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A Note from Linda Gray



My dear Andrew,


I wanted to tell you how excited I am to have been asked to write the foreword to your book about Bill Travilla. Sometimes someone comes into your life that will put a smile on your face and leave you with the fondest of memories. Bill Travilla was such a person.


When I was first told that the great Bill Travilla was going to be the next designer for [the CBS primetime show] Dallas, I immediately flashed back to the iconic white dress that he designed for Marilyn Monroe and couldn’t believe that he would be designing for us.


I was immediately enthralled by his design sense, his personality and his humour. He had the most amazing twinkle in his eyes and I felt that we would get along famously. We did!


He loved women and he loved dressing them. I can remember the way the fabrics would feel and the shape that Bill would design to complement your body. The world was watching and they wanted to see glamour. They did! When you are doing a scene you don’t want to be concerned about the fit of your clothes, or fiddling with a skirt or a strap that doesn’t fit properly. You simply want to know that the outfit is perfect so that you can focus on your work. Bill made that possible.


I have a few of the sketches that he did for me [when I played Sue Ellen Ewing in Dallas] and they will always remain in my scrapbook of special memories of the Dallas years spent with an extraordinary human being whom I loved dearly. His memory will stay with me forever as a talented, creative and charming designer that will always bring a smile to my face. I can see him smiling right now!


Andrew, when we met it was love at first sight and I feel that Bill would have been extremely happy that we did.


With love,


[image: A black and white photo of Marilyn Monroe facing the side with curled hair and a fitted beaded bodice while she lifts her hand slightly.]
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An Interview with the Author



Both Marilyn Monroe and William Travilla made a monumental leap from modest backgrounds to the unreal world of Hollywood stardom and in many ways the story of how Andrew Hansford, the author of this book, was catapulted into this world of glamour, sophistication and drama is just as extraordinary.




[image: A black and white photo of Marilyn Monroe standing at a microphone wearing a fitted gown that outlines her figure while she sings in profile in a spotlight setting onstage.]


Andrew Hansford, author and curator of the estate of William Travilla.





Andrew may have been familiar with glamorous lifestyles, having worked in the world of fashion and celebrity as both a model and a hairdresser before setting up his own business in the beauty industry, but the degree to which he was about to be immersed in this lost silver-screen world and the responsibility he would have thrust upon him would overwhelm most people. In the autumn of 2007 a phone call out of the blue from a long-lost friend changed everything. As Andrew explains:


“It was early evening in September 2007 and I was talking with a dear friend in the States with whom I’d lost contact many years before. I said I could do with a little PR lift for my business and casually he suggested he send over one of Marilyn Monroe’s dresses to put in the window for a little publicity. Of course I laughed it off. Then a week later a courier arrived with not one dress but a huge box of dresses, all by William Travilla and including some of the stunning prototype costumes he had designed for Marilyn Monroe’s most famous movie roles.”


As Andrew unpacked dress after dress he began to realize the scale of what was being offered to him. “Who would have thought that this man and this random reconnection would turn my world around but it did!”


And he quickly realized that the contents of these boxes would be of huge interest to the wider world too. It was then that he made the decision to mount an exhibition featuring the most well known of the dresses.


Incredibly, just six weeks later “The Lost Dresses of Marilyn Monroe” exhibition was on the eve of opening in the UK, thanks to a whirlwind of help from friends and contacts of Andrew’s. “Lighting designers, set dressers – everyone pulled together, desperate to help. But then that’s the kind of feeling Marilyn inspires in people.”




[image: A black and white photo of Marilyn Monroe standing in a white dress with her skirt blown upward as she holds the fabric down while Andrew Hansford in a hat watches her at a street corner location.]


Marilyn Monroe wears the infamous nude-coloured sheath gown and sings ‘Happy Birthday, Mr. President’ to JFK in 1962.





Perhaps naively, Andrew had anticipated only modest interest, until a PR friend pointed out the magnitude of what was about to appear: “I remember her saying to me ‘This is going to be big!’” laughs Andrew. “To me it was just seven dresses in a huge ballroom, pulled together on a shoe-string… it was only when I arrived for the press-call that I realized quite how big it was going to be. There were hundreds of press there and they stayed for hours.”


And because of the extraordinary and irreplaceable value of the dresses, the exhibition venue refused to allow them to be kept there overnight, leaving Andrew himself responsible for the collection. “Eventually I had to take them out of the back door to stop people following me,” he explains, “and there I was taking them back to my own flat – these extraordinary relics of Hollywood history.”


Hansford is frank about his lack of knowledge about the dresses compared to many of the people who came to see the exhibition. He says, “There was this blonde woman sitting in the audience as I introduced the dresses. People were firing questions at me about Marilyn and the dresses and she was sitting there, arms crossed, with a face that said she knew I was out of my depth. Someone asked a question that I just didn’t know the answer to but I had a feeling she probably would, so I turned and pointed to her and said, ‘I don’t know but she does!’ And I was right, she knew everything there was to know about Marilyn and was happy to have the spotlight turned on her!”


In fact, he quickly realized that listening to Marilyn’s fans would give him a fresh insight into the unique appeal of this Hollywood legend. As the woman in the audience, who confesses to having read over 100 books on Marilyn, pointed out, “If Andrew was going to deal with the dresses of this famous icon he had better get to know a little more about her!” She describes her reaction to seeing the dresses for the first time:


“I found a treasure trove of fabulous items, most of which I recognized from her films. I wandered round to peek behind the gold lamé dress when a man rushed over to ask what I was doing. This was my first meeting with Andrew. We then talked for probably close to an hour, him telling me about Travilla, the designs and history of the dresses, as well as wonderful stories about Marilyn and I, in turn, told Andrew a little of this wonderful lady’s life story.


“When I visited the dresses in Bath [at the Fashion Museum in 2014], Andrew kindly showed me some that were not even on display. I asked if I could touch one and, although he looked at me as if I were some crazy woman, he let me. He will never know how much that meant to me but all the Marilyn Monroe fans out there certainly will.


“Andrew asked me why Marilyn means so much to me. It is because she embodies everything that is womanly – the curves, the laugh and the sexuality she oozes – but also she could be a tough cookie, taking on the studios, which was not done at that time. Yet, at the same time, she had this vulnerable side which makes you want to protect her. I also think she was clever. She played the dumb blonde but, if you read any interviews she gave, you will invariably find a sharp and witty comeback to some question or other. Her comic timing is impeccable and I believe that many of the problems you hear about her on set were just her getting her own way with the lines – she steals every scene she is in with ease, even when playing alongside some of the greats.


“I know I am not the only one who is fascinated by this lady and it is wonderful that Andrew is helping her image and personality stay alive through showing these dresses and telling her stories.”


Following the the touring exhibition that began at The Assembly Rooms in Bath and ran from 29 July to 22 August 2014, and the revelation of quite how devoted to Marilyn so many people were, author Hansford started to see the great possibilities of touring with Travilla’s designs for Marilyn. He soon realized he had to visit the States to learn more.


The many costumes designed by William Travilla and the dresses exhibited that first time in Brighton and then later in Bath are part of an extensive collection held by Bill Sarris, Travilla’s long-time business partner and friend. When Travilla died in 1990 he bequeathed his personal collection to Sarris but, as Hansford explains:


“Bill had done little with the collection, in essence because many people are only interested in Travilla’s very famous muse rather than making Travilla the household name he deserves to be. Bill Sarris’ wish is that Travilla will become recognized as the tremendous designer that he was, over and above the costumes he created for Marilyn.


“The collection had never left the United States and now is in my keeping in the United Kingdom. I cannot begin to explain the incredible trust and generosity Bill has shown to me. There are very few times in life when you witness such an unselfish act. But Billy Travilla loved the UK and had a huge following here – he spent three months here before going to Paris for the filming of Gentlemen Marry Brunettes (1955) with Jane Russell and he had a couture fashion line in this country, so it was an obvious place to start the costume tour.”


The magnitude of the archive held by Sarris, not to mention the fact that Sarris himself was a character to be reckoned with, was something that Hansford was unprepared for when he finally visited Sarris at his Palm Springs house.


“The first time I met Bill I feared him, but once you get to know him, he is so funny! I arrived to stay at the house – which in itself was like nothing I had seen before – and for a couple of days I was terribly polite and British and didn’t ask to see the dresses or sketches. Then finally Bill just said to me, ‘Don’t you want to see them then?’




[image: A black and white photo of three tailor's dummy labelled with actor names stand in a workroom beside sketches and fabric pieces arranged neatly across the table and floor.]


Andrew Hansford on the BBC showing Travilla’s copy of The Seven Year Itch dress at the exhibition in Bath.





“At first I didn’t even realize what was there: a few sketches of Marilyn, Travilla’s Oscar… then in the bedroom I opened the closet door and – it sounds like a cliché – I literally fell to my knees. I closed the door and went to the second bedroom, then Bill’s bedroom and a three-car garage – all full of boxes. There was a cupboard with sketches, floor to ceiling. It was incredible.


“There was so much that I wheeled a clothes rail out and simply pulled out what I thought was pretty. I was 99 per cent right, even with an untrained eye, because the couture dresses, the costumes and Oscar dresses are so stunning they jump out at you. The quality is unmistakable, with hand-sewn seams and rolled hems. And then there were the sketches… it was ridiculously big, monumental even. There were sketches, patterns and, bit by bit, it became exciting. A pattern for The Seven Year Itch (1955) dress, for example – I screamed when I saw that. And there were sketch designs for Valley of the Dolls (1967) and Judy Garland – it all came back with me to England.”


For many years Sarris shunned the limelight and refused offers from people hoping to get their hands on the collection, mostly because of the Marilyn dresses. Andrew Hansford is perhaps one of the few who have really taken on board the significance of Travilla’s work which goes beyond the costumes he designed for Marilyn. As he points out, “Travilla dressed around 270 stars and designed for more than 100 movies and television series, culminating in him becoming an Oscar-winning designer. He really was a god of the fashion world.”





[image: A black and white photo of Marilyn Monroe posing in a dark fitted gown while Bill Travilla kneels beside her lifting a draped panel of fabric.]





But Hansford admits it is hard work handling a legacy that is linked with one of Hollywood’s greatest icons. “People say I have the best job in the world but it’s not always like that. It’s a privilege, but essentially I’m living vicariously through someone else’s talent. I’ve learned a lot about myself and have developed a tremendous respect for the business of costume design. I might even have become a designer if I had discovered all this earlier,” he laughs.


His view of Monroe has also changed through meeting people who actually knew the actress so famous for the frothy persona that belied her true self. “Both Travilla and Bill Sarris were very good friends with Marilyn Monroe throughout her life and I have been privileged enough to hear many famous anecdotes from Bill himself, some of which are featured in this book. I now have a great picture of her that is so different from reading books or made-up stories; the real version bears no relation to what the existing books on Marilyn tell us.”


At times, you get the feeling that Hansford can’t quite believe what he is doing and on occasion he even ends up in some hilarious situations. For example, he tells the story of how Bill Sarris loaned him Travilla’s Oscar statuette in order to lend more validity to the clothes on exhibition.


“He said to me, ‘Take this… to prove nothing is fake.’ So I did, in my hand luggage, back to the UK. Of course, as soon as I went through security my bag was scanned and, before I knew it, all these guards came out of nowhere and pinned me against a wall. I didn’t have time to say anything – I couldn’t understand why they had attacked me. They kept saying something about a lethal weapon and of course I argued back. I had no idea what they were talking about. Finally, they seized my bag and took out the Oscar, wrapped in a tea towel! I couldn’t help but laugh, which probably wasn’t the most sensible reaction, but finally I unwrapped it and showed it to the group of security guards.


“What happened next, you’ve never seen anything like it. They all wanted to touch it, have their photo taken next to it and me. They went from being suspicious of me to treating me like a hero – in fact, I think they thought the Oscar was mine. I even heard someone ask if I was Hugh Grant! After that I was allowed to board my plane but by then word had got around and everyone kept coming up to me and asking, ‘Are you the guy with the Oscar?’ So I had to keep getting it out. By the time we were airborne it was being handed round the cabin as everyone oohed and aahed over it. Well, it couldn’t go anywhere when we were 35,000 feet up in the air, could it?”


Though this attitude to such a precious object might seem flippant, in fact, it shows a refreshingly normal, un-starstruck side to Hansford. There is no sycophancy about him in relation to either Marilyn Monroe or to William Travilla. There is a genuine respect for the quality of creation that was achieved within their unique working relationship but, essentially, you get the impression that his priorities are to honour the trust Bill Sarris has shown him – as Hansford puts it, “He is the life force behind Travilla” – and finally, most importantly, to do justice to the genius and the memory of William Travilla.


Karen Homer
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Marilyn at the 1954 Photoplay Awards, wearing a striking silver dress.





Decades on, classic Hollywood films still enthral us. The years have not diminished their power to seduce us into a world where men are men and women are goddesses. Hollywood offered a visual illusion of perfection with stars that looked more desirable, more fashionable and more iconic than in real life.


The unsung hero of the film world, responsible for creating these perfect images for so many legendary actors, was the costume designer.


This book is dedicated to one such designer, Mr William “Billy” Travilla. It details the early years of his life, when he could be described as a child prodigy, through his later career where his brilliance as a costume designer and the work he did dressing his muse, Marilyn Monroe, saw him create some of the most iconic dresses of the silver screen.


Loved by many and respected by all, this Oscar-winning designer deserves his place in the Hollywood hall of fame, along with some of his better-known contemporaries, many of whom pursued the limelight, while Travilla avoided it. He possessed the looks of a Hollywood star, the humour of a comedian and the warmth of a true friend and underneath it all were his raw talent and genius for design, complemented by an ability to think creatively and his love and understanding of women.


It was thanks to a chance meeting that his life was turned upside down and he became one of the greats of costume history. That meeting was with the one and only Marilyn Monroe. Throughout his career Travilla designed for eight of her films, dressing her in his signature style of pleating and bias-cut dresses that draped and moulded themselves to the actress in a suggestive yet censor-eluding manner. He also maintained a friendship with Monroe that would endure to the end of her life, always loving and respecting who she really was. He never forgot how hard she worked and the sacrifices she made to become the star the world knew.


In the world of film the relationship between costume designer and star often goes unrecognized and in the case of Marilyn Monroe and William Travilla it was a partnership made in heaven. Travilla created some unforgettable dresses: the white halter-neck dress from The Seven Year Itch (1955) and the pink dress worn by Marilyn as she sang the unforgettable “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend” in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1953), along with many others.


Travilla also dressed the likes of Ann Sheridan, Barbra Streisand, Errol Flynn, Joan Crawford and Jane Russell, among others. He left behind an incredible legacy, not just because of his influence over costume design, but also over fashion. He was a unique and enviable talent.


Four years ago I could never have imagined finding myself part of a silver-screen world of glamour and sophistication but sometimes life surprises you. A chance conversation turned into an international tour of dresses aptly named “The Lost Collection” and I found myself writing this book. Eventually, I took a trip to the land of golden stars and hand prints in cement on the Walk of Fame and one of the most globally recognized signs in the world: Hollywood! In a hotel room overlooking that famous sign, finally I felt inspired. This was the beginning of telling the story of designer William Travilla, an incredible man with a long and illustrious career.


Originally I was somewhat daunted by the prospect of putting Travilla’s life down on paper as he had achieved so much of interest. I faced the problem that either the book would become biblical in length or I would have to leave too much out. So, on reflection, I decided to dedicate this book to his early years. Travilla’s life was truly incredible during this period when, by pure chance, he met a woman he came to call his muse and his friend.


This book is the culmination of new interviews with people still alive who knew both Marilyn and Travilla, TV interviews, newspaper articles and Travilla’s diaries and tapes. It is a look at how this man created some of the most memorable costumes in movie history. As his fame is inextricably attached to these dresses the chapters tell the story of each one, from his inspiration and his amazing sketches (worthy of being considered art in their own right) to the most complex patterns, through to final completion, plus all the fun and drama that went with it. There are reasons why some of his costumes became so famous, which you will find out later. However, there are many others that are less well known but just as stunning. This book reveals his scope through his designs for Marilyn Monroe.


So let me take you into a world now mostly forgotten; a world of glamour and sophistication. Here the famous had glossy public personas but behind closed doors were something else entirely. This is the story of one man’s life and the Hollywood dream!


A testament to William Travilla’s early talent comes from Ann Savage. The two first met in 1943. At that time, Ann was signed to Columbia as an actress, a beginning contract player. Initially, she worked in the “B”-movie unit on serials like Lone Wolf and After Midnight with Boston Blackie (both in 1943), as well as playing bit parts in musicals, melodramas and Columbia’s “A” pictures such as The More The Merrier (1943). During this period Travilla also worked on staff for Columbia Pictures as a wardrobe designer. He often designed special gowns for their movies, as well as entire wardrobes for the full cast.
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