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This book is dedicated in loving memory of Joan Burstein (1926–2026)

The fashion pioneer and co-founder of the London fashion emporium Browns.




FOREWORD
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What makes a red carpet legend? Apart from a Versace dress of course?!

For me it is when an incredibly talented person steps out in public for a major event and not only looks but also feels truly like the best most confident version of themselves … and when images capture that moment they stay in our memories forever. An instant recall to a time, a place and a feeling. A moment of empowerment, of beauty, of magic.

No dress or suit alone can achieve that. It is a combination of an amazing team of course – the designer, the tailors and seamstresses, the stylists, the make-up artists, the hairdressers – and it is also about choice. A choice made by a trusted team, a choice made by a designer to celebrate the wearer rather than dictate their own vision – and a choice made by the artist themselves to shine and put their best selves forward.

I think about Cindy Crawford in the red Versace dress on the arm of Richard Gere at the Academy Awards in 1991. As a Supermodel it was normal for her to look that fabulous, but she made every actress sit up and pay attention. It was no longer ok just to turn up in jeans and a t-shirt. Cindy brought back glamour to the movie world. Cindy made the red carpet the new catwalk.

Personally, the red carpet makes me super nervous. I actually hate being in front of the cameras, the noise, the scrum of photographers, the battle of the crowds to see everyone and I normally want to rush inside or get straight back in the car and go home! I hate posing. I hate the attention. But occasionally, just occasionally, when the lighting is perfect, I really love my dress, and I feel good … then maybe I hate it a little less! I have seen and met so many women for whom in that moment a perfect dress helped so much. We go from feeling insecure to feeling our absolute best. For me a great dress is like armour going into the fight … and winning!

This book celebrates the best of the Red Carpet. There are a few Versace highlights – some of my favourites – and I let Camilla put some other designers in too!! I am very generous like that.

In a world where every image posted on Instagram is vying for attention, in a world where those images disappear in minutes or are buried by the algorithm, it is the job of the designer to help great artists create extraordinary moments with no script, no director, no music and no character … When all they have are the clothes and themselves.

And real stars with real talent, in great looks, become legends.

With Love,
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Donatella Versace

‘IT’S ABOUT PRESTIGE AND DREAMS.’

GIORGIO ARMANI
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INTRODUCTION

Every day, somewhere in the world there is a red carpet event. It’s glamorous, it’s invite only, and the dress code says: cocktail or black tie. It’s not a ‘normal’ night out, it’s special. Every detail has been planned and polished for months. The guest list is considered – and in return those invited choose their best outfits with care, as the red carpet is big business. Designer pieces are borrowed or bought; depending on your status, stylists are hired to source the perfect look, including shoes and jewellery, and they will collaborate with the chosen Glam Squad on hair and makeup. There is the plus one, possible awards and the photo opportunity – all these elements build to a coronation-like moment as the star and style statement step into the spotlight. Photographers line the route, and everyone, invited or on the other side of the barrier, is there to see who wears what as the VIPs start to arrive and glide, like swans, along the red carpet.

‘A Hollywood legend possesses something you cannot design or create … a real presence. A rare combination of grace, mystery, and confidence. Clothes can enhance it, but they can’t create it. The red carpet, when it’s at its best, is not about fashion trends … it’s about expression and creativity.’

MANOLO BLAHNIK

The red carpet is elite, something only very few get to experience, and the more we glimpse into this glossy, glamorous world, the more we want to see. Today – with social media and selfies – are we making our own reality a red carpet?

This book celebrates the icons and outfits that have redefined the red carpet and showcases four decades of fashion, glamour and beauty – and shows how to make a powerful statement on the red carpet. We start in the 1990s, when events became more polished and found a larger audience, and then focus on the decades that follow: the style, the stars, and the changes as the world goes online and designer names and the business of ‘celebrity’ evolves. But this isn’t just looking at Hollywood, at the Oscars, the Golden Globes, the SAG Awards – because the red carpet rolls out further than that. This is a celebration of style statements and legends of fashion, music, pop culture and royalty. We showcase some of the best dressed, to give you a taste of how fashion, glamour, and our perception of celebrity has shifted … and how the red carpet has become a way to stand out.

From Audrey to Zendaya, Red Carpet Legends looks not at what was worn on screen, nor at the winners – but at who wore what best. It looks at the dresses, the decades, and how the red carpet has evolved in a collection of the highlights and most iconic red carpet legends.

SETTING THE SCENE

The red carpet is all about making an entrance – all eyes are on you; it’s a symbol of success, power, glamour and royalty.

But how did we get here? When Cleopatra, legendary Queen of Egypt, was due to meet the Roman Emperor, she wanted to make an impression. She had to protect her land, but she also had to show him who she was, so this first impression had to do more than just dazzle – it had to show power, wealth, strength, beauty and allure. To speak without words. Cleopatra wanted to surprise yet catch the Emperor’s attention; she wanted her appearance to be seductive yet also a sign of strength, and not surrender in this game of cat and mouse. She was asking a lot of fashion, jewels and glam … it is said she made her great queenly entrance rolled up in carpet that was delivered to Julius Caesar. We don’t know if the carpet was red. It was 48 BCE. Aeons before there was any concept of social media or any other distraction. Emperor Caesar had arrived in Egypt to claim anything he wanted, and hopefully add to the portfolio of territories under his rule. He wasn’t expecting any difficulty with Egypt – after all, it was ruled by a woman – and then a rug arrives in his private chambers and out rolls the 21-year-old Queen of Egypt. He was 52. She bypassed any security and any formal introductions. Supermodel or not, this made an impression – a big one – and ensured cupid’s bow, and the keys to the kingdom, were hers. That’s how to rule the red carpet, and how to make an entrance.

The red carpet is for gods and goddesses, heroes and icons, yesterday, today, tomorrow. That is its POWER, and that is what inspired this book – not why they were there, but why you remember them. What you remember is what they wore. This is a collection of the best dressed and the entrances that made a lasting impression; from the Academy Awards to the MET Gala, from Cannes to the VMAs, these are our ultimate red carpet style statements and red carpet legends.

Brief History

The red carpet – a symbol of wealth, power, royalty and, perhaps most famously, the Oscars – actually dates back to the Ancient Greeks. Aeschylus first mentioned the red carpet in 458 BCE. In his work Agamemnon, he wrote: ‘floor of crimson broderies to spread / for the king’s path.’ Thus the tradition and ceremony were laid.

In the Elizabethan era (1558–1603) in England, purple was the favoured – and legislated – regal shade, but over time it became redder and redder to reflect all the major life forces: love, lust, anger, power and blood.

By the 1800s, the ‘Red Carpet Treatment’ was a phrase associated with the elite and special occasions. According to America’s Fashionable Society, ‘It symbolised status, something most people had no access to’.

In 1922 Sid Grauman, who created both the Chinese and Egyptian theatres in Los Angeles, became the first host to ‘officially’ roll out the red carpet, which he did for ‘the King and Queen of Hollywood’, Douglas Fairbanks and his wife Mary Pickford, for the premiere of his $1 million silent movie Robin Hood.

THE OSCARS

The Academy Awards officially began in 1929 – it was held in a hotel, and at first no one really batted an eye. There was no ‘special carpet’; it was an industry gathering without much fuss at all. Originally the idea of Metro Goldwyn Mayer’s studio boss, Louis B. Mayer, it was a way to both celebrate all that had been achieved and unite all the emerging elements of the film industry: everyone could meet, mingle, exchange ideas and maybe phone numbers, at one collective event. Imagine a very smart end-of-year office or industry get together if you like, only this had a glittery smattering of people you’d see on the big screen. There was champagne and dinner and prizes for Best Film, Best Actor, Best Actress. When it started, the event was low-key enough that the first Best Actress winner, Janet Gaynor, was able to finish a day’s shooting and slip home to ‘freshen up’ before joining. How things have changed. Even Hollywood’s Golden Couple, Mary Pickford and her husband, Actor and first Academy President Douglas Fairbanks, didn’t spend the day preparing themselves with a Glam Squad, and they were the pin-ups of the day.

Who Is Oscar?

If you are hosting an awards ceremony you need to have a prize – which is where the gold man with folded arms comes in. Officially named the Academy Award of Merit, this award is the most coveted in the film industry, so he’s on first name terms with Hollywood and is known by friends and fans as Oscar. But who is he? The biggest star of the night yet the exact origin of his name is a mystery. But his proportions remain true to his original design, first presented in 1929, at 13½ inches tall, 8½ pounds in weight, with only the base size varying, until 1945 when the current standard was created. The golden statuettes are cast by Polich Tallix Fine Art Foundry in New York, and the film reel features five spokes to signify the five original branches of the Academy: Actors, Directors, Producers, Technicians and Writers. Legend links Oscar’s name to Bette Davis’ husband – something she later denied – while another possible source is Margaret Herrick, the Academy librarian and later Executive Director, who remarked that the statue resembled her Uncle Oscar. The Academy didn’t officially adopt the nickname until 1939, and apparently no one ever asked Uncle Oscar if this was true.
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FACE PAINTING BY LISA ELDRIDGE

Lisa Eldridge is the globally celebrated makeup artist, entrepreneur and bestselling author of Face Paint: the Story of Makeup. From YouTube to hosting the BBC Series Makeup: A Glamorous History Lisa is known for her red carpet work, her fashion editorial and her online educational tutorials and her own luxury brand Lisa Eldridge. She has held Global Creative Directorships at Shiseido and Lancôme (where she held the position for twelve years), and was awarded an MBE for her services to the cosmetic and fashion industries.

‘I remember my first red carpet was BAFTA [in 1992], I did Miranda Richardson’s makeup and she won Best Actress in a Supporting Role. The first time I saw a photograph wasn’t until the end of the next day, when the Evening Standard came out and she was on the front page of the newspaper. Now, it’s changed beyond recognition – it’s such a fast industry, where within minutes of them arriving on the red carpet, you’ve got thousands of images of your makeup, your hair, your styling on websites and publications all around the world. A whole industry has built up around it. Now, the red carpet is a fashion show, it’s theatre – it’s the main event.

The Silver Screen has always inspired me …

Theda Bara is one of my favourites if I want smokey eye inspiration. She’s the original vamp or goth girl.

For complexion, you can’t beat Marilyn Monroe as a reference – that really glowy, highlighted “lit from within” skin was a combination of makeup and Hollywood lighting at the time, and that look still inspires me today.

Greta Garbo is in a league of her own when it comes to eye makeup inspiration. She was so ahead of her time with that sleepy, sultry look. When she arrived in Hollywood from Europe, even Marilyn Monroe copied her look.

I find it interesting because her makeup style was finessed for the type of films she was starring in during her early career, and the high contrast lighting of the epic melodramas of European silent movies.

Her makeup was so stark in a way, and I think she’s someone whose look is truly iconic, because it looks as modern today as it did back then.

Audrey Hepburn is another well-known reference, as her doe-eyed look never goes out of style or feels dated. I often think of Lily Collins, who I’ve worked with many times for the red carpet, feels like a modern-day Audrey.

Josephine Baker is someone I always love referring to for glossy lips and eyelids inspiration.

It’s about taking icons as inspiration, and giving it a modern touch … as with everything, I never take inspiration from the past literally – because you have to consider modern day cosmetic textures, lighting and photography. So I’ll always make sure to bring the look up to date and make it feel relevant.

It’s impossible for me to choose a favourite red carpet moment that I’ve personally worked on. I love working collaboratively in a team with the stylist and the hairdresser, it’s the best buzz in the world. Sometimes you have twenty minutes – sometimes you have two hours. The most important thing is to do your research on the light, the setting, the colour of the carpet, and to make your client feel like a million dollars.’

HOLLYWOOD’S GOLDEN AGE

An era of excess, with icons roaming the studio lots. Think Greta Garbo, Hedy Lamarr and Clara Bow, making way for the dance duo partnerships of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, the glamour of Jean Harlow, Clark Gable and Bette Davis: arched eyebrows, timeless style and elegance as films moved from black and white to technicolour, from silent to talkies.

Getting Dressed

On screen – and off – what the stars wore in this era was decided by studio costume designers, not fashion designers. When Hollywood began, costume designers were vital, as when films were silent the clothes were the script. When talkies came along, the designers weren’t going to relinquish that influence and they helped style the transition, adding a touch of glamour to the austere war years to help people ‘escape’. Costume designers decided who wore what on screen – and this often affected how the stars and audiences dressed off screen too. The costume department subliminally influenced far wider audiences than Vogue or any of the big glossy magazines. On screen you saw what was in fashion, as audiences wanted to look like their icons and share the style seen on the silver screen.

Chanel and Dior had the glamour of Paris, but on screen stars had to transcend reality as well as stay on brand – or at least in character – so if you were cast as the girl next door you weren’t getting a plunging neckline or designer outfit; similarly if you were vamping it up or stepping out for a premiere you were in safe hands and had a wardrobe of greats to choose from. Only the biggest names were ‘designed for’, though when silent movie star Lillian Gish was offered clothes designed especially for her by Erté, the fashion darling of the era, she refused to wear any of them. In 1951 Marilyn Monroe borrowed a black tulle gown, designed by Charles LeMaire, from the 20th Century Fox wardrobe department to present an award at the Oscars. It had originally been worn on screen by Bette Davis, whose film All About Eve Monroe had a brief cameo in.

Coco Chanel in Hollywood

Women have always known what they want to wear, and what suits them. Coco Chanel wanted to dress the Hollywood stars, but she wanted them as her clients, not to be their costume designer. First and foremost, Chanel was a savvy businesswoman, so in 1931 when Samuel Goldwyn, the movie mogul who ran United Artists, offered her a $1 million contract to dress his stars on screen, she said yes. One of Goldwyn’s biggest stars, Greta Garbo, had ‘difficulties’ with MGM designer Gilbert Clark, and he hoped that offering his leading ladies Chanel to wear would be irresistible, so invited Chanel to come to Hollywood twice a year to ‘dress his stars, both onscreen and off’. Chanel was to dress actresses in styles ‘six months ahead’ of fashion, in order to offset the inevitable delay between filming and release, according to Rhonda K. Garelick in her 2014 biography, Mademoiselle: Coco Chanel and the Pulse of History. Goldwyn believed that ‘women went to movies to see how other women dressed,’ according to A. Scott Berg in his 1989 biography, Goldwyn, and what was the point of seeing fashion you couldn’t then buy?

Chanel most notably designed for Gloria Swanson in Tonight or Never (1931) and Ina Claire in The Greeks Had a Word for Them (1932), and, at the request of producer Samuel Goldwyn, for Barbara Weeks in Palmy Days (1931). Unfortunately, Chanel’s vision and understated elegance proved to be too discreet for Hollywood’s glamorous, exaggerated aesthetic. It was a disappointing collaboration on both sides. Chanel considered Hollywood the capital of ‘bad taste’ and returned to Paris, where she reigned as Queen of Chic. It would be a while before Hollywood and high fashion would collaborate again; Hollywood costume designers ruled their world – and let the fashion designers stay in theirs.

[image: Marilyn Monroe smiles while holding an Oscar statuette as she presents the Best Sound Recording award to Thomas T. Moulton.]
MARILYN MONROE, 1951
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CURATING THE CARPET BY ORIOLE CULLEN

‘The red carpet has become a cultural touch point, especially in the 21st century with the rise of the internet.’ says Oriole Cullen, Senior Curator of Fashion and Textiles at the Victoria and Albert museum, London. Cullen curated the V&A fashion exhibitions – Gabrielle Chanel: Fashion Manifesto in 2023, Christian Dior: Designer of Dreams in 2019 and Hats: An Anthology by Stephen Jones in 2009. She previously worked as curator for Dress and Decorative Arts at the Museum of London where she co-curated The London Look: Fashion from Street to Catwalk in 2004.

‘The morning after the MET Gala or the Oscars people want to find out who wore what; the red carpet is a fashion moment that really connects to a wider audience.’

‘I think there’s value in that recognition, often people feel they want to connect to even emulate these looks. One of the pieces acquired by the V&A during lockdown was a performance piece worn by Harry Styles, a J.W. Anderson cardigan, that went viral, because everyone was at home, knitting and trying to replicate their version of this which links back to the red carpet because pieces have to have that ‘presence’ and this piece caught the imagination.

It’s so interesting to look at the connection with fashion and performance, and fashion and actors. With fashion designers dressing leading women, the stage was really important in the 20th century in London. In the 1930s, you have Charles James, Chanel, Schiaparelli all designing for the stage and that of course then translates into film.

When Gabrielle Chanel did the costumes for Gloria Swanson and Hollywood, they weren’t for the red carpet, they were for the character on screen. Traditionally Chanel, was almost antithetical to the red carpet, because Chanel is all about low key luxury. This quiet elegance is personified by Anna Wintour who frequently wears Chanel at events such as the MET Gala. From Karl Lagerfeld’s era at the house and now with Matthieu Blazy both introduced elements of surprise into their own red carpet designs for the house.

Fashion on screen and fashion on the red carpet are quite distinct relationships. Obviously, within film, Costume Designers, like Edith Head or Adrian, define their era, but a film such as Two for the Road (1967) with Albert Finney wearing Hardy Amies and Audrey Hepburn wearing Mary Quant and Courreges is such a fashion film, where existing contemporary fashion designs are being worn. Similarly American Gigolo (1980) with Giorgio Armani was such an influential momentfor fashion on screen. More recently this fashion and film relationship can be seen with Italian Film Director Luca Guadagnino working with Raf Simons and Jonathan Anderson.

The red carpet moment is quite distinct from onscreen fashion. Uma Thurman brought high fashion to the Oscars in 1995 by wearing Prada which was such a new approach. Red carpet looks can also be very self-referential with people paying homage to earlier styles, Grace Kelly being a frequent inspiration – she has been referenced at the Oscars, from Kim Basinger in 1998 to Jessie Buckley in 2026. This referencing itself can become memorable, such as Kim Kardashian wearing Marilyn Monroe’s dress to the MET, the piece is as iconic as the moment, and that was a very clever statement to make on the red carpet.

One of the great red carpet designers, Bob Mackie, created spectacular red carpet “performance art” so far from everyday fashion. On a red carpet his work becomes a moment. Super luxury brands – like Chanel and Armani are the opposite, that’s where Mr. Armani was very brilliant, with very beautiful and quiet fashion statements that enhance and elevate the wearer, not the stylist, not the designer. That is what makes the red carpet a masterful moment, there are so many different ways to stand out, to reflect a moment, a style and be captured in an image that reflects all this.’

[image: Sandy Powell haves her famous calico suit signed by musician and actor Janelle Monáe during the 2020 Oscars.]
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COSTUME QUEENS

On screen, when silent moved to talkies, black and white to colour, the look was controlled not by the whims of fashion houses, nor those that wore the clothes, but by the great costume designers of the era – Edith Head, who ruled at Paramount, and Helen Rose at MGM.

Edith Head started at Paramount in 1923 as a Costume Sketch Artist, and through her film work became a household name, particularly when the Academy Award for Costume Designer was created in 1948. Head stayed with Paramount until 1967, when they declined to renew her contract. She was brought to Universal Studios by Alfred Hitchcock, where she would win her final Oscar for her work on The Sting, in 1973.

Helen Rose moved to Los Angeles in 1929 and was hired by MGM in 1943 when their legendary costume designer Adrian left, and in 1949 she inherited the mantle of Chief Designer from Irene. Both Adrian and Irene were credited on screen and professionally mononymously for their work. Rose won two Academy Awards for Best Costume Design and her film work spans from 1936 to 1968. In 1950 she designed the wedding dress of Elizabeth Taylor in Father of the Bride and in 1956 she designed the wedding gown Grace Kelly wore to marry Rainier III, Prince of Monaco.

‘It’s not about making everyone look pretty. It’s about making a character, not a fashion show.’

Sandy Powell

Award-winning Costume Designer Sandy Powell has designed for more than 40 films, from her first, Derek Jarman’s Caravaggio (1986), to Interview with a Vampire (1994), Orlando (1992), The End of the Affair (1999), and six with Martin Scorsese, including Gangs of New York (2002), The Departed (2006) and The Wolf of Wall Street (2013). She has been nominated for 15 Academy Awards, and to date won for Shakespeare in Love in 1999, The Aviator in 2005 and The Young Victoria in 2009. Powell has been nominated for the BAFTA for Best Costume Design a record 16 times, with wins for Velvet Goldmine in 1999, The Young Victoria in 2009, and The Favourite in 2018.

From historical to contemporary, fantasy to futuristic, costume is as central to a film as the script, and is a clue to the character before any words are spoken. Costumes also capture the style of the time as much as the era they portray, and will stay in your memory, and on film, long after the street trends have changed. A costume designer’s schedule and brief might seem very different to those of a fashion designer or an haute couture salon, but there is shared skill and an ability to tell stories with style. Prettiness, on screen or off, rarely holds the attention long: the lasting achievements of great costume design and fashion are in the way they express and empower characters, both real life and fictional.

‘It’s about making the character believable. You want to imagine that this person got up and chose that outfit to put on,’ says Powell. Of today’s red carpets, Powell comments, ‘sometimes people are so wildly dressed up for the red carpet it’s like a costume – a performance.’ At the Oscars and BAFTAs in 2020, Sandy Powell did just that – she cleverly fashioned her own ‘costume’ for the awards season and wore a suit that started as blank calico, and over the awards season collected hundreds of signatures in order to auction the suit to help support the campaign to preserve Derek Jarman’s home, Prospect Cottage. ‘It was the perfect opportunity to use the red carpet for good and raise awareness for the cause I was championing,’ said Powell, who got a photo for every signature; signatures included Tilda Swinton, Leonardo DiCaprio, Joaquin Phoenix, Billy Porter, Janelle Monáe, Daniel Kaluuya, Adam Driver, Spike Lee, Renée Zellweger, Bong Joon Ho, Elton John and Saoirse Ronan. ‘That ended up being much more fun and successful than I ever imagined, thanks to the power of social media, and understanding how to work it.’ The suit was sold at auction and later donated to the Victoria & Albert Museum, where it is now part of their permanent collection.

THE RED CARPET TREATMENT

What was seen on screen was tantalisingly just out of reach of the mere mortal … but there were ways. ‘Do you know how the red carpet came to be referred to as the red carpet?’ asked Milliner Stephen Jones when I interviewed him about his experiences on and behind the scenes of the red carpet.

Stephen Jones explained how in the 1930s the express passenger train, The 20th Century Limited, operated nightly, travelling from New York City to Chicago. It connected Broadway to Chicago and down to Hollywood. From 1938 until the last run in 1968, passengers would find their train not only by the platform number but also because this special train had a red carpet that stretched all the way alongside the platform towards their departure. The carpet was the length of a football field, and only rolled out for the VIP Century travellers, hence the phrase ‘the red carpet treatment’ was born for the first-class Pullman fare. Word spread, and newspapers would send their reporters and photographers, and everyone knew that only those that boarded on the red carpet side of the train were of interest to the waiting photographers. First-class gentlemen passengers were given carnations for their buttonholes, while the ladies were given flowers and perfume on departure. Rich tycoons and a carriage full of travelling stars could indulge in fine dining while they crossed states, and the passenger A-list included Bob Hope, Bette Davis and Doris Day. Cary Grant and Eva Marie Saint were filmed onboard dining in the Century Club restaurant in Hitchcock’s North by Northwest (1959) it was considered by luxury travellers the ultimate in conservative opulence.

FASHIONS EVOLVE

Between the 1940s and 1990s style evolved, actors and the A list became more assertive, and more people had more opinions about what they wore when they appeared on the red carpet – after all this was a fusion of fantasy and reality, the character they played, the movie or project they were promoting, this encompassed the performer they were, the character their fans aspired for them to be … and fashion saw an opportunity.

The MET Gala was founded and organised by Eleanor Lambert, in 1948: Lambert was the PR Supremo who also founded New York Fashion Week and the CFDA (Council of Fashion Designers of America). Lambert also started the International Best Dressed List in 1940, which she ran until 2002 when she passed this to Vanity Fair to manage.

‘The MET Gala was the beginning of the Fashion Red Carpet,’ says Makeup Artist Mary Greenwell.

From Chicago Union Station to the steps of Cannes the red carpet was evolving, nowhere more than the fashion seen at the MET Gala. Each season the exhibition at the MET would offer inspiration, but for those invited to the MET Gala opening they would have a dress code that echoes the theme, and as part of the carefully curated guest list Vogue would pair invited VIP talent with designers and design houses so they could collaborate and interpret the theme. The MET Gala may take credit for the fashion red carpet, but ultimately wherever the carpet was it was a symbol you had ‘arrived’.
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CARY GRANT AND EVA MARIE SAINT IN NORTH BY NORTHWEST, 1959

‘The MET Gala was the beginning of the Fashion Red Carpet’

MAKEUP ARTIST MARY GREENWELL

[image: Producer David O. Selznick presents actress Vivien Leigh with her Oscar Award for Best Actress for Gone with the Wind; Costume designer Edith Head stands behind multiple Oscar Award statuettes, wearing dark glasses, a light jacket, and a large necklace; Audrey Hepburn smiles holding her Best Actress Oscar for Roman Holiday surrounded by press photographers at the Oscar Awards in 1954.]
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THE ACADEMY AWARDS 1940s–1980s

FROM COSTUME DESIGN TO FASHION DESIGN

1940s



	1940	Vivien Leigh wins Best Actress for Gone with the Wind, wearing a gown by Costume Designer Irene. Her co-star Hattie McDaniel, who wins Best Supporting Actress, has to sit in segregated seating.

	1946	Joan Crawford wins Best Actress for her role in Mildred Pierce, but rather than risk attending and not winning, she stays at home and her Oscar is delivered. The world’s press capture the moment as she accepts from her ‘sick bed’ with full hair and makeup and wearing a Parisian peignor lace nightdress.

	1948	Loretta Young wins Best Actresses wearing a gown by Costume Designer Adrian.

	1949	The Academy Awards is held at the Academy Award Theater where, at the 21st Academy Awards, Best Costume Design is awarded for the first time, and there are two awards: one for black and white films and one for colour films.




1950s



	1950	Olivia de Havilland collects Best Actress for The Heiress and wears a dress by the Costume Designer Orry-Kelly.

	1952	Edith Head wins Best Black and White Costume Design award; Orry-Kelly, Irene and Walter Plunkett win Best Colour Costume Design award; Costume Designer Helen Rose dresses Janice Rule, who is considered in the press to be the evening’s best dressed.

	1953	The Queen’s Coronation at Westminster Abbey is televised, which leads to a surge in televisions being purchased. The Academy Awards is also televised for the first time this year, with 2,800 guests, and watched globally by 34 million viewers. Edith Head is named as ‘Stylist-in-Chief’ for the event, a role created to ensure modesty, elegance and style.

	1954	Fashion is adding its name to the guest list: Audrey Hepburn wears Givenchy.

	1956	Audrey once again wears Givenchy, while Grace Kelly wears Costume Designer Helen Rose, who also designed Kelly’s iconic Monaco wedding dress that year.




1960s

Actors are paid handsomely, live a glamorous lifestyle and want to wear their beautiful jewels and haute couture hot from Paris. Fashion is keen to be part of this glitzy party – but understandably the costume designers are keen to keep the crown. Actors want a voice, rather than a script. Originally they were told what to say, what to wear, who they were … but this is a new era – pop, youthquake and ready to wear – and now there is a tussle on red carpet style.



	1961	Elizabeth Taylor wears Dior, and there’s a notable power shift as actors are becoming more assertive with who they want to wear, rather than being dressed as ‘Hollywood stars’, characters styled by costume designers.

	1962	The red carpet is ‘officially’ rolled out for the first time. Guest arrivals start to be photographed, making headlines around the world, and help us feed the insatiable appetite for glamour on and off the screen.

	1964	The red carpet arrivals begin to feature in the television coverage of the awards.

	1966	The Academy Awards broadcasts in colour for the first time, and Julie Christie causes a near scandal when she becomes the first woman to wear trousers on the red carpet – and collects an Oscar.

	1967	Best Costume Designer gets merged to become a single award. Julie Christie wears an off-the-rack mini skirt that slipped past Madame Head’s watchful eye and smashed Oscar’s style protocol.

	1968	Anything goes and Cher wears Bob Mackie on the red carpet, and arrives with then-partner Sonny, as fashion fever takes hold of the red carpet.




1970s

Costume designers remain trend setters on screen while the red carpet is a mix of fashion, costume and performance – and is getting wilder. The Academy Awards red carpet shows how style is evolving, how costume designers and fashion designers are dressing the decades, and how style and stars are changing.



	1970	Elizabeth Taylor is old school Hollywood and wears costume design by Edith Head.

	1971	Ali MacGraw at the height of her fame wears Halston at the height of his fashion fame and popularity.

	1974	Shirley MacLaine wears a design by Edith Head while Cher wears a ‘naked dress’ by Bob Mackie.

	1975	Lauren Hutton wears a plunging dress and fur by Fashion Designer Halston.

	1978	Farrah Fawcett embraces disco chic at the Oscars in a slinky gold dress by Fashion Designer Stephen Burrows.




[image: Julie Christie smiles while holding an Oscar Award statuette, wearing a sleeveless gold dress and large hoop earrings at the 1966 ceremony; Elizabeth Taylor alongside her husband Richard Burton at the Academy Awards in 1970.]
CLOCKWISE L–R JULIE CHRISTIE, 1966 | SONNY AND CHER, 1968 | LAUREN HUTTON, 1975 | ELIZABETH TAYLOR AND RICHARD BURTON, 1970

[image: Cher poses beside a large Oscar statue, wearing an elaborate black feathered headdress, jeweled midriff-baring outfit, and long matching skirt in 1986; Daryl Hannah attends the Oscar Awards with musician Jackson Browne in 1988; Christie Brinkley smiles on the red carpet, wearing a sleeveless dark dress with a flowing striped skirt and carrying a black clutch in 1984.]
CLOCKWISE L–R CHER, 1986 | GRACE JONES, 1983 | CHRISTIE BRINKLEY, 1984 | DARYL HANNAH, 1988

1980s

From big shoulders and power dressing to the Brat Pack, the 1980s is a decade of change. In 1984 Karl Lagerfeld presents his debut collection for Chanel, the same year John Galliano graduates from St Martins and bursts onto the fashion scene. In 1988 Anna Wintour becomes Editor-in-Chief at American Vogue, while Liz Tilberis becomes Editor at British Vogue. The eighties go from power dressing to grunge, and red carpet designers are becoming as recognised as the names they dress.



	1982	Motown legend Diana Ross wears Bob Mackie.

	1983	Grace Jones presents Best R’n’B Vocal Performance to Male and Female Artists at the Grammys. Jones wears an architecturally sculpted leather dress by Fashion Designer Issey Miyake, paired with an unapologetic wide-brimmed hat.

	1984	Cher collaborates with Bob Mackie again, Drew Barrymore attends for the first time, and ‘Uptown Girl’ Supermodel Christie Brinkley also attends for the first time; she wears Perry Ellis, and asks Hairstylist Sam McKnight to do her hair.

‘It was really casual back then,’ explains Sam McKnight, even if the big, gravity defying hair was anything but … ‘We were friends, and did fashion shoots together for the Oscars – it was just me, the makeup artist and Christie’s mum in a hotel room in LA. Remembering that Oscars Night Christie Brinkley posted ‘Big Time! Big Dreams! Big Hair!!’


	1986	Cher wears Bob Mackie while Angelina Jolie attends the awards for the first time, with her father Jon Voight.

	1987	Isabella Rossellini both wears and stars in Blue Velvet, and attends the Academy Awards with David Lynch; she will re-wear the outfit in 2025 in tribute to his passing.

	1988	Daryl Hannah dazzles in vintage and her signature cat’s eye sunglasses. The designer of her dress is alas unknown, but it is rented and was worn the year before by Madonna for the 1987 premiere of Who’s That Girl.

	1989	Martha Plimpton attends with her then-boyfriend River Phoenix, and wears vintage; Demi Moore creates her own design; Drew Barrymore chooses Betsey Johnson.




[image: Kevyn Aucoin applies eye makeup to Beverly Peele, whose short dark hair is held with clips, during a backstage makeup session.]
KEVYN AUCOIN AND BEVERLY PEELE, 1995

READY FOR YOUR CLOSE-UP BY KAY MONTANO

In the 1990s two names that helped bridge the transition from fashion editorial to the red carpet were: Kerry Warn and Kay Montano. Hairstylist Kerry Warn was discovered by legendary film director Stanley Kubrick and has created the hair for red carpets as well as for numerous films alongside directors such as Baz Luhrmann, Stephen Daldry and Nora Ephron, while makeup artist Kay Montano brought her version of ‘fashion makeup’ to the red carpet. Today Montano works with many A-list names, including as longstanding makeup artist for Julianne Moore and Jennifer Connolly. ‘I loved fashion – but I loved movies and image-making way more’, explains Kay Montano.

‘When I started to work on the red carpet press junkets I was already established as a makeup artist and I came with editorial experience; at 16 I did the cover of The Face, and by 18 I was booked by Grace Coddington for British Vogue to go to Paris and do Linda Evangelista’s makeup for the Collections issue. On fashion shoots, the creatives – hair and makeup artists – were the ‘stars’ but in Hollywood it’s the actresses, on press tours they travel by private jet and stay in 5-star hotels – and I preferred that to sitting around in a studio all day.

The 1990s



RED CARPET CONFIDENCE
BY ALISON EDMOND








[image: Jessie Buckley poses on the red carpet wearing a Chanel gown with a bright red off-the-shoulder folded bodice, a flowing pale pink skirt with a long train, and diamond jewelry.]
WHO JESSIE BUCKLEY WHERE ACADEMY AWARDS WHEN 2026 WEARING CHANEL
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