
98 — Chanel: Subject and Media

CHANEL
—

SUBJECT AND 
MEDIA

‘Fashion should be discussed enthusiastically, and sanely; and above all without poetry, 
without literature. A dress is neither a tragedy, nor a painting; it is a charming and 

ephemeral creation, not an everlasting work of art.’ 
—

Chanel

Introduction
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For almost a century, the name 
Chanel has been synonymous with 
feminine elegance, modernity and 

fashion innovation. e fashion aesthetic and 
philosophy of Gabrielle ‘Coco’ Chanel have 
spoken to stylish women worldwide – perhaps 
more so than those of any other designer 
before or since.

is book examines the couturière’s 
creative output over the course of a career 
that spanned some 60 years, documenting 
the creation and meteoric rise of Chanel’s 
international fashion empire and the products 
that bear her exclusive label: haute couture 
and ready-to-wear clothing, accessories, 
jewellery and perfume. Her designs for avant-
garde dance and theatre, and for Hollywood 
films, are also considered. As her biography 
has already been documented extensively (see 
Select Bibliography), it is referenced here 
only to provide context, especially when it 
elucidates her aesthetic and working practices.

Following Chanel’s death in 1971 other 
designers interpreted her fashion signatures 
for modern consumers with varying degrees 
of success. It was not until 1983, when Karl 
Lagerfeld took over the design helm, that 
the House of Chanel resumed its place in 
fashion’s vanguard. e final chapter examines 
the extraordinary legacy of Chanel and her 
fashion signatures.

As Subject
While surviving garments and contemporary 
press accounts provide a substantial body of 
evidence for the researcher, information about 
Chanel’s personal and business lives ofen 
remains elusive or proves to be contradictory. 
is is precisely as Chanel intended. During 
the course of her lifetime, she did not preserve 
personal papers, such as letters or diaries, or 
business documents for future eyes. Nor did 
she publish an autobiography or a book of 
maxims. As the fashion industry is driven 
by hype and reputation, and she was always 
astute in business, this is rather surprising. 
(Her contemporaries and great rivals Paul 
Poiret, Elsa Schiaparelli and Christian Dior 
all enhanced their profile in the international 
market through print and ensured their place 
in fashion history by doing so.)

Between 1946 and 1947, when her 
sole source of income was derived from 
perfume sales, Chanel did embark upon 
the documentation of her fashion and life 
philosophies. She thought the publication 
of a book would help boost perfume sales, 
especially in America, and entrusted the 
task to her long-term friend the novelist and 
diplomat Paul Morand, who, like Chanel, 
was living in temporary exile in Switzerland 
following the war. Before he could turn his 
notes from their many conversations into a 
coherent manuscript, however, Chanel called 
a halt to the project. She could not bear to 

PR EVIOUS PAG E
1. Chanel photographed by Horst  
P. Horst for Vogue, 1937
Horst’s portrait of Chanel is unusual  
as it shows her in repose, reclining  
on a bergère and gazing into the 
distance. Her elegance, however,  
is entirely characteristic: she wears 
a dark dress with gold medallion 
necklaces and her hair is tied with a 
ribbon bow. This was to become one  
of Horst’s most famous portraits.
© Condé Nast Archive/Corbis
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For over a century, the name Chanel 
has been synonymous with feminine 
elegance, modernity and innovation in 
fashion. This lavishly illustrated book, 
newly expanded and updated, examines 
the creative output of Gabrielle ‘Coco’ 
Chanel (1883–1971) over the course of 
her long career and documents the 
creation and meteoric rise of the Chanel 
fashion empire and the products that 
bear its exclusive label – haute couture, 
ready-to-wear, accessories, jewellery 
and perfumes. A final chapter looks 
at the House after Chanel: the vision 
of creative director Karl Lagerfeld, 
who from 1983 until his death in 2019 
ensured that the brand retained its 
position at the forefront of fashion’s 
vanguard; and the reinterpreting 
of Chanel fashion signatures by his 
successor, Virginie Viard, today. 

Amy de la Haye is a curator, writer, 
dress historian and fashion critic. 
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