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Louis Vuitton.

You know the logo, can easily spot one of its It-bags in the street and have read the billion-dollar-brand headlines. So you don’t need me to tell you that Louis Vuitton is a pillar of luxury fashion – but you might be interested in learning just a bit more, or how to inject some of this specific brand of cool into your own look.

If so, you’ve picked up the right book. The stories in these pages are proof that Louis Vuitton’s history is fascinating, yet they still hold relevant lessons about how to dress today. This book will take you on a journey of ten fabulous Louis Vuitton wardrobing principles and show you exactly how to bring them to life with items on your own rails.

Vuitton is not just one of the most successful high-end labels to ever exist. It is also one of the oldest. It has roots with royalty, but is a sovereign of sorts itself: a streaks-ahead leader in the game of luxury fashion, owned by the luxury industry kingpin Bernard Arnault.

Such distinction has not made it conservative over the years. It turned to a boundary-pushing young designer in Marc Jacobs to launch its first ready-to-wear line in the late nineties and has been home to some of fashion’s most exciting talents ever since. It is a pioneer when it comes to collaborating with artists and is irrefutably a global trend-setter.

So, if you want a bit of the gilded Vuitton look for your own wardrobe, this is the guide that will help you find it. From learning to love leather to sussing out sporty chic, come with me and discover the Louis Vuitton style principles. I promise you, it will be a trip.
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‘In the luxury business, you have to build on heritage.’

Bernard Arnault







It’s the glossy fashion mega-brand with a logo more famous than the name Kardashian. But let me ask, before we set off on this very unique style principles journey, how much could you tell me about Louis Vuitton?

Perhaps you know that, at over 170 years old, it is one of the most-established fashion houses still in business (the oldest, if you are wondering, is Hermès). In 2023 you may have read that, in a huge coup, Louis Vuitton became the first high-end designer label to publish annual profits over 20 billion euros. Maybe you know its classic handbag designs by heart, have one on your wish list – or, lucky you, sitting in your wardrobe.

However much Vuitton trivia you know already, I think there is just one thing you need to understand about this brand to begin with. In the world of luxury, it is considered ground zero.

What do I mean by that? It is certainly a grandiose statement – but, trust me, it is one that is fitting as a jumping off point to dissect the founding style principles of Louis Vuitton. From its very beginnings in the mid-nineteenth century to now, it has served the needs of the most discerning clientele. It was selling innovative, opulent, high-quality – and, yes, expensive – wares to the upper echelons of society well before most famous designer labels. It was founded in 1854 by a 33-year-old Louis Vuitton, who opened a studio in Paris in which he designed the item that started it all: the signature Louis Vuitton trunk.

It has been a must-have since its inception – and it is every bit as famous as the myriad household names who have owned one. The versions of the Vuitton trunk sold now are almost identical to the first variations carefully crafted by the brand’s founder. They come in various sizes, coated in plain or patterned leather or canvas with nailed-on wooden slats, and they have gold hardware on cornicing with, most notably, a specially designed tumbler lock. They look a bit like a treasure chest.

These days a Vuitton trunk is most often finished with the brand’s eminently recognisable monogram logo. That’s what makes one so easy to spot in the wild – and make no mistake, this product is one of, if not the, most iconic fashion items in the world. Few individuals use one for travel now – let’s be honest, it is not the most practical accessory on the market any more – but this has not dented its desirability. To own one is to obtain a piece of fashion history.

On which, we should dig into its backstory. How did Louis Vuitton, the son of working-class labourers who hailed from the French alpine region of Jura, come to design this luxury must-have? The answer, fittingly, begins with a journey – albeit not one taken in a comfortable first-class carriage.


Unpicking history

Let’s pause a moment for Vuitton’s signature trunk lock. The single-lock system with two spring buckles that required a bespoke key to open was first developed in 1886 by Louis Vuitton and his eldest son, Georges, as a much-desired security measure for the brand’s wealthy customers. He was so confident in his invention that he patented it as ‘unpickable’ and even challenged Houdini to try and escape from a locked Vuitton trunk. The American escape artist declined.
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Layetier

A layetier’s job was to keep his clients’ precious goods safe on trips away. It might be hard for us to comprehend the staffing needs of those rich enough to run in the social circles of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century high society, but Vuitton’s role was to help such individuals – members of the French court, no less – prepare for travel. When they left home, it could be for months at a time: the transport methods alone could take weeks. He would build and pack bespoke boxes for whatever needed to go with them.


Vuitton was a striver. He left his broken family home at just 13 years old, hoping to build a new life in Paris. If that wasn’t daring enough, know that the journey took two years, was, remarkably, conducted solo and – even more impressively – was all on foot. Further proof of Vuitton’s ambition is that he apprenticed himself to different tradesmen and artisans en route. This was a way to both earn his keep and learn his skillset.

When he finally arrived in the French capital, circa 1837, he began working for the respected layetier Monsieur Marechal. This is where Louis Vuitton, the brand, first took root. It is here that its earliest trunk renderings and its founder’s skills as a craftsman came to life.

Vuitton worked for Marechal for 17 years. It is not difficult to see how the young man might have got the bright idea for his own luxury label while there. Marechal’s workshop on the glamorous Rue Saint-Honoré was close to several upmarket shops. When Vuitton wasn’t soaking up the lavish lifestyles of his customers, he was being inspired – consciously or not – by the local brands that catered to them.

Louis Vuitton now has a flagship store on the corner of Rue Saint-Honoré and Place Vendôme. Long before its founder could conceive of that reality, he was simply a highly skilled layetier. His wealthy clients didn’t just require one suitcase for their journeys; often they had up to fifty made-to-measure, carefully hand-packed chests in tow. They packed not just several piles of clothes – which were in fact sent hanging, rather than folded – into them, but chandeliers, sculptures and often furniture, too.

Word of Vuitton’s talents spread quickly in certain circles. In 1853, Empress Eugénie of France, the Spanish wife of Emperor Napoleon III – nephew to the famous French emperor of the same name – decided she wanted Vuitton’s skills for herself. So she employed him as her personal packer. With the status of her name on his books, just one year later Vuitton had the confidence, and sufficient endorsement, to open his own outfit: a workshop just a stone’s throw from Marechal’s, at 4 Rue Neuve-des-Capucines. That same year he married a miller’s daughter: Clémence-Emilie Parriaux.

Here we get to the crux of this chapter: Louis Vuitton’s first must-have item – the trunk. Influenced by Empress Eugénie’s collection, one was soon on the shopping list of every high-society mademoiselle in Paris – and beyond. Vuitton’s trunks were distinct not just because they were terribly fashionable, but because they were also inventive. The designer pioneered luggage designs that both looked good and were equally pleasing on a practical level.

For example, the trunks were made from lightweight poplar wood instead of traditional oak. In place of the chunky metal brackets used by his competitors, Vuitton invented the neat and practically unbreakable canvas hinge. In 1858 he debuted a stackable model with a flat lid, which might not sound particularly ground-breaking, but it was in this context: previously, trunks had only come with domed lids that water could easily run off. Vuitton didn’t need that feature, as he had developed a glue-treated canvas, known as ‘Trianon’, that was entirely watertight.

He added nailed-on beechwood slats to that style when his competitors cottoned onto it. And the ideas didn’t stop there. Louis Vuitton was renowned for what its trunks could hold, from full travelling wardrobes to drink-making equipment and, in 1886, for the Italian-French explorer Pierre Savorgnan de Brazza’s expedition through the Congo, a portable bed. There was a reason Vuitton became the preferred luggage designer for most heads of state.

Vuitton was constantly inspired by people’s needs and, equally, by the changing transport trends. Travellers increasingly made their journeys by boat, train and, later, cars. He realised that they valued security because of what was inside their trunks, and so in 1886 he developed that famous lock.

Just five years after launching his brand, demand for its trunks had increased so much that Vuitton had to move his workshop and family home to the village of Asnières, just outside of Paris. Twenty initial employees grew to 225 by 1914. The atelier is still the site of artisans producing trunks and other bespoke items for Louis Vuitton clients today.
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There is a reason Vuitton’s first It-product has endured. The trunk is, still, undeniably stylish: sophistication defined. It stands for quality and elegance, but also practicality. It was designed to protect the precious items within and to retain its polish even in less-than-glamorous conditions. Funnily enough, it is now considered treasure itself: highly valuable and to be treated with the utmost care. Its creator might well be dumbfounded.

Which begs the question: how could a trunk work in your life? I appreciate that it is not the most obvious item to recommend to a twenty-first-century consumer. An old-school trunk would be tricky to get on a train or to an airport and would not fare all too well on a luggage belt. You wouldn’t get one into most
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