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upright. Maybe we’re missing the
point. Is the barmaid’s dazed and
detached expression a symptom of
the lonely flâneur’s secret alienation?
The mystery of Manet’s
barmaid, and the mystery of the
flâneur, is like the mystery of the
passersby on a Paris boulevard.
And that’s part of the fun. Paris is
a theatrical playground crowded
with performers, a spectacle
arranged for your pleasure. So in
an age when sitting or standing
perfectly still fills many of us with
horror, challenge yourself: put
away your props, pull up a pew at
one of the city’s innumerable cafés
and simply observe.
And when you’re done, ask for
l’addition, get up from your seat
and take a stroll, joining the cast
of the next performance. — (m)

i
about the writer: Chloë Ashby, associate editor
of monocle books, has previously written about art
for The Daily Beast and The New York Observer. A
graduate of the Courtauld Institute, she has spent way
too much time gazing at Manet’s “Bar at the FoliesBergère” – without anyone noticing her, of course.
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Stay classic
How to be Parisienne
—
Take a look at any
womenswear collection
on any runway and,
wherever its designer
hails from, its DNA will
be French – because
Paris invented fashion.
But while anyone can
buy into Parisienne
chic, can anyone but a
Frenchwoman truly
pull it off?
by Sonia Zhuravlyova,
Monocle

It’s a truth universally acknowledged:
French women have style down to a tee.
No stray hairs for them. No mismatched
outfits. A scarf tied just so. Big sunglasses;
small dog. But is it, in fact, a fact? Or
is it the enduring cliché of our time,
a projection of our own desires and
something that can be marketed and
aspired to by millions?
The idea of French chic and timeless
allure is endlessly recycled by a world
of glossy magazines. “Why are French
women so damn cool?” they regularly ask.
Why indeed? Yes we can wear what the
French wear but can we carry it off like
natives of the country that gave us the
Breton stripe and Coco Chanel? But
however much we embrace the stripe,

spritz ourselves with Chanel’s signature
scent and don pearls, it seems that anyone
who is not French just cannot fake it.
The notion of French women’s allure,
according to Aileen Ribeiro of the
Courtauld Institute of Art, is linked to
history and national attitudes. It all began
with the lavish court of Louis xiv and the
spread of luxury goods such as fine silks.
The court at Versailles set the standards for
the rest of Europe in terms of lifestyle and
fashion. Dressing fashionably became a
novelty that was constantly changing,
communicated by the regular appearance
of fashion plates from the 1670s onwards.
“In England the response to fashion
was coloured by attitudes towards the
French that were informed by wars and
growing colonial rivalries,” says Ribeiro.
“There was a preference to err on the side
of comfort and relative simplicity in the
years approaching the French Revolution.”
English women admired and envied
French fashion (as did elite women all over
Europe) but at the same time they began
to value practicality in dress, opting for
fabrics such as cotton, a trend that led to
the Industrial Revolution.
According to Ribeiro, contemporary
literature shows that even then, French
women were admired not just for their
fashion but also for the manner in which
they wore their clothes and how a sense of
esprit could be felt in their appearance and
manners. But at the same time there was
a conflicting feeling among their more
uptight Anglo-Saxon sisters
that fashion is something inherently
frivolous and indulgent.
It comes as no surprise then that the
first great couturier, Charles Frederick
Worth, felt the need
to leave London for
“A desire to
Paris in 1845.
appear clever
out as a
before appearing Starting
draper’s assistant,
beautiful is
he soon began
what’s really at designing dresses
and finally gained
the heart
an audience with
of style”
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Fashion icons
—
01 Coco Chanel
Coco’s relaxed designs started
a revolution in the fashion world.
02 Catherine Deneuve
Deneuve’s classic style is the
epitome of Parisian chic.
03 Jean-Paul Gaultier
He’s been subverting gender
stereotypes in fashion since
the early 1980s.

Empress Eugénie, who became his patron.
Where royalty went, moneyed society
followed. The House of Worth was among
the very first to use live models to show
designs, and he was also the first to sew
labels into his outfits. He revolutionised the
dressmaking system, which was the domain
of seamstresses who created one-off pieces
for their clients. The flamboyant Worth not
only elevated the profession so that the
dressmaker could now influence the taste
of society but he also created seasonal
collections. “Before Worth, the idea of a
dress being recognisably the work of its
creator didn’t exist,” says fashion historian
Caroline Rennolds Milbank.
I suspect that today, French women’s
monopoly on elegance, if it ever really
existed, has been broken. It’s my guess that
the key to making the ordinary seem
extraordinary is never trying too hard. Opt
for simplicity, stay classic and it’s hard to
go wrong. According to French model Inès
de la Fressange, a desire to appear clever
before appearing beautiful is what’s really
at the heart of style. And for me, that can
never go out of fashion. — (m)

i
about the writer: Sonia Zhuravlyova is a writer and
sub editor at monocle. She enjoys rummaging through
rails of vintage clothes, trying to speak French and
people watching on the streets of London and Paris.
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