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			COCO CHANEL

			KEY INFORMATION

			
					Born: 19 August 1883 in Saumur, western France.

					Died: 10 January 1971 in Paris.

					Impact: Coco Chanel was an innovative avant-garde fashion designer whose clothing played a role in women’s liberation and who built a vast fashion empire.

			

			INTRODUCTION

			From humble beginnings as an impoverished orphan who seemed destined to toil in anonymity as a seamstress, Gabrielle Chanel, better known as Coco, became a legend in the fashion world. She lived through the darkest days of the 20th century, marked by two world wars and the Great Depression, and had an intuitive understanding of the needs of the women of her time. Specifically, she simplified womenswear and designed items that were more comfortable to wear. She was determined, driven, utterly fearless and always ready to seize any opportunities that presented themselves, and worked tirelessly to claw her way out of poverty and climb the social ladder. Nothing illustrates her tenacity better than her famous quote “If you were born without wings, do nothing to prevent them from growing”.

			Chanel lived by her own rules and paid no heed to society’s ideas about what was appropriate for women. This allowed her to escape the patriarchal world around her and overcome the obstacles that her sex and social condition represented, ultimately becoming the first woman in the 20th century to build her own haute couture empire. Given the enduring success and popularity of her exclusive brand, her maxim “May my legend prosper and thrive. I wish it a long and happy life” seems nothing short of prophetic.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Coco’s nickname reportedly came from Qui qu’a vu Coco dans l’Trocadéro ? (“Who has seen Coco in the Trocadéro?”), the song that Gabrielle sang every night at La Rotonde. Another suggestion is that it is a diminutive of Cocotte, a term generally associated with kept women.

				

			

		


		
			BIOGRAPHY
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			Portrait of Coco Chanel by Boris Lipnitzki.

			FROM GABRIELLE TO COCO

			Gabrielle Bonheur Chanel was born on 19 August 1883 in Saumur, western France to a laundrywoman and a street vendor. Her childhood was marked by poverty and hardship: after her mother died in her early 30s when Gabrielle was just 12, she and her two sisters, Julia-Berthe (1882-1912) and Antoinette (1887-1919), were sent to the orphanage at Aubazine Abbey in Corrèze, southwestern France. She never saw her father again, and for the rest of her life claimed that he had left to seek his fortune in America.

			She spent six years in the orphanage, where she learnt the basics of sewing, before moving to a boarding house in the town of Moulins, where she honed her skills as a seamstress and met her aunt Adrienne. The two women then went to work at the Maison Grampayre, which specialised in trousseaus and baby clothes. After sewing all day, in the evenings Gabrielle would sing at La Rotonde, a café-cabaret that was popular with soldiers. This was where she met the wealthy racehorse owner Étienne Balsan (1878-1953). She soon became his mistress, and later moved into the château of Royallieu in Compiègne with him.

			FROM BALSAN TO CAPEL AND FIRST STEPS IN THE WORLD OF HAUTE COUTURE

			At Royallieu, Chanel raised eyebrows with her refusal to ride horses side-saddle and her masculine clothing. The simplicity of the hats she designed also garnered attention, as she eschewed large, elaborate headwear in favour of smaller hats worn very low on her forehead. Émilienne d’Alençon (1869-1946), a cabaret dancer, courtesan and one of Balsan’s former mistresses, bought one of these hats and wore it to the races, drawing the eyes of all the women of high society.

			At around this time, Chanel met Arthur “Boy” Capel (1881-1919), a wealthy self-made man from England and the first great love of her life. While Balsan had introduced her to the world of equestrianism and taught her the rules of high society, it was with Capel that she really began to thrive. She soon left Balsan and went to live with him, and he gave her the money to open her first store, a hat boutique called Chanel Modes (“Chanel Fashions”) at 21 rue Cambon in Paris, in 1910. Three years later, she opened another shop in Deauville in the south of France, which sold simple, comfortable, functional clothing that was ideal for the beach.

			THE FIRST WORLD WAR AND EARLY SUCCESSES

			When war broke out in 1914, many upper- and middle-class women came to Deauville to escape the fighting. Given the horrors of the war and the rationing of fabrics, overly luxurious clothing was frowned upon and more sober fashions were the order of the day. Although she was forced to close her Paris shop, Chanel decided to make the most of the situation and keep her Deauville store open. She was quick to understand that the lack of household help and women’s involvement in the war effort made comfortable clothing a necessity, and her elegant, functional style met this need perfectly. Business boomed, and in 1915 Chanel opened a third store in Biarritz.

			By the end of the war in November 1918, Chanel had conquered the fashion market and acquired another store at 31 rue Cambon in Paris. However, close on the heels of this professional success came personal heartbreak: Capel died in 1919, leaving her distraught, and her sister Antoinette passed away a few months later.

			
				
					Did you know?

					In spite of the prevailing fashion for long hair, Chanel proudly wore hers short. However, she claimed that this was by accident rather than by choice. According to her, when she was getting ready for an evening at the opera, her hot water tank exploded, spraying soot all over her hair. In defiance of the ideals of beauty of her age, Chanel immediately cut it short.

				

			

			BUILDING AN EMPIRE

			Culture, fashion and the arts flourished in postwar Paris. Chanel’s close friend Misia Sert (1872-1950) introduced her to some of the most prominent cultural figures of the period, including the Russian art patron Sergei Diaghilev (1872-1929), the French composer Maurice Ravel (1875-1937), the Spanish artist Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) and the French writer and film director Jean Cocteau (1889-1963). This was an important period for Chanel: she produced costumes for the French actor and director Charles Dullin (1885-1949) and Cocteau, and financed The Rite of Spring, a ballet by the Russian composer Igor Stravinsky (1882-1962). Her personal life was no less dramatic, as she embarked on relationships with Diaghilev and with the exiled Russian Grand Duke Dmitri Pavlovich (1891-1942), who inspired her to develop a Russian-influenced style and her iconic Chanel No. 5 perfume. She also became the mistress of the poet Pierre Reverdy (1889-1960) and the illustrator and designer Paul Iribe (1883-1935). However, her real love at this time was the British aristocrat Hugh Grosvenor, 2nd Duke of Westminster (1879-1953), whose clothing inspired her to work on a new English style.

			In 1926, Chanel caused a stir with her little black dress, as the colour had previously been associated with mourning and domesticity. Her empire continued to thrive throughout the 1920s, and emerged relatively unscathed from the 1929 Wall Street Crash. Her reputation was such that she was invited to the USA to dress Hollywood’s biggest stars. On her return to Paris, she moved into the Hotel Ritz.

			DARK DAYS

			However, in professional terms the 1930s proved much more challenging for Chanel. After she had spent years as the leading figure in the fashion world, a serious competitor emerged in the form of the Italian designer Elsa Schiaparelli (1890-1973), and a fierce rivalry sprang up between the two women, who both wanted to be queen of the fashion world.
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			Portrait of Elsa Schiaparelli by Cecil Beaton, 1928.

			The 1930s were also a period of major social upheaval. In 1936, Chanel’s employees went on strike for better working conditions, and she was forced to acquiesce to their demands. Three years later, when the Second World War (1939-1945) broke out in Europe, Chanel opted to close her workshops and most of her stores. During the German Occupation of France, she embarked on a passionate affair with the German diplomat and spy for the Abwehr (the German military intelligence service) Hans Günther von Dincklage (1896-1974), who introduced her to the Nazi secret services. After the Liberation of Paris in 1944, she fled to Switzerland because of her collaborationist activities during the war.

			THE COMEBACK

			After Chanel went into self-imposed exile, the leading figures of the fashion world were men who favoured bodices, corsets and petticoats for women, much to her dismay.

			After a lengthy absence from the world of fashion, at the age of 70 Chanel reopened her Paris workshops and began work on a new collection. Although the reception in Europe was far from enthusiastic, American fashion critics lauded the Chanel 2.55 quilted handbag, two-tone shoes, Chanel No. 19 perfume and iconic tweed suit. Although her work garnered less attention during the 1960s and the hippie era, she was no less prolific during this period. She died on 10 January 1971 at the age of 87, before she could see her last collection on the catwalk or hear the effusive praise it received. She was buried in the Bois-de-Vaux Cemetery in Lausanne, Switzerland, having designed her own grave.
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			Portrait of Coco Chanel in the Tuileries Garden by Willy Rizzo, 1957.

		


		
			POLITICAL, SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CONTEXT

			Chanel’s life cannot be considered in isolation from the main events of the 20th century, namely the two world wars, the Roaring Twenties and the Great Depression, as these all influenced her work and played a part in her success.

			THE FIRST WORLD WAR

			Following the wars that took place in Europe during the 19th century, the continent’s main powers embarked on an arms race to strengthen their militaries, and tensions between the various nations continued to mount.

			On 28 June 1914, the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne and his wife were assassinated by a Bosnian Serb nationalist in Sarajevo. This was the spark that triggered the outbreak of open war: Austria-Hungary accused the Serbian government of orchestrating the assassination and declared war on the country, and the diplomatic alliances between the nations of Europe quickly pulled the great powers into the conflict. The Triple Alliance, formed by Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy, faced off against the Triple Entente, which comprised France, Great Britain and the Russian Empire.

			The first year of the war saw a series of rapid, bloody offensives. Russia clashed with the German army on the Eastern Front and managed to advance as far as East Prussia, while Austria-Hungary was defeated in Serbia. On the Western Front, the armies raced to the sea to gain control of the ports. The German army ended up blocked on the Flanders front by the Allies, who ambushed them in Ypres. As they seemed to have reached a stalemate, both sides dug trenches, and for the following year the soldiers remained camped out opposite one another, with periods of waiting punctuated by deadly offensives. Conditions in the trenches were horrendous, munitions supplies began to dwindle and the death toll was high. The conflict gradually spread around the world: Japan and Italy, which had initially supported the Triple Alliance, joined the Triple Entente, while the Ottoman Empire entered the war against Russia and its allies.
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			Photograph taken in the German trenches on the Aisne front.

			Both sides had initially believed that the war would be over quickly, but it dragged on and the soldiers grew exhausted. Protests had already begun in Russia and there was a wave of social upheaval across the continent: revolution was brewing. France and Great Britain conscripted men in their colonies to fight and relied on human and material assistance from the USA to win the war. Russia, which was under immense strain in the wake of its Revolution, signed a peace treaty with Germany in March 1918. This allowed the German army to withdraw from the Eastern Front and concentrate its efforts on the Western Front, where it was able to cross the Marne. However, France and its allies responded immediately with a series of counter-attacks which decimated the German army, forcing the country to surrender. The Armistice was signed on 11 November 1918.

			In the aftermath of the war, Europe had to grapple with unprecedented social and economic consequences: the war had left over nine million people dead and some six million injured, while industrial and agricultural production, which had been concentrated almost entirely on the war effort, had virtually ground to a halt.

			
				
					Women’s role in the war

					When war broke out and the vast majority of able-bodied men were sent off to fight, women’s day-to-day lives changed drastically. They stepped out of their traditional roles as wives and mothers to take on new responsibilities in sectors that had previously been the exclusive preserve of men. Some women worked on farms in the countryside, while others served as nurses in the hospitals, assisted doctors on the battlefield or worked in munitions factories. Although this marked the first steps towards emancipation for some women, the majority were forced back into their old roles after the war.

				

			

			THE INTERWAR YEARS

			The Roaring Twenties

			After the end of the war, a wave of euphoria swept through the victorious countries, bringing with it a renewed taste for pleasure and increased cultural engagement. Furthermore, the presence of American soldiers in Europe inspired a phase of cultural renewal, and in Paris there was great enthusiasm for the USA and its lifestyle. Before long, the Charleston and jazz music dominated the cabaret scene, and Paris became the capital of the arts and a key meeting place for artists and intellectuals.
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			Josephine Baker dancing the Charleston at the Folies Bergère in 1926.

			Although the Roaring Twenties were largely characterised by the culture of the elites, the period also saw the emergence of a flourishing popular culture: the working classes flocked to sports matches, new singers

			The Great Depression

			
			
			THE SECOND WORLD WAR
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