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PRADA ACCORDING TO PRADA 
Childhood? “My earliest memories from the age of 15” Debut? “Suspended between two 
worlds.” The secret? “Demolish the clichés.” The future? “Stay good for years.” A one-on-
one with  the designer who changed the horizons of taste 
by Simone Marchetti  Photos by Alasdair McLellan 
 
 
COVER STORY 
 
“For me, doing is an instrument of thinking. The Foundation is a place where one can be 
free.” 
 
I want a skirt that is long but also short…The exercise today is to do the obvious without 
being obvious…I would like something right but also a bit wrong…We must work today to 
translate the idea of misery into poetry.” Heard out of context, captured like those wire-taps 
aired in court, the intimate vocabulary of Miuccia Prada is another proof of the singularity 
of a world—fashion—that to the superficial may seem self-serving and closed within itself. 
Add the classic portrait that many, too man, have painted of her: the leftist designer who 
attended the shows dressed in Yves Saint Laurent. But no. This lady demolishes all the 
clichés and every concept of her. Sure, when she is attributed something out of line, she 
withdraws into herself, depriving you of her attention. But if she sees an open mind in her 
listeners, she seems like a child at an amusement park. Her ideas are carousels, her 
statements rollercoasters. But don’t mistake her passion for a playground: this Disneyland 
of the imagination has sales of € 4 billion a year, is perhaps the most admired fashion 
brand in the world, and has produced a foundation in Milan that is just a few months has 
outshone the most avant-garde museum institutions of New York, London and Paris. 
How did fashion become your passion? 
“From a timeless image: a country lady, when I was young, with heavy shoes and slender 
ankles. She was so chic that she still remains with me.” 
For many, you are the designer from the ranks of the Communist Party. What 
happened before? 
“Strangely, I have a void in my memory until the age of 15. As a child, everything was 
normal: I went to school, my parents loved me. Before secondary school my personality 
seemed to adapt to the context. I was a spectator. Then came the change: I became 
secular and left-wing, I emerged from my world because I was attracted to everything 
different from me. The mime school at the Piccolo Teatro, the Communist Party, the Italian 
Women’s Union. I leapt alone into these places with my curiosity. Me, middle-class, fairly 
rich: can you imagine? It took courage but I was not afraid, because what interested me 
was to see what was out there.” 
And what was out there? 
“A world in revolution. It was beautiful. I discovered that I was in no way alone. I saw that I 
loved the collective, that I liked to be among people. Even today I love to enter a bar where 
no one knows me. And it’s even worse at work: I can no longer work alone, I want to be in 
a group, hear their opinions. I discuss, listen. But my thoughts are my own. And when I 
have doubts about something, I mull it over, analyze it down to the last doubt early in the 
morning, in the silence of my bed.” 
What convinced you to continue the work of your grandfather, Mario Prada, founder 
of the brand? 
“I began designing handbags and a few other objects while my life was split in two: one 
side there was the political and cultural world I frequented, a world that despised fashion. 
On the other was me, woman, leftist, feminist involved in the worst profession I could have 



picked: designer. Don’t get me wrong: I truly like fashion. But I wouldn’t have continued if I 
hadn’t met my husband a bit later.” 
Patrizio Bertelli. It’s said he was the missing piece of the puzzle. 
“Yes, Bertelli is my puzzle piece. The idea of doing things large scale was his. I told him I 
wasn’t ambitious. He replied: you are an ambition monster. He was right. In 1988 he 
insisted on developing a clothing line. I was hesitant because I didn’t want to expose 
myself or reveal too much about myself. Then I changed my mind because otherwise I 
couldn’t communicate. Doing a fashion show was easy: I achieved everything I liked and 
hadn’t found. For ten years I had only worn vintage apparel, waitress and military uniforms. 
The first Prada show was a revolution. But few applauded it. 
“Few, yes, but the intelligent ones. The problem, at the start, was the concept of ugly. In 
my work I may have succeeded in introducing the concept of ugly into fashion, because it 
was the only sphere that didn’t consider it.  Cinema, art and literature all had dealt with it. 
Ugly in fashion was and is difficult to accept, because the dream, the cliché of beauty, 
sexy, the plunging neckline with the dress cut on a slant still persists. I hate clichés: beauty 
is more complex and especially more interesting than this sterile, boring image. The 
success of Prada derived precisely from this idea.” 
Then Miu Miu, the Prada men’s line, and the Foundation came along. The last was 
another revolution. 
“In the early ‘90s we began collaborating with artists but kept them separate from our 
profession. We had some industrial spaces, and a few friends suggested we use them for 
sculpture expositions. Up to that point I had devoured literature, cinema, and theater. 
Ignoring the visual arts. So for five years Bertelli and I began studying contemporary art. 
Initially we were not collecting, just learning: sure, when you like something and it adds to 
your knowledge, you get the vulgar idea to buy it, possess it. But this is not the point: 
having an abstract, philosophical conversation with an artist in one thing. Working on it is 
another. Working together gives you depth. And for me, doing is the instrument of thinking. 
The many years of expositions finally led to the challenge of the Foundation. I clearly 
remember the construction site a few days before the opening: in the emptiness, the 
silence, I felt I was in a protected village with a special microclimate. A human place where 
one could be free. One of the finest compliments I received was from Herbert Muschamp, 
architecture critic for the New York Times: ‘Prada doesn’t sell handbags, it sells ideas. And 
it has created a safer world for sensitive people.’” 
You have collaborated with many in the world of art and culture. Architect Rem 
Koolhaas, curator Germano Celant, and artists Louise Bourgeois and Francesco 
Vezzoli, to name just a few. What have they taught you? 
“Many things, a host of things. The most extraordinary is to love fashion, while many, too 
many, despise it. The first question I ask of everyone is: why do people like fashion. And 
the second is: why do they not like it. Louise Bourgeois said that people have a 
complicated relationship with fashion, because they all, basically, wish to seduce. I don’t 
agree. People talk about wheels, machines, medicines because basically they are not 
intimately affected by them as they are by fashion. Speaking of clothes is embarrassing, 
however, because it means talking about their manias, their obsessions, their 
weaknesses. Fashion is an intimate affair. A famous American intellectual confided that, in 
his opinion, it is despised because it is considered ‘woman stuff’. Essentially a double 
insult. Fashion is loved by a few fanatics, a lot of intellectuals, and free thinkers. The world 
looks on fashion with suspicion because it is a world of freedom. And I see many, too 
many, spheres of contemporary life bend toward conservatism and slip back into 
obscurantism. Fashion is intellectual freedom. This is why it disturbs and intimidates.” 
In the past year you lost Manuela Pavesi, one of the creative people who had been 
with you the longest. How do you deal with her absence? 



“Initially, to survive, I pretended I wasn’t thinking about it. But with time the gaps became 
evident. You realize you want to seek her advice, her comments. And that you can’t, she’s 
gone. Because of her illness and other matters, we spent little time together in the last 
period of her life. But Pavesi had been there from the start. I remember when we met: we 
were dressed the same: Yves Saint Laurent slacks and sweaters, both of us with mama’s 
fox stole. Can you imagine? Finding someone like me who always wished to be first, 
different, original. We had to become friends.” 
You have two children in their 20s. How do you view the new generations? 
“I am touched by young generations today. They have a difficult world and few 
opportunities ahead of them. Their task is to reinvent themselves from scratch. Those who 
regard them as ignorant are wrong: they don’t read as much as we did, true. But they are 
educated. They have found new sources of information. When they ask me the key to 
success, how to get ahead, I answer as when women ask me how to be elegant: study! 
Study everything, study more. You need to know all about the things that excite you. Take 
artist Francesco Vezzoli, for example. Many wonder how is able to cast famous actresses 
for his films and performances. Vezzoli knows everything about these people, he studies 
them. And when he speaks, they have to say yes. 
What do you tell your own children? 
I’m an old-style mother. I tell them to do what appeals to them. The elder has recently 
expressed a desire to be involved with the company. I hope he doesn’t change his mind. 
We speak of it often between us. In the final analysis, I am as reactive and curious in my 
work as I am traditionalist in my private life. I still see the same friends I did 15 years ago, 
we get together around the table at our home every evening. A common thread: old folks 
on one side, the kids on the other. It is my safe place, my shared life.” 
What do you think of the current technological and media revolution? 
“It is a complex topic that excites me. On the one hand, I fear that the instrument, the 
technology creates thinking, while it should be the opposite. On the other, I note a 
dangerous snobbery: faced with the changes dictated by the Internet, many intellectuals 
have rejected it, confusing the power of the Web with the selfie culture. That’s too easy, 
too cliché. I’m the first to admit that I don’t understand certain dynamics, but I’m not 
resigned, I keep studying. Because this culture primarily means working harder, learning 
more. This makes me reflect on the decision of many designers to abandon the luxury 
brands for the speed and voracity of the contemporary market. I have made a different 
choice: I want to deal with contemporary life and interact with a larger world. The small 
élites don’t interest me. I am grateful to fashion because it forces me to stay anchored to 
reality and teaches how the world turns; I understand mores and customs. What you sell 
truly teaches you to understand. It is a tough law, one that holds a knife to your heart. But 
you are required to think. You can’t be an old-style designer. With time, then, I came to 
understand that by injecting a bit of intelligence into your work, you can transmit thought. 
And I want to exploit the fame of this brand to convey thought. I don’t presume to do good. 
I am obsessed with doing something useful, something that broadens horizons.” 
How do you see the future? 
“I like the idea of continuing to work. I am too curious. I am too impassioned to quit. I want 
to do like Karl Lagerfeld. I want to be good for some time to come.” 
  



Page 2 caption: Muiccia Prada in the Cisterna, one of the spaces of the Foundation open 
since last May in Milan. 
 
Page 4 caption: Miuccia again in the Stiletto room (15th century) inside the Prada 
Foundation 
 
Page 5 caption: a view of the setup for the 2014 women’s spring/summer fashion show, 
prepared by Studio OMA. 
 
Page 5 box: 
1913 
Mario Prada opens the Fratelli Prada boutique in the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II in Milan. 
 
1984 
His granddaughter Miuccia Prada revives a classic piece revolutionized in form and 
materials: a nylon backpack woven of parachutes that transforms the accessory into an 
object of desire. This is the start of a new era for the company. 
 
1993 
Debut of the first expositions in the new Prada Foundation (dedicated to Eliseo Mattiacci 
and Nino Franchina). The same year brings the first collections of Miu Miu Prada Uomo. 
 
2000 
Prada undertakes the venture of Luna Rossa, the sailboat that competes in the America’s 
Cup. The races and the skill of the team give additional momentum to the brand’s success. 
 
2011 
The Prada Group is listed on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange. It includes the Prada, Miu 
Miu, Car Shoe and Church’s lines (and now Marchesi pastry). In the past it has acquired 
and then resold Fendi, Jil Sander and Helmut Lang. 
 
2015 
Inauguration of the new Prada Foundation, located in a former distillery and redesigned by 
Rem Koolhaas as a complex with exposition rooms for the permanent collection and 
temporary shows, cinema and bar. Its value as an institution dedicated to art and its avant-
garde formula transforms it overnight into one of the most important venues for 
contemporary art. 
 
 
Page 6 caption: Above: a room of the Prada Foundation. Here: setup for the 2015 
women’s winter fashion show. 
 
Page 6 box: 
MAJOR BRANDS LIVE 
A new series of documentaries on Italian fashion debuts today at D.Repubblica.it, 
presented firsthand by those who create it. The first episode is narrated by Miuccia Prada 
and reveals the origins of the Prada and Miu Miu clothing lines, the way designers work, 
her passion for art, and her collaboration with artists, architects and intellectuals, as well 
as the recent opening of the Prada Foundation in Milan.  



The D network will continue the story of Made in Italy in coming months with the intention 
of providing a contemporary picture of the culture, humanity, work and beauty that 
distinguishes the Italian fashion system. 
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