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Ruth E.

Carter

(2022)

Ruth E. Carter, a two-time Oscar-winning costume
designer, has led the costume department on various films
ranging from Do The Right Thing in 1989 to

Black Panther in 2018.

Carter’s interest in costume design started at a young age
growing up in Springfield, Massachusetts with her involvement in
theater and acting. Although she attended Hampton

University and followed the footsteps of her parents, Carter
continued her pursuit of performing arts in college (Carter and
Gurira, 2023). When she was denied an acting role in a
collegiate play, Carter was allowed to design the costumes
instead. With her expertise in understanding scripts and
sewing, she quickly became the designated “costume designer on
campus” (Abstract: The Art of Design, 2019).



Carter’s start in costume design in the film industry
began in the mid-1980s as Spike Lee (a rising director
at the time) invited her to one of his screenings of
She’s Gotta Have It. Their 25-year collaboration soon
commenced with Do The Right Thing--a movie

perfectly encapsulating Black culture and streetwear.

Similar to the other films within her career, Carter has
constantly paid homage to the Black community and the
African Diaspora to “express the heart and soul of
Black people, their culture, their nuances, [her]
personal experiences as a Black woman, and the
character details [she] found the most interesting”
(Carter and Gurira, 2023). She continues to place Black
culture at the forefront of her designs and foster
opportunities for others through the Black Design
Collective, co-founded in 2018 (Lewis, n.d.).

Ruth E. Carter (1982)

Ruth onstage in Clare Booth Luce’s
The Women at Hampton University

Ruth E. Carter (2019)

Overall, her work has been greatly influential within
the film industry and created spaces for Black costume
designers to explore the world of
storytelling through garments.



' ur

x
-Splke L‘@;‘;}a five—time Oscar—’r,nunated dlrector,AQaS worked in
S h e pfidlm,. 0 stry for over BOnyears a av1ly‘€®ntrlbuted to

970s. Growing
_reagl usehold in
terest in the arts and,
spec1ﬁcally, film (Lee, 2022).

he hlstory of Black ﬁ%hography
up in a vibrant, 'pi X

Atlanta, Georgié < duced

=

Spike Lee (1991)

Lee sits in front of pho
the Cannes Film Festi
1. He presented his fi

” at the event.




Spike Lee (2021)
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Lee’s work has always consisted of brutally
politically aware language and depictions, starting
with his first controversial short film, The Answer,
in response to The Birth of a Nation (1915) in 1980
(Spike Lee, n.d.). By 1986, he released his first
official film, She’s Gotta Have It, garnering lots of
attention with the help of presenting it at the
Cannes Film Festival (Abstract: The Art of Design,
2019) . The film provided Lee with the chance to make
movies such as Do The Right Thing (1989), Malcolm X
(1992), and Cooklyn (1994), placing a “critical lens
on film history, racism, and American

culture” (Lee, 2022).

Thus, through many stylistic choices (i.e. dou-
ble dollies) and influences like L’Orgia Del Potere
(1969) and “ilmmakers like Rossellini and De Sica”,
Lee’s work consistently presents the working class
and the truth about the world, propelling him into

the types of films he has generated throughout his
career (Lee, 2022).
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Fashion goes beyond impeccable garment construction and
tailoring. It is about conveying a story, relaying an

important message, and presenting one’s identity to the world.
“[...] clothes are made to be transported and transported mainly
by the body” (Di Summa, 2022). Transforming from one version of
self to another is the power of clothing and fashion.

Regarding films, clothing allows characters to demonstrate their
growth (or descent) as the story progresses. Similar to the real
world, characters in a film may dress according to their feelings,
beliefs, and other aspects that represent them as fully-fleshed
human beings. “[...] it is about the nature of consciousness and
its relation to the values that ultimately make persons agents in
the world” (Di Summa, 2022). Without this consciousness and deep
understanding of identity, the story could lose its value and
eliminate all statements made through the presence of its
characters. Therefore, costume design (and fashion in films) can
reconstruct a two-dimensional idea into a three-dimensional
person, illustrating the personality and mental state of each
character at stages of their life within the film.

12

Ruth E. Carter (1982)

Ruth at Hampton University, playing a
saleswoman in Clare Boothe Luce’s The Women
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The characters within the film are visibly based in human
personality with exaggerations to depict the
juxtaposition between voices and opinions. “There is

so much life and personality here, a truthfulness that
bursts out of the narrow conventions of realism and
turns into something else” (Scott and Dargis, 2020). The
basis of the costume design direction began with
understanding the essence of a real Brooklyn
neighborhood. African-related elements, gold jewelry,

and Nike apparel were key characteristics utilized to
bring the film to life.

Bill Nunn, Do The Right Thing (1989)

Radio Raheem walking in the
street with a large stereo
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Not to mention, the colors and styling
of each character helped to demonstrate
“the layers of socioeconomics, strife,
[and] cultural expression” (Carter,
2023) .People from the older generation
showed less vibrancy in color,
referring to more “muted tones” whereas

7

Ossie Davis, Martin Lawrence, Christa

younger characters demonstrated an

Rivers, Leonard L. Thomas, and Steve admiration for color and more youthful
White, Do The Right Thing (1989) , , “ ,

styling alongside “massive amounts of

Characters in conversation

gold being worn [...], especially [by]
Black inner-city kids”
(Carter, 2023).
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The characters that emulate the split are Da Mayor and ""
Buggin’ Out. Da Mayor’s worn-out, beige suit not only i
describe him as a pillar of his generation--dressing up
in the name of respectability politics, but it also
establishes his characters as one that constantly
struggles financially and with alcoholism. The
combination of tears and stains on a suit place more
emphasis on his need “to present himself as someone of
importance” and his inability to be important
(Carter and Gurira, 2023).

Costume sketch for Da Mayor (1989)

On the other hand, Buggin’ Out is “[...] the
revolutionary [...] [,] radical boy” on the
block (Carter and Gurira, 2023). To accompany

his loud voice and strongly political
personality, he presents himself in “bright
Nigerian Kente cloth [...] [,] cargo shorts
[,] and [a] yellow tunic” (Carter and

Gurira, 2023). The Kente cloth

immediately depicts Buggin’ Out as a person
who stays true to their culture and stands
for what they believe in at all costs,
aligning himself with the younger and more
expressive generation. The color combinations
also demonstrate an entire identity that
differs everyone else; there is no need to
belong--only an urgency to protest what needs
to be changed within the community, making
him the instigator of the neighborhood-wide
conflict.

Costume sketch for Buggin Out (1989)



Malcolm X (1992) follows the life of the infamous political
and religious leader, Malcolm X as told through the book, The
Autobiography of Malcolm X by Alex Haley and Malcolm X. The
film describes in utter detail Malcolm Little’s humble yet
racially traumatic beginnings in Omaha, Nebraska in the 20s
and 30s to his journey becoming a civil rights activist and
avid follower of Islam in the 50s and 60s, ending in his
ultimate assassination.

When it comes to developing costumes for a real political
figure, research of their life’s work and the decades they

experienced illustrate the person as a true human v
Malcolm X is no different from other figures with notable
biopics. Ruth Carter utilized his autobiography as the basi
for her understanding of who Malcolm X is, not as an

“Carter’s costumes give insight into Malcolm’s emotion
philosophical shifts that accompany his various 1i:
(Carter, n.d.) The periods involved the “early for
Roseland Ballroom, late forties Detroit Red, fifties
sixties Malcolm X, [and] sixties El-Hajj Mali_!

(Carter and Gurira, 2023). X’s most recognizabl
involved his zoot suit period in 40s Harlem a
classic suit period in the 60s.

20

From Malcolm X, two embroidered

kufis for Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm X’s
sometime mentor, and one kufi for an
assistant of Muhammad’s (1989)
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Zoot suits include “full, balloon-like pleated trousers that
[are] pegged and a jacket with exaggerated, padded shoulders
[--]1 [..] completed with a porkpie hat or a fedora, a long
watch chain, thin belt, and matching shoes” (Carter, n.d.). As
the United States (alongside the entire world) was
experiencing World War II, many rationing laws were put in
place to reserve resources for the military, including fabrics
such as wool (Onion, 2023). “[..] young men in the Black,
Mexican American, and other minority communities” wore the
ostentatious suits mainly in Los Angeles and New York

(Onion, 2023).

Reference image for zoot suit research (1930-40s)

sketch for Malcolm X and Shorty (1992)

Denzel Washington and Spike Lee, Malcolm X (1992)

Malcolm X and Shorty walking in New York

Their White counterparts viewed the disregard of such
regulations on fabrics as unpatriotic and added the notion to
the list of ‘reasoning’ behind their discrimination towards
minorities. Black young men, however, perhaps wore the suits
as a form of expression and to present themselves as the best
looking in a sea of boringness. Especially considering
Malcolm X’'s experience with the Ku Klux Klan at a young age,
his rebellion against the country and the White man, as a
whole, aligns with the state of physical and mental
segregation between White people and minorities. Lastly, the
styling and colors of the zoot suits worn in the film highlight
his playfulness and pure interest in presenting his identity
for all to see.



Malcolm X (1964)
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' ' ¥ an activist for civil rights. This transition from street
hustler to political and religious leader began with his
experience in prison. The young man who had no understanding
of the world around him, especially concerning the full scope
of racial segregation and oppression, established his
formal education in the Nation of Islam and Black history.
This dramatic shift in character is illustrated through the
use of classic tailoring and suits. “[..] black, white, and
grey notes [are used] for his clean, strict, and unwavering
devotion to the nation of Islam” (Carter, n.d.).
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Denzel Washington, Malcolm X (1992)
Malcolm X giving a speech

Especially considering the tradition of gender roles and
heavily gender-labeled clothing, X’s suits are a full
representation of his loyalty and respect for something beyond
himself. He became a more selfless human being who strived for
the rights of others, standing prominently in front of
injustice with an army of supporters. The suit, itself, can
also be seen as a metaphor for armor; the cleanliness and
geometric shapes that entail present Malcolm X’s strength and
power as well as traditional masculinity, leading to the
creation of his final form and the person
we remember him as today.
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Summer of Sam (1999) is a retelling of
the Son of Sam murders that occurred in
the summer of 1977 in New York City. The
film depicts a south Bronx neighborhood
of mainly Italian-American characters
that seek to find the killer in a sea

of paranoia while highlighting how two
friends, Vinny and Richie, grow apart in
their differences.

Another aspect of costume design is to
illustrate the mental state of a
character and how their personality
changes with their mentality.
Considering the movie revolves around
serial murder in a close-knit
neighborhood, Ruth Carter

establishes the characters as simple
people living a good life at the
beginning of the film, only to
demonstrate their downfalls and change
in character as the movie progresses.
Two clear examples of this major

shift are within Vinny and Richie.

John Leguizamo, Andrien Brody, Ken
Garito, Al Palagonia, and Michael
Rispoli, Summer of Sam (1999)

Characters hanging out by
the Dead End



John Leguizamo, Summer
of Sam (1999)
Vinny at the hair salon

John Leguizamo, Summer
of Sam (1999)

Vinny looking at the
newspaper

John Leguizamo, Summer
of Sam (1999)
Vinny smoking
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Vinny is a clear representation of his community. The film Vinny presents himself as put-together, never faltering or
begins with him and his wife dancing in a disco club, wavering in his self-expression as a flirtatious man, husband,
presenting their relationship as a role model for others as and provider. He appears to have all facets of his
they ooze with intimacy and infatuation. Vinny’s suit attire personality aligned, even when he actively cheats on his wife
is representative of the disco era involving large lapels on with his boss and wife’s cousin, Vinny’s mentality does not
a slim-fitted jacket and matching pants. However, he is also crack until he is close to being one of the Son of Sam’s
“a serial adulterer trying to save his marriage with Dionna”, victims and views the dead bodies in a crime scene. “As the
displaying an underlying issue of his personality. Although characters begin to mirror the aggressive patterns of the
his attire typically stays within the 70s period guidelines killer at large, they follow the lines of their own bias”
(slim and bell-bottom pants alongside tank tops and deep-v (Little White Lies, 2019). He becomes more disheveled as time
silky button-downs with gold cross chains), the difference lies passes and as the number of victims increases. He wears
in the presentation of the combination fewer suits as he feels no longer safe to go out with his wife
(Little White Lies, 2019). in fear of being murdered. How he is dressed also changes;

more tank tops are introduced throughout as the heat
intensifies both physically and as his marriage begins to
deteriorate alongside the murders. The use of the gold cross
4 . : R necklace, albeit stereotypical of Italian-American costume,
" T@*?gﬁ also demonstrates the juxtaposition of his seemingly ‘normal’

b persona and the darkness looming within his character as he
becomes more and more paranoid.

John Leguizamo, Mira Sorvino, and
extras, Summer of Sam (1999)

Vinny and Dionna on the
couch at a party




On the other hand, Richie is Vinny’s childhood friend who Jennifer Esposito and Adrien Br
appears to have reinvented himself and dived into the Summer of Sam (1999)
British, punk aesthetic--straying away from his Italian, Ruby putting a necklace on Richi
Catholic roots in search of something different than everyone neck

else. His first introduction with Vinny and his other friends

at the Dead End encapsulates his humble beginnings in this new

persona. He becomes this simple caricature of British punk by

wearing a Union Jack Flag fitted t-shirt and skinny black jeans

with silver jewelry, slim black sunglasses, and spiky hair.

This is his entry into the aesthetic without any true A
personality added to depict a three-dimensional character.

Even the guys see it as a joke and fail to take his & 2
transformation seriously. Nevertheless, as the movie
progresses, the styling of the punk outfits becomes more
nuanced and dark as he fully ascends into the aesthetic and as
Vinny and his friends suspect him of being the

Son of Sam killer.
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John Leguizamo and Adrien Brody,
Summer of Sam (1999)

Richie and Vinny sitting on the
edge of a car

One look in particular shows Richie wearing his typical
skinny jeans with silver jewelry and spiky hair; yet, he wears
a crisp white t-shirt with a target on the front. Although his

outfits from his performances in his punk band with his
girlfriend, Ruby (another outcast), illustrate a much

darker and rougher representation of the grunge punk scene
full of raw, explicit filth, Richie’s look with the target
stands out even more. The main color of white, alone, alludes
to his actual innocence and disregard for the Son of Sam
murders while the target literally highlights how some men of
the neighborhood view him as the murderer and ultimate mark

for revenge. When “the environment around you [..] [succumbs]
to growing paranoia” and utilizes their biases to find the
answers to their fears, the choice in making a deviant-- aka

Richie--the target and reasoning behind all the murders due to
his behavior (not only as a punk but as a secret adult male
performer and sex worker) is the unfortunate result of

using fear as the basis of one’s evidence against the
behavior. Thus, the ending of the movie with Richie fully
embracing his punk and sexual lifestyle quickly conflicts with
Vinny’s dissent into believing his friend is a killer, leading
Vinny and his goons to attack him--failing to see the truth.

Adrien Brody, Summer of Sam \k \
(1999) \
Richie singing during his

band performance
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In conclusion, costume design and film coincide to transport
flat characters from a script into three-dimensional human
beings with thoughts, feelings, and motivations. For Ruth
Carter, “[..] costumes are supporting a greater story. The

story of the times. The story of the person. And [she likes]

to feel that they have a breath to them” (Abstract: The Art of
Design, 2019). There is no difference between developing a film
about a real person or a character; the story holds significant
importance and bears the weight of needing assistance through
costume and fashion. Without this support, the humanity of the
character ceases to exist. Therefore, film and fashion must
always align to offer the ultimate story.

Bibliography

Books

Bruzzi, S. (1997). ‘The Screen’s Fashioning of Blackness’. Undressing Cinema: Clothing and Identity in the
Movies. London: Routledge, pp. 95-119

Carter, R. E. and Gurira D. (2023). The Art of Ruth E. Carter: Costuming Black History and the Afrofuture, From Do the Right
thing to Black Panther. San Francisco: Chronicle Books.

Di Summa, Laura T. (2022). A Philosophy of Fashion Through Film: On the Body, Style, and Identity. London: Bloomsbury Academic.

Lee, S. et al. (2022) Spike Lee: Director’s Inspiration. Delmonico Books.

Films
Do The Right Thing (1989). 40 Acres and a Mule Filmworks.
Malcolm X (1992). 40 Acres and a Mule Filmworks.

Summer of Sam (1999). 40 Acres and a Mule Filmworks.

Websites

Alter, R. (2020) ‘READ: How critics responded to ‘Do the Right Thing’ in 1989,’ Vulture, 2 June. Available at: https://www.vul-
ture.com/2020/06/read-how-critics-responded-to-do-the-right-thing-in-1989.html (Accessed 30 April 2024).

Campbell, S. (2023) ‘The Martin Scorsese Movie That Made Spike Lee Want to Be a Director,’ Far Out Magazine, 5 December. Avail-
able at: https://faroutmagazine.co.uk/martin-scorsese-movie-made-spike-lee-be-a-director/ (Accessed 27 April 2024).

Carter, R. (n.d.) Ruth Carter. Available at: https://www.ruthecarter.com/about (Accessed 27 April 2024).
Carter, R.E. (2023) ‘Ruth E. Carter Looks Back at Her Costume Design Legacy in Her Newest Style Tome,’ Harper’s Bazaar, 30 May.
https://www.harpersbazaar.com/culture/art-books-music/a43980599/ruth-e-carter-do-the-right-thing-art-book-excerpt/ (Accessed 4

May 2024) .

CNN (2022) ‘In Pictures: Acclaimed Filmmaker Spike Lee,’ 12 March. Available at: https://edition.cnn.com/2022/03/12/entertain-
ment/gallery/spike-lee-career/index.html (Accessed 27 April 2024).

Cunningham, V. (n.d.) Do the Right Thing: Walking in Stereo. Available at: https://www.criterion.com/current/posts/6506-do-the-
right-thing-walking-in-stereo (Accessed 30 April 2024).

Erizku, A. (2018) ‘Ruth E. Carter’s Threads of History,’ The New Yorker, 3 September. Available at: https://www.newyorker.com/
magazine/2018/09/10/ruth-e-carters-threads-of-history (Accessed 19 May 2024).

Gross, T. and Mosley, T. (2023). ‘An Oscar-winning costume designer explains how clothes “create a mood”’, NPR, Available at:
https://www.npr.org/transcripts/1156555360 (Accessed 11 March 2024).

Lewis, G. D. (n.d.). ‘Ruth E. Carter’, Bloomsbury Fashion Central, Available at: https://www.bloomsburyfashioncentral.com/film-
and-television-costume-ruth-e-carter (Accessed 11 March 2024).

Little White Lies (2019) Revisiting Summer of Sam - Spike Lee’s other great heatwave movie. Available at: https://lwlies.com/
articles/summer-of-sam-spike-lee-new-york-heatwave/ (Accessed 18 May 2024).

Mahoney, I. (2021) ‘Lee, Spike’, Senses of Cinema (Issue 98), May. Available at: https://www.sensesofcinema.com/2021/great-di-
rectors/lee-spike/ (Accessed 24 April 2024).

Malcolm X - Ed Ford - Google Arts & Culture(no date). https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/malcolm-x-ed-ford/NwHfIorBEMZLYg.
Malcolm X (2020). Available at: https://film-grab.com/2020/02/28/malcolm-x/# (Accessed 18 May 2023).

Onion, A. (2023) ‘Zoot suit riots: Causes, facts & photos - HISTORY,’ HISTORY, 9 August. Available at: https://www.history.com/
topics/world-war-ii/zoot-suit-riots (Accessed 18 May 2024).

Ottesen, K. (2022) ‘‘The struggle continues’: Spike Lee on racism, conspiracy theories and storytelling,’ Washington Post, 22
February. Available at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/magazine/interactive/2022/spike-lee-911-george-floyd-oscars/ (Accessed 27

April 2024).

Q&A with Costume Designer Ruth E. Carter (2019). Available at: https://unframed.lacma.org/2019/01/31/ga-costume-designer-ruth-e-
carter (Accessed 27 April 2024).

‘Ruth Carter: Costume Design’ (2019) Abstract: The Art of Design, Series 2, episode 3. Netflix.

Scott, A.O. and Dargis, M. (2020) ‘Why ‘Do The Right Thing’ Is Still a Great Movie,’ The New York Times, 5 May. Available at:
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/05/movies/do-the-right-thing-spike-lee.html (Accessed 4 May 2024).

Spike Lee. (n.d.). Empire Magazine, Available at: https://www.empireonline.com/people/spike-lee/ (Accessed 24 April 2024).

Summer of Sam (1999) (1999). Available at: https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0162677/?ref =tt mv_close (Accessed 18 May 2024).

33



