seasons’ (page 102), ‘Body Matrix’ (page 141) and ‘Style Roots’ (page 22) — when you pick one of them up and tap your outfit, it magically takes in the lessons from that particular style method. Of course, in reality it’s not quite so simple, but the idea still applies. Sometimes you will be happy with your outfit as it is without any of these tools being applied to it, in which case you can walk out the door with a smile on your face. However, sometimes utilising one of these tools can help you turn an outfit into something that makes you feel more confident and positive. I’ll walk you through each of these tools as the book progresses. Not everyone needs the same tools in their toolbox, which is fine. With my help, you can collect the style tools that feel exciting and useful to you and use them when you feel you need them.
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Why we need constraints


As I emerged from my teen years, I found myself with a wardrobe full of clothing in clashing styles. Some items were very clearly from the grunge aesthetic, others hyper-feminine, some clean and minimal, some bright and colourful and so on. Without direction, it is easy to buy any item you like the look of, resulting in a wardrobe full of clothes that have no cohesion and are impossible to put together.


Having contrasting influences in your wardrobe is not only permissible but encouraged; however, in most cases, having too many different styles leads to a wardrobe that feels messy. Most of us cannot be 100% ‘minimalist’ or ‘dark academia’ and masquerade in this singular aesthetic every day (often this leads to bursts of panic-buying items that make no sense in your wardrobe but offer a glimpse of fashion freedom), so I am by no means suggesting you force yourself into one box. However, adding a few constraints will strengthen the impact of your style.
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How to know what you really like


If you look at the pieces you are naturally drawn to — whether that be in your closet, on your Pinterest board or in your wildest dreams — you will find patterns and links. Despite the lack of cohesion, your true preferences will be there somewhere in what you have collected. Perhaps the clothes share a colour palette, similar motifs or silhouettes? Maybe you are drawn to rough fabrics, metallic details or soft pinks? You can use these patterns to gather data, for example: rough fabrics might mean you like a natural look, metallic details could mean you like dark styles and pinks might imply you are drawn to feminine items.




Write a list of the elements you see repeated in your wardrobe:


• Patterns (such as florals, stripes, chevrons)


• Colours (such as rose pink, sky blue, off-white)


• Adornments (such as bows, zips, buttons)


• Fabrics (such as cotton, linen, chiffon)


• Type of item (such as dresses, coats, jeans)
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These repeated elements say something about your choices, for better or for worse. Hold onto this list as this will help you define your style later.


But Ellie-Jean, if I am already drawn to these things, what is the problem? Why is my wardrobe not cohesive?


Sometimes what you love is not as obvious as it may seem. I, for instance, find myself drawn to the style of Jenny Humphrey: the Gothic, glamorous bad girl from the series Gossip Girl. Because of this, one might assume that I like dark, edgy styles when actually, with a deeper look, I’ve realised that I merely love the flamboyance, the daring and the drama of her outfits. This realisation results in a completely different look when applied to my own style. Often, we let obvious conclusions cloud our judgement, so take the time to interrogate why you’re drawn to certain styles or trends. If I had followed through on my initial assumption that I like edgy, gothic styles, I might have accidentally filled my wardrobe with black lace in an attempt to recreate what I love about Jenny’s outfits … when what I really love is her unusual layering, dramatic silhouettes and neutral tones. It is this confusion that leads to a wardrobe full of conflicting styles, with hints of the real you diluted by a lot of mess.












Defining your style


We are all influenced by some styles (by which I mean specific combinations of colour, silhouette and motifs) more than we are others. This preference is our style identity: your unique fashion blueprint, the core underpinning of your outfit choices.


With the rise of social media, the amount of fashion inspiration we consume can be overwhelming. Super-niche aesthetics and styles seem to pop up every other week — often it’s hard to keep on top of or understand the terminology. It’s important to take on board that most of these aesthetics are too restrictive and are in fact reinvented and rebranded styles that have been around for decades, some even centuries, made to cater to internet audiences. Style genres like ‘e-girl’, ‘punk’ and ‘emo’ or perhaps ‘preppy’, ‘old money’ or ‘coastal grandmother’ (see page 220) are often interchangeable; in the real world you could swap the outfits of these apparently distinct aesthetics and they would happily be worn by the same person. These aesthetics are rooted in similar ideas, motivations and desires.


I have defined the patterns behind these motivations and sorted them into eight categories (page 22) — I call these Style Roots. I discovered through my work that many women feel they lack direction for their style, and that their style fluctuates, so they are left with a wardrobe seemingly full of mess that doesn’t help to tell a story. Many of the systems I have researched (read more about them on page 166) mostly orbit the idea that ‘if you have these features, you should wear this aesthetic’ or they take a step further and imply that there is some cosmic connection between the way you look and your personality. Helpful as these can be for certain style dilemmas, they don’t provide a foundation for discovering and applying what you truly like in fashion, and it is this that creates personal style. Women need a simple system that applies their style desires, their motivations and their taste to the clothes they put on their bodies, which can also be used in tandem with other systems, rather than fighting with them.
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The eight Style Roots


The Style Roots system is inspired by nature, for example: light, delicate chiffon is rooted in floral petals and fluffy clouds; black lace gowns are rooted in the night sky and shadows; simple shapes are rooted in the unassuming nature of the Mushroom. It’s poetic, perhaps even a little pretentious, but these correlations help to easily pinpoint what shapes and styles you truly love. Although you will likely find yourself drawn to elements of all eight Style Roots, focusing on your top three will help you streamline your style and express what is unique about your tastes. In the pages that follow, try to observe which roots you feel most attracted to and don’t worry if you don’t resonate with every part of the description; we are looking for the best version of yourself. Once you’ve got to grips with each Style Root, I will help you select your top three and explain how to tie them together.
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Mushroom


Mushroom is the minimal, neutral, simple influence in your style. Think of smooth button mushrooms; they are unassuming, neat, symmetrical. You can view the Mushroom Style Root as a clean slate. In nature, the Mushroom root expresses itself as the tide flowing onto the sand, the blades of a grass on dunes and fields of barley melting into the pale blue sky.


When paired with other Style Roots, Mushroom calms the outfit, strips it of complexity and neutralises it. I associate Mushroom with stereotypically classic and ‘timeless’ styles as it is defined by its lack of elements. The Mushroom root makes an outfit more simple, minimal and clean.


Someone with the Mushroom Style Root is similarly simple in nature. They don’t like to look fussy or over the top. They are to the point, authentic and calm. They don’t feel the need to draw attention to themself with bells and whistles but, regardless, the simplicity of their style means their personality radiates. They like their space to be uncluttered, only keeping what they need and making sure it is used. When you speak to them, they will have a calm gaze, a soft ease of movement, and will walk with confidence.
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Some words associated with the Mushroom Style Root include:







• balanced


• classic


• curated


• clean


• effortless


• elegant


• elevated


• high-quality


• minimal


• modest


• neutral


• put-together


• simple


• sophisticated


• timeless


• understated








Elements in clothing or outfits that make them Mushroom:


Your outfit may have two or more of these elements to make it Mushroom, and certainly not all of them.


Simple colour palette


Mushroom does not try to make a statement with its colours; colours tend to blend. Some ways to achieve this include:


• Colour sandwiches: This is when two items within the same outfit are the same colour. For example, you may have heard the rule that your bag, shoes and belt must match — this is the kind of rule that the Mushroom-rooted would want to follow.


• Neutral tones: Neutrals include shades of brown, grey, beige, white and black — these colours are very simple and unassuming.


• Three colours or fewer: The more colours there are in an outfit, the more of a statement you may make. The less colour you use, the simpler you appear.


• Low contrast: This means the colours you pick for an outfit are not on opposite sides of the spectrum and are close in tone.


Modesty


• Moderate lengths: Extreme shapes, like maxi or mini skirts, contrast with the simplicity of Mushroom.


• Limited skin: There is nothing wrong with showing a little skin, but the Mushroom Style Root won’t drive that in an outfit.


Balance


• From the Mushroom perspective, if an outfit is feeling formal, a little ‘undone’ influence is needed to counteract this (I mean this in the literal sense — like undoing some buttons) and vice versa. Mushroom prevents an outfit feeling definably formal or relaxed — it should feel in the middle.


• Sandwiches: We have already covered colour sandwiches, but this applies to other parts of an outfit too, including shape, size and pattern. For example, when there are two structured elements of an outfit, a third looser or relaxed item will add a harmonious balance to the outfit.


Minimal detail


• Mushroom is motivated by the idea of pulling back, rather than expanding. Therefore, plain fabrics and shapes are more Mushroom than patterned or print fabrics. Similarly, 3D — details like ruffles, pockets, zips or layered textures — would be limited or non-existent in a Mushroom outfit.


Simple or minimal layers


• Too many layers will add detail to an outfit, whereas Mushroom strips an outfit back to a simpler form.


Clean silhouettes


• Frayed edges, un-ironed fabrics and rough fabrics make an outfit ‘messier’, which to someone with a Mushroom Style Root is undesirable.


• Clean lines include neat edges, uninterrupted silhouettes and straight lines.


Timeless silhouettes


• Breton jumper


• Cigarette pants


• Straight jeans


• Silk midi skirt


• Fitted button-down


• White t-shirt


• White trainers


• Ballet flats


• Silver pendant necklace
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Mountain


Mountain is the formal, professional and mature influence in your style. Think of the all-powerful Mountain, towering above you, unbothered by your feeble attempts to conquer it. Imagine Mountain as the awe-inspiring, sublime elements in nature, like the cliff-edge in Wordsworth’s poem The Prelude, a muscular horse running in the wind, a deep cavern at the depths of the ocean, or a lion gazing upon his lands. Mountain in nature is where the power lies.


When paired with other Style Roots, Mountain will often formalise it. The Mountain Style Root adds a professional or even stereotypically masculine quality. Masculine clothing tends to refer to styles that are more closely or exclusively associated with male wearers either in the present or in history. For example, suits, oversized shapes, structured pieces, trousers, waistcoats, ties, t-shirts; even jeans were largely worn first by men, and so they still have this masculine association. These items of clothing are also often more ‘yang’ (page 220), meaning sharp, tailored, structured and narrow. Someone with the Mountain Style Root will often bring these styles into an outfit, as well as professional ‘feminine’ items like pencil skirts, blouses and pointed heels.
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Some words associated with the Mountain Style Root include:







• authoritative


• career-woman


• dignified


• expensive


• formal


• mature


• polished


• powerful


• presentable


• professional


• smart


• strong


• structured


• tailored







It is hard to evade the idea of masculine and feminine, and we often use yin/yang within the style community as it much more closely attacks this idea of opposition and how opposites express themselves; however, sometimes I will use more gendered language when it helps to explain a concept.





The Mountain will feel comforting because of their strength. They are unwavering when they know they are right, and will fight for what they believe in. They have the feeling of a businesswoman, even if they don’t work in an office in a New York skyscraper. They lead the way at home or in friendships, keeping everybody organised. A simple chat with them will make you feel motivated, as though you can achieve anything you put your mind to. They can seem intimidating at first, as they can appear undaunted by the challenges of the world, or rather encourage them, tackling them head-on, and will help you to do the same.


Elements in clothing or outfits that make them Mountain:


Your outfit may have two or more of these elements to make it Mountain, and certainly not all of them.


Suit elements


You do not have to wear a classic three-piece suit to qualify as someone with the Mountain Style Root, but traditional suit/office-wear items will often find their way into your outfits. These include:


• Structured coats
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