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Introduction


I am delighted to be the editor of FilmCraft: Costume Design and to have the opportunity to introduce some of today’s most gifted designers to you. With the exception of the “Legacy” chapters, the costume designers profiled here are all working professionals. Most were actively involved in a current production when I contacted them to be interviewed. Although they struggled to schedule a time to talk, each generously shared their personal history, their war stories and their design philosophy. The artwork in FilmCraft: Costume Design was loaned from the designers’ personal portfolios, most drawings are published here for the very first time.


The role of the costume designer is really quite simple: costume designers design the people in the movie. Our contribution to the story is more profound than providing the clothes for a production. The word “costume” works against us. The word is vulgar when what we do is incredibly refined. “Costume” is invariably associated with Halloween, fancy dress, parade, theme park, Mardi Gras, carnival, and the clothes in fantasy and period films. To costume designers, “a costume picture” means nothing more than our next project. Adding to the confusion by the industry and the public about our role is an uncertainty about the fundamental purpose of costume design. Film costuming serves two equal purposes: the first is to support the narrative by creating authentic characters (people); and the second is composition, to provide balance within the frame by using color, texture, and silhouette.


In addition to the creation of the authentic people in the movie, costume designers also help paint each “frame” of film. If the dialogue is the melody of a movie, the color provides the harmony, a satisfying visual cohesiveness or “style.” It’s imperative for the designers on a film to have a strong reference point from which to create a style. Beyond the panniers of Marie Antoinette and the exaggerations of any period silhouette, every costume adds texture and color to a scene. The choices for a designer abound. In fact, designers complain that contemporary costuming presents “too many” choices. Some designers prefer the stark simplicity of the flat planes of solid color fabric, while others prefer using multiple patterns and find it the key to layering character. Designers may alter their approach with the feel of the project and make adjustments to accommodate the style of the director. The modern hoodie sweatshirt, like Eddie Murphy’s red hoodie in my design for Trading Places (1983), Mark Bridges’ gray hoodie for Eminem in 8 Mile (2002), and Michael Kaplan’s black hoodie for Tom Cruise in Mission: Impossible—Ghost Protocol (2011) is the contemporary answer to the hip man’s hat and jacket. Framing the face and focusing our attention to an actor’s most important feature—his eyes—hoodies underscore their dialogue. Color is a powerful tool that directors and costume designers leverage to support the narrative and create a unified fictional space. Color telegraphs emotion in a scene to the audience as quickly as the musical score. And a costume has to move—designers work in a kinetic art.


A successful costume must be subsumed by the story and be woven seamlessly into the narrative and visual tapestry of the movie. Aggie Guerard Rodgers put it this way: “I want the clothes to not get in the way of the writer’s words.” Even in the Hollywood style of the 1930s, which was considered realistic by the 1920s standards, motion pictures could not survive one glamorous entrance after another. Movies are not fashion shows that runway models perform with a blank stare; there is a reason that they are called “mannequins.” They are the human hangers for a fashion designer’s imagination. Costumes, like the characters they embody, must evolve within the context of the story and the arc of the character within it. Hollywood has suffered through the poor choice of spectacle over story again and again. From the early epics, which were top-heavy with gaudy sets and bejeweled extras, to today’s super-hero special effects extravaganzas, Hollywood has always been tempted to show too much. Certainly, costume design has a place in cinema spectacle, but what the audience remembers and what stays forever, is a great movie regardless of the number of people (or what they are wearing) on screen. Whatever the budget, the best movies transport the audience. Suspension of disbelief is complete when the audience “notices” nothing and is entirely immersed in the story.


Every costume in a motion picture, whether it’s David Fincher’s Fight Club (1999, designer Michael Kaplan) or John Sayles’ Lone Star (1996, designer Shay Cunliffe), was created for a certain moment in the arc of a film, to be lit in a certain way, to be seen on one set, on one actor. Costumes in the movies are made for that moment by the designer to fulfill the needs of the director and the screenplay. In modern comedy and drama the clothes will not be noticed but they will affect the audience. Lone Star is an ensemble piece with multiple concurrent stories. Sayles wove that complex narrative into a brilliant tale and depended on Cunliffe to create characters that we can instantaneously recognize without confusion. Fincher’s Fight Club is the story of a personality split in two, embodying the sexy Tyler Durden and the uptight Narrator. Kaplan has said that their contrasting clothes looked like they were created for two different films. These exquisite examples of the art of costume design can only exist in the universe of modern costuming. It is the place where the audience can recognize the character as a person they may know or may be. The subtleties of the costume design are well beyond the cut of a period sleeve; they reach into the very soul of the character.


Many of the designers in this volume have enduring partnerships with their directors. Mark Bridges is currently designing his sixth movie with Paul Thomas Anderson. They have been working together for 16. Bridges says, “That doesn’t mean it’s without occasional tensions.” Joanna Johnston, a long-time Spielberg stalwart, agrees, “I love working for new directors, too, but I love the trust you get from the director that you’ve worked with before.” Janty Yates is currently at work on her seventh movie for Ridley Scott. Working with the same director creates a shorthand and saves precious time. In the pressure cooker that is modern film pre-production, the value of having a pre-existing relationship with a director makes an exponential difference in what a costume designer can produce in a very short time. Confidence in their ability to second-guess a director may allow a designer to take a risk with a character or a costume that they would otherwise play safe in a new professional relationship.


Costumes are one of the tools a filmmaker has to tell a story. A designer’s challenge is to realize the director’s vision and to bring that script (and that moment) to the screen. No script, no set, no costumes. A designer’s work is inextricable from the theatrical context and collaborative interrelationships in which they work—the dialogue, the actor, the cinematography, the weather, the season, the time of day, the choreography of movement and a dozen other dilemmas all present challenges. Judianna Makovsky said, “It’s funny. A lot of directors aren’t necessarily interested in the clothes…they’re more interested in the character and the visuals of the whole world.” Wise directors use film designers to articulate the visual world of the screenplay. Communication is the key—directors must tell us what they want. Costume designers and production designers don’t work in a vacuum. A designer’s work exists to actualize the screenplay—defining the people and the places, a marriage of concept and imagery. That’s why it’s called the language of film design. Designers love a director who’s a collaborator, somebody who inspires us to do our best work. Sometimes, directors and designers get pegged in a genre when a conventional wisdom dictates that period and fantasy films require a specialist. Mary Zophres remembers when, “…after The Big Lebowski (1998) the Coens called: We’re going to do this movie called, Oh, Brother Where Art Thou.’ A lot of directors in Hollywood would have gone to a designer who had designed a 1930s’ movie. It didn’t even occur to them. They feel that I’m capable of designing anything that they write.”


The career of the motion-picture costume designer, with few exceptions, is dominated by the design of modern films. All designers bounce back and forth between genre and budget, every project presents a different challenge. There is an industry-wide confusion regarding the use of stylists and the product placement of fashion and accessories, promoted heavily in fashion magazines to please their advertisers. A designer’s choice for a garment or accessory on any modern project is based upon what the character’s choices would be in their own life. Our “art imitates life.” No one buys all their clothes at the same shop on the high street or in the mall in one day and neither do the characters in the movies. Real people don’t use stylists, celebrities do. People do not wear Tom Ford and Marc Jacobs from head to toe every day, and neither do the people in the movies. We all wear a mix and match of clothes that are old favorites and new purchases, clothes that are bought and borrowed, and accessories that are inheritances and gifts. Every single thing that we wear has its own story. We expect our on-screen characters to be the same. Most urgently, the actor must adopt them for her or his own. The clothes and the people must ring true.


Fashion design sometimes is a plot point like in Sabrina (1954). Sabrina (Audrey Hepburn) disappears to Paris to go to cooking school and arrives home after an extreme makeover with a trunk full of Hubert de Givenchy’s best gowns. In this case, with the permission of the brilliant director, Billy Wilder, the “look” takes center stage and the clothes do the acting for Miss Hepburn. Her new wardrobe reflects her transformation; she has “grown up” in Paris. The dramatic result is unforgettable. The Devil Wears Prada (2006, designer Patricia Field) is another Cinderella story that uses clothes (and the ludicrousness of fashion) as the engine for the narrative. Patricia Field’s costumes work hard for the comedy and the plot. Yvonne Blake explains the role of the designer on a modern film this way: “For me costume design and fashion are two very, very different elements. I’m trying to create a person. I study the psychology of this person and why they should be dressed in this way. There’s just so much that a designer needs to ‘get right.’ Costumes embody the psychological, social, and emotional condition of the character at a particular moment in the script. It is impossible to design for the actor unless the designer knows who the character is.”


Costume designers consider modern films to be more complicated than lavish period projects. However, like the popular myth of actors improvising their dialogue, modern costumes—everyday clothes—are taken for granted by the public and the film industry. Since everyone gets dressed in the morning, everyone considers themselves an expert on contemporary clothes. For the film to work the audience must be able to say, absolutely, “I recognize that person.” Julie Weiss agrees: “I learned that my job is to show the audience people who look like somebody they know. In this business there are designers that I admire who know how to do the glamour. I’ve been trained to do that too. But something happens to me when an actor merges with who their character is and then everything gets rained on. That’s when I know I can help, no matter what the year or the period.” Film design today is approached with a greater emphasis on accuracy and faithfulness to the script and to research than ever before.


High or low budget, all motion pictures utilize a combination of bought, rented and manufactured costumes. The idea that modern costumes are “shopped” for by designers on Madison Avenue or Bond Street boutiques, reaching the screen unaltered with fashion designers’ labels intact, is a popular myth promoted by the fashion industry. When a fashion designer’s garment does appear on screen it is billboarded and heavily publicized. Often a separate “product placement” contract has been signed between the studio and the label with cash from the label to offset production costs. This is not the optimal way to design a movie. Time is the designer’s enemy and running to a late-night mall when casting is late and a shooting deadline looms is sometimes a designer’s only option. Optimally, a costume designer will alter, refit, dye and age all modern clothes. A designer’s greatest test is to mix them up and make the labels disappear. Sharen Davis adds, “It’s very hard to talk down some actresses about high-fashion design. It is the lure of the label. For me, contemporary costume is a challenge—it is the highest level of creativity because I have to come up with the character’s own original look.” A designer’s work is about getting toward the center (the spirit) of the character and finding out who that person is—whether the clothes are made, shopped or picked off the floor of the actor’s closet. Fashion designers often credit classic and current movies as influencing their style, although they rarely credit the costume designer. But it’s not the clothes they are inspired by. Like the audience, they are seduced by the story, by the movie, and the glamour ignited by the elixir of fascinating characters, imbued with the charismatic personalities of the actors. It is captivating people in sexy stories that set the style, in the scripts written by invisible screenwriters, played by shape-shifting actors, designed by costume designers serving directors who are relentlessly seeking the truth. Setting fashion trends is the last thing designers have on their minds when making movies. The fact that films are released about one year after they have finished shooting makes it nearly impossible for costume designers to be deliberate about influencing fashion. First, the audience must fall in love with the story. Michael Kaplan remembers, “When Flashdance (1983, Michael Kaplan) came out the trend was on the cover of Time magazine, but they never once mentioned the costume designer of the movie. It’s never my intention to start any kind of a trend. A director once said to me, ‘We want you to set a trend the same way you did for Flashdance.’ I said, ‘Well, you know you have responsibility in this too.’ He said, ‘Really?’ I said, ‘Yes, the movie has to be a huge hit.’” Fashion trends are created by movies and characters that connect with the audience, whether the movie is Flashdance, Annie Hall (1977, designer Ruth Morley) or Wall Street (1987, designer Ellen Mirojnick). Only the public determines if a movie will be a hit or a flop. Designers work with the same enthusiasm and commitment on every project.


Over the last decade there has been compression in the pre-production of motion pictures. It is true that there have also been tremendous changes in technology, Costume designers are major users of smartphones and tablet computers as time savers. These handheld devices shorten the time between the question and the answer at the office, on the set, in the fitting room or at the fabric shop; red or yellow, patterned or plain, short or long, cotton or wool? Costume designers scan fabrics and send PDFs and Photoshopped fitting photos to directors, producers and executives at a studio half a world away. Physical research bibles have been eclipsed by websites created by designers to make research available at any time to the creative team or their cast to browse. It’s very rare that a designer has the time now to sit at a drafting table to draw, and costume illustrators have become their public letter-writers—if there is even time in pre-production to supervise costume sketches, and often there isn’t time. Our role on a film has not changed significantly since the time that our “Legacy” designers were working in our field. But the film industry has changed.


Costume design has always been stressful. Even during the heyday of MGM in the Golden Age of Hollywood there has never been “enough” money or “enough” time to do the job correctly. Every designer included in FilmCraft: Costume Design mentioned the significant change in the industry over the past ten years. Shay Cunliffe explains the increasing strain on the job: “There is stress on big-budget films and there is a multiplying number of opinions that we deal with that are highly stressed about the amount of money that they’re investing in a project.” Many designers have emailed fitting photos to executives and producers who they have never met and whose role on the film is unclear. Late casting on films is an industry hazard and designers often have to cope with an actor cast on Sunday who needs to be dressed and ready on the set early Monday morning. This regrettable practice has become commonplace. Shay continues: “It takes no less time to create that costume. Not one minute less time to figure out in a fitting, to source the fabric and to have it made.” When we arrive at work at 5 a.m., designers are prepared for long days and to engage in trench warfare. It is intense. Joanna Johnston reflects that, “Costume design in films is somewhere between the circus and a war—and can flip flop between that sometimes on an hourly or a daily basis.”


Designing people is the role of a “key” collaborator, but to this day the Directors Guild of America does not list the costume designer in the DGA magazine with the listed cinematographer, production designer and editor, all of whom are credited on a production. This longtime omission at the DGA perpetuates the nefarious gender bias in the industry. In addition, the salary of costume designers is not comparable with the other key collaborators. Our minimum is tied to a union contract hidebound by long-standing precedent with the studios. In fact, in the current agreement the base salary for the costume designer is nearly one third less than an entering production designer. Benchmarking salaries does not exist. Internationally, the weekly wage of the costume designer does not approach the minimums of the cinematographer, production designer and editor. Whether practiced by women or by men, costume design has always been considered “women’s work” and is paid (and valued) commensurately less. It may also be a surprise that cinema costume designers are “work for hire.” Cinema costume designers do not own their sketches, or the costumes, and jewelry they design. They receive no credit or compensation for copies made from their designs for action figures and dolls, Halloween costumes, or fashion lines.


Professional costume designers want the world to understand what we do. I believe that much of the confusion surrounding our role as key collaborators can be addressed by educating filmmakers. Undergraduate and graduate theater programs offer costume design as part of the conservatory-style rotation and where theater directors (like the young Francis Ford Coppola at UCLA) may intern in the costume shop. With the exception of the emerging unified program at the UCLA School of Theater, Film and Television, costume design is absent in film producing and directing programs. Costuming for student films is universally trivialized and an afterthought. University film programs must include a fully integrated film design curriculum as part of their core curriculum. A conservatory approach mirrors professional film production where a dozen crafts work in unison. The benefits are exponential; when talented filmmakers enter the industry they will produce more complex and more beautiful movies. Filmmakers will understand that characters don’t just walk onto the stage fully formed; they look that way by design. My filmmaking students are often surprised by the powerful contribution of the costume designer to cinematic iconography. I point out my design for Indiana Jones, Judianna Makovsky’s design for Harry Potter, and Penny Rose’s design for Captain Jack Sparrow. Many student directors simply have no idea what goes into the creation of memorable character but are excited by how intelligent costuming can add depth to their films. Movies are about people and that’s what costume designers do.


There are treasures in this book. The number of interwoven lives, careers, and stories was a completely unexpected bonus. Many designers started their career at Barbara Matera Costumes in New York and at Bermans and Nathans Costumiers in London. Although these chapters span two generations and a wide geographic and economic sphere, the journey to the profession of costuming is not dissimilar. All of these designers were singled out as talents at an early age. Every designer knew at once that they were different and each understood that they possessed a special gift. Most were recognized by their parents as unique and supported in their schooling and artistic careers. Some started by assisting legendary designers like Milena Canonero and Anthony Powell and many assisted established designers like Richard Hornung and Judy Ruskin. Others began as theater designers and cinema costume supervisors, and a few arrived from the fashion world after an epiphany that led them to costume design.


Splendidly, most of the costume designers here were helped by a generous referral from their mentors. There was an instant in each of their lives when their mentor chose not to take a design assignment and a new career was ignited by that opportunity. The designers’ generosity to each other is overwhelming. Barbara Matera and Max and Monty Berman often referred their favorite house assistants and costumers for design work. It must be said that this kindness was also practiced at Western Costume Company and the costume houses in California. Ange Jones, the chief of the NBC Costume Department, was my own guardian angel. The costume designer Julie Weiss was mentioned in three chapters by Shay Cunliffe, Michael Kaplan and Aggie Guerard Rodgers, and her influence is widely felt among a generation of designers. The designers in this volume are united by a multiplicity of passions: history, literature, theater, gardening, fashion, and the movies. Maurizio Millenotti speaks for the group when he remembers that as a child, “Movies were an utter marvel. I was enchanted by that world of adventure and lavishness.”


The pool of incredible talent in the field of costume design is expanding exponentially. We represent a legion of inspired international film artists. Colleen Atwood (in 2011, designing two films simultaneously) could easily publish her own monograph. Joe Aulisi, Kym Barrett, John Bloomfield, Consolata Boyle, Alexandra Byrne, Eduardo Castro, William Chang, Chen Changmin, Phyllis Dalton, Ngila Dickson, John Dunn, Jacqueline Durran, Marie France, Louise Frogley, Danny Glicker, Julie Harris, Betsy Heimann, Deborah Hopper, Gary Jones, Renee Ehrlich Kalfus, Charles Knode, Ruth Myers, Michael O’Connor, Daniel Orlandi, Beatrix Aruna Pasztor, Karen Patch, Janet Patterson, Arianne Phillips, Sophie de Rakoff, Tom Rand, May Routh, Mayes Rubeo, Rita Ryack, Deborah Scott, Anna B. Shepard, Marlene Stewart, Huamiao Tong, Tracy Tynan, Emi Wada, Jacqueline West, and Michael Wilkinson among many others could easily fill the next ten FilmCraft companion volumes. If it was very difficult to decide who to include in this book, imagine my dilemma regarding the choices for the five “Legacy” chapters. I need more room! Theoni V. Aldredge, Marit Allen, Milo Anderson, Andre-Ani, Donfeld, Piero Gherardi, Julie Harris, Richard Hornung, Orry-Kelly, Anna Hill Johnstone, Bernard Newman, Dolly Tree, Natalie Visart, and Vera West represent just a tiny fraction of the incredible cinema designers whose careers merit books in themselves, but who remain largely anonymous to even the most devoted film fans. Today, our colleagues all over the world are creating characters, igniting fashion trends, expanding popular culture and making cinematic history.


Some of the costume designers included in this volume are close friends; and there are others who I look forward to meeting in person. I remain a fan simply in awe of the beauty of their work and of their dedication and commitment. Most of the designers that I contacted for interviews were in the middle of production and on a distant location. Everyone checked their time zone and then pitched in and responded with warm enthusiasm and kindness. My friend, film historian Alberto Farina and his wonderful wife Chiara, interviewed, transcribed and translated my questions for Maurizio Millenotti and interfaced with him in Rome. I am grateful for all of their invaluable assistance.


My thanks go to the tenacious Elinor Actipis, formerly at Elsevier USA, who connected me to Mike Goodridge, the FilmCraft series editor. After years of hounding Focal Press for a new edition of their costume design book, Ilex Press and Adam Juniper, the Associate Publisher, came to the rescue. Ilex’s Managing Editor Natalia Price-Cabrera worked tirelessly on this volume to get it to press in record time and had a baby at the same time! Zara Larcombe and Tara Gallagher worked closely with all the designers to retrieve their text and personal images, coordinating my choices with Copley Center Assistant Natasha Rubin and with Kobal/Picture Desk to secure the stills for this beautiful volume. Costume designers will swear that we are “only as good as our team.” Our credit may say, “Costume Designer,” but our work always represents the contribution of an army of talented people. Without their support we would never be able to do our job. The same is true about this book, my title as author and editor, and the volume of writing and research that is produced from my office. My creative contribution is buttressed by my school, the UCLA School of Theater, Film and Television and Dean Teri Schwartz, my department and Theater Chair Michael Hackett, Alan Armstrong, my friend and generous patron David Copley, my graduate students, Daniella Cartun, Hannah Greene, Traci LaDue, Jaqueline Martinez, and Caitlin Talmage, and loyal alumni, Leighton Bowers, the “real” professionals Dorian Hannaway and Brenda Royce Posada, and my husband and enthusiastic promoter, John Landis. I would still be on page one if not for my brilliant assistant Natasha Rubin who juggles my projects like a Michelin-star sous chef. Natasha has coordinated the research, the sketches, and the text for three 2012 volumes, supported my 2012 Hollywood Costume exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, and simultaneously managed the David C. Copley Center for the Study of Costume Design at UCLA. It is because of Natasha, John and my great crew that my name appears on the title page.


“If the designer can make the audience feel the actress is the character, then it’s a good job of costuming.” (Edith Head, eight-time Academy Award-winning costume designer.)


Deborah Nadoolman Landis


London, 2012





Jenny Beavan
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“My process begins with breaking down the script on sheets of paper. Then I go through the script until I know it by heart and have lived and breathed each of the characters.”
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Through her 15-year collaboration with producer Ismail Merchant and director James Ivory, British designer Jenny Beavan earned early recognition as one of the premier designers of period costume dramas. Training at the Central Saint Martins College of Art and Design in London under designer Ralph Koltai helped Beavan secure a career as a costume designer for theater and opera. In 1975, Beavan began as an assistant designer on Merchant Ivory Productions’ Autobiography of a Princess (1975). She went on to design costumes for the legendary Dame Peggy Ashcroft in Hullabaloo Over Georgie and Bonnie’s Pictures (1978), and assisted costume designer Judy Moorcroft on Henry James’ The Europeans (1979).


Throughout the 1980s Beavan continued to design low-budget, beautifully produced features for Merchant Ivory. In 1984, she teamed up for the first time with costume designer John Bright, owner and founder of the London costume house Cosprop. Their first film as co-designers, The Bostonians (1984), earned them an Academy Award nomination. Their inspired romantic designs for the Edwardian drama, A Room with a View (1985), won them the Academy Award and the BAFTA. This talented pair co-designed ten films, including Howards End (1992), The Remains of the Day (1993), and Sense and Sensibility (1995), and received a total of six Academy Award nominations and four BAFTA nominations.


Beavan is celebrated for her ability to create the past vividly. Her Oscar-nominated designs for Gosford Park (2001) and The King’s Speech (2010) reveal the life and manners upstairs and downstairs. Whether designing for a 4th-century BC king in Alexander (2004), or a turn-of-the-century sleuth in Guy Ritchie’s Sherlock Holmes (2009), her clothes and her “people” always feel truthful.





INTERVIEW
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Jenny Beavan


“Everything starts from the script and the director’s vision. Some directors are happy that they’ve hired you and let you get on with it.”


“Both my parents were classical musicians who played with the Philharmonia Orchestra in London, my father a cellist and my mother a viola player. She gave up playing regularly to look after my sister Hilly and me. We were brought up in the middle of Kensington with very little money but a huge amount of music and interest in the arts, and we were always encouraged to draw and paint, and to make things at home. When I was three, my mother sent me to a dance class where I met a boy named Nick Young who came from a very rich, very generous family. Nick and his sister Sarah took Hilly and me skiing, horse riding and skating—all the things we couldn’t afford under normal circumstances. My grandfather loved Shakespeare and used to give us sixpence if we could remember quotes, which was a lot of money in the 1950s. When I was ten, he took me to see Dorothy Tutin in Twelfth Night at the Old Vic. It was at that moment I knew that I had to do something in theater. My mother died when I was about 14 and a wonderful aunt and her two children moved in with us. We became a family of artistic children; my sister is a graphic designer and Rod works with wood. Clare went the scientific route; she’s an osteopath.


In the 1960s, I played truant from school at little semi-professional opera and middle theater companies, stage-managing and painting scenery, and making tea. Somehow, I scraped together a couple of A Levels and went on to attend the Central School of Art and Design (now Central St. Martin’s), where I studied stage design with Ralph Koltai. Ralph was known for his architectural vision of the set and was at the peak of his own design career. I loved conceiving and designing the space and Ralph told me that I was good at it. By the time I left the Central in 1974, I’d done some major design in the theater.


As it happened, Nick Young was helping on a film for Merchant Ivory Productions and drew me in to design extra bits and pieces. When Nick became Associate Producer of Hullabaloo Over Georgie and Bonnie’s Pictures (1978) for British TV, Merchant Ivory needed someone to put together some clothes for Peggy Ashcroft and they called me. No money was involved, of course, but I was young and eager. Peggy played a mad English art curator in India and together we concocted a wardrobe from her old clothes, my old clothes, and bits and bobs. At our second meeting, Peggy asked me to come with her to India, offering to change her first-class ticket for two economy-class tickets. I did and I ended up looking after Peggy, helping with the props and the costumes and persuading coach loads of tourists to become background action in big scenes. That was how I became part of the producer Ismail Merchant and director James Ivory production family.


On their next film, The Europeans (1979), Ismail Merchant told Judy Moorcroft, the costume designer, that I would be her assistant. Suddenly, and without a clue, I was catapulted into that world of costuming. Before we left for New England, Judy took me to Cosprop; that was my first real experience watching someone develop costumes for a film and witnessing how a costume house works. The owner, John Bright, a designer himself, was fantastically supportive. It was all done in a much smaller way then and there were only the three of us working on the film. John and I became close friends and I consider him my mentor as well as my constant collaborator.


When Judy was unavailable to design Merchant Ivory’s next film, Jane Austen in Manhattan (1980), my career was launched. Even though Ralph Koltai had taught me that costumes were “insignificant” I found that I quite liked costuming. The film is a fictional story and was based upon a lost manuscript of Jane Austen’s that two theater groups vie to make into a play and opera, one traditional and the other a modern version. Jane Austen was shot in Manhattan and I brought a few costumes from England but mainly found them in New York. In those days, we took photographs of the clothes to show the director, and as I recall there was only one costume that I showed James Ivory that he didn’t like. After Jane Austen in Manhattan I was considered a seasoned designer because of my relationship with Nick Young and Merchant Ivory, and I was hired to design contemporary drama and all 12 Gilbert and Sullivan light operas for British TV.


Soon I was back in the States with Merchant Ivory for The Bostonians (1984) and the following year we did A Room with a View (1985) in Italy and England. The budget was low but not impossible, and John Bright subsidized the costumes at Cosprop without question. James Ivory would wander up and down the racks with me to look at period costumes or I’d have clothes ready on stands for his review. We talked about colors. James wanted the Italian scenes to be fairly black and white and that seemed completely right; we followed the black-and-white or sepia-and-white historical photographs of the time. This was before the internet, and there was a great level of trust in my research. Since that time I’ve worked mostly as a period costume designer.


My process begins with breaking down the script on sheets of paper. Then I go through the script until I know it by heart and have lived and breathed each of the characters. The film I’m designing now is contemporary with a crowd scene at the Savoy Hotel, so I hang around the Savoy and watch who goes in and out of the lobby. I’m a people watcher. For Alexander (2004), I looked at vases in the British Museum; for Sherlock Holmes (2009), it was a mixture of old photographs and artists like Leslie Ward and Gustave Doré. Ward’s pseudonym was “Spy”; he did fantastic caricatures of 1880s men wearing things you’d never dream of. The seamy, slimy side of London in Doré’s etchings also seemed appropriate for these films. Then I trail around fabric stores because I need to get out of the house and away from the research to look at and to feel some fabric.


Every piece of clothing and armor in Alexander was designed and created because it didn’t exist anywhere. Most of what we needed for the 19th-century Sherlock Holmes and for Cranford (BBC, 2007–09) existed in costume houses. I put together a notebook to remind myself of the different clothes that might be suitable for each character. I’ll do a mood board but I don’t draw, because drawing is two-dimensional and people are three. Only by putting the clothes on the actor do I really know what’s going to happen; I’ve got much better at second-guessing, but sometimes a costume I think is absolutely right looks terrible. Now I dress up the stand, draping fabric and making prototypes; my cutter-fitter Jamie Law, or John Bright, do toiles [muslin prototypes] and we work on shapes and ideas until the whole thing comes together organically. By the time I get the actors, which these days is normally rather late, I’m pretty clear about which direction I’ll go, and hope that I’m right. I welcome directors in the fitting room; then we’re all sure that the costume is going to be right when it appears on the set.


Everything starts from the script and the director’s vision. Some directors are happy that they’ve hired you and let you get on with it. There are directors who are control freaks and want to see every stage of the design and need choices and options. In the early days, producers hired me because of what I could do and directors loved what I did. Nowadays, I sometimes feel like a stylist, always showing options and bringing in clothes in every color. Younger directors want to make their mark and I’ve never worried about making my mark. I don’t want to put “Jenny Beavan” on the costumes, I want to make costumes that are completely right on a particular actor, playing a particular part for a particular script. Costumes should support the actor’s performance.
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