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Costume Re-Considered

From the scenographic model box, to the scenographic body, devising a practice based
design methodology that re-focuses performance onto costume

In this paper I articulate approaches and creative meth-
odologies for the development of performance through
the use of dress, whilst also considering ways to evolve
dress through performance practice. I have developed
and applied these methodologies to academic work. Spe-
cifically I will refer to work that has emerged through my
teaching practice and in particular to the work of three of
the students from the MA Costume Design for Perform-
ance, at London College of Fashion, which I wrote and
established six years ago.

In the first instance, however, it is necessary to ar-
ticulate the shift in approach and philosophical perspec-
tive that drove my creative development and my starting
point as a practitioner and as an academic, and led me to
set up the MA in costume design at LCF.

Since my training in the mid-80s and in the first
ten years of my practice as a designer, the initial impe-
tus at the centre of creative interaction with perform-
ance had been the design of the space as explored in
scale theatre model. My degree in Theatre Design,
gained at Central School of Art and Design in Lon-
don (now Central Saint Martins), my practice in col-
laboration with theatre directors and opera producers
and my teaching practice as a theatre design lecturer
at Rose Bruford College in London had all reinforced
the sense of the scale model of the theatre as the object
around which initial creative dialogue in collaborative
practice takes place. This is a specific imperative, as
the model box and the set of costume drawings are
the “contractual” requirements, to be delivered by a
specified deadline, that theatre companies expect
when they commission theatre designers. I have now
come to realise that the compelling nature of the scale
model, as an effective embodiment of the world of the
performance, a miniaturised and controllable “play”
world, can displace design processes specific to body
and dress in performance. In traditional theatre design
practice, the visuality of the body is hardly therefore

Donatella Barbieri

ever the starting point for the creation of the visual
world of performance.

As I began to teach design for performance at Lon-
don College of Fashion to costume, make-up and pup-
petry specialists, the traditional theatre design approach
carried little currency with students whose creative focus
was on the body. As a result, and in order to address the
lack of debate around dress and performance, I instigat-
ed a research project titled “Designs for the Performer™!,
which ran from 2001 to 2004, in which I exposed the cre-
ative process of selected cutting edge designers through
interviews, exhibitions and master classes. The intention
was to divulge and celebrate the voice of the designer of
costume, alongside the rarely grasped extensive amount
of thought, research and exploration that takes place, on
several different levels, when constructing the perform-
ance universe through the lens of costume. Amongst
those involved in this research were international visual
artist Lucy Orta (working with Blanca Li on Border-
line) and designer Elizabeth Jenyons (working with The
Wooster group), both fashion-trained and whose work
with pre-existing prototypes in rehearsal with perform-
ers was an essential part of the development of the per-
formance. Lucy Orta extended this process by hiring
choreographers and dancers to work with the objects
she collected and created, to articulate their meaning
through performance. Textile-trained Nicky Gillibrand
articulated the metaphoric power of costume when she
described how, in her Midsummer Night's Dream, a fairy
carried her wings in a handbag, or Titania’s dress being
like a piece of night sky, or when she spoke about the
inspiration she drew from looking inside old costumes.

A very clear sense of dress as being pre-existent to,
and as an initiator of performance creation, as well as of
the metaphoric, emerged from the dialogue with these
three practitioners. All three had not been trained as the-
atre designers, but approached dress from a fashion or
textile perspective.
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Lucy Orta went further and transformed dress into
contemporary art. The embedded meaningfulness of dress
is a valid and valuable material to visual artists, who make
use of re-contextualised dress as a complete work of con-
temporary art. With its symbiotic association with the
human body, it becomes emblematic of the human con-
dition. This is recognisable in the work of contemporary
visual artists such as Rebecca Horn, Ann Hamilton, Helen
Storey, Susie MacMurray, Beverly Semmes, Mimi Smith,
Lucy Brown and Yinka Shonibare, to name but a few. The
use of dress and the present / absent body as explored in
the work of these artists becomes textual. It translates,
visually and physically, ideas that can be read by the audi-
ence. The audience’s own body is reflected in the work
presented through identification in a shared humanity.
Through dress or costume the body on stage reveals itself
both as new and as personal, even intimate.

The visual power of dress is exploited in fashion,
particularly as presented on the catwalk, as a site onto
which to project dreams and aspirations, and even ex-
press anxieties and project nightmares. In everyday life,
dress is the interface between the individual and the
world. To the mnemonic, embodied device that is dress,
one transfers emotions, values and a history. The tactile
nature of dress engages the senses, enabling an instanta-
neous, felt understanding of its narrative.

Dress in fashion discourse has been considered as a
costume for a role, in the “dramatisation of identity” (En-
twistle & Wilson, 1998, p. 108), played in the perform-
ance of the everyday. In theatre performance, however,
the written text, the director, the performer and the space
are often the principal starting point in the creative dia-
logue, with the costume designer often waiting to view
the scale model before committing to ideas. The role of
the costume designer, unlike that of the visual artist or the
fashion designer, can be relatively de-centralised from the
initial creative impetus. However, costume design prac-
tice exists in the creative negotiation with the writing,
the director, the performer, the space and the audience’s
imagination. Costume realisation requires the designer to
bridge between the conceptual and the practical, the physi-
cal and the metaphoric, involving other specialist creative
collaborators, such as pattern cutters, tailors and print and
dye specialists. In this collaborative mix, decisions about
dress by the designer, made as part of the design proc-
ess, determine how the performance will be perceived by
the audience. However, the costume itself, the image cre-
ated, is primarily identified with the actor, rather than its
designers, by reviewers and theorists alike (Monks, A.,
2009), unlike fashion and fine art practice.

This identification of dress and the body of the per-
former can be problematic. Yet it can also offer creative

1,2,3. Clio Alphas’s costume made use of latex as a metaphor for skin. The only sound in her performance was the latex, creaking, stretching,
swaying and crumbling onto the floor, amplified by microphones placed on the stage and reminiscent of an interior voice of protest. Photo:
Alex Traylen.
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opportunities when performance is reframed within the
perspectives delineated by post-dramatic theatre (Leh-
mann, H. 2006), which articulates performance in a way
that does not prioritise text, performer or space, making
space for new ways to engage with dress and perform-
ance, allowing new methodologies to be established.

In the desire to create costume work that embodies
the text and becomes itself the text, I have looked close-
ly at the body-centred acting training ideas of Jacques
Lecoq (Murrey, S. 2003) and Eugenio Barba (Barba, E.
& Savarese, N., 1991) which are drawn from a range
of theatre practices from Commedia dell’Arte to tradi-
tional Asian theatre, and that has led me to explore a
movement-based approach to the development of cos-
tume. An intimate and very specific relationship exists
between costume and the performer in the traditional
Asian theatre practises. Here costume can be perceived
as a symbiotic performing partner or even a prosthesis
for the actor. (Barba, E., 1991, pp. 218-226)

The search for methods of design that visually and
spatially make use of the body as the primary object
of performance found corresponding application in the
methodologies of Jacques Lecoq’s Laboratoire d’ Etude
du Mouvement (LEM), a laboratory for the study of
movement. In LEM the creative work takes place be-
tween the rehearsal room and the workshop, in a con-
tinued dialogue between space and the plasticity of the
participant’s own creatively engaged body, extended and
fragmented through the interaction with elements of de-
sign, which are created in response and in anticipation of
movement. Participation in a LEM workshop in 20052
spoke volumes to me about the role of embodiment in
creative costume practice, whether implicit or explicit.

If a crucial element in my research is the creation of
methods that prioritise the visually engaging and expres-
sive body of the performer through costume, then the de-
signer needs to enter the rehearsal room as a participant
and a creative agent from the very beginning of the proc-
ess. The rehearsal space has replaced the model box as the
initial space for the imagination in the experimentation
while devising around dress and movement with the stu-
dents on the MA Costume Design for performance. The
result of this engagement with movement that originates
in dress is evident in images 1, 2 and 3 which show Clio
Alphas’s costume, developed between the rehearsal room
and the studio, in a creative exchange of ideas, proposi-
tions, transformation, experiments and rejections.

“This is not what I asked for”, the title of the per-
formance piece she initiated, was based on the character
of the mother in Slapstick, in the novel by Kurt Vonnegut.
The costume entirely made out of latex, reminiscent of

skin, represented, through gesture and movement, the re-
jection and, ultimately, acceptance of motherhood.

As well as prototypes, Clio Alphas brought with her
into the rehearsal room drawings, storyboards, research
and visual responses to the script which defined, collec-
tively, the world of the performance as seen through her
eyes. By the time she entered the rehearsal room, she
would have done weeks of research work on the material
available to her, from the script to the prototype, having
considered other characters and having reframed them
within the unique body centred perspective embedded in
the MA course philosophy.

A key part of this engagement with the text is its
deconstruction into often metaphoric “essences”, “nut-
shells” and “themes”, key communicators in the construc-
tion of the narrative experience, which are then explored
and experienced through movement and through sensory,
practical, studio-based, prototype-based and contextual
research processes. The resulting intimate relationship
with the text through this multifaceted approach means
that the work is “fashioned” by the experience, the text is
“worn”, “experienced”, “seen” and “felt” on the body, as
is the movement that emerges from it.

For example, the character in “This is not what I asked
for” reflects the essential rejection of her human condition,
both through movement, her gestures of pulling away at
her skin / dress as well as through her costume, which she
experiences simultaneously as hers and as “other”.

In this way, the designer of the performance (as
opposite to the designer for the performance) creates a
three-dimensional world for the body in movement that
tells a story — either inherent to the script or emerging
out of the script — in space and through time. The proc-
ess necessary to this exploration is navigated through
extensive research, and visual responses that are person-
al, explored through drawings, as well as samples and
prototypes. These are developed through the use of the
designer’s own body as well as on the stand.

As the audience perceives the story visually, the
physical and visual experimentation inherent to the re-
hearsal process assumes an even greater importance. In
the rehearsal space and in the studio, in the collabora-
tive work with the performer, the designer should see the
work as through an audience’s eyes and should be able
to experience objectively the textual exploration through
costume as if they see their own work for the first time.

In the rehearsal interaction experienced by Panagi-
otis Lamprianidis in his piece, devised around Charles
Dickens’s Great Expectations (figures 4 and 5), Miss
Havisham’s physicality and age are put into relief by the
skeleton representing her past, grabbing her around her
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chest like a corset of ribs, with the spine and pelvis drag-
ging behind her. This was emblematic of promised and
unfulfilled love, frozen in time.

From rehearsals with the prototype emerged the de-
sire to extend the costume metaphor through gesture and
to include a moment of literal heart-break when Miss
Havisham pulls out her heart, now turned into stone,
from the bodice of her tattered wedding dress, and shat-
ters it in on the stage floor. Here, the secondary body of
the emblematic skeleton layers onto the real body of the
performer clad in an old wedding dress and makes it cred-
ible for her stone heart to shatter on the stage floor. Like
Clio Alpha’s latex skin costume, the metaphoric values of
dress and materiality enabled the communication of ideas
that would have otherwise been described through reams
of text. Here they are expressed visually and physically
instantaneously through dress and gesture.

The development of a design methodology that
privileges the visuality of body and embodiment finds
parallel expression in philosophical readings around the
body and movement. My shift of perspective was clear
in reading sociologists Helen Thomas’s Body, Dance
and Cultural Theory (2003) and Joanne Entwistle’s The
Fashioned Body (1999).

I came to recognise how the design-studio-based
methodology of the “contractual” scale model box and
set of costume drawings enabled me to both control and
express the relationships and narratives that made up the
world I was creating, acknowledging historical philoso-
pher Foucault’s “power / knowledge relationships” (see
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4, 5. In Panagiotis Lamprianidis’s per-
formance, the skeleton of her past stalks
and imprisons the main character. Accu-
rate and in-depth historical research, as
evidenced in the pattern of the sleeve and
in the original lace on the costume, met
with the perceptively imagined visualiza-
tion of her psychological state as repre-
sented in her costume and the gestures that
are invited by it. Photo: Alex Traylen.

Thomas, H. 2003, pp. 44-51 and Entwistle, J., 2000, pp.
16-26). These relasionships explained to me the body
as discursive and, constructed by social forces and con-
trols, that, when visualised in performance, are of great
importance in the representation of narrative structures.
For example, age, class, gender, profession and hierar-
chies of individuals and groups are clearly pinned down
through a final set of costume drawings. In the predeter-
mined scheme set out by the designer to construct and
communicate relationships and characters, these notions
ultimately transfer to the costumed actors on stage. The
tools of the theatre designer — the storyboard, the set of
costume drawings — are about exploring those power rela-
tionships between the elements, making use of ideas that
visualise resistance and opposition, in order to communi-
cate dramatic tensions within a world in which the play
can unfold.

The distance fundamental for the designer and the
creative team to gain an overview of the whole world
of the play, reflected in a set of costume drawings and a
model box, offers the designer a useful way to exert their
power over the visual elements of performance, in terms
of composition and planning. Equally, it enables the de-
signer to manage the complex systems that are inherent
to creative processes within collaborative structures.

Whilst focusing on perceiving the body within tech-
nologies of domination and within structures, the sentient
/ sensory individual can be neglected. A methodology of
performance creation based on dress and embodiment
cannot ignore the individual, the intimate and the person-



6. Vasiliki Gian-
noula’s rhinoceros is
evoked through the
movement it inspires,
hunched over and
distorted by its enor-
mous back, created by
the enlarged cloning
of the suit image and
through the neck-less
head, buried in the ex-
tended shoulders. The
make-up emphasizes
the de-humanization
created by the cos-
tume and movement.
Photo: Alex Traylen.

al. Constructing the visual world of performance from a
distance, in miniature, fixed through the model and cos-
tume drawings, as part of a design studio-based process,
ought to be balanced, if not preceded, by an awareness of
the importance of an interior sense of embodiment and a
physical presence of the sentient designer.

In seeking a more empowered and open-ended crea-
tive approach to what the costumed body can do, the spa-
tial corporeal quality expressed in Merleau-Ponty’s phe-
nomenology (Merleau-Ponty, M. 2002) engenders in me
a sense of my body as my key design tool. In particular,
by considering the effect of physical workshops together
with reading Merleau-Ponty’s influential theories, I have
become more aware of how perception operates in the
here and now, through our own living, experiencing, and
spatial bodies. The designer is the first audience to the
inspirational material with which she interacts, and it is
by harnessing the experience of these perceptive mo-
ments of interaction that imaginative responses make
themselves available to her.

In the development process for Rhinoceros (figure
6), based on lonesco’s play, the suited office clerk became
very quickly the symbol of conformism, a theme central
to lonesco’s absurdist social critique of acquiescence to
Nazism. However, during extensive playful interaction
with oversized men’s suits, which dwarfed designer Vasi-
liki Giannoula’s small frame, the idea of the multiplication
and enlargement of the bodies / suits became meaningful,
and spoke about bureaucracy and the autocratic hierarchi-
cal structures that hold workers down, dwarfing them.

The physical movement that emerged in the rehearsal
space was about executing meaningless and repetitive
tasks within a projected grid-like lighting pattern. What
the costume succeeded in doing was to capture visual,
spatial, physical and movement qualities of the charac-
ter, being weighed down by a restrictive social system, in
which the image created by the performer and his costume
was rendered animal-like by its de-humanisation. Equally
the animal form is evoked through the resulting costume
and the movement it inspires, hunched over and distorted
by its enormous back constructed by its enlarged cloned
suits, through the neck-less head, buried in the extended
shoulders, embodying a myopic, small brained rhinocer-
os, hoofed by its own shirt sleeves.

In the relationship between narrative, movement
and dress, the meaning of the male suit is given new
potential interpretations in Vasiliki Giannoula’s piece,
where elements of male dress acquire animal character-
istics through their re-reading in the context of this piece
of absurd theatre, whilst building on readily understood
notions of dress and social conformity.

These three examples of costume-based theatre were
developed as part of a performance which was staged at
the Lilian Baylis Theatre, in London, in December 2009,
over two nights. The performance title was “Revolutions
in Costume” and its aim was to put across the revolution-
ary concept of embedded narrative into costume and the
construction for performance working outwards from it.

By looking closely at these three costumes, I have
attempted to explore how the creative potential of an
embodied perspective in a rehearsal-room based design
process gives access to the language of the body through
dress as embodied metaphor. As such, costume and body
become a continuum. Through the costume, the body is
extended and multiplied; it can build on its anatomical
qualities as skin and bones. Simultaneously and symbi-
otically costume becomes secondary body, a prosthesis,
an agent and a performer.

1. 2002, Designs for the Performer was a series of exhibitions which
toured nationally and internationally, as part of 2D>3D Theatre De-
sign Exhibition, Millenium Gallery, Sheffield and Prague Quadren-
nial, June 2003 then in Fashion Space Gallery, LCF, London. The
exhibition of Nicky Gillibrand’s work won the Gold Medal for Cos-
tume Desing at the Prague Quadrennial 2003.

2. Complicite has been responsible for bringing Pascale Lecoq and
Krikor Belekien from Ecole Jacques Lecoq from Paris to run a two
weeks LEM workshop in London. I have published a paper titled The
Application of LEM to the Teaching and Practice of Costume Design

for Performance in 2007 and co-curated an exhibition of the work

resulting from the 2005 workshop in which I participated.
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Hepiinyn

ANAIITYZH THX OEATPIKHX ITAPAXTAXHX
MEZXA AIIO TO ENAYMA:
MIA NEA EXEAIAXTIKH MEGOOAOAOTI'TA

2V avoroivoon out SLOTUTTHVED OQLOUEVES ONULOVQ-
ywég ueBodONOYIHES TOOTATELS YO TNV OVATTTUEN THG
ToRdoTaog HEoa omd 1o Evouua. AvagpEoouol oty dov-
Aewd ooV oty uov oto MA Costume Design for
Performance oto London College of Fashion. Ex8étm
emiong ouvomTkd UEQOS TS EQEVVOS OV 0ONYNOE O
dMuoveylor Tov UETATTUYLOXOU TTQOYQGUUOTOS HOL TIG
ueBodoroyieg mov epaoudloviar 0 awtd, CUUTEQLAOU-
Bovougvou %ol Tov eQEVVNTIXOU TEOYQAUUOTOS «ZyEOLDL
YIOL TOV EQUIVEVTI)», OTO 0moio €E€0eca T dMovoyw
SLadraoioL YLoL ™V ETTIAOYY TQWTOTOQLOKAY OYELOLOTHV
UEoQ oo ouveVTeUEELS, exBEoelg naw master classes. And
™ SOVAELD TMV TOUHV EX TV dEXRA OYEDLAOTMY, TTOU GAOL
TOOEPYOVTOY T TO DO TG UOANS 1] TOU VPACUOTOG,
€ywve oaEg OTL To VUL TQOUTAQYEL TG TTORACTOONS
%O AELTOVQYEL TOOO (G EUTTVEVOTHG GO0 %OL (WG UETAPO-
od. H aiobnon ovni pe €xave v avalntion oviotol-
yiec ot dovheld OUYXQOVOV RUAMTEXVAV Ot TO DO
TV EOOTXAOV TEYVAY, dmwg 1 Rebecca Horn, n Susie
MacMurray, 1 Beverly Semmes, y Mimi Smith, n Lucy
Brown xow o Yinka Shonibare, ou omoior fAEmouv 1o €v-
dupa wg T VAN Yo ™) doVAELd Toug #aow E0mOaY UL
gUrOUELDL YLoL EVOV TUTTO TTOQAOTOONG ETTLLEVIQMUEVNS OTO
€voupa, p€ooa 0to AL ToUv PeTadQAUaTIXOU BedToU,
orme drorrvmadverow artd tov Hans-Ties Lehmann.
Oélovtac va dMULOVEYNO®W %OCTOUMOL TTOU «EV-
COUATOVOUY» TO ®ELUEVO, eEAETNOn TTOAD TIC LOEES TOV
Jacques Lecoq nonw Eugenio Barba yia tv exmaidevon
TV nBomolwv pe PAON TO DU, KoL TIS TEOCAQUOCT
€totL dote va dMuoveyriow wo peBodoroyio factopévn
otV TEOPa row ETKEVIQOUEVY OTO EvOuua. Aviinoo
W€eg amd ™ ovpueToy wov, To 2005, 0° éva eQyaOTIiOLO
tov LEM (Laboratoire d’” Etude du Mouvement — Ep-
yootijolo Mehémg mg Kivnong), to omoio €dwve peydin
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BoputnTa 6to GAO TG CUMUETOYIIS TOV COUNTOS OTH Ot
woveywy] evdupotohoywmy mooxuxy]. Awfdloviag g
PLLOCOPLRES RO KOLVWVIOLOYIXES TTOOOEYYIOELS TOU EV-
dvparog —omd ™ Joanne Entwistle— »ow tng ®ivnong —amo
v Helen Thomas— pe dwaitepn avagopd otovg Michel
Foucault xou Maurice Merleau-Ponty, forjxa €va Bewon-
TG TAOLO EQYOIOLOC TTOV GUVOVALETOL UE TV TTQOATIAY.

H moaxtxy] dovheld mov mpo€xmpe amd ot v
€ogvva elvar gpgpavig oto €pyo g Kiewdg Ahpa, ue
TIThO «AgV glvan oté mov Lijtnoo», mov facileton oto
¥oeorTHOO TG UNTéags amd To pubiotdonua tov Kurt
Vonnegut Slapstick (®agooxwuwdia). To nootovut,
QTLOYUEVO EEONOXA OV 0td AGTEE, AVATTOQLOTOVOE (IE
TLG XELQOVOWULES %A TIC KIVI|OELS TNV ATTOQOWT RO, TE-
Mxnd, TV amodoyn TS UnTedTNTOC.

Zm dwadpaotiny medPa mov magovaiaoe o Iava-
vyt Aaumolaviong dovievovtag mdvw ot Meydles
mooodoxies tov Toohs Nilrevs, 1| copoTrdTTo ™G
Mg Xdaproap avadeimvietal oo oo T0 OrELETO TOV
OVTLITQOOMIEVEL TO TAQELOGY TG ROl TOU OPLYYEL TO
ot1100¢ TS OOV ROQOES O TAEVQA, EVAM 1) OTTOVOUMKY
oTiiAn o M Aerdvy o€pvovtal Ttiow T™G.

Zmv odotaon yuo 1oV Pivdxego, factopévn oto
Beatord €oyo Tov lovéoxro, 0 KOOTOUUAQLOUEVOS HAN-
TNOOS YOOUPEIOU €YLVE TO OUUBOAO TOU ROVPOQULOUOU,
AHEVIQLXO OEUCL OTNV ROLVOVIXY ROLTLXY] TOV TTAQOAGYOU
mov aoxel o Tovéoro Yo v amodoyy tov valiopov.
Katd m duadoaon ue 1o vreguey€0n avdound ®ootov-
WLCL, TOL OTTOT0L EXAVOLY VO, (PAIVETAL AROUC XQGTEQO TO
NON wxed mhaiolo mg oxedidotorag Baothmiig Tuowv-
voula,, 1 LWOEQ TOU TOAMOTAACLAOUOU KoL TNG UEYEOUV-
O1NG TOV ROOTOVMLMY VITOUVIOCGTOV TV YOOPELOXQATIOL
AOL TIC QUTAQYIES LEQUOYLRES OOUEC.

Ko otig tpelg mepumtwoets, £yve duvotn 1 uetd-
doon Wemv otovg Beatég péoa amd to Evduua, WEeg
70V LoPOoEETIRG B0t XOELGTOVTOV EXTEVY] KEIUEVA YLt
VOL TTEQLYQOPOUV %L Ve, SLaTutmBouv.

Donatella Barbieri



