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Chanel: Fashion Manifesto

V&A Member Preview

I've had V&A membership (as a gift) for the last few years and I
definitely make the most of it! One thing that is really great are the
member preview days for new exhibitions - you still have to book a
timeslot, and they are still packed because membership has got quite
popular these days, but you don't pay anything to see them and once it
opens to the public, you can go as often as you like without booking.

For these top-ticket exhibitions that's really great because, for example,
this Chanel exhibition has sold out of public tickets until 2024 already.
It's titled "Fashion Manifesto" and the purpose is really to showcase her
design ethos and how styles that she pioneered became ubiquitous and
have had a lasting effect on fashion. I think it was successful in that, and
I also particularly like the attention to her partnerships with British
textile firms.

In fact the textiles on display were some of the most inspiring things to
me, and I took lots of close-up pictures. I could see creating something
like this with handspun yarn!

I also noticed that a few more of the information panels actually



contained more information on the fabric or garment construction,
which is something I definitely appreciated! I'm not sure what's
driven this but I definitely don't remember such details in previous
recent fashion exhibitions.

For example, the panel for this sweater and skirt set explained that it
was "soft wool crocheted in fan and treble stitch, blended with Lurex
to give a subtle shimmer... the neckline makes it seem that the
wearer has put on a typically Chanel costume jewellery, but the
faceted cut-glass necklace is in fact stitched to the neckline and part
of the garment". This outfit was from the spring/summer 1970
collection, one of Chanel's last, and also one of the few later
garments that I liked - overall the 20s/30s pieces appealed to me
more.

One criticism I have seen levelled at the V&A over this exhibition is

that they skirt the issue of Chanel's activities and allegiances during
WWII. Given the heavy involvement of the Patrimoine de Chanel
(Chanel archive) in this exhibition, that is hardly surprising as they
maintain tight control over her image and legacy. If this had been a
biopic exhibition of the person, rather than focused on the design
ethos, then I think a more impartial perspective would have been
essential. As it is, I think the curators have done what they can to lay
out some facts - as far as they can be established because it does
seem difficult to establish beyond doubt what Chanel's motivations
and beliefs were.

There is a section on "Closing the House" which is mainly made up of
documents and information panels covering the wartime period.
From what is presented there, to me it seems clear that she did not
hesitate to use existing German friendships to help herself and family
members, and her actions certainly did not show her to be strongly
anti-Nazi. She was listed on French resistance documents late in the
war (1943), but only as an "occasional" agent, so she definitely wasn't
a committed undercover operative or anything like that. And I found



it interesting that in the perfume and cosmetics room, the curators
chose to devote a third of the timeline to wartime power struggles for
control of the originally majority Jewish-owned perfume business with
the rights to Chanel's products - a time at which she made a play for
full control of the company when its ownership was in question.

Overall I don't think I would choose to wear overtly Chanel products -
I passed on the Chanel No.5 inspired tote bags in the gift shop for
example - but I also don't think the exhibition should be boycotted -
regardless of the person, I think the design innovation and style
liberation that Chanel represents is still something that should be
celebrated.

Curated Collection Issue 2 available now!

This is a very exciting new indie craft publication I've got involved
with that has a particular focus on providing clear, tech-edited and
high quality knitting & crochet patterns mixed in with interesting
articles. Issue 2 is out today and you can find out more by clicking
the image below! I contributed an article on yarn substitution as well
as helping with the tech editing and proofreading.

Nicole Hawkesford - a certain style
translator - proofreader - tech editor
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