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After three years away from the fashion fray, Phoebe Philo is

designing again, working her magic at Céline with an utterly

desirable collection. At last, says Harriet Quick. Portrait by

ision and precision are two
qualities that designers require
in equal and generous measure,
and Phoebe Philo is applying
both as she stares intently at a
model wearing black crépe
trousers, emerald-green suede
platforms, a goat-fur trimmed
black coat and an ivory blouse,
gently drawn in by a ribbon-
thin diamanté belt. “Shorter or longer?” she asks herself
about the trousers in question that sit high on the waist
and skim in at the knee, sweeping to the heel. The trousers
look elegant, ideal even, in that hard-to-attain nonchalant
and leg-lengthening fashion. Phoebe dives in and pins from
the back, gently pulling the fabric up to an ankle length.
An assistant swoops in to secure the alterations before a
handsome bearded man whisks the garment upstairs for
seaming. “They will be back in a few minutes,” Phoebe says.
So quick? “Yes, just like that,” she smiles, while casting her
eye over another outfit — a crimson tie-neck blouse, pillar-
box red cable cashmere sweater and tonal trousers.

It is 7pm on a sub-zero, snow-laden Friday night in early
January in Paris, but the Céline offices, just a quick skip
from the grandiose Hotel de Ville — the huge square-set
town hall, which proclaims prosperity — will be humming
for a few hours yet as the photo shoot for the pre-collection
look-book is wrapped, and hem-length issues are resolved.
Despite the temperatures, Phoebe, now 36, is sockless in
a pair of ghillie-laced ballet flats, but she is wearing two
layers of cashmere, the top one being a side-slit tunic, with
a roll neck she can pull right up to her impressive
cheekbones in times of pressure.
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The pre-collection [or pre a/w?], which reaches stores in
July, follows a hugely successful debut on the Paris
catwalks in October. After three years hiatus following
Phoebe’s departure from Chloé, it was as if a missing
piece of the contemporary fashion jigsaw had just slotted
back into place. Given that Phoebe helped define the
way a generation dress with her pretty, free-spirited vision
for Chloé, there was a lot of expectation surrounding her
return. With her clean-cut, purist take on utility chic —
leather-taped jute trousers, safari- and trench-dresses,
side-slit shirtdresses — all delivered in a straightforward,
pointed[?] manner (no drama, no theatre) and hair scraped
up — she provided a highly convincing answer to what
grown-up women may desire and actually find — wait for
it —useful in their wardrobe. And that’s not a word usually
ascribed to luxury. “Céline is a wonderful name and
with the right team and the right direction I knew it
could be great,” says Philo in a reed-thin voice that
almost evaporates. “It was very attractive as historically
it has not had an iconic designer, so I could start with a
clean slate.”

The house was established by Céline Vipiana in 1945 as
a made-to-measure shoe company. In 1967 it launched
ready-to-wear, billed as “couture sportswear”. The most
successful signing by Céline was with Michael Kors, from
1997 to 2004. He gave thelabel a slick, uptown double-faced
cashmere type of luxury and buckets of his own charisma.
But the start of a new decade in the twenty-first century
with a highly saturated fashion market, a recession, and a
big questioning over the very nature of value and luxury,
sees Philoand Célinein adifferent context. Her proposition?
Designs that are not only lovely to wear, but provide
solutions. >

Alasdair McLellan



“Ilike the uniform aspect of
menswear, there are less
options,” Phoebe Philo says.
“Shirts, trousers, a well-cut
suit—they all stand the test

of time and I'm attracted to
that classicism and
practicality.” Here she wears
her own shirt and tie, and
trousers from Céline’s spring/
summer '10 collection. Hair:
Dutffy. Make-up: Janeen
Witherspoon. Fashion editor:
Miranda Almond
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“After having a break, it seemed like the
best way to introduce myself back into the
industry was to keep it simple and formed
from classics. The idea that they give an
extension to a woman’s existing wardrobe
and allow a kind of anonymity felt right.”

The rail of pre-collection pieces — whether
abow-necked crépe blouse in flesh with ivory
epaulettes (blouses will be a staple), a pair of
natural denim wide-legged jeans with big
pockets, a loden-green sweater-dress or a
handsome double-breasted coat all exude a
nascent sense of Phoebe cool. In part fashion
with a sense of propriety (cocktail dresses,
proper winter coats and tailored jackets) but
also an attitude in the distinctive cuts and
either oversized or shrunken proportions.
“Mmm, cool, that’s good to know,” says
Phoebe tentatively. “I wish someone could

you imagine sleeping in a fur sheet? Ughh!
Disgusting. Wearing a pullover, well that’s not
so complicated.” While the model is zipped
into an adorable ostrich feather-fronted
minidress inspired by a panda (there’s a black
“eye patch” by the collarbone), the gently
tanned CEO, Marco Gobbetti, pops down.
He’s just back from the Maldives. “Now I'm
back toreality,” he says. Gobbetti spearheaded
the reinvention of sister LVMH group
Givenchy on signing designer Riccardo Tisci
to the house. “We are happy, things are going
very well,” he continues. “Right now, I have
to make sure everything is cleared from the
existing stores, so nothing from the old Céline,
not even a key tag, will exist,” says the voice
of experience. “It does take two to three
seasons for the new shape of a house to really
take shape.”

“After having a break, it seem like the
best way to introduce myself back into
the industry was to keep it simple”

design another word for cool, but I do end up
using it all the time myself.” Deeply “cool”,
yet definitely not very “necessary” in one’s
winter wardrobe is a patchwork rabbit-fur
T-dress, the sort of piece that Capucine
would have worn in The Pink Panther, in
Courmayeur in 1963.

Phoebe, with clear skin that resembles the
effects of a triple oxygen facial, has just
returned from Courchevel with husband Max
and children, Maya and Marlow. “Maya loved
skiing, so sweet. I'm not so bad but take it
slowly as the idea of injury terrifies me. Max
goes straight down and waits for me at the
bottom,” sheexplains,shrugginghershoulders
with a ‘what can I do?’” expression.

“My God, the shops there!” she says,
breaking into a full-on London girl lilt. “There
were ones just selling fur with window
displays of an entire bed setting — throws,
pillows, sheets. Canyouimagine the cost! Can

The new Céline headquarters, in London’s
Cavendish Square, has certainly got an
impressive shape and structure. The blue-
plaqued Georgian townhouse, formerly
belonging to surgeon Sir John Hutchinson
chk - can’t find on google], was acquired from
the property portfolio of Dragons’ Den mogul,
James Caan. The vast windows, polished
plaster walls and elongated proportions, not
to mention the whiff of no less than three
scented candles I walk past on reaching the
first floor (Diptyque Baise, Mimosa, and tk tk
), make a thoughtful and elegant, rather than
thrusting, “designery” impression. Phoebe’s
large office, divided by wooden shutters, is
where the tk tk tk candle sits underneath an
letterform artwork by a Danish artist called
Fos, who shows at Phoebe’s husband Max
Wigram’s gallery. “Where there is pressure,
there is folk dance” it reads — a sentiment that
would unfailingly extract a smile from anyone.

On the shelf'is a plaster statue of a young girl
by Don Brown, in the hallway, is Tim Noble
and Sue Webster’s Forever. “They were just
pieces I had already,” Phoebe says, casually.

There are not many designers who can
command a London HQ for a stalwart French
luxury house — most relocate or commute.
Philo insisted on a London satellite office after
the birth of her daughter while she was at
Chloé and for Céline, the negotiations rested
on her having a London base. “For all those
years at Chloé, I would come back at weekends
to see friends and family, so I never completely
settled in Paris. That was fine, it worked. But
as soon as you have children, it does not. Life
is no longer about you and your needs and it
was very clear I needed to be in one place.”
Philo’s gap years between Chloé and Céline
were a formative and reflective period. She left
ahugeandinfluential job at the top of her game
to enjoy downtime in a move that triggered an
intense debate about motherhood and
careerdom. “I was taken aback that so many
people should care but I guess it was a sign of
the times. A lot of women came forward and
said how much they respected the decision.
When you do anything that is honest and true
to yourself generally people respond well. And
it was what was right for me.

“I’ve always worked. I had ajob all the way
through my late teens. While at college I
worked as a waitress, and had Saturday jobs
through Central St Martins, then I went
straight to Paris. I’ve never had a period
when I did not have to be somewhere and it
was a wonderful thing having my own time.
Months slipped by. I spent a lot of time
catching up with people, being at home with
Maya, walking the dog when I fancied, and it
was not long before I was pregnant again, and
then you are in another state of mind. It does
not feel like planning time but nesting time
and during pregnancy those feelings get
deeper. I did not have the sense of wanting to
return to work. Things came up of course,
but they did not feel right. When Céline came
up, the timing and the project was right, but
it was not a decision I took quickly. We talked
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intensely about the project and about how to
make it work for a long period of time.”
From the vantage point that a low-key life
in north-west London offers, Phoebe also had
time to not think about fashion: “I had a huge
clear out. T had bags and bags of clothing dating
from when I left home, and I was brutal.”
Lucky friends, lucky charity shops. “I just kept
pieces I love,” she continues. “I have a huge
collection of jeans — remember those great
faded high-waisters at Chloé? T-shirts, great
jumpers, a few jackets and a few pairs of
trousers, some pieces I had designed and some
vintage. There are a couple of pieces from my
mother that I will keep for ever, and some little
funky cut up T-shirts that Imade at St Martins
that no way would I wear now, but they are
precious. You accumulate a lot in this job.”
From the 12 wardrobes in their house in
Queens Park, Philo admits, “Max has three.
“When you are not dressing to show off and
be seen, youdon’t need much,” says Philo, who
today is dressed in a Breton-striped cashmere
sweater and cropped skinny black trousers.
“As soon as I have put the kids to bed, I put on
my pyjamas [Hilditch & Key men’s] and I
really look forward to that point in the day.” I
make a mental note to visit H&K on Jermyn
street. That’s the thing about Philo, you want
what she’s wearing —and that’s a potent force.
In a fashion era that is witnessing a flood of
utterly lovely, frivolous and pretty cocktail
dresses and frippery, her taste and love of
menswear is also compelling. “Womenswear is
so huge now it can be overwhelming. I like the
uniform aspect of menswear, there are less
options. Shirts, trousers, a well-cut suit — they
all stand the test of time and I'm attracted to
that classicism and practicality. I don’t like
being held back by what I am wearing, I like
comfort and ease... there is already so much
in life to get on with.” But rarely dull. Leather-
bonded seams on jute skirts, a man’s
tuxedo-shirt tail that peeps beneath a skirt
hem, the pronounced high waist all play with
erotica. “It has to be subtle, you can’t quite see
it but you just know it is there — sensual and
intangible,” says Phoebe. Philo > XXX
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compiled such sublimely sexy imagery — black-and-whites of Charlotte
Rampling, anonymous nudes in morning light, faces shielded in trench
coat collars, Dustin Hoffman, Steve McQueen, an American cop — into
a “magazine” for the front-row seats at Céline to suggest her world.
Some of it is also papered to the walls of her downstairs cloakroom.

Where Philo does feel unease is in the pressure to be a public
persona, and to talk about her work. Interviews are kept to a
minimum, ditto fashion events and parties. “Someone said to me the
other day, ‘I don’t think you like words.’ I think that’s true. My best
expression of me is through my work, that’s my vocabulary. It’s great
that people follow what I do, and that’s a huge privilege but it’s not
what motivates me. I’'m best at designing clothes, that’s what I should
be doing and it’s when I feel most alive. I like it most working with
my team, creating something special and going home with a real
sense of achievement.” Suddenly, in the describing of the invisible,
Philo has become very eloquent. And maybe that’s her way of
approaching fashion design. She manages to put her finger on the
things you did not know you wanted, but makes them appear familiar
enough to warm to, yet new and exciting enough to buy.

My mind flips back to those early days at Chloé when Stella
McCartney was at the helm, seeing Phoebe dancing at the after-show
party in a suite at the Hotel Le Bristol in a teeny banana-print vest,
and cam pants dropping from her hip bones and high, high sandals.
She was the epitome of the young, mouthy, switched-on London girl,
fusing street sass with couture in a transfer that changed the image
of fashion forever. That was the late Nineties.

“Phoebe has always been incredibly open, soaking up influences —in
the early days, that was music, art and street culture in London and
Paris,” says Jerry Stafford, a close friend and a creative director who
shared a flat with her in Paris during the early Chloé years. “As her life
has changed, so too has her work. She brings something very personal
to the table —she thinks hard about what women really do want to wear.
She strives now to extract the marrow from the bone, to look for the
essential and to get beyond just the ephemera of fashion.”

The sleight of hand extends to Max and Phoebe’s way of life. “I
remember a lunch they held on the cricket green in Willesden, with
the cricket whites, the sunshine, the table everything was just so,”
says a friend, Vogue fashion editor Miranda Almond. “Not uptight but
beautifully thought out with seasonal food, and a lot of fun too.”

Already Céline-ism’s are cropping up on the high street — leather
T-shirts, flak jackets — as the real deal reaches[?] a new roll-out of
renovated stores, the flagship opening on the avenue Montaigne this
month. The classic bag (no logo, no name) — a lovely polished calf
handbag with two leather-lined pockets — might just rescue us all
from bag fatigue; the simple hardware, gee gaw-free wood-wedge
shoes from shoe fatigue. Even the advertising, shot backstage by
Juergen Teller and featuring headless models, steers the focus away
from faces and back to the clothes.

Max Wigram, Phoebe’s art gallery-owner husband, bounds up the
stairs to steer her back home. He picks her up every night. They are
soon due to move house to Ladbroke Grove, and Max is relocating to
a big new 3,000 sq ft gallery in New Bond Street. “God, all those years
ago when we met at The Cow in Westbourne Grove, how much has
changed. I was working on the Royal Academy show and you were an
assistant at Chloé. Who’d have thought,” he reminisces about his and
Phoebe’s coup de foudre, as he leans against the fireplace under the
folk-dancing piece. “Yeah, who’d have thought!” says Phoebe, nimbly
wriggling into another layer of cashmere and plucking a Conference
pear from the fruit bowl. “The queen of fruit!” she exclaims and the
queen of modern womenswear on the arm of her husband get going.
Folk dancing? Who knows. |



