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INTRODUCTION BY HEIDI KLUM


Project Runway Season 10. Wow, I can’t believe it! Time has really flown! I’m so incredibly proud to be part of this show. Fans worldwide come up to me and are so passionate about it. I love that Project Runway is a platform for talented, aspiring designers. Fashion is so hard to break into and a show like ours that helps them get a little positive exposure is great—especially when they have big personalities like our fan favorites.


We have seen our designers create some amazing looks, and together we have had many, many memorable moments. It’s about time that we get some of these wonderful memories down in a book. To start things off, here are some of my favorite moments, on and off-camera:


HEIDI’S TOP 10 PROJECT RUNWAY MEMORIES




•  Once the show was sold, knowing it would soon be on TV was amazing! We knew that designing is a really creative, interesting, inspiring process, and that it wouldn’t be a boring hour of watching people sew. I think ten seasons in, we’ve proven our point!


•  Getting the show on air leads to another favorite memory—the very first challenge, set at the grocery store. I mean, people still talk about Austin Scarlett’s cornhusk dress. That’s when we knew this could really work for real and be fun for our audience . . . and for us! It was a revelation and a big sigh of relief.


•  The other judges and I have a lot of fun together. Sometimes we’re like little kids; if something sets us off we’re like the naughty children in church who can’t stop laughing. During the WWE wrestling costume challenge, when the wrestlers came out we couldn’t help it. We started hysterically laughing! And it wasn’t because we were making fun of anyone or anything; it was just so completely different from what we were used to. With the exaggerated poses and the theatrical costumes, it was just too much. We tried for a good ten minutes to get ourselves under control. But first Michael giggled, then me, then Nina—we were goners. We had to stop shooting for a good half hour to wipe our tears and get ourselves under control!


•  The past couple of seasons, I’ve done a challenge for my New Balance line. I’m pretty specific with the parameters, like fabrics, thinking about sales and manufacturing, and things like that. During Season 8, when I went into the workroom mid-point to check in on the designers, it was funny because Gretchen had picked all these strange fabrics that did not match the line at all and Mondo had started some garments that were technically all wrong. I tried to fit my head through one of his shirts and couldn’t do it! He got kind of huffy and upset. He must have thought I was mad at him but what he didn’t know was that I was actually rooting for him and was one of his biggest fans—as we all saw during the finale!
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•  Some of my favorite memories take place off camera. During breaks, Michael, Nina, and I have what we call “Cheetos chats” because there’s always junk food around. Michael tells us funny stories and we gossip about everything from who got too much plastic surgery to making comments while flipping through magazines. We have fun.


•  Speaking of, once we had to shoot some promos and we were being goofy. I started literally chasing Michael around and around the judges’ chairs! I chased him so hard he fell down and I practically climbed on top of him and we started wrestling! He says I made him pass out but no way! All in good fun.


•  One of my favorite challenges was when the designers had to create looks inspired by the beautiful, special hats of Philip Treacy. I had run into him in London and we’d spoken about him being on the show so it was great that it came through. The designers really had fun with such high-fashion, couture inspirations, and though some designers made things that were a little too literal, some of the final designs were absolutely gorgeous.


•  One of my favorite finales was when Christian Siriano won and Victoria Beckham was the guest judge. She was great—so sharp and she’s a fan of the show, so she was really knowledgeable about the designers’ strengths and weaknesses. Christian was so nervous when it was down to two and it was nice to see that moment of vulnerability and how much winning it all really meant to him! Plus Victoria told Christian she was a fan, which made him so thrilled!


•  Stilts! I’d been wanting to do a “larger than life” challenge forever, so I was glad we were able to do a big outdoor runway with the stilt-walkers. I think some of the designs were stronger than others, but to see them all displayed fifteen-feet tall was amazing! I think it’s good to mix things up like that every once in a while.


•  Tim and I set up my challenge at the New Balance track and I expected it to be fairly routine but it ended up being a morning of drama. First, Olivier had some sort of attack after running around the track and he collapsed on the ground. I told him to get up, the show must go on! Then Cecilia decided she couldn’t handle it anymore so we said goodbye to her right then and there. And finally, I got Mr. Tim Gunn to run a little bit. That’s kind of the equivalent of watching a fish walk for the first time!





You’ll discover and be reminded of your own favorite Project Runway memories throughout the pages of this book. Enjoy!


Auf weidersehen!
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P.S. About that “auf weidersehen”: Originally I was supposed to say something like, “You are out . . . You are cut . . .” I said, “Well, I have an accent, I’m German, and that doesn’t sound nice after the designers worked so hard. I came up with “Auf Wiedersehen,” as an alternative. It means “Goodbye, see you again.” It stuck!




HARVEY WEINSTEIN, EXECUTIVE PRODUCER:


I have always been intrigued and inspired by the creative process. And I have learned along the way that talent can come from anywhere. I am passionate about cultivating new talent and have often taken a chance on up-and-coming artists with great results. Through Project Runway I can take this a step further by giving new designers a platform and the tools they need to further their careers. However, if you know me, you would understand what a fashion novice I was when we first started to develop Project Runway. My wife calls me “fashionably challenged” so actually, one of my proudest accomplishments with the show is avoiding Heidi saying “Auf weidersehen, you’re out” to me!


If I see passion I am always willing to take a chance. For example, Padma Lakshmi was a model who had a passion for food. Although she was not an experienced chef I could see she had something valuable to offer and published her cookbooks. This was way before the world knew her as the host of Top Chef. I similarly supported other talented people in their early endeavors over the years. With that in mind, I did not feel at a disadvantage being an outsider in the fashion world. Model Daniela Unruh and I first conceived of the idea behind Project Runway, but it was then shaped by a great team: my TV department, including Eli Holzman at the time, Barbara Schneeweiss, and later Meryl Poster as President of Television for The Weinstein Company; Heidi Klum, Desiree Gruber, and Jane Cha at Full Picture; our early producers, Dan Cutforth and Jane Lipsitz of the Magical Elves, and more recently Jonathan Murray of Bunim/Murray; and the networks Bravo and Lifetime. I can’t tell you how much everyone involved has added to the show. So many smart people have helped us, joined us, and contributed over the years; people like Nancy Dubuc at Lifetime, who I thank for having the foresight to expand the show to ninety minutes, even though I thought it was a crazy idea at first!


Over the past ten seasons Project Runway has grown in so many ways. We have had the opportunity to introduce the world to great aspiring fashion designers. We’ve also brought in the best guest judges in the business—Diane von Furstenberg, Tommy Hilfiger, Catherine Malandrino, Francisco Costa, Badgley Mischka, Cynthia Rowley, Betsey Johnson, Rachel Roy, and my favorite judge (don’t be jealous Michael and Nina!)—Georgina Chapman. These are people whose advice and critiques have nurtured so many designers along the way. I am proud to see how our designers grow and benefit from Project Runway. This has given the show its integrity and is the very thing that has sustained us across ten seasons. I am immensely proud of the designers who have participated in Project Runway and hope that we can continue to inspire young fashion hopefuls.


And to the hundreds of people who worked hard on Project Runway and make it work—I want to say to all of you, You’re in!
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PART 1:


BEHIND THE SCENES








INTERVIEWS WITH THE STARS AND PRODUCERS OF PROJECT RUNWAY


[image: HEIDI KLUM]


HEIDI KLUM


[image: JANE CHA]


JANE CHA


[image: JONATHAN MURRAY]


JONATHAN MURRAY


[image: MICHAEL KORS]


MICHAEL KORS


[image: BARBARA SCHNEEWEISS]


BARBARA SCHNEEWEISS


[image: MERYL POSTER]


MERYL POSTER


[image: NINA GARCIA]


NINA GARCIA


[image: ELI HOLZMAN]


ELI HOLZMAN


[image: DESIREE GRUBER]


DESIREE GRUBER


[image: SARA REA]


SARA REA




CASTING


ON HEIDI KLUM
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HEIDI KLUM:


I hadn’t done a TV show before. If I would do a Victoria’s Secret show early on in my career I was just as nervous. As a model I always throw myself out there and do things that are not like walking to the supermarket; I’ve done so many things that most people don’t get to do. With the challenge of Project Runway all I could do was try my best. Early on, filming pickups sometimes ran into the middle of the night for me. I had to do pickups because I would not say a sentence right and we didn’t have prompters. I had to memorize what I had to say and my brain just wasn’t in the mode yet. As a model you don’t have to memorize much. For a commercial you say two lines and that’s it.


In the beginning I didn’t have styling. I would get my hair and makeup done in the morning and then they would leave me high and dry. I would be shiny by the end of the day. In the first episode I wore a KISS T-shirt and jeans. We were on a budget so I wore things that I owned. I was a young model and I didn’t own $5,000 Balenciaga blouses. As a model when you go on a set somewhere, there’s a stylist and you get shot in whatever clothes are in this season and what the story is about, but now I had to be really stylish on my own, which was a struggle. Models go to shoots in jeans and T-shirts and then change into the clothes that are being shot. I didn’t have the whole range in my closet.


[image: ]


In the beginning I couldn’t imagine what the show looked like, especially not when I was in front of the camera. It was a real learning curve. I was quite scared when we got the first cuts, but when I watched the show I knew we were on to something. I felt really excited, Michael was really excited, and Nina was really excited, so we said, “Okay, this is good, we can sleep at night!”
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MERYL POSTER:


Heidi’s multifaceted. She’s a fan as well as a judge. As a model she’s worn the clothes, but she also admires the clothes. She says what people are thinking. Heidi really is the voice of the audience.


BARBARA SCHNEEWEISS:


Heidi has brought so much to the show, including the signature “auf wiedersehn.” She is very passionate about the show and a really fun participant in the whole process. She sometimes comes back to the control room to check on us and see what’s happening. And most of all I love her great sense of humor.


JONATHAN MURRAY:


From day one Heidi has been a huge factor in the success of the show. She has great instincts about everything. She is not afraid to express what she thinks and is not afraid to show that she believes in someone. When Bunin/Murray stepped in to the show in Season 6 she was pretty seasoned. As new producers to the show we saw that what she had to say had a lot of value. Just spending time with her you quickly see how good her instincts are.
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ON MICHAEL KORS


[image: ]


HEIDI KLUM:


We thought it was a great idea to have Michael Kors because we wanted the show to be authentic. It was good we got real people who are established to be judges, because if the designers get judged by people who no one knows, no one takes it seriously.


DESIREE GRUBER:


Michael has a great personality, he has an amazing eye, and he is an American icon, so we thought he was the right match. We went after him pretty hard and he turned us down a few times. Somebody who worked with Michael at the time, Anne Waterman, helped us convince him. It was really his way or the highway. It was, “I won’t be here this day and that’s my summer Friday and I’m in the Hamptons on that weekend . . .” We said we’d shoot around him. We were so lucky to get him.


JONATHAN MURRAY:


Michael is amazing. As a producer you can count on him for not only smart commentary, but also for those incredibly great one-liners. He has such a gift for expressing himself.


MICHAEL KORS:


My reaction when I was first offered Project Runway was a firm no. This was going to be a reality show. Were designers going to be eating bugs? This was before everything was explained. I was also concerned because both television and movies had never really been that successful in portraying the fashion world. As someone who’s been designing since age nineteen, the last thing you want people to think is, “This show is a joke and it’s not hard work.”


Desiree asked me if I had ever watched Project Greenlight, and in fact I loved the show. I’m not in the movie business, but I thought it was really interesting to see how a project got off the ground, how it started with an idea, and how it actually came to fruition. That swayed me, as well as thinking about the fact that I had been a critic for the senior class at Parsons for many years. Desiree said, “You’re going to do what you did at Parsons. It’ll just be in a panel situation and it’ll be televised.” I thought, okay, we can show people the process and the hard work that goes into it. Fashion people are entertaining to say the least; it’s not an industry devoid of characters, myself included. I said we’ll give it a shot and we’ll see what happens.
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HAS BEING ON THE SHOW CHANGED YOUR PERSONAL BUSINESS?


Before Project Runway, in my entire life I’d probably been to ten fashion shows other than my own. Sitting in an audience watching a fashion show is just not something most designers are used to doing. Tim Gunn tells the designers “Don’t bore Nina.” The reality is editors have to sit and look at too many clothes and they can get bored really easily. As a designer it’s hard to be empathetic and think, “My God, they have to go to ten shows a day for a month!” The show has taught me what it’s like to be an editor, to sit in the audience and say okay, let’s edit, let’s focus.


The other surprising thing that happened with the show is that it has opened up my demographic to people not only in their teens but in their tweens. I always prided myself in having a very broad age range of clients, anywhere from early twenties and up. I never thought we would have costumers that were twelve, thirteen, fourteen. Now when I walk into our stores I see moms with their daughters. I think the show has brought fashion-crazed kids out of the woodwork. (I was fashion crazed at twelve and would actually die and faint to have a certain designer piece!)


THE SHOW HAS DEFINITELY MADE YOU A ROCK STAR DESIGNER.


The interesting thing is you never get to hear designers talk. You can read what they say in an article, you see a still photograph of them, and you see their clothes and you connect the dots, but the missing part is hearing designers talk about fashion on a regular basis. I think that when people hear me talk, whether I’m saying something funny or something serious, they know where I’m coming from, so when they see something from me they think, “Oh right, that’s what he’s talking about.” I came of age as designers were first becoming public figures, people like Halston, Calvin Klein, Bill Blass. But the simple truth is other than an occasional guest spot on an afternoon talk show they weren’t in your living room weekly. If I was thirteen and Halston would have been on TV every week I would’ve learned that much more about his clothes and his design philosophy.
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ON NINA GARCIA
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BARBARA SCHNEEWEISS:


We knew it would make sense to have a magazine editor on our judging panel. When we first started talking to our original magazine partner, Elle, one of the things we asked them was if they had an editor in house they thought might be good for the show. Normally we would ask for tape of that person to see how they were on camera. On Season 1 they presented us Anne Slowey and Nina Garcia. They alternated episodes.


DESIREE GRUBER:


The first season it was between Nina and Anne Slowey. I think Nina was available more. It was better for the show to have the three judges united—Heidi, Michael, and Nina—on a weekly basis. At first Nina seemed to be perceived as the mean judge, but when you know her, she’s so not mean; she’s great. She’s very straightforward. When you edit a magazine, there’s not a lot of time to be friendly and kind about what works on the pages and what doesn’t work. She gets straight to it and that’s what you have to do. That’s what you need on a TV show, too. All the judges have different personalities. They’re really unique voices that come together to make a great panel.
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JANE CHA:


With her natural elegance, smarts, and telegenic style, Nina was the editorial voice we wanted and needed. I sometimes marvel at how lucky we are. The chemistry between Heidi, Michael, and Nina is so rare and amazing, and it truly has only gotten better. They make me laugh hysterically during our breaks. We call those “Cheetos chats” because we eat unhealthy snacks and after the business end of the conversation is done, Michael in particular will regale us with amazing, hilarious stories.


NINA GARCIA:


When they asked if I wanted to be on a reality show I said, “No, I don’t want to be on TV.” They asked me if I thought if it was a good idea for a show and I said, “No, I think it’s a terrible idea. Who’s going to be interested?” Then I found out Heidi was involved and Michael had said yes, so I gave it more thought. I’d been looking at designers’ work for twenty years trying to find new talent, so it made sense and I took the chance. I did not get involved to become a “personality” myself but instead to nurture young talent. My motivations to be a part of the show were no different than the founding principles of the CFDA (Council of Fashion Designers of America)—to help designers get their visions seen.


DO YOU THINK THAT THE ADVICE YOU OFFER AS AN EDITOR IS VERY DIFFERENT FROM WHAT MICHAEL AND HEIDI HAVE TO OFFER?


Yes, and that’s why the dynamic works so well. Michael has the eye for the designs because he has been in the designer’s position for years; someone trying to get their designs out there. As an editor I am used to working with designers and watching them grow, and I know what people are looking for.


PEOPLE OFTEN QUOTE TIM SAYING, “DON’T BORE NINA.” WHAT DO YOU THINK MADE HIM SAY THAT IN THE FIRST PLACE?


I think Tim knows my day job is spent looking over designers’ work and trying to do something new and fresh for the magazine. I easily get “bored” if someone continues to bring the same thing to the table.


We all get along so well and have a lot of fun on the set. Michael, Heidi, Tim, and I are like a family and each season new participants are added to our growing family. It is a stressful environment for the designers but we try to make it fun and let loose when cameras aren’t rolling.





ON TIM GUNN
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BARBARA SCHNEEWEISS:


When scouting our location I did outreach to FIT and to Parsons. When I called Parsons I got a person named Tim Gunn on the phone. He was very generous with his time. He talked to us on the phone and he allowed us to come in and ask questions. We knew that we wanted somebody to act as a den mother on the show, to be in the workroom with the designers. Because Tim came from academia, we felt he had those nurturing qualities and he might be the right guy for the job.


DESIREE GRUBER:


As mentor we were looking for a woman at first. We thought it would be like a den mother; somebody who would come in and be that confidant/advisor, that friendly face. When Tim Gunn came along we were worried at first because he had never been on TV before. It wasn’t something he had thought about before or needed for his brand. But he became a professional hand to guide the designers and put them back on track when they ran into trouble. From the first few episodes we knew Tim was a star. When we sat in meetings with him, you didn’t get the feeling that this is the star of our show, but through him we learned how much we did not know.
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ELI HOLZMAN:


We needed a location to film the show, somewhere that had sewing equipment and was cheap. Barbara Schneeweiss found a perfect spot: Parsons The New School for Design. They were closed to students for the summer and consequently readily available. When we toured the school we were first shown to the tiny office that housed the chairperson of the design program: a truly lovely gentleman named Tim Gunn.


As Tim toured us around the Parsons campus he explained the use of the various equipment and enumerated the challenges of working with certain materials. (Swimsuit lycra can only be stitched once—who knew?) The more he talked, the more we became convinced that we would need a design expert on the show. In order for the audience to play along, they would need someone to explain the nuances of design challenges. Otherwise they, like us, would have no idea whether contestants were attempting the impossible or the mundane.
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JANE CHA:


I still remember the first meeting with Tim in his office at Parsons. Tim was, then as now, warm, open, and genuine. Honestly, we had absolutely no inkling that he would take on such a big, integral role on air, but here we are ten seasons later and Tim is rightly beloved. He truly cares so much about the designers, and they do him. Tim gave us hope. Certain other potential mentors we met with were kind of sourpusses and pessimists. We needed someone with Tim’s enthusiasm. I remember we took over Tim’s office during shooting with racks of Heidi’s clothes and accessories during the first couple of seasons of Runway, before we had a proper wardrobe budget and Heidi was wearing her own clothes. It made poor Tim’s office a mess.
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SARA REA:


Tim is a dream to work with! He is invested in the designers, the process, and the show. He is very passionate and gives 150 percent to every season. His background as a teacher truly comes across in his nurturing and heartfelt approach to each and every designer.





ON GUEST JUDGES
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BARBARA SCHNEEWEISS:


The first season we were an unknown entity. It was definitely much harder to get the guest judges. People were very concerned about their image. They didn’t know what they were walking into. Especially when they hear “reality television,” there’s a certain perception.


JANE CHA:


Some of the designers who signed up for Season 1 had a more adventurous, irreverent spirit, like Pat Field and Betsey Johnson. I don’t think it’s any secret that the default position of a lot of the “Fashion with a capital F” world is to regard an unknown quantity with some distance and a deathly fear of being “cheesy.” But after that first season or so, when people really discovered the show and we developed a passionate fan base, we were fortunate to amass an incredible guest judging roster, including the likes of Donna Karan, Vera Wang, Francisco Costa, Diane von Furstenberg, Zac Posen, Bob Mackie, celebrities like Sarah Jessica Parker, Victoria Beckham, and Natalie Portman. So many of these people come on because they are fans of the show. They’re knowledgeable, on point, and give some great critiques to our designers. On the other hand, some have expressed that they’re fans of the show, but don’t want to put themselves in the position of judging other people.


We’d love to have some more European designers on. We’ve had Roberto Cavalli and Alberta Ferretti, among others, who were great. I would love to have Stella McCartney, Vivienne Westwood, Dries Van Noten, Donatella Versace, Dolce & Gabbana, Gaultier. It’s challenging because we shoot in the summer and often they can’t make the trip to New York because of their own show preparations.





ON THE DESIGNERS


HOW ARE THE DESIGNERS CHOSEN?


JANE CHA:


We used to do full open calls, but it got a little crazy. Too many people were coming in who were clearly less interested in design than they were interested in being on TV. It was becoming a waste of our time. You do need a certain level of technical proficiency to survive on the show, so we changed the process. We have retained a day or two of open calls in New York and Los Angeles, but we now have casting directors do outreach all over the country, to fashion academies, alumni associations, local retailers, past auditioners who have grown, etc. They pre-select a group of twenty to thirty people that the casting judging panel—made up of a Runway alum, retailer, magazine editor, Tim, and some of the producers—sees each day in five or six cities staggered over several weeks. The designers tell us about themselves, show their portfolios, and a few complete looks. Then for callbacks the designers have a longer, more involved interview with our casting directors. They also go home and shoot “about me” videos, which we view as part of the whole package before we decide on the cast.


The cast chemistry is one of the absolute most important aspects of the show. We do our best in the casting process, and then it’s a bit up to serendipity. Sometimes designers we thought would behave a certain way or add to the group dynamic in a certain way end up being completely different, sometimes for better, sometimes for worse.


WHAT WAS IT LIKE CASTING THE FIRST DESIGN CONTESTANTS?


DESIREE GRUBER:


In our fantasy version of Project Runway every designer had their own seamstress, their own showroom. Then Magical Elves told us one seamstress for seven days a week would cost $30,000—and we needed twelve! We realized we were going to have to find designers who could sketch, design, and sew. There are not many designers that can do all aspects of it. It’s not imperative for a lot of top designers to have each of those skills, but on Project Runway designers have to be able to sew for the show to make sense. That made it very difficult casting the first season.
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We needed people who would be interested in being on television not knowing what we were creating, and willing to and capable of doing all those things, and also be good characters—people who are interesting and fun to watch. When we pitched the show we said we’re going to have the housewife from Topeka who sews in her basement, the disenfranchised guy out of the East Village, etc. We had these archetypes in mind and we actually got them.


BARBARA SCHNEEWEISS:


We asked all of our partners to reach out and we brought on an organization called GenArt, which cultivates young talent in the creative community. They did some outreach for us. We sent out flyers to art schools, coffee shops, and the like, and really tried to canvas the land as best we could. We honestly had no idea if twenty people were going to show up. Our first casting was at the Standard Hotel in downtown LA. I showed up at the hotel and saw a line around the block. There were people with garment bags, models with crazy outfits, shy people with just portfolios. It seemed there was every kind of person that’s ever sewn for themselves or for anyone else out there. I wanted to thank every one of them for showing up. It was a big relief.


If you see enough people the cream rises to the top. It’s very clear to see who’s talented. We asked them a lot of questions about their skill sets, whether or not they could cut, sew, and pattern-make. We looked at their articles of clothing to see what their hems and seams looked like. Were their garments done professionally or could they use more time developing their technical skills? We looked at their portfolios and noted what range they had; if they were able to tell a story with their clothes; if they had a particular aesthetic; if they understood movement; if they had a defined idea of who their client is. We also asked them about which designers they like or emulate.


If someone comes in and it seems that all they want is to be on TV we don’t necessarily feel that’s the right person for us. We’re really looking for skilled designers first and usually what comes along with that is an interesting personality. Not always, but a lot of the time. They are creative types. We love a good story where maybe this is someone’s second chance or someone who never tried before.


The casting process has definitely changed since Season 1. In the first five seasons we did mass open casting calls. Starting at Season 6 we’ve asked designers to submit an application, photos, and video of themselves. Then it’s decided if they’re going to meet with the bigger group of casting people. We have casting calls in a number of cities throughout the country.


DO YOU THINK THE DESIGNERS ARE THEIR AUTHENTIC SELVES ON THE SHOW?


DESIREE GRUBER:


I wouldn’t believe it if somebody said they were able to hide their true personality throughout the whole season. It’s too stressful. I think one of the reasons the show is so popular is that viewers get into the act of creating along with the designers. We’re following people who are authentically very creative; it’s not manufactured. They’re trying to bring out their best, which is hard to do in a timed experience. Being creative under pressure is not easy.


SARA REA:


The pace is extremely grueling and the pressure so great that they don’t really have time to think about “playing a part” or being someone that they’re not. They just have to get the job done.
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HAVE YOU HAD ANY FAVORITE CONTESTANTS OVER THE YEARS?


JANE CHA:


I still am great friends with Christian Siriano, Nick Verreos, and Laura Bennett, all of whom were invited to my wedding. Christian even made my reception dress—an absolutely gorgeous blush-pink confection that I danced in all night. I also keep in touch with, and think are super-talented: Austin Scarlett, Daniel Vosovic, Mondo Guerra, and Anya Ayoung-Chee.


DESIREE GRUBER:


I love many of our past designers. It’s very interesting to see people who are completely unknown become known, to see how fame affects people. Austin Scarlett was such incredible TV—still is. He’s so authentic to who he is. He is a man with a dream and I really honor and respect him. Christian Siriano, same thing. Santino Rice is an incredible person and an incredible character.


MICHAEL KORS:


Well different ones for different reasons. There are the people who I think are fantastic at the glamour and drama, like Austin Scarlett, to someone who is very pragmatic and practical, like Chloe Dao, and then someone like Christian Siriano, who I think quite honestly is a combination of the two. I think it’s also always interesting to see the difference between some of the women on the show versus the men. I think a lot of the guys are very abstract about how they design, and the women think about themselves, whether it’s Anya or Gretchen. As designers, we all bring our life to our work—where we grew up, what our family was like, male or female, our age. Seeing people from diverse backgrounds deal with the exact same questions is interesting.
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ARE YOU EVER SURPRISED BY THE CONTESTANTS WHEN YOU SEE THE SHOW?


MICHAEL KORS:


I never know what goes on behind the scenes until I watch the show. I’m surprised sometimes in a bad way and sometimes in a good way. There can be a person who I think is so lovely, then I see the show and he’s insane. Or the opposite! There’ll be someone who you think, God she’s so combative and then when you watch the show you realize, “No, she’s not. Perhaps she’s uncomfortable standing there while we’re talking to her?” I think the best thing is that we don’t really know what’s going on, that we really are just looking at the garment.


DO YOU THINK OF PROJECT RUNWAY AS A STAR-MAKING VEHICLE FOR THE DESIGNERS?


DESIREE GRUBER:


People think that if they get on Project Runway they’ll be on easy street. To be on the show is to really push yourself to the limit, and when you get off the show designers feel like there should be some relief but there’s not. You have to continue pushing. Christian Siriano pushes his butt off. He’s amazing—in that studio all the time, working, pushing.


HEIDI KLUM:


I always try to support the designers by wearing their clothes after the show, especially when Project Runway has been nominated for an award. It’s about the designers really, that’s why I’m at those events. I wore a beautiful gray and yellow dress by Christian Siriano for an Emmy telecast that I hosted. He’s a great designer. People always ask where certain designers are now. It depends on their personality and their drive and if they’re still hustling afterwards. I’ve learned that you can’t tell them, “Go go go,” if they don’t go out and make the connections and keep working constantly. The show gives them a kick inside the industry but then it’s really up to them. I think that Christian was really smart in doing Payless shoes. So he can go mass; people can have some of his stuff, while he also does $10,000 gowns. He also has the whole package of the personality. Jeffrey Sebelia has also done well. His stuff is really cool.


MICHAEL KORS:


I think the show’s responsibility is to prepare designers for how hard this is going to be, how much work you’re going to have to put into it, how fast you’re going to have to think, and then if they do well, the show is going to shine the spotlight on them. It’s a little like a track-and-field situation. Are they strong enough to continue the run and hold on to the baton? The show is not a pure business course, that’s for sure. If they’re going to succeed they have to be able to balance art and commerce.


ON THE MODELS


HOW ARE THE MODELS CHOSEN?


JANE CHA:


We do a casting a few weeks before the start of the new season. We have to give the models a lot of credit. They have to endure some hard situations. You try standing up in a dress made out of God-knows-what plastic, feather, paper, tile, or other inorganic material for a minimum of six hours—without being able to go to the bathroom or even sit for fear of wrinkling, smashing, or somehow destroying the garment. The models see firsthand what the designers go through and often they really bond with them, are a great source of support, and in the best of cases, inspiration.




MAKING IT WORK


HOW DO YOU COME UP WITH THE CHALLENGES?


BARBARA SCHNEEWEISS:


One of the most fun things about working on the show is coming up with the challenges. We all have ideas; they can come from our daily lives. In Season 1 there were a lot of people we spoke to along the way. We definitely had to do some research early on to make sure the designers were able to complete a garment within the timeframe we were giving them. We gave Parsons students some sample challenges. We had to make sure that we ended up with something presentable. Since none of us really knew how to sew or what went into cutting or pattern-making we definitely had to test it out.


The challenges are about what we like and what we feel they will be able to accomplish in the time restraints; other times it’s about what is unexpected and what will push them. We’ve had them go to Michael Kors’ studio and talk about how he uses his mood board. They’ve designed for Nina. These are some of the real world challenges. The unconventional materials challenges test their creativity. We love makeover challenges when they work with clients. The wedding dress challenge was a big favorite too.


ELI HOLZMAN:


All of the producers have contributed to create dozens of wonderfully inventive challenges. In the original pitch we gave an example challenge where the designers would be told they would be shopping for their materials at a store frequented by all of the top designers—the Duane Reade on 7th Avenue. This idea ultimately became the Gristedes supermarket challenge in the first episode.


JANE CHA:


We only have eleven challenges during the season, so when you take out some of the ones that have become perennials, like our unconventional materials, prints, and uniforms, and take into account the sponsor-input challenges, there aren’t many slots left. We really think about what’s going on in pop culture, the environment, and what would make an interesting episode, visually and creatively. It’s a group effort that involves numerous meetings over a master list and many, many follow-up e-mails and conference calls. Often it’s a friendly fight for the producers to secure their personal favorites. For so long I wanted to do the Potato Sack challenge, taking off from that old saying “She’d look good in a potato sack.” The designers would use the sack burlap as a base material. That challenge took me quite a while to get through but it was fun when we finally did it. I’ll never forget the visual of Tim with his pants legs rolled up, standing in a Long Island potato field.


DESIREE GRUBER:


My favorite call as a producer is talking about the challenges, and how we “up it” this season. For instance, the Suitcase challenge was my idea. When you’re at baggage claim in the airport and watch the luggage go by, you see all these beat-up suitcases and think, “Whose stuff is that?” But then your beat-up suitcase comes out and you think, “There’s my suitcase with all my favorite things in it!” I’ve always thought it’s so interesting to see what somebody else’s favorite things are in their suitcase. If you opened mine you’re certain to find my favorite sweatsocks from college! We have a history with the items we own. They bring back memories. So the idea of that challenge was, “How does the person next to you respect something—maybe a pair of pants—that are meaningful to you? How do you respect that? And hand over something meaningful of your own.” I love that.


[image: ]


I like when we team them up too. You see when somebody’s a lone wolf, then all of the sudden they have to partner with somebody. You see more sides to their personality. I think on a daily basis I am very anthropological, especially working on this show. I love living in New York City, seeing all the people and how they react to each other. One of the great things about Project Runway is that it has so many levels. You could like fashion, but you don’t have to like fashion to like the show. You could be into it for the challenges alone, watching what they do, how they handle the stress, what will they pull out of their hat? It’s a show with a lot of entry points.


The challenges are riveting because you never know when somebody you’re rooting for can have an off day, or somebody was in the bottom three and then all of a sudden they skyrocket up. Somebody comes in first at the end, but maybe they’re not as strong as somebody else—that’s life!


WHICH CHALLENGES HAVE BEEN SOME OF THE BEST?


JANE CHA:


So many to choose from—I love the plants and flowers challenge, the Hershey’s candy-wrapper challenge, the Olympic figure skating costume, Barbie. Prom. Remember Christian Sirano having a hissy fit over his difficult client’s choice of a brown color palette and design request for more sequins? Fantastic.


I love Til Dress Do Us Part, when the designers remade the wedding dresses of divorcées into something hot and wearable for future dating, the gorgeous hat challenge with Philip Treacy, the pet store with those fabulous competing hamster bedding and birdseed dresses, the Clothes Off Your Back challenge, in which the designers had to make do with what they themselves were wearing, what the designers next to them were wearing, or the materials and bedding in their just-moved-into apartment.


I loved going to Paris and doing the avant-garde challenge on a stunning riverboat at sunset along the Seine. Remember Jeffrey’s beautiful plaid gown? I loved the car challenge, when Korto made a ridiculously stunning cocoon coat somehow, entirely out of seatbelts. The print challenge, in which Mondo shared a really personal story about the meaning of the + sign in his custom-made print, truly moved all of us.


I adore our unconventional materials challenges, which have also become favorites of many of our fans. And I love team challenges, in which the designers must collaborate and their true colors emerge. I remember one challenge, the designers were divided into two even teams, but one team seemed technically and personally at a major disadvantage. We jokingly nicknamed them the Bad News Bears, but they persevered and actually presented a fantastic collection to win that challenge.


MICHAEL KORS:


The most interesting thing for me is when they have to design an entire collection. That’s really when I get to see the whole thrust of it and ask myself, “Is it too limited? Too one dimensional?”


The unconventional challenges are always very interesting because I like to see if they can create something not ridiculous out of a ridiculous situation. I think it really teaches you what they’re capable of.


I think the most difficult challenges are consistently the menswear challenges. A lot of these people are very used to making dresses and it’s very hard tailoring men’s clothes. The body is different, the attitude is different.
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