
THEONIALDREDGE 
FROM SALONICA, GREECE TO 

THE HALL OF FAME, U.S.A. 

To theater goers she is a household 
name. With 165 shows on Broadway, 35 
ballets and as many films plus two ope
ras, the name of Theoni Aldredge is as 
known as that of the actors that her 
designing genius has clad all through 
the years. But not many know that 
Theoni is as Greek as the Parthenon, as 
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she was born and raised under Greece's 
blue sky. The only daughter of the Sur
geon General and Member of the Greek 
Parliament, Athanasios Vachliotis, she 
grew up under the tender supervision of 
her father and the diligence of a nanny 
as she lost her mother in her infancy. 
Her playing companions were her three 

brothers who to this day cherish and 
admire her. The education she received, 
both at home and in school, is perhaps 
responsible for her future career. She 
attended what, in those days, was called 
American College, which was actually 
the fashionable high school for girls at 
the seashore of Athens. 
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Theoni's vivid immagination had 
always been attracted by that far-away 
land, America, and perhaps with the 
influence of the semi-American school
ing, by the time she graduated she was 
determined to continue her education in 
the United States. 

It will only be for two years, she 
promised her father, who was most 
reluctant to see his only daughter be on 
her own so far away. She herself did not 

exactly know what she wanted to study. 
It had to be art, for sure, but in what 
direction? She enrolled at the Goodman 
Theater of the Art Institute of Chicago 
and shortly after she arrived, her mind 
was made: She was going to be a cos
tume designer for the theater. She had 
made her choice and adored what she 
was doing ... At the end of her first year 
she got a scholarship. That gave her a 
good excuse to convince her very pro-
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tective family in Athens that it would be 
a shame not to take advantage of it. 
Deep down she knew that this was her 
life, theater was her goal, costume 
designing was her dedication. After all, 
twenty five centuries of tradition are 
behind every Greek theater lover. Wer
en't Sophocles, Euripides, Aeschillus 
and the very versatile Aristophanes 
among the first, in the Western World, 
to write and produce theater? And 
although they were acting in their tun
ics, the first piece of costume design, a 
mask, was used in Greece. In modern 
theater, costume designing has become 
of the greatest importance. The designer 
has developed into a partner in the 
cooperative enterprise of author, direc
tor, set designer, all collaborating to 
help the actors bring out the best of their 
talent. Costumes are of such impor
tance that they can make or break a 
productic A few years ago, an avant
garde producer ventured Shakesperean 
plays performed in plain everyday 
clothes to an unfavorable public 
response. Seventeenth century attire 
was brought back to save the 
production. 

As time goes by and technical evolu
tion progresses, the work of the costume 
designer gets more complex. The reac
tion of color to the many projectors is of 
the first considerations. Also, when it 
comes to musicals, the free movements 
of the dancers take priority in costume 

. designing. 
In the final analysis, a theatrical cos

tume designer does not only require 
taste and knowledge of history but also 
technical training to be an overall crea
tor of stage attire and cover all sorts of 
productions, from classical to modern 
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musicals. 
This is exactly what Theoni Aldredge 

has achieved with miraculous success. 
When asked why, instead of becoming a 
costume designer, did she not prefer to 
go into acting, she answered with a 
smile, "Isn't it better to be good designer 
than a bad actor?" 

A good, indeed, a very good designer 
she became shortly after graduating 
from the Art Institute. 

"It was a matter of luck," Theoni tells. 
"On my second year at art school a play 
was put on for the graduation. I had 
been asked to make the costumes, which 
naturally thrilled me. In the audience 
was an alumni of the Art Istitute, the 
well known actress Geraldine Page. She 
asked who made the costumes and the 
producer presented me. She told me 
that New York was the place for a theat
rical career and after . my graduation I 
should get there and make sure to look 
her up. She gave me her telephone 
number. I put it away, convinced that 
by the time I got to New York, Ms. Page 
would most certainly have forgotten 
about me ... 

"When I arrived in Manhattan with
out any connection in the theater world, 
I remembered Geraldine Page and 
decided, without much hope, I admit, to 
call her up. 

"Y ou see, my luck consists not so 
much in my talent but in the people I 
have met in my life. They have been so 
good to me. They have helped me a 
lot ... " At this point there was a friendly 
controversy between Ms. Aldredge and 
her interviewer, who is adamant in her 
belief that nobody would have helped 
her if she did not have the talent that the 
others needed. The lucky part was that 
the people she met were intelligent 
enough to recognize her talent and 
make use of it. 

"So," continues Theoni, "I went to 
see Geraldine Page who at that time was 
to be in Tennessee Williams' play 'The 
Sweet Brid of Youth' with Paul New
man as co-star. The costume designer 
position was still open. Geraldine intro
duced me to the director, who was no 
less than Elias Kazan." 

An amusing story is told about the 
first encounter between Theoni and 
Kazan. Elias Kazan had been and still is 
a great admirer of women. The sta
tuesque young designer, with her feline 
movements and extraordinarly artistic 
hands that tell a story with every ges
ture, impressed him greatly. He started 
talking to her and was delighted to con-
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verse in France. (Elias Kazan, after 
leaving Turkey as a refugee had spent a 
few years in France). He was convincted 
that the lovely girl who was hoping to be 
the designer for the play was a French 
import. When Theoni mentioned her 
origin, Kazan almost fainted and right 
away replaced his aggressive admira
tion with a friendly and protective atti
tude. "He was very helpful," says 
Theoni, "and I am grateful to him ... " 
Unusual as it was, Theoni's career 
started at the top. "It was scary. Where 
does one go from here?" Well, she went 

straight into an Oscar! She got it for her 
costumes in the film "The Great 
Gatsby." "And to think," says Theoni, 
"that Greta Garbo never got one ... " 

At about that same time two other 
very happy events occurred in the 
designer's life. In her personal life, a 
very handsome young actor whom she 
had met at school named Tom Aldredge 
and Theoni decided to get married. It 
must have been a very wise decision 
because they have been together for 
thirty-six years, and, people say, they 
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have enjoyed every minute of it. 
The other lucky event was her 

encounter with Joe Papp. The designer 
says she owes a lot to him, as she had 
been for eighteen years Resident 
Designer of his company, The New 
York Shakespeare Theater. That led her 
to a few Tony's, The Drama Desk and 
Critic's Circle Awards. Also she 
received an Honorary Degree for 
Humane Letters from De Paul Univer
sity, and in 1989 she was inducted in the 
theater's Hall of Fame, the first costume 
designer ever. 

"But," says Theoni, "the one honor 
that makes me the proudest is the Lib
erty Medal which the city of New York 
awarded me when the United States 
celebrated its 200 birthday. And I con
sider myself very rich for having worked 
with the best my world has to offer." 

Now, after thirty five years of a bril
liant career in America, Theoni for the 
first time has decided to take a short 
break in her home town, Athens. 

How about Greece, I asked her. 
She laughed her lovely childish laugh. 

"So you know about it?" How could I 
not know? Every Athenian publication 
talks about it. Finally the most famous 
designer from New York will design 
costumes for a play in Athens. "Not 
only play," says Theoni, "but two. Two 
plays, for the same company, same 
actors, same theater, interchangeable 
every other week. It has never been done 
before in Greece and rarely in the 
States. It is a very difficult proposition 
for the actors but... leave it to Nonica ... 
Nothing is too compicated for her. .. " 

Nonica Galinea is the famous Athen
ian actress who in the past ten years has 
produced and acted every American 
success in her own beautiful theater Ilis
sia. From Long Journey Into Night, 
Some Like It Hot, Same Time Next 
Year, to even the killing role of Blanch 
Dubois (considered by the late Vivian 
Leigh as the most difficult stage 
achievement) in Tennessee Williams' 
Street Car Named Desire. So this com
ing fall, Nonica, co-starring with Alekos 
Alexandrakis, who last season was star
ring in M. Butterfly, is opening in two 
plays simultaneously. "It is a great 
jump," says Theoni, "a real tour de 
force. You see, N onica is a very good 
actress and she adores the theater. Also, 
she is a beautiful young woman and she 
loves to show her femininity. Playing 
the role of an elderly extravagant handi
capped woman as she is in 'The Visit' 
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acted in N. Y. years back by the Lun ts 
satisfies her ambition as an actress but 
deep down hurts her most sensitive per
sonality. She likes to be admired as a 
competent actress but also loves to 
show her superb figure, her lovely 
clothes, and her beautiful face. So, after 
a week in 'The Visit,' Georges Feydeau's 
famous 'Dame de Chez Maxime' will 
bring the balance in her personality and 
put her in a glamorous role. 

"Between two plays," continues Ms. 
Aldredge, "there will be about twenty
five costumes. I tried to convince Non
ica that she could easily do with less, but 
to no avail. She just adores clothes, on 
and off stage. 

"I did not know Nonica," Theoni 
goes on. "I met her last fall when she was 
in New York, shopping for a new play, 
as I am told she does every year. No 
sooner I met her, I fell in love with 
her. .. " 

I interrupted, "You are not the only 
one. She is the most lovable doll, with a 
strong head on her shoulders." 
"Besides," Theoni continues, those 
plays in Athens affect me personally. As 
I have never worked in Athens the idea 
thrills me. I want to do my best. As you 
know 2wouldn't I?3 Greeks are very 
demanding, much less lenient than the 
Americans and very quick to criticize. 
And of course that little touch of jeal
ously also inherited from our 
ancestors ... 

"Anyway, this is a real challange for 
me and I am almost nervous." Now, 
after getting Oscars and Tonys and Hall 
of Fame awards in America, Theoni is 

getting nervous about Athenian opin
ion? But again this is the artistic temper
ament. Since Last June, Theoni has 
been commuting between New York 
and Europe to meet Nonica and discuss 
details. 

"N ow that you will be going to Greece 
more often isn't it a good time to get a 
vacation on some island?" I ask. 

"Vacation?" says Theoni, "How do 
you spell it? I haven't had one in seven 
years. No sooner did I finish the "Secret 
Garden" 2currently on Broadway and 
another nomination 3 that I got to work 
on the costumes for a film and a play. 
But I am not complaining. I love it. You 
see, I too have the bug of the theater." A 
bug maybe, but a golden one. May it 
always be shining. 
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