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Introduction

Clothes are like songs. Just as hearing certain music brings back particular memories, so it is with certain outfits. I’m so fortunate that, from the beginning of my career, I’ve had close friends and relatives who have taken good care of the clothing that is important to me. From personal items like the little bolero vest I wore while performing as a child and my simple wedding dress to such gorgeous costumes as the red dress that turned me into Miss Mona in The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas to everything I’ve ever worn onstage, each of these garments signifies something important—a place in my life, a moment in my career, a time when I felt like me. I treasure them all.

Behind the Seams: My Life in Rhinestones tells the stories behind some of my favorite outfits, both on and off the stage. It also paints a picture of the evolution of my own personal style that I first developed growing up in the backwoods of East Tennessee. I always loved makeup. I wanted to be pretty. Back then, any woman who wore makeup in the mountains was considered trashy. But I didn’t care. When I started buying my own makeup, I also started dressing according to how I felt, which meant wearing tight, low-cut outfits that my mama made. I remember feeling powerful enough to go up against Daddy or Grandpa to say, “Now, that’s not that tight. It ain’t cut that low. It ain’t that much.” And they’d say, “Yes, it is!” But I’d be willing to get my ass whupped for it. I would sacrifice for how I wanted to look.

The same thing happened when I moved to Nashville in 1964 to become a country star. Just like I had to persist to get my songs heard and ignite my recording career, I had to resist a lot of “advice” telling me to tone down my look or choose a different type of wardrobe. In these pages, you’ll learn I never listened to any of that. From early on, I loved the big hair and makeup, the long nails, the high heels, the flashy clothes, and—as soon as I could afford them—the rhinestones! But believe it or not, I had to fight for that look!

In this book you’ll see how, as a young artist, my self-confidence was enhanced by developing my own Dolly style and then sticking to it. I didn’t care about trends. Instead, I worked hard to look the way I pictured myself. Although my style has evolved as the years have gone by, I’ve stuck to the motto “To thine own self be true” over the past six decades—and still do. Much as the fictional characters that populate my songs uncover essential truths about me and the people I’ve known, my clothes and makeup also reveal the real me. Maybe they’re both “made up,” but they reflect my innermost self, my own personal truth.

I’ve had lots of help telling the story you’re about to read. You’ll hear from some of my designers, tailors, hairdressers, makeup artists, and photographers, and from my longtime creative director, Steve Summers, and his team, all of whom have been essential in transforming my ideas into reality. Early on, my personal assistant and friend, Judy Ogle, began assembling my clothing archive. She did a great job of saving and looking after all my things. Without her, so many of the pictures, so many of the clothes wouldn’t be here. Before she retired, she archived everything she could—that was her mission and her calling. My niece Rebecca Seaver, who learned from Judy, has been an integral part of my career for years and has curated the special collection you’re about to see, selecting these pieces from among thousands of garments that she and her crew care for. Nobody in this world is better suited to working in my archive. She is perfect because she has been there from the very, very beginning, and she also loves clothes. She grew up with me. Everything I did she was part of, and she knows every dress I ever wore—how it looked, how it felt, how it smelled. No one else could have put together the ideas for this book better than Rebecca. She has selected items spanning six-plus decades—from complete outfits to accessories, shoes, and wigs—to fill these pages.

I hope that as you gaze upon my life in clothing, it will inspire you to develop, and celebrate, your own sense of style. I value my freedom to look like and be my own true self more than anything else, and I hope this book will also give you the confidence to look like and be the person you want to be. Whoever you are, be that! And enjoy your journey behind the seams.
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“I just wanted to be different. I wanted to be seen.”
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The fourth child of Avie Lee and Robert Lee Parton, Dolly Parton grew up in Sevier County, in the rural Great Smoky Mountains of East Tennessee, surrounded by a loving family. Her father was a sharecropper and her mother had twelve kids by the age of thirty-five. “If there’s one positive thing about being poor,” Dolly says, “it’s that it makes a person more creative.” From a young age, Dolly’s creativity was abundant. Along with her parents, Dolly’s aunts and uncles nurtured her musical talent, helping her as she developed as a singer, songwriter, and musician. Beginning in childhood, Dolly cultivated her own unique style.

—Holly George-Warren
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I still have my ol’ Tennessee mountain home in Sevier County.
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Me striking a pose the first time I crossed paths with a camera, circa 1949.

“Look pretty!” That’s what my aunt Dorothy Jo told me when I was three years old, right before she took a picture of me wearing a little white dress she’d bought for me. I was standing in a field near my Tennessee mountain home as she took aim with her Brownie Hawkeye camera. “Pretty? How do I look pretty?” I asked her. And she said, “Well, just pose.” So I did—and that’s my first pretty picture.

We were poor people and lived way back in the Smoky Mountains. I didn’t have many nice things that weren’t hand-me-downs, but I tried to make them look special. Even as a child, I was fascinated with clothes. I wanted to have more than what I had and wanted to wear more than what I should. Even though I didn’t know it at the time, I just wanted to be different. I wanted to be seen.

When I was really young, my older sister Willadeene and I wore clothes that Mama made from flour sacks and the sacks that held feed we bought for the farm animals. Some of the sacks were decorated with flowers. Mama was making what we called “sack dresses” long before that was a style, and we were always happy when we got a new dress with a pretty print on it. We loved it! To make the dress special, Mama would sew rickrack or a little lace trim on it. Rickrack was a big deal back then. You could buy yards and yards and yards of it at the dime store, so Mama trimmed our flour-sack dresses and made them as pretty as she could.

Because the sack dresses were made from thick, coarse material, they weren’t very comfortable against our skin. But there’s a saying, “Beauty knows no pain.” I didn’t really think about it then because usually I’d wear a petticoat underneath the dress, and Mama would also make something for us to wear under that. I remember how excited I was when I got my first half-slip with elastic around the waist so I didn’t have to mess with petticoat straps anymore. You could just pull that half-slip up and go for it!

It’s fun to think back to all the fashion trends I’ve seen in my life and how things have changed. Design innovations come along when suddenly somebody thinks, “Well, why don’t we make a slip that you can just pull up so you don’t have to wear the whole petticoat?”

As a little girl, I liked playing dress-up, even when we didn’t have great things to dress up in. I’d mix and match different things that I’d find—like Mama’s skirt and Aunt Estelle’s blouse or whatever. I was always trying to make myself look good. I wanted to be Cinderella. Even back when I was just a toddler, our neighbor, who I called Aunt Martha, used to bounce me on her knee and sing me a tune with words about “Little Dolly Parton” having a pretty red dress—I think that idea stuck in my head!

We had the woods, too, where you could forage natural beauty products. If a girl has dreams and creativity, she can come up with all kinds of ways to look, and feel, pretty when she doesn’t have the real thing. I used to squash up honeysuckle blossoms to make perfume. And pokeberries! Pokeberries were major because you could mash them up and make a stain that—boy!—takes forever to come off. I would paint my lips with that. You have to water down the pokeberry stain if you’re going to use it as rouge on your face, though, because it’s naturally a dark purple. All kinds of vegetables and wild plants and fruits, like blackberries, could also be used for color. With pokeberries, you could even paint your toenails and fingernails. That “nail polish” would stay on for a long time.
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Mama’s sewing kit was full of treasures—to make clothes for all her young’uns.

I also used household goods to make homemade cosmetics. I’d strike one of Mama’s long wooden kitchen matches, put a little spit on the end of it, and use that to color in my eyebrows and my beauty mark. And my mama always kept bright-colored Merthiolate or Mercurochrome to put on our cuts. Since I didn’t have lipstick, I tried putting it on my lips. Merthiolate was more orangey and it burnt like hell, especially when my lips were chapped. Mercurochrome was redder and didn’t sting as much. Both of them stayed on your lips forever. But Daddy did not like us wearing makeup. He’d try to wash it off my lips, and I’d say, “No, it’s my real color. It’s my natural color.” He’d say, “‘My natural color,’ my ass! You get in there and get that off of you.” Later on, I’d use Mama’s flour as face powder. As I described in my 1994 memoir, Dolly: My Life and Other Unfinished Business, she’d tease me for that, saying, “What are you going to do when you get all hot and sweaty? Make biscuits?” But anyway, kids make do. If you’ve got a fascination for clothes and makeup and hair, you’ll find ways to make them the way you want them.

[image: ]
Clockwise from top left: Me in my Coat of Many Colors; some of us Partons, circa mid-1950s (front row, from l to r: David, Cassie, Stella, me, Randy, Bobby, and Denver; back row, from l to r: Mama, Daddy, and Willadeene); visiting with cousins, circa mid-1950s (front row, from l to r: Cousin Dale, Bobby, Denver, me, Willadeene, and Randy; back row, from l to r: Cassie, cousin Donna Faye, Stella, and David)

And I always liked playing with hair. I never had beautiful hair. Mine was not curly like my dad’s. It was straight, like Mama’s, and baby fine. I loved curly hair and wished mine was. Some of my sisters had beautiful hair. Mama would get me a perm once or twice a year, which was not necessarily great for my hair. But you go through such things till you find out what’s good for you and what’s not.

To look better or different, I was always putting stuff in my hair—flowers and twigs and any kind of thing I could root up. We’d find chicken feathers and bird feathers in the woods, and I’d put them in my hair, or I’d make things out of the feathers. I’d attach them to a string and have a necklace. We used lots of other stuff from the wild too. We had oak and buckeye trees by our house, and we’d take those acorns and buckeyes and string them to make necklaces. Mama always had big needles because she did a lot of sewing, making quilts and curtains that needed big needles. I’d take Mama’s big needles and heavy thread and string up all kinds of berries and things we’d find in the woods to make jewelry.


“If a girl has dreams and creativity, she can come up with all kinds of ways to look pretty when she doesn’t have the real thing.”

—Dolly, 2022



We certainly didn’t have any money to buy stuff. We’d play “pretend”—or what we called p’like, or “play like.” My brothers and sisters and I would p’like we were characters in Bible stories. Denver, Bobby, David, Cassie, Stella, and I would pretend we were wearing “Jesus sandals” that had straps going all the way up our legs. I used pokeberry stain to paint the sandal straps on my little brothers’ legs. We used to put on those sandals to walk around like we were disciples in the Holy Land. After all, there were enough of us to make a group of disciples.

My aunt Estelle never had children, and she and my uncle Dot brought things up to us from their home in Knoxville. They’d bring catalogs and newspapers that we’d look through to see the ads. I was obsessed with the Sears & Roebuck catalog. Oh man, I would dream on those things. I wanted everything in the catalog and I thought, “Someday, I’m going to have it.”

[image: My Homemade Foraged Cosmetics Kit: Flour: In Mama’s kitchen, I found some real good face powder. Pokeberries: Mashed pokeberries straight from the vine were my “go-to” for rouge.]
[image: Feathers: The birds in the woods near our home helped me decorate my hair and gave me some of my first jewelry. Matches: I used the burnt tips of Mama’s kitchen matches to line my eyes and eyebrows and make a beauty spot. Mercurochrome: Mama’s medicine cabinet hid one of my favorite tricks for making my lips bright red. Talk about long-lasting beauty!]
We’d use pictures from catalogs to make paper dolls because we didn’t have toys except for those that Daddy whittled and the dolls that Mama made. She turned a corncob into a doll with a dress made of corn shucks, which I named Tiny Tasseltop, and I wrote my first song about her, “Little Tiny Tasseltop.” I cut out pictures of people in catalogs and switched their clothes around by cutting the head off of one figure and then putting a different cutout set of clothes on it—just like store-bought paper dolls.

Sometimes, folks traveled to our little country schoolhouse way back in the hills to bring us boxes of donated rags and clothes and scraps. Charitable people gave us a chance to have something nice and different to wear. That was like Christmas or payday for us. All the women around the mountains would dig through the boxes, and I couldn’t wait to get into them. The boxes were like treasure chests. I wanted everything I saw. Bright colors—especially red—caught my eye as a child, and I’m still fascinated with color. I’d see something colorful and drag it out, whatever it was. I was drawn to fancier fabrics, like velvet, relating them to kings and queens and all royalty. And I loved the intricacy and beauty of lace.

One of my favorite finds in the treasure boxes was a pair of red high heels. When I saw those shoes, I grabbed them out and hoarded them. I wouldn’t let anybody else have them. They were saying, “No, those are for grown girls. You’re just a kid.” I said, “No, they’ll fit me. I know they’ll fit me.” Oh, I longed for those shoes. I loved high heels even before I knew I was gonna be short! They took them away from me, of course, and wouldn’t let me have them because they were for an adult. I grieved over those shoes for a long time and eventually wrote a song called “Red Shoes” loosely based on that story. I still love red shoes!

The most beautiful thing that Mama made me from scraps was my Coat of Many Colors, which inspired one of my best-known songs. It is not only my signature song but also my own favorite among the thousands of songs I’ve written. When I was little, I’d watch Mama make patchwork quilts from a variety of different fabric scraps. But when she sewed clothes for us, she usually made them out of cloth that matched. Maybe because she knew how much I loved bright colors, she came up with the idea of making me a winter jacket using lots of different colors and fabrics. I watched her as she spent days carefully sewing it. As I recalled in Dolly: My Life and Other Unfinished Business, “As soon as it started to look anything like a coat, I would beg her to let me put it on, and I would strut in front of the fire like some kind of patchwork peacock.” My song lyrics tell the story of how much I loved it and what happened when I wore it to school. My schoolmates mercilessly made fun of my coat, ridiculing me and even pushing me into a coat closet and locking the door—all because I was different! When I went home and cried about it to Mama, she explained how my coat was made with love and that there was a unique beauty to it that money couldn’t buy. In the end, I loved that coat even more than before. It came to signify many life lessons: how it’s okay to be different, how it’s wrong to make fun of people or bully others, how the love of family sustains us through tough times. Funny how such important ideas can be conveyed through clothing!

[image: ]
As a kid, my hand-me-down shoes never lived up to those in the Sears & Roebuck catalog.

Because Mama had to make ends meet to clothe all of us, my beautiful coat was later remade into something for somebody else to wear. So I guess there was even a recycling message there! Back then, of course, we had no idea that little coat should be saved for posterity. The cover of my 1971 album, Coat of Many Colors, has an artist’s illustration of me as a girl wearing the coat. I asked Mama to create a little replica so I could once again have a Coat of Many Colors. Her second one had more patchwork and colors than the original. Then years later, Mama remade one for my museum at Dollywood in Pigeon Forge. Although Mama had taken the original one apart to reuse the fabric, an image of that little coat remains intact in my mind. I’ll always keep that.
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My twenty-first-century Coat of Many Colors

The Coat of Many Colors:Through the Years

Inspired by my song, several Coat of Many Colors garments, in addition to the replicas Mama stitched, have been created for me over the decades. It all started one day when one of my first designers, Lucy Adams, had this idea. She decided she was going to make me a beautiful coat out of the scraps from all the stage clothes she had created for me through the years. Early on, another designer, Ruth Kemp, also made me something out of scraps from things she had sewn. And fans make me stuff all the time. Lord, I am lucky to have so many wonderful Coats of Many Colors!
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The first of many re-created Coats of Many Colors—this one by Lucy Adams, circa 1972.
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Designer Robért Behar and my creative director Steve Summers dreamed up this version when I performed at the Academy of Country Music Awards with Katy Perry in 2016. I’d just won the Tex Ritter Award for my movie Dolly Parton’s Coat of Many Colors.
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This is the record that started it all!
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My high school graduation day, in 1964, surrounded by friends and family, including Cassie to my right and Grandpa Jake to my left.

By the time I was ten, my uncle Bill was taking me around to sing on a local country music station. I started performing on The Cas Walker Farm and Home Hour and practically grew up on Cas Walker’s radio program and then his TV show, where I worked until I was eighteen. Mama made my outfits to wear on his program, and I tried to fancy them up as best I could. The first time I remember feeling really pretty was when I wore my first professional outfit, a little blue-and-white-checked dress. My uncle Lester—a truck driver with no wife or kids—gave Mama the money to buy the cloth. That was the first time I wore “show clothes” made just for me, and it made me feel special.

I also borrowed clothes from Aunt Estelle to wear on Cas Walker’s show. When her skirts were too big for me, l’d fold them down at the waist and rig them up to fit. I remember one time I borrowed a beautiful cashmere sweater from a friend, and I begged her to let me wear it on the show. Before giving it back, I rinsed it out and put it behind the woodstove to dry. But it got scorched and was ruined. One of the sickest feelings I’ve ever had in my life was when I had to tell her that I’d ruined her sweater. I told her, “I’ll buy you a new sweater. Do you want this one back?” And she said, “No, I don’t want that one. It’s burnt up.” And I said, “Well, I’ll keep it.” And I remember paying her off a little bit at a time with my Cas Walker earnings until I’d paid off the cost of that sweater.
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My senior trip to Washington, DC. That’s me front and center in the first row, wearing a dark dress, and my best friend, Judy Ogle, is second from the right in the front row.

When I was a teenager, I’d beg Mama to make me low-cut clothes that fit real tight. I really wanted to look sexy in high school. I’d get my hands on anything that looked cheap and gaudy. I loved that—it was my style, my taste. But Daddy didn’t want his girls looking what he considered trashy or tacky. He was afraid something was going to happen to us. Mama would do it anyway because she understood me. She’d say, “Now, don’t tell your daddy I put some push-ups in that dress.” While I couldn’t afford to buy a push-up bra, I wanted them pushed up a little. I like to tell the story about how I used to steal the shoulder pads out of my grandma’s coats—or I’d borrow them, let’s put it that way. And I’d put them in my bra because they made good little push-ups. And as I got older, if I wanted something tighter or if I wanted something pushed up a little, Mama trusted me. She knew that was just my personality, my nature. She knew I wasn’t trashy. I was only trying to look showy. I wanted to be a showgirl. I knew I’d get the boys’ attention, but I was able to do that regardless of what I wore.

[image: ]
I joined the high school band, but since guitar playing wasn’t allowed, I marched to the beat of my own drum.
I’ve told the story many times that I patterned my look after the “town tramp,” a woman who walked the streets of Sevierville with her tight skirts and her high-heeled shoes and her red nails and her red lipstick and her peroxided hair. I thought she was beautiful. But everybody said, “She’s trash!” I laughed and said, “Well, if that’s trash, that’s what I want to be when I grow up!” She introduced me to how I wanted to look. Whenever Mama and Daddy let me ride in the back of








My Inspirations:Mae West
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Wanting to channel Mae West, I wore this dress to the Oscars in 1980.
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I actually got to play Mae on my TV show, Dolly!, in 1988, wearing this outfit designed by Tony Chase.
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My first-ever store-bought formal dress, a gift from my uncle Lester for homecoming. Wearing it, I felt like a Hollywood movie star.
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Using her original sewing machine, Mama made a replica of my Coat of Many Colors, which I’ll always be grateful for.
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