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Sewing Techniques for Theatre

Sewing Techniques for Theatre: An Essential Guide for Beginners distills the intimidating art of sewing down into simple, quick, and effective lessons to prepare readers for an entry-level position in a costume shop. The lessons follow an hour-by-hour structure, offering detailed instructions to creating 11 sewing samples, a scrub shirt, and a tote bag. Embedded in the projects’ directions are lecture materials on safety, irons, fabric, and patterns. With a wealth of hands-on exercises, review questions, photographs, and step-by-step instructions for compiling a portfolio, this guide teaches aspiring costume technicians about the culture and machinery of the costume shop, and equips them with the necessary skills to begin their career as members of a costume shop team.

Tracey Lyons is an Instructor and Costume Designer at the University of Wisconsin–Whitewater. Her professional scope includes design in classical and contemporary theatre, dance, opera, and musicals. She coauthored Teaching Introduction to Theatrical Design: A Process Based Syllabus in Costumes, Scenery, and Lighting (Routledge 2016). She holds an M.F.A. in Costume Design and Technology from Wayne State University and a B.A. from the College of Saint Benedict / Saint John’s University.
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Introduction

Now more than ever, live theatre, movies, mini-series, and television feature breathtaking visuals. Aspiring costume creators strive to join a team of industry innovators. Even my first-year college students want to build period garments for upcoming plays. Many books aim to strengthen stitching skills, build corsets, and pattern doublets. These offerings leave a gap between the desire to create and entry-level skills. What about the catch-22 of, “You need skills to get a job, and you need a job to get some skills?” How can students turn their college costume shop practicum hours into a skill set strong enough to build a portfolio that contains the proof of basic stitching and garment construction necessary to land their first costume shop job? How can an ambitious non-college artisan learn sewing?

Here you can jump-start your experience. This text is an introduction to basic stitching skills. By starting all students at a beginning level and quickly developing a common language of words and actions, the projects build a solid foundation. Think of these exercises as a piano player would think of doing scales. It is great to have the skills then use them to develop your own style. This is the launching point for your own creativity.

Analogous to the projects within the book are narratives on important aspects of costuming. Although reading about a subject will lead to knowledge, to know sewing is to embody it through doing. Work the sewing samples, scrub shirt, and tote bag in the order presented. Back up to review as necessary.

The Structure of the Book

Germinating from a 5-week course that meets for three 1-hour periods, the book is divided into 15 separate hours. For the reader, the hours create benchmarks for progress and time estimations. It should also serve as a reminder that sewing skills quickly develop.

Just like my class, this book gives a detailed explanation for each project. An outline format presents the assignments in logical progressions. Within the subcategories are helpful advice and clarifications. The numbering within the framework starts over with each new sewing sample, finishing process, and scrub shirt section. Read the whole section first and then begin the stitching from the first step.

In Chapters 1 through 3, 11 sewing samples are created. Chapter 4 tackles the scrub shirt. (If the Simplicity pattern goes out of print, several five-piece shirt designs could substitute.) Chapter 5 covers both the tote bag and portfolio. Each project contains some new and some review material. The explanations on the revisited steps streamline to emphasize the new. Step back and return to earlier sections as necessary.

Italicized words or phrases acknowledge new terminology. Information within the same section contains an explanation of the item.

Occasionally, I have included a “Pro Tip” section. These non-sequiturs cover a variety of topics and are meant to give a bit of insight about the costume construction industry.

Mark up this book.
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