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a mile in his

Stepping elegantly into the role created by his grandfather 
and father before him, Andrea Artioli’s passion for exquisite 

footwear is matched by his zeal for freedom and beauty in life.

by jola chudy   photography david goff



Beauty, passion and freedom. These are the idealistic values that 
underpin Andrea Artioli’s family business. And, says the CEO 
and scion of two generations of Artiolis before him, they are the 
key to its enduring success. “Art and craftsmanship are fuelled 
by passion and freedom; with freedom comes the ability to create 
beauty, and creativity is driven by passion.” Passion for exquisite 
shoes drove his grandfather, Severino Artioli, to found his 
eponymous business in 1945. “My grandfather never retired. He 
worked until the end of his life and died at 99 years old, in 2004.” 
Andrea’s father, the company President, still comes into the 
office every day, at the age of 77. Andrea, an animated 44-year-
old, has presided over the company since 1991, and continues 
to oversee a business that, while reaching a global audience, 
continues to produce shoes in a traditional way. Eschewing mass 
production, Artioli shoes are made in highly limited quantities, 
making them undeniably more sought after.

Put a pair of Artioli shoes on and you’ll immediately appreciate 
the investment of time and the generations-worth of expertise 

that permeate each pair. From the perfectly lasted proportions, 
to the glove-like comfort, fine detailing and quality of materials, 
to wear Artoli is to elevate the experience of wearing shoes to 
pure, sensory joy. 

The Italian footwear company is undoubtedly a ‘heritage’ 
brand. It is family-owned to this day (a rarity, and one to be 
commended), and despite the demands of its global customer 
base, continues to produce extremely high quality shoes, 
manufacturing around 20,000 pairs each year. In a world where 
‘luxury’ is often a commodity, it is admirable to see a company 
remain so protective of its ‘soul’. 

“We don’t produce enough for demand,” notes Andrea. “We 
are trying, little by little, to increase our production, but it isn’t 
easy, as it takes a long time to teach the craft. Sometimes our 
biggest customers come into a boutique and want to buy all the 
shoes in their size – and it means that the customer who comes 
in after him cannot get his size.” And yet Andrea is adamant that 
he will not expand the company except in the most organic 

B
98



At the Artioli factory in Italy, shoes are produced using 
techniques that have changed little in over a century. In 
tandem with this, modern technology and innovations 
complement the ancient craft.
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way possible. Keeping things smaller, family-owned and 
personal remains the heart and soul of the operation. “Bigger 
corporations are stronger financially, but they have lost their 
identity,” says Andrea. “What we do, I really believe, is to give a 
service to society. To share what we do best. We do not want to 
take more than we give. We want to have a balance. Also, if you 
are everywhere, you are no longer exclusive.” 

This sounds like a very holistic approach to business, and an 
unusual way to view things in a world run on commodities. But 
it has clearly paid dividends: Artioli shoes remain among the 
most highly regarded and limited in the world. Has he not been 
tempted to increase production? “No, never. Because that would 
take away the soul of the shoes. They are limited because they 
take time to make.”  To illustrate his point, he shows me his own 
shoes, peeping out from beneath a navy pinstriped Brioni suit. 
They are simply exquisite: patent brown baby alligator, perfectly 
proportioned and beautifully stitched, their concise lines 
curving and tapering in a most pleasing way. He acknowledges 
my admiration with a unconcealed happiness – “the leather has 
been treated to be almost as soft as nappa” – and then launches 
into a series of animated monologues about exactly what it means 
to safeguard the Artioli history and its future. 

“When I was a child I used to beg my grandfather to teach me 
to make shoes,” says Andrea. “When I was 16 I actually produced 
a complete pair of shoes from start to finish, entirely by myself.”

Andrea’s grandfather was an orphan, who, taken under 
the wing of a shoemaker, was taught his trade. Growing up in 
Ferrara, near Bologna, the young Severino developed a passion 
for leather crafting, that he passed on to his own son and grandson. “I used to beg my grandfather all the time to show me 

how to make shoes, but he made me wait until I was 14, because 
he told me I had to study,” recalls Andrea. “Finally, one summer 
he allowed me to go to his factory. And until I was 20, I spent 
every summer with him learning to make shoes.” Andrea has 
continued to work closely with his father, Vito, for many years. 
“Vito still comes in every day and my oldest child is 16 years old, 
and wants to learn the trade.”

This kind of precocious vocational clarity is rare in any field, 
but especially in such a traditional pursuit, hardly the most 
fashionable pastime for a young teenager – the passion must run 
in the family, surely? “If you want to do something well, you need 
passion,” he says simply. “I always wanted to do this. Even today, 
when I wake up in the morning I feel good, because I know that I 
have another day with shoes.”

Slip on a pair of Artioli shoes and you take on something of 
the spirit of Italy itself: soft leather and softly tailored suits 
beneath vividly blue Mediterranean skies; the Italians’ innate 
style expressed through beautiful craftsmanship. To safeguard 
the company’s relevance for a new generation of footwear 
connoisseurs – and not just in Italy – is Andrea’s abiding passion. 
One way in which he champions their innate ‘Italianness’ is the 
simple fact that they are still made in Italy to this day, in some 
cases by the very descendants of the shoemakers who worked 
with Severino nearly a century ago. Andrea insists that this be 
the case. Remove the craftsmanship from its origins and you 
sacrifice the ‘soul’ of the product. This is unthinkable.

“It is fundamental to be in Italy,” he says, citing the sense of 
freedom as a key component to the country’s ability to produce 



ExaminE any pair of artioli shoEs 
and you’ll bE struck by thE 

incrEdiblE attEntion to dEtail. 
thE painstaking craftsmanship 

that follows artisanal traditions 
spanning gEnErations of italian 

ExpErtisE, is as solid and rEliablE 
as thE ExquisitE shoEs.
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beautiful things. “What is important in Italy is the freedom. 
Freedom gives beauty. Freedom lets your personality develop.” 

Freedom may seem like a surprising tenet to champion, given 
the methodical, technical and undeniably laborious process of 
crafting a pair of shoes, but Andrea believes that beginning from 
a place of freedom allows his artisans to elevate themselves from 
mere craftsmen to artists. Freedom encourages the blossoming 
of creativity. And this isn’t just talk: the company has invested 
in a shoemaking school at its factory of around 100 workers, 
near Lake Como. Here, masters teach a new generation the 
secrets of the centuries-old craft, and craftsmen and women 
are encouraged to experiment and evolve their skills beyond 
traditional parameters. 

“I want to see the new generation of shoemakers focusing on 
the art, as well as the craft,” says Andrea with conviction. “I 
believe artisans and artists have something in common. If you 
are an artist your goal is to create something beautiful. I choose 
my apprentices for this quality: if they are artists, I can teach 
them the craft. But you cannot teach someone to be an artist, 
they are born that way.”

Andrea, who himself comes from a creative background, lights 
up when he talks about the design of the shoe itself. He explains 
how, even when doing other things, he finds it hard to switch 
off and sees inspiration all around him. Even here, in Dubai, 



Andrea Artioli with his master 
craftsmen (opposite) and offering  
an Artioli shoe for inspection (this 

page). The shoe boasts elasticated 
laces, a neat twist that adds 

modern ease to a classic look.
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Opposite: Severino Artioli in 1933 and, 
pictured from top right to bottom, 
elements from the workshop and 
factory including tools, precious 
skins, and shoe lasts of famous 
customers. Right: Andrea in one of his 
boutiques. Some of the designs for 
Artioli sandals (pictured behind him) 
were inspired by visits to the UAE.
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which is presumably somewhat far removed in style from his 
beloved Italy. “I love the energy and spirit of Dubai. This is a city 
of dreams, where anything is possible. I come here and I feel 
energised and inspired.”  

Even with his fervent belief in freedom, Andrea is 
uncompromising when it comes to the quality of the final shoe.
Examine any pair of Artioli shoes and you’ll be struck by the 
incredible attention to detail. The painstaking craftsmanship 
that follows artisanal traditions spanning generations of 
Italian expertise, is as solid and reliable as the exquisite shoes. 
Watertight, like the leather. Andrea is passionate about his 
leathers. Wielding an album filled with hundreds of swatches 
in every possible colour, texture and permutation, it is clear 
that he is zealous about its selection, preparation and finishing. 
Indeed, the booklet gives cause for a further bout of expressive 
gesticulation.  “The leather may not come from Italy – we do not 
have crocodiles in Italy, of course,” he says with a smile. “But the 
tanning, the finishing, is done in Italy. In this way we can say our 
product is 100 per cent Italian.”

The kind of shoes that Severino designed and produced embody 
the highest values of traditional shoe design: classic brogues, 
understated lace-ups, loafers. These kind of shoes are still 
produced by Artioli today, but Andrea is resolutely aware of the 
fine balance in designing traditional yet modern shoes, and the 
challenges in creating this juxtaposed perfect shoe: “I believe 
that it is important for a company that designs and creates a man’s 
wardrobe to have a strong tradition, to have the know-how, but 
also to be modern. If the customer has a classic, understated 
wardrobe, he will naturally have an appetite for something new, 
something different. I think that this is the reason for our success, 
because every season we give him something new.”

This experimentation is never at the expense of practicality or 
comfort. Indeed, some of Artioli’s most successful innovations 
came about for exactly those reasons. Modern touches include 
elasticated shoe laces: their intelligent simplicity is understated 
to the eye, but add a real element of comfort and convenience. 
The slip-on shoe, with an elastic gusset hidden under the tongue, 
was invented by Vito in the 1950s  (doing away with fiddly 



Severino and Vito Artioli, in Paris, 
1969. Opposite: Andrea is the 
third generation of the same 
family to run the business.
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laces altogether). Constant innovation is still key for Artioli, 
which manifests this philosophy in the creation of new styles 
and technical elements. However, in the pursuit of absolute 
modernity, Andrea simultaneously cherishes the brand’s 
stylistic heritage. Classic shoes form the mainstay of its offering, 
complemented each season by colourful, quirkier options. 
The luxury of eccentricity is allowed, in a carefully measured 
proportion. Equally, taking the business into new markets has 
prompted the addition of new styles – notably sandals.

Andrea also interprets the idea of modernity in a different  way, 
one that is a little surprising to hear. Looking beyond the shoes 
themselves, he says, to be modern also means to be responsible 
for the environment. As he explains, keeping production organic, 
and limited, is harmonious with the environment. It echoes his 
belief that the company provides a service that enhances life, 
without being to the detriment of the planet or its resources. 

“Everything I put in my shoes is natural. That is very 
traditional, but it is also very modern. Why? Because I do not 
pollute this world, I think of the next generation, and also of the 

person wearing the shoe. The natural shoe allows the energy of 
the sun and the land to be transmitted to your body. This allows 
you to live your life better. This is what it means to be modern.”

Severino, who passed away nine years ago, would have 
approved, says Andrea with a smile. “Severino gave me the 
possibility to learn, even to give him advice, to contribute to 
and develop Artioli. He shared a lot of his know-how with me, 
the new generation. He saw the way I began to develop the new 
products and was very happy.” 

With a zealous attention to detail and three generations 
of passion behind every shoe that his company produces, 
Artioli’s current guardian is not shackled to the past. Rather 
he treads lightly through its heritage, stepping confidently 
into the future. With the fourth generation of Artiolis poised 
to take the mantle in the not-too-distant future, the time 
invested in safeguarding this much-loved family business 
looks set to pay dividends for a very long time to come.   
In Dubai, Artioli shoes are sold at Radisson Blu hotel in Deira, 
 +971 4 229 7936. 
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