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The design darling of the rock-star party pack, Betsy Johnson has created countless pouf skirts and polka-dot prints in homage to her young, outrageous soul. 

Tied to the legendary “youthquake” movement—she was married to Velvet Underground’s John Cale and designed on fit models like Edie Sedgwick—she initially joined the fashion world via a Mademoiselle guest editor contest, which she won during an era that celebrated both chances and risks in the design arena. Realizing the potential success of a womenswear line, she and her business partner, ex-model Chantal Bacon, scraped together their assets and in 1978 launched Betsey Johnson in conjunction with their first retail store.

In the early ‘80s, Johnson and Bacon were among the first to open a store on Melrose Avenue in Los Angeles. International expansion cane in the late ‘90s with the opening of a popular London store.

A bonafide superwoman, Johnson has taken her collection of flirty frocks from a small, 1970s punk rock brand to the successful, recognizable label 

that it is today—all while running a family and burgeoning business.

Appealing to a variety of ages and aesthetics, the line celebrates her customer’s feminine and whimsical nature with a capricious hint of punk. The silhouettes run short, tight, wide small, long, lean and textured, while the colors, embellishments, and fabrics are anything but dull. 

Favoring cartwheels and high kicks (leftover from her time as a dancer in Connecticut), Johnson embraces her wild oats in a way that explores and highlights the alluring energy of fashion. Here she dishes on her past dalliances with fame, her future in legwear, and her childhood inspirations.

You're a member of the Fashion Walk of Fame on New York City's Seventh Avenue. How did it feel to be recognized for your contribution to the industry? “It was a real honor to be recognized as a part of this. After all, designing is my passion, and it makes me feel happy to know that everyone walking down 7th Ave is stepping on my plaque.”

Besides creating a womenswear line, accessories, perfume, makeup, handbags and jewelry (to name a few), you also own the Betseyville villa in Zihuatanejo, Mexico. Where do you find the time for all this creativity and what's your inspiration? “I’m inspired by everything around me including music, Hollywood, my customers, fans, and my family (especially my granddaughter, Layla).” 

You've had quite an eventful past: Dancing in Connecticut, living at The Chelsea hotel, dressing The Velvet Underground, and hanging out with Andy Warhol, to name a few. Has this influenced the direction of your past and present design? “The best era for [fashion] design was the 1960s. There were so many creative geniuses out there…and all at once. I don’t think there’s been a time like that it since. Likewise, my dancing days have indeed played a large role in the types of things I’ve designed. In fact, I used to design my own dance costumes with my mother, so I definitely tend to incorporate these elements into my own silhouettes.”

Many women have a secret stash of last minute gifts hidden in a closet. Any suggestions on a surefire hit for the holidays? “I always tend to keep a stash of Betsey Johnson perfume, handbags and tees at the office for last minute gifts. As a matter of fact, I’m launching my new legwear around this time, so that could be a definite hit as a holiday gift.”
Finally, as the queen of party dresses, you must have an opinion on holiday dressing. Besides black, what color does every woman need in her wardrobe? What about shoes? “I love pink, but I think every woman looks great in red. It’s the ultimate sexy, feminine shade. A pair of stilettos is a must, and basic black goes with pretty much everything from dresses, shorts and jeans to lingerie.”  

