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Process Paper

When | started to think about this paper, my mind flitted between numerous topics,
varying from the invention of chemotherapy to the beginning of “Sesame Street”, but
nothing really seemed to be a right fit. One day, while | was scrolling through the
Connecticut Women'’s Hall of Fame to generate some new ideas, | came upon
Katharine Hepburn, an iconic actress. | found it captivating that she wore androgynous
slacks instead of the glamorous dresses most actresses wore at the time, and |
identified with her resistance towards the feminine clothing women usually wore, as |

also prefer wearing jeans to dresses. Just then, | knew | had found the perfect topic.

To begin my research | took to the internet. A website that helped me was “From the
Archives: Classy Film Feminist Had Brains, Beauty, That Voice.” It gave me a good idea
of how Katharine Hepburn styled herself and why she was unique. Another useful
website | found was “Hepburn, Katharine” on Encyclopedia.com. It wasn’t important for
the information it contained, but for the excellent books the website entry
recommended. Then, | borrowed the books available from my public library. | found
many fantastic books, including Me, an autobiography by Hepburn herself. However,
the book that gave me the most information on the impact of Hepburn’s fashion was
Rebel Chic, which led me to interviewing the author, Jean Druesedow, the curator of
Katharine Hepburn’s personal clothing collection at Kent State University in Ohio. She
was a gold mine of information, giving me details that proved to be valuable, such as
how Hepburn’s clothing impacted clothing today. She also gave me the idea to visit the

Katharine Hepburn Museum in Old Saybrook, Connecticut which provided me with



visuals of what she wore while filming, as well as an interview with Elise Maragliano,
director of the museum. Additionally, | interviewed authors Judy Samelson and William
J. Mann, and Mundy Hepburn, Katharine Hepburn’s nephew. | also visited the

Connecticut Historical Society for primary resources.

| chose to do a paper because | have received praise for my writing. Additionally, |
participated in Connecticut History Day last year, and enjoyed writing a paper. | let parts
of my research lead me to others, like reading a book and finding an interview that led

me to a museum, and putting my knowledge together to write my paper.

My topic is an excellent example of this year's theme, Frontiers in History. Katharine
Hepburn created a frontier by wearing slacks, something women didn’t do during the
1930’s. Since Hepburn was a famed actress, women watched her in the theaters and
believed that, if Hepburn could wear androgynous clothing, they could, too. Due to
Hepburn’s influence, a vast majority of women started wearing less feminine clothing, a
trend that has persisted, as now it is considered ordinary to see a girl wearing less
feminine clothing. Clearly, my History Day topic aligns with the theme, as Hepburn was

an influential figure whose style changed fashion forever.



Historical Paper

“For women, the tuxedo is an indispensable outfit, which they feel comfortable with, so

they can be who they are. This is style, not fashion. Fads come and go, style is forever.

-Yves Saint Laurent!

Katharine Hepburn (See Appendix A), born and raised in Connecticut and an
iconic actress (ranked by the American Film Institute as the top female screen legend),
was also a celebrity who forever changed the fashion industry with her androgynous
apparel and her significant influence.? While her actress peers were platinum blondes
wearing feminine clothing draped with sequins and feathers, she conveyed the essence
of modernism with her slacks and blue denims.® Through her particular fashion sense
and sway on American women, pieces of clothing like trousers and tailored suits

became commonly seen on women throughout the country.*
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Katharine Hepburn was born on May 12, 1907 in Hartford, Connecticut. She was
born to Katharine Martha Houghton and Dr. Thomas Norval Hepburn, a suffragist and a
urologist respectively.® Both her parents were progressive and open-minded, supportive
of women'’s rights, and believed women should be treated as equals to men in every
way.® This resulted in Hepburn having more freedom than most girls her age. For
example, when Hepburn was nine years old, she decided to shave off her hair, wear her
elder brother’s clothing, and go by the name Jimmy.” She wore trousers during her
youth despite the disapproval of her peers. However, her parents were supportive of her
choices and as a result, Hepburn learned to be unconcerned about the opinions of
others. and her parents are most likely where she got the notion to wear whatever she

desired, and not care about what others thought.®

In 1924, Hepburn matriculated at Bryn Mawr College in Pennsylvania, where she
caught the acting bug; she was the first to wear trousers in her all-female class,
separating her from her peers. She acted in student productions, and had an affinity
towards the stage.® After graduation, she made her debut as the female lead in the play,

The Warrior’s Husband, a box office hit.’° In the production, she entered the stage by
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leaping down a flight of stairs while carrying a stag on her shoulders, an ode to her
intrepidness. Her boldness impressed a scout for Radio-Keith-Orpheum Studios (RKO
Studios), one of the biggest studios in the motion picture industry, who offered her a
deal to work in their movies.* Hepburn, uninterested in movies, demanded a $1,500 per
week fee, an exorbitant salary for the time, to produce a film. To her surprise, RKO

Studios accepted, so she reluctantly set off to Hollywood.*?

When she arrived at the studio, the producers were not satisfied with Hepburn’s
appearance, and she clashed with them on her looks. When Myron Selznick, a producer
at RKO saw her, he exclaimed, “The studio is paying $1,500 a week for that?"3
Hepburn did not fit the mold for the stereotypical 1930s actress.* Unlike the
predominant film stars of the time, Jean Harlow and Carol Lombard, who were platinum
blonde, petite, and embodied damsels in distress, Hepburn was a tall and lanky
redhead with brainy and athletic traits.*®> However, her characteristics and appearance
were not the most unique attribute that set her apart from her peers.'® Hepburn's

fashion sense didn't just set her apart from her fellow actresses, it was distinct from the

1 "Katharine Hepburn.", New World Encyclopedia, edited by Thomas G. Walsh, Paragon
House Publishers, www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Katharine_Hepburn,
Accessed 12 Feb. 2023.

12 Geraldine Baum, "From the Archives: Classy Film Feminist Had Brains, Beauty,

That Voice.", Los Angeles Times, edited by Kevin Merida, Los Angeles Times
Communications, 30 June 2005, www.latimes.com/local/
la-me-katharine-hepburn-20030630-story.html#page=1, Accessed 7 Feb. 2023.

13 Charlotte Chandler, | Know Where I'm Going, Simon and Schuster, 2010.

14 "Six Sides of Katharine Hepburn: A Style Icon Guides Us through Memorable
Characters and Their Influence on Fashion and Style.", The Chic Flaneuse,

Nov. 2017, www.thechicflaneuse.com/six-sides-of-katharine-hepburn-film/. Accessed 12 Feb. 2023.

15 Rebecca Cox, "Spotlight on a Style Icon: Katharine Hepburn.", Grazia, edited by
Joseph Errico, Arnoldo Mondadore, 6 July 2016, graziadaily.co.uk/fashion/
news/katharine-hepburn-style/, Accessed 12 Feb. 2023.

16 "Katherine Hepburn — Vintage Style Modern Tips.", Gracie Opulanza, 22 Jan.

2021, gracieopulanza.com/katherine-hepburn-vintage-style-modern-tips/,
Accessed 12 Feb. 2023.



American woman in general.'” Instead of sporting dresses and skirts, she frequently
wore items of clothing like jeans, trousers, and slacks.'® This was notably uncommon

and unwanted by the producers at RKO Studios.*®

The producers attempted to mold Hepburn into the stereotypical actress of the
time: ditzy, feminine, and tantalizing, but she refused to be submissive.?* Hollywood
then had two types of actresses, the “man pleaser” (submissive and glamorous) and the
“man eater” (aggressively seductive), and Hepburn was neither.?* She was a different
variety, one wanting nothing to do with men, and dressed like them instead of to attract
them.?? The producers repeatedly tried to get Hepburn out of jeans and into skirts, but
they were unsuccessful.?® Hepburn adamantly refused to let go of her distinctive,

“gender-bending” style.?* In a desperate attempt to force her to wear more feminine and
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lust-inducing clothing, RKO Studio employees removed all the jeans and slacks from
Hepburn’s dressing room.?® Instead of succumbing to this inappropriate gesture and
wearing a skirt instead, Hepburn strolled around the studio in just her undergarments
until her clothes were given back. This anecdote shows how attached Hepburn was to

her clothes, as she refused to wear something else and be more glamorous.*

Hepburn’s debut film, A Bill of Divorcement, was released in 1932, and was a
blockbuster. 2’ She caught the attention of the audience, as Hollywood had never seen
an actress like her before.?® George Cukor, director of the movie, said, “The audience
had never seen a girl like that—she seemed to bark at them. She didn’t play for
sympathy at all. At first, the audience wasn't quite sure whether it liked her or not.”*

However, she became a sensation with her acting skills and her idiosyncratic attire.*

A Hollywood Magazine article published soon after A Bill of Divorcement
premiered, entitled “Hollywood goes Hepburn”, begins, “Revolution has hit the

Hollywood ranks! Revolution of a startling new order. And Katy Hepburn did it with her
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little overalls and hatchet.”' That magazine was right. Her novel appearance made her
a star, and signaled a departure from screen sirens.** It was different from what was
seen previously in theaters, and caused a commotion among the paparazzi and the

average person alike.*

Despite the efforts of the press, Hepburn avoided them and shunned social
events, but shyness and aversion to glitz and glamor just made her more enthralling.3*
Instead of seeking the press and wearing refined and glamorous dresses, she was
focused on playing a daily game of tennis and finding the perfect pair of trousers and
collared shirt.*® Her sagaciousness earned the press’s disapproval, but she wasn't

focused on what others thought, especially the paparazzi.®

Now that Hepburn was a professional actress, she needed stylists to design her

wardrobe. “A star practically always asks for a designer if she has any sense,” Hepburn
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said.®” One of her go-to stylists was New York designer Valentina, a dressmaker who
understood how to compliment her slender frame, but could make couture fitting her
androgynous style.*® Hepburn was heavily involved in the designing process, submitting
her input on clothing designs. “One does not design for Miss Hepburn,” the
Oscar-winning costume designer Edith Head once said. “One designs with her. She’s a
real professional, and she has very definite feelings about what things are right for her,
whether it has to do with costumes, scripts, or her entire lifestyle.” She knew what she

wanted, and made sure she got it.*

However, after a series of poor movies, Hepburn had become unfavorable with
the public, and not everybody thought her style and looks were fashionable. An opinion
piece by Andrew Kelley, journalist, declared, “What has she got? Surely not beauty. Her
features are angular, her figure lanky, her stride somewhat awkward, her voice not

particularly pleasant.”*®

Declared as “box office poison", Hepburn bought out the remainder of her

contract with RKO Studios and moved east.*! It was here she encountered the
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developing movie, The Philadelphia Story, in which she acted as lead Tracy Lord.** The
movie was a huge success, making over 3 million dollars at the box office, earning
Hepburn an Oscar nomination and shaking off her label of “box office poison”.*® In the
movie, she distinctively integrated feminine and masculine clothing, going from a dress
to swimwear to even jeans in just a few scenes, something highly unconventional for the
time period.* This movie secured her position as a legendary actress, and made sure

her style was more accepted in Hollywood.*®

Soon after, she starred as political columnist Tess Harding in the hit movie
Woman of the Year. In the film, her wardrobe is made up of smart suits and a
combination of skirts and slacks; there are dresses worn in this movie, such as a
stunning off the shoulder ensemble, but the focus is on her sophisticated menswear.*®
The contributions to fashion from Woman of the Year are exceedingly impressive, with
many of the clothing patterns introduced in the movie still trending today, such as polka

dots, gingham, stripes, and window pane.*’
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Katharine Hepburn’s fashion had a large impact on how actresses wear clothes
to this day.*® For example, Lucille Ball, star of television shows / Love Lucy and The
Lucy Show was the pioneer of the blouse and jeans attire combination, a style still
commonly found today. She was the biggest star of the 1950s and wore clothes that
were less feminine while on screen, which makes her one actress following the lead of
Hepburn.*® This is proven because Ball used to wear the average, stereotypical clothes
worn by women in that time period: platinum blonde dye and feminine dresses.*°
However, after her first prominent appearance on screen, she changed her style to
jeans and blouses, dyed her hair red instead of blonde, and her first role was with
Katharine Hepburn.®! That shows a shift in fashion after starring with Hepburn, which

likely proves Ball was inspired by her.>?

Another actress that took after Hepburn was Mary Tyler Moore, an actress on

The Dick Van Dyke Show and The Mary Tyler Moore Show.>® Moore was the first

Accessed 12 Feb. 2023.
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housewife on a sitcom to wear pants, and shared many similarities to Hepburn, Dick
Van Dyke saying she sounded, “a little like Katharine Hepburn”.>* Because of Katharine
Hepburn, Moore was able to wear less feminine clothing without many repercussions.*®
Moore was also able to climb the career ladder, despite being an unmarried woman
possessing almost no feminine traits.>® This was because Hepburn trailblazed a path for

her to be able to wear more masculine clothing and still succeed in her vocation.

In addition, Barbra Streisand, award-winning actress, took inspiration from
Katharine Hepburn.®” Streisand was the first woman to wear pants to the Oscars, and
also the first woman to wear pants while winning an Oscar, both in 1969.%® Her clothes
were especially different, as at the Oscars, she wore a transparent, black pantsuit on

the red carpet, something that would be controversial during Hepburn’s time.>® Hepburn
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was able to clear this path for Streisand, and without her, women like Streisand would

not be able to wear such avant-garde clothing on the red carpet.®®

Furthermore, Meryl Streep (See Appendix B), actress in Mamma Mia! And The
Devil Wears Prada, also had a unique fashion sense that would not have been possible
without Katharine Hepburn.®* Streep is no novice when it comes to wearing menswear,
wearing clothes such as a suit and tie regularly on the red carpet and off-screen.®?
Hepburn was the person who made it possible for Streep to wear such clothing, and be

a sensation for it.%3

Hepburn not only inspired fellow actresses to follow her, she had regular women
following her, too!®* Hepburn's look was the antithesis to the ultra-feminine trends and
the reason behind her success as one of fashion’s original rebels.®® Her androgynous

fashion on and off screen promoted the style for the average American woman.®® Jean
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because of her immense persistence, she was able to have her style accepted by

Hollywood.”™

Katharine Hepburn was a fashion icon showing the world women could wear
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dresses.”’® Even if she was a bag lady, Hepburn managed to change the women'’s
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Appendix A

This is a photo of Katharine Hepburn, the focus of my project.

Vos, Jeroen. "Katharine Hepburn: Hollywood Star, Fashion Icon and a Modern Woman."
Raffia Magazine, edited by Susanne Lehmann, womenonthetimeline, 3 Feb. 2021,
raffia-magazine.com/2021/02/03/katharine-hepburn-hollywood-star-fashion-icon-and-a-
modern-woman/#:~:text=She%20was%200ne%200f%20the,on%20women's%20fashio

Nn%?20in%201986.Accessed 7 Feb. 2023.
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Appendix B

This is a photo of Meryl Streep, who many call one of the best actresses of all time.
She is portraying her unique style on the red carpet similar to what Hepburn wore years

before her.

"An Ode to Meryl Streep's Unique Personal Style." Honey Style,
www.thenationalnews.com/lifestyle/fashion/meryl-streep-s-style-evolution-in-60-photos-
how-actress-became-long-standing-queen-of-the-red-carpet-1.1153446. Accessed 18

Feb. 2023.
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This is a photo of a Sears catalog from 1936, portraying women'’s clothing options at the

time.

"Clothing from Sears Catalog." WordPress,

witness2fashion.files.wordpress.com/2015/11/sears-1936-fall-cheap-dresses-32101 b0

17990-00026.jpg. Accessed 23 Feb. 2023.
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Appendix D

Light-weight Slacks . . perfect for work and play
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This is a photo of a Sears catalog from 1944, containing trousers for women instead of

dresses and other feminine clothing.
"T-shirts and Jeans on Women." Snapped Garters, 26 Mar. 2011,

snapped-garters.blogspot.com/2011/03/t-shirts-jeans-on-women.html. Accessed

23 Feb. 2023.
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