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have transformed the company into a global fashion conglomerate with $2.4 billion in sales, four labels—Prada,
Miu Miu and shoemakers Church’s and Car Shoe—and 267 stores from San Francisco to Seoul. Bertelli pushed
Prada to open the brand’s first store in New York in 1986. Two years later, he urged her to start designing
women’s clothes and five years later he got her into menswear. “He’s far more of a provocateur than I am,” Prada
says. “With him, you’re always questioning yourself. He and I have a little rule of three. If he says something
more than three times, then I need to think about it. Sometimes I don’t want to listen, but I do.” Now, for
example, he is insisting that she pay more attention to marketing via Hollywood celebrities—an approach she
has traditionally eschewed. “He says that we are snobs and that we don’t understand pop culture,” Prada says, of
herself and her creative team. “He is the mind, we are the arms.”
MARCH 11, 2010 ET

The Bertelli–Prada partnership is the heart of a firm that has thrived for the past quarter century as a distinctly
family-run enterprise—with Bertelli as paterfamilias. Bertelli, Prada and her siblings own close to 95 percent of
the company. Bertelli and Prada serve as chief executive officer and chairman, respectively. He brings the same
intensity to the business side of the brand that she does to the creative. Past and present executives describe him
as an indefatigable and charismatic boss with intimate knowledge of the company, from the stitching of shoe
seams to the color of the walls in Prada boutiques. But they say Bertelli can take on too much. He has the last
word on everything from hirings to how many precious skins to order for a line of handbags. When a top
manager leaves—and several have after clashing with the boss—Bertelli often takes over the position in an
interim capacity. Executives are loath to make decisions without his approval, and few dare contradict him. “It’s
the law of the jungle,” says Gian Giacomo Ferraris, chief executive of Versace, who worked at the Prada group
earlier this decade. “He expects a lot from himself, and therefore from others. Either you play at his level, or he
writes you off.”

Miuccia and Me
By Alessandra Galloni | Photographs by Brigitte Lacombe

Bertelli is known for his temper, which is partly shtick. “I always tell Bertelli: You like this reputation, or you’d
change it,” says Prada, who always refers to her husband by his last name. When he was overseeing the decor of
a new Miu Miu store in Manhattan in 1997, he took issue with a mirror and smashed it. “It made people look too
fat,” he recalls. He famously broke the taillights of several cars parked in the wrong spaces of Prada’s parking lot.
“I enjoyed that,” he says with a laugh.
The outsize personality extends beyond the office. He likes cars, and so he owns eight, including several
Porsches. An avid sailor who competed internationally in the 1970s, Bertelli bought a 75-foot sailboat in 1997;
three years and $55 million later, the “Luna Rossa” entered the world’s most important sailing race, the
America’s Cup, and came in runner-up. He says his temper is often used as an excuse by people who leave the
company because they can’t take the pressure-cooker environment. “It’s true that I get angry with things that are
banal,” he says. “But saying that I’m irascible is also an alibi for people who don’t cut it. My behavior is always
correct, and I always try to motivate people.”

Bertelli and Prada, together for 30 years, in the library of their vacation home in the Alps.

Patrizio Bertelli, the 6-foot, white-haired chief executive of Italian fashion house Prada, is a shouter, and this
afternoon the yelling is directed at Dallas-based department store chain Neiman Marcus. Bertelli has just met
Neiman’s 72-year-old chairman Burton Tansky, who flew in for the day to smooth over differences about how
the chain displays Prada clothes, handbags, shoes and perfumes in its stores.

Bertelli and Prada’s rapport is the most volcanic of all, and the two are notorious for their violent arguments.
“We work hard. It’s always an intense relationship, and it’s exhausting having to work with him. But I admire
and respect him,” Prada says. “It’s a war in here every minute, and to be part of this company, you have to be
trained.”

“I told Tansky: Don’t come in here and play the Texan with me. I don’t give a s— about your John Wayne act,”
bellows Bertelli, a large aquiline nose twitching between the black rims of his glasses, as he puffs with every
thickly aspirated c that marks his distinctly Tuscan accent. (Tansky later described the conversation as a
“passionate” exchange between two people who are “proud and intense about their business.”) As manager of
one of the world’s leading fashion brands, Bertelli is still smarting after U.S. retailers slashed prices of designer
goods at the end of 2008 in response to the economic crisis. To get rid of inventory, Neiman Marcus, Saks and
others discounted $1,500 handbags and $750 footwear by as much as 70 percent, causing European
luxury-goods firms to worry that their customers would never pay top dollar again. As the economy starts to
recover, many fashion executives are trying to wrest more control over department-store sales—and Bertelli is
taking up the challenge with particular zeal. “I like Tansky. The real problem is that America is so f—ing
egocentric.”

Both agree on a crucial point: that the creative and
commercial needs of the brand have to be on equal footing
for the company to be a true success. At many fashion
houses, designers struggle to meet the demands imposed
on them by managers to make clothes that will sell well or
can be priced at a certain level. Clashes between the
creative and business sides have led to legendary bust-ups,
such as celebrity designer Tom Ford’s departure from
Gucci in 2004 or German designer Jil Sander’s
acrimonious exit from her eponymous firm when Prada
bought it in 1999. (Sander later returned, but Prada sold
the company years later.) Sander did not respond to
repeated requests for comment and her namesake
company declined to comment.

Bertelli, 63, is the mastermind behind a label most people associate with his wife, Miuccia Prada, the
avant-garde designer who over the years has created global sensations out of industrial nylon black backpacks,
wallpaper-motif pleated skirts, tiedyed dresses and thick high-heeled wedge shoes, to name just a few.
If Prada is one of the most influential designers in the world, Bertelli is the driving influence behind her. Ever
since 1977, when the couple first met at a trade fair in Milan, Bertelli has encouraged his wife to take risks that
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“For Miuccia and me, it’s equally important to make a
product that pushes fashion forward as it is to sell it. If
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we’re not selling, then there’s something wrong. This is our
fundamental philosophy,” Bertelli says. “Money is not an
end for us, but I’ve always said that for all of this to work,
we need to sell, and Bertelli feels the same way,” Prada adds. “He has an incredible sense of what works and
doesn’t work. And when the strategy is right, you sell a lot.”

For years, the company grew within the contours of a new family life. When their two sons, Lorenzo, now 21, and
Giulio, 19, were children, the couple spent most of their time in Arezzo. When the kids started school, Bertelli
and Prada moved the company’s headquarters to Milan. “Our life was home and factory, and this was the great
fortune of the company,” Bertelli says. When Prada opened its Madison Avenue store in Manhattan in 1993, the
couple took Lorenzo, then 5, and Giulio, 3, to the Grand Canyon and Disneyland. “It was mind-blowing to see
how well everything was organized,” Bertelli says, “from the lines to the pancakes with Mickey Mouse.”

Bertelli is aiming to take Prada public. Previous attempts, in
2001, 2002 and 2008, were postponed.

The Bertelli–Prada duo is so important to the business that when the company was preparing a stock market
listing nine years ago—an initial public offering that never happened—banking advisers laid out as a “risk factor”
for investors any eventuality that the two might decide not to work together anymore, according to a person who
was involved in the IPO preparations. “They’re not managers, they’re owners and entrepreneurs,” says Prada
Chief Operating Officer Sebastian Suhl. “They are the brand.”

Today, Bertelli says his sons are his window into what young consumers want. “You have to watch young people,
because if you’re not updated with the world of today, then you might as well get the hell out of fashion.” Both
parents say that they’ve never pushed their sons into the business, and that it’s too early to say whether they will
join the company. “If they do, I think they’d start in the factory. It’s like a sailor has to know how a boat is made,”
he says.

Still, the way of doing business at one of the world’s most important fashion groups could soon come under
strain if Bertelli and Prada revive, as both say they intend to, plans to sell part of the company on the market to
raise money for future growth. “I think anyone would be interested in acquiring a stake in Prada,” Bertelli says.
“But to give the company a real future, the stock market is the best option.” Bringing in outside investors
—whether via an initial public offering or a private sale—could, for example, put pressure on Bertelli to hire
more outside managers to help him run the firm. “After an IPO, things would get more complicated. And at that
point the management issue will arise,” says a banker who works with Prada.

The 1990s transformed Prada from a niche fashion house with $50 million in sales into a $1.5 billion
luxury-goods conglomerate. Prada’s shopping spree—in addition to Lang and Sander, the company also bought
the Azzedine Alaïa fashion house and a stake in Fendi—was motivated by one of Bertelli’s key convictions: that
fashion houses should not diversify their labels indiscriminately, including by launching secondary lower-priced
lines. Many fashion houses—from Armani to Versace and Valentino—have started lower-priced collections over
the years as a way to extend their consumer base.

Bertelli’s extra-large ambitions have left the company in need of funds. During the rapid-growth years of the
1990s, Bertelli—like other luxury-goods executives such as Louis Vuitton Moët Hennessy’s Bernard Arnault
—spent more than half a billion dollars to buy several small fashion houses with the intention of turning them
into global brands. The purchase of Jil Sander, Helmut Lang and others meant Prada had racked up more than a
billion dollars in debt by the end of the decade (on sales of around $1.5 billion at the time)—a burden Prada has
been struggling with ever since.

“The rationale was that we had grown a lot for 10 years, and we wanted to diversify—but not by going into hotels
or wines,” Bertelli says. “This may be considered a mistake in hindsight, but it was plausible at the time. In 1995,
all of us were asking ourselves how we were going to grow. Later we realized that there wasn’t necessarily a need
to expand into new labels because there were so many growth opportunities in new markets.”

You have to watch young people—if you’re not updated with the world
of today, then you may as well get the hell out of fashion’

The couple are also big real-estate spenders, dishing out more than $137 million a year to open new boutiques
and then having them fitted by prominent architects such as Rem Koolhaas or the Swiss duo Jacques Herzog
and Pierre de Meuron. Bertelli and Prada most recently commissioned Koolhaas to build “Transformer,” a
massive shape-shifting exhibition space in Seoul, which opened last year. Over the next couple of years, Bertelli
is planning another store-expansion drive—30 new boutiques are set to open this year alone, many of them in
the U.S. The store buildup is aimed partly at making Prada less dependent over time on its wholesale business,
such as U.S. department stores, to sell its goods.

Enlargement brought big problems—notably managing designers. Sander fell out with Bertelli almost
immediately after being bought out and left after a few months. She then returned, but the fashion house
struggled to make money. “Jil Sander was Bertelli’s baby,” says Ferraris, former Jil Sander chief executive. “But
bankers forced him to cut off the dead wood in the company and so he got to work restructuring Jil Sander in
order to sell it.” Helmut Lang eventually left too. Since then, Bertelli has offloaded both Jil Sander and Helmut
Lang and sold 5 percent of Prada to an Italian bank. Two more IPO attempts have been postponed, and Prada’s
holding and operating companies are still loaded with more than $1.51 billion in debt. But creditor banks have
extended the due date on expiring loans to 2012, giving the company breathing space. “We made mistakes. With
Jil Sander and Helmut Lang, I would say that it’s 50 percent our fault and 50 percent theirs,” Bertelli says. “But
now we are rid of these brands, and things are good.” Lang did not respond to requests for comment.

Bertelli was born in Arezzo in 1946, in the heart of Italy’s Tuscany region, into a family of prominent lawyers. As
a child, he had a talent for drawing and painting, though teachers at his Catholic school thwarted some of his
creative bent by forcing the left-handed boy to use his right hand. Left-handedness at the time was considered a
sign of the devil. (Bertelli still uses his left hand to draw.) Bertelli’s father died when he was 6, leaving his mother
to support her two sons on a high-school teacher’s salary. The family didn’t want for anything—there were
regular sailing and skiing holidays, he recalls—but growing up with a single parent helped Bertelli develop a
sense of independence and entrepreneurship.

The day before Bertelli’s meeting with Neiman was the day of Prada’s fall-winter 2010 menswear show. Bertelli
had woken up in Arezzo and, after breakfast in the city’s main square, had flown by helicopter to Milan. He was
wearing gray flannel trousers, a blue wool turtleneck sweater and a blue blazer. He had eaten a lunch of
prosciutto, wild chicken and red wine in one of his favorite Milan trattorias, where he had spent a good deal of
time chatting with the owner, the chef and many of the diners.

In the late 1960s, when Bertelli was enrolled at the engineering department of the University of Bologna, Levi’s
jeans with flared bottoms were all the rage among young Italian men. But the thick belts that needed to be worn
with them were still a luxury item. “We couldn’t afford them, so Bertelli set out to make his own,” recalls Carlo
Mazzi, one of Bertelli’s childhood friends, who joined the company five years ago as Prada’s chief financial
officer. Bertelli bought leather, and brass to make the buckle, and then took the pieces to a cobbler to be sewn
together. The total expense was 4 percent of what the belts cost in stores—and Bertelli saw a golden opportunity.
He dropped out of college and devoted himself full-time to his accessories business, which he called Mr. Robert
(after his friend Roberto) and transformed over the next decade into a midsize leather-goods firm based in
Arezzo. I Pellettieri d’Italia would become the precursor to the modern Prada SpA.

As he arrived at the showroom, stagehands were checking the large loftlike hall where Prada presents her shows.
This time, the catwalk had been set up as “Prada City”—a space with abstract bars, squares, parks and theaters
created by Alexander Reichert, an architect in Rem Koolhaas’s studio. Prada, dressed in a long blue kilt,
knee-high studded socks and vertiginously high thick-heeled shoes, was backstage, putting the last touches to
the collection. Lorenzo and Giulio, who had worn Prada jeans for the occasion, hung out in the corridor with
Prada’s sister Marina.

Bertelli was displaying his handbags at a trade fair in Milan in 1977 when he met Prada, who, at the time, was
running the leather-goods store her grandfather had opened in 1913 in Milan’s Galleria Vittorio Emanuele. She
was a tidy, upper-class Milanese woman who wore Yves Saint Laurent skirts, studied theater and talked politics.
He was a loudmouthed Tuscan entrepreneur with grand ambitions. She hired him as one of Prada’s main
suppliers, and within a year the two were living together in an apartment in central Milan.
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As he always does, Bertelli watched the show from the room where engineers monitor the sound and lighting
system. “City life is the theme of the moment. It’s all about 24-hour, 360-degree living,” said Bertelli, as he
peered into the television set, watching Prada’s models—men, joined by women—clad in high-waisted trousers,
camouflage- print coats and tasseled loafers. “It makes me wonder: How do you safeguard intimacy in such a
world?” he muttered, before launching into a soliloquy about how the size of women’s feet has changed over the
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centuries. As the show ended, Bertelli rushed backstage to greet his wife, who bounced over to him, pecking him
once on each cheek. “So, did you like it? Did you see how I reintroduced the little coat?” “Yes, I liked it. I’ve been
thinking about this 24-hour city thing. It’s like the negation of privacy and intimacy, isn’t it?” She looked at him
quizzically and shrugged. “Don’t get philosophical on me now,” she laughed, bolting back to her receiving line of
journalists, friends and hangers-on pouring in backstage.

Food is a serious matter for Bertelli. He is an avid cook himself (earlier in the day he had spent 20 minutes
explaining to a Prada executive how to cook a trufflestuffed pheasant with cream) and a restaurant enthusiast.
Bertelli has a dozen of his favorite Milan eateries’ numbers in his mobile phone—including an outpost of the
Asian fusion restaurant Nobu owned by Armani and the classic Milanese bistro Bice. He makes reservations
himself, confident that he’ll always get the best table in the house, which, in Milan, is often the one right near the
kitchen.

By the time Bertelli came home after the show, Giulio and Lorenzo were sprawled on the couch watching the
Sunday evening soccer matches roundup. A shaggy, oversize stuffed toy dog lay in front of the television set. “It
was Giulio’s when he was a little kid, and we’ve never been able to get rid of it,” Bertelli said, smiling.

Over the second course, Bertelli steered the conversation toward the Internet. A few weeks earlier, a U.S.
newspaper article had suggested that Prada’s Web strategy was “stodgy” compared with that of brands such as
U.K. fashion house Burberry, which has a Facebook account and encourages consumers to send in photos of
themselves wearing the brand’s trench coats. Prada was one of the last high-end fashion houses to embrace the
Web, waiting until the end of 2007 to create an e-commerce site. Today consumers can buy accessories, find
company information and view advertising campaigns and Prada-made films on the site. That day, the
menswear show had been streamed live on the site and on Prada’s official YouTube channel. Still, the newspaper
article had clearly hit a sore spot.

Prada and Bertelli’s apartment, on the ground floor of a building with a large courtyard in central Milan, is
spacious, but with a cozy feel. A green-marble corridor leads to a large veranda that serves as a living room, a
dining room—which that night had been set up to host 15 people—and a contemporary art space with works by
Damien Hirst, Lucio Fontana, German abstract painter Blinky Palermo and others. A steel library filled with
8,000 books on architecture, art and design spans the length of an adjacent room. Bertelli and Prada’s
predilection for modern and contemporary art took off in 1993 when the couple traveled to New Mexico with
Italian art critic Germano Celant to see “The Lightning Field,” a long-term installation of 400 stainless-steel
poles created by American sculptor Walter de Maria, Celant recalls. The Fondazione Prada, created in 1993 to
host established and up-and-coming artists from Anish Kapoor to Nathalie Djurberg and which is now run by
Celant, is one of the most important spaces for contemporary art in Italy. “Miuccia and Bertelli are both very
passionate about art,” says Hans Ulrich Obrist, director of international projects at the Serpentine Gallery in
London. “The Fondazione not only has exhibitions but it allows artists to produce projects that would otherwise
have been unrealized.”

“I think it’s bulls—. Why does showing a photo of someone wearing a trench coat online mean being open to the
world? What’s that got to do with anything?” Prada blurted, as Bertelli piled up generous portions of spinach
pudding on the plates of the people sitting beside him.
Bertelli has been urging Prada to engage more online with bloggers and with her many fans. He now called the
guests to order and put Prada on the spot: “Let me ask you this: Is it more democratic not to answer people’s
questions on the Internet at all?” Bertelli bellowed, as guests stopped their chitchat to listen. “Or is it more
democratic to give an answer even if it’s not complete?”

Bertelli and his sons were still fixed in front of the television when Prada walked in and plopped herself on the
couch, unbuckling her shoe straps. “This is a real glamour evening, isn’t it?” she joked.

Francesco Vezzoli, an Italian artist who is a good friend of Prada’s and was sitting to her left, suggested that the
designer had little choice: “You’re a star, and other stars around you Twitter.”

“Mom, that was a great show,” piped up Lorenzo, a lanky, dark-haired philosophy major. “I liked that you
brought in women alongside the men.”

“Well, what if we found out years from now that Twitter is crap. Maybe years from now, we’ll all have been
mistaken,” Prada retorted.

“In reality it was a women’s collection adapted to men, but I shouldn’t really say that too loudly or people will
start criticizing,” chuckled Prada, munching on a piece of salami and white bread that a waiter had brought over
to the living room.

She picked up a meatball with her fork and crossed her foot underneath her on the chair, as one of her thickheeled shoes plunked to the ground, under the table. “It’s not that I don’t want to embrace the Internet, but I
don’t want to just throw random answers out there. In that case, I’d rather not answer,” Prada continued.
Turning to Bertelli: “I’d like to see you get up in the morning and sit there and answer questions online. Why
don’t you do it?”

Bertelli is
frequently in
Tuscany or
visiting Prada’s
stores around
the world, but
when the
couple are in
Milan, they
spend most
evenings at
home with
their sons or a
small group of
friends—a
collection of
scholars, artists
and childhood
mates,
including a
Bertelli at the 17-year-old Fondazione Prada with a sculpture by contemporary artist Michael Heizer.
Milanese
doctor who is one of Prada’s best friends. That night, Bertelli and Prada sat together at the head of their long oval
table, presiding over the guests and the conversation. On the menu were spinach-filled pasta, meatballs, spinach
pudding, potato puree, a cream dessert and a chocolate cake—topped off with red wine.
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“You don’t get it, do you?” Bertelli belted back. “Communications move fast and fast communication
compromises quality. It’s inevitable, and you have to accept that.”
Prada flared: “Don’t treat me like an imbecile!”
“I’m not. Are you finished screaming?” Bertelli roared. “And I’m supposed to be the irascible one?” The guests
laughed.
The next afternoon, Bertelli sat in a whitewashed conference room next to his office, a spacious, window-paneled
room with three small leather couches, a large Alberto Burri painting and “Hi-Tech Baby,” a sculpture by
Korean-American artist Nam June Paik made out of 14 televisions. It was several hours after the Neiman
meeting, and Bertelli had cooled down about the U.S. department-store debate.
He turned his attention back to the Internet imbroglio of the night before. “The Internet is democratic, and so
you can’t give it an elitist response. Miuccia is always moralistic about these things,” he said. “I am not more
modern than Miuccia. She is more instinctive, while I have a more rational mind and compartmental way of
thinking. We pretty much arrive at the same conclusions, though.”
Another dilemma occupying Bertelli’s mind at the moment is the incessant pressure on European fashion houses
to lower costs, including by seeking overseas markets to produce their goods. Over the past few years, many
designer brands, from Italy’s Valentino to France’s Céline, have been making some of their clothes and handbags
in Eastern Europe, North Africa or Asia, where labor costs are far lower than in Western Europe. Many
companies have been reticent to discuss the shift, however, fearing that without the “made in Italy” label—and
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the centuries-old history of artisanship it conveys—consumers will be less willing to pay exorbitant prices.
While the Prada brand is 98 percent made in Italy, about half of Miu Miu handbags are made in Turkey and
Romania, and 70 percent of the sporty Linea Rossa shoes are produced in Vietnam. Bertelli’s roots lie deep in
one of Italy’s artisanal heartlands, and Prada runs 13 factories with 3,500 workers in the country. But Bertelli is
unapologetic about his decision to make some products abroad—as long as there are quality controls. He
believes firmly that consumers should learn to trust a brand name, regardless of where it’s made, and that “made
by Prada” should be just as trustworthy a label as “made in Italy.”
That’s a controversial statement in a country that has been struggling to protect its once-thriving textile industry
from cheaper Chinese goods. “If a product is not made in Italy, that doesn’t mean that it’s made badly—saying so
borders on racism,” Bertelli says. The real problem, he says, is that since every country has different rules
regarding how to label their imports—U.S. and Japanese markets have stricter “made in” rules than Europe, for
example—many companies attach different “made in” tags depending on where the products are sold.
“That’s bulls—. If a product is made in Italy, then we’ll put the ‘made in Italy’ tag; if it’s made in China, we’ll put
the ‘made in China’ tag, and if it’s made in Turkey, we’ll say so. Others aren’t as honest, but you see, Miuccia and
I have never thought of our public as idiots.”
After 36 hours in Milan, Bertelli was getting ready to commute back to Arezzo. That night, he ate at another of
his favorite restaurants, Masuelli, where he ordered saffronimbued risotto straight from the chef in the kitchen.
Though he is a gabber, Bertelli is shy when it comes to answering questions about his private life with Prada.
“We are equals. Perhaps I’m a little more curious about history. Miuccia is strong but also very sweet.”
He sipped his glass of wine.
“Miuccia and I have lived very intensely for the past thirty years, even if there have been fights. Living, working
and creating a family together has been a great human exercise.”–Alessandra Galloni
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