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The Crux of Luxury: Manufacturing Dreams under the Sun King 

 
Abstract 

 
France is the world leader in luxury goods, and, according to the Paris Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry, more than half of the world’s 270 prestige brands are French. French 

luxury has become a global marker of “Frenchness,” but it was Louis XIV and his minister of 

finances, Colbert, who bestowed onto the “made-in-France” label connotations of prestige and 

unparalleled luxury craftsmanship. This dissertation historicizes the business of French luxury 

and the seductive power of its goods. Throughout the study, luxury is limited to the 

manufactured luxury goods of the seventeenth century: lace and embroideries, wool-fitted and 

silk stockings, gold and silver brocades, ribbons, faux pearls, furs, fine leathers, wigs, tapestries, 

draperies, mirrors, and other such goods. 

 

Through an analysis of Colbert’s letters on trade and commerce, the first chapter of this 

dissertation writes the history of how the minister of finances established a thriving French 

luxury goods business and began to position France as the global leader in luxury. It chronicles 

the origins and refinement of the made-in-France label and examines how Louis XIV and 

Colbert politicized luxury to mobilize a French socio-political body. 

 

Definitions of luxury have historically relied on a conception of the term as surplus: the 

unnecessary, that which begins where need ends. The subsequent two chapters demonstrate how 
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the sociological and cultural changes of the reign of Louis XIV, notably around considerations of 

the self, cultivated a culture of endless luxury consumption and engineered luxury as the ultra-

necessary. For a good to be a true luxury, it must be both desirable and inaccessible and thus 

must be worth counterfeiting to satisfy demand for its appeal. Jacques Savary’s business manual 

guides the second chapter’s examination of counterfeiting as a unique savoir-faire that served as 

one of the foundations on which the French luxury industry was built. Travel guides by Abraham 

du Pradel and Louis Liger direct the chapter’s analysis of the dissemination of trends, luxury 

goods, and their knock offs, a trio that fueled desire for and the consumption of French luxury. 

The final chapter dissects the heart of the ultra-necessary conception of luxury: what I have 

termed the dream-doorway. Colbert’s manufactured luxuries inspired dreams of self-reflection 

acting as doorways and interfaces between the self and the social framework. This chapter 

explores how the kingdom’s evolving culture of self-awareness and self-fashioning encouraged 

the consumption and development of luxury by assigning value to its goods as social, aesthetic, 

and cultural markers, and it uses the tales of Perrault and D’Aulnoy to illustrate how the dream-

doorway was crystallized in and disseminated through the literary fairy tale of the 1690s. 
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INTRODUCTION 

“Le luxe est plus grand que jamais.”1 In 1694, for the first complete edition of its 

dictionary, l’Académie Française chose this seemingly unremarkable sentence as the first 

example to illustrate its definition of luxury. While the statement does not say much about what 

“le luxe” is or rather what it was, it does suggest nevertheless that luxury was undergoing a 

transformation that catalyzed its growth in seventeenth-century France. Luxury entered into the 

1600s beloved by Henri IV who was blinded by its luster, but shunned by his trusted minister, 

Sully, who denounced its excesses. A century later, “le luxe” vacillated between similar 

opposing currents: “la marque infaillible d'un empire puissant et respectable,”2 praised by 

Voltaire, and “[l'inégalité sociale qui] corrompt tout,”3 condemned by Rousseau. Mandeville 

attempted to find a middle ground by defining luxury as a necessary evil, a vice that must corrupt 

the individual for the social framework to thrive.4 By the middle of the eighteenth century, even 

Diderot and d’Alembert were unable to reach a consensus in their encyclopedia and concluded 

that, when it comes to definitions of luxury, “l’histoire contredit les unes & les autres.”5 While 

 
1 “Luxe.” Le Dictionnaire de l’Académie Française, 1694, t. 1, 
artflsrv03.uchicago.edu/philologic4/publicdicos/navigate/3/11315. Accessed 15 Mar. 2022. 
 
2 Voltaire. Oeuvres complètes de Voltaire. Impr. de la Société littéraire-typographique, 1785.  
 
3 Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, and Stanisław Leszczyński. Observations de J.J. Rousseau, de Genève : sur la Réponse 
qui a été faite à son Discours. N.p., 1751. 
 
4 Mandeville, Bernard, et al. La Fable des abeilles : suivie de Essai sur la charité et les écoles de charité et de 
Défense du livre. 2. éd. revue et augmentée. Librarie Philosophique J. Vrin, 1998. 
 
5 Diderot, Denis, and Jean le Rond d'Alembert. “Luxe.” Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des 
arts et des métiers, etc., eds. University of Chicago: ARTFL Encyclopédie Project (Spring 2021 Edition), Robert 
Morrissey and Glenn Roe (eds),  
 artflsrv03.uchicago.edu/philologic4/encyclopedie0521/navigate/9/3574/?byte=8243203. Accessed 10 Dec. 2021. 
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“le luxe” may not have overcome its polarizing nature, the transformation that it underwent in 

seventeenth-century France, not only propelled its unprecedented growth, as noted by the 

Académie, but laid the foundation for a personal luxury goods industry that reached 283 billion 

euros in 2021.6  

 

CRITICAL HISTORIOGRAPHY 

 

Luxury can and has been studied through a range of methodologies. In 1878, Baudrillart 

published one of the earliest historical studies of luxury, a chronological four-tome behemoth 

that attempted to demonstrate the inherent presence of luxury throughout the history of 

civilization.7 His research began with primitive luxury, concluded with the luxuries of the 

nineteenth century, and touched on most of the globe. The work reads like an encyclopedia that 

outlines various forms of luxury and luxury practices across the ages and cultures. In a similar 

but more accessible format, in the early 2000s, Jean Castarède conducted two historical studies 

of luxury, one global, like Baudrillart’s, and the other focused exclusively on France.8 9 

Castarède’s studies, which report on the evolution of luxury from the Lascaux Caves through the 

twenty first century, are structured like compilations of general luxury facts listed 

chronologically and designed to offer a topline overview of luxury history. In the 1990s, 

Christopher Berry chose a philosophical approach drawing instead on the tools of political 

 
6 “Luxury market rebounds in 2021, set to return to historic growth trajectory.” Bain & Company, 11 Nov. 2021, 
www.bain.com/about/media-center/press-releases/2021/luxury-report-2021/. Press release. 
 
7 Baudrillart, Henri. Histoire du luxe privé et public depuis l'antiquité jus qu'à nos jours. Hachette et cie, 1878-1880. 
 
8 Castarède, Jean. Histoire du luxe en France : des origines à nos jours. Eyrolles, 2007. 
 
9 Castarède, Jean. Le Grand livre du luxe : une histoire mondiale du luxe, des origines à nos jours, civilisation par 
civilisation. P.U.F., 2014. 
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theory. His work is more episodic than chronological and uses luxury as an instrument to better 

understand political issues, “namely, the nature of social order.”10 Through the philosophical and 

theological debates on luxury that drive his analysis, Berry outlines the conceptual evolution of 

the term to illustrate how modern definitions of luxury have distanced themselves from classical 

ones.   

 

Luxury Brand Management and Marketing Studies also emerged in the 1990s and early 

2000s after the creation of luxury brand conglomerates in the late 1980s. These studies, such as 

the ones conducted by Jean-Noël Kapferer and Vincent Bastien,11 Pamela Danzigers,12 13 Dana 

Thomas,14 and Michael Silverstein,15 focus on practical business issues. Their chapters analyze 

successful luxury brand models, explain how to boost luxury brand sales without tarnishing a 

brand’s cachet, and propose advertising strategies for specific markets and luxury goods 

categories. The richer studies include socio-historical inquiry and material culture to historicize 

consumer behavior patterns and evolving definitions of luxury. Material culture inspired its own 

wing of luxury studies. In 2016, Peter McNeil and Giorgio Riello, placed objects at the forefront 

 
10 Berry, Christopher. The Idea of Luxury: A Conceptual and Historical Investigation. Cambridge University Press, 
1994. 
 
11 Kapferer, Jean-Noël, and Vincent Bastien. The Luxury Strategy: Break the Rules of Marketing to Build Luxury 
Brands. Kogan Page, 2009. 
 
12 Danziger, Pamela. Let Them Eat Cake: Marketing Luxury to the Masses – As Well as the Classes. Dearborn Trade 
Pub., 2005. 
 
13 Danziger, Pamela. Putting the Luxe Back in Luxury: How New Consumer Values are Redefining the Way We 
Market Luxury. Paramount Market Pub., 2011. 
 
14 Thomas, Dana. Deluxe: How Luxury Lost Its Luster. Penguin Press, 2007. 
 
15 Silverstein, Michael. Trading Up: Why Consumers Want New Luxury Goods – and How Companies Create Them. 
Portfolio, 2005.  
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of their research to create an accessible study of luxury.16 They positioned their materialistic 

approach in opposition to prior academic inquiries and argued that objects were powerful enough 

to speak for themselves about the contexts in which they appeared. Throughout their pages, they 

successfully integrate a socio-historical methodology to support their object driven inquiry and 

use the present day as an anchor for the points of entry and culmination of their research. 

 

Interdisciplinary studies often beginning as workshops or colloquia have led to some of 

the most dynamic examinations of the topic. In the late 90s, Maxine Berg and Helen Clifford 

organized a workshop that resulted in a study of modern luxury consumer culture through 

economy, sociology, material culture, and art history.17 Their research was designed primarily as 

a socio-cultural study of luxury centered on Europe from 1650-1850. In the 2010s, Natacha 

Coquery and Alain Bonnet led an interdisciplinary colloquium that aimed to study luxury 

through the lens of socio-economic history in the tradition of Pierre Léon and Pierre Cayez.18 

Their research eventually also adopted cultural history to focus on the geo-spatial circulation of 

luxury, the luxury market, and the circulation of luxury in society; it stretched from the Middle 

Ages to the present and reached across most of the globe. Élise Pavy-Guilbert and Françoise 

Poulet organized an equally diverse colloquium in Bordeaux in 2017.19 The study, which was 

eventually published in 2021, focused primarily on literature and integrated philosophy, history, 

 
16 McNeil, Peter, and Giorgio Riello. Luxury: A Rich History. Oxford University Press, 2016.  
 
17 Berg, Maxine, and Helen Clifford. Consumers and Luxury : Consumer Culture in Europe 1650-1850. Manchester 
University Press, 1999. 
 
18 Coquery, Natacha, and Alain Bonnet. Le Commerce du luxe : production, exposition et circulation des objets 
précieux du Moyen Âge à nos jours. Éditions Mare & Martin, 2015. 
 
19 Pavy-Guilbert, Elise, and Françoise Poulet. Contre le luxe (XVIIe-XVIIIe siècle). Classiques Garnier, 2021. 
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economy, and political theory to research the developments that led to the secularization of the 

condemnation of luxury in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Around the same time, John 

Armitage and Joanne Roberts began a multidisciplinary study of luxury, conceived in relation to 

art, design, and media, and defined as critical luxury studies.20 Their research focuses primarily 

on the contemporary, while drawing nonetheless on historical luxury studies, and examines, 

more than any other inquiry that preceded their work, the socio-environmental impact of luxury 

on the planet.  

 

HISTORICIZATION AND DEMYSTIFICATION  

 

In 1606, “luxe” was incorporated into the French language as the synonym of 

“superfluity.”21 Throughout its history, “le luxe” has been defined by economists, such as Emile 

De Laveleye’s in the nineteenth century, as something “dear [but] superfluous.”22 And today, 

reference guides from Oxford University Press23 to Investopedia24 continue to contrast “luxury” 

with “need” and “necessity.” Definitions of luxury that rely on a conception of the term as 

surplus, the unnecessary, that which begins where need ends, fail to capture luxury as it is 

experienced “in the wild.” Coco Chanel’s definition is one of the few to consider luxury as it is 

 
20 Armitage, John, and Joanne Roberts. “The Spirit of Luxury.” Cultural Politics, vol. 12, no. 1, Mar. 2016, pp. 1-
22. 
 
21 Jennings, Jeremy. “The Debate about Luxury in Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century French Political Thought.” Journal 
of the History of Ideas, vol. 68, no. 1, 2007, pp. 79–105, www.jstor.org/stable/30141868. Accessed 17 Feb. 2018. 
 
22 Armitage, John, and Joanne Roberts. “The Spirit of Luxury.”  
 
23 “Luxury.” Oxford Reference, 2022,  
www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100119708. Accessed 02 Feb. 2022 
 
24 Kenton, Will. “Luxury Item.” Investopedia, 13 Feb. 2021, www.investopedia.com/terms/l/luxury-item.asp. 
Accessed 02 Feb. 2022. 
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lived by its consumer: “le luxe est une necessité qui commence là où s’arrête la nécessité.”25 This 

dissertation historicizes the business of French luxury and the seductive power of its goods to 

illustrate how luxury goods were carefully engineered as the ultra-necessary through their 

manufacturing and marketing in the seventeenth century. The seventeenth century was formative 

for the development of luxury, because “le luxe” was cultivated by and disseminated through a 

wide-reaching constellation of discourses and practices: trade and commerce; the political body 

and national identity; tourism and travel; social structuration; identity construction; the gender 

divide; and literature. Accordingly, this dissertation has benefited from a diverse corpus that 

leverages the intersectionality of these spheres. 

 

French luxury emerged as a strategic commercial priority under the reign of Louis XIV. 

Prior to his ascension to the throne, the kingdom had a traditional Ancien Regime economy 

centered primarily on agriculture. While manufacturing predated his reign, Louis XIV and his 

newly appointed minister of finances, Colbert, invested in the infrastructure, equipment, and 

workforce needed to refocus the kingdom’s economy on the development and export of French-

made manufactured luxuries.26 The kingdom’s decision to develop luxury into a core business of 

the French state is recorded in subsequent changes to the language that reflected luxury’s 

commercial evolution. In 1694, “commerce” had not yet merited a standalone entry in the 

Académie Française’s dictionary; readers were instructed to look for a definition of the term as a 

 
25 Morand, Paul. L'Allure de Chanel. Hermann, 1976. 
 
26 “Le génie de Colbert se tourne principalement vers le commerce, qui était faiblement cultivé, et dont les grands 
principes n’étaient pas connus. […] Les Anglais, et encore plus les Hollandais, faisaient par leurs vaisseaux presque 
tout le commerce de la France.” 
Voltaire. Le Siècle de Louis XIV. Librairie Générale Française, 2005.  
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subcategory of “marchand.”27 Nonetheless, “commerce” was defined primarily in relationship to 

the burgeoning luxury good manufactories.28 By 1718, as luxury continued to solidify its status 

as a key driver of the French economy, not only was “commerce” awarded a freestanding entry, 

but the Académie created a separate listing for its profession, “commercer/commerçant.” 

Similarly, the profession “ouvrier” was also added to the dictionary as a noun that year. The 

definition formalized the term referencing the skilled workers that the kingdom employed in its 

newly established luxury good manufactories, such as an “ouvrier en soye.”29 The first chapter of 

this dissertation writes the history of how Colbert established a thriving French luxury goods 

business and began to position France as the world leader in luxury goods under Louis XIV. The 

most desirable luxury brands, the ones whose logos carry the most value in the court of public 

opinion, the ones whose goods appreciate the most over time are French. Through an analysis of 

Colbert’s letters on trade and commerce, letters to his intendants across the kingdom, letters to 

 
27  “Voy Marchand.” 
“Commerce.” Le Dictionnaire de l’Académie Française, 1694, t. 1, www.dictionnaire-
academie.fr/article/A1M0060-01. Accessed 15 Nov. 2019. 
 
28 “Le commerce enrichit un Estat, est la richesse d’un Estat. le commerce de Levant est d’espiceries. le grand 
commerce de Moscovie est de fourrures. le commerce des soyes, des toiles, des cuirs. en ce pays-là on fait 
commerce de toute sorte de marchandises.” 
Ibid. 
 
29 “Ouvrier.” Le Dictionnaire de l’Académie Française, 1718, www.dictionnaire-academie.fr/article/A2O0363. 
Accessed 10 Oct. 2021. 
 
While the 1694 edition lacked an entry for the noun, the term “ouvrier” was used by Colbert in the 1660s to 
reference the workers of the newly established manufactories: “Je suis averty que la principale cause qui retarde 
l'avancement et perfection de la manufacture de rubans à Chevreuse vient du peu d'application des ouvriers et de 
leurs débauches.” (21 sept. 1669, 490.) 
Colbert, Jean Baptiste. Lettres, instructions et mémoires. Imprimerie Impériale, 1861.   
 
The term also circulated in the 1690s in Perrault and D’Aulnoy’s tales to describe the skilled workers who created 
the fairy tale’s coveted luxury goods. In “La Belle aux cheveux d’or”, d’Aulnoy writres: “le roi, qui ne doutait pas 
que la Belle aux cheveux d'or ne consentît à ce qu'il souhaitait, lui faisait déjà faire de belles robes et des meubles 
admirables. Pendant que les ouvriers étaient occupés à travailler, l'ambassadeur, arrivé chez la Belle aux cheveux 
d'or, lui fit son petit message.” 
D’Aulnoy, Madame. Contes de Fées. Gallimard, 2008. 
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his diplomatic body,30 this chapter also historizes the made-in-France label that has become a 

global marker of excellence, and records how Louis XIV and Colbert politicized the new label to 

mobilize a French socio-political body.  

 

In addition to investing in the economic structures that galvanized the manufacturing and 

commerce of luxury goods, Louis XIV’s reign engineered a culture of consumption, “la 

consommation de marchandises”,31 in response to the sociological and cultural changes of the 

period, notably around considerations of the self. Academics such as Joan Webber have ascribed 

the newfound self-knowledge of the literary style of the seventeenth century to these structural 

shifts.32 “Change[s] in the intellectual, social, psychological, and aesthetic structures that govern 

the generation of identities,” engendered “selves” in the early modern period, as Stephen 

Greenblatt established in the 1980s. 33 Louis XIV’s centralized absolutism and tightly regulated 

court culture accelerated the self-consciousness and self-fashioning of the early modern 

subject,34 allowing for a new conception of the body and a semiotic reading of its surface. The 

third chapter of the dissertation examines how the kingdom’s evolving culture of self-awareness 

and self-fashioning encouraged the consumption and development of luxury by assigning value 

to its goods as social, aesthetic, and cultural markers. A luxury purchase, a seemingly individual 

 
30 Colbert. Lettres, instructions et mémoires.  
 
31 Colbert, 12 juin 1670. 
 
32 Webber, Joan. The Eloquent ‘I’ : Style and Self in Seventeenth-Century Prose. University of Wisconsin Press, 
1968. 
 
33 Greenblatt, Stephen. Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare. University of Chicago Press, 
1980. 
 
34 See Elias and Chartier.  
Elias, Norbert. The Court Society. Pantheon Books, 1983. 
Elias, Norbert. La Société de cour (Préface de Roger Chartier). Flammarion, 1985. 
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act, was shaped by structural forces and collective values that interconnected under the halo of 

the Sun King to illuminate the power of luxury goods and reinvigorate desire for their 

consumption. In parallel, under Louis XIV’s reign, dreaming transitioned from a negative 

medical condition to a socio-aesthetic practice.35 Colbert’s manufactured luxuries served, as the 

primary interface between the individual and the collective in this historical moment of 

contemplation. Luxury goods contain within them the key to what I have called a “dream-

doorway”: through the dream that it incites, the luxury object inspires a better vision of the self 

and of the self’s place in the social framework. This chapter introduces the dream-doorway as a 

fundamental element of the luxury good and examines how it was crystallized in and 

disseminated through the literary fairy tale of the 1690s, via a process that I have named the fée-

retailing of luxury. A selection of letters, plays,36 civility manuals,37 newspaper articles,38 and 

fairy tales39 are woven together to offer a holistic view of luxury “in the wild” in the seventeenth 

century and to accurately chronicle how the French luxury good was actualized through its 

connection to the dream in this historical moment of contemplation. 

 

 
35 Orwat, Florence. L’invention de la rêverie : une conquête pacifique du grand siècle. Champion, 
2006. 
 
36 Molière. Oeuvres Complètes. Gallimard, 1981. 
 
37 Castiglione, Baldassare. Le Livre du courtisan. G. Lebovici, 1987.   
Faret, Nicolas. L'honneste homme; ou L'art de plaire à la court. Champion, 1925. 
Méré, Antoine Gombault, chevalier de. L'Honnête homme au XVIIe siècle: Le chevalier de Méré. R. Chiberre, 1922. 
 
38 Donneau de Visé, Jean. Mercure Galant. 
 
39 D’Aulnoy, Madame. Contes de Fées. Gallimard, 2008. 
D’Aulnoy, Madame. Contes nouveaux ou Les Fées à la mode. Champion, 2008. 
Perrault, Charles. Griselidis, Peau d’Ane, souhaits ridicules, contes en vers et pièces présentées pour le prix de 
l'Académie francoise. Coignard, 1694. 
Perrault, Charles. Histoires ou contes du temps passé. Chez Claude Barbin, 1697 
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The reign of Louis XIV advanced the final fundamental element that, I argue, was 

cemented at the core of luxury in the seventeenth century: the counterfeit. For a good to be a true 

luxury, it must be both desirable and inaccessible and thus must warrant a knockoff to satisfy 

consumer demand for its appeal. Colbert understood the value of the counterfeit and used it to 

expand and advance the French luxury good manufactories. The second chapter of this 

dissertation studies the emergence of counterfeiting as a form of savoir-faire that served as one 

of the foundations on which French luxury was built. Through the work of one of Colbert’s 

appointed financiers and trade experts, Jacques Savary,40 Colbert established a kind of 

counterfeit manufactory scripture that served entrepreneurs and advanced the kingdom’s 

economic and political luxury objectives. Luxury goods were disseminated across nearly every 

key discourse in seventeenth-century France including political letters and edicts, economic 

manuals, the gallant press, literature, travel journals, and city guides. The multiplicity of 

channels curated and distributed trends and fashions that fueled the desire for and consumption 

of luxury. This chapter examines the circulation of these trends primarily through travel guides 

that marketed luxury and contributed to a consumer culture centered on desire for luxury or at 

least for one of the more affordable knockoffs that the guides advertised side by side with the 

originals.4142 The section relies primarily on a combination of seventeenth-century business 

 
40 Savary, Jacques. Le Parfait négociant, ou, instruction générale pour ce qui regarde le commerce de toute sorte de 
marchandises, tant de France que des pays estrangers. J. Guignard, 1675. 
 
41 Liger, Louis. Le Voyageur fidèle, ou Le Guide des étrangers dans la ville de Paris. L. Liger, 1715. 
 
42 Blegny, Nicolas de. Auteur du texte, and Édouard Fournier. Le Livre commode des adresses de Paris pour 1692. 
Par Abraham Du Pradel (N. De Blégny) ; Précédé D'une introduction et annoté par Édouard Fournier. Paul Daffis, 
1878. 
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manuals, philosophical tales,43 newspaper articles,44 encyclopedia and dictionary entries45 and 

culminates in a case study of one of the most desirable knockoff luxury goods that was perfected 

at the time: the pearl.  

 

This dissertation was completed over the course of the Covid-19 pandemic, which had a 

transformative effect on the luxury goods market. The pandemic infected and destabilized the 

luxury industry, inadvertently unbinding it from its bland simulacrum and refocusing it on itself. 

Modern luxury was drawn closer to its seventeenth-century roots. The afterward examines how 

the industry reprioritized exclusivity to fuel desire for its products and how the fée-retailing of 

luxury that was engineered under Louis XIV allowed luxury to remain ultra-necessary for 

consumers during one of the greatest financial and public health crises.  

 

I hope that the dissertation will interest all devotees of luxury, from academics to 

marketers to consumers, because “le luxe [en 2022] est plus grand que jamais.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
43 Voltaire. Contes en vers et en prose. Tome I. Kindle Edition, 30 Sep. 2011. 
 
44 Donneau de Visé, Jean. Mercure Galant. 
 
45 Diderot, Denis, and Jean le Rond d'Alembert. Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des 
métiers, etc., eds. University of Chicago: ARTFL Encyclopédie Project (Spring 2020 Edition), Robert Morrissey and 
Glenn Roe (eds), 
Jaubert, Pierre. Dictionnaire raisonné universel des arts et métiers, contenant l'histoire, la description, la police des 
fabriques et manufactures de France & des pays étrangers. Chez P. Fr. Didot jeune, 1773. 
Noel, François, and L. J. M. Carpentier.  Dictionnaire des inventions. 4e éd., rev. corr., augm. d'un grand nombre 
d'articles nouveaux. Meline, Cans et comp, 1837 
Savary des Brûlons, Jacques. Dictionnaire universel de commerce: Volume 3. Chez les Jansons à Waesberge, 1726. 
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CHAPTER 1 : A SOCIO-POLITICAL HISTORY: CREATING THE « MADE-IN-FRANCE » 

LABEL 

 

In January 2016, a study of the market concluded that the best investment is neither the 

S&P500, the largest market index on Wall Street, nor gold, the go-to safe haven for investors, 

but a handbag: the Birkin by Hermès. The study, having been conducted by the handbag website 

Baghunter.com, should be taken with a grain of salt but reveals nonetheless that the average 

annual value increase of the Birkin bag, which costs anywhere between 10,000 and 200,000 

euros, has been 14.2% per year since its creation in 1986.46 The Birkin is more than a bag. In a 

world where consumers are ready to pay any price for the ultimate status symbol, the Birkin 

commands a two-year waitlist. In a world where brands are submerged by their logos, the Birkin 

is identified by its unique silhouette and the unparalleled quality of its leathers. In a world where 

everything is automated and produced in China, the Birkin is made entirely by hand in France.   

 

France has become the world leader in luxury goods, and, according to the Paris Chamber 

of Commerce and Industry, more than half of the world’s 270 prestige brands are French and 

generated a revenue of over 50 billion euros in 2012.47 French luxury, of which the Birkin 

represents the ultimate symbol, has become a global marker of “Frenchness,” but it was Louis 

XIV and his minister of finances, Colbert, who bestowed onto the “made-in-France” label 

 
46 Baghunter. “Hermes Birkin Values Research Study.” BagHunter, 08 Jan 2016, baghunter.com/pages/hermes-
birkin-values-research-study. Accessed 10 Jun 2018.  
 
47 Baba, Chrystelle. “France: World Leader in Luxury Goods.” Consulat Général de France à Los Angeles, 08 Jan. 
2013, losangeles.consulfrance.org/france-world-leader-in-luxury-goods. Accessed 02 Dec. 2013. 
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connotations of prestige and unparalleled luxury craftsmanship. In his Défense du mondain from 

1737, Voltaire reflected on the minister’s business acumen and on the success that luxury had 

rapidly achieved for the kingdom:  “Oh ! que Colbert était un esprit sage ! / […] le ministre 

[Colbert], utile avec éclat, / Sut par le luxe enrichir notre État.”48 Under Colbert, French luxury 

accrued symbolic value as a rich cultural and political marker, which reinforced its material 

value as a profitable industry for France.  

 

 EN ROUTE TO A COMMERCIAL FRANCE: FREE TRADE VS PROTECTIONISM  

 

Jean-Baptiste Colbert, Louis the XIV’s second minister of finances, laid the foundation 

for what would allow France to become the global leader in luxury goods. Colbert grounded his 

commercial strategy in the vocabulary of abundance. Yet, in his earliest letters on commerce, 

abundant wealth was not the objective of his strategy but the pretext for it. France had such an 

abundance of natural resources that it had no choice but to open its borders and relieve itself of 

its excess through commerce; such abundance would otherwise become burdensome for the 

kingdom: 

 
Bien que l'abondance dont il a plu à Dieu de douer la plupart des provinces de ce 

royaume semble le pouvoir mettre en estat de se pouvoir suffire à luy-mesme, néanmoins 
la Providence a posé la France en telle situation que sa propre fertilité luy seroit inutile et 
souvent à charge et incommode sans le bénéfice du commerce.49 
 

 
48 Voltaire. Le Mondain. N.p., 1736. Gallica, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, 
gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k859574s/f5.item.r=mondain%20voltaire .  
 
49 Colbert, Jean Baptiste. Lettres, instructions et mémoires de Colbert. Imprimerie Impériale, 1863.  
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Colbert’s commercial strategy relied on two key phases. The first, from 1651-1664, 

greatly encouraged exchanges between France and its neighbors: “Le roi [a décidé] de nettoyer la 

mer de corsaires et procurer à ses sujets la liberté de trafiquer dans les pays étrangers.”50 Yet, 

while he promoted an “international” vision that sought to lessen the constraints of physical 

borders through inter-kingdom cooperation against pirates and diplomatic negotiations that 

reduced taxes and duties, Colbert’s discourse remained anchored in “nationalistic” pride. France 

was poised to become a key player in an inter-kingdom marketplace because the country itself 

had been chosen through “Providence”. 

 

During this introductory phase, France spent more on imports than it could afford, and 

the material profit it secured from its exports benefitted neighboring kingdoms’ businesses more 

than its own. France desperately needed material wealth to replenish its coffers and serve its 

people. Thus, in the early 1660s Colbert retailored his strategy of openness and free trade. He 

maintained that commerce was the key to accessing the material abundance the kingdom needed, 

as long as France only consumed locally manufactured, French goods, and the open, 

“international” trade network that he worked to secure was utilized unidirectionally to funnel 

French-made goods outside of the kingdom. Colbert established the foundation for the 

protectionist / mercantilist commercial strategy that bears his name today: Colbertism, an 

economic system that relies on strict protectionism and on the development of industry and 

commercial exports.51  

 
50 Colbert, 16 oct. 1662, 416. 
 
51 Système économique de Colbert reposant sur un strict protectionnisme et le développement de l’industrie et du 
commerce extérieur. 
“Colbertisme.” La Langue Française Online, 2020, www.lalanguefrancaise.com/dictionnaire/definition-
colbertisme/. Accessed 01 Feb. 2020 
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Manufactories were the heart of Colbert’s economic strategy, which he argued had a 

proven historical track record for France. In 1663, in his nostalgic Discours sur les manufactures 

du royaume, the minister of finances anchored his vision for the future of France in the 

kingdom’s past. Until the 1630s, even the English and Dutch, who had become famous for their 

unparalleled sheet manufactories, relied on the French for their sheet consumption. Accordingly, 

the French population prospered, and the kingdom’s coffers were never lacking: “en sorte qu'au 

lieu qu'autrefois les peuples gagnoient beaucoup aux manufactures (il ne sortoit point d'argent du 

royaume pour ce commerce et, au contraire, il y en entroit beaucoup), à présent, les peuples ne 

gagnent rien (il sort beaucoup d'argent du royaume et il n'y en entre point).”52  

 

On August 3, 1664, Colbert further defended his mercantilist vision during the first 

council on commerce.53 The minister of finances used the council to address the advantages and 

disadvantages of adopting a manufactory driven economy and proposed an action plan to 

implement the system successfully in France. To convince his audience, however, Colbert’s 

argumentative strategy needed to counter the socially accepted narrative that linked a 

commercially driven society with inferiority: “Les puissans Estats ne se sont jamais appliqués au 

commerce; la république et les empereurs romains, les rois d'Asie, de France, d'Espagne; en sorte 

que cette application est le caractère des Estats foibles.” Colbert had once contributed to the false 

narrative that he now had to dispute, as noted in his earlier letters that associated France’s 

greatness with the natural abundance that the kingdom had been gifted by providence. Yet, in an 

 
52 Colbert, 1663, CCLVIII. 
 
53 Colbert, 3 aoust 1664, CCLXIII-CCLXXII. 
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impassioned defense against a position that he once held, Colbert reframed providence’s 

generous gift as a potential weakness for the kingdom: “L'abondance et la fertilité de la France, 

qui retient et empesche l'industrie et mesme la parcimonie […]” Industry and parsimony would 

become two essential building blocks for the success of the manufactories in the mercantilist 

future that he envisioned for France, so Colbert presented them to the king as vehicles for 

greatness that would enhance the kingdom: “Si, à la puissance naturelle de la France, le Roy y 

peut joindre celle que l'art et l'industrie du commerce peut produire, [...] l'on jugera facilement 

que la grandeur et la puissance du Roy augmenteront prodigieusement.”54 

 

Colbert promoted a commercially driven society for the financial potential it offered the 

kingdom. He argued that the trade of manufactured goods, such as fine sheets, could serve 

France on two key levels. First, the French consumer would be able to purchase locally made 

goods. Local consumption would prevent French money from exiting the kingdom and 

benefiting competing foreign powers, such as the Dutch, who held a monopoly of the market and 

took advantage of French consumers by imposing their inflated pricing structure across most 

product categories. Moreover, French-made goods could be sold to neighboring kingdoms and 

generate a significant profit for France.  

 
[S]i ces manufactures [de draps et serges et autres étoffes de cette qualité, les 

papeteries, les quincailleries, les soyeries, les toiles, les savonneries...] estoient bien 
restablies, non-seulement nous en aurions pour nostre usage, en sorte [que les Hollandais] 
seraient obligés de nous apporter de l'argent comptant qu'ils retiennent chez eux, mais 
mesme nous en aurions pour envoyer au dehors qui nous produiroient pareillement des 
retours en argent, ce qui est en un mot le seul but du commerce, et le seul moyen 
d'augmenter la grandeur et la puissance de cet Estat. 

 
54 Ibid. 
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Colbert’s argument not only flipped the socially accepted narrative that equated commerce with 

inferiority, but switched the value attributed to commercial activity. Commerce purged itself of 

its negative connotations of weakness and became the very source of strength and power that 

France needed for its survival. Accordingly, Colbert reiterated: “Je crois que l’on demeurera 

facilement d’accord de ce principe, qu’il n’y a que l’abondance d’argent dans un Estat qui fasse 

la différence de sa grandeur et de sa puissance.” Thus, in a stark contrast to his initial letters that 

attributed France’s greatness to its abundant natural resources, Colbert’s repositioning of 

commerce questioned France’s rank when compared to its wealthier neighbors. The restrictive 

“ne que” structure intensified the urgency to act on his mercantilist action plan, and France’s 

future became further entwined with the manufactories of luxury goods that it needed to generate 

wealth.55  

 

The existing, declining French manufactories were already generating 13 to 18 million 

livres annually in the export of sheets, draperies, wool-fitted and silk stockings, and other silk 

goods, of which the kingdom only received minimal financial return.56 The unmined production 

and profit potential of these goods, and of the goods of the other categories that he envisioned, 

 
55 Ibid. 
 
56“Pescheries 2, 061,517 
Toiles 1,169,456 
Bas de soye 122,243 
Bas d'estame 816,855 
Draperies 5,220,000 
Soyeries 10,500,000 
Total 19,890,079 
 
…De cette somme […] il n'entre tous les ans dans le royaume, en comptant, que 4, 5 à 6 millions de livres.”  
Ibid. 
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pushed Colbert to declare: “Ce sont là les mines de nostre royaume, à la conservation desquelles 

il faut soigneusement travailler.” Through his metaphor, the savvy minister of finances equated 

the kingdom’s manufactories with the greatest object of France’s envy: Spain’s gold mines in 

Peru, worldwide symbols of ultimate power and strength. The comparative structure combined 

with the possessive adjective “nostre” began to link the manufactories of luxury goods with 

French identity and served as the foundation for the quote that is most often attributed to Colbert 

in Fashion studies today: “la mode est pour la France ce que les mines du Pérou sont pour 

l’Espagne.” Colbert continued to rally the French political body around the manufactories of 

luxury goods by identifying a common enemy against which the French needed to work together 

to defend the key to their future: “Les Hollandois et autres estrangers font une guerre perpétuelle 

à ces mines.” The future of the kingdom and of all its inhabitants depended on a successful 

counterattack: “Outre les avantages que produira l'entrée d'une plus grande quantité d'argent 

comptant dans le royaume, il est certain que, par les manufactures, un million de peuples qui 

languissent dans la fainéantise gagneront leur vie.”57 

  

In August 1664, under the pen of the king, Colbert formally initiated the second phase of 

his commercial strategy to position France as the leading kingdom in the market of manufactured 

luxury goods. His plan encouraged intra and inter kingdom trade through a significant 

investment of 1,000,000 livres per year to boost manufactories and over 1,000,000 livres to 

improve the kingdom’s infrastructure.58 At the end of the year, Colbert implemented tariffs to 

 
57 Ibid. 
 
58 “Nous vous dirons aussy que nous destinons, dans les dépenses de nostre Estat, un million de livres par chacun an 
pour le restablissement des manufactures […] Qu'il a esté desjà dépensé plus d'un million de livres pour les répara 
tions des chemins publics, auxquels nous ferons aussy travailler sans discontinuer.”  
Colbert, 26 aoust 1664, 426. 
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reduce France’s consumption of costly foreign luxury goods and to encourage commerce within 

the kingdom by protecting his burgeoning manufactories: “[il ne faudra] plus rien demander au 

dehors [pour permettre] le restablissement de toute sorte de commerce en ce royaume et de le 

mettre en estat de se passer de recourir aux estrangers pour les choses nécessaires à la commodité 

de nos sujets.”59 From his earliest letters on manufactured goods, Colbert legitimized a socio-

political discourse that conceived of luxury as “[une] chos[e] nécessaire[e].” Lace, mirrors, and 

other luxury goods were being circulated as necessities, as Saint-Simon would later confirm in 

his memoirs: “le fond était [que Louis XIV] tendait et parvint par là à épuiser tout le monde en 

mettant le luxe en honneur et pour certains en nécessité.”60 

  

 Despite the king’s backing, Colbert’s second phase faced a significant number of 

roadblocks especially from the network of merchants who profited from reselling imported 

goods in France. Some merchants, for example, relied on artisans in Venice to develop better 

quality lacework than what was manufactured in France at the time and continued to sell those 

highly desirable Venetian pieces to their French consumers. French lacework manufactories were 

central to the success of Colbert’s mercantilist strategy, so in 1666, under the pen of the king, 

Colbert urged the Comte De La Bourlie to put a stop to the illegal lace trade: “La manufacture 

des points de France est de si grande conséquence pour le bien de mes peuples, et je suis obligé 

de prendre de si grandes précautions contre la malice des marchands qui avoient accoustumé de 

faire travailler à Venise et de débiter dans ma cour et dans mon royaume les ouvrages de cette 

 
59 Colbert, aoust 1664, 786. 
 
60 Saint-Simon, Louis de Rouvroy, duc de. Mémoires. Jean Mossy, pere & fils, Imprimeurs-Libraires, 1788. 
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ville-là.”61 The count was the governor of Sedan, a town that Colbert wanted to convert into a 

hub of manufactured lace goods that could generate significant job opportunities and revenue for 

the kingdom and replace all costly, imported lacework. The threat to France was so significant 

for Colbert that he urged the count to blackball any merchants who were discovered selling 

Venetian lace. These merchants would no longer be granted access to other categories of French-

made goods that were essential to their businesses until they switched to French lacework 

suppliers:  

 
… que vous empeschiez que les ouvrages de la manufacture ordinaire de Sedan 

soyent vendus à autres qu'aux entrepreneurs de celle des points de France, afin que, tous 
les marchands estant exclus de toute sorte de commerce dans ladite ville et pays 
circonvoisins, ils perdent l'espérance de pouvoir contrefaire lesdits ouvrages et soyent 
obligés à se joindre de bonne foy à ladite manufacture.62  

 

In 1667, Colbert nearly doubled the tariffs that he implemented three years earlier to secure the 

production and purchasing of these now necessary luxuries within the kingdom. Yet, French 

consumers continued to purchase a selection of costly foreign luxury goods even through the 

1680s, so Colbert regularly wrote letters to his intendants stationed across France to attempt to 

limit these abuses. On May 31, 1680, for example, he warned M. Le Blanc, the Intendant of 

Rouen: “qu’il entre dans le royaume une très-grande quantité de draps d'Angleterre et de 

Hollande, et qu'il est toujours très- avantageux à l'Estat de fabriquer au dedans du royaume des 

marchandises qui viennent du dehors.” Every uncovered imported good became an incentive for 

Colbert to push French cities harder, through his network of intendants and magistrates, to get 

 
61 Colbert, 6 nov. 1666, 438. 
 
62 Colbert, 6 nov. 1666, 439. 
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them to produce a desirable category of luxury goods for themselves: “Vous ne pouvez rien faire 

de plus utile à l'Estat que d'exciter les principaux habitans de [Louviers] et mesme de Rouen, si 

vous y trouvez quelque facilité, à s'intéresser avec celuy qui a entrepris cette manufacture.”63 

 

 During the protectionist phase of his commercial strategy, Colbert shielded the 

kingdom’s domestic interests not only by taxing foreign goods and restricting imports, but also 

by restricting the ability of French subjects to work abroad. Less than ten years after declaring 

proudly, “le roi [a décidé] […] de […] procurer à ses sujets la liberté de trafiquer dans les pays 

étrangers,”64 Colbert wrote a letter to his younger brother Colbert de Croissy, the ambassador to 

London, in April 1669, to announce the policy shift: “Je voudrois bien establir en France une 

défense générale à tous les sujets du roy de sortir du royaume et prendre service dans les pays 

estrangers sans une permission expresse du roy, ou au moins faire cette défense et la faire 

observer à peine de la vie à l'égard de tous les gens de mer.”65 England had already implemented 

a similar policy, and Colbert needed his brother to research and compile the laws and 

information that the English had used, so France could successfully implement its own version. 

And, within four months, in August 1669, Colbert issued an edict, Défense, sous peine de 

confiscation de corps et de biens, de prendre du service ou de s'habituer à l'étranger. After the 

edict’s official release, Colbert reconnected with his brother to enforce the new policy on French 

subjects residing in England: “il est nécessaire que vous fassiez connoistre à tous les François qui 

demeurent en Angleterre la déclaration qui a esté enregistrée au parlement pour les obliger à 

 
63 Colbert, 31 may 1680, 712. 
 
64 Colbert, 16 oct. 1662, 416. 
 
65 Colbert, 20 avril 1669, 465. 
 



 22 
 

revenir dans le royaume dans le délay qui y est porté.”66 Yet, Colbert distinguished between 

subjects who were simply residing in England “qui demeurent en Angleterre” and those who had 

truly become accustomed to England “qui sont habitués en Angleterre,” and who, at the king’s 

discretion, could be granted a special privilege: “Cependant je vous prie de prendre un mémoire 

des noms et des qualités de ceux qui sont habitués en Angleterre, et ensuite de me l'envoyer. Il ne 

faut pas trop presser les François habitués en Angleterre, jusqu'à nouvel ordre.”67  Colbert also 

granted similar privileges to merchants that he felt needed to reside abroad, as he did on 

November 25, 1669, in a letter to the Ambassador to the Netherlands, M de Pomponne: “Le Roy 

donnera des permissions, par brevet, aux marchands qui auront des raisons légitimes de 

demeurer dans les pays estrangers. Envoyez-moy, s'il vous plaist, le mémoire de ceux qui en 

demanderont, avec leurs raisons et vostre avis.”68 

 

Throughout the kingdom’s protectionist phase, Colbert worked to perfect the new made-

in-France luxury objects to meet the French consumer’s fastidious demands and make these 

objects the drivers of his foreign exports strategy: “N'y ayant rien qui contribue tant au bien de 

l'Estat, des provinces et des peuples, que ces manufactures qui conservent l'argent au dedans du 

royaume et l'attirent mesme des estrangers. . .”69 The made-in-France luxury object needed to 

distinguish itself from its competitors through its quality and craftsmanship, so the calculating 

minister of finances allowed his economic strategy to infiltrate his political and diplomatic 

agenda.  

 
66 Colbert, 26 sept. 1669, 493. 
 
67 Ibid. 
 
68 Colbert, 28 nov. 1669, 500. 
 
69 Colbert, 17 oct. 1680, 712-713. 
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UNDERSTANDING THE GLOBAL MARKETPLACE AND CULTIVATING A 

TASTE FOR FRENCHNESS 

 

Colbert nourished a diplomatic channel that worked halfway between the political and the 

economic realms to ensure the success of his commercial strategy. Diplomats were positioned 

like business operatives in the kingdoms where they were stationed. In his letters to the 

diplomatic body, Colbert insisted “leur principale occupation doit estre le commerce.”70  

 

Accordingly, their day-to-day operations incorporated the responsibilities of market 

research, consulting, and sales. Similar to today’s marketers, they were asked to compile detailed 

overviews of the commercial and economic landscape of their regions. Through regular 

reporting, they advised Colbert: on the kinds of goods people purchased, on whether those goods 

were produced locally or imported, on the kingdoms they were importing from, on the number of 

imported goods that were consumed internally vs exported, and on their markup if they were 

exported.  

 
Sadite Ma jesté veut qu'ils s'informent avec soin : De toutes les denrées et 

marchandises qui croissent dans le pays ; Des manufactures qui s'y font ; Quelles 
marchandises viennent des pays plus éloignés, soit par mer, soit par terre […]  combien il 
en vient chacune année, […] combien et de quelle qualité sont les marchandises 
[apportées] ; Si [..] les sujets du prince font quelque commerce par mer pour transporter 
les marchandises qui y croissent ou qui sont apportées des autres pays ; quels avantages 
ils en retirent […] et généralement tout ce qui est cy-dessus dit.71 

 
70 Colbert, 16 mars 1669, 453-455. 
 
71 Ibid. 
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 Colbert instructed individual members of his diplomatic body on how to conduct their 

research and on the type of details he needed concerning buyers in those kingdoms. He asked the 

Abbe de Gravel for example to observe and confer with French merchants at a German fair to 

generate a report on the German consumer and the overall consumption of French merchandise 

in Germany.72 The ambassador to the Hague, on the other hand, was required to take notes on 

French fabrics and French fashions “généralement sur toutes les modes de France, tant à l'égard 

des femmes que des hommes.”73 Good research, as Colbert often reminded his team, needed to 

be done in the utmost secrecy: “Surtout faites ces recherches avec adresse et secret, n'estant pas à 

propos de tesmoigner aucune envie de sçavoir toutes ces choses. Il est mesme nécessaire 

d'affecter de ne pas paroistre si savant en ces matières.”74 

 

In addition to their extensive market research and reporting duties, diplomatic members 

needed to consult on ways to enhance French commerce abroad and were judged on their ability 

to develop an appetite for the consumption of French goods. The ambassador to Stockholm’s 

primary mission for example was to sell salt to the Swedes. “Le point le plus important est 

d'establir l'échange [de leurs marchandises] avec les nostres et de les faire convenir de se servir 

de nostre sel au lieu de celuy d'Espagne et de Portugal.”75 Colbert echoed the urgency in a 

 
72 “Vous me ferez plaisir de continuer de me donner avis de tout ce qui se passera sur ces matières, et de me faire 
sçavoir aussy si quelques-unes des manufactures de France se débitent en Allemagne. Pour cet effet, je serois bien 
ayse, si vous vous trouviez à Francfort lors de la tenue des foires, d'en estre particulièrement informé du détail : s'il y 
a des marchands françois, quelles marchandises s'y débitent, celles que l'on y achète, et généralement de tout ce qui 
regarde la consommation des marchandises du royaume.” 
Colbert, 17 may 1669, 468-469. 
 
73 Colbert, 21 mars 1669, 461-464. 
 
74 Ibid.  
75 Colbert, 18 aoust 1662, 412-413. 
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subsequent letter: “Le point le plus important de vostré négociation à Stockholm roule sur la 

résolution que l'on y […] [introduira] en Suède l'usage du sel de France au lieu de celuy 

d'Espagne et de Portugal.”76 Salt, although not a manufactured good, remains notable for its 

symbolic value. Salt gives flavor to everything we consume. Colbert’s decision to push salt as 

one of the first goods of the initial phase of his commercial strategy speaks to his need to develop 

in foreign palates a taste for the French-made. Biblically, salt was deeply associated with 

friendship: to eat a man's salt, was to become his friend for life. Salt was used throughout the 

Bible to cement strong bonds through a salt covenant. When Moses spoke to the priests about the 

covenant God made with them, he spoke of: “an everlasting covenant of salt before the Lord for 

both you and your offspring.”77 And king David made a similar salt covenant with God: “ Don’t 

you know that the Lord, the God of Israel, has given the kingship of Israel to David and his 

descendants forever by a covenant of salt?”78 Pushing the consumption of French salt could be 

seen as a way to cement a bond of friendship between the two kingdoms, a contract to ensure the 

success of French exports in Stockholm. Given the high stakes, Colbert incentivized any 

Swedish minister who contributed to the deal.79 

 

 
 
76 Colbert, 22 aoust 1662, 414-415. 
 
77 Holy Bible, New International Version, NIV. Biblica, Inc, 2011, www.biblica.com/niv-bible/ 
 
78 Ibid. 
 
79 “Si dans la suite, vous les en pouvez faire convenir, vous rendrez asseurément un service considérable, et pour 
vous en faciliter le succès, Sa Majesté trouvera bon mesme que l'on fasse présent d'une quantité de sel tous les ans à 
ceux desdits ministres qui seroient les plus accrédités et lesquels contribueront à la conclusion favorable de cette 
affaire.” 
Colbert, 22 aoust 1662, 414-415. 
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 Among the many kingdoms and republics serviced by Colbert’s network of business 

operatives, Venice through its skilled mirror, embroidery, and lace work, was perhaps the biggest 

threat to France’s domination of the market of manufactured luxury goods. Colbert griped “tous 

les points de France ne sont pas si fermes ni si blancs que ceux de Venise.”80 Thus, the French 

ambassador’s business dealings were proportionally more demanding. His role included 

conducting a detailed inspection of Venetian manufactories and assessing the evolution of their 

production and consumption numbers to determine whether France’s revitalized manufactories 

had managed to put a dent in their business. After the ambassador’s research suggested that 

Venice’s business had not only increased but was being fueled by French merchants buying for 

France, Colbert asked him in November 1669 to monitor and unmask the guilty merchants. 

“Sadite Majesté désire que vous fassiez soigneusement observer et découvrir les marchands 

françois qui y continuent leurs correspondances, afin que l'on puisse travailler de deçà à les en 

dégouster.”81 Colbert insisted nine months later:   

 
Comme il est de grande conséquence, pour fortifier l'establissement de cette 

manufacture, d'estre informé des correspondances que les marchands françois peuvent 
entretenir dans Venise pour en tirer des points, je vous prie de vous appliquer toujours à 
tascher de découvrir s'il y a quelques marchands françois qui continuent à en faire venir 
en France, afin que j'en puisse rendre compte à Sa Majesté...82  

 

Colbert also asked the ambassador and other advisors stationed in cities with equally skilled 

artisans to identify and poach foreign talent. Joan DeJean details for example the case of the 

 
80 Colbert, 2 janv. 1682, 725-726. 
 
81 Colbert, 15 nov. 1669, 498-499. 
 
82 Colbert, 8 aoust 1670, 499. 
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mirror makers of Venice who were recruited to work for the French crown.83 These artisans 

included a mirror maker who claimed to hold the secret to making much larger mirrors than were 

readily available on the marketplace.84 Any artisan who made Colbert’s recruitment cut received 

“les avantages et la bonté de sa majesté,”85 which included the necessary patents, privileges, and 

resources to create his goods in France. 

 

By 1673, Colbert’s efforts had paid off. In a letter to the Comte D'Avaux, he boasted 

about the progress the kingdom had made in its mirror manufactories: “je vous diray que nos 

manufactures sont bien establies, et je ne crois pas que les ouvriers de Venise y fassent à présent 

aucun tort, estant certain que nos glaces sont plus parfaites que celles qui se font en cette ville-

là.”86 Colbert also addressed a lace sample that he had asked the ambassador to collect for him.  

In today’s business landscape, companies conduct competitive shopping to establish concrete 

benchmarks that they can reference when developing new products. These benchmarks are 

analyzed closely to better understand what makes a product successful, and how their product 

stacks up against the competition. Colbert understood the value of competitive benchmarking, 

and, by the 1670s, began to feel confident in the quality of French manufactories.  “J'ay reçu le 

collet de point rebrodé que vous m'avez envoyé, que j'ay trouvé fort beau. Je le confronteray 

 
83 Colbert, 8 aoust 1670, 499. 
 
84 DeJean, Joan. The Essence of Style. Free Press, 2005. 
 
85 “J'ay reçu la lettre que vous avez pris la peine de m'écrire le 19 de ce mois, sur la proposition qui vous a esté faite 
par un marchand de miroirs, qui prétend avoir le secret de faire des glaces plus grandes que celles qui se font à 
l'ordinaire, et de les polir avec une machine de laquelle il demande le privilége. Vous pouvez l'assurer que le Roy 
luy accordera ce privilége pourvu qu'il ne veuille pas exclure la manière de polir qui est establie à Paris; en sorte 
que, s'il veut y venir, Sa Majetsé luy fera expédier des lettres patentes sans aucune difficulté.” 
Colbert, 29 juil. 1672, 660-661. 
 
86 Colbert, 6 janv. 1673, 672-673. 
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avec ceux qui se font dans nos manufactures ; mais je dois vous dire à l'avance que l'on en fait 

dans le royaume d'aussy beaux.”87 

 

As Colbert admired the luster of his newly refined manufactured goods, so did his foreign 

competitors. Spain and Lisbon began to lust after France’s manufactories just as he had lusted 

after Venice’s. And, in a karmic twist, in 1679, Colbert penned an urgent letter to one of his 

intendants in Rouen regarding two master silk artisans from Paris who had gathered twenty to 

thirty workers to go to Spain to help the Spanish establish their own silk manufactories. Colbert 

may have seen no harm in poaching Venetian talent, but the French were off limits. After 

working with his intendant to track down and lock the group in the old castle of Rouen, Colbert 

urged:  

Sa Majesté […] veut qu'ils soyent tous retenus prisonniers, et gardés avec seureté 
et quelque sévérité […] Cependant Sa Majesté veut que vous pourvoyiez à leur nourriture 
petitement. A l'égard de Pilodeau et des principaux ouvriers, elle veut qu'ils soyent 
retenus longtemps en prison et qu'ils souffrent, pour empescher que les autres François ne 
prennent le mesme chemin de transporter des manufactures hors du royaume. . .88  

 

France did not have laws against the poaching of talent, because it actively rewarded its 

entrepreneurs who opened manufactories by stealing artisans on foreign soil. Le Sieur Guichard 

for example was awarded a privilege for a stockings manufactory, because “il a esté obligé de 

faire de grands frais pour attirer des ouvriers des pays estrangers, tant pour faire construire des 

métiers que pour y faire travailler lesdits basins.”89 Thus, a month after outlining the punishment 

 
87 Ibid. 
 
88 Colbert, 19 oct. 1679, 708-709. 
 
89 Colbert, 17 févr. 1671, 850-851. 
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of the group, Colbert concluded: “Dans peu de jours, je vous enverray l'ordre de mettre hors des 

prisons les ouvriers; mais il faut retenir longtemps et faire souffrir les quatre maistres, parce qu'il 

n'y a aucune autre punition establie contre eux par les lois et ordonnances du royaume.”90 

Similarly, when a master draper from Rouen took eight workers with him to open manufactories 

in Lisbon, Colbert attempted to identify the draper’s family members in France to exert pressure 

on him through his relations and expedite his return.91 

 

PERFECTING THE “MADE-IN-FRANCE” LABEL 

 

 In parallel, beginning in 1666, Colbert implemented a very detailed system of statutes 

and regulations to better control the education and training of French artisans and to standardize 

the quality of their goods. Within 15 years, for example, he issued 44 regulations exclusively for 

the silk goods produced in Lyon. Colbert wanted the newly issued regulations read by any person 

remotely linked to the manufactories, from the highest magistrates to the merchants to the 

workers, and had the statutes published and displayed throughout the city. Colbert believed that 

the kingdom needed to standardize its production to create a consistent, reliable, and readily 

recognizable French product: 

 
 Le seul moyen de rendre les manufactures parfaites et d’établir un bon ordre dans 
le commerce consiste à les rendre toutes uniformes et de faire exécuter ponctuellement 
[les règlements] … ils doivent travailler dans le courant de ce mois à la réformation de 

 
90 Colbert, 17 nov. 1673, 708-709. 
 
91 “On m'a donné avis de Lisbonne qu'il y est passé un nommé Lambert, maistre drapier de Rouen, avec huit 
personnes, pour y establir une manu facture de draps. Je vous prie, en cas que vous connoissiez cet homme-là, de me 
faire sçavoir si vous le jugez capable de bien soutenir une entreprise de cette na ture, s'il est en réputation d'estre 
habile en son métier, et s'il a famille dans ladite ville de Rouen. Comme il importe fort que ces establissemens ne se 
fassent point, exami nez s'il n'y auroit aucun moyen de le faire revenir.” 
Colbert, 12 juin 1671, 621. 
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leur métier afin qu’ils mettent le nombre de fils et de porter convenable à la largeur force 
et bonté des étoffes.92  
 
 

Throughout his letters Colbert labeled this process of standardization “homologation” / 

“homologuer.” This allowed consumers, in France and abroad, to purchase French silks with 

confidence: “rendre uniforme toutes celles de mesme sorte, nom & qualité, en quelque lieu 

qu’elles puissent estre fabriquées, tant pour en augmenter le débit dedans & dehors nostre 

Royaume, que pour empescher que le public ne soit trompé.”93 For example, his statutes banned 

dying techniques such as the Bois de Brésil, which imparted a beautiful red color to fabric but 

faded quickly resulting in an inferior, unreliable manufactured good: “J'apprends par vostre lettre 

du mois passé que les marchands et teinturiers de Lyon continuent à se servir de bois de Brésil 

pour les teintures, quoyqu'il soit expressément défendu par le cinquième article des statuts et 

règlemens de ce métier. C'est assurément un abus auquel il est bien important de remédier.”94 

Colbert deemed the abuse so serious that in April of 1672 he advised M. Le Page, a manufactory 

head, to escalate the matter to the archbishop of Lyon, the intendant, and the provost of 

merchants.  

 

Similarly, Colbert banned the pulleys that were used to mechanically lengthen and widen 

fabrics, which resulted in deceptively large surface areas. In August of 1670, he advised the 

intendant of Tours: “vous ne pouvez assurément rien faire de plus avantageux que d’abolir 

entièrement toutes ces poulies et machines qui ne tendent à autre chose qu’à donner quelques 

 
92 Colbert, 7 mars 1670, 520-521. 
 
93 Colbert, Lettres patentes, 20. 
 
94 Colbert, 8 avril 1672, 655. 
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apparences aux étoffes et tromper en effet tout ceux qui en achètent.”95 A French manufactured 

good could not simply have the appearance of luxury; its unparalleled quality was essential to its 

value and to the consumer confidence it needed to inspire.   

 

 Thus, under Colbert, the made-in-France label, modern symbol of quality and unique 

savoir-faire was born. Accordingly, like a precursor to the product label that bears the brand’s 

signature as the certification of its authenticity and quality, Colbert implemented a system of 

inspections and seals to physically mark all manufactured goods that were produced according to 

his statutes and regulations. Defective products were collected and destroyed. Colbert had 

developed a form of quality control, which began at the manufactories and continued throughout 

the kingdom through a network of inspectors and mystery shoppers. Inspectors regularly visited 

manufactories to evaluate the quality of the threads being used and the exact length and width of 

fabrics, to ensure that workers abided by all guidelines defined in the statutes and regulations, to 

evaluate the heads of the manufactories, and to consult on optimizing the facility and its 

production. These inspectors also ensured that French production met the competitive 

benchmarks that had been established for a given product category. For example, in 1670, 

Colbert reminded an inspector: “Et comme vous aurez pu connoistre qu'il y a une très-grande 

différence entre la fabrique de France et celle d'Angleterre, il faut nous appliquer, par tous 

moyens possibles, à rendre nos draps égaux en beauté et en bonté à ceux de ce royaume-là.”96  

Mystery shoppers today are brand employees who secretly travel to points of sale to ensure that 

the products and shopping experience perfectly match the guidelines issued by a brand’s 

 
95 Colbert, 22 aoust 1670, 543. 
 
96 Colbert, 6 nov. 1670, 576. 
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headquarters. Colbert had spies travel to fairs throughout the kingdom and merchants stationed in 

Paris who reported back to him on the quality of goods they received. In 1670, he wrote “les 

gardes des marchands drapiers de Paris me tesmoignent que les manufactures qui se font à 

présent dans le Poitou sont beaucoup meilleures que par le passé.”97 Maintaining an open line of 

communication with Parisian merchants was essential, because they received goods from 

manufactories in all of France and were able to quickly assess quality standards across one 

product category, such as fine cloths. In December 1681, Colbert’s network of merchants 

complained that standards had fallen throughout the kingdom:  “Les marchands merciers et 

drapiers de Paris s'estant plaints que les étoffes qui y sont apportées presque de toutes les 

provinces ne sont pas de la qualité portée par les règlemens que le Roy a fait faire sur le sujet des 

manufactures.”98  Mystery shopping allowed Colbert to keep an eye on production throughout 

France and to apply pressure regionally to correct issues as they emerged. After the merchants’ 

complaints in 1681, Colbert asked the provost of merchants and magistrates of Lyon to follow up 

with his local reports and threaten their job security to optimize the goods of their manufactories 

according to the level of perfection demanded by the king.  

 
Sa Majesté m'a ordonné de vous en écrire pour vous faire sçavoir qu'elle veut que 

vous teniez la main à ce que ces règlemens soyent ponctuellement exécutés et que vous 
fassiez sçavoir aux maires et échevins des villes et lieux où elles sont establies que s'ils 
n'y tiennent la main, en sorte que Sa Majesté n'en entende plus de plainte, et qu'elle ayt la 
satisfaction de voir les manu factures du royaume en l’estat de perfection qu'elle désire, 
Sa Majesté sera obligée de leur oster la juridiction qu'elle leur a donnée.99 

 
 

 
97 Colbert, 10 déc. 1670, 591. 
 
98 Colbert, 26 déc. 1681, 724-725. 
 
99 Ibid.  
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Additionally, given the extensive pushback that manufactories received from merchants 

regarding the statutes and regulations, Colbert encouraged the recruitment of city magistrates 

who possessed firsthand, in-the-field experience as merchants. He believed that only by 

including merchants in magisterial positions could city officials understand and rapidly resolve 

disagreements that arose around the statutes and regulations. In 1670, for example, Colbert 

criticized the cities of Poitiers and Niort for their inability to recruit a single magistrate with 

commercial experience across forty-eight magisterial positions, and he tasked the intendant 

overseeing the area with the challenge of remedying the poor recruitment process.  

 
J'ay appris que, dans les villes de Poitiers et de Niort, il y a, en chacune, 24 

échevins perpétuels, aucun desquels n'est marchand ni intelligent dans les manufactures, 
et par conséquent incapables de juger les différends qui les concernent, ce qui fait un 
grand obstacle à l'observation des règlemens généraux desdites manufactures […] il est 
important d'y pourvoir promptement en faisant admettre auxdits échevinages et à la 
juridiction des manufactures des marchands drapiers.100  

 

 Yet, Colbert faced regular pushback from merchants and workers. In 1675, a group of 

merchants hoping to gain more freedom in the production of the manufactories published and 

spread a misinformation campaign stating that the civil servants employed to enforce the 

execution of the statutes had been removed. Colbert mobilized the police force throughout the 

entire kingdom to enforce his statutes and serve as forceful lines of defense against vigilante 

merchants, artisans, and workers. In cities where the confiscation and destruction of defective 

goods did not succeed as planned, Colbert worked with local magistrates to ostracize merchants 

who sold vigilante goods: 

 

 
100 Colbert, 10 déc. 1670, 591. 
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Nul ne soit admis dans le corps desdits marchands que ceux qui présentement 
tiennent boutiques et magasins desdites marchandises, parce qu'il est important 
d'empescher la confusion parmy eux des personnes qui professent un autre commerce. 
C'est le véritable moyen de réformer les abus qui se sont glissés dans le commerce de ces 
marchandises, et de le restablir dans son premier estat à l'avantage de vostre ville.101 
 

 At the city level, loyal intendants developed their own creative strategies to deal with 

defective manufactured goods. In Tours, a policing campaign of fear and shame held workers 

responsible for the goods they manufactured, by displaying their defective work on a signpost 

with their names attached to it. After an intendant in Lille successfully implemented the same 

fear and shame policing strategy, Colbert had it executed throughout the kingdom in 1671:  

 
Le Roy a estimé que, pour réduire d'autant plus les manufactures du royaume à 

travailler conformément aux statuts et règlemens qui ont esté envoyés partout, il estoit 
important de donner de la crainte à ceux qui feraient des étoffes défectueuses ou qui les 
recevraient. Par cette raison, le Roy a rendu en son conseil royal du commerce les arrests 
que vous trouverez cy-joints, par lesquels il est ordonné que, devant les lieux où se font 
les visites et marques de marchandises, il sera posé un poteau avec un carcan, auquel les 
marchandises qui ne seront pas de la qualité portée par les règlemens seront attachées 
avec un écriteau contenant les noms du marchand et de l'ouvrier trouvés en faute, et que 
vous assisterez par semaine auxdites visites et marques, chacun à tour de role.102 

 

 Defective products resulted in lost business opportunities both within the kingdom and 

from consumers in foreign lands. Poor quality in goods manufactured for sale in France greatly 

reduced their output in entire regions, such as the woolen fabrics sold in the Loire Valley in 

1671, which, according to the reports of Colbert’s trusted network of merchants, were poorly 

made and did not conform to approved length and width guidelines: “Les marchands de Paris et 
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les marchands de Lyon se plaignent que la mauvaise fabrication et le défaut dans les largeurs et 

les longueurs ont causé l'anéantissement dans le débit desdites manufactures de Languedoc, dans 

les provinces de deçà la Loire.”103 Colbert attributed the inconsistencies to the manufactory 

workers’ stubbornness and advised the intendant who managed the region to use force to keep 

the workers in line: “il faut faire estat d'employer la fermeté et l'autorité pour vaincre 

l'opiniastreté des manufacturiers.” Force and authoritativeness were the keys to perfecting 

production and restoring output not only for intra-kingdom sales, but also for a significant 

increase in profitability by attracting foreign buyers once goods were perfected according to the 

approved regulations.  “Mais lorsqu'on a employé l'autorité pour leur faire exécuter les nouveaux 

règlemens, tant pour les longueurs et largeurs, que pour la bonne fabrique et teinture, ils ont vu 

sensiblement augmenter leurs manufactures et les estrangers venir en acheter dans le royaume 

avec beaucoup plus d'abondance qu'auparavant.”104  

 

Inconsistent quality in exported manufactured goods tarnished the made-in-France brand, 

such as when poorly regulated sheets made it past quality control and shipped to the Compagnie 

du Levant in 1671. “Le sieur Page, l'un des directeurs de la compagnie du Levant, m'a écrit les 

défauts qui se sont rencontrés dans les draps qu'on a envoyés en Levant, tant dans la fabrique que 

dans l'apprest et teinture d'iceux. [..] [C]ette mauvaise qualité a décrié les draps de France, 

pendant que ceux des autres nations y ont acquis de la réputation.”105 Like every good business 

looking to regain its credibility and recover the impact on its brand image, Colbert did damage 
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control to restore luster to the made-in-France brand. He dedicated an ultra-specialized quality 

control inspector to ensure that all sheets shipped to the Levant were perfect in all aspects of 

their manufacture; not a single defect would be tolerated: 

 

[Comme] il est de la dernière conséquence de faire perdre aux négocians des 
Eschelles la mauvaise opinion qu'ils ont conçue de nos draps, il est nécessaire […] qu'à 
l'avenir il ne soit envoyé aux Eschelles aucuns draps qui ne soyent d'une très-bonne 
qualité. Vous commettrez, pour la réception d'iceux, une personne, non-seule ment de 
probité, mais la plus experte et la plus connoissante en cette nature de marchandise, que 
vous pourrez trouver, à laquelle vous donnerez des ordres précis de ne recevoir aucune 
pièce de draps défectueux dans la fabrique, longueur, largeur, teinture et apprest; et, pour 
cet effet, elle visitera et mesurera toutes les pièces qui luy seront délivrées.106  
 

“Perfectly produced products” became the mantra Colbert chanted any time an issue 

arose. When M. De Bezons, one of his intendants, complained that the compagnie du Levant 

cancelled an order of sheets later that year and worried that his business would suffer as a result 

of the loss, Colbert did not blame the directors of the company. He argued that cancelled orders 

and last-minute changes were inevitable: “il est impossible d'éviter que ces sortes 

d'establissemens ne reçoivent différens changemens de temps en temps.” Instead, he held the 

intendant responsible for ensuring that goods were perfectly made, because goods produced 

according to the strictest standards of the statutes and regulations could always easily be sold 

within the kingdom: “il suffit pour le surplus que, le royaume consomme une très grande quantité 

de ces étoffes; en sorte que, pourvu qu'on les fasse bonnes, ils en trouveront facilement le débit.”  

The responsibility of rerouting those goods within the kingdom however fell on the intendant and 

other heads of the manufactory: “si ceux qui les soutiennent n'ont pas l'industrie, lorsqu'une 
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consommation leur manque, d'en trouver d'autres, il n'y a point d'autorité et d'assistance qui 

puisse suppléer à ce défaut.”107 

 

 Defective goods were not the only threats to Colbert’s progress in growing the value and 

the profitability of the newly established made-in-France brand. Merchants often pressured 

manufactories to diverge from approved standards as a way to appeal to new consumers, 

resulting at times in the creation of similar but inferior products, a kind of “made-in-France 

light”. Today, luxury brands occasionally create a diffusion line, a lower-priced secondary line, 

that is distinct from its more premium parent and that appeals to a broader consumer base. 

Diffusion lines maintain design similarities with the mother brand but are often made of less 

premium materials to compensate for their lower price point. Despite the intended differences, a 

diffusion line can sometimes cannibalize the business of its more premium parent by offering a 

luxury consumer a very closely related product at a much lower price point thereby threatening 

profits and even the perceived image of the mother brand.  Colbert already understood the risk of 

such confusion in the seventeenth century. In 1678, certain manufactories began making a lower 

priced “demy-castor” version of the signature made-in-France “castor” or beaver fur hat. The 

demy-castor hat was made of vicuna wool and, unlike the original, which was made entirely of 

beaver fur, of only a few beaver fur hairs. Rather than appeal to new consumers, “demy-castor” 

hats had begun to cannibalize the sales of the more premium originals in the foreign kingdoms 

where castor hats were wildly successful:  

 

 Le Roy ayant esté informé que la fabrique des chapeaux appelés demy-castors 
faisoit grand tort au commerce d'Espagne et des Indes, où les chapeaux de castor de 
France sont d'un bon débit, et que la mauvaise fabrique et le meslange de divers poils 
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avec celuy du castor transportoient visiblement cette manufacture dans les pays 
estrangers et principalement en Hollande.  

 

Consequently, Colbert banned the manufacture of the seventeenth century’s version of a 

diffusion line and utilized the police force to rapidly extinguish its circulation: “Sa Majesté a fait 

expédier en divers temps quatre arrests de son conseil pour défendre la fabrique de ces chapeaux 

appelés demy-castors, et ces arrests sont exécutés dans Paris par le soin que les officiers de 

police en prennent.” The “vicious” goods, as Colbert labeled them, continued to circulate in 

cities across the kingdom, especially in Rouen, so the minister of finances tasked his intendants 

with mobilizing local police forces to end this threat to the image and profitability of the made-

in-France brand:  

 Dans plusieurs autres villes du royaume, et particulièrement à Rouen, la mesme fabrique 
vicieuse se continue toujours [;] Sa Majesté m'a ordonné de vous en voyer les mesmes arrests et 
de vous dire, en mesme temps, que vous les fassiez enregistrer au greffe des officiers qui 
exercent la police dans cette ville, et que vous teniez la main à ce qu'ils soyent ponctuellement 
exécutés.108 

 

As Colbert pushed his statutes and regulations within the kingdom and confiscated 

defective French-made goods, pressured inadequate manufactories, and shamed faulty workers, 

the made-in-France label began to distinguish itself from its foreign neighbors. Accordingly, 

Colbert demanded that the luxury goods of foreign competitors be subjected to similar standards 

for sale within France. In 1670, his brother, Colbert de Croissy, complained about the stricter 

searches and the potential confiscation of English-made goods, to which Colbert replied: “le Roy 

a ordonné que toutes les marchandises des qualités portées par lesdits règlemens seroient visitées 

; et, lorsqu'elles sont défectueuses, elles sont confisquées. Il est vray que les marchandises 
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estrangères sont sujettes aux mesmes visites.” Colbert reasoned that it would be hypocritical for 

French manufactories to be held to stricter guidelines if defective foreign products were allowed 

to circulate within the kingdom and potentially disrupt the progress that he had made. “Mais 

vous connoissez bien facilement qu'il seroit inutile de travailler au restablissement de nos 

manufactures, si les estrangères défectueuses pouvoient entrer dans le royaume.”109 Two months 

later, in November, he reaffirmed to his brother: “les sujets du roy se plaignent que celles qui 

viennent des pays estrangers n'estant point visitées de mesme et pouvant estrc défectueuses, elles 

détruiront absolument celles du royaume.” Yet, he also assured him that given their high quality, 

English-made goods were not likely to be confiscated: “Comme celles d'Angleterre sont fort bien 

fabriquées, l'on ne doit point craindre les visites.”110  Colbert was infatuated with English-made 

sheets, and, that same month, in a letter to M. Bellinzani, the inspector general of French 

manufactories, he lamented that French sheets did not compare to their English counterparts: “il 

y a une très grande différence entre la fabrique de France et celle d'Angleterre, il faut nous 

appliquer, par tous moyens possibles, à rendre nos draps égaux en beauté et en bonté à ceux de 

ce royaume-là.” Colbert even tasked the inspector with replicating English quality standards in 

France: “Ne manquez pas d'examiner, lorsque vous y serez, tous les moyens pour perfectionner 

la manufacture de draps qui y est establie et pour faire en sorte que l'on y fasse d'aussy beaux et 

aussy bons draps gris-meslé qu'en Angleterre.”111 
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 MOBILIZING A FRENCH SOCIO-POLITICAL BODY 

 

The newly established made-in-France label served to disseminate a sense of French 

identity within the kingdom, and the growing French luxury market allowed for a kind of 

paternalist communication between the monarch and his managers, his workers, and his artisans. 

In a letter that Louis XIV penned, through Colbert, to the consuls and inhabitants of Toulon, the 

king promised his love to all those contributing to the development of manufactured luxury 

goods: “donner en toutes sortes de rencontres de nouvelles marques de sa bonté.”112  In another, 

he affirmed: “l’amour que Le Roy a pour ses sujets obligeant sa majesté à penser 

continuellement aux moyens d’augmenter leur commerce et de leur faire goûter les fruits de son 

application.”113 Colbert encouraged regular communication between the king and the mayors and 

magistrates of manufactory-cities to inspire them to dedicate their time, energy, and resources to 

refining and expanding manufactural activity:  

 
[S]i [sa Majesté] a pour agréable d'en parler aux maires et échevins de ces villes, 

leur commander d'assister et de protéger les entrepreneurs de ces manufactures, les faire 
visiter, s'en faire rendre compte et en parler elle-mesme, ces marques de la bonté de 
Vostre Majesté, et qu'elle sçaitet connoist toutes choses, donneront de la vie et du 
mouvement à toutes ces manufactures, qui, sans cela, languissent et mesme peuvent 
s'anéantir.114  

 

The king’s words were paternal and godlike, literally giving life and movement to the 

manufactories of luxury goods. The royal discourse of paternal love nourished a brotherhood 

 
112 Colbert, 29 nov. 1664, 429. 
 
113 Colbert, 18 mars 1670, 522-523. 
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among luxury goods workers and created a kind of hub-and-spoke network centered on the Sun 

King, where the king’s hands were connected to each subject’s hand that touched the French 

luxury good at any given stage of its manufacture or sale. The growing industry of textiles, 

mirrors, and porcelains thus allowed Colbert to mobilize a French socio-political body by 

assimilating its adherents to the royal machine.  

 

Cities that succeeded the most in the development of their manufactories were not only 

deemed the worthiest of Louis XIV’s love, but also capable of manufacturing a kind of regal 

greatness and goodness similar to the love the king had for them. In May 1670 for example, 

Colbert paid the cities of Abbevile and Beauvais the highest compliment: “Les deux plus grandes 

et plus considérables manufactures que Vostre Majesté ayt establies sont celles d'Abbeville pour 

les draps, et de Beauvais pour les tapisseries. L'une et l'autre ont quelque chose de grand et digne 

de la bonté que Vostre Majesté a pour ses peuples.”115 Through the luxury goods they created, 

French subjects in manufactory-cities were imbued with the king’s likeness and became directly 

connected to him like children to their father. To further cement their interconnectedness and 

encourage similar manufactural activity in other cities, Colbert urged the king to conduct public 

appearances in the most successful manufactory hubs. “Je sçais bien qu'il est difficile, mesme 

impossible qu'elle les visite. Si néanmoins, en visitant les villes, ou sur son passage, elle pouvoit 

y entrer, ce seroit un très-grand avantage.”116 And, given the high stakes that France had in its 

luxury goods manufactories, Louis XIV accepted within a week: “J'iray aux manufactures 
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d'Abbeville et de Beauvais, et parleray comme je croiray devoir le faire, et comme vous me le 

mandez.”117  

 

Through this hub-and-spoke network, the entire French social framework was becoming 

increasingly intertwined with its manufactured luxury goods. Colbert believed that these goods, 

if standardized and developed properly, held within them the power to nourish France and all its 

subjects: “que toutes les manufactures du royaume puissent être toutes d’une longueur et largeur 

égale et que le public en puisse retirer le fruit que le roi s’en est promis.”118 The fruits of luxury 

goods nourished their makers, sellers, and handlers on two major levels. Colbert considered, as 

he explained to Nicolas Colbert, his brother and the bishop of Auxerre, that manufactories 

enhanced the lives of French subjects both spiritually and temporally: “Je ne doute pas que vous 

ne reconnoissiez que ces sortes d'establissemens-là sont bons pour le spirituel et le temporel des 

habitans de ladite ville.”119 Luxury goods manufactories were the key to unlocking a kind of 

utopic future for France, and standardizing the manufacturing process through a homologous 

code of production mobilized much of the kingdom to working together towards a unifying, 

utopic goal. Colbert often pushed back on merchants or magistrates who attempted to disrupt the 

process for quick and easy personal gain by reminding them: “il faut fortement passer par-dessus 

les raisons de petits intérêts particuliers qui ne méritent pas d'entrer dans les raisons générales du 

bien de l'Estat.”120 The good of the state that Colbert worked to secure was a level of wealth so 
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 43 
 

great that it held within it transformative powers: “Comme ces sortes d'avantages peuvent faire 

changer l’estat des villes, parce qu'ils y attirent incessamment de l'argent, qui se répand partout, 

ce devrait estre là l'objet de l'application des principaux des villes et de tous les particuliers 

habitans.”121 

 

Like the harbinger of Mandeville’s Grumbling Hive, Colbert also praised manufactories 

for their ability to transform the fabric of the French social body by eradicating laziness: 

“L'establissement des manufactures qui a esté fait en différentes villes du royaume ayant esté 

jugé un moyen assuré de retirer tous ceux qui s'y appliqueroient de l'oisiveté honteuse dans 

laquelle ils estoient plongés et en mesme temps de leur procurer l'abondance.”122 Colbert argued 

that productivity was infectious, and, once it was released into society through the manufactories, 

other fields, such as agriculture, would also be contaminated and benefit from an increase in their 

employment numbers. He assured the intendant of Orleans in 1670: “Ne croyez pas que la 

manufacture des bas de Dourdan nuise au labourage; au contraire, faites tout ce qui dépendra de 

vous pour la fortifier, n'y ayant rien qui serve tant à augmenter les peuples dans un pays que les 

différens moyens de gagner leur vie.”123   

 

The transformative potential unleashed from the manufactories into society was so great 

that it held within it, according to Colbert, the power to eradicate poverty throughout the 

kingdom – a belief that Mandeville would share more than thirty years later: “luxury employed a 
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million of the poor”.124 In 1681, Colbert praised M. Le Blanc the intendant of Rouen for using 

the manufactories to circumvent giving the poor charity, which he argued rendered the poor 

passive, unproductive, and stuck in a cycle of perpetual poverty: “Vous avez très-bien fait de 

porter les religieux de Fécamp à faire travailler les pauvres auxquels ils donnent l'aumosne, n'y 

ayant rien qui soit si préjudiciable à l'Estat que la mendicité des pauvres valides et qui peuvent 

travailler.” Instead, M. Le Blanc identified able-bodied, potential workers among the poor and 

transformed them into productive members of society. Through the manufactories, the poor were 

given the necessary tools to work for their daily bread:  

 
Ces religieux pourraient diviser ce qu'ils donnent aux pauvres, moitié en pain et moitié en 

laine, à condition de rapporter la laine fabriquée en bas; ainsy de temps en temps diminuant le 
pain et augmentant les laines, insensiblement l'on pourrait réduire la mendicité aux pauvres 
malades et invalides qui ne peuvent travailler. Vous jugerez facilement que vous ne pouvez peut-
estre faire guère de chose qui soit plus utile à la province et plus nécessaire à l'Estat.125  

 

By giving the poor enough wool to make woolen stockings, Colbert was able, as with his artisans 

of more refined manufactured luxury goods, to mobilize them, assimilate them within the royal 

machine, and transform them into active members of the French state. 

 

Yet, Colbert often needed to dangle citywide incentives, such as liquidating debt and 

awarding funds to pay for apprenticeships for young workers, to ensure the successful 

implementation of his utopic vision. Colbert wanted to attract children who, after a one-to-two-

year paid apprenticeship would feed directly into the luxury goods manufactory pipeline and 

 
124 Mandeville, Bernard, and Frederick Benjamin Kaye. The Fable of the Bees: Or, Private Vices, Publick Benefits. 
Clarendon Press, 1924. 
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become fully assimilated, productive members of the French socio-political body. Parents who 

enlisted three of their children received incentives of their own and were exempt of paying 

certain taxes. In 1683, Colbert urged Sieur Genouillé who had just visited the manufactories of 

Châteauneuf: “Comme vous connoissez combien ces manufactures sont utiles et avantageuses 

aux peuples, vous ne sçauriez rien faire qui me puisse plaire davantage que d'exciter tous les 

habitans de mes terres à y envoyer leurs enfans.”126 Despite the incentives, cities, such as 

Auxerre, were reluctant to enlist their children,127 so Colbert resorted to his trusted cocktail of 

force, fines, shame, and punishment. He asked the mayors and magistrates to subject those who 

did not assimilate to fines and public shame while increasing the incentives for those who 

assimilated voluntarily:  

 
Je suis persuadé que si vous faites payer les amendes à ceux-cy, et que, d'un autre costé, 

vous fassiez faire la rétribution et jouir les autres qui s'acquitteront de leur devoir des exemptions 
qui ont esté réglées, animant tout le monde par vostre exemple et par vos fréquentes visites, vous 
par viendrez à la fin que Sa Majesté s'est promise dans ces establissemens, et à faire connoistre 
au public ce qui est de son véritable interest.128  

 

Colbert faced countless acts of rebellion throughout the kingdom against the manufactural 

assimilation machine, so he devised one of his most creative solutions in Chevreuse. He wanted 

to convert the city into a ribbon manufactory hub but faced delays in the refinement of the 

quality of the ribbons due to the workers’ debaucherous lifestyle. To overcome their debauchery, 

Colbert issued a sentence that required all inhabitants of Chevreuse to collaborate to prevent the 

 
126 Colbert, 4 juin 1683, 747. 
 
127 “Les habitans d'Auxerre n'ont pas, jusqu'à présent, profité d'une disposition si heureuse pour leurs propres 
avantages et qu'ils ont mesme négligé d'envoyer leurs enfans dans les maisons où lesdites manufactures ont esté 
establies” 
Colbert, 24 janv. 1670, 515-516. 
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workers from giving into the temptations that threatened the manufactory and the potential 

success of the city. Colbert banned cabaret owners and any other resident from giving food and 

drink to the workers of the manufactories on workdays, except for one small meal during a single 

hour around dinnertime. Any person defying the order would be subjected to fines that would be 

donated to the city.129 Colbert’s solution encouraged all inhabitants to work together towards a 

shared goal of transforming its workers into active members of the French socio-political body, 

thereby becoming members of that body themselves and contributing, through their cooperation, 

to the manufacture of French-made luxury goods.  

 

 

Savoir-faire, tradition, unparalleled quality, and attention to detail have allowed a select 

few French luxury brands to dominate the global marketplace. From Chanel to Hermès to the 

brands of the LVMH group, these leaders of luxury have adopted the pillars of Colbert’s made-

in-France label and have placed them at the heart of their products, their brand equity, and their 

companies’ mission statements. LVMH and its Maisons, for example, define themselves as: 

 
[T]he custodians of an unparalleled heritage of time-honored craftsmanship and 

creative skills, [that] take great care in protecting and developing savoir-faire that has 
sometimes been passed on for centuries. 

 
Preserving these métiers and their traditions is essential to the enduring success of 
LVMH. The skills of our artisans guarantee the excellence that goes into crafting our 

 
129 “Je suis averty que la principale cause qui retarde l'avancement et perfection de la manufacture de rubans à 
Chevreuse vient du peu d'application des ouvriers et de leurs débauches. Cela m'oblige de vous faire cette lettre afin 
que vous ayez à rendre une sentence portant défense, à tous les cabaretiers et autres personnes de la ville, de donner 
à boire ni à manger aux ouvriers de ladite manufacture les jours ouvrables, sinon à disner seulement pendant une 
heure, à peine de 10 livres d'amende.” 
Colbert, 21 sept. 1669, 490. 
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products. This savoir-faire constitutes a unique, intangible heritage that lies at the heart of 
our appeal and aura around the world.130 

 
 
Louis XIV’s minister of finances could have penned this mission statement almost as easily in 

the seventeenth century as LVMH did today. With products, such as the Birkin, that have 

become iconic symbols of French tradition and craftsmanship, with brands that disseminate 

French history and identity across the globe, and with the billions of euros that French luxury 

goods generate for France each year, Colbert’s calculated investments in his manufactories and 

in his unforgiving statutes and regulations have more than paid off: “il n’y a [vraiment] rien qui 

contribue tant au bien de l’Etat, des provinces et des peuples que ces manufactures qui 

conservent l’argent au dedans du royaume et l’attirent même des estrangers.”131 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
130 “LVMH and Savoir-Faire.” LVMH Group. www.lvmh.com/group/lvmh-commitments/transmission-savoir-faire/. 
Accessed 07 Jan. 2020. 
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CHAPTER 2 : OUTLINING A MARKET OF COUNTERFEITS 

 

In late 2016 at the heart of “Yeezy mania”, I was determined to find a pair of Kanye 

West’s then highly coveted 350 v2 sneakers. Given their ultra-limited release, securing a pair at 

the $220 retail price point was nearly impossible. Secondary market resale pricing for the 

brand’s desirable colorways reached well above the thousand-dollar mark and significantly 

eclipsed the retail price of sneakers by established luxury brands such as Saint Laurent, Gucci, or 

Balenciaga. Yeezy sneakers, contrary to their luxury counterparts are not made of fine leathers or 

other premium materials at a Western European factory; they are mass-produced in China and 

often feature quality control issues and inconsistencies. Yet, I, like hundreds of thousands of 

others, desired them above all prestige sneakers on the marketplace. After a number of failed 

attempts at securing the shoes, and given my limited graduate student budget, I considered doing 

the unthinkable — purchasing a pair of fakes from China online. Counterfeit bags, watches, and 

the thousands of other knockoffs that contribute to the $30.3 billion in losses to luxury brands 

each year132 are sacrilegious to me, and savoir-faire, tradition and unparalleled craftsmanship, the 

pillars of established luxury brands, sacrosanct. I argued that these fakes were made at the same 

Chinese factories using the same materials that adidas had chosen for the limited production run 

of their Yeezy sneakers. A Yeezy is not defined by savoir-faire and craftsmanship. Yeezys are 

pure signifiers of a culture and lifestyle. Yet, they also represent the danger of what luxury is 

 
132 Solon, Olivia and David Ingram. “Scammers have turned Instagram into a showroom for luxury counterfeits.” 
NBC News. 24 Apr. 2019, www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/scammers-have-turned-instagram-showroom-luxury-
counterfeits-n997256 
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becoming: a fast-food version of its authentic former self – empty signs that are devoid of 

material worth and consumed rapidly as transient cultural status symbols. Today, the value of the 

luxury object comes less from the hand that makes it and more from the eye that sees it; the 

perceived value of the object has eclipsed its actual, material value. Despite the Yeezy brand’s 

rapid growth, the rapid decline in the brand’s desirability in the community of tastemakers and 

culture-makers shows just how dangerous such a model can be for luxury brands that seek to 

maximize their outreach by appealing to a generation of Instagram consumers who are hungry 

for recognizable logos and the status of the lifestyle and culture they convey.  

 

In its 2019 book release, New Luxury, Highsnobiety, one of the leading online editorial 

resources for men’s fashion and streetwear, defines a new, contemporary conception of luxury, 

which relies on a “different medium of exchange: cultural currency. It’s the unquantifiable 

difference between relevance and unimportance.” In this model “status is demonstrated [less] by 

ownership of luxury items [than by] […] access to the cultures represented by [those] luxury 

items.”133 This “new” conception of luxury, Highsnobiety argues, is a direct evolution of 

Thorstein Veblen’s 1899 definition of luxury that distinguishes luxury goods from other 

categories of goods based on desirability.134 Contrary to ordinary goods that follow the economic 

law of demand in which something becomes more desirable as its price decreases, luxury goods, 

according to Veblen, become more desirable as their price increases. Veblen goods are status 

symbols that serve as visible markers of the wealth of the select individuals who have the means 

 
133 DeLeon, Jian, and Robert Klanten. The New Luxury: Defining the Aspirational in the Age of Hype. Gestalten, 
2019. 
 
134 Veblen, Thorstein. The Theory of the Leisure Class; an Economic Study in the Evolution of Institutions. 
Macmillan & Co., ltd., 1899. 
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to purchase them. The price of these goods is not determined by their utilitarian function but by 

their desirability as status markers of an individual’s wealth. In Highsnobiety’s reconception of 

luxury, these goods remain, to a certain extent, status markers but of an individual’s cultural 

relevance. The Yeezy sneakers’ ability to significantly outprice established luxury brands on the 

resale market speaks to the cultural relevancy of those sneakers and by association of the 

perceived culturally relevant lifestyle of its wearers.  

 

Both the Veblen and Highsnobiety conceptions of a luxury good rely on the object’s 

connection to a desirability that transcends its inherent, material value and that is reflected in the 

arbitrary nature of its pricing. In fact, the luxury good was intrinsically linked to desire when it 

was commodified in Colbert’s manufactories, and, by 1748, Voltaire had already described how 

desirability colored the luxury object’s value, affected its pricing, and fueled the business of 

luxury for the entire kingdom. That year, Voltaire published Le Monde comme il va: Vision de 

Babouc écrite par lui-même, a philosophical tale written in the orientalist style. In one episode, 

the eponymous character visits “des marchands de magnificences inutiles”.135 Unnecessary 

magnificent objects fit the stereotypical definition of luxury of the time. Luxury was both excess, 

the opposite of the necessary, and the excessively sumptuous (une “somptuosité excessive”136 as 

defined by the Académie Française in 1694) – in other words it was une magnificence, (which 

the Académie defined that year as “somptuosité, dépense éclatante,”137) inutile. Voltaire’s 

marchands de magnificences inutiles were merchants of luxury goods. In his exchange with these 

 
135 Voltaire. Contes en vers et en prose. Tome I. Kindle Edition, 30 Sep. 2011. 
 
136 “Luxe.” Le Dictionnaire de l’Académie Française, 1694, t. 1, 
artflsrv03.uchicago.edu/philologic4/publicdicos/navigate/3/11315. Accessed 01 May 2020. 
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merchants, Babouc bought the objects that he desired, “il acheta ce qui lui plut,” and these 

objects were sold to him at a price that far exceeded their material worth, “on le lui vendit avec 

politesse beaucoup plus qu'il ne valait.”  

 

After discovering the gap between their sales price and their intrinsic value, Babouc was 

enraged not by his decision to purchase the goods, but that someone would sell him something at 

such an arbitrary price point. He was determined to get the merchant punished when, through an 

act of kindness and honesty, the merchant rushed to Babouc’s residence to return his purse to 

him, since Babouc had inadvertently forgotten it at the shop. “Comment se peut-il, s'écria 

Babouc, que vous soyez si fidèle et si généreux, après n'avoir pas eu de honte de me vendre des 

colifichets quatre fois au-dessus de leur valeur ?” The Académie defined “colifichets” as “de 

petits ornements” such as “de petits vases de cristal” and Voltaire’s reference could allude to one 

of the categories of luxury goods crafted in Colbert’s manufactories.138 The merchant 

immediately shut down Babouc’s questioning of his character and of the character of his peers: 

“Il n'y a aucun négociant un peu connu dans cette ville, lui répondit le marchand, qui ne fût venu 

vous rapporter votre bourse.” Inflating the goods’ pricing based on Babouc’s desire for them was 

simply good business: “mais on vous a trompé quand on vous a dit que je vous avais vendu ce 

que vous avez pris chez moi quatre fois plus qu'il ne vaut : je vous l'ai vendu dix fois davantage 

et cela est si vrai que, si dans un mois vous voulez le revendre, vous n'en aurez pas même ce 

dixième.” The merchant’s response, in addition to highlighting the arbitrary nature of the pricing 

of luxury goods, ascribed that arbitrariness to their desirability: “Mais rien n'est plus juste; c'est 
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la fantaisie des hommes qui met le prix à ces choses frivoles.” Thus, by the early 18th century, 

luxury goods were priced according to individual and social desires and fantasies. The merchant 

concluded, in an echo to Mandeville’s Grumbling Hive139 and to Voltaire’s own Défense du 

Mondain ou l’apologie du luxe,140 that luxury goods are a profitable business for the individual, 

for society and for the entire kingdom precisely because of their inherent connection to desire: 

“c'est cette fantaisie qui fait vivre cent ouvriers que j'emploie; c'est elle qui me donne une belle 

maison, un char commode, des chevaux; c'est elle qui excite l'industrie, qui entretient le goût, la 

circulation, et l'abondance. Je vend aux nations voisines les mêmes bagatelles plus chèrement 

qu'à vous, et par là je suis utile à l'empire.”141 

 

Accordingly, because of luxury goods’ inherent connection to desire, I propose the 

second integral component to my conception of luxury: the counterfeit. The public’s desire for a 

luxury good must be so great that, whether due to its inaccessible pricing or its limited 

distribution, for a good to be a luxury, it must warrant a knockoff. Luxury and the knockoff exist 

so closely together that they cannot be considered separately. Today, the total trade in counterfeit 

goods is estimated at $4.5 trillion and fake luxury goods account for 60-70% of that amount.142 

The trade in fake luxury goods is so high that knockoff goods constitute roughly a quarter of the 
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$1.2 trillion total trade in luxury goods.143 And, even in the seventeenth century, the luxury good 

was interconnected with its simulacrum. After all, Colbert’s own luxury manufactories were, to a 

certain extent, knockoffs themselves. Desire for foreign luxury goods in France was so great that 

it pushed Colbert to develop French counterfeit manufactories that produced knockoffs of 

desirable foreign goods to prevent the kingdom from going bankrupt on costly imports that it 

could not afford, to refill its coffers through the exports of its own copycat goods, and to satiate 

the hunger of French elites. Through the savoir-faire and traditions that have been passed on 

across generations of artisans, the core pillars of Colbert’s made-in-France label, which are at the 

heart of luxury today, are imbued with traces of the counterfeit. 

 

BUSINESS MANUALS: CODIFYING A MANUFACTURED COUNTERFEIT 

 

Colbert understood the value of the knockoff and, through the work of one of his 

appointed financiers and trade experts, Jacques Savary, gave his blessing to a kind of luxury 

manufactory-counterfeiting scripture. Savary was a nobleman who, after making a fortune as a 

wholesale merchant of haberdashery, left the world of sales to become a financier and work for 

the crown in a position secured for him by Nicolas Fouquet, Louis XIV’s first minister of 

finances. After Fouquet’s fall from Grace, Colbert eventually asked Savary to join the council on 

trade reform where his contributions were so influential that the trade ordinance of 1673 was 

nicknamed after him, and he was requested to turn the memoirs he prepared for the ordinance 

into the book that included the chapter in question. Le Parfait négociant is a manual on trade that 

was regarded as the business bible of the time, in which Savary described the ins and outs of 
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mercantile life and offered a detailed tutorial for anyone looking to enter into the world of 

commerce. It became an inter-kingdom success that was regularly re-edited through the 1800s. 

 

In the chapter on manufactories, “Des Manufactures”, Savary identifies three kinds of 

business ventures for which he provides targeted recommendations to ensure success in each 

scenario: “Ce qu’il faut observer auparavant que de les entreprendre pour bien réussir...”144 The 

first two, “celles qui sont déjà establies” and “celles que l’on veut inventer” contain the kind of 

information that one would expect to find today in a good business manual, such as how to 

expand or revitalize a sluggish business and tips to successfully launch a start-up. But, given 

Savary’s work for Colbert, and his association with the kingdom’s newly written trade code that 

bore his name, the third is integral to understanding the development of luxury as a profitable 

industry in the seventeenth century: how to successfully knock off another kingdom’s 

manufactory business or “[ce qu’il faut observer si c’est] une Manufacture étrangère que l’on 

veut imiter.” The section offers young entrepreneurs a step-by-step guide on creating the perfect 

counterfeit luxury goods business, “[pour] que l’on puisse si bien réussir, que l’on ne connoisse 

pas la difference entre [celle] que l’on imite, et celle qui est imitée,” with examples taken from 

failed and successful categories of the manufactured luxury goods that Colbert wanted to 

develop under the made-in-France label, such as fine wools and silks, gold and silver brocades, 

and fine leathers. Savary establishes a science of the counterfeit, grounded in a complex set of 

geographic, economic, and technical skills – a unique savoir-faire that is as valuable to the 

burgeoning French luxury industry as the know-how of the master artisans creating the goods 

themselves.  

 
144 Savary, Jacques. Le Parfait négociant, ou, instruction générale pour ce qui regarde le commerce de toute sorte de 
marchandises, tant de France que des pays estrangers.  L. Billaine, 1675. 



 55 
 

 

The counterfeit guide consists of five steps that Savary urged all young entrepreneurs to 

follow given the financial risks and potential ruin that could result from a failed business plan. 

Savary’s first recommendation relates to the natural resources of the region. Are the raw 

materials needed to imitate the foreign luxury good viable in the surrounding territory? And, if 

they are available, are those raw materials of the same caliber as the ones used in the kingdom 

where the original good is manufactured? If not, the counterfeit version is destined to pale in 

comparison and will never meet the quality standards that make the imported original a desirable 

luxury good, rendering the French counterfeit manufactory pointless.145  Savary referenced the 

manufactories of Gournay that had attempted to knock off fine woolen English cloths and failed 

because the types of wool that they had used were not similar enough to the originals: “par 

exemple, il y a eu des personnes qui ont voulu imiter les Serges de Londres, à Gournay qui n’y 

ont pu réussir, parce que les matières qu’ils y employoient, n’estoient pas semblables, à celles 

d’Angleterre.”  Through the counterexample of the manufactory of Seignelay that succeeded in 

its attempt at creating a mirror-like reproduction, Savary identifies a kind of golden woolen ratio 

needed to achieve the perfect replica of this type of English luxury cloth:  

Quoy qu’ils [les ouvriers de Gournay] employassent des laines d’Espagne, qui 
sont sans comparaison meilleures que celles d’Angleterre, néanmois ils n’ont pu arriver à 
la perfection de l’ouvrage, parce qu’il falloit mesler de la laine d’Angleterre avec celle 
d’Espagne, ainsi qu’ils font dans ce Royaume, et ce meslange vient de ce qu’ils ne 
peuvent employer leurs laines seules, et qu’il faut qu’elles soient meslangées avec celles 

 
145 “La première est de scavoir si les matières sont propres pour manufacturer les ouvrages que l’on veut imiter dans 
les lieux où l’on establira la Manufacture; car il est certain que si elles ne sont de la mesme qualiteé, et bonté que 
celles qu’employent les Manufacturiers estrangers, on n’imitera jamais bien, et par conséquent l’entreprise 
demeurera vaine.  
Et en effet, il est impossible d’imiter une étoffe, si les matieres que l’on employe à la Manufacture ne sont 
semblables à celles que l’on veut imiter…” 
 
Savary.  
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d’Espagne, à cause qu’elles sont trop seèches, et si depuis l’on a réussi à Seignele, c’est 
que les ouvriers y ont employeé des laines d’Angleterre. 

 

For his second recommendation, Savary focused on the finishing steps of the 

manufacturing process, “l’apprest,” and specifically on the topography of a region and its effect 

on a manufactory’s ability to replicate the finishing process of the desired original – for fabrics, 

for example, during the dyeing or degreasing steps: “il y a des lieux propres pour une chose, qui 

ne le sont pas pour d’autres, et dont les eaux donnent toute la perfection à l’ouvrage, tant pour la 

teinture, que pour le foulon.” Like a scientist, Savary chose an example with controlled variables 

to illustrate his point. Tours and Lyon shared the same groups of artisans, but each city was best 

suited for specific categories of manufactured goods given its unique topography:  

 
Nous en avons en France une infinité d’exemples; car à Lion ils ne sçauroient 

imiter les pannes, tabis moheres, tant pleines que faconées de Tours, ni le taffetas, et les 
pouls de soye, quoy que ce soient les mesmes ouvriers qui les travaillent (car les 
compagnons travaillent tantost en une de ces villes tantost en l’autre) parce qu’ils ne 
peuvent réussir dans l’apprest de leurs soyes, sans doute à cause que les eaux, le 
moulinage, et les calandres ne sont pas si propres à Lion, qu’à Tours pour l’aprest. De 
mesme à Tours, les ouvriers ne peuvent imiter les satins tant pleins, que faconnez, velous, 
damas, toilles, et broquarts d’or, et d’argent qui se manufacturent à Lion.146 
 

To further convince young entrepreneurs of the importance of topography, Savary introduced the 

idea of terroir through the effects of regional variations in French water composition on the 

dyeing process, which altered the vibrancy and quality of the color achieved:  

 

L’eau de la riviere de Bievre dite des Gobelins est plus propre pour les teintures, 
particulièrement pour l’escarlatte, que l’eau de la riviere de Seine, et il se trouve une 
difference très grande d’un drap de Berry, ou du Sceau teint en escarlatte rouge, ou 
violette, que l’on aura lavé dans les eaux de la riviere des Gobelins, avec un drap qui sera 
lavé dans les eaux de la riviere de Seine, quoy que teints en une mesme chaudière.147 

 
146 Ibid. 
147 Ibid. 
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Terroir was already used in the seventeenth century in viniculture to highlight the quality of a 

wine: “on dit, que du vin sent le terroir, qu'il a un goust de terroir, pour dire, qu'il a une certaine 

odeur, un certain goust qui vient de la qualité du terroir.”148 Although Savary never explicitly 

used the term, the concept was there. Today, terroir is used by luxury brands as a marketing 

device in the advertising of their luxury goods to highlight their point of difference from their 

competitors’ products and justify their increased price point. Similarly, Savary noted how a 

simple difference in the water used during the dyeing process, a form of water terroir, affected 

the desirability and pricing of a finished fabric:  

 
Non seulement la riviere des Gobelins est plus propre pour les teintures que la 

riviere de Seine, mais elle l’est aussi advantage pour les laines des peaux de mouton 
provenantes des abates des bouchers de Paris: et les ouvriers des Manufactures de 
Beauvais trouvent si grande difference pour le foulon, qu’ils donnent volontiers cinq ou 
six livres pour cent davantages des laines qui sont lavées dans la riviere des Gobelins, que 
de celles qui sont lavées dans la riviere de Seine, c’est la raison pour laquelle la pluspart 
des Megissiers s’establissent sur cette riviere au Faux-bourg S. Marcel.149 

 
Just like luxury wine brands who assert that their prized bottles cannot be replicated on any other 

soil given their unique terroir, Savary asserted that, when knocking off fabrics, certain finishing 

processes could not be replicated outside the “riviere des Gobelins.” The applications of terroir’s 

quality status were expanding, and the concept was being cemented in manufacturing and 

production as a seal of quality at this key moment of business history.  

 

 
 
148 “Terroir.” Le Dictionnaire de l’Académie Française, 1694, t. 1, 
artflsrv03.uchicago.edu/philologic4/publicdicos/navigate/13/19568/?byte=9508623. Accessed 20 Sep. 2020. 
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Savary’s third recommendation would make any business-minded product development 

team proud: estimating the cost of goods sold. The cost of goods sold, or COGS, is the total 

value of direct costs related to producing goods sold by a business. When developing a new 

product, or in this case attempting to counterfeit an existing product, it is important to 

understand, based on the estimated development costs, if that good will be profitable once it is 

sold on the marketplace. The COGS not only includes the cost of materials, but as Savary notes, 

the labor costs and operating expenses, and he reminds entrepreneurs that these vary regionally 

based on a city’s cost of living:  

La troisième observation quand on veut imiter une Manufacture […] est de 
scavoir si on peut la donner à aussi bon marché, parce qu’il y a des lieux, où les matières, 
et la peine des ouvriers coustent moins que dans d’autres; par exemple, toute sorte de 
marchandises qui se manufacturent à Paris, sont ordinairement plus chères, que celles qui 
se manufacturent dans les Provinces; la raison en est, qu’à Paris l’on paye davantage de 
façon aux ouvriers, à cause que la cherté des vivres y est plus grande que dans les 
Provinces.150 

 

Savary stresses the importance of profitability especially for knockoff manufactories, because an 

extreme COGS renders a counterfeit business useless if the price of the copy-cat good cannot 

compete with the original while allowing the manufactory to remain profitable: “de sorte que si 

les marchandises que l’on seroit fabriquer en un lieu, revenoient à plus haut prix que celle des 

lieux que l’on imiteroit, il est certain que l’entrepreneur de cette Manufacture n’y trouveroit pas 

son compte.” Savary concludes this section with an ominous warning that reveals just how much 

of a business luxury goods had already become towards the end of the seventeenth century by 

revealing that luxury good manufactories (and their counterfeits) answered above all to the 

unforgiving bottom line: 

 
150 Ibid. 
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 Il faut remarquer que c’est la bonté et le bon marché qui maintient les 
Manufactures, sinon elles se détruisent d’elles mesmes. Il y a beaucoup d’exemples des 
Manufactures que l’on a voulu imiter depuis quelque temps, qui ont Presque aussitost fini 
qu’elles ont esté commencées ; parce que ceux qui les ont voulu entreprendre estoient des 
ignorans, qui avant que s’y engager, n’estoient pas entrez dans les considerations qui 
viennent d’estre dites…151 

 

Success in the emerging luxury manufactory business depended on the mastery of its unique 

savoir-faire. Savary codified a science of the counterfeit for his readers, so that they may escape 

the fate of the “ignorans,” the unfortunate who had not grasped this knowledge, because “[ils] 

n’estoient pas entrez dans les considerations qui viennent d’estre dites.” 

 

 Savary insists, in his fourth point, on the need for a knockoff to resemble as closely as 

possible the original in order to ensure its salability. In the counterfeit business, practice makes 

perfect, and the expert financier encourages entrepreneurs to plan for multiple production trials 

to refine the copy and adjust the development process for the imitation to pass for the real thing 

or at the very least for a desirable likeness of the original. Too many imperfections in the 

simulacrum lead to a stock of unsellable product and threaten the survival of the manufactory:  

La quatrième observation que doit faire un Negociant pour establir une 
Manufacture qu’il voudra imiter, est de faire plusieurs essais pour voir s’il reussira, afin 
de ne pas s’engager à faire manufacturer des marchandises, lesquelles ne se trouvant pas 
aussi parfaites, ou du moins approchantes de celles qu’il imitera luy demeureroient sur les 
bras, sans les pouvoir vendre, ce qui seroit capable de le ruiner.152  

 
Savary urges caution even after the copycat good has become the mirror image of the original: 

“si par l’essay que l’on aura fait plusieurs fois l’on voit que l’on pourra reussir, il ne faut pas 
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pour cela monter un grand nombre de mestiers, mais cinq ou six seulement, jusques à ce que l’on 

voye avoir atteint la perfection de la marchandise imitée et il les faut augmenter petit à petit, si 

l’on trouve en avoir bon debit.” Consumer behavior and purchasing habits will always favor 

original luxury goods over their knockoffs. Accordingly, production output should be kept at a 

minimum until consumer confidence builds through targeted marketing efforts that accustom the 

public to using the imitation and increase its desirability: “ces sortes de Manufactures ne 

s’establissent pas tout d’un coup, et il faut un grand temps pour accoustumer le public à se servir 

d’étoffe imitée, parce qu’ils croyent toujours qu’elle n’est pas si bonne que celle que l’on imite, 

n’y ayant que le bon usage, qu’il en reconnoist dans la suite des temps, qui le fait resoudre d’en 

porter.” 

 

Finally, Savary’s fifth recommendation echoes Colbert’s strategy of poaching foreign 

talent to create accurate replicas of foreign kingdom’s luxury goods by using the artisans who 

originally made them. To facilitate their work in France and expedite and improve the 

authenticity of the counterfeiting process, the financier also suggests securing the artisans’ 

foreign manufactory equipment.  “La cinquième observation est, qu’il est nécessaire pour faire 

bien réussir une Manufacture de marchandises que l’on veut imiter, de faire venir des ouvriers 

des lieux où elle est establie, mesme les outils desquels ils se servent, parce qu’ils arriveront plus 

promptement à la perfection de l’ouvrage, que d’autres qui n’y auront jamais travaillé.” Savary 

supports his final recommendation by boasting proudly about the many fine foreign luxury 

sheets that French manufactories were able to knock off through this inter-kingdom talent 

acquisition strategy:  
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Ce que je dis a esté pratiqué à Lion par ceux qui ont voulu imiter les étoffes de 
soyes façonées de Genne, et de Venise à Lattre; car ils firent venir de Milan le nommé 
Dangon (pourtant François de nation) qui estoit un très habile ouvrier, et ensuite le sieur 
Silvio Remono Milanois, auquel la France à l’obligation d’avoir mis la Manufacture de 
draps d’or, d’argent, et soye en sa perfection en la ville de Lion, en telle sorte qu’il n’y a 
point d’étoffe d’Italie qui n’y ait esté parfaitement imitée.153 

 
And, to incentivize French entrepreneurs to attempt a similar kind of inter-kingdom savoir-faire 

theft, Savary concludes with the example of Nicolas Cadeau who became famous by poaching 

Dutch artisans and successfully counterfeiting Dutch sheets in France: “Monsieur Nicolas 

Cadeau s’est aussi rendu illustre pour avoir fait imiter à Sedan les draps de Hollande et pour y 

parvenir, il a fait venir des ouvriers des lieux où estoient les meilleures Manufactures, mesmes 

des ustanciles, desquels il s’est servie utilement, pour rendre plus facilement les draps 

semblables à ceux de Hollande.”154 

 

Savary’s step-by-step guide to counterfeit manufactories further cemented an 

interconnected luxury/knockoff relationship, within which the traditions and savoir-faire of the 

modern-day luxury goods industry are anchored. The travel guides that emerged towards the end 

of the Sun King’s reign were dominated by these newly manufactured luxury goods and 

references to their own replicas, and they directed consumers both in France and abroad to the 

best Parisian artisans, merchants, and shops to visit in order to satiate their sumptuous cravings.  
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TRAVEL GUIDES: MAPPING A MARKETPLACE OF LUXURY GOODS AND 

COUNTERFEITS 

 

Nicolas de Blegny’s Le livre commode des adresses de Paris showcased the best that 

Paris had to offer and placed the luxury object at the heart of its narrative. De Blegny was a 

writer and a surgeon who managed to position himself as one of the leading medical experts of 

his time, serving first as the queen’s surgeon in 1678, then as doctor to Monsieur, and eventually 

as “premier médecin” to Louis XIV, which granted him proximity to the king and residence at 

court, where he was fully immersed in the new court structure’s emerging fashions and trends. In 

1692, inspired by a London travel guide from 1677,155 De Blegny published a guide for Paris 

under the name Abraham du Pradel. The book offered readers a virtual tour of the who’s who 

and where’s where of luxury shopping in seventeenth-century Paris, as its pages are filled with 

the best luxury dealers, artisans, and shops. It targeted foreigners visiting the city looking to do 

some shopping and needing to find out what was hot and where to go, provincials who might not 

be able to make it to Paris but who were looking for a kind of virtual map or gateway that would 

allow them to savor Parisian luxury shopping by proxy, and Parisians who needed a little 

assistance navigating the burgeoning luxury marketplace in their own city. Similarly, in 1715, 

the bookseller Pierre Ribou released his own travel guide written as a two-week stroll in Paris 

from the perspective of a fictional German visitor, Louis Liger.156 Liger was conceived as a first-

time visitor of the city who chronicled his experience in a book geared primarily towards other 

 
155 Lee, Samuel.  A Collection of the names of the merchants living in and about the city of London ... [microform] 
Dan. Major, 1677 
 
156 Kisluk-Grosheide, Daniëlle O., et al. Visitors to Versailles: from Louis XIV to the French Revolution. 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2018. 
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foreign visitors: Le Voyageur fidèle, ou Le Guide des étrangers dans la ville de Paris. While 

Ribou dedicated a significant part of his book to descriptions of the city’s buildings, churches, 

cemeteries, and other landmarks, like De Blegny, his guidebook enshrined luxury goods and 

advertised the best of Parisian luxury shopping. And, like any modern-day visitor of Avenue 

Montaigne will confirm, the fictional Liger, surrounded by Paris’ endless glittering temptations, 

lamented: “manque-t-on de rien à Paris lorsqu’on a de l’argent?” “Il faut de l’argent partout.” “Il 

faut avouer que Paris est la ville du monde où l’on trouve le plus de quoy survenir à ses besoins. 

Rien n’y manque: plaisirs de toutes sortes, curiositez, jusques aux ressources pour avoir de 

l’argent; car sans argent, on est partout bien embarassé.”157 

 

 Among the many categories of manufactured luxury goods that the travel guides featured 

side-by-side with their counterfeits, were the locally-made French replicas of coveted imports. 

Liger, for example, directed his readers to the French mirror manufactories that Colbert had 

replicated from Venetian mirror-makers. Colbert had succeeded so perfectly in creating a mirror 

image of the Venetian business that, according to Liger, the French replicas eventually shone so 

brightly that they eclipsed the imported originals: “c’est dans cette rue que se voit la 

Manufacture des Glaces de miroirs. Elle est redevable de son établissement à Jean Baptiste 

Colbert, Ministre d’Etat. Sa fabrique commença en 1665. On peut dire qu’elle à trouvé le secret 

de donner des Glaces qui surpassent celles qu’on faisoit venir autrefois des pays étrangers.”158 

De Blegny also referenced the same mirror manufactory in relation to the original that it was 

inspired by:  “Outre la Manufacture des Glaces façon de Venise établie depuis longtemps au 

 
157 Liger, Louis. Le Voyageur fidèle, ou Le Guide des étrangers dans la ville de Paris. L. Liger, 1715. 
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fauxbourg saint Antoine, on vient d'en établir une autre.”159 In de Blegny’s mention, the name 

and identity of the French manufactory were interconnected with the product that it was designed 

to counterfeit: “la manufacture des glaces façon de Venise.” From a branding standpoint, the 

relationship to the Venetian original was so important for the French consumer that it 

overpowered the street or city name where the French manufactory was based as well as the 

names of the main artisans who worked on the replicas. De Blegny knew that his reader was 

shopping for the simulacrum of a Venetian mirror, so in the hierarchy of information that could 

have been used to reference and promote that category of luxury goods, the connection to the 

foreign original carried the most weight. His guide is filled with multiple French-made goods 

designed and manufactured in the “façon de + a city or kingdom,” a formula that Liger also 

adopted. The foreign city/kingdom name became a source of value that contributed to the 

perceived worth and luxury status of the manufactured good. In his section on tapestries, for 

example, De Blegny noted replicas in the Hungarian style, “au Carrefour de saint Opportune se 

fait un commerce de Bergames, et Tapisseries de Rouen, façon de Hongrie,” and in the Turkish 

style, “on fait encore au Palais du Luxembourg des Tapisseries façon de Turquie.” When 

referencing the Turkish replica, De Blegny added “c’est une manufacture qui y est depuis peu 

établie” suggesting that, as Savary had urged French entrepreneurs to do in his manual, 

counterfeit manufactories continued to be established towards the end of the seventeenth 

century.160 And by 1715, in Liger’s travel notes, original foreign luxuries and French-made 

counterfeits coexisted side by side as if on the same virtual store shelf: “L’on trouve chez les 

 
159 Blegny, Nicolas de. Auteur du texte, and Édouard Fournier. Le Livre commode des adresses de Paris pour 1692. 
Par Abraham Du Pradel (N. De Blégny) ; Précédé D'une introduction et annoté par Édouard Fournier. Paul Daffis, 
1878. 
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gros Fayenciers des fayences et porcelaines véritables de la Chine […] et de la porcelaine 

contrefaite des Indes.”161  The past participle of “contrefaire” used adjectively, is placed in 

conversation with the adjective “véritable,” which further solidifies the interconnectedness of the 

original/counterfeit relationship in the growing manufactured luxury goods marketplace.  

 

 Paris emerges as the leading city of luxury in Liger’s narrative, both because of the 

treasure trove of manufactured luxury goods that it holds within its walls and because of the 

convenience it offers its shoppers: “Rien n’égale Paris pour tout ce qu’on veut avoir d’une heure 

à l’autre. On peut s’y habiller à neuf, et s’y meubler, ce qui est une commodité la plus grande du 

monde pour des Etrangers.” In somewhat prescient advertising copy, Liger depicts Paris as a 

uniquely non-discriminatory shopper’s paradise with something for all genders, sizes, and 

occasions: “il y a des habits de tout sexe, de toutes tailles, et pour toutes sortes de conditions, on 

n’a qu’à choisir.” The guide repeatedly insists on the equitable male/female shopping options 

and on the on-demand nature of Parisian shopping that can be done “d’une heure à l’autre,” 

which, given the narrative’s touristic objective, broadens Paris’ appeal for visitors by amplifying 

the city’s representation as a shopping mecca. “Ceux qui veulent s’habiller d’une heure à l’autre 

trouvent de quoy se satisfaire à Paris; ils n’ont qu’à aller aux Halles et choisir ce qui leur 

contente.” If you can dream it, you can shop it in Paris. Most importantly, the French treasure 

trove was unmatched, not only because of the quantity of its luxuries, but because of the quality 

of these riches: “Si on veut s’habiller à neuf, Paris vous fournit des Tailleurs, tant pour hommes 

que pour femmes, et d’un bon gout.”162 The discourse of these travel guides sits at the 
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intersection of the descriptive and the ideological. While they offer their readers a report on the 

abundance of fashion and luxury bursting out of every corner of Paris, their extraordinary 

descriptions actively contribute to the symbolic construction of Paris as the city of taste and the 

capital of luxury fashion.   

 

 TRAVEL GUIDES: CURATING TRENDS AND CIRCULATING FASHION 

  

 Trends and fashion permeate Liger’s recommendations suggesting that the travel guide 

reader was explicitly looking for items that would allow him or her to be “à la mode.” “La 

mode” extended to all categories of luxuries ranging from fine sheets, to silverware and pottery, 

and, of course, to clothing and accessories. For example, “on trouve aussi quantité de Marchands 

de drap en détail, lesquels sont très bien fournis de tout ce qu’on souhaite, et le tout fort à la 

mode.” Similarly, “il y a entre autres les Potiers d’etaim, qui y fabriquent toute sorte de vaisselle 

la plus à la mode. Ces Marchands sont assez frequens dans tous les quartiers de Paris, sans qu’il 

soit besoin de les marquer.”163 Paris was a shopper’s dream, because, through the desirable 

luxuries that it could sell him or her, it held the power to grant the owner of these glittering 

goods the fashionable status that they themselves conveyed. Much has already been written 

about the emergence of fashion and seasonal trends in the seventeenth century through the new 

court structure at Versailles in Joan DeJean’s The Essence of Style.164 One of the most iconic 

examples of just how trend-centric and capricious fashion had become is the Princess Palatine’s 

infamous sable. In a letter to her aunt on December 14, 1676, the princess, who was Louis XIV’s 
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sister-in-law, described how the sable that she was regularly ridiculed for wearing became the 

“must-have fashion item” after she was perceived as one of the king’s closest acquaintances: 

 

 Je dois dire que le roi me témoigne chaque jour plus de faveur; il me parle partout 
où il me rencontre, et il m’envoie chercher maintenant tous les samedis pour faire la 
medianoche avec lui chez Mme de Montespan. Cela fait que je suis actuellement très à la 
mode, et que, quoi que je dise, quoi que je fasse, que ce soit bien ou mal, les courtisans 
l’admirent. C’est à tel point que m’étant avisée, par ce temps froid, de mettre ma vieille 
zibeline pour avoir plus chaud au cou, chacun s’en est fait faire une sur ce patron, et c’est 
maintenant la très grande mode. Cela me fait bien rire, car ces gens qui aujourd’hui 
admirent tant cette mode, et la portent, sont precisement les memes qui, il y a cinq ans, se 
moquèrent si fort de moi et de ma zibeline que, depuis ce temps, je n’osai plus la 
mettre.165  

 

Through her perceived proximity to the Sun King, the princess had begun to radiate with his 

glimmering aura in the eyes of the court, and the sable with which she was so strongly associated 

became through that kingly aura a desirable luxury itself. Almost as the result of some 

anthropomorphic projection, the sable took on her name and “une palatine” became de rigueur 

for the fashionable status that it was believed to transfer onto its wearer. The desire for 

“palatines” was so great that even years later, in 1715, Liger instructed his readers on where to 

find the ultra-coveted item so that they too could be imbued with the royal blessing it 

communicated: “On trouve dans ces endroits de très beaux manchones pour hommes et pour 

femmes, et des plus à la mode, et des Palatines travaillées proprement, composés de peaux 

d’animaux tant étrangers que du pays.”166  

 De Blegny and Ribou helped identify and circulate trends by curating their travel guides 

like the editors of fashion and lifestyle magazines. They created “best of” lists and defined “hot” 

 
165 Orléans, Charlotte-Elisabeth. Correspondance complète de Madame duchesse d'Orléans née Princesse Palatine, 
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or “must-buy” products for their readers based on “celebrity”167 favorites, similar to the princess’ 

palatine. For their celebrities, both writers focused on key figures from the court and especially 

on members of the royal family. In the section on fine sheets, De Blegny noted: “Monsieur 

Devins, au grand Louis, rue Saint-Honoré, fournit des draps pour les personnes royales, dont il 

fait d'ailleurs grand commerce.”168 What reader looking to be “à la mode” would not want to 

purchase from the man who generated the bulk of his business from working with the royal 

family. Similarly, in the list of best embroiderers, De Blegny referenced, “les autres Brodeurs qui 

travaillent […] pour la Cour, sont Messieurs de la Croix rue Neuve Saint Martin, Quenain rue 

d'Enfer,” and, in his list on wig-makers, “M. le Grain qui fait [les perruques] de Monsieur, est 

logé au Palais Royal dans la Cour des cuisines.” Throughout these recommendations, neither 

guide spoke to the skills of the artisans or the quality of the merchants’ selections; instead, each 

guide identified these picks by their association with the elite client who used the services or 

products in question.  Consequently, the value of these recommended goods and “brands” 

depended on the public’s perception of the person that they were associated with. Today, 

celebrities use their social status to promote a brand and their endorsement is used to transfer 

onto a product the public’s positive feelings about that celebrity. Both travel guides, by directing 

their readers to these artisans, merchants, or shops, based on the elite clients who favored them, 

 
167 While the term “célébrité” was not yet employed to designate these elite figures who wielded significant 
influence at court, I use the term nonetheless to emphasize their influence in the dissemination of trends and fashion. 
The culture and mechanisms of celebrity have been traced to the eighteenth century by authors such as Fred Inglis, 
Tom Mole, and Antoine Lilti who historized the origins of the term and the development of the concept in Great 
Britain and in France. 
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were doing a similar kind of advertising and marketing. It should be of no surprise then that both 

guides’ “celebrity” of choice was the king whose list of favorites included jewelers, such as “M 

de Montarsis qui a soin des ouvrages de pierreries de sa majesté [et] demeure devant la place du 

carrousel,” and “M. de Launay, Orphevre du Roy, [qui] demeure devant les Galleries du Louvre. 

M. de Villers qui travaille aussi pour Sa Majesté aux ouvrages d'Orphevrerie, [et] demeure aux 

Gobelins,” tailors such as “M. Barois aussi Tailleur du Roy, [qui] demeure rue saint Honoré près 

les Peres de l'Oratoire,” and wig-makers such as “Monsieur Binet qui fait les perruques du Roy, 

[et] demeure rue des Petits Champs.”169 Louis XIV was baptized as Louis-Dieudonné, and 

defined himself as a sovereign by divine right, God’s representative on earth, so a product or 

“brand” bearing his endorsement was to a certain extent heaven blessed. Given that Louis had 

selected the sun as his personal emblem, no luxury goods radiated more than the ones associated 

with his aura. Thus, just as the Princess Palatine’s sable took on her name and became de rigueur 

through her association with the king, so did his wig-maker’s wigs. Monsieur Binet’s wigs 

became must-have fashion accessories that, through a brand-like metonymy came to be known as 

“des binettes.” The travel guides, by identifying these desirable goods, connecting them to 

aspirational and fashionable figures, and instructing their readers on where to find them, 

encouraged the diffusion of replicas of courtly fashions and disseminated trends both within the 

kingdom and beyond. 

 Trends and seasonal fashions accelerated the commodification of luxury in the 

seventeenth century. As luxury goods took on shorter lifespans influenced by seasonality and a 

culture of celebrity based on favorability in the court, luxury became more and more a business 
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of desire. In his business bible, Savary instructed both wholesale and retail merchants on the 

need to stay abreast of trends, seasons, and consumer desires when buying or selling 

merchandise, given the financial repercussions that unsellable stock could have on their 

businesses. He cautioned wholesale merchants:  

 
Il faut encore considérer en vendant la marchandise les saisons où l’on la 

demande: Car par exemple, si cette marchandise n’est propre que pour l’hyver, et que 
l’on la demande à acheter sur la fin de cette saison, il faut en fair meilleur marché qu’au 
commencement, afin qu’elle ne reste pas pour l’hyver prochain; parce que la mode n’en 
sera peut-estre plus, et qu’il y auroit à perdre de l’achat à la vente.170  

 

Similar to the pricing strategies of end of season sales today, Savary suggested modifying the 

pricing of luxury goods before the culmination of a season to ensure that the stock of the goods 

was depleted before consumers could move on to a new trend the following year, rendering a 

once desirable luxury good undesirable and worthless. Savary offered a similar recommendation 

to retail merchants, further highlighting the arbitrary nature of the pricing and value of luxury 

goods, assigned not according to their intrinsic material worth but to their ever-changing 

desirability in the eyes of consumers.  

 
A l’égard des marchandises qui se vendent au comptant, il faut premierement 

considérer le temps auquel elles se vendent; c’est à dire qu’une étoffe qui par exemple 
seroit propre pour l’hyver, et que l’on demandait à l’acheter dans la saison du Printemps, 
en ce cas la considération que doit avoir un Marchand en détail, est que la marchandise 
que l’on lui demande peut garder la boutique neuf mois.171 

 

 
170 Savary. 
 
171 Ibid. 
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Savary attributed his estimated nine-month product lifecycle to the French consumers’ desires 

and their inherent capricious natures: “la mode s’en peut passer, si ce sont des étoffes faconnées, 

ou des couleurs bizarres et non communes, parce que les François sont naturellement changeans, 

et la pluspart du temps ne veulent point porter une étoffe d’une facon et d’une couleur qui avoit 

cours l’année précedente.” And, just as with the advice he offered wholesale merchants, Savary’s 

recommendation on product pricing emphasized the desire/value/price connection that continues 

today: 

Il faut en la vente de la marchandise premièrement considérer le temps qu’elle se 
vend, comme il a esté dit cy-dessus si elle est sujette au changement et au caprice des 
hommes et que l’on juge qu’elle peut diminuer de prix dans une saison éloignée de sa 
vente […] La seconde chose que l’on doit considérer, c’est la quantité de la marchandise: 
si elle est nouvelle, à la mode, et qu’elle soit rare, il y faut gagner autant que l’on 
peut…172 

 
Desire or more specifically what Savary terms “le caprice des hommes” is at the root of the 

pricing and value of luxury goods and is greatest at the start of that good’s lifecycle when a trend 

is “nouvelle” and has the possibility to be greater still if that good is “rare.” 

 

 The emergence of trends and seasonality in luxury goods further strengthened the 

luxury/knockoff connection. As courtiers imitated the figures that they perceived to be the king’s 

closest acquaintances, trends permeated the kingdom and extended well beyond its borders. The 

fashionable items that these seventeenth-century influencers wore were manufactured and 

replicated accordingly, allowing a wider range of consumers to experience the aura of court life. 

“Fashion booms precisely because customers tire quickly of their clothes and continually buy 

new ones,” writes the LA Times in its reference to NYU law professor Christopher Sprigman. 

 
172 Ibid.  
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“Fashion can’t rely on technological improvements to make old products passé. Instead, it relies 

on copying, which spreads styles rapidly through all levels of society, from the haute couture 

client to shoppers [of lower tier knockoffs] […] As a result, what was trendy in April looks 

démodé by August.”173 Sprigman terms the process “the piracy paradox.” And, to an extent, a 

version of that paradox can be detected in the seventeenth century. The lower priced replicas that 

artisans and merchants manufactured and sold encouraged the development and consumption of 

new categories of French-made luxury goods and fueled the burgeoning business of French 

fashion.  

 

As fashion was becoming more of a business, the precursors to luxury brands began to 

materialize. Luxury objects were increasingly marketed through the reputation and name of the 

specialists who made or sold them. Liger, in his section on wig-makers cheekily refused to name 

the best of the best to avoid inciting jealousy within their ranks but noted nonetheless that the 

reputations of certain artisans made their wigs more desirable than others: “entre tous les 

Perruquiers qui sont établis à Paris, il y en a sans doute qui travaillent mieux les uns que les 

autres, et dont la réputation est plus étendue. Je n’en ferai point ici la distinction, crainte de 

causer la jalousie parmi eux. Les uns sont renommez pour les petites Perruques d’Abbez, 

d’autres pour les Perruques du bon air.”174 Similarly, he praised the reputation of the Gobelins 

artisans, “mais revenons aux Gobelins. Cette maison est véritablement une manufacture remplie 

d’ouvriers excellens en différens arts,” and he connected the skill of these “ouvriers excellens” 

 
173 Diliberto, Gioia. “Vive le knockoff.” LA Times, 10 Oct. 2007, www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2007-oct-10-
oe-dilberto10-story.html. Accessed 01 May 2020. 
 
174 Liger. 
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with the desirability and value of the luxury goods they produced: “on croit qu’elle a pris son 

nom de Gilles Gobelin qui vivoit sous François I, et qui avait, dit-on, trouvé le secret de la belle 

écarlate. La teinture des Goblins est encore aujourd’hui fort estimée.” De Blegny was much more 

forthcoming in distinguishing the best from their peers by name, and he consistently shared the 

names of the finest artisans and merchants with his readers to help them secure the most 

desirable luxury goods on the marketplace: “Il y a d'ailleurs des Marchands Gantiers en divers 

quartiers de Paris qui sont bien assortis, par exemple, Mrs Remy devant saint Mederic, en 

réputation pour les bons Gands de peau de cerf.”175 In this example, as he often did throughout 

his guide, De Blegny differentiated between tiers of production. Remy was “en réputation” not 

just for carrying “[des] gands de peau de cerfs” but for offering customers “les bons gands de 

peau de cerfs.”176 Remy’s name had become famous for, or synonymous with, quality in the 

category of deerskin gloves; in modern-day marketing terms, his brand had achieved good brand 

equity. Brand equity is the measure of a brand’s perceived worth and social value. Consumers of 

brands with good brand equity perceive the products of those brands to be better than their 

lesser-known peers, which allows brands with good brand equity to charge a premium for their 

product. In financial terms, it is the added value that is attributed to a product from a given brand 

versus its generic equivalent. Among the emerging names with good brand equity, de Blegny 

noted: “entre les marchands bonnetiers tenant boutique qui font un grand détail, sont messieurs 

Perdrigeon...” Perdrigeon’s goods sold so well that the merchant was able to establish himself 

enough to merit Molière’s attention in Scene IX of Les Précieuses ridicules as one of the 

ultimate symbols or brands of precious society. In the scene, Mascarille asks, “Le ruban est-il 

 
175 De Blegny.  
 
176 Ibid. 
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bien choisi?”, and, Magdelon answers, “Furieusement bien. C’est Perdrigeon tout pur.”177 

Perdrigeon’s brand equity was so high that the mere mention of his name silenced Mascarille’s 

questioning.  The name “Perdrigeon” like “Chanel” carried with it a certain mystique and was 

the only utterance needed to justify its purchase. Molière’s use of Perdrigeon also suggests that, 

as brands began to emerge, certain names rapidly achieved high brand awareness, which is a 

form of brand knowledge and more specifically the consumer’s ability to recognize a brand. In a 

saturated market, brand awareness is directly linked to a brands’ ability to compete in that 

marketplace, because it plays a key role in a consumer’s decision to purchase that product over 

another. Merchants, such as Perdrigeon, who had reached high brand awareness “font un grand 

detail” and were extremely profitable. Similarly, artisans, such as M Gautier,178 whom De 

Blegny mentions as a top producer of silk fabrics of gold and silver, had such high brand 

awareness that their “brands” became extremely profitable luxury goods businesses. The Gautier 

“brand” was so desirable that it prompted Madame de Sevigné to comment on its financial 

success in her letters: “Gautier ne peut plus se plaindre, il aura touché en nous cette année plus 

d’un million.”179  

 

Not all consumers could afford Perdrigeon and Gautier, so artisans throughout the 

kingdom manufactured French-made replicas of the desirable luxury goods that flourished under 

the developing made-in-France label. De Blegny filled his pages with such affordable knockoffs 

 
177 Molière. Oeuvres Completes. Gallimard, 1981. 
 
178 “Les Etoffes de soyes, d'or et d'argents, sont commercées par Messieurs Gautier1 et Regnault, rue des 
Bourdonnois.” 
De Blegny. 
 
179 Sévigné, Marie de Rabutin-Chantal. Correspondance II. Gallimard, 1974. 
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that could serve as accessible purchases to satisfy consumers’ cravings for the higher priced 

originals while allowing them to appear “à la mode” at a reduced price point. One shop, for 

example, sold “des calçons et chaussons de vray et de faux chamois.”180 Consumers could go to 

the same expert artisan and still buy clothing made from his skilled hand but choose ersatz 

luxury materials that gave the appearance of the higher priced original without its premium price 

tag. According to Diderot and d’Alembert’s encyclopedia, “la peau de chamois est fort estimée,” 

so much so that they included, within its definition, a note on its equally coveted counterfeit: “on 

contrefait le véritable chamois avec les peaux de boucs, de chevres, chevreaux, & de mouton.” 

Demand for the material and its perceived value were so great that the authentic luxury good and 

its imitation were literally grammatically inseparable. “Chamoiseur”181 and “chamoiserie,”182 the 

terms for the artisan working on the good and for the atelier where that good was prepared, were 

listed as relating equally to the actual chamoix, and to its replica, the faux chamois. Most 

interestingly, the definition differentiated between actual and knockoff according to deception 

and the ability of the “faux” to “pass for real” by influencing perception: the fake chamois 

leathers are “celles qu’on veut faire passer pour telles [les peaux de chamois].” As trend and 

fashion continued to gain traction within the kingdom, shoppers became increasingly concerned 

 
180 De Blegny. 
 
181 CHAMOISEUR , s. m. (Ord. Encyc. entendem. raison, mém. histoire, hist. nat. histoire des arts méchaniques. ) 
ouvrier qui sait préparer, & qui a le droit de vendre les peaux de chamois, pour être employées aux différens 
ouvrages qu'on en fait. On donne le même nom aux ouvriers qui prennent chez le boucher les peaux de moutons, de 
brebis, de chevres, de chevreaux & de boucs, couvertes de poil ou de laine, pour en faire le faux chamois. […] 
Diderot, Denis, and Jean le Rond d'Alembert. “Chamoiseur.” Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, 
des arts et des métiers, etc., eds. University of Chicago: ARTFL Encyclopédie Project (Spring 2020 Edition), Robert 
Morrissey and Glenn Roe (eds), 
artflsrv03.uchicago.edu/philologic4/encyclopedie0521/navigate/3/341/?byte=858412 
 
182 CHAMOISERIE . s.f. (Art méchanique.) Ce terme a deux acceptions. Il se dit de l'endroit ou de l'attelier où l'on 
prépare les peaux de chamois, ou celles qu'on veut faire passer pour telles. […] 
Diderot, Denis, and Jean le Rond d'Alembert. “Chamoiserie.” Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, 
des arts et des métiers, etc., eds. University of Chicago: ARTFL Encyclopédie Project (Spring 2020 Edition), Robert 
Morrissey and Glenn Roe (eds), artflsrv03.uchicago.edu/philologic4/encyclopedie0521/navigate/3/340/ 
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with the appearance of luxury and the perceived value that it transferred onto its owner vs the 

actual object and its intrinsic material worth. De Blegny offered countless additional examples of 

knockoff services and goods designed to alter perception through a counterfeit luxury, such as by 

using a lacquer to fake a natural patina on furniture in order to replicate the value of antiques: “le 

Sieur l'Arche Fondeur et Cizeleur en Bronze, qui est fort renommé pour les Figures de Cabinet, 

demeure rue des Ciseaux, prés l'Abbaye saint Germain […] donne une couleur de bronze antique 

aux figures modernes.”183 Enamel and glass could be used to counterfeit precious stones: “M 

Perrot maître de la verrerie d’Orléans a trouvé le secret de contrefaire l’agathe et la porcelaine 

avec le verre et les émaux.” Perrot’s expertise and noteworthiness in this shopper’s guide to 

Paris, came from his very ability to “contrefaire” or forge a surface version of a real luxury 

object, a skill that De Blegny’s readers were hungry for. In fact, the demand for counterfeit 

versions of precious stones was so great, that, in their definition of enamel, Diderot and 

d’Alembert distinguish between three types, with the first category being exclusively for the 

creation of knockoff luxury stones: “Les auteurs distinguent trois sortes d'émaux: ceux qui 

servent à imiter & contrefaire les pierres précieuses.”184 

 

 

 

 

 

 
183 De Blegny. 
 
184 Diderot, Denis, and Jean le Rond d'Alembert. “Email.” Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des 
arts et des métiers, etc., eds. University of Chicago: ARTFL Encyclopédie Project (Spring 2020 Edition), Robert 
Morrissey and Glenn Roe (eds), artflsrv03.uchicago.edu/philologic4/encyclopedie0521/navigate/5/1889/ 
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PEARLS: CRYSTALLIZING THE ESSENCE OF THE COUNTERFEIT 

 

Given the French consumer’s growing penchant for fashionable luxuries, the pearl 

emerged as one of the great luxury goods to undergo the counterfeiting treatment. No precious 

stone was more desirable than the pearl until the diamond began to steal some of its luster under 

Louis XIV’s reign. Pearls were the ultimate symbol of luxury, reflecting in their opalescent 

surface an aura of wealth and status since the time of Job, who, even then, described them as 

being of great value. The luxury appeal of the pearl was so great that it transcended cultures, but, 

through the luxury object’s connection to desire, its high intrinsic value, linked to scarcity and 

weight, was inflated based on social preferences, with white pearls being more valuable in 

Europe and yellow-leaning pearls more valuable in India and the Middle East.185 Aesthetics 

further complicated a fixed pricing structure, allowing for arbitrary pricing based on beauty: “le 

prix des plus belles ne peut être fixé, & il ne se règle que suivant leur beauté & leur grosseur.”186 

The abundance of pearls in the portraits of royal figures, from Francois I to Catherine de 

Medicis, both spoke to the stone’s value and solidified its ability to serve as a status marker in 

France in the sixteenth century, when pearls began their French fashion lifecycle during Henri 

III’s reign.187 Counterfeit pearls have been reported as early as thirteenth-century Venice and 

consisted in “making hollow glass beads, which were incrusted on the inside with a pearl-

coloured varnish, […] but their invention seems to have been considered by the government as 

 
185 Landman, Neil H., and American Museum of Natural History. Pearls: A Natural History. H.N. Abrams in 
Association with the American Museum of Natural History and the Field Museum, 2001. 
 
186 Savary des Brûlons, Jacques. Dictionnaire universel de commerce: Volume 3. Chez les Jansons à Waesberge, 
1726. 
 
187 Société académique de Maine-et-Loire. Mémoires de la Société académique de Maine et Loire 1874. impr. 
Lachèse et Dolbeau, 1874. 
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too fraudulent, and was therefore prohibited.”188 Attempts at manufacturing replicas of the 

coveted stone continued though, and it should be of no surprise that the number of fake pearls 

and experiments aimed at refining their quality increased under the French cult of fashion that 

escalated under the Sun King’s influence. De Blegny reported on multiple sources for replicas of 

these de rigueur luxuries: “Les garnitures et joyaux de fausses perles et pierreries se vendent 

chez plusieurs marchands et ouvriers établis aux environs du temple.”189 The artisans and 

merchants that he referenced sold false pearls that paled in comparison to the authentic stones. 

These knockoffs consisted either of glass beads filled with a silver-colored tint or of balls of wax 

coated in isinglass, a shiny fish glue, referred to as “colle de poisson.” The second category more 

closely resembled the precious stone, but the glue-coated replicas did not hold up well when 

exposed to moisture or warmer temperatures; the wearer’s skin was left covered with splotches 

of the shiny, fishy surface,190 which revealed both the artifice of the counterfeiting process and 

the wearer’s ownership of a knockoff good. While neither replica was ideal, pearls were a true 

luxury good according to the second criteria for luxury that I proposed at the start of this chapter; 

the public’s desire for pearls was so great that due to their limited availability and their 

inaccessible pricing they warranted a knockoff: 

Le diamant [étant trop] rare, les perles fines devinrent la plus riche parure des 
femmes distinguées par leur rang & par leur opulence. Elles se disputèrent la gloire de 
porter les plus grosses ; on en voit la preuve dans la plupart des anciens portraits : mais 
comme les mers ne secondoient pas leur goût avec assez de profusion, un patenôtrier plus 
industrieux que ses confreres, trouva le secret d'imiter les perles avec tant de vérité, que 
les yeux les plus exercés prenoient souvent les productions de son art pour celles de la 
nature. 191  

 
188 Beckmann, Johann. A History of Inventions and Discoveries: Volume 2. J. Walker, 1814. 
 
189 Blegny.  
 
190 Beckmann.  
191 Jaubert, Pierre. “Patenôstrier.” Dictionnaire raisonné universel des arts et métiers, contenant l'histoire, la 
description, la police des fabriques et manufactures de France & des pays étrangers. Chez P. Fr. Didot jeune, 1773. 
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The essence of the knockoff is crystalized within these pearls. In what reads like an oxymoronic 

statement, the above definition from the Dictionnaire raisonné universel des arts et métiers 

suggests that the false object must be born from truth, and it must be manufactured with so much 

artifice that the fake becomes real. The knockoff must be able to coax even the most discerning 

eye into seeing nothing but authentic luxury in its glittering surface. Through this enchantment, a 

truly successful replica is thus able to deceive its viewer into believing that its owner genuinely 

possesses the values and the status, whether Veblen’s social status or Highsnobiety’s cultural 

one, associated with its authentic luxury counterpart. In the case of the pearl, the stone was 

synonymous with a certain class and luxury lifestyle: “des femmes distinguées par leur rang & 

par leur opulence.” Diderot and d’Alembert’s definition of this newly established category of 

faux pearls echoed the one of the Dictionnaire raisonné universel des arts et métiers, confirming 

both the need for a knockoff based on scarcity and pricing, and the ability of an excellent 

counterfeit like these newly invented pearls to deceive their viewer: “on a inventé depuis en 

France une autre manière de faire ces sortes de perles ; on les rend si semblables aux naturelles 

par le lustre & par l'eau, qu'on sait leur donner, que de bons yeux peuvent s'y méprendre.”192  

 

These new counterfeit pearls were invented by M. Jaquin (or Janin depending on the 

source) in or around 1680.193 Jaquin was a patenôtrier, a category of artisans specialized in the 

 
 
192 Diderot, Denis, and Jean le Rond d'Alembert. “Fausses Perles.” Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des 
sciences, des arts et des métiers, etc., eds. University of Chicago: ARTFL Encyclopédie Project (Spring 2020 
Edition), Robert Morrissey and Glenn Roe (eds), 
artflsrv03.uchicago.edu/philologic4/encyclopedie0521/navigate/12/1527/?byte=4016133&byte=4016141 
 
193 Noel, François, and L. J. M. Carpentier. “Perles.” Dictionnaire des inventions. 4e éd., rev. corr., augm. d'un grand 
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manufacturing and selling of “patenôtres,” or rosary beads, and necklaces for stateswomen. 

Jaquin’s discovery that revolutionized counterfeit pearls reads like the marketing story of an 

emerging brand: one day when washing an ablette fish, Jaquin noticed a sediment of glittering 

pearlescent particles in the water. After filtering the sediment and realizing how much it 

resembled pearls, he instantly knew that, with the right processing, it could be used to 

manufacture the most authentic false pearls. A number of experiments led him to the final 

process that involved coating the inside of hollowed glass beads with the pearlescent sediment. 

Jaquin had managed to distinguish himself from the mass of lackluster, counterfeit pearl makers 

and sellers and secured his mention in De Blegny’s guide: “Les fausses perles de nouvelle 

invention argentées par dedans qui ressemblent fort aux naturelles se vendent chez les sieurs 

Grégoires rue du petit lion…”194 

 

Jaquin’s pearl set the standard for the counterfeit luxury goods industry. Contrary to 

Colbert’s manufacturing process that codified production to avoid imperfections, Jaquin’s 

process embraced them to enhance the replica’s ability to trick the eye: “One workingman can in 

a day blow six thousand [glass pearls]; but when they are required to be extremely beautiful, 

only twelve or fifteen hundred; and that they may have a greater resemblance to nature, he gives 

them sometimes blemishes, like those generally observed in real pearls.”195 Jacquin’s pearls 

reflect a transformation in the counterfeit which began as pure reproduction and evolved into 

illusion. Jaquin codified blemishes to manufacture a kind of sprezzatura, an illusion of the 
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natural luxury material that hid the steps of its manufacture behind the carefree blemished 

pearlescence of nature. Johann Beckmann’s History of Inventions and Discoveries and the 

Dictionnaire raisonné universel des arts et métiers reference a story from the Mercure Galant 

that was centered on the deceptive powers of Jaquin’s pearls: a penniless marquis fell for a 

woman, but, since he could not afford a true luxury gift to communicate his love for her, he 

settled on a necklace made of Jaquin’s pearls for three Louis, and she believed them to be worth 

two thousand francs. A closer reading of key phrases from the story, however, reveals the extent 

to which the counterfeit and luxury had become intertwined. “Le Marquis, dès les premiers jours 

de sa passion, souhaita d’en donner de solides marques par quelque present de prix, & qui ne luy 

coûtast guere.”196 “Un present de prix” (or a luxury gift) carried with it “de solides marques” – it 

served as a sign of the lover’s affection, in addition to serving as a Bourdieusian marker of social 

distinction. The paradox “de prix, & qui ne luy coutast guere” is the crux of the luxury 

counterfeit. An object “de prix” carries with it a certain weight or value, but “ne luy coûtast 

guere” hollows out the good, like Jaquin’s hollowed-out glass balls, and strips it of the substance 

beneath its surface. The counterfeit, by perfectly replicating the surface of “un present de prix,” 

would thus still be able to communicate an illusion of the value of the authentic luxury good and 

serve as a sign for the lover’s affection. Accordingly, the marquis’ valet, who cleverly 

understood the perceived value of well-made counterfeits, suggested one of Jaquin’s pearls. “[Le 

valet] sçavoit des Colliers de Perles, façon de fines, ausquels les Orfèvres étoient trompez tous 

les jours, & que pour trois Loüis tout au plus il luy en feroit avoir un, qui seroit estimé deux mille 

francs de tous ceux qui le verroient.” These pearls were designed with so much artifice that they 

could deceive the eyes of expert jewelers who theoretically should be trained to distinguish real 
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from fake better than anyone. The power of perception is highlighted in the opposition between 

the pearls’ material worth, they could be had for three Louis, and their perceived value in the 

eyes of those who viewed them, two thousand francs. These pearls were indeed Jaquin’s; they 

could be purchased “à la ruë du petit Lyon, proche de Saint Denis, chez un Marchand appellé 

Breton, & Jaquin son Associé.” This new counterfeit so resembled the good that it set out to 

imitate that, like an authentic luxury good, it even came with its own certificate of authenticity 

guaranteeing that it was the real fake pearl: “ces Marchands qui vendoient ces Perles en gros & 

en détail, donnoient un Billet de garantie, par lequel ils asseuroient qu’on les portoit sans qu’elles 

changeassent.” After a series of events in which a careless jeweler who was only concerned with 

appearances failed to tell fake from real and estimated them at two thousand francs, a more 

discerning expert revealed their true value. Yet, to emphasize just how much this counterfeit 

utilized the power of illusion to vacillate between fake and real, the Mercure added: “On porta le 

collier chez d’autres Orfèvres, & il y en eut qui ne voulurent point décider s’il estoit faux 

qu’après qu’ils l’eurent pesé, mais enfin ayant esté reconnu pour tel, cet article ne fut plus à 

contester.” The artifice-filled surface tricked human eye after human eye and only an object 

immune to the power of illusion, a scale, could systematically detect that it lacked any real 

substance.  

 

Demand for pearls was so great that, by the start of the eighteenth century, its counterfeit 

had turned into a profitable business. Jacques Savary des Brûlons, inspector general of the 

manufactories for the king and son of Jacques Savary, wrote:  

 
Des douze ou quinze Maîtres qui composent présentement la Communauté des 

Patenôtriers en Ambre, Jays & Corails, à peine y en a-t-il deux qui travaillent encore sur 
ces matieres, tous les autres s'étant adonnés à la fabrique des perles fausses, dont le débit 
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est plus considérable, la façon plus prompte & plus facile, & le profit plus grand & plus 
certain par le goût des femmes qui ne peuvent se passer de cet ornament.197   

 
The consumption of counterfeit pearls increased so greatly, that the replicas had become a staple 

in French women’s wardrobes. Patenôtriers jumped on the opportunity to capitalize on a thriving 

business and restructured their organization to dedicate the bulk of their efforts to meeting their 

growing consumer base’s demand. “La perle fausse […] fait presque aujourd'hui l'unique objet 

du travail des patenôtriers.”198 The business continued to grow so rapidly that, by the second half 

of the eighteenth century, more than ten thousand pearls were made daily at St. John de Maizel, 

one of the many manufactories specialized in the production of Jaquin’s pearlescent replicas.199 

Yet, as the counterfeit succeeded in replicating illusions of the luxury good, the luxury archetype 

that it sought to reproduce was incrementally stripped of the rarity and exclusivity that are 

essential to the archetype’s luxury status and to the counterfeit’s very existence.  

 

 “Ce sont de celles-là que les femmes en général portent à présent au défaut de vraies 

perles ; les petits colliers de celles-ci n'étant plus de leur goût, & les grands étant généralement 

trop chers,”200 concluded Diderot and d’Alembert in their entry on false pearls. The pearl was 

admired since the time of Job for its rarity. It was worn since the time of Pliny as a status marker. 

It became synonymous with royalty in Renaissance portraits. And, it was a coveted fashion 

accessory in the seventeenth century. The pearl was the ultimate luxury good. Yet, by the middle 

of the eighteenth century, a hollow glass bead that perfectly replicated its pearlescent appearance 
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200 Diderot, Denis, and Jean le Rond d'Alembert. “Fausses Perles.” 



 84 
 

flooded the market and overtook the authentic luxury good that it sought to imitate. Consumers 

desired this symbol of luxury over the authentic luxury itself, in part because it allowed them, at 

a fraction of the price, to purchase larger sized “stones” that communicated more clearly to their 

viewers the essence of the status of the pearl: wealth, prestige, power, fashion. Through Jaquin’s 

counterfeit pearl, surface had swallowed substance. His replica was not unlike the Yeezy 

sneakers I so desired – empty signs, symbols printed on a hollow carcass. Readily produced, 

sold, and purchased. The counterfeit may have been born from luxury, but through the mirror-

like reflection that shaped it into existence, it too reflected itself onto the luxury good, and 

reshaped a part of it in its own image.  
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CHAPTER 3: FÉE-RETAILING LUXURY: UNLOCKING THE DREAM-DOORWAY 

 

In the fall of 2012, the doyenne of the fashion world, Carine Roitfeld, launched her 

eponymous magazine, CR Fashion Book. Roitfeld had recently resigned from her position as 

editor-in-chief of the most influential fashion publication of the time, Vogue Paris, where the 

taste and image-maker played a decisive role in shaping the marketing of fashion brands and 

luxury goods for over a decade. It should be of no surprise, that, when it came time to set the 

tone of her own publication, Roitfeld partnered with her friend and designer Tom Ford on a 

modern-day fairytale fashion spread. In CR Fashion Book’s glossy inaugural pages, Ford stepped 

into Perrault’s glass slippers and penned the tale of Lucho and Juliet: 

 
Once upon a time, high above Manhattan, lived a Prince and Princess of New York. The Princess 
was breathtakingly beautiful, and she was adored by her handsome Prince. When she was good, 
she was very, very good, but when she was bad she was gorgeous.  
 
One day, one of the wicked queens of Park Avenue, who had been spurned by the handsome 
Prince while shopping at Cartier, sent the Princess a shiny perfect “Poison” apple in a beautiful 
box from Dior.  
 
The Princess was enchanted, and, as she adored anything from Dior, she took a bite. Instantly, 
she fell into a sleep so deep and dark that even the passionate kisses of her handsome Prince 
could not awaken her.  
 
The Prince shopped and shopped and tried what he could, as a good Prince should.  
 
He dressed her for lunch in Dior and for dinner in Chanel, but not even a gift from Van Cleef and 
Arpels could rouse his Princess from the spell. […]201 
  

In CR Fashion Book’s “Lucho and Juliet,” the magical dresses, accessories, and objects 

that were traditionally made by the hands of fairies often from the rarest or most expensive of 

 
201 Ford, Tom. “Lucho and Juliet.” CR Fashion Book, 13 Sep. 2012. 
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materials, are replaced with luxury objects made by the hands of the manufactory workers of the 

most discerning of French luxury brands: Cartier, Dior, Chanel, and Van Cleef and Arpels. 

Through Ford’s pen, Snow White’s magical poisoned apple, for example, is replaced with 

Christian Dior’s iconic perfume, “Poison”, which the brand had packaged in an equally 

mouthwatering, red, apple-shaped vial. The accompanying fashion spread included images of the 

heroine slumbering in Snow White’s iconic glass coffin while perfectly dressed in the most 

luxurious designer clothes and accessories, inviting the viewer to gaze at her “breathtakingly 

beautiful” but lifeless body like a mannequin behind a glass storefront. The choice to imbue 

luxury brands and their objects with magical properties is not unique to Ford or Roitfeld, and 

brands such as Dior and Chanel have developed entire campaigns centered on the retelling of 

fairy tales in which they substitute their products for the tales’ most iconic objects.  

 

Chanel’s 1998 campaign for its n°5 fragrance, for example, reimagined Perrault’s Le 

Petit Chaperon Rouge. The advertisement traded the galette and pot of butter that Perrault’s 

heroine transported in her basket for the brand’s signature n°5 fragrance. Through the swap, the 

luxury brand’s heroine had become empowered by a kind of magical essence stemming from the 

fairytale framework of Perrault’s tale, which allowed her to reverse the original tale’s power 

dynamics and escape her red-capelet-wearing prototype’s fate. Armed with the magic of the n°5 

perfume bottle, a Chanel heroine is not Perrault’s victim destined to be swallowed by a predatory 

wolf in disguise: she is able to domesticate any wild wolf that comes her way and takes full 

control of her destiny. Similarly, Perrault’s Cendrillon inspired Dior’s 2007 Midnight Poison 

campaign, which imagined the Dior woman in a fabulous gown subjected to the same ticking 

clock of the original seventeenth-century fairy tale. Yet, unlike Cinderella, Dior’s heroine is not 
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stripped of her luxury dress, jewels, and accessories at the stroke of midnight. Adorned in the 

Midnight Poison bottle’s signature colors, she is under the spell of the maison Dior, which acts 

as a surrogate for Cinderella’s fairy godmother. Just like the Chanel fairy did nine years earlier, 

the Dior brand empowers her heroine to take control of her destiny: she does not need to flee the 

ball at midnight; instead, she writes her own narrative, and turns midnight into an opportunity to 

make a fashionably late entrance as the life of the ball. 

 

“Programmed fairy-tale images,” writes Jack Zipes, “will continue to sway our 

sensibilities in TV advertisements such as the ones which have women transformed into 

Cinderellas by magically buying new dresses, paying money for beauty treatments in a health 

spa, using the proper beautifying cosmetics.”202  But, luxury brands such Dior, Chanel, and CR 

Fashion Book rely on fairy-tale images to do more than “sway our sensibilities.” Like Chanel 

and Dior’s extremely successful fragrance campaigns, Roitfeld and Ford’s tale relies on the 

interweaving of the cachet of luxury brands with the dream-inducing powers of fairy tales and 

their magical objects. The dream-inducing powers of fairy tales are inscribed in their DNA, and 

Roitfeld’s decision to include a fairytale spread in the inaugural issue of her self-titled luxury 

lifestyle publication speaks to just how integral fairy tales are to the way we view and consume 

luxury brands today. This chapter historicizes, what I have termed, the fée-retailing of luxury. 

Fée-retailing emanated from the conditions of the French court under Louis XIV, where the 

fashioning of the self was being redefined through the consumption of manufactured luxuries, 

and where the fashionable fairytale genre was enshrining luxury and its unique ability to inspire 

 
202 Zipes, Jack. Breaking the Magic Spell: Radical Theories of Folk and Fairy Tales. University Press of Kentucky, 
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dreams of self-reflection. The tale of how fairies wove their dream-inducing magic into the 

fabric of luxury begins once upon a time in the glimmering court of the Sun King… 

 

VERSAILLES AND THE COURTIER: A SELF-FASHIONING TALE  

 

Louis XIV’s ascension to the throne in 1661 sparked a “second seventeenth century.” 

This era of centralized absolutism, which oversaw the installation of the court at Versailles in 

1682, caused a major shift in the court’s social structure and a redefinition of the self within the 

social framework. Louis XIV’s centralizing policies transformed the itinerant court into a settled, 

unified body, and Versailles became a stage for and centered on the Sun King. Etiquette allowed 

the king to regulate the performance of all bodies orbiting that stage and reduced the risk of 

conspiracies by taming the nobility. While the genre was read long before his reign, etiquette and 

civility manuals flourished under Louis XIV. The most famous, Castiglione’s Courtier, was first 

published in Italian in 1528 and the book was so successful in France that three different 

translations appeared in twenty-three editions between 1537 and 1592. Under the Sun King’s 

rule, the book “was [...] read as an example of the treatises on the art of conversation which 

proliferated in seventeenth century France.”203 Etiquette had become a function of normative 

social performance and manners assumed a fundamental role as the king searched for ways to 

occupy and control this newly formed court configuration. The structure required, as the 

Chevalier de Méré noted, that the courtier become the master “de sa parole, du ton de sa voix, de 

 
203 Burke, Peter. The Fortunes of the Courtier - The European Reception of Castiglione's Cortegiano. Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 1996. 
 



 89 
 

son geste et de toutes choses.”204 According to Nicolas Faret’s how-to manual on court life, “la 

principale chose à quoy [le courtisan] prendra garde, c'est qu'il ne paroisse point de dissimulation 

en son discours, et que son visage; ne démente point sa bouche, ny ne destruise pas en un 

moment ce que son esprit aura bien eu de la peine à inventer.”205 The etiquette genre became so 

popular that “Faret’s treatise[...] went through twelve editions between 1630 and 1681” and 

“Antoine de Courtin’s New Treatise on Civility [...] reached its thirteenth edition [from 1671 to] 

1700.”206 

 

The proliferation of etiquette manuals and the courtier’s use of his entire person as a 

physical space through which to perform that etiquette benefited from the development of a 

growing semiotics of the body. In 1644, the English physician, John Bulwer released his 

Chirologia: or the naturall language of the hand, a compendium of hand gestures that could be 

used to intimate meaning; the treatise’s influence was seen in the years that followed on the 

French stage in the performances of the Baroque school. Twenty years later, Le Brun issued his 

drawings on the Expressions of the Spirit’s Passions. Le Brun believed that he had identified 

through careful analysis a model for the visual representation of emotions, such as anger; his 

archetypes could then be replicated by artists to clearly signify an emotion to the viewer. The 

surface of the body was becoming an object to be read. Accordingly, the courtier needed to learn 

how to manipulate his own body both to intimate meaning and to decipher the gestures and 

physiognomy of others. In his memoirs, the Duc de Saint Simon recalls an audience that he had 
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205 Faret, Nicolas. L'honneste homme; ou L'art de plaire à la court. Champion, 1925. 
 
206 Burke, Peter. The Fortunes of the Courtier. 



 90 
 

requested with the king to try to restore his reputation, which had been compromised by court 

gossip. “Je prolongeai un peu mon compliment,” he wrote, “pour observer mieux son air et son 

attention, qui me parurent l’un sévère, l’autre entière.”207 Saint-Simon’s physiognomic reading of 

the Sun King confirmed that the king’s appearance and tone of voice were discordant with the 

words that he was speaking. Through a continued study of the royal body, Saint-Simon was able 

to adjust his discursive technique and regain the king’s favor. 

 

The increased recognition of the body as a locus of performance and meaning offered up 

its surface as a canvas primed and ready to be painted. By manipulating the surface body, the self 

could be fashioned like never before. Stephen Greenblatt historized the emergence of the modern 

self-consciousness and the construction of identity and defined its origin in sixteenth century 

England, where he identified “an increased self-consciousness about the fashioning of human 

identity as a manipulable, artful process.” “The word,” notes Greenblatt, “had been long in use, 

but it is in the 16th century that fashion seems to come into wide currency as a way of 

designating the forming of a self.”208 The process of self-fashioning underwent a similar 

evolution in seventeenth-century France in the Sun King’s new court structure. Much has already 

been written about the process of self-fashioning under Louis XIV, so I would like to focus 

instead on the word itself, the French equivalent to “fashioning”, which has not benefited from 

the same degree of analysis.  
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In my readings of the literary fairy tales that flourished in the last decade of the 

seventeenth century, tales in which metamorphosis and magical transformations of heroes and 

heroines abound, the term “façonner” emerges as the French answer to Greenblatt’s 

“fashioning”. Perrault’s Grisélidis, for example, tells the story of a young and valiant prince who 

mistrusts all women and who eventually marries the eponymous character, a penniless peasant 

girl. Before their union, the prince, facing increasing pressure from his subjects to produce an 

heir, explains his concerns. Women, he believed, could not be trusted because they tended to 

create fashioned versions of themselves that they used to lure a husband and that they readily 

discarded once their marriage had been secured:  

Mais si-tost que le mariage  
Au deguisement a mis fin,  
Et qu'ayant fixé leur destin  
Il n'importe plus d'estre sage,  
Elles quittent leur personage.209  
 

The lexical field of theater, “deguisement” and “personage,” echoes the growing use of the 

surface of the body as a stage. The prince continued his sermon by explaining the types of 

personae a woman could fashion after the union:  

L'une, d'humeur chagrine, & que rien ne recrée,  
Devient une Devote outrée,  
Qui crie & gronde à tous momens,  
L'autre se façonne en Coquette,  
Qui sans cesse escoute ou caquette  
Et n'a jamais assez d'Amans. 

 
Perrault’s “se façonne” reads as the French equivalent of Greenblatt’s self-fashioning. Applied 

directly after his references to disguises, costumes, and character creation, Grisélidis illustrates 
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how the term “se façonner” circulated during Louis XIV’s reign to suggest that selves could be 

fashioned and manipulated according to social situations where their use could benefit their 

person. 

 

In 1694, the Académie Française defined the term “façonner” as: “donner la façon à un 

ouvrage, l'embellir, l'enjoliver, l'achever. Façonner un ouvrage. façonner un vase, des 

pistolets.”210 A century later, in 1798, the Académie amended its definition to emphasize the 

verb’s “fashionability” by highlighting its relationship to trends, la dernière mode, through the 

addition of the adjective “dernier”: “donner la dernière façon à un ouvrage, en embellir la 

forme.” Moreover, the examples cited in the revised definition further accentuated the 

connection of the term to aesthetics and fashion: “Façonner une bordure de tableau. Façonner 

une étoffe.” The revision suggests that “façonner” was actively undergoing a transformation 

which potentially began under the Sun King’s reign and was cemented by the end of the 

eighteenth century.  

 

By the end of the seventeenth century the self could be “faconné” and the fashioning of 

that self relied on a certain fashionability. Castiglione’s Courtier, which circulated ferociously in 

France for over a century, had already laid that groundwork and instructed the courtly reader on 

the crucial connection between fashion and the fashioning of the self: “[le courtisan] doit 

réfléchir à ce qu’il veut paraître et se vêtir d’une manière qui corresponde à l’impression qu’il 

désire donner de lui même et faire que ses habits l’aident à tenir pour tel même de la part de ceux 

 
210 “Façonner.” Dictionnaire de l'Académie française, 1694, t. 1, artflx.uchicago.edu/cgi-
bin/dicos/pubdico1look.pl?strippedhw=faconner&submit=. Accessed 01 June 2021. 
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qui ne l’entendent pas parler et ne lui voient faire aucune chose.”211 Castiglione suggested as 

early as the sixteenth century that the self is not only mutable but that the individual has the 

ability to imagine (“réfléchir”) the version of the self that he or she wishes to be (“ce qu’il 

veut”). The lexical field of appearance or illusion (“paraître”, “l’impression qu’il desire donner”, 

“tenir pour tel”) speaks to the superficial nature of the transformation. While the self can be 

fashioned, it cannot be completely altered, and one primary tool at the courtier’s disposal to 

fashion the surface of his body is fashion: “faire que ses habits l’aident à tenir pour tel même de 

la part de ceux qui ne l’entendent pas parler et ne lui voient faire aucune chose.” Clothing could 

be used like a form of illusion magic to cast a spell on the eyes of all those who perceived the 

newly fashioned self. Castiglione’s instruction on using dress to navigate court life planted the 

seeds for the adage that instructs employees today to “dress for the job [they] want, not for the 

job [they] have.” “Se faconner” could thus be interpreted as fashioning the self and also 

remaking oneself à la mode through fashion “[se] donner la dernière façon.” But, trends, as 

illustrated in the second chapter of this study, fluctuated not only seasonally, but also according 

to the changing whims of the court and according to the courtiers that were, at any given 

moment, appealing to the king, such as with the Princess Palatine’s sable. 

 

A court culture centered on self-fashioning combined with an ever-changing standard of 

fashionability further reinforced the importance of fashion and luxury goods for French identity 

at the end of the seventeenth century. While luxuries are often defined as superfluous, the 

opposites of necessities, luxury goods, such as the clothes and accessories needed to “façonner” 

the self, were integral components of the court’s social framework. Courtiers relied on them to 
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fashion and refashion themselves according to the capricious trends of the society they depended 

on. The version of themselves that they displayed at court was attributed a value by the king and 

that value could change as quickly as the weather. Courtiers needed to display a heightened 

sensitivity to these fluctuations “[en se] donn[ant] la dernière façon.” Norbert Elias, in his study 

of the court, described the culture that developed under Louis XIV as a kind of stock market:  

This whole bustle of activity had a certain resemblance to a Stock Exchange. […] 
At a Stock Exchange what is at stake is the value of commercial houses in the opinion of 
investors; at court it was the value of the people present in each other’s opinion. And 
while at the former even the slightest fluctuation can be expressed in figures, in the latter, 
a person's value was expressed primarily in the nuances of social intercourse.212  

 
It is within this stock exchange culture that I argue that luxury goods as we know them today 

began to take shape. A carefully selected luxury good could tip the scales in “the nuances of 

social intercourse” and was thus instrumental in the construction of the value of one’s social 

identity. Luxury goods were nurtured by this fluctuating stock exchange, and their own value, 

like the courtier who wore them, was derived not just from their intrinsic material worth but from 

their ability to increase the perceived social value of their wearer. The made-in-France luxuries 

that were produced in Colbert’s manufactories, as well as their foreign counterparts, which they 

sought to replace, by shaping the value assigned to a courtier, were no longer frivolous wants but 

had metamorphosed into needs.  

 

The court’s volatile stock exchange culture relied on an endless consumption of luxury 

goods, and these essential necessities had become tightly interwoven into the perception of the 

self and its correlated status. Luxury’s power over the court radiated even brighter, because 
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“court rationality […] arose […] from the calculated planning of strategy in face of the possible 

gain or loss of status in the incessant competition for this kind of power. […] It points to a social 

figuration that draws the individuals forming it into an especially intense and specialized 

competition for the power associated with status and prestige.”213 Within this social figuration, 

luxury goods were much more than a well-made pair of silk stockings or a beautiful sable scarf. 

They offered the courtier a strategic tool to actualize his quest for status. They had become 

talismans that possessed an almost magical ability to alter the self or at least the perception of the 

self. A pair of silk stockings or a sable scarf could be worth much more than the cost of the 

materials and labor needed for their manufacture. Their cost derived from an otherwise 

irritational value determined by their social estimation within the context of court rationality: the 

transformative potential they offered their owner and the mystique they held over their viewer’s 

eyes. These talismans tempted their wearers with the promise of navigating through the ranks of 

the court and satisfying their desire of status and esteem.  

 

The new court at Versailles fostered a culture of reinvention: a courtier had the 

possibility, through calculated luxury purchases of refashioning his surface, and remaking 

himself. These newly manufactured goods transcended their material composition and utilitarian 

function. In their viewer’s eyes, they acted as signifiers that needed to be deciphered. In their 

wearer’s eyes, they held the promise to an alternate social reality and offered a key to realizing 

dreams of status and esteem. Contrary to the many definitions of luxury that define the term as 

surplus, that which begins where need ends, I propose the second integral component to my 

conception of luxury: the luxury object must contain within it the key to what I have termed the 
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“dream-doorway.” True luxury is not the un-necessary, but the ultra-necessary. The assertion I 

make is not solely due to luxury’s socio-economic-geopolitical benefits as Mandeville and 

Voltaire argued, but because the ultra-necessary is that which opens in us our ability to dream. 

More specifically, it inspires a dream of self-reflection and acts as the interface between the self 

and the social framework. 

 

THE KEY AND THE DOORWAY: A DREAMER’S TALE 

 

 During the seventeenth century, dreaming transitions from a negative medical condition 

to a socio-esthetic practice that inches closer to the contemporary conception of dreaming as an 

imaginative and contemplative escape. As a countercurrent to the kingdom’s increasingly 

restrictive social codes of etiquette and civility that strongly regulated individuals’ behaviors, 

dreaming emerged as a personal haven. Florence Orwat details the transition in L'invention de la 

rêverie : une conquête pacifique du grand siècle, where she notes that definitions of the term 

recognize, for the first time, the evolution of a once purely cerebral activity into: “une 

élémentaire forme de jouissance personnelle, née du loisir, dans l'exercice d'une liberté intime 

qui se plaît aux voyages intérieurs.”214 

 

Orwat references a letter from Mademoiselle de Saint-Jean-de-Luz to Madame de 

Motteville, to link early representations of dreaming to their natural surroundings, especially 

environments where the beauty of nature inspires its onlookers to dream. Saint-Jean-de-Luz 

writes about how natural settings, such as the “bord de la mer,” are “le plus propre du monde à 
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entretenir de semblables pensées; car l’on rêve bien doucement lorsqu’on se promène au bord de 

la mer.” Saint-Jean-de-Luz then explains that, in her case, as someone who does not enjoy the 

water, the woods are a more suitable environment for dreaming. Yet, I propose an alternate 

reading of this same passage. Contrary to Orwat’s analysis, it is not nature itself that conjures 

Saint-Jean-de-Luz’s dream montage, but the ownership of luxury real estate: “Pour moi, qui 

n’aime pas naturellement l’eau, j’aimerais mieux la vue de la mer et des rivières un peu en 

éoignement, et que ma maison fut située dans le voisinage d’un grand bois.” The possessive 

adjective “ma”, indicating ownership and preceding the property in question, the “maison”, sits 

in sharp contrast with the direct and indirect articles preceding the nouns of the different 

elements that constitute the woody environment in her dream. Moreover, the possessive adjective 

is the first word to follow the conjunction “que” that completes the wish structure “j’aimerais 

que.” Saint-Jean-de-Luz’s dream is first and foremost centered on possessing property. Despite 

her repeated rejections of excess and superfluity, “les dedans seraient de même fort propres et 

point magnifiques, non plus que les meubles; car il ne convient pas, quand on méprise tout, et 

que l’on veut paraître au-dessus de toutes choses, d’avoir la faiblesse de s’attacher à la 

superfluité,” her dream home is nonetheless luxury real estate. Saint-Jean-de-Luz yearns for an 

estate with private, fertile lands, “je voudrais que cette maison fut environnée de jardins, et que 

le territoire en fut propre à produire les plus excellents fruits,” a large compound with a private 

drive, “que l’on y arrivat par de grandes routes,” and scenic views, “j’aimerais mieux la vue de la 

mer et des rivières un peu en éloignement.” Her dream is woven together through the 

accumulation of multiple verbs conjugated in the conditional mood, “j’aimerais,” “je voudrais,” 

“je battirais,” which signals an idealized, hypothetical future. Accordingly, after a final 

conditional verb, the driving force of the luxury induced dream is revealed: “Je prendrais un 
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grand plaisir.” Her letter suggests that the idea of owning this luxury home inspires her to dream, 

because its ownership promises a happier, better version of herself. The luxury home is 

appealing because it holds within it the key to a dream-doorway.  

 

The connection between the dream-doorway and luxury goods was fused over the course 

of the seventeenth century. By the 1690s, the key to unlocking its potential had been fully 

forged, and it shone brightly in the fairy tales that circulated within the court and beyond the 

kingdom. The key took on many forms, such as a precious gold and diamond ring needed to 

break an evil spell to allow the heroine to find true love and live happily ever after. 

Advertisements today have nourished themselves on these magical tales and market $500 face 

creams that stop the hands of time and reveal the most radiant beauty to allow consumers to find 

true love and live happily ever after. Chanel’s Le Petit Chaperon Rouge campaign, that distills 

the key into its n°5 fragrance, is one of the most clear-cut examples of its operating mechanism: 

one spritz of the magical elixir empowers its wearer and summons within her the ability to 

overcome any wolf that threatens her happiness. “Consumer behavior, which appears to be 

focused and directed at the object [a gold and diamond ring, a prestige face cream, a designer 

fragrance] responds to quite different objectives […] When we consume, we never do it on our 

own […] Consumers are mutually implicated, despite themselves, in a general system of 

exchange and in the production of coded values.”215  The luxury object is the jeweled key to this 

system of exchange that can, more than any other consumer good, shape and perpetuate coded 

values through the glimmering vision that it grants its owner. The dream-doorway is so powerful 
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that the global beauty industry reached $532 billion dollars in 2017,216 and Molière foresaw its 

potential in the seventeenth century. In the playwright’s Précieuses ridicules, Gorgibus criticizes 

his daughter and his niece for believing in the promise of luxury face balms and lip salves: “De 

la pommade pour les lèvres. Ces pendardes-là avec leur pommade ont, je pense envie de me 

ruiner… Il est bien nécessaire vraiment de faire tant de dépenses pour vous graisser le museau ! 

… Je pense qu’elles sont folles toutes deux.” 217 

 

While dreaming emerged as a countercurrent to the kingdom’s increasingly restrictive 

social codes of etiquette and civility, it was also nourished by them. The etiquette and civility 

movement encouraged the culture of self-fashioning that allowed the courtier to envision and 

dream up alternate realities for and of himself. Luxury clothing and accessories were the 

consumable goods most implicated in the system of coded values and were thus the vessel of 

choice for the keys to the dream-doorway: their consumption held within it the promise of 

esteem and status. But their promises were not destined for all who admired them. Luxury 

clothing and accessories had served as markers of coded values well before the Sun King’s court 

turned to them for their transformative potential. These manufactured luxuries descended from a 

tradition of feudal markers reserved for the nobility, such as swords, crowns, and scepters. And, 

although France was undergoing a social shift during the seventeenth century, its feudalist roots 

ran deep. Thus, despite its glittering appeal, the illusion magic that had been imbued in Colbert’s 

manufactured luxuries could not be used to “façonner” just anyone.   
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One of the most famous literary examples on the dangers of attempting to transgress the 

social order by coopting the transformative magic contained in luxury goods is Molière’s 

satirical 1670 play, Le Bourgeois gentilhomme. The play highlights the social climbing desires of 

its titular character, M. Jourdain, a bourgeois, who dreams of becoming an aristocrat. Jourdain’s 

father made his fortune as a cloth merchant and Jourdain is infatuated with using luxury clothing 

and accessories to achieve the oxymoron announced in the title: becoming un bourgeois 

gentilhomme. At the start of the play, Jourdain eagerly announces to his music teacher the 

reinvention that he seeks: “je me fais habiller aujourd'hui comme les gens de qualité; et mon 

tailleur m'a envoyé des bas de soie que j'ai pensé ne mettre jamais. Vous me verrez équipé 

comme il faut, depuis les pieds jusqu'à la tête.”218 Yet, the clothes, almost sensing the 

transgression that is occurring, literally reject Jourdain’s efforts to inhabit them. First, the silk 

stockings resist, and, after making him struggle as best as they can, begin to fall apart. “Vous 

m'avez envoyé des bas de soie si étroits, que j'ai eu toutes les peines du monde à les mettre, et il 

y a déjà deux mailles de rompues,” he complains to his tailor. Then, the shoes, unwilling to let 

him “façonner” himself by walking in the footsteps of the “gens de qualité” that he idolizes, 

attack his feet and injure his flesh: “vous m'avez aussi fait faire des souliers qui me blessent 

furieusement,” he laments. Eventually, after an outfit change, the tailor’s assistants enter the 

scene and, to stroke Jourdain’s ego, address him as “mon gentilhomme,” “Monseigneur,” and 

“Votre Grandeur,” titles reserved exclusively for the nobility. Jourdain is ecstatic and believes 

that the dream-doorway promised by the luxury goods that he purchased has been completely 

unlocked. “‘Mon gentilhomme!’,” he cried out. “Voilà ce que c'est, de se mettre en personne de 

qualité. Allez-vous-en demeurer toujours habillé en bourgeois, on ne vous dira point ‘mon 

 
218 Ibid. 
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gentilhomme’.” Almost immediately, Molière introduces Jourdain’s servant, Nicole, to spotlight 

the failed self-fashioning attempt. Upon seeing him, Nicole is consumed by an unstoppable fit of 

laughter that lasts for the entire scene. Jourdain’s transgression is so serious that, under his failed 

second skin, he has become absurd. Nicole eventually manages to suspend her chuckling long 

enough to utter a non-onomatopoeic reply: “Vous êtes tout à fait drôle comme cela.”  Rather than 

refashion him and allow him to be perceived as a nobleman, the luxury clothing he wore 

transformed him into a jester. His “un-nobleness” was heightened precisely because he was not a 

member of the nobility. Nonetheless, Jourdain’s blind belief in the transformative power of 

luxury clothing reflects just how powerful the dream-doorway’s connection to luxury goods had 

become by the second half of the seventeenth century.  

 

 The fairy tales of the end of the century warned of similar transgressions. In La Biche au 

Bois, Madame d’Aulnoy tells the story of a beautiful princess, Désirée, who is cursed by a fairy: 

Désirée must not see daylight before her fifteenth birthday. Months before the end of her 

sentence, the princess’ family sends her portrait to a handsome prince in a nearby kingdom. After 

seeing his portrait, Désirée agrees to marry the prince and travels to meet him in a sealed 

carriage. Her envious lady-in-waiting, Longue Epine, accompanies her and opens the carriage 

door, which exposes the princess to the sun’s rays and the fairy’s curse: Désirée is instantly 

transformed into a doe. With her mother’s help and a selection of Désirée’s luxury belongings, 

Longue Epine attempts to refashion herself and transform into the princess’ double to trick the 

prince into marrying her: 

 
Les deux autres ravies d'être en liberté, ne perdirent pas un moment à faire ce 

qu'elles avaient projeté. Longue Epine mit les plus riches habits de Désirée. Le manteau 
royal qui avait été fait pour ses noces était d'une richesse sans pareille, et la couronne 
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avait des diamants deux ou trois fois gros comme le poing, son sceptre était d'un seul 
rubis, le globe qu'elle tenait dans l'autre main, d'une perle plus grosse que la tête; cela 
était rare et très lourd à porter: il fallait persuader qu'elle était la princesse.219 

 

 The luxury objects that d’Aulnoy selects are primarily of royal origin: “le manteau 

royal,” “la couronne,” “son sceptre,” and “le globe.” Each piece has a rarity that emanates from 

the precious stones that it contains, diamonds, rubies and pearls, and is of a value that cannot be 

defined in monetary terms, which d’Aulnoy emphasizes through superlatives such as “les plus 

riches” and “richesse sans pareille.” The rarity of each stone is reinforced both by its size, “des 

diamants deux ou trois fois gros comme le poing,” and its weight, “une perle plus grosse que la 

tête; cela était rare et très lourd à porter.” D’Aulnoy’s combination of superlatives and her 

accumulation of jewels suggests that these goods are extreme luxuries with a notable 

transformative potential, given the supernatural task at hand. Longue Epine and her mother 

expect these luxury goods to metamorphose a common lady-in-waiting into the doppelgänger of 

the most beautiful of princesses.  

 

 Longue Epine and her mother’s shared belief that a combination of earthly luxuries can 

“persuader qu’elle était princesse” speaks to the symbolic importance of the luxury good, the 

seductive power that it can exert over its wearer, and its solid connection to the dream-doorway. 

The wearer places her faith in the luxury item in the hope of bridging the gap between dream and 

reality. The seductive nature of the luxury good is especially dangerous because it eventually 

persuades the wearer that the gap between her dream and her reality has indeed been bridged. 

Are the powers of the luxury object limited to the realm of seduction or does luxury indeed 

 
219 D’Aulnoy, Madame. Contes nouveaux ou Les Fées à la mode. Champion, 2008. 
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become a source of total metamorphosis? D’Aulnoy does not keep the reader waiting long before 

answering the question. After three brief paragraphs, she gives her answer in the prince’s first 

impressions of Longue Epine dressed as Princess Désirée: 

Ô dieux ! que devint-il après avoir considéré cette fille, dont la taille 
extraordinaire faisait peur? Elle était si grande, que les habits de la princesse lui 
couvraient à peine les genoux, sa maigreur affreuse, son nez plus crochu que celui d'un 
perroquet brillait d'un rouge luisant, il n'a jamais été des dents plus noires et plus mal 
rangées; enfin elle était aussi laide que Désirée était belle.220 

 
As her name indicates, Longue Epine is “a long thorn,” and the luxury objects that she has stolen 

have not only failed to metamorphose her into the princess but have done nothing to conceal her 

ugliness. She is a common lady-in-waiting who wrongfully appropriated luxury objects that were 

destined for one of royal birth. Rather than bridge the gap between dream and reality, those 

luxury objects, like a fun house mirror, have emphasized her ugliness and her awkward 

proportions, “la taille extraordinaire faisait peur.” Désirée’s luxury accessories were destined to 

magnify her already radiant beauty on her royal wedding day. If the luxury object’s powers 

include illumination and intensification, it follows that the object should magnify the grotesque 

as easily as it does the beautiful. Just as it did with M. Jourdain in Le Bourgeois gentilhomme, for 

Longue Epine, the intensification reinforced the contrast between her disposition and Désirée’s, 

“enfin elle était aussi laide que Désirée était belle.” Luxury goods acted as markers and elements 

of Bourdieusian “distinction.” 221 Non-aristocrats who used them to counterfeit themselves in the 

image of aristocrats, the living luxuries, remained counterfeits. Their surfaces reflected glimmers 

of the signs of living luxuries that blinded their wearers into believing their illusions, but, 

socially, these misappropriated markers branded them as knockoffs. Their illusions were 

 
220 Ibid. 
 
221 Bourdieu, Pierre. La Distinction: Critique sociale du jugement. Les Editions de Minuit, 1979. 
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hollowed out copies that lacked the weight and value of luxury; the bourgeois could never be 

more than bourgeois, and the unattractive could never not be unattractive. Luxury goods 

reaffirmed preexisting social and aesthetic values that protected the hierarchical class order and 

relegated attempts to disrupt the class structure to the realm of fantasy.  

 

FAIRY TALES AND MIRRORS: A TALE OF SELF-REFLECTION  

 

Fairy tales flourished under the Sun King’s rule. A group of salonnières took to 

appropriating and creating these marvelous stories that offer a key to the cachet of luxury in its 

early forms. More than eighty were written between 1696 and 1705, and, of them, more than 

two-thirds by women authors. Written predominantly by women of the aristocracy for women of 

the aristocracy and about women of the aristocracy, it would be difficult to imagine literary fairy 

tales without the luxuries they described. The conte de fées enshrined the luxury object at the 

center of its narrative: from Cendrillon’s pantoufle de verre to Plus Belle Que Fée’s fard de 

jeunesse, the literary fairy tale abounded in luxury goods. “In contrast to tales issuing from the 

‘popular’ tradition,” writes Jacques Barchilon, “those by d'Aulnoy read like novellas written 

from an aristocratic perspective. [Their] romantic plots revolve around noble lovers fighting 

against misfortunes ordained by adverse fairies. These are tales full of [...] elaborate descriptions 

of dress, sumptuous meals, and luxurious and wonderful palaces.”222 Fairy tale authors such as 

the baroness d’Aulnoy, mobilized a magnified luxury backdrop that offered aristocratic readers a 

gratifying affirmation of their social privilege and shaped the definition of luxury.  

 
222 Barchilon, Jacques. Adaptations of Folktales and Motifs in Madame d'Aulnoy's "Contes": A Brief Survey of 
Influence and Diffusion. Wayne State University Press, 2009. 
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D’Aulnoy’s rigid adherence to the préjugé nobiliaire and predilection for a decadently 

luxurious backdrop ensured her authorial success and solidified the conte de fées as a must-read 

literary genre. Her tales earned two notable mentions in the Mercure Galant in February and July 

of 1698.223 Both articles emphasized the success of d’Aulnoy’s fairy tales and included multiple 

references to the public’s positive reception of the works: “qui furent si favorablement reçus du 

public l'année dernière” and qui “ont eu un si grand succès.”  D’Aulnoy’s collection of luxury-

rich tales offered readers “un extrême plaisir” and met a need that many works of the seventeenth 

century had not: “les quinze mille pages du Grand Cyrus et les dix volumes de la Clélie finirent 

par lasser les lecteurs les plus assidus. Il fallait un genre plus bref.”224 Accordingly, a mere 

month after the publication of the first installment of d’Aulnoy’s collection of tales, “le public en 

a redemandé une suite.”225  

 

 
223 “Chez la veuve de Théodore Girard, dans la grande Salle du Palais, à l’Envie, [...] se débite aussi un livre 
nouveau divisé en deux tomes, et intitulé Contes Nouveaux, ou les Fées à la mode, par Madame D**. Les contes de 
Percinet, de l’Oiseau Bleu, et plusieurs autres qui sont du nombre de ceux qui furent si favorablement reçus du 
public l'année dernière, sont de la même dame qui vient de donner les Contes Nouveaux. Tous ces ouvrages ont eu 
un si grand succès qu’on est persuadé qu’elle ne peut rien faire qui ne donne un extrême plaisir. Ces sortes 
d’ouvrages sont devenus fort à la mode.”223 
Donneau de Visé, Jean. Mercure Galant, février 1698. Paris, 1968. 
 
“Les contes continuent d'être en vogue et les Contes Nouveaux, ou les Fées à la mode, par Madame D**, sont du 
nombre de ceux qui ont le plus réussi. On n’en peut douter, puisque le public en a redemandé une suite. Ainsi on 
vient de lui en donner deux volumes nouveaux, qui se vendent dans la grande Salle du Palais, à l’Envie, chez 
Nicolas Gosselin, en la boutique du défunt Théodore Girard. On voit dans ces deux volumes les contes du Pigeon & 
de la Colombe. De la Princesse Belle Etoile et du Prince Chéri, du prince Marcassin. Du dauphin. Et celui du 
Gentilhomme Bourgeois, qui se trouvant mêlé parmi tous ces contes, fait une agréable diversité.”223 
Donneau de Visé, Jean. Mercure Galant, juillet 1698. Paris, 1698. 
 
224 Storer, Mary-Elizabeth. Un épisode littéraire de la fin du XVIIe siècle. La mode des contes de fées (1685-1700). 
Slatkine, 1972. 
 
225 Donneau de Visé.  
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 Along with promoting d’Aulnoy’s Contes Nouveaux, ou les Fées à la mode, par Madame 

D**, both articles speak to the growing success of the fairy tale as a literary genre. Readers were 

instructed on where and from whom to buy them, “chez la veuve de Théodore Girard, dans la 

grande Salle du Palais, à l’Envie,” which indicates that physical copies of the books were being 

sold and read at the time. In the February issue of the Mercure Galant, the phrase “ces sortes 

d’ouvrages” is used in place of the categorization conte de fees, because Madame de Murat had 

only coined the expression that year226 and the literary fairy tale had yet to solidify its place as a 

standalone genre. Yet, the article notes that “ces sortes d’ouvrages sont devenus fort à la mode,” 

which speaks not only to the growing popularity of fairy tales but also to the fashionable status 

that they reached at court, a quality that no doubt earned them their mentions in the Mercure 

Galant. The fairy tale genre’s fashionable status was amplified because of the collective readings 

it encouraged, creating must-attend social events. In the provinces, the conte de fées’ decadent 

luxury backdrop provided the aristocratic reader with a romanticized, mirror image of court life 

that connected the provinces with the mondains of the court. The tales became a looking glass 

into the court and the act of reading and storytelling offered the aristocracy the ability to simulate 

court life within the provinces. In a letter to her daughter from 1677, Madame de Sévigné had 

noted, well before the emergence of d’Aulnoy’s tales, the growing place that fairy tales and 

especially their telling, or the act of “mitonner,” occupied at Versailles.227 In de Sévigné’s letter, 

 
226 “Une autre romancière et mémorialiste, Murat forge enfin ce que sera le terme générique avec ses Contes de Fées 
suivis des Nouveaux contes de fées, la même année 1698.”  
Sermain, Jean-Paul. Le conte de fées : Du classicisme aux Lumières. Desjonquères, 2005. 
 
227 “Mme de Coulanges, qui m'est venue faire ici une fort honnête visite qui durera jusqu'à demain, voulut bien nous 
faire part des contes avec quoi l'on amuse les dames de Versailles: cela s'appelle les mitonner. Elle nous mitonna 
donc, et nous parla d'une île verte, ou l'on élevait une princesse plus belle que le jour ; c'étaient les fées qui 
soufflaient sur elle à tout moment.” 
Sévigné, Marie de Rabutin-Chantal. Lettres de madame de Sévigné, de sa famille et de ses amis, recueillies et 
annotées par m. Monmerqué, Volume 5. L. Hachette et Cie, 1863. 
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storytelling permits a simulation on multiple levels. Her friend, Mme de Coulanges, first reenacts 

the telling of tales to simulate court life for de Sévigné who in turn transcribes the simulation for 

her daughter so that she too may experience and potentially reenact the latest vogue of court 

culture in the provinces. 

 

As the tales circulated, so did their representations of luxury goods, encouraging their 

readers, consciously and unconsciously, to consume luxury through the enchanted eyes of fairies. 

Among the luxury objects enshrined in the tales, mirrors occupied a central position. The 

seventeenth century marked a revolution in French mirror-making through Colbert’s significant 

investment in mirror manufactories and in the artisans needed to create them, as detailed in the 

first chapter of this study. The result caused a reduction of the price and an increase in the 

dimensions of individual pieces, which encouraged a much wider dissemination of mirrors. 

“L’insistance des conteurs à meubler leurs palais féeriques de ces grands miroirs ne fait que 

transcrire dans le registre merveilleux un fait réel: la deuxième moitié du siècle a vu se produire 

une double révolution dans l’approvisionnement du marché français en glaces et en miroirs,” 

writes Raymonde Robert in her history of the French conte de fées.228  The reflective 

commodities featured prominently throughout d’Aulnoy’s fairytale oeuvre. In La Belle au 

Cheveux d’Or the princess runs to her “galerie aux grands miroirs pour voir si rien ne lui 

manquait.”229  In L’Oiseau Bleu, a giant mirror recalls the technological improvements of the 

period and the fascination that came from discovering one’s image in a big reflective surface: 

 
228 Robert, Raymonde. Le conte de fées littéraire en France de la fin du XVIIe à la fin du XVIIIe siècle. Champion, 
2002. 
 
229 D’Aulnoy, Madame. Contes de Fées. Gallimard, 2008. 
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“toute la vallée était d’une seule glace de miroir. Il y avait autour plus de soixante mille femmes 

qui s’y miraient avec un plaisir extrême, car ce miroir avait bien deux lieues de large et six de 

haut.”230 The appeal of mirrors affected men as much as it did women, as d’Aulnoy affirms in 

L’Oiseau Bleu: “cette circonstance n’y attirait pas moins d’hommes; le miroir leur plaisait aussi.” 

Similarly, her male hero in Le Nain Jaune is described primping in front of a large mirror: “cela 

l’obligea de s’approcher d’un grand miroir. [...] Aussitôt il se peigna, se poudra, se mit une 

mouche, et voyant sur une table un habit plus magnifique que le sien, il le mit en diligence.”231 

The greater availability of specula and their considerably larger size gave rise to the discovery of 

“a new geography of the body, which made visible previously unfamiliar images (one’s back and 

profile) and stirred up sensations of [...] self-consciousness.”232 By facilitating the courtier’s 

discovery of his body, mirrors allowed him to better understand how to master his surface and 

reimagine his persona. These new reflective luxuries actively cultivated the court culture of self-

fashioning that was reflected back onto them in the form of an increased demand for mirrors. 

Through the physical, intellectual, and emotional reflection that they incited, mirrors inspired a 

better vision of the self and of the self’s place in the social framework, allowing the courtier, like 

the characters in the tales, to dream of new potential realties that he could inhibit. The mirror 

contained within it a kind of master key to the dream-doorway, because it unlocked its own 

doorway, to a new self-fashioned persona, and influenced nearly every other luxury good’s 

respective dream-doorway. It is no coincidence that the mirror emerged as a fundamental object 

in Colbert’s portfolio of French luxury goods and that its dream-inducing, contemplative power 

 
230 Ibid. 
 
231 Ibid. 
 
232 Melchior-Bonnet, Sabine. The Mirror: A History. Routledge, 2000. 
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was crystallized in the Galerie des glaces, which inspired d’Aulnoy’s “galerie aux grands 

miroirs” and continues to serve as one of the most iconic French symbols. 

  

D’Aulnoy’s reference to the Galerie des glaces glorified the ultimate symbol of luxury-

living under Louis XIV, but her comparison came at a time when the country faced a financial 

strain, caused, in part, by the creation of that very symbol. By the end of his reign, Louis XIV’s 

frequent wars and extravagant lifestyle had greatly depleted the treasury. His increasing piety 

further contrasted with the excesses and the luxury living that were once the building blocks of 

his court. “Au déclin du XVIIe siècle, on commençait à voir le revers de la médaille: le faste 

excessif de la cour avait entraîné des misères; il fallait créer une cour imaginaire présidée par les 

fées pour maintenir pleinement l’illusion du grand règne. Nos conteurs avaient eu, ainsi, une 

satisfaction à l'édifier pour oublier les réalités cruelles.”233 The contes de fées, through their 

luxurious subject matter and the collective writing and storytelling that they promoted, 

constituted a defense of fashionable society: “c’est tout autre chose qui est en question dans le 

jeu féerique auquel se livrent les mondains [...] c’est d’une conception du monde qu’il s’agit, 

monde tout entier assimilé aux valeurs et aux formes dont le groupe social des mondains affirme 

la précellence.”234 Fairy tales and their telling reinforced luxury’s connection to the dream, by 

encouraging their readers to step away from their reality and seek refuge in a luxury-centric 

imaginative escape. In this alternate reality, they were free to worship and consume the luxuries 

they came to depend on. Some fairy tales even transformed their protagonists into luxuries 

themselves. In La Princesse Belle Etoile et le Prince Chéri, d’Aulnoy imagines the ultimate 

 
233 Storer, Mary-Elizabeth.  
 
234 Robert, Raymonde.  
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expression of luxury as an extension of the fairy tale hero. The story describes three beautiful 

children born to a princess after being blessed by a fairy: “Ils admirèrent ensemble la merveille 

des étoiles [qu’ils avaient sur le front], la chaine d’or qui ne pouvait s'ôter de leur cou et leurs 

longs cheveux. Ce fut bien autre chose lorsque cette femme les peigna, car il en tombait à tous 

moments des perles, des rubis, des diamants, des émeraudes de différentes grandeurs et toutes 

parfaites.”235 The protagonists could not be separated from the golden chains and glimmering 

stars that adorned their bodies. Luxury was such an important part of their identities that they 

literally oozed it, and the act of brushing their hair released an endless supply of precious jewels 

that ensured their success, further linking the luxury good to the promise of happiness. Moreover, 

like the luxury objects it contained, the fairy tale genre provided the mondains with the key to a 

unique kind of dream-doorway – an imaginative escape from the collective pressures of court 

society and from the stresses of the financial deficit that threatened their existence. The literary 

fairy tale offered them what Lewis Seifert terms a nostalgic utopia: “temporally speaking, 

nostalgia, which is a fantasized recuperation of the past, is diametrically opposed to utopia, 

which is oriented toward the future, or at least away from both the present and the past.”236 The 

contes de fées emphasized a link between a mythical past and an aspirational future and served 

the mondains both at the level of the individual and the group. Luxury, and the dreams it 

inspired, acted as the primary interface between the individual and the collective in that historical 

moment of contemplation. 

 

 

 
235 D’Aulnoy, Madame. Contes nouveaux. 
 
236 Seifert, Lewis. Fairy Tales, Sexuality, and Gender in France 1690-1715. Cambridge University Press, 1996. 
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PEAU D’ÂNE AND CENDRILLON: ONCE UPON A LUXURY TALE 

 

Many of the fairy tales that enchant adults and children today originated in the last 

decade of the seventeenth century. The most famous, including Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, and 

Little Red Riding Hood, were penned by Charles Perrault. Perrault was a respected member of 

l’Académie Française who wielded so much influence that both Colbert and the king welcomed 

his whisperings in their ears. The Mercure Galant featured him regularly in its pages and, in 

September of 1691, announced his first fairy tale, which he had presented as a poem: “Mr 

Perrault regala ensuite la Compagnie d’une lecture de son Poëme de la Patience de Griselidis.”237 

The “poem” was loudly applauded by those in attendance and would eventually become 

Griselidis Nouvelle, published in 1694 in his first collection of tales: Griselidis, Peau d'Ane, 

souhaits ridicules, contes en vers et pièces présentées pour le prix de l'Académie francoise. Yet, 

Perrault’s most celebrated book of fairy tales, and perhaps the most influential work in the 

literary fairy tale canon, Histoires ou contes du temps passé, was initially marketed in the 

Mercure Galant without the celebrity of his name. In January 1697, upon the launch of the book, 

Donneau de Visé wrote: “Je me souviens de vous avoir envoyé l’année dernière le Conte de la 

Belle au Bois dormant, que vous me témoignastes avoir lû avec beaucoup de satisfaction. Ainsi 

je ne doute point que vous n’appreniez avec plaisir que celuy qui en est l’Auteur vient de donner 

un Recueil de Contes qui en contient sept autres, avec celuy-là.”238 A year earlier, in February 

1696, the tale of Sleeping Beauty was said to have been written by “la mesme personne qui a 

écrit l’histoire de la petite Marquise dont je vous fis part il y a un an, & qui fut si applaudie dans 

 
237 Donneau de Visé, Jean. Mercure Galant, sept. 1691. Paris, 1691. 
 
238 Donneau de Visé, Jean. Mercure Galant, janv. 1697. Paris,1697. 
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vostre Province.”239 And, in February 1695, Donneau de Visé insisted on the sex and gender of 

the female pen behind the Marquise’s story, because: “les Dames ont toujours receu de grandes 

loüanges sur une certaine délicatesse d’esprit qui leur est particuliere. Elle paroist dans tous les 

Ouvrages qu’elles donnent au Public, & il vous sera facile de la reconnoistre dans l’histoire que 

je vous envoye. Elle est d’une personne de vostre Sexe, qui s’exprime avec beaucoup d’agrément 

& de finesse.”240 While the reasoning behind Donneau de Visé and Perrault’s strategy is not 

certain, it would not be unreasonable to assume that the confusion was intended to project “une 

certaine délicatesse d’esprit” and capitalize on the success of a genre dominated by women 

authors. 

 

In the January 1697 article that marketed the launch of the book, Donneau de Visé 

underlined, nevertheless, the anonymous Perrault’s desire to distance himself from his peers – 

the fairytale authors who, according to him, took undue credit for transcribing the narratives of 

oral fairy tales: “ceux qui font de ces sortes d’ouvrages sont ordinairement bien aises qu’on 

croye qu’ils sont de leur invention. Pour luy, il veut bien qu’on sçache qu’il n’a fait autre chose 

que de les rapporter naïvement en la maniere qu’il les a oüi conter dans son enfance.”241 

Perrault’s emphasis on the oral fairy tale tradition is important. While the literary fairy tale 

flourished during Louis XIV’s reign, its stories long predate the king and his court. The tale of 

Peau d’âne, for example, was mentioned in Molière’s Le Malade imaginaire, which premiered 

 
239 Donneau de Visé, Jean. Mercure Galant, févr. 1696. Paris, 1696. 
 
240 Donneau de Visé, Jean. Mercure Galant, févr. 1695. Paris, 1695. 
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two decades before Perrault’s literary version.242 The members of the court were raised on 

variants of the tales shared with them by their governesses, “leur mie”, as Perrault notes twice in 

the release of the 1694 version of his Peau d’âne, once in the preface and then again in the body 

of the tale: “il n'est pas besoin qu'on vous die ce qu'estoit une fée en ces bienheureux temps, car 

je suis seur que vostre mie vous l'aura dit dés vos plus jeunes ans.”243 The story of Peau d’âne 

was so popular that, according to the Bibliothèque nationale de France, it was the favorite of a 

young Louis XIV, who was raised on an oral version of the tale: “l'histoire de ‘Cuir d'Anette’ 

bercera le jeune Louis XIV jusqu'à l'âge de sept ans.”244 A study on luxury and fairy tales would 

thus not be complete without an analysis of the literary version of the conte de fées that helped 

shape the development of the child who would grow up to become the king of luxury.  

 

a) Peau d’âne: Fashioning the Collective Imagination 

 

Peau d’âne imagines a wealthy king who lived the ultimate life of luxury: “Dans son 

vaste et riche palais / Ce n'estoit que magnificence / Par tout y fourmilloit une vive 

abondance.”245 The secret to the king’s fortune and the kingdom’s happiness rested on a cash 

cow or rather an unusual donkey that nature had blessed with the gift of minting money:  

…il ne faisoit jamais d'ordure  
Mais bien beaux Escus au soleil  
Et Louïs de toute manière 
Qu'on alloit recueillir sur la blonde litiere,  

 
242 “Je vous dirai, si vous voulez, pour vous désennuyer, le conte de Peau d'âne, ou bien la fable du Corbeau et du 
renard, qu'on m'a apprise depuis peu.” 
Molière. Oeuvres Complètes. 
 
243 Perrault, Charles. Griselidis, Peau d’Ane, souhaits ridicules, contes en vers et pièces présentées pour le prix de 
l'Académie francoise. Coignard, 1694. 
 
244 Il était une fois… les contes de fees. 20 Mar.-17 June 2001. Bibliothèque nationale de France – Richelieu, Paris.  
 
245 Perrault, Charles. Griselidis, Peau d’Ane, souhaits ridicules. 
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Tous les matins à son reveil. 
 

The king’s life was perfect until his wife developed a serious illness. Before her last breath, she 

made him promise not to remarry unless he was able to find a bride who was both more beautiful 

and wiser than she. The king agreed, and, after months of grieving, began his search. The task 

proved to be more difficult than he had imagined and the only woman who surpassed his wife 

and allowed him to keep the promise he made to her was their daughter. After unsuccessfully 

pleading her case about why the union could not happen, the daughter rushed to her fairy 

godmother who lived, like D’Aulnoy’s fairies, in a luxury retreat built from the most expensive 

materials that mirrored the excesses of Versailles: “Loin dans une grotte à l'écart / De Nacre & 

de Corail richement estoffée.”  

 

To circumvent the king’s wishes, the fairy godmother advised the princess to request 

luxury dresses so fantastical that their making defied the laws of manufacturing, such as a dress 

the color of the weather and the sky:  

Dites-luy qu'il faut qu'il vous donne 
Pour rendre vos desirs contents,  
Avant qu'à son amour vostre coeur s'abandonne 
Une Robe qui soit de la couleur du Temps. 
 

The request establishes a transactional relationship between the luxury good, in this case a 

couture gown, and the fulfillment of desire. Determined to marry his daughter, the king ordered 

his artisans to push the boundaries of luxury textile development, from an innovation and quality 

standpoint, in order to transform her dream into a dress, which resulted in: “Le plus beau bleu de 

l'Empirée / N'est pas, lorsqu'il est ceint de gros nuages d'or / D'une couleur plus azurée.” 

Innovation and unparalleled craftsmanship are two foundational tenets that luxury brands hold at 
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their core today and that they refer to to justify the point of difference of their products and the 

value they offer the consumer. “Innovation is a pillar of our business model,” affirms LVMH on 

its dedicated corporate innovation webpage. “By drawing on an infinitely rich past and savoir-

faire, LVMH Houses continue to blend tradition and modernity to create products that spark 

desire among our customers.”246 LVMH, just like the king in Peau d’âne, relies on innovation to 

create luxury goods that actualize consumers’ dreams and “spark desire.” And, for the 2020 

fall/winter collection of the company’s star brand, Louis Vuitton, designer Virgil Abloh appears 

to have taken his dream-induced inspiration directly from the fairy godmother in Peau d’âne. In 

the collection, titled “Heaven and Earth,” the brand’s leather goods, clothing, and accessories 

traded their signature brown monogram for a surrealist ombré-blue covered in dreamy 

monogram clouds, to capture a similar fairy-tale-like wonderment. The magical pieces sparked 

the dreams and desires of so many consumers that most of the collection sold out in exclusive 

pre-order waiting lists before ever even arriving in stores. 

 

 After the king successfully secured his daughter’s first couture gown, the fairy 

godmother instructed the princess to request even more luxurious creations: “…demandez-en 

une, / […] Qui [soit] plus brillante & moins commune.”247 Thus, she urged her to demand a dress 

the color of the moon, that was fashioned from silver, and, once that dreamy design had been 

realized, a dress the color of the sun, for which the king had to summon “un riche Lapidaire, / Et 

luy commanda de la faire / D'un superbe tissu d'or & de diamans.” With each dress, the amount 

of luxury required to transform the dream into reality became even more excessive, signaling 

 
246 “LVMH and Innovation.” LVMH Group, www.lvmh.com/news-documents/news/lvmh-and-innovation/. 
Accessed 01 Oct. 2021. 
 
247 Perrault, Charles. Griselidis, Peau d’Ane, souhaits ridicules. 
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perhaps an intensification of the power of the key to the dream-doorway contained inside the 

luxury object. The impossible sun dress was made possible because of an “ouvrier industrieux” 

underlining once again the importance of innovation and savoir-faire and connecting it more 

explicitly to the essential role that artisans played in developing the French luxury goods 

industry. Colbert determined early on that the skill of the artisans needed to meet the demands of 

his picky consumers and to inspire their desire needed to be exceptional, as detailed in the first 

chapter of this study. Luxury goods depended on superior craftsmanship and innovation to turn 

dreams and fantasies into wearable luxury realities. 

 

The fairy godmother compelled the princess to ask her father for his most prized 

possession: the skin of his gold-coin-laying donkey. The king agreed and supplied his daughter 

with the skin, which the fairy godmother instructed her to wear as cape. By wearing the donkey’s 

carcass, the princess’ identity is concealed under a literal second skin that allows her to refashion 

her persona and escape the kingdom by projecting onto her surface the identity of a scullery 

maid: “Pour vous rendre méconnoissable, / La dépouïlle de l'Asne est un masque admirable: / 

Cachez-vous bien dans cette peau.” Under the right clothing, one could appear so transformed 

that even a princess would be unrecognizable to her own parent. At that moment, the princess 

experiences a form of rebirth and the tale christens her after her newly acquired second skin: 

Peau d’Asne. Clothing as a second skin, the body as a moldable surface, and identity as a social 

mask speak to the culture of reinvention and self-fashioning that permeated Versailles at the 

time. Since the young Louis XIV was raised on a variant of this tale, the story of ‘Cuir d’Anette’ 

could have contributed to his cultivating one of the greatest court cultures of self-fashioning.   

. 



 117 
 

Given the relationship between clothing and identity, the fairy godmother insisted that 

Peau d’Asne take a collection of luxury essentials that were intrinsically linked to her royal 

persona and that she might need to use to refashion her surface and re-become the princess. The 

fairy godmother gifted the princess her own wand as well as a magical chest within which she 

could conceal and transport her luxury goods and summon them as needed:  

Voicy, poursuivit-elle, une grande cassette  
Où nous mettrons tous vos habits 
Vostre miroir, vostre toilette,  
Vos diamans & vos rubis.  
Je vous donne encor ma Baguette ;  
En la tenant en vostre main 
La cassette suivra vostre mesme chemin, 
Toûjours sous la Terre cachée ;  
Et, lorsque vous voudrez l'ouvrir,  
A peine mon baston la Terre aura touchée,  
Qu'aussi-tost à vos yeux elle viendra s'offrir.”  
 

The fairy godmother’s insistence on packing these luxuries when Peau d’Asne had no time to 

spare, suggests that luxury goods were essential for aristocrats and that the princess’ social 

identity depended on these luxury signifiers. And, through a flick of her godmother’s wand, Peau 

d’Asne is able to swap her drab persona and be reborn by unleashing the princess within. In the 

assortment of luxury goods that she packed in the enchanted chest, the fairy godmother included 

a mirror, and Perrault’s tale, just like d’Aulnoy’s, showcases the importance of this newly 

manufactured luxury for the aristocracy. After having fled to a faraway village and having found 

refuge in a farm as scullery maid, Peau d’Asne is described on her day off opening her magical 

chest:  

Elle avoit le dimanche un peu plus de repos,  
Car, ayant du matin fait sa petite affaire, 
Elle entroit dans sa chambre & tenant son huis clos,  
Elle se decrassoit, puis ouvroit sa cassette,  
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Mettoit proprement sa toilette,  
Rangeoit dessus ses petits pots.  
Devant son grand miroir contente & satisfaite,  
De la Lune tantost la robe elle mettoit,  
Tantost celle où le feu du Soleil éclatoit,  
Tantost la belle Robe bleuë  
Que tout l'azur des Cieux ne sçauroit égaler ;  
Avec ce chagrin seul que leur traînante queuë  
Sur le plancher trop court ne pouvoit s'étaler. 
 

The scene stages the contemplative powers of the mirror and its integral relationship to every 

other luxury good. Through the mirror, luxury goods come to life for the self. By gazing at 

oneself, the luxury goods that adorn the body unlock their respective dream-doorways and 

inspire their wearer to dream. For Peau d’Asne, they offer a form of nostalgic utopia. Through 

her reflection, decorated in luxuries, she sees an idealized version of her past princess persona 

who is happy and content and freed from the incestuous obligations of her past self: “Elle aimoit 

à se voir jeune, vermeille & blanche / Et plus brave cent fois que nulle autre n'estoit.” The power 

of luxury goods is so great and the dreams they inspire are so powerful that consuming them 

feeds her soul and sustains her in the unfortunate situation that she has ended up in: “Ce doux 

plaisir la sustentoit / Et la menoit jusqu'à l'autre Dimanche.” 

 

 As luck would have it, the prince that Peau d’Asne had previously spotted, but who had 

not noticed her when she was hidden under her donkey skin, saw her for the first time on a feast 

day, when she was in her room dressed in her princess best:  

Comme il estoit feste ce jour,  
Elle avoit pris une riche parure  
Et ses superbes vestemens,  
Qui, tissus de fin or et de gros diamans,  
Egaloient du soleil la clarté la plus pure. 
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The princess glimmered like a living luxury and the sight of her bejeweled body instantly 

bewitched the prince. Like the most desirable luxury good, she filled his dreams and nourished 

his desires creating a longing for her that caused him to sink into a state of melancholy. The 

prince believed that his situation could only be cured by consuming a cake made from the hands 

of the object of his affection. Peau d’Asne accepted his request but, before starting on the cake, 

refashioned herself into the luxurious princess that he fell in love with:  

D'abord elle se decrassa  
Les mains, les bras & le visage,  
Et prit un corps d'argent que viste elle laça 
Pour dignement faire l'ouvrage 
Qu'aussi-tost elle commença. 
 

Perrault suggests that the princess intentionally included a very personal luxury ingredient inside 

the cake, her gold and emerald ring, even though some who tell the tale deny her intentionality. 

In her princess persona, the ring was part of her luxurious surface, and her decision to include it 

could be interpreted as an innovative way to further spark the prince’s desire for her by giving 

him a small taste of her bejeweled self. The choice reinforces the representation of the 

aristocracy as living luxuries. And, as with the consumption of all luxury goods, when the prince 

discovered the ring, it touched his heart and inspired his dreams:  

Quand il en vit l'émeraude admirable,  
Et du jonc d'or le cercle estroit  
Qui marquoit la forme du doigt 
Son coeur en fut touché d'une joye incroyable. 

 

For the prince, the ring became a literal key to unlocking the dream-doorway to a happily 

ever after. The ring, like a key with a unique groove pattern, is destined to fit into the grooves of 

a very specific finger. Accordingly, when his family suggested that he marries to ease his 

heartache, he agreed on one condition: “…je le veux bien, pourveu que l'on me donne / En 
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mariage la personne / Pour qui cet anneau sera bon.” The connection between aristocrats and 

their luxury goods is so great, that the prince wanted to choose a bride based on her relationship 

with the emerald and gold ring. Thus begins a synecdochic search – not for a woman but for a 

very specific finger:  

Il n'en est point qui ne s'appreste  
A venir presenter son doigt, 
Ni qui veuïlle ceder son droit.  
 
Le bruit ayant couru que pour prétendre au Prince,  
Il faut avoir le doigt bien mince ;  
Tout Charlatan, pour estre bien venu,  
Dit qu'il a le secret de le rendre menu.  
L'une en suivant son bizarre caprice,  
Comme une rave le ratisse ;  
L'autre en couppe un petit morceau,  
Une autre en le pressant croit qu'elle l'appetisse ;  
Et l'autre avec de certaine eau  
Pour le rendre moins gros en fait tomber la peau ;  
Il n'est enfin point de manoeuvre  
Qu'une Dame ne mette en oeuvre  
Pour faire que son doigt quadre bien à l'anneau.  
 

The prince’s obsession with that uniquely petite finger had made thin fingers de rigueur. Women 

began searching for cosmetic products and treatments that promised a key to their new dream-

doorway: a slimmer finger to fit a ring that would make them a princess, that would secure a 

prince charming, and lead to their happily ever after. As with any luxury good, charlatans took 

advantage of their desires and offered them counterfeit products that failed to deliver on their 

promises.  

 

After having tested the finger of every woman in the kingdom, the search concluded with 

“la pauvre Peau d'Asne.” Because of the dirty surface of her donkey skin, no person believed that 
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her finger could be the one, so the eventual perfect fit shocked the entire court. Before her 

marriage to the prince, Peau d’Asne had just enough time to refashion herself into her luxurious 

princess persona, “Avec ses pompeux vestemens, / Dont les riches beautez n'eurent jamais 

d'égales.” She fashioned a new second skin that was so luxurious that each strand of hair on her 

head was “Meslez de diamans, dont la vive lumiere / En faisoit autant de rayons.” Accordingly, 

the court and the royal family’s perception of her and the estimation of her value were also 

transformed. In her ultimate, blindingly luxurious form, she and the prince were able to unlock 

their dream-doorways and enter into their shared happily ever afters. Peau d’Asne articulates a 

discourse that forges a social and gendered conception of the luxury good in the collective 

imagination. Luxury is that which allows the princess to (re)establish her social identity, as 

illustrated in her enhanced visibility and recognition when she is adorned with jewels and 

magnificent gowns, and it maintains the hetero-normative order as the instrument on which 

marriage depends.  

 

b) Cendrillon ou La Petite Pantoufle: From Perfect Fit to Fitting In - “Naturalizing” 

Luxury  

 

Cinderella is often ranked first among fairy tale stories, taking the top spot again this year 

in Reader Digest’s Most Popular Fairy Tale Stories of All Time.248 Its infamous luxury slipper 

has cast a centuries-long spell on its listeners, readers, moviegoers, marketers, and consumers. 

Like Peau d’âne, the literary version of the tale, Cendrillon ou La Petite Pantoufle, was 

formalized by Perrault in 1697. Given the popularity of its story, this analysis will focus 

 
248 Zeitlin, Ariel. “The Most Popular Fairy Tale Stories of All Time.” Reader’s Digest, 20 Aug. 2021, 
www.rd.com/list/most-popular-fairy-tale-stories/. Accessed 02 Sep. 2021. 
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primarily on a selection of key passages that illustrate the representation and consumption of 

luxury in the seventeenth century. 

 

Upon meeting Cendrillon for the first time, the reader is introduced to her kindness and 

her modest material possessions, such as the “méchante paillasse” that she uses for a bed in the 

cellar. These are contrasted with her stepfamily’s hatefulness and two key categories of luxury 

goods that define their status: “des lits des plus à la mode, et des miroirs où elles se voyoient 

depuis les pieds jusqu'à la teste.”249 Her family did not just sleep in beds, which would have been 

enough to highlight the poverty of Cendrillon’s straw mound, they slept on the most desirable 

and stylish beds of the season. Perrault highlights the fashionable distinction that luxury goods, 

even bedroom furniture, could have at the time, and that could be used, just as the reader is 

invited to do, to assess the value of an aristocrat’s social identity. Full-length mirrors are the only 

other item singled out among her family’s many possessions, confirming their position as a 

status symbol. The full-length mirror is used as the quintessential luxury object and the ability to 

see the entirety of oneself, “depuis les pieds jusqu'à la teste,” as the quintessential marker of 

aristocratic identity.  

 

The tale stages the aristocratic act of self-reflection when Cendrillon’s stepsisters are 

invited to the prince’s ball, for which “toutes les personnes de qualité” had been sent an 

invitation. L’Académie Francaise defined the expression in 1694 as referring to “la Noblesse de 

l'extraction, l'estat, la condition d'une personne noble,”250 which further builds on the conception 

 
249 Perrault, Charles. Histoires ou contes du temps passé. Barbin, 1697. 
 
250 “Qualité.” Dictionnaire de l'Académie française, 1694, t. 1, artflx.uchicago.edu/cgi-
bin/dicos/pubdico1look.pl?strippedhw=qualite&submit=. Accessed 02 Sep. 2021.  
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of aristocrats as luxuries who have within them an inherent extraordinary quality that sets them 

apart from the ordinary man. Her stepsisters were invited because of their nobility and because of 

the social status that they had reached in the kingdom: “nos deux demoiselles en furent aussi 

priées, car elles faisoient grande figure dans le pays.”251 As with any fashionable affair, the ball 

created the perfect opportunity for the stepsisters to make themselves over and select the most 

luxurious clothing, hair style, and accessories that would showcase them in the most desirable 

light. The elder sister’s choices reflect both the importance of luxury fabrics, “mon habit de 

velours rouge”, and the continued desirability of imported luxury goods that remained de rigueur 

at the end of the century despite Colbert’s attempts to replace them with locally manufactured 

French equivalents, “ma garniture d'Angleterre.” The youngest opted for more traditional luxury 

markers, “mon manteau à fleurs d'or et ma barriere de diamans,” because gold and diamonds 

were needed to cast a blinding luxurious glow over her “juppe ordinaire.”  

 

The ritual of getting ready occurs entirely in front of a mirror: “elles estoient toûjours 

devant leur miroir.” By constantly watching themselves during their makeovers, they were able 

to visually assess how each luxury good affected their appearance and see for themselves how 

they would be seen through the eyes of their peers. They were able to calculate down to the 

smallest artificial beauty mark, the “mouches de la bonne faiseuse,” how their visual landscape 

was altered, which allowed them to construct the most visually pleasing geography of themselves 

for their onlookers to see. While corsets were not new to the late seventeenth century, the tale 

depicts the stepsisters with their eyes focused on the mirror assessing their reflections as their 

entire figures transformed when “on rompit plus de douze lacets à force de les serrer pour leur 

 
 
251 Perrault, Charles. Histoires ou contes du temps passé. 



 124 
 

rendre la taille plus menuë.” The dream-doorway contained in the corset is fully unlocked when 

the stepsisters witness its effect on their bodies through the mirror. The tale does not develop 

their internal monologue during the scene, but the staging of their self-reflection suggests the 

luxury object’s connection to fantasy and the dream. Here, the luxury good, the corset, through 

the new shape it offered, allowed its wearer to see and project a different image of herself, and 

inspired her to dream of a future where her happiness could be achieved, such as by securing the 

prince’s attention and potentially his hand in marriage. 

 

Despite the stepsisters’ best efforts and the number of luxuries they employed, the tale 

insists that luxury goods were not necessarily correlated with physical beauty: “Cependant 

Cendrillon, avec ses méchans habits, ne laissoit pas d'estre cent fois plus belle que ses soeurs, 

quoyque vestuës très – magnifiquement.” While luxury goods, such as “des vêtements 

magnifiques,” could be used by aristocrats to enhance their appearance, refashion their social 

identities, and alter their perceived social value, luxury’s powers remained nonetheless 

superficial. Luxury clothing altered the perception of its wearer, but the illusion magic that it 

offered was unable to completely transform her. The tale builds on this message when its title 

heroine undergoes her own makeover.  

 

Cendrillon is most famous for her iconic fairytale transformation. After her stepsisters 

leave for the ball, she breaks down in tears wishing she could join them. Her fairy godmother 

instantly comes to her aid, and, with the flick of her wand, appears to metamorphosize the 

heroine from a house maid into the most magnificent princess. She selects undeniable symbols of 

luxury, “des habits de drap d'or et d'argent, tout chamarrez de pierreries” and gives her the 
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legendary “paire de pantoufles de verre” to complete the transformation and ensure that every 

onlooker perceives Cendrillon as a fellow member of the aristocracy, “une personne de qualité.” 

Yet, Cendrillon was born into the aristocracy, and the very first sentence of the tale insists on her 

father’s nobility: “Il estoit une fois un gentil-homme.” Her story and the refashioning of her 

identity should be read through that lens; self-fashioning through luxury and the dream-doorways 

enshrined in luxury goods are only accessible to her because she is a member of the aristocracy. 

The transformations her fairy godmother performs would not hold up on a peasant girl, because 

her magic only affects the surface layer. When she turns the pumpkin into a luxurious carriage, 

for example, she carves out its inside and casts her spell on the exterior shell only: “Sa maraine 

creusa [la citrouille], et, n'ayant laissé que l'écorce, la frappa de sa baguette, et la citroüille fut 

aussi-tost changée en un beau carosse tout doré.” Moreover, she warns Cendrillon “de ne pas 

passer minuit, l'avertissant que, si elle demeuroit au bal un moment davantage, son carosse 

redeviendroit citroüille, ses chevaux des souris, ses laquais des lezards, et que ses vieux habits 

reprendroient leur première forme.” The fairy godmother’s refashioning spell was designed to 

compel the court to perceive Cendrillon as a princess for the evening only.  

 

And, Cendrillon’s refashioning was a success. Her luxury clothes and accessories 

allowed her to pass for “une grande princesse qu'on ne connoissoit point.” The illusion magic 

they contained acted on the surface of her body and on the retina of her onlookers. Even 

Cendrillon’s own sisters were so bewitched by her shimmering second skin that she appeared to 

them as if through gold-colored glasses: “la plus belle princesse, la plus belle qu'on puisse jamais 

voir.” The prince was also enamored by her, which caused her social stock to surge and led all 

the women at the ball to emulate her style as way to maintain and increase their status at court: 



 126 
 

“toutes les dames estoient attentives à considerer sa coëffure et ses habits, pour en avoir, dés le 

lendemain, de semblables, pourveu qu'il se trouvast des étoffes assez belles et des ouvriers assez 

habiles.” Cendrillon’s clothes and accessories had instantly become the latest fashion craze. On 

the second evening of the ball, Cendrillon did not heed her fairy godmother’s warning, so, at the 

stroke of midnight, the fairy godmother’s illusion magic was shattered. When she fled the ball, 

the palace guards did not even recognize her, despite her unchanged natural beauty, and when 

they were asked “s'ils n'avoient point veu sortir une princesse,” they answered “qu'ils n'avoient 

vû sortir personne qu'une jeune fille fort mal vestuë, et qui avoit plus l'air d'une paysanne que 

d'une demoiselle.” The guards’ response reflects the power of surfaces and appearances in the 

new court culture. Given that she was “fort mal vestuë,” they assessed her perceived status, “ce 

dont elle avait l’air”, accordingly and concluded that she must be a peasant girl. The incident 

challenges the aristocrat’s accepted belief in an intrinsic superiority by birth. Cendrillon’s 

presence alone is not sufficient to communicate her inherited paternal nobility. The guards’ 

inability to recognize her as a “demoiselle” when she is “fort mal vestuë” illustrates the person of 

quality’s dependence on signs of quality. In the tale, social appearance hangs by a thread, a 

golden luxurious thread, but a delicate one nonetheless. Luxury goods, as social markers and 

elements of distinction, accrue value in the collective imagination and become fundamental 

components to the individual’s social status.  Although the tale suggested that its heroine’s 

transformation was only possible because of her aristocratic birthright, the scene begins to 

question nevertheless the means needed to pass from the appearance of “une paysanne” to the 

appearance of “une demoiselle” and broaches, ever so slightly, the possibility of social mobility. 
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The only trace of Cendrillon was her slipper. Like the prince in Peau d’âne, who became 

obsessed with his love’s gold and emerald ring, Cendrillon’s prince became hypnotized by her 

slipper: “il n'avoit fait que la regarder pendant tout le reste du bal” and was “fort amoureux de la 

belle personne à qui appartenoit la petite pantoufle.” His fantasy of her became intrinsically 

linked with her luxury possession. The original title of the tale, Cendrillon ou La Petite 

Pantoufle fuses the fairy tale heroine with the luxury object. The conjunction “ou” establishes a 

metonymic relationship between the two nominal phrases and speaks to their interchangeability: 

the luxury slipper might be hers, but she is who she is because of that slipper. For the prince, the 

slipper became a literal key to unlocking the dream-doorway to his happily ever after. The luxury 

slipper acted like the ring in Peau d’âne – a key with a unique groove pattern destined to fit onto 

the grooves of a very specific foot. So Cendrillon’s prince began his search not for a woman but 

for a unique foot: “le fils du roy fit publier à son de trompe qu'il épouseroit celle dont le pied 

seroit bien juste à la pantoufle.” Perrault concludes with a familiar ending: women searching for 

treatments and products to slim down their feet, charlatans selling them counterfeit concoctions, 

and the prince trying his slipper on every foot in the kingdom before finding Cendrillon’s perfect 

foot, which unlocked the key to their shared happily ever afters. The fairy tale deploys a social 

and gendered discourse that establishes the luxury good as a “natural” marker. Through fiction, 

luxury is naturalized as an extension of the body. Manufactured luxuries are not unnecessary, 

frivolous accessories. They are ultra-necessary for the individual and for society. In the tale, they 

complete the aristocrat’s body and define her social identity, which (re)instates her in the social 

hierarchy.  
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“HERMES – It Starts With a Dream. The realisation of a dream is limited by nothing but 

the imagination.”252 “A CHANEL Dream Never Fades. This holiday season, CHANEL whisks 

you away to a world between dreams and reality.”253 “VUITTON – TOWARDS A DREAM. At 

Louis Vuitton, the Spirit of Travel goes beyond discovering a physical destination, it also sparks 

curiosity for what lies within. For this year’s brand campaign, photographer Viviane Sassen 

translates the core values of the Maison into a far-reaching journey towards a dream. 

Photographed in Iceland, the images are an evocative ode to the inner child, set free in a reverie 

of otherworldly beauty and infinite possibility.”254 For their respective 2019, 2020, and 2021 

marketing and advertising campaigns, the holy trinity of French luxury brands, Hermès, Chanel, 

and Vuitton, seduced consumers with the key to the dream-doorway that was forged within 

luxury goods over three hundred years ago. The Fée-retailing of luxury was born in the golden 

court of the Sun King. The new court culture at Versailles reimagined the courtier’s body as a 

surface that needed continuous refashioning “[setting him] free in a reverie of otherworldly 

beauty.” Colbert’s newly manufactured luxury goods held within them the keys to “façonner” his 

persona and access a doorway of near “infinite possibilities.” The consumption of each luxury 

good “started with a dream” “[sparked by a] curiosity for what [lay] within.” Fairies who 

inhabited the oral tales that nourished the aristocrat from his earliest infancy emboldened that 

spark by “[whisking him] away to a world between dreams and reality.” And, by the 1690s, their 

literary counterparts used its flame to fully solder the dream and the luxury good. The conte de 

fées cemented a unique approach to driving luxury retail: the fée-retailing of luxury. Fairy tales 

 
252 “It Starts with a Dream,” Hermes, www.hermes.com/us/en/story/193776-dream-institutional-campaign-2019/. 
Accessed 15 Oct. 2021. 
 
253 “A Chanel Dream Never Fades,” Chanel, www.chanel.com/us/en/. Accessed 02 Dec. 2020. 
 
254 “Towards a Dream,” Louis Vuitton, us.louisvuitton.com/eng-us/magazine/articles/brand-campaign#. Accessed 10 
Nov. 2021.  
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contributed to fashioning the modern subject’s desire for and consumption of luxury goods by 

marketing their ability to activate alternate possibilities of the self.  Fée-retailing continues to 

spark consumer desires, and campaigns, such as the ones created by the holy trinity, have fueled 

a market of luxury consumption that is expected to reach 295 billion euros by the end of 2021255.   
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AFTERWARD 

“Can luxury fashion ever regain its luster?” asked The New York Times on September 

22nd, 2020.256 An industry totaling over 1.3 trillion euros globally at the end 2019, with core 

personal luxury goods representing a sizable 281 billion euros, seemed unable to withstand the 

storm of a global pandemic.257 In March 2020, as the coronavirus escalated, luxury brands 

announced one after the other the temporary closure of their brick-and-mortar retail palaces. 

Chanel and Vuitton decided that their boutiques would be closed for at least two weeks. Bergdorf 

Goodman, New York City’s most prestigious department store, shut down its physical operations 

until further notice. Two weeks later, luxury’s outlook appeared grimmer than anticipated: global 

lockdowns extended retailers’ temporary closures and brands across the globe began barricading 

their storefronts. The virus had infected an industry that, a couple months prior, looked 

unstoppable, and the infection began to debilitate the financial health of the entire luxury sector. 

LVMH, the world leader in luxury goods, watched its profits plunge by 68 percent in the first 

half of 2020. “I don’t think we have ever seen such a perfectly negative alignment of planets 

against us,” lamented LVMH’s Chief Financial Officer Jean-Jacques Guiony.258 Second quarter 
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sales at Hermès declined by 42 percent.259 Chanel’s revenue was slashed by 18 percent.260 The 

kings of luxury appeared to be on the brink of defeat.  

 

Yet, the luxury goods industry resisted. Its roots were cultivated in the seventeenth 

century in a medium of desire and exclusivity. Through the fashioning of consumer desire and a 

value system of exclusivity that necessitated and “necessit-ized” luxury, luxury was engineered 

over its history as the ultra-necessary. The ultra-necessary cannot be uprooted. Pandemic luxury 

sales rebounded just as quickly as they plummeted. LVMH fashion sales grew by 120 percent 

year-on-year, skyrocketing over 2019’s pre-pandemic numbers by 40 percent. LVMH’s rival, the 

Richemont Group, which owns the luxury sector’s most coveted jewelry brands, Cartier and Van 

Cleef and Arpels, reported spring quarter jewelry sales that grew 142 percent year-on-year, up 

43 percent versus 2019. At Hermès, sales grew 33 percent above pre-pandemic levels during the 

second quarter of 2021.261 Chanel regained double-digit percentage growth over 2019 pre-

pandemic levels in every single country.262 And, counterfeit luxury sales also “mushroomed 
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during the Covid-19 pandemic.”263 Authentication verification service Certilogo reported that the 

sale of counterfeits reached an all-time high in April 2021.264  

 
A year after the start of the pandemic, luxury fashion not only regained its luster, but 

shines brighter than Helios’ blinding golden palace. Accordingly, the luxury sector’s greatest 

monarch, Bernard Arnault, CEO of LVMH, briefly became the richest man in the world on 

March 24th, 2021, when his net worth exceeded $186.3 billion dollars, propelling him ahead of 

Amazon’s Jeff Bezos and Tesla’s Elon Musk. Luxury’s glittering appeal seduced enough 

consumers during the first year of the pandemic that it more than doubled Arnault’s net worth, 

which was estimated at an already colossal $76 billion in March 2020. In the same period, the 

luxury industry’s other major moguls, Francois Pinault, owner of the Kering group, which 

includes brands such as Gucci, Balenciaga and Saint Laurent, increased his net worth from $27 

billion to $55.1 billion, while the Wertheimer brothers, who own Chanel, doubled their net worth 

from $17 billion to $35 billion.265 

 

Luxury may have resisted the pandemic, but the pandemic left a transformative mark on 

luxury. As more than 20 million people lost their jobs in the United States alone during the first 

half of 2020, luxury withdrew into itself, or rather into its origins of exclusivity, to mitigate the 
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effects of the financial blowback. “[The pandemic] killed the last remnants of the past, of the 

[late] 20th century. That was not a good period for luxury. Financially it was — but we had 

strayed from the real values of luxury,” explained Michael Burke, Louis Vuitton’s CEO. Burke 

criticized luxury in the late 20th century as focusing on “replicating [its] visible brand symbols 

instead of replicating [its] brand values,” which, although he does not acknowledge directly, was 

accelerated by Vuitton’s own parent company, LVMH. LVMH molded luxury into the business 

that it has become and fueled the consumption of its products by marketing its luster to the 

masses. Yet, luxury, by definition, cannot sustain itself in an oxymoronic union with the mass 

market, and, in withdrawing into its past, luxury emerged more hierarchical. Burke credits the 

pandemic, in part because of its global reach, for acting like a reset button, refocusing brands on 

“the real values of luxury,” and making “Vuitton […] a better company today than six months 

ago.” 266 

 

Luxury brands with the most inventory circulating in the marketplace at the start of the 

pandemic faced the greatest challenges in their recovery. As retail sales slumped, supply far 

exceeded demand for their once coveted goods that were now being devalued through a 

succession of incremental markdowns. At the opposite end of the recovery continuum, brands 

such as Hermès, Vuitton, and Chanel that historically have enforced much more restrictive 

distribution and pricing strategies fared better as the pandemic progressed. And, these already 

conservative luxury labels emerged from the pandemic determined to make their limited 

products even less accessible and thus more desirable. Hermès’ Birkin bag has always served as 
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the example of limited supply fueling demand by heightening the dream-inducing powers of 

what has become the ultimate status-symbol handbag. Mythical stories of its two-year waitlists 

inspired marketers across the industry and established the brand as a case study in luxury 

marketing. In the post pandemic luxury sector, brands are attempting to return to the “real values 

of luxury” by outcompeting each other for exclusivity. Hermès’ Birkin and Kelly bags were 

known to consumers, long before the start of the pandemic, as quota bags: even if the gods 

smiled upon you and granted you the opportunity to buy one, the boutique ensured that 

customers were not allowed to exceed a fixed limit of two quota bags per calendar year. 

PurseBop, one of the premier online platforms for luxury brand news and analysis, recently 

reported that Hermès is updating its store systems to better track consumer purchases across 

international borders and ensure that its quota system is not only enforced within a consumer’s 

home city or country but globally.267 In the post pandemic luxury marketplace, a return to 

exclusivity is so integral to luxury brand values, that the brand must be able to watch and dictate 

who is buying its products at a global scale. Hermès’ global quota system redistributes the power 

in the consumer/brand relationship that, through a capitalist purchasing model, historically 

catered to the consumer. Hermès has reclaimed that power and created a dynamic where the 

customer, who desires its products, is fully subject to its omnipotent ruler. Hermès’ quota system 

establishes the brand as king and subjugates the client as a loyal courtier who wishes to be part of 

the king's orbit and who must obey the rules set by his sovereign. Though not serving the same 

goals, Hermès’ global quota system also creates a modern-day alternative to the sumptuary laws 

of the seventeenth century that, through restrictions on luxury, reinforced social hierarchies. 

Similarly, although Hermès claims that its quota system is intended to make the purchase of its 
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products more democratic by granting access to its universe to an increased number of people, 

the quota system of course does not apply to Hermès’ big spenders who are granted special 

purchasing privileges of the brand’s most valuable signifiers. PurseBop reports that not only is 

Hermès enforcing its quota system more effectively across the globe, but the brand, under the 

pretext of supply chain disruptions caused by the pandemic, is intensifying the quota to further 

limit a customer’s purchasing privilege to one quota bag per calendar year. Qualifying for the 

purchase of that one bag has also become increasingly competitive. Although the brand denies it, 

the interviews I’ve conducted suggest that most boutiques have implemented a pay-to-play 

model in which customers must have a purchase history in the boutique across the brands’ other 

luxury categories or “métiers” (clothing, fine jewelry, watches, homeware…) for around the cost 

of the Birkin or Kelly bag that he or she wishes to purchase. It is only when a client has achieved 

this level of “one-to-one spend” that he or she is granted the privilege to seriously inquire about 

purchasing a quota bag. Even then, the boutique has the power to deny the privilege or offer up a 

bag in a less desirable colorway. The quota bag has become a status symbol of one’s 

membership to the Hermès universe and the income required to not just buy a bag but to be able 

to truly live an authentic Hermès lifestyle. In more competitive markets, such as the celebrity 

saturated Beverly Hills, clients have reported needing to significantly outspend the “one-to-one” 

threshold to even be considered for a quota bag in an undesirable colorway. Through their 

manufactured goods and purchasing restrictions, luxury brands, such as Hermès, are enforcing a 

new kind of sumptuary law that dictates the layers of society that are permitted to wear their 

most valuable luxury markers. 
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The pandemic has no doubt disrupted supply chains across all categories of goods 

including within the luxury industry and created shortages of materials, such as fine leathers, but 

luxury companies are capitalizing on the supply chain narrative to advance an “Hermès-

ification” of their own brand’s value. Most notably, in the months following the start of the 

pandemic, Chanel implemented a quota system to control the sale of its most desirable status 

symbol, its signature classic flap bags that were originally created by Coco Chanel and that were 

sold without a quota system for decades. Bruno Pavlovsky, president of Chanel Fashion and 

Chanel SAS, when pressed by Vogue business on the sudden change in strategy, justified its 

need by citing shortages and a desire to make the brand’s products more accessible for all: “As 

you know, we don’t have enough products, not because we don’t want to manufacture but 

because the success has been bigger than what we forecast, mainly for handbags,” Pavlovksy 

stated. “Our teams in the boutiques have decided — and I think they have made the right 

decision — to share the products between as many customers as possible. It’s not a policy, it’s 

because of the existing situation.”268 

 

Yet, the post pandemic pricing strategies of Chanel and of other luxury brands suggest 

that luxury is moving away from the democratization that ensued from its mass marketing in the 

late 20th century. Under the guise of inflation, luxury brands are rapidly marking up the price of 

their products making them much harder to purchase by the everyday consumer without really 

affecting their elite clients. Despite Pavlovsky’s claims, of “[sharing] the products between as 

many customers as possible,” Chanel, more than any brand, has leveraged the post pandemic 

inflation narrative to aggressively mark up its products, and especially its marquee status-
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symbol, the classic flap handbags that it began to regulate via its newly implemented quota 

system. At the end of 2019, Chanel’s small classic flap bag, the smallest of the brand’s quota 

bags, was priced at $5,200. By the end of 2021, a year and a half later, the bag had reached 

$8,200 or increased by roughly 60 percent whereas consumer prices rose on average by about 7 

percent at the end of 2021 due to inflation. Chanel's recent price increases are dramatic even by 

luxury standards. It took Hermès’ Kelly bag about 13 years, from 2000 to 2013, to experience a 

similar increase from $4,800 to $7,600 for the entry model of the bag, which included the price 

increases that accounted for the inflation caused by the Great Recession of 2008.  

 

“Periodic increases in prices signifies to consumers the aspirational distance they’re 

reaching for,” said Thomai Serdari, a professor at New York University’s Stern School of 

Business specializing in luxury marketing and branding. “It’s much more dreamy to reach for a 

bag that costs $5,000 versus one that costs $500.”269 But Chanel’s drastic increases are 

indicative of something greater: a shift in luxury brand and consumer power dynamics. John idol, 

Chief Executive of Capri Holdings which owns luxury brands Versace and Jimmy Choo, alluded 

to the change in the luxury sector’s newfound authoritativeness: “I don’t care if our competitors 

[offer discounts] — it doesn’t matter. […] And not only that — we just don’t want to do it 

anymore.”270 Although less aggressive than Chanel’s price increases, luxury brands across the 

industry, including the labels owned by Capri Holdings, marked up the price of their products 

and further deepened the gap between the average consumer and the luxury good. The pandemic 
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granted luxury brands the distance to return to their origins and to reflect on the value of the 

dream-doorway they contain. In the process, luxury not only regained its luster but emerged 

emboldened by the confidence in its unique cachet and the consumer’s willingness to pay to 

access the dream it promised. “All the luxury industry is raising prices,” added John Idol. 

“We’ve seen absolutely no consumer resistance to any of the price increases that we have taken, 

and there will be more.”271 Chanel has been more careful in the justification of its pricing 

strategy and Chanel spokespeople have cited the core values of the brand, its history, and its very 

luxury makeup, as a justification: “Chanel uses only the best materials and craftsmanship and 

manufactures all products in France and Italy, regions known for their expertise in leather 

goods.”272 

 

Vuitton has also accelerated its own Hermès-ification by moving towards the original 

luxury values of exclusivity outlined by its CEO. Exclusivity has driven the brand to reduce the 

availability of its instantly recognizable and centuries-old monogram canvas. Monogram canvas 

is the very foundation of the brand and the bread and butter of its business, so the move might 

seem counterintuitive, but canvas is cheaper than leather, and in order to properly compete with 

the other two members of the luxury holy trinity, Chanel and Hermès, Vuitton is pushing its 

consumers towards higher-priced monogramed leather versions of its signature bags and limiting 

access to, while increasing the desirability of, its canvas pieces. “The average product run of 

Louis Vuitton went into the tens of thousands six years ago,” explains Michael Burke. “Now 
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the average run is in the thousands or the hundreds. Back to what I was talking about, at the 

end of the 20th century, getting away from that model and going back to the original luxury 

model. […] I have over 50 SKUs at any given time [that] are out of stock. Having out-of-

stocks is the by-product of minimizing the risk of overproduction. You know this has been the 

Louis Vuitton model for the last hundred years since its inception. We’ve never tried to be an 

in-stock at all of our products at all times. We don’t think that is the goal of the luxury 

industry.”273 Desirable canvas items are now consistently listed as sold out on the website. The 

only way to secure certain pieces is to build a relationship with a Vuitton sales associate in one 

of the stores’ exclusive boutiques. Vuitton has empowered the sales associate to act as a guardian 

of the brand and to decide who is worthy of purchasing a bag that features its most recognizable 

branding, and thus select which clients are allowed to become walking billboards for the world 

of Vuitton. Similarly, Chanel does not sell any of its handbags online so the purchase for its 

luxury marker must go through one of its sales associates. The limited colorways of its iconic 

bags that launch seasonally with each collection are even more exclusive and can no longer be 

purchased simply by walking into a store; due to limited supply these items must be preordered. 

Yet, in order to place a preorder one must meet certain criteria of approval. Preorders are offered 

first to the brand’s very important clients who meet a spending threshold. These are clients who, 

in certain markets, spend upwards of $100,000 annually across the brand’s various categories, 

just like the Hermès VIPs. Some boutiques and sales associates do not grant everyday consumers 

the opportunity to preorder or to even be placed on a wait list. Others restrict their lists to clients 

who have a Chanel purchase history. One sales associate that I interviewed revealed that even the 

preorder policy is becoming increasingly restrictive. While, historically, he has been able to offer 
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preorders to any customer with a purchase history, for the spring 2022 handbag preorders, sales 

associates in his store are each granted a maximum of ten handbag preorders. This does not even 

factor in the preorder restrictions that each store is allowed to place for specific models in a 

collection. For example, a highly desirable bag, known as a unicorn in the handbag community, 

might be limited to one or two pieces for a given boutique and those pieces are automatically 

reserved for the brand’s highest spenders before trickling down the spending hierarchy. Post 

pandemic luxury has implemented its own tiered class system that is visually communicated 

through the luxury markers that one is granted permission to buy. A customer who secures a 

unicorn bag is almost guaranteed to be considered by others as a VIP in the court of social 

media, leading to an influx of “likes” and followers. 

 

Luxury brands have also raised the pricing of their introductory-level luxury goods to 

broaden the scope of the sumptuary-law-esque consumption restrictions that were accelerated by 

the pandemic. Vuitton increased the price of its “Pochette Accessoires Monogram Canvas” by 

108 percent from $630 in early 2021 to $1,290 less than a year later. The pochette was created as 

an accessories pouch that could be placed within a larger bag to help organize one’s belongings 

and later converted into a small bag when needed by attaching the included strap. The multi-use 

design offers a versatile, space-saving solution for trips that recalls the brand’s heritage as the 

travel brand of choice for the elite dating back to the nineteenth century. Its primary purpose as 

an accessories pouch explains its relatively low former pricing within a luxury brand like Vuitton 

whose handbags are priced above $1,000. The pochette’s relatively low price point and its ability 

to serve as a small handbag created a best-seller for the brand, purchased both by its wealthy 

clients and by everyday consumers dreaming of accessing the world of Vuitton through what I 
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call a “status-symbol-light” handbag priced around $500. The price increase renders the purchase 

twice as difficult for the everyday consumer who will require twice as long to save the necessary 

discretionary income, and who might not be able to justify the purchase from a price/value 

perspective. Moreover, the pochette is rarely available online in the brand’s signature monogram 

canvas and is listed as being out of stock at the time of writing this afterward.  

 

 Vuitton has made less accessible many best-sellers that introductory luxury consumers 

convert into “status-symbol-light” handbags. In spring 2021, Vuitton launched a new bag that it 

hoped would become a marquee it bag: the Coussin, a rectangular accordion style bag that 

features a chunky chain and a crossbody strap. Made of monogram embossed leather, the bag 

was launched at a starting price of $3,550. The bag quickly reached it bag status across social 

media and inspired those who could not afford its price tag to create their own version of the 

Coussin, by using Vuitton’s similarly shaped Toiletry 26 Travel Pouch made of the brands iconic 

monogram canvas, and available for less than a sixth of the price at $560. The pouch, although 

similarly sized, did not feature a chain or strap and was originally developed by the brand to 

house cosmetics during travel. Unofficial DIY conversion kits, which allowed customers to 

attach a chain and strap to the toiletry pouch, increased in popularity as people began sharing 

their cost saving hack across social media. For a little over $600, customers could access a much 

more affordable version of the Coussin without buying a fake. As with the Pochette Accessoires, 

they were able to gain access to the Vuitton dream through a “status-symbol-light” handbag. 

Vuitton’s monogram toiletry pouches sold out in stores. Although the brand later denied it, 

Vuitton almost immediately discontinued the toiletry pouch to curb the spread of the DYI 

accessible luxury that Vuitton fans craved. A democratic version of the Coussin threatened the 
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status and exclusivity of the elite archetype. The it bag is “it” precisely because it is not 

accessible; it must remain aspirational. Owning it, is owning status that conveys to its viewers 

membership to an exclusive club. In February 2022, less than a year after the launch of the 

Coussin, Vuitton increased its price by more than 32% to $4,700.  The brand is also rumored to 

be launching its own version of the monogram toiletry pouch with strap and chain, inspired by its 

customers’ makeshift Coussin, for three to four times the price of the original that it discontinued 

a year ago. 

 

The post-pandemic luxury brand exclusivity race also encouraged a new venue for the 

sale of ultra-limited, luxury status-symbol product launches: auction houses. The major auction 

houses of the art world have sold vintage, rare, and unique luxury handbags and accessories for 

over a decade with some pieces fetching over $100,000. As luxury brands look for new ways to 

enhance the cachet of their products, some, such as Vuitton, have turned to the auction world 

instead of their own boutiques for their new launches. Contrary to a boutique where each 

customer should theoretically have an equal chance of purchasing a product at a fixed price, in 

an auction, coveted goods literally go to the highest bidders; the auction model allows luxury 

brands to ensure that only elite spenders have access to their top status symbols. For Vuitton’s 

limited-edition sneaker, designed by its recently deceased creative director Virgil Abloh and 

produced in collaboration with sneaker giant Nike, the brand chose to offer its sneakers through a 

Sotheby's online auction. A mere two hundred pairs of sneakers were up for sale at the start of 

2022 and generated a total of $25.3 million. While Sotheby's initial estimate for each pair ranged 

from $5,000 to $15,000, which is already significantly greater than Vuitton’s boutique sneaker 

pricing that ranges on average between $750 and $1,400, nearly all pairs sold for over $100,000 
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with one pair reaching $352,800. Vuitton’s intention was not to maximize short-term 

profitability from the launch, since proceeds from the auction supported the Virgil Abloh 

postmodern scholarship fund, which helps advance black designers in the industry. The auction 

served greater objectives for the brand: it turned this sneaker into the ultimate luxury footwear 

status symbol in the market; it established a new tier of exclusivity for elite luxury shoppers; and 

it enhanced the aspirational, dream-inducing powers of the brand as a whole. Out of the many 

sneakers that Virgil Abloh designed, Vuitton chose to auction off the model that features both of 

its signature logos: the LV monogram and the damier canvas. The damier may be the most 

important material in Vuitton’s history as it predates even the popular LV monogram. It was 

created by Vuitton’s founder, Louis Vuitton, and his son Georges in 1888 and introduced in 1889 

at the Paris World Fair. Vuitton boasts that “it is [an icon] as old as the Eiffel Tower itself.”274 

The damier canvas and the LV monogram, like the Eiffel Tower, have become global symbols 

for Frenchness and are perhaps the most influential materials associated with the made-in-France 

label. The buzz generated by the auction’s awe-inspiring prices for an everyday object, a 

sneaker, made of these historic emblems of French luxury affirmed the power of the Vuitton 

brand and cast a bewitching spell that disseminated throughout every Vuitton branded good, 

heightening its luster for consumers across the globe.    

 

When The Times inquired about the ability of luxury to sustain its luster in a time of 

crisis, it needed only to consider the luxury good’s indissoluble connection to the dream-

doorway. During the pandemic, the fragrance market was one of the first luxury categories to 

demonstrate the power of that connection. The luxury industry did not expect fragrance sales to 
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rebound as quickly as they did, in part because consumers were stuck at home, and, unlike with 

skincare or color cosmetics, fragrances cannot be detected through society’s new zoom culture. 

Moreover, fragrance transactions have been made historically in brick-and-mortar stores given 

the need to physically sample the smell of a scent. With lockdowns in full effect, consumers 

would have to shop for scents blindly, or rather, they would have to let themselves be fully 

swept into the alternate reality that the marketing copy of a scent promised to unlock for them. 

Lockdowns disconnected the world from living: eating in restaurants, seeing friends and 

family, travel, and most daily pleasures were no longer realities. Fragrance sales rebounded 

precisely because fragrances granted consumers an escape from their new pandemic existence 

by offering them direct access to an alternate reality through the dream-doorway. Larissa 

Jensen, vice president and beauty industry advisor at the market research company the NPD 

Group, confirms that in 2020, “the increase in fragrance sales was shoppers wanting to be 

transported to a different time.” “While other beauty sectors suffered throughout 2020,” she 

explains, “by August, fragrance sales had increased year-over-year. In the first quarter of 2021, 

fragrance sales reached $954 million, according to data from the NPD Group, an 82 percent 

increase from the first quarter of 2020, and a 35 percent increase from pre-pandemic 2019.”275 

Fragrances defied expectations and became “the unexpected star”276 of the pandemic. Fragrance 

can be considered the ultimate embodiment of the aura that differentiates a luxury good from an 

everyday purchase. It is the essence of a dream that has been solubilized and packaged for sale in 

a bottle. What has fueled the fragrance industry for over a century is the promise, the 
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transformative potential that one spritz of this mystical elixir offers its consumer. After 

lockdowns ended, fragrance sales continued to defy expectations. Shoppers who turned to 

fragrance to escape their pandemic realities, now turned to fragrance again to define a new 

version of themselves. “This year, it’s all about starting fresh and new […] They want to get out 

there and they want a new fragrance when they do.”277 And, as with the rest of the luxury 

industry, the high-end fragrance market experienced significant growth during the pandemic. 

According to the Bain consulting group, the high-end fragrance market has grown by 5 to 10 

percent above 2019 levels and has reached 1.5 billion euros. The ultra-luxury fragrance market 

now represents 10 percent of the entire luxury fragrance category as compared to a little over 1 

percent ten years ago.278 Fragrance’s unexpected pandemic success illuminates how luxury 

regained its luster so rapidly during one of the darkest moments in modern history. 

 

Throughout the pandemic, Jeff Bezos’ wealth soared, as his company, Amazon, offered 

consumers the quickest and safest access to the daily necessities they needed to survive while 

the world was in lockdown. Groceries, household supplies, and other commodities could be 

delivered to their door at the click of a button without the risk of exposure to the virus. The 

colossal growth of one of the largest companies delivering “necessities” during a global crisis 

is unsurprising. Yet, Bernard Arnault, whose company is often defined on the opposite end of 

the consumer goods spectrum, as selling the unnecessary and the superfluous, experienced an 

even higher growth rate and surpassed Jeff Bezos to become the richest man in the world for a 

short period in May 2021. The symbolic move, when “unnecessary” expenses were being 
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eliminated, underscores the instrumental, “necessary” function that luxury goods play in our 

society. Luxury, as I’ve argued, is not the un-necessary but has been engineered over time to 

become ultra-necessary, because the ultra-necessary is that which opens in us our ability to 

dream and envision new possibilities for the self. The pandemic reinforced luxury’s already 

solid connection to that dream. The key to the dream-doorway is the foundation of every 

luxury good, and, against the darkness of 2020, that golden key glimmered more brightly. 

Luxury was a source of “lux” or light. To some, its light gave hope; to others, an escape to 

better times; and to others still, the promise of new beginnings and reinvention.  

 

Once upon a time, in the Kingdom of France, luxury goods were born in Colbert’s manufactories.  

Inside of each, the fairies placed a golden key, while their discourse nurtured the little luxuries.  

To all the fortunate who owned these good, the keys granted the power to unlock their reveries.  

Fée-retailed in the court of the golden Sun King, luxury grew strong and sustained itself for centuries.  

What had been seen by some as superfluity, had actually become necessity.  

To all who doubt the luster of luxury: happily ever after it will live for all eternity. 
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