Most Designing Woman

costumes that appear on the Sooner stage

are the creations of Helen Forrest Lauterer

Mrs. Lauterer works on the individual wilorin
of a costume for December’s “Happy Time.”

10

rop the 54 steps to the third floor of

the Drama Building is another

world—a world that is the Orient,
the Gay Nineties, the Elizabethan court,
Siam, Rome, all rolled into one. This world
is contained in a series of rooms packed
with theatrical costumes which are all the
Helen

I‘;Ill!t'rt‘r, prolessor of drama, who has been

creations of one woman, Forrest
(|t‘\iglliug the costumes for O.U. stage pro
ductions for the past 20 years.

A nationally known authority on cos-
tuming, Mrs. Lauterer has coupled her act
ing experience with a natural talent for de
sign to consistently produce theatrical cos
tumes which are a perfect fit for each play,
cach character, each actor. Even when the
performance itself has failed to draw rave
notices, the review nearly always contains
praise for the costumes.

Designing the costumes, however, is only
one of many steps involved in costuming a
play. “First I read the script,” Mrs. Lau-
terer says, “maybe five or six times and then
then outline a costume plot based on the
play's circumstances, characters and so
forth. Working closely with the director,
I determine the general style of the play,
analyzing its principals, outlining material
needs. 1 try to ‘soak’ myself in the time
period of the play.”
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After conferences with the director and
the scene -i{‘\i;!h: have established the color
scheme, Mrs. Lauterer can begin the process
of buying, draping, cutting, fitting and
;1!11‘rtr1;{,

Buying the material is one of the most
important steps in costuming a play. “Com-
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tragedies for low-key tones,” she explains.
“Certain colors and fabrics are correct for
some historical periods and wrong for
others.”

Mrs. Lauterer feels that a costume de-
\l;[l('f muslt il.l'll b | ‘\4|I,'|:l1 L\”' MW I{“I,‘.‘:C Ut‘ ll'l{
history of costumes matched by a good
know irl|_-._':- of rextiles and the best [m\isihir
color sense. Only then can the designer de-
part from the basic patterns and create
something really wild and original.

She buys materials mostly on the local
level, Norman and Oklahoma City. T just
start at the top of the store,” she explains,
“and go clear down to the basement, wher-
ever | can find yard goods and accessories.”

On these buying trips Mrs. Lauterer gets
material samples and then reviews her
plans. “With a handful of samples,” she
says, “I reread the script over coffee and a
sandwich. If I can’t obtain material of the
right color, 1 often have to dye it.”

Of course, as in every other field, cos-




Above—After the designing, purchasing and
cutting are over, Mrs. Lauterer and her crew be-

in stitching the garments. Each costume must
e sewn like iron to withstand future alterations.

At left—Some of the basic ideas for costume
style and design come from stacks of clippings
Mrs. Lauterer has collected over the years.

At right—The final product of Mrs, Lauterer’s
work is a well-made garment complete with
lace, frills and bows, such as this dress for last
spring's production of the “Imaginary Invalid.”

tuming must be done with an eye toward
the budget. The University Playhouse box
office supports the expenses involved in pro-
ducing the plays, but the budget is limited,
and Mrs. Lauterer cannot afford to spend
a lot of money on trimming for the cos-
tumes.

“We must depend on color for effect,”
she says. “Besides, trimming often pro-
duces too kaleidoscopic an effect, ruining
both the costumes and the scene designs.”
Each costume costs from $15 to $18. If one
garment requires more expensive material
that pushes the costs higher, then another
costume, for a smaller part, will have to be
a remake of an existing one.

rs. Lauterer usually makes new

costumes for the principal charac-

ters and remakes older costumes
for the lesser roles. After 20 years with the
University, she is still using costumes that
she made when she first joined the faculty.
Costumes she made during her first four
years at O.U. were destroyed in a fire on the
North Campus, but her other costumes are
still in use.

“We try to make solid costumes that will
last,” she says. “Each one is lined and sewn
like iron because every costume is reworked
and reused time after time, especially for
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the Studio Theatre productions (the stu-
dent-produced drama school shows).”

Mrs. Lauterer’s costumes have lasted
through the years because she employs a
minimum of total remaking. Taking a
costume completely apart requires too much
time when the garments can usually be re-
styled simply by making accessory and
trimming changes. Minor fittings can be
accomplished without taking the garment
apart by taking tucks or letting out darts
where the alterations will not show.

Nearly all the costumes for O.U. produc-
tions are made in the drama school. Rental
is an expensive proposition with no future
value for the school. “You pay money,”
Mrs. Lauterer says, “and after the play is
over, you have nothing—no wardrobe for
the next production. We try to build up our
wardrobe for every period and rent only oc-
casionally, such things as uniforms, shoes,
boots and arms.” These items are rented
from a large costume firm in California
which also supplies the movie studios.

In recent years Mrs. Lauterer has given
up making preliminary sketches of her de-
signs, doing all this work in her head. Her
patterns are made by draping paper or mus-
lin on dress forms. Occasionally she will
use a commercial pattern if the play calls
for ('m'l'rcrnrmrary S‘yifs.

“What most people fail to realize,” she
says, “is that the basic garment is only part
of the overall costume. Usually each outfit
has a headdress and undergarments and
shoes, and the shoes may have bows. All
this takes time.

cc N designing a costume you must

suit the mood and qualities of the

lay,” she explains. “You must suit

the character and also the actor. These are

the three big problems in design. You are

dealing in a sculptural effect viewed from
all sides.”

Mrs. Lauterer is a firm believer that a
costume designer must have acting experi-
ence. The designer must know enough
about acting to know how a costume will
move. She feels she must identify with the
character wearing the costume.

For “Kismet,” this year’s first Playhouse
production, there were 85 costumes. The
play required elaborate headdresses and a
large amount of braiding on the harem out-
fits. Also, each costume had to be solidly
made so that the men did not need to worry
about their turbans coming unwrapped on
stage. Instead of wrapping the turbans,
Mrs. Lauterer stitched each one on a wig
block so it could be put on and taken off like

continued
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a designer should have had

the acting e.\perience to know

how the costume will move

a hat. She worked with her costume crew
on “Kismet”
20 to curtain time on opening

every available minute from
Septe mber
night November 1.

Even after the costumes are completed,
the work is not aver. Mrs. Lauterer has a
construction crew to assist her in the actual
making of the costumes, and a running
crew working backstage to help the actors

Both crews arec made

make changes
student volunteers.
Mrs.

high-ceilinged room with cvery wall taken

Lauterer’s workroom is a giant,

up bv racks of costumes, closets, sewing

machines, glass cases full of accessories and

stacks of boxes containing hats, shoes and

Another room, which was orig

prop items.
inally a laboratory when the Drama Build

For “Kismet” Helen Lauterer made 85 elaborate
costumes including these detailed harem outfits.

ing housed the chemistry deparument, has
three long tables used for cutting material.
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where she graduated
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dent director of costume design. She spent

two years acting on Broadway and three
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years as actress and co

the Goodman Theatre in

1927 to 1931 she worked
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Playhouse doing 20 major tons a

yvear. At that time she was stll acting as
well as designing, but the production paci
forced her to choose between the two. For
economic reasons she elected to be a design
er. The biggest costume job of her carcer
came in 1952 when she did 130 costumes in
19 days for the annual summer production
of “The Horn of the West” in
North Carolina.
Until 1956 Mrs.

Lauterer continued
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But the audience never sees the problems
behind the costumes in a plav. All they see
is the result of an idea which began in the
imagination of Helen Forrest Lauterer, an

incredibly designing woman.
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