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Introduction


The progressions, inventions, and seismic changes in fashion have taken many forms, and the visionary designers featured in this book are equally eclectic: elegant, outrageous, urbane, eccentric. From revolutionaries to revisionists, provocateurs to aesthetes, in each case their creative output has defined their identity and, ultimately, altered the way we dress. Together they have provided the most memorable fashion moments of modern times. The way they have delivered them has been as diverse as their design ideas.


In fashion, timing is everything. There have been temporary moments of madness, seasons of conformity, years where a particular colour has dominated the landscape, a decade that could be summed up by a single item of clothing. The fascination of fashion has always been its mercurial nature, and the element of surprise is essential. These visionaries have shaken up the fashion world, be it with a radical reworking of proportion, a surprising take on fabrication, an unexpected sartorial combination, or the ingenious redrawing of a silhouette. The subtleties and the shocks are equally relevant and both can have an indelible impact. Landmark happenings – epitomized by Dior’s New Look – seemingly arrive out of nowhere and take the fashion world by storm. With the advantage of hindsight they came to fruition at precisely the right time. Contrary to popular belief, these ideas are not simply a result of divine inspiration, but often a direct reflection of social revolution. The mini, for example, would not have occurred without the advent of the Swinging Sixties, where the abbreviated hemline and air of youthful rebellion worked hand in hand.


Unlike many design disciplines that rely on observation, fashion is completely interactive. It always has the human figure to consider. At its core is an immovable template: the anatomy in motion. Sitting, standing, walking, turning, running are just some of the human manoeuvres that inevitably put a different perspective on a particular silhouette or proportion. Fashion works best when it flatters, but some of the most radical ideas have had the opposite effect. Some designers have exposed parts of the body usually kept under cover, treading a fine line between revealing and concealing – one of the trickiest talents to master. A chosen few have perfected this to a fine art.


The world of fashion is composed of historians and futurists – those who analyze what has gone before, and those who are focused resolutely on the new. Whether they look backwards or forwards, all visionary designers have a common denominator: the ability to make a definitive decision. For those whose life’s work centres on style, making a statement is second nature. Their unique design signature – be it understated or extreme – must not only be consistent, but also continually desirable. Success is often a consequence of perennial reinvention. Consider the case of Chanel and her classic tweed suit, which is still the epitome of modernity despite existing for over half a century. For the consumer, fashion pivots on a handful of key points: culture, climate, identity, sexuality. Occasion is important, but the most telling point is the wearer’s personality. Nothing reveals more about a person’s mood, attitude, approach to life and inner thoughts than the clothes they wear.


The twenty-first-century fashion designer is no longer concerned solely with sartorial matters. Not only do designers need to apply their vision to a variety of market levels – often from couture’s inner sanctum to the relative accessibility of diffusion lines – but to developing their brand across a wide spectrum of products including perfume, handbags, shoes and pillowcases. Among the visionary designers featured in this book are the visionary brand-makers. Some of the world’s most covetable, instantly identifiable labels were a consequence of instinct, often stemming from spotting a gap in the market and producing a prototype, to which the public responded. In many cases that initial idea has changed very little since its conception. Little did they know, years later, that their seed of an idea would turn into a fashion phenomenon worth billions of dollars. The global popularity of some of fashion’s most visionary brands is breathtaking. Even more amazing is the way they have retained their kudos. Within this book there are those revolutionary fashion designers who have completely changed the course of fashion history. The vast majority, however, are simply original thinkers who have made an indelible mark.




‘We have an unerring commitment to quality and craftsmanship.’


Thierry Hermès


1801–1878


GERMANY
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One of the oldest and most revered of French brands, Hermès is a byword for unashamed luxury, famed around the world for its high-quality leather goods and highfashion accessories. Originally a saddler to the aristocracy of Europe, Hermès introduced handbags and clothing after almost a hundred years in business; it took precisely a century to launch the product for which it would become globally synonymous: silk scarves.


The founder was Thierry Hermès, who was born in Krefeld, Germany, but the family moved to France in 1828. In 1837 Thierry established a harness-making shop in Paris, where Napoleon III and Empress Eugénie were early customers. The founder’s son, Charles-Émile Hermès, expanded the line in late 1879. Now manufacturing saddles, a new Hermès branch opened at 24 rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré, where the flagship store remains today.


By 1914, as many as 80 saddle craftsmen were employed in the business. A pioneering company, Hermès was the first to secure exclusive rights to introduce the zip fastener in France, where it was renamed the Hermès fastener. During the 1920s an accessory collection was created, and then clothing was introduced. The 1950s were a turning point for Hermès, as the Kelly bag (then known as the ‘Sac à dépêches’) gained worldwide attention after it was adopted by actress Grace Kelly, who had discovered it on a Paris shopping trip. The second Hermès classic, the Birkin bag, was the result of a chance meeting between actress and singer Jane Birkin and then-Hermès boss Jean-Louis Dumas on a transatlantic flight in 1981.


Hermès retains its original values and rejects any suggestion of mass production; the majority of its products are made in France by craftspeople, often a single artisan carrying out the entire process. Known for making classic accessories rather than cutting-edge fashion, the Hermès range now includes everything from scarves to tableware. The famous silk scarf, first introduced in 1937 to celebrate the company’s centenary, is still manufactured in the same way, being individually screen-printed and hemmed by hand. There have been more than 2,000 designs since production began, and it is claimed that an Hermès scarf is sold somewhere in the world every 25 seconds.


Hermès is as famous for its handmade leather goods as for its scarves. A single handbag can take up to 24 hours to produce and signature bags often have at least a six-month waiting list. In 2004 a Birkin bag made of crocodile, gold and diamonds and costing $81,000 was produced to celebrate this cult bag’s twentieth anniversary.


The Hermès clothing collection has had two high-profile designers at the helm: Martin Margiela (1997–2003; p. 261) and Jean Paul Gaultier (2003–10; p. 249). When Gaultier departed from Hermès he called it ‘a love story. Like all love stories it had to end’.
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Refined, streamlined plaid coat with godet panels, flared cuffed sleeves, cinched waist and chic co-ordinating accessories. 1952.
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Gaultier takes the classic equestrian elements – dressage hat, facial veiling, leather accessories – and pairs it with the subtlety of chiffon drapery. 2004.
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Bringing the brand to the fore in an effective advertisement that illustrates a golfing swing, underlining the company’s sporting angle. 1929.


[image: ]


Classic advertising featuring the three key accessories – Kelly bag, signature print scarf and pair of elegant leather gloves.
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Grace Kelly and Prince Rainier in a paparazzi shot in 1956 that propelled this bag, re-christened the ‘Kelly’, to superstar status.




Thierry Hermès


 1801   Born in Krefeld, Germany (then Prussia)


    -


    -


    -


    -


1810


    -


    -


    -


    -


1820


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1828   Hermès family move to France


    -


1830


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1837   Opens first harness shop in Paris


    -


1840


    -


    -


    -


    -


1850


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1855   Wins first prize in his catergory at the Exposition Universelle, Paris


    -


    -


    -


    -


1860


    -


    -


    -


    -


1870


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1878   Dies and the company is taken over by his sons Charles-Émile and Adolphe


    -


    -


Brand


 1880   Flagship store founded


 1900   The 'Haut à Courroies' bag is created


 1922   First leather bag created with patented zipper


 1929   First women's couture collection previewed in Paris


 1937   Creation and introduction of Hermès silk scarves







‘Clothes have a great deal to do with one’s happiness.’


Charles Frederick Worth


1825–1895


UNITED KINGDOM
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Credited with being the founder of haute couture, Charles Frederick Worth introduced a series of revolutionary firsts. He was the first to show garments on live mannequins and the first to sign his work with a label. His ingenious idea – that dresses should be presented as a finished entity as opposed to individual commissions – was to change the course of couture. Previously socialites, not dressmakers, had set the tone of fashion. The New York Times described Worth as ‘one of the most powerful personages of our epoch’.


With little formal education, Worth taught himself about culture, spending every spare moment studying the great paintings in museums and art galleries. Moving from London to Paris in 1845, he began working in a small dry-goods store, from where he progressed to Maison Gagelin, a house that sold cashmere shawls, fabrics and ready-made coats. This was where Worth began to revolutionize fashion.


Worth married the house model, Marie Vernet. As an accomplished and extremely persuasive salesman, he started to design gowns for her, leading to his being invited to open a department dedicated solely to dressmaking. This was the forerunner to the modern couturier’s atelier, where buyers were invited to inspect the current collection. With his designs evocative of a bygone era, Worth’s talent was spotted by the ladies of the court of Napoleon III.


When Worth was turned down for a partnership in Maison Gagelin, he decided to start his own business. In 1858, together with the Swedish businessman Otto Bobergh, he opened Worth & Bobergh at 7 rue de la Paix. By 1871, the new House of Worth had 1,200 people in his employ, his reputation had reached America and Harper’s Bazaar was writing reviews of his salon. One customer stated: ‘What doesn’t show is as good as what does, so that when the right side is quite worn out I shall simply wear the wrong side.’ His most high-profile client, Empress Eugénie, called him ‘le tyran de la mode’.


His gowns, which cost as much as $10,000, were owned by American society names such as the Carnegies, the rockefellers, the Vanderbilts and the Astors. russian aristocracy, whose extravagant tastes were legendary, also made up a large proportion of Worth’s clientele. Worth was even reputed to have been responsible for the invention of the bustle.


When Worth died in 1895, Harper’s Bazaar waxed lyrical: ‘No painter, no sculptor, no poet, no actor, no novelist of the past three decades has achieved so widespread a fame as that of this dressmaker of the rue de la Paix.’
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Decorative detailing on the sleeve head and voluminous drapery across the torso attract attention to the décolletage. 1894.
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Lavishly embroidered evening dress, with foliage designed to accentuate the seamlines and extended train. 1896.
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Powder pink, silk satin boned corset with criss-cross sequinned decoration, and delicate lace sleeves dotted with rosebuds. 1890.
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Using precisely striped plain and jacquard fabric, and a row of satincovered buttons, the hourglass silhouette is defined. 1884.




Charles Frederick Worth


1820


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1825   Born in Bourne, England


    -


    -


    -


    -


1830


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1838   Works as a book keeper for Swan and Edgar before moving to Lewis and Allenby


 1845   Relocates to Paris; employed by Maison Gagelin


 1851   Marries his muse, Marie Vernet, and contributes prize-winning designs displayed in the Great Exhibition, London


 1855   Worth’s court train dress is exhibited in the Exposition Universelle, Paris


 1858   Otto Bobergh finances the establishment Worth & Bobergh


 1871   Salon re-opens as House of Worth, and customers now include the Empress of France


    -


    -


    -


    -


1890


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1895   Dies in Paris, France


    -


    -


    -


    -


1900


    -


    -


    -


    -


1910


    -


    -


    -


    -


1920


    -


    -


    -


    -


1930


    -


    -


    -


    -


1940







‘Style never means conspicuousness.’


Thomas Burberry


1835 –1926


UNITED KINGDOM
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Equal parts innovator and inventor, Thomas Burberry had a revolutionary sartorial vision that was rooted in sportswear. As a consequence of his ability to observe human nature, understand longevity, appreciate necessity and align it with business acumen, he unwittingly became the founder of one of the most profitable brands on the planet. Although the label is now synonymous with trench coats, a signature check and quintessential Britishness, the Burberry ethos was based on the formulation of one of the world’s first performance fabrics.


Burberry made his name by creating and patenting a material he called gabardine. Lightweight, durable, breathable and encompassing all the properties associated with the most enduring textiles, in a world populated by heavy, inflexible outdoor materials, it was a revelation. Few fashion statements are still as relevant a century after their creation, but the Burberry raincoat, subject to numerous fashionable incarnations, remains the brand’s international bestseller.


Born into the farming community in the county of Surrey, Burberry served his apprenticeship at a local draper’s shop before opening his own clothing outfitters at 21 years old, in Basingstoke. His store was frequented by customers who took part in traditional English country pursuits – fishing, foxhunting, horseriding – and it was the sporting passions of the local people that were the inspiration for the collection. Burberry’s aim was to create a line of clothing that not only appealed aesthetically, but more importantly, was adapted to a temperamental climate and fulfilled the demands of country life. In 1888 Burberry patented gabardine, going on to sell it wholesale. By 1891, the company had grown to the extent that it relocated to central London. A decade later, Burberry had made sufficient impact on an international scale that a Paris branch was opened.


In the same way that celebrities were to become an integral part of Burberry’s twenty-first-century success, in the company’s early days it was endorsement from explorers that underlined the Burberry brand. In 1897, Major F. G. Jackson, famed for mapping parts of the Arctic Circle, wore Burberry. Celebrated aviator Claude Grahame-White donned Burberry attire when he became the first person to fly between London and Manchester in less than 24 hours. The most famous link was roald Amundsen, who in 1911 became the first person to reach the South Pole. After the global impact of the Antarctic expedition, Burberry created the predecessor to what would become a classic – the trench coat. Called the ‘Tielocken coat’, it featured a single strap, buckle fastening and button at the collar, and enjoyed great popularity with army officers during World War I. In 1912, Burberry made and supplied the gabardine tent that accompanied robert Scott on his attempt to reach the South Pole wearing Burberry. The Burberry identity was established. During the 1930s the company branched into winter sports outfits. Today, the essential Burberry ingredients remain intact.
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The trench is restyled for the twenty-first century with subtle changes in proportion and the addition of fur edging. 2006.
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With minor differences between the male and female versions, this classically cut trench coat, c. 1930, has adhered to the same template for decades.
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The renewed emphasis on winter sports in the mid 1920s required a revolutionary wardrobe of technological textile advances and lightweight fabrics.
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The signature check, originally present in the trench coat lining, is translated into a zipped gilet for Autumn/Winter 2001.
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Since the intervention of American retail supremo Rose Marie Bravo in the mid 1990s, Burberry has enjoyed phenomenal global success.




Thomas Burberry


1820


    -


    -


    -


    -


1830


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1835   Born in Brockham Green, England


    -


    -


    -


    -


1840


    -


    -


    -


    -


1850


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1856   Burberry brand is founded


    -


    -


    -


    -


1860


    -


    -


    -


    -


1870


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1891   Company opens first London store at No. 30 Haymarket


 1897   Major F. G. Jackson is photographed wearing Burberry


    -


    -


    -


    -


1900


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1911   Roald Amundsen reached the South Pole wearing Burberry


 1912   The Tielocken coat (trench coat) is patented


 1913   Burberry’s new store opens at No. 18–21 Haymarket, designed by architect Walter Cave


 1917   Retires to Abbots Court, Dorset


    -


    -


    -


    -


1920


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1926   Dies in Hook, England


    -


    -


    -


    -


1930


    -


    -


    -


    -


1940









‘Fashion is not always about what’s new. It’s also about what’s good.’


Jeanne Lanvin


1867–1946


FRANCE
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The oldest French fashion house still in existence was founded by an incurable romantic called Jeanne Lanvin. ‘I act on impulse and believe in instinct,’ she said in 1934. ‘My dresses aren’t premeditated. I am carried away by feeling and technical knowledge helps me make my clothes become a reality.’ The Lanvin signatures of subtlety and femininity were underlined by inventive embellishment. Delicate embroideries, ruffles, appliqués, quilting, velvet flowers, lace rosettes and free-flowing ribbons in a palette of pretty shades were a few of the many decorative effects Lanvin deployed. Called the ‘fairy godmother of the jeune fille’, she deftly combined sophisticated fabrics with an air of youthful refinement.


At 13 years old, Lanvin underwent a dressmaking apprenticeship at the House of Talbot before training in millinery techniques at Madame Félix. The financial investment of a wealthy client enabled Lanvin to establish her own millinery workshop, but it was clothes designed for her daughter that became the catalyst for a new business venture. Prompted by requests from admirers, Lanvin made adult versions of the infant outfits, creating a collection that captured both the women’s and the girls’ markets.


The multitalented Lanvin discovered she was just as at ease creating elegant interiors as she was in the sphere of fashion and in 1920 she expanded her business to include Lanvin Décoration. A year after the opening, Lanvin was commissioned to collaborate with Armand-Albert rateau on the interior decoration of the Théâtre Daunou in Paris. The 1920s were an era of diversification and empire-building for the House of Lanvin. receiving increasing press coverage and refusing to rest on her laurels, she introduced bathing suits, sportswear, leisurewear, menswear, furs and lingerie. A dye factory was established in Nanterre to produce a specialist colour spectrum, in particular a shade of cornflower blue later christened Lanvin Blue. Exquisite shades inspired by a Fra Angelico fresco in Florence became a key signature in the Lanvin look. Her clientele straddled the worlds of celebrity and royalty, with the queens of Italy and romania wearing Lanvin, in addition to cinematic stars Marlene Dietrich and Mary Pickford.


In recognition of her achievements, in 1926 Lanvin became the first female couturier to be named a Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur, and in 1938 was elevated to Officier de la Légion d’Honneur. When Lanvin died in 1946, aptly her daughter, who had been the catalyst for her mother’s career, took over the house.
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This drawing shows Lanvin appealing to two generations with both understated femininity and girlish charm. 1920.
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Combining fluidity and flattery, this floor-length evening dress from 1932 puts emphasis on defined back detail and full, softly gathered sleeves.
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Taking a quintessentially French colour palette, Lanvin combines it with pale flowers, fitted bodice and full skirt. 1920.
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The simplistic structure of this evening dress is infused with sophistication, gathered at the neck and waist, and draped over the shoulder. 1930.




Jeanne Lanvin


1860


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1867   Born in Paris, France


    -


    -


    -


    -


1870


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1880   Trains as dressmaker at House of Talbot and undertakes an apprenticeship at milliner Madame Félix


 1889   Begins hatmaking business in rue Boissy d’Anglais, Paris, before opening on rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré


    -


    -


    -


    -


1900


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1909   Joins the Syndicat de la Couture


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1919   Introduces the ‘Robe de Style’ bouffant skirted dress


 1920   Establises interiors business, collaborating with celebrated designer Armand-Albert Rateau


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1926   Awarded Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur; Menswear introduced into the Lanvin range


 1927   Creates Lanvin Perfumes and launches ‘Arpège’


    -


    -


    -


    -


1930


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1939   Shows her designs at the Golden Gate International Exposition in San Francisco


 1940   Elected to the governing committee of the Chambre Syndicale de la Couture


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1946   Dies in Paris; her daughter Marie-Blanche de Polignac takes over management of the house


    -


    -


    -


    -


1950







‘Faithfully antique, but markedly original.’


Mariano Fortuny


1871–1949


SPAIN
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The multitalented Mariano Fortuny became famous for his luminous pleated silk, but he was also a chemist, an artist, an accomplished designer of theatrical sets and an inventor of lighting constellations. Fortuny’s Delphos gown, on the surface sublime in its simplicity, was in fact a technical masterpiece. Merging perpendicular folds with Classical form, it became a template for sartorial ingenuity. It also had social implications. Embodying as it did the fundamental beliefs of the rational and Aesthetic dress movements, the Delphos gown was a symbol of female empowerment. Flowing easily over the body, it celebrated freedom. Fortuny’s fashion statement was the polar opposite of the restrictive corsetry of that time.


With artist parents who had their own collection of exquisite antique fabrics, Fortuny was surrounded by aesthetic inspiration as a child. After his father’s death, his mother relocated the family from Spain to Paris, where Fortuny began his artistic instruction with Orientalist Jean-Joseph Benjamin-Constant, and in 1889 they moved again to Venice. From an early age, Fortuny enjoyed concocting an experimental colour palette and working out ways of reinventing fabric.


Early in his career, his interests were predominantly theatrical. Fascinated by the thespian world and operatic environments, in 1892 Fortuny travelled to Bayreuth, Germany, to see Wagner’s famous theatre. He collaborated with the composer, primarily as a set designer, but also as a lighting technician, patenting a new lamp in 1901 and predicting that ‘theatrical scenery will be able to transform itself in tune with music’. Travelling through Europe, Fortuny met his muse and wife-to-be, Henriette Negrin, while in Paris. returning to Venice, and with his interest in fashion reinvigorated, in 1906 Fortuny created the Knossos scarf, which was a length of pleated fabric, designed primarily for the theatre. This classic accessory was to be in production for almost a quarter of a century. Fortuny viewed his Delphos dress as an invention rather than a fashion statement, and in 1907 patented not only the design but also the textile-pleating technique.


He opened a boutique in Paris in 1909, which was followed two years later by an exhibition at the Louvre. In 1918 he married Negrin, and a year afterwards opened a factory in the grounds of the former convent on the Venetian island of Giudecca. In 1920 he opened a new shop in Paris, next door to a boutique owned by Paul Poiret (p. 33).


Fortuny was famously secretive, and his methods of fabric manipulation and production were closely guarded. His colour palette was exquisite. ‘No other dyer in the world seems to get the marvellous… sea-greens, the rusty autumn-reds, and all the others,’ said Vogue. The great French novelist Marcel Proust and the American dancer Isadora Duncan were both fans of Fortuny’s art. At heart he was a classicist, creating a handful of key silhouettes, which are still synonymous with the Fortuny identity.
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Revolutionary, unrestrictive, and designed to glide over the body, this Fortuny dress has all the hallmarks of classical Greek drapery.
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Hand-dyed dress featuring perpendicular tubular pleating, a scooped neckline and waist belt decoration.
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Tubular, pleated silk evening dress and square-cut jacket in gold stamped silk velvet, c. 1927.
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The simple Fortuny accessory: a deep blue, velvet tie-belt with intricate golden overprint.




Mariano Fortuny


 1871   Born in Granada, Spain


    -


    -


    -


    -


1880


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1889   Studies art at the Accademia in Venice


 1892   Discovers Wagner and begins designing for the theatre


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1897   Awarded gold medal for his painting The Flower Girls at the Munich International Festival of Art


    -


    -


    -


    -


1900


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1905   Acquires freehold of Palazzo Orfei, later known as Palazzo Fortuny, Venice


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1909   Opens the first Fortuny boutique, located in the Palazzo


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1919   Fabbrica Fortuny is founded, equipped with machinery made to Fortuny’s specifications


    -


    -


    -


    -


1930


    -


    -


    -


    -


1940


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1949   Dies at Palazzo Orfei, Venice, Italy


    -


    -


    -


    -


1960







‘I have never insisted on ornaments. I use them on the sole condition that they complement the construction of the dress.’


Madeleine Vionnet


1876 –1975


FRANCE
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Eliminating everything except the finest fabric and exquisite cut, Madeleine Vionnet dispensed with the standard elements of accentuation and instead celebrated the female form. ‘I have proved,’ she declared, ‘that material falling freely on an uncorseted body was the most harmonious of spectacles.’ Inspired by ancient Greek drapery and modern dance, Vionnet believed in fluidity and freedom of movement. Her designs – uncomplicated on the surface, but a result of genius geometry in reality – were to form a landmark in fashion history. Vionnet’s trademark – the bias cut – was her basis for these designs. Working three-dimensionally using a miniature mannequin with articulated limbs, Vionnet draped, pinned, sculpted and rearranged crepe and satin to achieve the desired effect. ‘For me, the idea of a dress is mental,’ she said. ‘I conceive it and create it by dreaming. And finally, after searching, I end up holding it in my hands.’


At 17, Vionnet joined the House of Vincent in Paris, where within two years she had become the head seamstress. Employed by Kate Reily in London, and then by Callot Soeurs and Jacques Doucet in Paris, Vionnet eventually opened her own salon in 1912 in Paris. After the war the house reopened with a new financial structure and a logo designed by the Florentine Futurist artist Ernesto Michahelles, known as Thayaht. His drawing of a woman wearing an understated dress standing on a Classical column encased in a circle was the beginning of a collaboration that would include his input on design, colour palette and motifs.


The Vionnet atelier was, in common with Vionnet’s approach to making clothes, precise, inventive and incredibly organized. She provided employees with dental and medical care, childcare facilities, a dining room and 21 workshops. In 1925, she launched her first fragrances, their single letter titles A, B, C and D echoing her unpretentious, modern approach to fashion. By 1932, Vionnet had a total of 21 ateliers, but seven years later she planned to retire. She refused to sell her name, and the house was liquidated in 1945. In 1952 she donated the vast majority of her archive to the newly formed Union Française des Arts du Costume. This included 120 dresses from 1921 to 1939, 75 copyright albums and 750 toiles, in addition to account records, table linen, original drawings and part of her personal library. When Vionnet died at the age of 98, ardent admirer Diana Vreeland paid tribute. ‘She was the quintessence of elegance,’ said Vreeland to the New York Times. ‘There is no one to compare her with.’
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Arranging fabric in a geometric formation which fell beautifully across the body was the key to Vionnet’s genius. 1934.
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The potent combination of purity, exacting proportion and technical prowess is present in this 1931 gown, worn by house model Sonia.
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Two takes on bias cutting: the relative austerity of the wrap paired with the suggestiveness of a revealing evening dress. 1932.
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The deceptive simplicity of the brand. Underlined by Grecian references, this design by Thayaht was used on headed paper and invitation cards. 1919.




Madeleine Vionnet


 1876   Born in Loiret, France


    -


    -


    -


    -


1880


    -


    -


    -


    -


1890


    -


    -


    -


    -


1900


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1907   Joins designer Jacques Doucet


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1912   Founds her own house, Vionnet


 1914   The house is closed due to the onset of World War I


    -


    -


    -


    -


1920


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1923   House re-established as the ‘Temple of Fashion’


 1924   First Vionnet garments bearing the ‘MV’ monogram produced


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1929   Awarded the Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur


 1931   Vionnet’s genius captured by Vogue photographer George Hoyningen-Huene


 1934   Launches ‘Temptation’ perfume, power and lipstick


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1939   At the outbreak of World War II, Vionnet closes her house


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1948   Jacques Fath includes tribute to Vionnet in his ‘Hollywood 25’ Ball


    -


    -


    -


    -


1950


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1952   Donates her archive to the Union Française des Arts du Costume


    -


    -


    -


    -


1960


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1971   City of Paris presents Vionnet with gold medal in recognition of her contribution to fashion


    -


    -


    -


    -


 1975   Dies in Paris, France







‘I freed the bust, but shackled the legs.’


Paul Poiret


1879–1944


FRANCE
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The pioneering couturier Paul Poiret was a breath of fresh air at the beginning of the twentieth century. During his spectacular career he banished the corset, shackled the legs and introduced a series of revolutionary proportions including harem pants, lampshade tunics and hobble skirts. A brilliant self-publicist, Poiret entered the world of haute couture with the intention of questioning contemporary fashion. ‘Am I mad when I try to put art into my dresses, or when I say that couture is an art?’ he wondered.


As a teenager, Poiret took his sketches to the most prominent couture houses and Madeleine Chéruit became his first patron, purchasing 12 of his designs. In 1898, by then working for Jacques Doucet, he created a red wool cloak lined in grey crepe de Chine that became a bestseller. However, it was a black tulle and taffeta cloak designed for actress Gabrielle Réjane in a production entitled Zaza that would make his name. ‘When they saw it appear, the audience foresaw the end of the play… Thenceforth, I was established chez Doucet and in all of Paris,’ he recalled. When Poiret left Doucet in 1900 he was already head of the tailoring department; moving to the House of Worth, he was employed specifically to design simple practical garments to counterpoint the extravagant signature pieces.


With the knowledge gleaned from his time at Doucet and Worth, Poiret founded his own house in 1903. He married Denise Boulet, who would become both his muse and his artistic director. Poiret’s plans were ambitious – he attempted to banish uniformity and eliminate corsetry. He began to liberate the body by eliminating first the petticoat, then the corset, and showed a preference for uncomplicated classical lines – Greek drapery, the Japanese kimono. Following the success of his costumes for the Ballets Russes’ production of Scheherazade in 1910, Poiret embraced Orientalism. He staged an extravagant fancy-dress party at his home in Paris that he called ‘The Thousand And Second night’, with his wife dressed in silk harem pants, which would inspire his new silhouette.


By 1913, Poiret’s reputation had reached America. He toured department stores and delivered a series of lectures. The New York Times was definitive in its praise, running the headline ‘Poiret, Creator of Fashion Is Here’. When Poiret enlisted into the army as a military tailor at the outbreak of World War I, his house was forced to close.


The relaunch of the House of Poiret after the war was the beginning of its decline. Now, with Chanel (p. 41) as the new name in Paris, Poiret’s star was on the descendant. His legendary status was secured, but he died destitute in 1944.
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