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Introduction: Why Dress Like a Parisian?

Why are there so many books about French, and especially Parisian, style? Do we really have that mysterious “je ne sais quoi”?

Oui, we do! It doesn’t mean we are the most stylish women in the world (OK, it kind of does…), but dressing “like a Parisian” is an actual thing that we cannot deny still exists in this globalized world where each town seems to have been conquered by the same big fashion brands.

Yet you don’t need to be in Paris to dress like a Parisian and not all Parisians dress like one. Dressing like a Parisian is an attitude.

It might be something you were born with, or something you learned. If you haven’t yet, this book has been written for you.

Before we start the style lesson, let’s look at seven key qualities that define Parisian style…

Aloïs
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Introduction

1. La Nonchalance

2. L’Élégance

Effortlessnes

Elegance

La Parisienne – famous, you may say, for her ability to ooze the “I woke up like this” effect.

I know what you are thinking…But to achieve an everyday Parisian style really is pretty easy. Throw on some perfect, basic clothes, stunning accessories and an optional statement piece, don’t overdo your hair, apply a bold lipstick, and voilà!

The effort was made long ago when actually BUYING the clothes. The key is to invest time in finding the basics and statement clothes that are ideal for you, the most wonderful accessories, the lipstick shade that makes you glow and, as for the hair – well, we just aren’t so keen on blow-drying and straightening (oui, lazy could be the appropriate word).

The fact that dressing like a Parisian can be achieved quickly doesn’t mean we are always ready in a few seconds. La Parisienne, aiming to impress her peers with a more creative style, may change outfits several times before going to a cocktail party or dinner. We are creatures of contrasts.

Ultimately, she will still end up with a very natural, sophisticated style, making us all believe that it was so easy for her.

For la Parisienne there is never an excuse not to be elegant. The best recipe for always being elegant? Only own elegant clothes.

The good thing about elegance is that it is something you keep forever. Have you spotted the cute Parisian grandmas, dressed in tiny heels, earrings and a neat coat to pop down to the grocery store? Elegance is everyday visual politeness.

Yet please don’t mistake elegance for conservative and boring. You can wear ripped jeans, a printed T-shirt, a spiked ear cuff, worn-out Converse AND still be elegant. It is all about the clothes you choose and your attitude when wearing them.

Visiting a foreign country and walking all day? Wear some beautiful stylish flats. Holidaying in the south of France where it is super-warm? Go for a pretty summer dress or denim shorts and sandals. Shopping at the Sunday morning market? No makeup (maybe just lipstick – it only takes a sec) and not much hairstyling (as usual) with a great-fitting pair of jeans and the perfectly cut Breton top that always hangs effortlessly in the closet.
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Introduction

3. La Discrétion 4. La Sensualité

Understatement

Sensuality

The first words that come to mind when you think of Parisian style could be “effortless, chic and understated”. Some may even say “boring”.

I can’t deny that most of our fashion icons, from yesterday’s actresses to today’s bloggers, built their style legend on perfectly chosen basics. BUT they were basics put together with a lot of attitude.

Others go for more daring options. But even when wearing the sexiest red party dress, la Parisienne is never “too much”. She can thank the nonchalance of her attitude (and her lack of competence/laziness in all hair-and-makeup-related things) for tempering the boldness of her clothes.

In the end, isn’t it supremely refined to be discreet in a world in which everyone tries to stand out?

Aaaah, les Parisiennes…the most gorgeous women in the world, aren’t we?

OK, OK, the rumours may be slightly exaggerated, but we are kind of sexy, aren’t we? Despite the fact that we tend to have less obviously sexy clothes, hair and makeup than women in many other countries.

My in-depth analysis of the Parisian woman has led me to identify that “le naturel” is probably her most important secret. Our conception of beauty is to reveal what’s already there rather than add to it or hide it. Therefore, we stay away from anything that could transform us too much, such as heavy makeup, overprocessed hairdos, plastic surgery, push-ups and so on.

We always stay in touch with our own sensuality, embracing our singularity and making it our best asset rather than trying to fit into a doll-like prescriptive formula.
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Introduction

5. Le Plaisir

Fun

La Parisienne enjoys dressing up as a way to express her creativity. The person she is looking to please the most with her outfits is herself.

She doesn’t take fashion too seriously and trends do not really matter to her. I have noticed that my English and American clients often ask me what the shapes, colours and prints of the moment are, whereas my French clients never do. Yet la Parisienne may follow fashions when they please her and, as long as she likes them, doesn’t care about wearing the same trendy sneakers as half of her co-workers.

If you asked la Parisienne, she would say she doesn’t care much about rules either, as she is a free spirit. Truth is, they may be so ingrained in her DNA that she doesn’t realize she is following them.

Even if it is full of dos and don’ts, the French style always contains a hint of wit and playfulness. Oui, to a funky print, a scarf in the hair or a vintage brooch.

“Be light-hearted and don’t overthink it” would be her dressing mantra (if she were to have one).
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6. La Singularité 7. La Rébellion

Individuality Breaking the Rules

Each Parisienne dreams of having a “signature style” – and there are as many styles as there are Parisiennes: bohemian, rock chick, classic, glamorous, arty…

Yet, to be honest, our obsession with perfect basics may make us look alike. It is not unusual to meet up with a friend and discover that she, too, is wearing a striped top with jeans and stilettos, especially when you consider that lots of your friends will like the same things as you.

Nevertheless, la Parisienne dreams of being unique. For her, singularity lies in the details. When shopping for clothes, she looks for lesser-known brands, second-hand treasures or the hidden gems of the high street. Nothing makes her happier than revealing that her “cute little top” (in France, every cute piece of clothing can qualify as “petit”) came from the flea market.

In the end, one out of two Parisiennes may own a trench coat but they will all wear it in a different way.

Be Parisienne, be free-spirited.

Everything you will read on the following pages consists of advice. Or, more accurately, style recipes that you can choose to follow or break away from.

My tips refer to a typical, stylish yet quite classic Parisian style. You could think of this book as being like a cookbook of French cuisine: all about French dressing (but with no vinaigrette in sight). As with all great cookbooks, I will give you “easy recipes”, as well as some more advanced ones.

Some would argue that style is an art that shouldn’t be limited by rules…What I will share with you in this book are not “rules” but more guidelines, styling tricks and inspirations for those who want to be more stylish and chic, à la Parisienne. Take a little time to read on and, who knows, hopefully by the end you will have finally mastered this “effortless” French look.
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Chapter 1

Neutrals & Brights
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The Parisian Approach to Couleur
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There is a myth about us Parisians wearing only black. Coco Chanel may have invented the little black dress (la petite robe noire), and we are very grateful to her, but that is not an accurate view of all of us, all of the time (having said that, typing this on my laptop while wearing an all-black outfit makes me feel like something of a fraud).

It is true to say, however, that our favourite colours are neutrals. On a daily basis, each of our outfits tends to contain at least one. My definition of a neutral colour is one that doesn’t conflict with any other. It is like an outfit’s blank canvas. A neutral colour may be black, white, grey, beige or navy blue; or their variations, such as cream, sand, taupe and so on. I also consider natural leather and denim to be neutrals because they, too, match everything.

To be complete, a wardrobe needs many neutral-coloured pieces of clothing, each with the wonderful ability to be so versatile that you can create countless combinations with it. Owning a lot of neutral pieces makes your morning routine much easier because there will always be a good match for your most daring clothes. And neutrals all work together with each other, too.

But, of course, we also wear some “real” colours. Since we like to be discreet, subdued shades are our preference. For our main pieces, we often go for understated colours, such as a delicate rose, a stormy blue or an earthy green, rather than a fuchsia pink, an electric blue or a bright green, which we prefer to use as accents.

So first, let me walk you through the key neutrals and then we’ll get reacquainted with colour and how to use it.

"A neutral is like an outfit's blank canvas... But, of course, we also wear some ‘real’ colours"
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Neutrals & Brights

Black & Navy Blue

Black is the foundation of a Parisian’s wardrobe. It has a reputation for always being elegant and matching everything, and it perfectly transitions from day to night. Yet there are many preconceived ideas about black that need to be debunked.

…“Black matches everything”

Not true. As black has a sophisticated, dressy feel, it does not work well with very summery prints or bright, fresh colours – with the exception of washed-out black jeans.

The darkest colour in the spectrum, black makes every other colour appear brighter. Therefore, when wearing a bold colour with black, it is a good idea to make either the black or the bold colour dominate, so that the contrast feels subtler. Par exemple:

• A black dress with yellow shoes = oh, oui!

• A yellow dress with black shoes = oh, oui!

• Black trousers with a yellow top = oh, non, far too bumble bee (dear bumble bees, please don’t get upset).

…“Black equals elegant”

Unless worn stylishly, an all-black outfit will simply make you look invisible.

How to wear black Pops of bright, warm colours, such as red, burgundy, rust, sunflower yellow and, of course, gold, will make black appear lively and elegant.

Avoid neon colours, which lack subtlety when contrasted with black.

Silver, greys and blues will give black a cool, urban look.

For larger pieces of clothing, go for dark colours that will create a subtle contrast and give the black item a sultry look, such as olive green, navy blue, burgundy, deep raspberry or burnt orange. Or try pastel and whitened shades, which will look less girly next to black.

Join the navy If you feel black is too sophisticated or too harsh for you, think of replacing it with navy blue, its more polished, bourgeois brother. Unlike black, navy matches almost every colour and, being lighter, contrasts more subtly with bright hues.
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Must-have blacks

1. Flats

2. Heels

3. Bag

4. Tights (pantyhose)

5. Top

6. Sweater

7. Trousers

8. Skirt

"Black and white

do not stand being dirty or cheap"
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Neutrals & Brights

White

The purest of all colours, white is dangerous for a Parisienne who spends the day riding le métro or a vélib bike and lunching on salads with unruly leafs or plats en sauce. Yet for a fresh, natural, daytime glow, a white top is definitely worth the risk. White will also make you stand out at summer gatherings and evening cocktail parties (again, mind the sauce).

Pale and dusty shades For a soft contrast, go for pale and dusty colours: a white T-shirt looks amazing with washed-out blue denims, a pale pink skirt or a grey jacket.

Warm neutrals Make your whites shine by pairing them with items in delicate mother-of-pearl, champagne, silver or rose-gold shades.

Naturals Khaki, beige or caramel leather are a forever friend of white.

Dark or muted shades Avoid colours that are too saturated, such as a bold red or a neon yellow, and favour more understated, dark or muted shades.

White as a main All-over white is fresh and pure. You can accessorize it with natural colours, and play with transparency and shapes. You can also choose white for a key piece, such as a top, blazer, trousers or coat (yet that last one is for princesses who only sit on clean spots).

White as a pop Use white as a highlighter. Layering a white T-shirt or shirt underneath something is a great way to add lightness to an outfit. Imagine dark blue jeans with a dark green cashmere sweater…not bad, but it feels a bit sad. Now add a white shirt underneath your sweater, let the sleeves, collar and hem show and, voilà, you have a completely different outfit, where each piece stands out against the punctuation of the white shirt.

Must-have whites

• Lots of white tops (T-shirts, shirts…)

• White denim jeans

• A white summer dress
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Neutrals & Brights

Beige & Nude

I call these shades warm neutrals, as opposed to the cold neutrals of grey or navy blue. As it resembles skin (from pale to dark tones), beige matches pretty much everything. Nude has the same effect in an exaggerated manner.

Choose a shade that works best with your skin tone but beware: worn close to the face, these colours may make your complexion look dull. I recommend you compensate for this with lively makeup and striking accessories.

Beige and nude are usually considered daytime colours, but they can be used for eveningwear if the fabric is shiny.

What to match with beige and nude

• Soft colours Just like white, beige and nude work well with soft, subtle shades, including white.

• Warm colours Beige and nude are a sultry match for warm shades, such as brown, red, burgundy and yellow.

• Dark colours These neutrals pair well with dark shades, such as forest green, plum and burnt orange. They can also make black look more casual (the little black dress with a beige trench coat, for example), but can look too conservative with navy blue.

• Flashy colours

Beige and nude are the ultimate shades to use to help soften super-bold, flashy or neon colours.

Must-have beige items

• Trench coat

• Warm wool or cashmere top

• Camisole
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