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Coco Chanel: A Rags to Riches story
	The term “self-made” is a very ambiguous word which leads to confusion about what it really means to be self-made. According to Merriam-Webster dictionary being self-made means to “have achieved success or prominence through one’s own effort’s,” however this definition can be argued. There are some sources which state that in order to be self-made that a person must start out poor or that a self-made person is not permitted to achieve success through a family name.  Forbes defines being self-made as “someone who built a company or established a fortune on her own, rather than inheriting some or all of it.” (Dolan) Chanel is a very well-known brand of fashion and cosmetics which was launched in the early 1900s. Coco Chanel had changed the world of women’s fashion by pushing the boundaries of women’s fashion and venturing on into men’s fashion. She is proclaimed to be a self-made millionaire; however, the creation of her brand contradicts this statement.
Gabrielle Bonheur Chanel, otherwise known as Coco Chanel, was born on August 19th, 1883 in a poorhouse in Saumur, France to Henri- Albert and Eugenie Jeanne. She was born as an illegitimate child due to the fact that her parents were not married before her birth. She was one of six children. Her father was a travelling market trader who had enjoyed his nomadic and free lifestyle. He did not want to become trapped into a domestic life. Although he did not want to marry Jeanne, he had accepted his children and had eventually married her due to her family pressuring and bribing him to do so. At the age of twelve, Chanel had lost her mother and her and her siblings were left in the care of their father. Albert, who had never wanted to marry Jeanne and because of his need for more money, he had given off his boys to other families who required extra helping hands, and then had left Chanel and her sisters at an orphanage where they were raised by nuns. Throughout Chanel’s life, she did not want to put her father at fault for leaving her and her siblings, so she had fabricated almost all of her childhood to her friends and interviewers. She had lied about a majority of her childhood, for example, she had stated that her father had taken her and her siblings to live with a relative and that is where they were brought up, or that her father had always kept in touch with her throughout her childhood and sent her gifts and letters, when in reality, he had left her at the orphanage and was never seen again. (Alston) This is a very interesting aspect about Chanel’s life. She had tries to keep her private life private and wanted to show the world that she had a lavish childhood by fabricating her entire childhood and her relation to the orphanage. Though she had wanted to forget about her father’s abandonment and her life in the orphanage, it had a big impact on Chanel’s future as this was where she had learned to sew. 
Chanel’s fashion, like her whole career, was influenced and inspired by the people that she had surrounded herself with. When she had come in contact with the upper class, she realized that the women’s fashion consisted of things that were very tight, extravagant and restrictive. She had wanted to wear clothes that were free and casual, thus pushing the boundaries of women’s fashion into the realm of men’s fashion. She was very well known for wearing pants and very casual, men-like clothing. Although the clothing was the style of men’s clothing, Chanel had styles it in a way so that it was still feminine. During this time period, women were never really seen to wearing such loose fitted and casual clothing, so, when she had created women’s clothes like this, women were very fascinated. However, before Chanel stepped into the world of women’s clothing, she had started out by selling hats out of her lover Balsen’s apartment. She would buy hats from the department store and add her own Chanel touch and sell them. When Capel had bought her her shops and saloon, she had ventured out into the world of women’s fashion. Besides her signature style of loose and casual clothing, Chanel is also known for her suits, her little black dress and her signature Chanel No. 5 perfume. All of these things came to be because of Chanel’s relationships and their connections in the upper class. 
Chanel’s skill of sewing was one of many components which had helped her with her future career in fashion. This was the only thing that had can be used to describe her as a self- made millionaire. However, the main factor which had actually began her career was her affairs with Etienne Balsen and Arthur Boy Capel. During the course of her career, Chanel had been with many men, those who had influenced her fashion and those who were her lovers. Balsen and Capel played a big role in the beginning of Chanel’s career in the fashion industry. Balsen was the one who had taken her out of her old lifestyle and introduced her to the elite society. When she had asked Balsen for help to start her own hat shop, “he allowed her to sell her hats out of his apartment in Paris.” (Kent).  Although the creation of the hats was her own, she was still aided by Balsen. With the help of Balsen, she was able to begin her career in fashion and was provided with a very elite consumer base. Capel the other person who had helped jumpstart Chanel’s future in the fashion industry. “Capel was both lover and sponsor to Gabrielle Chanel.” (95 Chaney) She had met Capel with the help of her introduction into the upper class by Balsen. He had helped her by loaning her money for her shop in Deauville and had provided advice to her which had made her successful. He was in many ways like a business partner to Chanel, although not officially. With the help of both these men she was able to create a somewhat stable foundation for her career in fashion to start on. In the beginning of her career, although she had wanted to be financially independent from these two men, she was aided almost entirely by these two men to create her millinery and then her clothing line and shop. There were many other men who had also influenced the way that Chanel thought about fashion and who had also influenced her rise to fame in the fashion industry. For example, she had an affair with the Grand Duke Dimitri Pavlovich who was of royal Russian descent. Although the Russian royalty did not have much money, having Chanel’s name to someone of royal descent did have a very positive impact on her company. She was able to use his name to get herself up in her career. Through Pavlovich, she had also met Ernest Beaux who was a Russian chemist who had helped her with the creation of her signature perfume, Chanel No. 5. After the creation of her perfume, she had signed a deal with Pierre Wertheimer, a successful businessman, who had helped her take her perfume and cosmetics line to new heights. However, when she had signed the deal, she and Wertheimer had become business partners, and the deal had stated that Pierre Wertheimer was co-owner and co-founder of Chanel Perfumes. The relationship between these two partners was very strained as Chanel was unhappy about losing some control over her own perfume brand. However, they had set their differences aside and eventually, Wertheimer had inherited the Chanel company after Coco Chanel’s death as Chanel did not have any children to pass it on to. Overall, Chanel was aided by all the men in her life to get to place that she wanted. Balsen and Capel had introduced her to the upper class and had connections which had helped her business in the long run. Capel had even given her money to pay for her shops, although she did pay him back some of his money. While in these relationships, she had used her relationship to her advantage to get ahead. She had used other men’s names to increase her status, such as she did with her relationship with Pavlovich. Her whole career in the fashion industry was aided by all these me, and without them, she would have had a very difficult time trying to create a stable foundation for her company and keep it running.
	Chanel was a very successful designer; however, she was not the very best person. Her methods of working was irascible and autocratic. She was born into a poor family and then was abandoned by her father in an orphanage. She had told lies to keep her childhood from coming out to the public eye. She lied and, in a way, cheated herself to the position that she had wanted. She was also not a very good boss for her employees. She would have her mannequins, models, stand hours on end while she finished a piece. She would not let them move so because then the fitting of the garment may be wrong. (Lange) When strikes and protests were happening due worker’s conditions, her workers had joined in on the protests and shut her out od her saloon until their demands were met. She had also fired all of her workers after the World War II had broke out. Suring the war, Chanel was also speculated that she was having an affair with a Nazi and working with them as well. These things say a lot about her character. Although she was brought up in poor conditions, she does not associate herself with that. Her father’s abandonment may also play a big part into her life. She had experienced abandonment and loneliness as a child, and that is why she is always associated with someone and is quick to let people go. She also is quick to use her relationships to her advantage and then let go when needed.
	The term “self-made” can be take in multiple different ways but it may depend on the context that is being used. The definition of self-made can be a very ambiguous term, and it because it is so ambiguous, at times it can be used incorrectly. By examining what it means to be self-made, it may change the way that society views what it really means to be self-made. Chanel was proclaimed to be a self-made millionaire, however the way that her fashion and her company was introduced into society affirms that she was not entirely self-made. Although her skills of sewing and creating designs were all dependent upon Chanel, her company is what it is today because of the way that she rose to the top, by taking advantage of the people, more specifically the men that she came in contact with. Whether it was by receiving funding from these men or by associating herself with them, she used these men to create a name for herself. The universal definition of self-made states that one must achieve success through their own actions, unaided by others. When examining Coco Chanel with this definition, Chanel was not really a self-made millionaire, as she was aided throughout her entire career in some way.
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3: GABRIELLE "Coco" CHANEL 
“Chanel thought of opening a millinery, or hat shop. She asked Etienne Balsan for help, and he allowed her to sell her hats out of his apartment in Paris.”
· He had specifically asked him for help
“He encouraged her to open a millinery and even loaned her money to rent a location on the Rue Cambon”
· After he had asked for help, he had loaned her money. 

“Gossip about Chanel and Capel provided extra publicity for Chanel's new business, and many customers came to her shop out of curiosity about the unusual woman Boy Capel was dating.”
· Her consumer base/ her clientele was because of her relation to Boy. She would not have achieved such popularity if she were to open shop without being linked to Capel’s name. However, after the curiosity wore off, they came back for the fashion (the exposure would not have happened if she was just another designer in France)
 
“Chanel started a second boutique in the northern French resort town of Deauville. Again, Capel loaned her money to open the shop.”
 
“clothes made women feel comfortable and confident.” 
· She wanted her clothes to represent freedom and independence of women
 
“Just as her relationship with Dimitri had introduced Russian elements into her designs, Chanel's relationship with the duke of Westminster introduced elements of British dress.”
· Influenced by a man. Having connections with Russian royalty helped her boost her name.
“Ernest Beaux, who had been the Russian tsar's chemist before the Communist takeover. Chanel wanted to create a fragrance, and Beaux was just the person to help her.” 
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Coco Chanel. By: Lange, Pavlin, Salem Press Biographical Encyclopedia, 2017
French fashion designer
· Born: August 19, 1883
· Birthplace: Saumur, France
· Died: January 10, 1971
· Place of death: Paris, France

“It is generally agreed that she was born into poverty and that she tried all of her life, with lies and silence, to keep her early life from being known. Chanel herself is probably the least trustworthy source for accurate and truthful information on her early existence. “
· She fabricated her childhood

“France’s most popular stars were the singers and entertainers of the “café concert.” Gabrielle determined to join their ranks.”
· She wanted to rise to fame, and she would do anything to get there.

“Capel helped Chanel establish a business,” 
 
“Capel to encourage Chanel to remain in Deauville. She trusted him, and her tremendous success can be partially seen as the result of his advice.”
· She took Capel’s advice, like a business partner

“Chanel was taken under Misia’s wing, introduced to this gilded collection of geniuses, and eventually considered their peer. These associations brought her into contact with a great many influential people, who helped her with her expanding empire.” 
· She was brought into an elite circle by connections and introduced her brand that way

“general strikes that crippled French industries and brought unions to France. Chanel, by that time, was mistress of a fashion empire that employed nearly four thousand workers, mostly women. She thought her own industry, with its decidedly feminine accent, exempt from the strike, but was bitterly undeceived when her workers not only struck but also blocked her from entering her Paris salon. She negotiated with and met the workers’ demands in time for the fall collection but was left embittered by what she considered her employees’ betrayal. She continued for three more years, but in late 1939 she took advantage of the outbreak of World War II to fire all of her workers and shut down her industry.” 
· She did not treat her employees the best

“She took a lover who was in German intelligence,”
· Connection to the Nazis

“Several years later, the former head of Nazi intelligence was paid a large sum of money to keep Chanel out of his memoirs. Worse than these ill-advised personal and political decisions was Chanel’s cold-blooded attempt to wrest complete control of Chanel Perfumes from its co-owner and cofounder Pierre Wertheimer, who was Jewish and had fled to the United States. Their relationship had long been difficult and litigious because Chanel was unhappy that she was not in complete control of her enterprises. She tried to take advantage of her partner’s reduced status, but his interests were fiercely protected in his absence, and she did not succeed. After the war, not wishing to sully the name on the bottles of perfume that he was selling, Wertheimer forgave her and they buried their differences, becoming friends in time for him to help her with her big comeback”
 
· He had inherited her brand and had helped her become more famous

“She created by pinning, sewing, and cutting her garments on live models.” 
· Her treatment of her employees

“A descendant of salespersons, she knew how to charm and seduce, and she knew when to bully and scold.” 


