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				THE YOUNG VIRTUOSO

			

		

		
			
				After her husband’s death, Balenciaga’s mother, Martina Eizaguirre, took sole responsibility for supporting the family and set up a small workshop where she taught local girls to sew. In addition, she undertook private sewing commissions, most importantly for the Marquesa de Casa Torres, who in years to come would encourage, support and later act as the patron of the young Balenciaga. 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”. Another story, often recounted to illustrate his early interest in fashion, involves him audaciously asking the Marquesa de Casa Torres (to whom he had access through his mother) if he could copy her walking costume. She was apparently so amused by his request that she agreed and is even said to have worn his version.

			

		

		
			
				Cristóbal Balenciaga was born on 21 January 1895 to a seafaring father and a seamstress mother in the coastal town of Getaria in the Basque Country, Northern Spain. He came from a modest background, but his family were not impecunious by any means, as some biographies have implied. His father was the local mayor when Balenciaga was born and a state employee up until his demise in 1906, skippering boats for the Customs fleet.

			

		

		
			
				OPPOSITE Cristóbal Balenciaga, c.1927
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				10 EARLY YEARS

			

		

		
			
				The occupation of Balenciaga’s mother goes a long way to explain his passion for sewing, and he started on the road to a professional career in tailoring proper at the tender age of 12. Having completed his elementary schooling, he began a tailoring apprenticeship at Casa Gómez in the neighbouring town of San Sebastián. This illustrious establishment was a favourite of the aristocracy (many of whom owned holiday homes in and around San Sebastián). Indeed, Casa Gómez advertised in local newspapers and magazines, calling themselves “the most important tailors, preferred by the distinguished public”. After a year the young Balenciaga decided to continue his training at the newly established New England tailor’s shop. It was founded by Messrs Romeo, Quemada and Villar, three of the best tailors from Casa Gómez, who were very happy to take on the promising young apprentice at their new business venture. 

				After completing his apprenticeship, Balenciaga moved to the newly opened San Sebastián branch of the Parisian department store Les Grands Magasins du Louvre, which, like every large 

			

		

		
			
				ABOVE The Casino, San Sebastián, early twentieth century
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				department store, had its own dressmaking salon and sewing ateliers. He started as a tailor in the women’s workshop but within two years rose to become the head of the dressmaking department, which was no small achievement given he was only 18 years old. During his time at Les Grands Magazins du Louvre he also experienced the Parisian haute couture industry firsthand. Attending couture “shows”, specifically organized for the department store trade, allowed Balenciaga not only to come into contact with the most prominent couture houses, buyers, suppliers and clients of the day, but also provided him with a thorough understanding of the business side of the fashion industry, which would put him in good stead in the years to come.

				In 1917 Balenciaga opened his first solo business venture in San Sebastián, under the simple name: C. Balenciaga. He had chosen a most opportune moment to establish himself as a couturier in the region since many aristocrats, wealthy businessmen and members of the beau monde had fled to their summer residences and the lavish hotels of San Sebastián and neighbouring Biarritz to sit out the First World War in comfort and style. The region quickly saw a surge in luxury consumption. Not only did these wartime residents widen the market, but they also elicited a fashion shift from Paris to the Basque Country, as many of the couture houses were quick to move their collection presentations from their Parisian houses to the luxurious dining rooms and ballrooms of the region’s upmarket hotels. Indeed, Callot Soeurs, Maison Worth, Paquin and Chanel all showed in Spain to a receptive audience. Not only did this shift bolster the business of local couturiers, but also allowed the likes of Balenciaga to attend the wartime shows and so stay abreast of design innovations in Paris. This in turn helped to shape his own designs, and in September 1918 he showed his first collection. 
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				Creating and showing collections required a significant financial investment, so, given his humble background, Balenciaga was forced to find investors to fund his venture. The sisters Benita and Daniela Lizaso, both traders, provided him with the necessary funds. Less than a year later, Balenciaga and the Lizaso sisters established the company Balenciaga y Compañía, which suggests the first collection had been a resounding success. Balenciaga’s association with the sisters would last six years, during which time he cemented his reputation for exquisite craftsmanship and indeed as a leading Spanish couturier.

				In 1925, after a year spent securing financial backing and sourcing staff, Balenciaga presented his new collection under his full name: “Cristóbal Balenciaga”. This attracted the attention of a distinguished clientele, not least Queen María Cristina de Borbón and several other women of the Spanish Royal Family, including her granddaughter the Infanta Isabel Alfonsa. Few of Balenciaga’s designs from this period survive, but those that do provide some valuable insights into his design processes. Like most foreign couturiers he travelled twice a year to Paris – then regarded as the epicentre of fashion and taste – to attend the fashion presentations of the leading haute couturiers (Callot Soeurs, Doucet, Paquin, Chéruit and Redfern, to name but a few) and to find out where fashion was going next. He would then build his own collection, combining Parisian models (to stay relevant) and his own creations (often tailored to his established clientele’s preferences), all executed meticulously with impeccable cut and great attention to detail. Interestingly, year on year his creative independence grew, almost in parallel to his success. 

				Two years later, in 1927, he created “Martina Robes et Manteaux” (Martina had been his mother’s name) as a second 
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				brand in a diversification strategy. The brand was soon renamed EISA Costura in another clear link to his beloved mother whose surname was Eizaguirre. This was an ingenious business move that was in many ways well ahead of its time. EISA – unlike his eponymous couture house – offered models in line with the needs and preferences of his local San Sebastián clientele. Customers had a degree of agency and could choose the design and fabrics used, “adjusting” the silhouettes on offer to their personal preference. 

				While the association with its creator implicitly linked EISA to the world of high fashion and thus made it very desirable, the use of less lavish fabrics reduced the price significantly. As a result, more clients, most importantly the San Sebastián upper middle classes, patronized EISA. This business model resulted in a greater number of garments being sold (albeit at lower cost) and increased returns, which were in turn used to finance the presentation of Balenciaga’s biannual couture collections. Balenciaga successfully managed his two businesses from San Sebastián, and while in many ways they worked in tandem (they presented their 

			

		

		
			
				ABOVE The harbour in Getaria, the town of Balenciaga’s birth, early twentieth century
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				14 EARLY YEARS

			

		

		
			
				collections simultaneously, for example), they always advertised separately in the local media. 

				However, in spite of a well-polished business strategy, commercial success would soon be hindered by circumstances beyond Balenciaga’s control. The proclamation of the Second Republic in Spain, in April 1931, and the subsequent exile of the Royal Family had dramatic consequences for his business. Many of his aristocratic clients, whose patronage was central to his success, were forced to leave, which proved to be a not inconsiderable blow to Balenciaga’s business. 

				Balenciaga, by now a canny businessman as well as a highly accomplished designer, reacted with speed and commercial creativity. In 1932, he requested permission from the city to open a new establishment called B.E. Costura. Given the precarious situation, his new establishment continued the business concept pioneered by EISA Costura, as now more than ever he had to cater for the demands of the local upper middle classes in order to survive financially. It has been called “an emergency solution for an exceptional situation”, but once things stabilized he turned these “emergency” measures to his advantage. 

				In 1933, after a year of simultaneously running EISA Costura and B.E. Costura, Balenciaga consolidated his business and opened a new establishment called EISA B.E. Costura in Madrid. The success of this venture led in turn to the opening of a third couture house in 1935, this time in Barcelona. 
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