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Introduction


Fashion bags, once little more than a functional product, are now true style icons and arguably the most important accessories in the global fashion industry. Fashion bags have become a force that drives innovative design through statement pieces which exist independently of clothing and are a far cry from their origins as practical receptacles.


This book explores fashion bags through approaches to creative design, materials, product development, technological innovation, component design and branding. It also explores the professional development designers need to enter the fashion industry, reviews portfolio development and highlights the business skills that will build a toolbox to get noticed in a competitive industry.


The focus is on classic and new categories of fashion bags, but the book also includes other accessories, such as small leather goods like purses, wallets and cases, as well as footwear, eyewear, gloves and belts.





 



Chapter 1: Context


Chapter 1 outlines the history of fashion bags and their prominence in the current fashion industry. It covers women’s, men’s and genderless fashion bags, together with emerging categories of new accessories. It explores the relationship between bags, clothing, footwear and other accessories.


Chapter 2: Creative Design Process


Chapter 2 explores the creative design process, from concept building to trend research as a predictive tool. It considers how visual research can be translated into creative design ideas, and how understanding markets and consumers enables the building of a successful collection of bags.


Chapter 3: Drawing


The focus of Chapter 3 is on drawing to generate ideas, drawing for design development, and technical drawing. It also covers designing, editing and developing a range, and preparing finished presentations. It introduces software packages for design drawing, branding, graphics and portfolio layout.


Chapter 4: Materials


Chapter 4 considers different materials to understand which ones offer the best solutions for different styles of bag. The use of leather as a material for fashion bags and accessories is discussed, as well as the use of sustainable and ethical materials and current alternatives to leather.


Chapter 5: Product Development


Chapter 5 explores how to transform a two-dimensional drawing into a three-dimensional object through standard making techniques, and includes sustainable and ethical ways to develop products.


Chapter 6: Technology and Design


The creative opportunities for bag and accessories design provided by new and emerging technologies are explored in Chapter 6.


Chapter 7: Other Accessories


Chapter 7 considers accessories more broadly by looking at small leather goods, footwear, eyewear, gloves and belts and their status as fashion accessories. It features a useful glossary of terms relating to each type of accessory.


Chapter 8: Professional Development


Chapter 8 considers the attributes a professional designer needs to successfully enter the industry, from education and internships to creating a portfolio, from expanding horizons to next steps and ways into the fashion industry.












1
Context








 


There is undoubtedly a relationship between the clothes we wear, our shoes and fashion accessories. Changing garment silhouettes and clothing requirements, as well as the development of new materials and manufacturing processes, have all affected how we accessorize outfits.


Bags, shoes, and accessories more generally can have a transformative effect on the wearer because they are worn or carried on the body, so they physically affect the wearer’s posture. Such items can also have an aesthetic value that may influence mood. From how they make us feel to what they say about us, fashion accessories have become far more than basic objects for day-to-day living.


Compared to shoes, bags are easily spotted across a crowded room or at a red carpet event. A statement bag shines out like a beacon. Bags also have the added advantage of not being sized, so don’t carry many of the negative aspects of sizing that shoes or clothing do. For instance, a bag always fits, regardless of whether a person gains or loses weight, and can also be bought as a gift without having to be tried on for size. In fact, bags have become an ideal partner for any occasion no matter the age, size, gender or lifestyle of the wearer.






The Birth of the Fashion Bag


The first bags were developed for practical reasons because clothes did not have pockets. These bags were small pouches used by both men and women and tied around the waist.


 


In the seventeenth century, with the rise of thieves and ‘cutpurses’ (pickpockets who cut purses from waistbands), bags were placed inside men’s garments for safe keeping with slits cut into clothing to access them. For practical reasons, these bags became bigger and flatter and eventually were sewn into garments forming a pocket. Most men’s bags disappeared, but this was not true of women’s garments. Women continued to carry items in small pouches until the beginning of the nineteenth century, when the slender empire line silhouette became fashionable. Women’s bags then went from strength to strength, quickly becoming objects denoting status and reflecting the materials and craft techniques of the day in the form of the reticule, used to carry fans, visiting cards and money.
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Empire line dress and reticule





By the end of the nineteenth century, the handbag emerged, facilitated by the growth of train travel. Now women needed a small hand-carried bag, which held all their essential belongings. These bags were made of leather because of the material’s durability and unique properties which enabled it to withstand cracking and dust, and its ability to be finished in different colours and textures. In fact, leather remains the most popular material for bags with nearly 50 per cent of all bags manufactured globally each year made in leather, although the trend towards more sustainable materials may affect this in the future.


From 1920, a new material, plastic, began to be used to imitate tortoiseshell and ivory, which were commonly used in the frames of bags at the time, and to replicate exotic animal skins as a cheaper alternative to leather.


During the 1920s, bags as fashion accessories slowly evolved, influenced by the changing silhouette of clothing, artistic movements in painting like Cubism, modernist design popularized by the Bauhaus (an influential school of arts and crafts founded in Germany in 1919), and the birth of women’s rights. Maria Likarz-Strauss (1893–1971) was a textile designer who worked for the influential Austrian workshop Wiener Werkstätte throughout the 1920s. Wiener Werkstätte bridged the gap between manufactured products and craft-based traditions. Likarz-Strauss designed bags made of leather and textiles, frequently using nineteenth-century craft beadwork to create her distinctive Art Deco inspired abstract designs. She cleverly used tiny, mass-produced glass beads, updating the technique for the new industrial age.
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Art Deco beaded handbag designed by Maria Likarz-Strauss





In America, Charles Whiting (1864–1940) revived the ancient technique of chainmail woven into fine metal handbags. He formed the Whiting & Davis Company in 1896 and throughout the 1900s made mesh bags in sterling silver, gold or vermeil (a gold-plating process over a silver base). Local women knitted the metal links together but in 1912 the process of linking mesh was automated, meaning it could be mass-produced in less expensive metals. This made the company’s bags more affordable and throughout the 1920s Whiting & Davis produced metal-linked bags screen-printed with Art Deco designs. They also collaborated with fashion designer Paul Poiret (1879–1944) to make special pieces to go with his collections.
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Whiting & Davis printed chainmail handbag





By the late 1920s, plastic had become more prominent and valued in its own right. It was perceived as a contemporary material that captured the spirit of the age because of its versatile properties.


In 1929, Coco Chanel (1883–1971) designed her first hand-carried bag, and during the 1930s rival fashion designer Elsa Schiaparelli (1890–1973) helped cement the relationship between clothing and accessories by creating striking ranges of bags, hats and shoes to go with her surrealist inspired clothes. The pochette, an envelope-style bag carried under the arm, close to the body, later became known as the clutch bag. It is instantly associated with the 1930s, complementing the body conscious bias-cut clothing of the decade. The growing social independence of women reflected their need to carry more things around with them, such as cosmetics, cigarettes and money. Clutch bags were often monogrammed to show the owner’s initials. These monograms later became the initials of designers and the first form of fashion branding. By 1933 magnetic clasps and zips (zippers) were used to close bags, and by 1934 finger loops were attached to clutch bags, making them easier to carry. From 1937, longer, more practical handles became fashionable and clutches became larger, reflecting the fashion for clothes with wider sleeves.


With the outbreak of World War II in Europe in 1939, handbags entered a more functional yet still fashionable phase. With leather, metal and glass requisitioned for the war effort, the ‘make do and mend’ years of the war saw fashion bags made from innovative and repurposed materials and everyday objects. Homemade handbags using craft techniques such as crochet, embroidery and knitting became common, and materials were embellished to imitate patent leather, animal skins and suede. Plastics were cut into strips and woven into intricate designs, and evening bags were made from satin and velvet material decorated with sequins because of the scarcity of glass beads. Synthetic materials, lighter than leather, influenced the shapes of handbags, introducing rigid square outlines.


As the 1940s was a time when women started to carry more things around, such as scarves, gloves, cosmetics and perfume, handbags needed to be larger and more functional and, for the first time, bags were carried on the shoulder. On the outbreak of war, department stores started selling gas mask handbags to encourage women to keep their gas masks with them in the event of an attack.
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Leather 1940s gas mask bag





The no-nonsense handbags of the 1940s war years gave way to the extravagant handbags of the 1947 New Look pioneered by Christian Dior (1905–1957). The post-war economic boom in Europe ignited a revolution in fashion which popularized Dior’s co-ordinated, polished look. The New Look reinvented the female silhouette through sculptured jackets and long, full skirts, which still inspire a range of Dior accessories today.


At the beginning of the 1950s, bags returned to their pre-war sizes, becoming more decorative and hand-carried. To boost post-war sales of handbags and other accessories, the trend to match shoes, handbags and clothes was introduced and Lady with bamboo handled bag, 1957 encouraged by the growth of department stores. Department stores merchandised shoes and handbags together, usually on the ground floor, which ensured customers frequently bought them at the same time as they entered the store. This co-ordinated approach to women’s outfits meant a woman required dozens of accessories to match the clothes in her wardrobe.


Throughout the 1950s new materials were developed, such as Lucite, a transparent acrylic material used to create evening bags. Bamboo was also made fashionable by Gucci, who used it to make handles for its bags.
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Lady with bamboo handled bag, 1957









From Designer Bag to It Bag


The first designer bags were developed to supplement designer clothes, through classic bags such as the Kelly from Hermès. This bag was named after Grace Kelly (1929–1982), the film star and style icon of the day, who always carried it.
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Prince Rainier of Monaco and his wife Grace Kellywith the Hermès Kelly bag, named in her honour





In 1955, Coco Chanel revolutionized designer handbags with an updated version of her 1929 bag, renamed the 2.55 bag (named after the month, February, and year 1955, when it was first launched). This turned wearing bags on the shoulder into a fashion statement and not just a necessity, and introduced the idea of carrying a bag hands-free to women who had previously carried handbags by stiff top handles. This changed the way fashion bags were carried forever and heralded the dawn of the decorative shoulder bag, which was taken up by Gucci in the 1960s with the Jackie O Bouvier bag.
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Jackie Onassis carrying the Gucci Jackie O Bouvier bag





Reflecting a marked period of social change, the 1960s were characterized by a more practical and functional approach to fashion, which promoted more informal ways of wearing clothes. This resulted in a focus on pockets, making fashion bags less of a necessity and more of a luxury item.


Film star Audrey Hepburn (1929–1993), who had traditionally been dressed by French fashion house Givenchy, turned to Louis Vuitton for her handbags. As a busy Hollywood star, Hepburn frequently travelled by air, and she collaborated with Vuitton to create a smaller version of the Speedy bag. The Speedy 25 could be flattened easily and packed in a suitcase, making it the ideal bag to carry while travelling. The Speedy 25 perfectly reflected Hepburn’s fast-paced jet set lifestyle and remains one of Vuitton’s best-selling bags today.
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Film star Audrey Hepburn with the Louis Vuitton Speedy 25 bag





In 1969, Paco Rabanne (b. 1934) presented a range of stunning metal shoulder bags and belts alongside his clothing collection. Rabanne used his knowledge of jewellery to spearhead the use of metal and plastic for both clothing and accessories. This collection firmly established the fashion bag as a statement piece within a collection.
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Chainmail shoulder bag by Paco Rabanne





The concept of statement bags was picked up by Mary Quant (b. 1930) and Bárbara Hulanicki (b. 1936), founder of Biba, an influential London fashion store of the 1960s and 1970s. Both designers offered more affordable versions of fashion bags for the high street that reflected the style of 1960s models, actresses and musicians, such as Twiggy (b. 1949), Edie Sedgwick (1943–1971), Françoise Hardy (b. 1944) and Cher (b. 1946).
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1960s model Twiggy wears chainmail belt and leather shoulder bags





Hippie culture of the 1970s had a marked effect on bags, which became less structured and worn on long straps across the body. Softer leather and suede became popular, along with fabrics such as silk and velvet, embellished with prints and embroidery. Techniques like patchwork, and trimmings such as tassels and fringing, became signatures of bags in the early 1970s. Designer brands, like Ralph Lauren, still reference 1970s hippie chic in their collections today.
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Fringed suede hippie-style shoulder bag





Emilio Pucci (1914–1992) applied his unmistakable bright psychedelic prints onto silk and velvet fabrics, which he used to make clutches and shoulder bags. In 1975, Loewe launched the Amazona, an unlined bag that became synonymous with a nomadic, hedonistic lifestyle.
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Emilio Pucci printed silk bag with a metal shoulder strap





By 1977, disco culture took hold in music and fashion, reflecting a more self-indulgent and glamorous style of dress – the antithesis of hippie culture. American designer Halston (1932–1990) was at the centre of the New York disco scene. He popularized jersey fabrics in his free-flowing clothing designs, which were perfect to dance in and were accompanied by a small metal mesh bag by the Whiting & Davis Company to hold the essentials for a night out. The Whiting & Davis bag became the must-have item of the late 1970s and early 1980s. This was not the first time that Whiting & Davis bags had become style icons; the company’s trademark chainmail bags go back to 1896 and their Art Deco inspired designs and collaborations with fashion designers made them famous throughout the 1920s and 1930s (see here).


Over the subsequent decades of the 1980s and 1990s, designer handbags gradually evolved from iconic pieces, which remained constant for decades, to the trend-driven designs we see today.


The 1980s engendered a period of excess, reflected in a maximalist design styling. During the period, handbags became a key means of communicating style and status through ostentatious design and branding. Dior’s top-handled tote bag had an oversized Dior logo charm added to it and was renamed the Lady Dior in honour of Princess Diana (1961–1997), the most influential style icon of the time. Chanel replaced the traditional Mademoiselle twist-lock on their flip quilted-top bag in favour of the interlocking CC logo, originally designed by Coco Chanel herself. Fendi’s logo, created by Karl Lagerfeld (1933–2019) in 1965 when he first worked for the house, was relaunched onto painted canvas, previously only used to line travel trunks. This signature print (a print original to a brand) was used on the body of bags, along with an unmissable FF metal clasp fastening, creating a more contemporary and playful image for the brand.


In 1984, Hermès created the Birkin, named in honour of the film star Jane Birkin (b. 1946), which has become one of the most recognized and expensive bags in the world. The tight control of the production and sales of the Birkin has fuelled an enormous second market for sales of the bag, prompting commentators to suggest that an investment in a designer Birkin bag may be a better investment than in gold. The Birkin went on to set the record for the most expensive bag ever sold.
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Leather Birkin bag by Hermès





Since 1919, Prada has been the official supplier to the Italian royal family, displaying the House of Savoy coat of arms and knotted rope design on their logo. In 1983, Miuccia Prada (b. 1949) set a new standard for luxury handbags by using nylon fabric, normally used by the Italian army, to create a new brand image for Prada which combined traditional and contemporary elements.


The trademark triangular Prada metal logo was added onto a utilitarian inspired range of designer bags made from signature nylon fabric that redefined what a luxury fashion bag could be. Prada’s black nylon rucksack, worn by both men and women, became the ultimate status symbol in the 1980s and early 1990s and the first genderless bag.


The 1990s marked an era where fashion bags were mythologized through popular culture, including music and TV shows of the time. The Fendi Baguette, launched in 1997, was carried under the arm like a long loaf or baguette of French bread, creating a silhouette not seen since the 1930s. This reflected a casual approach to carrying designer bags that rejected the historically ladylike connotations of a handbag.


If Prada bags were about function, the Baguette was aspirational and exclusive. Carrie Bradshaw, the fictional character in the TV series Sex and the City, popularized the Baguette (the bag was famously stolen from her in one episode) and made it the first bag to have a significant waiting list. The bag’s simple shape and conspicuous FF clasp made it both recognizable and possible to reinvent. The bag has been produced in over 600 fabrics and colours thanks to its regular appearances on Sex and the City. The Fendi Baguette became the first must-have IT bag.
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Carrie Bradshaw (Sarah Jessica Parker) with the Fendi Baguette





All designer labels want to launch an IT bag each season that becomes an indispensable part of every woman’s wardrobe. Through the 2000s the fashion bag has become an ever-changing, covetable item typified through fashion brands. Prada’s 1950s inspired Bowling Bag appeared in 2000 and, such was its success, it was reissued in 2012. It continued Prada’s tradition of elevating the everyday into something exceptional. The petite-sized Fendi Baguette remained popular throughout the 2000s and was widely copied. Louis Vuitton’s collaborations with Stephen Sprouse (1953–2004) contrasted street culture and couture to create bold, graffiti-like luggage and bags in 2001.
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Stephen Sprouse graffiti luggage for Louis Vuitton, inspired by street culture





Louis Vuitton went on to collaborate with artist Takashi Murakami (b. 1962). Murakami’s signature repeated motifs, such as his cherry blossom flower emblem, represent his Japanese heritage. His designs have been intertwined with the Louis Vuitton signature motif in the Cherry Blossom collection, adorning a selection of Vuitton’s classic bag styles.
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Jessica Simpson with Louis Vuitton’s Murakami monogrammed bag
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Dior’s Saddle bag





The Dior equestrian inspired, top-handled saddle bag, also adopted by Carrie Bradshaw’s character in Sex and the City, was an instant success. The pouch-style saddle bag appears in endless permutations of colour and fabric and has been adapted for the Dior men’s range. Chloé’s slouchy oblong-shaped Paddington bag was defined by an enormous padlock fastening. The bag weighed a hefty 1 kg (2¼ lbs) when empty, but still inspired numerous imitations and pre-sold 8,000 units, making it one of the most sought-after IT bags of its day. Another weighty bag was Alexander Wang’s Rocco. Edgy and versatile, it tipped the scales at 1.4 kg (3 lbs) due to its heavy, stud-embellished base.
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Paddington bag by Chloé
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Rihanna with Alexander Wang Rocco bag





Balenciaga introduced the Motorcycle bag in the early 2000s as a prototype for a catwalk show. The lightweight bag, reminiscent of a worn biker jacket, combined soft leather, studs, buckles and zips pulled by long leather tassels. Its lack of a logo was a departure from many other bags of the time. The bag relied instead on edgy metal hardware, such as studs and rings, and on high-quality leather to drive its desirability.
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Balenciaga Motorcycle bag









The Importance of Fashion Bags


‘My guilty pleasure is bags. I don’t even have a clue how many I own.’


Poppy Delevingne, model and actress


 


Since the start of the twenty-first century, fashion bags and accessories have been the main source of income for many luxury houses and designer brands. The global luxury fashion bag market size was valued at $58.3 billion in 2018 and is expected to reach $89.9 billion by 2026.


Fashion bags are not only lucrative but also an important way of increasing brand recognition, as they show the personality of a brand. Branding ranges from the discreet elegance of Hermès to the more ostentatious branding of Louis Vuitton’s monogrammed pieces, although both signify the affluence of the bags’ owners. Branding adds appeal and builds meaningful communication with consumers to further a brand’s image and positioning. This is why subtle or unsubtle branding is essential to all fashion bags.


The best brand logos have longevity and work in a variety of different mediums. They can appear in different forms on one product – stamped into a buckle, embossed in leather, woven into the lining, or printed onto the outer body of a bag. Logos must translate across different cultures, geography and languages. They can also be aligned with a colour or interchanged with a print, symbol or slogan. Chanel’s interlocked C, Nike’s swoosh, Burberry’s check, Tiffany’s patent-protected blue, and Coach’s horse and carriage logo are all highly globally recognizable.
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Quilted leather Chanel shoulder bag with interlocking double C logo









Women’s Bags


‘A Fendi bag and a bad attitude – That’s all I need to get me in a good mood.’


Around The Way Girl, LL Cool J


 


A bag can be a powerful addition to an outfit, making it more stylish and original or more practical and functional. The right bag changes the emphasis of an outfit by adding character, and can be a timeless icon because of its style or make a bold statement through its colour or material. An integral part of a woman’s daily routine, a bag can provide a means of self-expression that is less self-conscious than clothing. Many women, for example, are happy to choose a brightly coloured accessory but take a more cautious approach to the colour of their garments.


A designer bag can be a wise investment; while clothing loses its value quickly, a bag can hold or even increase its value. The unit price of a designer bag now easily exceeds that of clothing. It can make a perfect first impression because the bag chosen tells others how the wearer wants to be perceived, not only through the brand, but also through the style of bag, which can be delicately hand-held or slung casually over a shoulder.


All bags make a unique outward statement about a woman’s social independence because they reflect her move away from the domestic setting. Urban environments, such as offices, bars, restaurants, theatres, red carpet events, sports or travel (whether a long weekend away or a round the world trip), all need bags with different functions but also bags that make a statement about a woman’s personality, values, lifestyle, independence, social status, knowledge of fashion or earning power. A functional backpack, for example, says something different to an evening clutch bag.


Women’s accessories continue to gain prominence in the current fashion landscape for different reasons, but one key factor is the increasing number of women who work, driving the growth of contemporary ‘sac de jour’, or day bags. As well as traditional small leather goods, defined as items such as purses, wallets and sunglasses cases, women carry many more work-related items like laptops, phones, tablets and chargers, as well as personal possessions, with them every day and have a range of bag styles to choose from. These bags not only perform on a functional level but also say something about the character of the wearer.


Bags have been closely aligned with celebrities and their aspirational lifestyles since the 1920s. The endorsements of celebrities, and those of influencers and bloggers posting on social media about the newest items, have also fuelled interest in fashion bags, guiding consumers through a new kind of purchasing journey. Brands are taking advantage of this growing power of celebrity endorsement and influencers to continually update consumers on new products.


Many women have a favourite style of handbag which they carry on a regular basis, one that is versatile and connects with a particular attitude or lifestyle. But what are the key contemporary bag styles and what do they say about those who use them?


Tote Bag


The humble tote bag appears in every bag range and accounts for nearly 42 per cent of global handbag sales each year. Because of its generous proportions and internal space, which allows room to carry relevant items, the tote bag is the most popular handbag used on a daily basis by working women. Totes are rectangular portrait or landscape shaped bags with long double handles and a well-organized interior designed to contain everything from a favourite lipstick to a laptop. They can be a lightweight, foldaway nylon bag or a much more desirable leather construction complete with branded handbag charms.
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ReKnit tote bag by Everlane





Signature tote bags


Le Pliage by Longchamp


Saffiano by Michael Kors


Everyday XS by Balenciaga


Muse by Saint Laurent


Hand-held Handbag


A bag that gets noticed, a hand-held handbag is a medium-sized day bag that is bigger than a clutch or baguette bag and is designed to hold everyday essentials and personal items. Hand-held handbags have either one single top handle or a pair of handles, giving them a demure and less functional feel than other bags. They come in a range of styles, such as the trapeze, accordion or inset gusset, and can also have metal frames to fasten them.
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Leather handbag with side pocket and carry handles





Signature hand-held handbags


Nano by Celine


City by Balenciaga


The Kelly by Hermès


Lady Dior by Dior


The Stam by Marc Jacobs


Shoulder Bag


A shoulder bag is one of the most popular shapes at the luxury end of the market. It can be carried on the shoulder but does not have long enough straps to be carried across the body. It is adaptable and can translate from a busy day at the office to drinks at night, being both a comfortable and a coverable bag that is often a smaller diversification of a hand-held handbag.
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Gabbi shoulder bag by JW Pei





Signature shoulder bags


K/Signature by Karl Lagerfeld


Braided handle shoulder bag by Prada


TB Mini by Burberry


Hunting 9 by The Row


Loulou Toy by Saint Laurent


Clutch


A clutch is a small hand-held bag without straps or handles, but occasionally it may have a carrying loop attached that can slip neatly round the wrist. Slimmer than other styles, a clutch is less practical and only fits the essentials. Clutches are more usually associated with evening or special occasion bags because of their size. By virtue of the way they are carried they can be sedate, reflecting a ladylike elegance, or show a total disregard for convention if held casually.
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Leather clutch bag with Karl Lagerfeld metal logo detail





Signature clutch bags


Rockstud Envelope by Valentino


Slim Slide by Judith Leiber


Pouch Intrecciato by Bottega Veneta


Régine by Bienen-Davis, metallic brocade minaudière


Baguette Bag


The baguette is a narrow, compact bag, like an oversized clutch bag, which either zips shut or has a flap closure. Its short strap enables it to be carried under the arm, close to the body. Originally launched by Fendi in 1997 to be a style of bag that can be endlessly reinvented, it appealed instantly to the hedonists of the late 1990s. Initially the bag was considered too small to be commercially viable, but the baguette has become so successful that it is now a bag style in its own right and maintains its reputation for decadent glamour.
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Leather Fendi Baguette bag





Signature baguette bags


Baguette by Fendi


Multicoloured nylon by Prada


Cherry print by Louis Vuitton


Rachel Bag by Far


Hobo


The Hobo, as its name suggests, has a casual aesthetic designed to reflect a free-spirited, easygoing, spontaneous lifestyle. The construction of the body of the bag is informal and slouchy so it suits soft, supple materials, which give the Hobo a casual appearance. It has a carry strap so it can rest easily on the shoulder and is perfect for travel.
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Embossed leather Hobo bag with adjustable shoulder strap





Signature Hobo bags


Jackie O by Gucci


Hadley by Coach


BV Jodie by Bottega Veneta


Crossbody Bag


The crossbody bag is perfect for day-to-day use for a secure ‘hands-free’ style that sits comfortably across the body, with a flap to make accessing contents easy but also keeping items secure. This is a versatile bag made in several sizes, from the smaller saddle or canteen-style bags which hold essentials such as a phone, wallet, keys and make-up, to the medium-sized more versatile messenger-style bag.
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Leather crossbody bag with patterned flap





Signature crossbody bags


Rainbow Circle by Coach


Gate by Loewe


Camera by Balenciaga


GV3 by Givenchy


TB by Burberry


Weekender


A weekender is a larger version of a tote bag with a wider base and usually made of leather or a lightweight material. The bags come in a range of styles, such as the barrel-shaped duffel bag, the sports inspired bowling bag or the rectangular style of the classic weekender. Weekenders are stylish and convenient and, in response to the growth in short weekend breaks, have replaced more conventional hard luggage and suitcases.
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Weekender with double zip details and contrast straps





Signature weekenders


Bowling bag by Prada


GG embossed holdall by Gucci


Speedy 35 by Louis Vuitton


Backpack


Backpacks, also called rucksacks or knapsacks, are functional bags dating back to 1910. They have two straps enabling them to be carried on the back or slung over one shoulder, with small pouch pockets on the outside body so essentials can be reached easily. Backpacks have earned a reputation as a practical bag for sporty, outdoor activities but are now made to fit a wide variety of needs, whether for commuting, going to the gym or travelling.


Made in leather, canvas and nylon, the backpack was reinvented as a luxury bag by Prada in the 1980s and is a staple of most fashion bag ranges, sitting happily in urban surroundings.
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Qwstion backpack in Banatex





Signature backpack


Prada


Satchel


The classic leather satchel is still reminiscent of the functional brown leather bags used to carry books by school children for more than a hundred years. This unlined leather bag has a back section that extends to create a flap fastening across a front pocket with a metal buckle. Occasionally the satchel construction can also have a double strap in the middle of the bag so it can be carried like a backpack. This unassuming bag was given a fashion makeover by the Cambridge Satchel Co. in 2008. The company produces handmade timeless designs in a vibrant colour range, and went on to collaborate with Comme des Garçons.
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Leather Cambridge Satchel Co. X Comme des Garçons satchel with double buckle fastening and shoulder strap





Signature satchel


The Cambridge Satchel Co. X Comme des Garçons






Men’s Bags


Since the end of the twentieth century, men have been liberated from the confines of the suit, a uniform they had been bound to for over a hundred years. Through the casualization of their clothing and a dress-down culture at work, men have begun to experiment with their appearances and inevitably become more interested in accessories.


Men’s accessories come from a tradition of expensive items usually personalized through monogramming, such as pocket squares and cufflinks, or functional briefcases and luggage. While these particular luxury items may not have been accessible to everyone, and that remains true to some extent, it is a misconception that bags are largely the domain of women. Through the rise of portable technology, men, just like women, are carrying much more around with them than they used to. Bags offer them an exciting extra layer of self-expression, as well as solving the practical problems of transporting items.


The large growth in the market for men’s fashion bags has been led by the firm favourite, the messenger bag, which accommodates a laptop and a plethora of smaller items like wallets, key fobs and glasses cases.


Watch straps and desk accessories that bridge fashion and interior design pieces have also become more prominent as new categories of accessories are emerging to keep pace with technology (see here). These revolve around small tech cases, and although these pocket-sized items do not have the impact of a statement bag, they are more affordable than larger pieces, providing an entry point into a brand and, thus, a branding opportunity for fashion labels.


Men’s fashion bags include many of the same styles as women’s, for example the tote, messenger and backpack, but the weekender takes on a decidedly sportier persona and often appears in men’s ranges as a chunky holdall including specially designed pockets for football (soccer) boots and gym kit, as well as being perfect for short travel breaks. Document cases and briefcases, both traditional men’s accessories, have been re-imagined into contemporary items using less-rigid materials like lightweight nylon and canvas. The most noticeable differences compared to women’s fashion bags across all styles are the scaling up of bags into larger, more generous proportions, resizing of hardware including metal buckles, fastenings and zips, and an emphasis on functional lightweight materials like waxed cotton, nylon and canvas. Details, such as reinforced stitching at stress points on a bag, also highlight a more functional approach to design for men’s fashion bags because men tend to buy fewer bags and use them for longer.
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Model wears Dior signature Saddle bag





Men have moved away from standard black or brown to more colourful palettes used by designers like Paul Smith, Mulberry and Burberry. Tan, grey, navy, green and burgundy have become the new staples for men’s bags, along with accent colours like red, orange and citrus yellow. Some men’s fashion bags have been adapted from women’s ranges and masculinized with details such as crossbody straps, for example the Dior signature Saddle bag and the Loewe Puzzle bag. Others have been ‘acquired’, like the Hermès Birkin, to blur the lines between genders.


Men, like women, favour styles of bags for day-today use that reflect both practicality and personality.


Tote Bag


The multifunctional tote bag is popular with men and women. The upscaled men’s version is made in leather, nylon or workwear inspired denim, as a less formal alternative to a briefcase-style bag. It offers ease of access to the interior of the bag with well-organized internal pockets and compartments and sometimes has a detachable shoulder strap.
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WANT Les Essentiels tote bag





Signature men’s tote bags


Gucci


WANT Les Essentiels


Paul Smith


Print denim tote bag by Dsquared2


Weekender


A weekender is a roomy holdall-style men’s bag with the attributes of a suitcase and backpack in one bag. It is perfect for business trips and short weekend breaks. It has carry handles so it can be hand-held or worn on the shoulder and sometimes has a detachable shoulder strap. A double-ended zip for easy access, button-down sides that can be released to make more room when needed, and a soft construction that allows it to fold flat are practical features which make the bag functional and contemporary.
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Mulberry nylon zipped weekender with leather straps





Signature weekenders


Zipped weekender by Mulberry


Canvas keepall Bandoulière by Louis Vuitton


Weekender by Troubadour


Grand Ambition weekender by Cole Haan


Messenger Bags


The messenger bag is perfect for active lifestyles. Worn across the body to leave hands free, the bag is ideal for busy professionals. Often the style is adapted to a particular function, like the camera messenger or the city messenger. Bigger than its female counterpart, a men’s messenger bag easily accommodates a laptop and is more durable, with protective padding inside, interior divider pockets, a secure flap and zip fastening. A strongly utilitarian bag, it has its design origins in the DeMartini Global Canvas Company of the 1950s.
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Barbour messenger bag





Signature messenger bags


Puzzle by Loewe


Nova Check by Burberry


Mailbag leather messenger by Barbour


Backpack


The backpack was given a luxury facelift by designer brand Prada, selling to both men and women and becoming a staple in fashion bag ranges. The bag can be carried hands-free on the back for even weight distribution or over one shoulder, making it ideal for urban and rural settings. Its adjustable padded double straps and practical external pockets make it functional and stylish.
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Nylon backpack with zip detail and carry handle





Signature backpacks


Master Piece by Prada


Eastpak


Herschel Supply Co.


Sandqvist


Document Holder


A document holder is a hand-held contemporary alternative to a briefcase which is smart enough to look businesslike without being overly formal. It will fit a tablet or small laptop alongside important documents organized through internal dividers. Features include a zip for security and protective padding for tech and electronic devices. Document holders are more popular in men’s ranges of accessories but do sometimes appear in women’s ranges too.
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Leather document case with softdouble handles





Signature document holders


Smythson


Tom Ford


Common Projects


Comme des Garçons


Briefcase


The traditional attaché-style briefcase has a dated image linked to grey-suited accountants and bankers. In its solid, boxy guise it has fallen out of favour because of its excessive weight and cumbersome interior that does not accommodate today’s portable technology. The contemporary briefcase has been reborn using softer leather and a streamlined silhouette, but still retains an air of formality, sturdy carry handles and a zip or lock fastening.
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