


n exhibit honoring
Ella Fitzgerald ( L9L7 -
L996) at The Jazz Loft
museum and perfor-

mance space in Stony Brooh New

York, features six gowns worn by
the revered jazz artist, including
several Don Loper designs.

The finely constructed dresses

are displayed with 200 Ella Fitzger-

ald items, including photos and al-

bum covers showing the First Lady

of Song performing in the gowns.

Though many fans may remember

and admire Fitzgerald's elegant

dresses from her performances,

few have seen the thoughtfut
designs and their meticulous con-

struction up close.

The dresses at The Jazz Loft were created by Loper (Lincoln George

Hardloper, 1907 -L972), a dancer, costume and set designer, and a chore-

ographer turned fashion designer to the stars. Loper's clientele included
silver screen stars Jane Russell, Marlene Dietrich, Joan Crawford,Lana
Turner, and Claudette Colbert, among others. His lavish creations cap-

tured the days of Hollynrood glamour.

They were even the focus of an episode on the television hit I Love Lucy

in 1955. In "The Fashion Show" sketch, Loper plays himself introducing
one extravagant ensemble after another.

For Fitzgerald, Loper designed gowns with fluidity. Th.y were tastefully
adorned and fitted for the l3-time Grammy winner who had once aspired

to be a dancer. Instead, she chose to share her unforgettable voice that
could scat, swing, and improvise. Today, her impact on the music world
cannot be overstated.

The couture construction techniques on Fitzgerald's gowns are worth
examinirrg. On the following pages, see details from these designs and

how to incorporate three techniques from them into your next garment.

Couture expert Mary Funt, CloningCouture.com, provides the stepsfor techniques

that she and Thread s managing editor Jeannine Clegg discovered in the gowns.

Special thanks to The Jazz Loft andfounder/president Thomas Manuel"fo, access to

the collection.

web extra
For more images of the couture gowns
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DRESS DETAILS

The midnight blue silk charmeuse and silk chiffon gown that
Fitzgerald wore in concert and on the cover of her 1972 Ella
Loves Cole vinyl album, released by Atlantic Recording, features
12 rhinestone buttons down the front placket. The bound
buttonholes, nonworking on the bodice and working on the
skirt, are meant to frame the showy buttons. The real working
closure is the zipper in back, which is mostly concealed by
vertical tucks. ln front, vertical tucks also are worked cleverly
into the bodice's front darts. A charmeuse bow belt is tacked in
place in front and closed with hook and eye in back. The dress
is lined with a more durable fabric.
lnterior details include Iingerie
guards at the shoulder seams.

The full chiffon skirt over-layer
is unattached from the zipper
closure. Small tears at at the skirt's
hem and on the back of one
chiffon bishop sleeve near the
armsyce were repaired masterfully.

Exq u i s ite ly co n st ru cted
bou nd buttonholes fra me

h i g h - p rofi I e rh i n esto n e

buttons down the gown's

front placket. ln addition,
o silk charmeuse bow is

tacked at the front waist.
It closes with a hook ond
eye over the center-back

zipper.
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DRESS DETAILS

This is a heavy gowns, due to the many rows of bugle
beads, sequins, and blue rhinestones covering the V-neck
bodice and long sleeves. The circular chiffon skirt includes
a gathered and tacked chiffon sash that folds over itself
and drapes in front and closes with a hook and eye in
back.The zippered closure is at center back. lnside, the
lining and a deep, pinked edge facing provide added
support to the heavily beaded exterior. Underarm dress
shields tacked to each armscye seam helped prevent
perspiration stains.

A gathered and tacked matching
chffin sash closes with a hook and
eye over the zipper at center back.

lnside the lined gown, removable
underarm dress shields protect the
gown from stains.
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DRESS DETAILS

The black beaded dress with high neck has an inset
waistband with bejeweled front "buckle." lts heavily
embellished bodice is backed by , light-colored lining,
which highlights the adornment. The gown's bias skirt, in
silk crinkle chiffon, is a half circle in front and two quarter
circles in back. The sheer bishop sleeves echo the skirt's
lightness, though they are made in a different fabric than
the skin. A zipper closes the dress at center back.

Sewn-on beads and rhinestones elevate this gown to the
status of speciol garment. Fitzgerald wore this dress repeatedly
through the yeors.The light-colored lining mode the
embellishment more visible and drew attention to herface-
ond her vocal mastery.
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