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THE 
ADVENTURE 

ISSUE
Drive, dive, hike, bike,  

sail, and fly into your next  
great escape
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LASTING   
SOLE
Nothing puts a swagger 
in your step like a pair 
of handmade shoes. 
Pierre Corthay’s deliver 
on style and longevity.
BY  J ILL  NEWMAN

Genius at Work

Pierre Corthay knows something of the feudal arts. 
The shoemaker learned his trade the old-fashioned 
way: At age 16, he began a rigorous seven-year appren-
ticeship with Compagnons du Devoir, a French guild 
established in the Middle Ages. After nearly 40 years  
at the bench, he still has a boyish enthusiasm for his 
craft and continues to experiment with new materials, 
sculptural shapes, and creative finishes. When  
not traveling for clients, he’s working on bespoke  
commissions—he devotes about 50 hours to each  
pair—in the workshop he established in 1990 in the 
center of Paris. Here, Corthay reveals the secrets 
behind making bespoke shoes—which, he says, should 
last you more than 20 years. 
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1   ABOVE

Built to Last  

The bespoke process begins with 
meticulous measurements of the 
client’s feet—including the circum-
ference of the ball, instep, and 
arch—which serve as the blueprint 
for making a wood last. Using files, 
rasps, knives, and sandpaper, a 
skilled artisan spends days carving 
a precise model of the foot. 

3  LEFT

Trial and Error 

A prototype is made from 
secondary leather, fitted on the 
last, and secured with a sole in 
cork. After a trial fitting with the 
client, Corthay tweaks the wood 
last and pattern before a new 
pattern is cut and executed for 
the final shoes (shown). 

2  LEFT

Cut to Fit 

Utilizing the wood last as a model, 
Corthay creates a paper pattern 
from which the leather is cut to 
form the shoe. He sources his 
skins from the best French tanner-
ies in the central Limousin region 
and, combined with his traditional 
construction, he says, delivers 
shoes with a lifespan of 20 years.
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Genius at Work

6  RIGHT

Artistic Finish 
 
Maison Corthay’s bold use of color 
imbues even classic footwear 
with a modern sensibility. The 
shoes are hand painted using a 
variety of patinas—burnished, 
ombré, matte—and they can be 
finished with glacage, a traditional 
polishing method that applies layers 
of paste and water resulting in a 
mirrorlike shine.  

5  RIGHT

Sew and Seal  

The sole is stitched using finely 
waxed linen thread for optimal 
durability, and the edges are 
trimmed, waxed, and sealed while 
still allowing for give to complete 
the individual fit. 

4  LEFT

Construct and Close 

With the final leather pieces cut to 
fit, it’s time to assemble or “close” 
the shoes. The leather is stretched 
around the last and left to “rest”  
for several days or weeks to take 
the shape.

Genius at Work
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