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Photographed in 1965, Pierre Balmain sits at his desk in the grand Paris salon that he opened two decades earlier.
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INTRODUCTION


“At the beginning, I could never believe what it could be today, Balmain.”
OLIVIER ROUSTEING 2019


Today, the luxury fashion brand Balmain is the go-to label for high-octane glamour. Its name is beloved of celebrities, including the Kardashian clan and Beyoncé, and it is worn – often emblazoned on statement T-shirts – by fashion lovers across the globe.


The House of Balmain was founded in 1945 by the Parisian designer Pierre Balmain. A close friend and contemporary of Christian Dior, Balmain helped develop the iconic New Look hourglass silhouette that changed the world of fashion during the late 1940s and 50s. His expertise was equal to that of the legendary Dior and the two men almost set up in business together. Balmain did not, however, go down in the history of twentieth-century fashion in the same way as his contemporaries, and it took until the beginning of the twenty-first century, under the visionary designer Olivier Rousteing, for the label to achieve the status that it enjoys today.
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Oliver Rousteing, the dynamic young designer whose social media savvy and celebrity contacts have transformed the house of Balmain since his arrival in 2011.





During the 1950s and 60s Pierre Balmain lost the reputation he had enjoyed in the elite world of couture when he began putting financial security before critical acclaim. He licensed multiple companies to sell products in his name, which quickly started to devalue the reputation of the Balmain brand despite its commercial success. Furthermore he became known as a celebrity dress designer who was happy to socialize with his clients rather than to keep the respectful distance and aloof profile that Paris expected from its couturiers. The final blow came in 1965, when Balmain was left off the Women’s Wear Daily list of the “Big Six” of Parisian couture houses.


Nevertheless, Balmain was beloved of Hollywood stars and designed outfits worn both on- and off-screen by actresses including Elizabeth Taylor, Katharine Hepburn and Brigitte Bardot, for whom he created costumes for many of her early films. He even designed Audrey Hepburn’s wedding dress for her marriage to Mel Ferrer in 1954 and was the first choice of European aristocracy when it came to wedding gowns. His longest royal patronage, which lasted two decades, came from Queen Sirikit of Thailand. For her he designed an extensive, highly glamorous, travelling wardrobe in 1960 to wear on a world tour with her husband, the king.
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This classic outfit from the 1950s captures Pierre Balmain at his design best. The buttoned grey wool dress features a bow detail at the waist and is complemented by a fur-lined shawl with matching fur hat and muff.





Pierre Balmain worked tirelessly until his death in 1982, but his name stagnated and today the stunning gowns and elegant tailored daywear of his early years have been all but forgotten. During the 1990s Italian designer Oscar de la Renta briefly lifted the flagging reputation of Balmain when he spent a decade as creative director but, although his couture was as exquisite as Balmain’s own early designs, the world wanted something more modern. It was not until 2006, when Christophe Decarnin took charge, that the bling and glitz of the Balmain we recognize today started to emerge.
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Like Pierre Balmain, Olivier Rousteing has created his own signature silhouette for a modern incarnation of the fashion house’s elegant style. In this monochrome outfit from Spring/Summer 2013 he pairs an intricately detailed, structured raffia work top with Balmain’s trademark wide shoulders, a pared down black leather miniskirt and ankle boots.





Decarnin transformed Balmain from an old-school, boring fashion house into a sexy, slightly trashy, high-end label, beloved of the fashion elite. Carine Roitfeld, at the time editor of Paris Vogue, took Decarnin under her wing and her extensive coverage of his signature look – sharp-shouldered leather jackets, distressed skinny jeans and T-shirts laden with Swarovski crystals – brought Balmain back into the limelight.


Until 2010, Decarnin reigned supreme, both celebrities and the wealthy flocking to buy his phenomenally expensive clothes. But, inevitably, the high street seized on the trend and ripped off the Balmain look, damaging both its exclusivity and its profits. At the same time Decarnin started to struggle personally, and soon after he failed to turn up for his Autumn/Winter 2011 show the company announced his departure.


When Decarnin left there were fears that Balmain might sink as a fashion house but salvation came in the person of Olivier Rousteing, an unknown 24-year-old designer. In just over a decade, Rousteing has elevated Balmain to become one of the world’s most recognizable luxury brands. Sceptics who were uncertain about this handsome young man, with his model looks and the selfies he frequently posted on Instagram, were soon silenced.


In fact, Rousteing has become Balmain’s greatest asset. He is a talented fashion designer with a gift for social media marketing, celebrity endorsements, and campaigns featuring a wide range of product collaborations. With his open and engaging personality, his willingness to address the challenges of the broken parts of the fashion system and his commitment to equality, Rousteing embodies what it is to be a diverse member of a global fashion community in a new millennium.
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A young Pierre Balmain on his arrival in New York in 1945, the same year he was to debut his first haute couture collection in Paris.
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DETERMINED TO SUCCEED


Pierre Alexandre Claudius Balmain was born in May 1914, in the small French mountain village of St-Jean-de-Maurienne.
He came from a family immersed in fashion.


His father had inherited a successful draper’s business and his mother, Françoise, and her two sisters ran Galeries Parisiennes, a dress shop. As a young child Pierre spent hours in the shop, happy to be dressed up by his mother and aunts, and creating paper dolls complete with modish outfits. He was clearly destined for the world of fashion design.


When he was just seven years old, however, Balmain’s charmed childhood came to an abrupt end. His father died suddenly, a shock compounded by the fact that the family were left virtually destitute: unbeknown to the rest of the family, the business was in severe trouble. The only item his father, a keen amateur actor, left to Pierre was a trunk full of old costumes. It was an unusual legacy, but a prescient one, providing a wealth of theatrical inspiration that proved pivotal to Balmain’s future career.
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A black woollen afternoon dress with black satin basque by Lucien Lelong from the mid 1940s. Both Balmain and Dior designed for Lelong’s fashion house during the Second World War and in 1945 Lelong showcased a collection that clearly bore their trademark hourglass silhouette and longer length skirt.





At the age of 11 Balmain won a scholarship to an elite boarding school in Chambéry. There he learned the requisite skills of France’s high society, including fencing, riding and dancing. These stood him in good stead in later years when he made his name as a couturier to the rich and famous, socializing with many of them.


For a brief period, Balmain studied architecture at the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris, and would later describe his clothes as representing the “architecture of movement”, but he quickly decided to pursue fashion as a career. He had already worked freelance, contributing designs and illustrations to Robert Piguet, and he now approached several eminent designers for work. He was offered a position by Edward Molyneux whom Balmain – quoted by Colin McDowell in 2016 – described as “this elegant, aloof Englishman who held the fashion world in the palm of his hand during the 1930s.”


In 1936 Balmain was called up for his obligatory military service. Like so many young men of his generation, he moved location constantly, at one point attached to an army regiment in the Alps, at other times travelling between the countryside and Paris. During this time he gained what could be called his first celebrity commission, from rather unusual clients: the American intellectual, novelist and playwright Gertrude Stein and her partner Alice B. Toklas.


The couple had befriended Balmain’s mother, and Toklas asked Balmain to make her a warm coat and suit for the cold winters. Stein recalled to Vogue in 1945, on the occasion of Balmain’s first couture collection, that the outfit was “as wonderful as any he was showing at his opening.”


Stein continued: “Pierre used to go to and fro from Paris, and he brought us back a breath of our dear Paris and also darning cotton to darn our stockings and our linen, that was Pierre… At the opening, we were the only ones who had been clothed in all those long years in Pierre Balmain’s clothes, we were proud of it… So pleased and proud.”
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Gertrude Stein and her companion Alice B. Toklas, photographed in 1944 at their home outside Paris. Though both were American citizens, Stein and Toklas were long-time expats, who spent the war in hiding in the French countryside. There they befriended Balmain through his mother. The designer brought the women necessities such as darning thread from Paris, and Stein became a vocal fan of Balmain when he launched his own couture house.
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Lucien Lelong, for whom Balmain worked during the Second World War alongside Christian Dior. The French designer was accused of being a Nazi collaborator, but his name was cleared.





Balmain completed four years of military service but was back in Paris in 1939, when he moved from Molyneux to Lucien Lelong. His contemporary at Lelong’s fashion house was Christian Dior and the two men quickly befriended each other. The war years were a difficult time for French haute couture, and many establishments shut down or moved overseas.
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In 1945, after Christian Dior rejected his offer of going into partnership, Pierre Balmain struck out on his own. The designer is shown here pinning a dress on a model for one of his earliest collections.





Furthermore, the German occupiers wanted to move the cream of French haute couture en masse to Berlin. Lelong was the president of the Chambre Syndicale de la Haute Couture at the time, and now had to enter into negotiations. He persuasively argued that the plan was unworkable and haute couture remained in Paris, but inevitably many clients during these years were the wives of officers and other high-ranking Nazis. After the war ended, Lelong was tried for being a German collaborator but was acquitted. The judge ruled that he had cooperated with the Germans as little as possible and only in order to save French jobs and the cultural legacy of French couture.


Slowly the world of Paris couture began to recover and in 1945 Lelong sent a pared-down collection of outfits to be exhibited abroad, including a selection of dresses with nipped-in waists and longer-length skirts. There is no doubt that many of these designs, which were very successful, were the work of Balmain and Dior. The two men were very close at this point, so much so that Balmain asked Dior to go into business with him and set up their own couture house. Dior seriously considered the idea but eventually declined, leading to an acrimonious split between the two designers, from which their relationship never quite recovered. In 1945 Balmain struck out on his own and opened his own salon on rue François 1er.
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