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Big Screen Classics

Velvet Goldmine

The screening on Wednesday 14 January will be introduced by Professor
Sarah Street, University of Bristol, and Co-investigator of the Film Costumes
in Action project

Designing costumes for films set in the past is challenging, particularly when
the period in question is within living memory. When Sandy Powell saw in the
late 1990s that a film was being made about the 1970s Glam Rock era, it was
a design opportunity she couldn’t miss. In any case, director Todd Haynes had
her in mind for Velvet Goldmine because of her outstanding designs for Derek
Jarman, Neil Jordan and Sally Potter. Growing up in the 1970s Powell was
steeped in the decade’s music and fashion trends. The music of Marc Bolan
(her first idol’), David Bowie and the shimmering sequins and glitter of the
Glam Rock era’s fashions were a world with which she was completely familiar,
and she drew on her memories when assembling Velvet Goldmine’s rich array
of costumes, fabrics and sheer sartorial exuberance. For Powell, working on
the film was a deeply personal experience: ‘That time in your life and what
you'’re soaking in has a lasting effect on you, you're like a sponge, when you're
that age. At the time we were seeing things we’d never seen before with glam
rock, and then punk, and all of that. It was new stuff and rules being broken.
And so that’s how | came to Velvet Goldmine, and of course | did the research
but a lot of it was just based on how I'd felt at the time, and what |
remembered.’ Her early training was with dancer and mime artist Lindsay
Kemp who choreographed David Bowie's shows, and this formative
experience led her to design for fringe theatre in the early 1980s and to
working with Jarman.

Although loosely based on David Bowie, Angie Bowie and Iggy Pop, Velvet
Goldmine is not a biopic but uses the essence of their look and sound for its
own characters and narrative about the sudden disappearance of Brian Slade
(Jonathan Rhys Meyers), a major Glam Rock star. Arthur Stuart (Christian Bale)
is a journalist researching the mystery which involves looking back on Slade’s
rise to fame and volatile relationship with American rock star Curt Wild (Ewan
McGregor). Other key characters are Mandy (Toni Colette), who is married to
Slade, and promoter Jerry Devine (Eddie Izzard). These characters provided
Powell with ample scope to use colours, fabrics and costumes which typify the
era including deeply saturated crushed velvets, lustrous satins, sequined jump-
suits and jackets, platform boots, shiny black ‘wet look’ coats and feather boas
galore. But rather than strive for strict accuracy Powell’s approach was to draw
on her memories as she plotted costumes for the actors. Her method is to
work closely with the script to visualise its atmosphere and characters. Once
the actors are cast, she thinks in greater detail about their costumes, using
their physicality, shape and colouring as keys. Rather than produce drawings
Powell prefers a mood board approach and is a firm believer in collaborating
with directors, cinematographers and production designers. Colours are very
important in her work, and these are vital to Velvet Goldmine’s evocative
recreation of the 1970s. Todd Haynes also approached the film as a period
piece of Glam subculture and was inspired by visual references found in 20017:
A Space Odyssey (1968), Performance (1970) and A Clockwork Orange
(1971). It was the first of several collaborations with Haynes: Powell went on to
design costumes for Far from Heaven (2002), Carol (2015) and Wonderstruck
(2017). Like many of Haynes’ films Velvet Goldmine is an exploration of queer
identities, channelled through references to Oscar Wilde; Slade’s relationship
with Wild, and journalist Arthur’s experience of family rejection as he discovers
his own gay sexuality and turns to Glam Rock as an inspiring and supportive
community.
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Velvet Goldmine's characters permitted fantastical play with the era’s period
styles. Brian Slade’s wardrobe loosely resembles Bowie's metamorphosis from
the sharp, tailored suits of the 1960s Mod era to androgynous brocade
dresses. This is followed by close-fitting, abundantly sequinned silver and
brightly coloured space-age suits which recall the visual spectacle of Bowie's
Ziggy Stardust years. Mandy’s costumes also provided an opportunity to show
shifts in style as the era progresses, and like Slade she embraces the full
opulence of Glam Rock. Curt Wild's costumes are grittier, featuring tight,
reflective shiny black trousers, more flesh and body glitter to reflect his more
aggressively masculine, punk-influenced style. Slade’s manager Jerry Devine’s
costumes, despite being based on the dark suits and formal attire associated
with business, embrace the period’s visual eclecticism such as combining a
striped jacket, geometric patterned tie and shirt with an opulent fur coat and
heavy, gold jewellery. The film’s costumes are spectacular, so much so that by
the end one perhaps gets used to seeing a surfeit of glamour. But the ways in
which they are nuanced, following the characters through different phases of
their lives, ensures that their distinctions are clearly marked.

Powell was awarded a BAFTA in 1998 for Velvet Goldmine’s costumes, and
she was nominated for an Academy Award the same year, only to be beaten
by herself when she won the award for her costume designs for Shakespeare
in Love. She commented in the LA Times: ‘| had two nominations in one year
and | won for the wrong one.’ Despite its eclectic, sartorial sumptuousness the
budget for Velvet Goldmine was small, but Powell used this challenge to the
film’s benefit. Many of the costumes were recycled, such as a pink négligée
worn by Mandy which was originally designed by Powell for Tilda Swinton in
Derek Jarman’s Wittgenstein (1993). Clothes for Brian Slade’s crowds of fans
were also required to display the era’s fashions. Powell’s designs were made
without cost by the London costume hire company Angels. In exchange, she
sourced vintage clothes for their rental stock.

When first released the reviews of Velvet Goldmine were mixed. It gained
subsequent popularity however in the VHS era. Haynes recalled that the fim
‘had the hardest time... it’s the film that means the most to a lot of teenagers
and young people, who are just obsessed with that movie. They're exactly who
| was thinking about when | made Velvet Goldmine, but it just didn’t get to
them the first time around.” The Glam Rock era is currently going through
another revival in fashion trends, bringing Velvet Goldmine to new audiences.

Sarah Street, University of Bristol, November 2025
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