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BRITISH WOMEN DESIGNERS AND
LABOHEMIENNE FLOUE

Alexis Romano

Her back is turned to us, and her head is
cropped out of the photo frame. All we know
of her must be gleaned through her clothing:
a pair of high-waisted, wide-legged jeans and a
soft, white blouse, its large folds swathing a
petite body underneath. A stiff leather shoulder
bag, rust colored and adorned with a chain
and large O-ring, occupies the very center of
the image. Its anonymous wearer stands still
in a generic urban setting, seemingly paused
from a busy life supported by the tidy contents
of her bag. She checks many boxes: loose and
carefree, in her relaxed denim and with her
ribboned blouse flowing in the wind, but also
put together and professional. The image be-
gins to tell a story. Faceless, she could be any-
one. And we could be her. Like the shadows
that envelop the figure, the story is obscure. It
is up to us to write it, perhaps by lending the
model our own identity, inserting ourselves
into the scene. We use her clothing to shape
the embodied fantasy, the ambiguities of the
image facilitating this identification with its
subject and the tactility of the fabries augment-
ing our sense of reality. The 2016 photograph
confounds our expectations for a fashion ad-
vertisement and instead resembles a snapshot,
with its cropped layout and everyday content.
We believe in its authenticity, despite the

fact that the model’s pose and ensemble were
styled with exacting purpose. Large letters spell
out “Chloé,” giving a name to the unknown
woman, a universal Parisienne, but also to the
scene and lifestyle portrayed, which we are
invited to buy into.

Chloé historically employed powerful vi-
sual campaigns by prominent photographers,
disseminated widely in the fashion press and
other outlets, to spread a distinct construction
of femininity. This was no less the case from
1997 to 2017, during which time the brand
expanded widely, exporting its message to grow-
ing international markets. In 1997 after Karl
Lagerfeld’s long stint as creative director, Stella

McCartney took the creative reins, Jaunching
a new era and brand identity. Her vision would
be reinforced and refined by a subsequent wave
of fellow British women designers over the next
twenty years, namely Phoebe Philo (2001-6),
Hannah MacGibbon (2008-11), and Clare
Waight Keller (2011-17), during whose tenure
the above ad was created. This chapter explores
Chloé during this period through a study of the
brand’s output and visual culture, taking into
account the dialogue between women design-
ers and wearers in constructing a feminine
ideal. That the four designers were British and
had attended the same schools—Ravensbourne
University, Central Saint Martins College

of Art and Design, and the Royal College of
Art—meant they brought with them a shared
cultural sensibility and creative practice. Their
common foundation informed the generic fe-
male French identity that Chloé would disperse
globally through luxury fashion networks as the
company expanded.

Together they cultivated a distinctive style,
rooted somewhat in Chloé’s late-1960s and
1970s bohemian mode, which comprised
ethereal dresses and tunics in soft and lacy
fabrics in pastel tones or allover patterns,
adorned with patchwork, fringes, and other
details. The French word flou aptly describes
these ﬂ();lt)', ﬂm\‘ing garments, which are so
central to Chloé’s heritage and brand identity.
In a literary sense, it also connotes haziness,
much like the vague story constructed in the
2016 advertisement, which could accommo-
date a multitude of female identities —the
Parisienne, the bourgeois-boheme (bourgeois-
bohemian), and the urban professional.
Informing this construction was the blurring
of the female designer’s and wearer’s gender
identities, alongside a well-documented net-
work of “Chloé¢ Girls” in the press and the
notion of sisterhood fabricated in the brand’s
visual campaigns. The various ways these
designers approached other types of dress,
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notably suiting, also served to negotiate the
professional and other identity pulls women
experienced in the late 1990s and 2000s. At
once bohemian, professional, and retro—
everyday vet prohibitively expensive —the
Chloé blouse, as seen on the 2016 model,
epitomized the way such clothes mask and
attach to several identities. Examining Chloé
garments made during the brand’s period of
British female leadership, this chapter consid-
ers how the clothes were styled and presented
symbolically, and how such imagery encour-
aged wearers to deploy clothing to express,
transfer, and blur identities.

Newcomer Approaches to Chloé’s
Bohemian Heritage

When Stella McCartney became Chloé’s cre-
ative director in 1997 just out of Central Saint
Martins, she immediately faced criticism due to
her age, inexperience, and recognizable name.!
Soon after her first collection, press commen-
tary turned laudatory, situating her work in the
context of British arts innovation. As described
by the journalist Sarah Mower:

A wave of brash, young creativity and
confidence was surging out of London:
Britpop was raging between Qasis and
Blur; the Young British Artists’ Sensa-
tion exhibition at the Royal Academy
was shocking the establishment with
Damien Hirst's shark in formaldehyde
and Tracey Emin’s unmade bed; new
style magazines were being launched;
and little girls across the land were
dancing to the Spice Girls and chanting
“Girl Power!” . .. The power of British
youth ideas scemed unstoppable —and
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there already were two young British de-
signers from Central Saint Martins shak-
ing things up in Paris, John Galliano at
Christian Dior and Alexander McQueen
at Givenchy. Now it was the British girls’
turn to have their say.?

Chloé had hired McCartney, with the cultural
capital she brought from London, to revive the
sleepy label. Two years later, Ralph Toledano
was brought in as chief executive officer to
reshape operations and grow the brand, ac-
cording to his assistant Catherine Lebrun. She
recalled how at the time, Chlo¢ was operating
ataloss, running its three boutiques with sixty-
five employees worldwide.* Thus, a sort of
renaissance was taking place at the design and
executive levels, which was well documented
in the international fashion press. McCartney
brought a hardness and provocation to Chloé’s
traditional romantic femininity, introducing
form-fitting silhoucttes in suiting, corsetry, and
mini T-shirts. Brand imagery, too, fragmented
the body—in close-up shots of torsos, legs,

and glistening skin —asserting fashion’s carnal
aspects. [ts snapshot aesthetic alluded to the
wearer’s nightlife, as in Tom Munro’s photo-
graphs of women wearing satin dresses, corsels,
hot-pink blouses, and pinstriped suits, brightly

lit against dark interior settings. Liz Collins pic-

tured a pair of women in shimmery outfits ap-
plying makeup in a pub bathroom, their wine

glasses as props. She also shot friends on a night

out with arms linked, grinning for the camera.
Such images communicate the “confidence
and assertiveness . . . of the young women who
parade through the city at night,” as noted

by Hilary Fawcett in her writing on female
displays of fashion and sexuality in millennial
British nightlife. This message of girl power

Above left: Autumn-winter 1999 collection
catalogue featuring designs by Stella
MecCartney, modeled by Feranda Tavares
and Danielle Zinaich. Photography by

Liz Collins

BCIO“‘ right: Sl)nllg—\l”]"n\.‘r ]QQ\
advertising campaign, in Vogue Pans,
February 1998, featuring designs by Stella
McCartney, modeled by Kim Lemanton
and Lucie de la Falaise. Photography by
Perry Ogden

Above right: Spring-sumumer 2011 X
advertising campaign featuring designs Y
Hannah MacGibbon, modeled by Malgo
Bela. Photography by David Sims



brazen femininity was cut with humor in
airbrushed T-shirts and dresses
whimsical prints of bananas and horses,
instance, a winking nod to Lagerfeld’s ear-
graphic expression. Another connection to
predecessor was an affinity for 1930s and
1940s forms, seen notably in her popular slip
dresses, a 1990s staple, immortalized in brand
by Perry Ogden on ethereal mod-
in woodsy settings.
In addition to leveraging the 1990s trend
of snapshot fashion photography, Chlo¢’s vi-
sual campaigns under McCartney connected
other genres, as in artist Taryn Simon’s
cinematic imagery of women surveilled in
houses, for instance, or Vanina Sorrenti’s
moody pictures of models amid the archi-
tecture of gothic Paris. The latter showcased
McCartney’s penchant for sculptural bead-
work, sequins, and other surface embel-
lishments that hark back to 1930s modes.
Tailoring was another important McCartney
contribution, revealing the skills she acquired
during an apprenticeship in London’s Savile
Row. In McCartney's suiting we sce her pro-
pensity for mixing high and low styling, the
flou and the sharp—a concept reinforced in
a 1998 campaign by Ogden. In one image,
two models gaze languidly at the camera
as they lounge in suits with lacy camisole
tops, a blend of bohemianism and business
wear. Other advertisements pictured a model
suited up in a tube top with animal motifs
and McCartney’s signature low-rise trousers.
These examples showcased styling options for
women who worked and partied. Lucie de la
Falaise, one of McCartney’s main models, re-
called, “I'll always remember wearing Stella’s
classic Chloé trouser suits with the high waist,
long leg, and perfectly fitting jacket. . . . Real
girl-power suits!”
A clear shift occurred when Phoebe Philo
was elected creative director in 2001, having
worked until then as McCartney's design

assistant. Her deep dive into the brand’s ar-
chive yielded her own take on its traditional
foaty femininity, which is largely associated
with Lagerfeld’s 1970s work in bold prints

on flowing dresses. Philo translated the flou
aesthetic into goddess dresses, silky camisoles,
and blouses and dresses trimmed with lace
and broderie anglaise needlework, along with
“pretty” details such as scalloped edges and
fringes. The Frenchness of these garments was
emphasized in photographic campaigns by
Terry Richardson, set in Parisian streets and
gardens, and by Horst Diekgerdes, who shot
models in beachy surroundings drenched in
hazy, pinkish Mediterranean hues.

To this Philo added military and riding
jackets, her signature baggy trousers, and
other references to hip-hop and clubbing
cultures. She also developed the brand’s
accessories lines, which reinforced Chloé’s
bohemian 1970s style. This notably included
sunglasses, wedge shoes, and the Paddington
bag (see p. 174) —the slouchy, noughties “it”
bag, with its lock and detailed trim, which
famously sold out and inspired countless
copies. By 2003, accessories counted for a
quarter of brand sales. To present this range of
work, Philo frequcnt])’ called on the ])hotog-
raphers Inez van Lamsweerde and Vinoodh
Matadin (known as Inez & Vinoodh), who
expanded Chloé’s geography with exotic —but
always ambiguous—desert locations along-
side Parisian settings and interior snapshots.
Thanks largely to the symbiotic image-and-
object relationship, whereby brand messaging
behind products was crystallized in market-
ing imagery, Philo perfected the Chloé¢ flou
formula, and business grew dramatically. In
2006, the head office and atelier expanded
and moved to ils present site on avenue
Percier. Chloé’s visibility increased, both in
multibrand stores and through the opening of
its own boutiques around the world, particu-
larly in the important Chinese market.
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Not long after Hannah MacGibbon arrived
in 2008, the global financial crisis spiraled into
the fashion industry. Nonetheless, the com-
mercial success of Chloé’s bohemian modes
meant that its party dresses (and blouses) could
continue to function as staple pieces in wom-
en’s wardrobes when such occasion wear would
have typically taken a hit. Still, MacGibbon’s
approach to Chloe’s heritage brought a nu-
anced practicality, focused around her own pe-
riod of interest, the late 1970s and early 1980s.
Having worked as Philo’s assistant for five years
(after having assisted Valentino) as well as on
Chloé fragrances, MacGibbon knew the house
well and artfully interpreted its archive. She
presented a baggier yet tapered silhouette, with
softer tailoring and dynamic layering, in a pal-
ette of camel, umber, olive, and other muted
colors. And while her capes and mini shorts
combinations may have seemed impractical in
light of the economic mood, they too linked
back to the brand archive, reinforcing its iden-
tity in the distressed global economy.

These looks were captured by Mikael
Jansson in autumnal fields and vast, pebbly
landscapes, and by Inez & Vinoodh, whose
widely disseminated autumn—winter 2010
campaign pictured a model interacting with
and assimilating into a dramatic stone architec-
tural setting, both in allover beige. The somber
economic climate impacted advertising im-
agery too, with pared-down portraits by Mario
Sorrenti of models in shirtdresses, leggings,
and minimalist suits; and especially in the
frontal portraits by David Sims of makeupless
models in light-colored garments against a
plain, white ground.

When Clare Waight Keller joined Chloé
in 2011, she had already worked at Calvin
Klein, Ralph Lauren, Gucci, and as creative
director of Pringle of Scotland. This expe-
rience proved vital to managing Chloé, by
then a global brand with pre-collections and
accessories lines, in a new age of fashion



communication that encompassed online me-
dia channels, such as Instagram, and conver-
sations with influencers and bloggers. In the
same year, Géraldine-Julie Sommier founded
the Chloé Archive. This action formalized the
heritage labor that had been ongoing since
McCartney’s tenure and would continue un-
der Waight Keller.

She notably returned to and complicated
the diaphanous dress, adding sunray pleats,
embroidered flowers, avant-garde forms, new
textures, and injections of color. She further
developed the brand’s 1970s retro styling with
the Faye bag, the focal point of the advertise-
ment that opens this essay. For her autumn-
winter 2016 collection, Waight Keller drew
on the image of Anne-France Dautheville,
who motored across the globe from 1972 to
1981. According to journalist Alexander Fury,
Waight Keller tied “Chloé’s "70s silhouette —
skinny torso, high waists, flares and platform
shoes—to a new spirit of female indepen-
dence, epitomized by [Dautheville’s] travels.”
These garments were imagined in new and
old ways, in Paris gardens, on beaches and in
fields, along summery city streets, in realistic
interiors by Glen Luchford, and in bright,
futuristic landscapes by Craig McDean.

Many of these photographers worked in a
Joose creative circle from the 1990s, or slightly
carlier, contributing to the same magazines,
notably The Face and i-D, and some even
shared a London lab. Their wider oeuvres
stood at the intersection of fashion, art, and
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documentary photography in ways that added
meaning to twenty years of design at Chloé.

In this time, McCartney, Philo, MacGibbon,
and Waight Keller participated in an ongoing
conversation that spanned shifting cultural con-
texts, which the next section explores further.
Following their tenure, Chloé’s soft, bohemian
stylings faced a noticeable challenge in 2017
when Natacha Ramsay-Levi became creative
director—the first French woman to hold

role since Martine Sitbon left in 1992 —

the
Jaunching a new brand chapter.

karers; Crealive
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Process, Camaraderie, and Cullivating
the Everyday

When Stella McCartney joine d Cliloé, its
offices were set up at 54, rue du Faubourg
Saint-Honoré, over the boutigue, w here,
according to Catherine Lebrun, “There reign
a very joyous ambiance [with] Stella [and]
Phoebe who really worked as a creative duo

full of creativity, joy and also provocation one
might say.”” This convivial environment was
widely noted in the press and added to Chloé’s
rcpulzllion as a pro-women brand, According to
an i-D article from 2000, McCartney and Philo
“bounce ideas off each other.” As Philo ex-
plained, “We think along the same lines. I un-
derstand where she’s coming from.” They were
also vocal about applying their personal pref-
erences during the design process. In a 2001
American Vogue article on the newly appointed
creative director, Philo, pictured wearing one
of her lacy blouses, accounted for Chloé¢’s high-
low styling: “Stella and I really looked at what
we were wearing and how we wanted to dress.”
In an article on women designers the follow-
ing year, an accompanying portrait pictured

of design collaborators,

Philo with her “posse’
including female family and friends as well as
her assistant Blue Farrier. The article’s author,
Sarah Mower, counted Philo among designers
who “use dress-up sessions as a chief weapon

in creative research—to instant reaction from

friends and colleagues.”"” She expanded on this

point, highlighting specific design innovations:

Phoebe Philo, 28, has a hit on her hands
with her eyelet blouses and singular
talent for hip new pants. Her cropped
joggers, scallop-edge gauchos, and hi-
rise seventies derriere-clinchers are the

result of constant brainstorms with her
four-strong girl team. “We look at each
other and say, ‘Would you wear that?’
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ing, amid what seem to be racks ofc!othmg_
with fitting test Polaroids and technicy| sheets
behind her. Consumers encountering these
images in Chloé’s advertisements may have
interpreted them through the lens of press coi-
erage, like Mower’s, that detailed a bodily, per
sonal approach to fashion. The idea that these
designers conceived their work in relation to
themselves and their friends gave it an everydn
authenticity —made by women for women—a
mark of assurance for clients that added capitl
to the brand. As Waight Keller noted, “Chlo¢
has moments when it’s absolutely directional,
but the essence of the brand is much more
about porlm_\'ing an attitude about real women
and how they dress in life—and putting forward
a new idea of that.™* '
This mentality recalled the early years of

the brand, when it was largely in the hands






