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WHATEVER YOUR PRECONCEIVED NOTIONS ARE ABOUT 
EMILY RATAJKOWSKI, you can drop them right now. “No matter 
what we look like, all women are put into stereotypical boxes 
really quickly. I’ve definitely experienced that. I mean, most profiles 
written about me are like, ‘We’re so surprised she’s smart!’” says 
Ratajkowski, rolling her eyes. “On one hand, I get that it’s natural 
instinct to have an idea about someone, but also, fuck you.”

On a recent chilly morning in New York, the 27-year-old model 
and actress lobbed in for lunch, pitch-perfect in wide-leg black 
pants, a camel coat and white tank top, at a favourite 
neighbourhood restaurant near the Tribeca loft she shares with 
her new husband, film producer Sebastian Bear-McClard. 
The couple, who married in a surprise ceremony in February 
after a whirlwind romance, split their time between New York 
and Los Angeles.

The night before, Ratajkowski had been on the west coast 
accepting an award for Model of the Year from influential 
fashion website The Daily Front Row. She does not look like 
someone who has only grabbed a couple of hours of sleep. 
“I have a team to get me out in public,” she laughs heartily, 
downing the first of many black coffees before ordering the 
restaurant’s signature niçoise salad. 

At the ceremony, fashion advertising force Trey Laird gushed 
about her already exceptional career. “Emily has become so 
much more than just a model,” he told a roomful of fashion-
industry heavyweights. “She has become a powerful icon for her 
generation, redefining what it means to be sexy, what it means to 
be beautiful and what it means to live your life on your own terms. 
Often controversial, she has been fearless in her belief that every 
woman can and should own her own sensuality, write her own 
rules, that it’s okay to have a body and a brain.”

Ratajkowski, who has to be regularly reminded by her mother 
to enjoy her success, was floored. “Icon is a big word, but he 
gave this really heartfelt, intuitive perspective on my career and 
I was like, ‘Wow, this is great.’”

Laird’s sentiments were right on the money, though. Ratajkowski 
has forged a career on her own terms and without fear or favour. 
A model and actress since her mid-teens, she had a recurring 
role in the Nickelodeon show iCarly but became a household 
name in 2013 thanks to a controversial semi-nude appearance 
in Robin Thicke’s “Blurred Lines” music video (more on that later), 
before turning her attention back to acting, scoring roles in 
Gone Girl (opposite Ben Affleck), We Are Your Friends 
(opposite Zac Efron) and the recent I Feel Pretty (alongside her 
good pal Amy Schumer).

In a world full of crowd-pleasing celebrities, Ratajkowski is 
a refreshing voice. A staunch feminist, she has had no problem 
in speaking out publicly on issues such as sexism, racism and 
classism. “I don’t think I’ve ever been known to play by the rules 
and I’m not afraid to speak my mind, but with that being said, I do 
hope that what I put out there is positive.” > 
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She’s not afraid to 
speak out on topics 
that most celebrities 

run a mile from 
and she’s resolutely 

comfortable 
in her own skin. 

Emily Ratajkowski 
is a dangerous 

woman and she’s 
here to change 
the world, one 
Instagram post 

at a time

PHOTOGRAPHY BY

KAI  Z  FENG

STYLING BY

RACHEL  WAYMAN

Dress, $4,470, briefs, $860, 
boots, $14,010, all SAINT 

LAURENT, ysl.com/au; ball 
necklace, $22,300, chain 

necklace, $15,700, both 
TIFFANY & CO., tiffany.com;  

on Emily’s right hand: diamond 
ball ring, $14,900, gold ball 

ring, $2,000, diamond band, 
$3,500, chain bracelet, 

$10,200, all TIFFANY & CO., 
tiffany.com; on Emily’s left 

hand: (from left) ring, $3,800, 
ring, $3,650, both TIFFANY 

 & CO., tiffany.com

WORDS BY

T IFFANY BAKKER



46 47

Her 17.5 million Instagram followers 
would agree. Under the handle  
@emrata, she is one of the most 
influential forces on the social-media 
platform, posting mostly sexy, sultry 
selfies in a variety of exotic locations. 
Instagram, she says, gives her total 
control over her burgeoning brand. “In 
2018, I have a new way of empowering 
myself and that’s because I communicate 
directly with the world and I’m choosing 
the images and I’m curating and what 
I have to say is as important as 
what I look like,” she enthuses. “And 
that’s really exciting to me.”

Born in London to an English-literature 
professor mum and an artist dad, the 
family returned to the US beachside 
enclave of San Diego when she was 
five. Her parents had her when they 
were older and, as an only child, much 
of her childhood was spent in the 
company of adults. “It really wasn’t your 
traditional father, mother, daughter... 
the roles were not clearly defined, so I was treated more like an 
adult than most kids are.”

Compounding that was the fact that her body matured earlier 
than most of her schoolmates’, making her feel like a bit of an alien. 
“It took me a long time to feel normal around other people my age,” 
she says. “There was a time between 10 and 13 when I felt so 
much more mature than kids my age. I was awkward. I didn’t know 
how to just chill or be with people my own age.”

Feminism was ingrained early via her parents, and she was 
reading works by US writer Naomi Wolf – who rocketed to fame 
in 1990 with The Beauty Myth – in her teens. Roxane Gay 
(best known for her essay collection Bad Feminist and memoir 
Hunger) is a current favourite.

Ratajkowski’s mum, who she says felt the effects of sexism in her 
career as an academic, wanted her daughter to have a strong 
sense of self and not to feel shame about her body. “My mum 
never censored me, to the point where I got in trouble at school 
for what I wore, and my mother was like, ‘She’s just figuring it out. 
Leave her be.’”

That love and acceptance was harder to find in the outside 
world. Ratajkowski recalls a time when she was on the beach 
with her high-school boyfriend, being harassed by a man well 
into his fifties. “He was yelling ‘Nice ass’ at me and I got so angry 
at him, but he basically said, ‘Well, cover yourself up if you 
don’t want men to comment,’” she remembers. “It makes 
you feel sick to your stomach. Because you do feel like you 
did something wrong and there’s nothing worse than that. You 
feel responsible when you’re not. And I don’t like the idea of 
young girls feeling that way.”

Professionally, Ratajkowski has had to contend with her 
fair share of criticism, particularly over what she posts on social 

media. Her semi-nude shots tend to 
rile people up, purely down to the 
shocking fact that, yes, as a female 
she is absolutely comfortable with 
her body. “When a woman is 
comfortable with her sexuality and 
doesn’t need validation from men, 
she kind of makes a lot of things 
irrelevant that people really care 
about, and it pisses people off,” 
she says. “It makes me feel powerful. If 
people are that scared, then there 
must be something to be scared of.”

Her partial nudity in the “Blurred 
Lines” music video, where she and 
other models danced mostly naked 
around a leering Robin Thicke, 
rapper TI and Pharrell Williams, 
certainly caused ire. In hindsight – 
aside from wishing she’d read 
the song’s lyrics – her feelings 
towards her participation in the video 
haven’t changed, even in the more 
enlightened #MeToo era. She took 

the job because the video was directed by a woman and she 
believed it to be “very tongue-in-cheek”. “And to me, it seemed quite 
clear that our nudity was not for the men; we were goofy and we’re 
silly and we’re kind of rolling our eyes at them and that was the 
attitude that we felt on set.”

She adds that Thicke, TI and Williams didn’t get it. “It actually 
went way over their heads, but we felt that it was an in-joke.”

While she concedes the video made her globally 
recognisable, it also made her the target of those who argued that 
she couldn’t call herself a feminist while she was dancing around 
half-naked as men ogled her. “I think it’s really bad for women, this 
competition and ‘judginess’,” she says. “It’s something I deal with 
every day when I get dressed, like are you being objectified or 
are you being empowered? And I truly believe that no matter 
who looks at me and thinks, ‘Oh God, she’s wearing a tank top 
and look at her boobs, how sad that she’s a victim of the 
patriarchy,’ I’m thinking, ‘Well, fuck you, I feel great. And I like 
what I’m wearing, and I like how I look. That’s more important 
than your idea about that.’”

Ratajkowski also found herself in hot water after she defended 
both US First Lady Melania Trump after she was labelled “a hooker” 
by a New York Times journalist and Kim Kardashian over her 
propensity for posting naked shots online. “I was like, ‘This is funny 
that these are the people that I end up fighting for,’” she says, 
laughing. “But I kind of feel like they’re the most important people, 
too. Like, don’t differentiate, don’t change your politics because 
you don’t think a person with a sex tape deserves protection or you 
discount somebody because of their sexual history.”

She doubled down on her support of Kardashian, with the 
two posting a topless photo sticking their fingers up together 
on Instagram. “I think Kim Kardashian is actually an incredible 
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feminist,” she continues. “I channel her when I’m having a bad day. 
I’m like, ‘Here’s someone who really doesn’t give a shit what 
anyone thinks.’ I would like to be that person who is above it all, 
and she is that way.” 

The anger directed towards her when she stuck up for Melania 
Trump, however, was harsh. “People were very angry with me, but 
I think if I had done that after #MeToo, people would have been 
so much more behind me.” 

Not surprisingly, the culture-changing moment of #MeToo 
has excited and invigorated her. “This is a revolutionary moment 
for women and it’s important to not underestimate that or 
downplay it,” she says. “In the entertainment industry, especially, 
for powerful women to come out and say this was wrong, this 
was inappropriate, is pretty amazing. But it makes me even 
more excited for the teenage girls now. I think it will be a whole 
new world as they grow up.”

To Ratajkowski, that means having absolute freedom of 
choice. She has started saying “No” to movie roles that peg 
her purely as the “hot girl”. “No is a powerful word and I’ve 
learnt to love it,” she says.

She has also narrowed her focus onto the business side of 
her brand, which has evolved from Instagram notoriety to 
now include her own swimwear label, Inamorata, as well as 
a handbag, the Emily, created in collaboration with French 
fashion label The Kooples.

She says her friend and I Feel Pretty co-star Amy Schumer 
inspired her to take complete charge over the business side of 
her career. “Amy and I actually talked about that,” she says. 
“No-one will ever care as much as you care about yourself. 
You have to know your worth.”

Her “children of the ’60s” parents are amused that she’s not only 
building a business empire, but also that she married relatively 
young (her own parents, together for decades, have never tied 
the knot). Ratajkowski and Bear-McClard had reportedly been 
together for a matter of weeks before saying “I do” in a low-key 
ceremony at New York’s City Hall in front of just a handful of friends. 
The model rocked a mustard Zara suit. 

In previous relationships, she says she had made the mistake 
of being with people who “everyone else liked”. “And I realised 
they’re not the people who actually spend the time with them – I do. 
And if you don’t trust your gut, then what else can you trust? He’s 
my biggest fan and I’m his, and that’s nice.”

Still, people weren’t shy in offering up opinions that she had 
rushed into it. “For me, marriage is a very personal thing between 
two people and a way of showing that person that you want to 
build a unit with them,” she explains. “And I found a person I want 
to do that with, so why wait two years until everyone feels good 
about it? It’s not anyone’s business.”

They had four hours before the press found out. “Those hours 
were just kind of magical,” she says, wistfully. “I felt like, ‘Oh, I’m 
building my own life.’ I love my family, but to be with the people 
who you’ve chosen, and you’ve built relationships with, it was 
kind of an amazing moment, like, ‘Oh, I’ve built a world, and this is 
what defines me. This is me.’” E
For more from our shoot with Emily Ratajkowski, turn to p76 in the Beautiful volume


