

[image: Manhattan Wardrobe. A Fashion Lover’s Guide to the Best of New York. By Blair Breitenstein, published by Penguin Random House UK]



DEDICATION

To my mom, thank you for always believing in me and encouraging me to dream big, even when it meant going far from home.




WELCOME TO MY VERSION OF NEW YORK

This book is a collection of drawings, shaped by years of notes I’ve made about the city. It’s the people I’ve watched on the streets; the outfits that stopped me mid-walk; and the way light spills out of bars and restaurants—sometimes moody; sometimes bright and festive; sometimes soft and candlelit. It’s the subtle way characters shift from neighborhood to neighborhood. It’s the tiny dogs in winter coats.

Before I moved here ten years ago, I looked to books, vintage magazines, and old movies for inspiration. I studied designers I admired and the celebrities whose style fascinated me. But once I arrived in New York, I needed those sources less. I was suddenly living inside the inspiration I had always searched for.

Over time, I realized my greatest muse is the city itself and the people who fill it. Because New York is always changing, my inspiration changes too. My work shifts with the seasons and with the way we dress and move through the streets. I especially love the contrast of luxury against grit—a high-fashion look set inside an old, worn-in bar feels so uniquely New York.

The city feels exaggerated and a little quirky, and that is how I draw it. I can forget how textured New York is until I travel, and then notice that not every place celebrates fashion the way this city does. Here, people dress with intention. Downtown, there is the girl who experiments and mixes prints with abandon. Uptown, there is timeless elegance with ballet flats, cashmere, and shearling-trimmed coats, finished with hats and gloves. And because New Yorkers live in small spaces, we are always out in the world, surrounded by personality at every turn.

These drawings are my attempt to capture that: a city that is magical, vibrant, sparkly, and endlessly inspiring.

[image: A painted illustration shows a woman in a light blue coat and pink wide-leg trousers carrying a purple handbag, standing in the foreground of a New York City street scene. Behind her, a woman in a brown fur coat walks with shopping bags, and two women in patterned dresses stand near a yellow taxi outside a building with a green awning reading “New York.”]



WHERE IT BEGAN

I was introduced to art and fashion at a very young age. My nanny and papa’s house in Seattle was my happy place—in large part because it was saturated with art.

My grandfather was an illustrator for Disney in the 1960s, and carried a deep love for Abstract Expressionism. His home was filled with books on Jackson Pollock, Helen Frankenthaler, Elaine and Willem de Kooning, Joan Mitchell, Mark Rothko, and more. He painted abstract works and still lifes in his garage studio, and I grew up watching him work, often asking him to critique my own drawings. His paintings hung in every room of the house.

My grandmother subscribed to every fashion magazine. Town & Country and W stand out most in my memory. Through those glossy pages, I was introduced to East Coast style and a world far beyond my own. She loved fashion deeply, and would accessorize just to collect the mail. Nanny loved design in general. I loved to hear her commentary on anything aesthetic. She collected beautiful furniture and home decor. Everything was intentional. She adored Gucci and Jimmy Choo and often spoke about visiting New York when she was young. She loved the city.

I spent countless hours in their home. Those days remain some of my most cherished memories. The way I see color, composition, clothing and New York itself was shaped there—long before I ever moved east.

[image: A painted illustration of a close-up of a woman with long brown hair wearing large sunglasses and red lipstick, in a white top printed with the text, “I love New York,” with the word “love” shown as a red heart.]



BECOMING A FASHION ILLUSTRATOR IN THE CITY

New York offers unparalleled opportunities for artists, particularly within the fashion industry. The city’s concentration of designers, media, PR agencies and beauty brands creates a constant stream of events—after-parties, gifting suites, press previews, launch dinners, and benefits.

When I moved to New York ten years ago, I didn’t know exactly how I would fit into that world, only that I wanted to. I customized leather goods at Bloomingdale’s, watching customers light up when their purchase became personal. Very quickly, I found myself working as a live illustrator at events across the city. At Fashion Week after-parties, I sketched portraits as guests leaned over my shoulder, curious to see themselves come to life on paper. Those evenings were fast, loud and electric. I loved every minute.

Backstage at fashion shows soon became familiar territory. MAC Cosmetics invited me to reinterpret runway makeup looks using traditional art supplies. Backstage always smelled like hair spray and hot blow-dryer air. Garment bags brushed past me, stylists moved quickly, and models sat still as entire teams perfected a detail. I was fascinated by the choreography of it all—so much work for a show that lasts only minutes. Everyone was deeply invested in presenting something beautiful.

Working with Saks Fifth Avenue was another milestone. I attended fifteen runway shows, creating illustrated recaps that offered an artist’s perspective on the collections.

Before I officially moved to New York, there was a moment that confirmed I was meant to be here. Erica Bearman invited me to attend the Oscar de la Renta Spring/Summer 2015 show. I toured the atelier, had lunch overlooking Bryant Park, and sat just a few seats away from Anna Wintour. I remember thinking, very quietly to myself, “this is where I want to stay.” Shortly after, I relocated.

Live illustration remains at the heart of my practice. At a VIP Estée Lauder dinner on Prince Street, I sketched guests as they laughed and leaned toward one another across candlelit tables. Editors, executives, and creatives lined up for portraits. Even now, in an increasingly digital industry, there is something powerful about watching someone become a drawing in real time. It feels intimate. Immediate. Human.

[image: Two women walk on a New York City street with tall buildings behind them and a yellow taxi nearby. One wears a long green coat and walks a pug on a leash; the other wears an orange jacket with black frog-button fastenings and tiger-striped wide-leg trousers.]



ABOUT THE ARTWORK

Each illustration in this book was created by hand, using marker watercolor and pastel on paper. I’ve always been inspired by fashion photography from the ’60s and ’70s. Anyone who captures that spirit in New York inevitably catches my eye—and often finds their way into my work. Above all, I want each drawing to feel personal. These illustrations are not just about clothes; they are about mood, memory, and the quiet confidence that comes from dressing with intention.

[image: Two women stand outside a green storefront with “Dante” painted on the window and a “Perry & Hudson” sign above double doors. One wears a light blue jacket with a mustard-colored skirt; the other wears a black dress and carries a woven basket bag, with lace-up shoes and striped stockings. A potted plant sits to the left.]



SEASONS

NEW YORKERS ARE LUCKY TO LIVE IN A CITY WITH FOUR DISTINCT SEASONS.

It’s one of my favorite things about living here. The light shifts, the air changes, and suddenly your wardrobe must respond. A diverse closet becomes essential. In notoriously small apartments, off-season clothes are folded into storage bags and tucked beneath beds. While a perfect pair of jeans can carry you through all twelve months, outerwear rotates with the calendar—coats, trenches, and knits marking time as clearly as the weather itself.




WINTER

Winter is about layering with intention. Temperatures in New York can dip to −11°F (−23°C) degrees, so bundling up is non-negotiable. This is my favorite time of year to plant myself in a candlelit wine bar, wrapped in something substantial.

Vintage fur jackets are everywhere, though I gravitate toward shearling or wool—less formal than fur, but just as impactful. A long wool coat over straight-leg denim and a cashmere turtleneck has become my winter uniform. On especially cold mornings, a puffer is necessary, leather gloves tucked into the pocket, a cashmere beanie pulled low. Winter dressing is practical, but when done well, it feels elevated.

[image: A woman with tousled blonde hair stands on a sidewalk wearing a red scarf, a brown fur coat, a white top, and blue trousers with lace-up boots. Behind her is a lamppost, a wall with a framed “Bar” sign, and a subway entrance railing with a sign reading “Subway.”]



SPRING

In spring, the city becomes decorated in flowers. Tulips and daffodils line Park and Madison Avenue. Pink magnolia trees bloom across neighborhoods. We finally spend more time outside.

Spring is my favorite season for a trench coat and ballet flats. It’s still cool, but warm enough to skip socks. A trench instantly elevates even the simplest pieces—a white T-shirt or a crisp, cotton, poplin button-down. A silk scarf at the neck adds contrast and polish. I collect Hermès scarves from The RealReal and reach for them instinctively this time of year. A lightweight cashmere cardigan draped over the shoulders completes the look, without adding weight.

[image: A woman with a bob haircut and sunglasses walks a white poodle on a leash outside a green building with a “J.G. Melon” sign. She wears a tan coat, striped top, and light blue trousers with black-and-white flats. A sign at her feet reads “Please curb your dog.”]
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