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				The meteoric rags-to-riches story that saw Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel elevated from her humble beginnings in Saumur to become one of the most successful women in the world is a complex narrative, shaped by personal sacrifice and tragedy. 

				Once described as “the exterminating angel of nineteenth-century style”, Chanel led a revolution in womenswear which rejected the oppressive constraints of male-dominated couture, in favour of physical freedom and understated elegance. She grasped every opportunity that life presented, and the decisions she made were all informed by her personal circumstances. Impulsive and instinctive, she believed passionately that a newfound shift toward simplicity would facilitate the evolving role of women in a changing world. 

				Renowned as a great beauty with a unique personality, Chanel was as skilful at reinventing the details of her sorrowful origins as she was in reshaping the future landscape of fashion. Success came rapidly and the House of Chanel established a global legacy built around a lexicon of must-have items, which still resonates today: the Little Black Dress, the visual extravagance of costume jewellery, the perfect symmetry of an unstructured suit, and Chanel No5, the best-selling perfume ever invented. 

				Fame and fortune were not compensation enough for a woman who needed love, and later in life, without marriage or a family, Chanel became increasingly isolated – but as friends and lovers came and went, her commitment to the success of her business remained a constant in her life. 

			

		

		
			
				Born: 19 August 1883 

				Died: 10 January 1971

				Created: A contemporary wardrobe for twentieth-century women

				Legacy: Liberated the female body
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				With the premature death of her 32-year-old mother Eugénie Jeanne Devolle, Chanel and her surviving siblings, two sisters and two brothers (Julia-Berthe, Antoinette, Alphonse and Lucien) were dependent on the wayward care of their pedlar father, Henri-Albert Chanel. Unwilling or unable to cope, he shrugged off the responsibilities of fatherhood by abandoning his three daughters to a convent orphanage in nearby Aubazine and offloading his young sons as child labourers.

				Life at the twelfth-century Cistercian monastery and abbey was to have a profound effect on Chanel, who spent part of her childhood here, followed by a lifetime reinventing her childhood, deliberately choosing never to mention the word “orphanage”. The influence of this formative experience can be found as a recurring theme in much of Chanel’s iconography; the atmosphere of religious austerity, and the simple ceremonial uniforms, had a significant impact. The intricate patterns of the stained-glass windows in the Cistercian abbey are thought to have provided inspiration for her iconic double C logo, while the complex graphic mosaics on the floor inspired crosses and star-shaped jewellery. The simple black and white nun’s habit, the rosary beads and the chain belts can be traced through Chanel’s repeated use of monotone, long ropes of pearls and her love of chains. 

				In 1929 she insisted the architect designing her new house in the south of France visit the abbey, to replicate the impressive staircase of the convent, another important indication of the aesthetic influences of her early life.

			

		

		
			
				Date: Founded in 1134

				Location: Corrèze Valley, South central France

				Significance: Aesthetic inspiration for signature EMBLEMS
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				From a very early age Chanel was determined to make something of her life, having endured a wretched childhood, overshadowed by her mother’s untimely death and her father’s decision to abandon his girls to the orphanage at Aubazine. 

				Searching for recognition and the love she felt deprived of by the humble circumstances of her upbringing, Chanel had early ambitions to become a performer, and considered both singing and dancing as a possible future career. In the garrison town of Moulins, about 240 km (150 miles) from Paris, Chanel made her debut at the age of almost 20 as a singer at La Rotonde, a café pavilion popular with the aristocratic regiment of the 10th Chasseurs. Despite a rather weak singing voice, Chanel would entertain the audience in-between the star acts of the cabaret, being allowed to keep the money thrown into a hat by the wealthy young officers, who appreciated her enthusiastic performance and charm. Her vaudeville repertoire was limited to two catchy songs: ‘Qui Qu’ a Vu Coco’ a simple ditty about a Parisian lady who had lost her little puppy dog, and ‘Ko-Ko-Ri-Ko’. With dark flashing eyes, and mischievous looks, she proved popular with the audience made up mostly of prosperous gentleman, who called out for “la petite Coco” to entertain them. 

				Present in the audience at La Rotonde was Étienne Balsan, an admirer who would go on to help Chanel achieve success, while the nickname “Coco” would endure throughout her life, utilized in the iconic double C logo that became synonymous with her brand of understated elegance.

			

		

		
			
				Date: 1902

				Location: Moulins

				Venue: Open-air pavilion where Chanel made her singing debut

				Significance: Acquired the nickname “Coco” 
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