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  Travis Banton in his office at Paramount Pictures, 1934.
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   S-H-H-H! This is a secret straight from the Hollywood front. Fall, 1933, is going to be the most glamorous season we’ve had in years and years. Who says so? Travis Banton, my dears.




  —MODERN SCREEN, AUGUST 1933







  THIS SOMEWHAT SELF-SATISFIED PROSE that appeared in Modern Screen helped the magazine embellish its own reputation as a trusted intermediary between its readers and the latest developments in the hallowed halls of movie studio costume departments. It also hyped what many female moviegoers knew by 1933. Travis Banton—who had been working as a designer at Paramount Pictures since 1924 and who became head of the costume department in 1927—had, in the intervening years, become one of America’s foremost arbiters of fashion trends in the United States. This was underscored two years later when this same magazine started referring to Banton as “Paramount’s designing genius.” Not to be outdone, Motion Picture magazine soon began describing Banton not as a designer, but as a “clothes sculptor,” while Screenland dubbed him “Paramount’s fashion generalissimo” in 1935.




  Motion Picture Studio Insider noted in 1937 that “although Mr. Banton refuses to commit himself, we would like to say that Hollywood does set the style and one of the chief ‘setters’ [sic] is Travis Banton.” And ten years after Banton’s death in 1958, Sir Cecil Beaton judged him to be “one of the most important [designers] of the golden years of Hollywood.”




  During those “golden years,” the movie capital was at the summit of its persuasive powers as a prominent force in popular culture. Depending on the year, between sixty million to eighty million people lined up at the box office each week during the 1920s and ’30s, approximately 65 percent of the US population. Many films were produced during this period, subliminally or not, with the goal of convincing the female moviegoing audience that fashion was vital to a woman’s own sense of herself and played an essential role in the way women were perceived by society.




  Movie magazines such as Modern Screen, Motion Picture, and Screenland, as well as Photoplay and many others, proliferated throughout the 1920s and ’30s, successfully utilized by Hollywood studios to promote their films and contract stars. The extent of their coverage of the fashions that female stars wore in their latest films, as well as of the people who were responsible for the designs, became so pervasive within their pages that they no longer rivaled fashion magazines such as Vogue or Harper’s Bazaar. For the vast majority of American women, they surpassed them. “What the stars are wearing” became the barometer for what many women across the United States chose to buy. They were facilitated by “Cinema Shops” with modestly priced copies of these fashions in department stores throughout the country, as well as in Great Britain and Australia. By 1933, when Modern Screen referred to the “fall season,” the magazine was not referencing the Paris collections.




  In the early 1930s, Travis Banton was the vibrant third member in a triumvirate of the most influential Hollywood costume/fashion designers that also included Gilbert Adrian at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer and Orry-Kelly at Warner Brothers. There were certainly other well-known, talented designers working in Hollywood during the 1930s, among them Walter Plunkett and Bernard Newman at RKO, Ernest Dryden and Robert Kalloch at Columbia, Charles LeMaire and Gwen Wakeling at Twentieth Century-Fox, and freelancers such as René Hubert and Max Ree, to name just a few.




  But the “triumvirate” had contracts at the largest studios in town, with access to unrivaled publicity departments, and only Banton was able to enjoy fully funded trips to fashion showings in Paris and New York each year, courtesy of Paramount Pictures. This studio perk, envied by other designers in Hollywood, helped stoke Banton’s reputation with fashion-conscious women across the United States. As Banton was privy to the latest modes in Paris, often before Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar went to press, he was able to use them as inspiration in his own designs, turning him into a virtual oracle.




  Paris had become a constellation of emerging and established star designer names in the 1920s, each with their own sphere of influence: Elsa Schiaparelli and her experiments with surrealism; Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel and the romantic lace and tulle gowns that she introduced at the beginning of the decade as well as the “little black dress” that debuted in the mid-1920s; Madeleine Vionnet, “queen of the bias cut,” and still known today for her graceful Grecian-style draped dresses; Marcel Rochas, who, along with Schiaparelli, launched the trend for padded shoulders in 1931.




  Fashion shows in Paris, unlike the heavily publicized “fashion weeks” that are held today all over the globe, were much smaller and much more individualized in the 1920s and ’30s. Designers would usually present their collections on a series of models at exclusive, client-only affairs. Photographers were rarely—if ever—allowed entry. In almost all cases, detailed sketches had to suffice for the readers of Vogue, Harper’s Bazaar, and other high-end fashion magazines, who were eager to get, as Vogue put it, “a bird’s-eye view of the mode.” In the 1920s, Paramount, then known as Famous Players–Lasky, opened a “fashion bureau” in Paris to establish relationships with some of the leading Parisian designers. This eventually allowed the studio’s own designers entry into some of the fashion capital’s seasonal showings. Regardless, Banton was always on the lookout. “On these jaunts I am a sightseer,” he once said, “an observer of styles with ears to the ground.”




  Whether Banton traveled to New York or Paris in any given year was ultimately at the discretion of the studio. Early in his tenure, however, he convinced Paramount that since he had to travel to New York first in order to get to Paris, he might combine his fashion excursion and explore the scene in both cities during one trip each year. So, a visit to New York and a first-class voyage across the Atlantic became a yearly event. In the words of Banton’s successive contracts with the studio, the trip, all expenses paid, was “to last no longer than three weeks” and was “for the purpose of studying and familiarizing himself with the latest fashions, etc.”




  Upon his arrival back in the United States, the arts and fashion sections in newspapers from coast to coast would devote columns and sometimes entire pages to Banton’s report about the forthcoming trends from Paris, what influence they might have on Seventh Avenue, and in particular, the fashions he would design for Paramount’s leading ladies. These included stars such as Marlene Dietrich, Carole Lombard, Claudette Colbert, Clara Bow, Kay Francis, Miriam Hopkins, and Mae West.




  “Banton’s return from Paris and his annual expedition is the signal in Hollywood for a flutter of feminine excitement that practically amounts to a furor, or at least a fuss,” reported United International staff correspondent Dan Campbell as early as 1927, a mention in his movie column that was syndicated nationwide. In 1935, Hollywood magazine put it succinctly, and at once: “We’ll know more about which way to jump when Travis gets back from Europe.”




  The editorial boards at publications such as Modern Screen and Photoplay would then work themselves into a collective panic, anxious to outdo one another and win favor at Paramount. Each magazine wanted to be the first periodical to display, in photo layouts or sketches, whatever Colbert or Lombard might be wearing in their next film. The editors at Photoplay could hardly contain their excitement when they exclaimed in their October 1933 issue, “The sketch of this Claudette Colbert costume from Torch Singer was snatched practically from Travis Banton’s hands so that you could have a preview of it!”




  In the early 1930s, Banton began presenting previews of his own, provoking Paris by organizing fashion shows that featured his designs. These would be held each year through the late 1930s. “Don’t be too envious,” wrote syndicated Hollywood reporter Harrison Carroll before the 1935 preview, “but Travis Banton is giving a fall fashion show at his home for the special edification of the press. There’ll be no ordinary models either. Travis’s creations will be displayed by Marlene Dietrich, Claudette Colbert, Carole Lombard and other stars he designs
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  Travis Banton and Carole Lombard observe the proceedings at one of his “fashion previews” in 1935. Lombard is wearing a Banton design that she had modeled in the show.
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    Claudette Colbert wears a Banton design for the ladies and gentlemen of the press at his 1935 fashion preview.
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    (L to R) Lilyan Tashman, Banton, and rising Paramount contract player Adrienne Ames pose for the camera at the conclusion of the 1933 preview.




  for on the screen. And a horror note for Paris: the New York fashion magazines are sending representatives all the way to the coast to report this show.”




  “The rest of us always watched Banton,” maintained Walter Plunkett, costume designer for classics such as Little Women (1933) and Gone With the Wind (1939), “because he was always a couple of years ahead of the fashion trend.”




  “He was a God there,” said Edith Head, the Academy Award–winning designer who was Banton’s assistant at Paramount in the late 1920s and throughout much of the following decade. “Nobody dared oppose him about anything, including the budgets. Any talent I might have would have lain undiscovered if he hadn’t lighted the way for me. In my opinion, he was the greatest.”




  In many ways Paramount was the ideal studio for Travis Banton to refine and perfect his talents. It had Cecil B. DeMille under contract, a director whose design ethic as early as 1919 dictated the use of fashions that “no one had ever seen before.” Josef von Sternberg, one of the screen’s most baroque visual stylists, always worked closely with Banton and Marlene Dietrich, who starred in six of his films at Paramount. Together they created their own vocabulary of forms in an array of costumes that would accentuate the underlying themes in the director’s films.




  At the opposite end of the spectrum was Ernst Lubitsch. His sophisticated comedies and romantic melodramas, such as Trouble in Paradise (1932), Angel (1937), and Bluebeard’s Eighth Wife (1938), all benefited from Banton’s stylish interpretation of the latest Paris line. When coupled with his own individual aesthetic and novel ideas, Banton’s designs achieved a level of sophistication that few were able to match in Hollywood.




  On one of his return trips from Paris in the early 1930s, Banton was interviewed by a correspondent from the Associated Press when he arrived back in Hollywood. “The creator of Paramount fashions,” the reporter wrote, “had this to say about the coming trend: ‘Fashion is no longer a luxury but a necessity in every woman’s life, and motion pictures offer valuable hints to the woman who aspires to be glamorous and well-dressed.’”




  The creator of Paramount fashions. By the 1930s, movie studios were not just producing and releasing motion pictures. In some respects, they had also become their own couture houses with their own couturiers and couturières. Paramount Pictures was the first major Hollywood studio to initiate this idea, or methodology, in the creation and promotion of film costume design. In the 1920s and ’30s, the studio would gradually improve upon and perfect it.













  CHAPTER ONE




  THE EARLY YEARS AT PARAMOUNT




  PARAMOUNT PICTURES EVOLVED FROM A series of mergers that took place in the 1910s. Adolph Zukor, one of the first of the early movie moguls, had established the Famous Players Film Company as early as 1912. Its stated mission, as its name promised, was to present “famous players in famous plays.” One of Zukor’s first productions was obtained when he bought the US distribution rights to Les Amours de la reine Élisabeth, in which Sarah Bernhardt played England’s Tudor monarch. It was only her second feature film, preceded by an adaptation of Dumas’s La Dame aux Camélias. The film had been made in Paris by the L’Histrionic Film Company and was retitled Queen Elizabeth for American audiences when it was released in the States on July 11, 1912.




  Four years later, Zukor joined forces with the Jesse L. Lasky Company, whose productions had included the first full-length film made in Hollywood, Cecil B. DeMille and Oscar C. Apfel’s The Squaw Man in 1914. Lasky used Paramount Pictures, then a distribution outlet, to release its films. Zukor was a major stockholder in Paramount, and in 1916, he engineered a three-way merger between Paramount, Famous Players, and the Lasky Company. But it wasn’t until April 24, 1930, that the company created from the merger became officially known as Paramount Pictures.
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    The Paramount Pictures gate, a Hollywood landmark erected in 1926.
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    (L to R) Jesse L. Lasky, Adolph Zukor, Samuel Goldwyn, Cecil B. DeMille, and Albert Kaufman on the occasion of the three-way merger between Paramount, Famous Players, and the Lasky Company. It wasn’t until April 24, 1930, that the company created from the merger officially became known as Paramount Pictures. Kaufman was the manager of Paramount’s foreign production, and this photograph was created by joining two separate photos into one image.
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    (L to R) Jesse L. Lasky and Adolph Zukor in 1916.




  Zukor would always be interested in costume and scenic design as embellishments for his stars, and one reason he was keen on acquiring the distribution rights to Queen Elizabeth was the fact that Parisian couturier Paul Poiret had created the costumes for the production. By 1912, Poiret had raised and cultivated fashion to the status of an art form. At the turn of the twentieth century, he had not only freed women from corsets, but had also begun working with fabric modeled directly on the body, forging a radical approach to fashion design that depended upon an aptitude for draping rather than tailoring. As the Exhibition Overview for the Met’s 2007 Costume Institute show “Poiret: King of Fashion” succinctly stated, “It was an approach that effectively established the paradigm of modern fashion.” Although Queen Elizabeth was a costume picture, Poiret’s association with the project gave it a sheen of prestige.
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  Sarah Bernhardt as Queen Elizabeth I in a costume designed by Paul Poiret. Although Bernhardt has been quoted as saying that this film was her “one chance for immortality,” she made other films, including an adaptation of La Dame aux Camélias the previous year.




  Less than a decade after the release of Bernhardt’s film, Famous Players–Lasky slowly began to initiate an allocation of labor within the corporation that in the 1920s would come to be known as the “studio system.” This was a business method where the Hollywood movie studios controlled all aspects of filmmaking, including production, distribution, and exhibition.




  Although it had been common practice throughout the 1910s for actors to supply their own wardrobes—unless the film had a historical setting—under the new system, this would soon change. Zukor’s penchant for design spurred him to create what would become one of the first Hollywood costume departments with its own star “couturier,” a person engaged solely to create lavish and stylish apparel for the studio’s prominent female stars. Cecil B. DeMille helped to introduce this system at Famous Players–Lasky when, in 1918, he hired a novice designer, Clare (some sources use the spelling “Claire”) West, to design costumes for the actresses that appeared in his productions.




  [image: chpt_fig_005]


    Clare West in a Paramount publicity photograph, 1921.




  West’s background is somewhat murky. She was born Clara Belle Smith in Ontario, California, in either 1879 or 1889. Women Film Pioneers Project’s biography of the designer notes that D. W. Griffith’s Intolerance, released in 1916, was West’s first credit as a designer for motion pictures. Other accounts also credit her for some of the women’s costumes in Griffith’s Birth of a Nation, released the previous year. Still, it remains doubtful that Intolerance was West’s first film. In the March 11, 1916, issue of Motography, it was announced that West was designing the costumes for a Dorothy Gish vehicle, A Pennsylvania Dutch Girl (later retitled Little Meena’s Romance), released on April 2, 1916. Intolerance premiered on September 9 of that year.




  In an interview West gave to Pictures and the Picturegoer in 1923, she stated that her “first big picture was Intolerance,” implying that it was not her first. Griffith was quite impressed with West’s work on Intolerance. She took on the challenging assignment of designing all the costumes for a story with separate episodes that spanned millennia, from ancient Babylon to the present day. Griffith hired her to be the chief designer for his Fine Arts Film Company once Intolerance went into distribution. Fine Arts was one of three production units that together formed the Triangle Film Studio. The other two divisions were run, respectively, by Thomas H. Ince and Mack Sennett.




  When she was hired, publicity releases claimed that West was a “trained Parisian designer” and formerly head of her own couture house, the “Maison Clare” in New York. Neither claim was true. Since she was born in Missouri and raised on a farm, authors Jay Jorgensen and Donald Scoggins surmised in their book Creating the Illusion that West might have learned to sew during her childhood. She arrived in Los Angeles with her husband in 1912 and soon afterward began peddling her designs to the Hollywood studios that were emerging in the 1910s. She never lived in Paris or New York.




  In 1919, West became Cecil B. DeMille’s “special designer”—at least, that’s how West referred to herself in the pages of Pictures and the Picturegoer. She also became the first designer with Famous Players–Lasky to make an exploratory trip to Paris in order to familiarize herself with the latest styles. This was of enormous benefit when she worked on movies outside of DeMille’s orbit.




  But she was also responsible for the sometimes outrageous, fantastic, and even preposterous fashions that adorned many of his female stars in one opus after another. DeMille was anything but subtle, and each plot turn in the scenarios of his films was often underscored with the most dramatic gestures. “When he [DeMille] sets out to show the smart ladies of New York or Paris,” wrote Grace Corson in Photoplay, “he clothes his actresses in designs that the most bizarre designers of Europe would not dare to present as their own.” West designed Gloria Swanson’s costumes for Male and Female (1919), Why Change Your Wife?, and Something to Think About (both 1920), as well as The Affairs of Anatol (1921).
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    Gloria Swanson in DeMille’s Male and Female. The story centers on role reversal, when a British aristocrat is stranded on a desert island with her butler. A fantasy sequence set in ancient Babylon gave West the opportunity to exercise her creativity.




  It was the last of these titles that featured a gown, designed not for Swanson but for Bebe Daniels, that prompted considerable derision many years later as an example of the overindulgence and outlandishness of costume design in some silent films. When The Affairs of Anatol was released, it elicited a full-page commentary from the editors at Photoplay:






   OCTOPUS: It is very dangerous to men, as when it once [sic] entangles them within its long, powerful tentacles escape is practically impossible. It is known also as the devil fish, seizing its prey, and holding them clasped against all opposition.




  [Now] we thought the last word in “vamp” gowns had been said [sic]. But that was before Clare West—special designer for Cecil B. DeMille—conceived the octopus gown, which is worn by Bebe Daniels as the wick-edest woman in New York which [sic] role she plays in The Affairs of Anatol.




  It is composed of exquisite pale gray georgette, upon which are fastened the arms of the devil fish in black chiffon velvet. The arms are outlined with enormous pearls, and the two enormous eyes in the black velvet head are also of gleaming pearls. The sheath effect beneath is of steel gray velvet.




  It’s a mighty deadly looking piece of wearing apparel. Any man that ever gets within reach of those arms is never going to escape.







  Bebe Daniels’s character was named “Satan Synne,” just in case the costume didn’t immediately disclose the fact that she was “the wickedest woman in New York,” as one of the title cards pointed out.




  DeMille’s Forbidden Fruit, released the same year, is a cautionary fable that contains a dream sequence in which the heroine imagines herself as Cinderella at the ball. Cast member Theodore Kosloff—Russian ballet dancer, choreographer, and sometime film and stage actor—was having a love affair with designer Natacha Rambova at the time and convinced DeMille to hire her to create costumes and settings for the film. The director was already familiar with Rambova, as Kosloff had also relied on her to design some of his costumes for the supporting roles he played in Why Change Your Wife? and Something to Think About.
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    Bebe Daniels, as Satan Synne, primps in preparation for her next victim in Cecil B. DeMille’s The Affairs of Anatol.
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    The “octopus gown” envelops helpless victim Wallace Reid.
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    Agnes Ayres plays a seamstress who eventually marries a millionaire in DeMille’s Forbidden Fruit. A fantasy sequence in which Ayres imagines herself as Cinderella at the ball provided Natacha Rambova with an opportunity to create whimsical costumes bordering on the fantastic and the bizarre.
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    A guest at the fantasy costume ball.
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    The dazzling set and costumes for the ball in Forbidden Fruit astonished both audiences and critics alike.




  The design of the ball sequence in Forbidden Fruit was delegated to Mitchell Leisen and Rambova under the supervision of Clare West. Leisen was hired by DeMille as a sketch artist in 1920 and had become a member of his production team. “I only did some of the costumes,” he recalled years later, “and Natacha did the rest.” Rambova’s set designs and costumes were enormously innovative for American film at that time, influenced primarily by the Art Nouveau movement that flourished in the 1910s, as well as the drawings of English illustrator Aubrey Beardsley. The costumes for the ball sequence, which lasted a scant five minutes on-screen, were a phantasmagoria of lace and silk, fur and velvet, feathers and mile-high wigs. As they were part of a dream sequence—an interlude from the narrative—they could be as fantastic and bizarre as inspiration and imagination would allow. There were ladies-in-waiting wearing heart-shaped gowns and page boys dressed as butterflies, all staged on a mirrored floor that served to create a dazzling, almost blinding display.




  The critics for The Dramatic Mirror, Daily Variety, and Photoplay were enthralled. A reviewer for Theatre World wrote, “A great many precious shekels have been spent to make this feature one that will not only make a dramatic appeal but will dazzle everyone who sees it by the gorgeous settings and costumes that are inducted into the story.”




  This was the last film Rambova would work on for Famous Players–Lasky, and Clare West would leave the DeMille unit in 1923 to accept an offer from Joseph Schenck and his independent production unit. She was hired specifically to design costumes for his wife, the actress Norma Talmadge, and her sister Constance. West did not stay with the company long, freelancing at various studios until she gradually faded into obscurity.




  In 1919, a year after West began her contract with DeMille, and while the studio’s costume department was still in its embryonic stage, Zukor bested the director, hiring a designer named Ethel Chaffin to supervise the entire operation. Born in 1885 in Pasadena, California, Chaffin attended the Hopkins Art School (later renamed the San Francisco Art Institute), working as a dressmaker for a Pasadena clothing store before opening her own shop there in 1915.




  Chaffin described her initial experience designing costumes for motion pictures in an autobiographical sketch she submitted for the book The Truth About Movies by the Stars, published in 1924.






   When I first considered going into motion picture work my thought was that the only requirement would be the designing of smart, original clothes.




  I soon learned that the first thing one must grasp, before ever a needle is put to cloth, is the director’s interpretation of the story that is to be produced.




  The action of the screen play may be set in a period calling for a certain style of costuming. The shifting of that period only a few years will mean an entirely different style of costume. Or it may be a modern play featuring a small-town girl. She would be dressed very differently to [sic] a girl from New York or any other large city of the same season, and entirely different from the public’s opinion of the dress of the Parisian girl.
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    Ethel Chaffin in a Paramount publicity photograph taken in the early 1920s by Eugene Robert Richee.






   [Today] I have hundreds of girls applying for positions as designers in the studio. Only once in a while does one make good, and then because she is able to adapt herself to character [and] costume.







  Adela Rogers St. Johns had predicted the coming trend in 1919, when she wrote in Photoplay that “directors, who aim for harmony of production and smoothness of effect and detail, find that the ensemble registers with more success if all the costumes pass beneath one hand—that of the head of the wardrobe department.” DeMille, of course, had foreseen this a year earlier, but it soon became standard operating procedure.




  By the early 1920s, Chaffin had more or less finalized a process for taking a design from sketch to finished costume. It would remain in place with slight modifications for decades, and it began when the final script was received and the designer compiled a list of the number and types of costumes required.




  If the film had a historical setting, research would then commence. This could take several weeks, or even months, and would naturally precede any costume considerations. The Paramount research library rivaled—and in some areas, surpassed—a similar department Irving Thalberg had established at MGM in the early 1930s. Among thousands of items could be found esoteric titles such as The Costumes of the Ancients, prepared by Thomas Hope in 1812; Auguste Racinet’s Le Costume Historique, in six volumes; and The Military Costumes of Turkey, published in 1818.




  A conference was then held with the actress, the director, and the cameraman to discuss what kind of costuming they would like to see in the film. Several sketches were created with complete details, including any accents or embellishments that might complement the costume, such as a suggestion for a hat or jewelry.




  Once the sketches were completed, they were reviewed by the designer, the actress, and the director. When the actress was a major star, the designer would usually meet with her first to obtain her approval, as her opinion was the most important one. This soon became standard procedure once an actress metamorphosed from a starlet to a leading lady—someone that could carry a film to box-office success on the strength of her name alone.




  Upon final approval a cutter would make a pattern from the sketch, usually made of muslin, cut out the material, and hand it to the finishers, the ones who actually made the gown. A conference was then called with the head fitter, who supervised all the seamstresses that would work on the gown. Soon afterward, sometimes as soon as the next day, the actress arrived for the first fitting under the designer’s supervision. The material to be used for the final costume was basted and pinned carefully to the lines of her figure.




  Another conference was held with the fitter if any small changes were decided upon during the first fitting. Scheduling for the second fitting would vary according to the number of steps involved in creating the costume. Any intricate application of beads, sequins, crystals, or other brilliants was most often done by hand, sewn onto the garment by specialists in the department. This could frequently take weeks to complete.




  The gown was then worn on the set for the first time, with the designer in tow, so the cameraman could ascertain how it would look under various lights and from different camera angles. Any final alterations would then be undertaken. Of course, there could be hiccups along the way, usually due to the actions of a mercurial star or director.




  In the days before the employees at Paramount joined a union, the people who sewed the costumes worked in shifts—morning, afternoon, and even all night. The wardrobe department,
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    The Paramount wardrobe workroom in the late 1920s.




  just like the art department, was almost never closed. There was a stockroom where the fabrics and even such mundane supplies as needles and thread were kept and inventoried. If it wasn’t in stock, the people in charge would find it. A designated shopper was hired to scour Los Angeles in search of whatever a certain designer might need to complete a costume, whether it was a particular fabric or even a piece of jewelry. There were fabric shops scattered around Los Angeles that furnished the studios with material. One of the most famous was Dazian, which had been in operation since the Civil War and is still in business today.




  During her tenure at Famous Players–Lasky, and after Clare West left the studio, Chaffin designed for most of its major stars, including Gloria Swanson in The Great Moment, Her Husband’s Trademark (both 1921), and Beyond the Rocks (1922); Betty Compson in At the End of the World (1921); and Leatrice Joy in Cecil B. DeMille’s Triumph (1924). Adolph Zukor and Jesse Lasky didn’t stint when it came to dressing their female stars. A gown worn by Gloria Swanson in The Great Moment (1921) that contained thousands of pearls and large strips of ermine cost $3,000, a huge sum for the early 1920s. The Chinese-inspired costumes worn by Betty Compson in At the End of the World (1921) represented an expenditure of from $300 to $700 each.




  It wasn’t long, however, before Chaffin began to feel overwhelmed at the sheer number of costumes she was expected to design, and at the end of 1922, the following announcement appeared in Paramount Pep, an in-house publication distributed exclusively to theater managers:




 

    A famous masculine designer of women’s fashions may be brought to the Lasky studio in Hollywood in the near future if the plans of Ethel Chaffin, head of our studio wardrobe department, work out as she expects. Mrs. Chaffin has just arrived in New York to meet and discuss the matter with a number of the best known modistes and costumers both of America and from abroad, and of both sexes, and will select one from the number to work under her supervision at the studio.







  The “famous masculine designer” turned out to be Howard Greer. After working for Lady Duff-Gordon in the 1910s, by 1922 he was working as a costume designer for John Murray Anderson, who produced the Greenwich Village Follies.
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    Betty Compson wearing Ethel Chaffin’s “Chinese-inspired” robe in At the End of the World. Compson played the daughter of an Englishman who owned a seedy Shanghai gambling hall.
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    Gloria Swanson, dripping in pearls and ermine tails as the fiancée of a millionaire in The Great Moment.
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    Howard Greer soon after he arrived at Paramount Pictures.




  The title was a misnomer. Soon after its first edition in 1919, and through 1927, the revue moved uptown and found a home at Broadway’s Shubert Theatre, and the costumes were often singled out by critics. “Many pretty girls had been witnessed disclosing their accomplishments in song and dance and ornamenting the always bizarre and often beautiful dress customary to the institution,” wrote the critic for the New York Tribune in passing judgment on the 1919 edition of the revue. “[Producer] John Murray Anderson devotes himself mainly to devising new and arresting color combinations with settings and costumes,” noted the New York Herald in 1922.




  Spirited off to the West Coast by Ms. Chaffin, who apparently was just as enchanted with his work as many of the New York critics were, Greer began working for Famous Players–Lasky in January 1923. Chaffin left the studio not long afterward, preferring to work as a freelance designer. In the mid-1920s, she designed the costumes for several films at the newly formed Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer studio, including Lights of Old Broadway with Marion Davies and Time, the Comedian with Mae Busch (both 1925).




  Greer explained in his memoir, Designing Male, that he had been hired primarily to design wardrobe for the studio’s newest star, Pola Negri. “I think she was unhappy because [the costumes] were designed by the same woman who made Gloria Swanson’s clothes, and this little world of make-believe was far too small for two great stars to share favors. Miss Negri . . . threatened to pack her luggage and go back to Berlin if she couldn’t have a designer of her own.” And this was before she had even set foot on the studio lot.




  Pola Negri, along with her mentor, director Ernst Lubitsch, had been brought to Famous Players–Lasky soon after the huge international success of their film Madame du Barry in 1919 (retitled Passion in the United States). The contract ran for three months, with options for renewal, and the Polish star’s arrival in New York on September 12, 1922, created a publicity buzz that, for the most part, centered around her expensive personal wardrobe. As the New York Daily News reported,






   The reporter and photographer were received by the alluring Pola, more alluring than ever in a gold and green brocaded tea gown. The visitors noted the heavy gold cord that caught the long straight lines of the gown around the waist, and with the aid of long gold tassels, reached the floor. . . . The jade green crepe band around her hair crowned the exotic garb worn by the exotic Pola Negri in real life.







  Her reputation had, in some ways, preceded her arrival. Unpredictable and temperamental, Negri was known to keep six thousand extras waiting because the shoes she was given to wear in a scene did not exactly match the color of her gown. Greer was assigned to design the costumes for Bella Donna (1923), her first film for Famous Players–Lasky. Negri plays the title role, an alluring woman who traps a man into marriage, moves with him to Egypt, and leaves him for a brutish thug.
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    Pola Negri in the title role of Bella Donna, appropriately attired for her new life in Egypt.
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    Pola Negri dressed in black by Howard Greer for the final confrontation with her lover in Bella Donna.




  Later that year, in The Cheat, Negri plays a socialite who borrows cash from a foreign prince after losing money she had embezzled, and with his costumes Greer accomplished something that was rare for a Hollywood designer. There was a reference to the costumes he had designed in a review, and a favorable one at that. The critic for Camera wrote that “the beauty of gowns is exemplified in a marked degree. The episodes where Miss Negri selects her trousseau afford opportunity for a veritable pageant of fashion. Her gowns, designed by Howard Greer, are nothing short of exquisite—daring, unconventional and of the most superb materials.”
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    Negri selects her trousseau in The Cheat.
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    Pola Negri in The Cheat, wearing a wedding gown and mantilla.




  But it was with the wardrobe in Negri’s The Spanish Dancer, her last film in 1923, that Greer hit his stride. He soon realized when he was assigned to the production, a costume drama that took place in seventeenth-century Spain, that no costumer in Hollywood had ever been called upon to make clothing for this particular historical period. Not until the work was almost ready to begin did the costume department comprehend the task that lay before it.




  Usually, in making a costume picture, only clothing for the principals is designed. Costumes for the minor players are secured from costume rental agencies. No wardrobe suitable to the period could be found for The Spanish Dancer, so Greer inevitably designed costumes for virtually every player in the production. In this instance, also, none of the information available to Greer in the research library offered any assistance, so he relied on the paintings
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    Many of Howard Greer’s costumes for The Spanish Dancer were inspired by the paintings of Diego Velázquez.
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    Kathlyn Williams as Queen Isabel of Bourbon in The Spanish Dancer.




  of Diego Velázquez for inspiration. The final tally for Negri’s costumes and the wardrobe of the supporting players was $14,000. And it paid off.




  “The costumes [are] a shimmering array of the styles of Seventeenth Century Spain,” wrote the critic for the Battle Creek Michigan Enquirer. The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette stated that “Pola Negri is provided with [the] sort of role in which she shows to [sic] the best advantage, and in which she is enabled to pose before the camera . . . garbed in a veritable multitude of marvelous gowns, among which are some of [sic] the most daring order.”




  Despite his success, however, there was a lingering doubt in Greer’s mind. He harbored the feeling that he was laboring in the wrong end of his profession. Almost immediately after finishing work on The Spanish Dancer in the late summer of 1923, Greer was granted a leave from his duties to return to New York and design the costumes for that year’s edition of the Greenwich Village Follies. Whether this was a stipulation in his original contract with Famous Players–Lasky is not known, but he left the studio for two months.




  “I have always felt that my clothes depended upon a third dimension,” Greer wrote in his memoir. “If I live another hundred years I doubt whether I will develop a ‘camera eye’ and know, from its inception, whether an idea will live up to my expectations on celluloid.” Then too, by 1925, despite his professional rapport with Negri, Greer had grown weary of being at variance with some of the stars on the lot. Discussing his difficulties designing for the actress Jetta Goudal, he wrote an article for Motion Picture in 1925 titled “Behind the Fitting Room Door”:






   Suppose you were an artist modeling in clay. How would you like it if the clay suddenly said to you, “See here, I don’t like this nose. I’ll make my own. You can make the eyebrows if you want to.” How would you take that? If I follow out [sic] my own ideas, and I am any good at all, the result ought to be good. But if I follow out [sic] several people’s ideas, the result will be a hodge-podge. The trouble with Jetta is that she wants to make the nose!







  By the end of his fourth year in Hollywood, Greer had set his mind on opening his own shop. As he wrote in his memoir, “The idea of custom dressmaking for a private clientele absorbed me.” So, early in 1927, he left his position at Famous Players–Lasky. On December 22 of that same year, “The House of Greer,” as it became known, opened its doors in the heart of Hollywood’s business district. Stockholders in the company included Olive Borden, Fanny Brice, Betty Compson, Dolores Costello, Bebe Daniels, Florence Vidor, Pola Negri, Anna Q. Nilsson, Lilyan Tashman, and Jetta Goudal. (Apparently, any feud with Greer did not preclude Goudal’s recognition of a good investment.)




  Throughout Greer’s tenure as head of Paramount’s costume department, he stayed true to its credo and Adolph Zukor’s original intent. A short feature article that appeared in a 1923 issue of Paramount Pep made this thoroughly clear:




  What do beautiful gowns mean to a picture?






  Where fashionable garb for women is at all essential to a photoplay, it is a foregone conclusion that this attire must be ultra-modern, fine in quality, and perfect in design, or there will be a thousand women to criticize severely the faults that are apparent.




  Men may not be so quick to note, but women will invariably do so, and it is essential that women must be pleased. Paramount Pictures are invariably “well dressed”—not only in the matter of sets, but in wardrobe.




  It’s a big angle, this of “dressing up,” and no one can afford to overlook it who hopes to please the screen patrons—especially the feminine contingent.




  Watch Paramount Pictures for the most beautiful feminine fashions on the screen.







  For the next ten years, most of them would be designed by Travis Banton.













  CHAPTER TWO




  THE BOY FROM WACO, LADY DUFF-GORDON, AND MADAME FRANCES




  TRAVIS JONES BANTON WAS BORN ON August 18, 1894, in Waco, Texas, the son of Margaret (Maggie) and Rentfro (Rennie) Black Banton. That summer, news of the Chicago Columbian Exposition in Chicago, and advertisements in the Morning News for train rides direct from Waco to the Expo ($31.20 round-trip on the MK&T Railroad), had disappeared in favor of a much closer attraction: the new Cotton Palace. It was to be built right in downtown Waco itself.




  The cornerstone for the building had been laid that June amid much ceremony, a testament to the importance of cotton’s sovereignty over any other agricultural product grown and harvested in Texas. The construction of the Cotton Palace was an attempt to officially recognize this dominance and anoint Waco as the Cotton Capital of the South. The first exposition opened in November, but scarcely two months later, tragedy struck when a fire burned down the exhibition hall and scorched the grounds.




  The Cotton Palace would not reopen for years, and Rentfro Banton, a successful lawyer and a major fixture on the Waco social scene, was on the committee that would oversee fund-raising for the new building. It had scarcely begun when he received a lucrative job offer in New York City. Travis moved with his family to Manhattan. Eventually, the Bantons would settle in Ridgewood, New Jersey, before Travis entered high school.




  Intent on building his own home after residing in Manhattan for a decade, the elder Banton purchased a lot on Brookside Avenue in what was then becoming a rapidly growing upper-middle-class residential area. Ridgewood itself began to expand exponentially in the last decade of the nineteenth century. The first lending library was established in 1898 by a group of volunteers, and the first bank opened in 1899. The opening of the Beech Street School in 1895, which once housed all school-age children in the immediate vicinity, marked the start of Ridgewood’s reputation for its excellent school system.




  Travis was enrolled at Ridgewood High School, located only blocks from his home on Brookside. The school was established in 1895 and received formal recognition from the state as an approved high school two years later. Grace Knell, an art teacher at the school, encouraged Banton’s interest in, and talent for, drawing. At the same time, his mother Margaret supported her son’s growing interest in theatricals. She would often take him to Manhattan to see his favorite actresses when they appeared on Broadway—performers like musical star Hazel Dawn, and Julia Marlowe, famous for her roles in many productions of Shakespeare’s plays, including Antony and Cleopatra and The Merchant of Venice. In fact, Margaret Banton may have unwittingly influenced her son’s ultimate career path. Travis would recall the incident in 1933 during an interview with reporter Adele Whitely Fletcher, the whir of sewing machines drifting down the hall from the Paramount wardrobe workroom.




  Only six years old at the time, Travis had been overhearing talk for weeks about a special event his parents were going to attend. On the day his mother’s ball gown arrived via messenger, Travis stood in his parents’ bedroom with the women of the family. He watched with keen interest as Margaret Banton opened a big white box and gathered mists of white tissue paper in her hands. Bundled off by a relative so his mother could try the dress on, Travis did not see her again until that evening when she came in to say good night.




  The lights of the nursery had been left on, and as Travis recalled, his mother “wafted in” wearing “a gown of soft blue chiffon that might have been fashioned from a piece of spring sky. On both of her smooth white shoulders were great bunches of forget-me-nots that also encircled her bodice and slim waist.” Travis had been told in advance that he must not throw his arms around his mother with his usual vehemence that night, so when she came across the room, “I sat there saying nothing at all. I just stared.” Travis recalls his father saying “You see—you’re so lovely, you even take that little rascal’s breath away.”
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