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Coco Chanel  

         Gabrielle Chanel, better known as Coco, was one of the most independent yet mystifying 

women of her lifetime. She once stated, “I don't know why women want any of the things men 

have when one of the things that women have is men,” (Nut Quote) expressing her views on 

women’s self-sufficiency. Her chic yet boyish charisma has been represented in many modern 

fashions and other women’s lifestyles. Brought up in the orphanage of Aubazine, Chanel had no 

motherly figure in her teenage years, explaining her masculine appearance which was and still is 

emulated in women’s fashion (Wikipedia). Coco Chanel defied the cookie cutter feminine 

silhouette in women's fashion and designed menswear inspired clothing, which not only changed 

the world of feminine fashion, but the independence that women came to encompass.  

 Like many influential people in the world, Chanel had a rather uncommon upbringing. 

Born in Saumur, France under parents Eugenie Devolle and Albert Chanel, Gabrielle was raised 

by her parents only until 1895, when her mother died of bronchitis. At the young age of twelve, 

her father had sent Gabrielle and her two sisters to Aubazine convent, while her two brothers 

were sent to work as farm laborers. Under the strict hand of the orphanage, Chanel learned the 

craft of sewing, which would be something she carried and practiced throughout her life. 

Ashamed of her past, Gabrielle was known for fabricating her origins, such as her birthday, 

claiming she was born ten years later than she truly was. Also, that her father had sailed across 

the sea to America and sent Gabrielle to live with her two cruel aunts, which doesn’t seem much 

better than being raised in an orphanage (Wikipedia). Noting how creative she got with 

fabricating her past, one can see that her mind was of a creator, carefree and unique.  

 Using her ability to create to her advantage, Chanel’s first job was a seamstress along 

with a night job as a cabaret singer. It is thought that Chanel received the nickname “Coco” 
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during this time, inspired by a number of songs she sang including “Ko Ko Ri Ko”. A few years 

later, at the age of twenty-three, Chanel met her first lover, Etienne Balsan. There have been 

claims that state Chanel’s nephew, Andre Palasse, is truly Chanel and Balsan’s child. But being 

the enigmatic lady she is, Chanel later became Captain Arthur Edward Capel’s mistress, one of 

Balsan’s friends (Picardie). Capel was a wealthy man who later financed Chanel’s first shop, 

Chanel Modes, at the ever so famous address, 21 Rue Cambon, Paris. Surprisingly, the shop was 

opened to sell hats designed by Chanel herself, but soon turned into something much greater. 

 Chanel Modes had become a household name thanks to famous actress Gabrielle Dorziat, 

who donned one of Chanel’s hats at an event. Receiving a tremendous amount of attention, 

Chanel had opened a second shop in 1913 in Deauville, where she introduced the sales of 

luxurious clothing suitable for leisure and sport, made of fabrics such as jersey and tricot. With 

help from sister Antoinette and aunt Adrienne as street models, Chanel was able to advertise her 

creations to the world.  Addicted to the feeling of success, Chanel had opened a third shop in 

1915 in Biarritz, where she became acquainted with Grand Duke Dimirtri Pavlovich of Russia 

(Wikipedia). Chanel had made many key connections, making her network of people so vast that 

if someone hadn’t heard of Chanel, they would soon.  

 With fame comes rumors, and Chanel had experienced the worst of them. It is rumored 

that Chanel was a Nazi spy, which at the time, made her stand out like a sore thumb in Paris. 

Exiled from Paris, Chanel spent her time in Switzerland after shutting down the House of Chanel 

due to the breakout of World War II (Carter). Justine Picardie, author of Coco Chanel, The 

Legend and the life, stated, “'This is no time for fashion,' [Chanel] declared, an announcement 

that seems in retrospect acceptable, perhaps even honorable, yet at the time was seen as an act of 

cowardice and betrayal." Chanel was a woman who was not afraid of believing in her own values 
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and acting on them. The statement shows that she was way ahead of her time, referred to as a 

“hidden gem” (survey) and is only now being appreciated for her honorable actions.  

Being one step ahead of the game, Chanel had made a comeback in 1954, introducing, 

yet again, a looser silhouette in women’s clothing. Her disgust in Dior’s corseted look had 

inspired her to revamp previous designs. Chanel’s collection had taken America by storm, 

especially Hollywood starlets like Audrey Hepburn and Liz Taylor. While Chanel spent her time 

outfitting actresses at Hollywood studios, her clothing spread like wildfire across the states. 

During this time, one of her infamous Chanel suits was going for as much as $12,000. Receiving 

much love throughout America in the 50s and 60s, Chanel moved back to Paris, where she died 

in her room at the Hotel Ritz at the age of 87 (Joseph). Chanel’s charm is carried out in modern 

designs by Karl Lagerfeld, head designer of Chanel.  

Gabrielle’s passion to reinvigorate women’s fashion showed through her fearless gambles 

in loosening not only the threads of women’s clothes, but the metaphorical corset that kept 

women from progressing as individuals. Chanel stated, “...the grand problem, the most important 

problem, is to rejuvenate women. To make women look young. Then their outlook changes. 

They feel more joyous,” (Nut Quote) in which she believed she could change women through 

their fashion. Chanel suits symbolize a hard working woman who knows what she wants by the 

harsh lines of the jacket and the ribbon and chain embellishments on the skirt. Helping women 

embrace their body and future, Chanel has inspired many other iconic pieces. Chanel No. 5 being 

the most infamous in line with the 2.55 Chanel quilted bag with a gold chain, the little black 

dress hanging in every woman's closet, the nautical striped boat neck shirt, and costume jewelry, 

strands of pearls and gold (Okura). Modern recreations of these key fashion pieces fill stores 

worldwide, making women look, as Chanel preached, “... classy and fabulous,”(Nut Quote). The 
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women of today need to thank the woman who broke the barrier between corseted dresses and 

the freedom that knit clothes held. Without Chanel, women may still be in the skirts and bustles 

of the 20’s.  

Her success not only came from her unique designs but her leadership and bravery as a 

businesswoman. Chanel was one of the first women entrepreneurs of her time, who had turned a 

small millinery shop located in Paris into a lasting empire throughout the world. Chanel’s 

success is primarily based on her belief that she was in control of her own history, encouraging 

many young women to do the same. This rejected the thought that, “Women were to be seen, not 

heard,” (Survey). She also influenced the business pattern that many major fashion companies 

use today; that is, receiving the majority of profit from luxurious items such as perfume and 

handbags in order to create a high demand for the brand name (PNC).  

With or without Gabrielle Chanel, the world would have kept turning but it makes one 

think, how would society be today if she had not revitalized the world of fashion and all that it 

came with? Maybe without her fortitude, women would be wearing corseted dresses and 

outlandish hats. Or maybe it would have gone the opposite way, with a silhouette so loose fitting 

that women would forget what their body really looks like. Chanel, as stated from a survey 

respondent, “...freed women from the bondage of clothing.” As for the women’s rights 

movement, Chanel altered the view of females from accessory to necessity. No one will ever 

know what might have happened but they will know that Chanel was an extraordinary godsend 

that changed every aspect of women, made them realize that they are individuals ready to take on 

the world and all of its challenges.  

  

 



 

Last Name 5 

Works Cited 

Carter, Naomi, and Lindsey Garrant. "The Comeback - Coco Chanel." Coco Chanel. N.p.,  

n.d. Web. 02 Mar. 2013. <http://98998662.nhd.weebly.com/the-comeback.html>. 

"Coco Chanel: An Original Entrepreneur." The PNC Financial Services Group. N.p., n.d. 

Web. 3 Mar. 2013. 

<https://www.pnc.com/webapp/unsec/ProductsAndService.do?siteArea=/PNC/Home/Sm

all+Business/Women+in+Business/eNews/At+Your+Fingertips/Coco+Chanel>. 

"Coco Chanel Biography." Bio.com. A&E Networks Television, n.d. Web. 25 Feb. 2013. 

<http://www.biography.com/people/coco-chanel-9244165>. 

"Coco Chanel Quotes and Sayings." Coco Chanel Quotes, Sayings, Remarks, Thoughts 

and Speeches. N.p., n.d. Web. 01 Mar. 2013. 

<http://www.nutquote.com/quote/Coco_Chanel>. 

"Coco Chanel." Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation, n.d. Web. 25 Feb. 2013. 

<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coco_Chanel>. 

Haedrich, Marcel. Coco Chanel; Her Life, Her Secrets. Boston: Little, Brown, 1972. 

Print. 

Joseph, Aime. "Coco Chanel: Innovator and Icon." Cool Old Stuff. N.p., n.d. Web. 03 Mar.  

2013. <http://www.coololdstuff.com/coco.html>. 

Krick, Jessa. "Gabrielle "Coco" Chanel (1883-1971) and the House of 

Chanel." Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000. 

Web. 25 Feb. 2013. <http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/chnl/hd_chnl.htm>. 

Okura, Lynn. "5 Ways Coco Chanel Has Inspired Fashion Today." Oprah.com. Harpo  

http://98998662.nhd.weebly.com/the-comeback.html
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/chnl/hd_chnl.htm


 

Last Name 6 

Productions, 22 Sept. 2009. Web. 02 Mar. 2013. <http://www.oprah.com/style/5-Ways-

Coco-Chanel-Has-Inspired-Fashion-Today/5>. 

Picardie, Justine. "The Secret Life of Coco Chanel." Telegraph. Telegraph Media Group  

Limited, 5 Sept. 2010. Web. 03 Mar. 2013. <http://fashion.telegraph.co.uk/news-

features/TMG7975778/The-secret-life-of-Coco-Chanel.html>. 

Sischy, Ingrid. "The Designer COCO CHANEL." Time. Time, 8 June 1998. Web. 25 

Feb. 2013. <http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,988494,00.html>. 

 

 

http://www.oprah.com/style/5-Ways-Coco-Chanel-Has-Inspired-Fashion-Today/5
http://www.oprah.com/style/5-Ways-Coco-Chanel-Has-Inspired-Fashion-Today/5

