Epilogue

THE PANDEMIC

| 'he end had come.

At Paris Fashion Week in 2020, which Anna attended in late February, people
were going home early. At the time, media columnist Ben Smith wrote in the
New York Times, Anna reportedly sent the message to her team that the
pandemic “was not a big deal.” But Vogue fashion director Virginia Smith said
Anna was concerned. They saw that American designers who had gone to Paris
to show their collections, expecting to sell their clothes, simply couldn’t because
so many retailers had gone home early without placing orders.

In March, when the US was going into lockdown with the scope of the
pandemic potentially enormous but unclear, Anna called Tom Ford, then
serving as president of the Council of Fashion Designers of America.

“We have to do something. What are we going to do?” she asked.

“Well, I don’t know how much there is to do, sadly. A lot of people are going
to go out of business,” said Ford.

“No. We have to do something. What can we do? Will you help me?” she
said. Her team had been calling designers and knew how bad things were getting.
Anna wanted to help fashion companies pay their rents, their sta ’s salaries, just
survive.

Ford and Anna decided to set up a fund through the CFDA and called it A
Common Thread. Ralph Lauren donated $1 million. The public was invited to
contribute. The fund raised more than $5 million and was disbursed to 128
recipients. Aurora James, the Brother Vellies designer and 2015 CFDA/Fashion
Fund award winner, had lost 90 percent of her sales in March and was unable to



secure a government loan for her business—but was able to make payroll thanks
to the grant she got from A Common Thread.

Anna was adjusting to her new reality, which included a 20 percent pay cut,
working from home, wearing track pants during the day, taking up jogging, and
eating Bee’s homemade blueberry mu ns. Instead of having racks of clothes
wheeled in and out of her o ce, she was conducting run-throughs on Zoom
calls, using images from Vogue’s runway slide shows instead of actual clothes.
Her old colleagues could only surmise how frustrating working that way must
have been for her.

Meanwhile, the pandemic, which disproportionately a ected BIPOC
Americans, made abundantly clear the distinction between the haves and the
have-nots. Following the police killings of Breonna Taylor on March 13, 2020,
and George Floyd on May 25, 2020, protests swept the globe as millions
demonstrated to demand justice for Black people. In an op-ed on Vogue.com
published almost a week later, arguing that presidential candidate Joe Biden
should choose a woman of color as his running mate, Anna wrote, “The need
for change should fall especially on those of us who enjoy incredible privileges;
we need to listen and learn and take action to ensure social justice and basic
human rights for people of color in this country.... | respect and honor the anger
and rage behind these protests, and | stand with those calling out that Black
Lives Matter—even as | do not advocate violence and feel true pain at the
damage to our cities and communities.”

Months later, against the backdrop of the pandemic and social justice
protests, with Donald Trump still in o ce and the 2020 election just months
0 , the media industry’s systemic lack of diversity and inclusion was thrust into
the spotlight. This was what Teen Vogue editors Phillip Picardi and Elaine
Welteroth had been shouting about from their platform all along: young people
were exhausted by the status quo, including the systemic racism that Anna’s
generation had seemed largely blind to. And that oppression was felt acutely in
the workplace.

First came upheaval at the young women'’s site Re nery29, where senior
leaders resigned after allegations of a toxic work environment. Then came a sta
uprising at Bon Appétit, where editor-in-chief Adam Rapoport—one of Anna’s



direct reports—stepped down after sta accused him of marginalizing people of
color, including, in one instance, asking his Black, Stanford-educated assistant to
clean his golf clubs.

Anna’s management style had never seemed more mismatched for a
particular moment. By endorsing Black Lives Matter and attempting to position
Vogue as a progressive publication, she had taken a stance, but many Vogue
followers felt it wasn’t legitimate or authentic. Though her imperiousness had
been lionized in The Devil Wears Prada when the Im came out in 2006, it
seemed now like a liability, perhaps as it should have been perceived all along.

Anna’s strategy to get ahead of PR crises was to apologize quickly, hope that
would make the problem go away, and move on. On June 4, she sent her sta an
email—aquickly leaked to the New York Post’s Page Six—in which she confessed,
“I know Vogue has not found enough ways to elevate and give space to Black
editors, writers, photographers, designers and other creators. We have made
mistakes too, publishing images or stories that have been hurtful or intolerant. |
take full responsibility for those mistakes.” Less than a week later, the New York
Times published an article headlined “Can Anna Wintour Survive the Social
Justice Movement?”

The media industry seemed certain that in fact even Anna Wintour, the icon,
could not.

Around the same time that the New York Times asked if Anna would “survive
the social justice movement,” Anna emailed Aurora James wanting to learn
more about the 15 Percent Pledge. James had launched the initiative in early
June 2020, asking companies like Target to commit to stocking 15 percent of
their shelves with products made by Black-owned businesses. “Let’s put time on
the calendar and talk about the Pledge,” wrote Anna. “I want to really
understand what it is.”

James explained it to her on a Zoom video call, but at that point James had
been focused on signing up retailers—she hadn’t thought about Vogue or any
other magazine signing it.



Soon James was so busy with the 15 Percent Pledge that she barely had time
to talk to anyone on the phone. But her friend the painter Jordan Casteel had
been trying to reach her, so nally at 10 p.m. one night, James called her back.

“I have to tell Vogue in the morning whether you’re on board to work on this
project with me,” Casteel said.

“What'’s the project?” James asked.

“I’'m doing a painting for the cover for September and we want it to be a
portrait of you,” Casteel said.

James was confused. Who calls asking to paint your portrait for the
September cover of Vogue?

“Why?” she asked.

“| started thinking about women of color in fashion, and I’ve been admiring
your 15 Percent Pledge,” Casteel said. “So | told them that | wanted to paint you
and everyone was really excited and | told them that | would ask you, so they’ve
been waiting all week to nd out if you’re on board.”

James said yes, and two days later she was posing in a blue Pyer Moss gown
on the roof deck of her building in Brooklyn for a photo that would ultimately
become Casteel’s painting, one of two artworks that appeared on the September
2020 cover of Vogue.

Shortly after Casteel took the photo, Anna asked James if she wanted to get
on another Zoom call. James had never seen her as excited as she was on that call:
she was excited about the September issue, she was excited about getting
through the pandemic, she was excited about the upcoming election. And she
had a question for James: “Could the pledge translate to the publishing
industry?”

Anna’s excitement about supporting a cause for people of color in publishing
had been preceded by appointing André Leon Talley creative director of Vogue
in 1988—as he later put it, “the highest-ranking Black man in the history of
fashion journalism.” But thirty-two years later, he published his memoir, The
Chi on Trenches. In the book, he discussed his relationship with Anna,
including the times he felt she’d slighted him, their falling-out in the nineties and



subsequent rapprochement, and being replaced on the Met Gala red carpet by a
YouTube star.

On the press tour for his book, which became a New York Times best seller,
he called Anna “a colonial broad,” saying on Sandra Bernhard’s podcast, “She’s
part of an environment of colonialism. She is entitled and I do not think she will
ever let anything get in the way of her white privilege.”

Anna was hurt by his book and his comments, and those in her inner circle
were ummoxed by the scathing remarks: “Simple human kindness. No, she is
not capable,” he wrote. Yet Anna, as far as they could tell, had been exceedingly
kind to him—employing him when he needed work, expensing his fabulous life
to the company, getting him an interest-free company loan when he needed to
pay his taxes and buy a house for his grandmother. When she became concerned
about his weight, Anna also staged an intervention in a conference room at
Condé Nast’s Times Square o ces, and arranged for the company to pay for a
three-month program at the Duke Lifestyle and Weight Management Center in
Durham, North Carolina.

But the weight loss was never permanent, and Talley fell out of her social
circle. Invitations to dinner parties stopped. His relationship with Anna was
reduced to perfunctory happy birthday exchanges and him attending her ttings
when summoned. “I think she thought I was too fat and too old,” Talley said,
acknowledging that her job also keeps her exceedingly busy, along with her
family. “She just became bigger than life. She has no time for me.”

Talley’s book further fueled the narrative about Condé Nast and its
leadership being racist and phony in their commitment to, as Anna later put it to
the New York Times, “doing the work.” But Laurie Jones said that Anna’s
actions toward Talley were never vindictive. “Anna never wanted to cross André,
that’s the irony of all this. She never wanted to upset André. She felt so sorry for
him. He was this guy who had been mistreated and he was Black and he was gay
and all these awful things had happened to him his whole life. And she was so
sensitive to that,” she said.

Yet Anna never sought to get her side of the story into the press, and she was
quickly recast as a woman whose methods were toxic and ippant instead of
admirably unapologetic and routinely misunderstood. She didn’t invent Condeé



Nast and the fashion industry’s long-held values, but she was rewarded by
upholding that belief system to an unprecedented degree. Vogue’s whiteness and
elitism have historically resulted in praise and magazine sales. Anna’s treatment
of assistants was questioned, but then quickly lionized by The Devil Wears
Prada. During Anna’s years at Condé Nast, the company placed many women
and gay men in powerful positions, making it more progressive than much of
the rest of white collar America. Yet, with all her power and her knack for
sensing cultural shifts, she failed to trumpet diversity and inclusivity and to
rethink Condé Nast on behalf of its progressive young workforce until it seemed
like she was forced to. It is this very oversight that those who have worked closely
with her nd shocking.

Shortly after news of Anna’s breakup with Shelby Bryan appeared in the
press—though they had broken up much earlier for reasons Bryan couldn’t
remember—the New York Times published another story about Anna on
October 24, 2020, with the headline “The White Issue: Has Anna Wintour’s
Diversity Push Come Too Late?” “Under Ms. Wintour, 18 people said, Vogue
welcomed a certain type of employee—someone who is thin and white, typically
from a wealthy family and educated at elite schools,” Edmund Lee wrote. “Of
the 18, 11 people said that, in their view, Ms. Wintour should no longer be in
charge of Vogue and should give up her post as Condé Nast’s editorial leader.”
The story also touched on her relationship with Edward Enninful, who became
editor-in-chief of British Vogue in 2017, quickly earning acclaim for modernizing
and diversifying the magazine: “The two are said to have a di cult working
relationship, according to people in New York and London who have directly
observed their dynamic.”

Unfortunately, what seemed to be missing from this conversation was
acknowledgment that while Anna had made mistakes and operated in a largely
exclusive way over the course of decades while she was in power, she was also a
product of the company. She worked for men like Alexander Liberman who
expected sta to be attractive. She worked under the auspices of research that
purported to tell editors exactly which magazine covers would sell, which
historically didn’t include people of color. For Anna, having been so rewarded



for aligning with these values, any incentive to question them probably only
would have come from within.

Weathering the negative press in the social justice era of media hasn’t been
easy for Anna.

“I think her concern is, how is this going to a ect our numbers?” said friend
William Norwich of how she feels about criticism in general. “She is an
employee and she’s an honorable employee. When she was able to make her
numbers, then she can be relieved. No wonder they keep her around.”

But Anna is not solely at the mercy of executives or the general public. She
has chosen to stay in her job, retaining her icon status, with all of its pitfalls and
perks.

People who have worked closely with Anna over the years suspect that
running Condé Nast in the digital age with its gutted budgets must be drudgery
for her. They marvel that she’s still doing it, under such intense scrutiny and
pressure, when she could be spending her seventies enjoying caviar and
champagne by one of her Mastic estate’s two pools. But they also marvel that she
has, unlike her two predecessors at Vogue, made repeated e orts—however
stumbling—to adapt to her time.

After Them founder Phillip Picardi left Condé Nast in August 2018, Anna
approached Whembley Sewell, then twenty- ve years old and working on
branded content and social media for Teen Vogue.

“I’'m not a traditional editor. | said this to her face, I'm like, ‘I don’t carry a
red pen, I'm not underlining sentences,”” recalled Sewell, who had worked in
social media and video but didn’t have the standard portfolio of clips. “I’m not
David Remnick. She was very receptive to that.”

Sewell—a queer Black woman—became the executive editor of Them in
2019. The next year, Katie Grand, the famous stylist and editor-in-chief of the
edgy and niche UK-based fashion magazine Love, announced her departure
twelve years after she founded the title. Condé Nast had to decide whether or
not to keep the magazine going. Anna chose to hand over the title to Sewell to
run along with Them. She was among a group of editors-in-chief of color,
including Radhika Jones at Vanity Fair and Dawn Davis at Bon Appétit, working



under Anna. (Sewell wasn’t an editor-in-chief for long; in the summer of 2021,
she announced she was leaving Condé Nast for a role at Net ix.)

For decades, those who worked with Anna knew that making her wait for
anything was the cardinal sin. As it turned out, a lot of people had been kept
waiting for her to modernize Condé Nast and Vogue as both workplaces and
cultural barometers, and for too long. Perhaps one of Anna’s great challenges
going forward is to keep realizing that.

The fashion industry is predicated on the understanding that there is an “in”
and an “out.” In Anna’s world, people occupy those distinct buckets. Some are
always “out”—Ilow-performing assistants, the Penthouse Pets she was forced to
cast as models at Viva, the Met’s event planners who tell her she can’t hang a
dropped ceiling over a priceless statue. Some, whose success, power, creativity,
and beauty are undeniable, are therefore always “in,” like Serena Williams, Roger
Federer, Michelle Obama, and Tom Ford. Some begin as “in” and get moved to
“out,” like Talley. Others begin as “out” and switch to “in,” like Kim Kardashian.
But being “in” is often polarizing, as New York congresswoman Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez saw when she attended the 2021 Met gala in a white gown by
Aurora James that read “TAX THE RICH” in red on back. Entering Anna’s
world, even just for a night, stirred up a swam of critics, among them New York
Times columnist Maureen Dowd, who wrote, “A.O.C. wanted to get glammed
up and pal around with the ruling class at an event that’s the antithesis of all she
believes in, a gala that makes every thoughtful American feel like Robespierre...”

The ability to make decisions about who matters is the great source of Anna’s
power—along with her ability to put people in the “out” bucket in an instant.
“If you get frozen by her, that’s it. She’s a Scorpio, you're done,” said Lisa Love.
“It’s that cold.” 1t’s why, with her in power, fashion designers, writers, editors,
photographers are never safe. What if they get frozen out?

James said, “If you're trying to climb a social ladder in New York and you’re
trying to get invited to the Met Gala, that’s something di erent. You’re never
going to be able to feel success. You’re always going to feel unsuccessful. If you’re
just looking for powerful people’s validation, then that’s a whole di erent ball
game that you're playing. But if you’'re talking about a love of clothing, a love of
expression, a love of color, a love of culture, a love of how putting things on can



make women feel about themselves and their place in the world, those are
measures of success that no one woman is ever going to be able to stop someone
from feeling.”

While there are those who think she should be red or forced to resign, Anna’s
in uence remains profound and unmatchable. She ended the disastrous year of
2020 with a promotion, announced in mid-December, to Condé Nast’s chief
content o cer, giving her oversight of all magazine brands, including the New
Yorker and every international title. It seemed that no amount of bad press could
shake her ascendancy. (The same was painfully not true of Alexi McCammond,
whom Anna hired to run Teen Vogue in the spring of 2021 before backlash over
decade-old tweets led her and Condé Nast to, as she tweeted, “part ways.”) The
mere mention of Anna’s name remains enough to prevent advertisers from
pulling money from Condé Nast magazines. Her phone call is all it takes to get a
brand to sponsor a museum exhibit for millions of dollars. She is, in a capitalist
society, exactly the kind of person a company like Condé Nast wants to keep at
all costs, no matter how many lower-level workers think she should resign, and
no matter how exclusionary her management style has been.

Anna has built her own kingdom. And the world’s most beautiful, most
powerful people are living in it. The rest are just looking on. Anna surely has a
plan for her exit from Condé Nast and for her future—but, aside from telling
friends maybe she’ll do something where she’s being paid for her advice instead
of giving it away for free, she hasn’t told them what it is. It’s not in her nature to
talk about herself.



