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INTRODUCTION


Born into the wealth and privilege of an aristocratic family, Schiaparelli was different from early childhood. Chafing against the stifling social codes of the upper classes, the young Elsa rebelled, first getting sent to a convent school as punishment for writing “romantic” poetry, before running away from her family to avoid an arranged marriage. In London, she met “psychic” Willem de Wendt, and the two were engaged the very next day. Although the marriage didn’t last, it gave Schiaparelli a taste for the showmanship that would distinguish her in her fashion career.


A part of Paris’s bohemian set, Schiaparelli was constantly surrounded by painters, sculptors, writers and photographers – some of whom were the most famous of the twentieth century. She collaborated with Salvador Dalí, worked with Jean Coucteau and was inspired by Pablo Picasso, elevating fashion into the realm of high art.


Beyond a keen collaborator, Schiaparelli was an inventor of the fantastical in her own right. She loved to inspire shock and surprised, evident in her signature shade, “Shocking Pink”, and “Shocking” perfume. She was the first designer to create themed collections, turning fashion shows into spectacles. She elevated hardware, creating detailed buttons and showcasing zippers in her designs. She also pioneered structured swimwear, the split skirt and the wrap dress, as well as matching jackets to go with evening dresses.


Without Schiaparelli, one can only imagine what everyday clothing would look like today. The revival of the House of Schiaparelli under the creative directorship of Daniel Roseberry has no doubt ensured the house’s continued relevance for many years to come, blending innovative design with high-concept conversation.












CHAPTER ONE



ELSA BEFORE SCHIAPARELLI


BORN INTO THE WEALTH AND PRIVILEGE OF AN ARISTOCRATIC ITALIAN FAMILY, THE YOUNG ELSA SCHIAPARELLI REBELLED AGAINST HER STRICT UPBRINGING, BOUNCING BETWEEN NEW YORK AND LONDON BEFORE SETTLING INTO HER ADOPTED HOME OF PARIS.


THE MANY EXPERIENCES OF HER YOUTH WOULD LATER GREATLY INSPIRE HER WORK.










Elsa Luisa Maria Schiaparelli was born in Rome on 10 September 1890 to a Neapolitan aristocrat mother and a scholarly father.








[image: Open quotation]


As a child Schiap was definitely difficult. She still is.


[image: Close quotation]


Elsa Schiaparrelli


Writing in the third person, recounts her childhood, elledecoration.co.uk, 16 September 2020







[image: Open quotation]


What one has to understand about her was that she had a very, very unpromising facade. She really didn’t crack a smile. She really didn’t show a frown. She was impassive on the surface, but underneath she loved color. She loved form.


[image: Close quotation]


Meryle Secrest


Biographer, on Elsa Schiaparelli’s childhood, npr.org, transcript of “‘Schiaparelli’: The Shocking, Shadowed Life of a Fashion Icon”, 11 October 2014








[image: Open quotation]


I had one fixed idea in my head: to save myself from the monotony of salon life and bourgeois hypocrisy. Because of my avant-garde ideas, I was considered crazy.


[image: Close quotation]


Elsa Schiaparelli


On being judged for her liberal ideals, vanityfair.it, 25 July 2023 (translated to English from original Italian)







[image: Open quotation]


Schiaparelli’s own recollection of childhood appears to rollercoaster endlessly through disappointments … and a constant stream of practical jokes.


[image: Close quotation]


Emma Baxter-Wright


Fashion historian, on Schiaparelli’s childhood, Little Book of Schiaparelli by Emma Baxter-Wright, 2020










Schiaparelli was born into an intellectual family.


Her father, Celestino Schiaparelli, was an accomplished scholar of the Islamic world and the Middle Ages, and an authority on Sanskrit. He also served as the Dean of the Sapienza University of Rome.


Her uncle, Giovanni Schiaparelli, discovered canals on Mars.










[image: Open quotation]


Elsa’s strait-laced family seemed resigned to her acts of lunacy, which played a significant role in family life.


[image: Close quotation]


Emma Baxter-Wright


Fashion historian, on Schiaparelli’s family, Little Book of Schiaparelli by Emma Baxter-Wright, 2020










[image: Open quotation]


Even at an early age, the need for personal freedom, which she later expressed in her designs, was her first priority. She was prone to mischievous pranks that often had adult consequences.


[image: Close quotation]


Jan Giler Reeder


Art historian, on Schiaparelli’s prioritisation of freedom, metmuseum.org, 1 May 2011










As a child, Schiaparelli was imaginative and creative. She shocked her conservative family by penning an expressive volume of poetry called Arethusa.


This alarmed her family, to the point that they sent her to a convent boarding school in Switzerland.


She rebelled, went on hunger strike and was quickly taken home.
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