

[image: image]








The Dress Doctor

Prescriptions for Style, from A To Z

Edith Head

Illustrations by Bil Donovan

[image: image]









GOOD CLOTHES ARE NOT A MATTER OF GOOD LUCK.

[image: image]







Contents


Introduction




A




B




C




D




E




F




G




H




I




J




K




L




M




N




O




P




Q




R




S




T




U




V




W




X




Y




Z




About the Author and the Illustrator




Credits




Copyright




About the Publisher








INTRODUCTION



It is a little known fact that there once stood a doctor’s “operating room,” tucked away in the corridors of Paramount Studios. On any given day, the patient may have been Katharine Hepburn, Ginger Rogers, or Barbara Stanwyck. The medicine prescribed: a potent mixture of style and glamour befitting the role in question or a personal appearance at an upcoming Hollywood event. Costume designer Edith Head’s sartorial precision earned her the moniker of “dress doctor,” though she just as easily could have been called a fashion alchemist, such was her ability to magically transform the average girl-next-door into a standout beauty, and vice versa. When cataloging the most famous actresses of the twentieth century in their most noteworthy roles, they are very likely wearing clothing designed by the legendary Edith Head.

No one can forget Bette Davis’s award-winning performance as Margo Channing in All About Eve, though equally memorable is her off-the-shoulder cocktail dress, which aptly reflects Channing’s off-kilter persona during the film’s heated party scene. For a decadent dose of glamour à la Old Hollywood, one need only think of Hedy Lamarr in the final scene of Samson and Delilah. Made entirely of peacock feathers, Lamarr’s dress canonized the actress into public consciousness and earned Head her second Academy Award. Far less decadent than Lamarr’s exotic wardrobe but no less notable are the ensembles Head designed for Grace Kelly in Rear Window, the most iconic of which was a billowing black velvet and white tulle number. Kelly’s wardrobe in this film defines elegance and sophistication, two qualities that the public would forever associate with the actress, in no small part thanks to Head’s deft handiwork. Lending her inimitable flair to now-classic films such as Sunset Boulevard, Roman Holiday, and Vertigo, among hundreds more, Head created costumes as indelible as the legendary stars who wore them. Besides administering to the standard costume fitting, Head also designed much of her clients’ personal wardrobes, in essence making her Hollywood’s first celebrity stylist. Her unerring sense of style and innate talent ensured that Hollywood’s stars always looked chic, whether they were having lunch with an agent at the Brown Derby or attending an Oscar party at Chasen’s.
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Head didn’t grow up among filmdom’s elite in Beverly Hills. Oddly enough, she made her way into the Hollywood spotlight by way of Searchlight, Nevada, a small mining town, where she entertained herself by playing outside in its vast desert landscape and demonstrating an early passion for style. A favorite pastime was playing dress-up with her cat and dog, and she often adorned the town’s local mules in elaborate headdresses of ribbons. When Head was a teenager, her mother and stepfather separated, and she moved to Los Angeles with her mother. After graduating with honors from the University of California at Berkeley and receiving a master’s degree from Stanford, she secured a job teaching French and art at the Hollywood School for Girls. The pedigree of students was impressive. Most of the students were daughters of cinema’s biggest stars, and the school often shut down to accommodate parents’ shooting schedules, giving Head her first glimpse into Hollywood’s rarified world and its machinations.

In 1923, at the age of 26, Head’s life took a definitive turn. Lured by the promise of a higher salary, she applied for a job in the costume department of Paramount Studios. Though she lacked any formal art training, she had been taking evening classes at the Chouinard Art College in an attempt to stay ahead of her students’ work. When Howard Greer, Paramount’s head designer, asked for her portfolio, she produced an impressive array of sketches, all of which were “borrowed” from fellow colleagues at Chouinard. Remarking that he had never seen so much talent in one portfolio, Greer hired her on the spot.

As Head attempted to hide her inexperience, her start in show business resembled the plot twists of a screwball comedy, the likes of which included her first debacle, creating the costumes for the Candy Ball dance number in Cecil B. DeMille’s The Golden Bed. Head drew the chorus girls as lollipops, peppermint sticks, and chocolate drops—candy, after all, was easy enough to illustrate. But when it came time to transform her sketches into actual costumes, she was at a loss. She used red house paint to draw peppermint stripes on the leotards—the wet lines wiggled and waved on camera—and outfitted the girls with long fingernails made of actual peppermint sticks two feet long, which quickly broke off. Worse, Head had put real candy on the girls’ hair and shoulders, and whenever they got within a half foot of each other, the candy would stick. From that moment forward, Head resolved never to draw anything she couldn’t make. Luckily, she wasn’t fired, and she salvaged her reputation dressing Lupe Velez and Gary Cooper in The Wolf Song. After that film, Head’s career progressed on a steady track, eclipsing that of both of her bosses, Howard Greer and Travis Banton. She went on to design costumes for all of Hitchcock’s films—as well as for Hollywood’s most beloved—and for dozens of what are now considered film classics, including Mae West in She Done Him Wrong, Paulette Goddard in The Cat and the Canary, Veronica Lake in Sullivan’s Travels, Ingrid Bergman in Notorious, Olivia de Havilland in The Heiress, Elizabeth Taylor in A Place in the Sun, Marlene Dietrich in Witness for the Prosecution, and Sophia Loren in That Kind of Woman, among countless others.

Over the course of her career, she was nominated thirty-four times for the Academy Award for Best Costume Design, including every year from 1948 to 1966. She won eight times, a record no other woman has yet rivaled. She worked at Paramount for forty-four years until she went to Universal Pictures in 1967.

In the 1940s and 1950s, when Head was at the peak of her fame, American women took much of their fashion cues from film. She constantly received letters from fans, asking for her sartorial advice. With a syndicated newspaper column, appearances on Art Linkletter’s radio show, and then later on House Party, his television show, she was in the rare position of being able to influence everyday women’s lives directly, and she dispensed her views liberally and frankly. Her quick-witted advice—“Fit the dress to the girl, not the girl to the dress,” for example—echoed those found in The Dress Doctor, her best-selling 1959 autobiography and style guide, so titled because of Head’s reputation for employing a kind of clinical approach to her designs and wit. An excerpt of the book was originally published in Good Housekeeping. American women—and ultimately women worldwide—eagerly followed Head’s words of wisdom to a “t.” She created an enduring legacy and a perspective on style that is timeless. The Dress Doctor: Prescriptions for Style, From A to Z is an illustrated collection of her advice, witticisms, and anecdotes on Old Hollywood culled from the original volume.

It is doubtful that one costume designer will ever again dress casts for nearly five hundred films, secure her own star on Hollywood’s Walk of Fame, and, at the same time, influence the look of millions of women. Throughout her successful career, the dress doctor herself lived by the wise standards she prescribed to her patients; she had a sense of propriety but didn’t try to look like everyone else. Head developed a style that suited her both physically and emotionally. For her, this meant simple lines and a monochromatic palette—bright colors and patterns, she claimed, overpowered her, as she was petite and somewhat reserved. Her sartorial epigram, “You can have anything you want in life if you dress for it,” not only encapsulates her view on the transformative power of style, but is a foolproof prescription for self-confidence for women everywhere.








A




Fashion is

like a language.

Some know it,

some learn it,

some never will.


A: Audrey Hepburn
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Audrey was the perfect figure model: very slim and tall (5'6 ¾'').

Audrey knows more about fashion than any actress save Dietrich. Her fittings are the ten-hour, not the ten-minute, variety. To sketches for Roman Holiday, she added a few of her own preferences: simpler necklines, wider belts.

Audrey and I went shopping in San Francisco; she wanted me as confrere and audience. Shopping is her idea of fun, and no wonder—no matter what she tried on (size eight or nine), she looked simply delicious.

“And now let’s celebrate,” she’d say when we were exhausted, and that meant heading for the nearest confectionery to devour two of the biggest, fattest, most chocolatey French pastries. (When she lived in Holland during the war, food was scarce and she developed a passion for chocolate.)
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A: Amusement Parks

Spectator sport clothes: skirt + sweater or blouse; or sport dress, sport suit, or simple street dress + comfortable shoes + sweater or jacket at night. Hat and gloves optional.
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B




B: Baseball

Sport dress, sport suit or skirt + sweater or sport blouse + comfortable shoes + hat or cap to shade face + gloves if you wish to protect hands from the sun. For night games, take extra sweater, jacket, or coat.
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B: Bowling

Slacks, pedal pushers, Bermuda shorts or action skirt, + shirt or sweater + wool anklets + regulation bowling shoes (shorts permissible but not popular).
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B: Breakfast

It’s good psychology to start the day with bright colors, so choose something gay in a washable fabric. Breakfast coat, brunch coat, housedress, smock, skirt and shirt, or slacks and shirt + apron if you’re cooking + casual shoes, sandals, or flats.
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B: Bette Davis

Bette Davis thinks like a businessman. Hers is a truly organized point of view, and working with her I’ve felt like I was in conference with a bank president. You can see the authority on screen in her walk, her voice, her action; there’s not a trace of indecision—she’s the same on screen and off; and she’s only one of the most sensational experiences I’ve ever had.
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  All About Eve, 1950
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