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Foreword
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Audrey at a cocktail party for Breakfast at Tiffany’s in Paris, France, 1962.
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Dear Audrey,

I’m sitting by the swimming pool at the Beverly Hills Hotel having my breakfast before taking the plane back to Paris, and everything that surrounds me makes me think of you. This delicate nature, so fragile and strong; this balance in the imbalance; this predominant pink, so tender but so determined, so steady, so touching in essence and spirit. I think of a Paris that I have conquered as you have conquered, a Paris that from this heat and this harmony leads us to introspection, to the essence, Paris takes you to an “editing” of all this fragility, of all this beauty that now encircles us.

Since I arrived in Paris, I have always had an obsession, a positive obsession, an image of you with your great friend Hubert in a private conversation that I perceive as the foundation of life. This image of you walking on this infinite, interminable dock, in a moment suspended in time in which there is neither past nor future, something that is immortalized in the present moment for the next centuries, a moment of extraordinary intimacy. In this moment you are this “essence,” this mixture of fragility and extraordinary strength, this femininity, and this virility, almost an androgyny, which was and still is my obsession, and possibly of the rest of the world as well. This is the image that has always supported me when Paris lacks that kind of sun, that warmth, that kind of nature, that pink hue, this is the image that warms me at all times, a point de repère, an emergency exit in the coldest moments, in those with too many clouds.

I’ve always loved the idea of your personality, adaptable and peculiar. There is an Audrey in Rome, an Audrey in Beverly Hills, and there is an Audrey in Paris, where you become the Audrey of Funny Face; you conquer the catwalks, the couturiers, the photographers, the unforgettable images of bistros and Parisian counters, but you always remain true to yourself. This naturalness of yours in entering the culture of another while managing to remain totally intact is the most extraordinary thing.

I’ve always liked this “editing” in which France has been modernized thanks to your silhouette, thanks to your Hubert de Givenchy or your Courreges, all those images that are still attached to my board, like on that of all the designers of my generation. On our walls there is always a photo of you, a photo of you in Paris, in this “Ville Lumiere” where you brought your light, a light that shines.

—GIAMBATTISTA VALLI




Introduction

Luca Dotti

To be ignorant of what occurred before you were born is to remain always a child.

—MARCUS TULLIUS CICERO

My mother, the Audrey Hepburn I grew up with, was far more interested in listening to the day-to-day dramas her family provided than gushing over her own glory. After she passed away, isolating myself from her public life steadily became my way to heal, or at least bury part of the pain.

My wake-up call came in the form of a surprisingly strong letter from one of Mum’s best friends, Hubert de Givenchy. In the letter he urged me to understand that out there lived another Audrey, one who mattered to the world that adored her, and one I could not ignore. If you have ever pulled a thorn from a child’s foot, you know exactly how his words felt. First there was an initial rush of pain followed by anger, then rejection, which was very slowly replaced by solace, and finally gratitude.

Removing that thorn led to an appetite for knowledge and the discovery of a genuine and seemingly infinite source of wisdom: Audrey Hepburn’s fans. They became my guides, helping me bridge the gaps between my memories and history.

Audrey at Home, my first book with HarperCollins, was effectively a way to cross that bridge, blending personal memories, recipes, and familiar locations, with just a zest of stardust and glamour. But one place weighed heavily for its silence: Paris.

Its exclusion wasn’t intentional, nor was it negligence. The reason is quite straightforward; Audrey at Home was about the places my family called home during our lives together, and Paris was not one of them. Mum’s story in the French capital largely predated my life and was strongly attached to her film career.

Most didn’t notice this snub, and there wasn’t a follow-up letter from Hubert. (To the contrary, one recipe from Audrey at Home, boeuf à la cuillère, did create a path of a newly found friendship.)

Yet some others obviously did notice. While the French, and in particular the Parisians, seldom are moody, here they had an extra reason to be “très ennuyés.” Half of my mum’s career revolved around Paris: her look, her best friends (to say nothing of her Yorkshires) were all fiercely Parisians, and still, she refused to call Paris “home”? But this dichotomy is apparent, for you see, the real Audrey Hepburn was part of that Hollywood gang who dined at home, who went to bed early, and who drew an unconditional line between the public and the private self. In other words, she was just as happy in a pair of jeans as in a Givenchy. Audrey at Home shared the former but now it is time to explore the latter.

Inevitably, time is central to this story. It always is, or at least as much as Jacques de La Palice is French. While writing this introduction the world is frightfully close to yet another global war, we are still battling the worst pandemic in a century, and inflation and climate change are clear and present dangers. Maybe then, it’s not the best time to dive into the past, through five decades of joie de vivre? Or, maybe, quite the contrary.
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Audrey at Givenchy’s atelier in Paris, 1956.

Photo by Ed Feingersh, Copyright © Ed Feingersh. Source: The Audrey Hepburn Family Collection.


If you look closely, Audrey’s world was ours through the looking glass. World War II was just over, the one against polio ongoing. The world was in the process of being rebuilt, and while many had lost everything, they still dreamed. Audrey’s personal story, her movies, her fashion, her Paris are just about that, not losing faith in the future.

Our Cicero in this travel through an extraordinary time, Meghan Friedlander, is quite “extraordinaire” herself. Well known to Audrey’s fans under the name Rare Audrey Hepburn, she is as unique as the photos and stories she publishes online. The very idea of this book is built around her; she has both the knowledge and the determination to plunge into Paris’s rabbit hole and emerge from it with impeccable “chic.” Better than that, our unique reporter has abided by the first time-traveler’s rule, which is to set a date and end up somewhere completely unforeseen, as most of the stories you will find here were previously untold.

Ladies and gentlemen, please fasten your fashionable seat belts to discover Meghan Friedlander’s account of Audrey Hepburn in Paris. ✴




{ 1 }

Meeting Colette
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Audrey, photographed by Edward Quinn, in Monte Carlo the summer she met Colette.

Photo Edward Quinn, © edwardquinn.com


Nineteen fifty-one was a pivotal year for Audrey Hepburn. The twenty-two-year-old actress had signed with the Associated British Pictures Corporation (ABPC) and was gradually earning small roles in British films. Behind her were the exhausting days of rushing around London performing as a chorus girl in nightly musical revues. She was now gaining a reputation as a young starlet with considerable promise. There were many exciting ventures on the horizon, but one in particular would launch Audrey’s career and introduce her to Paris for the first time.

In April of 1951, Audrey accepted a role in Jean Boyer’s upcoming movie, Nous irons à Monte Carlo (We Will Go to Monte Carlo), which was scheduled to film in Monte Carlo that summer. This was Audrey’s first substantial role; however, the offer presented concerns for the inexperienced actress. Having worked nonstop since the end of World War II, Audrey had become the main breadwinner in her household, and accepting a job abroad could hinder potential work opportunities back home in London. Despite her hesitations, she desperately needed the money and production offered to pay for her mother, Baroness Ella van Heemstra, to accompany Audrey to Monaco.

Better yet, the studio promised that her character would wear a Dior gown. As an impassioned admirer of French fashions, Audrey was delighted at the prospect of wearing a true couture design. There was one final condition: the movie was to be filmed twice, once in French (Nous irons à Monte Carlo) and again in English (where it became known as Monte Carlo Baby). Because Audrey spoke both languages fluently, Boyer wanted her for both versions. She happily agreed and quickly started packing.

[image: ]
Audrey in East Sussex, England, in May 1951.

© Popperfoto/Getty Images


In May, before shooting began, Audrey made four subsequent trips to Paris in preparation for the film. Even though she had been raised in Europe, this was her first time visiting the fashionable city. She was born in Belgium on May 4, 1929, and was the only child of Joseph Hepburn-Ruston, a British banker, and Ella van Heemstra, a Dutch baroness. She spent her infancy in Brussels with her father, mother, and two stepbrothers from her mother’s first marriage. “I lived and was based in Belgium until I moved to Holland, so my first words were French,” she explained years later.1

[image: ]Photo Edward Quinn, © edwardquinn.com
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Audrey filming We Will Go to Monte Carlo in the lobby of the Hôtel de Paris Monte-Carlo.

Photo Edward Quinn, © edwardquinn.com


At the age of five, a year before her father walked out on the family, Audrey was sent to boarding school in England, until the baroness withdrew her and moved the family to the Netherlands in 1939. Audrey studied ballet at the Arnhem School of Music but was forced to suspend her lessons once it was no longer safe to practice due to the German occupation. She spent the duration of World War II in Arnhem until its liberation in 1945. Soon after, Audrey continued her ballet training in Amsterdam with former ballerina Sonia Gaskell, until returning to London with her mother, where she accepted a scholarship at the Marie Rambert School of Ballet. Due to her training, Audrey began booking gigs in musical revues on the West End, effectively earning money from the thing she loved most in the world, dance.

On Saturday, May 26, 1951, Audrey traveled to Paris, unaware of the significance the city would have on her future. She visited the French studio Hoche Productions (founded by Ray Ventura, the producer of Nous irons à Monte Carlo and Monte Carlo Baby) to finalize her contract and additional wardrobe changes. The following month, prepped and ready to go, Audrey traveled to Monaco to begin production on We Will Go to Monte Carlo. While filming in Monte Carlo, Audrey resided at the Hôtel de Paris Monte-Carlo in the heart of Monaco. Established in 1864, the Hôtel de Paris Monte-Carlo was a major attraction for international society. Two of the hotel’s most notable residents were the French novelist Sidonie-Gabrielle Colette (known by the mononym Colette) and her husband, Maurice Goudeket. Colette, who was wheelchair-bound due to severe arthritis, had spent five consecutive winters at the exclusive hotel. Prior to her vacation, Colette had hired playwright Anita Loos and theatrical producer Gilbert Miller to dramatize her novel Gigi for the Broadway stage. Everything was in place but one vital part: the actress who would play the starring role of Gigi. Colette knew she needed someone with that certain je ne sais quoi to portray a sixteen-year-old French girl growing up in nineteenth-century Paris.

[image: ]
Audrey with French actor and dancer Edmond Audran in Monte Carlo.

Photo Edward Quinn, © edwardquinn.com
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Audrey photographed by Irving Penn for Vogue’s November 1951 issue.

Irving Penn, Vogue © Condé Nast


As legend has it, one afternoon Audrey was shooting a scene in the lobby of the Hôtel de Paris when she caught the eye of Colette, who was passing through on her way to lunch. Amid the frenzy of actors, crew members, and camera equipment, Colette turned to her husband and exclaimed, “Voilà notre Gigi pour l’Amérique!”2 (“There is my American Gigi!”). At the behest of his wife, Maurice made arrangements to meet Audrey and organize an introduction between Colette and the fledgling young actress. Audrey, admittedly clueless about the author’s stature in the literary world, conveyed her doubts. She was terribly flattered by their offer but expressed her regrets, “I’m sorry, madame, but I wouldn’t be able to, because I can’t act. I’m not equipped to play a leading role since I’ve never said more than one or two lines on stage in my life. I’ve done bits in films, of course, but I don’t consider that acting.”3

[image: ]
Audrey with Colette at her Palais-Royal apartment.

Copyright © France-soir, with special thanks to the BnF. Source: The Audrey Hepburn Family Collection


Defiant in her decision, Colette wouldn’t accept anything less than yes. With some convincing, Audrey accepted the part of Gigi and in July of 1951 traveled to Paris to meet with Colette at her apartment at the Palais-Royal on 9 rue de Beaujolais. Colette’s one-bedroom flat was decorated with crimson red carpeting, yellow and gray doors, and a view that overlooked the gardens. She first resided at the Palais-Royal in 1927, eventually leaving in 1929, until she returned nine years later in 1938, settling at her final location on the first floor. Over time Colette became synonymous with the Palais-Royal. Her writing desk was positioned against a window facing out toward the courtyard lined with an allée of linden trees. Here, Colette could let her mind wander. Standing tall behind her was an enclave bookshelf stacked with leather-bound tomes and framed butterfly displays. The day Audrey visited, Colette was dressed in a silk blouse with polka dots and a lavallière. Her natural curls were wild and her eyes were darkened with black coal.

[image: ]
The portrait of Colette inscribed to Audrey.

Unknown photographer—Copyrighted Material ©. Source: The Audrey Hepburn Family Collection


Colette sensitively wrote about Audrey’s arrival, “She is dark and charming, as slender as the swamp reeds of my native province, with an ease and grace of movement such as a doe might envy . . . I saw her for the first time in Monte Carlo, where people turned around to stare after her; and for the second, in the shade of a Paris garden planted by Louis XIII. But I never expected to see her, armed with as much patience as if she were waiting expressly for me, on the old stairway of my Palais-Royal apartment.”4

Audrey entered the author’s dwelling dressed in all black like the beatnik poets who gathered along the Seine. She wore a black long-sleeved sweater with matching slacks, a leather belt that subtly accentuated her delicate waist, and matching black gloves. Her dark hair was cropped and pinned back behind her ears, emphasizing a pair of golden clip-on earrings. She naturally possessed the sophistication of a young Parisian woman. The combination of her boyish appearance and charming disposition made her the perfect embodiment of Colette’s precocious heroine. Audrey met with Colette and Gilbert Miller at the author’s apartment to discuss the role of Gigi before rehearsals began in New York that September. Miller had coordinated to have a photographer take publicity photos of Colette and her ingenue to commemorate the occasion. The images show Audrey resting her head on Colette’s shoulder as Colette read from the book Fils de Réjane Souvenirs by Jacques Porel.

During her stay in Paris, Gilbert Miller also arranged for Audrey to have her portrait taken for Vogue magazine by American photographer Irving Penn. It was her first time featured in the popular fashion magazine. In 1950, Penn traveled to Paris to shoot his first haute couture collections for Vogue at a daylight studio inside an old photography school on the rue de Vaugirard. In the summer of 1951, Penn was once again sent to Paris by Vogue, but for a different purpose, to photograph Colette’s new discovery. The black-and-white portrait was featured in Vogue’s November 1951 issue.

Audrey, who was photographed at the Vogue studio in Paris, sat in front of a dark hanging theater carpet and was asked to pose herself for the portrait. She wore the same black ensemble she had worn during her meeting with Colette but this time without the gloves. Her short fringe framed her youthful face. Gently resting her head on the palm of her hand, Audrey looked directly at the camera with a closed smile. Her expression was elfin: sweet and unpretentious with a hint of mischief. The picture’s caption read “Audrey Hepburn, star of ‘Gigi.’”5 Little did she know, but Audrey was in store for a whirlwind year. Between rehearsals, publicity, and her impending marriage to James Hanson, the son of a London trucking magnate (they would end their engagement in the fall of 1952), Audrey would fly to Paris three more times for wardrobe fittings before making her Broadway debut that fall.

It would be another two years before Audrey returned to Colette’s apartment at the Palais-Royal. In February of 1955, during a three-day trip to Paris, Audrey paid her respects to Maurice Goudeket after the passing of his wife the year before. It was rumored that Colette had left Audrey some valuable jewelry in her will. That August, Audrey traveled to Paris again to attend a mass at a small chapel on the outskirts of Paris, marking the one-year anniversary of Colette’s death. Also in attendance were the French actor Maurice Chevalier and the French writer and artist Jean Cocteau. Colette had single-handedly changed the trajectory of Audrey’s life; in less than a year, she had gone from being an unknown chorus girl to a brilliant star on the rise. Among her possessions, Audrey faithfully kept a portrait of Colette inscribed “Pour Audrey Hepburn, trésor que j’ai trouvé sur une plage.” Translated: “To Audrey Hepburn, a treasure that I found on a beach.”6

Audrey’s sojourn to the Palais-Royal ignited an enduring love affair with Paris. After completing her first stint on Broadway in Gigi, Audrey would earn her career-defining role as Princess Ann in Paramount Pictures’ Roman Holiday. The following year, she would sign on to star as the titular role in Billy Wilder’s romantic comedy, Sabrina. That summer in 1953, Audrey would once again pack her suitcase and travel to the French capital for another life-altering appointment: this time at 8 rue Alfred de Vigny to meet with a young courtier named Hubert de Givenchy. ✴




{ 2 }

Sabrina
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Audrey wearing Givenchy’s Inez de Castro gown for Sabrina.

© Bud Fraker/Paramount/Kobal/Shutterstock


Gigi opened in New York at the Fulton Theatre on November 25, 1951. Although critics deemed the plot too “old-fashioned” for modern audiences, there was one component that was undeniable: the inspired newcomer playing the role of Gigi. Newspaper headlines were plastered with Audrey’s name. The New York Times journalist Brooks Atkinson wrote a glowing review with the headline, “Audrey Hepburn is Captivating.” Furthering his praise, he continues, “Miss Hepburn is the one fresh element. As Gigi she develops a full-length character from artless gaucheries in the first act to a stirring emotional climax in the last scene. It is a fine piece of sustained acting that is spontaneous, lucid, and captivating.”7 Before the stage curtains closed, Audrey was already signed with Paramount Pictures to star in William Wyler’s next project, Roman Holiday, scheduled to film the following year. Audrey’s star was on the rise and Hollywood had taken notice. Across the pond, in Paris, another hopeful was experiencing his own meteoric success.

Hubert de Givenchy, born Hubert James Taffin de Givenchy, had dreamed of a life in French couture since his childhood days in Beauvais, France. At the age of seventeen, Hubert abandoned law school and ventured to Paris in pursuit of his boyhood idol, “The King of Fashion,” Cristóbal Balenciaga. Unfortunately, Hubert would have to wait until 1953 for the two men to meet, but his resolve to enmesh himself in the world of fashion was not deterred. He studied three years at the École des Beaux-Arts, ultimately leaving to work as an apprentice to French couturier Jacques Fath at his salon on 39 avenue Pierre 1er de Serbie in Paris. Givenchy recalled his time working under the prominent designer: “Jacques Fath, a striking personality, always in a whirl, received me dressed in grey from head to toe, under a wolf coat that hung to the floor. ‘You start tomorrow!’ With a kind of stupor and provincial terror, I discovered the world of couture. Models and sales women reeking with Grey Iris perfume, and giggling punctuated by cries and calls the live-long day, dressing gowns half-open, mon chéri, mon poulet, all the while that Jacques Fath tried the model dresses on himself, draping and pinning them on a grosgrain that he held at his waist . . .”8

His term with Fath was the start of an incomparable education under the instruction of Robert Piguet, Lucien Lelong, and Elsa Schiaparelli. After his short stint with Fath, Hubert accepted a job with Robert Piguet, a Swiss-born designer who had previously mentored Christian Dior. Hubert stayed for a year before making his way to Lucien Lelong, where he lasted six months. In 1947, Hubert joined Schiaparelli’s team as an assistant and creative director of her boutique. He considered his time at Schiaparelli invaluable, stating, “It was here that I came to know true elegance.”9 During his off hours at Schiaparelli, Hubert experimented with the excess fabric left around the workroom. He practiced designing separates by modifying the structure of an average blouse and skirt, resulting in what would later be the crux of his first collection.

[image: ]
Hubert de Givenchy at his design house on 8 rue Alfred de Vigny in Paris, 1955.

© John Chillingworth/Getty Images


Hubert remained with Schiaparelli for four years, eventually resigning to forge his eponymous label, Givenchy. In January of 1952, with the financial help of his cousin Hélène Bouilloux-Lafont and his brother-in-law, Louis Fontaine, Hubert opened his first salon on 8 rue Alfred de Vigny overlooking Parc Monceau. His workroom was part of an 1860 neo-Gothic mansion, owned by Monsieur Menier, of the French Menier Chocolate Company. The room was a mere fifteen by twenty feet, which he tented off with gray cotton sheets hung high from the wainscoting. With a little encouragement—and financial help—from a backer, he expanded his salon to the second floor, where he would unveil his creations the subsequent month. His team at Givenchy was a small assembly of friends and associates. Philippe Venet, Hubert’s companion and loyal friend, left Schiaparelli to join Givenchy as head tailor. Bettina Graziani, one of Paris’s top models, joined Givenchy as Hubert’s publicist and star mannequin. Last but not least, Janette Mahler, another volunteer from Schiaparelli, was enlisted as his secretary and remained with Hubert until his retirement in 1995. With everything in place, Hubert braced himself as he prepared for the inauguration of Givenchy.

On February 2, 1952, at just twenty-five years old, Hubert de Givenchy debuted his premiere collection. Similar to Audrey’s crowd-pleasing performance in Gigi, Hubert’s designs made an imposing impression on le tout-Paris. “The opening of a new house the first day provided the surprise of the season, when twenty-five-year-old, six-foot-three Hubert de Givenchy was given the biggest ovation Paris had seen in five years. His gay, youthful collection, modeled by four of Paris’ prettiest mannequins, was shown in the midst of a first-night atmosphere, before a packed and dressy audience which included V.I.P.’s. His modern approach, his intriguing ‘separates’, his glamorized shirting cottons for evening made a great hit,”10 wrote Lucette Caron of the Hartford Courant magazine. Hubert had seamlessly stationed himself among the haute couture masters such as Christian Dior, Coco Chanel, and his former mentor, Jacques Fath. Fashion experts lauded Hubert; Marie-Louise Bousquet, the editor of Paris Harper’s Bazaar, even announced Givenchy as the future of French couture.
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Hubert de Givenchy at his design house on 8 rue Alfred de Vigny in Paris, 1955.

© PAGES Francois/Getty Images


In another part of the world, on a scorchingly hot summer’s day in 1952, Audrey Hepburn was touring the streets of Rome for her first major motion picture, Roman Holiday. Her performance as Princess Anne would later earn her the coveted Best Actress award in 1954 at the Academy Awards, the British Academy Film Awards, and the Golden Globes. Audrey was an international success and in 1953 Paramount Pictures wanted her for Billy Wilder’s upcoming romantic comedy Sabrina, based on the play by Samuel A. Taylor. Wilder’s Sabrina is the story of a chauffeur’s daughter, Sabrina Fairchild (Audrey), who lives with her father over the garage of the Larrabee Estate on Long Island. She spends her days yearning after the boss’s son, David Larrabee (William Holden), a directionless yet charismatic playboy. However, her father (John Williams) disapproves of her unrequited crush and enrolls Sabrina in cooking classes in Paris. While abroad, Sabrina finds a renewed spirit in the French capital. She returns home a chic young woman with a new outlook on life, revealing, “I have learned how to live, how to be in the world and of the world, and not just to stand aside and watch. And I will never, never again run away from life, or from love, either.” Through a series of events, Sabrina unexpectedly falls for David’s older brother, Linus Larrabee (Humphrey Bogart), a reserved man with a penchant for business. In the final scene, Linus abandons his life of responsibility and joins Sabrina on a boat headed toward Paris, to let in la vie en rose.

Director Billy Wilder knew from the outset that it was pivotal for his leading lady to wear authentic Parisian designs on her arrival from Paris. Edith Head, a well-established costume designer for Paramount Pictures and a five-time Academy Award winner for Best Costume Design, was contracted to create the costumes for Sabrina. Head had previously worked with Audrey on Roman Holiday and was enchanted by Audrey’s European aristocratic appearance. “[Audrey’s] figure and flair told me, at once, here was a girl who’d been born to make designers happy. If she were not an actress she’d be a model or a designer. As it is, she’s all three: a girl way ahead of high fashion, who deliberately looks different from other women, who has dramatized her own slenderness into her chief asset,”11 Head shared in her 1959 autobiography The Dress Doctor.

[image: ]
Audrey wearing her Oxford gray suit at the Glen Cove train station during the production of Sabrina, 1953.

© Bettmann/Getty Images


However, Audrey Wilder, Billy Wilder’s wife, wanted to explore a different avenue; she proposed the idea of hiring a true French couturier to design the costumes instead. Imaginably, Edith Head was vexed by the decision: “The director broke my heart by suggesting that, while the chauffeur’s daughter was in Paris, she actually buy a Paris suit.”12 Gladys de Segonzac, wife of the managing director of Paramount’s Paris office, Edouard de Segonzac, contacted Balenciaga, who regrettably turned down their offer. He was in the midst of preparing his Autumn collection (which would be shown in late July) and could not provide designs under the time restraints. Without a moment to spare, Gladys picked up the phone and called Paris’s new boy wonder, Hubert de Givenchy.

Filming for Sabrina had been delayed until September of 1953, providing Audrey the opportunity to take a vacation with her mother through continental Europe. The studio executives concocted a plan for Audrey to visit Paris during her holiday and purchase the key pieces for Sabrina’s Parisian wardrobe. Under the guise that Audrey was purchasing these items for her personal closet, Paramount could bypass custom fees and avoid crediting Givenchy for his designs, a stipulation they kept from Audrey. She was to visit Givenchy’s salon on 8 rue Alfred de Vigny to select one dark suit (“This should be of the type she would wear crossing the Atlantic by plane and arrive upstate New York by train”), several blouses to be worn with the suit, two “extreme French hats appropriate for the suit,” and one “very smart French day dress,” according to the production notes written by producer Frank Caffey.13

[image: ]
Audrey with director Billy Wilder on the set of Sabrina.

© Paramount/Kobal/Shutterstock


Audrey arrived in Paris that July and was greeted by a very confused staff at Givenchy. Hubert and his team were anticipating the arrival of a different Ms. Hepburn. When Gladys had reached out earlier, they assumed she meant Katharine Hepburn, the legendary stage and screen actress. They were befuddled by the appearance of the delicate stranger standing before them. Hubert remembers his first impression of Audrey on that fateful day: “[She wore] a very strange ensemble. She had on very slim pants, capri pants, with ballerina shoes, a little white T-shirt and a gondolier hat—imagine this is in Paris!—with a red ribbon across the top. And no makeup. She looked like a ballet dancer.”14 Like Balenciaga, Hubert was hard at work preparing for his Autumn collection. “I told Audrey that I had very few workers and I needed all hands to help me with my next collection, which I had to show very soon. But she insisted, ‘Please, please, there must be something I can try on.’”15 He directed her toward the remaining samples from his 1953 Spring Summer collection. Audrey’s face lit up as she carefully ran her fingers over the beautiful textiles proudly displayed before her. Of the pieces, she selected an Oxford gray double-breasted wool ottoman suit with a scoop neck and slim skirt. “The way she moved in the suit, she was so happy. She said that it was exactly what she wanted for the movie. She gave a life to the clothes—she had a way of installing herself in them that I have seen in no one else since, except maybe the model Dalma. The suit just adapted to her. Something magic happened. Suddenly she felt good—you could feel her excitement, her joy,”16 Hubert described to Vanity Fair journalist Amy Fine Collins in 1995. Audrey paired the suit with a snug turban made of pleated white satin, which she wore in the film when Sabrina arrived at the Glen Cove Rail Station in Long Island.

The next item Audrey tried on was a strapless evening gown known as the “Inez De Castro.” “I have a lovely evening dress with yards of skirt and way off the shoulder. Shall I wear it?” Sabrina exclaims when she accepts an invitation to the annual Larrabee party. The gown was constructed of white organdy and embroidered with an eighteenth-century floral motif made of black silk yarn and threaded with black beads and clusters of white French knot embroidery. The sheath underskirt was worn under a detachable flared overskirt edged with black organdy ruffles. Hubert originally presented the gown with a jacket of black jersey worn over the bodice; that item was not used in the film, but Audrey kept the garment for her personal wardrobe and was later photographed wearing the jacket at the Ice Follies Show in 1954.

Hubert and his staff were breathless at the sight of Audrey. Moments ago she had been a nameless girl from off the street, but now standing before them was an elegant young woman with perfect posture, a piquant face, and a short coiffed haircut that emphasized her beautifully pronounced jawline. Wearing the Inez de Castro, she was Givenchy’s ideal mannequin. Dreda Mele, the directrice of Givenchy, who had also worn the Inez de Castro gown to a ball, remembers that day candidly: “[Audrey] was like the arrival of a summer flower. She was lumineuse—radiant, in both a physical and spiritual sense. I felt immediately how lovely she was, inside and out. Though she came to Givenchy out of the blue, there is no doubt that they were made to meet. Audrey was always very definite in her taste and look. She came to him because she was attracted by the image he could give her. And she entered that image totally. She entered into his dream, too. I repeat, they were made for each other.”17

The last dress Audrey chose was a black satin cocktail dress finished from a ribbed cotton pique produced by the fabric house Abraham. Audrey had the original design modified to fit her specific needs for Sabrina. The final version worn in the film had a boat neckline with small bows fastened at the shoulders. The back of the bodice was cut into a daring V shape with buttons clasped down the backside and a cinched waist that accentuated the volume of the full ballerina-length skirt. Audrey tried on an assortment of hats available in the workroom, choosing a medieval-style chapeau of black satin embellished with rhinestones. Despite her undisputed beauty, Audrey was plagued by her own insecurities. She often criticized the size of her feet, the length of her neck, her crooked teeth, and what she considered her skinny collarbones. Hubert altered the neckline of the dress to hide her collarbones and emphasize her attractive shoulders. “What used to be called a décolleté bateau,” Givenchy said. “Afterwards it was called the décolleté Sabrina.”18

[image: ]
Audrey, wearing her black satin cocktail dress, with Humphrey Bogart on the set of Sabrina.
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Audrey with Hubert during a dress fitting in Rome, 1958.
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