

[image: image]










[image: image]
















Copyright © 2022 by Esther Zuckerman


Interior and cover illustrations copyright © 2022 by Montana Forbes


Cover copyright © 2022 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Running Press


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.runningpress.com


@Running_Press


First Edition: February 2022


Published by Running Press, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Running Press name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591. 


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Here graphic from Getty Images contributer carduus/DigitalVision Vectors


Library of Congress Control Number: 2021943384 


ISBNs: 978-0-7624-7550-6 (hardcover), 978-0-7624-7549-0 (ebook)


E3-20211203-JV-NF-ORI
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Running Press logo]














[image: image]














[image: image]














introduction


OVER THE COURSE OF NEARLY 100 YEARS, THE rituals of the Academy Awards and its attire have been chronicled and codified. A certain level of glam in one’s presentation is expected, if not demanded, and now supported by a cottage industry of stylists and squads who are at the beck and call of nominees and presenters to turn them from mere mortals into gods and goddesses. For those of us at home on our couches, there are traditions too: Turning on E! in the middle of the day to watch the hours-long red carpet coverage before switching to the official telecast; logging onto Getty Images to get a closer look at the detailing on the gowns; reading websites like The Fug Girls or Tom and Lorenzo the next day for expert analysis of the fashion.
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The Oscars have often been written off as a frivolous, out-of-touch, navel-gazing celebration of Hollywood by Hollywood, but for better or worse they have become a pop culture bellwether, as much for their spectacle as for their substance. Only some of the most memorable Oscar moments have anything to do with the movies in contention. And many have more to do with clothes than anything else. For every Moonlight beats La La Land shocker, there’s a Björk swan dress.


Fashion and the Oscars have become inextricably linked, particularly for the women who attend the event, but there’s more to the question “who are you wearing?” than is commonly assumed. What a woman chooses to put on her body for arguably the highest-profile event of the year can be a statement of intent, an acceptance of status in the pantheon of celebrity, or a rebuke of the role she’s been assigned. Her pick carries a lot of weight. If she wins, that can be the image of her that lands in the history books. It matters.


Talking about fashion devoid of context can be tricky. In 2015, the #AskHerMore campaign began as an effort to get commentators to stop asking women at the Oscars and other awards shows substance-free questions solely about their clothing. But, even though reporting on red carpets is often fizzy (and occasionally even demeaning), the substance of the fashion is not. Style is a statement, and Oscar-wear especially speaks volumes, whether you’re Joan Crawford accepting a trophy in a nightgown from bed or Edy Williams baring as much as possible on the pathway to the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion.


You can’t talk about the Oscars without talking about politics: After all, the notorious MGM studio head Louis B. Mayer invented the Academy as a way to stop the formation of unions among Hollywood’s workers in the late 1920s. His notion was that if he established this organization to celebrate the stars and artisans of the studio system, they wouldn’t ask for rights and benefits from their bosses. His ploy didn’t work, but the Oscars did, and became a cause for celebration and an arbiter of the industry’s status quo. It’s not as if the Oscars celebrate the most daring films released every year. They often uphold old-fashioned ideas of what Hollywood is supposed to look like: white, wealthy, and unadventurous.


In the early days Oscar fashion was often dictated by studios. The honored women would wear outfits by the costume designers who had dressed them for their films. Couture started to enter the conversation by the 1950s and ’60s, and by the 1990s, when Joan and Melissa Rivers began their reign of comedic terror over on E!, the business of who was wearing what was as much of an industry as the awards themselves. “Joan Rivers showed up, ‘Who did your dress?’ And before you know it all the European designers were offering clothes for nothing, which always made me laugh,” the legendary designer Bob Mackie told me in an interview for this book. “Here are these people making millions of dollars being in movies: They love to get a free dress.”


The Rivers’ era was marked by nastiness. Make what they considered to be an ill-advised sartorial decision and you would get mercilessly mocked. In a 2016 piece for the New York Times, the writer Haley Mlotek issued a searing takedown of carpet culture. “Red-carpet commentators enforce a code of conduct that pretends to be about fashion but is really about control,” she wrote. “Appointed by television networks and glossy magazines, these people don’t reward self-expression. They’re implementing a now-entrenched notion of what makes a winning red-carpet dress: a glorified prom dress with a couture tag.”


Hollywood’s reckoning following the #MeToo movement has seemingly ushered in an age of commentary that is, at least on its surface, less cruelly critical of women and their choices, regarding fashion or otherwise. In an age of positivity online, worst-dressed lists don’t hold the same cache as they once did. Outfits that were once derided have received waves of reappraisals. Extravagance is cheered rather than admonished.


But the Oscars these days are known as much for their sparkles as they are for their sins, whether nasty sexism or the racism implicit in the overwhelming whiteness of the winners. April Reign was watching the nominations in 2015 when she tweeted #OscarsSoWhite, a hashtag that evolved into a movement that’s still ongoing. To combat the long-entrenched racism of the institution, the Academy began attempting to expand its membership. And, yet, a retrograde movie like Green Book still won Best Picture in 2019, making the case that the younger, more diverse membership hadn’t made much of an impact yet.


This is all to say, if you look at Oscar style in a bubble, you’re missing the bigger picture. Gowns are often so much more than just gowns. And frequently they aren’t even gowns. (Some of the women I write about in this book opted for pants.) These ensembles, arranged chronologically, offer insight into the women they adorn and the world they occupy. Mary Pickford’s jeweled drop-waist signals a woman who was about to mold what would become a Hollywood tradition in her own image. Rita Moreno obtained her patterned dress at a low point in her life and proved she was still standing when she donned it decades later. Jane Fonda’s black suit in 1972 echoed her activism. Diablo Cody’s leopard-print sheath kept true to her riot grrrl spirit. Zendaya boldly wore locs and was met with uninformed criticism, but both her look and her response to the naysayers heralded the arrival of a new star. There are the most famous pieces of Oscar attire, of course—Audrey Hepburn’s white quasi-Givenchy and Halle Berry’s embroidered Elie Saab—but there are also others that nonetheless have their own strange, fascinating narratives even if they aren’t as immediately recognizable. And through the lens of Oscar fashion, you can also examine the racism and sexism that has plagued Hollywood since its birth.


The Oscars are ingrained in the American imagination, and so are the clothes that are worn to these ceremonies. Garments tell stories. They tell stories about what kinds of people and bodies get celebrated; they mark pivotal moments in lives. They can demonstrate the passage of time and the mores of an entire era. What a woman wears is everything, and yet she is not defined by what she wears. This is never truer than on what is colloquially known as Hollywood’s biggest night. There’s so much more than just “Best Dressed.”







A QUICK NOTE


Dating the Oscars is a complicated matter. Do you ascribe a ceremony the year in which it takes place or the year in which the films it is honoring came out? There are some die-hard Oscars aficionados who believe the latter is correct, but for the purpose of this exercise, since I am focusing on the event itself, the former is more appropriate. When I refer to, say, the 2020 Oscars I’m talking about the Oscars honoring the films of 2019 that happened in 2020. Make sense?

















mary pickford


(1930)


IN ONE OF THE FIRST IMAGES WE HAVE OF A BEST Actress winner, she is not wearing a gown. When Janet Gaynor accepted the inaugural Oscar for Best Actress in 1929, she was photographed taking the award from Douglas Fairbanks wearing a sweater with a plain white skirt and a scarf loosely tied around her chest. Her socks protrude out of her laced-up loafers. It’s strikingly casual for an event that has since become synonymous with glamour, and the picture was not even captured at the actual ceremony. No one knows what Gaynor wore to the party, which looked very different from the lavish ceremony we have come to expect these days. The awards were a banquet with dinner and dancing. A committee of five judges picked the winners.


It would take a while for the Academy Awards to blossom into their current hoopla, but if there was anyone responsible for hurrying along that process it was the second Best Actress winner, Mary Pickford. The prevailing image of Mary and her prize is a complete 180 from that of Janet. Whereas Janet is seen demurely accepting her trophy, Mary’s is set on a table next to her. She stands, lording over it, one hand on her waist. Her gown, a drop waist emblematic of the times, is detailed with jewels around her hips. She wears two shimmering bracelets and three strings of pearls. Behind her, on a chair, sits an overcoat of some sort, lined with fur. She stares into the camera, her gaze confident, a little beauty mark under her cheek. The trophy seemed to loom over Janet. Here, it’s Mary looming over Oscar.
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The Academy Awards—in all their splendor and scandal—as we know them would not exist without Mary Pickford, one of the most intriguing figures of early Hollywood. One can argue that Pickford established the tradition of dressing up for the occasion. She also launched what has been deemed the first Oscar campaign, setting the precedent that the actual best performance doesn’t always walk away with the prize.


Watching Coquette, the film that nabbed Pickford the prize for the 1928-1929 Oscar season, is a chore. She plays Norma, a Southern belle, who falls in love with the wrong man. Her disapproving father gravely injures her beau and is put on trial for murder. In order to save the life of her dad, Norma must slander the name of her dead boyfriend. Pickford, in her first talking role, is melodramatic and swooning, emphasizing every word. The story is slight, and the film is filled with insidious, racist imagery of the early 20th-century South, including a “mammy” stereotype of a character, who cradles Norma as she weeps over her fate.


Like so many other Oscar winners who would follow, Pickford’s choice of star vehicle in Coquette was seen as a risk and an attempt to change her image in the public eye. Born Gladys Smith in Toronto, Pickford’s rise was a rags-to-riches story, the stuff of Hollywood dreams. She started as a teenager on Broadway, before auditioning for director D. W. Griffith on the demand of her mother, who, eyeing the bigger salary movies had to offer, wanted her to make it in pictures. (Pickford initially believed that would be a step down in stature, according to her biographer Scott Eyman.) Pickford was a performer who refused to settle, who was constantly negotiating herself a bigger piece of the pie. She was instrumental in the founding of United Artists Studio, alongside her second husband Douglas Fairbanks, and was one of only three women responsible for starting the Academy. She bought the rights to projects she wanted to make, charting her own career path.


When she starred in Coquette, she was also frustrated. She was consistently cast as children well into her 30s. She wore her hair in long ringlets and had a knack for embodying urchins and brats. Multiple times she took on dual roles, like when she played mother and son in Little Lord Fauntleroy and the titular paralyzed protagonist and an orphaned servant in Stella Maris. After her mother, who had served as almost a proto-momager, died, Mary wanted to move on. So in 1928, she cut her hair. “They had been my making, those curls, and my unmaking too,” she wrote in an unpublished autobiography, per her official foundation. “They had given my pictures a badge of respectability. They prohibited me from playing anything in the slightest degree censorable.… Mothers trusted those curls as they trusted their own consciences. Between that restriction and the weight of the curls, there was little left for me to do and very little ground that I could cover.… I played a little girl for the last time. I was determined now, as I had never been before, to close the door on my screen childhood and to be my age, or something near it.”


Her adoring public felt betrayed. Think of it like a jazz age version of the scandal that hit the WB series Felicity when Keri Russell sheared her curly locks, except in Pickford’s case the chop was such big news it made the front page of the New York Times.


Coquette was a transition out of kid roles. Suddenly, armed with her bob, she was playing a fallen woman with sex appeal. Her performance was tepidly received. While critic Mordaunt Hall of the New York Times wrote that she saved the movie with her “earnest efforts,” he also added: “Miss Pickford herself chose to appear in Coquette, but whether the role of Norma Beasant is suited to her is a matter of opinion. She is pretty, but on the screen with close-ups, she looks a trifle too mature and too wise for the part of a young, impetuous girl.” She had outgrown kid parts but was considered too mature for this adult role.


Not that reviews were going to stop her from winning an Oscar. She invited the Academy’s Board of Judges over for tea at Pickfair, the famed estate she shared with Fairbanks, and pled her case. They acquiesced. It’s hard to blame Mary for these tactics, at least not entirely. This was the Wild West of the Oscars and she wasn’t exactly breaking any rules. Mary’s bribery led the Academy to open up voting to all members, but the tradition of doing whatever it took to win would continue to be a part of the festivities for decades to come, with the likes of David O. Selznick and—yes—the since-disgraced Harvey Weinstein leading the charge. Mary was savvy. She knew this business was political, so she threw a party and dressed up for the occasion.


How did she acquire her Oscar dress and what thought went into it? In Made for Each Other: Fashion and the Academy Awards, Bronwyn Cosgrave speculates that it was part of a collection of gowns Pickford had acquired in Europe while she was plotting her Oscar triumph with Coquette. Her purchases became a minor scandal when they were held up in customs after officials believed she declared them for too small a value, which she had only done because she got them at cheaper prices thanks to her fame. The dress in question was “Fragonard blue,” one of Pickford’s favorite colors, according to Cosgrave, and was possibly the work of couturier Jeanne Lanvin. Still, little is known about its actual provenance, only that it looked absolutely lovely. Looking at that image of her, practically glimmering, you can see the future of the organization and the party she helped create. Pickford is the ultimate example of an outfit in which, if you look beyond the glitz, there’s a lot more going on.


But Pickford also established another trend for actresses who win Oscars: the notion that this triumph is also the closing of a door. One of the persistent myths of the Oscars is that, for a woman, winning can be a career killer. It’s sexist, and largely incorrect. And yet Pickford only made three more films after Coquette. By 1933 her career in front of the camera was basically over. Audiences didn’t accept her playing a grown woman. She said, “I left the screen. The little girl made me. I wasn’t waiting for the little girl to kill me.”














hattie mcdaniel


(1940)


HATTIE MCDANIEL MUST HAVE LIKED GARDENIAS. When she became the first Black person to ever win an Oscar, she wore a gardenia pinned to her hair. A shawl of gardenias cascaded over her shoulder, accentuating the rhinestone studded jacket she wore with her dress, which has been described as “aqua” or “turquoise.” She also put gardenias in her will. In describing how she wanted to be buried, she wrote: “I desire a white casket and a white shroud; white gardenias in my hair and in my hands, together with a white gardenia blanket and a pillow of red roses.” These flowers were also how Mo’Nique paid tribute to McDaniel at the same event 70 years later. “The reason why I have on this royal blue dress is because it’s the color that Hattie McDaniel wore in 1940 when she accepted her Oscar,” Mo’Nique said. “The reason why I have this gardenia in my hair, it is the flower that Hattie McDaniel wore when she accepted her Oscar. So for you, Miss Hattie McDaniel, I feel you all over me.” In Rita Dove’s poem, “Hattie McDaniel Arrives at the Coconut [sic] Grove,” she describes the actress “in aqua and ermine, gardenias / scaling her left sleeve in a spasm of scent.”
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Just why McDaniel chose gardenias is harder to determine. She certainly wasn’t the only star at the time to wear them. Billie Holiday had made them her signature flower. In 1939, the same year that McDaniel starred in Gone with the Wind, a film that lionized the white antebellum South, Holiday recorded “Strange Fruit,” a dirge about lynching that is considered one of the greatest civil rights songs in history.


To talk about Hattie McDaniel’s appearance at the 1940 Oscars is to reckon with America’s racism broadly speaking, as well as a film that is still both wildly popular and wildly insidious. McDaniel’s win was a triumphant moment for Hollywood, one which the industry used to praise itself as progressive, and yet it also remains a bitter reminder of what kind of roles Black women are lauded for playing. The way the image of McDaniel at the Cocoanut Grove, an all-white club where the awards were then held, has passed through time and been echoed by those who have followed in her footsteps is a testament to her legacy, but that legacy is complicated. McDaniel remains both a trailblazer and a divisive figure in the annals of both Hollywood and U.S. history.


McDaniel was born the daughter of Henry McDaniel, a former slave and Union soldier. Her siblings got into performing before she did, but she eventually joined what became the family business. She worked in minstrel shows, and in her comedy, according to biographer Jill Watts, she “bravely attacked the central female character of white racist fantasies: The plantation Mammy.” “Mammy” is also the name of McDaniel’s most famous role, one with which she would forever be associated.


In June 2020, following the deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and other Black men and women killed in racially motivated incidents, there were calls to take Gone with the Wind off the streaming service HBO Max. Warner Media temporarily removed the film, and when it came back it had a new introduction from Jacqueline Stewart, a Black film historian and Turner Classic Movies host. As Stewart explains, there was never a time when Gone with the Wind wasn’t controversial. The debate and furor has existed since Margaret Mitchell published her tome glorifying the Confederacy, and powerful film producer David O. Selznick jumped on the chance to adapt it. Even then, Selznick tried to tamp down the fury he knew the project would inspire by consulting the NAACP.


McDaniel fought hard for the role of Mammy. She told the Los Angeles Times Sunday Magazine she had read the book three times. By that time, she was known in Hollywood, having appeared in films like Show Boat, and was already a polarizing figure in the Black press for her participation in the white system that kept Black performers in denigrating roles like maids and slaves. This criticism would continue through the highly publicized filming of Gone with the Wind, during which time one Black journalist wrote that McDaniel’s role “means about $2,000 for Miss McDaniel in individual advancement… [and] nothing in racial advancement.” How McDaniel was portrayed in the press depended on what press you were reading. As Watts describes, a journalist and friend of Mitchell’s, Susan Myrick, who was also a dialect tutor on set, wrote that “she is being a Mammy in real life,” a description that was meant to seem charming to the white readers but was really an insidious conflation of performer and material. McDaniel countered that characterization in an interview with the New York Amsterdam News after the film was out and criticism of her performance had mounted, arguing that she played Mammy as “the brave efficient type of womanhood which, building a race, mothered Booker T. Washington, George Carver, Robert Morton, and Mary McLeod Bethune.” The LA Times Sunday Magazine profile, which came out about a month before the Oscars, was peppered with racist language, describing a young McDaniel as a “pickaninny,” but also portraying her as a savvy, ambitious businesswoman: “She has a head for business that’s as hard as a rock and hasn’t been the least bit turned by what they call success in Hollywood language.”


McDaniel knew her worth. She was the one who advocated that Selznick submit her performance for an Academy Award nomination, but her appearance at the Oscars was once again reflective of the white supremacy that surrounded her. Her presence was an opportunity for Hollywood to quite literally applaud itself for its progressiveness and inclusion—the audience clapped when she entered. At the same time, the event took place at a segregated venue where McDaniel was relegated to a seat in the back of the room. The famous gossip columnist Louella Parsons wrote that: “If you had seen her face when she walked up to the platform and took the gold trophy, you would have had the choke in your voice that all of us had when Hattie, hair trimmed with gardenias, face alight, and dressed to the queen’s taste, accepted the honor in one of the finest speeches ever given on the Academy floor.” Parsons’s description of McDaniel’s outfit is laden with the condescending, racist language of respectability. This woman, who was winning for playing a slave and subjugated during the very event at which she was being honored, was “dressed to the queen’s taste.” The column is indicative of the kind of self-congratulatory white press that surrounded McDaniel’s win. Sure, Hollywood had made a film so loving in its depiction of the American South that it glorified the Confederacy, but it was also able to anoint the first Black winner of the highest honor in the field.


The speech Parsons referenced has long been rumored to have been written for McDaniel by the studio, which is not to discredit what the accomplishment must have meant to her, or the genuine emotion in her voice. “I shall always hold it as a beacon for whatever I may be able to do in the future,” McDaniel said at the microphone. “I sincerely hope I shall always be a credit to my race and to the motion picture industry. My heart is too full to tell you just how I feel.”


But McDaniel wasn’t allowed to do much more in that “motion picture industry.” Under contract first with Selznick and then with Warner Bros. she was relegated to the same domestic roles into which she had always been forced. Even her final request would not be acted upon until years later. She asked, yes, to be buried with gardenias, but also in the Hollywood Forever Cemetery. When she died in 1952, it was still segregated. Her Oscar, the plaque given to supporting performers at the time, was lost despite her wishes to have it donated to Howard University.


All those years later Mo’Nique would echo McDaniel’s outfit, wear a gardenia in her hair, and find herself in a remarkably similar position. She won Best Supporting Actress for her role in Precious, playing a character that some would say exacerbated stereotypes of poor Black women. After her victory she, too, did not go on to greater success in Hollywood. She found her career in freefall because of her insistence on speaking bluntly and her refusal to play into the games of power players.
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Hattie McDaniel and her gardenias changed the Academy Awards forever, but the Academy Awards were forever reluctant to advance beyond 1940. Those gardenias may have long ago wilted, but their scent still lingers today.
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HOW IS ONE SUPPOSED TO DRESS FOR THE ACADEMY Awards? In the 21st century there’s a general, if imperfect answer. The stars come to the Oscars meticulously groomed by professional stylists. They receive gowns and suits from the biggest fashion houses and jewels from Harry Winston and the like. In the vaguest sense, going to the Oscars means dressing to the nines however best you can, whether you’re the latest ingenue nominated for Best Actress or the director of the winner for Best Animated Short. The fashion designer responsible for Björk’s infamous swan dress once said: “With the Oscars, there’s a uniform, like the police.” These days there’s a sense that attendees can interpret the formalwear requirement at will. Costume design nominee Jenny Beavan wore a bedazzled motorcycle jacket in 2016. Figure skater Adam Rippon put on a formal harness in 2018. Cher has gone to the ceremony baring skin on multiple occasions. (She’s Cher. She can.)


But there have been times when the powers that be at the Academy did issue actual guidelines as to what the stars should wear. The first time this happened was in the lead-up to the 1942 ceremony, celebrating the films of the previous year. World War II was raging, and whether or not the Oscars should even be held was a source of controversy. At the end of 1941, Bette Davis was elected the president of the Academy and proposed a solution to the conundrum: The show should go on, but in a different format. Davis had a plan to do away with the dinner and dancing and switch the location to a theater where attendance would cost a $25 fee, which would be donated to war relief efforts. She was shot down and ultimately resigned from her post only a month after her election. The official line was “ill health,” but Louella Parsons set out to tell the truth in what was likely a well-plotted PR stunt as well. Davis resigned because she felt that canceling the Oscars was a mistake.


The Board of Governors eventually came around to Davis’s idea, and less than a month before the event, Variety ran a story detailing how the dinner would be held but would “nix finery, hoofing and glitter.” The story explained: “Black ties and decollate will be strictly tabu, with business suits and informal femme garb, obligatory.” According to the official Academy memo, reprinted in Made for Each Other: Fashion and the Academy Awards: “White tie, tuxedos and décolletage… very definitely out.” Conservative gossip columnist Hedda Hopper was reportedly outraged by the decision, arguing that it would actually be inspiring to the troops to see famous people all decked out, but she was overruled. The Best Actress winner that year, Joan Fontaine, who won for Alfred Hitchcock’s Suspicion, wore a black lace veil on her head and looked almost mournful when accepting her trophy. (The biggest legacy of the night was actually about the rivalry between her and her sister Olivia de Havilland, who was competing in the same category. Their hatred of one another is the stuff of legend.)


After the war there was a return to glamour, to such an extent that in 1952 the famed costume designer Edith Head, recipient of 19 consecutive nominations, was named “fashion consultant.” Head described her role in 1966—the first year the awards were televised in color—as “really a referee.” The idea was that Head would oversee what everyone was wearing so that nothing clashed. She advised against wearing red because it looked muddied on early TV feeds. In 1968 she sent out a memo about the “style of dress expected on stage.” Per Head: “Actresses are requested to wear formal evening gowns either Maxi or floor length, preferably pastel shades since the setting is very formal and done entirely in white and gold. As you know, long dresses (no Mini or day length) are more graceful on stage and on camera in this type of background.” Men were “expected to wear white tie with conventional formal evening accessories.”
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The memo was pointed. The year prior, Julie Christie, herself the victor for Best Actress at the 1966 ceremony, showed up to hand out Best Actor in a flouncy miniskirt. The thigh-forward cut was a signature of Christie’s, but her choice, which clashed with Head’s mandates for presenters, was derided. Hearst columnist Dorothy Manners wrote that Christie’s “hideous miniskirt was nothing short of sheer insolence.” The frenzy over the little dress, which, sure, made it look like she had walked off the set of Laugh-In, was apparently so intense that the movie for which she won, Darling, was rereleased to capitalize on the publicity.


Head’s “mandates” were really strongly worded suggestions. They couldn’t actually stop the participants from wearing whatever they wanted. (In 1969 Barbra Streisand wore a see-through pantsuit, after all…) After 1970, Head stepped down from the post. Her decrees may have been gone but her traditions were established. Rarely do Oscar dress codes make news these days, except when someone breaks the unspoken rules, or, of course, in the event of a pandemic.


The 2021 “Pandemic Oscars,” held as countries were reeling from COVID-19, provided another occasion for those in charge to make some proclamations about what guests should and shouldn’t wear. In a letter sent to nominees before the ceremony, the producers made some rules of their own: Zoom would not be permitted, nor would casual clothes. “You’re wondering about the Dress Code (as well you should),” the decidedly quirky letter reads. “We’re aiming for a fusion of Inspirational and Aspirational, which in actual words means formal is totally cool if you want to go there, but casual is really not.” At the Golden Globes that year the at-home fashion ran the gamut from fashion pajamas to couture to hoodies. But the Oscars wanted none of that flippancy. Sure, they encouraged creativity, but not slovenliness.


Even amid unforeseen world events, the Oscars have standards, no matter how ridiculous they may sound. The 2021 producers’ request for “aspirational” style is reminiscent of Hopper’s complaints that the WWII Oscars would be too drab and Head’s notion that the stars should match the aesthetic of the space. There may not be an official dress code, but the plebes watching from home should be impressed with whatever they see.
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