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Chanel photographed in her suite at the Ritz Hotel in Paris, surrounded by her famous antique Coromandel screens, circa 1937.









Introduction


“May my legend gain ground – I wish it a long and happy life.”


Coco Chanel, on her reputation


More than anyone Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel understood the value of her own self-created mythology and she played the part brilliantly. This exceptional and exasperating woman, who told a litany of lies to perpetuate the ongoing mystery and confusion that surrounded her life, was the first to recognize the couturier as a modern-day celebrity. If the job of the couturier is to continually re-invent fashion, then Chanel made a skilful alliance between her professional work as a designer and her personal life story, brutally deconstructing the past, rearranging the truth and then presenting a controlled image of herself as the role model for what became a global brand. At a time when fashion was dominated by male designers, she single-handedly rejected society’s version of femininity in favour of her own fabulous style, based on a functional modern aesthetic. As one world was ending and another was about to begin, Chanel seized the opportune moment and with visionary insight gave women what they wanted, just before they recognized the need. She took the basis of a man’s wardrobe to create feminine power, providing a democratic dress code that ultimately delivered freedom, equality and understated classicism. Her status was enhanced by her complicated personal life, which always had an impact on her professional work, but as her rags-to-riches story unfolded, it was she who became the influential force as a designer, lover and collaborator, flitting seamlessly between high society and the avant-garde art set.


A self-imposed exile of over a decade derailed her trajectory, and that may have been the end of the fairytale, but for Chanel the vital creativity never waned. Reinvention was part of her psyche, and when Chanel returned to work at the age of 71 she successfully consolidated her contribution to fashionable modernity and rebuilt her public image, to the point that even now, many years after her death, she remains the immovable figurehead behind the House of Chanel.
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An early photograph of Chanel, aged 26, at the start of her career and before she cut her long, thick, textured hair into the trademark short bob.









The Early Years


The details of Chanel’s early life have always been shrouded in mystery and half truths, deliberately kept that way by a woman who preferred to forget, conceal and frequently provide misinformation about her miserable origins. It is often overlooked that the woman who ultimately had such a profound effect on changing the face of twentieth-century fashion, a pioneering champion of freedom and modernity, was actually born in the preceding century.


Delivered in the poorhouse on the 19 August 1883 in the small market town of Saumur, on the river Loire, Gabrielle Bonheur Chanel was the second illegitimate child of a young peasant girl called Jeanne Devolles and her wayward boyfriend Albert Chanel. Although the couple married soon after the birth, their relationship was always troubled, and when Jeanne died prematurely, Albert, who was unwilling or incapable of looking after his five children, sent the boys to work on a farm and the three girls to a convent orphanage run by nuns.


Life within the high abbey walls at Aubazine was certainly harsh for a young 12-year-old girl and, though not necessarily cruel, almost certainly without love. Gabrielle was made to wear black and it was here that she spent many hours in silent solitude, learning how to sew and potentially developing her appreciation of austere simplicity.


The girls spent their holidays with their paternal grandparents in the small garrison town of Moulins and by the age of 18 Chanel was working as a clerk in a small shop that specialized in lingerie, linen and hosiery. Early ambitions of a career on the stage were kickstarted when she began singing at various café-concerts around the town. Small, dark and distinctly different from the other girls who performed alongside her, it is thought her vaudeville repertoire consisted of only two songs: “Ko-Ko-Ri-Ko” and a vacuous ditty about a lady from Paris who had lost her puppy dog, “Qui Qu’a Vu Coco?”. Her popularity grew, and soon she became known by the little word that appeared in both songs: “La petite Coco”. The nickname stuck, eventually becoming synonymous with a global brand that encapsulated the ultimate in Parisienne style.
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Exterior view of the Abbey and convent at Aubazine, where Chanel and her two sisters were placed in the orphanage and taken care of by nuns when their mother died.





Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel was starting to gain a succession of wealthy, educated, sometimes even titled, admirers, and saw an obvious way, through her association with these men, to shake off the social stigma of poverty and enter into a higher social tier. Étienne Balsan was one such admirer; rich, attractive and without the snobbery often associated with his class, he spent his time pursuing personal pleasures and breeding racehorses. At the age of 25 Coco agreed to live with him at his estate Royallieu on the outskirts of Paris. Balsan certainly had other mistresses living with him, and Coco was known as his irrégulière, but through her unorthodox choice of dress she chose to differentiate herself from the other women. While most courtesans of the day still wore lavish Belle Époque-style dresses with elaborate trims and fussy frills, all of which hampered movement, Coco dressed with the utmost simplicity.


Photographs of her at this time show a young girl wearing clothes more suited to a little boy: cropped trousers, with flat boy’s boots, a plain white shirt with a Peter Pan collar and a man’s tie loosely knotted into a bow. With hindsight these pictures reveal a fundamental strategy, that of re-appropriating the clean uncluttered lines of classic menswear for women. Never content with a life of idle beauty, Coco kept herself busy, learning to ride and making and trimming hats for herself and her friends with some considerable success. It is hard to unravel just how happy she was, but a determination that she should never be a “kept woman” potentially fuelled the idea that she could turn her hat-making pastime into something more serious. She wanted to go to Paris and make a career for herself as a modiste – a milliner – and boldly suggested to Balsan that he set her up with a small shop. Although he refused her proposal, he did agree to finance a business for her from his Parisian apartment, at 160 Boulevard Malesherbes.


The dashing English millionaire Arthur “Boy” Capel was, according to Coco, the one true love of her life, and on this it is agreed she was telling the truth. Capel was a friend of Étienne Balsan’s who started to appear more frequently at the chateau in the spring of 1909. He was a charming, handsome polo-player, with an irrepressible desire for fast living and adventure. Having earned his fortune through the coalmines in northern England, he had an entrepreneurial spirit and took the idea of Coco’s hat-making much more seriously than Balsan, who laughed it off as a passing fancy. For a time the trio muddled along uncomfortably, but Coco had fallen completely in love with Capel and when she ran away to live with him in Paris, the two men were left negotiating who exactly would pay what, to continue financing Coco. Finally they came to a gentlemen’s agreement to share costs: Capel would cover the business expenses, while Balsan provided the premises.
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Château de Royallieu, the grand estate outside Paris owned by Étienne Balsan, and where Chanel learnt to ride.
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Chanel with her lover, the Englishman Arthur “Boy” Capel, and their friend the sugar magnate Constant Say, on the beach in Saint-Jean-de-Luz in 1917.
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This 1913 caricature by the satirist illustrator Sem for Le Figaro, shows a dancing Chanel caught in the arms of a polo-playing Boy Capel, who is depicted as a centaur.
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Fashion illustration from the magazine L’Élégance Parisienne, April 1917, which shows “The Latest Fashion Creations”, including hats by Chanel.





Mademoiselle Chanel was on her way. Years later she recalled to Salvador Dalí, “I was able to open a high-fashion shop because two gentlemen were outbidding each other for my hot little body.” Friends and family came to buy, as did Étienne’s former mistresses, all of whom were charmed by Coco’s chic simple hats, which were often just bought from Galeries Lafayette and cleverly embellished. Word spread, success came almost immediately, and having outgrown the space in the apartment, Capel agreed to secure commercial premises for Coco in the centre of the established couture district. On 1 January 1910, what was to become the foundation of an empire opened its doors at 21 Rue Cambon. The sign above the door simply read “Chanel Modes”.



Deauville, Biarritz, Paris


Chanel started her business selling the hats she was already making: the lease for her premises at 21 Rue Cambon stated that she had no right to make dresses as there was already a dressmaker in the same building. The hats, however, received rave reviews in the influential magazine Les Modes and were sought after by the popular theatre actresses and singers of the day.
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Early examples of Chanel’s jersey suits. The cardigan jacket and new fuller, shorter skirt provided a suit that was far less restrictive than the extravagant fashion of her rivals.







[image: ]


Chanel loved sunbathing and swimming at the seaside. Here, she is photographed in one of her own jersey cardigans at a beach in France in 1917.





Coco was a reactionary. She detested the headache-inducing hats of the fussy Belle-Époque era, heavy with plumage and gauze, so instead offered hats that relied on understated minimalism. Often they were large, but without ornate garnish; sometimes she used a single feather or grosgrain ribbon as decoration. The fashionable dress of the day was dominated by a desire for romanticism, elaborate ruffles and frilly details. The totally restrictive S-shaped corset, popular at the beginning of the century, had been challenged by the success of Paul Poiret’s high-waisted empire line, but fashion was still aimed at dull society women who led inactive lives. Clothes from Jeanne Paquin, Jacques Doucet and Poiret were all heavy with colour and surface decoration, grandly sumptuous and theatrical.
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The familiar Chanel logo adorns the awnings of her first shop outside Paris, which opened in the fashionable seaside resort of Deauville in 1913.





Coco, who was slender and sporty, had other ideas, and her own desire to be independent provided the basis of her fledgling collection of clothes for her first boutique, which opened in Deauville in 1913. The fashionable resort on the north coast of France appealed to Coco: its component parts of dazzling sunshine, healthy sea air, wealthy men and thoroughbred horses provided her with another chance for reinvention. Financed by Boy Capel, the shop was located in the chicest part of town and had a striped awning bearing the words “Gabrielle Chanel”.


Coco’s first pieces were created in response to her own need to live freely and oppose women’s repression. Functional clothes were inspired by the Normandy fishermen, sailor’s shirts with open necks, loose linen pants, long skirts and turtleneck sweaters, all designed for comfort and ease. Encouraged by the scorching weather, Coco even made a very demure swimsuit for women to bathe in, using the soft jersey fabric she had discovered in one of Boy’s sweaters. When war broke out Boy, who was called to arms, encouraged Coco to stay put and keep the shop open in Deauville. His business instincts proved to be right, as business boomed under the patronage of wealthy women who sought refuge at the seaside.
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The chic coastal town of Deauville in Normandy became popular with wealthy Parisians for weekend and summer excursions during the 1920s.
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