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Abstract

Founded on the premise that the existing literature on Gabrielle ‘Coco’ Chanel does

not give a comprehensive, balanced and objective survey of the dress designs
produced by the house from 1916-1929, the thesis ‘Reviewing Chanel’ provides a

catalogue raisonné of the designs shown in British and French Vogue during this
period. This representative sample of Chanel’s work facilitates the very necessary

and overdue re-assesment of Chanel’s early career and contribution to twentieth

century fashion.

Part One of the Introduction includes a review of the existing literature on Chanel

and explains the rationale behind the production of a catalogue of the dress designs
reproduced in British and French Vogue. Part Two serves as the introduction to the
twenty-eight essays which outline the principal developments in each of the dress
design collections presented by the house between 1916-1929. Each essay provides

an analytical summary of the key themes and developments of the collection and

relates Chanel’s work to that of the other leading houses in Paris during this period.
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Introduction
Part One

A Review of the Literature on Chanel

Valerie Steele begins her 1992 essay Chanel In Context with the comment: 'Gabrielle
"Coco" Chanel is the most famous woman in the history of fashion, and one might
legitimately wonder whether there is anything new to be said about her." In 1997, with

at least fourteen publications on the designer already in print, it would seem that Steele
has a point. However, central to Steele's essay and to this work on Chanel, is the belief
that previous studies of the designer are unsatisfactory.

The extensive and continually growing library on Chanel reflects the international fame
and status of both the designer and the present day house.” The range of published
material includes biographies and monographs — the main focus of this survey — but
also numerous essays, articles, sales catalogues, a video documentary and one utle
aimed at the juvenile market.> The majority of the more substantial publications are
written in the form of straight biography: Claude Baillen's Chanel Solitaire of 1971;
Marcel Haedrich's Coco Chanel: Her Life, Her Secrets of 1972; Pierre Galante's
Mademoiselle Chanel of 1973; Edmonde Charles-Roux's L'Irréguliére of 1974
(published in English in 1976 as Chanel); Paul Morand's L'Allure de Chanel of 1976;
Edmonde Charles-Roux's Chanel and Her World of 1979 (published in English in
1981); Francis Kennett's Coco: The Life and Loves of Gabrielle Chanel of 1989; Axel
Madsen's Coco Chanel: A Biography and Lilou Marquand's Chanel M'a Dit, both of
1990. The majority of these books, which followed Chanel's death in January 1971 in
rapid succession, were written by authors who, like Paul Morand, had either known
Chanel personally or who, like Pierre Galante and Marcel Haedrich, were professional
journalists who had interviewed her at length. Such testaments are invaluable as they
provide numerous insights into Chanel's private life and career. The story of the
designer's long, glamorous life is understandably newsworthy and certainly the title of

Francis Kennett's publication indicates the level to which the more recent biographers
have continued to concern themselves with all aspects of her life. Axel Madsen begins
his biography with 'She made things up', and thus further explains the literary
fascination with the designer: not only was she 'the illegitimate daughter of itinerant
market traders... born in a poorhouse hospice', and thus suitable for a rags to riches



angle, but she made every effort to conceal the true facts of her origins.* The principal
intention behind Madsen's book was, as the blurb states, to 'negotiate Chanel's smoke
screens'. The desire to reveal the truth behind Chanel's often romanticized versions of
her own past has been central to many of the more biographical texts.

The monographs include Jean Leymarie's Chanel of 1987; Alice Mackrell's Coco
Chanel of 1992; Amy de la Haye and Shelley Tobin's Chanel: The Couturiére at
Work of 1994; and Frangois Baudot's Chanel of 1996. The earliest of these texts
opens with the statement:

This book is in no way intended to supersede existing biographies, nor does it
constitute the systematic and specialized study still to be written on the work of
this legendary figure.’

Although Leymarie identified a crucial gap in the market, his goal was to provide 'an
overview of... [Chanel's] creative work in relation to the art world of her time.” Detailed
attention is therefore given to Chanel's working relationships with Diaghilev and the
Ballet Russes, Jean Cocteau and Picasso. At one point a comparison is made between
the severely straight lines of the famous 'little black dresses' of 1926 and the work of
the Cubist painter Léger: Leymarie, an art historian, argues that the 'purity’ of the
Chanel dress 'echoes the contemporary style of Léger in his mechanical phase.”
Despite such areas of study, a significant proportion of the text focuses on what
Leymarie refers to as Chanel's 'unsettled and miserable childhood', and several
photographs document the orphanage in which she lived. Such information does little
1o support or enhance the critic's interpretation of the designer's work. What Leymarie

refers to as the more 'systematic' study of the designs would have provided a more
Informative foundation for his investigation.

It 1s undoubtedly the complexity and journalistic appeal of Chanel's life story, that has
ensured that, even in many of the monographs, biographical detail often outweighs the
discussion relating to her career. Baudot's more recent text also charts Chanel's already
well-documented time at the orphanage, in the garrison town of Moulins and her early
relationships with Etienne Balsan and Boy Capel: little commentary is devoted to her
working life. Mackrell's book is more successful: biographical information does not
outweigh or overshadow the relatively comprehensive discussion of the designer's
work. The chapters are accordingly given titles which emphasize this concern with



career rather than biography: 'Classic Chic', 'Variations', Theatre and Films' and
'Comeback’. It was this attempt to balance life story with a more detailed study of the
subject's work that led Barbara Burman, in her 1993 review of Mackrell's publication,
to note that the preference given to biographical detail over that of information relating
to the subject's career is typical of 'the conventional approach to fashion designer
monographs.” Clearly the practice of prioritizing the life story of the individual
designer (the 'hero’ of the text) is characteristic of traditional approaches to the writing
of fashion history as a whole. It is perhaps unsurprising that the biographical form

should be so readily and repeatedly adopted for studies of an industry that thrives on
the cult of the individual designer.

There has been a backlash against the prevalence of biographical literature on Chanel, a
backlash which challenges what Christopher Breward refers to as, ‘the subjective,
uncritically celebratory and elitist nature of many biographical texts.”” This is best
represented by De La Haye and Tobin's Chanel: The Couturiére At Work and Steele's
essay Chanel In Context.!° De La Haye and Tobin's stated intention was to shift the
focus of study away from the designer's private life to a critical assessment of her
working methods, techniques and to the actual dress designs themselves. The title of
the book effectively serves to foreground the approach taken by its authors, an
approach underlined by the omission of Kennett's 1989 publication, Coco: The Life
and Loves of Gabrielle Chanel, from their extensive bibliography. For De La Haye
and Tobin, the biographical form, which inherently prioritizes the life story of the
subject and typically uses an inflexible narrative framework, was unsuitable for a
serious study of the designer's work. Although the book does not ultimately provide
the comprehensive and detailed survey called for by Leymarie (a point which 1S
discussed below), their explicit rejection of more conventional approaches 1s important.

Steele similarly finds the biographical form inappropriate and restrictive: ‘Even when
scholars have attempted to separate fact from fiction, their essentially biographical
approach has limited the nature of their inquiry."! For Steele, the biographical
obsession with Chanel amounts to a form of hagiography in which the designer, whose
talent for self-promotion cannot be underestimated, willingly colluded. The acceptance
of Chanel's numerous claims that she alone was responsible for all the major fashion
innovations of the early twentieth century, a view that the very existence of such a
comparatively large body of literature on her might, even today, help reinforce, leads to
an oversimplified understanding of the history of fashion. Even a cursory study of



French fashion between 1916 and 1929, the period covered by the catalogue presented
here, reveals that, far from being a sole innovator, Chanel was one of many successful
haute couturiers producing radical designs. In an interview for the 1986 documentary
Chanel, Chanel, Karl Lagerfeld (the present design director of the house) himself
comments on the difficulty of telling a Chanel design of the period from a Lelong,
Patou or Vionnet.!? However, the notion that Chanel was the first to abandon the more
rigid forms of the corset associated with Belle Epoque fashions, the first to borrow
from men’s clothing, the first to produce sportswear as part of a haute couture

collection, the first to dramatically shorten skirts, the only house to employ jersey or
tweed, and the chief exponent of the ‘little black dress’, are all statements which are
continually repeated in the available literature on the designer. These statements are
reinforced by the repeated use of quotations from the designer herself: ‘If 1 invented
sportswear, it was for myself’; ‘In inventing the jersey I liberated the body, 1 eliminated
the waistline... and created a new silhouette’; ‘To the indignation of couturiers I
shortened dresses’; ‘I wonder why I went into this profession, and why I played a

revolutionary role... I have been the instrument of fate for a necessary cleaning
operation.’"?

The relentless glorification of Chanel has meant that her name has unfairly
overshadowed the contribution of other designers. This process is symptomatic of an
approach to the writing of not only fashion, but also of art and design history 1n
general, whereby it is reduced to the simple and manageable story of the chronological
and linear succession of a few 'big names'. Steele's essay challenges the 'single strand
approach which ensures the neglect of equally important designers, and fails to
consider the wider social, historical and cultural contexts. As Adrian Forty points out:

It seems odd that the biographies of individuals should be considered a

satisfactory means of explaining an activity that is by nature social and not
purely personal.'*

The work of De La Haye, Tobin and Steele is part of a wider critical reappraisal of the

history of design, and more particularly the history of fashion, as a whole. As Elizabeth
Wilson has noted, 'The serious study of fashion history has traditionally been a branch
of art history."” This is duly demonstrated by its engagement with issues of dating,
attribution, provenance, authenticity and technique (all important factors at the
salesroom). Wilson rightly acknowledges these as 'valid activities', but recognizes that



fashion history has 'too often been locked into the conservative ideologies of art history
as a whole', with its concerns for connoisseurship, style, the individual artist and
genius.'® In the 1989 publication Design History and the History of Design, John A.
Walker stated that, 'Since design history is such a young discipline, it necessarily

depends upon other, more established ones for most of its basic concepts and

methods."’ Architectural history provided an important precedent for the emergent

discipline. Niklaus Pevsner's 1936 Pioneers of Modern Design, which aimed to
‘establish an historical pedigree for Modern Movement architecture and design', was a
crucial model."® Pevsner's methodology was founded on the belief that the history of
architecture and design was essentially that of individuals: the history of the Modern
Movement was linearly plotted from William Morris to Walter Gropius (paralleling the
constructed development in fashion history from Charles Frederick Worth to Paul

Poiret and Chanel). The design itself was understood purely in terms of the careers and
testimonies of the individual designer.

As Clive Dilnot has shown, the Pevsnerian model of progression was challenged
during the 1960s and 1970s: the focus shifted away from the history of 'great men’, to
the wider social, technological and economic factors, and the relationship of design to
commerce and popular taste.'® The 'rethinking' of modernism questioned the traditional
hierarchies which emphasized architecture and the 'fine' arts above all other disciplines,
and formulated a history in which the male designer was dominant. The myth of the
avant-garde artist as a pioneering ‘torch bearer' who functioned outwith of society was
also challenged. In effect, this period saw a consolidation of the critical challenges to
the traditional and accepted methodologies of art and design history, raising questions
that were equally pertinent to the field of fashion history. In 1978, the art historian
Nicos Hadjinicolaou questioned the suppositions that underlined the traditional
biography or monograph: that individuals make history and that the history of art or
design is the history of great artists or designers.”® A. L. Rees and F. Borzello, in their
introduction to the 1986 publication, The New Art History, referred to such challenges
as, 'a new way of thinking, one which sees art as ultimately linked to the society which

produces and consumes it, rather than something mysterious which happens as a result
of the artist's genius."!

New critical approaches to the writing of art and fashion history have, like that of
design history, been founded on a concern for the social aspects of art and design
production, coupled with an emphasis on the theoretical approaches offered by



Marxism, psychoanalysis, feminism and literary theory. However, as Rees and
Borzello warn, the wholesale adoption of any one of these approaches may ultimately
'risk overlooking the art they are investigating.”> More recently, fashion historians

such as Wilson (1986) and Breward (1995) have adopted a pluralist approach. Wilson
has stated that:

The attempt to view fashion through several different pairs of spectacles — of
aesthetics, of social theory, of politics — may result in an obliquity of view, even
an astigmatism or blurred vision, but it seems that we must attempt it.*’

Far from denigrating the use of traditional art historical approaches, Wilson and
Breward credit them with a relevance and status equal to those methodologies favoured
in more recent years. I would agree with Breward when he states that, ‘Rather than
prioritize the benefits of one direction over another, it would seem more helpful if they
could be used together to provide a more rigorous but essentially fluid framework for
the study of fashion in its own right/** While traditional methods of art historical
research should not, therefore, be the sole route of inquiry into the field of fashion
history (and are even inappropriate, for example, to a Marxist or feminist analysis),
they can provide a valid foundation for other areas of research and investigétion. For
example, the catalogue raisonné, one such traditional art historical device, provides a
detailed chronological survey of the artist or designer's work, giving vital information
relating to the date, materials, provenance and location of each individual object. Such
focused concentration on the product may seem an extreme response to Rees and
Borzello's observation that recent critical approaches have risked overlooking the actual
objects of study, but not if it is considered as a basic component of a wider process.

The Original and Final Research Projects

The original doctoral research project, Chanel and the Parisian Avant-Garde, 1916-
1929, was the initial focus for this 'wider process'. Building on the work begun by
Leymarie in Chanel of 1987, the intention was to document Chanel's contact and
working relationships with members of the Parisian avant-garde during the period and
to compare her approach, working methods and style to theirs. The first prerequisite

was to have access to a representative sample of the designer's work 1916-1929; the
second was to set this work within the wider context of contemporary dress design in



Paris, in order to evaluate the originality of Chanel, and to be in a position to assess the
degree of her kinship with contemporary artists and designers in other fields.

However, the doctoral research over three years has been devoted entirely to meeting
these initial requirements: first, to compiling a catalogue of a representative sample of
Chanel's dress designs 1916-1929; second, to providing a detailed commentary on the
development of her work as it was presented in the biannual collections within the
-immediate and continually evolving context of contemporary haute couture in Paris.

The identification, collection and appropriate organisation of the significant body of

material required to meet these objectives ultimately became a central focus of the
research project.?’

This process, founded upon a more detailed and rigorous analysis of the dress designs
from the period and leading to a more comprehensive survey of the individual
collections than has previously been carried out, opens the way to a re-assessment Of
Chanel's early work. As shown above, recent texts on Chanel, such as those by De La
Haye and Tobin and Steele, have aimed to decisively shift the focus of study away
from the designer’s life and the myths that have surrounded it. However, as
forthcoming sections will indicate, these aims have not been successfully met. The final
research project — the development of the catalogue - represents a vital stage towards a
full re-evaluation of Chanel’s work and will ultimately enable a more critical

assessment of her career within the wider social, historical and cultural contexts of the
period.

The Criteria Governing the Selection of Dates for the Original and Final Researc
Projects

While the choice of dates, 1916-1929, belonged to the original research project, they
also represent a convenient and coherent period in the development of both the House
of Chanel and of Parisian haute couture. This period witnessed the establishment of
the House of Chanel and its rise to the position of one of the most successful houses
in Paris during the inter-war years; it also saw the rapid expansion of the French
fashion industry itself.*® Following the First World War, and despite the acute
economic and social problems that ensued, the number of haute couture houses in the
French capital rose considerably. The male monopoly was challenged as many of the



new houses were led by female designers. Paris consolidated its status as the fashion
capital of the world and haute couture, with its numerous related and dependent trades,
remained one of the most economically important of the French industries. The
transformation of the structure of the haute couture industry after the war was
paralleled by the more gradual transformation of French society itself. It is now a well-
worn cliché to relate the development and form of early twentieth-century fashion to the
so-called emancipation of women (a factor which is also used to explain the rise of the
female dress designer during this period). However, during the war, women did play an
active and vital role in the French workforce. The elaborate and corseted designs of the
Belle Epoque, and the sumptuous and extravagant styles of Paul Poiret, were no longer
appropriate. Women became used to the idea and experience of wearing comfortable,
practical and 'sensible' clothing. Although reductive statements should be avoided, the
importance of the increased personal and financial freedom experienced by some
French women — primarily those who could afford to buy haute couture — cannot be
underestimated. As the home market expanded, due in one respect to the growing
prosperity of the middle-classes, so too did international trade: America became one of
the most lucrative markets for haute couture during the 1920s. It was not until the Wall

Street Crash of 1929, the final year to be covered by the catalogue, that the hedonistic,
prosperous and experimental climate of the 1920s, as experienced by the wealthiest
sections of society, was curtailed. Accordingly, 1929 marked the closure or merger of

several of the period's oldest houses: Beer, Dceuillet, Doucet, Drécoll, Poiret and
Redfern.

To summarize, 1916-1929 provides the backdrop to the launch of Chanel's career and
the formation of a style and an approach to dress design that, in many respects,
remained largely unchanged throughout her working life. It is also the period during
which the House of Chanel, the status and importance of women dress designers, and
the haute couture industry as a whole, was at its peak. If one of the aims of this project
1s to challenge the numerous claims and assumptions that have been made about
Chanel: to question, on the one hand, the assertion that she was a sole innovator and, on
the other, that she was merely one of many; to challenge the idea that the development

of fashion is simply a designer-led process, rather than the result of the complex inter-
play of social, economic and political factors; then it is appropriate to focus on a period

during which both the house of Chanel and the French fashion industry itself, were at
their height.

10



The Catalogue: The Published Designs in the Existing Literature on Chanel

Even the most recent and critical of the published texts on Chanel do not provide a
comprehensive and systematic survey of the dress designs. Chanel's output was
prolific: during the 1920s the house could produce on average between 300 and 400
designs for each of the biannual collections alone.?’ However, an extremely small

percentage of those designs is actually reproduced and discussed in the available
literature.

Clearly it is not the intention of the biographer to focus on the dress designs, and so
many examples shown within this format are there merely as an acknowledgement of
Chanel's profession. Charles-Roux's Chanel and her World does combine
biographical information with representative photographic and illustrative
documentation. Approximately forty-five of the illustrations are of dress designs from
the 1916-1929 period. However, these are generally reproduced on a small scale
(frequently much smaller than in the original source, such as fashion periodicals,
therefore making them difficult to read) and are unaccompanied by any detailed
information on the components of the design and the materials employed. Ultimately,
biography remains the principal reason for publication.

Leymarie's text includes approximately twenty five designs from the period. These
designs were clearly chosen for their capacity to underpin the main theme of the book.
Sober-coloured, simple suits in wool jersey, trimmed with rabbit fur, were used to
llustrate Leymarie's argument that, 'Chanel's consecration of humble fabrics and furs
paralleled the poetics of Cubism, which rejected fine-arts painting in favour of

commonplace materials.”® The designs presented do not, therefore, provide an
objective survey of Chanel’s practice.

De La Haye and Tobin, who aimed to concentrate more on the designs than on
biography, do show approximately thirty-five models from the period. As their
publication deals with Chanel's work up to 1971, and covers Lagerfeld's designs for the

house up to 1994, they have given as full a survey as possible within the confines of
their chosen format. The particular bias of the publication is towards a consideration of

Chanel's working methods and techniques, and therefore De L.a Haye and Tobin have
used photographs of surviving models whenever possible to reinforce the idea that the
information given is based upon a working knowledge of the existing designs

11



themselves (the authors presumably had the opportunity to study the construction and

fabric of certain examples at first hand). However, this rationale does not guarantee a
representative cross section of the designer's work.”

Many of the illustrations in Baudot's much smaller publication are taken from
Lagerfeld's sketches of Chanel's pre-Second World War designs. Although Lagerfeld
undoubtedly has a thorough knowledge of the designer’s working methods and
techniques, the selection of designs presented here ultimately shed more light on his

preoccupations than they do on the breadth and range of Chanel's dress design
collections.

The need for a more representative and objective survey is further underlined by the
fact that, in the existing published literature on Chanel, the same few examples tend to
be used to illustrate her work. The group of three jersey suits shown in a July 1916
edition of the fashion periodical Les Elégances Parisiennes (catalogue numbers 2, S
and 6) are shown in no less than seven of the publications listed in the Bibliography.
Time after time, designs are chosen which serve to reinforce rather than challenge what
are popularly accepted to be the key themes of Chanel's collections. In reproducing the
three designs shown in Les Elégances Parisienne, the point was undoubtedly to
establish that, from the outset, jersey was one of Chanel's most important fabrics.
Nonetheless, it is perhaps not immediately clear why these authors have continued to
limit themselves to the same illustrations, when other examples can be found in a wide
range of secondary sources (see below). However, the exclusion of the jersey coat
produced for the February 1918 collection (catalogue number 53), for example, from
the texts referred to, may be explained by the fact that it is quite lavishly trimmed with
lace and makes no overt references to men's wear. In short, this design does not uphold
the accepted view of Chanel as a designer who rejected ornamentation and assimilated
ideas from traditionally non-haute couture sources. Again, the influence of a
progressivist approach upon the writing of fashion history has meant that critics often
choose to illustrate those models which seem to anticipate the most famous designs

produced by Chanel during the late 1950s and 1960s: simple 'little black dresses’,
tweed suits, and anything in beige.

Furthermore, in the majority of the existing publications, information on the design

itself is usually given a subordinate position: it is set aside from the main body of the
text so as not to interrupt the narrative flow. In by far the majority of cases, data

12



relating to fabric type and construction is, at worst, entirely ignored or, at best, reduced
to a few words. Little, if any, consideration is also given to the importance and role of
the original captions and text that accompanied the designs in secondary sources such
as fashion periodicals.”® Founded on an awareness of the limitations of previous

approaches towards the collation and presentation of examples of the designer’s work,
the development of a catalogue of Chanel’s dress designs produced between 1916-

1929 was intended primarily as a means of providing a more representative, informative
and unbiased source of documentation and information. However, it is important to

emphasise at this point that a catalogue raisonné can not, of course, be an entirely

objective survey, particularly when the material included is by necessity derived from
secondary sources.

The Absence of both a House Archive and a Comprehensive Collection of Surviving

Dress Designs by Chanel

The production of a catalogue raisonné of Chanel’s designs was made problematic by
a number of factors. Firstly, no pre-1951 House of Chanel archives (including, for
example, a significant body of original designs, documentation or business records)
exist. During an extended interview in February 1996 at the House of Chanel,
Véronique de Pardieu, Conservatoire de la Mode, confirmed that the archives were
destroyed during the Second World War. This information was supported during
research visits made to the Union Frangaise des Arts du Costume and to the Musée de
la Mode et du Costume, Paris. Furthermore, unlike her contemporary Madeleine
Vionnet, Chanel .did not photograph each design; nor did she produce preliminary
sketches of her work.”! Whilst, therefore, the existence of a house archive would be
Invaluable in terms of an understanding of the organisation and management of the

business itself, it would not have provided a detailed or visual record of each design
produced.

Secondly, there are very few surviving Chanel designs of the period available to see in
public or private collection.”® The appendix to Mackrell's Coco Chanel conveniently
lists the museums with a collection of Chanel’s designs.”> The majority of the
surviving examples are dated to the 1950s and 1960s; only twenty four are attributed to
the 1920s. A first-hand study of those surviving designs in accessible collections was
undertaken during this research project and contributed to an understanding of the

13



design process itself.** However, the complete lack of house documentation, and the
existence of only a relatively few surviving original models, means that it i1s not
possible to produce a catalogue of every Chanel dress design produced between 1916
and 1929. Nonetheless, even if documentation of the possible 300 to 400 designs from

each collection was available, it would have been impossible to collate and analyse such
material within the format of this research project. In these circumstances, it was

necessary to generate a catalogue of a representative sample of the designs from the
period as a means of initiating and facilitating further research. Indeed, it 1s the very

lack of such an archive which underlines the importance of the creation of such a
catalogue. Ultimately, in the absence of a house archive or a significant collection of

surviving models, the designs included in the catalogue had to be drawn from
contemporary fashion periodicals.

The Identification of Contemporary Sources

Prior to a consideration of the identification of secondary sources of designs for the
catalogue, it is important to acknowledge recent critical debate concerning the use of
fashion and women's magazines as a source for the study of twentieth century fashion.
Breward, for example, has highlighted the often uncritical way in which fashion
periodicals have been used in the past, the illustrations being given without question as
representations of 'dress as worn, without regard for the literary context or wider
Iconographical implications of such images.®* However, far from making the
assumption that fashion periodicals can be treated as an objective and unbiased source
for this research project, the following sections of this introduction focus upon the
editorial philosophy behind the key magazines chosen as the primary source for the
catalogue, the illustrations used, the artists and journalists employed, the target markets,
the potency of the fashion image and the importance of the related text as a recognised
means of communicating the desirability of the product to the consumer.

The mid-nineteenth century saw the beginning of the rapid expansion in the number
and variety of British and French fashion journals.*® This growth continued into the
twentieth century and embraced publications intended for both a general audience
(including those more elitist periodicals that dealt primarily with haute couture) and a
more specialist market, such as the Drapers' Record or La Couturiére: Organe
Professionel des Couturiers et Confectionneuses Pour Dames et Enfants.”’ Although
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the market was large, the magazines referred to here represent a significant proportion
of what are generally acknowledged to be the most important titles of the period.”® To
consider those key magazines that focused on haute-couture: the comparatively long-
established L'Art et la Mode and Femina were supplemented by new journals such as
La Gazette du Bon Ton and Le Journal des Dames et des Modes, which were
launched immediately prior to the First World War.>® During the war Le Style Parisien
and Les Elégances Parisiennes were established with the aim of boosting morale and
promoting the industry abroad.*” The first edition of British Vogue was published in
1916 and the first French edition appeared in 1920.*' As the 1920s progressed, other
periodicals which reported the Paris collections such as Art Goit Beauté, Good

Housekeeping, Le Jardin des Modes, L'Officiel de la Couture et de la Mode and
Minerva were established.*?

Despite the quantity, range and distribution of fashion periodicals produced during the
1916-1929 period, it is relatively difficult to locate complete runs and organise access
to many of the leading publications of the time.*’ The inaccessibility of many of the
most prominent American fashion periodicals in Britain (but more particularly in
Scotland), and the comparative accessibility of contemporary British and French
publications, immediately narrowed the field of appropriate sources.

The Criteria Governing the Selection of British and French Vogue

The main source for the catalogue was British Vogue supplemented by French Vogue.
This choice was determined in critical response to a number of contingent factors.
Certain leading periodicals of the time were immediately eliminated as sources for the
catalogue because they did not publish designs by Chanel. The press coverage received
by a particular house was inevitably dictated to a degree by issues such as advertising,
business affiliation or sponsorship. For example, La Gazette du Bon Ton only featured
the designs of its seven sponsors: Chéruit, Dceuillet, Doucet, Paquin, Poiret, Redfern
and Worth.** The magazine Art Gout Beauté had as its brief the 'advancement and
advertisement of French couture'; however the House of Chanel, along with those of
Callot and Vionnet, is not covered.*> In this case, editorial decision was probably
governed by commercial interests: the sponsors and founders of the magazine were the
textile firm of Albert Godde, Bedin and Company, and it can be presumed that they
naturally favoured those houses with whom they had substantial business contracts.
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These considerations apart, not all of the leading periodicals published between 1916-
1929 gave a wide-ranging or comprehensive coverage of the work of the most
successful houses: L'Art et La Mode, for example, reproduced very few Chanel
designs.*® Other periodicals, such as La Couturiére, Les Elégances Parisiennes, Good
Housekeeping, Le Jardin des Modes, Les Journal des Dames et des Modes, L'Officiel

or Minerva were not continuously in print during this period. Unlike these examples,

Vogue was continuously in print from 1916-1929 and gave extensive coverage to the
work of the leading houses, including Chanel.

The American publisher Condé Nast acquired Vogue in 1909. The periodical
originated in America in 1892 as a society and fashion journal aimed at wealthy New
York women. Nast transformed the publication from what William Packer has
described as a ‘...languishing parish journal of American east coast society’, into a
potent journal which combined high fashion, high society and the arts.*’ In 1912, and
due to its growing success, distribution of the journal to London was organised. By
1914 it was selling between 3-4,000 copies in England. By 1916 sales had quadrupled
but, due to the war, paper supplies in the USA were restricted and non-essential
shipping to Britain was banned. Consequently, Nast launched a British version on 15
September 1916. The French edition, which was launched on 15 June 1920, was
initially printed in London and distributed in France through Messageries Hachette.*

At first there was little difference between the American and British editions and a

common pool of designs, articles and features were used. The editor-in-chief, Edna
Woolman Chase commented that:

In the beginning we shipped over mostly fashion material, the idea being that

gradually we would insert local features — which would naturally be of greater
interest to British readers.*’

This practice was still in operation when the French edition was launched and Chase
confirmed that, 'all three magazines used the same fashions and gradually we began
inserting local features.” Due entirely to difficulties concerning availability and access,
American Vogue was not consulted in detail for this project.’! However, given Chase’s

testimony, the use of the British and French editions have ensured access to the
majority of the designs and articles that were included within it.
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Vogue was not sponsored by a particular firm or group of designers: revenue was
raised through advertising. Its brief was to report accurately and comprehensively the

fashion news from Paris. As proprietor of Vogue, Nast was committed to providing the
reader with the most informative and detailed accounts of current Paris fashions,

accompanied by high quality illustrations. Importantly for the catalogue, Nast's mission
was to:

... serve those one hundred and more thousands of women who were so literally

Interested in fashion that they wanted to see the mode thoroughly and faithfully
reported.>?

His editor-in-chief echoed this view, believing that fashion writing should be as detailed

as possible and that it should describe everything relating to the illustrated design, ‘even
what the reader could not see.”*

Although the production of a fashion magazine is a collaborative process which brings
together a number of different departments (such as art, editorial and advertising), it is
ultimately, as Laird O’Shea Borrelli notes, the editor who defines and becomes the
‘voice’ of the magazine.”* Editorial control of British and French Vogue remained by
and large in the hands of Chase, editor-in-chief from 1914 to 1952. In her 1954
autobiography Always In Vogue, she states that, 'as Nast (Condé Nast, the proprietor)
launched his English and French publications, I was to wield the chief editorial pencil
over them.”* Although British and French Vogue both had their own, dedicated editors,
it was undoubtedly Chase who had the greatest influence upon the direction, format
and content of the magazines. The first Editor of British Vogue was Elspeth
Champcommunal (from 1916-1922). Having been employed at the House of Worth,
Champcommunal had a sound understanding of fashion, but little working knowledge
of publishing. Consequently, Dorothy Todd, who had worked on the magazine for a
brief period under Champcommunal, became its editor from 1922-1926.%¢ Todd was
closely involved with the Bloomsbury group and her influence on the magazine was
marked by the inclusion of numerous articles written by the Sitwells and other English
intellectuals such as Aldous Huxley. This was not approved of by Chase, particularly
as Todd paid little or no attention to the fashion articles and advcrtisihg. Consequently,
Harry Yoxall was appointed business manager in 1924. Although, by his own
admission, he was not overly concerned with fashion, he was more willing to follow the
dictates of Nast and Chase and keep an eye on Todd. However in 1926 Todd was
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sacked and replaced by Alison Settle. Settle's impact was, like that of
Champcommunal’s, minimal: as a result of the Todd episode, the New York office kept
a firm grip on the reins of British Vogue. Yoxall noted that, 'As the 1920s wore on our
London office grew in status... but before the Second World War we were very much
under the control of New York.”” Chase had the greatest say over the British edition

and came to London in 1926 specifically to reorganize and monitor its publication.

Importantly for this project, one of the results of Chase's intervention was that, from

September 1927, British Vogue became a twenty six rather than a twenty four issue a
year publication.”®

The success of Vogue, and other leading fashion periodicals, must be attributed to the
ways in which it employs text and image to articulate fashion and to construct fictions
around it. The fashion image is a potent and immediate means of communicating
information in a seductive and engaging form. However, it must be noted that the text
which accompanies the image does not only simply illustrate the meaning of the object
but works in parallel with it and provides the dominant narrative. Text impacts upon
our reading of visual images to the extent that the text (or context) can actively produce
or determine the meaning. For example, we know that the title of a painting or sculpture
is not simply an irrelevant after-thought of the artist, but can offer the conceptual
framework for the reading of the image or object and is thus an active agent in the
production of meaning. Similarly, the artist’s signature or the designer label serves to
fix a particular sign value upon the image or object. With the fashion image, the textual
commentary which accompanies the image on its publication can serve to contextualize
the image for the reader in a way which articulates the ideal social context for the object
(which reflects the social aspirations of its readers). In this way, the fashion designer
and fashion magazine editor conspire to produce their consumer. The inter-relationship
of fashion text and fashion image is, thus, a complex economy of desire: where text
serves not only to contextualize the image but to articulate the fashion object as a
commodity inscribed with a particular sign-value. The dominant scenes in which the
dress designs appear in editions of Vogue throughout the 1920s promote a life-style
characterised by- youth, elegance, wealth, urbanity, independence, modernity, with the
associated experiences of the modern woman of the upper middle-class: foreign travel,
leisure and the pursuit of pleasure. Above all, the fashion object is articulated as a
means of self-expression for the modern woman (‘Youth Must Have Its Way’, ‘the
new femininity’, ‘the feminine mode’). Further, as the dress designs are objects in

which to ‘be seen’, the images frequently depict the dresses as vehicles for attracting
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the male gaze, and although Vogue aimed to provide detailed, accurate and ‘faithful’
information on the designs themselves, the promotional language employed often

resembles the flattery of the sales assistant: ‘delightful’, ‘becoming’, ‘flattering’, ‘a
slim and youthful silhouette’.

Vogue had an office in Paris and its representatives attended the openings of the
collections from all the leading houses. Copy, illustrations and photographs were then
wired to New York for the editorial attention of Chase. During the First World War,

lengthy and detailed reports on the French collections were usually provided for British
Vogue by Anna Van Campen Stewart (abbreviated to AS in the magazine); after the
war, equally informative reports were supplied for both editions primarily by Jeanne
Ramén Ferndndez (JRF) and Margaret Case Harriman (MH).”” The reports and
articles on the collections were, as described above, invariably positive and largely
uncritical. It is difficult to distinguish between the literary style and the opinions of the
various reporters (although they were undoubtedly in keeping with the views of the
Editor-in-Chief); the commentaries and articles were not always credited to any one
particular journalist and the emphasis was continually on relaying what were believed

to be the key features of a designer's collection and the major developments of the
season.

A great number of artists and photographers were commissioned to cater for all of the
Vogue editions and, in the mid-1920s, the company established its own photographic
studio to exclusively supply all of its editions with photographs of designs.
Photography was provided mainly by Baron de Meyer up until 1922 and from that
date by Edward Steichen. Those artists that appeared most frequently included Lee
Creelman, Helen Dryden, Polly Tighe Francis, Harriet Meserole, Douglas Pollard,
Leslie Saalburg and Porter Woodruff. Nast brought Georges Lepape, André Marty

and Edouard Benito to Vogue following his 1925 purchase of La Gazette du Bon Ton.
Packer described the qualifications for a Vogue artist in the following terms:

The principal defining condition was only a demonstrable practical effectiveness,
either in describing the close and characteristic details of the current mode, or in
conveying that more general, encompassing and equally characteristic aura of

refinement, elegance and chic. If the two approaches could somehow be
combined, so much the better,*°
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Vogue artists did not illustrate designs in the rather picturesque, romantic style popular
during the late nineteenth century. Nor did the magazine include the type of highly
decorative, labour-intensive and hand-painted fashion plates, suitable only for limited-
edition runs, featured in journals such as La Gazette du Bon Ton.t' The illustrations
were usually clear outline sketches in black and white (colour was only used on the
covers, which were often designed by La Gazette du Bon Ton artists). As the 1920s

progressed, many of the illustrators assimilated avant-garde painting styles, particularly
Cubism, which informed the severe, straight lines and tubular appearance characteristic

of Vogue illustrations of mid 1920s fashionable dress. Increasingly, the ‘models’
(invariably portraying very slim, tall and striking women) were featured against settings
that included cars, planes and contemporary urban architecture, underlining the
modemity of both the magazine and the designer's work, and their relevance to
contemporary life. In 1925 Nast commissioned Benito to devise a new layout and
typography for the magazine. The artist explained his approach by stating that, "The

setting up of a magazine page is a form of architecture, it must be simple, pure, clear,
legible like a modern architect's plan.'?

However, despite Nast's claims for the clarity and objectivity of the designs included in
the magazine, it must be remembered that Vogue’s presentation of a designer’s work
was, in fact, always responsive: editorial approach, the relationship of the magazine with

the house/designer and commercial pressures all had a significant role to play in the
decisions over which designs were or were not included.

Editorial bias was a central factor in the selection of the designs shown in a magazine
and Vogue was certainly predisposed towards the younger, less conservative houses
such as Chanel, Patou, Schiaparelli and Vionnet. Importantly, Chase personally greatly
admired Chanel, referring to her as 'one of the brightest stars the dressmaking world
has ever known', and shared with the designer a strong dislike of the pre-First World

War fashions of the Belle Epoque, as typified by Poiret, believing them to be overly
complex and illogical.®® Vogue's editorial bias was revealed in a transcription,
published in a June 1927 edition of the magazine, of a lecture given by Chase in the
same year at Harrods in London. The lecture, entitled Good Taste in Dress, referred to
examples of Chanel models on sale in the store and defined the chief characteristic of
successful contemporary fashion as being, 'an absolute avoidance of everything that 1s

over-elaborate, fussy or meaningless.”* Clearly Chase was not predisposed to the work
of the more conservative houses, which continued to design more extravagant and
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ornamented clothes for older, less radical women. As the 1920s went on, Chanel's
collections were discussed before, and more extensively than, those of houses such as

Doucet, Lanvin and Poiret. The basic affinity between Chase and Chanel undoubtedly
bolstered the coverage given to the house, a coverage which it did not receive in all the

contemporary French fashion journals, and which reinforces the suitability of Vogue as
a source for Chanel's designs.

However, the couturiers themselves also had a considerable say over the models used

by a particular magazine. A 1933 letter from a rather disgruntled Michel de Brunhoff,

the then editor of French Vogue, indicates the degree of control the most successful
houses had:

Again, I have unbelievable troubles with Chanel. After telling us she would give
us all we wanted from the new collection she refused us our choice of models,

saying that her day dresses... do not reflect the spirit of her collection... She
wishes to release no models, however, unless they are shown alone on a page,

the facing page not containing models from any other houses, and she thinks

maybe she won't let us photograph them anyway, as she says she herself is
organizing a Studio Rue Cambon.®’

Chanel's awareness of the importance of a mutually beneficial engagement with the

media, corresponding to the approach of contemporary architects and designers such
as Adolf Loos and Le Corbusier, was one of the most crucial factors in her success.®

Yoxall, a business manager of British Vogue, also commented on the nature of the
relationship that Chanel had with the magazine, a relationship which was coloured by
her determination to get the maximum coverage. Yoxall referred to Chanel as:

... the most difficult of them all; she hates organization and disregards release

dates, but for that reason she is often generous to fashion editors since in
favouring them she can annoy her competitors.5’

This media-awareness certainly contributes to the relevance of a catalogue of the
designs by Chanel published in a journal such as Vogue. Chanel's contemporary Patou
was equally concerned with the media representation of his work. It is recorded that he

counted the number of times his designs were illustrated or discussed in the editorials,
and compared this to the coverage received by Chanel.®® Patou preferred his designs
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not to be printed next to those of his rival. The juxtaposition of work by different
designers can, therefore, provide important information concerning possible affiliations

within the design community, or, at the very least, editorial perceptions of the
relationships between the designers' work. It is, for example, interesting that Chanel
designs were most frequently shown next to those by Lelong, Patou, Renée and

Vionnet. In fact on several occasions British Vogue illustrated garments by Chanel
worn on the same model in combination with clothes by Vionnet.®

The choice of designs presented by Vogue was indicative of its own commercial
priorities and those of the houses with which the magazine worked. For example, in

1927, the editorial team responsible for British Vogue was forced to respond to the
growing competition presented by other UK distributed fashion magazines. This
resulted in the move to increase the publication of British Vogue by two issues per year
(as discussed above). In 1927 the House of Chanel also opened a branch in London.
Consequently, the commercial interests of both Vogue and Chanel converged: both

oragnisations had a vested interest in engaging with and appealing to a British clientele.
As a result, an increased number of Chanel designs aimed specifically at a British

audience were shown in the periodical: for example, sports wear suitable for country
sports 1n Scotland (catalogue number 364), dresses deemed appropriate for Ascot (375
and 376) and court gowns for débutantes (385 and 386) were all illustrated.

Despite the magazine's editorial bias and its apparently close relationship with Chanel
(to some extent, even because of them), British and French Vogue seemed the most
appropriate sources for the catalogue designs. Together they cover the entire 1916-
1929 period and provide a regular, wide-ranging and detailed coverage of Chanel and
the other leading houses. This emphasis on the detailed coverage of all the Paris
collections, the high standard and legibility of the illustrations, the informative
commentaries, and the continuous and extensive coverage of Chanel's work, are the
factors which recommended Vogue as the best source for compiling a representative

sample of models by the designer between 1916-1929, As far as possible every Chanel

design published in the British and French editions during the period has been
included.

One of Vogue's main competitors was the American magazine Harper's Bazaar.”” A
complete run of the periodical is not readily accessible in Britain and it was therefore
not suitable as a main source of Chanel's designs. Fortunately, from June 1923,
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Femina had an exclusive contract with the magazine for the joint reproduction of

photographs by Baron Gayne de Meyer; the numerous photographs of Chanel designs
by the photographer in the French periodical were subtitled by courtesy of Harpers'
Bazaar.”' As Femina is comparatively accessible, it was possible to sec a

representative cross-section of the designs shown in the American periodical. Femina

has consequently proved the second most important source for illustrations of Chanel
designs from the period.

Contents and Organization of the Catalogue

The catalogue provides a more detailed and representative survey of Chanel's design
production from 1916-1929 than has been previously available. It comprises 490
designs taken from British and French Vogue with an average of 138 designs
representing each collection of the period.”” Of those designs, 440 were reproduced
from the British edition, and 50 from the French edition. Of the 440 designs shown In
British Vogue, 133 were also shown in French Vogue (the date of the design's
appearance in the French edition is noted in the Biography field of the catalogue
entry). The lower number of designs (183 in total) from the French publication reflects
the fact, referred to above, that it was launched four years after the British edition and
that it was a monthly, rather than a bimonthly magazine. It may also be symptomatic of
the fact that there were a greater number of fashion journals covering the haute couture
collections in France than in Britain: French Vogue had to measure closely its coverage
of a particular house against that given by its numerous competitors. As the decade
went on, French Vogue became a little more autonomous and less reliant on material
from the British edition. There is little difference between the type of designs
represented by the two magazines, although British Vogue does feature clothes
intended specifically for the English market (country sports, débutante ball gowns), and
French Vogue illustrates a slightly higher proportion of evening designs.

Rival periodicals such as Les Elégances Parisiennes or Femina often presented
different Chanel designs to those shown in Vogue. However, the majority of the

models are simply versions (perhaps, for example, in a different colour) of those
shown in the catalogue and as such serve only to reinforce the developments In

Chanel's work followed by Vogue. It would only have been relevant, within the context

and format of this project, to include those designs from other periodicals which differ
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significantly from those shown in Vogue, and represent new directions or tendencies in
her work. More usually, these sources have informed the summaries of the dress
design collections by Chanel, 1916-1929. An exception was made in the case of 1916:
as British Vogue was launched in the autumn of its first year, reproductions were

necessarily included from other sources to provide a survey of the designs intended for
the spring/summer season.

The organization of the catalogue entries does not necessarily follow the chronological
sequence of the appearance of the designs in Vogue. Instead, the designs are grouped
according to the collection in which they were first shown: February (spring/summer)
and August (autumn/winter). Within this framework the designs are ordered according
to categories: morning/street wear, sports, afternoon and evening wear. This, as
subsequent sections of this Introduction will show, reflects the general order of the
presentation of the designs at a haute couture collection from the period.

The format of each individual entry contains a minimum of 6 and a maximum of 9
fields. The fields are presented in the format illustrated on page 24:
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Cat. No.:

Collection:

House No.:
House Title:

Source:

Presentation:

Materials:

Description:

Bibliography:

Notes:

Catalogue Number.

The collection (month) and year in which the design was
shown.

The number of the design given by the house (if stated).
The title of the design given by the house (if stated).

The title, date and page number of the periodical or publication
from which the catalogue reproduction of the design was taken.

The location of the original reproduction of the design on the
page in relation to other designs by Chanel; the form of
presentation: artist's sketch or photograph; the name of the artist
or photographer when known; the setting used (interior or
exterior); the scale in centimetres of the height of the model (or
of the design if no model is used).

The material type and colour when known (excluding
accessories).”

The category to which the design belongs.
Note of the accessories worn with the design.

Description of the total ensemble and notes on the individual
elements such as sleeve or collar type and trimming.

Title, author (when applicable), date and page number of texts

where the design is reproduced or discussed, other than that of
the primary source of reproduction.

The present day location of the design (if it is an existing
model); the original owner/owners of the design (identified as
the wearer/sitter in the caption to the photograph/ illustration or

in the main body of the text);’* the names of shops where the
designs were first sold (if stated).
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The purpose of the majority of these fields is self-explanatory. As the catalogue
photographs do not always show the design's original setting on the page, information
relating to its original context has been given in the Presentation field. The chosen
setting for the illustration can provide important information relating to the intended
purpose of the design: a costume intended for a particular sport may show the model
participating in this activity and an informal afternoon dress is more likely to be shown

in a domestic interior setting. As the designs reproduced in Vogue are in black and
white, the colours, and indeed the particular materials used, can only be identified if

they have been listed in the caption to the illustration or in the general text. The degree
of technical information (relating to cut and construction) given as part of the
Description is similarly dependent on the level provided by Vogue and on the clarity
of the illustration.”” If no information concerning House Title, House Number or

Bibliography is known, or if no information relevant to Notes is given, these fields
are not shown in the entry.

Although this catalogue represents a selection of the designs by Chanel published in
the fashion press, and particularly British and French Vogue, during 1916-1929, it has
been produced with the intention that designs illustrated in other periodicals, other
secondary sources, the surviving designs held in both public and private collections,
and those designs produced by Chanel from 1930-1939 and from 1954-1971, can be
included at a later date. This would necessitate the transferal of the catalogue from its
present format to a more sophisticated form of database or CD-ROM, and ensure its
relevance and accessibility to a wider audience. This resource would provide the
foundation required for further study\ into Chanel’s career and dress design production

in particular, and into the history of haute couture during the twentieth century in
general.
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intermediary between the world of haute couture and the public. See below.

*! The Vionnet archive was donated by the designer in 1952 to the Union Frangaise
des Arts du Costume and consists of seventy five copyright albums (Vionnet's working
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practice is discussed in later sections of this introduction). Other designers, such as

Jeanne Lanvin, also kept detailed archives of their work and business during the 1920s.
** The lack of surviving dress designs, not only by Chanel but also by other key
Parisian houses, from the 1916-1929 period, has been attributed to the fact that many

examples (particularly evening wear) were made from extremely fine, lightweight and
delicate fabrics. It is also the case that, due to shortages and rationing, women were

forced to ‘recycle’ inherited or old clothing during the Second World War.

>3 Op. Cit., 1992, pp. 91-94

** The designs consulted are held at The Victoria and Albert Museum and the Union
Frangaise des Arts et du Costume. The examples held at The Victoria and Albert
Museum are: Evening dress, sleeveless, white chiffon tunic, 1919 (T.85&A-1974);
Evening dress, black beaded, c. 1922 (T.86-1974); Pajamas, purple/pink georgette, c.
1925 (T.259&A-1967). The examples held at the Union Francaise des Arts et du
Costume are: Day wear coat (no exact date provided) 78.39.1; Red, lace evening dress
(no exact date provided) 49.16.12; White beaded evening dress (no exact date
provided) 72.18.1; Black lace evening dress (no exact date provided) 86.07.38.

*> Op. cit. 1995, pp. 196-197

** It has been noted that, 'From 1840 to 1870 over one hundred new (fashion)
magazines appeared in England, Germany, and America as well as France.' JoAnne

Olian, Authentic French Fashions of the Twenties: 413 Costume Designs from L'Art
et La Mode (New York 1990), p. iii.

*" The Drapers' Record (hereafter referred to as DR) was launched in 1887 and is still
in publication today. La Couturiére was published bimonthly in Paris between 1895
and 1914.

** Fashion periodicals were consulted at the Mitchell Library, Glasgow; the British
Library (Newspaper Division), London; The National Art Library (Victoria and
Albert Museum), London; Bibliothéque Forney, Paris; the Bibilothéque des Arts
Décoratifs, Paris. Contemporary sources were identified by consulting library
catalogues and fashion bibliographies.

> L'Art et la Mode was founded in 1880 and published weekly and then bimonthly
until 1967; Femina was launched in 1901 and ceased publication in 1956 (British
editions were published but it was a French periodical); La Gazette du Bon Ton
appeared monthly between 1912 and 1915, and then irregularly until 1925 (when it
merged with Vogue); Le Journal des Dames et des Modes was launched in 1912.
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0 e Style Parisien lasted from July 1915 to February 1916; Les Elégances
Parisiennes was published between 1916 and 1924.

‘! Subsequent sections of this Introduction discuss the launch of the American, British
and French editions of Vogue.

‘2 Art, Goiit, Beauté was published monthly between 1920 and 1933 (it became Voict

la Mode: art, gout, beauté until 1936); Le Jardins des Modes was launched in 1922;
Good Housekeeping in 1923; L'Officiel in 1924; Minerva in 1925.

43 Research into contemporary fashion periodicals was undertaken at the National
Library of Scotland, Edinburgh; the Library of the University of Glasgow; the M itchell
Library, Glasgow; the British Library (and the Newspaper Division, Colindale),
London; the National Art Library, (Victoria and Albert Museum), London; Bath
Museums Service; the Royal College of Art, London; the Bibliothéque Forney, Patis;
the libraries of the Musée de la Mode et du Costume and the Union Frangaise des Arts
et du Costume, Paris; and the Musée des Arts de la Mode, Paris. Please see endnote 51
below for details on access and availability of American, British and French Vogue.

“ This particular magazine aimed to unite the work of couturiers and artists; its
proprietor, Lucien Vogel, commissioned the work of Georges Barbier and Georges

Lepape amongst others and many of the plates showed imaginary designs created by
the artists.

45 Madeleine Ginsburg, Paris Fashions: The Art Deco Style of the 1920s (London
1989), p. 11

* During the period from 3 January 1920 to 31 December 1921, for example, only
five Chanel designs were reproduced in L'Art et la Mode.

*" William Packer, Fashion Drawing in Vogue (London 1983), p. 34

‘8 The French edition was initially edited by Cosette Vogel (wife of Lucien Vogel), and
then by her brother Michel de Brunhoff. In 1927 Mainbocher (Main Rousseau
Bocher), who had been fashion editor for several years, became editor.

*> Edna Woolman Chase and Ilka Chase, Always In Vogue (London 1954), p. 130
*% Ibid. p. 140

>! Access to a full run of British Vogue was possible in the UK (on microfiche at the
Mitchell Library, Glasgow) and in the original at the British Library (Newspaper
Division), Colindale, London. Access to a full run of French Vogue was much more
difficult in the UK and therefore all research was undertaken at libraries in Paris (see

endnote 43). However, I was not able to locate a full run of American Vogue in the UK.
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The only archive to hold a full run was Vogue House (Condé€ Nast Publications Ltd.),
London. I made two attempts to gain access to this archive (which was, at one time,
accessible to the public on an appointment basis) during this research project.
However, I was denied access on both occasions and, in a letter dates 6 June, 1994,

Ingrid Nilsson, Librarian, explained that ‘the library is having to remain closed to the
public due to lack of space and damage to material’.

>2 Nast cited in Caroline Seebohm, The Man Who Was Vogue: The Life and Times of
Condé Nast (London 1982), p. 177

>> Chase, op. cit. p. 89

>* Laird O’Shea Borrelli, Dressing Up and Talking About It: Fashion Writing In

Vogue from 1968 to 1993, in ‘Fashion Theory: The Journal of Dress. Body and

Culture, Volume 1 Issue 3, September 1997, p. 249.
>> Chase, op. cit. p. 61

> Nast employed women (at all levels and in all departments) whenever possible,
believing they were far better qualified to work on a fashion magazine.
" H. W. Yoxall, A Fashion of Life (London 1966), p. 130

>* This move was designed to ensure British Vogue (hereafter referred to as BV) could
compete against the weeklies Tatler and Sketch.

> Anna Van Campen Stewart was a frequent contributor to Vogue during the war.
From 1922 she was employed as the Paris-based fashion correspondent by the new
British periodical Good Housekeeping (the magazine had offices at 2 rue de la Paix).
Madame Ramén Ferndndez was a permanent member of the French staff from about
1915-1916. She also wrote for the Gazette des Beaux Arts. Margaret Case Harriman
wrote for both Vogue and Vanity Fair.

*® William Packer, Fashion Drawing in Vogue (London 1983), p. 10

°! Fashion illustrations in La Gazette du Bon Ton were produced by the pochoir
method: a costly process in which the final image was built up through a series of

hand-painted gouaches and metal stencils, creating an illustration in deep, intense
colours.

** Seebohm, op. cit. p. 227

* Chase, op. cit. p. 158. It is important to note, however, that designers such as Poiret
were given considerable coverage in Vogue throughout the 1916-1929 period.

** BV 5 June 1927, p. 65. This lecture coincided with BV's coverage of the opening of
Chanel's London house (see Critical Essay, February 1927).
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65 Michel de Brunhoff cited in Chase, op. cit. p. 229

66 See Beatriz Colomina, Privacy and Publicity: Modern Architecture as Mass Media
(MIT Press 1996), and the review by Graham Bewley in The Journal of Design

History, Vol. 10, No. 1, 1997, pp. 99-101. Chanel’s system of promotion is discussed
in further detail in the second section of this Introduction.
7 Yoxall, op. cit. p. 60

%8 In a similar vein, Lelong cancelled his advertising with Vogue in 1933, believing that
Molyneux and Schiaparelli were receiving much more editorial space. In 1938 Chanel

was one of several French-born couturiers who vehemently spoke out against what

they regarded as the inappropriate amount of coverage given to non-French designers

in French Vogue (hereafter referred to as FV). Several couturiers threatened to
withdraw their advertising over this matter.

% For one example of this see BV 5 July 1925, p. 61 (Catalogue No. 266: February
1925).

0 Harper's Bazaar was launched as a weekly in America in 1867. From 1901 it was
issued monthly. It was bought by William Randolph Hearst in 1912, and in 1929 the
second 'a’' was added to 'Bazar' when it launched its British edition.

"' The 1 May 1923 edition of Femina (p. 5) announced its exclusive collaboration with
Harper's Bazaar and the shared use of Baron de Meyer's photographs. Gayne de
Meyer defected from Vogue, where he had worked from 1913 to 1921, to Harper's
Bazaar, a move which consolidated the rivalry between the two publications.

' See Appendix III: Synoptic Table of Dress Designs by Chanel as Reproduced in

British and French Vogue, 1916-1929, for a breakdown of the source and number of
each design within the collections, 1916-1929.

7 A glossary of materials has not been provided, as the information is available 1n
many other secondary sources. See Bibliography.

"* See Appendix II: Biographies of the Women Named as Wearing the Dress Designs
by Chanel as Reproduced in British and French Vogue, 1916-1929. The inclusion of
this Appendix underlines the importance that information on the consumers of

Chanel’s designs plays in an understanding of the social context of the history of
fashion. However, within the context of this research project, it was not possible to

provide a definitive biographical statement of each of the women named. The brief
blographies are drawn from a range of secondary sources listed in the Bibliography

and, within these necessary parameters, every attempt was made to confirm the correct
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biography of the individual named. However, in the majority of examples this proved
impossible, particularly in the cases where the individual is named only by the
surname. The Appendix is therefore presented with full acknowledgement of its

limitations in its present form and it serves therefore as an indication of the potential
scope, importance and direction of such research.

"> See Appendix I: Captions to the Dress Designs by Chanel as Reproduced in British
and French Vogue, 1916-1929, for the full caption as printed in British and French
Vogue. In terms of information relating to the design and construction of women’s
dress, I am indebted to the advice of Moyra Hope, who trained in dress design at

Cumbria College of Art and Design (1952-1955), and worked as a student traince with
the designer Victor Stiebel in London.
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Introduction
Part Two

The House of Chanel in Context

Although the catalogue provides a representative sample of Chanel’s 1916-1929 dress
designs, it cannot contribute fully to the re-assessment of her early work, and its

originality in relation to the work of her peers, without parallel consideration of the
contexts in which the designs were reproduced. The history of haute couture, from the
launch of the house of Charles Frederick Worth in Paris in 1858, has been outlined n
numerous publications. It would not, therefore, within the format and context of this
thesis, be appropriate to rehearse this entire history in detail.! Instead, the following
sections focus upon the founding of the House of Chanel and its development within

the immediate context of the history and organisation of haute couture during the First
World War and throughout the 1920s.

Haute Couture: 1900 - 1914

Between 1900 and 1914 a new generation of couturiers, who were to remain in
business during the 1920s, began to challenge the monopoly of those houses which
were established during the second half of the nineteenth century: most notably Worth,
Doucet, Callot Sceurs, Boué Sceurs, Redfern, Paquin and Martial et Armand. This new
generation included the comparatively minor houses (as they are now regarded) of
Dceuillet, Chéruit, Beer, Drécoll, Lanvin, Jenny, Premet and Lucile.2 It also included the
more radical and influential houses of Paul Poiret and Madeleine Vionnet.

Poiret was one of the leading designers prior to the First World War to assimilate the
ideas of the aesthetic and dress reform movements.* This was characterised primarily
by the rejection of the corset and Poiret was perhaps the most vociferous of the
numerous designers, Vionnet and Chanel amongst them, who claimed to have
revolutionized high fashion by abandoning this undergarment. Certainly, Poiret’s early
designs offered a dramatically different conception of the figure of the contemporary

woman to that provided by many of his contemporaries. His wife Denise Boulet, whom
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he had married in 1905, was slender and petite: her figure was the exact opposite of the
matronly and voluptuous form demanded by fashionable dress. The simple, high-
waisted empire-line designs produced by Poiret around 1906 flattered his wife's figure
and made the hourglass style of corset redundant. Instead, the Directoire style of dress,
as it became known, necessitated a longer corset which reduced the prominence of the
hips and bottom to give the necessary slender line.* However, the long, slender line of
the empire dress had, by 1910, developed into Poiret's much ridiculed hobble or tube

skirt: the skirt was now so narrow that the woman had to shackle her legs with tapes to
ensure that she took only small steps and did not rip the fabric.’

Importantly for the direction of early twentieth century fashion, Poiret drew inspiration
from a wide range of non-European sources, rejected Belle Epoque pastels for bold,
dazzling colours and employed artists for advertisement campaigns and the design of
his fabrics.” An early example of Poiret's interest in orientalism was the design
Confucius, a kimono-like coat produced by the deéigner while working for Worth.®
This interest was spurred on by the arrival in Paris of the Ballets Russes. The sets and
costumes designed for the company by Léon Bakst between 1909 and 1914 drew on
Near Eastern influences and used brilliant, dazzling colours. The ballet Shéhérazade,
which opened at the Paris Opéra in 1910, prompted Poiret to stage the party La
1002iéme Nuit on 24 June 1911. Guests were asked to dress in oriental costume and
Poiret and his wife appeared as the sultan and his consort: Madame Poiret was dressed

in a gold lamé tunic wired around the hem (giving a lampshade-like silhouette) and
worn over white and ochre chiffon pantaloons.’

Although Poiret’s new, slender silhouettes had their own constrictive shackles and

systems of corsetry, he did discard the traditional waist-clinching corset and reduced
the number of underclothes and petticoats worn by the woman. By using smaller

quantities of fabrics, a Poiret dress was significantly cheaper to those of the House of
Worth, for example (another significant factor in his success).'® Poiret also adopted a
‘style of self-promotion which went way beyond the tactics of Worth and invite an
interesting comparison with the system adopted by Chanel (see below). Like Worth, he
believed he was a 'Great Artist' and not a mere dressmaker (the fashion press went
along with this and, in 1920, British Vogue was to comment that, 'Poiret is an artist who
happens to work in the medium of clothes").!' His personal fame, and the international
notoriety of his designs, was such that he embarked on a series of tours to promote his

work. In 1912 he, and his mannequins, visited Berlin, Frankfurt, Potsdam, Vienna,
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Brussels, Warsaw, Moscow, Budapest and St. Petersburg, giving women the
opportunity to see actual haute couture models and to hear the designer discuss his

work. In 1913 the Poiret road show visited New York, a trip which ignited one of the

most important debates in early twentieth century haute couture, and one which is of
particular relevance to the approaches of Vionnet and Chanel.

While in New York Poiret discovered that department stores were selling unlicensed

copies of his designs with forged labels. Edna Woolman Chase, who was working for
American Vogue at the time and attended a press conference held for him, recalls that
imitation Poiret dresses were being sold 'for as little as fifteen dollars."* A furious

Poiret returned to Paris determined to halt such piracy. Philippe Oritz, a colleague and
associate of Condé Nast, approached Poiret with the idea of creating a system for the
protection of copyright. With Poiret's encouragement, Oritz raised further support at
Callot Sceurs, Chéruit, Lanvin, Paquin, Worth and the textile manufacturers Rodier and
Bianchini-Férier.!” The result, Le Syndicat de Défense de la Grande Couture
Francaise, was formed in June 1914 with Poiret as its President.'* Its immediate aim
was to restrict the visits of the commissioning agents to the collections and to launch a
system of identity cards for the buyers. Not all the couturiers joined the association,
some believing that, ‘the organization would be the perfect channel through which their
models could be copied by their French confréres as well as by the American pirates.'”
Others, like Vionnet, devised their own approach to counter the growth in design theft.

After an 1nitial apprenticeship followed by a period of employment as a dressmaker at
the minor house of Vincent in Paris, Vionnet joined Callot Sceurs as head seamstress
in 1900. From 1901 she was producing distinctive 'peignoirs' or tea-gowns, reflecting
her preference for loose, flowing and unstructured clothes. By 1907 she was working
as a dress designer for Doucet, who, in the face of Poiret's growing success, had
employed Vionnet to help rejuvenate the image of his house. Vionnet claimed that she
was the designer who had liberated women from the corset, which she referred to as
'une chose orthopédique’.'® At Doucet, she insisted that the house models should wear

her designs without corsets of any kind and produced fluid, supple dresses without
boning or stiffened linings. The fact that she also asked the models to go barefoot
suggests that she was influenced by the American dancer Isadora Duncan, who
performed in Paris in 1907 corsetless, barefoot and wearing only a short, classically-

Inspired tunic. Vionnet's practice was not wholly appreciated at Doucet and she opened
her own house in 1912. During the 1920s Vogue referred to the house as, 'the most
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exclusive in Paris’, which 'designs only for a private clientele of distinguished
Parisiennes."” Like Poiret, Vionnet became increasingly concerned with copyright
protection and, by the 1920s, had devised her own system of defense: each design was
photographed from the back, front and side beside a board showing the date and

number of the design. In addition, the label of each garment came to be authorized with
her own signature, a number and her fingerprint.

Fashionable dress in Paris immediately prior to the First World War was heavily
influenced by Poiret. Between 1908 and 1914 many of the leading designers, such as

Paquin, changed their approach to dress design. With the advent of the Directoire-
inspired styles, the lacing of the corset was altered so as to compress the hips and
widen the waist to give the desired, slender silhouette.'® By 1909 the corset was
straight all the way round, the bust-line was flattened and the fullness of the slightly
shorter skirts was reduced. Colours were bold and bright; fabrics were luxurious and
delicate. The impractical tube skirts of 1910 were superseded by the tunic dress: as a
means of varying the long, slender line, tunics, which were nearly as long as the skirt
and only a little wider, were worn over the foundation dress. Paquin reportedly created

her own version of the 'hobble skirt' modified by hidden pleats to ensure that the
woman could walk.

The industry continued to expand and in 1912 Jean Patou opened Maison Parry, a
'‘demi-couture' establishment which sold furs and provided a tailoring service. Patou's
first designs combined the fashionable high waist, draping and second empire details.'”
In the same year Chéruit revived the idea of eighteenth century panniers, matching
Poiret's innovation of the hooped tunic or Minaret line, as a means of reintroducing
width to the silhouette.’* Chéruit's panniers developed into the 'peg-top' silhouette
where the mass of draped fabric at the top of the skirt contrasted with the slim-fitting
skirt beneath. To ensure women could walk in such narrow designs, Callot Sceurs
slashed their skirts at the ankles. In 1913 Poiret's Tangara silhouette was introduced:
the slender line, with its narrow hemline, was modified by swathes of fabric draped and
pulled up towards the front of the design. The spring 1914 collection showed that a
new silhouette had emerged: the Minaret tunic was lengthened, becoming almost

circular, and the waist was dropped. In some collections, shorter, fuller skirts were
shown and the V-neckline, which was normally only seen in evening wear,
controversially began to appear in day time clothing.
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The War Years

The impact of the outbreak of war in August 1914 was immediate. Jean-Charles and
Jacques Worth (who followed on from Gaston as business manager) both signed up,
Poiret joined the French infantry, Dceuillet the Volunteers, and Patou the Zouaves, two
days before he was to show his first full collection.?! Many houses decided not to
present autumn/winter collections and Vionnet temporarily closed down. In the face of
rising paper costs La Gazette du Bon Ton temporarily ceased production. Nonetheless,

haute couture and its many dependent trades continued to function, encouraged by a
government which was acutely aware of the economic importance of such a large

industry. In one defiant statement, reflecting the attitude of many, Chéruit announced
that:

Women must have clothes, war or no war, and those who make them must have
a way to earn a living. We shall keep open and we shall make what we can.”

Women began working in jobs and industries that had hitherto been dominated by
men. Although this was only ever intended to be a temporary measure (once the war
was over women were supposed to return quietly to their homes), and they were paid
less than the men, the experience had an immediate and irreversible effect. In terms of
dress, women now required appropriate clothing for their new roles and those women
working in factories or on the land adopted, as appropriate, men's boiler suits, trousers,
Jackets and jodhpurs. As the war progressed new collections were produced, despite
the growing shortages of materials, labour, fuel, transportation and the effects of
inflation. New fashion journals were launched, building on the success of those
founded in 1912. Le Style Parisien and Les Elégances Parisiennes were, as indicated

above, intended to promote the industry at home and abroad, and maintain the morale
of both the industry and its customers during this national crisis.

At the first haute couture openings in 1915, designers introduced versions of the
bustle, the hooped tunic and, from Premet in particular, the 1880s polonaise. Chéruit
showed designs which were straight and wide at the waist, while Callot Sceurs
presented some of the first versions of the soon-to-be-ubiquitous chemise: a straight,

unbelted evening design of fine black net beaded with jet and worn over a straight,
black satin foundation. However, the real success of these Openings was a new
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silhouette: a full, unstiffened, three metre wide skirt which was eight inches from the
ground and occasionally trimmed at the hem with a band of fur. This style, which was

seen at Paquin, Lanvin and Dceuillet, came to be known as the 'war crinoline’, although
shorter, fuller skirts had been seen in some of the 1914 collections. Skirts in general
were shortened and widened, and jackets were modeled along military lines. These

innovations were developed throughout the war and are followed in detail in the
summaries on Chanel's collections from 1916-1918.

A New Generation

Although the First World War ended in November 1918 its impact reverberated
throughout the 1920s. The war had accelerated the changes in fashionable dress that
had slowly emerged prior to 1914. Although the industry had survived, and would
flourish during the 1920s, its organization and structure had irreversibly changed.
Poiret never regained the prominence and status he had enjoyed before the war.”’
Ultimately, Poiret was unable to adapt to new tastes and requirements: his first post-
war collections continued with the exotic and oriental themes he had worked on in
1914.** The House of Worth also failed to regain its pre-war position. Jean-Charles
was open to new ideas and more willing to adapt than Jean-Philippe or Poiret had been

and, in an interview for British Vogue in 1921, he acknowledged the new situation in
which the house was working:

There are no longer queens enough to go round, and even the greatest ladies
have few occasions on which to wear robes of ceremony. Therefore the modern
designer must devote his greatest effort to the clothes for ordinary mortals to

wear on ordinary occasions... Simplicity is praiseworthy and suitable to our
present conditions of life.?’

Nonetheless, for the new generation of haute couture customers, Worth was
irreversibly associated with an old-fashioned, conservative approach to dress design.

A younger, and in comparison more dynamic, generation of couturiers, who were more

responsive to the changing post-war situation, were now firmly established in Paris.
Vionnet reopened her house in 1918 and, in 1923, moved to much larger premises.

Patou returned to Paris in 1919 and presented his first full collection under his own
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name.?® The English designer Molyneux opened his first house in the same year.”
After being invalided out of the army, Lucien Lelong opened his own house and

quickly became one of the leading couturiers during the 1920s.%® The house that would

most effectively challenge these designers for supremacy in the 1920s was also
established during this period: the House of Chanel.

The Founding of the House of Chanel: 1910 - 1918

Chanel did not train for her profession as Vionnet had done. She acquired basic skills
as part of the education she received whilst in an orphanage in Aubazine and at a
convent school in Moulins, skills which found her work in 1902 as a dressmaker for
the Moulins-based House of Grampayre, which sold lingerie, linen and hosiery.
Initially set on a stage-career, her enthusiasm for horse riding prompted her to seek
alternative, practical clothing to the forms of dress currently available. It was during her
time spent at the country estate of the aristocratic Etienne Balsan, around 1906, that

Chanel began to create her own wardrobe from clothes borrowed from and inspired by
those worn by Etienne and his sporting colleagues.

Chanel also turned her attention to hats, preferring to trim shop-bought straw hats than
wear the elaborate and heavy designs worn by the majority of women. These simple
models were adopted by friends and eventually, in about 1910, she opened a shop at 21
rue Cambon, Paris. The shop, Chanel Modes, was licensed only as a milliners, but its
success, coupled with the positive press attention Chanel received, led to the rapid
expansion of the business. Chanel was featured in the periodical Comedia Illlustrée
wearing one of her own hats in the autumn of 1910 and her name became more widely

- known when a photograph of the actress Gabrielle Dorziat, wearing a Chanel hat, was
shown in the 12 May 1912 edition of the Journal Des Modes.*”’

In 1913 a branch was opened in the fashionable beach resort of Deauville, where she
developed and expanded her first sports wear range of simple sweaters and skirts in
jersey (probably only as part of a ready-to-wear collection).>® It was at Deauville that

some of the first photographs of Chanel designs were taken. Chanel recognised the
importance of having her designs associated with the most attractive and stylish young

women. Consequently, her aunt and sister would parade through the. town, clad in
Chanel designs, with the aim of attracting envious glances and prompting visits to the
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shop. As later sections will show, this approach to the advertisement of her work (one
shared by many designers) was maintained and expanded upon throughout her career.
The Biarritz house was opened in July 1915 as a fully blown ‘maison de couture’. De
La Haye and Tobin have noted that, at first, employees from the rue Cambon were
drafted to the Biarritz branch and, with local help, the staff totaled 60." Full haute

couture collections, showing day, sports and evening designs, were launched at Biarritz
in 1916 (and a representative survey of the earliest designs by Chanel to be reproduced

in contemporary periodicals is given in the summaries of the February and August
1916 collections).>*

Although the war was disastrous for Poiret, Chanel claimed that, ‘the first war made me,
in 1919 I woke up famous.”® Timing was crucial: just as women were seeking
practical, low-maintenance alternatives to pre-war styles, Chanel was one of the new
generation of designers providing simple, comfortable designs based on the models
she herself was wearing. One photograph of the designer, taken just before the war,
shows her in one such outfit: it comprised a sweater-like top with a deep V-neckline
(so it could be put on by simply pulling it over the head), a wide buttoned belt, large
patch pockets and a straight, plain ankle-length skirt.>* The idea of the sweater itself,
and elements such as patch pockets, had been derived from men's sporting wear. The
designer thus aligned herself with the tradition of borrowing from men's clothing

(particularly of the type of sports wear worn by the aristocracy) which had
characterized the production of women's tailored suits since the nineteenth century.

However, many commentators suggest that Chanel took this practice one step further
by using tricot: a hand-knitted woolen fabric that was normally used for men's under
garments. Unlike the materials used by more traditional couturiers, this soft, loosely-
knit and lightweight 'non-fashion' fabric was unsuitable for traditional haute couture
techniques. The unrestrictive and unstructured form of the design was dictated by the
nature of the fabric itself. Although Chanel was not the first designer to work with

tricot or jersey, she became particularly associated with it. As the summaries of the

collections show, this was due partly to the quantities of the fabric she purchased (in
1916 she bought an unsold stock of machine-knitted jersey from the textile
manufacturer Rodier). Furthermore, from the outset Chanel rejected the type of
elaborate decoration associated with the Belle Epoque and the bright, clashing colours
favoured by Poiret: the frilly and the 'feminine' were replaced by the plain, the sober
and the 'masculine’. Chanel's first designs guaranteed her position amongst a
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generation of designers who had, during the years immediately prior to the war, begun
to assimilate the ideas offered by the dress reform movements and men's wear Into a

new form of fashionable dress. Their success was to ensure the continued prosperity
and growth of the haute couture industry as a whole.

The Organization of Haute Couture: 1918-1929

In 1923 British Vogue noted that:

The great creators of Paris, now known collectively as the Grandes Maisons...

are increasing every year in number and in size... The making of fashions has
grown to an immense international industry running into millions of pounds

annually, highly organized and absorbing the genius and labour of thousands of
people.’

By 1927 the haute couture industry employed 250,000 employees in 2,000
workrooms, salons and shops.”® The number of employees differed from house to

house. From 1871 to 1896 the house of Worth employed 1,200 people and in 1900
Paquin employed 1,000. Prior to the war the staff at Poiret amounted to approximately
650. During the 1920s Vionnet employed around 1,200 members of staff, Lanvin 800
(not including the sales assistants), and Lelong extended his premises in 1925 to
accommodate 3,000 workers.”” In 1915 Chanel employed around 60 members of staff,
by 1916 this number rose to 300 and by the late 1920s it had reached approximately
2,500. The majority of these highly populated and efficient Grandes Maisons were

housed in palatial hotels, large enough to accommodate both the workrooms (which
ranged from those devoted to dressmaking to those for tailoring, embroidery and

accessories), and the grand salons where the collections were shown. The hierarchical
structure of the house rose upwards from the arpette or apprentice seamstress, to the
deuxiéme main qualifiée, a qualified seamstress and assistant to the more experienced
premiére main qualifiée. The premiére main directly assisted the fitter and head
designer in the production of a dress for a particular client (designers such as Chanel,
who, unlike Vionnet, had not undergone such a rigorous training, were dependent on
the skills of such employees). Sales assistants known as habilleuses assisted the
vendeuse, who dealt directly with the customers and oversaw the order from the time it

was placed to its completion. The houses also employed models and buyers who

43



liaised between the house and its suppliers, ensuring it had all the materials required.
The conditions and level of pay for the staff of a couture house were notoriously poor

and strikes were a regular event. A designer such as Vionnet, who provided holiday

pay, a staff refectory and a more comfortable working environment, was very much in
the minority.”®

Patterns of Production: The Seasons and their Collections

The presentation of collections was biannual: the leading houses showed
spring/summer designs in February and autumn/winter designs in August. These
openings were generally held during the first two weeks of the month: in 1923, for
example, it was recorded that the February collections were shown between the first
and the fifteenth and, in the same year, the Chanel collection was opened on 7 August.

The collections were usually held over a few days: the Dceuillet autumn/winter 1923
collection was held from 7 to 10 of August. Throughout the 1920s Martial et Armand
and Dceuillet were frequently amongst the first houses to open their doors. The day of
the launch differed from year to year: Jenny preferred Monday and Chanel opened her
1923 spring/summer collection on a Sunday. Although Chanel would not normally
make an appearance during the show (see below), other designers were directly
involved in the presentation. Jenny always attended the openings and would often sit
behind certain members of the audience to give a personal account of the designs as the
house mannequins passed. Lanvin preferred to appear at the end of the show and

Poiret oversaw the whole event, commenting on each design for the benefit of his entire
audience.

The social season (the annual cycle of events, holidays and pastimes enjoyed by the
aristocracy and upper classes) dictated the pattern of design production followed by a
house. The first months of the year were generally spent at the Riviera, although the
exodus from Paris could begin just before or immediately after Christmas.
Consequently November and December were devoted to the production of clothes for
the southern season. A report in a February 1921 edition of British Vogue noted that,
It 1s already spring in Cannes and in the frocks worn there one may foresee the modes

which spring will bring when it comes again to the north.”® The importance of the
designs created for this season was further underlined in the following 1925 report:
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The summer mode for the country is an established fact long before the spring
mode for town has been formally launched. For this summer mode has an
advance presentation early in the year on the Riviera — a presentation during

which the new summer fashions are tried and proved and the most popular are
chosen.*

A large proportion of the clothes required for the southern winter season were sports
models, particularly those appropriate for motoring and golf. As the 1920s progressed,

and winter sports became increasingly fashionable, the designers began to produce ski
wear,

Spring saw the return to Paris, with its round of trips to the theatre, opera or to formal
state occasions, interspersed with holidays at Biarritz. Designs worn at Biarritz were
taken as further indications of the coming summer fashions. The next major social
event was the racing season in June at Longchamp and Auteuil, which required
appropriate formal afternoon designs. Trips to the country, necessitating outfits for
walking, hunting and shooting, were generally made in July and August. The creation
of designs for the return to Biarritz in the early autumn, which pointed ahead to the
fashions that would be worn a few months later at the Riviera, completed the cycle.
Although based in Paris, the majority of the leading couturiers had branches in the
most fashionable resorts as a means of securing trade during the entire social season.

As international markets developed, houses produced specific ranges which catered for
the particular customs and traditions of the country in which the branch was located.

Just as the date of the openings differed from year to year and from house to house, so
too did the scale of individual collections. During the first half of the 1920s a larger
show could consist of approximately 300 designs. In February 1920 Jenny, who was
known for her particularly extensive and varied collections, was reported to have
shown, 'One of the largest of all the spring collections', which included 350 designs.*'
By 1928 the smaller shows consisted of anything from 100 to 200 designs, and the

larger of approximately 400 (although not every model was different, as one particular
example might be presented in two or more alternative fabrics or colours).

In British Vogue's account of the August 1920 openings it was recorded that Premet's
presentation began with the tailleurs, ‘as all well regulated collections are wont to do."?

The more informal designs for moming, street or sports wear were shown first,
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followed by the afternoon and the evening wear models. In all categories the informal
designs generally preceded the formal: a simple evening dress, intended for dinner at
home, would be shown before a more elaborate evening gown intended for the opera,
theatre or a state occasion. Although the fashionably dressed woman of the 1920s did
not change her outfit as many times during the day as had a woman at the turn of the
century, the ideal wardrobe was still very extensive. A British Vogue article in 1923

listed a few of the varieties of dress, outwith of the essential travel and sports wear
outfits, that the modern woman should obtain:

There are clothes for early mom, clothes for shopping, clothes for every type of
luncheon party, the early afternoon or sitabout dress, the dress for receiving at
home in the afternoon, and the dress for going out to tea... a little cocktail time

dress, a little dinner dress... the quiet evening dress, the theatre dress and the full
regal evening dress.*?

The first showings were staged for foreign buyers (mostly American, British, Spanish,
German and South American): representatives of large department stores or exclusive
dress shops would officially purchase the 'toiles' of particular models from which they

could then reproduce their own models (unofficially many copied designs without
permission, sketching details in secret as the mannequins passed).** The leading textile
manufacturers, such Bianchini-Férier and Rodier, held openings concurrently with
those of the haute couture houses and their new fabrics were reported in the fashion
press.”” Entrance to the dress openings was by invitation only and seats were reserved:
just as today, front row seats were allocated to the most important buyers and
journalists. Patou launched the 'Répétition Générale' in 1923, an event which became

increasingly popular and widespread as the decade progressed: on the night before the

official opening the house would stage a preview for specially invited members of the
press.

The number of mid-season collections, which were usually held in May and November
and attended by the foreign buyers, rose significantly during the 1920s: in 1921 British
Vogue noted that there had been more mid-season collections during this year than ever
before. Jenny, who held four large collections each year, was a key figure in
formalizing and promoting these shows. The designs that were produced for the mid-
scasons were a development on those presented in either February or August: once the
couturiers had seen the designs shown by their competitors, and established which of
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their own models were proving the most popular, they could then develop a range
which was sure to be favourably received.

The individual client did not see the collections at the same time as the buyers: those
women who bought haute couture were, ‘away in the country in August, and still
wearing winter clothes in February.“® Once their clients had returned to Paris, In
March or September, the houses staged appointment-only presentations in the

mornings and afternoons. These presentations often featured different designs to those
shown at the official launch:

In some of the houses almost entirely new collections are presented... and in all
of them important additions are made to the collections... Most of the most

startling innovations are modified and the new models do not break so obviously
with existing fashions.*’

Clearly the main collections acted as something of a testing ground for new ideas and
developments which, if not enthusiastically endorsed by the buyers, would be tempered
and modified for the individual customers. This highlights the influence that
commercial and economic factors had on the work of the couturiers: the creations of

the designers were not, as Worth and Poiret might have had us believe, purely the result
of some sort of divine inspiration.

When visiting a house, the customer was met at the door by her own personal vendeuse

who knew her measurements, tastes and preferences. In 1920 the Drapers' Record
described the presentations that would follow:

The venue for the display often represents a handsome Louis XV, or Louis XVI,
drawing room... A door in the rear opens, and the mannikins (sic) walk in one

by one... They walk slowly across the room, hesitate, pause and turn in order to
show off some particular part of the dress.*®

The customer would give the vendeuse her order and approximately three fittings
would be necessary to produce the finished design. The house could suddenly be faced
with hundreds, and in many cases thousands, of similar orders. In 1923 British Vogue
expressed its amazement that a house could execute so many designs in such a short

space of time: '... ten days for non-embroidered and fifteen days for embroidered
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models. Yet they do this twice a year, sometimes four times a year in the houses which
make special mid-season collections."’

Publicity
In a 1923 article on French haute couture British Vogue commented that:

The unquestionable predominance of the Paris model is the more amazing since

not half-a-dozen of the great French creators of modes spend even the traditional
French sou in advertising.>

Designers such as Lucile, Paquin and Redfern did advertise regularly in journals such
as Vogue. Others chose to advertise only at the time of the collections, as the coverage
they received in the fashion reports was thought to be sufficient. The leading
couturiers, Chanel amongst them, realized that the best publicity for the house was
celebrity endorsement (see below): the success of houses such as Doucet, Poiret and
Chanel was guaranteed once their designs had been adopted by the leading actresses of
the day. The theatre was an excellent means of advertisement: if a house dressed a
particular actress the designs were widely seen and given considerable press
coverage.”' Such designs influenced the fashions adopted by women in general, a fact
recognized by a 1920 British Vogue article entitled, 'The French Theatre Serves The
Mode: It Is Upon The Stage That New Fashions Are Launched.”* Aristocratic
endorsement was equally important. Both Vionnet and Chanel profited from their
association with the most fashionable women of the 1920s: wealthy and well-connected
women such as Misia Sert, Cecile Sorel, the Princess de Polignac and the Comtesse de
Beaumont. These women, and the clothes they wore, were regularly discussed In
Vogue. Chanel, Chéruit, Jenny and Renée all wore their own designs and, as they
themselves were considered to be rather chic, thus provided an effective means of self-

advertisement. One report in July 1923 indicates how the fashion press monitored what
the designers themselves were wearing:

Mme. Jenny... has taken to wearing very simple, strictly tailored suits at the
races. She declares that the tasteless overdressing indulged by so many women

at Parisian racetracks has decided her to try and revive interest in the tailleur on
these occasions by wearing it herself.**
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Some designers exhibited their work at the many international fairs and exhibitions

held during this period, although the problem of preventing piracy at such public
occasions deterred many. Other couturiers chose to send employees In their latest
designs to the most fashionable haunts. The annual Bal de la Couture, organized by
the Syndicat de la Couture and given for the benefit of the apprentices and
seamstresses, was another showcase venue: many of the large houses sent mannequins

wearing their latest evening designs. Several houses produced designs specifically for
the occasion, falling as it did just a few weeks before the February openings.

The Boom Years

The very numerous and diverse means of advertisement employed by the individual
houses paid off, as the home and international markets for haute couture expanded
steadily between 1918 and 1929. Although a dress of the 1920s was less expensive
than the extravagant, heavily trimmed designs of the Belle Epoque, it was still only the
wealthiest of women who could afford to buy haute couture. During the war, a Chanel
design was priced anywhere between 3,000 to 7,000 francs.>* Although Chanel models
were particularly expensive, the house was not alone: one reporter, writing on French

fashion for British Vogue in 1920, described the confusion surrounding the high costs
charged for even the simplest of day dresses:

And the prices that one is expected to pay! Said my friend Madeleine to me,
"Yesterday I saw an ideal gown at Doucet's, a very simple serge frock with a

little embroidery in front. Does it seem reasonable to give 1,700 francs for
that?">>

Nonetheless, the industry flourished and, by 1927, 'the value of haute couture exports
was 5,750,000 francs, equal to one tenth of total French world trade.”® As the 1920s
progressed the leading houses, including Chanel (see below) all diversified into
specialist and lucrative areas such as sports wear, accessories, beauty products and
perfume. The importance of these additional ranges is underlined by the amount of

space given to them in the showrooms: a September 1929 edition of British Vogue
described the recently refurbished House of Chanel:

49



Chanel's new big grey showrooms (are) approached by exquisite stairs lined
with a decoration of overlapping mirror. Downstairs Chanel's is like a brilliant

store selling woolen scarfs and berets and bags, scents and belts, handkerchiefs
and gloves.”’

Despite the fact that the House of Chanel continued to expand, the steady growth of the
industry as a whole was eventually halted in 1929 by the Wall Street Crash, which
resulted in the rapid decline of overseas trade (the American market was of particular
importance to the French luxury goods industries) and a huge balance of payments
deficit. 10,000 workers within haute couture and its related trades lost their jobs.

Although the major houses survived, the Wall Street Crash closed one of the most
successful and important chapters in the history of French haute couture.

The House of Chanel: 1919-1929

As noted earlier, in 1915 Chanel employed around 60 members of staff, by 1916 this
number rose to 300. By the late 1920s this number had reached approximately 2,500.>°
Whereas prior to the war, a Chanel design would cost between approximately 3,000 to
1,000 francs (see above), by 1920 the average cost was approximately 9,000 francs.
The annual turnover of the house in 1929 was 120 million francs. Between 1918 and
1929 the House of Chanel underwent a major period of expansion and growth. This
economic growth was paralleled by the actual expansion of the shop premises
themselves: in 1919 the house moved from 21 rue Cambon (where, as noted above, the
designer had been registered since 1910 as a milliner) and expanded across 27, 29 and
31 rue Cambon. At 31 rue Cambon Chanel was officially registered as a couturiere.

In 1921 the house launched its first perfume: Chanel No. 5.°° The simple, square and
unfussy bottle (marked only with the by now distinctive block capitals of the
company's typeface) was designed by Chanel and served to reinforce the key elements
of the house style.*” Importantly, this was the first perfume produced by a house to
bear the name of its actual designer. Chanel was undoubtedly aware of the role less

expensive items could have as a means of disseminating the house brand and
perpetuating the economy of desire: those women who were unable to afford haute

couture could nonetheless buy into the lifestyle and image of the house by acquiring
other Chanel products. Chanel No. 5 was the first in a highly successful range of
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Chanel perfumes and beauty products to be produced during the 1920s and sold, until
1924 (see below), through special departments within the Chanel shops.*

Chanel’s association with millinery continued throughout the 1920s. Hats continued to
be sold as part of an extensive range of accessories (including scarves, gloves, belts,
shoes and bags) offered by the house which were developed and expanded in line with
the dress design collections themselves. The production of the house also extended to

lingerie. In a June 1921 edition of British Vogue a model is shown wearing a silk

elastic corset and heavy tulle brassi¢re; the caption notes that ‘Chanel, who sponsors
the wide waist, provides this silk elastic corset to create it.”**

The House of Chanel was not unique in providing accessories and undergarments to
complement and enhance the total look of the dress designs themselves (and to
maximise upon sales). However, Chanel did become particularly associated with the
development of collections of costume jewellery. Although, as De La Haye and Tobin
have noted, the designer was not the first couturiere to diversify or to use artificial
gemstones (Poiret, for example, also employed included jewellery in his collections),
she was unique in her production of designs that were blatantly fake and exceptionally
successful in her ability to sell such jewellery at comparatively high prices to women
who owned the real thing.®> The cachet of the House of Chanel gave such objects a
level of significance beyond their actual value and their desirability was enhanced by
the fact that Chanel herself wore a considerable amount of jewellery both during the
day and in the evening (her own costume designs mixed with real gemstones). The
jewellery collections were frequently influenced by the sources which inspired the
dress collections: in 1922, following the opening of Tutankhamen’s tomb, Egyptian
designs were amongst several of the more exotic, historical sources that inspired both
the jewellery and dress designs produced by the house. As a result of the growing
success of this aspect of her work, Chanel opened her own jewellery workshop in
1924. The workshop was managed for Chanel by Comte Etienne de Beaumont and
both she and the Comte produced designs for the range during the mid to late 1920s.**

Chanel’s attention to every aspect of the lifestyle and wardrobe of the contemporary
fashionable woman was paralleled by the control she exercised over the numerous

trades related to the production of her dress design collections. Like the majority of her
peers, Chanel purchased fabrics from such established companies as Rodier and

Bianchini-Férier in France and (particularly for tweed fabrics) Courtauld and Ferguson
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Brothers in England. However, in the early 1920s she established her own factory for
the production of fabrics in Asniéres. Frangois Hugo, who was the factory’s first

Director, went on to produce jewellery designs for the house. The establishment of the
factory was undoubtedly in response to her own extensive use of, and the consumer’s
growing demand for, wool and cotton jersey; the factory enabled Chanel to have total
control over production and to ensure design exclusivity. By the late 1920s the factory
was producing more than just jersey fabric and its name was changed to Tissus

Chanel. From 1928 until 1933 she employed the Russian poet Iliazd — previously
associated with the artist Sonia Delauney - to design a new range of textiles for the

house.®> Similarly, in 1921 Chanel founded an embroidery workshop which was
managed for her by the Grand Duchess Maria Pavlovna and focused entirely during
the first years of the 1920s on the embroidery of designs for the house.®

From 1923 the expansion of the House of Chanel was consolidated. In 1923, and as a
result of her efforts to broaden the market for the Chanel range of perfumes, the
designer handed over the production and distribution of the fragrances to Pierre and
Paul Wertheimer, owners of one of France’s largest cosmetic and fragrance
companies, Les Parfumeries Bourjois.” In 1924, and in partnership with the
Wertheimers, the company Parfums Chanel was launched. Chanel was President of
this company and retained ten per cent of the total profits. The perfumes were now
distributed throughout the world and Chanel was able to concentrate entirely on dress

design. By 1929 the company could claim to produce the most famous and successful
perfume in the world. In 1927 the House of Chanel opened a new branch in London,

the first of the numerous international branches that were established during the
designer’s career.

As the catalogue and summaries of the individual collections will testify in detail, the
coverage Chanel received in leading fashion periodicals, and in particular in Vogue,
grew 1n parallel to the expansion of her business. However, before a consideration is
made of the actual models shown in the catalogue and the collections in which they
were shown, it is important to highlight the systems of promotion employed by the
designer that were in operation during this period and which served to ensure the

widespread exposure of the dress designs and reinforce their desirability to the
consumer.
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As earlier sections have shown, Chanel’s own image was central to the communication
and dissemination of her brand. As early as 1910, photographs of the designer wearing

her own millinery creations were appearing in fashionable periodicals of the day.
Chanel was, as De La Haye and Tobin have noted, the “...personification of the House

style.”*® This was reinforced by the fact that she tended only to employ models who
had dark hair and resembled her own appearance. Throughout the 1920s Chanel was
photographed wearing her own dress and accessory designs and these images were
often used in the both the fashion and society pages of British and French Vogue. For
example, in a May 1923 edition of British Vogue a photograph of Chanel wearing ‘a
grosgrain ribbon hat of her own design, together with a very smart brooch and earrings
of beautiful pearls’, is given the caption, ‘Gabrielle Chanel whose Designs are as
Youthful and Chic as Herself.’*” This image accompanies two illustrations of current
models by the house (catalogue numbers 183 and 185). In a later edition of the
pertodical, on a society page entitled ‘Cheerful New Year Snapshots’, the designer is
shown after a game of tennis in Biarritz, with Captain Jack Hillyard.”® Clearly, Chanel
operated simultaneously as a haute couturiére and as a fashionable society figure. In

fact, both roles were mutually supportive and beneficial. If this approach can be
considered as a tactical means for the promotion of her business, then Chanel’s

relationship with periodicals such as Vogue takes on an increased significance.

However, another aspect of Chanel’s approach may initially seem in complete
opposition to her willingness to be photographed. Unlike Poiret (who took centre stage
at all his openings), Chanel refused to make an appearance at the presentation of her
collections. Following the refurbishment of the rue Cambon premises in 1929, the
designer adopted the habit of positioning herself at the top of the now famous mirror-
lined staircase in order that she could watch the models but keep away from the press
and invited guests. This approach was in line with her frequent refusal to greet
customers personally when they first came to the house. However, it could be argued

that this was in fact perceived by the designer to be another means of creating interest
and intrigue around her own personality.

Chanel, like many other designers, recognised the importance of harnessing the
glamorous image and celebrity status of the famous. It has been shown that, prior to
the War, photographs of actresses such as Gabrielle Dorziat, adorned in Chanel hats,
were reproduced in a number of periodicals. This practice continued throughout the
1920s. Appendix II (Biographies of the Women Named as Wearing the Dress
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Designs by Chanel as Reproduced in British and French Vogue, 191 6 — 1929) shows
that a significant number of the women portrayed in Vogue were actresses (and widely
regarded as some of the most fashionable, beautiful women of the period): Cécile
Sorel, Vera Sergine, Charlotte Lysees, Ina Claire and Lady Iya Abdy are notable
examples.”' Inevitably, given the social status and advantageous financial position of
many of these women, it is not surprising that they could afford to wear Chanel.
However, as Madsen has noted, ©...(Chanel) was not averse to subsidizing her

celebrity by giving away dresses to highly visible women.’’* This practice was not
uncommon, but the frequency with which figures such as Sorel appear in the pages of

Vogue during the first years of the 1920s would suggest that it was central to Chanel’s
system of promotion. A periodical such as Vogue was, of course, highly likely to

comment upon a gown worn by a famous actress. Both the designer and Vogue

recognised and exploited the power of celebrity to confirm and communicate the
desirability of the product.

Chanel literally employed a number of other society women who were photographed
wearing her designs and presented in the leading fashion periodicals. For example,
Pauline de Saint-Sauveur, a devoted Chanel client during the War years, worked for the

house during the 1920s and was ‘in charge of perfumes, knick-knacks, and scarves.’”
Saint-Sauveur, wearing Chanel, was shown in British Vogue on three occasions. In
February 1922 British Vogue commented on the number of post-Revolution
aristocratic Russian émigrés who were being employed at the House of Chanel.”* As
noted above, the embroidery workshop, established by Chanel in 1921, was managed
for the designer by the Grand Duchess Maria Pavlovna. In this way, Chanel was able
to utilise the knowledge of the émigrés on designs which included fashionable

traditional Russian embroidery, and incorporate the prestige and distinction of the
Russian nobility into her own brand.

Very few advertisements for the house were placed in fashion periodicals (one of the
few published adverts for the House of Chanel appeared in the August 1923 edition of
French Vogue announcing the forthcoming opening). Chanel, like the majority of her
peers, recognised the much greater potency of other forms of advertisement within
magazines such as Vogue. However, as earlier sections have demonstrated, the Chanel

name and style was disseminated widely and successfully through a variety of other
means.
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The Summaries of the Dress Design Collections of Chanel, 1916-1929

The summaries of each of the collections represented in the catalogue seek to relate the
work of Chanel in a much more detailed and specific way to the contemporary contex.

Each essay begins with a statement of the number of designs which represent the
collection in the catalogue, a brief outline of the contemporary coverage Chanel
received in Vogue around the time of the collection, and an account of the categories of
dress to which the designs belonged. This is followed by a summary of the main
points of the collection, and an analysis of individual designs, considering those
models which represent the principal themes of the collection, those which perhaps

differed significantly from the majority or introduced new themes, and including
reference to designs by Chanel illustrated in other contemporary sources.”
Furthermore, the thesis aims to question those historical claims surrounding Chanel’s
work (as noted in the Part One of this Introduction), which sought to isolate and
aggrandise Chanel’s importance as a designer, through the detailed analysis of the

dress design collections, 1916-1929, in relation to those produced by the other leading
houses.

Chanel's approach to her work throughout 1916-1929, an approach whereby certain
themes, although modified to a greater or lesser extent each season, recurred from
collection to collection, has meant that some repetition in these essays is inevitable.

Although structured chronologically, the intention was that each essay should have a
certain autonomy. This was to ensure that the reader with a specific interest in a
particular collection, or group of collections, would not be compelled to begin at
February 1916. The limited repetition of specific information, which serves to reinforce
the fundamental continuity and coherence of Chanel's approach to fashion, is, therefore,

a function of the potential role that the catalogue and the accompanying summaries can
play in the study of the designer's work.

From this foundation, it is then possible to compare Chanel's work to that of her

contemporaries in a more systematic way than has hitherto been possible, and to focus
upon the wider contexts which affected and informed the production of haute couture

at that time. The essays draw on the information in the catalogue and supplement it
with material taken from a critical analysis of Vogue and other contemporary
periodicals, including the Drapers’ Record (which, as a specialist trade magazine, is at
present an invaluable but underused source of information about the general fashion
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context). By focusing on certain key periodicals throughout the essays, the reader 1is
able to monitor changes in attitudes towards, and contrasting responses to, the
collections as they were shown. The summaries are thus a means of studying the ways
in which Chanel, her contemporaries and current fashion trends, were mediated through
certain sections of the fashion press. This goes some way towards redressing the
recent preoccupation with fashion images over fashion writing and journalism, and to

acknowledge Borrelli's assertion that 'fashion is perpetuated by the fictions constructed
around it.”®

These essays do not pretend to be a definitive picture of the context. Indeed, the
material in the essays raises many diverse questions, to answer each of which would
require more extensive research: for example, issues concerning the exact nature and
form of French governmental intervention in the production of haute couture; the
rationale behind the adoption of eclectic sources of inspiration during the period; the
relationship with the contemporary Parisian avant-garde; the identity, role and influence
of the patrons of haute couture; the importance of the American market; the impact of
mass-production and Taylorism in relation to the notion of the 'fashion Ford'.
Cumulatively, the summaries provide the in-depth account of Chanel's design work
which was the prerequisite of the original research project, and which remains the

prerequisite of serious investigation into any aspect of Chanel's work during this
period.

' Relevant texts which focus on this subject are listed in the Bibliography.

* Monsieur Deeuillet (dates unknown) trained with the Callot Sceurs and acted as their
manager. He launched his own house in 1900. Now regarded as a minor house, in
1919 BV noted that, 'Dceuillet is a follower of tradition. In the matter of frocks, he 1s
like a sculptor who bases all his art on the classic tradition.” (BV 20 April 1919, p. 54).
The house merged with Doucet in 1929, The houses of Chéruit, Beer and Drécoll were
all founded in 1905. Madame Chéruit trained with, and then bought, the house ot
Raudnitz. The house of Chéruit (dates not provided within sources consulted — see
Bibliography), which concentrated on walking suits and afternoon dresses, was
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successful enough to survive her retirement in 1923 and remain in business until 1935.
The house was situated at 21 Place Venddme; Chéruit was one of the few designers to
show an autumn collection following the outbreak of war in 1914. After her retirement,
the business was maintained under her name by Madame Wormser and Madame
Boulanger. Having initially worked in an umbrella shop, Monsieur Beer (dates not
provided within sources consulted — see Bibliography) opened a house which was
referred to as, 'The rendez-vous for women who prefer stately toilettes of a conservative
elegance.' (BV 5 February 1923, p. 111). The house was located on the Avenue de
I'Opéra prior to its move to Place Vendome in 1905. The house of Drécoll (dates not

provided within sources consulted — see Bibliography) remained in business until 1929
and was known primarily for elaborate, luxurious designs with 'light and airy effects.
The original house was founded in Vienna by Baron Christopher Drécoll. The Paris
branch was launched by Besangon de Wagner and his wife (the designer) at the Place
de 1'0Opéra. The daughter, Maggy Besangon de Wagner joined the firm as a sports
wear designer and became a director in 1928. The house closed in 1929 (the daughter
went on to form the house Maggy Rouff in the same year). Jeanne Lanvin (1897-
1946) trained as a milliner during the 1880s and, prompted by the success of the

designs she created for her own daughter, opened a full couture house in 1909. The
house was based at 22, rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré. She continued to produce
designs for children throughout her career. Known primarily for her romantic,
picturesque 'robe de style' (a full-skirted and hooped evening dress inspired by the
styles of the eighteenth century), Lanvin was also associated with the development of
the simpler chemise-style dress fashionable in the early 1920s. Nonetheless, in 1920,
British Vogue was to comment that, 'Lanvin is an artist who never concerns herself with
the mode as such.' (BV 20 April 1920, p. 90). Jenny was founded in 1909 by Jenny
Sacerdote (dates not provided within sources consulted — see Bibliography). Her
clothes were particularly popular with the American market and were represented
consistently in the fashion magazines. The house was originally located at rue
Castiglione and moved to 70 Avenue des Champs Elysées in 1914, and in 1938
merged with the house of Lucile Paray (established in 1938). Jenny had a brief

apprenticeship as premiere vendeuse with Bechoff-David. She was dependent on her
colleague Madame Cosme for technical expertise. Premet was founded in 1911 and,

despite being regarded as a minor house, its founder Madame Premet (dates not
provided within sources consulted - see Bibliography) was associated with the

production of comfortable, practical designs and considered, 'an enthusiastic sponsor
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of the short skirt which made its appearance on the eve of the war.' (BV 5 February

1923, p. 111). The house was located at 8 Place Vendéme. By 1923 Madame Premet
had been replaced by Madame Lefranc, who in turn was replaced by Monsieur Winter
and Madame Charlotte, the design director. Madame Renée, who was to establish her
own house in about 1919, also worked as a designer for the house; Madame Grés

served an apprenticeship there before opening her own establishment in 1934. The
English designer Lucile opened her Paris house in 1911, but had been in business
since the 1890s and, by 1909, was one of the most successful couturiéres of her day;
like the Callot Sceurs, she produced romantic, heavily decorated designs to which she

gave suitably twee names such as Kiss Me Again. Lucile's real name was Lucy
Kennedy (1863-1935); after her marriage at the turn of the century she was known as
Lady Duff Gordon. The Paris house was situated on rue Penthieévres; other branches
were in New York and Chicago. Other minor designers who were to continue after the
war, such as Nicole Groult, the sister of Poiret, made their first independent designs
during this period. Nicole Groult's (dates not provided within sources consulted —- see
Bibliography) first designs were influenced by those of her brother, although, as the
1920s progressed, they became much simpler in comparison. In 1924 BV noted that
Groult's designs, 'express the ideas of the artistic woman.' (5 April 1924, p. 96).
Poiret's sister Germaine Bongard also opened a small salon de couture in 1911.

> Paul Poiret (1879-1944). During his apprenticeship to an umbrella maker, Poiret sold
his first fashion designs to Madame Chéruit at Raudnitz. In 1898 Doucet offered him a
position In his tailoring department and, following military service, he spent two years
with Worth. The house of Poiret opened in circa 1904 with a staff of eight
seamstresses and limited capital. However, dates for the opening of the house differ
from text to text. For example, De Marly (op. cit. p. 82) claims it was in 1903, when
Poiret was aged 24; Georgina O'Hara (The Encyclopaedia of Fashion, London 1986,
p. 198), states that the house was opened in 1904; Elizabeth Wilson and Lou Taylor
(Through the Looking Glasss: A History of Dress From 1860 to the Present Day,
London 1989, p. 66), date it to 1906. The house was initially situated at 5, rue Auber.

* The Aesthetic and Dress Reform movements reacted against the very restrictive
nature of fashionable dress during the second half of the nineteenth century (as
typitied by corsetry, boning, yards of heavy fabric, lining and abundant ornamentation).
The call for dress reform came from a variety of groups in America, Britain and France
that were concerned generally with the education and welfare of women. The movement
s famously associated with the American feminist Amelia Bloomer, who advocated a
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short, full-skirted dress worn over Turkish-style pantaloons. The Pre-Raphaelite
movement of the late 1840s had similarly rejected current fashion and the movement
continued into the 1880s and 1890s.

5 The name of this style refers to the Directory period in France. The Directory was the

executive body of the Revolutionary government of France from 1795 to 1799. De
Marly, op. cit. plate 6.

® De Marly, op. cit. p. 89, fig. 50

7 Raoul Dufy produced textile designs for Poiret. He was also employed by the French
textile firm of Bianchini-Férier (see note 51).

® This coat was produced in garnet cloth and decorated with Chinese embroidery.

? De Marly, op. cit. p. 87, fig. 48

'0 Tt has been noted that a Worth dress could, immediately prior to the war, cost up to
5,000 French francs, while one by Poiret could cost only 700 French francs. Yvonne

Deslandres, Poiret: Paul Poiret: 1879-1944 (London 1987), p. 99
' BV 20 April 1920, p. 90

'2 Chase, op. cit. p. 92

'3 The textile firms of Rodier and Bianchini-Férier had offices in Paris (Rodier at 3 rue
des Moulins, Bianchini at 24 Bis Avenue de 1'Opéra); they held biannual collections in
the manner of the couture houses, which were covered ip periodicals such as Vogue.

'* An article on Le Syndicat appeared in the 8 January 1916 edition of the DR. It lists
its membership as: MM. Bianchini-Ferier, Callot Sceurs, Doucet, Jenny, Lanvin,

Paquin, Poiret, Premet, Rodier, Vogel and Co. (Lucien Vogel, founder of La Gazette du
Bon Ton), Wormser and Boulanger and Worth.

'> Chase, op. cit. p. 92

' Vionnet quoted in 'Surviving in Style: Bruce Chatwin Visits Mme. Madeleine
Vionnet and Mme. Sonia Delaunay - Two Parisian Pioneers', in The Sunday Times
Colour Supplement, 4 March 1973, p. 47. No one designer can be credited with the

banishment of the corset, and it must be remembered that the Italian designer Mariano
Fortuny was showing his first Delphos dresses in Venice in 1907.

'" BV 20 July 1920, p. 53. The house (222 rue de Rivoli) closed down temporarily in

1914. It moved to 50 Avenue de Montaigne in 1923. Vionnet (1876-1975) retired in
1939.

'* Laver, op. cit. p. 225, fig. 255
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'9 Maison Parry was a dressmaking and fur business. In 1913 Patou (1880-1936) sold

an entire collection to an American buyer, cementing what would always be a valuable
source of trade for the house throughout the 1920s.

20 poiret produced a version of the tunic worn by his wife at La 1002iéme Nuit for the

actress Madame Cora Laparcerie who was appearing in the play Le Minaret.
21 Although Poiret was at war, his house did continue to function on a reduced scale

(see endnote 24). A report in the 15 October 1916 edition of BV (p. 32) illustrates three
Poiret designs and commented that, "The charm of exclusiveness marks these three

Poiret models because his entire collection this season consists of about twenty
models.’

22 Chéruit quoted by Seebhom, op. cit. p. 90

23 What Ken Silver has referred to as the Poiret Affair, an episode in 1915 during
which the couturier was accused by some of having 'boche’ sympathies and being pro-
German, inevitably damaged his career. Ken Silver, Esprit De Corps: The Art of the
Parisian Avant-Garde and the First World War, 1914-1925 (Princeton University
Press 1989), pp. 167-171. The accusations against Poiret were unfounded but
stemmed from the fact that the designer was successful in Germany, openly admired
pre-1914 German decorative arts, had close friendships with important German and
Austrian figures such as Josef Hoffmann, Bruno Paul and Hermann Muthesius, and
had been in Germany on business immediately prior to the war in July 1914. The
Affair was symptomatic of the climate of nationalism in France during the war, and was
identical 1n tone to the onslaught against Cubism.

24 In the 5 September 1919 edition of BV (p. 72), Jeanne Ramén Fernéndez reported
that she had recently been to see Poiret, 'as I knew that he was about to reopen after five
years of mobilization' (however, his house clearly did function during the war on a

reduced scale, see note 59). Poiret's first post-war designs would, therefore, have been
intended for the autumn/winter season.

25 BV20 April 1921, p. 26
2 Patou was located at 7, rue Florentin.

*! Captain Edward Molyneux (1891-1974) trained with Lucile. He retired in 1950.
* Lelong (1889-1958) took over his father's small but successful dressmaking

business in 1914, and prepared his first collection in August of that year (postponed
due to his mobilization). Although I do not have the date of his first collection after

leaving the army (it is not provided in any of the sources listed in the Bibliography), an
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example of his work is shown in the 1 May 1916 edition of Les Elégances Parisiennes

(p. 15). The house was situated at rue Matignon.

2 Amy De La Haye and Shelley Tobin, Chanel: The Couturiere at Work (London

1994), p. 10. Numerous illustrations of Chanel's early hats are reproduced in Edmonde
Charles-Roux, Chanel and Her World (London 1981).

30 The Deauville branch was situated on the rue Gontaut-Biron.
31 De La Haye and Tobin, op. cit., p. 19

32 Madsen, op. cit. p. 79, and De La Haye and Tobin, op. cit. p. 19, date the opening of
the Biarritz house (rue Garderes) to July 1915; Steele, op. cit. p. 42, dates it to 1916.
However, De La Haye and Tobin note that, '‘Chanel showed her first complete couture
collection in the Autumn of 1916 following the opening of her Biarritz house' (p. 14).
See the summaries of the February and August 1916 collections for further
clarification on the launch of the full collections.

33 Chanel quoted in Valerie Steele, Paris Fashion: A Cultural History (Oxford
University Press 1988), p. 246.
3 Charles-Roux, op. cit. p. 83. The fact that Chanel was photographed in this design

from the side and the front would suggest that it was being documented as an example
of a design being produced for sale.

35 BV 5 February 1923, p. 62
** De Marly, op. cit. p. 111

*" The report of Lelong's expansion featured in 5 November 1925 edition of BV (p.
08).
% By comparison, the staff at Chanel staged a major strike in 1936 over employment

contracts, weekly salaries, limited working hours and paid holidays.
*> BV 20 February 1921, p. 35

“0 BY'5 April 1925, p. 47

“' BV 20 April 1920, p. 45

2 BY 20 October 1920, p. 57
*> BV 17 October 1928, p. 41

** Licenced Chanel models sold at dress shops and department stores in London were
illustrated in late 1920s editions of BV, with the name of the shop alongside (when this
information is known, it is included in the Notes to the relevant catalogue entry).

*> Rodier had its headquarters in Paris, but was based in Bohain, Picardy. It was run by

Paul Rodier and his nephews Jacques Rodier and Henri Favier.
* BV 20 February 1920, p. 44
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‘7 BV 20 February 1920, p. 44
8 DR 9 October 1920, p. 79
¥ BV 5 April 1923, p. 78

50 BV 5 February 1923, p. 62

st Chanel took this contact with the theatre one step further and actually designed
costumes for specific productions, such as Jean Cocteau’s production of Antigone
(1922), Serge Diaghilev’s Le Train Bleu (for the Ballets Russes in 1924) and Les

Soirées de Paris (1924). This aspect of Chanel’s work is documented in many of the
other existing texts on the designer’s work.

52 BV 20 February 1920, p. 44
53 BV 20 July 1923, p. 22

54 Steele, op. cit. 1992, p. 120, points out that a dress of 7,000 French francs would, 'In
today's currency' be approximately £1,000.
> BV 5 June 1920, p. 87

56 See De Marly, op. cit. p. 111, and the quotation from La France Industrielle,
L'Européen, 28 May 1930.

57 BV 4 September 1929, p. 88

%% Information provided by the Press Office of the House of Chanel, Bond Street,
London, states that by 1935 the business employed approximately 4,000 people and

was producing up to 28,000 designs per year. As no business archives exist, it has no
been possible to confirm these figures.

> The perfume was created for Chanel by the renowned French perfumer Ernest
Beaux.

50 A photograph of Chanel standing, with her sister Adrienne, outside the Deauville
branch in 1913 (and shown in Charles-Roux, 1979, p. 84), shows that she had not yet
adopted the bold, square typeface which was to become, and still is, associated with the
house.

°! Chanel No. 5 was followed by the perfumes No. 22 (in 1922), Cuir de Russie
(1924), Bois de Ingles (1926) and Gardenia (1927).
° BV 1 June 1921, p. 43

*> De La Haye and Tobin, op. cit., p. 51

** The majority of the jewellery designs were manufactured by the company Maison
Gripoix: a husband and wife company famous since the 1900s for the production of
costume jewellery. Gripoix had produced costume jewellery for Poiret.
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55 From 1931 the designer and illustrator Paul Iribe was also to work for Chanel as a
textile designer.

6 Many of the other leading couturiers were clients of the embroiderer Albert Lesage.

Lesage had a studio in Paris during the 1920s and his clients included Worth, Vionnet,
Paquin, Poiret and Schiaparelli. Prior to the establishment of the Chanel’s embroidery
workshop, a Madame Bataille worked on the embroidery for the house. According to

Mackrell (op. cit., p. 41), the Grand Duchess Maria Pavlovna offered to produce the
embroidery for less than Madame Bataille and the workshop was established as a

result. By 1922/23, this workshop, ‘Kitmir’, employed approximately fifty women In
its workrooms and a number of designers and technicians. The workshop produced the

embroidery for the House of Chanel exclusively until about 1925 when it began to
produce embroidery for other houses.

57 The Wertheimers eventually came to own the entire business and continue to own
the house today.

°® De La Haye and Tobin, op. cit., p. 30
% BV15 May 1923, p. 25

0 BV 8 January, 1930, p. 36

"1 See footnote 74 of Part One of this Introduction for an explanation of the

development, function and role of Appendix II within the context of this thesis.
72 Axel Madsen, London, 1990, p. 130

> Axel Madsen, London, 1990, p. 130
7 See the summary of the collection February 1922.

73 Restrictions of time and length have not permitted a detailed consideration of the
accessories accompanying each design. Furthermore, although Chanel (like many of
her contemporaries) produced hats, scarfs and jewellery during this period, the
accessories shown with the design are not always definitely attributed to the house. It
was therefore decided not to focus on accessories within the limits of this project.

’® Laird O'Shea Borelli, 'Dressing Up and Talking About It: Fashion Writing in Vogue

from 1968 to 1993', in Fashion Theory: The Journal of Dress, Body and Culture,
Volume 1 Issue 3, 1997
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Summaries of the Dress Design Collections by Chanel

1916 - 1929



February 1916
The Waywardness of Fashion and the War Crinoline.

The first Chanel dress designs to be shown in the recently launched British Vogue
appeared in its 1 October 1916 issue. Consequently, the seven models representative of
Chanel's spring/summer 1916 collection were shown originally in Harper's Bazaar
and Les Elégances Parisiennes. The example featured in Harper's Bazaar 1S
frequently cited as being the first Chanel dress design to be illustrated in any periodical
and it is reproduced in many of the published texts on the designer.! Those reproduced

in the May edition of Les Elégances Parisiennes were the most prominent designs on

the page, although they were illustrated alongside models by Berthe et Hermance,
Chéruit and Lelong.? Those featured in the July edition were shown alone.” However,

the fact that these designs were accredited to ‘Channel' indicates that the house was not
yet an established name.

The Collection

Four of the designs were appropriate for informal day or country/sports wear (1 — 4)
and three for more formal morning or afternoon wear (5 — 7). No evening designs are

included: this category was shown as part of Chanel's first full haute couture collection
in August 1916.*

The emphasis on a simple and pared down approach to dress, coupled with a
preference for jersey fabric, characterizes not only the pre-1916 dress designs wom
and produced by Chanel, but also those created for the spring/summer of 1916. The
collection is based upon variations of a simple theme: the loose-fitting jacket or slip-
over top, with a wide (often sailor) collar, belted at the natural waist and worn with a
relatively full, lower-calf-length skirt. The theme is stated in its basic form in 1, where
the deep revers of the safari-style jacket combine with the large buttoned patch pockets,
a buttoned belt and small boater-style hat to produce a design derived from the

assimilation and reworking of elements associated with traditional men's wear, and even
the more specialist categories of military and rid<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>