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The Crosby

Emily Weiss was crying. The two of us were sitting in the middle of the restaurant at the Crosby Street Hotel in Lower Manhattan. Normally, when speaking to a reporter, Weiss would be chaperoned by a coterie of publicists. But this wasn’t a fawning magazine piece about her billion-dollar makeup company, Glossier, or its over-the-top stores that have been described as a “beauty Disneyworld.” This was about a book. More specifically, the book you’re reading now.

Glossier changed everything after it debuted in 2014, from where and how products are sold to the kinds of emotional and social messages promoted—the intangible products—alongside skincare and makeup. Glossier is not just a beauty brand but the millennial and Gen Z brand, one that launched on Instagram before it even had its first products. Working there had the same cachet as working at the country’s most powerful tech companies. One former employee said of being recruited by Glossier in 2019, “I mean, this doesn’t come along a lot. It’s like a typical Mark [Zuckerberg] and Sheryl [Sandberg] case—if someone asks you to go sit on a rocket ship, you don’t ask which chair.”

Weiss is one of the most visionary and consequential business leaders of her generation. She also got an ignominious start in the public eye, cast on the MTV reality show The Hills while she was an intern at Teen Vogue. America circa 2007 was in the grips of a reality TV boom. Weiss was tall, white, and beautiful, and had a fashion pedigree. After “Hi,” her first words onscreen were “We have a big day ahead of us planning.” She could correctly pronounce “chinoiserie” and identify cottage roses. They called her the Superintern. Weiss does not like to discuss The Hills. “Oh my God, please don’t talk about that. I went for, like, two days, and it turned into three episodes. It was the first time I had even been to LA,” she told me when I profiled her for Vanity Fair in 2019. I, too, would cringe at being associated with a TV show best known for black mascara tears and someone called Justin Bobby, but it was a very public glimpse of Weiss as a power player in the making.

From her reality TV arc, she founded the beauty blog Into the Gloss in 2010. Its candid reviews and intimate interviews with a mix of celebrities and models and media types felt like being invited to a really cool cocktail party—or just gathering in the bathroom and trying on a friend’s products. It was a hit. By early 2012, the site had more than 200,000 unique visitors per month, and by May 2016 that number had swelled to 1.3 million. Weiss didn’t just want to be a new-media titan; she wanted to make products. In her quest to raise money she was initially passed over by about a dozen venture capitalists until she met with one woman who saw her potential. Less than five years after its launch, Glossier had a billion-dollar valuation. The proverbial unicorn.

Weiss didn’t build Glossier to be acquired by a beauty monolith like Estée Lauder; she wanted to become Estée Lauder. “I want to be the beauty version of Nike,” Weiss said. “I plan to, you know, like—just ‘dew’ it.” If the beauty industry has an “It girl,” one who radiates genuine self-made power as well as genuine mystique, it’s probably Weiss. And it’s all enough to make the company’s success seem effortless. As of July 2021, Glossier was valued at $1.8 billion. But like the labor of applying makeup to make you look naturally beautiful, nothing about Glossier is effortless.

Even though Weiss has been compared to household names like LeBron James, Barbara Walters, Mary Kay Ash, and Steve Jobs, she was a recessive CEO. No one I’ve interviewed—and I’ve been in the room with a lot of famous people—has generated more curiosity about what they’re really like than Emily Weiss. She has viewed her privacy as a kind of political stance. “If you’re reading stories about male founders, it’s very rare to have as much intrigue around what they’re wearing. Although I occupy sort of a weird middle place”—between tech and beauty—“and women are so hungry to have more role models and know more about women who have achieved what they want in their careers. But for me, who’s such a mirror for others… it’s a funny thing. Because I’m so used to being the person who’s curious,” she said to me. We were standing in her apartment—the only time she’s ever let a journalist into her home. (She said something to the effect that she couldn’t exactly let in every writer who wanted to see where she lived.) “From the windows of Weiss’s living room, you can see the Glossier office,” I wrote. “That doesn’t bode well for work-life balance, but she swears the proximity allows her to sleep in (she’s not a morning person) and walk to work. It’s a rental apartment, heavy on natural light, with the same white, pink, and red palette as one of her thronged pop-ups. In the bedroom, laundry is air-drying on a rack in the corner.”

I was immediately intrigued by the collection of books she had in her living room. She had copies of Bad Blood about Theranos founder Elizabeth Holmes and Principles by Ray Dalio, the founder of Bridgewater; two separate hard-covers of Angela Duckworth’s Grit; Small Fry, the memoir by Steve Jobs’s daughter Lisa Brennan-Jobs; The Everything Store, about Amazon; Powerhouse, on the Hollywood talent agency CAA; Sophia Amoruso’s Nasty Galaxy. Other titles were StrengthsFinder 2.0, The Innovator’s Dilemma, Mindset, Originals, Imagine It Forward, Sensemaking, A Mind of Your Own, The Secret Language of Relationships. At least, that was what was in the white section, as her stacks of books were organized by color. I wondered if she had read every business book in existence. I wanted to note more, but when she came out of the bedroom, she caught me photographing them instead of writing all the titles down before I could get to the other colors. “Do you like my hodgepodge?” she asked. “You’re looking at my hodgepodge of books, trying to discern what they say about me.” Her confidence was striking. She seemed to always know what to say.

Weiss was clearly aware of the power of the CEO origin story. Jeff Bezos had his door desks. Steve Jobs had his garage. Jobs’s biographer Walter Isaacson wrote, “So was Mr. Jobs smart? Not conventionally. Instead, he was a genius. That may seem like a silly word game, but in fact his success dramatizes an interesting distinction between intelligence and genius. His imaginative leaps were instinctive, unexpected, and at times magical. They were sparked by intuition, not analytic rigor.… He didn’t study data or crunch numbers but like a pathfinder, he could sniff the winds and sense what lay ahead.” At that point in her career Weiss was figuring out her legacy and how she wanted her own story to be told.

When I left her home that afternoon in the summer of 2019, I walked directly to a bookstore in search of well-known start-up stories about female-led companies. There had to be something out there, but I came up short. Weiss was a player who understood the game when it came to image and the CEO, so she must have encountered the same lack of stories about women that I did. There were scant biographies about founders of beauty companies born in the early twentieth century like Estée Lauder, and a handful of books that were more about self-help like Sandberg’s Lean In, but the gender disparity was startling. There was almost nothing about women CEOs in tech, let alone those like Weiss whose career touched on myriad industries and facets of culture. There was no one like her.

The gender imbalance was also wildly apparent in who writes books about figures in business. A sea of men! I knew that I could be the one to create a balanced view of Weiss and all that her company has innovated without sugarcoating her flaws. I have been reporting on beauty for nearly two decades for the most respected publications in the world. I have written about Weiss for the past ten years; I would describe our relationship as “warmly professional.” In early February of 2020, we had a brief text exchange about how she should write a business book of her own and I should ghostwrite it. She told me I first needed to read Brotopia, but nothing more progressed once the coronavirus pandemic descended upon us a few weeks later. Glossier’s story—her story—was important to tell, and I was determined to write about it. I started working on a book idea a few months later.



The Crosby was packed with people at noon on a Friday: rushing waiters carrying thirty-dollar chopped salads; the sounds of silverware clinking and ambient conversations from the Manhattan demimonde. Low-hanging light fixtures in crayon colors of green and red matched upholstered banquettes. Portraits of hunting dogs lined the walls, and the floor-to-ceiling windows opened onto a terrace.

The hotel was at the center of Weiss’s world, just minutes away from her former apartment and Glossier’s office. A lot had happened since the last time I had seen her in New York City right before the pandemic. She’d moved to Los Angeles and given birth to her first child, Clara. She said she didn’t even know how to dress for New York anymore since she moved to Malibu, but Weiss, in an oversize striped oxford shirt and Salomon sneakers, looked great. She always did.

An old friend of Weiss’s, Selby Drummond, a blond and willowy fellow alumna of Vogue, walked by the table. Weiss composed herself instantly: uncrossed her arms, stood up, and forced a big smile. They chatted about how Weiss was staying upstairs but looking for an apartment in New York to be more bicoastal. I was trying not to listen too closely, tuning out the easy banter of monied women talking about their lives.

I thought Weiss would be giving me another interview that day in October 2022; that we’d delve even deeper into her time as head of Glossier. But within minutes of sitting down, Weiss asked me not to record the conversation. She wanted to talk about how she’d learned about the title of this book in an article in the Business of Fashion, an industry publication, and my post about it on Instagram. The outside interest had been immediately apparent. When news of my book emerged, I had already gotten emails from former employees telling me, “I swear there’s no dirt to dig up.” I had also gotten DMs from Glossier fans begging me, “Wait, is glossier bad??? Tell me!!!!” Weiss didn’t entirely agree with the book’s direction, or that it should even exist at all. She did not enjoy having her professional life being put under a microscope.

“Will you be writing about my personal life?” she asked. She looked panicked.

“I don’t know very much about your personal life,” I told her.

There were rumors she was having a difficult maternity leave and feeling lonely in Los Angeles. A woman with money and the help of a couple of nannies who can travel with her (flying by her side in first class, a friend of a friend relayed), and a partner and family she is close to, is not exempt from that. That she was taking time out while she had a baby who was still so young and she wasn’t even fully back at work said a lot. Weiss had an alarm set for when she had to go back to her room upstairs to nurse her daughter.

My decision to write this book was not convenient for her. Janet Malcolm famously wrote, “Every journalist who is not too stupid or full of himself to notice what is going on knows that what he does is morally indefensible. He is a kind of confidence man, preying on people’s vanity, ignorance, or loneliness, gaining their trust and betraying them without remorse.” I was genuinely wondering if I was—and continue to be—to put it bluntly, a complete asshole for writing this book and for putting this woman I respect through such anxiety and turmoil. Just because I was not also crying didn’t mean I was immune to Weiss’s pain. But also: this wasn’t the first time she’d cried to me, or even the second. She had cried to me at her apartment as I interviewed her for the Vanity Fair profile, and she had cried to me while touring the Los Angeles Glossier store.

Weiss was a skilled operator, that much was clear, and that was one reason I was drawn to her. Sometimes dealing with her could feel like talking to the prettiest and richest girl you knew who deigned to give you attention, only to realize her goal was to get something from you. Yes, she stirred up old adolescent insecurities. Likening Weiss and her ilk to popular girls is for me to sort out. But it is not an inapt description. She could come off as steely one minute, and the next have an outpouring of emotion. Employees said she often choked up during interviews while talking about the company. She was preternaturally good at reading people and knew when to intimidate and when to wield her big smile. She could do this to people in the room, but she had the ability to do this to her customers too: Emily Weiss knew how to delight people, and to keep them wanting more.

Weiss clearly felt betrayed and wanted to talk about her feelings. I inferred that this exchange was more of a power struggle than a question of whether I was selling her out, that she was concerned with what having a book out about Glossier at this point in time might say to the world. A former employee said to me, “A book implies a cooling-down of some nature. I would like you to be like, ‘I can’t write this book yet, it’s still going,’ ” meaning it was too early to write a portrait of the company. I told Weiss to take time to decide if she would cooperate further, whether that meant sitting down for another interview or just giving me contacts of people to speak to. We bid each other goodbye and she went upstairs to her child.



I thought Weiss was underestimating herself and her company. Glossier’s influence far exceeds beauty. The company was at the center of so many issues that defined the era: racial reckoning, the labor movement, pandemic shutdowns, supply chain problems, and female founders falling (or being pushed?) from grace. The brand is also tied in with a change in distribution, the mass proliferation of direct-to-consumer brands, the change in products from things we buy to signifiers of personal values. Out of all the public-facing “girlbosses” of the 2010s—an unfair and demeaning moniker for young, mediagenic female founders of companies that often used messages of empowerment in their marketing, but a cultural moment nonetheless—Weiss is the only one who founded a scalable, billion-dollar company. Weiss didn’t go to business school, and barely held more than an assistant job before founding her company at the age of twenty-five. Yet she’s the only one who survived while leaders of brands like the Wing, Away, Reformation, and Refinery29 resigned or were replaced amid scrutiny of their business practices.

Apart from it being an exceptional business story, I was also fascinated by Glossier’s impact on beauty, an industry that generates more than $500 billion globally every year. And growing—Forbes predicts that number will reach $800 billion sometime this decade. In the United States, we spend more on beauty than any other country in the world. In a Forbes list of the twelve richest self-made women under the age of forty, six of them made their fortunes at least partially in beauty.

How? I wanted to understand these questions and have spent the past few years trying to do so. Is Emily Weiss a business genius or a well-connected rich girl? How did Glossier cultivate such unprecedented brand loyalty to the point of spawning Instagram accounts for both Dogs of Glossier and Boyfriends at Glossier? Did it scale too fast? In early 2023, a writer for the Business of Fashion asked dozens of people “with varying degrees of knowledge of the landscape”: “ ‘What is the most important beauty brand?’ and ‘Who is the most important beauty founder?’ of the past fifteen years. Besides Glossier or Weiss, none could name another brand or founder.” Will it last?






PART 1 THE SUPERINTERN







A little over two weeks ago, I got married in front of 37 of my nearest and dearest in the Bahamas. It was a truly magical weekend—one I’ll be reporting on in my next ITG post, once the pictures come in.

The real story, seeing as though this is a beauty website and I’m a beauty editor, is in the prep. Months of prep! So much prep. Not of the venue, guest list, or seating chart—that was fairly easy—but of my limbs, skin, wanted hair, unwanted hair, nails, muscles, digestive tract, lashes, and brows. Did I go overboard? Perhaps. Was it high-maintenance? Maybe. I did spend an inordinate amount of the fall on my back. But it worked. I was 8/10 happy with how I looked… pretty good!

—EMILY WEISS, “THE LITTLE WEDDING BLACK BOOK,” INTO THE GLOSS, FEBRUARY 9, 2016
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Emily Weiss’s friend from high school remembered her simply: “Emily was a Manolo in a school full of Birkenstocks.” In a senior year photo for the Wilton High School yearbook of 2003, she’s shown, like most of her 226 classmates, posed against a tree from the waist up, wearing a black sleeveless turtleneck, smiling toward the camera like she’s happy to greet you. Her brown hair is long and straight and she’s wearing subtle rosy lipstick. That much is like her cohort. But her two senior quotes are not.

Calvin Coolidge: “Nothing in the world can take the place of persistence. Talent will not; nothing is more common than unsuccessful people with talent. Genius will not; unrewarded genius is almost a proverb. Education will not; the world is full of educated derelicts. Persistence and determination alone are omnipotent.”

Graydon Carter, then the editor in chief of Vanity Fair: “Style is not about being fabulous or fashionable, but about being comfortable in your own skin. Get that right and everything falls into place.”

Just to put Weiss’s choice of words to mark her high school years in context, the girl whose photo is just above has quotes from both A. A. Milne, writer of Winnie-the-Pooh, and the Tom Cruise movie Vanilla Sky.

Weiss grew up in one of the wealthiest towns in Connecticut, the state that had the highest per capita income in the country for decades. Wilton is a place whose money is less showy than the rambling homes of nearby New Canaan or the grandeur of Greenwich. Wilton High School, where Weiss started in 2000, was predominantly white. And the teens there were normal in a small-town, all-American way that feels like something out of Gilmore Girls or American Graffiti: house parties, watching the sports teams play other schools, hanging out around Dunkin’ Donuts.

Weiss considered herself a product of the American Dream. Her parents, Kevin and Nancy Weiss, were gold benefactors of the yearbook and took a congratulatory yearbook spread (“We love you—Mom, Dad and Austin” handwritten with a photo of Weiss looking about kindergarten age in a frilly dress and a big bow in her hair). Her father was an executive for the global shipping company Pitney Bowes; her mother stayed home to raise Emily and her brother, Austin. “[My dad] worked his way up from door-to-door salesman.… I feel like I take after him a lot,” she told a reporter. Weiss was entrepreneurial at a young age. She bred guppies and tried to sell them to a fish store. She had a lot of pets as a kid: an iguana, a turtle, and a red-cheeked cordon-bleu finch, which is the same shade of blue as a Tiffany’s box. At home her bedroom walls were painted that same Tiffany blue with cream detailing. (Which begs the question, did the bird or the Tiffany obsession come first?) Her mom liked a fresh towel every day. (“I still have towel shame from that,” said a friend who spent the night.)

The rest of her school didn’t quite see her as so normal. She arrived for her first day of sixth grade in an outfit modeled after Alicia Silverstone’s character Cher Horowitz in the movie Clueless, which was popular at the time. “I wore thigh-high stockings to my first day of sixth grade with high-heeled loafers and, like, a full kilt with, like, a feather pen in this town where people were playing lacrosse,” she said. Or they just didn’t understand what she was all about. They shopped at teen-stalwart mall brands like J.Crew; Weiss had a barrel-shaped Louis Vuitton Papillon handbag and wore pointy-toed shoes, all of which were very sophisticated and fashion-forward for the suburbs. When she was in college, she said in a Teen Vogue story that “I wore a tulle and velvet fifties gown that I found in the costume closet at my school” to prom and noted that the de facto school uniform was Abercrombie & Fitch. People thought she was odd, she said, for wearing Bakelite beads and retro dresses to homecoming.

“We may share the same chromosomes, my mom and I, but we have never shared the same sartorial outlook,” Weiss wrote in a Mother’s Day tribute to her mother on Into the Gloss. Her parents supported her fashion obsession but weren’t fashion people themselves. Some people are born to fashion, wearing the little Chanel jackets their moms no longer want, telling anecdotes about dressing up in their mothers’ stilettos and wobbling around the bedroom. Others were born that way regardless of the contents of their mothers’ closets. “I remember the first time I thought, ‘Maybe Mom doesn’t know best.’ I was five, at an uncle’s wedding in Ohio, and I was sobbing hysterically behind a couch because my mom had dressed my three-year-old brother and me in matching plaid rompers (it could have been a dress but, for all intents and purposes, it was a romper) that had our names down the front next to huge felt duck decals.” Who knows where it came from—cast-off issues of Vogue or Elle? pictures of supermodels on the beach?—but Weiss’s interest not just in looking good, but in style, seemingly came from the womb. “I always just loved playing dress-up and I loved clothes and makeup, jewelry, creative art, making things. I think it’s just part of who I am,” Weiss said. “I’m so grateful that my mom really did accept… whatever the creative endeavors were, whatever the flights of fancy, the things that I wanted to create, or the plays I wanted to be in, the clubs that I wanted to join.”

As a teenager, she had a modeling agent and booked jobs posing for Women’s Wear Daily and Seventeen. In a 2002 issue of Seventeen she modeled a rash guard by Roxy; another issue featured her in an outfit of Frye boots, denim miniskirt, tights, and layered tanks. She posed for an August 2003 spread called “School Belle”: “A countdown to looking gorgeous on your first day back,” which included the tip to use a mixture of unflavored gelatin and milk as an at-home mask for removing blackheads. She appeared fresh-faced, with brown hair and eyebrows thick before that was fashionable. Her smile with her slight overbite looked the same.

You can see how her identity emerged. She was the perfect Connecticut girl to outsiders. But at school, she wasn’t the cheerleader archetype. She wasn’t even given the senior superlatives for Best Dressed or Shopaholic—other kids at school got these—but she was voted Most Likely to Be Famous. She also got Best Actress (the year before, the now very celebrated Paul Dano was voted Best Actor) and played a ditzy character in her senior play to great applause. She was popular enough to show up a little bit in her yearbook’s pages mugging with a skeleton and a photo of her with “JUNIORS” written on her face for Spirit Week. She certainly wasn’t shunned. She dated Sam Hyde, a clown type, a guy who didn’t seem close to any of Weiss’s friend group but went on to be a sort of right-leaning political provocateur. To Weiss, she was growing up in a town where no one really got her interests, so she tried hard to spend time in New York City, just a short train ride away. Then again, the heiress Lydia Hearst attended the same school. It might have been full of teenagers whose interests were more about school sports than Chanel, but Weiss’s feelings of being different were self-created. “I had no idea what I was going to do with my life and had no plan, I was just living life,” one former classmate said. “She seemingly had a plan.”

There was drinking and house parties, just like most teen experiences, but there were darker elements to her classmates too. “Later in high school there were more hard drugs—heavy use of [OxyContin] and at least two kids who had overdoses and a bunch who went to rehab. There was access to parents’ stashes and then moving on to buying street drugs,” said one classmate. Weiss didn’t engage with that at all. But in Colorado during spring break of her senior year, she and friends went out in Vail and were arrested for using fake IDs. Her parents, who were also on the trip, were distraught and debated sending Weiss’s friends home early, not as punishment but rather to get the bad influence away. They didn’t, but it created a rift in her friend group. It does reflect a sense of how she was raised, their answer to a foundational question of parenting: Do you teach your children to take responsibility and hold them accountable, or do you find every opportunity to blame the other kids?

At New York University, Weiss worked as if driven by an ambition that felt outsize and made her acquaintances feel lazy and her professors remember her so many years later. “I recall Emily from my photography classes. She was a beautiful young woman, a great student, and (clearly) a hard worker!” an NYU art professor emailed me. She also had an air of coming from something. A classmate who described their own background as “lower middle class get the hell out of small-town Florida” said that, upon meeting Weiss freshman year in the dorms, “I felt her pedigree—or whatever—she comes from fancy stock. I remember thinking, ‘Oh shit, I’m going to compete with this?’ I felt like a country bumpkin next to her. I had traveled and seen a lot but not in the same way; she seemed like someone who had flown first-class before. She flitted in and out of a room and seemed used to people’s eyes on her. I really remember thinking this girl was used to being the center of everything.” But college was also where Weiss met her core group of friends to this day. “Even when you’re a student, it’s still such a rat race as soon as you get to the city, because every single person who comes to the city is like, I’m a tiny adult. Like, I want to work and get an internship. Including me,” said Weiss.

Facebook debuted in 2004, when Weiss was a freshman. She used the social media network in college enough that by the time she graduated in 2007, her senior year communications thesis was on the rather prescient topic of the risks of social media. She extrapolated that into why Facebook made her feel bad. She doesn’t remember the details; she no longer has the paper. Weiss is fond of telling interviewers she’s not an anecdote person.

While Weiss was still a high school student, she spun a routine babysitting gig into an internship at Ralph Lauren. She simply asked her neighbor, who worked for Ralph Lauren, for a job. “I remember saying to him, ‘I love your kids but I would really love to work [at Ralph Lauren].’ ” That ability to boldly ask for what you want is something that’s hard for most adults, let alone a kid in high school who was fifteen or sixteen. “I think it’s just, ‘can’t hurt to ask,’ ” she said. “There’s a natural curiosity you have that propels you to speak to people and learn about them and ask questions. And that’s just how I am.”

Her boss in the women’s design department at Ralph Lauren was Whitney St. John Fairchild, who was impressed with her from the first day. She loved Weiss’s energy and style and the fact that she showed up in clothes she had sewn herself, a skill her mother had taught her. She thought Weiss was glamorous. Weiss has since joked that her job was probably illegal, but St. John Fairchild said it wasn’t entirely unusual to have younger interns or assistants. One of them, years before Weiss, was Soon-Yi Previn. Weiss worked at the offices on Madison Avenue for two summers, doing whatever tasks they had for her: running errands, helping models get ready for fittings, carrying clothes to meetings. She was charged with taking notes in a meeting with Ralph Lauren himself. “I was sitting in the room in the back and in the corner,” she said. “Ralph turned to me—I think I’d maybe shaken his hand at one point, but he doesn’t know me—and everyone just stops and he looks at me, and he goes, ‘What do you think?’ ” She has no memory of what she stammered out, just that the world stopped for her.

She did learn some lessons in the corporate culture of fashion companies. There was a hot dog stand outside the Ralph Lauren headquarters, and sometimes she’d go there for lunch. “I was so excited about getting these hot dogs when I was in New York City, like, this is what you do,” she said. Her coworkers were horrified. “They were like, ‘Oh my God, what are you eating?’ Like, ‘Do not eat that.’ ” Weiss did seem to have more poise as a teenager than most people have as adults. While she certainly came from what might be called “a good family” that taught her manners and how to exist in the world and project a certain kind of class, she was also a product of her own creation. Few teenagers have the experience of both observing and interacting with adults in professional environments.

St. John Fairchild found herself cold-calling Amy Astley, the editor of Teen Vogue, to recommend Weiss for an internship. This was in the early days of the magazine, which launched in 2003. She was adamant and persuasive on her call to Astley: “I would never normally do this, but I have someone very, very special for you to meet. I have never been this impressed by a young person. You won’t regret making time to meet Emily Weiss. She’s so sophisticated.” Weiss operated in a preternaturally mature manner. St. John Fairchild remembered that Weiss took her out to lunch on Madison Avenue at Nello, a power spot that happened to be close to the office, as a thank-you. Weiss was the only person Whitney St. John Fairchild ever sent to Astley.

“Whitney was right. Emily was very special, and I saw it instantly,” Astley recalled. She was focused and confident and responsible and had a serious work ethic. But every high school in America has a few high achievers with similar traits vying for Ivy League college admission or fame or fortune. Weiss had that, but she had something else too. “She did not try to hide her light as young people often do,” Astley said. “She was very polite and appropriate but spoke to me as an equal. This was unusual and impressive. She was only sixteen years old—I’m working off memory here—but very self-assured and direct.” Astley hired her as an intern.

Eva Chen, who is now the director of fashion partnerships at Instagram, was then an editor in the beauty department at Teen Vogue and remembers Weiss during those years. “She had that X-factor. She was a college student who clearly had a plan, so pulled-together and focused, which was so different from me at that age.”

Grace Mirabella, the Vogue editor in the 1970s and 1980s, sandwiched between the over-the-top personalities of Diana Vreeland and Anna Wintour, was a Vogue assistant herself and wrote in her 1995 memoir In and Out of Vogue about her experience in the 1950s of who gets jobs there. It’s instructive for understanding the kind of world Weiss was moving in, even if it was five decades prior. The head of personnel at Mirabella’s time, Miss Campbell, “could judge if a woman was right for Vogue by the length of her legs, her cheekbones, and the way she tied her scarf. (The rumor was that being flat-chested helped too.)” Editors at magazines lived a hallowed life full of perks like free town cars, gifts of clothes, comped meals. Not only were they leading a dream life, but they were tastemakers. Editors were influencers before that was a term. The editors were, yes, from some of the so-called best and most storied families in America, such as Babe Paley, a Vogue editor from the high-society Cushing family who had been married to the Standard Oil heir Stanley Mortimer Jr. The editors were an elegant but colorful bunch, who were oft-divorced or lived in hotels (sometimes both, in the case of Paley, who once lived at the St. Regis Hotel with Serge Obolensky, a Russian prince)—people for whom being stylish and striking was preferable to something more staid.

Weiss regularly appeared in the pages of Teen Vogue: in a 2005 issue she was identified as a nineteen-year-old NYU sophomore scouring her hometown in Connecticut for thrift shop scores. Magazine interns at that time were universally unpaid or paid in free samples, taxi rides, and office lunches.

The kinds of people who could advance at magazine jobs were the ones who could work for free or very little. To be able to be an unpaid intern presumed either that there was family money paying your expenses or that you’d be able to meet the demands of the internship while working some kind of real job or jobs. At the same time, it was the sort of business where both looking good and having good connections were prized. A certain famous editor in chief was well-known for asking everyone she interviewed where they lived and tut-tutting if it was—gasp—as far afield as Brooklyn. The Devil Wears Prada was a hit book and film, and Weiss fit the mold.

Interns also had to navigate the hierarchy of which of them were championed by the actual staff. In media there were workhorses and show ponies, and magazine internships were no exception. Guess which ones got to represent the brand? You had to be either inexplicably cool, socially connected, or stunningly beautiful. Or, preferably, all of the above. Consider the case of the actor Chloë Sevigny, who was an intern at the teen magazine Sassy in the 1990s. An editor scouted her in downtown Manhattan for her incredible style, and she often appeared in its pages as a model. There was certainly a whole cadre of other interns, but Sevigny was the only one whose name and face readers knew. Weiss was Teen Vogue’s Sevigny.

A fellow intern from those years remembers that, while she knew about fashion and wasn’t flaky like a lot of privileged daughters who scored fashion magazine internships, Weiss had a certain amount of chutzpah and would ask to take home, say, nail polish she liked. Which may sound minor, but to be an intern at Teen Vogue was often a complex dance of wanting very much to be noticed while simultaneously wanting to disappear. A fellow low-ranking Condé Nast employee said that Weiss wore Balenciaga heels to work. “She was dressed to the nines—she would dress better than the editors and she was still in college. I was like, who is this girl?” The assistant said she was envious of her and wished she could afford to dress as well but also thought she seemed cool. Another said, “At a party I saw her take a bite of a cheeseburger slider and throw the rest in a trash can. I thought, ‘Okay, I guess that’s what thin and pretty people do.’ ” This is a common refrain. Another former Teen Vogue intern said, “I was coming from Missouri pretty naïve and was like, how are all of these girls making thirty thousand dollars a year and wearing designer clothes? What is this secret club I’m not a part of?” Weiss didn’t charm everyone at Condé Nast. “She’s a weird girl. You would think someone who had the charisma and balls and vision of [Glossier] would be so loud and dynamic,” commented an editor who worked with her, “but she was soft-spoken, not a standout.” Another former editor said, “I lived in a sorority house, went to an all-girls school, but no place made me more thin than when I worked at Teen Vogue. I once got Chipotle for lunch and everyone looked at me like I had done something they had never seen before. Basically, it was a ruthless environment, and Emily had something that readers really wanted.”

When Amy Astley, the founding editor in chief of Teen Vogue, was working on the second season of MTV’s breakout reality soap The Hills with the producer Adam DiVello, America was in the middle of a reality television boom that began with MTV’s The Real World in 1992, which told the story of “seven strangers who were picked to live in a house.” In 2002, The Osbournes premiered, chronicling the ups and downs of heavy metal star Ozzy Osbourne’s family. The show became MTV’s most-viewed series ever and spawned a genre of voyeuristic reality TV about the lives of the rich and privileged. Meanwhile, the fictional teen drama The OC was a hit for the Fox network. MTV combined The OC with The Osbournes and a little of The Real World for Laguna Beach, a show about wealthy teenagers who lived, loved, and fought in a particularly photogenic part of the Orange County coast. The series was so popular that MTV devised a spin-off in which it followed its Laguna Beach star Lauren Conrad into her college years as a Los Angeles fashion student and intern at Teen Vogue. The show was highly manufactured: Teen Vogue barely had a West Coast office, let alone one with multiple interns.

DiVello told Astley he wanted to cast another young woman on The Hills with a totally different energy from Lauren Conrad and Whitney Port, the LA-based, slightly hapless Teen Vogue interns at the center of the show. Did Astley have anyone to suggest? “Yes, I did: Emily Weiss, our impressively put-together intern. I suspected she would be gold on-camera—and she was,” said Astley. Weiss’s debut on The Hills in 2007 begins with footage of her briskly walking in high heels, wearing a short flared skirt and black turtleneck, her long brown hair stick-straight, a binder in her hands. “Emily: New York Intern” flashes onscreen. She looks like some kind of insanely confident apparition who has come to show the laconic and provincial stars of the show what working at a magazine really takes. Most of America’s first time experiencing the determination of Emily Weiss was on The Hills. She could have been the show’s villain with her clipped diction and no-nonsense attitude, but she managed to be someone to root for against all the dummies on the show. She was so capable!

Reality TV, with its artificial candor, did herald the manufactured authenticity where people like the Kardashian clan unapologetically live their reality TV lives. But The Hills gave her a high profile, especially to scores of wannabe Emily Weisses at magazines. “Emily was the model they were all going after,” said a former Teen Vogue editor. “They wanted to be a style muse, they wanted to be featured in the magazine. Whatever tiny blip of celebrity she had, they wanted that.” When she would come back and visit the LA Teen Vogue offices, they were too nervous even to talk to her. She had to have a secret Facebook account because too many Hills fans were finding her on it. When Weiss showed up to her five-year high school reunion in Wilton, her classmates were impressed she even came.

The way Weiss handled her life after her arc on The Hills ended turned out to be a defining moment for her. She could have gone with her own reality show—something like Whitney Port’s Hills spin-off called The City, where post–Teen Vogue she moves to New York to work for the demanding publicist Kelly Cutrone. “She could have done anything in reality TV after her star turn,” said Astley, who held the Teen Vogue job for thirteen years and has stayed at Condé Nast, moving on to become the editor in chief of Architectural Digest. “But she was focused on a career in fashion with longevity and she wanted to be taken seriously. I respected that decision.”

Weiss said in an interview that her dream then was to be an editor in chief. “I looked at someone like Anna Wintour and that was incredibly inspiring to me.” So after three years at Teen Vogue, she went off to work as a fashion assistant at W magazine. It was a trajectory that made sense, working her way up the glossy media ladder. At W, word spread around the office that the “chinoiserie girl” intern from The Hills was now a fashion assistant. W magazine shared a floor with Women’s Wear Daily, a trade paper for the fashion industry. The divide between the staffers who reported doggedly on the denim industry and those across the hall who worked on cover shoots with Katie Holmes was stark.

There’s a reason people live for books like The Devil Wears Prada: fashion media is a mean industry with an intense pecking order. Fashion magazines were the kinds of places where people couldn’t get a supermarket sheet cake for a birthday at the office, but rather cupcakes someone’s assistant took a car to pick up from Magnolia Bakery. “Emily existed in that universe. Her whole life was carefully curated,” said a coworker. And still, even among the fashion crowd, Weiss was considered a bit odd, or at least on her own planet. “I know she is from Connecticut, but she dressed like a Russian oligarch’s wife. She has incredible taste. Where she was able to get the funds to afford those clothes I never figured out,” said one former coworker from those days. Something that movies never get quite right about the media world is that there are codes within codes. Fashion assistants should certainly dress well, with a Cartier bracelet and a designer bag and expensively maintained hair, but they should look like they’re there to work, not to pose in front of a step and repeat at a gala. They shouldn’t look like fashion victims or like they’re trying to peacock. Getting that look right involves a lot of privilege—money, class, information—and it’s another way to haze and mildly humiliate outsiders. A coworker said, “You had to toe this line where you had to be at once very on top of fashion and glamorous but also know your place or you were considered gauche. A different person would have picked up on that, but Emily didn’t have that filter.”

Weiss was looked down on by some of her peers for being too sophisticated. She didn’t look like someone who would ever hang out at a dive bar, which was what the cool girls who lived downtown did. By 2007, she had rented an apartment from Jane Keltner de Valle, who worked in fashion at Teen Vogue. It was in a large building on Bleecker Street, a studio with a sunken living room. She persuaded the interior designer Tom Delavan to help decorate it. It didn’t look like any other twenty-two-year-old’s apartment. “It had blue taffeta curtains out of an Upper East Side, Park Avenue kind of apartment, and she had a beautiful blue velvet chair. Most people I knew had Ikea stuff. It was very done,” said a coworker who had come over for a party. “I mean, it looked great. Anything she did she would do perfectly because she had a great eye.”

Weiss departed W soon. “It wasn’t for me—I realized very quickly that I really wanted to be part of the shoots, even if it was just packing things,” she said, but coworkers said she was fired. “She was the kind of person who could never be a good assistant because she didn’t know her place,” said one. “And the people she was reporting to were awful.” Weiss then worked as an assistant to freelance stylist Elissa Santisi. “We pulled for American Vogue, for runway shows—it was a great education and experience. We went to Dubai, we went to LA a bunch of times,” Weiss said.

Self-tanner would turn out to change the trajectory of Weiss’s life. In 2010, she had been on a Vogue accessories shoot in Miami with the Dutch model Doutzen Kroes. The two were killing time in a trailer or van—there is a lot of downtime for these kinds of things—and Kroes casually told Weiss about a self-tanner she was obsessed with called Sublime Bronze ProPerfect Salon Airbrush Self-Tanning Mist from L’Oréal. Her reasoning came out in a tumble, the way talking about something you’re enthusiastic about usually does, but it was also potentially influenced by the fact that Kroes was an ambassador for the brand. “She was like, all the other ones are crazy, but when you use this one, you exfoliate this way, and then you put it on… and doesn’t smell and all of these things,” Weiss said. She didn’t think she cared about self-tanner but decided she had to try that one. So when she was back at home in Wilton, Connecticut, staying with her family, she picked up an $11 bottle at the local CVS pharmacy.

She wanted to write about it for Vogue and told a beauty editor it was her civic duty to spread the word. She wrote about the product (“This, I’ve learned, is key to the process: Mist with confidence”), and they published it, accompanied by a photo of Kroes bronzed and possibly naked on a beach chair in Miami, a towel wrapped around her hair and wearing cat-eye sunglasses. This was Weiss’s first Vogue byline. She got to keep writing. “I’m totally going to channel the new streamlined, minimalistic seventies vibe with these Gucci pants,” she wrote on Vogue’s website in July 2010 of a $745 pair of Gucci travertine flared pants. “I’d wear them with a body-con cashmere turtleneck and substantial but simple gold jewelry.” For a young woman of her monied class and powerful social circle, what she was doing was, in a sense, typical of her cohort. She modeled in Derek Lam’s lookbook and was photographed at charity dinners and was the subject of the kinds of magazine stories where they say what an employee wears every day. “At least half of my wardrobe is Alexander Wang. I’ve been a fan for years; I still wear his knitwear from the first collections!” Or, “These dresses are great because they’re so versatile—they look great at the office with a neat little jacket (this one’s Margiela), or out to a party. Perhaps the best part is that no one will be wearing the same thing!” A search of my email reveals a person whose then boyfriend had dated Weiss in college. She was fascinated by her, not least because she wondered who paid her credit card bills. (Living in New York long enough, you realize the answer is always a rich husband or, barring a rich husband, a rich family; there is usually no mystery.)

Weiss could have gone on to become a pampered fashion editor or a stylist who married well that nobody seriously expected to work hard or long enough to earn her own money. Weiss did want to start a business, which wasn’t extraordinary in and of itself: there are scores of socialite types who do a turn as editors and then start children’s clothing lines or stationery stores or bottle their mother’s salad dressing; something they can say they’re pouring their own creativity into and call it a career. No, that’s too dismissive of her real talent: Weiss could have continued on at Condé Nast to become an editor in chief, as Eva Chen did when she was put in charge of Lucky magazine in 2013, or followed Chen’s next career step and left to go work for a tech company a few years later. Instead, Weiss told Eva Chen she needed a word.
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