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				“Louis Vuitton is the most visible, the most showy, in a way. Some people think it’s terrible, some people love it, some people just have a fascination with it.”

				– Nicolas Ghesquière1
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				When Louis Vuitton, a poor country boy from Jura, France, opened his first workshop in 1854 – a bespoke packing and luggage-making service – he could not have dreamed that one day his family name would be associated with the pinnacle of luxury. Similarly, when his son Georges Vuitton, frustrated by competitors copying the company’s trunks, designed a pattern he dubbed the “Monogram”, little did Georges imagine it would one day be one of the most iconic prints in the world.

				 Since those early days, first as a family business and later as the jewel in the crown of luxury goods conglomerate LVMH, Louis Vuitton has catered to the highest echelons of society, from royalty to actresses and celebrities. Its luggage is not only the most recognizable, but often the most innovative. In its early days, the brand created trunks that revealed travelling wardrobes, sets carrying essential toiletries or drink-making equipment, and even a portable bed. And with the invention 

			

		

		
			
				OPPOSITE Jackie Onassis photographed at the airport in Washington in 1980, as always carrying her beloved, well-worn, Louis Vuitton Keepall bag. 
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				in 1890 of their famous unpickable tumbler lock, which even Harry Houdini wouldn’t challenge, Vuitton luggage became thief-proof too.

				 Louis Vuitton’s strength has always lain in an ability to move with the times and capitalize on changing trends. In the 1920s and 1930s, as sedate train and ocean-liner travel gave way to a vogue for leaping into automobiles to weekend in the South of France, stacks of heavyweight trunks were replaced by a capacious soft-sided holdall, the aptly named “Keepall”. And in the 1950s, a breakthrough in fabric design, which added PVC to their trademark canvas, meant Louis Vuitton bags were not just stylish but practical too. Toted by celebrities, including Brigitte Bardot and Audrey Hepburn, the bags became increasingly aspirational, setting a precedent for the status symbols they would later become.

				 In 1997, a new era began as Louis Vuitton entered the world of high fashion with the appointment of designer Marc Jacobs. The Monogram bag was no longer just a timeless classic, it was a fashion statement – and with it came a wardrobe of clothes that combined the elegance and heritage of Louis Vuitton with cutting-edge style. Throughout Marc Jacobs’s 16-year tenure and into the reign of current artistic director Nicolas Ghesquière and menswear designer Virgil Abloh, Louis Vuitton continues to reinvent itself – most recently as a current, streetwise brand. It is as appealing to celebrities as to its loyal old guard of clients, and remains among the very top luxury brands in the world.

			

		

		
			
				Opposite A new generation of Louis Vuitton fans: Jaden Smith and Willow Smith in the front row at the Louis Vuitton Autumn/Winter 2019/20 catwalk show. 
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				Louis Vuitton was born on 4 August 1821 in Anchay, a hamlet in the mountainous Jura region of France, into a work-toughened family of five generations of joiners, carpenters, millers and farmers. The life they led was hard, and the family valued qualities like self-sufficiency and perseverance, which would stand the young Louis in good stead in later years.

			

		

		
			
				In 1835, at just 13 years old, he left to try his fortunes in Paris. As was common in nineteenth-century France, his travels took several years, as he embraced the tradition of the journeyman worker. Apprenticing himself to various craftsmen along the way, he finally arrived in Paris in 1837 and was taken under the wing of box-maker and packer Monsieur Maréchal. Quickly proving himself to his employer, he remained with Maréchal for the next 17 years, learning time-honoured skills that would be invaluable in his later career as a trunk-maker. In Maréchal’s workshop on Rue Saint-Honoré, Louis was not far from the luxurious shops and boulevards of Paris, which seduced him with their fashionable displays and sophisticated clientele.

				The role of the box-maker (layetier) and packer (emballeur) was an important one – especially to the French court, which travelled 

			

		

		
			
				oPPOSITE A portrait of Louis Vuitton (1821–92) who founded the company in 1854.
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				regularly from Paris to Fontainebleau, as well as on extended tours of the country. In 1853, the young and glamorous Empress Eugénie, the Spanish wife of Napoleon III (the nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte), was impressed by the young Louis Vuitton. He became her personal packer, responsible for her elaborate gowns and crinolines. Her patronage sealed his destiny as a high-end craftsman and set a precedent for the aristocrats who came to admire Louis Vuitton luggage.

				On 22 April 1854, Louis Vuitton married 17-year-old Clémence-Émilie Parriaux, the daughter of a mill owner. In the same year, he founded a workshop of his own, specializing in packing high-fashion and fragile items, at 4 Rue Neuve-des-Capucines, close to the Place Vendôme. With royal 

			

		

		
			
				ABOVE A painting by Giuseppe Canella in 1832 of Île de la Cité and the Flower Market in Paris, just a few years before Louis Vuitton arrived to make his fortune. 
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				ABOVE Empress Eugénie, shown here surrounded by her ladies-in-waiting in 1855, took a liking to Louis Vuitton and employed him as her personal emballeur, or packer. Her patronage sealed his future as trunk-maker to the highest members of society. 

			

		

		
			
				endorsement, his reputation quickly grew, and Vuitton’s skill in creating lightweight poplar-wood trunks, which were far more stylish than traditional, heavy, pigskin-covered luggage, won him loyal customers.

				Always searching for innovations that would create trunks that were both practical and aesthetically pleasing, he experimented with a treated canvas in a light grey that became known as the “Trianon”. In 1858, he further developed this design, replacing the then-commonplace domed lid – designed to allow water to run off leather-coated trunks – with a flat lid. Thanks to the glue-based treatment used on the Trianon canvas, the trunk was entirely watertight and, combined with its lacquered iron trim, was both more stylish and better designed than its predecessors. 
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				It was strong yet lightweight and the trunks stacked neatly atop each other for efficient travel.

				The new flat-lid style of trunk was a huge success, so much so that competitors were quick to copy the design. In response, Vuitton added nailed beechwood slats for further reinforcement and in doing so, created an iconic look. Demand grew so fast that in 1859, Louis Vuitton moved his workshop and family home to Asnières, just outside Paris, continuing to supply his store in the city. He concentrated on creating trunks for every requirement, spurred on by the explosion in travel by rail and boat in the mid-nineteenth century, which heralded a new, modern era in travelling luggage. In 1867, Vuitton was honoured with a bronze medal for his designs at the Exposition Universelle in Paris. Legendary English designer Charles Worth had set up his haute couture atelier close to Vuitton’s luggage store, and fashionable women bought custom-made trunks to carefully accommodate Worth’s dresses crafted from reams of beautiful fabric.

			

		

		
			
				LEFT The village of Asnières just outside Paris where Louis Vuitton moved his home and workshop in 1859.

				oPPOSITE TOP Designed in the 1850s, this iconic trunk was reinforced with beechwood slats. The flat lid replaced the more commonplace domed style so that trunks could be efficiently stacked, and the box was covered in a glue-treated watertight canvas.

				oPPOSITE BOTTOM A luggage label from the 1860s that advertised Louis Vuitton services as an emballeur, or packer.

				OVERLEAFAn image of the 1867 Exposition Universelle in Paris where Louis Vuitton was honoured with a bronze medal for his designs.
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