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By goodfortune, she has reUuned nothing in herself,

ofthe contagious brilliance ofgold,

that indiscreet light exuded by weak beings overburdened with property.

COLETTK, Prisons and Paradise, 1932

Dm^^^^^ ioneer of twentieth-century fashion, and the first dress

I designer ever to have successfully launched her own range

m of perfumes, Gabrielle Chanel was one of the most famous

women of her time. She is less well-known as a designer of platinum

and diamond jewelry, however, and it is her fasc^inating foray into the

world ofjewels which is traced in this book. The current direction taken

by the house of Chanel, in the spirit of its founder, includes the creation

of high-quality jewelry just as she designed it half a century ago, when

her motto was: "I want to be part of what is going to happen."

"If I (;hose the diamond, it is because it represents the highest

value in the most compressed form. I used my love of everything

which glitters in an attempt to c;ombine finery, elegance, and fash-

ion." In 1932, Chanel made this peremptory statement lo deny one

of her claims to fame, namely elegant dressing on a budget and its

corollary, (costume jewelry. She was the first of the great Parisian cou-

turiers to use artificial jewels and she used llicin to great effect hoFii

the outset, sinc-e they featured piorninently in her lashiou shows.

hideeMl lo sucii an extent that she declared, a feiniiiist in spite of hei-

self, "A woman's decolletage is not a stiong-iooni!'



In the earliest years of the cenlur). long before the impoverished,

enigmatic, highly ambitious young girl called (iabrielle Chanel had

begun her career, first as a milliner, then as a dressmaker, veilowing

photographs demonstrate her disdain for all the outward trappings of

wealth. As someone who was locked in secret battle with an entire

sector of society, those whom fortune had favored and who would

never have allowed a woman in her station of life to rise to greater

things, she rejected outright the dress conventions of turn-of-the-

century France. It was through this rejection, criticism, and manifest

disgust that the marginalized Chanel would amaze, seduce, and

finally proclaim her difference. With her sporty jersey fabrics, little

black dresses, figure-hugging clothes, slim lines, bobbed hair, and

sun-tanned skin, the couturiere transformed her contemporaries with

her revolutionary look, coinciding with another revolution taking

place in the arts, architecture, and poetry. The Roaring Twenties,

which the French call the "Mad Years," were also the years of

Chanel's greatness. As a latter-day Goddess of Reason, her message

would be heard and ideas embraced instantly, joyfully, and without a

backward glance, as fashions are wont to be.

mademoiselle Chanel's exhibition ol line jewelr\.

held from November 1 to 1 .'x \^):V2, in hei town-

house at 29, Faubourg-Sainl-llonore. Paris. eaii>ed

a sensation. The exhibition, designed l)\ the raFnou> coutuiiere. dis-

played a collection of the most Fuagniricenl (liinnon(l>. (.oeo. as

Parisian soei<'t\ had airead) dubbed liei: was at the height of her

success. Fiiilhenn(U-e. wilh her A^ 5 p<Mfufne. >lie had managed to

invade the jealonsK giiaided prerogali\<' ol the |)<'Hiiiiiers. demon-

strating that a ureat dresN designer could lauiK li ;i perliiiiie. Ml that



remained for lier was lo conquer the domain of real jewelry, another

sacrosanct preserve, in which the "Grande Mademoiselle," the

queen of costume jeweliy, still felt she needed to prove herself.

"Chanel is the only Auvergne volcano which is still active." This is

how her contemporaries described this orphan who had decided to

conquer the age in which she lived. Fine jewelry, like perfume, was an

essential part of the high life that Gabrielle adored. Luxury was

reassuring. Later, it helped to fill a loneliness as big as the Ritz Hotel.

Furthermore, jewelry was the perfect counterpoint to her androgynous

figure. Her detractors said she had the body of "an undernourished

little telegraph girl." They were forgetting that post office employees

were unlikely to have grand dukes, millionaires, and poets at their feet,

great men who were often remarkable and always ready to weep rivers

of diamonds. Each of the jewels that Mademoiselle Chanel owned

—

and her jewel-case was one of the most opulent of the century

—

brought her the certainty of having been loved by men who had paid a

high price for her favors. It was also the certainty, because gemstones

cannot lie, of having had the last word. And that was something

Mademoiselle really valued, far more than the gems that she had

always combined indifferently with coloured paste and junk jewelry. It

added to the confusion when she secretly had copied for her own

personal adornment—but using genuine precious stones this time

—

some of the (K)stume jewelry sold by her fashion house. "It's fake," she

would ex()lain with disarming sincerity of her own finery of Byzantine

or Coptic inspiration, and the stones were indeed so large thai few

doubted they were artificial.

Rubies, emerahls, sap[jhires, topazes . . . of all lici jewelry.

Mademoiselle Chanel preferred the magnificent oriental pearls which

she wore on any occasion, including, to the stupefaction of ihc gentr\.

when she went riding with her lovei; I he Duke of Westminster. Pearls

with tw(HMl! Nothing like it had ever- been seen before. Hut had a for-



mer grisette ever been seen prancin^i; lik<' a roe deer alongside the

most powerful man in England? For her clitMits, the couliirien- uoiild

do something similar, |)()uring cascades ol oxcrtlx lakr iiiiitatioii

pearls over black jersey. Here again, il was as if il were all a gain«*. a

guessing game to distinguish the real Iroin (he false, a game orch-ccp-

tive appearances, anticonformily and anlisnobben. There was nothing

in this that would give the jewelers of [\w Place Vendonic an\lhing to

worry about. At least, not yet.

A party of grave-faced gentlemen, made even more grave-faced

by the Depression, began turning up at Mademoiselle Chaners head-

quarters in the early 1930s. They represented the Union of Diamond

Merchants. These were the people who controlled the most valuable

deposits of gemstones in the world, who governed llic price of the

stones, ensured that they retained their mythical auia and guaian-

teed their brilliance and prestige. Tlu^ Iciriblc slump thai had liil

Europe had forced them to take drastic action. In this case. lhc\

decided to knock on the door of one ol the most lainoii> and ci-caliNr

women of the day—who happened to be the \ei\ peixm who had

witheringly scorned the security and \alue of e\pen>i\e jeweli\.

Chanel kept her cool. She listened to their arguments, and an appe-

tite for diamonds as a symbol of authenticity. clarit\. and brilliance

began to grow in her changeable mind. She would be llie leadei ol

the pack, fighting for the best, the most e\pensi\e. llie rare>l. She

requested, and was granted, carte blanche to go into a( lion.

the lesnll of llii> incclini: belweeti llie (iiaiide Mademoiselle

and ihe ueiillenK'M ol lh<' diamond iiKJii^iiN >oon became

apparenl. In \^KV2. llie lii-l (la\ (! \(»\eiiibei dawned willi

^re\ >kie>. (iiianel had elio-eii \ll SainI-" Das lo i--ii«' ori<- (»1 liei



rare in\ ilalions to a few select mem[)ers of the elite who were still

known as Le Tout-Paris, At the time, she was living—renting, of

course, she never owned lier own home—two floors of one of the

most magnificent mansions built for French aristocrats in the

eighteenth century. The Hotel Pillet-Will was next to the Elysee

Palace (formerly the Hotel d'Evreux). It had a courtyard and the

garden spanned the Faubourg-Saint-Honore and the Champs-

Elysees. The suite of rooms on the ground floor were clad in period

white-and-gold painted wood paneling and mercury-backed mirrors.

Chanel changed nothing, only adding a few of her favorite creature

comforts, a few deeply upholstered sofas, satin-covered couches, and

an antique marble statue as a symbol of timeless, classical Greek

beauty, a masterpiece that she kept with her throughout her life. The

bronze fire-dogs in the neoclassical fireplaces had been sculpted by

Jacques Lipchitz. A pair of these magnificent abstract bronzes can

still be seen in the apartment occupied by Chanel until the end of

her life (now reverently preserved at 31, rue Cambon). Completing

the personal touch in the form of accessories were the famous blac^k-

and-gold Coromandel lacquer screens which she made fashionable;

their panels unfolded in mute, oriental luxury, creating a few

intimate corners in the grand style arc^hitecture that surrounded then.

"Through the fire of diamonds," wrote the art historian Jean

Leymarie about the exhibition, "Chanel wanted to lianshite her

dazzling vision of the stars, the (constellations, the comets, the night

sky, and bring it lo ihc Champs-Elysees." In practice, these creations

were (Hsplayed on female dummy busts made of lianshicenL |)onshe(l

wax. F.ach mannequin was coiffed and made-up in a style typical of

the 193()s, imprisoned in a glass c;age, and stood stiangcl\ HfcMkc on

a black marble doric column. The lighting was dimmed to a pcnum-

bia ill ()i(lci- to allovs the finery to s|)arklc in lici\ brilliance. There

were necklaces, brooches, bandeaux, and tiaras. All were distin-



guished by the elegance of the sellings—the iikmiiiI- and i\i\>\)> were

(jLiite invisible. The jewels consisled ol \aiiali(m> on lliivc ihemes,

ihe bow, ihe star, and the feadier. Kacli ilcrn ol jc\\rh\ wa^ an

innovation in ihal il conld be woiii in one of lliicc \\a\>. There was a

necklace that conhl be separated into a bioocli and braceh^ls. a

choker that could be worn as a tiara, and a pendanl ihal ( onld b«'

fastened and worn as a clip. Il was the firsl tinie ihal a pariire had

been presented as a convertible set. Whelher ihis was a concession

to the obsession with functionality thai beset llie cenlur\ or whelher

it was simple common sense, gemslones had never l)een subjected to

such casual treatment. A set of photographs that the famous

photographer, Andre Kertesz, look for Vogue is prool of the magical

setting which, once the rernissage was o\ei-. (hew an nncxpcctcd

number of visitors from all oxer the woild. Most ol them were in the

trade, and they were there to copy the new ideas, the new spirit and

the allure of Chanel.

there was much speculation at the time and one might still

speculate about the diamond episode and (/abrielle Chanel s

motixation in the thirties when she embarked on a risky

venture into this exclusive presene. Of course, this Ixnn lighlei had

alwavs enjoved a challenge. Il would be dillicnlt. h(»we\er. to ignore

the role plaxed in this <'piso(le l)\ ihe man who wa> a! the coiilu-

riere's side duiing this peiiod. som<'one who >eem> to ha\e had

considerable inlluence o\ei- hec and foi wIhmh >he had .i:i<'al ie>pecl.

\ll of (JuukTs losers made lheii- conliihul ion lo mohhni: hci perso-

nalilN. but Paul liibe—the man in (jii<'>lion—>eem> (juilc ^irnpls lo

ha\e doimnaled Ikt. Peihap- il i> because he aiTi\ed lah' in her hie.

bill ihere <iie Iwo olhe|- iva-oii- in lhi> ca>e. one- wliicli were per-



feclly c-oinpleinenlarv. Iribe was an ageing roue who was used to

lakini: a(l\anla»!;(' of uoiiicii and dicir money without a qualm. Yet as

a pn)tean designer, in adchlion to his fiumerous other aetivilies, he

was a remarkable art direcloi; or what would today be called an

"image-maker." The way in which modern fashions have developed

are constant proof of the important part played by consultants—the

eminences grises, the oracles—to the greatest couturiers. This meant

that Chanel could discuss her work with Iribe as a fellow profes-

sional. He was a talented illustrator; at the beginning of the century,

he had produced a collec^tion of drawings of the dresses of Paul

Poirel ihal had made both their reputations. He had contributed to,

and even founded, various newspapers and publications, and as a

designer he had had the idea for the black ball that is the signature

of Jeanne Lanvin's Arpege perfume bottle. Paul Iribe had even had a

career in Hollywood where he designed sets and costumes, mainly

for Ocil B. (leMille. He was responsible for the furnishings, fabrics,

graphics, layouts, and huge amounts of consultancy work. All of this

made him rather suspect in 1930 because he was extremely well-

known but had only been moderately successful. When he met Coco,

he had just separated from a wealthy American woman whom he had

married during an interlude on the West Coast. Neither he nor Coco

were in the fiisl Hush of youth, but this did not deter them. They

even talked of marriage. Was the fine jewelry exhibition a way of

giving someone she loved an opportunity to show off his remarkable

laleni foi decoialion? Was this why, at the age of fifty-five, Chanel

was wilhng lo accept the propositions of the (hamond merchants? It

is highl\ piobable that Iribe had something to do with it. ('oco was

not a set decorator. I)ijt Iribe was. One might surmise, solto voce, that

th<'\ worked on the project together. Who knows what this formidable

duo might have achieved had not Paul liibe. whom (^haiud was

urging to lose weight, colla|)se(l at her feel on the Cote d'Azur, dying

10



of a heart attack after a tennis match. His demise left the dressmaker

loneHer than ever.

as regards the jewelry itself, something shoiihl he

mentioned about the use of platinum. For many years the

precious metal had been used for setting diamonds, but

in these jewels it has pride of place. This most valuable of all metals

was a mere means to an end for the best craftsmen in the early

twentieth century. It was the conquistadors who had originally

discovered this strange hard, dense grey substance among the gold-

bearing sands of South America. They so disdained it as to call it

''platina,'' which means "inferior silver." It was not until the late

eighteenth century that it began to be smelted in Europe and the first

timid platinum productions appeared. At the time, the most beautiful

diamonds were always mounted in silver that has the inconvenience

of oxidising but, worse still, is so soft that silver mounts have to be

thick and heavy. They often overshadowed the stones, the pureness

of which was often not of prime importance to the ladies who

commissioned such jewelry. Sumptuous, massive pieces were more

often important to those in power in Europe of the Ancien Regime

llian llieir intrinsic cjuality. The result was jewelry that was

sometimes dazzling, always impressive, and elegant from a purely

decorative point of \ iew. Those who have inherited such pieces are

ohcn disa[)p()inte(l when lhc\ lr\ to ha\(' an old-fashioned parure re-

set. ()iil\ lo find thai the Jc\N(^lei\s art was more precious than the

gemstones whose \ahic lhc\ so greatly overestimated.

It was not until the eail\ Iwciiliclh centuix ihal the possibilities of

plalinntn. nolahK il> ^Ircniilh and (hiclililN. were fully exj)l()ite(l. The

m(»l (Ichcalc designs could hnalK be a('hi<'\e(l. Il was (larliei' that

11



first showed ihc ua\. HenceforwanL it would he the unalterable

uhileness of'lhis almost ina*!;ieal metal that would make it possible to

create almost invisible mounts for any diamond. This meant that dia-

monds could he shown to their best advantage but their transparency

oi- uatei- would now ha\e to he as close to perfect as possible.

this use of '^iuNisible" platinum is a brilliant illustration of

one of the paradoxes that runs right through the twentieth

century. There was constant preaching about returning to the

roots, to traditional values, to greater justice, or at least to greater

simplicity, on the pretext of achieving greater equality, particularly

social equality. At the same time, a new set of codes was being

introduced, a set of values that was all the more subtle since its

pretentions to simplification made it next to impossible to maintain

by subterfuge. As more and more people were able to call

themselves middle class, their lifestyle became ever more cluttered

by the useless knicknacks produced by an industrialised society

that had not yet been stigmatized as a "consumer" society. At the

same time, the truly rich, or those of them who deserved to be called

esthetes, were stripping everything down to the bare essentials. The

minimalist purge was applied by a society saturated with sensation,

Icmpiation, and even guilt. Jean-Michel Frank, the new interior

design guru, eradicated any apparent frivolity from his clients'

interiors, reducing hniiishings to mere prototypes, objects to sym-

bols, luxury to a whisper. Le Corbusier, Herbst, and Charreau ad-

vocale'd ulilitarian shapes and created for their few patrons—who

were pcilorce ''enlightened" millionaires—stylized, minimalist

\illas known as "machines for living." "Beauty within everyone's

reach." wc;ii il,i' cry. Yes, probably, but especially for the few . . .

12



since the average person still berated anyone attempting to deny

him the right to creature comforts. Fifty years later, the debate

continues.

as for Chanel, since fashion in dress goes through shorter

cycles, and clothing and accessories still represent a smal-

ler investment than architecture or design, she managed to

impose on a number of beautiful, wealthy, and fashionable women,

and all those who tried to emulate them on smaller budgets, the kind

of clothing that hitherto had been worn exclusively by convent girls,

widows, and chambermaids. At the same time, at the height of the

Depression and only a few years before the outbreak of World War II,

she revealed to all the sacrosanct concept of designer jewelry.

Hitherto, this was an exclusively reserved domain, with ramifications

throughout the world among all those in power, for a few famous fiiTns

of court jewelers, all of whom in Paris had long-established

showrooms situated in the Place Vendome.

A brochure signed by Gabrielle herself was distributed at the

entrance to her exhibition. It was illustrated with black-and-white

photographs taken by the veiy young Robert Bresson (Chanel con-

tinued to call liim "le petit Bresson" even when he was well over fifty

and held become one of the greatest directors of French cinema).

Among the images of the diamond-bedecked wax figures who exuded

a strange sensation of morbichly, there weie a lew lines of cxpla-

natorx text that appear to bonow from all ol llic iiisincciilx and scll-

assuraiicc thai Paiisiaii haute coului-c has al\\a\s iclicd upon: "The

means I am usin*^ are le«j;itiinalc in ihe |)i()fessi()n I exeicise. as long

as they are on I \ used in ihe true sense of fashion. The icason llial I<mI

nic. at lir>t. lo dcsi^in artificial jeuelrN. is thai I lound il lo he lacking



ill llic aiioiiancc loiind all loo ollcn in an age in whic^h splendor is loo

easil\ aciiuired. This consideralion disappears during a period of

llnancial crisis when an inslinclivc desire for authenti(;ity is reawak-

ened in ever\ domain, relegating amusing costume jewelry to its true

\alue.

At a lime when the greatest advances for centuries were being

made, jewelr\ in the Chanel style was as white as her little dresses

were black. A surreal, galactic, everlasting white. But even better,

the jewelry was flexible, light, and easy to wear. Its simplicity, a

complete break with the techniques and designs jewelers had used

in the past, is still obvious. "I want women to wear jewels on their

fingers like ribbons. My ribbons are flexible and detachable. On

grand occasions, the whole composition is worn. On lesser occa-

sions, ihc main pari and the large pieces can be dispensed with.

The parure can be disassembled and used to decorate hats or furs.

This means that a parure is no longer something immutable. It has

been changed by life and subjected to its needs."

Didactic as always, Chanel had found her raison d'etre and she

set out to produce a personal logic that she could not refrain from

turning into a dogma. The purveyor of dictums remains the best

public relations offic-e that the world of fashion has ever known. For

instance, here she is expounding once again about this unique col-

lection of jewelry: "Jewels are no longer those puzzles, too literary to

take form, which the fashion (or cubism has tried to launch [what a

slap in the lacc!|. I have found designs that show off the brilliance

ol diamonds to its best advantage: the star, the (^'oss, a fall of dia-

monds graded by size, and large sunburst cabochons. That is why I

am picscniing llicsc sets not in caskets but on wax models. Note

ihal llicsc arc no! sl\lizc(l caricatures with which coutui-c. dcxolcd

as it is to serving women ol flesh and blood, has nothing in common.

My wax models ol women arc as lifelike as possible, like pho-

14



tographs. Some of my necklaces do not close, that is uhal llie shape

of the neck dictates; some of my rings can he rolled around the lin-

ger. Some of my bracelets follow the curve of the arm. My jewels are

never designed in isolation from woman and her dress. It is because

clothing is changed that my jewelry is convertible."

What a gift for communication she had, what a model

press kit she devised! There is not a marketing

expert alive who would not subscribe wholeheartedly

to her thesis that is assertive yet concise and resolute. Chanel was

also careful in this instance to dissociate herself from considerations

of financial gain: "In no way do I wish to compete with jewelers. I do

not sell jewelry. I only wanted to revive a veiy French art, which

threatens to become dormant during the present crisis. In any case,

all I ask for is to be imitated. That would be the greatest proof of

success!"

The grande dame put her theories into practice by handing over

all of the money collected from the paid admissions to her

exhibitions to charities devoted to encouraging mothers to breast-

feed and to "private cissistance to the middle classes." A whole plan

of action! As she confided to the writer, Paul Flament: "Clearly, the

constellations I have sprinkled into hairstyles, the comets that will

rest upon shoulders followed by showers of stars, the crescent

moons and even suns that I have had made l)\ the best crallsnicn in

Paris who had been pul out of work and were thus free lo make ihem

loi- rue—m\ stars—all ihal is verv loinanlic. Pul could llicic be

amlhiuu thai is more IxM'otuiu^ aud inoic elerualK luodein?

The luluic. which sornetinies appears to dra^ its feet, look rncMc

than si\l\ \ears to ratilN (-liarKTs own jird^urnent ol her- attempt lo



reform the world of lino jenNolrv. In ihe meantime, there was a world

war. the conrusion of the Liberation, and the emergence of a new

generation ol couturiers who thought they owed nothing to a woman

wlio had been virtually forgotten, exiled, and bitter. They thus blotted

out the memory of the brilliant presentation of white jewelry with the

Chanel imprint. When the dressmaker made a comeback that began

in 1954 and even managed to regain her empire (a unique

phenomenon in the histoiy of high fashion). Coco appeared to be a

greater advocate of costume jewelry than she had ever been before,

and artificial jewels were adopted unreservedly by society women as

well as all the rest. As befits the century of the common man and

woman, from the 1960s Chanel, like Frigidaire, had the dubious

privilege of becoming a household name. Little dressmakers,

respectable shops in the provinces, Middle America . . . the whole

world was copying Chanel in spades. One merely needed a piece of

braiding, a fancy button, a dark outfit picked out with gold chains to

create a smart suit for the countrywoman "going up to town," making

Chanel the hallmark of respectability in the process. The first French

women ministers made Chanel suits into their uniform in the days of

black Citroens, Carita wigs. Op Art, and chain-store style.

The diamond once again languished in obscurity, worn onl) b)

rich old ladies. Middle Eastern potentates, and at galas in Monaco.

High-fashion real jewelry became cliched. Rampant leftism became

an excuse for prudence.

1
n I he arlificial euphoria of the business world of lh(^ 198()s

acios^ ihc Atlantic and in llic Persian Culf region, expensive

Jewell), unless it was inlicrilcd. became lh<' pi'ere(|uisite of the

16



nouveaux riches. Couture clolhinti;, peifuines, and Iu\ih\ acces-

sories, all of which Chanel had ()ri<!;inall\ inlKMhiccd into the niaikel.

once again l)ecame the succ^ess of her coinpauN. Icii \ears alter- her

death. This time a range of ready-to-wear clothing was added, hi

1984, Coco made her second comehack. H\ now. the brand namt*

could legitimately claim to be one of the great names in die world of

French luxury goods. With an im|)eccal)le image and an liisloiic

heritage, the name of Chanel had found a (lefiniti\e jjlace in the

legend of the centuiy. The creation was reinvigorated by the arrival

of Karl Lageifeld as director of fashion, and the launch of another

great perfume. Coco. Henceforth, the exponential succ-ess of the little

suit and all the Chanel dress codes made it possible to consider

cautious diversification.

The directors of the company carefully evaluated, as (\'h\ all llieir

opposite numbers in the French lu\ur\ liade. the opporlunilies that

were available to such a piesligious trademark. Unlike the oilier

large fashion houses, Chanel had never approved of the policx of

licensing, which while it might be lucratixe in the short Icnn. was

proving to be extremely difficult to contiol and was e\en tliieatening

to endanger the brand image. Rather than extending their base (a

second and third collection, male iea(K-to-wear fashion, etc.),

Chanel decided to expand at the top of the range. Undoubtcdl). iiilci-

national ()l)ser\ers must lia\c paid considerable allenlioii lo an

experiment that went in the opposite dii-cclion to the general poli(\

ol hrcncli dcsigiKM- goods, in addition to its daiing. this relaunch was

in a \<'r\ hVeiich liadition. that of prestige, ol craltsinan^hip. and

e\li-eni('l\ high (jualilx. These standaids were onl\ lo be IcMnid in

some ol the gicatesl Pari>ian fashion houses. Ol courx'. l(Mla\. there

are link^ lo lhe>e hou>e> through inulliple loicign blanches. I he

bland name>. which are part ol the hreiich wai-che>l. are protected

b\ a I' re lie h uoNcrnmcnl coininillee. ihe ( !oiiiil('' ( ,olbeil. I he coiniiiil-



lee is a cliil) of excellence and for the last twenty years, Chanel has

proNcd to he one of its most active members.

as an initial, and it turned out, successful experiment, in

1987 Chanel inaugurated a watches department, which

was soon selling a range of jeweled watches encrusted with

diamonds. Apait from their high quality, they represented one of the

rare examples since the 1950s of a line of watches in specifically

feminine shapes. Chanel's watches are never mere reduced-size

vei*sions of men's watches; they are based on totally original designs.

Elegant little boutiques opened Hke jewel-caskets at strategic sites in

all the major capital cities to sell these models, all assembled in the

Chanel ateliers in the great Swiss horology center of La Chaux-de-

Fonds. The watchmaking fraternity, which is not given to indulgences

or passing fads, were impressed. As foi' women themselves, they were

enthusiastic purchasers.

The next decisive step was for one of the greatest names in haute

couture to make its official entry into the preserve of the jewelry

establishments in the Place Vendome. Chanel proceeded to do so

circumspectly, by recreating in 1993 the sets of real jewelry first

designed in 1932 (the firm thus positioned itself from the outset undei-

the supreme palionage of the revered Coco). There were cornel

ne(!klaces, shooting stars, bandeaux, tiaras, loops, bows, and ribbons

ol (haiiionds selected with the greatest care, mounted, ailiculaled. and

sel b\ \iilii()S()s. Kach piece of fine jeweby recrealed all ol ihc

emolioii. ihc visual shock and magnetism ihal ihc originals had first

caused. Time stood slill! Once again, IVlademoiselles ci-ealioiis were

shown to be as Iresh as ever. Yet even though ihis was supposed (o be

an idenlical le-cicalion. a few varialions were incvilable. There was a
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ring design based on a square shape thai coinhincd a lacrled ainclliNsl

with aquamarine cind peridot gems. Its exuberance Wcis reminiscent ol

the flights of fancy so favored by (^abrielle Chanel, when in the

evening she would remove the jewels given to her by the Duke of

Westminster or others from their settings to stick them back into a ball

of wax furniture polish. Rubies, sapphires, emeralds would be

rearranged to suit her insolent imagination. A cabochon amethyst

surrounded by cultured pearls set in a ring often worn by Gabrielle

Chanel also had an air of faded gloiy about it. Of course, only the

finest pearls were used in this new collection, among them the most

beautiful and rarest from the southern seas. There were also neck-

laces, a camellia ring, and hand-cai-ved agate flowers, each corolla of

which rested on leaves of diamonds. There were a few Byzantine

touches, including a chain reminiscent of the one which the Grand

Duke Dimitri once presented to the young Gabrielle. ... All of this

was fundamentally unreasonable for the first presentation of Chanel

Joaillerie. It is interesting to note that once again the economy was

plunged into the depth, the lu\ur\ trade had diminished noticeably

and Paris was |)articularly pessimistic, and yet it was at this \er\ time

that Chanel chose to defy fate and fight the lemporar)' c*risis with the

eternity of the diamond. And, indeed, all the items were pleasing,

attractive, and sold well in the year of 1993. All this was encouraging

enough for the firm to take an even more daring step upwards. Right

up to the prestigious Place Vendomc. \\ hen Caho was still in her

youth but boarded at the Ritz. might she not ha\c coiitcinplatcd on

sleepless nights, the inagniricciil architecture thai she (Kcilookcd Iroin

the Man>arl window of her attic suilc icnlcd anniKill\ ihroniiii llio

gcn('ro>it\ of hci- litlcd rclinnc? Might \U)\ ihc hr(Mi/c cohinin in ihe

ccntcF- ol the >(jiiai<'. erected l)\ Napoleon, be in some \\i\\ hei center

of graxilN? Lc Temps (Juiijcl. hei- \er>ion ol G|-eenwichy

On November !<). M)<)7. Chanel JoaiMerie opened in the Phjee
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Vendome, ri^jjlil opposite the Kilz. Il was a shop bul il looked more

like a palace. Behind the fagade identical to its neighbors and erected

1)\ iht^ architect Jules Hardouin-Mansart in the seventeenth century,

18, Place Vendome hides the former Hotel de Cressart, an aristocrat's

mansion. The vagaries of fortune have changed the functions, propor-

tions, and purpose of the mansion, and Chanel chose it for its collec-

tions of prec^ious jewels while restoring it to something of its former

splendor. The inevitable Chinese screens, sparkling rock crystals,

pale woods, and satiny Louis XVI bergeres were installed along with

oriental rugs laid over beige fitted carpet, and even a portrait by Van

Dongen, in other words a few of Gabrielle's personal touches. At 18,

Place Vendome, one is dazzled, but not out of one's depth. And if

there is a feeling of it being "like old times," that is at the expense of

"a waste of time"—definitely not part of the company's philosophy

thai is always keen to embrace "today's fresh, vivacious and novel

ideas." Behind the reinforced glass show windows, this time around

the creations owe little to the past. Yet they are faithful to a history

and enshrine a spirit. "Jewels should be viewed with innocence, with

narvete, as one would view an apple tree in blossom from the road as

you drive quickly by it in a car." This saying by Gabrielle remains the

watchword that motivates with redoubled energy the young creative

learn that the firm has brought in to continue the jewelry deparlmenl

on a firm fooling.

The Chanel boulicpie is already one of the most iniporlani

addresses in I he Place Vendome, though it is very diffeicnl Iroin I he

rcsl. Liilike many ()rilios(^ in an industiy in which signs ol oslciilalioii

olh'ii app<*ar lo picdoiniiialc over- llic conccpl of good design—dcspile

llie lad ihal good lasle is ihe very essence ol lii\iii\ —(Jiancl only

pills ils hadeiiiaik on jev\eh\ doniinalcd l)\ an origiiialilx ihal sepa-

rales il lioiii all the oilier piodiicis ol hVcnch (jiialih jewclrN. W illi ils

elegance, sobriel\, and piiiih. llie vcr\ anlilhcsis ol choccJale-box
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pretliness and an overblown look, each oiiuunciil is in (xmIccI har-

mony with contemporary philosophy and there is no Tear of it failin«jj to

combine with the most recent fashion (lcsi*!;ns. the new spiiil in (011-

tnre that is once again overturning all previous notions. The grande

Mademoiselle herself confirmed this \ei\ point b\ explaining:

"Luxury is not the opposite of poverty, it is the opposite of \ulgaril\."'

Chanel is dedicated to taking eveiy liberty in its interpretation of

the future on the basis of elements borrowed from the past. Thus,

almost a centuiy after its founder took her first steps in the world of

fashion that she would eventually come to mle, her dearest wish has

been fulfilled: "I want to be part of what is going to happen."
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CliroiK)l()i»\

18K:i: (/ahricllc (lIuuH'l is l)(»rri ill SMiitmir. \ii\ njzin'. Kraiicr. (ni I*) \ii,i!ii-l.

l*)l(h (iliancl. Iicncclorlh known as (ioco. opens a shop al 21. iin- (!anil»on. I'aris.

ulicic she (lesions hats nndcr iIk- tiadcniark "(lluinrl MimIi-."

1*>24: Civalion of the SocieU' (l«'> I'aHnnis Cliain-I.

Klicnnc dc Beauinonl is «ii\(ii llic kcx loir oladvixT lo (loco lor lln- purpose
orpeifcclint^ [Uv Chanel linr ol icucliA.

1*>27: FOrjiisl over six Ncars. Duke Kiiico dc \ crdina cojiahoialts on a n-^iilar l»asi>

with Madcrnoist'lk* in ihc design ol jcweiiN .

l*>2Ji: Mademoiselle Chanel lakes U|) loidciuc al rue (^anihon. erealin'i a Hal

whose decor is avanl-garde lor the period in il> niinimalisi conihinalion ol

purih and unil\ ol >l\ le.

1*>2*): Crealion ol an accessor) l)ouli(|iie williin llie coulure hou>e.

l*>.*i(): Fulco (le Verdura produces a nuinlxi ol \aiialion> on llie de«-i«:n ol ihe

Maltese Cross lor Chanel.

In ihe I93()s. ihe medieval or "harharic" lheme> are expanded and hecome
essential lor the imajje ol the compan\ alter the interruption ol lh«' war sears,

l*>:i2: Between \o\enil)er I and 15. Chanel exhiltil> her lir-l collccli(»n ol real jew-

elr\. desijined exclusi\el\ in platinum and <liamon«ls. and di>pla\ed on wax

models in her private rooms al 29. Kauhourii-Saint-llonon''.

She conliiHK's to desiiin line jewelr\ durini: the I9.")()sand M>f)()s.

1*>."{."): Chanel i> at the heiiihl ol her lame. She emplo\> nearl\ I.(KM) seamstresses

and sells almost 28.{)0() couture models annuall) ihroujihout llu- world.

I*>."{7: (!hanel conlrihutes to the production ol (K<ii))us Rex \^^ Jean Cocleau. She

takes adxanlaije loallirm the conslants and txpical in,i:redienl> in Chanel jew-

elr\. namel\. luxuriance and sophistication a> a count<rpoinl to the sever**

cut ol her clothin<: and materials.

Vr.Vh Outl.reak of W orld War II and clo-ure oltlx" Chanel coiilnre hous<-. Of the live

huildings in ihe rue Camhon. onl) the shop at no. .\\ remain- open. INilumes

and accessories continue to sell well in the shop.

I*'.~)4: I {el u mini: to Bar i>. (!hanel r< -opens hcidoi^n hou«.c in the lue Camhon.

1<>.")"): Slaidcx Neiman Marcus, owner ol the \«'iman Marcus «leparlm<'nl sl<»re in

Dallas. pre>«Mits Mademoiselle (Chanel with tin- lashiiMi worhTs Oxar. nomi-

natinu he|- "ihe most inlhienlial dc-^ijzncr ol the Iwcniiclh ccnIiUA.

IT): Madcmoi-ell.-di(- in Paris on .|anuar\ 10.

Minlrnini.u'Hr V.hanrl uilh litn ('.iirfH-l in Jiil\ I'tlh al Hininl:.

Ihuuinf;: Pirrrv /.#• Tan f /V*^i>
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I*'7K: Launch of the "(Ihaiicl l)(»iiti(|ii('** icads-to-vvcar clothes and acccssoric's for its

own c\cliisi\t' outh'ts.

To(la\ there are ei^ht\ such houlicpics thiou^liout the uorhl.

l*>Ji.*t: Karl Lagerleld joins Chanel as artistic advisor lor fashion.

1*>Ji7: Le Temps Chanel: launch ol the Premiere watch, and openinjj; of the first

walch l)outi(|ue in the a\enue Montaigne.

!*>*>(): Launch of the Mddemoiselle watch and opening of the watch l)outi(jue, 7,

Place \ endonie.

Launch ol (Chanel Joaillerie.

Launch iA [\w Matelassee watc

Inauguration of the (Chanel mansion at 18, Place Vendoine, Paris. The ground

floor is reserved for collections of fine jewelry and watches.

^>*>Ji: Since 1993, twenty Chanel Joaillerie fine jewelry l)()uti(|iies haxc been
opencnl in various parts ol the world.

('.Itnnvlon llir Ixihiiii} iij liri aiKiiimctil in lliv Ritz. /'/'/.).

rite liiiihlin^ srrii in lite Ixii kfiinitml nitw lumscs Cliiinvl Jitaillfrie. © I'IidId: Rof^rr S< luill





C^luiiicl Jewdry

The large reception room of the mansion in which Mademoiselle Chanel lived

in the 1 930s, at 29, Faubourg-Saint-Honore, in Paris, bordered by the gardens

of the Charnps-Elysees. © All rights reserved.

Portrait of Gabrielle Chanel in 1940 by the painter and illustrator Cassandre.

©Adagp, Paris, 1998.

In November 1932, in the reception rooms at 29, Faubourg-Sainf-Honore, the

exhibition of fine jewelry presented at the home of Mademoiselle Chanel on wax

models, dimly lit by sophisticated lighting techniques. On the right, a Greek torso of

Venus that the couturiere retained to the end of her life. © Photo: Andre Kertesz/

Vogue France, January, 1933.

Photographed by the great Andre Kertesz, one of the disconcertingly realistic translu-

cent wax busts on which AAademoiselle Chanel chose to display the parures of plat-

inum and diamond jewelry, created with the help of Paul Iribe. Photo published in

Vogue France, January, 1 933. © All rights reserved/Bibliotheque Forney/City of Paris.

Christian Berord sketched the couturiere as she decorated unattended counters with

magnificent gemstones ( 1 932). Chanel Archives. © Adagp, Paris, 1 998.

Jacques Lipchilz was commissioned to produce many sculptures for Chanel, including

this bronze head of AAademoiselle made in 1922. © All rights reserved/Private collec-

tion. After the war, Chanel continued to design real jewelry, such as this cross that the

jeweler Robert Goossens created for her. This reconfirmed the reputation for striking

pieces of costume jeweln/ with which Chanel adorned her famous little suits. © Photo:

Dominique Genet. Collection Robert GoossensAhames and FHudson.

The photographer captured Chanel's hand taking a cigarette fiom a box whose

lid is decorated with rubies and blue and white sapphires. The couturiere wears on

octagonal gold ring, set with amethysts and emeralds. © All rights reserved.

Star, a five-pointed platinum and diamond star brooch dating from 1932 and

reproduced identically by Chanel Joaillerie. © Albert Watson/Chanel.

Reception desk designed for the inauguration of Chanel Joaillerie at 1 8, Place

Vendome, in 1997. The symbols and themes so dear to Chanel are all present:

ears of wheat, lions, crystal pendants, and stars. Re<:reation of silver engraved with

the name of Gabrielle Chanel, © Chanel Archives.

Coco Chanel, with tanned skin and short hair at the table with her friend Serge Lifar,

weoring a casual mixture of real and costume jewelry. © Societe des Bains de Mer.
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Fringes diamond bracelet, created in 1932. © Photo: Robert Bresson/Chonel

Archives.

Portrait of Gobrielle Chanel by Eric. © All rights reserved/Speciol Collection,

Bill Bless, New York.

Necklace designed by Chanel n the late 1930s. At the time, Chanel was

inspired by Indian jewelry m her own collection. Photo: Francois Kollar. © AAinistry

of Culture, France. The famous couturiere is easy to spot as she ur»expectedly

poses for Francois Kollar in the guise of an accordionist. For tfie occasion she is

wearing her most sumptuous necklace over a simple sweater. Pf>oto: Frangois

Kollar. © Ministry of Culture^ France.

The Empress Theodora. Detail from a mosaic in the church of Son Vitole,

Ravenna (547 a.D.). © All rights reserved.

Cross: 1 8-carat yellow gold, sapphires, peridots, oquomorine. Coco rings of

1 8-caraf gold and gemstones. © Photo: Tizano Mogni/Editions Assouline.

Venetian neclilace: I 8-carat gold ribbon, gemstones and diamonds. Vogue

Gioeillo. September 1997. © Photo: Giovoruii Gastel (left). The Sunday

Telegraph Magazine, March 1997. © Photo: Kevin Oavies (right).

Reverse of gold cross in Byzantine style engraved with the effigy of a saint

(1960s). The right side of the cross is ornamented with turquoises and tourmolines.

Workshop: Robert Goossens. © Photo; Dominique Genet. Robert Goossens

Collection/Thames and Hudson. Photo inspired by a painting by Wotteou.

Jewelry of Byzantine inspiration: IBcorot gold ring and neckloce, cultured pearls

and gemstones. © Photo: Christian Moser/Madome Figaro, June 1997.

Carole Bouquet bedecked in colored jewelry. Coco brocelet and rings in 1
8-

corot gold and precious stones Re-creation of the jewels of Mademoiselle Chanel.

""
^hoto: Andre Rou/Sygma, Pans

Yellow gold, cultured pearls, diamonds: the row materials of fine jewelry

© Photo: Loziz Homoni /Editions Assouline
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This bust was created by the young sculptor Antonioz in Mademoiselle

Chanel's apartment at 3 1 , rue Cambon, for the launch of the fine jewelry collec-

tion in 1993. Star Brooch. © Photo: Laziz Homani/Editions Assouline.

Milky Way necklace in 1 8-carat yellow gold, diamonds, and cultured pearls.

Stars and pearls were favorite themes for Mademoiselle Chanel, © Photo: Laziz

Hamani/Editions Assouline.

Two Stars bracelet created in 1994, in white gold and diamonds. © Chanel

Archives.

Christy Turlington wearing the Star brooch m platinum and diamonds. Elle US,

1994. © Photo: Gilles Bensimon.

E
"On a summer evening, as she raised her eyes to a star-studded sky, Chanel had the

revelation of absolute beauty. The eternity of the diamond and the theme of the star,

transformed women into queens of the night." Re-creation of the Comet necklace

(1993), originally created in 1932. It has become the symbol of Chanel Jooillerie.

© Chanel Archives. Celine Dion wearing Two Stars, the Creoles and the Comet, ring

in white gold and diamonds. © Photo: Andre Rau/Sygma, Paris.

Volute ear clips and necklace, white gold, diamonds, and South Sea pearls. Created

in 1 997 for the opening of the Boutique in the Place Vendome. © Dixon/Elle/Scoop.

Mademoiselle Chanel on the beach at Roquebrune. Drawing mode in 1 996 for

Chanel Jooillerie. © Pierre Le Tan.

Fine jewelry and haute couture collections, spring-summer,

graphed by Karl Logerfeld. © Photo: Karl Logerfeld for Chanel.

1998, photo-

Two branches of the same flourishing tree: the golden hands of the seamstresses

working at the suit factory, photographed at work, and those of a craftsman jeweler

working on a camellia fashioned in onyx, platinum, and diamonds. © Editions

Assouline (left). © Photo: Laziz Homani/Editions Assouline (right).

The camellia, symbol of purity and secrecy. Chanel made it her trademark, in its

infinite variations, in every texture and form. © Rouxaime/Jacana.

Carole Bouquet wearing the Camellia ring, created in 1993. 1 B-corot yellow

gold and cocholong. © Photo: Dominique Issermonn.
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m
Camellia necklace in platinum, diamond and cultured pearls, and Camellia ring

in platinum and diamonds. © Photo: Tizano AAagni/Editions Assouline.

Necklace in pearls from Tahiti, white gold and diamond cbsp. Vogue Gioiello,

April, 1 997. © Photo: Cbudio Alessandri/STM.

Fountain necklace created in 1932, recreoted in 1993. Platinum and diomonds

Vogue, June-July 1 997. © Photo: Matthew Donaldson/Vogue France.

Making the Fountain necklace in the workshop. © Photo: Laziz Hamani/Editions

Assouline.

Jewelry and jeans, Chanel in casual style. RibiDon bracelet in 1 8-carat yellow

gold and Ribbon bracelet in 1 8-carat yellow gold with diamonds. © Photo: Tizano

Magni/Editions Assouline.

Sun brooch in platinum and diamonds. 1993 re-creation of the 1932 Sun

brooch. © Photo: Loziz Hamani/Editions Assouline.

Sun necklace worn as a Hara. Platinum and diamonds. A recent reworking of

the brooch created in 1932. Elle US, AAoy, 1997. © Photo: Gilles Bensimon.

m Adrienne necklace and Cocarde earrings m 1 8-carat yellow gold, cultured

pearls and diamonds. © Photo: Loziz Hamani/Editions Assouline.

Temptation. © Photo: Bernard Mottussiere/Chanel Archives.

Premiere watch in 1 8-carat yellow gold and brilliant-cut diamonds, created in

1 987 The design for the watch seems to have been inspired by an aerial view of

the f^oce Vendome (right). The shape was also used for the stopper of tfie bottle of

Chanel N" 5 perfume, first introduced in 1921. © Photo: Daniel Jouonneau/

Chonel Archives (left). © All rights reserved (right).



The publisher wishes lo ihank Chanel Joaillerie, and especially Valerie Dufx)!!,
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One of the most visible personalities of her era,

Gabrielle Chanel invented a style that was synonymous with modernity and chic.

What is perhaps less well known is that the grande dame of twentieth-century fashion

used platinum and diamonds to create an exceptional collection

of the finest jewelry. This daring experiment

is currently a new source of inspiration for Chanel,

which through its fine jewelry department in the Place Vendome in Paris,

is once again demonstrating the art of creating and wearing

exceptional jewelry. The adventure is both classic and contemporary

and perpetuates one of the greatest names of the century.
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