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				INTRODUCTION

			

		

		
			
				“I think Hermès objects are desirable because they reconnect people to their humanity… Our customer feels the presence of the person who crafted the object, while at the same time the object brings him back to his own sensitivity, because it gives him pleasure through his senses.” Pierre-Alexis Dumas, businessoffashion.com

			

		

		
			
				In 1837, when Thierry Hermès started making saddlery, harnesses and bridles, he vowed that the Hermès name would always be synonymous with the finest materials, crafted by the most talented artisans. It is an ethos that has continued down through six generations and to this day Hermès still uses the rarest leathers, the most exquisite silks and the softest natural fabrics in their clothes and accessories. Every bag is stitched by hand, using the original saddle stitch; each scarf is meticulously screen-printed, its edges hand-rolled; and the current family incumbent and creative director, Pierre-Alexis Dumas, personally signs off all Hermès products. This dedication to 

			

		

		
			
				oPPOSITE Audrey Hepburn with the leather brief-case style bag bearing her initial which Hermès designed exclusively for the actress in several colours in 1956.
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				quality and refusal to compromise has made Hermès a luxury fashion brand that stands in a league of its own.

				It is impossible to talk about Hermès without considering their most iconic accessories. Not only the sought-after Birkin and Kelly bags, or the limited edition printed silk scarves, but the double-strapped watch and the Collier de Chien bracelet have all played their part in creating a mythology appropriate to a fashion house that carries the name of the Greek god associated with both travel and wealth. 

				In more recent years, ready-to-wear has become an increasingly prominent part of the label, especially since 1997, when first Martin Margiela and then Jean Paul Gaultier were tasked with upping Hermès’s profile in the world of high fashion. Since Gaultier’s departure in 2010, both Christophe Lemaire and the current head of womenswear, Nadège Vanhee-Cybulski, have continued the tradition of creating clothes that represent the pinnacle of luxury dressing, with price tags to match. And it is equally important to acknowledge the input of Véronique Nichanian, menswear designer for over three decades.

				Unlike many of its competitors, Hermès remains under family control, having fought off acquisition bids by its rivals – something that remains key in maintaining its high production standards. Similarly, its many global stores are closely monitored to ensure they achieve the quality of design and presentation that Hermès stands for, while still remaining sensitive to local markets. And with a marketing strategy that beats all others, Hermès have made their products so exclusive that they do not need to gift them; instead celebrities plead to get their names on the list to be allowed to buy a made-to-order Birkin bag. Lesser mortals can only hope that one day they might possess an orange box of their own. 

			

		

		
			
				OPPOSITE Hermès is a name that evokes the most decadent clothes and accessories. For example this flowing ensemble in rich turquoise silk, complete with glamorous turban, designed by Jean Paul Gaultier for Spring/Summer 2008. 
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				EARLY YEARS
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				EARLY YEARS 13

			

		

		
			
				HUMBLE BEGINNINGS

			

		

		
			
				Thierry Hermès was born in 1801, in what is now the German town of Krefeld. At the time it was under the control of Napoléon Bonaparte, making him a French citizen. The town was renowned for its textiles industry and known as stadt wie samt und seide or the “city of velvet and silk”.

			

		

		
			
				In 1821, after the loss of much of his family to disease and the Napoleonic wars, Thierry moved to Normandy where, in the town of Pont-Audemer, he learned the art of the sellier-harnacheur, or saddler and harness-maker, under the Pleumer family, who employed him in their business. 

				In 1828, Thierry Hermès married Christine Pétronille Pierrat and their first son Charles-Émile, who would later succeed his father, was born in 1831. The family moved to Paris, and in 1837 Thierry put his skills to good use, opening his own equestrian supplies business on the Rue Basse-du-Rempart. There he made bridles, harnesses and carriage fittings in both leather and wrought iron. He became particularly famous for 

			

		

		
			
				oPPOSITE An early Hermès advertisement from the 1920s showing the iconic flapper surrounded by her Hermès accessories, including bag, scarf and vanity mirror. 
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				14 EARLY YEARS

			

		

		
			
				his exceptionally strong saddle-stitch, which was done by hand, using two needles working two waxed linen threads in tensile opposition. With this unique method of stitching, one or more stitches might break, but the rest will hold firm, and it is still used by Hermès in the production of its bags today. 

				At a time when horses were still essential to all aspects of life, including work, sport and travel, the quality of Hermès craftsmanship attracted a wealthy clientele, including Empress Eugénie, the wife of Napoléon III. Thierry Hermès’s skill was such that in 1855 he won the first of several medals for design at the Exposition Universelle in Paris. His reputation continued to grow, and in 1867 he won yet another series of medals for his technical ability, craftsmanship and innovative design. 

				Thierry Hermès died in 1878 but his son, Charles-Émile, who had been working for the company since 1859, was primed to take over. Like his father, Charles-Émile was dedicated to 

			

		

		
			
				ABOVE An artisan craftsman works on a piece of Hermès luggage using the exceptionally strong saddle stitch, pioneered by Thierry Hermès and still used to this day. 

				OPPOSITE A contemporary Birkin bag from 2009 in canvas with tan leather trim and gold hardware.
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				EARLY YEARS 15
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				EARLY YEARS 17

			

		

		
			
				ensuring that Hermès’s products were the finest on offer. He added saddlery to the company’s offerings, thus widening its appeal and this, along with the expertly wrought, yet lightweight and functional harnesses and bridles helped the company to grow. Soon Hermès was attracting customers from all over Europe and as far as Russia, the United States and parts of Asia. 

				As the company expanded, extra space and a more prestigious retail spot were needed. In 1880, Charles-Émile Hermès moved the workshop and store to Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré, where it remains to this day. Charles-Émile worked alongside his two sons Adolphe and Émile until his retirement in 1902. One of his last creations, designed in collaboration with his sons, was the large and sturdy Haut à Courroies bag. Designed for riders who needed to carry their saddles and boots, it was the forerunner of the Hermès bags that are so coveted today. 

				 

			

		

		
			
				OPPOSITE A 1930s advertisement for Hermès emphasizing the glamorous transatlantic lifestyle of the socialite who chose to travel with Hermès luggage. 

				BELOW An early saddle made by Hermès, which was exhibited in the touring Hermès Heritage exhibition in 2017. 
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				NEW GENERATION
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				NEW GENERATION 21

			

		

		
			
				Hermès Frères

			

		

		
			
				One of the first things that Émile and his brother, Adolphe, did when they took over from their father was to rename the company Hermès Frères. The change coincided with the move to Paris’s Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré, an impressive new premises in keeping with Hermès’s reputation as an elite, artisan business. 

			

		

		
			
				Saddlery was still the mainstay of the business, with Hermès’s client list now reaching across the globe. However, on a trip to the United States, Émile realized that the company needed to expand if it was to move into the modern era and truly thrive. On meeting automobile magnate Henry Ford, he was given a tour of his factory workshops. Hugely impressed by their efficiency, Émile took the model on board and by 1914 he had 80 craftsmen of his own in Hermès’s saddlery workshop, 

			

		

		
			
				oPPOSITE On a tour of the United States and Canada in 1914 Émile Hermès, the third generation to take on the mantle at Hermès, discovered a new and exciting fastening mechanism, the zip. He brought the design back to France and was granted a unique patent allowing Hermès to be among the first to produce clothes such as this brown suede sporting blouson top from the 1930s. 

			

		

	
		
			
				22 NEW GENERATION

			

		

		
			
				allowing more orders to be fulfilled without compromising on quality. 

				On the next leg of his tour, to Canada, Émile discovered an intriguing zip-fastening mechanism being used on the canvas roof of his convertible Cadillac. Excited by the possibilities of using the zip in his own designs, Émile took the invention back to France and applied for a two-year patent for its exclusive use. He realized that modern, faster forms of travel would require leather accessories and clothes of all sorts and a far more efficient closing mechanism to keep luggage and jackets secure. Thus, the “Hermès Fastener”, as it became known in France, was born, thanks to the company’s exclusive rights to its use. 

				Unlike the flat zips we know today, this version was round and snake-like and the original is still kept in the Hermès Museum today. One of its first appearances was as part of a 1918 leather golfing jacket designed for Edward, Prince of Wales, the fashionable, playboy prince who would later, as Edward VIII, abdicate the throne of England for his beloved Wallis Simpson, herself a huge fan of Hermès. The zip was much admired and it is rumoured that the ingenious design impressed Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel so much that she sent her in-house makers to Hermès to learn how to use it. 

				By the end of the First World War, it was becoming clear that the world was changing. Horses were no longer as important as they had once been, and the era of the automobile had dawned. Adolphe Hermès was reluctant to expand the company’s traditional production of equestrian goods, but Émile was determined to look forward to a new age. As a result, in 1919 Émile bought Adolphe out of the family firm. Hermès still catered to the needs of horse riders for luxurious, beautifully made saddlery, but new products were now on the horizon. 

				One collaboration was with French car-maker Ettore Bugatti. A client of Hermès before the war, from whom he bought 
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