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INTRODUCTION


Called “the master of us all” by Christian Dior and “the only true couturier” by Coco Chanel, Cristóbal Balenciaga’s influence on twentieth-century fashion is undoubtable. The son of a sea captain and a seamstress, Balenciaga lost his father at a young age. His mother, who worked for a local noblewoman, taught him how to sew and introduced him to the world of high society through her craft. It was through the patronage of this noble woman that Balenciaga embarked on his career as a tailor and a dressmaker.


Balenciaga’s life and career were shaped by the two major conflicts that convulsed Europe in the twentieth century. His early fashion houses in Spain were forced to close during the Spanish Civil war, prompting his relocation to Paris where he founded his couture house in 1937 – just before the Nazi occupation. Ever the pragmatist, Balenciaga refused to close his salon during the war, emerging from the turmoil as one of the key players in post-war haute couture.


Balenciaga also faced two quieter but equally pivotal battles throughout his career: Christian Dior’s “New Look” and the press. Exploding onto the fashion scene in 1947, Christian Dior’s cinched waists and voluminous skirts defined the dominant silhouette of the 1950s. Balenciaga moved in a different direction, refining the modern lines that would shape the future of fashion: The balloon skirt, the babydoll dress and the sack dress.


Famously reclusive, Balenciaga granted only a handful of interviews through his entire career. He was known for avoiding the spotlight, often observing the audience’s reactions from behind a curtain rather than taking a bow at the end of shows.


The original House of Balenciaga closed abruptly in 1968, and the name remained largely dormant until the 1990s, with the reinvigoration of its high fashion lines through the work of Nicolas Ghesquière. Today, Balenciaga’s creative directorship is led by Pierpaolo Piccioli, an Italian designer who left Valentino to join Balenciaga in July 2025. He succeeded Demna, a Georgian designer whose streetwear sensibility has defined the next era of fashion – now the creative director of Gucci.












CHAPTER ONE 
FROM GETARIA TO GEORGE V


HAILING FROM HUMBLE BEGINNINGS, CRISTÓBAL BALENCIAGA, THROUGH HARD WORK AND TALENT, ESTABLISHED HIMSELF AS SPAIN’S FOREMOST DESIGNER.


AT THE AGE OF FORTY-SEVEN, POLITICAL UPHEAVAL FORCED HIM TO REBUILD HIS CAREER IN PARIS, WHERE HE WOULD CEMENT HIS LEGACY AS A MASTER OF COUTURE.










Cristóbal Balenciaga Eizaguirre was born on 21 January 1895, in Getaria, a small fishing town in the Basque region of Spain.
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The story goes that Balenciaga made his first garment, a coat for his cat, at the age of six, but became frustrated as the animal kept running away and moving during ‘fittings’.


[image: Close quotation]


Emmanuelle Dirix


Fashion writer, on Balenciaga’s fashion roots, Little Book of Balenciaga, Emmanuelle Dirix, 2022







Balenciaga’s father was a boat captain who died when Cristóbal was just eleven years old.


His mother, Martina Eizaguirre Embil, was a talented seamstress, renowned locally for her craftsmanship and commissions from the regional nobility.


Following his father’s death, Balenciaga left primary school and, at just twelve, began apprenticing with a tailor in the neighbouring resort town of San Sebastián.
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I don’t know how, being only the simple son of a fisherman, I appreciate beauty and desire so much to be near it.


[image: Close quotation]


Cristóbal Balenciaga


On where his love of beauty comes from, Vogue on Cristóbal Balenciaga, Susan Irvine, 2013





Balenciaga’s talent was evident from a young age, and as a teenager, he caught the eye of Marchioness de Casa Torres, the region’s most prominent noblewoman. With her support, the young Balenciaga was sent Madrid to be formally trained in tailoring.


By the age of eighteen, he had swiftly risen through the ranks to lead the dressmaking division of a department store.







[image: Open quotation]


The most important tailors, preferred by the distinguished public.


[image: Close quotation]


The advertisement text for Casa Gómez, where a young Balenciaga was apprenticed, as seen on basquetribune.com, 19 March 2016
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I only had eyes for her. One day, plucking up all my courage, I asked if I could pay a visit to see her wardrobes. Amused, she agreed. And so began a few marvellous months, when each day after school, I would pass my time on the top floor of the palace with the women who pressed the Marquesa’s clothes, caressing the





fabrics, examining every fold, every stitch of all these masterpieces. I was twelve when the Marquesa first allowed me to make her an outfit… That was my introduction, at one and at the same time, to haute couture and to high society.


[image: Close quotation]


Cristóbal Balenciaga
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