HUGH JACKMAN PLAYS
THE FLAMBOYANT
P.T. BARNUM IN THE
GREATEST SHOWMAN
By Joe Nazzaro
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Photos by Niko Tavernise, Taylor James, Nicki Ledermann; behind-the-scenes photos courtesy of Ledermann; © 2017 Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation
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ombine Les Mis with La La Land, throw in
a bit of Baz Luhrmann for good measure,
and you’ve got The Greatest Showman,
a larger-than-life musical starring Hugh
Jackman as the legendary showman P.T.
Barnum. Directed by first-timer Michael Gracey,
the film also stars Zac Efron, Zendaya, Michelle
Williams and Rebecca Ferguson, as “Swedish
Nightingale” Jenny Lind.
Described in a recent Vogue article as having a
‘Pop-steampunk look that was not faithful to any
particular period,’ the film posed some intriguing
challenges for make-up department head Nicki
Ledermann and hair department head Jerry
Popolis. According to Ledermann, who considers
The Greatest Showman as her best film experience
to date, “I think that’s because it was the biggest
creative challenge I’ve ever had. I was madly in
love with the director, who had a great vision, but
trusted me to do my thing.
“Michael had this way of explaining what he
wanted and what his vision was, and because he
was so good at communicating that (not that
anything was easy), it really helped me to go in
the right direction as far as creating these characters. He also gave me the freedom to go for
it, within the limitations of the studio of course,
how much money we could spend and how
much time we had to get it all done, but it was a
wonderful collaboration with a director who had
such a wonderful vision.
“I got to work closely with my friend Jerry
Popolis, an amazing hairdresser; and Ellen
Mirojnick, who was brought on as the new costume designer just a couple of days before shooting. The three of us had to throw everything
together in no time whatsoever, but although it
was very stressful—I think I died of a heart attack
a couple of times wanting to do a good job—
everyone was so great to work with: the talent,
the designers, the crew, it was hands-down the
best job I’ve ever worked on in terms of creativity
and the people involved.
“I had never met this director before, so when
Jerry and I had our first meeting with him, at
the end of our conversation, he said, ‘Thanks for
doing this job!’ He knew he wasn’t the person
hiring us, and the studio had a big say because he
was a first-time director, but as we walked out of
that meeting he said, ‘OK, I need you to promise
that you’ll do the best job you’ve ever done, that
you will do your best work ever!’ We said OK,
and he said, ‘No, not OK, say the words!’ He
actually made us say the words, gave us a big hug
and we both thought, ‘Wow, this is going to be
amazing!’”
It may have been an amazing experience, but
it was also a lot of work without a huge amount
of time or money. “It was an interesting challenge,” claims Ledermann, “and we had many
meetings about the looks, not just make-up and
hair but also costume and production design.
Michael basically told us, ‘I want this to look like
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From left: Director Michael
Gracey, Jerry Popolis, Ellen
Mirojnick, Nicki Ledermann,
Zendaya and Tania Ribalow

Albino twins

Bearded Lady played by
Keala Settle

Bearded Lady’s beard block

Bearded Lady’s wig block
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a Vogue fashion show!’ so his guideline to us was,
‘I don’t want it to look like any specific period; I
want it to look like high fashion!’
“The three of us took our inspiration from
everything from steampunk to high fashion. I
also looked at painters like Latrec and Picasso,
incorporating those elements to make it look not
necessarily period, but we mixed and matched
everything with period elements to come up with
this interesting, non-specific avant-garde kind of
look.”
That doesn’t mean a designer can simply
throw a bunch of diverse elements into a blender
and come up with a unified look. “That’s true,”
agrees Ledermann. “For example, we went with a
very strong color palette to match things up, all of
which was very much coordinated between hair,
make-up and wardrobe.
“The whole point was for the oddities to be
unique and different, but they didn’t need to look
within the same realm of style. They needed to
look unique, and I didn’t want to go with prosthetics; I wanted to go with a theatrical/painterly
look, making sure that everyone looked different.
But it’s very dangerous just to mix and match
everything together, because you end up with a
big blob of something that doesn’t really make
sense. It was a fine line to create, but still make it
feel that although the looks were different, they
still had to work together, so that was my biggest
challenge.”
The biggest challenge yes, but not the only
one. As Ledermann recalls, “I also had to deal
with not having enough time to come up with
some really cool things that would have taken
time to create. I basically had just four weeks to
get everything done, while hair and costume had
just a couple of days to use what they had left
over from the previous designer to turn everything
around and create something new on the spot.
What Ellen Mirojnick did was unbelievable; with
no time at all, she just threw things together and
it all turned out really great.
“Another big challenge for me was I’ve never
done a big character piece like this before. I’ve
done period movies, where everything was strictly
by the period and you could create your looks
from historical figures we knew in terms of their
look, so you had a guideline to work from, but
I had no guideline here apart from what I knew
the director wanted, so that was a little bit of a
challenge.
“And while Michael the director had a very
specific look, the studio sometimes had a completely different idea. With the Bearded Lady
for example, there’s a scene in which she sings
this amazing song explaining, ‘This is me, this is
who I am!’ and the studio said, ‘This is her most
vulnerable moment and we don’t want the beard
to distract from her singing; how about if we just
give her some stubble?’ They kept going on about
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Touching up Bearded Lady
(from left): Danielle Smith,
Ledermann, Settle, Ribalow
and Popolis
Ribalow touching up Zendaya

Hugh Jackman
as P.T. Barnum
Zack Efron as Phillip
Carlyle and Zendaya as
Anne Wheeler

how the beard was a problem and made me cut it
shorter and shorter, so that was a huge challenge in
terms of what the studio demanded versus what the
director and I wanted to see. Sometimes there are
too many cooks in the kitchen, and it can create an
uncomfortable situation.”
Ledermann also had to find a happy medium
between historical accuracy and larger-than-life fantasy. “That was usually easy, because the concept was
avant-garde fashion, so it was a given that the characters would look good and somewhat recognizable.
Zendaya wore a pink wig a lot of the time, but still
looked beautiful and different, so we were able to get
away with a lot of things like that.
“But we also had Queen Victoria in our movie,
so we made her look like Queen Victoria but with a
bit of an edge to her. Some characters looked more
like their traditional look, while we kept a lot of the
fantasy feel for our circus scenes. When we were out
in the ‘real world,’ we stuck more to the historical
accuracy of the period, but maybe with a bit of an
edge to it.
“Although Hugh and Michelle had their own
personals, I love [Jackman’s make-up artist] Pamela
Westmore and Angela Levin [Williams’ personal],
and we had a great rapport and I was able to say,
‘This is what I’m going to do, so what are you planning to do?’ and it was complete teamwork. I also
covered Hugh and Michelle a couple of times, so
I knew what their looks were going to be and we
all had long talks about how to make it all work
together.”
Asked if she had her own favorite character on
the film, “There’s somebody who’s tattooed from
head to toe and that actor had to be in make-up for
10 to 14 hours a day. We had to figure out a way to
put those tattoos on his entire exposed body, so we
knew, OK, transfers are not going to work because
it takes a long time to put them on and touch them
up every day. So, we had to come up with a process
to put those tattoos on him every day that were consistent and didn’t rub off and were durable.
“Louie Zakarian did a bodycast for us and we
started painting our lifecast in our workshop. We
drew on the outlines for the tattoos freehand using
a couple of sketches as inspiration, and we traced
those outlines on tracing paper and from there we
transferred them onto vellum paper to use for the
actual artwork. So we drew the artwork, scanned
it and sent them to a printer, which reduced them
to a size that could be printed onto a micro-mesh
fabric pre-dyed to match the actor’s skin color, and
Amanda Barrow in London made suits out of these
pieces, which were put together in a way that hid the
seams as well as they could. It took a while, because
we had to make a lot of suits that fit his body type so
they wouldn’t buckle and were also durable enough
that he could dance in them. It was a very complicated process, but I think it worked out great. And
it was a great alternative to putting transfers on this
guy’s body every day!”

Ledermann, Cassandra
Saulter and Leslie Saulter
working on tattoo drawings

Face make-up detail

Laying out the Tattoed Man
designs

The Greatest Showman opened Dec. 20.
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