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CHANGED 
FOR GOOD
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Within the walls of costume 
and scenic designer Susan 
Hilferty’s studio is a library of 
eclectic subjects. To do her 
work, Hilferty must become 

a veritable expert on the time, place, and 
subject of each piece she designs. Thus, this  
library has specializations in South Africa, 
fairy tales, the Spanish Civil War, the cartoons 
of Harold Gray, Las Vegas, Edwardian and 
Medieval England, and turn of the century 
Oslo, among others. According to Hilferty, 
the creative team for each production has the 
unique task of “creating a world.” So they must 
be clear in their inspirations and basis for char-
acter, time, and place. They must be in sync 
with the story they are telling. 

Part detective, 
part psychoanalyst,  
and part inventor,  

Susan Hilferty is guided by 
and unveils the ‘story’  

in all she touches

BY GABRIEL VEGA WEISSMAN

Susan Hilferty in her 
studio | Photo: www.
StephenJosephPhoto.
gallery
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it means to be a human being on 
this planet, through all its ages. In 
those environments, we can fear-
lessly approach our work on new 
plays and classics. –Hilferty 

In the case of the commercial the-
atre, the principles remain the same. 
Instead of an artistic leader, there is a 
commercial one, and the most exciting 
leaders are those who understand the 
creative process and seek to support it 
within their commercial model. 

In addition to her role as chair of 
the Department of Design for Stage 
and Film at NYU Tisch School of the 
Arts, Hilferty’s position on the board of 
Theatre Communications Group, and 
her extensive international work as a 
scenic and costume designer, Hilferty 
has designed more than 300 produc-
tions across the United States, mak-
ing her one of the most sought-after 
designers in the country. Her U.S. work 
encompasses regional theatres in 18 
states, as well as Broadway, opera, and 
concert tours. It is an impressive roster, 
and while no two processes are alike, 
they all begin with the same two guid-
ing focal points: the theatre and the 
director. 

Resident Theatre: Too Clever by 
Half at the Guthrie Theater 
A not-for-profit theatre, whether in 
New York City or any city in the United 
States, needs its mission to be its guid-
ing light. Hilferty has a long-standing 
passion for the resident theatres of 
the United States, chiefly because a 
compelling mission is a raison d’être. 
In addition, Hilferty values the resi-
dent theatres’, like the O!-Broadway 
theatres’, deep connections to their 
communities: 

It is a great source of pride for me 
that woven into my career is a long 
track record of making theatre 
across this country. My continu-
ing education took place in the 
resident theatres of America. In 
the ’80s at the La Jolla Playhouse, 
Des McAnuff and Robert Woodruff 
helped me find the strengths of 
my vision and craft in new plays 
and the classics. In the ’90s, the 
late, great Garland Wright at the 
Guthrie drew me into a deeper, 

Working in the not-for-profit 
theatre, whether it’s the resident 
theaters or Off-Broadway the-
atres, has always been at the 
heart of my work. When I work 
at a not-for-profit theatre, I try 
to understand very clearly what 
their mission is. The mission is 
stated [often on the organization’s 
website and in their programs] 
and you get a sense of it from the 
kinds of plays they choose and the 
directors, writers, designers, and 
actors who choose to work there. I 
try to find theatres that I consider 
part of my “tribe,” meaning that 
the work that they are interested 
in doing matches the work I am 
interested in doing. That work 
involves strong political explora-
tion and the investigation of what 

Hilferty has long believed that “sto-
ry” is the most important word when it 
comes to her design process. For her, 
story is not merely plot, but also the driv-
ing force of the work. Story is the answer 
to the questions: Why are we doing this 
production? Why here? Why now? The 
books on the shelves that surround 
Hilferty’s workspace are useful in their 
ability to propel one idea or sharpen 
another, but ultimately finding the story 
comes down to two major factors: the 
director and the theatre (producing orga-
nization or team). When both entities are 
clear on the story being told and why, the 
result is a collaboration that allows the 
piece its best opportunity to shine. 

When consulting a program from 
any of Hilferty’s productions, audiences 
may notice a common thread in her biog-
raphy: She proudly includes a long list of 
her collaborators. In her biography from 
the 2014 Broadway Playbill for Hands on 
a Hardbody, she includes Joe Mantello, 
Michael Mayer, Des McAnu!, James 
Lapine, Robert Falls, Robert Woodru!, 
JoAnne Akalaitis, Garland Wright, 
Doug Wright, Mark Lamos, Frank 
Galati, Walter Bobbie, Richard Nelson, 
Chris Ashley, Scott Elliot, Kenny Leon, 
Bartlett Sher, Laurie Anderson, Garry 
Hynes, Scott Ellis, Gordon Edelstein, 
Oskar Eustis, Leigh Silverman, James 
Macdonald, Tony Kushner, and Athol 
Fugard. In listing past and current col-
laborators, Hilferty pays homage to the 
director’s role as the force guiding the 
interpretation of the story being told and 
the cohesion of the group working on 
telling the story:

What I need from a director is not 
only a passionate connection to 
the text but also the ability to be 
open to discovery and to imagi-
nation. I’ve been lucky to have 
worked with many directors who 
are, I might say, geniuses for their 
ability to take a text, understand 
it for themselves, articulate their 
passion for why the story needs to 
be told, and then translate that for 
each of the artists working with 
them so that everyone is telling 
the same story. It doesn’t mean 
the director will tell us what to 
do, but instead will bring us into 
the circle so we can all be partici-
pants. –Hilferty 

HILFERTY HAS 
DESIGNED  

MORE THAN 300  
PRODUCTIONS 
ACROSS THE 

UNITED STATES, 
MAKING HER 

ONE OF  
THE MOST 

SOUGHT-AFTER  
DESIGNERS IN 

THE COUNTRY.

The other central element that con-
cerns Hilferty is: Who is the work being 
made for? Who is the producer or pro-
ducing organization? What city are we 
in? Who makes up the audiences and 
who are the communities being served? 
Hilferty has found working in an array 
of arenas from the commercial theatre 
to opera richly rewarding, but it is her 
work in the LORT theatres that has 
been singularly impactful:
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Design for Too Clever 
by Half | Photo by 
Mark Doyle/USITT.
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that with her frequent collaborator, for-
mer Artistic Director Garland Wright: 

I met Garland while I was design-
ing a show with Robert Woodruff 
at the Guthrie and immediately 
connected with him and fell in 
love with his way of thinking. He 
was about to do a production of 
Euripides, Medea and, in an act of 
trust, asked me to take on the play 
with him and find its heart and 
passion and life. –Hilferty 

Working with Wright on Medea 
was (and remains) the kind of creative 
process Hilferty hungers for. As a piece 
of text, the Medea story is ripe for ex-
ploring, taking apart and relating to the 
politics of an age. Within the Guthrie’s 
model, which involved a resident com-
pany of actors, directors, and design-
ers, this work could be accomplished 
with a group of trusted colleagues. 
What excited Hilferty so much about 
Wright in their early days creating to-
gether was his appreciation and excite-
ment about the world of theatre. He 
would dive into not only classics, but 
new plays and musicals as well, and it 
was with him that she would travel to 
see theatre in other countries. Under 
Wright’s artistic leadership, theatre 
at the Guthrie was not being created 
in a Minneapolis vacuum. It was at 
once tailored to the community and 
informed by the work that was happen-
ing on stages across the globe. Both 
in the running of the institution and 
in the rehearsal room, Wright’s pas-
sion about art, theatre, music, movies, 
books, and his inspiration from artists 
such as Ariane Mnouchkine, Peter 
Brooke, and Giorgio Strehler made 
Hilferty feel like she was at university 
gaining an education about not just the 
theatre, but also the world. 

Of the many shows they collaborat-
ed on, a favorite of Hilferty’s is Alexander 
Ostrovsky’s Too Clever by Half. The play 
examines Gloumov, a poor but inven-
tive social climber, who works his way 
up the ladder of the Russian aristocracy 
through cunning and flattery. Hilferty 
finds Gloumov to be a timeless charac-
ter with lasting relevance: 

I am a theatre-maker in part 
because I think theatre is an 

done all those productions, I abso-
lutely couldn’t, I don’t believe, have 
been ready to do something like 
Wicked. –Hilferty 

Of the many resident theatres that 
Hilferty considers artistic homes, the 
Guthrie in Minneapolis will always 
hold a singular place in her heart. 
The Guthrie was founded with a com-
mitment to bold re-tellings of classic 
works and it is there that she did just 

richer love of the theatre through 
productions of De Musset’s 
Fantasio, [and] Shakespeare’s As 
You Like It and King Lear. During 
this period, I worked with many of 
the most exciting directors in the 
country, including Mark Lamos at 
Hartford Stage and Robert Falls 
and Frank Galati at Chicago’s 
Goodman Theatre. Working in 
the resident theatres is really the 
heart of my work and had I not 

Bobbie from Babes in Arms at the Guthrie Theater, 1996 | Courtesy Susan Hilferty.
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great thinker,” Oskar Eustis, artistic 
director of the Public Theatre, says of 
Hilferty’s position within the commu-
nity. “She knows about literally every 
facet of the theatrical creative process, 
and her passion, warmth, and brilliant 
insights make her a deeply beloved col-
laborator for me and everyone else I 
know.”

Of the more than 100 O!-Broadway 

regional theatres is matched by her 
work in the O!-Broadway community 
of New York City. She has designed for 
institutions across the city, particularly 
extensively for Playwrights Horizons, 
The New Group, Theatre For a New 
Audience, and the Public Theatre. 
“Susan is one of the greatest drama-
turgical minds in the American theatre. 
She’s not just a great designer, she’s a 

inherently political act. It is a fo-
rum to publicly express and strive 
to understand something about 
ourselves by creating or watching 
the play. In Too Clever by Half, the 
idea that the community in the 
play could be fooled by this man 
and that, because of the rigidity 
of the class structure, we are not 
sure whether to hate him or love 
him or blame him, is relevant to 
1868 Russia, when it was written, 
1993 Minneapolis, when we did 
the production, and even today, 
in 2020. It’s a fantastic play that 
hopefully makes us understand 
how we, ourselves, could ever be 
so blind or stupid. –Hilferty 

Exploring a play such as this (as 
well as others of equal complexity in-
cluding The Seagull, Electra, and A 
Woman of No Importance) is so reward-
ing at a theatre like the Guthrie because 
the institution and audience have been 
cultivated together and are excited 
about seeing that kind of work: 

My years at the Guthrie were 
deeply important for me because 
I felt like everybody I was working 
with in the building, whether it was 
the drapers in the shop, the scenic 
artists, the stage managers...we 
were connected by our passion to 
do the work. –Hilferty

Hilferty continues to be driven by 
these values. An unwavering aspect of 
her career is her commitment to the 
resident theatres, most recently at the 
Old Globe in San Diego, McCarter in 
Princeton, and Shakespeare Theatre in 
Washington, D.C.: 

One of the reasons I’m on the 
board of TCG right now is be-
cause I believe in the resident 
theatres. TCG (and its publication, 
American Theatre Magazine) is 
the only remaining connecting 
thread anymore. TCG helps main-
tain that artistic exchange, which 
was so present when I was in the 
early stages of my career. –Hilferty 

Off-Broadway: Spring Awakening 
at the Atlantic Theatre Company 
The breadth of Hilferty’s work in the 

Clytemnestra in Electra at the Guthrie Theater, 1992 | Courtesy Susan Hilferty. 



productions Hilferty has designed, the 
Atlantic Theatre Company’s world pre-
miere production of Spring Awakening 
stands out as an ideal collaboration 
between creative team and producing 
organization. With music by Duncan 
Sheik and book and lyrics by Steven 
Sater, Spring Awakening is a musical 
adaptation of German playwright Frank 
Wedekind’s 1890 play. The play and 
musical alike explore the sexual oppres-
sion of 19th century Germany and the 
toll this takes on a group of adolescent 
school children. 

I learned to love [the original 
Wedekind play] Spring Awakening 
because I used it as an assign-
ment for my emerging designers 
at NYU Tisch for many years. I 
could always feel these young 
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Charlotte Wakefield 
(Wendla) and 
Aneurin Barnard 
(Melchior) from 
Spring Awakening, 
London, 2009 | 
Photo: @mrperou
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well as her first design for the Atlantic 
Theatre Company. The Atlantic 
Theatre Company describes its mis-
sion as “singular—to empower simple 
and honest storytelling that fosters 
greater understanding of our shared 
world.” These are principles that 
Hilferty admires and strives for in her 
own work. The collaboration between 
Mayer and his creative team and the 
Atlantic was the natural home to nur-
ture this new piece.

I felt that Duncan’s music and 
Steven’s lyrics made the story 
even clearer, more emotional, and 
in many ways more understand-
able for any audience. In addition, I 
was excited to be able to do a mu-
sical at a theatre that I knew was 
passionate about exploring this 
text and musical structure but was 
not obsessed with the commercial 
possibilities (though we did have 
commercial producers involved, 
Tom Hulce and Ira Pittleman). 
It felt like we could all focus on 
exploring the material as deeply 
as we needed without concerns 
about our “success.” –Hilferty 

Hilferty had not worked with Mayer 
before, but she was an admirer of his 
work. The opportunity for them to work 
together on this production was fortu-
itous. Among other things, he appreci-
ated her ability to “honor and transcend 
the historical.”  

I turned to Susan for Spring 
Awakening for two reasons. One 
was practical. She was standing 
next to me at Ming’s Clambake 
[officially known as Stage Design 
Portfolio Review, an event that 
brought together graduate stu-
dents of NYU’s Tisch School of the 
Arts, and graduates of other MFA 
programs] years ago when my mu-
sical version of Spring Awakening 
was in its infancy. We were look-
ing at a student’s set design for 
the original Wedekind play and 
sharing our thoughts. It occurred 
to me in that moment of seren-
dipity to tell her about the musi-
cal. The second, more profound 
reason was that I always admired 
Susan’s ability to both honor and 

this emerging human being. I think 
that it’s clear in the writing, it’s 
clear in this story, that it was writ-
ten at a time when these things 
were not talked about, but what 
makes it timeless is that though we 
now talk about these things, we still 
are in the same dangerous territory. 
–Hilferty 

This marked Hilferty’s first collabo-
ration with director Michael Mayer as 

designers respond directly to the 
material because they understand 
what it is like to pass through that 
membrane of puberty and how 
dangerous a rite it is. It’s danger-
ous because we don’t understand 
what’s on the other side, danger-
ous because we don’t approve of 
what’s on the other side, danger-
ous because we are shocked by 
the adult’s behavior and realize 
how much it can damage or hurt 

Mortiz's costume from Spring Awakening at The Atlantic Theatre, 2006 | Courtesy Susan Hilferty.
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spark, even as the venue, city, and act-
ing company changed around them: 

The experience of making the 
show at the Atlantic was very 
unique because the building is 
an old church, which comes with 
very specific physical limitations. 
What we learned, though, is that 
it worked. When the time came 
to move the show to Broadway, 
the design essentially reproduced 
the Atlantic Theatre on the stage 
of the Eugene O’Neill Theater. It 
wasn’t bigger or brighter. That 
would betray the lesson we were 
taught throughout the initial run. 
Then, in London, we did the pro-
duction in two theatres [The Lyric 
Hammersmith followed by the 
Novello Theatre], but we made 
very few changes other than 
understanding why what we had 
done was successful for us and 
being equipped to do it better with 
each iteration. –Hilferty 

Broadway: Wicked 
Stephen Schwartz and Winnie 
Holzman’s musical Wicked, the “untold 
story of the Wicked Witch of the West,” 
is based on the novel of the same name 
by Gregory Maguire. Unlike Spring 
Awakening, the piece was not developed 
within the walls of a mission-driven, 
not-for-profit theatre. The production 
was always commercial in nature and 
was able to thrive under that model. 

Hilferty often acknowledges how 
luck—fortuitous timing, assembling of 
artists, engaging subject matter—has 
played a part in the extraordinary suc-
cess of Wicked, which became the 5th 
longest-running show on Broadway in 
2019, but she does so with a nod to the 
words of comedian and activist Dick 
Gregory: “Luck is opportunity meeting 
up with preparation. So, you must pre-
pare yourself to be lucky.” 

Wicked came to me the way many 
shows do: I got a call. Would I like 
to meet a director to do a new mu-
sical? This time, obviously, it was 
Joe Mantello and Wicked. I had 
known Joe’s work, but we had not 
worked together before. I remem-
ber that day very well, I remember 
what I was wearing, I remember 

production, their work together contin-
ues: revising, restructuring, reorganiz-
ing until the beginning of tech, when all 
the pieces are on stage together for the 
first time and the lighting designer can 
begin to add his contribution: 

Until that moment [the begin-
ning of tech], you’re still trusting 
everything you’ve done to get you 
to that place. Once you’ve arrived 
in the theatre, you must be open 
and ready to change if something 
magical happens that you couldn’t 
have foreseen. One of the magical 
moments in Spring Awakening 
had to do with a fabric I had cho-
sen for the school uniforms for 
the young men. We were looking 
at a moment that needed to be 
heightened and Kevin happened 
to be using a gel that changed 
the color of the uniforms. So sud-
denly, the men were in red and 
that felt like the perfect solution. 
That’s the kind of moment that 
happens when you’re present in 
the room. Though everyone is very 
focused, you have to be open to 
recognizing those moments. There 
needed to be something tran-
scendent in that moment. It felt 
wrong to let the lights do all the 
work but we didn’t have the time 
for a costume change. The young 
men are essentially in the same 
costume throughout the piece, 
so the idea that their appearance 
could change so dramatically in 
an instant without complication 
was so right and could never have 
been predicted. Then, of course, 
the challenge was to repeat that 
moment in every other version of 
Spring Awakening—on Broadway, 
in London, etc. It isn’t as easy as it 
sounds! –Hilferty 

The process of creating Spring 
Awakening thus ripened organically 
from the minds of its creative team. The 
piece was well received by critics and 
audiences alike, and the group found 
themselves faced with the happy chal-
lenge of re-creating the show, first on 
Broadway, then on tour, and finally in 
London. It was important that they stay 
connected to their story in order to pre-
serve, as much as possible, that magic 

transcend the historical in her 
design work, and it was that par-
ticular gift that most inspired me 
to invite her to join the fools taking 
that crazy ride. In so doing, Susan 
became a dear friend and fre-
quent collaborator on other shows, 
and our entire Spring Awakening 
design team seemed like a perfect 
fit for my reimagining of Rigoletto 
at the Met. Because Susan is also 
a superb and enlightening teacher, 
she imbued our design process 
with a rigorous examination of my 
concept and its ramifications. I 
will always want to have her in the 
room making all kinds of shows 
with me. –Michael Mayer 

With her most trusted director col-
laborators, Hilferty never thinks of her-
self as the costume or scenic designer. 
She considers herself part of a creative 
team in which, for each production, all 
members are trying to create a new 
culture altogether in conversation with 
one another. The production is being 
built by everyone at the same time, so 
the process does not necessarily feel 
strictly relegated to one’s specific job or 
function. While she had never worked 
with Mayer, scenic designer Christine 
Jones, or lighting designer Kevin Adams 
before Spring Awakening, the experi-
ence was so positive because all of 
them were speaking the same language 
from the very beginning—a language 
that sprung from their collective under-
standing of the story they were telling, 
which developed and was refined by the 
thoughts, images, paintings, sounds, 
and music that constituted the direction 
they wanted to pursue. 

In describing this process, Hilferty 
references scenic designer Christine 
Jones: “Christine uses a beautiful ex-
pression called the ‘spine-line.’ We don’t 
start with ‘this is what we want to do,’ 
instead it’s a process of discovery.” The 
early meetings between the collabora-
tors is the period where the “spine-line” 
is nurtured, but this process only allows 
the design team to find a sense of the 
production’s potential. The explora-
tion, imagination, and planning begin 
to come together through subsequent 
sketches and models so the team can 
begin to see how the elements will all 
fit together. Then, as they move into 
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riding my bike up to meet him and 
there being a connection. And 
then he asked me to design the 
show. Who knew that it was going 
to be...Wicked? Joe is a very smart 
man who began as an actor and 
then became a director. He and I 
both have a lot of experience with-
in the world of the theatre. How 
he got my name, I don’t know. It 
could have been one of the people 
we’ve both worked with, someone 
like Tony Kushner, or it could have 
been any one of our collaborators. 
But it’s clear to me that doing the 
work, making the relationships, 
being focused on the art is the 
thing that allowed for this magical 
moment. –Hilferty 

Hilferty was drawn to the piece 
because it grapples with big themes: 
friendship, family, prejudice, and poli-
tics. It also a!orded her the opportunity 
to work with a director who approached 
storytelling in a similar vein to her.

I was invited to some of the cast-
ing sessions and it was so instruc-
tive to see who the possibilities 

Party and Emerald City from Wicked, London, 2010 | Photo 
courtesy WLPL. Photography by Christopher Draghi.
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flaws in the storytelling that were 
present in the book and in the 
score and in some of the casting. 
What I will always be impressed 
by is that the producers extended 
the time between our closing in 
San Francisco and our starting in 
New York so we could really work 
on those disconnects. By the time 
we opened on Broadway, we had 
had the chance to streamline our 
work into the Wicked that is now 
running. They also made an im-
portant decision when we started 
touring—that the tour would look 
like the Broadway show. That’s a 
commitment that they made and 
haven’t changed since we began 
16 years ago. The tours are an 
exact, or as close as they can be, 
reproduction of what is playing on 
Broadway so that everybody can 
have the true essence of Wicked. 
–Hilferty 

Developing and maintaining the 
true essence of Wicked requires the 
expertise of a wide variety of artisans. 
The costumes alone involve three ma-
jor costume shops, two milliners, four 
cobblers, jewelry and tiara makers, 
weavers, fabric printers, and button 

Wicked. Even so, as Hilferty will point 
out, the process of exploration, re-
search, and collaboration needs to be 
consistent no matter the production 
model. The commercial leadership on 
a Broadway show must be as strong as 
the artistic leadership at a not-for-profit 
theatre. Wicked was always blessed by 
its producing team of Marc Platt and 
David Stone. Their experiences—Platt’s 
in film (Wicked was his first theatrical 
venture) and Stone’s in years of the-
atre—as well as their passion for telling 
stories—enabled them to be the right 
people to nurture the piece: 

When we began [our out-of-town 
tryout] in San Francisco, we were 
in good shape, but there were still 

were. Listening to Joe engage with 
these actors, I could understand 
what his vision for the particular 
character was and then how to 
bring those ideas into the bigger 
picture. I loved working with him 
for that reason. It matched the 
way that I like to work which is 
to understand who the charac-
ters are before designing them. 
–Hilferty 

The commercial theatre model 
di!ers from the not-for-profit model be-
cause the former is about generating 
revenue. But in the commercial theatre, 
there is no concrete way to predict a hit, 
especially when a major star is not at-
tached to a project, as was the case in 

Wicked costume renderings for 
Madame Morrible and Elphaba | 
Courtesy Susan Hilferty.
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Opera: Rigoletto at the  
Metropolitan Opera
Hilferty had forged a solid relationship 
with director Michael Mayer beginning 
with Spring Awakening and continu-
ing through their subsequent work on 
new plays O!-Broadway. When Michael 
was invited to direct Giuseppe Verdi’s 
Rigoletto as his Metropolitan Opera de-
but, he decided to invite the same cre-
ative team from Spring Awakening to 
join him on this new production: 

Opera is a wonderful challenge 
because the process from start 
to finish is so different from doing 
a play or a musical. None of us, 
including Michael, have had huge 
opera experience and we were 
thrilled that [the Met’s General 
Manager] Peter Gelb invited us to 
do this production in recognition of 
our working together on musicals. 
He’s excited about bringing in new 
vision to reinvigorate the canon of 
opera. –Hilferty 

The challenge for the creative team 
lies, primarily, in the comparatively 
limited number of works that exist in 
the opera canon. Most of the pieces 
have been done many times since they 
were written; performers have played 
the roles in multiple iterations. It’s cru-
cial that the creative team have a clear, 
bold take on the text due to the likeli-
hood of opera houses having produced 
these pieces more than once and to the 
performers knowing the material so 
well, having previously investigated the 
music and the story (often in another 
language). A new interpretation makes 
it possible for all the participants—per-
formers, musicians, designers, and 
audience—to weave what is already 
familiar to them about the work into 
a fresh new lens and, if necessary, to 
put aside previously defined notions to 
make way for unique perspective: 

I am used to a creative team start-
ing their work at the same time. 
In opera you have people who 
have been in productions across 
the world but now are coming 
together with a new group of 
people to do a new version of that 
story. Rehearsals, as compared 
to theatre, are very abbreviated 

make these pieces, many being quite 
di"cult to build, Hilferty needed arti-
sans who were sympathetic to and cu-
rious about these challenges.

When I started, I worked a lot of 
the designs out on a half-size form 
so that I could make sure what I 
was envisioning was possible. It 
was very important to me to work 
with artisans and collaborators 
who understood why I was making 
these choices and how best to re-
alize them so that they expressed 
what I needed, but also looked 
balanced on the actor’s body and 
allowed them to do the dance and 
movement they need to do in the 
show. Those are the people who 
made and continue to make all of 
Wicked. –Hilferty 

makers. An amazing number of enor-
mously skilled people are involved. 
However, the anomaly of Wicked is 
that the costume design is all based 
on traditional ideas of dressmak-
ing, tailoring, etc., but with a modern 
perspective that one might see on a 
runway today. Much of the show’s de-
sign takes something traditional and 
twists it into a new idea; a jacket may 
have two di!erent sleeves, a skirt may 
be long on one side and short on the 
other, the pleat on a skirt may run 
asymmetrically, etc. The audience 
is looking at clothes they wear every 
day—shirts, pants, dresses, suits, uni-
forms—but because Hilferty subverts 
these familiar ideas, she is able to 
create a new culture that is unique 
but not altogether di!erent from that 
of the people watching the show. To 

A flying monkey from 
Wicked, London, 2010 | Photo 
courtesy WLPL. Photography 
by Christopher Draghi.
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various aspects of design and pro-
duction. She is a team player and 
always makes an effort to include 
me in the pre-production process. 
We really discuss the show’s pal-
ette and she always shows me 
fabric samples and detail options. 
Once costumes are being built, 
she sends updates and photos so I 
can see how the clothes progress. 
She pushes us to do our best work 
and somehow does it in a way that 
is always positive and encourag-
ing. –Adams

In Rigoletto, the story is enhanced 
but not encumbered or obstructed by 
a concept. This is a testament to the 
strength of its creative team. Working 
on this piece both with Mayer’s vision 
and with the support of the Metropolitan 
Opera allowed Hilferty to fully investi-
gate it and find new elements that have 
not necessarily been highlighted in pre-
vious productions. 

One of the great choices in our 
production was to explore and 
expose the male/female relation-
ship. Often Rigoletto is performed 
with female chorus members even 
though there are no actual roles 
for chorus women in the opera. 
I love that our production is very 
male-centric, and the females that 
we meet do not come off well. So, 
when you witness this production, 
you can really understand how 
hard it is for Gilda to even begin to 
conceive of what it’s like to have 
a relationship with a man, and in 
addition to that, why she is so pro-
tected by her father. Our chorus 
is all men so that we see them as 
a pack. The major female energy 
comes from the dancers who are 
dressed as chorus girls in this 
world of Vegas. It is important that 
we see women in this world, and 
I wanted them to look like birds 
and evoke caged birds, so their 
bodices are painted and beaded, 
which created this beautiful tex-
ture. –Hilferty 

Concert Tour: Taylor Swift’s 
SPEAK NOW World Tour 
In spite of practical challenges such 
as a rotating company of singers or a 

class. Michael’s idea of setting it 
in Las Vegas allowed us to work 
in a modern idiom. The world of 
Rigoletto was recognizable and 
emotionally connected to our au-
dience, and we were still able to 
explore the class hierarchy with-
out there being a literal “duke.” We 
could create our own version of a 
“jester,” which is the role the title 
character plays in the court, and 
still have it be truthful and make 
sense. –Hilferty 

As always, story is the guiding 
principle behind Hilferty’s work. That 
principle often extends to her fellow de-
signers. Kevin Adams, lighting designer 
of Rigoletto and Spring Awakening (as 
well as La Traviata and forthcoming 
Aida at the Met), speaks to the impor-
tance of story and Hilferty's particular 
contribution to the creative process:

Susan never stops asking ques-
tions. The questions are always 
tough and force us to dig further 
and get the deepest exploration of 
text and music, staging, all of the 

and then it will rep, but rarely do 
the principles stay for the entire 
course of the repertory. So, where 
I’m used to designing for individu-
als as they create this character, 
here the whole team has to come 
in with an unbelievable confi-
dence about our vision and point 
of view. In something like Spring 
Awakening, Wendla would be 
played by a 16-year-old girl, or an 
18-year-old or 20 at the most. In 
opera, the 16-year-old character 
could be played by somebody 
who’s 30, 50, and so on. The voice 
is the most important character-
istic for each performer, so we all 
take a leap of faith together in our 
conception of the piece that it will 
work, even as these parts change. 
Unlike a new musical, when we 
got to Rigoletto, you can just look 
at the history and see how many 
productions have been done. 
Michael had to be very clear about 
what was essential about the story 
and then find a way in. The piece 
takes place around a court in 
which there is a duke, or an upper 

Dodge from Buried Child, The New 
Group, 2016 | Courtesy Susan Hilferty.

Ed Harris (Dodge) in Buried Child at The New Group, 2016 |Photo 
courtesy of the New Group. Photography by Monique Carboni. 
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Rigoletto and Casino Girl costumes from 
Rigoletto at the Metropolitan Opera, 
2013 | Courtesy Susan Hilferty.
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supports that goal by connecting the 
emotional journeys in the music to the 
time and place in which audiences are 
experiencing them. 

The Story Continues 
Hilferty thrives on the nitty gritty work 
that begins long before any sketching 
can happen. She is part detective, part 
psychoanalyst, and part inventor. Her 
work in 2019 alone has taken her from 
the Swartkops Mudflats in South Africa 
to Ancient Greece to a rural Spanish 
Village to Rhinebeck, New York, to 
Weimar Germany. For each of these 
places, Hilferty uses the same approach: 
to first understand the story in order to 
develop the aesthetic. This is where her 
special library figures into her work. 
Not only do the books provide valuable 
information, but also they surround her, 
creating a space for investigation and 
imagination to take flight. 

Of course, the work is not always 
easy, and there are times where Hilferty 
must stop and remind herself of the sto-
ry she is telling in order to continue.

I think reminding yourself of the 
story is necessary from time to time. 
It’s the same thing that the director 
and the actors, and everyone, has to 
do and we each have our own ways. 
For me, sometimes I need to leave 
the room, go outside, take a second, 
remind myself, and then open the 
door and come back in. I learned 
this from Martin Pakledinaz—par-
ticularly with a fitting, so I can look 
at the actor and what they’re wear-
ing and not get caught up in the little 
things like the buttons or the hem, 
to re-focus and re-examine what it 
was I wanted to do here. –Hilferty 

This work is important to building 
the foundation of a production that is 
strong enough to support the creative 
team, the acting company, and even the 
audience feeling that every choice is 
rooted in a rich truth. This truth carries 
the story and filters down to imbue each 
choice with a specificity that allows for 
ownership of a character.

One of the things that I love about 
Wicked is that because it’s been 
done with so many actors, each 
time I talk to a new performer, they 

she is entirely responsible for and in 
charge of the story. She is the story. 
And part of that is that we’ve seen 
her transition through phases of her 
life in her music. And, with that, she’s 
also so connected to the times we 
live in and that’s something impor-
tant to pay attention to. –Hilferty 

In an article for The New Yorker 
at the time of the SPEAK NOW World 
Tour, Swift remarked that the “best mu-
sical experience is ‘hearing a song by 
somebody singing about their life and it 
resembles yours so much that it makes 
you feel comforted.’” If part of [Swift's] 
story is about fostering intimacy be-
tween her music and her fans, Hilferty 

truncated rehearsal process, in real-
izing Rigoletto, there was a narrative 
from which the creative team could 
build their work. Taylor Swift’s SPEAK 
NOW World Tour presented a unique 
series of challenges for Hilferty, neces-
sitating her to think outside the box. 
The process lacked the opportunity to 
collaborate with a director, which meant 
Hilferty had to find a throughline within 
the event herself. For this project, she 
would have to draw from her experience 
and let her instincts do the dramaturgi-
cal work.

Working with Taylor was an as-
tonishing experience because it 
was something I had never done 
before. I know that they came to 
me because she wanted more than 
a stylist; she very clearly wanted to 
tell a story. I’m sure it had to do with 
Wicked, but they really came to 
me because of my experience as a 
storyteller. And that was important 
because, the truth is, in the concert, 
there isn’t really a “story.” I had to 
create my own narrative through 
her SPEAK NOW album, that con-
nected the stories within the songs 
to each other as well as to her and 
her dancers throughout. Taylor re-
ally holds the whole thing together; 
she is creating the material and 
driving the show herself, but she’s 
not a director. So, I have to do my 
work according to my process and 
she really has to work from a place 
of total trust that we as contributors 
are going to make it happen for her. 
I was in awe of her command and 
her articulation of what worked or 
didn’t work for her, but more than 
that I was impressed by her trust 
that everyone onstage would be 
designed in such a way that it told a 
story and helped give shape to the 
whole evening. –Hilferty 

Luckily, in Swift, Hilferty had an art-
ist who is also working from experience 
and instinct, sharing personal stories in 
her songs that resonate with her millions 
of fans worldwide. Swift’s music and ap-
proach to her work provided both a basic 
concert storyline and a story-focused col-
laborator for Hilferty’s design work: 

Because [Taylor is] the personality, 

IF PART OF  
[SWIFT'S] 

STORY IS ABOUT  
FOSTERING  
INTIMACY  

BETWEEN HER 
MUSIC AND  
HER FANS,  
HILFERTY  

SUPPORTS  
THAT GOAL BY  
CONNECTING 

THE EMOTIONAL 
JOURNEYS  

IN THE MUSIC  
TO THE TIME 
AND PLACE  

IN WHICH  
AUDIENCES ARE 
EXPERIENCING 

THEM.
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tell me “I’ve got the best costume.” 
And I always agree with them. It’s 
important that they love it, because 
they understand that it has been 
tailored to them. They can see the 
character in themselves and that’s 
so important to me. –Hilferty 
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Rendering for Haunted for Taylor 
Swift's SPEAK NOW 2011-2012 
World Tour | Courtesy Susan 
Hilferty.


