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Here and on the next pag
MARGCHETTI 15 photographed in the
YOOX warchouse inBologna: Italy
He wears a white shict by MARC
IACOBS. ¢rey cardigan by ANN
DEMEULEMEESTER trousers by
UMIT BENAN and desert boots by
CHUERCH?S. On the mght:he Swaps
the cardigan forant ALEXANDER
McQUEEN jacket. and Sits an a spe
clally de ned YOOXIGEN bike. On
the next page he has put the cardigan

back on. Grooming: Helenaidi Fatta
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is the founder of YOOX, the super-
successful shopping website that
1s now leading fashion to a whole
new reality...
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MR. MARCHETTI

.

In an industry that has seen better days, one miraculous story is that of Mr.

FEDERICO MARCHETTI, whose company’s launch on the stock market

made it the only Italian IPO in 2009. His business YOOX.com has expanded

from its early days of selling last season’s clothes to become the online partner

of some of Italy’s biggest luxury houses. At the age of 41, Mr. MARCHETTT’s

ambitions stretch far and wide, not just internationally but into other areas that
might well change the Italian business landscape for good.

Mr. FEDERICO MARCHETTI doesn’t own a
car. He travels around Milan on a 1970s bicycle
that he found last year in the flea market near his
office in the city’s Navigli area. “Look at it,” he
enthuses of the chunky two-wheeler that occu-
pies a corner of his office. “An original GRAZI-
ELLA, with all the details, all the chrome.” That
might not sound so unusual in 2010—city cycling
is, after all, a most acceptable thing to do—ex-
cept that Mr. MARCHETTT is Italian. And he
could certainly afford a car. Or three. Without
even a VESPA to his name, he is a rare thing:

a motor-free Italian male and, by extension, a
mould-breaker.

Mr. MARCHETTT is the founder of the YOOX
GROUP, a multi-brand internet retailer that

has growﬁ into one of the major players in the e-
commerce world. He was just 31 years old when

it launched ten years ago, selling end-of-season
stock from high-end designers. Now, it’s also the
digital partner of 20 big fashion brands, running
the online stores of VALENTINO, ARMANI,
MOSCHINO and MARNI among others, with
offices in Italy, the United States, Japan, and
China coming soon. Its commercial online muscle
is matched with more gentle web-based projects:
special collaborations with designers including
HUSSEIN CHALAYAN and GILES DEA-
CON; an exclusive range of totally eco beach wear
by KATHARINE HAMNETT, films by NICK
KNIGHT and HEDI SLIMANE, a spin-off web-
site called THECORNER.com where smaller
labels can sell more crafted wares—moccasins
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by BRUNO BORDESE, expensive pieces by
GARETH PUGH—alongside MARC JACOBS
sneakers and RICK OWENS bags.

Most importantly, YOOX.com was one of just
five (yes, five) companies in continental Europe
to go public last year, and the only one in Italy
(two were in France, and two in Germany). After
a decade of inconspicuously beavering away in the
darkness of the digital realm, in December 2009
Mr. MARCHETTI emerged, blinking into the
sudden glare of business-world interest.

“For Italy, this is an incredible project. It comes
from nowhere. I come from nowhere. From zero,”
says Mr. MARCHETTT in fluent English flecked
with Americanisms and delivered in a distinctly
Italian cadence. “I think that one of the reasons
they, the business community, let me grow and no
one interfered was because they didn’t get it. They
didn’t even see me. Not until 3 December 2009,
when we went public. For nine years, they thought
it was a joke. The Italians only care about TV.”

Mr. MARCHETT]I, on the other hand,
cares about a lot of things: film, fashion, travel,
ALITALIA, Japanese food, art—possibly in
that order. PETER SELLERS is a regular topic
of conversation. (“When I'm in a bad mood I'll
watch THE PARTY and it makes me laugh every
time,” he says. “I like his style too, his humour, the
fact that he was controversial.”) His favourite film
is 2001: A SPACE ODYSSEY. He’s deeply con-
cerned, too, about being “low-profile”. He might
be at the helm of a cémpany now worth €360
million (started with €1.5 million), but that
doesn’t mean he can’t cycle to work. He might be
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connected to fashion, but that doesn’t mean he
has to take his meals at LA BRISA and GIACO-
MO BISTROT with the rest of the modisti.

Instead, he likes to eat at DA RITA E ANTO-
NIO, his local restaurant in via Giacomo Puccini,
decked out like a 1970s American diner but serv-
ing decent Italian food brought to the table by
ageing waiters in classic attire. (Mr. MARCHETTI
doesn’t know what happened to RITA. “But AN-
TONIO is like a despotic tyrant in a movie, o it’s
possible that he did away with her. It would suit
his character,” he muses.) He has just bought a
little apartment in his hometown, Ravenna, in-
land from Italy’s Adriatic coast, and one in New
York, but he'd very much prefer me not to make
too much of that, if anything at all. It would, he
thinks, create quite the wrong impression.

Of course, anyone who has so much as glanced
at the business pages of any newspaper in the last
few years will know that Mr. MARCHETTI’s
eagerness to keep his personal worth quiet is dis-
ingenuous, or just deluded. Online retail is the big
happy story of the latter part of this decade. In
2009, online retail sales in Europe totalled £127
billion (most of that generated by what is known
as the ‘big online three’: France, Germany and
the UK). In 2008, YOOX alone took €101 mil-
lion, a 48 per cent increase on the previous year.
Rumours that Mr. MARCHETTI is personally
worth about €150 million could well be true. That
he is quite simply one of the biggest movers in the
rapidly expanding sector that is online fashion re-
tailing is fact.

Not that the success of YOOX.com was entirely
inevitable. For a start, it launched on 21 March
2000, just a couple of weeks before BOO.com—
the trailblazing internet retailer that had promised
to revolutionise our shopping habits—so famously
collapsed. At the time, the BOO boys put its de-
mise down to too much marketing and too much
champagne, but Mr. MARCHETT] believes they
simply had the wrong technology and a vast in-
ventory that they subsequently couldn’t shift. He
also puts it down to timing. By the time YOOX
arrived, and fellow fashion specialist NET-A-
PORTER, also launched in 2000 from London,
the world was a little more ready.

Where the latter has sold itself on total luxu-
ry—the NET-A-PORTER site emulates a glossy
fashion magazine, the fancy packaging redolent
of 1950s glamour—YOOX is less slick and more
uneven. I suspect customers love its prices (there
are some incredible bargains to be had: main-line
McQUEEN shirts at $99) rather than its aesthet-
ics, while its founder swears it’s all about service.
“Since the beginning, the main strategy of YOOX
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is the best service,” avers Mr. MARCHETTI. “We
invested in that rather than advertising: free re-
turns; next-day dispatch; UPS, and not some bad
postal service; really good recycled, biodegradable
packaging. The return customer generates the
word of mouth that generates good business.”

He also rates the company’s greenness. “Last
year we spent almost €100,000 to compensate for
the CO, created by our UPS deliveries. The pack-
aging is completely recyclable, which means we
pay more for it—it reduces our profit margin, but
I think it’s the way to do it. We shipped over 1.2
million orders last year. Imagine if AMAZON,
with $20 billion in revenue, had more responsible
packaging.”

NET-A-PORTER and its founder, Ms. NATH-
ALIE MASSENET, are, of course, Mr. MAR-
CHETTT’s nearest rivals. “In a bit of weird or-
ganisation, I got sat next to NATHALIE once at
a MARNI show,” he laughs. “Of course we talked
about this and that. It would have made a good
picture, us together, if anyone had noticed.” He is
convinced that his taking YOOX public provoked
RICHEMONT to buy out MASSENET for a re-
ported £50 million in April 2010. “I was the trig-
ger; they freaked out. They had to move,” he says.

MASSENET’s and MARCHETTI’s suc-
cess, and indeed that of ASOS.com, which also
launched in 2000, are all proof that, contrary to
assumptions, consumers don’t always need to
touch before they buy. Many customers have en-
tered the online arena carefully, first with books
from AMAZON, then by downloading music,
building up a familiarity with digital—rather than
real—engagement with products. They might have
dealt with the complexity of bidding on eBAY and
the excitement of trawling for hard-to-find items
across the internet, before coming to high-end
clothing as another virtual option. Others have
simply been delighted to have access to more lux-
ury goods. And everyone likes the feeling when
a gift-wrapped present arrives a day or two later,
even if they’re the one who’s paid for it.

Mr. PATRIZIO DI MARCO, chief executive
of GUCCI, has said he sees new media as “a way
of making luxury younger”, particularly with ref-
erence to iPHONE apps that create a new level of
intimacy between consumer and brand. Indeed,.
YOOX’s own STYLE GIFT GUIDE, download-
able free from the iTUNES app store, allows for
mobile shopping: Mr. MARCHETTI says some-
one recently used it to purchase a €3,800 EMILIO
PUCCI jacket.

Mr. MARCHETTI, for all that he is discreet
and measured, is unable to hide his disapproval
of Ms. MASSENET"s action to sell her company.
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“We got offers last April from some big US giants
but I said ‘no’,” he continues. “I convinced my
venture capitalists that going public'was better. I
wouldn’t take a director’s role. I would never work
for anybody in my life. I will never have a boss.

I did this to be free and independent. I couldn’t
end up with a boss on the West Coast, or RICH-
EMONT.” Which is why Mr. MARCHETTI
conducted a public offering of his shares on the
Milan Bourse instead. “We sold 60 million shares
at €4.30 in December. Now they’re worth €6.”

The Corso Magenta neighbourhood where Mr.
MARCHETTI lives is very central and marvel-
lously chic. Certain palazzi date back to the 16th
century, others exude a more turn-of-the-century
glamour; the gardens are luscious but hidden.

Mr. MARCHETTT has had a flat here, reached
through a courtyard and up a tiny flight of black
metalwork stairs, since he was an economics stu-
dent at Milan’s smart Bocconi university. The

tiny space was rent-controlled and he kept it even
when he went off to London and New York in the
1990s. “I finally bought it four years ago,” he says.
He then bought the one above and joined the two,
with the original flat becoming a glassed-in winter
garden. “It’s a very nice location and I am a crea-
ture of habit. I like the area and I love my apart-
ment. Why would I move somewhere else?” (The
New York place, I later learn, is on the same SoHo
street he lived in when studying for his MBA at
Columbia, in 1998 and *99. Alas, the actual flat he
had previously occupied was not for sale.)

Ilove Mr. MARCHETTT’s apartment, too. In
a city full of big-roomed, horizontal residences
with acres of hard, shiny marble and terrazzo
floors, this is a curious place indeed—more an
accumulation of small wood-floored rooms con-
nected by little flights of stairs than a continuous
space. He lives here with his English girlfriend,
Ms. KERRY OLSEN, who is a beauty writer for
WOMEN’S WEAR DAILY and possibly a key
component of his keeping-it-real strategy. Tall and
pretty, with no trace of make-up and the vestiges
of a northern accent, she comes from Yorkshire,

* and took a law degree at the University of East
Anglia, via a state school education. She says she
speaks better Japanese than Italian (she worked
for a Japanese fashion buyer for a couple of
years) and admits that the first year in Milan was
tough, with lots of sitting silently through endless
dinners.

Now she is learning to cook from a step-by-step
guide to Italian cuisine given to her by a thought-
ful Milanese friend. “I'm not a good cook,” says
Mr. MARCHETTI. “In fact, I'm not a good Ital-
ian. I don’t like soccer and I like Japanese food.”
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They are unable to agree on the length of their
relationship. Ms. OLSEN, who is 33, believes it

to have lasted around six years so far, while Mr.
MARCHETTI only started timing it when Ms.
OLSEN actually took up residence in Milan three
years ago. This, I believe, exhibits a pretty hard-
line approach to the evaluation of commitment.

On a plain blue sofa in the winter garden, we

sit and drink prosecco before dinner and Mr.
MARCHETTI eats all the crisps. He is of good
height (1.78m) and rangy, with bristly black hair
and coal-black eyes. He looks after himself by
swimi‘ning and, fast-thinking, -moving and -talk-
ing as he is, can probably take a lot of crisps on
board. There are wooden Japanese dolls and ma-
tryoshkas on shelves and paintings on the walls.
Outside on the terrace are a pomegranate tree
and a jujube bush. As an entrepreneur, he seems
to have a preference for plants that bear fruit.

Mr. MARCHETTI loves to travel. When he
was in his teens, it was during one of his stays
in London that he came upon a pair of strange
chunky boots. “They were very, very, very weird.
Tall like mountains, kind of yellow,” he remem-
bers. “I bought them and three or four years later,
they were the biggest trend in Italy—TIMBER-
LANDS. I like to spot things.”

Today he is dressed casually in a green T-shirt,
probably from URBAN OUTFITTERS, a brown
checked cotton UNDERCOVER jacket with
taped seams, cream MARGIELA trousers and
mushroomy suede TOD'S loafers. Some of it is
bought from YOOX.com and THECORNER.
com, but “I love to go to a little shop in Tokyo
or JEFFREY’s in New York as much as clicking
onto JILSANDER .com. It’s about 50/50, online
and out there.” !

“Buying online is still about entertainment,”
he says. “But the other reason it’s growing is to
do with shops. They are old. They’re not fun any-
more. They’re not entertaining anymore. I went
to CHANEL, for example, last Christmas—the

“main one in the rue Cambon. I was expecting

such an incredible store and service. The carpet
was all dusty and the changing room was full
of items that hadn’t been put back. Mr. KARL
should check it out.”

Mr. MARCHETTI often describes himself as an

‘outsider and he sees the members of the YOOX

community as a free-spirited bunch. “In the group
of people that I have as friends and collaborators,
there’s a common denominator. They’re the oppo-
site of VICTORIA BECKHAM. She’s over there
and the YOOX people are over here. It’s a com-
pletely different way of approaching fashion.”

-

“I’'m a not
a good Italian.
I don’t like
soccer.”
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