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Drama, desire and dresses worth 
millions ... The couture shows in Paris 
are certainly a spectacle to behold -but 
it's one thing to watch them, another to 
take part. Christa D' Souza joined top 
model Elise Crombez for her take on 
fashion's most fantastical week of the 
year. Photographed by Sam Faulkner 
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Sunday, January 23 

"C'mon, c'mon, c'mon! You have to be chic! 

You have to be elegant!" The sky is frosty 

blue, the dying sun is glinting, it's the eve of 

the spring/summer haute couture collections, 

and I'm at Valentino in Paris, listening as 

Carlos de Souza, the fashion house's vice

president and right-hand man for umpteen 

years, tosses instructions to a model called 

Caroline Trentini. One of 17 girls in 

Valentino's cabine this season who will stalk 

the runway at L'Ecole des Beaux-Arts 

tomorrow night, Caroline is wearing an 

exquisitely embroidered full-length suit (or 

tailleur) in white silk crepe, which Carlos 

calls "My Lady From Shanghai". Mr Valentino 

has apparently scoured every corner of 

the globe, from Russia to India, for this 

collection - quite a smart move when one 

considers how spread out all the new money 

has become. "Look up, up, up, like this," says 

Carlos, arms outstretched and palms 

upturned, as Caroline stands somewhat 

forlornly in the middle of the spectacular, gilt

edged room overlooking the Place Vendome. 

Once more, Caroline walks the walk, all eyes 

on her - Frederick the DJ; Giancarlo 

Giammetti, Valentino's ultra-smooth 

business partner; and Mr Valentino himself, 

looking as immaculate and coiffed as ever, a 

hint of slight detachment about his > 
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burnished, saurian features. Luckily, she gets 

it right the second time around. "Brava, 

brava!" sighs Carlos, a picture of elegance 

and chicdom himself in bright green 

cashmere, before whisking me across the 

corridor to a room teeming with bug-eyed, 

white-coated petites mains, still working on 

the other 36 creations being shown tomorrow. 

"Caroline, she's my little Brazilian flower," 

he shrugs, "but, you know, some of the young 

girls who come to see Mr Valentino, they walk 

like this, doung, doung, doung, just like 

camels. Not only do they walk like camels, 

they have no ... " he searches for the word, 

"feminility [sic]. I mean, you're coming to see 

this legend who has been in the business for 

40 years, to try on clothes that should be 

handled with white gloves they are so 

delicate, so precious, and you wear torn 

jeans? It's like, show some respect!" 

There are certain things one has to do in a 

lifetime. Go on safari, perhaps. Eat at El Bulli 

in Seville. Make the pilgrimage to Lourdes. 

Pet a tortoise in the Galapagos. Then there's 

attending the couture shows in Paris -an 

assignment I accept before the words have 

left my editor's mouth, but one that I'm not 

entirely sure, as I get ready for a dinner 

Giorgio Armani is hosting tonight at the 

EmporioArmani restaurant, that I've packed 

for very well. In the world of haute couture, 

where £12,000 for a frock is a bargain, and 

you're talking millions for a wedding dress, 

the ante gets majorly upped. What works in 

"real life" - like those uncannily realistic 

£3.99 "diamond" studs I recently got from 

River Island and that "Bulgari" watch I 

smugly picked up for $60 dollars at a shopping 

mall in Qatar -doesn't work at all now. 

Monday, January 24 

9.42am 

It's the first day of the shows, another 

bitingly cold sunny day, and I am now in 

Christian Lacroix's atelier, above his ornate, 

riotously colourful boutique on rue du 

Faubourg-Saint-Honore. In a grand cubicle 

with the curtain wide open is model Elise 

Crombez, carefully slipping into one of her 

looks for Wednesday's show, a bodiced flou 

(as opposed to tailleur) of flesh-coloured 

organza, dotted with daisies and gold discs, 

tiered from the waist and with a long snakey 

train. A pale, lanky red-head with a faint 

Brueghel look about her features, Elise 

smiles shyly as she is followed by Monsieur 

Lacroix, head vendeuse Marie Seznec, and 

premiere d'atelier Martine into the red, 

swirly-carpetedstudio. With theconcentration 

of a laser eye surgeon, Lacroix plucks a piece 

of organza and moves a daisy on Elise's front 

half a millimetre, and then back again. 

Nobody talks. Everybody chews gum. The 
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box of fresh croissants left on a dimpled red 

velvet banquette remains untouched. After 

lots of expert eye narrowing, head cocking 

and arm folding, softly, politely, Monsieur 

Lacroix asks Elise to walk towards the end of 

the room. As she falters because of a loose 

ankle strap, everyone, including myself, 

involuntarily springs forward. 

Twenty-two-year-old Elise, who was 

discovered in Belgium four years ago, counts 

this as her sixth season of doing the couture 

shows. The first one she did was in July 

2002 for Chanel, an experience that will 

always remain firmly etched in her mind. 

"I remember being called in and being asked 

to try on this light blue jacket with this high 

collar," she says in her American-accented 

drawl, "and sweating because I was so, so 

worried it wouldn't fit. Then they told me to 

take a Polaroid of me in it to the archive 

department - the signal that means you are 

definitely doing the show. I was so excited I 

didn't know what to think. God," she 

continues solemnly, "I remember the show so 

better eat less!' Sometimes I like to fantasise 

about getting booked by them again, now I'm 

so much better known, and having my agent 

call them and say, 'Sorry, you can't afford her,' 

but then I just let it go. I don't wanna be 

bitter. There are so many bitter people in this 

industry, you know, people who wake up with 

in the morning with poles up their asses ... " 

Though she got work from day one "doing 

some magazine shoots in Belgium" and was 

immediately booked to do shows in Paris and 

London - "my first ever was Jean Colonna; 

I love his stuffi" -it was Karl Lagerfeld who 

gave Elise her big break. Him or the 

photographer Steven Meisel, who saw her on 

a go-see and immediately booked her later 

that year to appear in the Prada campaign. 

It was Meisel, too, who had the clever idea 

last summer of dyeing her mousy hair red-a 

move that has done wonders, she says, for her 

career. Take Jean Paul Gaultier, whose show 

she is doing this Wednesday. "Before, he 

wasn't sure,'' she says as we pull up to a 

modern, glass-doored building on rue 

well -I was the third to go out 

and suddenly there I was with 

all these girls I'd seen in the 

magazines ,  l ike  Natal ia  

Vodianova and Karol ina 

Kurkova, there on the catwalk. 

I was so motivated by that." 

We are now in the car -she is 

on her way to an address in the 

Bois de Boulogne for the 

Christian Dior show, and I'm 

off to the Armani show (which 

Elise isn't doing because it 

would make her late for hair 

and make-up at Dior). Because 

of her height- she's at least 6ft 

'' As the show goes on,
it becomes more and 

more of a Galliano melting
pot spectacle. Bythe end, the
girls are all pregnant Empress
J osephines. I get an almost 
maternal urge to shout 'You
go girl!' as Elise catwalks by

3in in her to-die-for Marc Jacobs boots (a gift 

from the designer himself, like the Rick 

Owens jacket and Alessandro Dell' Acqua 

trousers she is wearing today) -she seems 

somewhat cramped in the back of this 

spacious Mercedes Sedan. Twirling a lock of 

hair around a finger, she tells me there's 

probably more pressure doing the couture 

than the ready-to-wear shows because of all 

the craftsmanship and money involved, but 

how lovely it is not to be so stressed for time. 

If this were pret-a-porter, she would have 

already done the collections in New York and 

Milan, been in 15 shows, changed about a 

million times and been collapsing with 

tiredness. She volunteers, too, how polite and 

nice Monsieur Lacroix is, and how not all 

designers are like that. For example, the one 

who once accused her in front of everybody 

of having puppy fat. "It was right when I 

started," she says in that sleepy yet guttural 

drawl. "This woman coming up to me, 

grabbing my ass, and going, 'Honey, you 

Lauriston where Armani is showing his first 

ever couture collection. ''And then he saw me 

last autumn before the shows. His whole 

theme for that season happened to be gypsy 

and-barn! -we just, like, clicked." 

In true fairy-tale fashion, Elise, who was 

born in a sleepy coastal village 100-odd 

kilometres from Brussels, is the daughter of 

a pharmaceutical manager, and never held 

any ambition to be a model. In fact, when she 

was little she quite fancied being a secretary 

"because I always liked taking down telephone 

messages for my dad". Certainly, she never 

pictured herself in any job that involved 

wearing heels, being so cripplingly shy of her 

height. A late developer and severely lacking 

in self-confidence, she remembers being 

baffled when a model agent came up to her 

on the street in Brussels, where she was 

studying to be a marketing executive. "I just 

assumed he was stalking me." It was not until 

the third time it happened that she and her 

mother, both of whom thought you had to > 
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look like Claudia Schiffer or Cindy Crawford 

to be a model, made a trip to the agency to 

find out more. 

1.30pm 

After fighting my way through all the 

photographers after the Armani show who 

are trying to get pictures of Penelope Cruz 

and Emmanuelle Beart, and then fighting my 

way through photographers again outside 

the Dior show, I reunite with Elise in a 

marquee set aside for hair and make-up. It's 

mayhem - impossibly loud, too, with 

Huminsky, the live band, lustily practising 

out front. But Elise has created a kind of nest 

here in her "row", with her skinny ciggies, 

her Blackberry and her vacuum-packed salad 

provided by Dior's defiantly uncouture-ish 

backstage catering. 

The show is supposed to have started by 

now, but nobody seems to be in a particular 

rush. On the other side of the row is Elise's 

friend and fellow model Alek Wek, whose 

ebony cheeks have been painted an eerie 

frosted pink. "For a minute, I thought you 

were blushing," Elise says, her lip curling 

naughtily as they flick through some Polaroids 

of an Eames chair Wek recently spied for 

her new apartment. Alek Wek, Hannelore 

Knuts, Anne-Catherine Lacroix, Natasa 

Vojnovic, Missy Rayder, Liya Kebede - these 

are some ofCrombez's best model mates, the 

"positive energy" girls she's always pleased 

to find are doing the same shows as her. 

They all live in New York, like Elise, who has 

a Lower East Side apartment - "a totally 

white peaceful space with a white rug" and 

no room for furniture because it's so packed 

with all the clothes and shoes she's been 

given over the years by designers. 

Then there's her great, great 

friend, Mimi, a make-up artist 

whose apartment in the 20th 

arrondissement she always 

stays in while in Paris. Somehow, 

because it's the couture, I'd 

imagined her holed up at 

The Ritz or Hotel Castes, 

surrounded by bouquets of 

flowers and boxes of caramel 

macaroons from Laduree. "Oh, 

that's so funny," says Elise, "it's 

not like that at ALL. And, 

besides, I hate that feeling. 

Sitting in your hotel room all alone, just 

waiting for the next show ... " 

Presently, Saif, Elise's Tunisian-born 

booker from her agency, Viva, pitches up in a 

big green parka and thick black spectacles, 

and the pair of them start kidding around. 

He overhears her telling me she likes the idea 

of working in Australia. "Is it Australia or is 

it Korea?" he teases affectionately, and then, 

to me: "Don't worry, this is Elise having a 
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'Belgian' moment." "Yeah," snorts Elise, 

"you wanna see a Saif moment? Lemme show 

you a Saif moment ... " and then sticks out her 

bottom pretending to be Beyonce dancing. 

2.30pm 

Thinking that it must be time to start, I make 

my way to my seat and watch as Sofia 

Coppola, in town to make her film about 

Marie Antoinette, tentatively whooshes in, 

swathed in white vintagey fur. In front ofme, 

Eighties models Estelle Lefebure and Karen 

Mulder are being besieged by camera crews, 

and a pudgy Middle Eastern woman in a 

distinctly non-vintage full-length chinchilla 

is being trailed by her private photographer. 

Behind me an American woman is bellowing 

into her cellphone, Dom Joly-style. "HI, 

HONEY. I GOTTA GO TO THIS CRAZY 

FASHION SHOW, BUT TALK TO ME, 

DID' JA HAVE BREAKFAST YET?" 

Finally, the show starts and there's Elise 

in an Edie Sedgwick-esque butcher's cap, a 

big Terry's Chocolate Orange of a coat and 

skinny-skinny legs encased in black tights 

and motorcycle boots. As the show goes on, 

it becomes more and more of a Galliano 

melting-pot spectacle. By the end, the girls 

are all pregnant Empress Josephines. I've 

known Elise for less than a day, but her 

combination of earnestness, bravado, 

fervency and swagger has completely won me 

over and I get an almost maternal urge to 

shout "You go girl!" when she passes by my 

section for the finale. Puppy fat. Honestly. 

4.30pm 

Jean Paul Gaultier throws up his 

hands in delight when he sees Elise, 

in for her second fitting before 

Wednesday's show. "Please, please," 

he implores, pointing to a bright pink 

box on the table, "have some tart, not 

tart, I mean pie, right, or maybe some 

fruit, some nuts?" Dotted around the 

chaotic skylit studio are pictures torn 

out of National Geographic magazine 

of African tribeswomen covered in 

VALENTINO 

From top, photographers pack out 
the show; Elise browses in a Paris 
bookstore during precious time off; 
dashing to her next appointment; 
a Georgia O'Keefe-inspired floral 
silk dress on the runway; Elise with 
fashion photographer Mario Testino. 
Right, main pie, model Caroline on the 
catwalk in Valentino's "My Lady From 
Shanghai" white skirt suit 

what looks like red earth, his 

inspiration for this season's collection. 

Gaultier explains how he wants Elise to be a 

"negresse blanche" with lots of ... "how you 

say it in English, crepus [Afro]?" While he 

talks, Elise is helped by the head of the 

atelier into a bra top - one triangle flesh 

coloured, the other bright orange - and then 

a tight-fitting sheath in marron gauze, whirly 

black lace and silver applique leaves. As a 

woman comes in with a muslin "arm" 

stacked with African-inspired bracelets, Elise 

expertly winds her hair up into a chignon 

with a pencil and winks at me via the mirror, 

mouthing, "It's nice, no?" Gaultier explains 

how there are going to be cubes of graduating 

sizes on the catwalk "going tung-tung-tung, > 
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so you can see the clothes at different 

heights" and then pulls a suitcase out of 

nowhere, so he can see how easy it's going to 

be for Elise to negotiate stairs with heels and 

a train. He's quite right; getting up is easy, 

going down is more difficult, and I suddenly 

realise how glad I am, as a mild climacophobic, 

(ie, one who fears falling down stairs) that 

I'm not a model. While Elise is photographed 

in her second look, a surprisingly demure 

blue tailleur with a halter-neck waistcoat and 

pencil skirt underneath, I ask Gaultier what 

it is about her that makes her such a great 

couture model. Gaultier clasps his fingertips 

to his chin and thinks for a moment. "You 

know," he says eventually, "she's feminine, 

she's elegant and she understands. She's one 

of those people who connects with the client." 

7pm 

Oh dear. Because Gaultier insisted we check 

out his spectacular roof terrace, we are late 

for a Chanel fitting, which means Elise has 

lost her spot, which means, ifl stay with her, 

I'll be late for the Valentino show. Obediently, 

we wait in the glossy black foyer of the rue 

Cambon atelier, with some of the other girls, 

Lily Donaldson among them, who are also in 

for a fitting. As Elise chats to Lily, I suddenly 

morph into parent mode again, noticing that 

the latter is not wearing any socks, and her 

feet, clad in high strappy heels, are going blue 

with the cold. 

Like Valentino, the girls have to have hair 

and make-up before being presented to 

Mr Lagerfeld. In a space the size of my tiny 

hotel room, therefore, hairstylist Odile 

Gilbert's team affix little helmets of white 

maribou to the girls' heads while make-up 

artist Stephane Marais' crew crayon in 

thick Joan Crawford-style eyebrows. In the 

corner there's a breathtakingly handsome 

surfer dude type with his hands dug 

sheepishly into his jeans. Why is he here? 

Is he part of the show? 

9.30pm 

Of course I wasn't late for the Valentino show. 

Elise not being one of the girls Valentino has 

chosen this season, I was, in fact, early. The 

show - which reminds me fleetingly of the 

It's A Small World ride at Disneyland, with 

its slide shows of various different countries 

projected onto the magnificent glass ceiling 

at L'Ecole des Beaux-Arts - is knuckle

gnawingly beautiful and glamorous: no 

wonder Halle Berry, Naomi Watts and 

Jennifer Garner all wore Valentino to the 

Golden Globes. It's also very long and, 

because there is no heating, bone-chillingly 

cold. As I step out into the sub-zero conditions, 

desperate to find the car that is taking me to 

a buffet dinner being given by Giancarlo 

Giammetti at his Warhol-filled penthouse 

overlooking the Seine, I can't help feeling a 

little jealous of Elise, who right now will be 

over at Mimi's, eating take-away and watch

ing that atrocious Johnny Depp film Blow.

Tuesday, January 25 

10am 

I'm backstage at Chanel now, and there's that 

off-puttingly handsome surfer dude again. 

"Oh, yeah, him," says Elise, perched on a 

chair in a Balenciaga bib dress and a pair of 

those Chanel boots with "skirts" that only 

look good on models, while Mimi, booked by 

Stephane Marais for today's show, puts her 

eyebrows on. The surfer dude, it turns out, 

is Brad, a very hot male model who has just 

fronted the Fendi campaign. "I guess he 

needs to network, be seen in the right places," 

offers Elise drily, as we both watch him have 

a rather self-conscious chat in the middle of 

the room with Carmen Kass. 

There are, it transpires, two shows at 

Chanel this morning; I'm told that the second 

one, which I am attending, is almost 

exclusively for clients. In front of me are 

Ivana Trump and a row of women looking 

equally gamine and frisky and blonde from 

behind and ... well, not so, from the front. 

To my left, in stark contrast, is an entirely 

different crowd, including an ineffably 

elegant French woman, silver haired, swathed 

in mink and unashamedly etched with 

wrinkles. The kind of client, you imagine, 

who buys plain black trousers 

at couture; the kind of client 

Charles Frederick Worth 

must surely have had in 

mind when he invented the 

whole concept of haute 

couture back in 1863. 

In the background, a string 

quartet plays songs by The 

White Stripes and in the 

middle of the catwalk a 

fountain in the shape of 

two backwards Cs cleverly 

interlocks. A woman in front 

of me, who can't be less than 

80, sucks in her cheeks and 

fans her hand in approval 

when a beautiful black 

wedding cake of a dress, worn by a model who 

can't be more than 15, comes out. I find 

myself coming over all covetous when a slim

shouldered, hound's-tooth coat with black 

embroidered paillettes makes its entrance. 

It's funny, when I first embarked on all this, 

I felt a bit like a Guardian reader about the 

whole idea of couture. Now, I can quite see 

how, if I had the money, I'd be texting my 

vendeuse RIGHT NOW just to make sure I 

got first option on that coat. Now, where's 

Elise? Ah, there she is, and - aaargh! - for a 

second she's lost her balance. "Yeah, maybe > 
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_.JEAN PAUL GAULTIER 
This page, clockwise from above, Elise 
backstage in the ethnic-inspired organza 
sheath dress she'll wear for the show; the 
all-important decollete; the mood board for 
the ouHit; having her hair braided; with the 
designer at a fitting; for the show, Gau Iii er 
wanted the models to have big Afro-look 

�-� 
hair. Opposite, from top, on the runway; 
backstage with the designer; the wood, 
bone and claw jewellery for her look; having 
dinner at a Moroccan restaurant 
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I was too relaxed the second time round," she 

says in that misleadingly languid drawl of 

hers. "Thank God, though, I've never had, 

like, a major wipe-out or anything. Maybe it's 

because I touch wood a lot. Or because I 

wear my lucky Evil Eye protector from 

Indonesia." She looks down fondly at a 

silver ring on her finger. "This is the piece of 

jewellery that has always stayed with me, 

even in the most impossible situations. 

I really, really believe in its power." 

We are now sitting in a cold anonymous 

brasserie on rue de l'Opera snatching a quick 

bowl of soup before Elise is due at L'Ecole 

des Beaux-Arts for the Lacroix show. At the 

next table are a couple of middle-aged 

American men, speechless and still recovering 

from the moment when Elise walked in. 

It seems such an obvious question to ask, 

but I can't help it ... What's it like constantly 

eliciting such attention? 

"In a way, I sometimes like to pretend it's 

not there," says Elise, taking a tiny bite of 

the nougat sweetie that 

came with her tea, 

"because then I don't 

have to deal with it. I 

can play sexy and I can 

play flirty in a picture 

or on the catwalk, and 

it's a funny game, but 

in real life ... It's kind 

of scary for me and I feel 

I 'm not  grown up 

enough to  handle it. 

I see these other models 

who get along with 

their womanhood -

maybe they have their 

demons like me and 

hide them better, I don't 

know. But I don't think so." 

5pm 

Elise and I meet again backstage at Lacroix. 

In stark contrast to the venue's museum-like 

proportions, the dressing area is compact, to 

say the least, and after a bit everyone who's 

not a model is surreptitiously playing musical 

chairs. Elise is sitting on a table, texting away 

on her Blackberry with a large hornet's nest 

contraption attached to her head. I follow her 

and the nest - which, with her heels, makes 

her about 6ft 7in-to the dressing area, where 

some girls are huddled around a portable 

heater, and respectfully look away as she 

strips down to nothing. Not so a backstage 

photographer who's got a lens virtually 

nestled in her crotch. "Monsieur," Elise 

eventually pleads, "excusez-moi, non?" 

10.30pm 

At a table at Le Martel, a tiny Moroccan 

restaurant in the 10th arrondissement, I 

watch Elise and Saif gyrate to the background 

music. Elise, it transpires, absolutely adores 

to dance, though her passion at the moment 

is Latin style. "God, I'm so into it it's crazy," 

she says, her scalp still throbbing from the 

weight of the hornet's nest. "I don't know 

why, maybe it's because I'm also learning to 

speak Spanish." There are quite a few of us 

here:Marija Vujovic,amodelfrom Yugoslavia; 

Mimi's other house guest, a Bulgarian male 

model called Chris; and Morgane, a new girl 

from Nice who is to be the "bride" for the 

wedding dress finale at the Gaultier show 

tomorrow. Also present are model Audrey 

Marnay, looking like a little squaw in plaits, 

and her husband, Alexandre de Betak, who 

produces all ofDior's shows. 

Over lamb and prune tagine and about 

six bottles of wine (mostly drunk by me, 

Saif and fellow booker Donat), we hash 

over the details of the past two days. The 

sign in the Chanel loo: "Si tu pisse partout, 

tu n'es pas Chanel du tout." The cross voice 

Elise's friend Eugenia Volodina got for 

forgetting to take off her jacket on the 

Va lent ino runway;  how everyone's  

nicknaming this season's cheaper, supposedly 

more accessible collections "haute couture-a.

porter" or "pret-a-couture". I stumble back 

to the hotel already feeling slightly hungover 

at about midnight. Elise, Mimi and Chris, 

meanwhile, go back home and stay up until 

4am, drinking green tea and talking. Oh, to 

be in my twenties again. 

Wednesday, January 26 

2pm 

God, the Gaultier show is beautiful. Fabric 

cut Japanese-lantern style and then sculpted 

into mouths and eyes; bottom cheeks 

intricately beaded into multi-coloured 

faces; oh, and all that real tortoiseshell. Elise 

looks a little shaky with her wooden stax 

and her long train, looking like it's going 

to come to an impasse on those vertiginous 

cube steps - but, then, so does everyone, 

including Erin O'Connor, who never seems 

to lose her composure, ever. 

Saturday, January 29 

Elise is back in Belgium now, visiting her 

family before heading back to Paris to shoot 

the Nina Ricci perfume campaign and then 

to New York to do the ready-to-wear shows. 

When I call her, she's just come back from the 

physiotherapist, the muscles in her back 

having suddenly all seized up. "I'm just 

stressing out a bit about the shows," she says 

rather apologetically, "I want to feel good in 

my skin, I really do, I want it to be an 

enjoyable experience for people to work with 

me. Sometimes I think I give off the wrong 

impression and that's a shame. If only they 

knew. I'm SO happy doing this." ■
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