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Street style as seen at Paris Fashion Week, Autumn/Winter 2019.
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INTRODUCTION


The history of an iconic accessory, from its very origins until the present day, is revealed in this celebration of the Chanel handbag. Synonymous with Parisian elegance and sophistication, the Chanel bag has become so embedded in popular culture that it has transcended the confines of the fashion world.


In the first chapter, the life of the incredible woman behind the brand, Gabrielle ‘Coco’ Chanel, reveals a visionary and entrepreneur whose passion and talent broke barriers, paving the way for many designers who followed in her footsteps. She designed the Little Black Dress, Chanel No. 5 perfume, her famous classic suit and, of course, the 2.55, a timeless handbag that revolutionized the world of fashion. This elegant diamond-stitched leather bag became significant because it made it acceptable for a woman to wear a bag hanging from her shoulder, allowing her to be hands-free. The 2.55 is described in great detail in chapter two, which documents its origins and rich history, while the third chapter is a wonderful roll-call of Chanel’s most iconic masterpieces, from Karl Lagerfeld’s classic 11.12 and Virginie Viard’s Chanel 22 to showstopping novelty bags.


The fourth chapter explores popular culture, and how the brand and the bags, specifically, have become so much a part of our everyday lives in ways unimaginable to Coco herself. And, in the last chapter, a behind-the-scenes look at making the bag explores many of the techniques utilized in the creating of these true works of art. You’ll also enjoy reading a comprehensive authenticating guide, should you be searching for your perfect Chanel bag in the preloved market.
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Model Binx Walton in a 2014 advertisement with a pink tweed Chanel flap bag.


















CHAPTER
1




A BRIEF HISTORY OF CHANEL


‘Other designers pursued fashion, whereas I created style.’


Coco Chanel
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Gabrielle ‘Coco’ Chanel in Paris in 1944.












GABRIELLE ‘COCO’ CHANEL


The House of Chanel is not only synonymous with quintessential elegance and style but is possibly the most recognized and revered fashion house of all time. Founded in 1910, the designer behind the iconic brand was the French couturier Gabrielle (‘Coco’) Bonheur Chanel – a colourful character whose passion, ambition and drive changed the face of fashion forever.


Although she lived at the Ritz on the Place Vendôme, Paris, for more than 30 years, followers from all over the world still make the pilgrimage to the eighteenth-century building on 31 rue Cambon, which was once her private apartment and workspace – a very modern concept at the time. Her first shop, Chanel Modes, which opened in 1910, was actually a few doors down at 21 rue Cambon and sold millinery to French actresses and socialites – who soon helped to establish her name. Eight years later, Coco moved to the larger No. 31, acquiring the whole building to reflect her growing reputation and accommodate her new clothing and accessories line that would include handbags. And while the House of Chanel’s impressive 1,500-square metre (16,000-square foot) flagship store is at No. 19 on that same street, it’s the four-storey building at 31 rue Cambon that still operates as the fashion empire’s beating heart, the centre of operations and Parisian HQ. Its layout remains as it was then: with a boutique on the ground floor, a first-floor reception room where fittings were carried out and collections were presented, and the legendary mirrored staircase – from where it is said that Coco stood on the fifth step to view them. The stairs led on to her lavish, treasure-filled second-floor apartment; the late Karl Lagerfeld’s studio (now Virginie Viard’s workshop) was on the third floor; and the haute couture atelier in the attic is where a hundred seamstresses still work exclusively by hand.


There is an undeniable air of mystery surrounding Coco Chanel, who often recounted inconsistent stories about her life – an attempt perhaps to rewrite history and leave her past firmly behind. She was controversial and superstitious by nature, and despite her humble beginnings, was destined for extraordinary things. Fascinated by astrology, her own birth sign, Leo, featured prominently in her world (she surrounded herself with lion ornaments and statues in her apartment, and used the image to embellish some of her accessories, such as buttons and handbag clasps). She was also drawn to symbols, like her beloved camellia flowers (to which she was introduced by her great love, Arthur ‘Boy’ Capel), favouring them for their simplicity and purity; the image of wheat to represent prosperity (a recurrent theme in her apartment); and her lucky number, which was – of course – the number five, having been told so by a fortune teller.


Gabrielle Chanel was born in 1883, in a poorhouse in Saumur, a market town in the Loire Valley. Her father was a travelling salesman and, when she was just 12 years old, her mother died suddenly. Unable to take care of his children, her father took Gabrielle’s two brothers to work on a farm, while she and her two sisters were placed in a Catholic orphanage in Aubazine, which was run by the Sisters of the Congregation of the Sacred Heart of Mary. There she was taught to sew, iron and embroider. From the convent she went to the Notre Dame finishing school in Moulins, after which she found a job in the same town as a seamstress. But the free-spirited Gabrielle Chanel also sang in the local cabaret clubs where she enjoyed performing a repertoire of just two songs: ‘Ko-Ko-Ri-Ko’ and ‘Qui qu’a vu Coco?’: this is how she acquired her stage name – and nickname – ‘Coco’. The clubs where she sang were often frequented by off-duty soldiers of the Tenth Light Horse infantryman regiment, one of whom was Étienne Balsan, a wealthy French aristocrat from a distinguished family in the textile industry.
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Coco Chanel in her apartment at the Ritz hotel in Paris in1960.








Enchanted by each other, they became lovers, and at the age of 25, established as his mistress, she moved to his residence, a château in Royallieu, north-east of Paris, where he bred race horses. He introduced Coco to French high society, where she raised a few eyebrows with her unusual, gamine, playful looks of short flapper hemlines and bobbed hair. She began to design a line of simple, embellished straw boater hats, which she wore herself and also sold to her new-found customer base. Balsan believed in her talent, and was the first to support her growing business. Through Balsan, Chanel met Captain Arthur ‘Boy’ Capel, a distinguished, stylish and intellectual English polo player from Sheffield, whose wealth came from the coal-mining industry, and who would become the love of her life. Boy also stood by her vision and together with Balsan would fund her pursuits in years to come. When Coco and Capel fell in love, she left Balsan for Capel, and the couple moved to Paris. Capel financed her boutiques in the holiday resort of Deauville (which launched her as a fully-fledged fashion designer) and in Biarritz. He also funded the first shop in rue Cambon. But it was to be a short-lived affair: Boy married an English aristocrat, Lady Diana Wyndham, in 1918, and was tragically killed in a car crash the following year, allegedly en route to a Christmas rendezvous with Chanel.


Coco Chanel was ahead of her time. She was rebellious by nature, and her minimalist aesthetic of pure lines and simple colours was a breath of fresh air at a time when women’s clothes were mostly decorative, heavy and impractical, such as the obligatory restrictive corset. A true feminist, she revolutionized the female silhouette, favouring androgyny and transformed twentieth-century fashion, based on her own personal preferences, including sport. Although during the First World War women had started to wear trousers and jumpsuits in the workplace, Coco Chanel was the first to offer these as a fashion statement and the first to include tailored skirt-suits in women’s collections. She had a good eye for fabrics and she used jersey to make clothes – a low-cost and modest textile available to her at a time of war shortages. It had previously only been used to make men’s underwear and hosiery, but it perfectly suited the minimalist shapes and athleisure styles she sold in her Deauville boutique, which she opened in 1913.
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Coco Chanel and Arthur ‘Boy’ Capel on the beach in Saint-Jean-de-Luz in 1917.
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A Chanel Christmas window, depicting the brand’s lion and interlocking CC logo.
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Chanel at work in 1937, just before the Second World War forced the fashion house to close.








She was an influencer of her time: she made suntans fashionable and, in another stroke of genius, created the very first designer perfume in 1921, named after her lucky number. It was later made famous by Marilyn Monroe when she declared, in an interview with Life magazine in 1952, that the only thing she wore in bed was Chanel No. 5. Coco Chanel also took a monochrome approach to colour, possibly inspired by the habits worn by the nuns she grew up with – favouring black, white and beige. This led her to create a simple black dress that was suitable to transition from day to evening wear. It was instantly nicknamed the Little Black Dress and, in October 1926, American Vogue successfully predicted it would become a timeless wardrobe staple.


Equally iconic is the Chanel logo, which first appeared on the Chanel No. 19 perfume bottle. Designed in 1925, there are several stories behind the origin of the two interlocking Cs that, still today, are synonymous with elegance and prestige. Some say Coco designed the branding inspired by the stained-glass window in a chapel in Aubazine; others claim that it comprises her own linked initials, like a coat of arms. A more romantic version describes the interlocking ‘C’s as representing an eternal connection between Coco and her true love, Boy Capel.


Chanel had reached the dizzy heights of fashion and was now employing around 3,500 people across the business. She was at the centre of the Parisian social scene, in an eclectic world that brought together bohemian artists and aristocrats alike – including the 2nd Duke of Westminster, Churchill, Picasso, Stravinsky and Luchino Visconti, among many others.


In 1939, when the Second World War broke out, the House of Chanel closed its doors to the public, with the exception of the perfume boutique. Coco resided at the Ritz and became involved in a scandalous affair with German officer and diplomat Hans Günther von Dincklage, known as ‘Spatz’. After the war, rumours that Chanel had worked as a spy led to her arrest, but she was released just hours later – some say due to her connections with the Duke of Westminster and Winston Churchill. Coco and Spatz moved to Switzerland for eight years and she returned to Paris in 1954, at the age of 71, ready to reopen for business – according to Marlene Dietrich ‘because she was dying of boredom’.
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A red Chanel chevron flap bag with a ‘Leo the Lion’ clasp detail, c. 2010–11.








Chanel picked up where she’d left off and her first post-exile collection was particularly successful in America. Her success continued to grow, and although she had previously designed bags (the first dates back to 1929), it was in February of 1955 that she created the handbag that would make history and revolutionize the world of accessories as we know it today. Talking to her friend, the author Paul Morand, she said: ‘Tired of carrying my bag in my hand and losing it, I added a strap and wore it as a shoulder bag’. She called it the 2.55, to mark the date it was created, and unlike other bags of the time, it was elegant and had a thin, practical shoulder chain-strap (inspired by soldiers’ bags) that freed the user’s hands. The 2.55 handbag was ground-breaking: functional and versatile in equal measure, making it the perfect accessory and a cultural icon for ever more.


The brilliance of the Chanel handbag lies in its simple-yet-functional design, which gives it incredible versatility (taking the wearer from red carpet to school run) making it, arguably, the perfect accessory. But Gabrielle Chanel’s talents stretched far beyond her workshop: she was a master of branding and marketing, as well as fully understanding her customers’ needs. Through the many symbols and motifs she repeatedly used – from camellia flowers to tweed and quilted leather – Coco told her story. Decades later, these famous references remain as relevant and instantly recognizable as they were then. And her legacy – a little piece of fashion history – lives on in the many handbags imagined by the House.



LAGERFELD AND VIARD


In 1971, at the age of 87, Gabrielle Chanel died peacefully in her apartment at the Ritz. The fashion world mourned her loss, and although the Maison de Couture continued, Coco’s legacy was a hard act to follow. It wasn’t until 1983, 12 years later, that the House became notably relevant once more, when German designer Karl Lagerfeld – with his trademark look of black suit and white collar, dark sunglasses, heavy jewellery, fingerless gloves and a ponytail – assumed the helm as creative director.


With renewed energy, he initially took charge of the haute couture lines, and the following year also oversaw the ready-to-wear collections, casting off rumours that the label was becoming old-fashioned. Lagerfeld was faithful to the brand and delved into the archives, where he studied, captured and understood Coco’s language – the essence and symbolism of Chanel. He referenced and incorporated her ideology into his designs (her logo, quilting, gold chains), and by reworking, deconstructing and updating, made them relevant to popular and celebrity culture and to the age of social media. In the process, he was able to modernize and transform the House, reinstating its former glory and placing it firmly back on the fashion map where it has remained ever since.
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