
more corsets or towering
plumage on hats)and made short
skirts and pants acceptable.
However, Coco Avant Chanel is
not disappointing just because it
does not seem to delve into the
designer’s lasting contribution to
the modern world but also
because Fontaine’s Chanel
pursues a career in fashion for,
what seems to be, purely
financial reasons. The film lays
great emphasis on Chanel’s
insistence on the free female form
at the cost of exploring her
aesthetic as a designer and a
fashion pioneer. Whereas the life
she led does read like a
Hollywood movie, the film sadly
fails to capture that larger- than-
life quality. Unfortunately, one is
left feeling that an ode to Chanel
could have been so much more
than this film offers; it remains
but a shadow of the person it is
based on. ■ — Sanam Maher

COCO AVANT CHANEL
Starring: Audrey Tautou, Benoît Poelvoorde, Alessandro Nivola, Marie Gillain and
Emmanuelle Devos
Directed by Anne Fontaine

Coco Chanel’s acerbic wit and fashion decrees (“a woman who does
not wear perfume has no future”) – are almost as famous as her
images – swathed in pearls, the trademark cigarette dangling from

her lips and a severe hat perched on her head. And then there is, of course,
that bottle of liquid gold – Chanel N° 5 – the perfume industry’s top-
selling item to this day. 

In Anne Fontaine’s Coco Avant Chanel, however, all this remains the stuff of
fashion future . The film is based on Gabrielle, as the famous designer was
known at birth — before she became Coco, before she launched the House of
Chanel and before she was declared the grand doyenne of fashion. Gabrielle
(played by Tatou, who is remarkably the spitting image of the younger
Chanel) is a little girl abandoned along with her sister (Gillain) at an
orphanage, where she waits every Sunday for her father to return. 

Ten years later, viewers find her as a singer in the music halls of
Moulins, desperate to find her way to Paris. She travels along the road to
the fashion capital  under the patronage of first Etienne Balsan
(Poelvoorde) and then Arthur “Boy” Capel (Nivola). And once she is
installed as the defunct mistress of Balsan’s estate, she turns to making
hats and clothes for his well-heeled female friends. It is here that Balsan
bestows the moniker “Coco” – little pet – on her. The name speaks
volumes of her status among his rich friends but also hints at the woman
who later will become a household name — even at that stage she is an
entertainer, a novelty, a woman who dons men’s jackets, jodhpurs and
ties and sews her own clothes. 

She opens her first shop in
1913 in Paris with Capel’s
help. It is only after Capel’s
tragic death that she
transforms into a designer –
known as “the woman who
cried her eyes dry” – and by
1919, boasted clients around
the world. But the film does
not deal with the life of the
famous fashion designer and
her fascinating career but
only her journey to that
point. 

Perhaps this limited
biographical sketch is one
reason that it fails to do
justice to the designer’s
dynamic personality
and career. While
Fontaine claims that
she wanted to depict
the “iron hand in a
velvet glove” (as she
describes Chanel) the
film is a disappointing
portrait of a woman
who became
intrinsically associated
with modern fashion
and is seen to have
liberated women (no
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