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Actress Alicia Vikander fronts Louis Vuitton’s ‘Spirit of Travel’, Autumn/Winter 2015 campaign, photographed by Patrick Demarchelier in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.













INTRODUCTION


The Story of Louis Vuitton Luggage is the tale of one of the most successful luxury brands of all time, synonymous with quality and craftsmanship. The company was founded in 1854 by Louis Vuitton, born on 4 August 1821, who at the age of 13 left his home in Anchay, eastern France, to walk to Paris, thus demonstrating his great determination at an early age. Once there, he became an apprentice to Monsieur Romain Maréchal – a well-respected box-maker and packer with a successful business in the famed Rue Saint-Honoré. Vuitton became a skilled craftsman who was totally devoted to his trade, but it was his innovative vision and creative flair that made fashion history.


On the following pages you will read about Vuitton’s most ingenious creations, from the original Steamer trunk, designed with a flat top for easy stacking, to the Bed trunk that explorers would take on their missions. The numerous collaborations that have taken place over the years between the house of Louis Vuitton and many artists and brands created a dialogue between fashion and art – a concept spearheaded by Marc Jacobs, who became the company’s Artistic Director in 1997. The huge celebrity following Louis Vuitton has enjoyed over the decades, from its early royal commissions, right up to Pharrell Williams’s debut blockbuster celebrity menswear show in 2023, is also amply detailed. Finally, we go behind the scenes to look at how these masterpieces are created and how to authenticate a genuine piece, should you be searching for your quintessential Louis Vuitton travel companion on the preloved market.
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Travelling in style in head-to-toe Louis Vuitton, as seen in Dusseldorf, 2021.
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‘Louis Vuitton is all about travel, that’s the soul of the brand.’


Suzi Menkes, fashion journalist
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A stunning Louis Vuitton window display featuring a zebra in London’s Bond Street store in 2011.









LUXURY TRUNK-MAKING


The celebrated French fashion house Louis Vuitton Malletier, as it was first known, was founded in Paris in 1854. Synonymous with high-end fashion, today its offerings range from exquisite ready-to-wear collections to the finest of leather goods, shoes, perfumes, quality watches and jewellery, sunglasses and even books – primarily travel titles. Once a small family business that specialized in making premium luggage (malletier is French for ‘trunk-maker’), today it is one of the world’s most successful global luxury brands, still crafting exceptional equipment. And with over 460 stores in 50 different countries, it enjoys the status of being at the heart of the world’s largest luxury goods conglomerate: Moët Hennessy Louis Vuitton (LVMH).


The history behind the French luxury fashion house begins with Monsieur Louis Vuitton, an outstanding master trunk-maker, who was born on 4 August 1821 in Anchay, a hamlet nestled in the mountainous Jura region in the east of France. He came from humble beginnings – a working-class family with a strong work ethic. His mother, a milliner, died when he was just ten years old, and his father, a farmer, passed away soon after he remarried. This prompted Louis to leave home when he was just 13, determined to make his way to Paris. He walked across the region, picking up work along the way until he reached his destination. Arriving at the capital in 1837, at the age of 16, he became an apprentice in a packing and box-making workshop. This was a highly respected profession at the time, as horse-drawn carriages were the primary mode of transport and wealthy travellers relied on such craftsmen (the emballeur and the layetier) to pack their precious belongings and protect them from being manhandled. He worked under the tutelage of Monsieur Romain Maréchal, whose successful studio was in the prestigious Rue Saint-Honoré. There, he learned the valuable art of making trunks, staying for 17 years, until he launched his own business. Under M. Maréchal he catered for the French court and aristocracy, who travelled regularly, and in 1853 was appointed personal trunk-maker and packer to the young Empress of the French, Eugénie de Montijo. Married to Emperor Napoleon III, the nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte, she was renowned for her love of fashion. Vuitton was in charge of transporting her luggage between Imperial residences, including the Tuileries Palace and her Biarritz villa, and such was his skill and uncompromising work ethic that he soon became known to the French elite, some of whom would become his future clients.
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A family affair: Louis Vuitton sits in the driver’s seat of his wagon with his employees in 1988. His son Georges appears next to him and his grandson Gaston-Louis Vuitton is in the bed trunk.
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A signed postcard, circa 1905, depicting a traveller with his Louis Vuitton trunk.





On 22 April 1854, Louis Vuitton married 17-year-old Clemence-Emilie Parriaux, and opened his first Parisian store at 4 Rue Neuve des Capucines, near the Place Vendôme, complete with a workshop. Outside, a sign read: ‘Securely packs the most fragile objects. Specializing in packing fashions.’ It was the beginning of the art of travel.



THE CREATION OF MODERN LUGGAGE


During the nineteenth century, trunks were designed to be transported by carriages. They were rounded on the top, not only to let the user know where to open them, but also to allow the rain to run easily off their lids. They were made from animal skin (such as pigskin) and later from other leathers, so they were not entirely waterproof. But Vuitton’s dedication and constant quest for innovation led him to experiment with different materials, such as specially treated lightweight canvas that was damage-resistant, which he used on a trunk commissioned by Empress Eugénie in 1865. The stylish masterpiece had a rounded lid and was light grey, a colour that became known as Trianon grey (used 1858–76). It matched the Empress’s salons, and was considered very modern and chic, in contrast to most other trunks of the time, which were black or brown. This new, functional aesthetic revolutionized luggage, as the canvas was treated with glue and was therefore water-resistant, airtight, odourless and damp-proof. Vuitton also favoured lightweight poplar wood for the frames, and reinforced the luggage with more decorative beechwood. The Parisian aristocracy took note and soon Vuitton was very much in demand, coinciding with the dawn of transcontinental travel.


Louis Vuitton’s vision and indisputable mastery of making luggage and travel accessories enabled him to create the state-of-the-art, sturdy and functional pieces the world required as it entered a new industrial age. Leisure travel, previously enjoyed exclusively by only a very small elite, was now accessible to a wider audience, and soon trains, boats and automobiles – even aviation – were becoming increasingly popular. Luggage was now the new must-have and a status symbol for wealthy travellers worldwide.
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The cover of the 1901 Louis Vuitton catalogue.





Vuitton’s first Steamer trunk, designed in 1858, was flat (not rounded) and easily stackable – a ground-breaking concept at the time. Such was its success, in fact, that the following year the business had to expand its workshop. Vuitton decided to relocate, and opened a new atelier in 18 Rue de Congrès, Asnières, north-east of Paris. Despite the demand, it was run as a workshop (not a production line) with 20 craftspeople working under the watchful eye of M. Vuitton, at benches in a flood-lit room with floor-to-ceiling windows made of glass and steel. The building also had two upper galleries where goods were displayed and sold to the public, and an apartment above it, where Louis Vuitton first lived with his family. During the 1900s the workforce grew to 100 and by 1914 Vuitton had recruited 225 artisans. Asnières became the centre of the House of Louis Vuitton and even today remains a symbol of its heritage. It is also where, in 1880, the designer built his family home. Today the historic Art Nouveau building is a private museum, complete with a renovated gallery space and a working atelier. There, 170 traditional trunk-makers continue to pass down their exceptional professional ability, as they create some of Vuitton’s classic pieces as well as fulfil bespoke custom orders for discerning travellers.


Louis Vuitton’s popularity continued to grow, and in 1867 he was awarded a bronze medal for his designs at the Exposition Universelle in Paris. Fame and status followed, and by 1869 he was supplying luggage to a number of heads of state, including Isma’il Pasha, the Khedive of Egypt. But things came to an abrupt halt during the Franco-Prussian War (1870–71), when his workshop was destroyed and looted. After the conflict, again with great determination, he rebuilt his Asnières atelier and opened new premises, this time at 1 Rue Scribe, Opéra. The new shop was strategically close to Paris’s railway stations and to Le Grand Hôtel, the largest and most luxurious in Europe at the time – a smart and strategic move that ensured the constant flow of a wealthy clientele. It remained the Maison’s flagship store until 1914.
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An early Louis Vuitton label indicating their workshop and store addresses, as well as a serial number to identify its legitimacy.





Innovation continued, and a new Rayée canvas was introduced in 1872 – a striped design in red and beige – followed, in 1876, by a tan and beige version. It was a period known as the Deauville era, named after the fashionable seaside resort favoured by Parisian high society during the Belle Époque. The striped canvas (1872–88) became hugely popular, and firmly returned the luxury brand to its former pre-war glory. The following year, Georges Vuitton (1857–1936), Louis Vuitton’s only son, returned, after studying in England for two years. Aged 16, he joined the Asnières workshop as an apprentice, where he was addressed as Monsieur Georges, and in time managed the Parisian store, freeing his father up to concentrate on creating new designs.
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Rayée canvas was introduced in 1872 and became very popular among travellers during the Belle Époque.





The brand’s success was so unparalleled that it resulted in constant counterfeits. In an attempt to prevent further copies and to distinguish itself from cheaper replicas, in 1888 one of the brand’s most iconic patterns was designed: the Damier. Still in use today, it is a chequerboard print in two-toned brown that had a logo inserted within the design, which read ‘Marque L. Vuitton Déposée’, (‘L. Vuitton Registered Trademark’). A white and red version was also made, but was later discontinued. In 1998, the pattern was reintroduced and called the Damier Ebène. Variations of this canvas include the Damier Azur (2006) and the Damier Graphite (2008), released to mark its 120th anniversary.




[image: image]


The chequerboard Damier pattern was created in 1888 to stand out from the competition.
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Custom designs, sometimes with initials or coloured stripes, were created for customers – as seen in this Damier trunk.





Keeping items safe at a time when travellers would transport many of their personal effects, including their precious valuables, was a constant challenge that troubled Louis Vuitton. He was a skilled locksmith and in 1886, after many years of extensive research and development, he arrived at a solution: an unpickable lock. The robust single lock system had two spring buckles and came with a single key, registered with a unique number, which would open every item in a customer’s luggage collection. It was so successful that, in 1890, father and son patented the legendary mechanism, which is still in use today on all LV luggage. Furthermore, the Vuittons felt so confident that they publicly challenged the great American escape artist Harry Houdini to free himself from a locked LV trunk – an offer he allegedly ignored.


Such design milestones consolidated Louis Vuitton’s outstanding craft and artistic flair. It reflected his ingenious mind, attention to detail, aesthetic sensitivity and complete devotion to his craft, which Louis enjoyed alongside his son, until he passed away on 27 February 1892, aged 72.


A further design intended to counter forgeries was created in 1896, with the company now under the premiership of Georges. A master of branding, he came up with one of the most identifiable and successful signature designs to date as a tribute to his late father. The canvas design, which has become known as the Monogram, alternated his father’s initials with a quatrefoil shape and floral motif based on Japanese and Oriental imagery – a popular Victorian trend. This print, referred to as Meli-Melo in the variation for their baby range, was patented worldwide. Other more conservative canvas versions were also available at the time, in plain yellow, orange and brown.
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To protect the travellers’ belongings, a single lock system was introduced in 1886. It had two spring buckles and a single key (top). In 1890 the Louis Vuitton lock was patented and is still in use today. Here is a version with the LV initials engraved on the metal (bottom).
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The Louis Vuitton flagship store at Avenue des Champs-Élysées, opened in 1914.









THE NEXT GENERATIONS


After Louis Vuitton’s death, the company was left solely to Georges, a true entrepreneur who shared his father’s enthusiasm and love of innovation. He was instrumental in globalizing the brand and was keen to open it up to an international audience. Having already launched the first Louis Vuitton store outside France, in London’s Oxford Street (1885), in 1893 he exhibited at the Chicago World’s Fair. There, John Wanamaker, an American businessman who pioneered the notion of the department store, took an interest and established the brand in the USA. History was made once again in 1914, when Georges opened the world’s largest luggage store on the Champs-Élysées, creating a stir among the Parisian fashion elite – including the celebrated Coco Chanel. More store openings followed, in cities including New York, Washington, Bombay and Buenos Aires.


Georges Vuitton, an excellent businessman, has been credited with elevating the reputation of his father’s work and with creating the first luxury brand and lifestyle experience. During the famous great flood of the Seine in 1910, for instance, unable to fulfil his customers’ orders, he saw a great opportunity: alongside his son Gaston-Louis, he created a number of exquisite small trunks with a zinc-planter interior, which they filled with flowers and delivered by boat to their most valued customers – by way of an apology. It was also later offered to pregnant customers. This successful tradition remains part of the history of the House of Luis Vuitton, with a reinterpretation of the original Flower trunk, the Malle Fleurs, still available today, measuring 29.5 (length) × 11.5 (height) × 14.5 cm (width) (11⅔× 4½ × 5¾ in), with its water-resistant lining and metallic tray.
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