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COVER: “Every woman should have the freedom to walk the streets naked” Miuccia Prada 

 

Pages 168 – 173 

 

Colors? Three! 

Silhouettes? Two! 

 

Miuccia Prada on the maximum fashion provocation in times of minimal attention spans. 

 

Images: Brigitte Lacombe 

Interview: Ingeborg Harms 

 

Caption page 168 

Living style: Miuccia Prada brought her own selection of favourite looks to the shooting – 

perfectly packed up in Prada suitcases 

 

The floor in Miuccia Prada's office shimmers gray, white walls and black padded steel 

furniture complete the sober atmosphere. Only the stacks of magazines on a table anchored 

with industrial legs and the bull's-eye-sized end of a gigantic tube by the artist Carsten Höller, 

which allows courageous guests to slip into the courtyard over three floors, provide a splash of 

color. When the designer enters, the room suddenly seems inspired. She wears a light gray 

pullover over a bloody white blouse and exquisite pearl earrings. In spite of her almost 70 

years she is reminiscent of a grand bourgeois daughter. Miuccia Prada doesn’t need to needs 

to prove anything to anybody. For three decades, she has infiltrated the fashion codes season 

after season with collections that look like pamphlets. The native Milanese is very aware of the 

political impact of fashion. VOGUE talked to her about the contradictions that beset her, 

about her juggling with extremes and provocation, and about a new beauty she searches for 

feverishly. 

 

The British Fashion Council recently honoured you for your outstanding contribution to 

global fashion. Is that a reason for you to take stock and look back over your career? 

 

Miuccia Prada: No, I never look back. 

 

But do you perhaps have the feeling that since you started in the 1980s there has been a 

continuity, a signature running through your work? 
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MP: Continuity, yes, but in change. My designs focus lies on change. That isn’t without its 

problems, because people need to be able to recognise the style. Sometimes somebody in the 

company complains they don’t see any connection between the individual collections – but the 

connection is me! So the continuity is less in the pieces than in the approach, the mindset, the 

style. 

 

You’ve described your way of working as “translating ideas into fashion”. But clothes can’t 

speak. 

 

MP: Ah, that’s the problem. 

 

Or maybe not. You spent five years studying to be a mime artist in your youth. Could it be that 

you’re actually very comfortable with fashion’s non-verbal form of expression?  

 

MP: It’s a dialogue between ideas and fashion, between bottom and top, conceptualism and 

pop. I discard everything that’s old or irrelevant until one area is left in which I can work – but 

it’s always related to what’s going on in the world and in my mind. From my point of view, the 

world last season was about to become more conservative. To reflect this, I play around with 

contrasts between the classic and liberal aesthetics of fashion: bourgeois ideas on the one 

hand, and the 1970s’ longing for freedom, nakedness and ideals on the other. But it’s no 

longer possible to be free in that way today.  

 

Because we’re all too much under observation? 

 

MP: And because we have to be politically correct. Everything we do and say, everything 

we’re talking about here today, will be out in the world very quickly for everyone to read. 

 

So perhaps it’s a good thing that clothes can’t speak. 

 

MP: It’s always possible to issue a denial. But the Spring/Summer collection is certainly a 

reflection of social forces. There have been other collections, like the Spring 2014 collection 

with the murals; back then, my focus was on empowerment for women.   

 

Was there any special reason that motivated you to create this collection? 

 

MP: I am always thinking about women having power. Sometimes I focus more. 
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The clothes were painted with women’s faces, and you referenced do-it-yourself elements by 

using collages and adding knit borders to skirts. Do-it-yourself is a huge topic for today’s post-

millennials.  

 

MP: I’m happy about that, even though we’re a company that lives from selling fashion. I try 

to be truthful in my work and to develop a level of depth and seriousness in my analysis of 

the world today. Otherwise fashion isn’t relevant, although the relevance of clothing always 

depends on the moment in history.  

 

Sometimes it seems your collections need to be read like hieroglyphs, but at other times you 

use straight symbols. The headwear in the recent collections reminded me of the rays radiating 

from the head of the Statue of Liberty in New York. 

 

MP: No, that wasn’t the intention. But the head is always important for me.  

 

The high caps in the Resort 2019 collection are almost like a response to the Islamic fashion 

of the high “bump” hijab that’s now an everyday sight in the streets of European cities.  

 

MP: Yes, now I know why the head is so relevant for me. I generally work on the basis of my 

instincts.  

 

That’s a surprising thing to hear from you. Isn’t everything you do the product of reflection? 

 

MP: When a show is over I step back and think about it, but before the show it’s all instinct. 

That’s what drives me. You can tell me anything you like, but once I decide on something I 

stick to it. In the end, instinct is always stronger than arguments.  

 

How should we categorise the baby doll dresses for summer? 

 

MP: They represented the bourgeois aspect of the collection. Round neck, pretty, clean-cut and 

neat. But this year’s plunge necklines were lower than they’ve ever been.  

I even wanted to have more nudity to provoke.  

 

Who’s your sparring partner in decisions like that? 
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MP: I have a very close team who work with me on the show, but is Fabio Zambernardi the 

one who has been working with me for ever now and is definitely very much part of the whole 

process. 

 

In the latest winter collection, you’ve covered women up and dressed them in big coats in neon 

colours. When they came down the dark runway they looked like emergency rescue workers on 

a night call.  

 

MP: Yes, that was a clear statement, also because of the high-visibility colour palette. I think 

women should have the freedom to walk the streets completely naked without being harassed 

or arrested. It’s quite an obsession of mine; as soon as we can go out naked without being 

bothered, we’ve solved our problems. It was basically about the freedom to be direct and 

sexual.  

 

Does your belief have something to do with Christian tradition? The Bible describes Adam and 

Eve in Paradise before the fall as being naked and free from shame.  

 

MP: It’s funny you should mention Christianity. Yesterday I was talking about it to an Italian 

philosopher. He said it’s natural that Europeans are infected with a highly specific vision; in 

the Christian religion that God becomes incarnate and human, and that provides the 

foundation for high ideals of individuality and self-fulfilment as well as a belief in 

democracy. 

 

How can fashion help to achieve self-fulfilment? 

 

MP: I see fashion as a tool, a medium. We choose what we wear in the same way as we choose 

a table, chairs for our homes. But fashion is far more intense than a chair; clothes 

communicate the first impression that people have of us – what we like, what we stand for, 

who we are. When my own choice is deeply rooted, it creates a connection between everything 

that belongs to me. Clothes are important, although not as important as health, say. In times 

of war, there are no philosophers, no art and definitely no fashion; but in normal times, 

fashion is much a part of life as holidays or homes. 

 

Rem Koolhaas, who designs the architecture for your runway shows, coined the term 

“existential minimum”. I have the impression that it is also a part of Prada’s identity and 

history.  
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MP: I’m obsessed by the idea of the minimum. People laugh at me, but I constantly think 

about where I would live if I were old, sick or alone. It’s an important mental exercise. 

 

You’ve described design as being an ongoing process of reduction. But in your case, you almost 

seem to be reducing your inspirations into maximum complexity. 

 

MP: It is more a process of exclusion of what is not relevant. I have to reply to that by 

explaining two things. Today nobody is interested in complexity any longer; our attention 

spans are getting shorter and shorter. To cater to this, I try to simplify – but that involves the 

danger of ending up saying nothing. Life itself is complicated. That’s why I try to maintain a 

level of complexity in my designs, while ensuring that they still look simple. Today, no matter 

what you do, even if you’re making a film – you have to find a way of saying a lot within 

seconds.  

 

How do you do that? By ramping up the tension? 

 

MP: No, by making everything as obvious as possible. The world is becoming increasingly 

complicated. So I reduce. Colours? Three! Silhouettes? Two! Everything is moving towards 

pop or popularity; it seems that the more complex the world becomes and the more religions 

and races have to get along with each other, the more you have to try to be clear. Everyone 

wants the same thing. In such a world, the vocabulary of fashion is getting simpler. But that 

doesn’t mean I avoid new ideas. I don’t give up; instead, I experiment with making more 

complex statements.  

 

Does everyone want the same thing in fashion, too? 

 

MP: Let’s take cars as an example. They all look very similar. And something strange has 

happened in design – images are now all that’s relevant. Immediate impressions – Instagram 

fashion – are a problem for everyone today. How to express content, ideas? As designers, our 

first consideration these days is creating an image. I’m not sure that’s a good thing. But I 

always say we need to understand the learning tool. It’s no good being a genius if nobody’s 

listening. 

 

So you’ve become accustomed to designing clothes for photographs, two-dimensional designs? 

 

MP: No, I can’t do that, it’s impossible. They’ll just have to carry on urging me to simplify!  
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You once said that ideas look good on anyone, and yet, as you said before, you base your 

design process on instinct. 

 

MP: Even my instinct is conceptual. 

 

Aren’t the new Asian markets also driving 2D design? Female bodies there are generally less 

curvy than in Europe. Sometimes it feels as if European fashion has been colonialised by 

those markets. The current transgender trend also ignores the female shape. But you 

continue to cultivate the hourglass; it’s almost a hallmark of yours.  

 

MP: I like the X shape because it’s a simple way of portraying the female form. But to 

answer your question, of course a company has to earn money. But fashion is undergoing 

profound changes. Up until into the 1980s, the majority of customers were European or 

North American, white, catholic and so forth, but since globalisation has spread we address 

a larger audience in terms of religions, races and cultures; the world has become more 

complex and so our work.   

 

But those new customers seem to recognise themselves in you. The Prada brand is globally 

popular.  

 

MP: Globalisation is not such a problem for me, given that I’ve never based my work on a 

specific customer type; I always start with ideas that are there for everyone. I’m not 

interested in clichéd perceptions of beauty and attractiveness. 

 

Today’s post-millennials are fascinated by ideas and philosophers. 

 

MP: Especially as we’re undergoing a crisis of meaning. People are lost without ideas; when 

they lose any sense of direction, they become conservative. We need thinkers that can analyse 

the complexity of the new and the global world. Our minds aren’t accustomed to processing 

everything that digital and global reality throws at us. That’s why more and more people are 

standing up for provinciality, because they feel lost in the other world.  

 

You said you were familiar with the desires of your bourgeois customers from the 80s and 90s 

– yet those were the very women you transformed.  

 

MP: Yes, because I was always so fixated on the provinciality of the fashion world, which 

ignored everything else, the evil and ugliness that also existed in the world. Those aspects were 
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addressed in art, music and film, but never in fashion. Although I still believe that 

fundamentally, fashion can’t be uprooted from the idea of beauty in the classical tradition.  

 

Even though beauty is unimportant for you? 

 

MP: No, I said I’m not interested in clichés of beauty or femininity. That’s why I don’t 

particularly like designing evening gowns or event wear. But I’m really interested in beauty. 

It’s not easy to design a dress that moves you in a new way without being banal; in fact, it’s 

extremely difficult. But on the other side you have to be careful since It’s easy to create clothes 

that nobody wants to wear, and this is not what interests me. 

 

Today nobody talks about the avantgarde or the new – yet the runway at Prada is always a 

focus of attention for the fashion world. Would you say your conceptual approach is a 

machine for generating new beauty? 

 

MP: That’s probably what I’ve been trying to achieve all along. And I have another obsession: 

people’s true lives. That’s why I love vintage jewelery or clothes; I always ask myself where 

they’re from and who used to wear them, whether they had happy lives…. 

 

So you like ghosts? 

 

MP: Yes, very much. I’m fascinated by plumbing the depths and complexities of other people’s 

lives. Maybe, more women’s lives because they suffered more. I don’t normally think about 

myself in those terms, so it’s good that I’m being forced to by this discussion. 

 

Did you feel this empathy for other people’s lives from an early age? 

 

MP: I don’t remember anything about my early childhood, only that it was very boring. It 

was nice; I felt my parents loved me; but I was always bored. That only changed when I was 

16, and started to go out and develop an interest in politics. I have to add that our parents 

wanted us to go to school in other countries; I spent a summer studying in France when I 

was only 12. They were quite cosmopolitan.   

 

Your views seem to hold a lot of contradictions; you said in an interview that you’re planning 

to work well into old age, but on the other hand you value the ideals of communism, which 

include the abolition of work. 
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MP: But I don’t see work as a duty; I enjoy it, and I’m enjoying it more and more. Of course, 

part of that is due to Fondazione Prada and the excitement involved in that.  

 

What part do cyborgs – the development of artificial intelligence – play? The Prada Group 

recently held a conference focusing on the digital future...  

 

MP: It will be relevant, but people are still suffering, have children and die.  

 

On your runways, there’s always this little, very human heroine figure, confronting life no 

matter how badly it may wound her. 

 

MP: Of course, because I’m convinced that reality and life are stronger than anything else. I’m 

Italian; I want to stay human. Don’t we, who still think, have to take up the cause of life and 

humanity before we’re all swallowed up by technology? There’s no way of measuring reality. 

Many things only take place in our imaginations. Anyway, the young people I know still fall in 

love. But the trust in politics has vanished.  

 

Are you thinking of opening a Prada college? 

 

MP: Don’t exaggerate, but education is so important; my idea is to create something within 

the scope of the Fondazione. When it comes to explaining what’s happening, art isn’t 

enough. We’re probably in the midst of the biggest revolution of all times; we can feel it, 

but we know absolutely nothing about it.  

 

Your upbringing has given you a deep understanding of the bourgeois lifestyle; you used to 

raid your mother’s closet for couture clothes to wear on demos. The secret of that couture is 

awareness of the imperfections of individual bodies. But runway fashion is created for the 

flawless and young. We need new beauty in clothes, but one that can be aligned to individual 

bodies. 

 

MP: It’s a very sensitive topic. I do understand the problem. But I don’t have the strength to 

follow it through radically.  

 

So no top designer can afford to do that today?  
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MP: I always say that I design clothes people want to wear. That’s a specific business sector; 

I’m not an artist and have no wish to be one, but fashion designers of today are forced to 

look beyond.  

 

The fashion world has become accustomed to Prada as a source of the unexpected, the 

irritating... 

 

MP: I’m happy, you say “irritating”, because that’s what I constantly do to people. In the eyes 

of conservatives, I’ve done something profoundly wrong, and for the avantgarde, I didn’t 

exaggerate enough in the way, say, Japanese designers do – much as I respect them. I’ve always 

fallen between extremes, but then that’s been exactly what I enjoyed the most. Today I move 

between ideas and empathy, which is probably the biggest contradiction of all. I’m very 

interested in politics, but I’m a wealthy fashion designer. You couldn’t get any more 

contradictory than that. 

 

But you’re more than just a rich designer... 

 

MP: Yes, I am more, but I can’t talk about it because I design fashion, and it wouldn’t be 

acceptable. It’s so complicated! Luckily, I can rely on my instinct.  
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