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INTRODUCTION

“My dream? To make women happier and more beautiful.”

– Christian Dior

In 1947 in Paris – a city still reeling from the Nazi occupation of Europe, where rationing and austerity continued to affect every area of life – an idealistic couturier by the name of Christian Dior had just opened his own fashion house. His first collection was eagerly anticipated, and as models sashayed through the elegant dove-grey rooms of his salon, there was a collective intake of breath. Gone were the square-shouldered, masculine jackets and neat, short skirts of wartime, replaced by perfectly tailored elegant jackets that moulded themselves to the curves of the models; waists were tinier than could be imagined and hips rounded exaggeratedly over skirts that swirled in yards of fabric. It was an audacious debut, immortalized in the words of Carmel Snow, editor-in-chief of Harper’s Bazaar: “It’s quite a revolution, dear Christian! Your dresses have such a new look!” Fashion history was made and the New Look was born.

Despite its creator’s untimely death just a decade later, the haute couture house that Christian Dior founded has always stood for glamour, elegance and luxury. The tenets of design that Dior laid down in the beginning – an architectural level of skill in tailoring and craftsmanship, a focus on femininity and making a woman feel more beautiful in his clothes, a clever marriage between the historical influence of fashion and meeting the needs of a modern woman – have endured for more than 70 years. The New Look is still instantly recognizable and is a touchstone for fashion historians and designers alike.


[image: Christian Dior sits at his desk in his salon and sketches on a sheet of paper.]


Christian Dior sketching in his elegant salon at 30 Avenue Montaigne.



The immensely talented head designers who succeeded Dior, including Yves Saint Laurent, Marc Bohan, Gianfranco Ferré, John Galliano, Raf Simons, and current chief Maria Grazia Chiuri, have respected the designer’s intentions while still offering their individuality to the label. Alongside a savvy business team, they have steered the label through the changing world of fashion, from the rise of ready-to-wear and accessories to the brand’s global expansion into fragrance and cosmetics. Today, Dior is one of the most successful luxury brands in the world, and its founder is far from forgotten. With the wildly popular retrospective Christian Dior: Designer of Dreams shown first in Paris in 2017, and then in London in 2019, the vision of the designer continues to be shared with a new generation.





Early Life






[image: Christian Dior holds a basket and collects flowers from his garden. He poses for the camera.]


Christian Dior in 1950, collecting flowers from the grounds of his country home, Le Moulin du Coudret, an old 15th century mill outside Paris. His lifelong passion for floral designs and embellishments remains at Dior to this day.





A LOVE OF FLOWERS

Christian Dior was born on 21 January 1905 in Granville, a smart seaside town on the coast of Normandy, and was the second of five children.

His family’s weath came from a fertilizer and chemicals business founded by his great-great grandfather in 1832. In his autobiography, Dior by Dior (1957), Dior described their Normandy clifftop home: “like all Anglo-Norman buildings at the end of the last century … [it was] perfectly hideous [but] … in a certain sense my whole way of life was influenced by its architecture and environment.” The house was painted a “very soft pink, mixed with grey gravelling, and these two shades have remained my favourite colours in couture”. In the linen room, housemaids and seamstresses worked tirelessly; Dior recalls it was “the place I loved more than any other … I lingered … absorbed in watching the women around the oil lamp plying their needles.”

As a child, Dior exhibited a passion for flowers and was happy to spend hours alone among the plants and flowerbeds or reading Vilmorin-Andrieux botanical catalogues. This interest, inherited from his mother, heavily influenced his work as a designer: he loved to sketch sitting in his gardens, and used abundant floral patterns, embroidery and embellishments on his gowns and dresses. His New Look silhouette was designed to represent an inverted flower, and the salons of Maison Dior were always full of grand floral arrangements. The garden and floral theme runs through the company to this day – all the designers to succeed Christian Dior have used floral fabrics and embroidered flowers or petals made from silk, as well as incorporating fresh flowers into catwalk and haute couture shows.


[image: An aerial view of the Normandy coast with buildings along the beach.]


The Normandy coast remained a lifelong inspiration to Christian Dior.



Christian Dior was five years old when his family moved to a grand apartment in Paris. The city was enjoying the final years of the Belle Époque, a golden age before the outbreak of World War I. The young Dior happily absorbed the atmosphere of gaiety and creativity in a period when the arts, theatre and music flourished. Once the war was underway, life was more tense, but Dior wrote of keeping up morale by singing and dancing. He was already showing an interest in fashion when a magazine from Paris arrived, “announcing that the Parisiennes were wearing short skirts and ‘flying boots’ … laced up to the knees. Disapproval was unanimous and powerful. All the same, on that very day, each one hastened to order boots and short skirts from Paris by the evening post.”


[image: The cover of a botanical catalogue with detailed illustrations of flowers and leaves and text in French.]


Dior spent hours as a child reading botanical catalogues, sparking a passion for floral print and design.



After the end of World War I, a teenage Dior immersed himself in contemporary arts, literature and music, attending private views and patronizing small, exclusive galleries. After finishing school, Dior suggested to his parents that he pursue his interest in architecture and study fine arts. However, they did not feel this would lead to a suitable career and instead enrolled him on a political science course with a view to launching him into a career as diplomat. Nevertheless, Dior pursued his passion for the arts, admiring the new surrealist painters, watching expressionist avant-garde films and spending nights at plays by Anton Chekhov. He was also seduced by the glamour of the Folies Bergère and other lively venues, quickly becoming a fan of performers like the Dolly Sisters and Josephine Baker.

It was soon obvious that a career as a diplomat would not suit the young Dior, so he persuaded his parents to allow him to study musical composition instead. He experimented with expanded tonality and was impressed by composers such as Henri Sauguet, although his parents despaired at the sounds coming out of their drawing room. The cultural life that Dior led during these formative years not only helped develop his personal tastes but also led him to make friends within a wide social circle that would stay with him for life. One of these friends, Jean Ozenne, worked in couture and had an early influence on Dior’s future career.

For several years, Dior had managed to postpone his military service because he was still a student, but in 1927 he was finally made to sign up. Declaring himself an anarchist and a pacifist, he refused to join the officers’ squad and instead became a second-class sapper in the Fifth Génie de Versailles, a regiment near Paris. Using this time to decide what he was going to do next, Dior proposed that he should open an art gallery, despite his parents’ reservations. His father agreed to back Dior on the proviso that his name did not appear on the gallery itself, as to have one’s name over a shop door would have been the pinnacle of social shame to his traditional and well-to-do parents. Dior went into partnership with his friend Jacques Bonjean and opened a small gallery that traded in what would become some of the most important painters of the century, including Pablo Picasso, Henri Matisse, Salvador Dalí and Max Jacob. Dior later commented that if he had kept the stock of paintings, their value would have been incalculable. In 1928, Dior met Pierre Colle, who became a close friend and joined the staff of the gallery.


[image: Josephine Baker wears a shirt and a pair of shorts and performs on stage.]


Avant garde performers like Josephine Baker were compelling to the young designer and Dior later created outfits for Miss Baker to wear on stage.



In 1930, just after the American economic crash sparked the worldwide Great Depression, Dior suffered a series of blows. First, his brother was diagnosed with an incurable nervous disease and his beloved mother, full of grief, faded away and died. Shortly after, at the beginning of 1931, the depression hit France and his father, who had invested heavily in real estate, saw his fortune vanish. With bailiffs arriving at the house to seize any assets they could, Dior moved the family’s artworks to the gallery. But Jacques Bonjean’s family had suffered a similar fate, and soon the gallery had to close. Dior, determined to keep going, partnered with Pierre Colle to open a new gallery, but artworks had devalued so dramatically that it was impossible to stay afloat, and this too was soon forced to close.

Dior was left virtually destitute. His family had returned to Normandy, unable to afford to live in Paris. Dior himself was forced to share attic rooms with friends. But looking back, he remembered the camaraderie and determination to find small pleasures during these hard times: “For a night, with the help of a few bottles, a piano, and a gramophone we would keep away the mice as we invented fantastic amusements … [including] Charades in fancy dress”.

Perhaps inevitably given his peripatetic lifestyle, Dior fell seriously ill and was forced to leave the city for the healing mountain air. During the year he spent abroad, Dior began exploring his own creativity. He learned the art of tapestry, worked on his designs and even considering setting up a workshop. But when he finally returned to Paris, Dior needed a steady job and applied to the fashion house of designer Lucien Lelong. In the interview, he found himself suggesting he would be more useful working on the couture side of the business than in the office. Although Dior wasn’t given a job
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