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IN THE BEGINNING





The Little Book of Fendi is the story of one of Italy’s finest and most celebrated luxury brands. Founded in Rome in 1925 by Adele Casagrande and Edoardo Fendi, it began as a modest leather and fur shop in Via del Plebiscito, with an atelier and living quarters above the store.





The brand soon became known for its attention to detail and love of craftsmanship – with lines such as the Selleria bag collection, which was completely hand-sewn. Their growing success enabled the business to expand and to move premises to the up-and-coming neighbourhood of the Via Piave. The couple had five daughters – Paola, Franca, Alda, Anna and Carla – all of whom ended up working in different capacities for the family firm in perfect harmony, making it the perfect family business.
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The unmistakable Fendi shopfront of one of its early London stores.





A new era for the fashion house began during the Dolce Vita period – the years of economic boom celebrated by the famous film – and in 1964 Fendi opened a larger store on the prestigious Via Borgognona, where they dressed glamorous Italian film stars, including Claudia Cardinale and Sophia Loren. Fendi was the one to watch and, in 1965, the Fendi sisters made a bold move and took the decision to recruit a young German designer to work as their creative director: the one and only Karl Lagerfeld – a partnership so successful that he held the position for over 54 years, until his death in 2019.


During his time at Fendi Lagerfeld designed the double F logo, which stood for Fun Furs, and went on to elevate the brand’s overall status by redefining fur and making it accessible to a wider audience. He also staged the most extraordinary and ingenious fashion shows, including a Spring/Summer 2008 collection that took place at the Great Wall of China, Fendi’s first Haute Fourrure (Haute Fur) in Autumn/Winter 2015, and their Autumn/Winter 2016 show, the house’s second couture collection, presented at Rome’s Trevi Fountain (which was covered in plexiglass for the occasion to create a dramatic catwalk over the water).


Following Lagerfeld’s death, British designer Kim Jones was warmly welcomed into the Fendi clan. He was hired as creative director for womenswear in September 2020, and his fresh approach has, once again, repositioned the brand and made it relevant, while maintaining its desirability and staying true to its Roman roots. He introduced the first Fendi Spring/Summer couture collection in a star-studded debut show, which was a stunning interpretation of Virginia Woolf ’s book Orlando: A Biography, and then marked the Baguette’s 25th anniversary (Fendi Resort 2023) with a show where Fendi collaborated with Tiffany & Co. and Marc Jacobs.
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A collaboration between Fendi and Fila is displayed in an exhibition at the Bundeskunsthalle, Bonn, Germany, in 2021.





Today, Fendi has transcended the world of fashion and has become firmly embedded in popular culture. The Fendi Baguette, for example, designed by Silvia Venturini Fendi in 1997, was popularized by Sarah Jessica Parker in the acclaimed TV series Sex and the City (1998–2004), marking the birth of the “It” bag phenomenon. Fendi is also loved by celebrities, seen in films, mentioned in music, and its collaborations and advertising campaigns have become as iconic as the pieces themselves. This is the story of a once small Italian family business that conquered the fashion world.
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Fendi’s supersized flagship store in Tokyo, Japan, echoes the Fendi headquarters, Palazzo della Civiltà Italiana in Rome. It sells women’s and men’s collections and has a VIP room reserved for exclusive customers.
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F IS FOR FAMILY




“Artisanal savoir-faire, luxury and contemporary design” – Fendi.com





The famed Italian luxury house Fendi – synonymous with classic, luxurious elegance and quality – began as a small family-run business, deeply rooted in the Eternal City of Rome. The metropolis, described by Silvia Venturini Fendi (Creative Director of Accessories and Menswear) as an open-air museum, has provided the house with a constant source of inspiration, bringing together traditional craftsmanship techniques and modern ideas. As such, the word “Roma” is sometimes added to the brand’s logo, reinforcing their love for the capital. Today, Fendi produces exquisite ready-to-wear collections for men and women, leather goods and fur, fragrances and accessories – including shoes, eyewear and watches. It also has a homeware line (Fendi Casa was launched in 1989) and a children’s collection (Fendi Kids, from Spring/Summer 2011), all of which are available online or in one of their 200+ stores worldwide.
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Italian furs and leather group company Fendi. The five Fendi sisters are left to right: Alda, Paola, Anna, Carla and Franca.





The Fendi story begins with Adele Casagrande, a talented designer of leather goods and an entrepreneur who was very much ahead of her time. She opened a workshop in 1918, and founded Fendi when she married Edoardo Fendi, the son of a lady-in-waiting to Queen Margherita of Savoy. Adele was stylish and skilful with a great eye for fashion, and Edoardo was a visionary who had an unwavering belief in the brand’s success. The couple married in 1925, and the following year opened their first leather and fur store in Rome’s central Via del Plebiscito, complete with an on-site workshop and living quarters above the outlet.


The premium quality of the materials procured was central to their success, as was their creative and experimental approach. They worked with talented artisans and combined specialist classic techniques with new ones to achieve stunning finishes and unique results. In 1932, they created a line of leather goods and luggage called the Selleria (“saddlery” in Italian), inspired by noblemen’s carriages that travelled past their shop on their way to the seaside, complete with exquisite hand-crafted equestrian leather bridles and other equipment. The Selleria masterpieces were assembled and stitched entirely by hand, employing the same ancient methods that had been used by Roman master saddlers, and were made with cuoio Romano, premier soft, grainy Roman leather. This iconic collection – Fendi’s first handbag series – became popular for its simplicity and meticulous savoir faire (it took up to six times longer to create a hand-cut and stitched Selleria bag than a machine-made counterpart). It also encapsulated the house’s determination to combine craftsmanship and tradition with a contemporary aesthetic.


The brand grew and became known for its exceptional workmanship, and that same year Fendi moved premises to the up-and-coming neighbourhood of the Via Piave. The following year, 1933, they launched their signature Pergamena (parchment) leather, a distinct yellowed processed skin that became synonymous with the house and was used frequently in their luggage collections. Reminiscent of Rome’s ancient historical monuments, these skins were traditionally dried without tanning, then oiled, greased and smoothed.
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Actress Sophia Loren as featured in Vogue in April 1972, packing a wig in a classic Fendi Zucca monogram bag with leather sections.
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Fendi created new silhouettes that made fur accessible to a wider audience, as in this Autumn/Winter 1983 full-length coat.





The Fendis went on to have five daughters, and gave all of them short names, which suited their surname: Paola, Anna, Franca, Carla and Alda. They enjoyed learning from their mother about the business from an early age (as babies they were tucked into the handbag drawer for a nap!) and once they’d completed their studies they decided, one by one, to join the family firm, to which they became utterly dedicated. They carved out their own roles within the organization based on their personal strengths: Paola, the eldest, started to work in the HQ at Via Piave when she was just 15, and in time became an expert in fur. She took part in international fur auctions, experimented with techniques, developed new tanning processes and oversaw the dyes. Anna was made executive director of the bags and leather goods department – she created a pleating technique with ribbon and leather which was used on bags in their very first fashion show, Amore (1950), in Rome’s Grand Hotel. She was also to be in charge of design and licensing. Franca became store manager and later purchasing manager as well as taking care of accessories. Carla was head of marketing and had a natural flair and understanding for public relations – over time she became the brand’s public face. And, finally, Alda began working in the fur atelier and later became its manager. Soon, they were all working dynamically together, fearlessly creating new shapes and tenaciously embracing the future, always united when making important decisions. Their mother Adele would tell them lovingly: “You are like the five fingers of the hand.”




“We are not doing basic mink coats, we are a thousand miles away from that.”


– Karl Lagerfeld





During the 1940s and the early 1950s, the family worked hard to establish their identity on the Italian fashion scene, with creative energy and plenty of ideas, and shortly after Mr Fendi died, in 1960, his daughters – the next generation – were fully in charge. With an economic boom as a backdrop, Italy’s Dolce Vita era – coined after Fellini’s 1960 film – was a golden time for Italian premier fashion brands. Hollywood had fallen in love with the lifestyle set out in Roman Holiday (1953), starring Audrey Hepburn and Gregory Peck: oversized sunglasses, expressos, Vespas, and all things Made in Italy were very much alla moda. The House of Fendi was flourishing and expanding, and, in 1964, opened a larger store on the prestigious Via Borgognona. Fendi furs were now dressing Italian stars, including Claudia Cardinale and Sophia Loren.


But despite having strong individual personalities, the Fendi sisters shared a clear vision for the house’s future and, as advised by PR Director Franco Savorelli di Lauriano, decided it was time to recruit a fresh young designer then freelancing for several brands including Chloé: the great Karl Lagerfeld. They travelled to Paris to meet him, with an agreement for him to sign, but apparently, when they reached his apartment, there was nobody there. They took it in turns to press the communal hallway lights while they waited and eventually, three hours later, he arrived. The girls and their newly appointed designer were a match made in heaven: the German designer began a collaboration with Fendi in 1965 (on a freelance basis, sometimes working remotely, which at the time was a ground-breaking concept), and the rest, as they say, is history. On his first day working for Fendi, Lagerfeld was wearing a Cerruti hat over his long hair, dark glasses, a printed Ascot tie, a tweed Norfolk jacket, French-style culottes, boots and a large bag purchased in Milan. He was ready to rewrite fashion history.
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Karl Lagerfeld’s work with leather was revolutionary. His Autumn/Winter 1981 collection included intricate detailing of fur trimming.
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Karl Lagerfeld, Fendi’s creative director for Fur and women’s ready-to-wear, sits with the Fendi sisters. From left to right: Franca, Paola, Carla, Alda and Anna.
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A portrait of French-born Italian actress Catherine Spaak, with Fendi travelling bags, which featured in Vogue April 15, 1972.





At the sisters’ request, and understanding the importance of having a trademark, he designed the legendary double F Fendi logo, which he drew in all of three seconds and which stood for Fun Furs. The monogram print, referred to by Fendi as the Zucca (and Zucchino for the smaller version), was originally intended to line garments, but in time it took over the house’s identity, replacing the 1925 logo of a squirrel (Eduardo would say of Adele that she was as busy as a squirrel). It became integral to the brand’s DNA, and central to its success when logomania took off in the 1990s.
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