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The Empress of Leather looks people
in the eye and talks with great
frankness and passion about

leather, the material she loves to use in
creating dramatic fashion collections that
start on the catwalks of Rio de Janeiro and
Sao Paulo, but quickly find their way to the
wardrobes of successful, powerful and
(often) famous women in all parts of the
world. More hands-on than her high-up
honorary title suggests, she makes it clear
that she loves the touch and scent of leather
every bit as much today as when she started
in the business 25 years ago.

“I still do all the initial garments for a
new collection by hand, and then the
cutters in the factory work by hand to
reproduce what I’ve done,” she explains. “I
love doing that; leather is such a noble
material to work with. When I started out
as a designer, I worked in footwear, and
when I was learning, the shoemaker who
was teaching me used to make me smell the
leather. He was encouraging me to
understand leather better, to get closer to
it. And once you start with leather, you
can’t stop. It gets under your skin. I’m
completely passionate about the material.”

She explains that when she starts work
on a new collection, she thinks first about
the leather she will use. Her aim always is
to make exclusive handmade clothes from
sheep or goatskin, or sometimes from
exotic leather. When a discerning client
places an order, she also wants to make a
product that will last. These clients are
people who travel all over the world and
who also buy from brands such as
Balenciaga and Bottega Veneta, so they
expect lasting beauty and value.

But she looks for opportunities for
innovation at every turn. She says: “The
biggest challenge for me is to create clothes
from new leathers. We live in a tropical
country, so it’s important to emphasise that

leather is not necessarily a heavy material.
When I started working with tanneries,
they only showed black and brown or beige
leather. At last, an agent agreed on my
behalf to ask the [now closed] Carioca
tannery in Rio de Janeiro to make the
leather that I really wanted: colourful and
light, and with the look and feel of any flat
fabric. I was impressed with what they did
and when I launched my own brand, I set
up a factory in the same street as Carioca in
the Penha district of the city.”

Apart from making her feel welcome in
the tannery, she says now that what set
Carioca apart at that time was that it
clearly wanted to work in the world of
fashion, when other tanners, in her view,
wanted merely to keep supplying what
they had always supplied and to live quiet,
uncomplicated lives. When Patricia Viera
clothes began to turn heads at home and
abroad, other leather producers did
attempt to recreate the colours and textures
Carioca was producing on her behalf; some
even tried to sell their leather to her,
passing it off as the genuine Carioca article.
Ironically, Carioca’s creativity and openness
could not save it from closure in the 1990s,
leaving Ms Viera to source her finished
leather elsewhere.

“I started working with Braspel in
Bahia,” she recalls. “I suppose I expected
them to be able to make the same leather
as Carioca right away, which was a lot to
ask. I told them I realised that it would be
hard to produce what I wanted, but that it
would sell. I think it’s always difficult to
convince Brazilian companies that
benefits that come little by little are worth
waiting for. Everyone seems to want an
immediate return. Anyway, the main
point is that they let me in and we set up
a partnership. And it has worked. Ten
years ago, for example, Braspel started
producing tie-dye leather for me. They,

Patricia Viera:
The Empress of Leather

The Buyer’s View

Brazilian designer Patricia de Magalhães Viera’s devotion to using the material

in creative and innovative ways has earned her the title of Empress of Leather. 

In spite of her regal nickname, she showed herself to be down-to-earth and

seriously passionate about her work and the leather fashion collections she

producesduring a presentation at APLF in Hong Kong in April.
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