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INTRODUCTION


Fashion in film – does it even exist? Some might argue no, that the very phrase is redundant. After all, everything we see worn on screen is, by definition, costume. Yet that is too simplistic a concept. If costume only becomes fashion away from the screen, what happens when we return? When we look at the meaning and impact of costume on the world of fashion alongside its intentional role of bringing characters to life? Then we have distance, the ability to combine fashion and costume as a cultural fixture.


This book concentrates solely on the work of fashion designers that have created clothing for film, or in some cases vice versa – those who have worked in costume and then become fashion designers – but the overall rationale is that the designer must have functioned in both industries during their career. This is to aid scope. It became apparent during my initial research that writing an entire book about how fashion has been affected by clothes on screen is a different publication entirely. I wanted to keep this title distinct and focused.


Narrowing down which designers and which films to focus on was, to be a honest, a nightmare – so many to include and only a limited amount of space. How to choose? For starters, a featured designer, or house, must have designed specifically for the film being analyzed. I have considered shopped garments in each designer’s individual profile, but ultimately I wanted clothing by fashion designers that is intentionally created as costume. This precludes certain designers that you might expect to see, such as Comme des Garçons, whom costume designer Aggie Gerard Rogers used for Beetlejuice (1988), or Zegna, who provided off-the-rack suits for George Clooney in The American (2010). The same goes for certain costumiers, like Bob Mackie, who designed for screen several times (Pennies From Heaven, 1981; Staying Alive, 1983) but is primarily known for stage wear. Even Orry-Kelly and William Travilla have been omitted, principally because they are costume designers who, bar a newswire column for Kelly and scattered collections for Travilla (including one for Grattan), influenced fashion rather than existed within the industry. For many the most surprising omission will be Edith Head. Head is certainly mentioned, particularly in regards to the Givenchy little black dress for Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1961), but again, apart from some tie-in collections, she was a fashion tastemaker not a designer. Even with these strict criteria to narrow the field, there just was not space to include everyone: Norma Kamali, for example, who designed gowns for the Emerald City portion of The Wiz (1978).


Other aspects of the fascinating world of fashion and film crossover include collaborations such as the unusual teaming of Muppets creator Jim Henson and fantasy illustrator Brian Froud for The Dark Crystal (1983). They produced a line of clothing based on costumes seen in the film that was sold through Liberty’s of London. A similar idea was employed by Disney for Oz the Great and Powerful (2013), when footwear designer Steve Madden, among others, produced over 400 accessories inspired by the movie for the Home Shopping Network. Also several high-profile costume designers worked with Prada on their ‘Iconoclasts’ installations in 2015. But, however interesting these projects are, unless a major couture designer or their house was involved, and the garments were created specifically for cinema, they did not meet my mandate for this book.


Certain fashion designers were not included because the clothing they provided for a film was not deliberately designed or intended for it. Elie Saab is someone I wanted to feature, but as yet he has not created specifically for movies. His garments have been used – by costumiers Kurt Swanson and Bart Mueller for Stoker (2013), for example – but interpreted independently of a collaboration. The film Prêt-à-Porter (1994) is crammed full of fashion designers and their clothing, and I could have mentioned it in every other chapter, but it is a satirical piece, not focused on clothing as much as the industry. There would have been scant analysis to make.
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This Elie Saab dress, worn by Nicole Kidman’s character Evie in Stoker, was chosen for the film by costumiers Bart Mueller and Kurt Swanson. Sketch by Bart Mueller





With each profile I have attempted to channel the same investigative approach I employ with my website Clothes on Film. In general, I have discussed the career of the designer in question, their background, approach, and evolution, and then examined three or four of their films in detail. I am not looking only at the clothes themselves, but exploring what they mean in the context of the story being told. I also look at the garments’ use as a potential marketing tool, their reverberations – if any – in the fashion world, and their legacy on both catwalk and screen. Occasionally, as in the case of Rodarte, for instance, I will break down only one film (i.e., Black Swan, 2010), because at the time of writing that is the designer’s only contribution to cinema. So why include Rodarte if they have only designed for the one movie? Because the story behind their involvement is too sensational to ignore. So exceptions have been made. You might also question why certain well-known titles have been left out or skipped over in profiles where you might be expecting to read more. While I wanted to make sure the essentials were included – classics like The Wizard of Oz (1939) and Barbarella (1968) – I wanted to focus on content that has never been published before, and to take the opportunity to correct details that have been incorrectly reported time and time again, such as Agnès B’s contribution for John Travolta in Pulp Fiction (1994). But you can read all about that in the following pages. Don’t let me keep you.


As a final note, I would like to add that, as an influence on fashion, I feel cinema functions best within the realms of science fiction and fantasy or period productions. Costume designer Trish Summerville’s cowl scarf by Maria Dora for The Hunger Games: Catching Fire (2013) segued beautifully into Paris couture; the reverse happened with Sarah Burton and Alexander McQueen’s modified red ruffle dress for the same movie. These looks can exist seamlessly away from narrative context because they are not contemporary. We as consumers can blend the past with fantasy on screen to create our future. Costume as fashion is what we want it to be: whatever the intention, a dress in a movie is just a dress in a movie until meaning is ascribed. Away from the screen such meaning is completely subjective. That same dress, whether originally worn by Audrey Hepburn as an escort or Olga Kurylenko as a spy, is now exclusively ours.


Christopher Laverty
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Harvey Keitel’s friendship with Agnès B encouraged the designer to donate one black suit for his role in Reservoir Dogs. Betsy Heimann’s meagre costume budget for the film was $10,000








 



AGNÈS B
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THE MODEL COUPLE (1977)
RESERVOIR DOGS (1992)
PULP FICTION (1994)
MY NAME IS HMMM... (2013)
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Agnès B, real name Agnès Troublé, is an ardent supporter of independent cinema and now a film-maker herself





There is cool and there is Agnès B. The hippest name in fashion, Agnès is a film-maker, writer and costume designer. The Agnès B look is simple – or more accurately, it defines simplicity. With collections that are a throwback to the fifties’ beatnik fixation on striped T-shirts, long coats, mismatched skirts, sweaters and long oversized coats, Agnès B has been making clothes since the sixties but had a huge resurgence in the nineties. Now, thanks to that particular decade’s retro revival, the label is once again deciding the high-street silhouette. Spring/Summer 2014 in particular belonged to Agnès B; every young-fashion store from Topshop to H&M copied a look that, if Agnès did not invent, she certainly owns.


Agnès B (real name Agnès Troublé), along with another beloved French brand of the seventies, Cacharel, contributed to director William Klein’s satire on mechanical consumerism, The Model Couple (Le couple témoin, 1977). Agnès had worked with Klein on the fashion spoof Who Are You, Polly Maggoo? (Qui êtes-vous, Polly Maggoo?, 1966) when she featured and subsequently popularized her signature block-stripe T-shirt. The Model Couple is hardly a fashion movie, but it makes unexpectedly shrewd observations on clothing as a means of subjugation. Anémone and André Dussollier play a married couple in their mid- to late twenties who agree to take part in a nationalized experiment by the ‘Ministry of the Future’ to observe and manipulate their behaviour in controlled conditions. They are watched 24 hours a day in a purpose-built apartment to assess the potential needs of a utopian society (the film is set in 2000). Upon arrival, their personal effects are removed, they strip and are interviewed naked. Both are given white bodysuits with their initials labelled on the front and back. The bodysuits are all-in-one utility garments, along with crimson-red toe socks (a quirky Agnès B touch) and no shoes. Here the couple’s costumes take on a note of individuality, if not from themselves then the very concept of clinical attire itself. Consequently they become a fashion statement. Remember, too, that we are not voyeurs in this experiment because the participants are aware they are being watched. We are spectators.
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The Model Couple’s plain jumpsuits are a subtle comment on the stagnant uniformity of fashion
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This jumpsuit designed by Agnès B for Spring/Summer 2016 is a contemporary, more tailored update on those featured in The Model Couple





As the experiment takes its toll on the couple, they revolt with the help of a punk-styled band of terrorists, conveniently reflecting the eve of this movement in Europe. One of the teen terrorists arrives wearing a distinctive knitted red balaclava. This garment was later referenced in Spring Breakers (2012) as part of the girls’ robbery disguises (with added ‘My Little Pony’ patch on the front). Spring Breakers was produced by Agnès B, which surely cannot be a coincidence. The oppressors in The Model Couple wear black (evil), their victims white (good). William Klein’s film is no less subtle than Who Are You, Polly Maggoo?, though he is arguably more adept at predicting a monotonous future than satirizing eccentricities of the present.
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Who Are You, Polly Maggoo? is the most comprehensive showcase of Agnès B’s signature block stripe on film
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Sketch by Agnès B of her frequently replicated striped shirt, available since the late 1970s








In Stephen Frears’s The Grifters (1990), Anjelica Huston’s slinky con artist Lilly Dillon wears an Agnès B dress remade by costumier Mark Bridges in white gabardine. Huston suggested the garment when the original choice fell short after testing. On rare occasions such as this, an actor ‘pushing’ a favourite brand for their character can assist rather than hinder a costume designer’s job.


Costume designer Betsy Heimann also used Agnès B in two of her most famous projects, both for director Quentin Tarantino: Reservoir Dogs (1992) and Pulp Fiction (1994). The budget was so tight on Tarantino’s debut movie that to find identical black suits for the main cast in order to echo the French New Wave, Heimann had to cheat. Two of the Dogs are wearing black jeans instead of trousers, mismatched and with dark blue jackets. Once again a personal connection came in handy; main star and producer Harvey Keitel knew Agnès B socially, so was able to acquire a brand new black suit for the shoot. On Pulp Fiction, Heimann had a little more money but barely more time. Again via Harvey Keitel, she managed to procure the velvet collar coat and velvet collar jacket worn by Mia Wallace (Uma Thurman) and Vincent Vega’s (John Travolta) date suit. The suit did not originally have the leather lapel but Heimann requested it be added to fit with the rockabilly vibe of Vincent’s bolo necktie. It was also remade in a larger size to fit the actor. Betsy Heimann continues to use Agnès B wherever possible today, praising the designer’s willingness to support independent film.
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Costume designer Betsy Heimann added the leather lapel to this black Agnès B suit worn by John Travolta in Pulp Fiction to give the ensemble a rockabilly touch
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Betsy Heimann used Agnès B to costume Uma Thurman’s character Mia in Pulp Fiction as a ‘female (Reservoir) Dog’.





Agnès B debuted as a writer/director with My Name is Hmmm... (Je m’appelle Hmmm..., 2013), the story of Céline (Lou-Lélia Demerliac), a withdrawn 11-year-old girl who leaves home after years of abuse. Agnès B did not act as costumier, instead hiring François Jugé, but two items of her clothing feature: a non-descript coat and red knitted sweater worn by Céline. Red is a vital colour throughout the film; it acts, as red often does, as a warning, foreshadowing both real and conceivable dangers. Céline runs away in her red jumper before climbing into the red cab of Peter (Douglas Gordon), an apparently sympathetic truck driver. Red surrounds the duo at various points: red napkins when they eat, the red-and-white stripes of a windsock Peter gives Céline to play with, a cafe worker’s red zipped sweater. Agnès B asks us to question their relationship based on the abusive one Céline has suffered up to this point. She warns us, and yet we mislead ourselves. Peter is not out to hurt Céline but to watch over her; the only person in danger of being hurt is him.
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Despite the designer’s involvement in the film, the red Agnès B sweater worn by Lou-Lélia Demerliac in My Name is Hmmm... was sourced from a flea market





Fashion was not Agnès B’s first career choice. Having produced nearly 30 films since the nineties, she has found her true creative outlet in cinema – she is a film-maker by choice, a designer by accident.
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A simple black bikini by André Courrèges for Romy Schneider in La Piscine. This superficially straightforward design is indicative of Courrèges’s minimalist approach to fashion








 



ANDRÉ
COURRÈGES


TWO FOR THE ROAD (1967)
LA PISCINE (1969)
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André Courrèges in his workshop at his Basque country farm in 1978





With no yearning for nostalgia, André Courrèges has only ever been about the modern. Having worked for ten years with master couturier and king of the ball gown Cristóbal Balenciaga, Courrèges is an expert cutter. This echoes throughout all his collections, from 1961, when he established the Courrèges brand, to his ground-breaking 1964 ‘Moon Girl’ collection, and beyond.


‘Moon Girl’ was one of the most significant collections of the sixties. Taking inspiration from the clean mod silhouettes of Swinging London, particularly those of designer John Bates, Courrèges created a stripped-down intergalactic utopia that would go on to be referenced for the rest of the decade. His slim pants, minidresses, miniskirts and A-line coats in clinical white and red were adorned with scalloped hems, patch pockets and gold buttons, accessorized with silk scarves, ribbed woollen tights and white kid boots. If Courrèges cannot individually lay claim to inventing the miniskirt – an honour he shares with Bates and fellow British designer Mary Quant – he did bring it to affluent Paris. Courrèges was one of a new breed of fresh creatives who personified possibly the most important period of fashion evolution in the twentieth century.
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Courrèges’s famous ‘Eskimo’ sunglasses, based on Inuit goggles, were first introduced in his ‘Moon Girl’ collection in 1965
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Along with Mary Quant, Courrèges popularized the A-line shift dress during the 1960s. His clothes were designed to skim rather than hug the body





Courrèges was just one of the names Audrey Hepburn selected in her quest to appear young and relevant again in Two for the Road (1967; see also here). His contribution was scant but, as part of Hepburn’s hip designer aesthetic, has stood the test of time. Hepburn plays Joanna, who begins the story an innocent girl next door, and ends it married, one affair down and draped head to toe in the latest space-age trends. Two for the Road has become one of the actress’s most culturally relevant projects because it encapsulates a seismic shift in the fashion market that has remained in place ever since – essentially, the definitive arrival of youth. From the sixties onward, clothes would be for and about teenagers; fading adults like Hepburn, once darling fashionistas, would be reduced to playing catch-up. Courrèges provided a pair of white plastic wrap-around sunglasses for Two for the Road based on his own ‘Eskimo’ style, introduced in 1965, featuring mere slits for eyeholes. Hepburn’s goggle versions in the movie are somewhat more user-friendly.
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Audrey Hepburn in Two for the Road, wearing wrap-around shades by Courrèges, derived from his ‘Eskimo’ sunglasses





Courrèges was the sole credited costumier for La Piscine (The Swimming Pool, 1969). His looks for both female leads, Marianne (Romy Schneider) and Penelope (Jane Birkin), are nothing less than a capsule retrospective of the designer’s entire sixties back catalogue: everything from a dropped-waist flared shift with contrast piping, to a swirly print halter-maxi, to blue cigarette pants and upturned collar shirt, plus a sizeable quota of Courrèges’s speciality, swimwear. La Piscine is set at a holiday villa in the South of France, which becomes a hub for sexual tension and jealousy in the searing Mediterranean heat. Penelope is a morose teenager dressed in young fashions such as jeans and shirts, with a childish gingham motif only adding to her perceived incorruptibility. Marianne is older and sharper, her style less mischievous. Both women wear swimwear in either black or white. For Marianne, this seems to reflect a sudden change in her personality; furious after being tossed into the pool by her boyfriend, she switches from a black bikini with gold aspect to a plain white one-piece and is suddenly calm and playful again. Their attire alludes to the lines Courrèges designed in the late sixties, in particular a white see-through shirt Penelope wears on arrival at the villa, without a bra, her nipples strategically covered by patch pockets. The clothes are not intended to accentuate a curvaceous female form, but rather to de-erotize a leaner, boyish physique. His designs are impish and fun, with any sexual con-notations conferred only by us as spectators.
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Jane Birkin wearing a gingham check skirt on the set of La Piscine. Gingham is used as a visual motif in the film to emphasize her character’s supposedly incorruptible youth
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Romy Schneider wearing a Courrèges swimsuit in La Piscine. In addition to his space-age creations, swimwear was a speciality of the designer





Costumier Michael Kaplan used reference books on André Courrèges as inspiration for Star Trek: Into Darkness (2013). Since J. J. Abrams’s rebooted Star Trek films are in essence prequels to the television series that began in 1966, Kaplan wanted to remain grounded in that era’s retro futurism. This brings costume in the franchise full circle, with the original show’s clothing, such as A-line minidresses and body-hugging jersey shirts, a nod to the pioneering work of Courrèges.




[image: Illustration]


Costume designer Michael Kaplan kept books referencing 1960s designers, including André Courrèges, close to hand when creating his retro futuristic ensembles for Star Trek: Into Darkness





André Courrèges has a tremendous legacy in film, if only a handful of direct appearances. Without his ‘Moon Girl’ collection it is debatable whether the celebrated costumes by Hardy Amies for 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) would have existed (see here). For the first time in history, fashion was led by the street. Courrèges, along with the likes of Paco Rabanne and Pierre Cardin, were taking trends like shapelessness and androgyny, and making them couture.
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This pseudo-masculine leather jacket paired with overtly feminine black heels is typical of the androgynous look that Alaïa designed for Grace Jones in A View to a Kill
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A VIEW TO A KILL (1985)
VAMP (1986)
GRAFFITI BRIDGE (1990)
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Azzedine Alaïa in his workshop. As much a sculptor as a designer, Alaïa constructs garments, creates form





Not a household name to the uninitiated but still remembered as a hugely important designer, Azzedine Alaïa – ‘The King of Cling’ – exemplified the eighties and nineties, his most prolific decades, with the close-fitting ‘bodycon’ look. Bodycon, short for ‘body conscious’, refers to a skin-tight garment that paradoxically is all about freeing the figure rather than restricting it. Alaïa makes significant use of Lycra to allow ease of movement and pull focus toward form. Not one to play by the rules, he releases collections according to his own timetable. Alaïa is a stubborn though well-liked and respected innovator, much like his muse – model, singer and actress Grace Jones.


Grace Jones personifies the Azzedine Alaïa woman. Powerful, athletic and angular, she even carried the petite Tunisian designer on stage to collect his award for Best Collection at the Oscars de la Mode in 1984. He dressed Jones on screen just twice: as super-buff villain May Day in the James Bond adventure A View to a Kill (1985) and as seductress Katrina in cult horror film Vamp (1986). It is Bond that every-one remembers most. Jones wears Alaïa’s trademark cowls and hoods with such aplomb that separating actress and character is near on impossible. If Grace Jones ever turned to crime, she would be May Day.





Azzedine Alaïa sculpts the human body. Not all of his clothes are skintight, but all are designed to express fluidity of movement. Nowhere is this more evident than on Grace Jones in A View to a Kill. From a backless red dress with detachable hood and oversize black fez to extremely high-leg leotard and heelless buckled leg warmers, Jones’s every costume has to accommodate the requirements of narrative, in this case taming a horse and teaching karate, regardless of how fantastical the overall aesthetic. Most of her ensembles are at least partly leather, the fabric that made Alaïa’s name in the early eighties as his flared leather coats crept out of Paris on supermodel clients and onto the bustling New York fashion scene.


The most intriguing outfit Jones dons in A View to a Kill is her most rudimentary – a café-au-lait post-workout robe, backless with draped and folded neckline and one overhanging cap sleeve. It sums up how unable Azzedine Alaïa is to make anything ‘ordinary’ and how unwilling Jones would be to wear such an item. Jones sports a dozen costumes in the film, some amalgamations of each other. This is similar to Alaïa’s design approach as a whole: many of his garments from the eighties especially are made up of several pieces joined together. Jones’s studded leather jacket with lattice stitching and eaves shoulders worn over a black hood contrast-lined in yellow are clear examples of this concept. Incidentally, Alaïa was not solely responsible for creating Jones’s ensembles. They were originally sketched by costumier Emma Porteous then made by the designer according to her specifications. Sadly, Porteous’s name is often neglected in discussions of the film’s costumes.
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Grace Jones in A View to a Kill wearing a skintight ‘bodycon’ garment that paradoxically frees her movement
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Jones’s Alaïa leather jacket with huge batwing sleeves, ideal for tossing henchman around without binding under the arm





Grace Jones brought Azzedine Alaïa onboard for Vamp, along with some of her other creative friends, including activist and artist Keith Haring, fashion designer Issey Miyake, and even (at this juncture) photographer Andy Warhol. Little of their contribution is visible in the movie, except for Haring’s striking ‘flesh graffiti’, which is probably down to their involvement being solely to placate Jones, whose presence was a real coup for producers of a low-budget teen horror flick. Jones’s own minimal appearance is as ancient Egyptian vampire Katrina, awake and hungry in contemporary Los Angeles. A stripper in a dive nightclub, she lures men backstage for a ‘bite’. Jones’s big moment is a theatrical striptease in front of an open-mouthed crowd of drunks. Over skin covered in Haring’s designs, Jones wears a long, willowy red jersey dress with angel sleeves and bodice that unzips to reveal a coiled silver wire bikini. Alaïa provided the slinky gown and Miyake, an expert in the innovative use of material and fabric, contributed her metalwork undergarments, a collaboration with jeweller David Spada. Later Jones wears a twisted aluminium headdress and corset, again almost certainly Miyake. Of all the creative input here, including that of costume designer Betty Pecha Madden, Alaïa knows the most about creating performance wear. Having made costumes for the prestigious Crazy Horse cabaret club in Paris, he appreciates that stage costume, particularly in the context of dancing and stripping, is as much about concealing the body as revealing it. Jones’s barely seen finale dress, a white bodycon turtleneck in chiffon silk, is just transparent enough to expose her spiral underwear before she is burned alive by sunlight.
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Alaïa’s ensembles in Vamp are largely concealed by darkness. This briefly seen garment, for example, is actually vivid red on screen





With his last official screen credit for singer Jill Jones in Prince’s Graffiti Bridge (1990), it is doubtful Azzedine Alaïa will make a return to film costuming. Alaïa’s look is preserved, however, in Grace Jones as May Day in an industrial zipped batwing leather jacket and orange fabric-lined hood, lifting a grown man above her head – a glorious reminder of everything the designer stands for.
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Jill Jones with Prince in Graffiti Bridge, Alaïa’s last, and rather subdued, foray into costume design over a quarter of a century ago
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Ginger Rogers in a dress designed by Bernard Newman for Swing Time. Tiny lead weights in the hem ensured the dress swung in a satisfying circular motion
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ROBERTA (1935)
TOP HAT (1935)
SWING TIME (1936)
THEODORA GOES WILD (1936)
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Bernard Newman (seated at front left) and designers Orry-Kelly, Travis Banton, Edith Head, and Irene at the Los Angeles Fashion Futures Show, 1941





Even though he never really left the fashion industry, Bernard Newman’s short-lived tenure as a costume designer has come to define his career. He created stunning gowns in the thirties born of Hollywood’s reaction to the Great Depression, giving cinemagoers the glamour they craved.


After working his way up to chief designer at department store Bergdorf Goodman in New York, Newman spent 12 years there before leaving for Hollywood in 1933. He spent three years making garments for more than 20 films starring, among others, Irene Dunne, Lucille Ball and, his favourite, Ginger Rogers. Initially under contract to RKO Pictures, then freelance, Newman worked for Columbia Pictures and Warner Bros. well into the forties. An exacting though generous man, Newman recommended that costumier Edward Stevenson, whom he had worked alongside, take over at RKO after he left.


Despite arriving in Hollywood two years before, Newman’s first credited project was Roberta (1935). Irene Dunne starred as Stephanie, loyal assistant at Paris fashion house Roberta, and Ginger Rogers played Lizzie Gatz, an American masquerading as Polish entertainer ‘Countess Scharwenka’. The budget was a rumoured quarter of a million dollars, plenty of which was lavished on the costume design, especially during the last-act fashion show in which ensemble after ensemble is paraded as if in an extended commercial. Supposedly as many as fifteen costumes from the film were recreated by the Modern Merchandising Bureau. The bureau was Hollywood’s attempt to stop their designs being blatantly copied by department stores. These recreated and ‘inspired by’ dresses were sold through Cinema Fashion Shops. The shops sold only women’s clothing; no garments were recreated from men’s costumes as male actors generally provided their own attire, unless the film was a period production.
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Ginger Rogers takes centre stage in the Roberta fashion show, though this is actually one of Newman’s more restrained outfits





In Roberta, Stephanie takes over at the fashion house and attempts to breathe fresh life into the classic brand with new designs. This gave Newman the opportunity to let loose with some outlandish creations, one of which – a long-sleeve sheath, seemingly constructed of black latex (really only used for swimsuits at this time) with a huge bow to the shoulder, worn by Stephanie – seems just as bizarre today. Rogers gets the lion’s share of luxurious costumes. Her choicest ensemble is not a dress but an oddly structured jumpsuit with black silk velvet flared trousers that rise past the natural waistline, meeting a cropped waistcoat attached to a shirt with gathered sleeves and a bow tie. It appears to be an all-in-one garment, though designed to resemble a two-piece dinner suit with separate shirt (she later adds a matching tuxedo jacket), a daring look that Marlene Dietrich had brought into the public consciousness in Morocco (1930). The gold lamé dress, however, is Rogers’s own garment, a Newman design that the actress had purchased before even starting the film.


Some of the ‘fashionable’ gowns in Roberta will seem peculiar, even amusing, to contemporary eyes. The fashion show sequence is a technical feat for Newman. There does not seem to be a great deal of cohesion between the outfits twirled in front of eyes, though some of the creations – namely, a staggering fur number worn by Lucille Ball – are memorable flights of fancy. Yes, Roberta is dated, but surely any film set in the world of fashion by very definition should be?


Newman worked with Ginger Rogers on Top Hat (1935) to create one notorious costume in particular: the ‘feather dress’ worn during her ‘Cheek to Cheek’ routine with Fred Astaire. Pale blue in a bias cut with an on-trend revealing low back, it is a classic addition to Newman’s CV, though it would surely not be so well remembered without the ostrich feathers Rogers insisted be added. As Rogers and Astaire danced, feathers shed everywhere, enough even to be picked up by the camera.
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This dress designed by Newman, with input from star Ginger Rogers, for Top Hat is perhaps the designer’s best remembered work





In Swing Time (1936), Newman exhibits more variety in costume than a typically glossy Fred and Ginger picture. Their characters in the film are quite ordinary: Fred Astaire plays John, a jobbing dancer, and Ginger Rogers a dance school instructor, Penny. In keeping with the characters, Newman dials down the glitz a notch – just a notch, mind. Rogers still gets the fancy gowns, with one in particular comparable to Top Hat’s feather dress in terms of lavishness, but also pared-down daywear that is arguably just as elegant. The black dress Penny wears during the ‘Pick Yourself Up’ waltz, with its pleated skirt, fitted bodice, Peter Pan neckline and gently rolled shoulder, harks back to twenties sportswear. Later, for the ‘Never Gonna Dance’ sequence, Rogers dons her most dramatic costume, again co-designed with Newman: a light pink silk georgette bias-cut evening gown in two layers of fabric, with French seams and cape that extends across her back and arms like bat wings. As with the ‘Pick Yourself Up’ dress, tiny weights were sewn into the hem to give the skirt requisite swish as Rogers danced.


Infamous today for one outrageous costume, Theodora Goes Wild (1936) is nonetheless an excellent showcase for Newman’s grasp of the methodology of costume design and how it can be employed to help tell a story. Irene Dunne is Theodora, prim Sunday school teacher and secret writer of scandalous literature. Newman costumes Theodora as a split personality; her day-to-day existence is actually a disguise. Theodora wears tea dresses with Peter Pan collars and puff sleeves, their prints, a mixture of floral and geometric, the only hint of anything lurking beneath the facade. Prints in vivid Cubist or Art Deco patterns were exceptionally popular during the thirties, either as trim or covering entire dresses and blouses. When Theodora finally discards her repressed self, the first outfit she wears causes open mouths all around. Marching into her publisher’s office wrapped in a genuine gorilla fur coat and matching hat, the subtext is difficult to ignore. This is Theodora ‘going wild’ like an ape. The costume itself would have been shocking in the thirties simply due to its extravagance, but now can only be seen as vulgar, even offensive. From this point on in the story, Theodora is attired in only the most glittering of outfits, most of which are trimmed in fur. One ensemble, however, is a shocking, deeply unflattering disaster – a dark lamé coat with high upturned collar and bow worn over matching slim-leg trousers. It is a costume in every sense of the word, for both Dunne and Theodora, implying that perhaps Theodora has gone a little too wild.
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