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introduction

fashion’s best friend

p All hail John Galliano, master of the magnificent! A year before his ill-judged, anti-Semitic outbursts and his dismissal from Dior as creative director, the Gibraltarborn plumber’s son and, arguably, one of the UK’s greatest fashion designers, saw this Little Black Dress design for Dior featured in the February 2010 issue of Vogue. A strapless, corseted, lace-tiered chiffon dress, it is pure Galliano, referencing its own past and yet planting a flag firmly in fashion’s future. This is everything the LBD can be: classic, sensual, playful, feminine and immensely flattering. Photograph by Daniel Jackson.

When a simple, short black dress, designed by Coco Chanel, appeared in American Vogue in 1926, it was dubbed “Chanel’s Ford”. Like the Model T, Henry Ford’s popular car of the time – available in every colour “so long as it is black” – the inimitable French couturier’s design was hailed as accessible to women of all classes. The dress, announced Vogue , was a “sort of uniform for all tastes… the frock that all the world will wear”. 

How right they were. Today, almost a century later, the

Little Black Dress – or LBD to its army of admirers – is the most dependable, go-to item in any woman’s wardrobe. Loved as much for its versatility as for its figure-flattering powers, the LBD transcends age, size and occasion. Dressed up or down, the perfect LBD is the fashionable woman’s best friend. As Wallis Simpson, a passionate advocate of the LBD, so elegantly put it, “When the little black dress is right, there is nothing else to wear in its place.”

But it was not always thus. Black was traditionally the colour of mourning – women were expected to wear it for at least four years after the death of their husbands – and it was considered a shockingly risqué choice of colour for any self-respecting woman. When John Singer Sargent’s Portrait of Madame X was first shown to the Paris Salon in 1884, with its subject, Madame Pierre Gautreu, wearing a revealing black satin dress with jewelled straps, it caused outrage. 

It wasn’t until World War I that wearing black in public became socially acceptable across the board. Not only did black express the collective grief and devastation caused by the war, 
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i For the October 1973 cover, legendary photographer Helmut Newton photographed the American model and actress Marisa Berenson – whom the fashion designer Yves Saint Laurent dubbed “The Girl of the Seventies” – in a simple black crepe Chloé dress outlined with diamanté.

The image is pure Seventies chic: windblown hair, heavy eye make up and shimmering disco glamour. The dress itself has LBD star power, packing a party punch in the most undemonstrative way. With just a little sparkle added, you’re ready for the dance floor. 

f “We had a lot of fun on this photoshoot,” recalls shoemaker extraordinaire Manolo Blahnik.

In this September 1975 image by David Bailey, Blahnik appears with the photographer’s then girlfriend, Tokyo-born American model Marie Helvin. A fledgling shoe designer

of considerable talent, Blahnik was also very much the handsome man about town, although he claimed he looked like “a Mexican waiter” in this picture. Helvin wears a jersey tube dress with bell-sleeves by Bruce Oldfield, with the neckline slit low at the back. 

it was also utilitarian. Darker shades were more practical at a time when increasing numbers of women were working outside the home for the war effort and getting dirty in the newly industrial world. Writing to a friend in 1920, the Polish-French physicist Marie Curie, famous for her pioneering research on radioactivity, remarked, “I have no dress except the one I wear every day. If you are going to be kind enough to give me one, please let it be practical and dark so that I can put it on afterwards to go to the laboratory.”

The Little Black Dress might have cut a radically modern figure but, disregarding convention as she always did, Chanel helped

to make it a part of every fashion-conscious woman’s wardrobe. Among those displeased at the turn of events was the couturier Paul Poiret, who is said to have sniped at Chanel in the street with: “What are you in mourning for, Mademoiselle?” Her scissor-tongued retort is reputed to have been, “For you, dear Monsieur.”

After Chanel broke the mould of women’s fashion in the Twenties, the Little Black Dress went from strength to strength. During the Great Depression, the garment’s economy and elegance – a typical Twenties LBD required only 1.8m (2 yards) of fabric

as opposed to the 9m (10 yards) or more necessary to fashion

the bustles and trains of yesteryear – made it indispensable to fashionable women the world over. 

The LBD gained an insurmountable foothold in Hollywood. In 1927, a year after its appearance in American Vogue, the young Hollywood costumer Travis Banton created an iconic moment in women’s fashion when he gave the Little Black Dress its cinematic debut. He dressed Clara Bow in one for her role in the hit film It. Bow, the biggest star in Hollywood at the time, played Betty Lou, a shop assistant on a lingerie counter in a major department store. In an attempt to impress her boss, she agrees to a date at the Ritz with his best friend, Monty. Betty doesn’t have much to wear and, in a moment of madness, with the help of her flatmate, she transforms her demure black work dress into a daring evening frock. The effect of the scene in which the Little Black Dress first enters the Ritz cannot be underestimated. Overnight, the impact of the dress was cemented in people’s minds. Later that same year, the LBD reached iconic levels of fame when Bow wore another version in her next movie, Rough House Rosie. 

By the end of the Twenties, as Technicolor films became more popular, filmmakers relied increasingly on Little Black Dresses because they didn’t clash with the other colours on the screen. 
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i Less than a year after Coco Chanel’s original Little Black Dress appeared in American Vogue, the magazine’s British counterpart also took a modern approach when it featured an LBD on its early March 1927 cover. The illustration of the scoop-necked, long-sleeved dress, set against an Art Deco backdrop, with only a cloche hat, a string of green pearls and vivid red lipstick as accessories, is by Harriet Meserole. Comparatively little is known about the American-born illustrator,

who is thought to have joined the magazine between 1916 and 1918, except that she favoured a simple, pared-back style. “I like simplicity in all things,” she said of herself

in 1923. “I hate prettiness and ice cream.” This was certainly the case with her delightfully mannered, strongly graphic illustrations, which – as this picture shows – were served particularly well by

the clean simplicity of the LBD.

Since time immemorial, fashion and celebrity have been close bedfellows, and for more than almost any equivalent item of clothing, the increase in popularity of the LBD can be directly linked to the profiles of the women who wore it. When, in 1935, the singer Édith Piaf was discovered in the Pigalle area of Paris by nightclub owner Louis Leplée, he taught her the basics of stage presence and also told her to wear a black dress at all times. With that, her iconic look was born. 

During World War II, the widespread rationing of textiles, coupled once again with the need for civilian women to have practical workwear solutions, made the LBD even more essential than ever. While standard daytime wear was “the Utility suit”, only women of greater means could afford a separate evening frock. Thankfully, for fashionable women on both sides of the Atlantic, the LBD lent itself naturally to accessorizing. With a carefully chosen hat or piece of jewellery, it could be transformed into something infinitely more glamorous. 

The end of World War II ushered in a new era of post-war glamour. On 16 December 1946, in a private house at 30, avenue Montaigne, in Paris, a young fashion designer named Christian Dior established the House of Dior with the backing of a wealthy businessman, Marcel Boussac. This event was to usher in a new period in the history of fashion: the birth of the “New Look”, a refreshing antidote to austerity with an emphasis on the nipped-in silhouette and an extravagant use of fabric. Dior’s little black creations – and he was certainly far from averse to working in black fabrics, particularly if they were velvet or satin – were usually characterized by their lavish full skirts and wasp waists, although the designer would, over time, begin to narrow his silhouette. “You can wear black at any time,” he said. “You can wear black at any age. You can wear it on almost any occasion. A little black frock is essential to a woman.”

In 1952, a talented young designer named Hubert de Givenchy allegedly turned down a job offer from Christian Dior and opted to open his own fashion house instead. He was 24 years old. Two years later, a young actress called Audrey Hepburn went, at the behest of legendary Hollywood costume designer Edith Head, to meet with Givenchy to discuss looks for her forthcoming role in Billy Wilder’s romantic comedy Sabrina. Over multiple fittings, a friendship blossomed. While it is uncertain which of the film’s array of beautiful costumes – including a full-skirted, silk LBD 
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with a perfect, pinched-in waist – can be credited to Givenchy, he certainly never received the recognition he deserved. When Head accepted her Academy Award for her work on Sabrina, she didn’t mention the young French designer at all. Hepburn was allegedly furious and vowed from that time forward to make films only in which she could appear in Givenchy’s creations.

In 1961 Givenchy designed a Little Black Dress for the opening scene of Blake Edwards’s romantic comedy Breakfast at Tiffany’s. Widely considered to be one of the most iconic dresses of the

20th century, it has also been variously described as the most famous LBD of all time. A sleeveless, black, Italian satin sheath evening gown, it had a fitted bodice and was embellished at the back with a distinctive cut-out décolleté. The skirt itself was slightly gathered at the waist and slit to the thigh at one side. As well as designing the dress itself, Givenchy also provided the accessories – a pearl choker of many strands (designed by Givenchy jewellery designer Roger Scemama), a 30cm- (1ft-) long cigarette holder, a large black hat and opera gloves – which transformed the plain black dress into the stuff of legend. After Hepburn’s death in 1993, Givenchy donated the black satin gown to the charity City of Joy Aid, and in 2006 the dress was auctioned at Christie’s for £467,200 ($923,187 at the time).

The intense period of sartorial change ushered in by the Sixties has since come to be viewed as akin to a revolution. With the income of young people at its highest since the end of World War II, an increased economic power fuelled a new sense of identity and a need to express it. The fashion industry quickly responded by creating designs for young people that no longer simply copied “grown-up” styles. As hems became shorter and colours brighter, the LBD struggled to find its place in the psychedelic youth explosion. That said, by continuing to hold favour with a timeless few, it never quite lost its foothold. First Lady Jackie Kennedy wore hers particularly well, often accessorizing with a dramatic bouffant, a pair of oversized dark glasses and a string of pearls. 

As the decades progressed, the LBD held firm, shifting and morphing to suit the sartorial mood of the times. Seventies rock chicks such as Debbie Harry wore theirs short in skintight leather. Embraced by punk-rock culture, the LBD began to be ripped, pinned and patched, a trend that was continued well into the Eighties by rebellious style icons such as Madonna. During the Nineties – a period that has since come to be characterized as the 

i “Picture Yourself Like This”, announced the October 1974 cover of Vogue, as shot by the legendary Italian photographer Oliviero Toscani (best known

for his controversial advertising campaigns for Benetton in the Eighties). Featuring a model with her back to the camera, and a camera in her hand, it appears modern in more ways than one. The model seems to be taking a “selfie”, some four decades before they would become the craze. The dress itself – a low-backed, spaghetti-strapped, black georgette design with chiffon handkerchief points, by Bellville-Sassoon – is timeless

in its simplicity. But the flash

of a diamond necklace, worn down the model’s back, makes

it feel fresh and just the tiniest bit mischievous. 
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decade of grunge – the LBD reverted back to its plain and simple origins. Short, tight and powerfully feminine, it once again proved to be the perfect weapon for liberated womanhood. This was never better epitomized than on two standout occasions in 1994: first,

at the premiere of Four Weddings and a Funeral, when Elizabeth Hurley’s choice of a barely-there, safety-pinned Versace LBD meant nobody was looking at the star of the film, her boyfriend Hugh Grant, and second, and most memorably, at the Serpentine Gallery, when Princess Diana wore an off-the-shoulder and figure-hugging Christina Stambolian “Revenge Dress” on the eve of her husband’s televised admission of an adulterous relationship with Camilla Parker Bowles. 

For all its powers of flattery and impact, the real beauty of the Little Black Dress is its ability to be whatever the wearer wants, or needs, it to be. Demure or daring, dressed up or pared down, the LBD is the perfect blank canvas on which to define one’s unique womanhood. At one and the same time, it can enhance features while concealing imperfections. The Little Black Dress has also managed to adapt to all socio-political changes and it is for this reason, as much as any other, that every designer worth their salt over the past century has entered wholeheartedly into fashion’s constant, ever-evolving quest for the perfect version. Indeed, the LBD has become a rite of passage for generations of designers. As Miuccia Prada so succinctly put it in her introduction to the catalogue for a 2013 exhibition dedicated to the LBD from André Leon Talley (American Vogue’s former contributing editor): “To me, designing a little black dress is trying to express in a simple, banal object, a great complexity about women, aesthetics and current times.” Coco Chanel could not have put it better herself. 

i This opening image in a roundup from the Paris collections appeared in the September 1936 issue of American Vogue. Its photographer, Cecil Beaton, who had begun his career as a cement merchant in London’s Holborn, was 32 years old and the brightest light in the Condé Nast magazine firmament. The image itself is pure Beaton, timelessly beautiful but with a

nod to modernity and to its own constructed nature in the ripped backdrop. The model wears a black silk jersey halterneck dress by Alix, draped beautifully around the hips and with a sheer train. 

p By the late Eighties, the LBD had become shorter, tighter and generally more structured than

in the previous decade. It was the calling card for most of the biggest design names in fashion, one of whom was Moroccan-born Joseph Ettedgui. In this photograph by Hans Feurer (March 1987), the model wears a black leather bolero and a black chiffon bra, lined with satin and caught to a gathered web of a black lace skirt, creating “a potent cocktail of leather and lace and bare skin”. 
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sleek simplicity

f In the November 1965 issue, a young, immaculately beautiful Jean Shrimpton stares into the lens of her photographer boyfriend David Bailey for “Vogue’s Eye View”. The headline announces “Cutting New Patterns; black

and white, black and you.” With one hand behind her head, the other gently holding her hip,

the model of the moment is innocent yet knowing, timeless yet breathtakingly modern. Much of this effect is achieved by the dress itself: a short, sharp wool crepe LBD by Nettie Vogues, cut

to a fine point in front, bare at the sides and across the back. It is

the delicate exposure of bare

skin that sets the dress – and, by extension, the photograph – apart from those that might have come before. So simple, yet so effective, it shows the LBD at its sleek, versatile best. 

Looking back from our modern, permissible age, it is hard to imagine the revolutionary impact that Coco Chanel’s Little Black Dress had on fashion and society. By creating a garment that was elegant but wearable, neutral in colour, long-lasting and versatile, she was presenting to those women who wore it a freedom that they had never previously known. 

In the 90 years since its invention, the LBD has forgotten its revolutionary past and become a wardrobe staple. But then, as now, its practical and aesthetic power holds strong, and as a paragon of sleek simplicity, it is very hard to beat. For all its incarnations, its nips, tucks, embellishments and alterations, the LBD has arguably always worked best in its simplest state. The sketch of Chanel’s original design was fashion in its purest possible form: a calf-length black sheath – nothing more. 

From the very beginning, something about the versatile simplicity of the Little Black Dress chimed with every fashionable woman’s needs. In the second half of the Twenties, variations on the basic theme appeared several times in Vogue (and even on Harriet Meserole’s Art Deco cover of Vogue from March 1927,

see page 10). “No colour smarter than black for the evening,” announces a feature in the next issue, in which a black chiffon Chanel creation is shown alongside a more embellished georgette Lucien Lelong design in a Lambarri illustration (see page 21). “Black is again the outstanding shade for evening,” proclaims

the accompanying text. “It may be relieved with crystal beads and silver as Lucien Lelong shows it… it may be transparent and 
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