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THE TAIT TINGER MARQUE h a s
become almost a byword for decadence.
The Paris-listed company comprises the
235-year old Baccarat crystal company, a
perfume producer and an opulent hotels
division, which no self-respecting luxury
goods group should be without. But
Taittinger has reaped its greatest rewards
from champagne and this is still at the core
of the company. Taittinger is set to
launch two new cuvées this year, against
the bleak backdrop of a downturn in
luxury goods. But the current climate is
far from the first downturn the compa-
ny has survived.

Taittinger’s origins can be traced back
to 1734 when wine trader Jacques
Fourneaux founded a champagne
house. Howe ve r, Claude Ta i t t i n g e r,
chairman of the eponymous company,
says the most significant incident in its
history came nearly 150 years later, fol-
lowing the Franco-Prussian war when
the French forces under Napoleon lost
to Bismarck and the Germans. As a result,
Germany took the two French provinces of
Alsace and Lorraine in 1871 and to keep
their French nationality, the local citizens
were forced to move beyond the new bor-
der. Claude Taittinger’s grandfather, Pierre-
Alexandre, was one of those who had to
leave Lorraine. Despite being a “country
man”, he moved to Paris from where at the
start of the 20th century he launched a busi-
ness exporting and dealing in champagne.

During the First World Wa r, Pi e r re -
Alexandre served as an official of the French
army under field-marshal Joffe. But in a
move that shaped the family for generations
to come, Pierre-Alexandre was drawn to the
champagne district of Épernay where during
the Battle of Champagne in 1915 he had the

good fortune to stay at the stunning
Château de la Marquetterie. The estate of 
la Marquetterie also happened to be the base
of Fourneaux’s champagne company. Pierre-
Alexandre duly survived the war and fell in
love with the Marquetterie estate.

In 1931, Pierre-Alexandre purchased the
estate, and although there was a global
d e p ression that took most champagne 

companies to the brink of bankruptcy, he
was buoyed by a hunch that the market
would pick up. The downturn also meant
Pierre-Alexandre was able to pick up the
estate for a knock-down price and he imme-
diately began producing champagne from
the vines growing within its boundaries.

Assuming control
Decades later, Claude Taittinger thought he
would have little chance to takeover the
reins of the family company. His grandfa-
ther Pierre-Alexandre’s son, Pierre-Charles
had eight children – two girls and six boys –
and Claude was the youngest. After joining
the company in 1945, however, and by a
fateful process of elimination, he took
charge as chairman 14 years later. Claude’s

oldest brother Guy became a banker and
the second oldest, Michel, was killed 
in action during the Second World War.
Another brother, Jean, gave the Taittinger
name a new meaning in the corridors of
power as he became a government minister,
and mayor of Reims. His brother Pierre-
Christian also entered politics and although
François, the remaining third - g e n e r a t i o n

Taittinger son, worked at the cham-
pagne company, he was killed in a car
accident in 1960. Power passed to
Claude the same year.

Under Claude, Taittinger increased its
exporting efforts and began renovating
the 18th century Crillon hotel in the
French capital. Now one of the few
Parisian palace hotels to remain under
French control, the Crillon is the flag-
ship of Taittinger’s Concorde hotels
company. In 1987, Taittinger formed
Domaine Carneros, a joint venture with
US wine distributor Kobrand, and five
years later Taittinger took its family-con-

trolled glassmaker Baccarat into the fold of
its other publicly traded French firm, hote-
lier Société du Louvre. The synergies are
simple: Baccarat specialises in making
champagne glasses as well as stained glass,
chandeliers and jewellery. Louvre’s luxury
hotels arm includes 70 top hotels around the
world while its Envergure unit operates
a bout 600 economy and budget hotels.
Together they form the second-biggest hotel
group in France.

Envergure is chaired by Jean Taittinger’s
son, Frantz, while his daughter, Anne-
C l a i re, runs Société du Louvre. Fo u r
Taittinger family members sit on the nine-
person board of the company. It is this that
has been the secret to the company ’ s
strength and success.

TAITTINGER: 
A GROWING 
SUCCESS
Family businesses don’t come much older

or much bigger. Groupe Taittinger SA 
is over 250 years old, still in family 

hands and still growing. 
By Christian Sylt in Reims

A family affair
“When you run a family company you must
be aware that you are not dealing with your
money, but the money of the family,” says
Claude, stressing that he has never been a
risk-taker because he hasn’t wanted to gam-
ble the family money. He is clearly proud of
this and explains that although “family com-
pany leaders have been criticised for being
shy and careful, when we look at what hap-
pened with Vivendi and Alcatel and the
crises of corporate governance, more and
more people are now saying that these
things don’t happen in family businesses.”

The family core of the company is incre d i-
bly close to Claude Taittinger’s heart. He talks
with passion about discussing this with his
friend and competitor from LV MH, Bernard
Arnault – also a Vi vendi bo a rd member –
who agreed that “when you aren’t dealing
with your money, you take risks and some-
times the risks are too big”. Taittinger says that
faith in family companies has been re s t o re d
thanks to the plight of some “audacious lead-
ers” who we re “gambling with taxpaye r s ’
money and stock-holders’ money”.

Creating and executing Taittinger’s strate-
gy is simplified because it is run by family-
members he adds, although he alludes to the
inevitable pitfalls that put many people off
the prospect. “After one generation, comes
another generation and this multiplies the
number of shareholders,” he says. “You find
yourself dealing with people of various ages
and each one has his own views on the way
the business should be led and the way it
should employ their capital. So it becomes
more delicate.” But the company’s core of
family values has kept it together. Despite
insisting he has never taken risks with the
company, Taittinger recognises that “ s o m e-
times being audacious will gi ve you the 4
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for example, yields about #1 although 
the same effort is required to cultivate and
pick both types. Taittinger says this rarity
keeps champagne growers far from the 
relative poverty of other grape growers,
while French law goes one step further to
ensuring that the smaller champagne houses
are protected from being muscled out by
their giant rivals.

“There is a law which gives priority to
small vinegrowers, the priority to buy vines
if vines are on sale,” he says. So although his
company has a minuscule market share of
below two per cent, it is unlikely to get any
higher. Thus it’s no surprise that Taittinger
considers one of his greatest achievements
to be multiplying the number of his vines in
champagne by three or four times over the
years. This is even more impressive in that
it has been achieved in the absence of any
extension to the champagne area, which
Taittinger doesn’t envisage happening for 20
years. “I consider that for the next 20 years
there will be no substantial growth in cham-
pagne,” he says. An extension of the grow-
ing area would in any case only weaken the
prices in the industry.

Not only does quality, rather than quanti-
ty, really count in champagne, it is also what
gives the greatest margins – and Taittinger
has a strict system to stop this slipping.

Half of all the grapes used in Taittinger
champagne come from the company’s own
vines and the rest come from small vine-
growers. This gives Taittinger greater con-
trol over the quality of its champagne and is
also a useful hedge against fluctuations in
grape market prices. But Taittinger says that
whilst this sets his company apart from a
larger rival, such as Moët & Chandon,
which may only use around 15 per cent of
its own grapes in its champagne, it also cre-
ates a challenge.

“For the 50 per cent of my production, I
go to the grapes market with my basket and
I’m opposed to Moët, to Cliquot, which also
want the same grapes, so we have to fight
with money to get the grapes from the sup-
pliers,” he says. In his pursuit of quality,
Taittinger makes life even harder for himself
as a significant portion of his vine produc-
tion doesn’t even reach the high street.

“I am a farmer,” proclaims Ta i t t i n g e r
adding that “in my veins there are some
drops of my grandfather’s blood. I am more
a man of land than a financier.” Taittinger
has a procedure that would throw share-
holders into panic in any other industry. “In
our cellars we have 20.5 million bottles of
champagne,” he says, adding that the com-
pany ensures it always has 4.5 times the

amount of bottles it sells stored in its cellars.
Taittinger’s partner, Frère, was shocked to
find this out but he was soon pacified when
Taittinger explained that “the quality and
value of the wine keeps increasing. Stocks
mean riches.”

Unlike industries with perishable prod-
ucts that can go out of fashion, Taittinger
can use this stock as a safeguard for the
future. While he admits that to make money
quickly he could follow some of his com-
petitors and reduce the stock to only three
times the number of bottles he sells,  this
isn’t something he is considering because 
in the long run it would result in less 

availability of quality champagne. And
although Taittinger doesn’t comment on the
value of the champagne in his cellars, an
average price of #50 per bottle would make
the stored bottles worth something north of
#1 billion. Taking into account the physical
fragility of the bottles, the only questions
that could legitimately be raised about the
large stock concern the safety and security
of storing them in one location.

Marrying the new with the old
With its champagne production at a maxi-
mum, a rigid rule of storage and little chance
to acquire or expand its vineyard, Taittinger

has had truly to innovate to increase its sales
and profits. 

“If we want to increase our profits, we
have to increase the prices and if we want to
increase the prices, we must find different
c o n c e p t s ,” says Ta i t t i n g e r. The company
successfully pioneered this in the 1980s with
its ‘Taittinger Collection’ – a limited-edition
range of champagne with exclusive wrap-
around packaging by celebrated artists such
as Roy Lichtenstein and André Masson.

Philippe de Rothschild first inspired this
idea by inviting artists to decorate the labels
of the famous Mouton. “As the first pleasure
one experiences when tasting a wine is its
appearance, there seemed no reason why we
shouldn’t bring our creativity to bear on the
bottle, as well as on the wine,” Taittinger
explains. Sure enough, the collection
became highly prized for its looks as much
as the champagne and the value of the first
bottle with packaging designed by Victor
Vasarely has multiplied 50 times since its
launch in 1982. There are reportedly only a
few hundred remaining and Taittinger can
justifiably joke that their value “increases
every time the owner of one of them is
unable to resist the temptation to taste the
wine held prisoner inside the work of art”.

Taittinger is hoping for a similar success
this year, revealing that he is launching two
new cuvées within the next two months,
which could be just the catalyst the compa-
ny needs to repeat its financial success of
2002. These cuvées will bring much more
than visual appeal – their origin stretches
back to the company’s roots. Taittinger is
taking grapes exclusively from vines at the
Château de la Marquetterie to create a new
cuvée called ‘Les Folies de la Marquetterie’.
The second range will be even more exclu-
sive. It will be a new blend, using only
grapes from villages with the highest classifi-
cation of champagne. Taittinger says he has
already selected 12 or 13 villages for this
and the blend will be entitled ‘Prelude’.

The margins on these bottles should be
stunning. They will cost between 15 and 20
per cent more than regular champagne and
only 40,000 will be produced for each
cuvée. The question is whether at a time
when wallets are being tightened people will
be prepared to pay. Taittinger has proved it
can be done before, however, and with
demand outstripping supply, it certainly has
a captive audience.

Taittinger’s success is as deeply rooted as
the vines from which the company’s cash
has flowed. And despite growing far beyond
the region of champagne, that is where its
heart will always be.
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possibility to get rich quickly”. In the 1990 s
Taittinger and Louvre became the targets of
US corporate raiders Asher Edelman and
Guy Wy s e r - Pratte who thought exactly that.

Edelman and Wyser-Pratte took advan-
tage of stock under-valuations in Taittinger
and Louvre but as the Americans accumu-
lated stakes in the companies – with the
intent to sell the Crillon and most of
Louvre’s other assets, and spin off its econo-
my hotels, keeping only the other luxury
hotels and Baccarat – the Taittinger family
enlisted the aid of another French family. In
1997 the Peugeots (of automotive fame)
began buying a five per cent stake in Louvre
as part of an anti-takeover measure.

Envious eyes
Then in 2001 Belgian billionaire Albert
Fr è re acquired around 11 per cent of
Taittinger and 11 per cent of Société du
Louvre through the holding company he
c o n t rols, Compagnie Nationale à
Portefeuille. Frère acquired his two stakes
from Wyser-Pratt and Edelman and in June
2002 increased his stake in Taittinger to
almost 25 per cent.

Taittinger says he never treated the thre a t
f rom the Americans as a “real menace”. But it
had enough impact to spur a rethink abo u t
the company’s future. To limit the dilution of
the family’s capital in the company, Ta i t t i n g e r
set up a shareholders’ pact binding 26 family
m e m bers to keep their shares with no possi-
bility of reselling them. The pact came into
f o rce last year with a four-year term and the
possibility of renewal after that. Al t h o u g h
t h e re are family members whose shares are n ’ t
held in the pact, Taittinger says he has not
worried  about potential takeovers since the
pact was  signed. The Taittinger family ow n s
38 per cent of Taittinger’s stock, which re p re-
sents 57 per cent of the voting stock. Fr è re ’ s
holdings, which are also bound by the pact,
gi ve him 15 per cent of voting rights and
make him the leading shareholder in bo t h
firms after the family.

Taittinger is mindful of the  adage that the
first generation of a family starts the business,
the second generation broadens it and the
t h i rd or fourth sells it. With a look of content,
he comments that he has proved to be an
exception to this rule. But although he isn’t
considering selling the business or mergi n g
with a larger company, he recognises it is not
unthinkable. “May be one day we could
m e r g e ,” he says, wistfully recognising this
would only occur after he has left his post.

With three daughters and a raft of other
family members equipped to take his job,
Claude is free from the succession problem

the family faced when he took over. His
driving force is to leave the company in as
robust a state as possible. “I want to be sure
that when my career comes to an end, I
should be in a position to say that the com-
pany’s value had multiplied by 10 or 20
times since I started,” he says.

Reaping profits
Although Taittinger is currently capitalised at
a re l a t i vely low #375 million, it has succeeded
to buck the downturn dogging its rivals. In
20 02, its sales of #789 million re p resented a
rise of 1.2 per cent on the previous year and
although it has a slim profit margin of 3.5 per

cent, this was enough to bring in a net pro f i t
of #27.8 million last ye a r, an increase of 5.5
per cent on 20 01. As a proportion of the ove r-
all group’s re venues, champagne and wine
p roduction (mostly Pinot Noir and Chard o n -
n ay ) brings in the least of all divisions, abo u t
12 per cent in comparison to the 16 per cent
Baccarat and the perfume provides, with
a round 41 per cent and 31 per cent coming
f rom the budget and luxury hotels divisions
re s p e c t i ve l y. Howe ve r, the composition of the
c o m p a ny’s profits is a different story.

The latest figures from 20 01 show that the
Baccarat and perfume arm re p resents the
smallest portion of profits, re p resenting 8.6

per cent of the group’s total. Next comes the
e c o n o my hotels, which bring in 19.6 per cent,
while the higher margins on the luxury hotels
gi ve the group 38.6 per cent. Given the dow n-
turn over the past ye a r, howe ve r, this pro p o r-
tion is likely to have decre a s e d .

Champagne and wine production prov i d e d
33.2 per cent of 20 01 profits. Taittinger notes
that while there is a growing demand for
champagne, production is steady, thus  high
m a r gins can be maintained, even in a dow n-
turn. Taittinger adds that he remains  ve r y
“hands-on” re ga rding the champagne that he
drinks be t ween half and a whole bottle a day.
With its high margins, it’s not just for pleasure
that he focuses on this division, howe ve r.

In 20 02 Taittinger sold around four million
bottles of its champagne, roughly stable ye a r -
o n - year with 20 01. And while the annual
global sales of champagne increased by 9.5
per cent in 20 02 to 287 million bo t t l e s ,
Taittinger’s sales remained stable because of
the economic slump in the US, which histori-
cally has been the company’s biggest export
market after Germany and the UK .

Taittinger points out that because the
company has partners in the Napa valley his
products haven’t been hit by an anti-Gallic
boycott in the US after France refused to
ally itself with the American-led war in Iraq.
The company owns 83 per cent of Domaine
Carneros, which has about 175 acres in the
Napa and Sonoma valleys of California. 

Taittinger declines to make a forecast for
2003’s sales given the unknown impact of
the war in Iraq, but he says there is anyhow
a more endemic reason why his champagne
sales didn’t increase last year and are unlike-
ly to do so over the coming years.

“The vineyards of champagne do not
increase in line with the growing demand,”
he says, explaining that “the problem is not
to find customers but to find the grapes” to
feed the growing interest from countries
such as China and Russia. “It is legally
impossible to expand the vineyards,” he
adds. Unlike in the US, which has no appel-
lation law, the land on which vines can be
planted in France is strictly controlled by the
government. 

As the oldest chairman of a champagne
c o m p a ny, 75 - year-old Taittinger feels like an
elder statesman for the industry and admits
he often takes it upon himself to “educate my
colleagues and the farmers that what makes
champagne we a l t hy is the fact that cham-
pagne is rare ”.

The logic of champagne
One kilo of champagne grapes is worth at
least #4, whereas one kilo of Cognac grapes,
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