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[image: Jane Birkin holding a black Birkin bag, surrounded by photographers.]


Jane Birkin attends the spring/summer 2005 Hermès fashion show, under the creative direction of Jean Paul Gaultier.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A full-page photograph showing Jane Birkin at a fashion show or public event. She is wearing sunglasses, a green cardigan over a brown top, and jeans. She carries a black Hermès Birkin bag by its handles. The bag is visibly worn and has items, including a scarf, spilling out of it. She is smiling and surrounded by photographers and onlookers holding cameras.





INTRODUCTION

Few objects, in fashion and beyond, have acquired and retained the near-mythical status of the Hermès Birkin bag. Immortalised in popular culture through TV series, films, music and celebrities – from Kate Moss to Kim Kardashian – it has become a symbol of ultimate luxury and exclusivity. As we step into the world of the Hermès Birkin, we can immerse ourselves in the brand’s rich history and heritage, as well as appreciate the exceptional craftsmanship that goes into creating each and every one of them. This is a world where beauty thrives, and where a bag becomes a true symbol of identity and style.

The story of the Hermès Birkin bag appears to have been written in the stars. It began in 1984, when the actress and singer Jane Birkin was on a flight from Paris to London. As she was putting her signature wicker basket in the overhead locker, its contents fell to the floor, and the gentleman sitting next to her suggested she got an agenda with pockets, to which, being an Hermès fan, she replied that Hermès didn’t make them with pockets. Little did she know that the man she was talking to was none other than Jean-Louis Dumas, executive chairman of Hermès (from 1978 to 2006). With his identity established, they continued the conversation, as is described in Chapter Two. Then, Birkin sketched a handbag design on an in-flight paper sick bag, and Dumas took the sketch with him.


[image: A black leather Hermès Birkin bag displayed in a glass case, with a portrait of Jane Birkin in the background.]


Jane Birkin’s original black leather Hermès Birkin bag displayed with a large portrait of the actress.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A photograph showing a well-worn black leather Hermès Birkin bag displayed inside a clear glass case. Behind the case, partially visible, is a large portrait of Jane Birkin sitting down.


The result was the Hermès Birkin, a bag that was both functional and chic, as well as beautifully executed, in line with the House’s ethos. It is precisely the high standards to which the brand adheres, where taking the time to do things properly is so fundamental, that have made this bag so iconic and desirable. And in a world where instant gratification is almost expected, it is this attention to detail and respect for the process that have elevated it to its unparalleled status. Each Birkin handbag is handcrafted by a designated artisan, using only the finest materials and tools, which include different leathers in many colours and exotic skins. The hardware comes in various finishes, usually 18-karat gold- or palladium-plated. In some instances, the metal is even encrusted with diamonds, which adds to the bag’s uniqueness, individuality and overall value.


[image: Black and white photo of Jane Birkin walking on a street, carrying a wicker basket.]


Jane Birkin is seen here with her trademark wicker basket. This candid street-style moment reflects the casual elegance that became a hallmark of the future Birkin bag. London, England, 13 April 1973.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A black and white photograph of a young Jane Birkin walking down a city street. She is smiling broadly and wearing a white button-down shirt, a dark sweater tied around her neck, flared jeans, and sandals. She is carrying a large, round wicker basket by its handle, which has some items inside.



[image: Black and white portrait of Jean-Louis Dumas in a suit and tie.]


Jean-Louis Dumas, the visionary executive chairman of Hermès from 1978 to 2006, played a pivotal role in transforming the company into a global luxury powerhouse.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A black and white portrait of Jean-Louis Dumas, the former executive chairman of Hermès. He is wearing a suit, a button-down shirt, and a patterned tie, looking thoughtfully off-camera.


Another key element that has contributed to the bag’s fame is its scarcity, or perhaps the illusion of scarcity that it projects. If you want to purchase a brand-new Birkin, you have to be invited to do so by Hermès, and there is a waiting list. Consequently, vintage Birkin bags are fiercely sought-after and priced accordingly, which maintains their exclusivity. There is also a significant industry in counterfeits, with superfakes flooding the black market. Therefore, having a preloved bag authenticated by experts, or learning to identify red flags yourself, is crucial when purchasing one second-hand. You can read about this in Chapter Three.

The bag’s association with Jane Birkin, of course, also acts as a powerful symbol that embodies timeless style and elegance. Its heritage is so rich, some would even argue that when buying a Birkin bag, you are indeed acquiring a piece of fashion history. This was compounded when, in July 2025, Jane Birkin’s original prototype was sold at auction for $10.1 million, breaking the world record for the most expensive handbag ever sold at auction.


[image: Kate Moss walking down a street, carrying a baby and a large white Birkin bag.]


Kate Moss carries a stylish white Birkin bag in 2003, while holding her baby daughter, Lila, as she walks around Notting Hill, London.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A photograph of supermodel Kate Moss walking down a city street. She is wearing sunglasses, a black tank top, and a short denim skirt. In one arm, she carries a baby wearing a white hat, and on her other arm, she carries a large, pristine white Hermès Birkin bag. Cars and other people are visible in the background.



[image: A worn, black leather Birkin bag with gold hardware. Black and white photo of Jane Birkin in a crowd, looking serious.]


Jane Birkin’s original prototype was auctioned in July 2025, fetching a staggering $10.1 million US dollars (left). Jane Birkin at a silent protest against terrorism in Paris, on 31 March 1985 (right).




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A close-up photograph of a black leather Hermès Birkin bag. The bag is visibly aged and worn, with scuffs and a slightly relaxed shape. It features gold hardware, including the signature turn-lock closure and strap. It has two top handles and a shoulder strap. A black and white photograph of Jane Birkin standing in a crowd of people, likely at a protest. She is wearing a coat over a sweater and has a pin on her lapel. She holds a bag and looks off to the side with a serious expression. Other people are visible around her.





CHAPTER 1

EQUESTRIAN BEGINNINGS

‘Saddle stitching techniques were not about being hidden, they were about being strong and functional.’

Pierre-Alexis Dumas,
artistic director of Hermès


[image: Row of meticulously crafted bright red Hermès Birkin bags on a shelf.]


Rows of meticulously crafted red Hermès Birkin bags are lined up in an atelier. This behind-the-scenes glimpse into their workshop highlights the brand’s commitment to artisanal excellence.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A close-up photograph showing several bright red Hermès Birkin bags lined up on a light blue shelf, likely in a workshop or atelier. The bags feature gold hardware and the signature lock and strap details. In the blurred background, people and other objects are partially visible.


A LUXURY BRAND SYNONYMOUS WITH SUPERIOR QUALITY

Famous for its iconic square silk scarves (carré), its leather accessories and bags such as the Kelly and the Birkin, as well as for jewellery pieces like the Chaine d’ancre (anchor chain) and its beautiful fashion collections, Hermès has evolved into a global luxury brand.

The House was founded by Thierry Hermès (1801–1878), who opened a leather workshop in Paris at 56 rue Basse-du-Rempart in 1837. Here, he produced a variety of leather goods for equestrian attire, the primary mode of transport at the time. They included exquisite horse harnesses, fittings and bridles, sewn by hand using a saddle stitch, with a waxed thread and two needles to provide extra strength, creating unique masterpieces.

This high level of quality did not go unnoticed. In 1855, Hermès was awarded the First Class Medal of the Exposition Universelle de Paris (a prestigious world fair that celebrated scientific and industrial progress) for their exceptionally wrought harnesses and carriage bridles. They were awarded the same medal for a second time in 1867.

‘We don’t have a policy of image; we have a policy of product.’

Jean-Louis Dumas, former CEO of Hermès


[image: Left half of an image showing the exterior of an Hermès boutique with a yellow awning. Right half of an image showing the exterior of an Hermès boutique with a yellow awning.]


The iconic Hermès flagship boutique in Paris, located at 24 rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré, is characterized by its signature awning and elegant window displays.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
The left portion of a photograph showing the exterior of an Hermès boutique. A yellow awning extends over a large window display. The window features a painted backdrop of a jungle scene and various Hermès products. A person is walking past the window on the sidewalk. The right portion of a photograph showing the exterior of an Hermès boutique, continuing from the previous page. A yellow awning is visible, along with the continuation of the window display featuring products and a jungle backdrop. The 'MÈS' part of the store's name is visible at the top.




‘Can we call it your name?’

Jean-Louis Dumas


[image: A black leather Birkin bag displayed in a glass case with the Sotheby's logo.]


Jane Birkin’s Original Birkin at the auction preview at Sotheby’s Paris, July 2025.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A photograph of a black leather Hermès Birkin bag sitting inside a clear glass display case. Above the case, the text 'LE SALON Sotheby's' is visible, indicating the bag is on display at the auction house.


When Thierry Hermès died in 1878, he left his workshop to his son Charles-Émile Hermès (1835–1919), who had been his apprentice for 20 years and worked alongside him at the store. Charles-Émile was inventive and resourceful and added custom-made saddles to the House’s offering, something that proved to be very popular. As the company grew, Charles-Émile’s sons, Adolphe and Émile-Maurice were brought into the business, which now had customers in Europe, Russia, Asia and the US.

In 1880, Hermès relocated its store to a prestigious address in a smarter neighbourhood: 24 Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré, which remains the House’s headquarters to this day. The boutique was also rebranded when Charles-Émile retired, changing its name to Hermès Frères (Hermès Brothers). The new store had an on-site atelier to accommodate the growing business, and it was at this address that the first Hermès bag, the Haut à Courroies (HAC), was created. Designed with practicality in mind, it was made to carry saddles and riding boots, and, as its name suggests (it means ‘high belt’ in French), the bag was fastened with a belt. It also had short handles and metal studs on the base and became very popular when the first automobiles were introduced, as its size was ideal for car trips. In time, Adolphe left the company, but his brother Émile-Maurice remained at the head of the House, broadening the saddle-stitched leather goods range to adapt to emerging new forms of transport.


[image: Vintage illustration showing various Hermès leather goods including saddles, bags, and a grooming kit.]


A 1923 advert for Hermès Frères.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A vintage advertisement or catalog illustration for 'Hermès Frères Sellier'. It features detailed black-and-white drawings of equestrian and travel items, including two saddles, a
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A MOVE INTO FASHION
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FASHION COLLECTIONS
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KEY CREATIVE DIRECTORS
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WHAT MAKES HERMÈS UNIQUE
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