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How to spend it 
 

CORPORATE CULTURE 
FOCUSSING ON INDUSTRY AND INNOVATION 

 
Values. In these pages, Patrizio Pertelli, 72, CEO of Prada, two sons, Lorenzo (30) and Giulio (28), had by his wife 

Miuccia Prada. On the opposite page, below, Prada Cahier bag, in city calf and saffiano leather, with metal details (€ 
2,000) 

 
 

A QUESTION OF NUMBERS 
Four films worth seeing. Six paintings to make you go out of your mind. Two reasons (rather, a lot more) to buy and 

not to sell. For Prada’s CEO the figures, and not only the economic figures, count. Hence, with Patrizio Bertelli, even one 
interview becomes two. By Nicoletta Polla-Mattiot. 

 
Encounters are a question of timeliness, and even of temperature. That with Patrizio Bertelli doubly so. We decided to 

meet up in the main headquarters in via Fogazzaro, Milan. Unforeseen circumstances meant our encounter was moved 
to 35 kilometres away from Arezzo, in the factory-gardens of Valvigna. Half an hour is not enough and we meet up again 
in the offices of largo Isarco, in front of the Foundation. In the period between the first and second encounter – moving 
from pergolas of vines and hanging gardens, designed by Guido Canali, to the bare meeting room of this piece of 
Milanese industrial architecture – the Prada group presented its biannual report marking the turnaround. All brands, 
channels and the most important markets are on the up: The race resumes, revenues are up 9 percent, net profits are 
up 11 percent. Meanwhile, we have gone from the driving rain and the impetuous debate set out in Tuscany to the sun 
dazzled cement and phlegmatic talk under the tower by Rem Koolhaas. The emotional climate can change a lot and 
suddenly when conversing with Bertelli. Torrid passion, icy detachment, acute curiosity, detached disenchantment. I 
wonder if he experiences interviews as a dutiful ritual, as the skilled communicator which he has become over the years, 
or whether he interprets them as a gaming table, where he can enjoy himself and tout his famed, firy character, little 
inclined to euphemisms and understatement. “You understand immediately if the person you have in front of you is 
interested in what you say and not in what they want to hear you say. And sure, the interviewee has to be free. If you 
don’t have any skeletons in your closet, you have no reason to lead people astray, you answer straight out and that’s 
that”. Medium temperature. As CEO of a group with three billions in turnover, 5 brands (Prada, Miu Miu, Church’s, Car 
Shoe, Marchesi 1824), 21 factories, 625 directly run salespoints, over thirty thousand people depend on his decisions. 
One might say a daunting situation. “To be precise, they are 13,500, of over a hundred different nationalities, and why 
should I feel daunted? I have had people under me since I was eighteen year’s of age!” Temperature on the rise. 

 
Interactions. On this page, some areas of the Prada factory-gardens, in Valvigna, in Tuscany, designed by the architect 

Guido Canali. From the top, clockwise, the raw materials archive; the link between the canteen and the main block; the 
canteen pavilion; the catwalk for access to the factory. Above, the collections’ workshop. 
26 

 
 

The group structure: 625 stores, the last one just renovated in via della Spiga, 5 brands, 21 factories and 13,500 
employees 

 
“Over and beyond all questions on hierarchical, functional, vertical or horizontal, experiential models or whether the 

decisions come from above, below or from the side, there has to be a humus of individuals who take on responsibility. 
You cannot be passive, believe the company should tell you everything. This also goes for the entrepreneur. If you 
expect the whole time that someone else will come and tuck you in, be it the government, the state, the analysts, you 
are not doing your job as an entrepreneur. A company has to be innovative in itself. Hence the sum of innovative 
companies makes up the industrial culture of a modern country. Let’s add, as the Americans explain, the chronic 
situation of a twenty per cent of people who do little or nothing in any productive structure. Which leaves me totally 
indifferent”. It might seem a contradiction or a tribute to the pleasure of being provocative. “It’s just a fact. From the 
point of view of performance, the delta is an opportunity. If a person is totally inefficient and I manage to recover 
him/her, I make an enormous qualitative leap. You can’t expect to find employees who are all a hundred per cent right, 
that’s quite impossible. To carry on replacing the mediocre ones, starting off afresh every time, would be equally 
effective”. There is a serene, determined pragmatism, corroborated by assuredness. The temperature of the 
conversation remains stable. “Also, the matter of attachment to the company… is perfectly futile. We have to start off 
from the idea that people, in a world as evolved in terms of interchanges, need to gain multiple experience. Let them 
change, go abroad. I am an atypical manager. If I need to be pragmatic, I am pragmatic. If we are dealing with figures, 



they are figures, if we are dealing with philosophy, it’s philosophy. The important thing is not to mix up the levels to 
justify everything and everyone”. The figures are pretty clear. Leatherwear and shoes remain the group’s core business 
and grow respectively by 8 per cent (opening photo, PradaCahier bag, 2.600 euros). The importance of clothing though 
is increasing: 20 per cent in the first half of the year, also thanks to the performance of the Prada resort fashion shows 
in New York and Miu Miu in Paris, while men’s products account for around 30 per cent of all the product categories (on 
the following page, a look at the P/E collection, in the shops from December). So here we have it: Patrizio Bertelli - (72 
years of age) two sons, one of whom, Lorenzo, has already joined the company in September 2017 as head of digital 
communication, preparing himself “to become head of Prada one day, if he wants to” - let’s now do a bit of philosophy 
to try to discover the Prada CEO’s relationship with time. 

Hence prospects, the future… “Being capable of looking outward the whole time, of intercepting the things that 
present themselves to you each and every day: this is timeliness. Troubling yourself with what you haven’t done or what 
you lack are like your dreams during the night, they simply disappear next morning. One has to always think about what 
you have done and what you have received. If you really want something, the lack of time cannot be an alibi”. Thus 
there is also the time for change, for renewal, for keeping up, meaning not going out of fashion, a categorical imperative 
for the sector in which Bertelli operates. “Society changes fast and not on a cultural but on an economic platform. The 
flow of a certain type of tourism, the advent of the nouveau riche from countries outside Europe, the millennials, the 
widespread use of technology that is changing the demand, offer and aesthetics of our cities. Today you know 
everything about everything, but superficially and in a great hurry. Which is why giantism, the outside, dimensional 
impact is prospering. Let’s take art: enormous spaces, great works. A painter, like those of the mid nineteenth century 
who did paintings as small as this, no longer interests anyone. We have gone back to the Renaissance”. 

That would be great…“Also in those times size was eye-catching. You have to think that in Florence the houses were 
low, made of wood, and in the middle they built the Duomo, Palazzo Pitti, Palazzo Strozzi!”. Let’s leave art and go back 
to figures. “Here is a figure: three. Three films, that absolutely ought to be seen. The Damned, tough, heavy, Luchino 
Visconti is exceptional; the Battle of Algiers, Tokyo Decadence. And then the Empire of the Senses. Ok, that’s four, but 
they are pillars”. Other figures? “In my life I have bought a few artists which I like. Fontana’s The End of God: we have 
6 out of the 38 he made. Truly crazy”. I meant company figures. “A company has to attain results, this is its objective”, 
he remarks. A goal achieved in the first half of 2018, after various quarters on the downside, with a verve that recalls 
the best years, achieving a net result of 106 million. This thanks to an investment strategy focussed on industrial 
development (the three new production units, Valvigna, Sibiu, Limoges and the valorization of the 12 existing ones, all in 
Italy, between Tuscany and Umbria. “You have to weigh up the advantages of an eclectic country like our own: human 
material, ideas, over and beyond the difficulty of achieving the same”). “We were the absolute first to restore identity 
and value to the factory. We never licenced out our brand, only our eyeglasses to Luxottica. We vertically integrated the 
production of all lines and products, we internalised the cutting of the leatherwear”. Pride mixed with a certain 
impetuousness. 

 
 

The other two great fields of investment are digitisation and retail: amidst pop-up projects, special installations and 
new openings in Dubai and in China (on this page, the new Prada store spaces in via della Spiga, Milan, and the store in 
the Dubai Mall). Fashion companies are a strange two-headed beast, commanded by a strategic and a creative head: 
well separated structures, though taking on the same specific weight. Here though Prada plays a home game. "Modern 
fashion companies are a much more complex machine. There are at least three major areas, communication, style and 
marketing, and then there are the industrial activities. At any rate I will talk about the product! I will broach the terms 
that are needed to help development, the most difficult word we come across. It does not just mean increasing sales, it 
means creating involvement, understanding how work will evolve from now up to twenty years time, maintaining the 
relationship between the centre and the periphery of the company despite the speed of change». The tone is firm, the 
contents strong. We rewind the tape and start from the beginning. If timeliness and temperature are the basis of a more 
or less successful encounter, compared to the expectations of a fiery Bertelli, the conversation was also all too refined 
and balanced. We attempt to raise the pressure, speeding things up as we approach time up. Straight out, when it's 
time to say goodbye, we put it to him: Will Prada ever sell to a foreign investor? “There are people who think that they 
are so good, they feel their successors just won’t be able to equal them. I on the other hand believe it’s worth leaving a 
good legacy to those who will manage things after me”. Indeed you have two sons, which makes things easier. “That 
has nothing to do with it, it's just a conceptual presumption. That's why everyone sells. I, when it comes to it, buy!". 

 
 
 
 
 

How to spend it 



Continuity. On the right, the Prada store, of almost 1,550 square meters on three levels, in the Dubai Mall of the 
Emirates, Dubai. Below, Prada Linea Rossa sneakers, in leather and technical fabric (490C). 

 
In the first six months of 2018, sales of shoes, leather goods and aboveall clothing increased. 

 
Matching tones. Above, the new store spaces in via della Spiga, in Milan, dedicated to women's collections. At the 

center are the green marble tables, designed by BBPR and reproduced exclusively for Prada. On the right, men's clothing 
from the P/E 2019 collection (in stores from December). 
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