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[image: Woman modeling a Chanel suit]




Actress Simone Ashley at the Chanel autumn/winter 2025 ready-to-wear collection.










Expand / collapse Extended Description

A woman is modeling a Chanel suit consisting of a cropped jacket and matching skirt in a multicolored tweed fabric. The suit features gold buttons and a layered chain belt with a heart charm. She is also carrying a small black quilted bag.












INTRODUCTION


The Chanel suit is one of fashion’s most enduring designs. From its first iteration as a belted jacket and long skirt in the 1910s, to the soft cardigan with four pockets and braiding that Chanel introduced in the 1950s, the suit has been the reliable symbol of elegance and sophistication for over a century. The suit jacket’s basic blazer or cardigan structure, the nubbly texture of the fabric, the gilt buttons, the pockets and braiding, all conjure up a feeling of Parisian chic, sophistication, taste and expense.


‘Some clothes never go out of fashion, such as jeans, a white shirt, and the Chanel jacket,’ Karl Lagerfeld once said, and when all three are combined, it’s an instant mood. Coco Chanel may have disapproved of jeans, preferring to team the jacket with a calf-length skirt, but the sheer versatility of the suit jacket means that it can be adapted for any occasion. The jacket worn alone can add sex appeal to a miniskirt and polish to a pair of jeans, or can be worn more conservatively, with a matching shirt and heels for workplace power dressing. The Chanel suit was originally intended to be worn with a blouse that matched the silk lining, but now it’s teamed with band T-shirts, crop tops, or even with nothing underneath.


Woven into the fabric of the Chanel suit is the history of women’s liberation, with its popularity coinciding with profound changes taking place at the end of the First World War. At the same time as some women were earning the right to vote, and experiencing a new form of autonomy, Coco Chanel was creating clothes to support women’s progress and rights. She loosened the waistline, raised the hems and placed pockets in jackets and skirts to free their hands from carrying bags: ‘The elegance of clothing comes with the freedom to move,’ she once said.
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Marie-Hélène Arnaud in September 1958, in the full iteration of the classic suit, in Coco Chanel’s rue Cambon apartment.
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Marie-Hélène Arnaud leaning on a balcony in a Chanel suit






[image: Coco Chanel in the 1920s]




Chanel in Los Angeles in 1931, in the cardigan jacket and skirt that had become her uniform.
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A black and white photograph of Coco Chanel standing on a staircase. She is wearing a light-colored, long skirt and a matching cardigan-style jacket over a blouse, accessorized with a belt and a small hat.




The ethos of Chanel’s brand was to borrow items from men’s wardrobes and then elevate them to luxurious femininity. During her long affair with the Duke of Westminster in the 1920s, Coco Chanel was fascinated by the attire of the British upper classes, and after borrowing the Duke’s tweed suits for hunting and fishing, she was inspired to make softer cardigan jackets for city living. The second iteration of the Chanel jacket arrived almost ten years after the end of the Second World War, at a time when Christian Dior’s New Look had transformed fashion. Rather than using yards of fabric and cinching and padding a woman’s body like Dior, Coco Chanel launched her streamlined tweed and jersey suit in 1954. Without shoulder pads or bust darts, it was supple, easy and breathable, and it quickly became a status symbol for Hollywood stars, politicians’ wives and royalty. ‘I wanted to dress them in suits that make them feel at ease, but that still emphasize femininity,’ Chanel said, and once she hit on the right formula, she saw no sense in changing it.


She had an instinct for how to cut the jacket so that it fitted each of her customers perfectly, and her formula was like a secret promise. The stitching was almost invisible, the silk lining was a hidden luxury, and the metal chain sewn into the hem of the jacket prevented sagging. Chanel introduced braiding around the edges, and the buttons were embellished with the various meaningful symbols of her brand, such as the lion’s head, the white camellia, a sheaf of wheat or the signature double-C.


After Chanel’s death in 1971, the house continued to produce the Chanel suit to the same formula, with a succession of designers temporarily filling her shoes. Philippe Guibourgé developed Chanel’s first ready-to-wear collection in the late seventies, finally allowing more women to purchase a Chanel suit at the tenth of the price. By the early eighties, it was a reliable, if not a little staid, uniform for women, but it wasn’t until Karl Lagerfeld was appointed creative director in 1983 that the Chanel suit was elevated to a new level. Over the next forty years he played with proportions, elongating the jackets and skirts, shrinking them into micro-minis, leaving the jackets open to reveal microscopic bikini tops and piling on heavy chain belts and necklaces. Following Lagerfeld’s death in 2019, Virginie Viard ensured the legacy of Coco Chanel was honoured by respectfully updating the suit for the modern woman.


From other top couturiers to high-street labels, the Chanel suit has been endlessly imitated, but only the real deal has the guaranteed markers of quality and luxury. As Philippe Guibourgé once said, ‘You want the best jeans – you buy Levi’s. The best raincoat? A Burberry. The best suit? A Chanel, of course!’










CHAPTER 1



COCO CHANEL AND THE CREATION OF THE SUIT


‘I really care about women, and I want to dress them in suits that make them feel at ease but that still emphasize femininity.’


Coco Chanel
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A jacket with nipped-in waist, and striped crepe blouse, for Vogue, 1938.
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A black and white photograph of a woman wearing a dark, tailored jacket with a peplum, a striped blouse, and a dramatic hat with a veil. She is leaning on a surface covered with striped and patterned fabric.





THE BIRTH OF THE CHANEL SUIT


Gabrielle Bonheur Chanel threaded her designs with the secret codes of her childhood and great loves. The little black dress, the strings of pearls, the camellia, the Chanel No.5 perfume – all would hold great significance and symbolism for Chanel. But it’s the Chanel suit that is the foundation of the brand. The story of the suit comes in two iterations: first as a response to the huge changes after the First World War, and then, in the post-Second World War era, when Chanel made her dramatic return to fashion after having closed her couture house for fifteen years due to the war.


BORN ON A JOURNEY


Gabrielle (Coco) Chanel was born on 19 August 1883, in Saumur, Pays de La Loire, to Jeanne Devolle and Albert Chanel, an itinerant peddler. Jeanne was just sixteen when she met Albert, who was travelling through her hometown of Courpière. After Jeanne fell pregnant with their first daughter, Julia-Bertha, her parents forced the wayward Albert to take responsibility, but they didn’t marry until a year after their second child, Gabrielle, was born.


‘I was born on a journey,’ Chanel told a journalist. ‘My father was not there. That poor woman, my mother, had to go looking for him. It’s a sad story, and very boring – I’ve heard it so many times.’ They had three more children: Alphonse, Antoinette and Lucien, and the family shared rooms in cheap lodgings as they travelled town-to-town while Albert sold his goods. Her mother died from tuberculosis when Gabrielle was just twelve, and Albert gave his three daughters to the convent orphanage of an abbey in the hill-top town of Aubazine, while the two boys were left with farmers.


The Chanel girls slept in freezing dormitories and were up early every morning to work in the laundry or to practice their sewing skills. While the courtyard of the cloisters was filled with lavender, and the surrounding hills by forests of chestnut trees, Aubazine Abbey was a bleak place over winter. The monochrome of the convent, with its white walls and black doors, the habits of the nuns and Chanel’s own uniform of a tailored suit, would later inform the design codes of her house. ‘I ought to have hated that suit, but I can’t wear anything else,’ she said of the black alpaca suit that she wore at the convent.


When she turned eighteen, Chanel was transferred to the Notre Dame convent in the town of Moulins to further practice the needlework skills that would allow her to earn her own living. Penniless orphans like the Chanel sisters were limited in their prospects at a time when marriage was often a transaction, and so it was imperative they could earn their own living.


Gabrielle and her cousin Adrienne, who were close in age and more like sisters, found work at a clothing boutique, La Maison Grampayre, in Moulins’ town centre, and they shared an attic room above the shop. The officers of the light-cavalry regiment, stationed at the nearby barracks, would often come into the shop for alterations to their uniforms, and they flirted with the pretty Chanel girls. One of these officers was Etienne Balsan, whose wealthy family owned a textile company. Etienne and Gabrielle went for dates at Moulins’ lively music halls, and Chanel earned extra money as a singer. Her repertoire included the hit song ‘Qui qu’a vu Coco dans l’Trocadéro?’ and so Etienne gave her the affectionate nickname, Le Petit Coco.


Etienne was more interested in horses than being in the military or running the family business. He also liked to shock, and to have Coco, a penniless orphan, as his mistress, fitted in with his non-conformist desires. He invited Chanel to stay with him at Royallieu, his estate to the north-east of Paris which was his base for horse-breeding and racing. She mixed with his social group of polo players, actresses and courtesans, including his primary mistress, Émilienne d’Alençon, who was infamous in Paris as a transgressive dancer and courtesan.


Now that she was part of a demi-monde that flouted conventions, Chanel wanted to distinguish herself from the other society women in their ultra-feminine fripperies by wearing men’s clothing. She was fearless on horseback, and she asked a tailor to make her a riding outfit with a little jacket, jodhpurs, a shirt and tie. After having spent time with the stable boys and jockeys, she would often look back to the details of their clothing – the quilted jackets, the harnesses, the tailoring – for future designs.


On trips to the races, she chose to deliberately dress differently from the society ladies in the grandstands with ‘enormous loaves on their heads, constructions made of feathers and improved with fruits and plumes,’ instead choosing an alpaca suit and a wide-brimmed straw hat. ‘Nothing was right on me but my little school suit, which made everyone laugh. Dresses didn’t fit me, and I didn’t give a damn,’ she later said.


Fascinated by Chanel’s curious little hats, Émilienne asked her where the straw hat had come from, and Chanel offered to make her one. Émilienne was considered one of Paris’s fashion leaders, and when she proudly arrived at the races in one of Chanel’s simple hats, other women were soon clamouring for one too. As her hats became popular, Chanel saw a business opportunity that might offer her a route to being financially independent. She knew that she couldn’t rely on being Etienne’s mistress forever, and in 1909, he agreed that she could use the ground floor of his Paris apartment at 160 Boulevard Malesherbes as a temporary base for setting up shop. She bought a stock of basic straw boaters and decorated them with ribbons and a hat pin; the simplest adornments that were the antithesis of the Belle Epoque fashions.




[image: Group of women standing outside a Chanel store]




Chanel’s seamstresses on strike outside the rue Cambon store in Paris, 1936.
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A black and white photograph showing a group of women, presumably Chanel's seamstresses, standing in front of the Chanel store entrance on rue Cambon in Paris. The sign above the door reads 'CHANEL ENTRÉE DU PERSONNEL'.




During this period, Gabrielle met Arthur ‘Boy’ Capel, a wealthy English businessman and polo player who was a friend of Etienne’s. They fell in love, and he agreed to finance her new millinery business. Chanel’s new hat shop, Chanel Modes, located at 21 rue Cambon, opposite the back door to the Ritz Hotel, opened in 1910. She received a publicity coup when her hats were featured in Paris fashion magazines, and were modelled by well-known actresses, Lucienne Roger and Gabrielle Dorziat.



THE DEAUVILLE BOUTIQUE


In the summer of 1913, Boy Capel took Chanel to Deauville, the fashionable Nomandy beach resort, where he helped her open her first dress shop, ‘Gabrielle Chanel’. She was inspired to create comfortable, easy fashions such as sailors’ blouses, belted jackets and long linen skirts, which were a cooler and less restrictive alternative to the more cumbersome Belle Epoque fashions. ‘I knew that extravagant things didn’t suit me,’ she told her biographer Paul Morand. Capel offered to have her simple alpaca suit and goat-skin coat remade by an English tailor, and, she said, ‘Everything to do with rue Cambon stemmed from there.’


Having been inspired by Capel’s sportswear for her jackets and sweaters, Chanel would build on her reputation for her combination of masculine and feminine style. She was also revolutionary in her use of jersey and flannel, normally reserved for men’s underwear. This high-low combination, of cheaper fabrics and a luxury cut, would come to be known as genre pauvre, meaning a ‘poor style’. It also helped that Chanel was a beautiful woman with thick dark hair, fierce brown eyes and a long, elegant neck, with a panache in how she modelled her own clothes. In 1913 she was photographed on a Normandy beach with her hands in the pockets of her loose-belted jacket. Women’s clothing didn’t typically have pockets, but for Chanel it was a practical and stylistic touch, and these pockets would forever be a vital component of the Chanel jacket.


With her innate sense of style, and the way she defied conventions as the live-in lover of Capel, word soon spread, and her boutique was inundated with fashionable ladies all curious to catch a glimpse of her. When war broke out in 1914, Chanel’s comfortable clothing was the perfect match for these austere times. There was a shortage of materials due to rationing, so she bought up reams of jersey, trimmed her coats with cheap rabbit fur, and sold them at luxury prices. She was doing so well in Paris and Deauville that she expanded by opening a new boutique in Biarritz. She described this period as the ‘death of luxury, the passing of the nineteenth century, the end of an era’, as wartime necessity eradicated the ornate, upholstered fashions of the Belle Epoque era:


‘Did I have any idea of the revolution that I was about to stir up in clothing? By no means,’ she told Paul Morand. ‘One world was ending; another was about to be born. I was in the right place; an opportunity beckoned, I took it … What were needed were simplicity, comfort and neatness: unwittingly, I offered all of that. True success is inevitable.’


Boy Capel and Chanel lived together in an apartment in Paris that she took pride in decorating, but his family would never have approved of him marrying a ‘seamstress’. He was frequently unfaithful, but she didn’t care as she was convinced that he loved only her. Even after he married British aristocrat Diana Wyndham in 1918, they kept seeing one another. The following year, in December 1919 Capel was tragically killed in a car crash when he was driving to the south of France for Christmas. He had never been faithful to her, he had married someone else, but she said, ‘His death was a terrible blow to me. In losing Capel, I lost everything.’


Just before his death, Chanel had purchased the entire five floors of 31 rue Cambon, and this would become the legendary home of Chanel, and the place where she would conceive her most famous creations, including the Chanel suit. The 1920s was a decade that embraced hedonism as a way of shaking off the pain of war, and Chanel’s look – short hair, loose, comfortable clothing, the jersey skirt and sweater – was a perfect match for the newly independent woman. Over the next ten years she established some of the key Chanel pieces, launching her first scent, Chanel No.5, in 1921, introducing costume jewellery, including the long ropes of pearls, in 1924, and formalizing the little black dress in 1926.




[image: Coco Chanel wearing a patterned suit and hat]




Coco Chanel in her soft tweed cardigan and pearls in the late 1920s.
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A black and white portrait of Coco Chanel resting her arms, wearing a patterned, possibly tweed, jacket with a white collar, layered pearl necklaces, and a dark woven hat with a light-colored ribbon.





THE BRITISH LOOK


By the second half of the 1920s, the style of the British aristocracy would dominate her collections, and this was credited to her relationship with Hugh Grosvenor, the Second Duke of Westminster. They met in Monte Carlo over Christmas 1923, and as much as he was impressed by her fierce independence, she was swept away by the sheer extravagance of his way of life. He lavished her with gifts, including expensive jewels, but it was the understated way he dressed that impressed her the most. There was a frugality to the upper classes with their tweed coats and brogues that were designed to last. Westminster invited Chanel to spend summers on his estate in the Scottish Highlands, and as they fished from morning to night in the bracing outdoors, she borrowed his tweed jackets and flannel trousers to keep warm. Because she was so much smaller than him, she rolled up the sleeves and the cuffs of the trousers and added a cravat around her neck for a touch of French flair. For the next few years, the British Look would shape her collections, with Vogue in 1926 reporting that ‘tweed is an essential of the smart new wardrobe’.


Chanel opened her first London boutique in 1927 in a Mayfair townhouse owned by the Duke of Westminster. It followed the British society calendar, with dresses for Ascot and debutante balls, and tweed jackets and skirts for visits to Scotland. The following year Chanel introduced her soft tweed cardigan and knee-length pleated skirt as part of her British Look. She commissioned Linton Tweeds, a textile mill based in Carlisle, to make light bouclé cloth in pastels and jewel tones. Under Chanel’s touch, this traditionally hardy and rough fabric had become soft and feminine. This was the original Chanel suit, and from there it evolved from a looser, dropped-waist silhouette, into a more structured hourglass shape that suited the femininity of the 1930s.




[image: Margo Pastor modeling a Chanel outfit]




The Chanel suit in Vogue, 1927. Margo Pastor models the skirt, sweater and cardigan in Biarritz.
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A black and white photograph of model Margo Pastor sitting on a stone wall outdoors. She is wearing a Chanel ensemble consisting of a pleated skirt, a striped sweater, a cardigan, a scarf, and a cloche hat. She is also wearing two-tone shoes.






[image: Woman posing in a patterned skirt and striped top]




In the gardens of Chanel’s Paris townhouse on Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré in 1929.










Expand / collapse Extended Description

A black and white photograph of a woman standing in front of louvered doors. She is wearing a patterned knee-length skirt, a horizontally striped sleeveless top, multiple strands of pearls, and holds a patterned jacket over one shoulder. She is wearing two-tone Mary Jane shoes.


OEBPS/images/f0008-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0021-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0004-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg







OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg










OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
A2

WELBECK





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Introduction



		Chapter 1: Coco Chanel and the Creation of the Suit



		Chapter 2: A New Era for the Chanel Suit



		Chapter 3: The Construction of the Suit



		Chapter 4: The Chanel Suit in Popular Culture



		Chapter 5: Care and Maintenance



		Index



		Acknowledgements











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start















		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160











OEBPS/images/f0007-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0022-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THIE STORY QIF TIHIE

CHANEL
SUI'T

CAROLINE
YOUNG

UNOFFICIAL &
UNAUTHORIZED





OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg





