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Lucile:
a tashion.
__empire
with roots

in Guelph

A Guelph Civic Museum exhibition explores the life of fashion designer
Lucy Duff Gordon, from her humble childhood in Guelph to surviving

the Titanic and her bumpy road to international success

BY LYNN HADDRALL

names that followed her, such as
PHOTOGRAPHY COURTESY OF RANDY Chanel. Tod he' o
BRYAN BIGHAM H anel. Today, she’s getting long-

overdue recognition in an ambitious
exhibition at the Guelph Civic
Museum. It explores her life and her

ne of the most famous
fashion designers in the
world grew up in Guelph. Guelph roots.
She led an extraordinary life filled
with intrigue, tragedy, scandal and
success. You've probably never heard
of her. And that’s a shame.

Lucy Christiana Sutherland was

Lucy Sutherland was born in
London, England in 1863. Her
father died when she was young and
her mother relocated the family to
Guelph to live on the farm property

raised in Guelph’ historic Summer
Hill home. She became Lady Duff
Gordon. The world knew her profes-

of Lucys grandfather, colonel Thomas
Saunders, the first magistrate of Wel-
lington County.

sionally by the name she developed
as her brand — Lucile.

Though she had international fame,
Lucile has been eclipsed by fashion

Lucy grew up as a rebellious tomboy
but also learned to sew. Every year,
the Saunders household would

receive a barrel of fabric and clothes,
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TOP: GuestcuratorHogh Brewste, et and author
and Lucil expet Ry Bryan Bigham gave 2
quided tour ofthe Lucile extibion at the Guelph
Ciic Museu on the opening weekend n May

g0\

Engish actorand singer Ly Eise wears 2
Widow at,designed by Lucle. The hat ook
the fashion word by stom.

shipped from Paris, France. In colonial
Guelph, Lucy and her sstr, Elinor, were
delighted to feel connected to the cultural
capital ofthe world

Lucy sewed at firs for family and friends.
Later, s a single mother who had divrced
her husband, she turned to sewing to
support herslf and her daughter. By then,
she had retumed to England.

Lucile ovrcame great obsacles to build
her fashion empire. She was superb at
‘marketing and promtion. She pioneered
product placement, putting her dresses on

‘movie stars and in Broady

productions.
‘When stars such as Mary Pickford and
Irene Castle wore Lucile gowns, fashionable
women wanted those styls.

Lucile trained preuty *shop girs” to model

designs for customers. She effectivel

invented the modern cavwalk-style
show She put s in long skirts to
wwomen move more fr
Merry Widow hat. It took the fashion world

by storm, creating

craze for big hats.

And then there was the Titanic. Lucile and
her second husband, Cosmo Duff Gordon,
scandalously escaped its sinking on ts

maiden voyage in 1912, They were among,

PHOTOGRAPHY » LYNN HADORALL
12 people on a lifeboat with room for 40.
‘Author and historian Hugh Brewster
grew up near Lucy Sutherlands childhood
home in Guelph. Hes intrigued by her
bold lie decisions, made in an era when
women were restricted by corsets and so
much more.

It was a very scandalous thing fora
woman to divo

a man, but she was

a trailblazer,” says Brewster, “As a

single mom flat on her luck, she though,
‘Well, what can 1 do." In Guelph, you had
to know how to sew your own clothes. And
she could sew:

Brewster wrote about Lady Duff Gordon
and her husband in his book about the
Titanic called *Gilded Lives, Fatal Voy

Their escape on a mostly empy lfeboat

caused a scandal

\ceusations of bribery
and cowardice lingered after an inquiry into
the famous disaster exonerated them,

When Brewster gave

local presentation
in 2012, the audience was anxious to know
more about the famous, glamorous woman
from Guelph. He approached Bev Dietrich,
curator at Guelph Museums, who was.
recepive 10 the idea of a Lucile exhibition

Itt0ok a few years to pull it of,
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Russian ballerina Anna Paviova wears a Lucile gown
in1912.

The exhibition is titled “Lucile: Fashion.
Titanic. Scandal.” It runs until Nov. 13 and
includes gowns Lucile designed, memora-
bilia from the Titanic, historical photos and
a timeline that chronicles her highs, her
lows and her many fashion innovations.

“She was the first woman to bring theatre
and fashion and movies together. She was
way ahead of her time,” says Brewster.

Lucile branded perfume. She designed

car interiors using her name. She knew
that women who saw one of her dresses in
2 movie or on a stage would come to her
shop to find it

She started small, designing tea gowns for
friends. Tea gowns were informal dresses,
worn for afternoon tea in an era when
fashionable women changed their clothes
many times a day. A tea gown was a chance
10 get out of an uncomfortable corset.

Lucile believed in designing for the per-
sonality of the wearer. She gave her gowns
tiillating names such as “The Sighing
Sound of Lips Unsatisfied” or “Red Mouth

of a Venomous Flower.”

“She called them personality dresses.

She thought that she should design to suit
the personality of the wearer. And then,
she thought the dresses themselves have
personalities, so eventually she came up.
with these names for her gowns,” Brewster
says. “She was way out there.

Innovations such as these turned Lucile
into a smashing fashion success, author
and Lucile expert Randy Bryan Bigham
says. Lucile became famous, dressing movie
stars, appearing in a weekly newsreel and
writing a newspaper column.

“Every woman knew who Lucile was. She
‘was British, not Fren

ch, and yet had the

same reputation. Paris welcomed her afier a
litle bit of negativity in the press. But when
she opened (her Paris salon), they all came

anyway. They were completely blown away.
“Traffic had to be cordoned off to prevent all
of the people who came to the litle salon,”

Bigham says.

Bigham grew up in Texas and enrolled
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as a teen in New York’s Fashion Institute
of Technology. The fashion institute has a
collection of Lucile sketches, photos and
scrapbooks. That’s where Bigham spent
much of his time, captivated by a fashion
icon of the past.
“I just was fascinated,” he said. “I thought,
‘She’s not just a survivor of the Titanic that
went through so many things.” It became
very clear that she was famous already.
Yes, it was a scandal, but it did not destroy
her at all. Her greatest years were alter the
Titanic, so there was no association between
the gossip and the scandal and her career.”

Gowns designed by Lucile have been
revisited in popular shows such as
“Downton Abbey.” Fans may recall a Lucile

reference in a season three episode about
selecting wedding garments. The preferred
choice: Lucile.
She created her alluring designs with
delicate fabric and small details such as
bows and sashes. Chiffon and lace don't age
well, so finding Lucile dresses to display in
Guelph was a challenge. It’s a wonder any
dresses have survived at all. Many Lucile

dresses owned by international museums
are too fragile to be loaned out without
costs oo high for the Guelph museum.

Brewster started planning the exhibition
with one Lucile gown that he owns. Bev
Dietrich suggested checking North American
museums closer to Guelph, for example, the
Henry Ford collection in Dearborn, Mich.
Then she went on a road trip to gather them.

“All these cities that had industrialists’
wives, some of them have Lucile collections
because it was the kind of thing that a
wealthy woman would purchase,” Brewster
said. “Cleveland has lent us three and Kent
State University Museum has lent us a dress
and a couple of artifacts. They were actually
kind enough to take them to Cleveland.

“So we just pieced it together, like Cinder-
ella going to the ball. We just got something
from here, something from there.”

Private donors helped. Brewster drove to
the New Jersey home of D. Lisa Kominek to

collect a gown she loaned for the exhibition.
Kominek, who came to Guelph on opening

weekend, may be among few women today

Lucile: Fashion. Titanic. Scandal

The Lucile exhibition at the Guelph Civic
Museum runs until Nov. 13. Several special
events are scheduled. The entrance fee ($15
plus HST) includes light refreshments. For
more details, go to guelphmuseums.ca.

Fashion Guelph - Inspired by Lucile, come
ready to dress up and walk the catwalk,
add to the fashion mural and pose in the
photo booth.

Saturdays and Sundays until Nov. 6

Lucile: A Titanic Life - Through song and
story, Hugh Brewster and friends tell the
story of Lady Duff Gordon, from Guelph girl to
famous fashion designer and Titanic survivor.
Saturday, Sept. 10 at 2 p.m.

Patriotic Acts of Consumption: Lucile

and the Vaudeville Fashion Show Craze,
with Marlis Schweitzer - This talk describes
Lucile’s tour of the American vaudeville

circuit in 1917-18 with her war drama/fashion

spectacle “Fleurette’s Dream at Peron.”
Sunday, Sept. 25 at 2 p.m.

Pinched and Padded, Laced and Layered:
How Lucile helped set women free, with
Tracy Gordon - An illustrated talk that
explores Lucile’s influence on women’s
undergarments.

Sunday, Oct. 2 at 2 p.m.

Suffragettes to Flappers: Fashion in the
1910s, with Jonathan Walford - Motor cars
and motion pictures may define the era,
but fashion was just as revolutionary as it
reflected the new ideals of femininity and
sexuality from Poiret and Lucile to Vionnet
and Fortuny.

Sunday, Oct. 16 at 2 p.m.

How a Girl from Guelph Astonished the
World, with Hugh Brewster - A slideshow
and tour tracing Lucile’s story from her start
in Guelph to the worlds of high fashion and
aristocratic society in late-Victorian London.
Sunday, Nov. 13 at 2 p.m.
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who have actually worn a Lucile gown.
“I bought that dress 20 years ago from an
dy knew about Lucile

and 1 liked her work. 1 ried it on once.

auction house. | alr

Now, I store i in my sewing room.
After collecting Lucile gowns for display,

the museun had to handle delcate fabrics

intended to last for just one season. They

tumed to costume and textle expert

Jonathan Walford, curatorial irector at the
Fashion History Museum in Cambridge. He
took on the daunting task of placing fragile
dresses on mannequins,

“It was like handling wet tissue paper and
butterlly wings,” Walford says. “She used

delicate mate

Is. They were not intended
that was not their purpose. It
ething she was making for the

for longevi

Mary ickord, a Canadian-bor actr, wears a Lucle dress n 1917,

future; it was something

he was making
for the now. And 1 think even in their day
when the materials were new, they we

fragile dresses. I'm sure there must have
been more than one case where 2 woman
put her foot through the dress

Walford describes Lucile as the Bob
Mackie of her day, gifted at creating

illusion nudiy

*She loved having these layers of diapha-
nous material that gave the illusion that
you were really rather scanily clad, but
everything was covered; all the naughty bits
were covered, There an illusion of nudity:
She’ very good a that.

Thanks to Walford, you can view Lucile
dresses draped on mannequins just as they
were intended to wear. Other dresses are
Taid out fat, oo fragile for lielike display.

Lucys sister, Elinor Glyn, helped promote
her gowns. Elinor is a fascinating woman
who buil her own fame writing racy
romance novels. Her carcer also grew out of

a bad marriage, when she began writing to

‘make moncy.

The sisters were a dynamic duo. Elinor
wore Lucy's designs. Lucy used Elinor
10 promote her clothe
a gown named for her sister after the
publication of Elinor’s scandalous book
titled “Three Weeks.

Elinor also became a movie director and

She designed

developed the *It Girl” concept.

These we

the two most famous girls
of Guelph. Lucile was
like the Victorias Secret of her day: She
made it OK for nice women to wear what
ed naughty underclothes,
Brewster says. “They had that kind of
colonial-girl mentality they were not ke
girls”

Partof
Elinor, who wined and dined with movie
moguls, such as William Randolph Hearst,

and wrote screenplays and artcles for

was consid

English

¢ Lucile exhibition showcs

magazines. “She became the most famous

romantic novelistof the day; also a bit
scandalous,” says Brewster. “She pushed the
envelope as well”

105 arich story for another day, or perhaps
another exhibition. @




