Function of Stage Costumes


In live theater, the visual elements play a critical supporting role to the onstage action.  Designers of scenery, costumes, and lighting, as well as others, aim to connect viewers to a story on multiple levels.  Together they establish atmosphere.  Visual design can speak to the subconscious of audience members, triggering emotional responses from their own experiences; thereby heightening the mood and developing dimension beyond the obvious language and action (Sanders 2011).


Costumes, in particular, speak to the audience about the character portrayed by the actor, defining the character before the actor speaks a line.  By the costume choices in which the character is presented, the observant theater attender gains insight into gender and approximate age of the character, as well as his or her rank, social status, and personality.  Details often speak directly to the subconscious of the viewer, establishing connections unawares.  As the show's action progresses, changes in circumstance can be denoted through changes in costume.  Collectively, the clothing of the characters is the primary channel through which time, or historical period, is visualized (Sanders 2011).  But clothing is inevitably chronocentric; thus, costume designers typically reveal contemporary fashion aesthetics in addition to , and sometimes in spite of, the historically accurate.  

The Root of Costuming Chronocentrism:  Audience Expectations


On initial consideration, one may suspect the designers themselves of imposing their visual values on an impartial audience.  Certainly this was my expectation.  After all, in Season 7 of Project Runway two of the top three contenders were professional costume designers who truly aspired to be contemporary fashion designers (Project Runway 2011).  Digging deeper, however, reveals  a more compelling reason for the designer of theatrical costumes to salt their show with the flavor of the day:  audience acceptance.  


When a production is seen in a particular style, it becomes expected by the public.  Conversely, if a show is done differently many times, it may never gel in any one visual idiom.  Randy Barcelo, costume designer for the original Broadway production of Jesus Christ Superstar, offers Superstar as an example of one such show for which a look was never established.  Because of some legal technicalities, the original artistic team was not the same team who designed the subsequent London production, resulting in a show which was done differently many times.  “Ultimately, a show looks a certain way because you do it the same way over and over”  (Barcelo quoted in Pecktal 1993, 27). 

The Influence of Film on Stage Costumes


If a show being seen repeatedly in a single idiom sets its look, being made into a popular film magnifies that effect.  One such example is Rodgers and Hammerstein's Sound of Music.  Based on actual events which took place circa 1938, the original 1959 stage production featured Mary Martin as Maria dressed in the straighter silhouette popular in the 1930s (illustrat[image: image1.jpg]


ion 1).  However, the 1965 film version was costumed in the “New Look” silhouette introduced by Christian Dior in 1947 (Fukai 2002, 516).  This silhouette, with tiny waist and bell-shaped skirt, along with Alpine detailing, is now indelibly imprinted in the public minds eye.  When, as recently as 2006, Andrew Lloyd Webber revived Sound of Music for London's West End theater-goers, Connie Fisher as Maria (illustration 2) is costumed in verisimilitude to the iconic Julie Andrews (illustration 3).  


Professional costume designer and EWU staff costumer Jessica Ray, whose designs comprised the costumes for last summer's Coeur d'Alene Summer Theater production of Sound of Music, is of the opinion that the 1960s look of the story is so imprinted in audience expectations that it would be unwise to use historically authentic, 1938 costum[image: image2.jpg]THE SOUND OF MUSIC



es (Ray 2011).  Indeed, so entrenched is the mental [image: image3.jpg]


image that when I myself was engaged in pulling costumes for a community production of Meredith Willson's The Music Man, to dress the “Shipoopi” dancers, a dress nearly identical to the costumes shown in that scene in the 1962 film was rejected.  The reason?  “Too Sound of Music”!


Perhaps the longest-running example of the influence of film on audience expectations is the perennial favorite The Wizard of Oz.  Originally produced for the stage in 1903, the poster shows characters almost unrecognizable to those of us familiar only with the 1939 film (illustration 4).  In the original book by L. Frank Baum the magic slippers are silver; they were [image: image4.jpg]


changed to red to enhance the early use of technicolor in the movie (Smithsonian).


The difference in appearance between the 1903 Wizard of Oz and the familiar 1939 film version is great.  But in the ensuing seventy-plus years, costume styles for the main characters have varied little.  Changes have, however, turned up recently in the Emerald City.  [image: image5.jpg]


Here we see, not the influence of film, but of the newer Broadway musical Wicked, which purports to complete the backstory of The Wizard of Oz.  In pictures from the recent Wizard of Oz revival staged by Andrew Lloyd Webber in London, next to a very classically costumed Dorothy, are actors in emerald green costumes with a similar  timeless architectural flair and asymmetrical ruffle detailing to those I saw on the dancers in last spring's Best of Broadway Spokane production of Wicked (illustration 5). 

Regional Theater Concerns in Contrast to Professional
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Clearly there is much greater pressure on regional and community theaters to conform; audiences who are largely unable to get to Broadway themselves perceive the experience brought to them through the lens of prior expectation.  They are not looking for cutting-edge art but for a live performance of a specific show.  For example, a community theater would be taking a grave risk to produce My Fair Lady without the requisite all black and white costumes featured in the film's Ascot horse-racing scene (illustration 6).  Although Cecil Beaton, designer for both the original stage production and the film, used color in the original staging of that scene with Julie Andrews (illustration 7), 
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the subsequent London production and film harkened back to the 1910 Ascot race when all the aristocracy was dressed in mourning for Edward VII.  The influence of the London stage production was evident in the actual clothing worn by spectators at the 1958 Ascot races (Sports Illustrated 1958).  Spokane Civic Theater has in their costume rental collection elaborate black and white dresses, of 1910-1915 silhouette, from their recent production of My Fair Lady.


While regional and community theaters are under pressure to conform, professional theaters are under varying degrees of pressure to innovate.  This paradigm shift has been accompanied by an elevation in the status of designer from support to co-creator (Cohen 2011, 102-4).  Award-winning designer William Ivey Long expresses a balanced approach as “fresh, innocent, and energetic” when describing the artistic freedom he and director Jerry Zaks allowed themselves in designing a new production of Guys and Dolls.  The director stated, “If we happen to have a red dress when there was a red dress before, and it seems right, then we'll just do it”  (Pecktal 1993, 136).  In contrast to the philosophy of doing a show as if for the first time, there is mounting pressure on designers to create costumes which don't merely support but also add meaning or even shock value to the play.  Simple appropriateness or historical correctness has come to be viewed as a failure of imagination. 

Cultural Influences 


 Theater revolutionaries in the 1960s sought to bring Broadway's musical style up to date; shocking audiences with nudity was the costume legacy of the first full rock musical Hair.  Although I was only a small child at the time, I still have memories of hearing people talking about it.  Was the nudity necessary or merely provocative?  Previous to the show opening on Broadway, Theoni Aldredge designed the costumes for the original, downtown production of Hair in 1967.  She thought the nudity unnecessary.  Refusing to do the Broadway show because the producers did not wish to retain the entire artistic team, Aldredge preferred the casual feel of the downtown production with its miniscule budget,  which used the actor's own clothes for the costumers to paint and embellish (Pecktal 1993, 15). 


When Hair transferred to Broadway in 1968, with a new artistic team, audiences were delighted with the full rock score and other ground-breaking aspects of the show.  It was essentially an exhibition of hippie lifestyle.  Customers came to see what it was all about without having to subject themselves to the trouble, and possible danger, of going into the hippie neighborhoods (Maslon 2004, 324-325).


Hair was made into a film in the 1970s featuring costumes designed by another top designer, Ann Roth.  The film was not highly successful and, thus, its influence on future shows is limited; what defines the show now is the public's collective memory of late '60s “hippie” fashions.  In 2009 the musical was revived for Broadway with costume designs by Michael McDonald.  In a YouTube video entitled “Hair Debuts On Broadway. Costume Designer Works Closely with Levi's to Feature a Denim Clad Cast”, the designer talks about his style choices.  Speaking of the influence the Levi 501 had on the costumes, McDonald leaves the viewer to wonder whether the Levi company underwrote the costuming of the show; the Levi 501, although clearly the iconic American denim shape, is a silhouette associated with the 1950s and everything 1960s dress was rebelling against.  Many of the other costume pieces the designer describes as things which could be seen on the street today, styling choices – hair, accessories, etc. - being what makes them work in the historical setting (Schwartzfacekillah 2009).

Points of View on Historical Research


Chronocentrism is not new.  Jose Varona, who like many designers of stage costumes also works extensively in ballet and opera, says the illustrations of 19th century operatic costume designs belie the ideal of their day by imposing corsetry on an otherwise historical silhouette.  He considers more recent designs to be more authentic to the historic period and therefore “ more wholesome and believable” (Pecktal 1993, 201).  In commenting on her own philosophy toward historical research, Theoni Aldredge explains why a designer would impose contemporary fashion aesthetics on a period show:  “I used to go through thousands of books, and I got so confused.  I finally decided that if it's a period show, then it's seen through a contemporary audience.  So you have to make it palatable for them to buy it” (Pecktal 1993, 13-14).  


Theoni Aldredge is not the only designer to eschew laborious historical inquiry.  Jo Mielziner, widely-revered designer from the golden age of Broadway, had an editorial philosophy of research, making it his practice to look at books and then put them away.  He then took what remained in his mind, the “residue” of research, and distilled it to those essential details which best supported the story.  For example, in designing Rodgers and Hammerstein's The King and I, he relied on his recollections of his personal travels to Siam years earlier to fill in for research (Mielziner 1965, 19-21).  On the other hand, EWU costume designer Jessica Ray recently took home a veritable mountain of books on Ancient Egypt in preparation for next quarter's production of Antony and Cleopatra.

Transcending the Tyranny of Time


By purposefully mixing or blurring periods some designers seek to transcend the dilemma of strict historicity or the contemporary ideal.  Walt Disney's cartoon Cinderella, while not a stage production, contains one such blending of historical design lines which has heavily influenced subsequent stagings of the story (Williams 1969, 6).  Prince Charming is dressed in the contemporary silhouette (illustration 8), Cinderella's ballgown drew on the graceful style of the 18[image: image8.jpg]_— .



th century polonaise (illustration 8), the stepmother's stiff and severe character is emphasized by the 1890's line of her clothing (illustrations 9&10).  Dressing Cinderella's stepsisters in bustles supports the comic position of the characters (illustrations 10&11).   
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Fashions which are remembered but are no longer considered stylish are generally held to be ugly and ridiculous. Thirteen years before the release of Disney's Cinderella, fashion historian and researcher Agnes Young wrote, concerning the antipathy of the day toward the bustle (illustration 11):[image: image11.jpg]



The current popular aversion to the back-fullness type is well known to designers of stage costumes and constitutes one of their present-day problems.  The revival on the stage of dresses of this sort is almost sure to be greeted by the audience as constituting a comic effect, and that reaction can be avoided only by designing the dresses with skilled care and calculated moderation.  On the other hand, the same audiences are almost equally ready to regard the hoop-skirt of the bell type as being quaint and charming (Young 1937, 28-29).


 Randy Barcelo's designs for the 1978 musical Ain't Misbehaving illustrate the theory that those styles which have been absent from popular fashion for the longest are considered quaint and charming (illustration 12).  The director and choreographer specified the dresses be “'then', not now, but … [not] any specific period” (Pecktal 1993, 28).  While the show is set in the 1920s and 1930s when design lines were very straight, the costumes exhibit an hourglass glamour and the cool, vivid colors which would become popular in the 1980s.  
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Barcelo's interpretation appears to have become the standard for the show; costumes for a 2009 production at the Los Angeles Ahmanson Theater are virtually indistinguishable from his originals (illustration 13, Culture Monster 2009).

Conclusion


Are the costumes for a given stage production influenced by the fashion of the day?  Certainly.  One might expect the costumes in a period show to accurately represent the fashions of the time; before examining the factors involved, it seems reasonable for the costume designer to dress the actors in whatever manner he deems artistic.  Research, however, reveals a more complicated tale of competing considerations:  audience expectations versus artistic license, historical accuracy versus contemporary standards, reference versus reverence.  The professional costume designer takes the director's vision and crafts it with specificity to realize the show for the enjoyment of the audience.  And audience enjoyment is apparently enhanced by familiar fashion.  
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