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This article highlights Cleveland costume designer JENNIVER SPARANO. Her wit, whimsy and skill with lingerie are just some of the many things that make

up her successful career. Read on!     -Kate

-----------------------------------------------
KM: When you were a kid, what did you want to be when you grew up?
JS: Oddly enough, when I was a kid, I wanted to have a high-powered, corporate job in an office.   Clearly, as a 6-year-old, I didn’t really
have a firm grasp of what corporate, office jobs are like, because that’s what I have now- and there’s much less international jet-setting
and glamour than I envisioned. When I was older – in high school and college – I wanted to go into hotel management, specifically
banquet/catering/event management. But while trying – unsuccessfully – to get a job in that field, I was working as a temp at KeyBank.
When they [KeyBank] offered me a permanent position, I decided to give it a try. Apparently, it was a good choice, since I’ve been with the
bank in a variety of different jobs for 23 years, and still like working there (despite the lack of jet-setting).
 
KM: Do you have a degree in any of the above? Or did you learn by doing?
JS: I have a BA in French from Mt. Holyoke College – I’m a big believer in the liberal arts education, and mine continues to serve me
well. So although I may not have occasion to speak French or reference “Manon Lescaut” in my everyday life, the research,

organizational, analytical and interpersonal skills that I learned in college have been invaluable both in my theatre work and my work at the bank. I did take
two costume design classes in college, which were all that was available – the theatre major at Mt. Holyoke had an acting/directing concentration with only
the basics in design. I’ve been lucky enough to work for and with some amazing costume designers, though, and learned a lot from them. And, as you
suggest, a lot of learning by doing.
 
KM: What kind of pieces do you enjoy designing and making the most? The least? Why?
JS: I love doing underwear and lingerie of all kinds – men’s, women’s, corsets, robes, bras, stockings, negligees, petticoats, girdles, slips... all of that stuff is
great fun for me to design and build, even when it’s not being seen by the audience. It’s an element of clothing that people often overlook (in life as well as
onstage), but which has the ability to completely change how the wearer looks, acts and feels – I think that’s why I like it so much. Lingerie  also provides
opportunities for fine detailing, which I think is one of my strengths as a stitcher.  I designed the musical Hello, Again for the Beck Center in 2003, and in
many ways that was a perfect show for me, because it featured people undressing in 10 different time periods – it was a parade of underwear. The Rocky
Horror Show was another fun show – we had 22 corsets in our production, plus a variety of other lingerie. 
 
As far as what I enjoy designing the least, it would have to be non-clothing kinds of costumes – what I’ll call “novelty” costumes, for lack of a better term. I
don’t do well with the wacky, outside-the-box, completely creative kind of design – it’s just not the skill set that I have.  So I’m a bad choice for shows that
need talking tomatoes, or people that are half-goat, or things like that.
 

KM: Are there certain time periods that you prefer to design for?
JS: My favorite historical period, visually, is the Cavalier period (1630s – 1640s) – I love both the women’s and men’s clothing styles from
that era; it’s a very graceful look. But in terms of costume design, it’s tough – there are not a lot of plays set in that period, and the clothes
are complex and difficult to make. So I prefer to design shows set in more recent periods – 1910s – 1950s are all great styles that I
enjoy. Ancient Greece is also a fun period to design, because there was much more variety of style, color and design in that era than a lot
of people realize (and the clothes are easy to make, which doesn’t hurt).

 
KM: What’s your favorite costume piece that you’ve ever designed?
JS: As it happens, my favorite single costume was for one of my favorite plays – Cyrano de Bergerac – set in my favorite historical period. It was a 1630s
suit made out of navy blue leather that Cyrano wore for the first three acts of the play. The body of the doublet was woven in a basket weave pattern out of
strips of leather and suede, and it had beautiful, paned sleeves, and about 20 antique silver buttons up the front.  It took ages to make, but was completely
worth it. The actor bought it after the show, which made me (and him, I guess) very happy. I’ve done a lot of other shows where I thought that my work on
the whole was better than on that production, but I think that particular garment is probably the best single thing I’ve ever done.
 
KM: As a designer, how do you start your research for a new project?
JS: I always start with the script – I’ll read it at least three times before I design the show: once to just read and experience it as a piece of literature/theatre,
once to focus on the clothing- and character-specific details, and then once to focus on the larger themes of the show and see how the character details
and director’s concept fit into those themes. I research the clothing of the period as much as I can – whether that means going through art and costume
history books for more distant periods, or reading magazines and watching movies/TV shows from more recent periods. If it’s a play that involves a
historical character, I’ll do some research on that character’s life – not just in terms of what he or she wore, but also to understand a bit about the character
as a person. Although this doesn’t really qualify as “research,” it’s also important for me to talk with the director, choreographer and other designers – both
before I start the designs and as I’m working on realizing them -- to make sure that we all have the same understanding of what we’re all doing, and what
they need from me. For me, that collaboration is hugely important.  
 
KM: How do you try to get a little bit of “Jenniver” into each costume design?
JS: Actually, I try not to – with contemporary shows in particular, I’m always worried that the costumes will look too much like what I think looks good, and
not what the character would wear, so I fight against that (with varying degrees of success). That being said, though, there are some things that I do
consistently, usually with the use of color. For example, warm colors and cool colors are on opposite “teams” for me – I never put, say, blue and brown
together on the same character. I’ve taken some good-natured abuse about this, so I’m trying to be more flexible!
 
KM: Do you have a “specialty” when it comes to certain kinds of costume pieces? If so, what is it?
JS: I don’t really feel like I have a specialty, but I often have people come up to me after seeing a show and say, “As soon as I saw the shoes that so-and-so
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was wearing, I knew you must have designed the costumes.” So maybe shoes are my specialty. Or underwear.
 
KM: If you could only wear one pair of shoes for the rest of your existence, what would they be?
JS: Wow...it would have to be something with a medium-height heel, since those are the most comfortable for me. And I’d want them to be some kind of
outlandish color, bright turquoise polka dots or something – because no pair of shoes would match every outfit, so I’d go in the other direction and wear
shoes that don’t match any outfit, and would therefore be a consistent, signature piece.
 

KM: How do you unwind after a long tech week?
JS: Interesting question. There’s no one answer – it really varies from show to show, although getting at a good night’s sleep is always a part of
it. Often, I don’t have the costumes finished by opening night, so there’s not really a chance to unwind because I’m still working to get
everything done by the second (or third) weekend of the run. All too often, I “unwind” by getting sick right after the show opens – the cold is
lurking, but my body knows that I don’t have the time for it during tech week, so I get through the opening weekend and then spend the next
few days sniffling, sneezing and coughing.
 
KM: How many loads of laundry did you end up doing by the end of the 12 week run of Evil Dead the Musical at the Beck Center this past

summer?
JS: In addition to designing the costumes, I was the Wardrobe Mistress for Evil Dead, so the laundry was a big part of my summer! By my calculations, I did
187 loads of laundry during the actual run – that’s 5 loads each for 35 performances, plus an additional load at the end of each weekend. That doesn’t
include our tech week and the “blood tests” that we did before we started dress rehearsals. It’s funny, throughout the run, many people commented on
what a chore it must be to do all that laundry every night – and when I think “gee, I did 187 loads of laundry,” I agree that it sounds like a chore! But really, it
wasn’t drudgery at all – it was easy to do, and while the washing machine was churning away, I was able to spend time with the crew, cast, and people who
had come to see the show. In a way, the nightly laundry routine was one of the best things about my Evil Dead experience.
 
KM: Have you worked in other cities and states besides the Cleveland area of Ohio?
JS: I’m not a northeast Ohio native – I moved here in 1994, when KeyBank relocated its headquarters from Albany, NY and offered me a job in
Cleveland. So, when I lived in Albany, I worked at a few different theatres in that community – and, in fact, I still design for a couple of the theatres there
from time to time. If a friend of mine is directing a show in Albany or Schenectady and invites me to design it, I’ll do it – I make a couple of trips out there for
measurements and fittings, build, buy or pull stuff here in Cleveland, then take vacation time from work to spend tech week there. It sounds like it would be
difficult, but it’s really pretty manageable – partly because I’m working with directors and designers who know me well, and trust that I’ll show up on tech
Sunday with a car full of costumes.
 
KM: What’s your favorite theater to work in and why?
JS: You’re putting me in a difficult position, asking me to choose a favorite among the theatres I’ve worked with here in northeast Ohio! I’ve had great
experiences at many theatres, and there are things that I enjoy about all of them. So I’m going to take the easy way out here, and say that my favorite is not
in this area: the Schenectady Civic Playhouse, in Schenectady, NY. There are a couple of reasons – one is that I’ve worked there for 20 years, so there is a
certain “back home” feeling for me. Another reason is that I get to collaborate with my favorite set designer, who is also a good friend of mine – we always
do good work together. A big part of it – and I know that this is a controversial topic – is that it’s an all-volunteer theatre. No one there – not the actors, not
the director, not the box office staff, not the marketing director, not the janitorial staff – is getting paid, and that creates a noticeably different environment
that I find very refreshing and inspiring.
 
KM: What’s your advice for aspiring theater designers, costume and otherwise?
JS: I would pass along the advice of Calvin Coolidge: nothing can take the place of persistence. It can be difficult to “break in” to the theatre community
and make your work known – obviously, that’s true for anyone in the arts, not just designers, but unlike performers, we don’t have the opportunity to
audition. In most cases, theatres hire designers that someone – the director, the artistic director, the staff of the theatre – knows; it’s all about making
connections. So if you’re new to the community, contact as many theatres as you can, send them resumes, make phone calls and pursue any opportunities
that come up – even if they’re not the opportunities that you ultimately want. You may not want to design regularly for a theatre that’s 45 minutes away, but
you have an opportunity to work there, take it – you’ll meet people who may be able to refer you to other theatres closer to home. Or take jobs in other
capacities – board op instead of lighting designer, stitcher instead of costume designer, etc. – as long as you’re qualified for the job, it’s a great way to
meet people and start building the network that will lead to design work.
 
KM: Approximately how long is your hair, really??!!!!
JS: It comes down to my knees. The last time I cut it was in 1977 – I’ve designed shows where all or most of the cast was younger than my hair, which is a
little disconcerting.
 

KM: Tell us a little bit about the annual AIDS benefit that you’ve taken part in, including what might be in store for 2010?
JS: I’d love to! 2009 was the eighth year that I’ve been involved in presenting a concert musical to benefit local AIDS agencies
– we present the show in a Cleveland-area theatre to benefit the AIDS Taskforce of Greater Cleveland, and at the
Weathervane Community Playhouse to benefit Community AIDS Network. David Robeano and Keith Gerchak had the original
idea, and co-produced the first benefit production, Falsettos, in 2002. We’ve been lucky enough to have some amazing
performers, musicians, designers and technicians volunteer their time and talents to make these benefits happen, and I feel
enormously grateful and proud to be a part of it. This year’s production of The Great American Trailer Park Musical raised
almost $10,000 for the two agencies! We’re hoping that our 2010 production will be even more wacky, and more successful,
but because the rights have not been finalized, I can’t announce what it is! So I’ll just say to watch Examiner.com and
NEOhioPAL for more details on that.

 
KM: How can other people contact you if they’d like to work with you on a project?  
JS: E-mail is really the best way: jenniver_sparano@keybank.com.
###
 
Are you a designer who’d like to share your talents and thoughts with us? Or do you have a performing arts related event that would be relevant to this
column? If so, contact Kate Miller at KateMillerExaminer@yahoo.com
 
REMEMBER TO KEEP UP TO DATE ON THESE LOCAL CLEVELAND ARTS ARTICLES BY SUBSCRIBING! Just enter your email address at the
“subscribe” at the top of the page.
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By Szarka Financial - For most Americans, their Social Security benefit will be the foundation of their retirement plan. Did you that you could collect a Social Security benefit

even if you never put a dime into the system? It’s called the spousal benefit.
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