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Introduction


[image: Black-and-white photograph of Swedish actress Anita Ekberg posing with a grand Cartier diamond necklace as if she is about to eat it like a bunch of grapes, holding it over her mouth, with her hand bent backward, and a broad smile on her lips.]


Swedish-born actress Anita Ekberg in the 1960s, posing as if she’s eating a bunch of grapes with what is, in fact, an elaborate Cartier diamond necklace.





Introduction

“We do not make jewels, we create them.” Jacques Cartier

Cartier, a name synonymous with splendour, glamour and luxury, is probably one of the greatest jewellers of all time. But its famous red and gold box promises so much more than just status, for what nestles inside is a symbol of iconic design, creativity, innovation and exquisite craftsmanship, whether it be a Tank watch, Trinity ring or Love bracelet.

When the Cartier brothers, Louis, Pierre and Jacques, divided the world map into three as young boys, with an ambition to conquer the world between them, little could they have imagined that nearly a century and a half later their “Maison” would have 275 stores worldwide and a turnover of billions.

Often groundbreaking, yet always recognizable, Cartier’s style has drawn its inspiration from cultures around the world. The brothers were inspired by Asian arts, Islamic artifacts, architecture, books, antiques and travels to Africa, India, the Middle East and the Far East, yet always combined a modern aesthetic into their designs, whether it was the lavish “Garland Style” of the Edwardians, the geometric shapes of Art Deco or the casual luxury of the 1970s.


[image: Photograph of the iconic nineteen-seventeen watch by Cartier, the Tank with a metallic golden strap and a small, square-shaped, analogue dial inset with the digits and needles in black. Text on the photograph: Cartier, Tank Française Watch, 18 carat gold, New Collection, 150 years of History and Romance.]


Cartier’s most famous watch, the Tank, was designed in 1917 and inspired by Renault FT-17 tanks used during the First World War. This 1990s version, Tank Française, was advertised in Paper magazine in 1997.



It wasn’t just jewels that shaped the future of Cartier, but its revolutionary timepieces too. The Mystery Clock with its diamond hands that appear to float; the Santos, the first men’s wristwatch; the Tank, probably the most popular watch in the world, loved by Hollywood royalty and society alike, from Clark Gable, Greta Garbo, Charlotte Rampling and Angelina Jolie to Andy Warhol, Princess Diana and Jackie Kennedy.

From the British Royal Family to the Maharajas of India and the Tsars of Russia, Cartier has adorned kings and queens around the globe. Edward VII famously referred to the house as the “King of Jewellers and Jewellers of Kings”, and insisted that the brothers opened a London store in time for his coronation in 1902, resulting in the purchase of 27 tiaras for the grand day.

Some of the world’s largest diamonds have passed through Cartier’s hands, including the infamous and supposedly cursed Hope Diamond in 1910, and the Taylor–Burton Diamond in 1969, which Richard Burton bought from Cartier for Elizabeth Taylor, a day after losing it to the jeweller at auction, for a staggering $2 million.

Acutely aware of changing fashions from the Belle Époque, Gilded Age and Art Deco to the 1960s and ’70s with a younger clientele, Cartier has always been one step ahead. The house pioneered the use of platinum, allowing gems to sparkle in a way they had never before; recognized the extraordinary talents of Louis’ Belgian lover, Jeanne Toussaint, who created the Panthère motif, one of the most copied jewellery designs in the world; incorporated everyday hardware objects into exquisite pieces of design, thanks to Aldo Cipullo’s simple yet luxurious Love and Juste un Clou; and introduced the contemporary and edgy Clash de Cartier in the 2010s.


[image: A close-up featuring a collection of the iconic Cartier red boxes with the golden garland rim.]


One of the most recognized jewellery boxes in the world, the Cartier red box with its gold garland trim is synonymous with luxury, glamour and elegance.




[image: A grand, nineteen thirty-two diamond and emerald Cartier necklace, designed for the American heirless Lady Beatrice Forbes, Countess of Granard, made with stones from the lady's collection. It features a large, green emerald at the centre, surrounded by an elaborate row of white diamonds, studded on a platinum base. ]


A stunning necklace commissioned in London in 1932 by the American heiress Lady Beatrice Forbes, Countess of Granard, with stones she supplied, consisting of a 143.23-carat emerald with diamonds and platinum.



Surviving the Franco-Prussian War, the French Revolution, the Great Depression of the 1930s and two world wars, along with family disagreements and inheritance disputes, Cartier has maintained a consistency and dignity that would make the Cartier brothers proud. Despite no longer being part of the Cartier family, the jewellery empire is as loved today as it was when the young apprentice Louis-François Cartier sold a selection of cameo brooches and buttons to the Comtesse de Nieuwerkerke – acquiring for the jewellery house a prestige it has never lost.

Antique Cartier is some of the most coveted jewellery on the planet: Wallis, Duchess of Windsor’s 1950s onyx and diamond panther bracelet sold for £4.5 million at Sotheby’s in 2010, the most expensive bracelet ever sold by the auction house. In 2016, Christie’s sold Elizabeth Taylor’s famous Cartier La Peregrina pearl, diamond and ruby necklace for a staggering $11,842,500. And to think that her Pekingese puppy had nearly swallowed the flawless natural pearl that formed the centrepiece, on the same day Richard Burton gave it to her.

Cartier’s legacy is as influential today as it has always been. It was impossible to miss Taylor Swift’s diamond-encrusted Santos in her engagement pictures in 2025; Dua Lipa is never seen without her gold Panthère watch; and Catherine, Princess of Wales, rarely takes off her platinum Ballon Bleu. Timeless, classic yet modern pieces that are as relevant today as when they were worn by the likes of Jackie Kennedy and Andy Warhol.




The Early Years


[image: A black-and-white portrait of Louis-François Cartier, the founder of the iconic brand Cartier.]


It all began with Louis-François Cartier, a young apprentice jeweller who opened his first store in Paris in 1847. Little did he know that Cartier would go on to become one of the greatest jewellers in the world.





A Glittering Vision

“Never forget our dream to create the leading jewellery firm in the world.”
The Cartier brothers

A FAMILY DYNASTY

One day, at their home in Paris, in the late 1890s, three brothers, aged 9, 15 and 19, sat studying a map of the world. With a pencil, they divided the map into three sections – America, Europe and Great Britain – and one was assigned to each boy, after which they pledged “to create the leading jewellery firm in the world”. The brothers were Louis, Pierre and Jacques Cartier.

Their grandfather, Louis-François Cartier, son of a metal worker and a washerwoman, had founded the Paris-based jewellery store in 1847, after serving as a young apprentice to jewellery maker Bernard Picard, at 31 Rue Montorgueil. When Picard announced that he wanted to move his business to the more fashionable Palais-Royal, with the help of extended family and an agreed payment plan with his former boss, Louis-François managed to raise the sale price of 20,000 francs to buy the workshop.


[image: A set of twelve ornate, vintage silver, Jean Puiforcat place card holders with intricate self-designs.]


In the early years, Cartier bought in items of silverware such as this intricate set of 12 Jean Puiforcat silver place card holders in the late 1800s.




[image: A painted portrait of Mathilde Laetitia Bonaparte, Princesse Française, standing in an ornate, indoor setting clad in an elaborate full-length dress, tiara, and an exquisite, multi-layered necklace. She holds a fan in her hands.]


Portrait of Mathilde Laetitia Bonaparte, Princesse Française, who became one of Cartier’s first “celebrity” clients in the mid-1800s, purchasing over 200 items.



The former apprentice continued to make jewels in-house but also bought in other items including porcelain, silverware and bronze busts as well as pocket watches and jewellery such as crystal bracelets, brooches, pearl accessories and diamond earrings.

In 1855, a customer walked through the door who was to change Cartier’s fate forever. The Comtesse de Nieuwerkerke, wife of Émilien, a sculptor and the superintendent of fine art to Napoleon III, bought a selection of cameos and buttons, and over the next three years would purchase more than 50 items. The story goes that she wore a Cartier jewel at a dazzling party, where it was admired by her husband’s lover, who happened to be none other than Princess Mathilde, niece of Napoleon I and one of the most fashionable women in Paris.

The Princess’s patronage began with a repair to a necklace that she already owned but was followed with over 200 items over the next few years, including a ruby and pearl necklace, Medusa-head cameos, amethyst brooches, opal bracelets, earrings and even an exquisite parasol handle. Empress Eugénie was soon to follow, and Cartier was awarded its first brevet, or royal warrant.

In 1874, Louis-François moved his business to 9 Boulevard des Italiens, one of the four upmarket and fashionable boulevards in Paris. His son, Alfred, soon joined him and turned out to have a talent for spotting precious gemstones. During the downfall of Napoleon III in 1870, Cartier temporarily closed its doors while Paris was under siege, and Alfred cleverly took his jewels to London, where he was able to keep selling. After the war, in 1873, he returned to Paris and took over the business, buying it from his father for 143,000 francs, and paying in instalments, just as his father had done decades earlier.

On 1 July 1874, Alfred married Alice Griffeuille, whose late father, a metal dealer from Auvergne, had left his fortune to his family.
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