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Abstract 

This thesis investigates the various types of drawing used in the process of costume design for film, 

focusing on costume sketches and costume concept art. The research question for this thesis is ‘how 

and why are costume sketches and costume concept art used when designing costumes for film?’ 

The terms ‘costume concept art’ and ‘costume sketch’ have largely been used interchangeably. My 

hypothesis is that even though costume sketch and costume concept art have similarities in the ways 

of usage and meaning, they are, in fact, two separate, albeit interlinked and complementary terms 

as well as two separate types of professional expertise.  
The focus of this thesis is on large-scale film productions, since they provide the most valuable 

information regarding costume sketches and costume concept art. To enrich the literature and visual 
material studied for the thesis, I interviewed two Finnish costume designers to illuminate the 
’universality’ of drawing in costume design. I also interviewed a costume concept artist from New 
Zealand, to discuss the concept artist' take on designing costumes. I analyse costume sketches and 
costume concept art used in two case studies, Bram Stocker’s Dracula (1992) and The Hobbit: 
Unexpected Journey (2012) to study two different approaches in costume previsualisation. 
    Costume sketches seem to be viewed as the most important tool of the costume design process. In 
this thesis, I examine their uses as means of communication, presentation, negotiation and 
instruction. Some designers also use the process of making them as a way of thinking. In addition 
to having multiple uses, costume sketches and costume concept art also have many audiences, who 
will read different messages from the sketch in the different stages of its lifespan. I also study the 
alternative methods of designing and visual presentations of ideas costume designers use. 
   I examine the idea of thinking through drawing, and the effect the choice of media has on the 
thinking and vice versa. Additionally, I argue that the choice of drawing style, for example realistic 
of highly stylised, affects the thinking and the design itself. Drawing costume sketches and costume 
concept art is not only mechanical, but involves also thinking. This thesis discusses the questions 
arisen from the artistic collaboration of costume designers, sketch artists and costume concept 
artists.  
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Tiivistelmä 

Tämä opinnäytetyö tutkii elokuvien pukusuunnitteluprosesseissa käytettyjä piirroksia, keskittyen 

pukuluonnoksiin ja pukukonseptitaiteeseen. Tutkimuskysymys on ’kuinka ja miksi pukuluonnoksia 

ja pukukonseptitaidetta käytetään elokuvien pukusuunnittelussa?’ Termien pukuluonnos ja 

pukukonseptitaide englanninkielisiä vastineita ’costume sketch’ ja ’costume concept art’ on käytetty 

laajalti rinnakkain, samansisältöisinä. Hypoteesini mukaan nämä kaksi termiä ovat käytön ja 

sisällön samankaltaisuuksistaan huolimatta eri termejä. Esitän myös pukuluonnosten tekijöiden 

sekä pukukonseptitaiteilijoiden olevan eri ammattikuntia. 

   Tämän tutkimuksen kohteena ovat isot elokuvatuotannot, sillä ne tuottavat eniten ja arvokkainta 

materiaalia pukuluonnosten ja pukukonseptitaiteen käytöstä. Laajentaakseni lähdekirjallisuudesta 

ja analysoimastani visuaalisesta materiaalista saamaani tietoa, haastattelin kahta suomalaista 

pukusuunnittelijaa esitelläkseni piirtämisen yleismaailmallisena keinona pukusuunnittelussa. 

Haastattelin myös uusiseelantilaista pukukonseptitaiteilijaa, käsitelläkseni konseptitaiteilijan 

näkökulmaa pukusuunnitteluun. Analysoin kahden fantasiaelokuvan, Bram Stockerin Dracula 

(1992) sekä Hobitti: Odottamaton matka (2012), teossa käytettyjä pukuluonnoksia ja 

pukukonseptitaidetta tutkiakseni kahta erilaista lähestymistapaa pukujen ennakkovisualisointiin. 

   Yleisen käsityksen mukaan pukuluonnoksia pidetään eräänä tärkeimmistä pukusuunnittelijan 

työkaluista. Tämä opinnäytetyö tutkii niiden käyttöä kommunikaation, esittämisen, neuvottelun ja 

ohjeistuksen keinoina. Eräät suunnittelijat käyttävät pukuluonnosten tekoa myös ajattelun 

välineenä. Monikäyttöisyytensä lisäksi pukuluonnoksilla ja pukukonseptitaiteella on monia yleisöjä, 

jotka lukevat niistä sen käyttökaaren aikana eri sisältöjä. Tässä opinnäytetyössä tutkin myös niitä 

vaihtoehtoisia suunnittelun ja ajatusten visuaalisen esittämisen keinoja, joita pukusuunnittelijat, 

jotka eivät käytä pukuluonnoksia, ovat kehittäneet. 

  Tutkin myös piirtämisen kautta ajattelun käsitettä, sekä valitun piirustus- tai maalaustekniikan ja 

-välineiden vaikutusta ajatteluun, kuten myös ajattelun ja idean vaikutusta piirustus- ja 

maalaustekniikan ja -välineiden valintaan. Esitän, että piirtotyylin, esimerkiksi realistisen tai 

erittäin tyylitellyn piirtotyylin valinnalla on merkittävä vaikutus ajatteluun ja itse suunnitelmaan. 

Pukuluonnosten ja pukukonseptitaiteen piirtäminen ei ole vain mekaanista, vaan ajattelua 

sisältävää. Tämä tutkimus esittelee pukusuunnittelijan, pukuluonnosten tekijän ja 

pukukonseptitaiteilijan taiteellisesta yhteistyöstä nousevia kysymyksiä. 
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Introduction 
 

Drawing is a way to observe carefully, to solve problems and to show your thinking to others. 

Sketches and illustration, as specific forms of drawing, are capable of abstracting the subject 

with just a couple of lines and colours. Sketches are light, fast, versatile, intimate and 

sometimes they succeed in expressing an emotion or quality that the finished artwork fails to 

portray. Illustration is a way of simplifying and presenting the subject. Drawing and sketching 

have been related to artistic work, designing and defining ideas. 

Similarly to the ways sketches drawn for paintings or other artwork have been fascinating 

viewers for centuries, costume sketches are also captivating as sketches and experiments for 

the creation of costume and character. Earlier versions of famous and familiar characters can 

be seen in costume sketches. The viewer may compare them to the final costume and see the 

prototypes, suggestions and alternatives for the character and the costumes. Drawing has a 

significant importance in costume design; not only is it a highly popular working method, but 

many costume designs also exist only as drawings, since the film and photographs may have 

been destroyed or gone missing, the character or the costume could have been cut out of the 

final film, or the design never actualised. 

Costume sketches seem to be viewed as the most important tool of the costume design 

process by many designers and researchers. They are considered important as means of 

communication, presentation, design and as a way of selling ideas and giving instructions. 

Many costume designers, such as Cecil Beaton (Spencer, 1975), Walter Plunkett, Janty Yates, 

Deborah Nadoolman Landis, Theadora van Runkle (Nadoolman Landis, 2012a; 2012b) and 

Edith Head (Jorgensen, 2010), to name but a few, use them and consider them vital for the 

design process. This is not surprising, because the costume sketch indeed is a multi-purpose 

tool which has many audiences and messages. What is surprising, is that not all costume 

designers use them. Some costume designers start the design process with materials, clothes 

and accessories and some gather existing images and do collages and mood boards using the 

gathered material. 

In the golden age of the Hollywood studios, almost every costume for the leading actors was 

made in the studio’s own costume workshop. This meant that the costumes were designed and 

made from scratch, and multiple costume sketches were produced as a part of the design 

process. The costumes for the leading actress and usually for other female roles were the head 
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designer’s responsibility, the leading actor, other male roles and background extras were left 

for assistant designers (Nadoolman Landis, 2012b; Jorgensen, 2010). Assistant designers 

gathered the costumes from the stock wardrobe, or, if the film was a historical movie or a 

fantasy film, designed and arranged the costumes to be made. Also in those cases, costume 

sketches were drawn and used as directions for the costume workshop staff who made the 

costume. Nowadays, since modern dramas rarely require costumes to be made from scratch, 

costume sketches are more often used in certain genre films, such as period films, fantasy 

films, sci-fi films and superhero films. In those films, not all costumes can be found ready, 

and a great deal of specific costumes need to be manufactured, thus costume sketches are 

required again. Not only were costume sketches used as directions for the manufacture, but 

they were also used in the design process itself, as communicative tools to present the 

costume designer’s vision to others included in the preproduction of the film. 

The terminology in the field of previsualisation in costume design is and has been various. 

Concept sketch, concept art, conceptual art, costume concept art, costume sketch, costume 

illustration, costume design and costume drawing have all been used interchangeably (e.g. 

Nadoolman Landis, 2003, 2012a, 2012b; Chierichetti, 1976; Russell, 2004, Cogman, 2012). 

This thesis examines the various types of drawing used in the process of costume design for 

film and investigates the relations between different forms and formats of visual expression in 

drawing for costume. 

In this thesis, to refer to early visualisation of ideas for costumes not done or initiated by the 

costume designer I use the term ‘costume concept art’. To discuss drawings either produced 

by the costume designer or a sketch artist employed by the designer, I use the term ‘costume 

sketch’. Usually costume concept art happens earlier in the filmmaking process. Both costume 

concept art and costume sketches may be used in the same film, they are not mutually 

exclusive. I am dedicating more analytical sections to both of these terms later in the thesis. 

Although costume illustration seems to be generally considered synonymous to costume 

sketch, for me personally it sounds too finished, and lacks the meaning of design. Costume 

illustration as a term resembles the term fashion illustration, which indicates a type of 

drawing traditionally drawn after a ready garment (Blackman, 2007; Traphagen, 1918). Thus, 

I use the term ‘costume illustration’ to only refer to drawings of the costume and the character 

done after the costume is made, or, after the design idea has been finalised. In the United 

Kingdom, the term costume sketch is replaced by the term ‘costume design’ (Nadoolman 

Landis, 2012a, p.188). I have, however, chosen not to cause unnecessary confusion to the 
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reader in this already confusing terminology, and will not be using the term ‘costume design’ 

to refer to costume sketches. 

I have personally noticed that some people have started to use the more recent term ‘costume 

concept art’ as synonymous to ‘costume sketch’, possibly because it may sound more serious 

and credible than the simpler term costume sketch, which may for some people, not familiar 

with the terminology in costume design, be associated too much with the word sketch in it. 

Some people seem to perceive the meaning of costume sketch closer to sketch and not 

presentation drawing. This has become apparent from the responses I have encountered 

relating to the use of the term costume sketch. Once, I presented some of my costume 

sketches for people not familiar with costume design, and as I named the drawings costume 

sketches, one person exclaimed: “Sketches? But they look better than most children’s book 

illustrations!”  

Costume concept art can be made to experiment the feel and impression of the character. 

Different versions of the same subject are usually produced by a team of concept artists, to 

give multiple takes on the costume. These ideas are presented to the director, who then 

chooses his favourites to be developed further. It is possible that the costume designer is in no 

way involved in making costume concept art, it is initiated usually by the director. Costume 

sketches are closer to the final costume, since they come later in the design process, they 

present the costume designer’s vision and plans for execution for the costume. Costume 

sketch acts as directions for the costume workshop staff. Because the final costume is, indeed, 

a real costume worn by a real person, in the end, both costume sketch and costume concept art 

are simply two-dimensional proposals of a three-dimensional costume and character. 

This thesis focuses on the costume sketches and costume concept art used for costume design 

for large scale film productions. The reason why I focus on big budget films is that in those 

large-scale productions, costume sketches and concept art are mostly used. In smaller 

productions, the use and life span of the costume sketch is more limited, thus bigger 

productions give more valuable information for this research. Even though television, games, 

animation and advertisements are also viewed and experienced on screen as is film, they are 

not discussed in this thesis for I want to dedicate my research solely on film for a more in-

depth analysis. Additionally, even though costume sketches are used a lot in the stage arts, 

theatre, opera, ballet, dance and other performative arts, I have decided to exclude them from 

this thesis, for the same purpose. When costumes are seen on screen on the actor and thus as 

part of the character, they are displayed in 2D (or in some cases 3D) and always through a 
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lens. This makes the viewing experience in some ways similar to looking at a drawing, since 

the costume is displayed to the viewer through a two-dimensional frame. Sometimes the 

tiniest details of the costume are presented to the viewer in close up shots. This is not the case 

in stage arts, where the costume is on the stage, worn by the actor. In live performance, the 

viewer gets to see the whole costume at once and experience it as a part of the performance, 

however, the details will often go unseen. 

The main research question in this thesis is ‘how and why are costume sketches and costume 

concept art used when designing costumes for films?’ My hypothesis is that costume sketch 

and costume concept art, even though they have similarities in the ways of usage and 

meaning, they are in fact two separate terms, as well as two separate, although interlinked and 

complementary, types of professional expertise. In my research, I have not found any sources 

which would clearly define a meaningful difference between these two terms. Even some of 

the professionals in the field do not find distinct definitions to these terms. It is clear, 

however, that differences exist, and this is where this thesis will focus. 

There are plenty of books and other written research about drawing and the creative process, 

about images and reading them, as well as books for the wide audience and scholarly works 

about costume design. However, there is very limited research and literature about costume 

sketches, about their history and uses, most of them by Deborah Nadoolman Landis. Even 

fewer books and almost none research about costume concept art for films can be found. 

Costume concept art is shown and mentioned in some sources, however it is not studied in 

detail. It seems this specific expert field has been treated as equivalent to costume sketches in 

many sources, and in most cases it is simply used, for example as nice illustration to a 

costume designer’s interview, without further analysis. This lack of written material, in 

addition to the confusion caused by the varied terminology, was one motivator for me to 

choose this as the subject of my research.  

Costume sketches and costume concept art have always fascinated me since they show the 

various approaches costume designers and other filmmakers have for designing. An additional 

motivation for the subject is that drawing has always been important to me. I use it as a design 

tool and as a delightful way to spend my free time, as a way to observe and learn, and also as 

a way to simplify and experiment. I perceive the world in visual terms. I have been lucky to 

have professional experience as costume designer, costume maker, concept artist, story board 

artist, and as illustrator. All these professional roles have involved drawing in some ways, and 

they inform my approach to this topic. In 2011 I did an internship at Weta Workshop in 
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Wellington, New Zealand, where I was able to get first-hand experience of being involved in 

a huge scale film production.  

In this thesis I study the making of and the use of costume sketches and costume concept art 

based on two films as case studies. The first case study is Bram Stocker’s Dracula (1992, 

costume design by Eiko Ishioka), which I chose as an example of costume designer lead 

design approach, and for Ishioka’s expressive, although highly symbolised, sketches. The 

second case study is The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey (2012, costume design by Ann 

Maskrey, Bob Buck and Richard Taylor). The Hobbit trilogy was the production I was 

involved in while in Wellington. This film serves as an example of the use of costume 

concept art, as well as an example of film where the amount of previsualisation was 

enormous. The costume visualisations produced for this film serve as a contrast to Ishioka’s 

drawings, since the drawings produced for The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey have a high 

level of realism and detail in them. Both of these films are fantasy films based on literature, 

although from two different ends of the fantasy spectrum; The Hobbit is an example of high 

fantasy and Dracula is gothic horror. Choosing fantasy films as a genre for my analysis 

provides the opportunity to examine costume design processes when the film’s world differs 

from ours, and the film’s world needs to be invented and established by previsualisation.  

In the first part of the thesis, ‘Sketches and drawing’, I examine the relation between sketches, 

artwork and artistic work and the reasons for one’s fascination and interest in sketches. I also 

study costume sketches and costume concept art as preliminary steps in the design process, 

the importance of sketching in costume design and other artistic work. I examine the necessity 

of drawing, observing and knowing the structure of the subject for artists and costume 

designers. 

In the second part of my thesis, ‘Costume drawings’, I focus on costume concept art and 

costume sketch and the reasons in the making. I study their typical appearances and the 

reasons behind that development. I also study the process of making costume concept art. The 

process of making costume sketches is examined in more detail it the third part of the thesis. I 

examine the similarities and differences between the two terms ‘costume concept art’ and 

‘costume sketch’. I also study briefly the history of costume sketches and question the reasons 

behind technical drawings’ existence. 

In the third part, ‘Functions of drawing’, I study the communicational aspects of images and 

costume sketches and concept art. I concentrate on how costume concept art and costume 
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sketches are read and perceived, especially focusing on highly symbolised costume drawings, 

where the impression of the character is more important than realistic depiction of the 

costume. I examine the idea of thinking in drawing, both in drawing as a method of thinking 

and the way drawing media possibly effects on the design. I study the ways the process of 

drawing has been used as a working method in costume design. Also the different ways 

costume sketches and concept art themselves are used during their lifespan from the drawing 

board to the archive via negotiating table and the costume workshop. I also examine the 

experience and professional expertise involved in the operation of big costume departments in 

the cases where the design work is partly delegated, with my focus on costume sketches and 

costume concept art, also reflecting on my own experience. I explore the reasons why some 

costume designers draw costume sketches and some do not, and what kind of design tools 

have the non-drawing costume designers developed.  

In the conclusions, I discuss the main findings of this thesis, such as the changing meanings 

and audiences costume concept art and costume sketches have, the effect the chosen drawing 

or painting has on thinking, and vice versa. Additionally, the chosen drawing style affects the 

design itself. I also suggest possible future researches with focus on the professional expertise 

in the specific field of costume concept art, and of costume concept arts’ effect on the 

costume design processes.  
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Background and methodology 
 

The amount of literature written on the subject of costume sketches and costume concept art 

is rather limited. Deborah Nadoolman Landis, who also has experience as costume designer, 

has researched costume designers’ working methods and design processes by interviewing 

many costume designers (most from the United States or the United Kingdom) in her books 

Screen Craft: Costume Design (2003), Film Craft: Costume Design (2012) and Hollywood 

Sketchbook: A Century of Costume Illustration (2012). In the two first books, costume 

sketches have been mentioned as part of the design process, they have not been the focus of 

the research, unlike in the last book, which focuses on the use and making of costume 

sketches through history of film. Since Nadoolman Landis is the key researcher who has 

focused on the topic of costume sketches, this thesis includes extensive discussion of her 

work. 

Other books on costume design in Hollywood approach the subject from a historical point of 

view or present the costume designers. David Chierichetti’s Hollywood Costume Design 

(1976) illuminates the history of costume design in the Hollywood studio system. Elizabeth 

Leese’s Costume Design in the Movies (1976) was one of the first books written about the 

subject, however it proved to focus on fashion designers doing costume design and merely 

listed costume designers, their movies, awards and nominations. The essays in the volume 

Hollywood and History (Maeder, 1987) by Alicia Annas, Edward Maeder and Satch LaValley 

shed a light on the costume designers’ role in formatting the star image. In addition to these 

publications studying the field of costume design in general, I have also examined some 

biographies of famous costume designers, such as Charles Spencer’s Cecil Beaton: Stage and 

Film Designs (1975) and Jay Jorgensen’s Edith Head: The Fifty-year Career of Hollywood’s 

Greatest Costume Designer (2010). Since Jorgensen presents Head’s career and working 

methods in detail, this publication included some valuable information for my research, for 

example about the use of sketch artists from the 1920’s to the 1980’s. Eiko Ishioka’s 

monograph Eiko on Stage (2000), regardless of its title, also presents her work in the films. 

Her approach as an ‘outsider’ to the film industry (since Ishioka mostly did stage designs 

before venturing in the movies) to film costume was interesting, and Ishioka’s take on 

costume sketches and costume design in general serves as a comparison point to that of many 

costume designers who mainly work in the field of film. In the aforementioned books, 
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costume sketches and drawing are viewed at the same time both elemental and supplemental 

to costume design. The supplementary nature of costume sketches to the ‘art of costume’ is 

highlighted, as in many of these books they are not considered fundamental or necessary to 

costume design itself, however, simultaneously costume sketches are discussed as vital for 

many costume designers. This approach can be seen especially in Nadoolman Landis’s 

publications. 

A view in the making of big productions is offered by the genre of The Art of books. These 

volumes are also among the limited number of sources which present costume concept art. In 

Gary Russell’s The Art of The Lord of the Rings (2004), the concept artists themselves explain 

the design process in the production and present their work. Even though Chris Guise’s The 

Art of The Adventures of Tintin (2011) is about an animated film, the basics of concept art 

remain the same, especially in fantasy films, where commonly the whole environment and all 

characters need to be invented. Bryan Cogman’s Inside HBO’s Game of Thrones (2012) 

explains the making processes of a large-scale television production. Even though this thesis 

does not focus on television productions, the specific source provides useful material 

regarding costume sketches. These books present costume concept art from the directors’ and 

the concept artists’ point of view. Additionally, there are selected writings on the work of 

costume designers in relation to costume concept artist. Joe Kucharski discusses the effect of 

costume concept art on the costume designer’s work in his interview with Judianna Makovsky 

(Costuming Captain America: The Winter Soldier, 2014). This was one of the rare sources I 

found discussing this aspect. Keith Christensen’s chapter in Costume Design and Illustration 

(2014) was more educational, not presenting any of his film designs specifically.  

I studied Anne Curry’s paper entitled ‘Costume in Context; the Narrative of Dress in 

Performance’ (2012), which discussed the relationship of costume design, the physicality of 

the performer and drawing by examples of figure drawing. To understand costume sketches 

and costume concept art as drawings and sketches in a wider theoretical framework, I 

examined the works of Deanna Petherbridge (The Primacy of Drawing: Histories and 

Theories of Practice. 2010), Evelyn Welch (Art and Society in Italy 1350-1500. 1997), Anja 

Hatva (Kuvittaminen. 1993) and Ernst Gombrich (Experiment and Experience in the Arts in 

The Image and the Eye: Further Studies in the Psychology of Pictorial Representation. 1982). 

To gather more knowledge on how images are perceived and read, I examined the works of 

Gillian Rose (Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to Researching with Visual Materials. 

3rd ed. 2012), Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen (Reading Images: The Grammar of 
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Visual Design. 2006), Alfred Yarbus (‘Eye Movements During Perception of Complex 

Objects’ in Eye Movements and Vision. 1967), John Berger (Ways of Seeing, 1972) and 

Michael Baxandall (‘The Period Eye’ in Painting and Experience in the Fifteenth Century 

Italy: A Primer in the Social History of Pictorial Style. 1998). These books helped me to get 

some perspective on costume sketches by comparison with sketches and sketching artists in 

history. The sources not explicitly related to my topic of costume sketches and costume 

concept art, for example those by Baxandall and Welch, helped me gain better grounds for the 

understanding of the nature of sketches, and the changing meanings of art. 

Since many of these books, especially The Art of books, are written for the general public - as 

introductory books to the field, and answering the questions fans and starting concept artists 

would like to know, the approach in them is not very analytical or reflecting. Also, the visual 

material, costume sketches and costume concept art, presented in these books is only a 

visually appealing selection of materials produced in the filmmaking process. The gaps in the 

research of the field of costume sketches and costume concept art are notable. What is not 

shown, are the various stages of the development, the breakdowns or the discarded sketches. 

An in-depth analysis of costume concept art is missing. There is very little mention of 

costume concept art or its effect on the design process in the available literature about 

costume design and costume designers. 

For this thesis, to enrich the material I gathered from literature sources with a more insightful 

analysis, I interviewed two costume designers from Finland, who use drawing extensively in 

their work; Anna Vilppunen and Merja Väisänen. I also interviewed and one concept artist 

from New Zealand, Nick Keller, who I had met and whose work I had seen while in New 

Zealand. Although the experiences of Finnish costume designers lack the connection to the 

Hollywood film industry and to the budget scale of the productions examined, they illuminate 

the ‘universality’ of drawing as a part of costume design. Keller’s interview is important since 

it brings to light the concept artist’s approach to costume design. The two interviews with the 

Finnish costume designers were qualitative and were conducted face to face, while Keller’s 

interview was conducted via a questionnaire by email. The questions I asked directly related 

to my research question, I asked about the ways costume sketches and costume concept art 

were used in their professions. My questions aimed to explore the interviewees’ personal and 

working relationship with drawing and to examine their design processes.  

In addition, I have looked deeper into costume sketches and costume concept art used in two 

big budget fantasy film productions, Bram Stocker’s Dracula from the 1990’s (costume 
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design by Eiko Ishioka) and The Hobbit: Unexpected Journey from the 2010’s (costume 

design by Bob Buck, Ann Maskrey and Richard Taylor). Both these films are extremely 

visual fantasy films, and in both, the fantasy is depicted through the costumes. These case 

studies provided a way for analysing the contents and messages in the costume sketches and 

costume concept art, and also methods of making costume sketches and costume concept art 

in these examples, Since the amount of costume previsualisation in my case studies, 

especially in The Hobbit: Unexpected Journey, was so vast, I chose to analyse and examine 

the use of only couple of sketches from each film. In addition to the literature and interviews 

mentioned earlier, I studied Ishioka’s interviews from the making of documentary The Blood 

is the Life: The Making of ‘Bram Stocker’s Dracula (2007) and Bob Buck’s in-depth Q&A 

conducted by Warner Bros Canada (2017) 

For The Hobbit case study analysis I could reflect on my own experience at Weta. In 2011 I 

did an internship at Weta Workshop in Wellington, New Zealand. Weta Workshop specialises 

in design for film, for example creative development and world building, and manufacturing, 

for example weapons, props, creatures, makeup fx, miniatures and models (Weta Workshop, 

2017). I spent my internship in the manufacturing part of Weta Workshop. My work consisted 

of constructing costumes for extras and actors, and specifically, gluing, dyeing, sewing, 

stitching, riveting and doing leatherwork for costumes for The Hobbit trilogy. During this 

internship, I observed some of the design artists and their work. At Weta, it was common 

procedure to give the costume sketch to the manufacturing crew who would make the finished 

costume from scratch to look exactly like the sketch. From this internship, as a member of the 

manufacturing crew, I collected valuable first-hand information on the use of costume 

sketches and costume concept art in large-scale productions, in which these types of costume-

related drawings functioned - as directions to the workshop staff and as a way of 

communication in the workshop. 

To find answers to my research question, ‘how and why are costume sketches and costume 

concept art used when designing costume for films?’ the costume designers’ experiences from 

the literature and from my interviews provide answers on how costume designers perceive 

costume sketches and why they use them. Keller’s interview provides a view on how a 

concept artist perceives costume concept art and costume design. The on situ observation at 

Weta explains the costume manufacturer’s point of view regarding costume sketches and 

costume concept art. The case studies and other analysed costume sketches in the thesis 

illuminate the contents of costume sketches and costume concept art, the message in them. In 
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addition to the study of literature, interviews, analysed case studies, other visual material, on 

situ observation and hands-on work, I reflect on my own experience as costume designer, 

costume maker and concept artist. Especially my experience as a costume concept artist has 

helped me understand the goals which costume concept art may have in relation to a costume 

sketch, and especially how these two differ. 
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Sketches and drawings 
 

 

Sketching and drawings 

 

Sketching has been a part of the western artistic process since the introduction of paper in the 

13th century (Fuller, 2002). The invention of paper, a relatively cheap material, gave the artists 

a way to draw preliminary plans for the patron to see so that they could approve the plan and 

give sufficient funding. In the medieval and early renaissance times in Europe, the materials 

from which art was made were often extremely expensive and more valued than the artist’s 

work itself. This view started to change during the Renaissance, and the artistic talent became 

as valuable and even more valuable than the rare materials. However, the materials continued 

to be expensive or difficult to attain. For example, certain marbles and some colour pigments 

were so expensive that the patrons who commissioned the artworks often wanted to see proof 

and plans of the work and the materials used. The artists used drawings to show the plans and 

the execution to the patrons (Welch, 1997).  

Sketches are preliminary studies for artwork. They are used as a method of thinking, testing 

ideas and imagining what the finished result will look like. Sketches are often monochrome 

drawings, or paintings with only rough colours. They are rough, delicate, quick and 

observing. Sketching is also a way to experiment, to test ideas. Using those tests, the artist can 

then decide whether to continue working on and developing the idea or to abandon it. 

Leonardo da Vinci used drawing and sketching as a way of working through problems 

(Welch, 1997, p.64) and also as a means to study the subject, attempting to seek the best 

solution and balance in paintings (Gombrich, 1982, p.227).  

Sketches have a sense of timelessness in a way. In her book Primacy of Drawing, Deanna 

Petherbridge proposes: 

 “Unlike fluid sketches that in many respects escape from the cultural 

imperatives of their time through lack of formal and stylistic fixity or 

specificity of form and subject, finished drawings are indelibly marked and 

defined by their period, as are finished paintings, sculpture and prints.” 

(Petherbridge, 2010, p.50) 
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 This can be a reason why sometimes rough, simple sketches are more pleasant to look than 

more detailed ones, where the typical fashion or the drawing style of the times or the artist’s 

mannerisms are clearly visible. 

Usually, sketches in artistic processes are done in the same medium or a closely related 

medium as the final piece. When painting, sketches are often paintings or drawings. When 

sculpting, the sketches are drawings or smaller clay sculptures. When writing, a rough draft of 

the text can be done in writing. But when making films, the sketches are not films, they are 

drawings, 3D-models, texts, sculptures and rehearsals. Additionally, when making costumes 

for a film, the sketches are not full-scale costumes, they are drawings and paintings, collages, 

sculptures, miniature versions of the costumes and pictures of garments and clothes. 

The online dictionary Merriam-Webster defines ‘sketch’ as “a rough drawing representing the 

chief features of an object or scene and often made as a preliminary study” (Merriam-

Webster, 2017). Regardless of its name, costume sketch is not any regular sketch. It can be ”a 

rough drawing representing the chief features of an object” however, it can also be extremely 

detailed and thought through drawing of an idea for a costume. It is not limited by the 

definition of the word sketch.  

Nevertheless, at first, costume sketches can be described as just sketches because they are 

preliminary studies and ideas of the costume and the character. After approval from the 

director and/or the producer, possibly without any changes in the drawing itself, they turn into 

presentation drawings. However, still they are only a step in the costume design process, and 

remain unfinished and indefinite since nothing is final until the costume has been made, worn 

by the actor, shot and seen on the film.  

Costume sketches and costume concept art are not just any drawings that copy the world as it 

is or as the artist sees it. In many cases, there is nothing to copy except maybe the actor’s 

likeness. The directions the concept artists or sketch artists are given by the director, the 

creative director or the costume designer themselves if they are not the one drawing, can be 

vague and open to many interpretations, detailed and precise, or anything in between. The 

artists need to find a way to portray the character as the ‘patron’ (costume designer, director 

or producer) sees it. To achieve the wanted result, the artists can and often will use many 

references and hints that the real world and other people’s imagination has to offer. This is not 

likely to cause any problems, since gathering this kind of influences and sources is common 

in artistic work. Petherbridge (2010, p.13) calls it “the hunter and gatherer instincts of visual 
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artists and designers.” Although, the found material will only aid them commence, the sketch 

artists and costume concept artists still need to adapt the gathered material and add their own 

input. The concept artists have to use their own imagination to come up with ideas that they 

themselves think could work and that they want to present to the designer. Making costume 

sketches is not just technical or mechanical drawing, it is designing as well. I will concentrate 

on the intrinsic relation between drawing and thinking later in this thesis.  

Sketches can focus on a single challenge in the design, they can have a single-point approach 

to examine for example the colour scheme, the shape or a specific detail. From sketches the 

viewer can see what the artist thought was challenging and worth drawing. The artist’s 

focusing on few challenges or aspects of the subject in the sketch is also talked about in the 

book Reading Images – The Grammar of Visual Design, where the authors Gunther Kress and 

Theo van Leeuwen argue that the representation of a subject can focus only on the aspect the 

artist thinks is the criterial characteristic of the subject:  

“That ‘interest’ is the source of the selection of what is seen as the criterial 

aspect of the object, and this criterial aspect is the regarded as representative 

of the object in a given context. In other words, it is never the ‘whole object’ 

but only ever its criterial aspects which are represented.” (Kress and van 

Leeuwen, 2006, p.7) 

Costume sketches often seem to focus on the criterial aspects, they do not even try to 

represent the whole character and every solution and choice that has to be made in the 

costume. This means that costume sketches focus on the things that are important and on the 

elements that actually make the character, for example the colours, the silhouette, the specific 

garments. That is, the criterial aspects of the costume. In some costume sketches, the criterial 

aspects may include the structural details of the costume, and these are emphasised in the 

sketch either on the character or as separate drawings on the side.  In costume concept art, on 

the other hand, the approach can be almost photo-realistic, so it can be hard to distinguish the 

criterial characteristics. A simple answer would be that the criterial aspect in costume concept 

art is the look. Not the weight, not the smell, not the feel, not the inside of the costume, not 

the function of the costume. Just the appearance of the costume and the character.  

According to Petherbridge (2010, p.103) the varying lines in the sketch show the “emotive 

state of the artist and the conditions of making.” The viewer of a drawing can, if clever or 

sufficiently attentive, distinguish the parts where the drawer hesitated, did not know how to 
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draw something, which parts they carefully worked on, which parts they considered 

unimportant or boring, or where they just used some simplification typical of them. Based on 

my experience I have noticed that the legs, feet, hands or, perhaps surprisingly, the face of the 

character portrayed in the costume sketch are the most generic, drawn using the recurring 

shortcuts and simplification. The artist has learnt a quick and effective way to draw hands, for 

example, and applies it to every costume sketch to save time. 

Sketches have long fascinated the viewer. In 1767 when writing about the Salon of 1767, the 

official art exhibition of painting and sculpture sponsored by the French Government 

(Encyclopædia Britannica, 1998), Denis Diderot wondered at the marvels of sketches:  

“Why does a beautiful sketch accord greater pleasure than a beautiful 

painting? Because it has more life and fewer forms … Perhaps we find 

sketches so attractive only because, being somewhat indeterminate, they 

allow more liberty to our imagination, which sees in them whatever it 

likes.”   (Quoted by Petherbridge, 2010, p.26) 

 Diderot discussed sketches for paintings but the same reasons for fascination apply for 

costume sketches as well. In finished paintings or costumes the viewer can admire the detail, 

the amount of work that has gone into making them, the materials, the physical skill seen on 

the finished piece. In sketches the viewer’s eye focuses on the idea, the simplification, the 

thoughts and the talent. Petherbridge (2010, p.28, 30) noted that Vasari and Pliny the Elder 

also had similar, admiring views of sketches. Vasari argued that sketches and rough drawings 

born from an instant of artistic frenzy were more expressive than those artworks formed with 

excessive vigour. Pliny the Elder thought that preliminary drawings and the unfinished last 

works still had the artist’s actual thoughts visible and thusly were more admired than the 

finished pieces. Costume sketches and costume concept art are not often the artist’s last, 

unfinished works, nor are they the first drawings or doodles of the character, and thus rarely 

done on a napkin or a back of a receipt in some artistic frenzy. Costume sketches and costume 

concept art are both sketches and ideas of the costume and the character, and finished 

presentation drawings of those ideas. Costume sketches and costume concept art are after all 

tools of design and not merely a visual flash of genius that happened suddenly and 

unexpected. 

Since sketches present the artist’s thoughts in the moment of creating, the viewer feels trusted, 

since they get to see the private plans of the artist and the artist’s thought processes. These 
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same reasons may explain the popularity of time lapse painting. Not only are time lapse 

paintings and drawings a visual pleasure, they provide the viewer with information on the 

execution of the artwork from the first lines to the finishing touches.  

 “The incompleteness of a drawing has its own vibrating life, but also 

invites its completion in other media. On the other hand, a drawing can be 

so finished in itself that it subsumes the need for further stages of 

transformation.” (Petherbridge, 2010, p.16-18) 

Sometimes costume sketches and costume concept art can be imagined immediately as ready 

costumes on the actors, generating responses such as ‘I cannot wait to see how this will look 

on the actor!’ or ‘I need to see how they will execute the design, how will the real materials 

function’, thus inviting completion and awakening thoughts of completion in other media. 

Sometimes the reaction can be ‘This drawing is so perfect, there is no way they can make it 

work as a costume’. If the costume sketch or the costume concept art is too perfect as an 

image, the viewer cannot help but question if the completion will rise to the same level. 

Certain elements in pictures may be specific to the media of drawing or painting and cannot 

be replicated in costumes. These should naturally be avoided in costume design. Concept 

designer and illustrator John Howe remarks on the nature of concept art and notes that “all the 

energy bottled up in these illustrations could achieve only a theoretical release” (Russell, 

2004, p.113). Drawing and illustration can make the viewer to complete the scenario 

presented in the picture (movement, drama, emotion) using their imagination. Concept art, 

costume concept art and costume sketches also invite completion in the spectator’s 

imagination, however they may also be completed in reality when the costume is completed 

and filmed. 

I have personally noticed that sometimes digital sketches in general or digital costume 

sketches or costume concept art do not arouse similar feelings of interest, however only when 

digital tools do not mimic traditional media. If the look is too obviously computer generated 

and too finished, it seems to be perceived as something that has less work and talent behind it, 

since it is an universal fact that it is easier to produce realistic drawings and paintings digitally 

‘with all those different brushes, layers, filters and whatnots’. ‘Real’ drawing and painting 

done with traditional media, on the other hand, is known to be difficult and requiring years of 

training. Thus, to excel in those is worth our praise. If an artwork looks too superhuman, it 

may be difficult to understand the work that has gone into making it, and thus it is not 
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recognised as demanding artwork. In digital artwork the amount of ‘human’ talent and 

executing may be underestimated. 

 

 

 Fig. 1 Edith Head making costume sketches. Jorgensen (2010) 
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The sketching artist 

 

For a long time sketching has been viewed as the way the artistic talent or genius shows itself, 

and  this still seems to be the case (Petherbridge, 2010, p.26). Designing and sketching are 

viewed as the magical moments when creativity happens and all that comes after is just 

mechanical executing. The commonness of this perception proves that not everyone is 

familiar with the demands in the work of an artist or a costume designer. Costume design or 

any artistic work involves much more than just generating ideas. The high regard for sketches 

and sketching as a vital part of the artistic process may provide an explanation for the 

conventional image of costume designer shown in the middle of the process of making 

costume sketches or in the middle of a pile of costume sketches presenting them to the actor 

or the director. These photos (Fig.1 and Fig.2) are posed publicity photos, not candid shots of 

the people in their genuine working situations. Thus, it seems the studio’s publicity 

department has wanted to reinforce the conventional idea of the sketching artist. The rest of 

the costume designer’s work, organisation of the costume workshop, recruiting suitable 

people, planning and delegating the work, meeting with the crew and cast, gathering the 

clothes and materials was probably not considered as interesting for the general public since 

those parts of the costume design process are rarely seen in the publicity photos. At least this 

was the case in the Hollywood golden age. Currently, many productions release production 

Fig. 2 Cecil Beaton painting costume sketches. Leese (1976) 
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diaries where they document the ‘making of’ process of films, where these unseen parts of 

costume design process can also be witnessed.  

A number of costume designers in Hollywood have been reportedly becoming employed on 

the basis of their drawing abilities. For example, Oleg Cassini was hired as an additional 

costume designer at Paramount Pictures because he brought with him a sizable portfolio of 

sketches to the interview (Jorgensen, 2010, p.77-80). The young Milo Anderson impressed 

producer Samuel Goldwyn with his sketches and was immediately hired to design costumes 

for his first film when he was still at school (Chierichetti, 1976, p.74). Orry Kelly heard that 

he could impress the people at Warner Bros. and get the job designing costumes there if he 

could draw a flattering likeness of their biggest star, Kay Francis. Kelly heeded the advice, 

prepared costume sketches showing Francis and got the job (Nadoolman Landis, 2012b, 

p.23). When these kinds of cases are discussed, rarely are other qualities of the designers 

mentioned than their drawing skills or the beautiful sketches they have painted. It is difficult 

to say if the sketches truly were the only rationales for the employment, or if these stories 

featuring sketches have simply been more memorable as anecdotes and thusly have lived on. 

One recent example of illustrator or concept artist becoming costume designer is Michael 

Kutsche. He started his career doing character concept art and character design for films. In 

the movie Oz the Great and Powerful (2013), with the help of some concept art, he convinced 

director Sam Raimi to entrust him with the costume design in co-operation with costume 

designer Gary Jones. Kutsche (2013) says his sketches served as instructions to Jones, who 

then actualised the designs. However, it is notable that despite the designers’ drawing skills in 

these stories likely played a remarkable part, they served in illustrating the designers’ ideas. 

Thus, drawings skills are not the only factor in hiring costume designers, but also the ideas 

they can present have a role as well.  

Compared to modern times when the amount of visual material is all around us and for us to 

use via photos on printed media and image searches on the internet, earlier, when drawing 

was the only sensible way to present the costume design to the director, being a costume 

designer also almost always meant that the designer could draw. Sometimes this idea is turned 

around, and people think that the skill of drawing equals the ability to be a good costume 

designer. This is naturally not the case, other important qualities are also needed, such as 

excelling in co-operation, ability to lead a sizable department, organising skills and the talent 

of understanding of people. However, it was not unusual for costume designers to start their 

careers as sketch artists. Dorothy Jeakings (Chierichetti, 1976, p.129), Edward Stevenson 
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(Chierichetti, 1976, p.141), Theadora van Runkle (LaValley, 1987, p.93) and Edith Head 

(Jorgensen, 2010) among others started by drawing costume sketches for other designers. 

Edith Head’s story is famous for her questionable moral choices she made when applying for 

her first job in the industry as a sketch artist for Howard Greer at Paramount studios. Head 

used a portfolio of sketches many of which were borrowed from her class mates from the 

drawing class she attended. Greer was impressed by the versatility of her drawings and hired 

her on the spot (Jorgensen, 2010, p.22). According to Chierichetti (1976, p.58), Head’s hoax 

was quickly revealed since Greer soon noticed she was poor at drawing. However, Jorgensen 

argues that she was, in fact an excellent artist as even after hearing about the ruse Greer told 

her there was no need in the first place to borrow any artwork because she herself was 

sufficiently talented (Jorgensen, 2010, p.22-24). Edith Head continued her career as a sketch 

artist and assistant costume designer to Howard Greer and Travis Banton, and later as the 

chief costume designer and the head of the costume department at Paramount pictures 

(Jorgensen, 2010). If the drawing skills of one of the most successful costume designers in the 

history of film industry can be doubted in such a way by researchers, it may serve as 

additional proof that drawing skills are not essential to successful career. 

The importance and necessity of drawing to costume design can be debated, however these 

two seem to be inextricably linked. Jorgensen refers to Chierichetti’s biography or Edith 

Head, where Chierichetti is helping Head to create costume sketches for Dead Men Don’t 

Wear Plaid (1982), Head’s last film, and Chierichetti sees that at first Head was not feeling 

comfortable doing the sketches, “but as she sketches, her confidence grew. “I had never seen 

such virtuosity,” Chierichetti wrote “at that moment, I knew what she had never known: Edith 

Head was a great designer.” “ (Jorgensen, 2010, p.386). Again, the greatness, virtuosity and 

genius of artist is visible when sketching, and the virtuosity of costume designer is based on 

her ability to sketch. This idea is thus reinforced by both Chierichetti and Jorgensen. Against 

the background of the traditions of drawing being of remarkable importance to costume 

design, it is intriguing to observe opposing views. Nadoolman Landis, who is an experienced 

costume designer, argues against the ‘sketching artist’ stereotype and aims to prove that 

drawing is ultimately a nonessential part of costume design (2003, 2012a, 2012b). Since 

costume design is an artistic process that also produces other artwork, such as costume 

sketches and costume concept art, it is possible that some people can focus excessively on the 

drawings and neglect the true goal behind them. The admiration for costume sketches can be 

misguided. The design process continues after the sketch; costumes develop and change until 
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they are filmed. The ‘art of costume design’ lies in the final costumes in the final film, not in 

the drawings. However, the continuing admiration of costume sketches may explain the 

demand for costume designers to produce costume sketches solely for publicity purposes in 

some productions. 

In my experience, not being able to draw seems to diminish the spectrum of ideas. In other 

words, drawing works as a way to broaden the visual horizon. I find that the more I draw, the 

more I observe and learn. Via drawing, an understanding of the subject can be shown, which 

may in part explain the association of drawing skills to design talent.  

Good visual presentation skills are necessary for any designer, especially in a co-operative 

field such as costume design. Some costume designers, such as Finnish film costume designer 

Anna Vilppunen (2017) claim that a costume designer ought to be able to draw. The benefits 

of being able to effortlessly present ideas in an easily understandable form are numerous, 

starting with the saving of time. Drawing is also a way to test ideas, as stated earlier, and 

testing ideas is vital for any designer. Gombrich refers to Vasari who, in his Life of Titian, 

emphasised the importance of preliminary studies in drawing:  

“it is necessary to anyone who wants to arrive at a good composition and to 

adjust his inventions, first to draw them in different ways on paper so as to 

see how it all goes together. The reason is that the mind can neither perceive 

not perfectly imagine such inventions within itself unless it opens up and 

shows it conceptions to the corporeal eyes which aid it to arrive at a good 

judgement.”                 Giorgio Vasari (quoted by Gombrich, 1982, p.227) 

Gombrich also himself argues in favour of the necessity of sketching, saying “The more an 

artist ventures into the unknown by abandoning the well-tried methods of tradition the more 

vital is this procedure [experimentation] likely to be.” (Gombrich, 1982, p.228). However 

some artists and designers consider sketches unnecessary. The Italian Renaissance painter 

Giorgione preferred to skip sketching and start painting straight away without any needless 

preliminary steps (Gombrich, 1982, p.227). 

Actress Greer Garson has said: “Imagination is at best a poor substitute for reality” (quoted by 

Maeder, 1987, p.10). Maeder used Garson’s quote to indicate the importance of research in 

costume design for period films. However, this quote also works splendidly in the context of 

importance of observation and knowledge of the craft in design. Gombrich (1982, p.224) 

argues that a painter has to have a structural knowledge of the object he is painting, and 
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knowledge of the structure of the human body is essential. He also refers to Leonardo da 

Vinci, who thought that too often “we deceive ourselves if we rely on our impressions rather 

than on measurement.” (Gombrich, 1982, p.225). Research in drawing is fundamental. Some 

people seem to think that research matters solely in the details. However, if the artist has not 

studied the structure of the whole subject, it is only possible to abstract the idea of it, and not 

the whole. 

The idea of the importance for designers to know the craft and have an understanding of the 

mechanisms of completion of the design is not new. The designer must know what they are 

drawing and they also should have an idea of the accomplishment and the actuality of the 

finished design. The costume designer will not always be asked unequivocal directions on 

how to manufacture the costume on the sketch, however they are expected to only design 

costumes that are possible to produce. Understanding of the craft and the technical skills 

involved in the making of the costume are necessary qualities of a designer. Curry (2010, 

p.171) reminds us that the physicality of the actor cannot be forgotten or passed in the design 

process. Also concept artist Keith Christensen (2014, p.15) stresses the importance of 

knowing the human figure and knowing what you draw and how it is actualised: “A drawing 

that doesn’t address function and practicality is just going to cause problems down the line. A 

beautifully rendered character with unrealistic proportions does nothing but create unrealistic 

expectations. I’ve yet to meet a leading man who is 9 heads tall.”  

Costumes work in the context of both the film and in the ‘real world’, since the actor has to 

wear and use the costume. Costume design and drawings of costumes, while functioning as 

inviting images and presentation drawings as well, need to consider both of these aspects.  

“There’s no point in having a brilliant design for a costume if you can’t get 

it made. I’m always saying to producers, directors and actors: ‘Remember, 

you cannot wear a drawing.’ A drawing is just the beginning. It’s the 

creation of it, the fabrics, and the cut, that count.”  

       Bob Ringwood (Nadoolman Landis, 2003, p.124) 

Ringwood has experience as costume designer in superhero and sci-fi films from the 1980’s, 

1990’s and 2000’s (IMDb, 2017) and thus is more than likely to be familiar with the technical 

limits and requirements in the costume making process in those genres. He may have 

witnessed optimistic costume concept art which may have been ahead of the possibilities of 

manufacture, or where the artist has allowed himself to visualise the impossible. Keller, who 
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works in the design team at Weta Workshop, and thus is often in close collaboration with the 

manufacturing professionals, also argues that artists should be conscious of the possibilities of 

manufacture and the financial aspects of the design: “Know that what you are designing can 

be delivered!” (Keller, 2017). Ringwood’s and Keller’s approaches to designing costumes are 

contrasted by Eiko Ishioka’s design process. Ishioka did not consider it absolutely vital to 

design or draw only costumes that were possible to make or would actually work as costumes 

on the actor. She preferred not to limit herself with the knowledge of what is possible to 

manufacture, and lets the workshop staff experiment with different solutions to realise her 

designs (Ishioka, 2000). 
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Costume drawings 
 

 

History, similarities and differencies 

 

“Moving from page to screen is never easy.” – George R. R. Martin, writer. (Martin, 2012, 

p.4) 

Martin, author of the fantasy book series A Song of Ice and Fire, was referring to the process 

of making the television series Game of Thrones, based on his book series. Costume design is 

part of the filmmaking process which converts the story in the script to a movie. Thus, 

costume sketches and costume concept art have a role to play in the transformation of words 

into visuals. Costume sketches and costume concept art are tools of costume design and world 

building, first and foremost communicational devices. They help visualise the characters in 

the film. 

There are different types of drawings involved in the process of costume design. Usually they 

happen in chronological order: First is costume concept art, a visualisation of the director’s or 

concept artist’s idea for the costume, which can be the basis of the design, although the design 

can also differ from it. Second, costume sketch, which is a presentation drawing of the 

costume designer’s vision. These two, costume concept art and costume sketch, usually 

follow some preliminary sketches where the artist experiments with ideas, shapes and 

compositions. Technical drawings and clarifying sketches of costume parts and details which 

are drawn as directions and used when needed are the third type of costume drawing. And the 

fourth is costume illustration which is the drawing done after the costume is made, solely for 

publicity and marketing purposes. 

Costume sketches are read by directors, producers, and other people who may not understand 

the conditions of making costumes or they may not have the talent to read drawings. Costume 

sketches are also read by people, such as seamstresses, costume designers and production 

designers, who have better understanding of costume making and may be able to read 

different drawings. In addition to those audiences, costume concept art may have a different, 

larger audience, which may not have experience in reading costumes or costume drawings. A 
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wider audience sees and reads costume sketches when they are no longer in use, and 

published for example in a book about the film’s visual design. In this case, when the costume 

sketch is merely shown, and not used as a tool of design, the audience’s abilities to understand 

it are irrelevant.  

Costume sketches, costume concept art and the final costumes on screen all share an external 

viewpoint. Costumes on film are tied in realism, since they actually exist as physical costumes 

on physical people, but they have movement, materiality, time and continuing narrative, 

which the costumes on paper cannot have since they can only portray one moment in time and 

they can only present illusion of materials or movement. Costumes on paper can, however, 

depict things beyond realism, on multiple perspectives and they can also depict the internal 

and structural parts of the costume. 

In my research, I have seen that the character portrayed in a costume sketch or in costume 

concept art is usually facing the viewer. Sometimes in static full frontal profile, sometimes 

depicted in a more three-dimensional pose. Sometimes the character is looking directly at the 

viewer, acknowledging their presence and inviting them to look, however, more often the 

character is looking somewhere else. If the character is not looking directly at the viewer, the 

experience of seeing the character in the drawing may be more cinematic, since the characters 

in a movie rarely break the fourth wall.  Rarely are characters portrayed sitting or in a pose 

that would make it hard to see the costume. In the same drawing, the character can be 

portrayed from both the front and the back, also from the side to show the structure and the 

details of the costume. However, it is highly unusual to see costume sketches of character 

with their face away from the viewer, as in Fig.3.  
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Fig. 3 Costume sketch for My Cousin Rachel (1952) by Dorothy Jeakins. Maeder (1987) 
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Fig. 5 

Fig. 4 
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In his research of eye movement, Alfred Lukyanovich Yarbus (1967, p.191) found out that in 

a picture of a human figure the viewers find the eyes and the mouth most important, since 

from them the emotions and reactions are read. The viewer also focus on those things they 

think are the most informative. If the viewer’s gaze is not naturally finding the points the 

maker of the sketch would want it to, it can be also directed by text (Hatva, 1993, p.61) and in 

many costume sketches, the designer has written notes on the drawing to point out details or 

to explain materials. In costume sketches, it is acceptable to explain details in writing, 

however, in concept art the only used language is visual, except for written information of the 

production and the concept artist. The form of costume sketch is not as strict as that of 

concept art, which has less variety in the depiction, being almost always realistic and easily 

readable.  

As can be seen from Fig.4 and Fig.5, the search results from Google image search are 

significantly different when using the key words ‘costume sketch films’ and ‘costume concept 

art films’. In Fig.4, the costume concept art shown is from recent sci-fi and superhero films 

from the 2000’s and the 2010’s. The characters portrayed are mostly men in technical 

superhero suits. In Fig.5, the costume sketches shown are from different decades, ranging 

from 1930’s to 2010’s. The characters portrayed are almost all women wearing epoch or 

fantasy dresses. A hasty deduction from these figures, for a person who is not familiar with 

the industry or with costume design processes, could be that costume sketches are for women 

in period or fantasy films and costume concept art is for men in superhero or science fiction 

films. I do not claim to know how the Google image search functions, thus it is not reasonable 

to draw any major conclusions from these two figures. However, this kind of major difference 

in the search results is notable, since the terms have largely been used interchangeably. It is, 

however, notable that sometimes costume sketches and costume concept art resemble each 

other so much in style that they are extremely hard to tell apart just by the visual clues.  

Similarities in the making process of modern costume concept art and costume sketches from 

the Hollywood golden age are remarkable. For example, many Hollywood studios could 

employ several sketch artists who were asked by the costume designer to produce ideas and 

sketches for certain characters and scenes. The best design was chosen amongst the produced 

sketches to be either developed further or incorporated in another design (Jorgensen, 2010, 

Chierichetti, 1976). In the materials I studied for my research I have found only examples of 

costume designers requesting these drawings, and not for example the directors. A similar 

process is often used when creating costume concept art in modern film industry. This time 
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the director asks concept artists to produce material based on his or her ideas, and of the 

artwork produced, the director chooses the most interesting ones for further development 

(Russell, 2004; Keller, 2017).  

In my research I have not encountered examples of modern costume designers using a room 

full of sketch artists to give them ideas for the design. The examples I have found have been 

of a team of one costume designer and one sketch artist, such as designer Isis Mussendein and 

sketch artist Oksana Nedavniaya, designer Deborah Nadoolman Landis and sketch artist Kelly 

Kimball. It is naturally possible that my choice of materials simply has not dealt with other 

kinds of costume designer – sketch artist collaborations. However, the lack of examples of 

many sketch artists in one project in my material may also suggests that it is not common. 

Neither have I found mentions of costume concept art or other costume drawings being used 

as concept art prior to the 1990’s. These costume concept drawings were produced for the 

film trilogy The Lord of the Rings (2001-2003) However, my research did not focus on 

finding early costume concept art, so it is possible that costume concept art has been used 

earlier as well. 

In the early days of cinema, some famous fashion designers could provide dresses for certain 

actresses, however primarily the costumes were the responsibility of the director and the 

actors themselves (Maeder, 1987, p.10-11). This meant that the actors could quite freely 

decide what they wanted to wear and how they acquired the costumes. Costume design first 

became a specialized task in the 1920’s with the formation of large Hollywood studios 

(Maeder, 1987). These studios, such as Metro Goldwyn Mayer, Paramount Pictures, and RKO 

founded large costume departments and research departments to work on the costume films. 

These costume departments included workshops and wardrobes, facilities to both design and 

make the costumes from scratch, and to store and reuse them. Men’s wardrobe was a separate 

from the women’s wardrobe, and stock wardrobe was also its own department (Jorgensen, 

2010, p.51). Costume designers were lured with large salaries, big budgets and screen credits, 

and soon costume design became well publicized and vital part of the film industry. (Maeder, 

1987, p.10-11)  

One of the reasons behind the development of costume departments may have been the 

financial benefits of costumes. Glamorous costume dramas and the actresses in them wearing 

jewellery and fashionable (even though often epoch) costumes attracted enormous audiences 

(LaValley, 1987, p.86-87) Costume pictures and the stars in them attracted viewers. Costume 
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design and costume sketches have played a big part in preserving or altering the star image of 

actresses and actors. As was noted by Annas (1987, p.58): 

 “When a star was cast in a period film, the studio faced a dilemma. While 

it was desirable that moviegoers believed that the historical image presented 

on the screen was indeed authentic, it was economically vital that the star’s 

image was not sacrificed to history.” 

Costume sketches were a way to quickly and affordably test the costumes on the actors. Also 

costume test photographs were taken from manufactured costumes (Leese, 1976, p.74).  

Costume sketches are the traditional way of visualising ideas for costumes. They answer to a 

need of communication in the pre-production of the film. Costume sketches been used in the 

filmmaking process since the early days of cinema and costume design for films. If a film in 

any genre required costumes to be made, costume sketches were produced. They were the 

standard form of communication a costume designer had. Sometimes, hundreds of costume 

sketches could be drawn for a single film (Nadoolman Landis, 2012b, p.16). There is no 

doubt that the sheer number of sketches produced in the decades of Hollywood golden age 

alone had an effect on the typical appearance of costume sketches and on the traditions of 

making them.  

 

 

Costume concept art 

 

Film director Peter Jackson has described conceptual design (concept design) as follows: 

“Conceptual design is a process used early on in film production to create inspiring images 

for the director and other people working on the project” (Jackson, 2011, p.14). Concept art 

has mostly been used in the production design of the film as a way to see what a frame from 

the finished film would look like, to look deeper into the set and to see the surroundings of the 

characters and the story universe. While storyboards are used to visualise the motion and the 

different shots, concept art is used to see a frame from the finished result. Concept art is also 

often used for colour studies of a scene, and finding the right mood and atmosphere for a shot. 

Costume concept art presents the character to the viewer, additionally it can also be used as a 

way to portray the inner world of the character and the movie, to represent the character’s 
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personality and the situations the character might be in, and the character’s actions as well. 

Using multiple concept artists to visualise ideas gives a chance to see different takes and 

interpretations on the same subject. 

Keller (2017) describes the process of making costume concept art as first understanding the 

brief, and then coming up with a variety of ideas for the brief. If concept lead (the client’s 

preferred ideas, combinations of ideas or the general direction portrayed in the concept art) is 

established, variations in that direction are produced, the design is “fleshed out”. At this stage 

the actors may also be involved, if the casting has begun. After this stage the concept art may 

be approved or the costume may still need development. After the design is approved, begins 

the designing for manufacture, with some possible alterations to the design to make it into a 

functioning costume. This stage usually is done in collaboration with the manufacture which 

Keller explains: “This process can take many forms from sketches to assist the build, 

revisiting the original developments artwork and updating it, or an iterative process (which I 

find quite useful and expedient) is photographing a fitting of the work-in-progress costume 

mockup and photoshop painting back into the photos.” According to Keller (2017) the 

purpose of costume concept art is to fulfil the brief given by the client and, serving the story, 

aim to be memorable. 

In costume concept art, the character is portrayed realistically in a reasonably naturalistic 

lighting situation, although for some reason the typical colours for a costume concept art (for 

superhero and sci-fi films at least) tend to be dark and the feeling moody, as can be seen from 

the examples visible in Fig. 4. This might be the case because the genre films the drawings 

are made for, superhero films, sci-fi films and fantasy films, nowadays often have dark and 

steely colour schemes. It is unlikely an inseparable quality of costume concept art. In my 

research I have observed that these genres are the genres where costume concept art is used 

the most. I have not found costume concept art made for e.g. romantic comedies. The costume 

concept art I made and will discuss in detail in the chapter experiences, was for a children’s 

live action movie. The concept art for that was purposely done to partially resemble the 

‘typical’ look of costume concept art, to give it credibility. Additionally, grey background 

shows colour splendidly. Although the characters in most concept art drawings are in no-

space, the grey colour seems easier on the eyes as for example white.   

Concept art, although nowadays most often done digitally, is not restricted to one medium. It 

can be done by traditional means, with pencils, paints, brushes and markers. Costume concept 

art is almost always done by a concept artist who can produce appealing, expressive and 
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realistic drawings fast. In my research I have not found any costume designers who would 

have produced concept art for a film they would have also designed the costumes for. 

Although if the costume designer would be involved in making them, they would likely be 

considered as early costume sketches, since the costume designer would express their own 

ideas of the character in it, in addition to those of the director’s. Often the costume designer is 

not even hired in the production when costume concept art is created. The director asks 

concept artists to produce material based on his or her ideas, however the role of the concept 

artists is not only to illustrate the director’s ideas, but to also suggest their own. The concept 

art that has survived these eliminations of first the artists themselves and then by the director, 

may be used by the costume designer as the base of the design. When designing the film 

Captain America: Winter Soldier (2014), costume designer Judianna Makovsky was given 

costume concept art by Ryan Meinerding, and she continued the develop the hero costume on 

from the concept art she was given (Kucharski, 2014). 

The realistic portrayal in costume concept art creates easy-to-read drawings from which the 

viewer sees instantly what the actor will look like with the costume on. All the details on 

costume concept art are important: facial expression, resemblance with the actor, materials of 

the costume and its appearance, etc. The figures in these drawings are realistic and resemble 

the actor playing the character without flattering or altered features. Keller (2017) argues that 

the artist should have sufficient technical proficiency to portray the design in such a way that 

it is understandable to viewers with different levels of visual literacy. This is important since 

it makes the drawings easier to read, as later explained in the chapter ‘Communication and 

understanding’. It is also important that the impression of the character is given fast, and the 

viewer does not have to study the drawing extensively to understand the design. 

 

 

Costume sketch 

 

Costume sketches are a way for costume designers to express their ideas and visions of the 

character to the director, the producer and the actor. Some designers use the process of 

drawing costume sketches as a way of thinking and designing. As stated earlier, costume 

sketch has many audiences with different perspectives. Mostly, rather unsurprisingly, costume 

sketches show the character’s appearance and his or her costume. Costume sketches may also 
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portray the character’s nature. Costume designer and researcher Deborah Nadoolman Landis 

(2012a, p.188) gives a following description to costume sketch in the glossary of her book 

Film Craft: Costume Design:  

“After reading the script the costume designer may develop ideas digitally 

or on paper. If the designer is too busy on the production or the sketch 

requires a slick finish (such as super-hero) they may work with a costume 

illustrator. Many designers choose to use mood boards, collages of 

inspiration as communication tools. Whether or not sketches are created is 

ultimately irrelevant. The characters on screen define the ‘art of costume’.”  

In costume design and especially in costume design for films, details matter. Sometimes they 

are only hinted at in costume sketches, sometimes they are drawn as separate, smaller pictures 

on the side. Details and additional information of the costume can also be explained by 

writing on the sketch. Also some fabric swatches can be added on the drawing. The 

background of the sketch is usually left blank, or the drawer has filled the space with some 

brushstrokes, environmental effects or with some props to add character and feel. Costume 

sketches can be often quite two-dimensional with light shadows and highlights on the 

character and with no noticeable source of light. 

Realistic portrayal is not a requirement for costume sketches, they can and have been 

expressive and symbolised. Costume sketches have often tended to be drawn reasonably 

realistic proportion-wise, with some minor stylising or flattering of the actor’s features. In my 

research I have not come across such proportional stylising which would not look out of place 

in The Bold and the Beautiful television series’ fashion house. However, I have not come 

across many entirely realistic sketches, either. It has to be noted that a great number of the 

costume sketches I have studied for this thesis have not been done digitally. It is far easier to 

produce realistic looking sketches with modern digital drawing programs which allow the 

artist to resize, edit and move the elements in the drawing without always having to start all 

over again, whereas certain level of simplification is more forgiving than realistic portrayal in 

traditional mediums. These disadvantages of traditional mediums may explain the lack of 

realistic costume sketches. A great deal of costume designers through history have been 

excellent in drawing and painting, which proves that stylising is not necessarily a question of 

skill. However, even though stylising and altering proportions to extremes is not common in 

costume sketches, using a highly symbolised drawing style is. 
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Costume sketches used to be made for every genre and almost every picture, but nowadays it 

seems that majority of costume sketches are produced for genre films, period and fantasy 

productions. It is possible, however, that these costume sketches get more publicity and 

coverage on the media, since they depict something extraordinary and visually appealing. For 

contemporary costumes, the costume designer may opt to use mood boards as a way to 

visualise ideas and characters. In some productions, hiring a sketch artist or paying the 

costume designer to produce sketches is not possible financially.  

Before the invention and wide-spread use of drawing programs for computers, all costume 

sketches were done by hand. The most used methods of making costume sketches were 

drawing or painting, usually with watercolours. Other, rarer, methods are for example collage, 

moodboards or sculpting. Recently, Photoshop and other digital drawing and painting 

programs are commonly utilised in the making of costume related drawings. Nadoolman 

Landis (2012b, p. 57) presents with the help of Anne Coco, graphic arts librarian at the 

Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences that since the ongoing digitalisation of the 

costume designer’s work, costume sketches on paper become rarer and presentation boards 

are more becoming more common. 

 

 

Technical drawing 

 

Sometimes the costume sketches can be hard to read, especially if the designer or artist uses a 

highly symbolised drawing style. Mood boards and collages of photos and other material can 

be easier to understand, even though they might not show the character as a whole at all and it 

is the viewer’s responsibility to arrange the clues as a proper costume in their heads. To 

explain the structure of the costume, a technical drawing may be necessary. They show the 

placement of seams and the overall proportions of the costume. They are informative, but 

require certain skill and knowledge of patternmaking and the structures of clothing to be read. 

For untrained eye, technical drawing can look clinical, and the look and shape of the final 

costume invisible. For a person who is acquainted with pattern making and sewing clothes, 

technical drawing will give much important information. 
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However, there is little mention of technical costume drawings as part of the costume design 

process in any sources I have found. It seems that with most costume sketches, the person 

responsible for deciphering the drawing is the cutter-fitter (Ishioka, 2000, Nadoolman Landis, 

2012b, p.32). Technical drawings are in Finland taught as a part of the costume design 

process and the responsibilities of the designer. This raises questions, such as, are technical 

drawings wide spread or used only in Finland? Why are technical costume drawings done 

here, if others manage fine without them? Are technical drawings the result of highly 

symbolised costume sketches, where the costume designer or the sketch artist has pursued 

‘higher level’ art in the costume sketch? The most economical approach in every way would 

be to produce only one drawing, which depicts the costume’s appearance realistically. Thus 

the need for explanatory technical drawing is removed. 
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Functions of drawing 
 

Communication and understanding 

 

Images are always communication. Their messages vary, as do their participants (receiver and 

producer), however, there is always something that is communicated by images. Kress and 

van Leeuwen (2006, p.114) argue that the social institutions regulate what can be said with 

images and how, and how the message should be interpreted. They also argue that 

communication always happens in social structures with some hierarchy, and that powerful 

participants in that hierarchy may force the receiver into greater efforts of interpretation 

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006, p.13). Kress and van Leeuwen (2006, p.114) use the term 

‘interactive participants’ to refer to the people who communicate through images, the 

producer of the image and the viewer.  In costume sketches, the producer of the image (the 

costume designer) and the viewer most often know each other in some way, and the 

interaction is direct and immediate, as they both know the context of the sketches, and the 

social institutions and cultures that apply.  

Nadoolman Landis (2012b, p.14) considers costume sketches as “valuable and practical tools 

for the costume designer”. She also argues that they are highly beneficial as a way of 

communication and as discussion points (Nadoolman Landis, 2012b). Without costume 

concept art, costume sketches or any visual material, the communication between the costume 

designer and everyone else would be vague and the designs open to many interpretations. To 

question the need for visualisation of ideas feels fruitless in this extremely visual industry. 

Nadoolman Landis mentions the old entertainment-industry motto: “Show, don’t tell; when 

you can draw, don’t describe.” (Nadoolman Landis, 2012b, p.16) 

The key element in being able to read costume sketches or costume concept art or indeed any 

visual material is to be able to perceive the level of realism in the drawing, and the level of 

interpretation it demands. The viewer of the costume sketch needs to know whether the 

costume designer wants the costume to look exactly like the drawing, whether it is only acting 

as loose guidelines for mood and atmosphere, whether it is open to any adaptation at all or if 

the viewer has to interpret it in a certain way.  
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“One of the crucial issues in communication is the question of the reliability 

of messages. Is what we see or hear true, factual, real, or is it a lie, a fiction, 

something outside reality?”                (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006, p.154)  

Kress and van Leeuwen (2006, p.154) note that “we have to able to make decisions on the 

basis of the information we receive, produce and exchange”, and that we use modality 

markers to define the image’s message and its truthfulness. These modality markers are part 

of the communication culture of our society. The producers of images, the sign-makers 

choose the best ways to form their message so that their meaning is understood. Hatva 

suggests that pictures are always symbolic, only the amount of realism changes. She also 

refers to Goodman, who points out that realism is only a question of getting used to certain 

realism or representation in the culture one is born into and lives in (Hatva, 1993, p.29). 

Similar ideas have been made by Kress and van Leeuwen (2006, p.4), who argue that “visual 

language is not – despite assumptions to the contrary – transparent and universally 

understood; it is culturally specific.” These ideas do not apply only to geographical cultures, 

but also to workplace and industry related cultures.  

The visual cultures that apply in costume sketches and costume concept art are most often the 

Western perspective lead visual expression, where the objects are shown as they appear from 

the outside and set in a one-point (or with two or three vanishing points) perspective. Also it 

is possible that the costume designer herself establishes a micro-culture or practise to the 

working environment where sketch artists draw exactly as the costume designer would, and 

the workshop staff learns to interpret the designer’s hand. The former occurred in the 

Hollywood studios when the design had to have the impression it was made by the designer 

herself (Jorgensen, 2010), it is not common in modern film industry.  
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Salusjärvi (2017) argues that for some reason it is commonly thought that when we read text, 

the information in the text simply transfers to us. This seems to be a prevailing assumption 

regarding images as well. If we look at the response gotten in the social media by the viral 

photo of teenagers focusing on their smartphones in front of Rembrandt’s painting The Night 

Watch in Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum (Fig.6), the common reaction was criticising the 

teenagers for not appreciating art and 

being instead addicted to their 

smartphones. According to Molloy 

(2016), the story behind the photograph 

is that the young people are reading 

information about the painting. 

Somehow it appears that the people 

most critical of the photo seem to think 

that merely by looking at a painting, 

the meaning and the importance of the 

painting would transfer to the viewer. 

Naturally that is not the case. To begin 

to understand the painting, the context 

of it must be known. If the viewer is 

not familiar with the history of the 

painting and the artist, or what the 

painting depicts and who are the people 

in the painting, they will only see the 

superficial visual value. 

 

For those not affiliated with filmmaking or costume design, costume sketches and costume 

concept art are likely only evaluated by their decorative, visual appearance, their beauty or the 

portrayed likeness of the actor. For us, costume designers, concept artists, sketch artists and 

people working in the films the beauty is naturally visible, however we also see the function 

of the sketch. Historian and costume sketch collector Christian Esquevin has said the 

following (Quoted by Nadoolman Landis, 2012b, p.13):  

“A sketch can be viewed as a piece of art, but it has deeper levels of 

meaning that you can peel like an onion. It was passed from hand to hand 

Fig. 6 Photo by Gijsbert van der Wal 
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along the lines of the production until finally everything was finished and 

the sketch had no other value. It continued to be one of the physical 

treasures that remain from that long-ago period.” 

The meanings of images change over time (Rose, 2012, xviii). The meaning of a costume 

sketch can also change over time. In its lifetime, costume sketch has different audiences. At 

first, it is used in a communicative way, as a negotiating tool with directors, producers and 

actors. In that first stage of its existence it is a proposal. After that initial audience has 

accepted it, it turns into a directive presentation drawing. After the film is finished, and if the 

costume sketches are published or put on display, the drawing has lost its previous motives 

and what is left is the drawing itself, however it remains a window to the costume designer’s 

design process. Costume concept art may go through a similar development; it also at first 

presents an idea and, after approval from the director or producer, may turn or be developed 

into a blueprint of the costume. And in the final stage of its lifespan it is simply a visualisation 

of an idea that used to be. 

They way images are viewed also changes over time. Berger (1972, p.16) argues that “Today 

we see the art of the past as nobody saw it before. We actually perceive it in a different way.” 

This concept of the period eye, which was introduced by Baxandall (1998), is not only true 

with historical paintings, sculptures and art, but also in the smaller time frame of the existence 

of costume sketch and costume concept art. Naturally the changes in the perception are not as 

drastic as they would be when a modern viewer sees an artwork from the Assyrian empire. 

Costume sketches and costume concept art are relatively new. Even if a contemporary viewer 

would study the first ever costume sketches made for cinema, the maker of the drawing would 

not be from a different civilisation as the viewer, they would only be a century apart. Possibly 

a modern viewer would not understand intuitively the choices made in the design of the 

costume, since the way we dress and perceive clothing has changed considerably. However, 

the way costume sketches and costume concept art are viewed changes over time. The 

audience, the actors and directors of the first stage may concentrate on the possibilities and 

the impression of the design, they try to convert the sketch to an actual costume in their mind, 

they may consider the suitability of the costume to the character and the film. The second 

stage audience, the costume workshop staff is likely to consider also the functionality and the 

possible execution of the costume. The third stage viewers, who see the costume sketch or 

costume concept art after the film is finished, are inclined to compare the drawing to the 

actual costume in the film. 
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Similarly as it is possible through Holmesian deduction to read the person’s character using 

the clues provided by their clothing and appearance, it has been argued that the personality of 

the character can be read from the costume sketch using clues provided by clothing, 

accessories, posture, attitude, figure, hairstyle, grooming and the illustrator’s talent 

(Nadoolman Landis, 2012b, p.12-13). However, the issue with this argument is that the 

drawing does not tell us any of this, unless we can read it. In order to understand the character 

and the costume depicted, it is necessary to know the context and the background of the 

choices made in the costume, as well as to understand the culture where these choices 

originate. Additionally, not every costume sketch will present all this to the viewer, however, 

a good costume sketch might. It may well be a feature which distinguishes good sketches 

from less successful. 

Nadoolman Landis describes costume sketches in a straightforward, slightly generalising way 

by saying: “They express the narrative by fully illustrating the people in the story, not just 

their clothes.” (Nadoolman Landis, 2012b, p.13). It seems like an ideal aim for costume 

sketches, however it is not the universal truth about their nature. Many costume sketches 

focus on depicting the garments and put little or no effort into portraying the character (in any 

other way that can be read from the costume depicted in the drawing.) Even though the design 

for the costume derives from the character, the costume in the drawing may be the only 

provided clue of the personality of the character. In many costume sketches, the person 

wearing the costume is drawn in a simplified way, maybe just with a few lines indicating the 

face or with no face at all. The face is by no means the only element that portrays character 

and personality but it is the easiest and most obvious one. A case in point of costume sketches 

with little attention paid to the person inside the costume are Michele Clapton’s costume 

sketches for the television series Game of Thrones. The character portrayed in Fig.7 are 

Cersei Lannister (the two figures on the left) and Eddard Stark (on the right). The faces of the 

two characters in the sketch are not remarkably different. Eddard Stark has darker skin, short 

beard and slightly bigger jaw. The character’s social status can be roughly deduced by their 

costumes; however, no personality traits are visible, and the characters’ postures, expressions 

and attitudes are insignificant. Even though Game of Thrones is a television series and not a 

film, I have decided to include these examples, since they help illustrate the issue.  
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Kress and van Leeuwen (2006, p.13) argue that “representation requires that sign-makers 

choose forms for the expression of what they have in mind, forms which they see as most apt 

and plausible in the given context.” It is the artists’ responsibility that their motivation and 

aim in the picture will be understood. Costume sketches are not just any self-expression that 

cannot be criticised or not understood, but they are communication. Salusjärvi (2017) argues 

that the skill to read means the ability to control one’s environment. Being able to read 

costume sketches means the ability to get the right information from them, to know what the 

maker meant. Interpreting the sketch may be facilitated by the artist or the artist may choose 

to portray the subject in a more suggestive way possibly to guide the viewer’s attention. 

Vilppunen (2017) noted that some viewers tend to read any sketch as a ready presentation 

drawing. This may be avoided by producing sketches that are clearly unfinished to avoid 

promising something that cannot be delivered. Keller (2017) has also noted that he tries to 

avoid detailed depiction of elements that are not decided. 

If costume sketches are too stylised or simplified, some of the viewers may have trouble 

reading them. This difficulty has been noticed by some costume designers, such as Albert 

Wolsky and Mary Zophres, interviewed by Nadoolman Landis (2003, p.171-173; 2012a, 

p.184). In the interview Wolsky remember noticing that not all recipients of the costume 

sketch, such as actors and director, can actually read them. His simple solution was to hire a 

sketch artist to help him produce clear-cut and explanatory sketches. Zophres was working on 

Fig. 7 Michele Clapton's costume sketches for Game of Thrones television series. Image from 
http://www.spin.com 
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the film Iron Man 2 (2010) and drew costume sketches for director John Favreau, who could 

not read them. Zophres claims the reason behind this was that Favreau was accustomed to 

“computer-rendered photos with realistic 3D effects” (Nadoolman Landis, 2012a, p.184), and 

in order to deliver more realistic costume sketches for the director, Zophres had to ask her 

sketch artist Christian Cordella to create them. I have not succeeded in finding Zophres’s 

costume sketches for Iron man 2 in my research, however her sketches from other films 

suggest a simplified drawing style. The troubles Favreau had understanding symbolised 

costume sketches may indicate that the visuality of some costume sketches is not universally 

understood/ is causing challenges and setting obstacles in the design. Possibly the sketch-like 

drawing style with a lively and organic hand by Zophres was difficult for Favreau to interpret 

as serious presentation drawing. 

Some directors are nervous they will have trouble reading highly stylised costume sketches. 

For example, director Woody Allen feared that designer Santo Loquasto’s costume sketches 

were too theatrical and not sufficiently realistic for him to read them properly and intuitively 

(Nadoolman Landis, 2012b, p.24). Allen is not the only director who would prefer realistic 

approach to costume sketches. William Wyler expected to see the character in the sketches 

exactly as they would appear in the film; if the movie was black and white, the sketches had 

to be black and white. If the actress was broad and short, the drawing had to look like her. 

Apparently Wyler’s expectations for the sketches were unusual, since the conventional 

approach to making costume sketches at that time was described to include drawing elongated 

and stylised dream-figures with long legs, tiny waists and narrow hips (Nadoolman Landis 

2012b, p.14-15).  

According to costume designer Angus Strathie many directors have difficulties imagining the 

actor in costume based on the costume sketch alone (Nadoolman Landis, 2012b, p.24). 

Nadoolman Landis (2012b, p.24) argues that the success of the sketch and the design is 

dependent on the director’s ability to understand the motive of the sketch. This challenge of 

imagining the actor in the costume has been in some cases solved by portraying the actor’s 

likeness on the sketch. However, as Nadoolman Landis (2012b, p.24) notes: “it has always 

been crucial that a drawing conveys a feeling about the person in the story rather than an exact 

likeness of an actor.” The strongest argument for these views that it is not reasonable to try 

and excessively focus on the details of the actor or the costume, since in that stage of the 

preproduction the actor’s portrayal of the character cannot be known, neither his or her 

contribution to the costume and character. However, sketches are primarily created as tools to 
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show the costume designer’s ideas of the character to the director and mostly used as such 

also. If the success of the sketch, and ultimately the costume design itself, depends on the 

director’s ability to read and understand the sketch, why not produce such drawings in which 

the challenges of understanding have been eliminated? If it aids the director to have as 

realistic as possible costume sketches with the actor’s likeness, why not produce realistic 

sketches that resemble the actor playing the part? If many of the challenges concerning the 

reading of the sketch could be avoided by more realistic costume sketches, why is it necessary 

to highlight the importance of the ‘feeling about the person in the story’ rather than create 

easily readable sketches?  

The idea of representing the feeling, the personality, or the ‘truth’ of the character in a 

costume sketch or costume concept art in a more atmospheric or conceptual drawing 

compared to a more realistic take has its points of comparison with the history of landscape 

painting during the birth of the impressionistic movement. Art critic John Ruskin argued that 

the earlier, more realistic paintings of nature by, for example, Backhuysen or Van de Velde 

had been merely copying nature, but Turner was channelling it and showing its true essence 

(Gombrich, 1982, p.232-234). Likewise, the ‘truth’ of the character might be depicted in a 

more easily understandable way in more impressionistic, atmospheric portrayals, but the 

documentative aspect of the costume sketch must still be present. Costume sketch is art and 

craft at the same time. Costume sketches present the character to the viewer, they also show 

how the costume on the character is/should be constructed. Larger than life drawings of 

costumes and characters which aim to portray the feeling or the truth of the character are great 

and inspiring to look at, they are intriguing and pleasing to the eye, but as costume sketches 

they might fall short since costume sketches are not only artwork of the character, but serve a 

dual purpose as detailed directions. Costume sketches or costume concept art cannot be 

viewed or valued only by their artistic, purely visual qualities, they are inseparable from the 

craft, the details and the directions, the physicality needed in costume design. However, these 

restrictions have a slightly smaller role in the creation of costume concept drawings, since 

costume concept art may be allowed to have a certain vagueness. In my research, the concept 

artists stating the understanding of sketches as an issue appear limited in number. Keller 

(2017) mentions the importance of considering that people with lesser amounts of visual 

literacy should also be able to read the drawings. 

In costume sketches and in costume concept art it is necessary to balance between easily 

understandable presentation and realistic enough portrayal that shows the design clearly. 
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Many researches have focused on what kind of images people actually read the easiest. Hatva 

(1993, p.52) refers to Fussel and Haaland and Dwyer, who share similar findings of simple 

line drawings being the most easily understandable. Thus, it is hasty to say that the more 

realistic a costume sketch or concept art is, the better it is understood. Not unlike a map, if a 

costume sketch is too simple, the viewer will not realize what is depicted in it, but if the level 

of realism is too high, the directions may be hard to find. Too much information can be 

distracting, and too little information may be frustrating. 

 

Fig. 8 Julie Weiss's costume sketch for Frida (2002). Nadoolman Landis (2003) 
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One of the reasons why costume designers choose to produce highly symbolised drawings 

that require greater levels of interpretation may well be explained by the fact that “Higher 

education in our society is, to quite some extent, an education in detachment, abstraction and 

decontextualization (and against naturalism)” (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006, p.165). Kress 

and van Leeuwen (2006, p.165) argue that the mark of a ‘serious artist’ is to be able to present 

ideas in abstract. Examples of costume sketches that need decoding are costume designer 

Julie Weiss’s costume sketches for Frida (2002) (Fig. 8). Drawn and redrawn, with pencils, 

coloured pencils and watercolours, pieces of paper and textiles attached, writing both visible, 

readable and unreadable and painted over. The characters and costumes depicted in these 

sketches are quite stylised. These sketches certainly present a challenge for the maker of the 

costume who needs to identify the different levels of realism and for the director who needs to 

convert the sketch into a “real” costume and character in his head. However, for the viewer 

without these obligations, these sketches serve an intriguing perspective to Weiss’s design 

processes and thinking. 

Drawing in some other than realistic style may also affect in the design itself. If the drawing 

style is simple and the lines thick, the designer may consider mainly the shape or the basic 

structure of the sketch, and not the details. My own experiences from using a costume sketch 

as directions for the seamstress serve as an example that the style of drawing may affect the 

thinking and designing process. For one historical costume, I made a quite cartoony costume 

sketch where the proportions of the sketch were the same as I wanted them to be in the final 

costume. Or so I thought. I also provided pattern references to show how I would like the 

costume to be constructed. The seamstress made the patterns and the first version of the 

costume for the fitting. In the fitting I was surprised how short the costume looked. I 

mentioned this to the seamstress, who then promptly said that it was exactly the length it was 

on the sketch, above the knee. And she was right. My drawing style for that sketch was quite 

cartoony, as seen in Fig. 9, which may have affected my thinking process. If I had drawn a 

more realistic portrayal with more naturalistic proportions, I would maybe have thought the 

length of the hem more carefully. 
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Fig. 9 Costume sketch showing two stages of distress. L.Malinen 2016 
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Thinking through drawing 

 

 “Every motion of the hand in every one of its works carries itself through 

the element of thinking, every bearing of the hand bears itself in that 

element. All the work of the hand is rooted in thinking.” 

  -Martin Heidegger (Quoted by Petherbridge, 2010, p.12) 

The idea of the connection between drawing and thinking is not new. Petherbridge (2010, 

p.88) notes that drawing has been linked to idea since classical times in the West. Joseph 

Beuys describes drawings as “the first visible thing of the form of the thought, the changing 

point from the invisible powers to the visible thing” (Quoted from Petherbridge, 2010, p.109). 

Beuys argues that drawings are not merely a description of the thought, but have also 

incorporated senses (Petherbridge, 2010, p.109). Thinking is an inseparable part of drawing. 

Every line in drawing needs to be thought, decided and drawn, especially when drawing by 

hand, where automatic multiplying or programming of brushes is not possible. The concept of 

thinking through drawing does not mean that just simple line drawings with strong and certain 

lines are thought through. People think and approach problems in various ways and that 

shows. Sketchy lines also show the thinking, perhaps even more, since strong lines tend to be 

decisive in nature, sketchy lines still have the thinking behind them visible. Since drawing is a 

process of continuous choosing and determining, every brushstroke is decided, some things 

may not survive the transition from thought to paper. Some ideas can be eliminated later. 

Some ideas that get on paper might not get off it. 

Hatva (1993, p.36) makes, with the help from Eco’s and Gombrich’s thoughts, a statement 

that the result of artistic work is influenced by not only the motive but also by the working 

methods. Gombrich also claims that if the artist has pens and pencils, they tend to think more 

how to portray the subject with lines, and if the artist has watercolour and brushes, they tend 

to think more how to portray the subject with masses and colours. Apparently, for some 

designers, the wanted atmosphere in the piece also dictates the methods used in creating it. 

Costume designer Anthony Powell argues that the mood one wants to convey in the costume 

sketch dictates the choice of style and medium (Nadoolman Landis, 2012b, p.23). The 

medium we choose to draw and paint with affects the thinking, and vice versa.  

I personally have noticed that I tend to think differently with various drawing or painting 

mediums. The way I approach digital drawing and painting differs greatly from the approach 
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to traditional mediums such as pencils or watercolours, even if the digital brushes would 

mimic pencils, paintbrushes or markers. Painting with watercolour or gouache on paper 

requires planning, careful measuring and positioning of the pencil sketch underneath before 

actually beginning the painting itself. These mediums require slow enough pace for the paint 

to dry and strong decisions, since they are irreversible. In that sense, they give the painter 

time to reflect on the choices in the painting, however since the picture needs to be planned 

beforehand, the amount of improvisation and experimentation is limited. 

Digital tools give more freedom, almost every decision can be reversed or altered. Variations 

of the design are easy to produce. Starting a digital piece is easy, the inconveniences of 

traditional mediums, setting up the equipment, arranging the space for them and cleaning 

them, have been eliminated. The equipment in digital drawing may be portable, although they 

need electricity, taking some of their extreme practicality away. The possibility of 

improvisation and quick testing of ideas may seem like only a positive aspect, however I have 

noticed that even though it is advantageous to be able to produce multiple variations of the 

design, the speed takes away some of the chances for reflection. 

For me, even with all the liberties and advantages of digital tools and the quick and expressive 

watercolours, drawing and sketching with a pencil has the most freedom. Pencil and paper as 

a medium gives me the possibility to let the medium guide the work. Also Howe (Russell, 

2004, p.113) argues that the time consumed by hand drawing (versus with computer) gives 

the possibility to let the mind follow the pencil rather than the other way round. Howe says 

that certain, sufficiently slow pace is needed to allow ideas to surface in the middle of the 

drawing. Drawing with pencil is expressive and in some ways free of the pressure for 

perfected finish. To me, pencil is perhaps the most forgiving medium, lines may be erased and 

even if they are not, they only add to the entirety of the piece. Thinking through digital 

drawing is not as convenient, due to the tiny delay with the motion of the hand on the drawing 

tablet and the result showing on the screen. Traditional mediums do not have this kind of 

deficiency, they are more instantaneous. 

Drawing can be seen and used as a way of immersing oneself to, for example, a historical 

period or a fantasy universe. This approach has been utilised by some drawing costume 

designers (Nadoolman Landis, 2003). Costume designer Gabriella Pescucci has said that after 

a fair amount of research she begins drawing. For her, “drawing helps to plant images on my 

mind so I can elaborate on them later.” (Nadoolman Landis, 2003, p.91). For Pescucci, 

drawing serves as a way of establishing ideas opposed to only visualising ideas she already 
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has. For me also, drawing reference material serves as a way to absorb those ideas and to 

study them carefully. This way I learn more about the garments and the objects in the 

reference photo and have the time to reflect on the ideas they generate. 

For me drawing costume drawings is a way to test ideas. I might have a clear visual idea of a 

character after reading the script, drawing is a method or visualising that vision. It is also a 

method of studying the physicality of the actor and the structure of the costume. When 

drawing, I think about the limits of the costume, for example if the actor needs to do some 

physical activities in it and how the costume will bear them, if there are any safety concerns, 

and naturally also if the costume fits in the storyline of the character. When drawing, the 

technical issues and possible solutions in the costume appear as the drawing proceeds. Since it 

is vital to know what you draw, everything depicted in the drawing is in some way planned 

and considered possible. Also in my own experience as costume designer, it is expected of me 

to know how the costume in the drawing ought to be actualised, what the materials are, and 

the function of the costume. Thus, I cannot draw without any clue of the manufacture. 

However, it is important not to let drawing control the design and to keep amount of creative 

madness. Designing and drawing only elements that are possible to make may prove 

constricting 

 

 

Ways of using 

 

The act of drawing and sketching, as stated in the previous chapter may be used as a way of 

thinking and experimenting. Additionally the result of that process, the drawing itself may 

also be used in multiple ways. Even though costume concept art and costume sketch have 

their own noninterchangeable meanings, their uses have some similarities. They are both used 

as ways of visualising ideas and conveying them and as a method of testing those ideas on 

small audiences, such as on the director and the actors. Costume concept art may in some 

cases be developed further into a presentation drawing of the costume-to-be and used as 

working directions for the manufacturing crew. For example at Weta Workshop this is the 

standard procedure, based on both my research (Russell, 2004; Guise, 2001; Keller, 2017) and 

my own experience there. The definitions of costume sketch and costume concept art I have 
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stated earlier are being stretched and overlapping at Weta, where a team of concept artists and 

designers usually design the costumes. 

Costume sketches may be used to get some unusual ideas through, as a way of selling the 

design. They have worked as a way to solve design problems. For example, in Cimarron 

(1931), costume designer Walter Plunkett had to show sketches featuring big leg-o-mutton 

sleeves, which were unusual and extreme for the audience of the day, to a sceptical audience. 

Plunkett got his way and the big, authentic sleeves were on screen. Costume sketches have 

also been used as budgeting tool (Nadoolman Landis, 2012b, p.45) and as means of 

communication. For some costume designers, such as Edith Head, costume sketches served 

also as a way to publicize the film and the designer’s own career, and to claim authorship of 

the design (Jorgensen, 2010). 

Costume sketches have also been costume designer’s method of keeping good relations to the 

actors. Many costume designers, such as Adrian (fig.11) (Nadoolman Landis, 2003, p.152-

157), Edith Head (fig.10) (Jorgensen, 2010, p.41) and Michael Kaplan (Nadoolman Landis, 

2012a, p.96) communicate with actors using sketches and taking the actor’s opinions into 

consideration. Some costume designers have made multiple variations of one costume and let 

the actor decide which they liked best or suggest alterations in the design. The actor will see 

the look of the costume and the feel of the character from the sketch. Additionally, if fabric 

swatches have been attached to the drawing, the actor may also feel the materials of the 

costume. The costume sketch also shows to the actor that the design is something done 

exclusively for him or her. This has been considered by some costume designers an important 

element in the collaboration with the actor. Costume designer Charles LeMaire made sketches 

of a ready costume found from the stock to make actress Margaret Dumont think that he was 

designing something especially for her (Chierichetti, 1976, p.110).  
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Fig. 10 Edith Head showing costume sketches to Grace Kelly. Jorgensen (2010) 

 

Costume designer Ruth Carter started her 

design work on the film School Daze (1988) by 

drawing every character in the script, showing 

them to the director Spike Lee and making him 

sign everything he approved (Nadoolman 

Landis, 2003, p.38). In addition of drawing 

being a method of immersion in the film, 

visualising the thoughts and impressions of the 

characters, the drawings themselves were used 

later as contracts. Edith Head also had to 

approve the design with multiple professionals 

at the studio, such as the camera men, art 

directors and the technical advisor, in addition 

to the director and the actor (Jorgensen, 2010, 

Fig. 11 Adrian showing costume sketches to Greta 
Garbo. prettycleverfilms.com 
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p.71). After the costume sketch or the costume concept art is approved, it changes from 

suggestion to directions not to be deviated from, additionally its uses also cease to be 

negotiable and communicative and become guiding and directive.  

The challenges of being a part of the manufacturing crew, especially in a large production, is 

that sometimes you do not know what you are doing and why you are doing it. The film 

production machinery may be so sizeable that the costume designer or the costume supervisor 

has no time to personally brief everyone and supervise everything. Visual directions are the 

easiest guidelines they can provide.  Costume sketches give meaning to the people at the 

workshop. The costume designer could give only structural directions, the technical drawings 

of the costume and a pile of fabrics and materials and the costume could still be made. 

However, from the costume sketch the seamstresses, cutters, pattern makers, dyers, agers and 

other makers see the whole character, the big picture. 

When a costume designer draws highly stylised drawings, in Hollywood it is the cutter-fitters 

responsibility to transfer the impressionistic design into working reality (Nadoolman Landis, 

2012b, p.21-22). In smaller-scale industries, such as Finland, this is seen largely as the 

costume designer’s responsibility, as stated by costume designer Anna Vilppunen (2017) and 

my own experience in the field. Nadoolman Landis also discusses the “unspoken 

understanding” between the costume designer and the manufacturing crew, which refers to 

mutual agreement that the finished costume will look exactly like the one in the drawing, 

down to the proportions and details (Nadoolman Landis, 2012b, p.31). This kind of working 

culture depends heavily on the cutter-fitter’s ability to read the sketch. Nadoolman Landis 

(2012b, p.32) acknowledges this and mentions that some costume designers’ sketches need a 

great deal of interpretation from the cutter-fitters, who need to make construction choices 

based on a sometimes quite vague sketch.  

After a costume sketch is no longer needed by the costume workshop staff, it may be archived 

by the costume designer or it may be used as publicity material, as mentioned earlier. The 

costumes and the costume sketches from the film may be exhibited in museums, they may be 

published online by the designer, sketch artist or the concept artist as a way to promote their 

own work or they may be shared online by fans who have found the drawings from online 

articles. Costume sketches and costume concept art may be published in The Art of books, 

where the reader is presented with extensive amount of concept art, costume concept art, 

costume sketches and making of material from the film. Howe argues that the possibility of a 
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later publication of the drawing or painting influences the process of making and the final 

result of concept art (Russell, 2004, p.113).  

Nadoolman Landis (2012b, p.37-38) illuminates on the afterlife of the vast amount of 

costume sketches produced in the Hollywood studios; they were given as gifts, framed on the 

costume department walls or kept as mementos by the workshop staff. Since the volume of 

costume sketches was so enormous, they were also used as doormats or as insulation and cut 

into squares and used as scrap paper and as dividers on hangers. The reason why any costume 

sketches still exist from earlier decades is that the costume sketches for famous costumes or 

for famous actors were more valued and thus had a better probability of survival (Nadoolman 

Landis, 2012b, p.39-40) 

Costume sketches also had chance to continue their lifespan as fashion magazine illustrations. 

In the 1930’s costume sketches were printed by fashion magazines to report on the costumes 

and coming fashions shown in recent films (LaValley, 1987, p.88). Sometimes costume 

designers produced new versions of the original sketches to suit better to the fashion of the 

day, since most of the costume sketches published as fashion inspiration were from period 

films (LaValley, 1987, p.90). Since films were the major form of entertainment before 

television, the film-goers, especially the young women, wanted to look like their favourite 

film star. Studio’s publicity departments and fashion magazines collaborated in providing the 

inspirational costume designs for everyone to see. This naturally increased the interest in 

films, the stars and the costumes worn by the stars (LaValley, 1987). 

One function of the costume sketch after the approval has been to illustrate the costume and to 

explain the structure of it. If the costume in the sketch is not manufactured, the sketch stays 

partly indeterminate in nature and suggests the style and possible details for purchased and 

gathered garments. Thusly, costume sketches have less use in productions where the costumes 

are not manufactured. This explains the growing use of mood boards, which are faster to 

make and are less definite.  
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Experiences 

 

The experiences in using and making costume sketches have changed during the history of 

film. Nadoolman Landis (2012a, p.11) presents that the pre-production times for costume 

design have shortened during the 2000’s so that costume designers have rarely time to draw 

costume sketches, or even supervise sketch artists. Nadoolman Landis (2012b, p.25) notes 

that it is increasingly expected for costume designers to bring sketches and visual ideas with 

them to the first meeting or job interview with the director which would work as the basis of 

the conversation. Personally, I always go to the first meeting with the director empty handed, 

unless asked otherwise, because I want to make sure I start going to the same direction as the 

director and not have some design agenda of my own before I have even heard what the 

project is about. 

Costume designers who draw sketches themselves, such as Anthony Powell, Ann Roth and 

Theadora van Runkle, explain that they use the process of drawing to get to know the 

characters from the inside, and for some designers it is the only possible working method 

(Nadoolman Landis 2012b, p.18; 2003, p.152-157). The drawing costume designer may 

aspire to produce a complete portfolio of sketches for every character in the film. Nadoolman 

Landis (2012b, p.18) notes that the reality of the preproduction in the fast paced film industry 

often sabotages those yearnings. Reportedly Adrian had a habit of designing everything, 

including even the extras’ costumes in huge productions such as Wizard of Oz (1939) or 

Marie Antoinette (1938) (Chierichetti, 1976, p.15). As a drawing costume designer, the 

eagerness to draw every character in the script is not unfamiliar. Producing a sketch for every 

character and illustrating the scenes would work as a way of explaining this is the way I 

perceive the characters, this is who they are for me. 

Costume designers who draw may start their process with drawing as van Runkle. They may 

start with choosing fabrics and then sketching, as Yvonne Blake does (Nadoolman Landis, 

2012a, p.29) or they may start with research followed by sketching, similar to Janty Yates 

(Nadoolman Landis, 2012a, p.168). Some costume designers, as Shay Cunliffe (Nadoolman 

Landis, 2012a, p.53) only draw sketches if the costumes are going to be made and use mood 

boards in contemporary films, since the design is inclined toward changes from the costume 

sketch to the final costume. Some costume designers, such as Anna Vilppunen (2017) and 

Merja Väisänen (2017) also find it difficult to describe others what to draw on their behalf.  



55 
 

Nadoolman Landis (2012b, p.17) illuminates the practical point of view of the costume design 

process considering the employment and work of sketch artists. Costume designers can 

choose to hire a sketch artist, or even a team of artists, in big scale productions of every genre. 

In modestly budgeted films employing a sketch artist is often out the question. In my research 

(which is naturally not as extensive as Nadoolman Landis’s) I have found out that costume 

sketches and costume concept art tend to be rarer in modern films without any special 

costumes, especially in Finland. 

The collaborative working relationship between a costume designer and a sketch artist may be 

tight, they may research the subject together, the costume designer may give precise orders on 

how the character should look like to the tiniest details, however the collaboration might also 

be more relaxed, giving more room for independent work. Although in my research materials, 

most mentions from costume designers who use a sketch artist in the pre-production and from 

sketch artists themselves have been of close collaboration. Nadoolman Landis (2012b, p.16) 

argues that the sketch artist’s sketches may affect the costume designer’s process. However, it 

is unclear in the argument if the sketch artist’s own input in the sketches has an effect on the 

design process, or if the use of a sketch artist is influencing the process. To me, both appear 

possible. 

In the golden days of Hollywood studio system it was not uncommon for costume designers 

to employ multiple sketch artists, who aided the often busy costume designer. For example 

Edith Head could design tens of films every year, enabled by the many sketch artists she 

employed during her career. Head could ask her sketch artists to produce sketches and ideas 

for example for woman’s blouse’s collar. Head would then choose the best ideas and 

incorporate them in the following sketch that was drawn of the whole outfit (Jorgensen, 2010, 

p.195-198). Jorgensen then refers to Chierichetti who had marked that Walter Plunkett did not 

let sketch artists to input in his designs. Plunkett was a talented drawer and painter who only 

used sketch artists to realise his designs on paper is he was too busy. A contrasting example to 

Plunkett is costume designer Rita Kaufman, who relied heavily on sketch artists on the actual 

costume design work. Costume designer Helen Rose, who started her career as Kaufman’s 

sketcher in the 1930’s remembers:  

“She had two or three of us kids and we’d sit in a room. She’d come in and 

say, ‘Give me a black chiffon’ or ‘we need an 1890’s dress’ and we’d draw 

some ideas. We never knew what picture they were for.”  

                   (Quoted by Chierichetti, 1976, p.96) 
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As a contrast to Rose’s experiences of being dubious about the production, a number of the 

concept artists who worked on The Lord of the Rings movie trilogy (2001-2003) were hired 

since they were familiar with Tolkien’s work and already had some background with the story 

and knew what they were designing (Russell, 2004).   

An example of a modern costume designer working with sketch artist is given by Nadoolman 

Landis (2012b, p.11) as she opens her close-knit collaboration with the sketch artist Kelly 

Kimball, saying they could sometimes draw together and also continue drawing based on the 

material the other one started. Sketch artist Oksana Nedavniaya worked with costume 

designer Isis Mussendein on The Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian (2008), where 

Nedavniaya first developed “early concept sketches” for the entire cast (Nadoolman Landis 

2012b, p.17). From the material I have studied, it is not clear if here the sketches were 

actually concept art or early costume sketches. If they are truly concept art drawings, this is a 

rare mention of costume concept art in costume research. Nedavniaya describes her drawing 

process as starting with discussion and 

research with the costume designer, then 

producing first drawings using a rough 

sketch and notes from the costume 

designer as the starting point. Once that 

drawing is approved after possible 

revision, Nedavniaya finishes the sketch 

with watercolours (Nadoolman Landis, 

2012b, p.17) 

While costume sketches are done in 

collaboration with the costume designer, 

concept art is done by a solitary concept 

artist or a team of concept artists 

instructed and supervised by director of 

creative director. Keller, (2017) says he 

has only worked in tandem with costume 

designer, designing armour and elements 

to complement the work of the costume 

designer. He also notes that in artistic co-

operation communication is key in avoiding grey areas. 

Fig. 12 Costume concept art. L.Malinen 2016 
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In 2016, I did costume concept art for a Finnish feature film which was in the process of 

searching funding. Before drawing the concept art of the characters I read the script and got 

additional information about the characters from the screenwriter, the producer and the 

director. I drew sketches of the characters in different poses, presented them halfway during 

the drawing process, got feedback, revised them and finished the pieces. In this case the 

purpose of the drawings was not to act as directions for the costume crew. In fact, the costume 

designer was not even hired for the project yet. The costume concept art I drew was used as a 

part of the production package which the production company uses to apply for funding from 

for example the Finnish Film Foundation. The costume concept art was used as a way of 

portraying the inner world of the characters and the movie. The actors were not casted yet, but 

the producer and the director had some ideas who they would like to cast and also who would 

be a good inspiration for the character’s looks. The faces of the drawn characters could not 

too much resemble these reference actors. The trick was to make enough changes in the facial 

features to make them resemble the references, but not look completely alike.  

I was asked to portray the characters’ personality in the sketches. For example, a drawing of 

the young lead character had to show that this was a sharp, clever and kind girl. It was also 

important, that the characters looked their age. I drew the characters on a grey background, 

which shows colours well. I used lighter grey background for characters portrayed in daylight, 

and darker, bluer grey for characters portrayed in nigh time. The characters have little props 

with them, and since one character, seen in Fig.12, is sitting in his pose, I drew a chair for him 

in greyscale to make it part of the background and not in the same focus as the character 

himself. These drawings were in the centre of the definition of costume concept art. Nobody 

thought that these concept drawings would actually depict the costumes and the final looks 

the actors would wear. Even though I spent a lot of time thinking, choosing and drawing the 

costumes in the drawings, it was clear that they were only ideas, and the overall appearance 

and impression was the main goal and substance. In hindsight, to better portray the characters’ 

personalities, I would have suggested doing close-ups of them, to resemble traditional 

portraits. This way the important details in the characters’ faces would have been more 

instantly visible. 

Costume designer Judianna Makovsky was interviewed in Tyranny of Style by Joe Kucharski 

about her work in Marvel’s Captain America: The Winter Soldier. Kucharski (2014) notes 

that it is not unusual, especially in superhero and sci-fi films, that the costumes and character 
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in these films are already developed and designed before the costume designer is brought on 

the production. Captain America: The Winter Soldier, for Makovsky, was one of those 

productions. When Makovsky came in the production, costume concept art for the main hero 

suits by concept artist Ryan Meinerding already existed. The concept artist may have been 

working with the story universe for a long time with the director and the producer, thus they 

might have clear plans for the character’s future and development. Makovsky notes that even 

though the costume concept art appears ready and final, things may change in the design once 

actualising them into functional garments (Kucharski 2014). Makovsky had a team of 

illustrators of her own, and she designed the characters that were not wearing specific super 

hero suits, but contemporary clothing. Many contemporary garments and costumes Makovsky 

designed were made from scratch, which may explain the use of costume sketches.  

Questions of authorship in the design arise when both costume designer and sketch artist or 

concept artist are involved. Some people get confused about the ‘real designer’ of the costume 

if the drawing is done by a different person than the design itself. Drawing a costume seems 

to be strongly linked to designing it. However it is important to remember that films are 

dependent of collaboration, and absolute credits and authorship are hard to determine. 

Before, things were not so good with sketch artists. Costume designer Adele Balkan, who was 

sketch artist for designer Charles LeMaire at 20th Century Fox Studios, remembers: 

 “No, you had no recognition whatsoever. You were hired as a sketch artist, 

and you just did sketches. But I doubt very much that the designer ever 

showed a sketch that he or she hadn’t had some input. … But the star didn’t 

want to know that the assistant had designed it or the sketch artist had done 

it; they wanted to think the designer had done it, naturally. And so did the 

head honchos. They wanted the designer who was hired to do it to do it. No 

one cared who did the sketch as long as the designer did the design.” 

(Nadoolman Landis, 2012b, p.41-42) 

Sometimes, if the lead costume designer was busy, the assistant designers were given the task 

to design costumes for some roles. However, the actors would often protest, since they 

wanted their costumes designed by the professional, experienced lead costume designer. They 

would not risk their star image in the hands of some beginner (Jorgensen, 2010). Possibly to 

avoid these reactions and also as a way to claim authorship of the design, some costume 

designers, such as Edith Head, Helen Rose and Jean Louis had a habit of signing costume 
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sketches which were not drawn by them (Nadoolman Landis, 2012b, p.42). It was also 

customary for sketch artists to draw in the exact style of the costume designer, so that their 

drawings would be virtually impossible to tell apart (Jorgensen, 2010; Nadoolman Landis, 

2012b). This has later caused some difficulties for researchers. 

The situation has fortunately changed from the days in which the sketch artists were not 

recognised for their work. Contemporary sketch artists and concept artists sign their drawings 

and often use them as a way to market their own professional expertise. As a result, many 

great sketch artists and concept artists, such as Nedavniaya, Phillip Boutte Jr, Ryan 

Meinerding and Andy Park, to name a few, work regularly on a good number of large-scale 

productions, and the expert, individual specialised professions within the field of costume 

design get more and more recognition. 

 

 

Alternative methods 

 

Costume sketches are not the main objectives of costume design, nor are they only methods of 

communication or visualising ideas. Not all costume designers opt to use costume sketches, 

neither is costume concept art done in every production. There are costume designers who 

draw costume sketches, and costume designers who prefer not to. The costume functions only 

when worn by the actor, as a part of the character. The costume designer also works on the 

actor’s skin, in three dimensions, on real materials. This has been pointed out by many 

costume designers who do not use costume sketches. These non-drawing costume designers 

often state they need to start the design process with three-dimensional objects to have a sense 

of materiality. These designers may employ a sketch artist to draw the sketches for them, if 

the sketches are necessary in the production or wanted by the publicity department. Costume 

designer Jenny Beavan reasons that since costume sketches lack the necessary three-

dimensionality, she does not use them. Beavan visualises her ideas for the film using mood 

boards and says that she needs to start with actual clothes on the actor to familiarise herself 

with the costume and the character (Nadoolman Landis, 2012a, p.18). Costume designer 

Albert Wolsky has also spoken highly of starting the design process in co-operation with the 

actor by trying actual clothes on him to first find the shape of the character (Nadoolman 

Landis, 2012b, p.27-28). 
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Sandy Powell is one of those costume designers whose design process does not include 

costume sketches. Powell uses fabrics as the starting point of her designs. She uses diagrams, 

sketches and scribbles to communicate with her cutter, however those drawings are not shown 

to anybody else (Nadoolman Landis, 2003, p.108). Powell’s preferred method of making 

costume designs, if they are required for publicity purposes, is to draw them after the costume 

is completed (Nadoolman Landis, 2012b, p.15). These sketches by Powell have a certain air 

of cleanliness. They resemble fashion illustrations in a way that they depict the outside, the 

result of the design process and not the inside or the thinking. These costume sketches lack 

some detail and aim to be visually appealing and stylish. Costume designer Yves Barre also 

has a similar approach into making costume sketches. In his lecture at the World Stage Design 

festival in 2013 he mentioned he sometimes paints costume sketches directly from a still 

photo from the set. The only use these late costume sketches or costume illustrations would 

have is for publicity, since it is clear that these sketches do not possess any instructional 

qualities nor can they be used as a means of communication with the director or the rest of the 

crew after the costume has already been created. The costume designers may use them as a 

way to present their designs, as Barre did, or the illustrations may be used in the film’s 

marketing campaigns. Nadoolman Landis (2012b, p.20) argues that the use of costume 

sketches for publicity purposes is common procedure in Hollywood. 

Several reasons may explain the unwillingness some designers have to using costume 

sketches or costume concept art, and one of them is the cost. If the designer does not draw the 

sketches herself, a skilled artist must be hired. In addition, creating them is time consuming. 

Even with the help of digital drawing programs, the drawings are still hand made. Further 

drawbacks of costume sketches and costume concept art is that not every element in drawing 

can be actualised in costumes. This may explain why famous fashion designer Erté’s exotic 

looking drawings did not arouse such admiration as ready costumes than they did as 

illustrations (Chierichetti, 1976, p.12). As discussed earlier, costume sketches may have 

issues with readability. Since costume sketches are not used by some designers, possibly 

drawing appears as an obstacle in the organic design process. For some people, I have 

noticed, visualising ideas by drawing or painting remains a distant concept. It seems that 

people sometimes consider drawing a magical quality which one either is born with or does 

not possess, rather than the acquirable skill it actually is. Still, it is necessary to mention that 

utilising or not utilising costume sketches is not always a question of skill. The resources in 

the production may not support making costume sketches or costume concept art. There may 
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not be time or need for them. In many productions where I have been the costume designer, I 

have decided not to draw costume sketches and, instead, have used mood boards. Some of 

those productions have been epoch, and for many that would justify or even necessitate 

costume sketches. However, the budgets in these period productions were not sufficient for 

me to manufacture the costumes. Thus, in drawn costume sketches I could have promised 

something I would not be able to deliver.  

One of the benefits of mood boards is that they are often made of photos of actual garments 

and costumes. If my design involves putting a leather jacket on the actor, I can find two or 

three photos of leather jackets for the mood board, to show the director the general style for 

the wanted leather jacket, and later I will search for a leather jacket that is similar to the ones 

shown on the mood board. Whereas in costume sketches, an unexperienced viewer may read 

the sketch as ready and expect to see the garments exactly as they appear in the sketch. 

Alternative design methods, such as draping fabrics may prove insufficient and time 

consuming in large productions, as Edward Stevenson, sketch artist for costume designer and 

head of costume department at RKO Bernard Newman, remembers: “Newman draped 

material on the actress until he got an idea. The stars got exhausted and the studio couldn’t 

spare them for the time it took. When he thought he had it, I would make the sketch, but he 

kept changing those too.” (Chierichetti, 1976, p.141). There are no rules for costume 

designers on how they ought to do their job, however, efficiency and productivity are 

expected. Whatever methods and mediums of testing ideas help the costume designer in their 

work may be used. Sometimes a two-dimensional sketch is not enough, and a small prototype 

of the costume needs to be manufactured. To demonstrate one tricky character transformation, 

Edith Head had a 45cm doll made with the actress’s likeness and used that doll and costumes 

made for it to suggest a way to execute the costume transformation (Jorgensen, 2010, p.98). 

Head was reported to use this kind of approach on several occasions. The dolls she used, 

however, did not have the same proportions as the actors, thus the director would still not 

have a clear picture of the costume and its effect on the actor. This approach to visualising 

costume ideas is not wide spread nor is it very practical, since all the materials for the 

costume would have to be available and the doll’s costume would have to be mostly hand 

sewn and require more time than a quick sketch. If the same fabrics are used for the doll’s 

costume and the final costume, the differences in how the same materials act in different 

quantities and in a different scale is remarkable. The big studio costume departments may be 
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the only places where making these kinds of ‘sketches’ would be possible and worthwhile. 

Elsewhere the trouble can easily exceed the outcome. 

Miniature sculptures of the costumes are, however, more practical than small hand sewn 

costumes made with fabrics. Sculpting is reasonably fast and produces realistic and 

effortlessly readable models of the costumes. Weta Workshop uses sculpture as a way to 

visualise costume and makeup concepts. These maquettes, as they are called, are sculpted 

after a couple of rounds of concept art drawings (Fig.13). They are not only done of the final 

designs, they are another way of testing the design, this time rotating and viewing it from all 

angles. Multiple sculptures may be produced from the same costume to experiment with 

ideas. Concept artist Ben Wootten notes in Russell, 2004, p.198 that at Weta Workshop, 

maquettes tend to be sculpted when something in the design cannot be visualised in drawing. 

Wootten also notes that representing softer textures and materials, such as fabrics, may be 

challenging in sculpting, whereas sculpting armor is useful since the materiality of the 

maquette is similar to that of armor. However it is possible to incorporate multiple materials, 

such as textiles and leather in the sculptures (Russell, 2004, p.192-193) 

Also costume designer Penny Rose, who has designed costumes for The Pirates of the 

Caribbean film series, among other films, prefers to make miniature mannequins of the 

characters dressed in the costumes she has designed. To accompany these dolls, she also 

makes mood boards. Rose uses these miniature mannequins mostly for armour, and argues 

that this method cannot be used with contemporary clothes. She notes: “Rather than talk about 

what the armour will look like with the director, it’s easier for me to produce a mini version 

for him, to consider whether the armour is appropriate to the period and right for the film.” 

(Nadoolman Landis, 2012a, p.151-152). These miniature sculptures are a rarer take on 

visualising costume ideas, this time with the possibility to observe the design from all angles. 

Since these maquettes cannot portray movement well, they offer a more realistic take on 

costumes with stationary elements, such as armour, as noted by both Rose and Wootten. The 

essence of these sculptures is closer to the finished costume than in drawings, which aids in 

the reading and understanding of the design. 
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Fig. 13 examples of maquettes produced at Weta Workshop for the Lord of the Rings film trilogy.  Russell (2004) 
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Case studies 
 

 

Presenting the case studies 

 

For my case studies I chose two large-scale fantasy films, Bram Stocker’s Dracula (1992), 

costume design by Eiko Ishioka and The Hobbit: Unexpected Journey (2012), costume design 

Ann Maskrey, Bob Buck and Richard Taylor. Both of these films are based on books, and 

they both are fantasy films, although from the different corners of the fantasy genre map. The 

Hobbit is archetypal high fantasy with its hobbits, elves, dwarves, wizards and orcs, Dracula 

has elements of gothic horror with its villain, maiden and hero. Since both of these films take 

place in an alternative world or reality, the importance of costume design is increased, since 

visual elements help establish the film’s world. In the case studies, I have chosen to focus on 

only some costume sketches or costume concept art and not present the stories or the 

characters in detail.  

Even though there are many similarities in these movies, they also have interesting contrasts. 

Dracula is an example of costume designer lead visuality in film. All the costume sketches in 

the film were drawn by Ishioka (2000) and are highly stylised. In The Hobbit, a team of 

concept artists and sketch artists produced the costume concept art and the costume sketches 

in two different departments, at Weta and at the costume department (Warner Bros Canada, 

2017). The concept art is highly realistic and easy to read requiring very little interpretation or 

decoding. The amount of the costume previsualisation, costume concept art, costume sketches 

and technical drawings and break downs is astounding. The Hobbit is an example of a 

perfected world building machinery in use. 
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Bram Stocker’s Dracula  

 

Bram Stocker’s Dracula is based on the 

novel Dracula (1897) by Bram Stocker. 

The director of the film, Francis Ford 

Coppola, wanted the costumes to be the 

set of the film, the jewel in the frame. He 

asked Ishioka, set designer, graphic 

designer and visual designer who had 

never done costume design for films, and 

needed to be persuaded to take the 

position (Ishioka, 2000), to design the 

costumes. She was responsible for 

creating the whole visual concept (The 

Blood is the Life, 2007). 

Ishioka opens her design process, which involves lot of drawing. She has herself said that she 

prefers not to think about the limits of manufacturing while designing (Ishioka, 2000, p.87). 

Ishioka avoids giving the director detailed material, communicating first the general concept 

of her design. She also mentions making intermediary sketches before large-scale drawings 

(Nadoolman Landis, 2003, p.48). Ishioka argues that the final drawings need to be clear and 

informative by depicting every single detail. Additionally costume sketches should transfer a 

unique and irresistible design. She describes her drawing style as varying from project to 

project and continues:  

“Often I leave nothing to the imagination, giving the sketches a great deal of 

graphic detail. My final drawings serve as a vital communication tool for the 

entire production staff – everyone from producers, the director, actors, 

director of photography, visual and special effects team, to the costume 

assistants and craftspeople who execute my designs. The drawings, 

depicting details of how the head, face and various body parts should look, 

Fig. 14 Eiko Ishioka's costume sketch for Bram Stocker's 
Dracula 
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act as storyboards and allow a smooth collaboration with makeup artists, 

hair stylists and others.”                  (Nadoolman Landis p.48)  

If someone else would describe Ishioka’s sketches, it may be possible that the choice of words 

was slightly different. The sketches Ishioka produced for Dracula can be divided into two 

types. The historical ones, seen in Fig.15, and the fantasy sketches, seen in Fig.14 and Fig 16. 

All her sketches are clear and fresh, however they do not depict the possible execution of the 

costume, neither do they tell the materials. They have details, however, the sketches also 

demand a great deal of interpretation. The historical costume sketches have a sense of realism 

in them, they are clear and detailed and proportionally correct. However, they do not depict 

the whole character, only the garment in some cases. Her fantasy sketches are hard to 

understand without any other directions. 

In the costume sketch for Dracula’s armour, Fig 16, the only clues provided by the sketch 

about the fact that the costume depicted is, in fact, armour, are the shapes in the gauntlet 

(glove) and the couter (elbow guard). The sketch is visually pleasing and impressive, although 

hard to convert to reality. The character is in no space, with a heraldic shield as a prop. It 

almost seems like the costume is portrayed without the character. The flowing hairs behind 

the helmet are the only clue provided about the character. The sketch shows no sign of the 

armour being distressed or aged, thus is it not surprising that the first time the actor was 

wearing the costume on the set, the director send the armour back for being too shiny and 

new. The patina and damage where not in the sketch, they were not designed or planned, the 

designer had not thought about them while designing. This is again one example for the 

chosen style affecting the design decisions. It is unclear, however, if the sketch Ishioka has 

chosen for her book, which is the one shown here also, is the final costume sketch. Has she 

chosen to present one of the earlier sketches for its vigour and expressiveness?  
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Fig. 15 Eiko Ishioka's costume sketch for Bram Stocker's Dracula. www.oscars.org 
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Fig. 16 Eiko Ishioka's sketch for Dracula's armour in Bram Stocker's Dracula. Ishioka (2000) 
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The Hobbit: Unexpected Journey 

 

The Hobbit: Unexpected Journey (2012) was the first part of the Hobbit trilogy, of which the 

other parts were The Hobbit: The Desolation of Smaug (2013) and The Hobbit: The Battle of 

the Five Armies (2014). This trilogy is based, albeit loosely, on the high-fantasy novel The 

Hobbit (1937) by J.R.R. Tolkien, and follows the success of the Lord of the Rings movie 

trilogy (2001-2003), also based on Tolkien’s trilogy with the same name. All these films have 

been directed by Peter Jackson. The costume designers for The Lord of the Rings trilogy were 

Ngila Dickson and Richard Taylor who created the look for Middle Earth’s characters. Since 

these two trilogies take place in the same story universe partly with the same characters, they 

both have a similar visual style. The costume designers for the Hobbit trilogy were Bob Buck, 

Ann Maskrey and Richard Taylor. Taylor, as the head of Weta, was responsible for the 

armour, and Maskrey and Buck for the rest of the garments (Warner Bros Canada, 2017). 

Their designs worked inside the visual boundaries set by the earlier trilogy. 

The Hobbit: Unexpected Journey is the first part of the Hobbit trilogy. I chose this movie as 

my case study because it is the first movie of the series and almost every character in the 

trilogy is introduced in it, and thus the design choices had more importance since they 

established the characters. Unexpected Journey’s designs exist and stem from the visual world 

established in The Lord of the Rings trilogy. The first part of that movie trilogy, The 

Fellowship of the Ring, premiered in 2001, 16 years ago, and since then there has been 

development and changes in both the technologies used in design and in manufacturing. 

Unexpected Journey is only five years old movie so the methods and technologies used are 

still very much valid today. Since I have personally been involved in the making of The 

Hobbit trilogy, it was only natural for me to choose this movie as one of my case studies. 

The visual world and the costumes in The Hobbit are extremely designed and detailed, and 

90% of the costumes were made from scratch (Warner Bros Canada, 2017). With so many 

garments and accessories and armour to manufacture, streamlining collaboration is vital. 

Costume designer Bob Buck discusses the importance of concept art in collaborating with 

other costume designers Taylor and Maskrey, and communicating with the director and the 

producers: 
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“Concept art is a key element of our process. Weta Workshop is very skilled 

at the concept art. They’ll have multiple artists working on concepts 

separately from the costume department. We’ll look at those concepts, and it 

gives us an idea to work from. Meanwhile, the costume department will do 

our drawings. So, often there are a whole lot of drawings being considered, 

and we’ll say, ‘Okay, let’s try that.’ Sometimes it’s a costume that the 

costume department has designed, and sometimes it’s a concept that Weta 

has come up with. But when you get a concept drawing, you actually need 

to redraw it in order to be able to create it as a wearable garment. It works as 

an advantage at times because the artist who is doing the concept art pushes 

you out of the boundaries of what you think is possible.” 

                Bob Buck (Warner Bros Canada, 2017) 

Buck also argues for the importance of costume concept art in keeping the director up to date 

with the designs. As the director will expect to see the concept art he has approved as realised 

costumes, may this cause challenges to the designers if one of the actors would like to suggest 

changes. Buck explains that since the concept art is more about the silhouette, some details 

may be changed, but as every costume is so designed and in relation to every other costume, 

making changes is not easy (Warner Bros Canada, 2017). 

The purpose of the concept art piece, seen in Fig.17,´was to illustrate the armour and at the 

same time serve the story and portray the character in a scene (Keller, 2017). This explains 

the amount of detail in the armour and the battle axe, and the pose full of action. While 

drawing this piece, Keller (2017) knew the softer costume elements would later be designed 

by the costume department, and kept these parts of the costume rather vague on purpose. The 

concept art piece is drawn in Photoshop (Keller, 2017) mostly with painting tools, however, 

some texture has been added to the background and to the chainmail shirt at least. Keller 

(2017) estimated that this sketch took couple of hours to make.  

Most costume sketches and costume concept art feature the character in a pose, presenting the 

costume in the best way. This is not surprising, since the purpose of costume sketch is to 

present the costume. In Keller’s Moria armour sketches, the character is depicted in the midst 

of action, which adds naturality to the drawing. The simple background, however, takes the 

drawing away from too much realism and keeps the focus on the character. The character is 

presented to the viewer from knee-level, which causes the character look powerful, and the 

action and movement is heightened. 
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Fig. 17 Nick Keller's concept art for The Hobbit: Unexpected Journey. www.nickkellerart.com 
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The actor, Richard Armitage, is not recognisable, but the figure in the drawing has similar 

features, such as black hair with reddish black beard. The fake head all the dwarves wore 

cannot be distinguished from this sketch, the proportions of the body are naturalistic, the 

character feels like a real person. The armour on the concept art looks extremely similar to the 

ready armour, only some functional parts, such as straps, which would be visible, are not 

depicted in this drawing. 

Bob Buck’s sketch, seen in Fig.18, is likely not done by Buck himself, for he told that he had 

sketch artists working in the costume department (Warner Bros Canada, 2017), however, the 

sketch has a signature BB for Bob Buck. This sketch was done after Keller’s concept art, to 

Fig. 18 Bob Buck's costume sketch for The Hobbit: Unexpected Journey. 
http://www.bobbuckcostume.com 



73 
 

present Buck’s final design, incorporating the armour components designed at Weta (Keller, 

2017). Some changes have been made to the armour as well, the mithril or chainmail shirt 

seen on this sketch has long sleeves, and the leather tassets (plate armour hanging from the 

belt) have been added. Otherwise the armour components are more or less the same, the 

greaves (shin guards) and pauldrons (shoulder armour) appear different, not only has there 

been a wide strap added to keep the pauldron on place, but the armour itself has rounded and 

changed in appearance. Information of the costume itself is easily readable, the cut and the 

fastening mechanisms of the coat are clearly visible. 

The drawing resembles the actor. The proportions do not look entirely realistic, it is possible 

that since all the actors playing dwarves had fake head, ears, hands and fat suits under the 

costume to make them have dwarf like proportions, this also shows in the sketch and explains 

the shortness of the legs. The character is presented at eye level, posing and presenting the 

costume to the viewer.  

During my internship at Weta Workshop, I spend most of my time at the leather room or the 

sewing room. Since I was an intern, naturally I was not involved in deciding on the execution 

of the designs. However, I got to be a part in the chain of making armour, costumes and 

props, from making small components to finishing and ageing,  Multiple professionals could 

be involved in making one costume, and the improvement of the costume was constantly 

referred to the concept art. I remember witnessing one fitting, where the armour for one of the 

main characters was put together for the first time. The concept artist who had designed the 

armour came to the fitting with Taylor, who was the costume designer responsible for armour. 

They confirmed that the armour was exactly as it was in the sketch, that the shape and the 

colour were precisely as they were presented in the sketch. 

In addition to riveting armour which was going to be worn by extras, I worked on the 

costumes of some main characters. For these designs, I did not see the costume sketches or 

concept art, however I saw the other garments and components being made for the same 

costume at the same time, thus I could get a better understanding of the whole costume. I 

worked couple of weeks on one collar for the character Legolas (played by Orlando Bloom), 

with the person who had designed it. The collar consisted of roughly a hundred small pieces, 

and every piece had seven different stages to go through. Since there was no costume sketch 

or a break down concept art for the collar, it was hard for me to grasp the final look of the 

collar and the reasons for some steps. In the costume fitting with the collar on the actor with 

rest of the costume, the costume sketch was not present and not referred to. Even though this 
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kind of enormous production functions mainly on concept art and other costume 

visualisations, there was still chances for working largely without them, and not being 

restricted by them. 

 

Fig. 19 Various costume sketches showing different approaches in making costume sketches. L.Malinen 2016 
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Conclusion 
  

My research question in this thesis was ‘how and why are costume sketches and costume 

concept art used when designing costume for films?’ In my hypothesis, I stated that even 

though costume sketch and costume concept art have similarities of usage and contents, they 

are in fact two separate terms. At first, when I started the research for this thesis, I was 

confused about the varied terminology in the field of costume visualisation. The definitions of 

costume sketch and costume concept art were not clear to me, and it seemed they were not 

clear to plenty of people. 

From this research, I gained knowledge on the professional expertise involved in all stages of 

costume visualisation, and about the function of different types and formats of drawing 

related to costume designing in large-scale productions. These have not been taught in Aalto 

university, probably since they do not connect with the rather small film industry in Finland. 

The lack of the specific kind of knowledge, however, drove me to study the subject. While 

conducting the research, I also gained information on sketching and sketches, more broadly, 

of their commonly perceived connection to artistic talent, as well as on the relationship 

between thinking and drawing. One of my key observations is that, not only can drawing be 

used as a way of thinking, but the media used to draw and paint affects the thinking and the 

design and vice versa. Moreover, the chosen drawing style affects the thinking and the design 

itself. 

My research showed a good number of different approaches by different designers to costume 

sketches, their creation, function and meaning. As I had thought, sketches had multiple uses 

as ways of designing and portraying ideas, depicting the character, communicating with the 

director and the actor and providing information for the manufacture. The uses and meanings 

of costume sketch and costume concept art change over time and regarding the various 

audiences of the drawings. 

My research also set out to examine the alternative design methods non-drawing costume 

designers use, and succeeded in finding them. The use of materials as a starting point, use of 

mood boards and other images and the use of sculpture and miniature costumes were all 

mentioned by many designers. 
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Since drawing and thinking are inseparable, some thinking is always involved in drawing, 

even when drawing after someone else’s instructions. Thinking while drawing is quite close 

to designing. The question of authorship regarding costume-related previsualisation drawings 

may originate from this connection. Drawing and sketching have also been linked to showing 

artistic talent, and this idea of the sketching artist has been used by the publicity departments 

in the Hollywood golden age studios already. Recently, the amount of professional 

recognition for the costume concept artists and sketch artists has increased. 

However, drawing skills do not equate skills in costume design, nor are drawing skills 

necessary in costume design.  

The terms costume concept art and costume sketch in some ways escape precise definitions, 

possibly it is a futile task to try and find a specific definition, or at least a universally valid 

one. Similarities between these terms are numerous, especially when the production and usage 

of early costume sketches are compared to modern costume concept art.  

The frame of this research as a Master’s thesis level allowed to discover the different 

approaches to design and to consideration of the possibilities of manufacture, to 

communication via images and different scales of production showing in costume sketches 

and costume concept art, using case study analysis. However, the outcomes of this work 

demonstrate that there is a lot more to be discussed. A larger frame would allow a more in-

depth study based on a wider range of concept artists, sketch artists, experienced 

manufacturing professionals, costume designers and directors in addition to larger amounts of 

visual material. In future research, it would be beneficial to interview more concept artists and 

other professionals dealing with that specific field, to gather wider knowledge on the 

functions of costume concept art and on its part in the costume design process. However, this 

research has gone some way towards enhancing and deepening the understanding of costume 

concept art as a separate field of expertise from costume sketches. 

Future research about costume sketches and costume concept art could focus on the 

development of costume concept art and concept art in general, on the history and evolution 

of costume concept art as a visible and independent expert field that relates to costume 

designing for film. Further research could also discuss the differences and similarities of 

character concept art and costume concept art. It would also be fascinating to study the team 

based design processes, for example, at Weta Workshop. Since this thesis focused on films, 
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for further research it could be interesting to study costume visualisation in television, 

animation or stage arts. 

Similarly to both costume sketches and costume concept art being also sketches, preliminary 

depictions of the character and simultaneously presentation drawings, visualised plans, 

costume design also has a duality, which may be challenging to grasp at first:  

”Costume design is both an art form and a practical craft, a duality that 

makes the field somewhat difficult to master and equally elusive to explain 

to others. The craft cannot be defined in absolutes, nor can the costume 

designer indulge in the complete freedom of expression available to the fine 

artist.”          (Anderson, 1999, p.iii) Quoted by Curry (2010, p.171). 

Costumes need to function on the actor in the real world and in the entirety of the film, as a 

part of the character and in the narrative. Similarly costume sketches and costume concept art 

aim to function as images, art, communication, negotiation, portrayal of the character and 

directions. The many facets of costume sketches and costume concept art make them difficult 

to perceive. For costume design, they are both essential, they exist only because of costume 

design, and supplemental, costume design is not dependent on them. 
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