American Beauty
After fifteen years in fashion, Erin Wasson’s classic face and authentic cowgirl chic remains in style.

When I meet Erin Wasson in the flesh at The Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel, she is just as I had imagined - a tangle of waves, no makeup, baggy white T-shirt under a baggy black sweater, impossibly skinny black jeans, her arms inked almost haphazardly with little tattoos, and her dog Cream basking in the golden Los Angeles sunlight just a couple feet from her cowboy-booted feet.  Erin kicks off the skinny brown boots (I think they’re by R. Soles, one of her favourites) and I glimpse silver toe rings and a delicate silver anklet that had been hidden in them and realize that her accessories are simply a part of her.  All of it - the hair, the boots, the tattoos, the raspy voice, the cigarette - it’s all an extension of the authenticity of Erin Wasson.  

She talks about the Chanel Metiers d'Art pre-fall 2014 show she just walked a few days ago in Dallas.  Chanel’s takeover of her beloved hometown was a bit overwhelming for the Texas sweetheart, but in the end she proclaims, “I adore Karl.”  After fifteen years in the business she observes, “There was a time when being at a show and being on set and being in that circle of the fashion industry felt very special, and it felt like we all had a secret.  It wasn’t until a magazine came out that we shared our secret.”

When Erin first came onto the scene in New York after working locally in Dallas for three years, a meeting with Mario Testino made her career.  “I walked in there with a Xerox copy of polaroids, that’s all I had,” Erin says.  “I think about a month later I was doing a single girl story for American Vogue with Mario.”  It must have been impossible for Testino to resist the dynamic contrast of Erin’s gritty American vibe and her classic beauty.  Speaking of her career span she adds, “It’s about finding people that understand who you are and what you will and will not put up with and what’s right and wrong for you.  You put a lot of trust into other people’s hands to guide your career into a place to set yourself up for success and to set yourself up for longevity.”  

To call Erin’s career a success would even be an understatement.  The 32-year-old model has worn many hats throughout her career, never deviating from her distinct gypsy-cowgirl-meets-tomboy-skater style.  The first shift occurred when she paired with Alexander Wang at the beginning of his career, styling his first runway shows and creating a phenomenon of the young designer’s brand of downtown cool.  “The symbiotic osmosis in which we worked in was so extraordinary,” Erin reminisces.  “Those times with Alex, it was a dream.  It was like working with someone that had the same set of eyeballs as you.”  She parlayed her styling experience into her own stint into design, designing four seasons for skate/surf lifestyle brand RVCA, which she showed at New York Fashion Week, creating a capsule collection for French bohemian luxury lifestyle brand Zadig & Voltaire, and designing a collection of western boots for Ash. 

Then there’s her jewelry line Low Luv, which she is currently working to relaunch after opting out of her licensing deal in favour of a partnership.  “I’ve been working for the last six months on the new collection and it’s gonna be a smaller collection, a slightly higher price point, far better quality,” Erin reveals.  She’s discovered a passion for design, admitting, “It’s when I get to really dig and do research and get conceptual and then take those conceptual ideas and turn them into something that’s tangible, that’s really when I feel alive.  I always knew that there was a bigger plan for me and bigger mission within the fashion world and so I was really grateful to have been able to branch out and not just be a model.”  

Her latest role is mentor (along with music producer Pharrell Williams and stylist Mel Ottenberg) on the Rihanna-produced fashion reality competition television series “Styled To Rock”, in which designers are competing to design outfits for musical artists for real scenarios such as a stage performance or a party.  “There’s a lot of empathy and compassion that goes into being someone like myself that was a mentor to these kids,” Erin reflects.  “It was a great joy to feel like I could just share the knowledge that I’d had and share some of the struggles and some of the stories that I’d been through and let them know that they’re not alone, that all the good things are never gonna be easy.”

Erin speaks articulately, at lightning speed, and with great passion when describing her experiences in fashion, but she knows when it’s time to slow down.  Lauren Hutton once told her, “don’t spend your life making a living and forget to live your life,” and Erin takes it to heart always, no matter where she is in her career.  “When I’m on set, I’m there 100% and I’m a model, I’m there to perform and I’m there to exude something and to be a conduit for someone else’s vision.  [But] at the height of my career I bought a 1988 Ford Bronco and I hit the road for 5 ½  months, and I stopped working,” Erin recalls.  “At the end of the day I needed to create some sort of contradiction to it all.  Going out on the open road and turning my phone off was one of the ways I was able to create balance for myself in the beginning and I’ve chosen to do that over and over again.”

In an industry that is driven by trends, where things and even people are disposable, Erin Wasson is a maverick among the rest.  In one word, she’s just real.  “You really have to stand on your feet and find a place for yourself,” Erin says of being in the fashion world.  “You learn so much about yourself by being put in situations that really test you as a person and test your personality and test your ability to navigate as gracefully as possible through all of it.  There’s a bigger truth at the end of it, and that truth is getting to know yourself even moreso, by seeing who you are in the midst of it all."
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