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Supermodel GISELE BÜNDCHEN opens up to BAZA AR about the hidden vulnerability beneath her 
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skyrocket success and the “unsexy topic” that has awoken her warrior spirit. By Eléonor E Marchand
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“People look at my life from the outside and think, 

This girl has everything figured out. I don’t know one person who has 

everything figured out. You figure as you go along.”



walks into the Santa Monica shoot location 
wearing a white T-shirt, an army-green 
jacket, frayed denim shorts and flat ankle 
boots, and all eyes synchronously turn to the 
five-foot-11 arresting beauty. And while 
admiring her endless limbs and perfectly 
toned and bronzed body, the entire room 
has already been engrossed by Bündchen’s 
effervescent energy. “Let’s do this!” she 
says, engaging everyone around her with 
genuine excitement and warmth, breaking 
down any barriers that could have existed 
between the venerated model and her surroundings. 

She is as beautiful today as she was at the start of her career, 
whether as a  Victoria’s Secret Angel, on one of the 1200 maga-
zine covers she’s graced, or in any of the 500 fashion shows she’s 
walked. During our shoot, she moves in front of the camera with 
ease and precision, knowing exactly which angle, light, back-
drop, hair look and outfit will be most impactful. She directs her 
entourage with grace and exactitude and is faultless in her every 
move — skills of the business she has perfected over the past 20 
years, which have made her a favourite of the fashion world.

At 38, Bündchen has come a long way: born and raised in 
Horizontina, a small town in southern Brazil she describes as 
void of traffic lights and cinemas, and where everyone knows 
everyone, she grew up with five sisters (including a fraternal 
twin) in a middle-class family, her mother a bank clerk and her 
father a college professor and writer. Discovered by a model 
scout at the age of 14, she was sent from São Paulo to Tokyo and 
was soon thereafter flying around the world to reach extraordi-
nary success. She brought back into fashion sensuous femininity, 
ending the era of ‘heroin chic’, and became one of the wealthiest 
and most recognisable models in the world, as well as an unde-
niable powerhouse in the fashion industry, even being listed by 
Forbes in 2014 as one of the world’s most powerful women. 

Over the past few years, Bündchen, who is primarily based in 
Boston — where she lives with husband and New England 
Patriots quarterback Tom Brady, nine-year-old son Benjamin 
and six-year-old daughter Vivian — has taken a step back from 
modelling to focus on her family and personal projects, includ-
ing the recent launch of her book Lessons: My Path to a Meaningful 
Life, which immediately became a New York Times bestseller. 
Typically known as guarded, Bündchen unexpectedly and can-
didly opens up in her memoir to share tools that helped her 
overcome some of her life’s challenges.

“I understand that when you open yourself up you become 
vulnerable, and you can also open yourself up for people to 
judge you,” she says. “People look at my life from the outside and 
think, This girl has everything figured out. I don’t know one person 
who has everything figured out. You figure as you go along.  

We are all going through things, and we need to 
be more compassionate to ourselves and to 

others and have more empathy. At the end 
of the day, I feel good that I was able to 
open my heart, I feel good that I was able 
to allow myself to show my vulnerability 
with the intention of help. I hope my 
book helps people. And if it helps one 

person, then I’ve been successful. If people 
want to judge that, that’s their problem. At 

least I feel good because I know I tried.”
While she’s sharing stories from her childhood  

and career, Bündchen delves into her struggles with anxiety 
and suicidal thoughts, which she overcame with meditation, yoga 
and a new lifestyle — one she still follows with daily early-morn-
ing meditation, yoga and a plant-based diet. “When I think back 
to a time in my early twenties, I remember I felt so helpless that 
I questioned whether I wanted to live,” she writes. “I was living 
at 100 miles per hour, smoking, drinking, eating badly, not sleep-
ing much and living pretty much out of a suitcase. It felt like 
everything in my life was going to kill me. First it was airplanes, 
then elevators. Then it was tunnels and hotels and modelling stu-
dios and cars. Now it was my own apartment. Everything had 
become a cage, and I was the animal trapped inside, panting for 
air. I couldn’t see a way out, and I couldn’t stand another day of 
feeling this way. The idea swept over me then: maybe it will be 
easier if I just jump. It will all be over, I can get out of this.”

She recounts with honesty and raw vulnerability her big 
career break at 18 years old, when she first walked for Alexander 
McQueen at his S/S 1998 show in London, placing her at the 
forefront of the fashion world, but also shaping her as a profes-
sional. “My legs could barely maneuver in the skirt, and the 
height of the heels made it nearly impossible to walk,” she 
writes. “I was still waiting for my top, and in my broken English 
I finally asked someone where it was. ‘There is no top,’ came the 
answer. I began to cry. I had no idea what to do. Mostly, I thought 
about how disappointed and embarrassed my parents would be. 
I tried to hold back my tears, but they just kept coming down.”

To salvage the situation, the makeup artist at the show painted 
a white top on her at the very last minute. That day, Bündchen 
built a shield to allow her to walk down the catwalk, projecting 
another persona that enabled her to focus laser-sharp attention 
on her career, embracing modelling purely as a profession, with 
a business-minded approach. She diligently rose to the top, 
appearing on the runway for Marc Jacobs, Calvin Klein, 
Christian Dior, Prada and Valentino, amassing one campaign 
after another, from Dolce & Gabbana to Versace to Chanel. 

With her voice and influence, Bündchen chose to focus on 
conservation efforts. She describes herself as a “warrior for the 
environment”, determined to propel change, leading the way 
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to shift the industry and its impact on the environment. “I started 
working at the U.N. 10 years ago with the idea of bringing 
awareness to environmental issues, because it is not a sexy topic 
but a very important one, simply because our survival depends on 
the health of the earth,” she says. As a U.N. Environment Goodwill 
Ambassador, Bündchen undertook field missions in Africa and 
Brazil. She launched with her family a clean-water initiative, 
Projeto Água Limpa (Project Clean Water), to reforest the land 
and improve water quality along riverbanks in Brazil, successfully 
regenerating an 18-kilometre river near her hometown.

The entire proceeds of her book will fund the first years of her 
next clean-water program, targeting an 800-kilometre river, one 
of the largest in Brazil, which provides water for more than two 
million people. “The hope,” she says, “is that we can start a move-
ment where everybody can unite and protect the natural resources 
we all need for our survival and for future generations, so we don’t 
have to encounter a water crisis like we have in Cape Town or São 
Paulo. We have to take care of nature so nature can take care of us.”

At home, Bündchen also lives keenly aware of the environ-
ment. Plastic bottles are off limits and food, which they buy from 
local farmers or grow in their garden when the seasons allow, is 
not taken for granted. “If we have food at the table and it doesn’t 
get eaten that day, we will eat it the next day,” she says. “Nothing 
gets wasted — nothing.” She instils those values into her children 
and engages them in efforts to recycle, compost or work in the 
garden. “There’s a really powerful yet very simple song by Jack 
Johnson that I love to listen to with my kids: “Reduce, Reuse, 
Recycle”. Everyone should think about that,” Bündchen says.

Using her earned authority on the fashion front, she is an avid 
supporter of sustainable fashion, bringing attention to the pollu-
tion created by fast fashion — the term for our society’s high rate 
of fashion consumption, with the average shopper buying far 
more clothing than they did a few decades ago but keeping the 
items half as long, leading to a cycle of clothing made fast and 
cheap, then worn out and discarded quickly. Research suggests 
global clothing production has doubled in the past 15 years, and 
that the fashion industry is responsible for more than 80 million 
tonnes of solid waste disposed of in landfill each year. On the day 
of our shoot, Bündchen insists that a majority of eco-friendly 
fashion brands be featured. “When I started modelling, sustaina-
ble fashion was not even on the radar,” she says. “People were not 
even thinking about those things. But now there is a lot of move-
ment, so I am really hopeful. More and more people understand 
that it is not sustainable at all. We are going to run out of natural 
resources. We have to change — not only the fashion industry, 
but every industry. We’re already seeing change, maybe not at the 
speed we would like, but I think it’s happening.” 

Indeed, the topic has garnered more and more attention over 
the years, prompting consumers to rethink their fashion con-
sumption, but also encouraging fashion brands to adopt new ini-
tiatives to lessen the pollution created by the production of certain 
fabrics. Following the success of Stella McCartney, a pioneer in 
the eco-friendly fashion movement, new sustainable designers are 
entering the fashion world, while established brands are taking a 
strong new stance, such as Versace, which created an eco-friendly 
dress for Bündchen to wear at the most recent Met Gala.

Bündchen is clearly here to push things along. She seems as 
focused as ever on living by what she refers to as her favourite 
quote by Martin Luther King, Jr: “Our lives begin to end the 
day we become silent about things that matter”, and she is sim-
ply not going to keep quiet.

For an exclusive extract from Lessons: My Path to a Meaningful Life, 
by Gisele Bündchen (Allen & Unwin), visit harpersbazaar.com.au.


