
Émile-Maurice Hermès was born on 18 December 1871 in Paris

where his grandfather, originally from Krefeld (Germany), had

founded a harness and saddle manufacture in the Grands

Boulevards district in 1837.

Émile became interested in the family business at a very young

age. At just twelve years old, he purchased an unusual switch contai-

ning an umbrella from an antique dealer: A collector was born.

His passion for refinement and ingenuity remained with him

throughout his life.

In 1880, Hermès moved to 24 Faubourg Saint-Honoré. During

an apprenticeship, Émile met and became friends with Louis

Renault, future automobile designer and manufacturer. An enthu-

siast of the Belle Époque and its marvellous inventions, he took

business trips to Eastern Europe and Latin America, and retur-

ned with the idea for the sac à selle, the first Hermès bag. Manager

of the export division alongside his older brother, Émile Hermès

married Julie Hollande, the daughter of an exotic wood importer

from the Faubourg Saint-Antoine, in 1900. He soon had four lit-

tle girls whom he enchanted and enthralled with his wonderful

ideas and inventions.

From 1902 to 1919, Émile was an associate of Hermès Frères, which

built up its internationally renowned saddle division, although

the company always kept an eye on advances in the automobile

and luggage industries.

Back from the war, Émile Hermès took hold of the reins of the

company and began to steer it in new directions. From this time

forward, his life became one with the company’s. A maestro of

style and a pilot of daring yet carefully thought-out diversifica-

tion, he sat on the board of directors for thirty years.

In 1919, he deposited his first invention patent and began looking

into new saddle-making techniques. He was the first in France to

introduce the zip, which he boldly adapted to leather goods and

couture, assuring the success of Hermès by dazzling the fashion

world.

Named “chevalier de la Légion d’honneur” in 1923, Émile Hermès

bought the building at 24 Faubourg Saint-Honoré. Between 1924

and 1926, he launched a construction plan that turned the family

manufacture into a beautiful neoclassical house with a light, well-

organised boutique and a large display window exhibiting 

exclusive new products, of which the saddle-maker was the sole

specialist. The upper floors housed workshops dedicated to lea-

ther goods, couture, silver work, trunks, travel bags, dog collars

and belts. The third floor, between the boutique and the works-

hops, harboured Émile Hermès’office; the collector gradually 

created a true “Museum” of equine transport, which he enjoyed

showing his workers as much as he did his clients.

An active social life and humanist approach allowed this dynamic

director to weave many creative bonds with artists from all walks

of life. Embracing the effervescence of Parisian life, he success-

fully diversified, making for an original product offer. In explo-

ring “saddle-stitched” leather goods, the Hermès name added new

travel, sport and automobile accessories to its already established

bags and luggage. It also acquired an original standing in couture,

alongside the greats, by developing an active, modern femininity.

Émile Hermès always demanded perfection, finesse and close atten-

tion to detail in choosing materials and in craftsmanship.

Gradually opening multiple personalised branches, Émile made

Hermès a “multi-local” brand present in Deauville, Le Touquet,

Biarritz, Cannes, Évian, Vittel and New York. In 1949, the Cannes

store introduced the now famous Hermès tie.

A natural globetrotter, Émile Hermès developed “a deep unders-

tanding of everyday needs when travelling” and became the select

specialist of an elite hungry for escape and adventure. He sedu-

ced this cosmopolitan society, which was deliberately blasé and

flinched at the very mention of the commonplace, with his inge-

nious ideas: the fold-up toiletry case, book trunk, record trunk,

fold-up travel sewing kit and Bradka shoecase. His sea trunks

became a landmark of the modern elegance that triumphed aboard

the large liners of the time.

The yachting craze also inspired in him a series of objects, astoun-

ding feats of balance and intelligence: a tray table for cocktails 

designed not to tip over, a set of bottles and glasses also designed

not to tip over, a yacht or beach chair forming a suitcase, pipes

and lamps with built-in wind-and-storm protection.

Automobile comfort proved to be the pretext for some of his most

brilliant creations: trunks, suitcases, a tin trunk equipped with

electric lights, thermoses, clocks, a card case and comfortable 

blankets with zip pockets. All these objects were designed to make

the car “a road yacht, a little living room that goes eighty an hour”.

Émile Hermès was the catalyser of each of these amazing inven-

tions, directing production according to a rational, simple,

studied style according to the specific activity or sport. For each

object, the Hermès workshops were strong in their resolve to meet

the equation of comfort and solidity combined with style and

imagination. Hence, Hermès’“future classics”.

Nevertheless, Hermès was not impervious to the Great Depression

of the 1930s. The company had to close its New York store in 1931.

Be that as it may, these difficult times revealed the drive of the

House and its ability to create “tried-and-true” objects.“In periods

of financial crisis, an instinctive desire surfaces for genuineness

in all things. This desire instils cheap junk with its true value”

wrote Paul Iribe, author of Défense du luxe, printed by Draeger

Frères in 1932. During these years, Hermès creations bore the

mark of a strong identity, with the saddle craftsman returning to

his roots and focusing on his background in a spirit combining

economy of means and “clear solutions” to the needs of the day.
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During this time, he came across the work of decorator Jean-

Michel Frank, who achieved perfect simplicity in understated

luxury.

Visiting his workshops on a regular basis, Émile Hermès started

to think about how to use the scraps of leather tossed here and

there. In 1930, the leather diary was created; it could be carried in

a pocket or in a bag.

It was also at this time that Émile Hermès introduced the next

generation to the various aspects of the business, putting to work

the inventive mind of his son-in-law, Robert Dumas, to whom we

owe, among other remarkable creations, the “sac à main pour

dame”, later known as the Kelly, the Sac à dépêches, for business-

men, and the Chaîne d’ancre bracelet (1938).

His endless search for inspiration led to the creation of the prin-

ted silk scarf, of which Hermès launched its first design in 1937,

thus marking the birth of the Hermès scarf.

This same year, the House celebrated its 100-year anniversary.

Émile was sixty-six years old. As an experienced inventor, he drew

as much on his passion for the future as he did on his understan-

ding of the past.

An established figure in the cultural life of Paris, Émile Hermès

was a member of numerous museums. His collection was a bench-

mark and was featured in several exhibits during the interwar

years.

In June 1939, a photographer captured Monsieur Hermès with

his mischievous yet gentle eyes next to the Faubourg Saint-Honoré

display window. His delightfully elegant silhouette, the perfect

reflection of his aesthete soul, seems to betray a certain anxiety

however. The same anxiety that led Michel Leiris to leave the 1937

Exposition Internationale de Paris exclaiming, “Everything we

love is about to disappear.”

When the Second World War broke out, Monsieur and Madame

Hermès retired to Cannes and were soon joined by their daugh-

ters, grandchildren and, later, their son-in-law, Robert Dumas.

This was a time of packages for prisoners, of display windows bea-

ring “nothing for sale” signs, although, at the same time, provi-

ding occupied Parisians with messages of hope and humour

through their magical tableaux. A similar spirit of humour and

playfulness inspired the scarves Le Retour à la terre and À la gloire

de la cuisine française. At this time, five Hermès workshops were

devoted to couture. Pantskirts and shoulder bags adapted women’s

clothing to bicycles. The scarcity of most noble materials led

Hermès to look for other materials that until then had been over-

looked: canvas, wool, raffia, cotton, parchment. Worked carefully,

these materials became part of the diversified elegance of Hermès.

Paris was finally liberated to the exhilaration of a jubilant crowd.

Actress Marlene Dietrich, donning a G.I. uniform, marched with

George Smith Patton’s army, making a stop at Hermès to sign

autographs. The colour orange, initially used because of dye shor-

tages during the Occupation, was officially adopted for Hermès

boxes. It was the colour of the dawn Émile Hermès supported and

encouraged by participating in post-war reconstruction through

radiant French elegance. Inspired by a drawing in his collection,

Émile added a logo – the horse and carriage – to the Hermès 

signature.

With his sparkling, youthful eyes, and looking like a young silver-

haired man soon to be eighty, Monsieur Hermès attended all the

events that lent the City of Lights its dazzling brilliance.

With his son-in-law, Jean-René Guerrand, he welcomed the idea

of a Hermès tie and, in Grasse, he met the nose who would create

a perfume in the image of his House. He purchased and decora-

ted a villa in the hills of Cannes that was large enough for his

seventeen grandchildren to come visit during the summer months.

In 1950, surrounded by their family, Émile and Julie celebrated

their golden anniversary. That year, Émile was promoted “officier

de la Légion d’honneur”.

In late summer 1951, Émile, an avid walker, came back late from

a difficult walk. On 11 September, the press and all those who love

French elegance were deeply saddened to learn of the death of

Monsieur Hermès.

“Quicksilver.” This was the nickname of the passionate visionary

who led Hermès on the road to self-confidence and innovation.

Beyond a lifetime devoted to inventing beautiful, light objects for

the travels of his contemporaries, Émile Hermès remains an ins-

piration for those who continue to explore new forms of genuine

luxury and reach for the inherent beauty of the perfectly pure

object whose use is clearly identifiable. In a century fascinated by

ephemeral novelties, he defined an enduring modernity founded

on beautiful, perfectly worked materials.

Candidly opposed to arrogance and immobility, his bold, open

spirit remains with the House, which has been in existence for 

170 years. He continues to inspire Hermès to be proud, not of

what it has done or even of what it does, but rather of what it will

do in the future!

Émile Hermès was one of the richest sources of inspiration for his

House. The launch of the Prix Émile Hermès in 2007 aims to conti-

nue the legacy of his creative, imaginative, open and inquisitive

mind.
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