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The screening on Wednesday 21 January will be introduced by Melanie Bell,
Feminist Film Historian and Principal Investigator for the Film Costumes in
Action project

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away some of the plot.

Moon may not immediately strike one as remarkable as a ‘costume’ film. With
only one central character Sam Bell (Sam Rockwell), dressed mainly in
contemporary clothing, the film at first glance seems an odd choice for a
season foregrounding costume design. But as most designers acknowledge,
contemporary is harder than period to design, not least because everyone
(producers, directors, actors) has an opinion on it. As Moon’s costume
designer Jane Petrie (a future BAFTA and Emmy award-winner) reflects,
‘people think they know more about [contemporary] costume because they put
clothes on every morning, but it's really difficult and you've got to have good
precision making.” By 2009, Petrie had a growing reputation for designing
realism, working with Andrea Arnold on Fishtank (2009) and Ronan Bennett's
Top Boy (2011). Trained at the costume house Sands, under the expert eye of
the indomitable Christine Edzard, Petrie’'s design philosophy is grounded in
realism. Describing herself as having ‘a good instinct for the real’, Petrie strives
for authenticity:

Whether period or modern, you are world-building in exactly the same way,
and you have to be authentic. Whether its Fishtank or Star Wars, | want
actors to feel like they’re wearing their own clothes, and those design
decisions aren’t arbitrary but come from the ground up, getting underneath
the script.

Moon's remarkably modest costume budget of £8,000, from a total production
spend of £3.9 million, belies the central role costume plays in building Sam'’s
character. The convincing portrayal of Sam’s deteriorating body and psyche,
and the increasingly grungy world in which he operates, is testament to Petrie’s
skill as a designer, married with Rockwell’s performance. Moon'’s costumes are
realism by design.

At first glance, the costume brief appears simple. Sam Bell works alone on a
facility on the moon and, as a mining engineer, wears either work overalls, a
spacesuit or leisure wear, along with trainers and a peaked cap. He dreams of
returning home to earth but is in fact a clone, due shortly to be replaced by the
latest model, dressed in identical clothing. Petrie approaches design by
creating what she describes as a ‘working wardrobe’ for her characters which,
in Moon, meant corporate clothing. Like a soldier, Sam has a standard issue of
one cap, five T-shirts, five tracksuit hoodies and bottoms, and space sulits for
outside work, which Petrie had embroidered with the corporate logo of the
fictional Lunar Industries Ltd. This working wardrobe evolved when Sam
Rockwell came for his first costume fitting, bringing with him a T-shirt with the
slogan ‘wake me up when its quitting time’, and a request to wear this in the
film. Petrie and Rockwell worked together, building personal items into the
story including carpet slippers and slouchy leisurewear. But the introduction of
these threw up fundamental questions for Petrie. On the one hand, the T-shirt
slogan is a great little nod to how the story subsequently unfolds, but for Petrie:
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It blew a hole in the logic of the story. If they’ve been going up there for 200
years, the carpet slippers would be knackered. How’s that T-shirt going to
survive? It really bugged me. In the film you have to have explained to the
audience where the items have come from because it’s too big a question
to leave unanswered. So my question to Duncan [Jones] was ‘is the
company cynical enough to send up someone with all his personal items
and rig out copies for every clone that wakes up?’ And he said ‘Yes, they

are.

This conversation led to the inclusion of the scene where Sam One and his
replacement Sam Two find hundreds of hibernated clones on the facility, each
one with a see-through pillow containing slippers and the slogan T-shirt. Such
creative decisions highlight not only the central role costume plays in building
characters, but how asking guestions about costume shapes the thinking
about the film world. As Petrie puts it, ‘the costume department find the holes
in the script ... it happens a lot.’

Costume plays a pivotal role in signalling the difference between the two Sams.
Like many actors Rockwell was keen to use costume to build his character.
Rather than wear a wig, he ‘pushed for using wardrobe and makeup to subtly
distinguish them. We did snug clothing and healthy makeup for the clone,
baggier clothing for the other.” The grime and dirt of Sam One’s clothes
contrast sharply with the smooth, pristine look of the recently-arrived Sam Two,
his freshly-pressed appearance a reflection of the corporate values he
espouses. Filmed before CGI was common-place, Petrie and her design
assistant Basia Kuznar used costume breakdown techniques to dye, age and
distress the clothes worn by Sam One: grime seeps into the material texture of
his overalls, encrusted blood into his white undershirt, fabric is worn, fibres
exposed, all signalling the character’s physical and mental deterioration. Petrie
explains, ‘If you didn't put it through breakdown, it would look like a costume.
And I'm trying to take it from costume to clothes, to put a layer of history in.’
Performance, camerawork and costume come together to make audiences
believe that the person on screen is real.

As Sam One’s physical body begins to deteriorate — clones’ breakdown at the
end of their three-year cycle — the camera is increasingly drawn to different
elements of costume. Sam One, sick and vulnerable, vomits into a toilet-bowl,
his head encased in a protective astronaut’s hood. Its distinctive lacing is
reminiscent of a medieval coif, and the camera’s close-up and long take signals
the hood’s symbolic significance. It may suggest the increasingly defunct Sam
as a throw-back to a bygone era. Or, more complexly, the hood’s intricate
lacing pattern as mirroring neural pathways, itself a narrative riposte to the
business model of corporate capitalism which treats the men as
interchangeable commodities. Either way, director Duncan Jones and DoP
Gary Shaw make full use of Petrie’s ‘instinct for the real’.

Melanie Bell, University of Leeds, November 2025
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