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Foreword

Maija Pekkanen

My good friend for decades, the Japanese costume designer Kazue Hatano, gave me a small gift many years ago: a kaleidoscope. When I turn the cylinder, the colourful figure inside changes form. It is always different.

In our everyday work, we – costume designers – face similar situations: we must change our point of view and find new ways to solve problems. The contributors to this book offer us a wide range of models to think about. Thinking, after all, is the most important tool in creative work.

Today, the term ‘performance costume’ covers all kinds of costume design, from traditional theatre costumes to costumes for carnival or opening ceremonies of sports events, even for the prominent Olympic Games.

Performance Costume: New Perspectives and Methods is a collection of chapters and shorter ‘snapshots’ or focused reflections highlighting the diversity of costume-related issues that interest costume designers, educators, researchers and curators. Its authors come from twelve countries and even within the pages of this book they constitute a network. This virtual, but also print-based, network therefore aptly replenishes the over twenty-year-old international ‘Costume Working Group’, known today as the ‘Costume Sub-Commission’ of Performance Design of OISTAT (International Organization of Scenographers, Theatre Architects and Technicians). The aim of such global dialogue is to cut across national, linguistic and cultural borders, bring about change and new ideas, provoke thinking, generate dialogue and create opportunities to meet face-to-face, in order to share and to learn. Costume design as a profession is certainly a life-long learning process, dynamic and transformative for both practitioners and world cultures in general.

Many costume designers work alongside their professional design practice as tertiary design educators, teaching costume design at universities and colleges, offering the next generation of costume designers the benefit of their instruction and sharing their inherent experience and expertise. Some are also researchers of costume history, or they research costume in many related and adjacent areas including textiles, technologies, crafts, visual culture and ethnography. Research is in fact one of the most important tools that costume designers use in everyday practice. For some, research becomes a passion and develops further to be shared within the larger professional and scholarly community.

To collect and publish a book on the diverse and multi-faceted themes that costume, as a practice and profession, addresses, including practical as well as theoretical and historical approaches, has long been the dream and passion of Dr Sofia Pantouvaki, Professor and Costume Designer at Aalto University, Finland, who has edited the vast material compiled here, together with Distinguished Professor Peter McNeil of the University of Technology Sydney, Australia. This book is the outcome of a four-year project supported by the Academy of Finland.

The work therefore also bears witness to the imagination and rigour of the Finnish higher education system, as well as Aalto University and all of its expert departments and staff – academic and professional – which hosted, supported and encouraged the production of this new collection of knowledge. Now, it is time to share it with the global community.

Helsinki, May 2020


Foreword

Simona Rybáková

Costume design is a complex discipline. The world-renowned stage designer Josef Svoboda (1920–2002) notes in an interview with Jarka Burian:

You know, it was clear to me in those days already that studying only stage design is not enough. I believe that stage designers should also have studied a classical discipline before – such as painting or architecture. [Designers] must be ‘complete persons’ who keep on educating themselves, especially in music, literature and all art disciplines in order for them to do theatre. (Příhodová 2014)1

Svoboda speaks of the ‘complete person’, a state towards which every good costume designer should aim.

The book you now hold in your hands is a significant resource and a major contribution to creating and perceiving this very complexity contained in the field of costume design.

In this volume we find diverse, yet complementary, perspectives on costume. It enables costume designers to view and reflect on their own work, place it firmly in the context of current developments in the discipline, gain inspiration and be educated by a wide variety of contemporary studies that address both the theoretical and practical aspects of costume.

Even though I myself have been active in the field of costume design for decades, entering into academia through my practice-based doctoral dissertation on alternative costumes helped me to open new doors and see afresh undiscovered layers of this field. Thanks to international conferences, festivals and other events focused on costume design, including the Costume Methodologies FiDiPro research project wherein this book was generated, I had the opportunity to become familiar with the work and research of many of my colleagues – who are also part of this book. The presentations at the Critical Costume conferences in the UK and Finland in 2013, 2015 and 2018 focused on the latest developments in thinking about performance costume in relation to the human body, debated costume as an object within the wider practice of installation and explored the curating and exhibition of costume. They also spoke of new technologies, as well as of the political, cultural and social elements of costume around the world.

The longstanding work of the OISTAT’s Costume Design Sub-Commission and the considerable increase of interest in the group’s activities and programme in recent years demonstrate that costume design is an essential domain within contemporary artistic production. Its emancipatory efforts have now allowed us to surpass the limitations that were formerly imposed by considering costume as mere applied arts or decoration. We are in a unique stage in theatre and visual arts development wherein costume design has been elevated, significantly expanding its field of possibilities and enabling it now to bear whole new aesthetics.

A costume can not only determine the habitus of actors and their bodies, but also that of an entire play or project, just as it can express an artistic idea or define the theatre’s visual identity.

Costume design as a distinctive discipline, unlike the rapidly expanding field of fashion research, has not previously been marked by much publishing that reflects its role within the field of theatre, dance or film. This volume therefore furnishes a significant enrichment for our expert ‘library’, as well as reaching new readers who work in inter-disciplinary ways.

The dictionary of technical terms in our field is constantly changing and developing and English terms dominate because they better capture the reality of an Anglophone globe. Many other world languages adopt English terms almost automatically. In form and content, this book aims to encourage the dissemination of wider languages, terminologies and thought patterns through its international community of contributors. It is an important addition on these terms alone.

I feel deep gratitude to all who contributed to the making of this book with their practice, scholarly experiences and ‘know how’: they now share this passion for the field of costume design. Designers, historians, scholars, curators, performers, technicians, educators and makers whose fields overlap into many other disciplines and practices, too, have authored this book. The greatest acknowledgment and thanks belongs to Sofia Pantouvaki, who, in cooperation with Peter McNeil, has constantly and tirelessly demonstrated, as can be seen here, her expert erudition across both theory and praxis, inspiring others to think about these topics and the connections between them.

Prague, May 2020

Notes

1  Příhodová, B. (ed.) (2014), Scénografie mluví: Hovory Jarky Buriana s Josefem Svobodou (Scenography Speaks: Conversations of Jarka Burian with Josef Svoboda), Brno: Nakladatelství Masarykovy univerzity (Masaryk University Press).
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Introduction

Activating Costume: A New Approach to Costume for Performance

Sofia Pantouvaki and Peter McNeil

Costume is an active agent for performance-making on stage, screen and beyond. It is a material object that dresses the performing body and embodies ideas shaped through complex networks of collaboration, creativity and artistic work.

Although it has been omnipresent in the practice of performance since antiquity, methods for the analysis of costume on a scholarly level remain tentative. This might seem surprising and it relates in part to the complexity of theatrical performance, which is rarely authored by one individual, a model that came to characterize post-Renaissance art. Performance is also ephemeral; costume was not always valued in aesthetic, dramaturgical or monetary terms (although at times costumes were the main source of portable wealth for a performance troupe). Theatre studies, and in the past century, film studies, have tended to privilege text, space, acting (word and kinesics) and reception, but not costume itself, despite its vital relationship to the performer’s body as a contributor to and often a generator of their performance. Costume is often thought of by public and academic audiences alike as the grand gesture, the artistic trace or as an integral part of the mise en scène. We remember performances through images of actors or dancers in costumes, but we think much less about how the costume came to be, was worn and activated performance itself.

In recent years, coinciding with the ‘material’, ‘embodied’ and other cultural ‘turns’ that have highlighted new ways of thinking through culture, costume has been re-connected in new and exciting ways to theories of the body and embodiment, wider design practices including process studies, co-design and other forms of collaboration, renewed practical and theoretical studies of artistic creation and developments in teaching and learning in international educational settings. Costume, like fashion and dress, is now viewed as an area of dynamic social significance and not simply as a passive reflector of a pre-conceived social state or practice. Nor is it seen anymore as being ‘in service of’ performance in a subordinate role, but rather as a central contributor to an often-renewed sense of collective practice, proposing new directions in turn, to the making of performance itself. There, costume becomes a catalyst as well as a subject and object of study.

This volume proposes precisely the above. It sets out an alternative vision for exploring costume across time, place and context. How should knowledge about costume be connected to other domains of knowledge and human experience? How do archives and collections function as much more than simply resources and repositories of and for costume design? What methods and approaches are most appropriate for a twenty-first-century field and how can they be combined in multi-modal ways characteristic of cognate areas of study in the contemporary university or training ground?

As this book attests, costume as a field and disciplinary practice is finding new theoretical tools and investigative frameworks. The volume therefore departs from previous literature in
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