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The design process is highly variable and changes 
radically from designer to designer. Everyone does things a little 
differently. 

I can generalize the process though, and if that sparks any 
follow up questions, I’d be happy to answer them. I’ve also skipped 
some of the more “mundane” steps, like taking measurements of the 
actors, and having second fittings. Think of this as more of an 
“overview” to the process! 
 
The Script 

The first part of designing any show is to read the script. 
Multiple times. 

Once just for the fun of it, and then again so you can 
dissect it, and then again so you know it really well, and then again 
so you take it into yourself – so you know it as well as you know 
yourself. Then I usually walk away from it for a little while. I let it sit in 
the back of my mind (unless I’m under a time crunch) and I allow my 
subconscious digest it for a bit. 

If I can let it stew for a week or two, then I go back to it with 
fresh eyes and really pull it apart. I start researching. Time periods, 
character traits, artists whose work resonates with my feelings about 
the play. 

I research clothing styles, color palettes, current events 
surrounding the play. I look at fabrics I might want to use, what color, 
shape, texture they bring to the show, and how the characters 
interact with them. 

I research hairstyles, makeup, shoes, and accessories. I 
research physical traits. 

I go back and read the script again. I take notes. I make 
sketches. I collect visual research. I pull fabric samples. 
 
Rendering the Characters 

When I feel that I really have a good understanding of the 
characters in the play, and what the point and purpose of the play is, 
then I start drawing renderings. I try to capture a pose that makes 
sense for the character without looking like it’s from an entirely 
different show. I try to give them a defining facial expression. I decide 
what sort of look I would like to see them in, what makes the most 
sense given all of the research, all of the conversations I’ve had with 
the director, all of the readings of the script. When these renderings 
have been drawn, colored, and approved, then the real “start” of 
designing happens. 
 
Costume Options 
If you are going to build the costume, the next step is to create the 
pattern, have fittings with the actor or actress, find the fabric that will 
be used, find the trims that will be used, and put the whole thing 
together. This is a very long process. 

If you are going to rent the costume, the next step is to 
contact rental houses or other theatres, describe what it is that you 
are looking for, and see where you can get something that will fit your 
actor /actress for a rental price you can afford and in the time that 
you need it. This is time consuming, can be frustrating, and gives you 
the least amount of control over the final product. 

If you are going to buy the costume, the next step is to go 
out and actually find the pieces for the costume. Purchase them and 
then alter them as necessary to either fit the actor/actress or fit in 
with the rest of the costumes. This involves long hours shopping for 
clothes, and returning clothes that don’t fit, or don’t work. 
 

 
Fittings with the Actors 

Once you have all the pieces of a costume, you have 
fittings with the actors. You may find that the actor/actress has a 
different interpretation of the character. You may find that they have 
different needs for the costume than you anticipated. You may find 
that their skin coloring doesn’t work with the color palette you had 
initially chosen for the character. 

All of these are excellent reasons to change part of the 
costume design. The real trick is to maintain control over the over-
arching design concepts/ideas/vision while working out all of these 
little “kinks.” It gets easier with time and experience. 
 
Tech 

After all of the costumes have been assembled, fit, 
modified, or completed to the best of your ability, you end up in 
technical (tech) rehearsals. During tech I watch the way the 
costumes move on the actors. I look to see if they are comfortable. I 
look to make sure the costumes look complete and not goofy (unless 
they are supposed to look goofy). I look at everyone together, under 
lights, on the final painted stage and check to see if anyone looks out 
of place. Or if anyone or anything pulls my attention away from the 
main story-telling action. 

I double-check all my work. 
I may change small things.  
I do not change anything big without talking to the 

actor/actress and the director. I make sure that from an audience 
point of view, everything works the way it should work, that 
everything looks the way it should look, and that the story of the 
show is as clear as I can make it. If it isn’t, I don’t ask someone else 
to take the blame for it, I try to figure out how I can solve the issue. 
 
Watching the Audience 

During Previews and Opening Night I watch the audience, 
not the actors. Seriously. By this point I know the show backward and 
forward. I want to see how others react to it. Hopefully it’s a good 
reaction! 
 
Reviews and the Next Job 

Then, it’s on to the next show (or more likely, I’ve already 
been working on the next show). 

As a follow-up, I read the reviews. This is somewhat 
controversial. You have to have a really thick skin to take it 
sometimes, and if the review is good, you have to hold your ego in 
check. 

I always try to review my own work very critically and I find 
it helpful to hear outside perspectives. I take it all with a grain of salt, 
and try to find positive ways to learn from my mistakes. 

This is an industry where you are constantly learning and 
growing. When you stop learning, growing, expanding then you might 
as well retire or take up a different profession. 
 
Costume Design Blog (The Art and Business of Costume Design) by Jessica 
Risser-Milne. She has a BA in both Art and Theatre from Goshen College, an 
MFA in Costume Design at Brandeis University, and managed to do what it 
took to join the Designers’ Union (IATSE – USA 829). In her blog, she hopes 
to “share with you the love I have of the whole design process (which is 
really the process of bringing to life a story on the stage or screen), as well 
as bring you information that can help with your own development as a 
designer, your child’s school play (for which you’ve been volunteered to 
handle the costumes), or if you’re a non-designer better insight into the 
process of designing costumes and the true value we bring to your 
production.” 


