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  Introduction


  Costume design is an ancient, ever renewing craft. Although one person is usually credited as the designer for performance costumes, the making of them involves many skills, each demanding different abilities and areas of expertise. This book seeks to both explain and honour these complementary arts.


  Engaging the audience


  Potential audience members will often phone a theatre’s box office to find out if the production they are considering attending is set in period or traditional costume, because they don’t expect to enjoy productions in contemporary dress nearly as much. Modern dress productions are sometimes thought of as less theatrical and potentially uncomfortable for all but the most sophisticated of urban audiences.


  The costumes are often one of the first things an audience will discuss in the interval of a play. They are so powerful in making or marring any production, and if they are too showy, too dull, or just plain wrong, they can create an impenetrable barrier between the public and the performer; often, most members of the audience will not be able to pinpoint exactly what is making them unsettled. In classical theatre productions, one mark of a ‘successful’ costume is that of itself it is almost invisible, focusing the attention of the audience on the character. This can a difficult balancing act to achieve. Costumes need to be tactful without being boring, strongly attractive without getting in the way, and original without being silly – it’s not easy.
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    A pencil design for the costume of Leonato from Much Ado About Nothing.
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    Lady Gaga is famed for the outlandish, attention-grabbing costumes she wears on stage.

  


  


  Glamour


  Of course, this somewhat old-fashioned, purist viewpoint absolutely doesn’t apply to contexts where glamorous display is the whole point; where exuberance and rich design values are both demanded and appreciated. I explore this aspect of the art as well, looking at the wilder extremes of costume design, from eighteenth-century French ballet to the showgirls of Las Vegas and Broadway to the joyous excesses of singers such as Madonna and Lady Gaga.
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    Fashion models from the Granville-Barker play, The Voysey Inheritance.

  


  


  Impact


  Prior to the evolution of scenic design as we now know it, the constructed set was largely symbolic and depended on a limited range of theatrical properties. Under such circumstances, costume naturally assumed the principal role in defining the emotional world of the drama. To a much greater degree than is generally acknowledged, that remains true today, despite the best efforts of some critics to quash this idea!
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    The Dowagers from the opera Eugene Onegin.

  


  


  In fact, the moment that people put on any kind of costume or uniform, they are turned into performance artists. Whether on or off the stage, they move into a world of enhanced possibilities where they are no longer limited by the restrictions of everyday life. Costly embroidered vestments do not give a priest his position as an arbiter between God and mankind and a judge’s robes do not confer his power of deciding a prisoner’s fate, but the very fact of this visual differentiation bestows a kind of semi-magical power on the wearer. Think of royal regalia, for example. Put it another way: would Darth Vader be scary in bedroom slippers, or even in beige?


  This book explores all that goes into the creation of performance costumes – the concepts, the crafts, the art, the beauty and the excitement. Designing Costume for Stage and Screen is generously illustrated throughout, often with designs and photographs by the author, and demonstrating a great variety of styles and genres through drawings, backstage glimpses and performance photographs.
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    A design for the character of Flora from the opera, La Traviata.
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    Minoan fresco depicting a leaping bull.

  


  


  EARLY TIMES: FROM RITUALS TO THEATRE


  Mycenaean rituals


  During the Mycenaean period (1600–1100 BC) in Greece, the cult of Demeter and her daughter Persephone demanded various rites and ceremonies. Based on the legend of the abduction of Persephone by the King of Hades and her rescue by her mother, week-long rituals centred around a symbolic narration of the story of the two goddesses and involved processions, animal sacrifice and getting high on sacred intoxicants (thought to be barley wine enhanced with magic mushrooms and laced with ergot). It is not difficult to relate this story to the yearly cycle and abundance or otherwise of the harvest.


  The Minoan bull cult


  In Crete, the Minoans’ cult of the bull gave rise to exceedingly dramatic customs where young acrobats performed death-defying stunts in which they leapt over huge sacred bulls. This must have been as great and noisy a spectacle as the running of the bulls is today in Spain. The young men had very little in the way of costume, appearing to wear a small leather kilt and a waistcinching corset made from reinforced leather. Long black ringlets, a leather cap and boots that resembled today’s boxing or dance boots completed this surprisingly modern, very sexy look. The corset belt was probably made of hide, moulded and steamed into shape, and it offered some protection to vital organs from the horns of the bad-tempered bull. I do wonder what the mortality rate was.


  Greek drama


  Around the sixth century BC, the Greeks took the giant leap from fertility rituals to theatre as we might recognize it today: dramas of the emotions and behaviour of ordinary, if sometimes crazily extreme, people.


  Greek drama was invariably played in masks. The theatres were so enormous that the basic expression of a character needed to be enlarged in order to be visible from the back. After all, few actors are especially noble or godlike (and none of them were women, who were almost entirely excluded from public life). Curiously enough, the masks were thought to protect the actors from the more malign aspects of their characters. Also, the masks’ flared mouth parts may have acted as little megaphones that helped to project the actors’ voices. Each ‘type’ had an instantly recognizable mask, ranging from gods and heroes to innocent virgins, wily slaves and my favourite, ‘a harlot left off trade’.


  The costumes utilized everyday garments such as the chiton or tunic and the hemateon, a cloak-like garment worn over the shoulders. These would have been made of dyed wool or linen and appear to have been decorated with traditional stencilled patterns. The gods and others playing tragic roles wore boots called cothurni, which elevated them above the other actors.


  One startling aspect of costumes for popular comedy was the persistent use of the oversized phallus of red leather (probably a tradition inherited from earlier fertility rites). Since it must have been difficult to look at anything else, perhaps the very idea of being upstaged – so familiar to most actors – owes its origins to having to compete with a 60cm (2ft) leather phallus!
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    Classical Greek actors’ masks, used to show various expressions and emotions.

  


  


  THIRTEENTH TO FIFTEENTH CENTURIES


  Drama in the Christian era: mystery plays


  Given both the joyous and persistent use of sex on Greek and Roman stages and the fact that performers were considered to be on a level with prostitutes, it is hardly surprising that Christianity was totally hostile to all existing forms of theatre. Serious theatre almost died out during the first four centuries of the Christian era. Therefore there is a certain irony in the fact that it was the medieval Catholic Church that reanimated drama in the guise of Bible-based morality and mystery plays. Since few people could read their own language, never mind the Greek and Latin of the scriptures, the clergy found that the most effective way of teaching the stories and the morals of the Christian faith was to act out Bible stories in dramatic form.
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    An Edward Bawden poster depicting scenes from the York Mystery Plays including The Adoration and The Risen Christ.
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    Adoration of the Magi by E. Gattal.

  


  


  I consider it a logical inference that the large range of liturgical garments – a set of vestments in each of the seven liturgical colours owned by the churches – would have been adapted to dress angels and saints. One only has to look at the paintings and sculptures of the period to see that this would have made sense. Everyday clothes were used for secular characters; costumes of suede decorated with appropriately placed leaves (an early ‘onesie’, in fact) were used to simulate nudity; and performers might wear long wigs known as ‘hairys’, which were made of horsehair or human hair.


  The origins of costume design: masques


  By the fifteenth century, the religious displays of the Middle Ages had given way to more secular imagery. In a dramatic entertainment called a masque, masked performers played classical gods and legendary heroes such as Agamemnon and Cæsar, and were accompanied by dancers, singing boys and musicians dressed as nymphs, fauns and satyrs. Such processions, with their attendant banquets and firework displays, clearly featured an extremely high design content, not to mention top-class stage management skills. Figures representing qualities such as joy, hope or fear were carried over from the morality plays of the Middle Ages, but the classical element eventually prevailed, providing the excuse for ever more exotic costumes. (See also ‘Inigo Jones’)
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    Inigo Jones designs for figures from the masque, The Fortunate Isles.

  


  


  SIXTEENTH TO SEVENTEENTH CENTURIES


  Commedia dell’arte


  Commedia dell’arte is a form of theatre which began in Italy in the sixteenth century characterized by masked ‘types’ and, for the first time in European history, featured women on stage. Originally the plays, based on well-loved stories or scenarios, were entirely improvised. Italian theatre historians, such as Roberto Tessari, and Luciano Pinto, believe commedia was a response to the political and economic crises of the time. It became the first entirely professional form of theatre funded by audience donations and, as such, was free to critique the current political situation. The commedia discovered a formula which both Hollywood and TV sitcoms, serials and soaps have since exploited to the full – the audience is able to identify with a range of immediately recognizable ‘types’ or characters, and their stories are given fresh impetus by constantly changing situations. Costume was essential to commedia dell’arte for the instant identification of the characters, Harlequin’s diamond patchwork and the ‘droopy drawers’ of Pantalone (which persist in the word ‘pantaloons’) are obvious examples.


  Shakespeare’s time (1564–1616)


  It is generally assumed that most actors wore a version of the fashionable dress of the day with appropriate additions. This is borne out by the sartorial anachronisms to be found in Shakespeare’s texts. There is a well-known line in Julius Cæsar about ‘sweaty nightcaps’ being thrown in the air. The only known Shakespearean drawing is of a 1595 production of Titus Andronicus by Henry Peacham. This depicts a probably typical eclectic mixture of outfits. Note that Titus (holding the spear) is in a Roman toga, while Tamora, Queen of the Goths, wears Elizabethan dress, as do the soldiers behind Titus. We know that acting companies used elaborate costumes, but this drawing suggests that performances did not strive for historical accuracy. The figure on the right is the play’s villain, Aaron the Moor.
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    Henry Peacham’s drawing of Titus Andronicus.
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    A female Harlequin figure in typically colourful dress.
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    Apollo costume worn by King Louis XIV in the ballet The Sun King.

  


  


  A company’s stock of costumes was of considerable value. Actors were in the habit of borrowing the more fashionable outfits for parties, and were fined if any were lost or damaged. Aristocrats would donate cast-off garments to their favourite players – an arrangement that conferred status on both parties. And once-used pageant and masque costumes also probably found their way into the wardrobe store.


  Inigo Jones (1573–1672)


  Inigo Jones was an architect, the designer of the Queen’s House in Greenwich, and the favourite designer of James I. He was also the first British stage designer, who made sets of lovely drawings for his masques. Jones introduced a sort of classical Roman costume, which was to be a mainstay of the British stage for nearly two centuries.


  The masque has its origins in a folk tradition where masked players would unexpectedly call on a nobleman in his hall, dancing and bringing gifts, on certain nights of the year or to celebrate dynastic occasions. The rustic presentation of a play within a play, Pyramus and Thisbe, as a wedding entertainment in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, offers a familiar example. Spectators were invited to join in the dancing.
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    Costume design for the Torchbearer of Oceania by Inigo Jones.

  


  


  Seventeenth-century baroque theatre


  While spoken drama traces its ancestry from medieval morality plays, the lyric arts of opera and ballet evolved out of the pageants and masques of the Italian and French courts. The most extravagant of all King Louis XIV’s spectacles was the great 1662 Carrousel de Louis XIV, in which it seems that every performer, musician and aristocrat, every artist, designer, dressmaker and craftsperson in the land played a part.


  While comedies were usually played in costume that was an elaborated version of the fashions of the day, tragedies were usually set in an imagined classical time, but with bigger wigs and wider skirts.


  Very few costumes survive from this period, but those that do are so thick with copper embroidery, sequins, braid and spangles (the better to reflect the limited, if flattering, power of candlelight) that the underlying material is all but invisible. The clothes naturally became extremely heavy, and dancers would come off stage smothered in perspiration and sinking at the knees.
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    Carrousel performed by Louis XIV.

  


  


  Some of these entertainments achieved a completely successful balance of the three theatrical forms – play, opera and ballet – reaching a peak with John Dryden’s The Fairy Queen (music by Henry Purcell) of 1692. The story is a simplified version of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, in which each of the five acts contains a masque of very considerable scenic complexity. It demands huge resources, and even its 1692 premiere cost a massive £3,000 to stage.


  English theatre after the Restoration


  In 1642, one of the first acts of the newly empowered people’s Parliament had been to close and later raze the theatres, the ‘chapels of Satan’. It was the return of the court from exile in France in 1660 that created the characteristic Restoration style. (The explosion of creative talent after the Puritan Commonwealth was rather like the creative outburst in the 1920s after the grimness of the First World War.) Molière’s style of commedia dell’arte inspired comedies of manners that became very popular, and playwrights such as Vanbrugh, Congreve and the first female dramatist, Aphra Behn, developed sophisticated English versions full of wit and sexual innuendo.


  Meanwhile, the tradition of ‘Roman’ costume for classical subjects became rigidly stylized over the next two-thirds of a century. As companies and actors vied with each other for ever greater displays, armour grew in size and elaboration, as did the leading lady’s dresses.
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    A Jean Bérain design for the part of the Horseman with wings in Le Carrousel des Galants Maures.
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    Penelope Keith and Robin Pearce in Congreve’s The Way of the World.

  


  


  EIGHTEENTH CENTURY


  Opera seria and opéra comique


  Opera seria is an Italian musical term which refers to the noble and ‘serious’ style of Italian opera that predominated in Europe from the 1710s to c. 1770. With a few exceptions, opera seria was the opera of the court, of the monarchy and the nobility. Opera buffa was more likely to tell stories of less elevated folk, but was not necessarily especially humorous. Mozart’s Don Giovanni, for instance is so classified, although it begins with a murder and ends with the Don being dragged down to Hell! Not very funny.


  The term opéra comique is complex in meaning and cannot simply be translated as ‘comic opera’. The genre originated in the early eighteenth century with humorous and satirical plays performed at the theatres of the Paris fairs which contained songs (vaudevilles), with new words set to already existing music, before morphing into the classic opera structure of sung arias which mostly reflected on the situation and the singers’ ‘inner life’ and spoken recitatives. The style is thought to have evolved from the plays of the Commedia.


  When I was at art school in the early 1960s, the ornate style of these operas was considered to be the pinnacle of the stage and costume designer’s art. You could still see traditional opera and ballet productions at the Royal Opera House designed in this flamboyant way. As with the early Greeks, serious operas concerning gods and heroes were styled in archaic dress, with a fantastic version of Roman armour for the men (including the vastly overgrown castrati). The hero’s helmet would be topped by towering ostrich feathers and his tunic, or tonnelet, was held out over cane panniers to echo the vast skirts of the ladies. Composers such as Mozart, on the other hand, were better known for comic operas such as The Marriage of Figaro, which would be dressed in heightened versions of contemporary dress.
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    An actress from 1898 dressed as the Wagnerian heroine, Brünnhilde.

  


  


  NINETEENTH CENTURY


  A real awareness of accurate period costume grew steadily under the influence of the historical self-consciousness brought about by the Gothick movement of the late eighteenth century. With the thirst for Shakespeare’s original texts came a completely new approach to stage costume, where a quest for historical accuracy began to grow in significance.
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    Designs for Constanze in Peter Shaffer’s Amadeus.

  


  


  Opera


  A succession of great divas dominated opera from the mid-nineteenth century, and no male singer could match their popularity. Divas such as Jenny Lind, Adelina Patti and Nellie Melba amassed huge fortunes and flaunted them. Performing in Verdi’s La Traviata at Covent Garden, Patti dismantled her jewellery and had the diamonds, valued at around £200,000, sewn on to the bodice of her costume. The effect was literally dazzling. Two policemen were borrowed from nearby Bow Street police station and mingled with the chorus on stage to keep an eye on them.


  Opera at this time had no particular sense of unity in performance, despite a strong sense of stage design. The stars traditionally toured with their own costumes and often had scant regard for their colleagues and the composers. Rehearsals in the modern sense were unheard of, and star singers would rarely rehearse with the rest of the cast. In performance, the stars stood centre stage and ignored everyone else – even if singing a love duet with another star.


  In Paris, the English couturier Charles Frederick Worth (1825–95) made a canny point of cultivating theatrical connections to publicize his firm. As a result, he was patronized by most of the leading artistes of the European theatre, including Sarah Bernhardt, Adelina Patti and Nellie Melba (who, being somewhat dumpy, must have been a bit of a challenge). This symbiotic relationship between dress designer and actress persists to this day, with the most glamorous actresses being offered the pick of the best collections to wear in the great free publicity parade along the red carpet leading to the Oscars.
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    1860s fashion design by Charles Frederick Worth.

  


  


  TWENTIETH CENTURY: 1900–45


  Playwrights and actresses


  Of the fathers of twentieth-century playwriting, only George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950) exhibited any interest in costume beyond its function as a dramatic signifier. He gave meticulous descriptions of his characters’ clothes and, in researching Bulgarian uniforms and settings for Arms and the Man, used his very considerable draughtsmanship to produce what were, in effect, a set of costume drawings.


  Ellen Terry


  In productions of Shakespeare, the leading actresses were expected to provide their own costumes: Ellen Terry’s well-known beetle wing gown, worn to play Lady Macbeth, is a good case in point. This costume is unusual in that we have the name of Terry’s designer, Alice Comyns-Carr, and also (and this is almost unheard of) the costume-maker, Mrs Nettleship. There is not only a portrait by John Singer Sargent of Miss Terry wearing the gown, but also a photograph and, even more unusually, the much mended crochet gown itself, beetles’ wings and all, survives and is on display at Terry’s home, Smallhythe Place.


  Dance costume


  Usually, costume design reflects what is happening in fashion and fine art, adapting the spirit of the age to its own expressive needs, but for a few heady years at the turn of the twentieth century, stage design charged triumphantly into the lead with Léon Bakst’s designs for the Ballets Russes.
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    The restored crochet dress with beetles’ wings at Smallhythe Place.
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    Costume drawing by Léon Bakst for the ballet Narcisse.
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    Loie Fuller wearing one of her circle dresses, with the arms extended with canes.

  


  


  An American dancer who should not pass without mention is Loie Fuller (1862–1928), who transformed herself into a thousand colourful images before the astonished eyes of her audience – with considerable help from her lighting designer.


  Abstract costumes


  Bauhaus designer Oskar Schlemmer’s constructivist Triadic Ballet, conceived in 1912 but not premiered until 1922, sought to turn shapes into bodies; that is, to use dancers to animate static geometric designs. In this and other constructivist and cubist costume designs one feels the choreography is almost certainly secondary to the actual creations that the dancers are wearing. They are more than costumes, they are bizarre sculptural extensions of the body. It is significant that the costume designers of this school worked from an entirely masculine viewpoint and were almost always painters and sculptors who cared not a whit for the plastic expression of the dancers’ bodies. However new and striking they must have appeared, they could just have easily been wheeled about on the stage by little robots, and must have been some of the most uncomfortable costumes ever invented. Many artists were commissioned to design ballets, including Pablo Picasso who designed Parade for Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes.
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    Costumes designed by Oskar Schlemmer in a Bauhaus style for the Triadic ballet in 1926.

  


  


  Showtime!


  It may seem a violent gear change to leap from such advanced, high art ideas to the Ziegfeld Follies, but the link here is the extraordinary exotic and erotic costume constructions of Erté (1892–1990). Building his reputation as the leading cabaret-costume designer in his work for artists such as Josephine Baker, Romain de Tirtoff, the Russian designer known as Erté, was a wonderfully talented all-rounder, making costume designs, paintings, exotic sculptures, even lamps. He imbued even his sexiest dance costumes with haughty good taste, making the almost nude dancers look like duchesses. It was quite a trick, and his seriously classy work meant that over-excited husbands could safely take their wives, or more likely, their mistresses, to Erté’s sophisticated shows at the Folies Bergère knowing it would be a great evening. Sexy without being vulgar is very hard to do, Brits and Yanks don’t do it nearly as well as the French. And adding the witty, lissom form of Josephine Baker to the mix, the effect must have been electric.


  Music hall, variety, vaudeville and the great British pantomime


  If any forms of theatre celebrate national characteristics, they are to be found here. While the French had the elegance of the Folies Bergère, the British had music hall, vaudeville and pantomime – truly popular, and populist, theatre. Although Christmas pantomimes live on in a somewhat emasculated form, the arrival of television and film pretty much killed off demand. The heyday of these forms of theatre was from late Victorian times until the 1950s. Pantomime, in particular, attracted some of the best costume designers of the day, in particular Charles Wilhelm (or William John Charles) Pitcher (1858–1925).
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    Floral dress design by Charles Wilhelm.
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    Performer Josephine Baker wearing feathers to add to her onstage presence.
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    Sleeping Beauty with costume designs by Oliver Messel, revived in 2009 at the Royal Opera House, London.

  


  


  What we think of today as classical ballet has its roots in the dance cultures of France and Russia. The iconic image of a slender ballerina en pointe (on point shoes) in a mid-length white net dress and little winglets attached to her shoulders, so familiar from traditional productions of Les Sylphides or Giselle was first seen illustrated by the great French ballerina, Marie Taglioni in the early nineteenth century. And interestingly the world wide language of the ballet is still French. However the first ballet school was Russian, the Imperial Ballet School in St Petersburg was founded in the 1740s. Ballet became highly popular with ordinary people through the provision of affordable, if uncomfortable, seating. In the UK we have cheap seats five balconies up called ‘The Gods’, while the Russian name for the same thing was ‘Paradise Row’.


  Serge Pavlovich Diaghilev had a great influence in shaping ballet’s future. His greatest achievement was his dance company, the Ballets Russes. The productions of the Ballets Russes revolutionized early twentieth century arts and continue to influence cultural activity today.
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    Oliver Messel’s costume design for Margot Fonteyn.

  


  


  But it is possible that revivals such as the Messel designed production of Sleeping Beauty would not have happened were it not for the
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  1980s to the millennium
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