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Elsa Schiaparelli

Elsa Schiaparelli, a significant figure in fashion history, was born in Rome on
September 10, 1890. She is known for her surrealist fashion and bold artistic collaborations. Her
contributions are timeless, as her avant-garde approach continues to inspire contemporary
designers who seek to merge artistry with clothing. Schiaparelli introduced surrealism to the
fashion world, combining art and fashion into clothing designs. She embraced bold and
unconventional styles and was a trailblazer in fashion innovation. Her innovative designs defied
convention, introducing elements such as ‘trompe l'oeil’ effects, whimsical silhouettes, and
unexpected materials. She challenged the boundaries of traditional haute couture, proving that

fashion could be both playful and intellectual.

Elsa Schiaparelli was born in a palace called "Palazzo Corsini" today, it's an art
museum called "Galleria Nazionale di Arte Antica." (Mendez, 2021). Her family has intellectual
roots. Her father, Celestino Schiaparelli, was a dean of the University of Rome, and her mother
was a Neapolitan aristocrat, along with her cousin and uncle, who also had their own success

(Cleary, 2025). Elsa had a financial advantage when it came to pursuing her passion, but that did



not stop her from achieving financial independence. However, despite her academic background,
she was drawn to poetry and art. As a rebellious act, she published a book of sensual poems
called Arethusa, which caused scandal in her conservative family. "When her parents learned
about it, she was sent to a convent in Switzerland..." (Hoyningen-Hueneg, n.d.). She resisted this

confinement and orchestrated her escape by staging a hunger strike.

Schiaparelli's entry into the fashion world was transformative but unplanned. She
felt bored of the privileged conservative aristocratic lifestyle. Regardless of having no formal
training in design or dressmaking, Schiaparelli experimented with draping fabrics to create her
own silhouettes, marking the beginning of her fashion career." Despite the cultural norm for men
to provide, she launched a business so successful and influential that it landed her on the cover of
TIME Magazine..." (Cleary, 2025). Although Elsa had support from her family, she wanted her
own financial independence. This was when women were liberating themselves, and she felt the

same way.

Through her interest in psychology and friendship with surrealists, Schiaparelli
employed surrealism in her fashion. She seamlessly merged fashion and art, creating designs that
challenged conventional aesthetics. One of the most defining aspects of Schiaparelli's work was
her collaboration with surrealist artists, particularly Salvador Dali. In 1927, Schiaparelli launched
her knitwear line. "... a hand-knit black and white pullover with a trompe I'oel bow at the
collar..." (Cleary, 2025). This was her first successful creation, which used a knitted bow pattern

to create effect.

Schiaparelli's fascination with surrealism played a massive role in shaping her
designs, leading to collaborations with artists like Salvador Dali. Their partnership resulted in

some of the most iconic and unconventional garments in fashion history. "His work inspired the



lobster design, and he drew the initial motif that was then incorporated into fabric..."
(Rubenstein, 2020). One of their most famous creations was the Lobster Dress (1937), a white
silk gown featuring a Dali-designed lobster print. The design was playful yet provocative, as
lobsters were often associated with surrealist symbolism. Elsa had a way of turning everyday
objects into something extraordinary, and Dali's influence helped push that even further. The
Shoe Hat is another example in which a high-heeled shoe turned into a headpiece, proving that
fashion could be both whimsical and avant-garde. Schiaparelli's ability to merge art and fashion
set her apart from the other designers, making her one of the most innovative designers of her

time.

Not only did she have surrealist influences, but Schiaparelli changed the game with
her fearless use of color. One of her biggest contributions to fashion was 'Shocking Pink," a bold
fuchsia color that became the signature of her brand. Then, pink was often seen as delicate and
feminine, but Schiaparelli made it loud, powerful, and impossible to ignore. This bold color
choice was a revolutionary statement in the fashion industry, challenging the traditional
perceptions of femininity and introducing a new, powerful aesthetic. She also experimented with
materials in ways that haven't been done before, using zippers as decorative elements rather than
it just being a functional element. She pushed boundaries, incorporating unexpected textiles and
details that challenged traditional couture. Schiaparelli created statements proving that fashion
could be just as imaginative and bold as any other form of art. While Schiaparelli's
groundbreaking designs cemented her as a visionary, it also sparked challenges and rivalries. Her
bold personality and her willingness to push artistic boundaries led to both admiration and

controversy.

Elsa Schiaparelli was no stranger to controversy, particularly when it came to her

rivalry with Coco Chanel. The two designers had different approaches to fashion. Chanel aimed



for simplicity and practicality, while Schiaparelli embraced bold, artistic experimentation.
Chanel reportedly dismissed her as "that Italian artist,” a reflection of her distaste for
Schiaparelli's avant-garde creations. "At one of the last costume balls in Europe before the
outbreak of WW2, Chanel "accidentally’ caught Schiaparelli's dress on fire." (Agnew, 2022).
Chanel went too far when she purposefully tripped Schiaparelli at a party, causing her to fall into
a candlelit candelabra. Beyond personal rivalries, Schiaparelli also faced challenges that
ultimately led to the closure of her fashion house. After World War 11, the industry shifted
towards Christian Dior's "New Look," which emphasized ultra-feminine silhouettes with cinched
waists and full skirts. Schiaparelli's surrealist and unconventional aesthetic struggled to compete
with this dramatic change in fashion trends. "After the war, Schiaparelli tried to reignite her
brand; however, it shut down in 1954." (Agnew, 2022). Although her brand faded from the

mainstream for decades, its influence never truly disappeared.

In 2019, Daniel Roseberry took over as Schiaparelli's creative director, revitalizing
the brand with a focus on surrealism while adding his own modern twist. His designs, which
often feature sculptural elements and bold silhouettes, reflect a deep respect for the house's
history. Roseberry shared his vision for the brand: "I think because Elsa Schiaparelli was not
really thinking in a mass-market kind of way and because the house was dormant for so many
years..." (Heller, 2023). Roseberry's approach allowed him to have creative freedom that aligned

with Schiaparelli's legacy, making her surrealist aesthetic relevant in today's fashion world.

Daniel Roseberry's work demonstrates his commitment to pushing boundaries while
respecting Elsa’s foundations through collections like the Dante's Inferno series. Roseberry has
always prioritized preserving Schiaparelli's legacy, stating, "I spend zero per cent of my time

wondering if the two of us would get along, but a lot more making sure that what we are



designing continues her legacy..." (Dacre, 2025). This shows his commitment to maintaining the

nature of the brand while continuing to push boundaries in modern couture.

Schiaparelli has reclaimed its place in haute couture, consistently showcased at major
red-carpet events worn by celebrities like Lady Gaga, Beyonce, Doja Cat, and Kylie Jenner.
Roseberry continues to merge historical influences modern aesthetics, evidenced by pieces like
Dante's Inferno, where sculptural forms pay tribute to the brand's surrealist origins. One notable
piece from this collection featured "gold painted torsos and metallic sculptural heads..." (Villa,
2023). That showed inspiration by Elsa Schiaparelli's groundbreaking work with surrealist icons
like Salvador Dali. Schiaparelli's ability to balance its heritage with contemporary flair has

ensured its enduring relevance.

Elsa Schiaparelli’s love and bold imagination for the unexpected forever changed
haute couture. Elsa was telling stories through her designs blending art and fashion in ways no
one had witnessed before. Her influence is still present today, inspiring designers to push
boundaries. Under Daniel Roseberry’s direction, the house of Schiaparelli has been reawakened,
staying true to its surrealist roots while embracing modern fashion. Schiaparelli continues to

prove that fashion is not just about style, it's about expression, creativity and innovation.



Trompe [’ceil Sweater
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