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INTRODUCTION


From being at the forefront of the “New French Style” to the cutting edge of today’s fashion, Balmain’s story is one of evolution. Born of the post-World War II Parisian haute couture boom, the atelier of Pierre Balmain created some of the most sophisticated and luxurious designs of the 1940s. In fact, Balmain’s “New French Style”, with its structured waistlines and flowing skirts, pre-dated Christian Dior’s New Look (defined by narrow waists and voluminous skirts) by nearly two years.


Many fashion lovers would argue that the legacy of Balmain belongs on the same stage as its contemporaries like Dior, Balenciaga, Givenchy and Chanel. Aspects of Pierre Balmain’s design style and approach to the business of fashion that today would be considered hugely beneficial to a brand were often looked down upon by his peers. Often called “the society couturier”, Balmain was unafraid to be seen out and about, socializing with his rich and famous clients. He courted international trade, being one of the first designers to embrace the American department store, and even travelling as far as Australia and New Zealand. Not only did he dress European royalty, but he looked further afield, becoming the go-to designer for Queen Sirikit of Thailand. He loved New York and was one of the only French couturiers of the time to speak fluent English.


Pierre Balmain remained head of his eponymous fashion house until his death in 1982. Notable designers who have since taken on the role of creative director include Oscar de la Renta, who refined and updated the classic Balmain silhouette, and Christophe Decarnin, who infused the brand with a rock-chic aesthetic. Since 2011, French designer Olivier Rousteing has held the position of creative director of Balmain with innovative aplomb. Aged only 24 at the time of his appointment, he is one of the youngest designers in history to hold the top job. With respect to the house’s haute couture roots, Rousteing has continued in Pierre Balmain’s footsteps, transforming the Balmain into one of today’s most relevant and exciting fashion houses.












CHAPTER ONE 
BEGINNINGS OF BALMAIN


BORN TO A SEAMSTRESS MOTHER AND A FABRIC WHOLESALER FATHER, IT WAS ONLY A MATTER OF TIME BEFORE PIERRE BALMAIN EMBRACED THE FASHION WORLD.










Pierre Alexandre Claudius Balmain was born on 18 May 1914 in the French mountain town of Saint-Jean-de-Maurienne.


His mother, Françoise, ran a fashion boutique with her sisters and his father owned a wholesale fashion drapery business.








[image: Open quotation]


I do not remember a time when I was not interested in dress design and the intriguing play of materials against the feminine form.


[image: Close quotation]


Pierre Balmain


On how dress design shaped his life, Fashion Designers A-Z by Valerie Steele, 2012







[image: Open quotation]


His mother worked in Galeries Parisiennes, a dress shop managed by his two aunts and owned by the man who would become Pierre’s father: Maurice Balmain – who had already inherited what was deemed a very successful wholesale drapery business.


[image: Close quotation]


Colin McDowell


Fashion writer, on Balmain’s parents, businessoffashion.com, 21 August 2015
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I spent holidays with Mother in the mountains. As she passed her time with my father’s friends, who were naturally older, I was very proud of the fact that she was the belle of the party.


[image: Close quotation]


Pierre Balmain


On his mother, who was 18 years old when she married his father, My Years and Seasons by Pierre Balmain, 1964







[image: Open quotation]


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.


[image: Close quotation]


Karen Homer


Writer, on how Balmain’s early childhood shaped the designer he was to become, Little Book of Balmain: The Story of the Iconic Fashion House by Karen Homer, 2023










Immersed in fashion from a young age, Balmain would also spend weekends with his uncle in the spa town of Aix-les-Bains, which was popular with French high society.


Unfortunately, Balmain’s father died suddenly when he was seven, leaving his mother to fend for herself and her young son.










[image: Open quotation]


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.


[image: Close quotation]


Karen Homer


Writer, on how Balmain was shaped by his father’s sudden death, Little Book of Balmain: The Story of the Iconic Fashion House by Karen Homer, 2023








[image: Open quotation]


It seemed to me that at the age of seven my carefree childhood days had ended.


[image: Close quotation]


Pierre Balmain


On life after his father’s death, My Years and Seasons by Pierre Balmain, 1964
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