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INTRODUCTION


Where the House of Chanel goes, the world of fashion follows. Home to not one, but two of the greatest designers to ever have lived – the eponymous founder Coco Chanel and the iconic Karl Lagerfeld – Chanel has remained at the forefront of contemporary design for over a century.


Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel began as a milliner before expanding into sports clothing, experimenting with jersey – a relatively cheap fabric typically used for men‘s underwear. While initially dismissed as “boyish” and a “poor girl” look, her practical and comfortable yet elegant designs soon gathered admirers among upper-class women, desperate to be freed from the constraints of the corset.


From there came the little black dress, incredibly versatile and chic – still a staple in any fashionista‘s wardrobe today – as well as the iconic Chanel accessories: strings of pearls, costume jewellery, the camelia flower, the two-tone shoe. Chanel retreated from the world of design during World War II – re-emerging during the 1950s to reclaim her place as the queen of chic. Throughout Chanel‘s second act she continued to create elegant pieces for the modern woman, including the famous Chanel two-piece tweed suit and the 2.55 bag. She died in 1971.


The House of Chanel‘s next imagining came from German-born designer Karl Lagerfeld. Having revolutionized lines at both Chloé and Fendi, Lagerfeld was a surprising choice to spearhead the heritage House of Chanel, however, today he is as synonymous with Chanel as Coco herself. Lagerfeld turned runway shows into awe-inspiring performances, re-focusing on Coco’s vision of the “whole look”, mixing archival designs with innovative offerings and reinstating Chanel as a “must-have” brand throughout the 1980s to the late 2010s.


From the flappers of the jazz age to modern-day celebrities, the House of Chanel continues to be a beacon of elegance, innovation and, ultimately, fashion itself.











CHAPTER ONE


FROM COCO TO CHANEL


THERE IS NO CHANEL WITHOUT COCO. FROM HUMBLE BEGINNINGS AS A MILLINER, COCO CHANEL LIBERATED WOMEN FROM THE CONSTRAINTS OF CORSETS, MELDING LUXURY, ELEGANCE AND COMFORT IN A TRULY GROUNDBREAKING FASHION.








Born in 1883 into poverty, Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel was abandoned on the front steps of a convent at the age of just 11 by her father upon her mother’s death.


It was in this convent that she learnt dressmaking, before becoming a café singer. Known for her charisma and sharp wit, Chanel secured financial backing from a wealthy lover in order to open a small millinery shop.
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Fashion is not something that exists in dresses only. Fashion is in the sky, in the street, fashion has to do with ideas, the way we live, what is happening.


[image: Close quotation]


Coco Chanel


On her definition of fashion, harpersbazaar.com, 7 July 2021
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Luxury must be comfortable, otherwise it is not luxury.


[image: Close quotation]


Coco Chanel


Her mantra, which was at odds with the corset-led fashion of the time, harpersbazaar.com, 27 August 2021
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The popular image of Chanel is of a unique genius who created her personal style in isolation from other designers, and virtually single-handedly brought women into the modern era.


[image: Close quotation]


Valerie Steele


Fashion historian, on Chanel‘s revolutionary approach to women’s wear, The Collection Museum at the Fashion Institute of Technology: Fashion Designers A-Z, Valerie Steele, 2018








When World War I broke out in 1914, Coco Chanel was poised to take the lead on a new form of fashion.


As women took on more active roles and luxury materials became scare, Chanel’s practical, relaxed designs, free from the constraints of corsets and wide skirts, became increasingly popular with both aristocracy and middle classes alike.
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I gave women a sense of freedom; I gave them back their bodies: bodies that were drowned in finery, lace, frills, feathers, and fripperies.


[image: Close quotation]


Coco Chanel


On her purpose, chanel.com, 7 July 2025
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Don’t spend time beating on a wall, hoping to transform it into a door.


[image: Close quotation]


Coco Chanel


On where to focus your energy, harpersbazaar.com, 27 August 2021







The 1920s was the decade of Chanel. Her corset-less and comfortable dresses became synonymous with the “flapper” aesthetic of the emerging jazz age.


Often paired with costume jewellery and strings of pearls, the Chanel look was popular across Europe and America.
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Elegance is refusal.


[image: Close quotation]


Coco Chanel


On her core aesthetic principle, harpersbazaar.com, 7 July 2021
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Fashion fades, only style remains the same.


[image: Close quotation]


Coco Chanel


On the importance of timeless style, harpersbazaar.com, 27 August 2021
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