GRAND DESIGNS - JULIA TREVELYAN OMAN 
Julia Trevelyan Oman – 1930-2003
My name is Amanda Goode, and I was appointed Project Archivist in the Theatre Collection here at Bristol University Drama Department in April 2005, cataloguing first the Professor Glynne Wickham archive, and later, the Julia Trevelyan Oman archive. My post was funded by two grants from the Bristol University Annual Fund. It is very unusual for them to give consecutive grants to the same department, which shows how highly they regard the work done by the Theatre Collection, and reflects the fact that many of the collections we hold are of national importance -  and that certainly includes the collection which I’m talking about today.  
So –on to the Julia Trevelyan Oman archive - what does it consist of? Well, nothing less than the entire adult corpus of work of one of the most highly-rated theatre, opera and ballet designers of her day.  Julia kept everything from her art college days onwards, and not only kept it, but ordered it properly, and took steps to preserve it – I must stress that it is very rare to have such a complete run of work.  Sadly, though, the reason that the archive is here is that Julia died in October 2003. Her husband, Sir Roy Strong, felt that the Theatre Collection was the right place to house it, and we were of course delighted to accept it. The archive was collected in 5 stages during 2004, and comprised about 150 boxes, as well as the contents of many large chests and portfolios. It has taken over a year to sort, repackage and catalogue it. This catalogue is of course already available online, through the Theatre Collection website, and although it’s not quite complete, the end is nearly in sight.  The website also now has a sample of images from the archive, thanks to the work of our digitiser, Hannah Herve-Petts, and I’ll say more about this later.

This talk can only really give a taste of the archive, but I’ve tried to cover all the major aspects of Julia’s work. Afterwards I hope you will have time to view some of the original material which I’ve laid out in the Reading Room. I should also say that the images which you’ll see up on the screen during this talk don’t really do justice to the originals, which are much richer in colour and detail – but unfortunately you always lose some quality when images are projected onto a screen.  It may be helpful to refer to the handout during the talk, as it provides a chronology of Julia’s main body of work; the dates are those of the opening nights, by the way, and items in italics are books. 
Now – onto Julia Trevelyan Oman herself.

Here she is, by the way, in one of many self-portraits she produced while a student. It’s quite a striking and uncompromising picture, isn’t it. Julia always strived for honesty in her art work, and never permitted any flattery.
 As some of you may know she was born on 11 July 1930, the daughter of Charles Oman and Joan Trevelyan, both historians; Charles worked at the Victoria & Albert Museum. One of her grandfathers was Sir Charles Oman, the celebrated Oxford historian, while Carola Oman the writer, was her aunt; Julia later designed the jackets for several of her aunt’s books.  Her Trevelyan grandfather was also an Oxford don. Julia therefore grew up in an atmosphere steeped in knowledge of and enthusiasm for history and literature, and art.  This was just as well, since she later said that the standard of teaching at her boarding school was appalling.  It is certainly true that her spelling was rather idiosyncratic, and remained so throughout her life. 
Art School

Julia later said in an interview that she became obsessed with theatre from “a very young age…I knew from the start that this was the line I wanted to develop. Somehow it was the magic of the thing, the creation of a place which was away from the horror of everyday life during the war, a form of escape really”.  And she realised, also very early on, that she’d have to get proper qualifications in order to become a designer, and so went off to Wimbledon Art College in – I think – 1949, but her talent was such that she later won a scholarship to the Royal College of Art, where she studied in the School of Interior Design under Sir Hugh Casson, who thought very highly of her. There are quite a few letters from him in the archive congratulating her on various productions and in a Vogue article in 1981 he described her as one of the best pupils he had ever had, and continued: 

“What I recall is not just her skill and talent, but her driving professionalism. This, in a student, is unusual. At her interview Julia was engaging and impressive – robust in build, fresh complexioned, diffident, eyes permanently wide open to every detail of her surroundings”.  She in turn paid tribute to how much his enthusiasm inspired her. She “graduated” from the Royal College of Art -  that is to say, received her certificate -  in 1955,  - having been awarded a silver medal for work of special distinction.

As part of their course work the students had to do assignments out in the ”real” world, and here is an example of design work she did in her final year; it’s a dress made from fabric she designed for Lachasse, of London, which was, and still is, an extremely exclusive haute couture fashion house. Hardy Amies worked there in the 1930s. We have a sample of this lovely Sudan cotton fabric in the archives, as well as Julia’s designs. She also designed chocolate boxes and wrapping paper for Ackerman’s of London, an upmarket confectioners, as well as an exhibition for the RIBA, tabletops for Wareite Ltd, a business calendar, Grosvenor House restaurant doorway, and all sorts of other things. As well as designs, she had to produce written work, which survives in the archives. It is very lucky that Julia preserved all of this early work, as it allows us to see how her taste in design changed and matured. It’s interesting, in view of her later insistence on realism and authenticity, to see that her early work was quite fantastical, both in concept and colour – not just peacocks but lots of mythical birds and figures, fantasy landscapes, and a fondness for beads, swirls, sequins and collages.
BBC
After leaving Art College Julia went straight to the BBC, where she stayed for nearly 12 years, and really learnt her craft. We don’t have a great deal of BBC design work in the archives, as much of it was of a very transitory nature, but there’s enough to give some idea of the incredible range of programmes she had to work on. We have a few of her work timetables, and they show that she worked on a whole range of stuff, including Sooty – before ITV poached him – Crackerjack, Marriage Lines, Blue Peter and one of the earliest soaps, Compact. Also various light music programmes, and schools television – this photograph shows a Roman villa set she designed for the schools history series Signpost. 
But gradually her superior abilities were recognised, and by the mid-1960s she spent most of her time working on more weighty productions – serious drama such as the Wednesday Play, Theatre 625, and classical music shows.  I must mention one series in particular, because of what it led to: this was Famous Gossips; she designed the sets for this series, which featured dramatic reconstructions – very trendy these days - of the lives of people like Harriet Wilson, Augustus Hare, Lawrence Sterne, Oscar Wilde and John Aubrey, of Brief Lives fame. Patrick Garland, who had just started at the BBC, produced these shows, and Julia and he clearly got on well because this was the first of several collaborations. The John Aubrey episode featured the actor Roy Dotrice, and led to one of Julia’s greatest early triumphs, of which more later. 

Julia later described her time at the BBC as “solid hard slog, going through the mill, hoping to come out the right way up”, and she admitted that it was frustrating and even distressing at times, because she knew her abilities weren’t being fully used, but she also acknowledged that it was a necessary apprenticeship. She didn’t have much time in later life for the young designers straight out of college who came to her for career advice, but clearly expected instant fame and recognition.
While at the BBC Julia continued to work on more interesting design projects in her own time, and I’ll just mention a few. One was “Mefistofele”, put on in 1957 by Welsh National Opera.  This was her first foray into opera and historical drama, and here’s one of the designs she did for it. The budget was very tight, but as one reviewer said “The settings by Julia Trevelyan Oman are imaginative yet simple – one might say inspired”. Other reviewers called her sets “ingenious and stylish”, “economical but striking” and “imaginative”. 
She obviously enjoyed this project, and over the next few years produced beautiful designs for the Commedia del-Arte, and for the Medieval Bal des Ardents, neither of which were ever put on. The fact that she was prepared to put so much of her own time into these private projects, shows how her interests were developing.  
It’s interesting that all these early designs, like this Mefistofele, can really be considered as works of art, not just designs. They were all meticulously painted, then carefully mounted, or even bound into volumes. Julia’s later work is much more down to earth – apart from anything else she usually worked on large-scale productions, and didn’t have the time to produce this sort of finish. I don’t think she would ever have claimed that she was a brilliantly talented artist – she was a brilliantly talented designer, which is not the same thing - but she nevertheless knew that it was crucial to have a high enough level of technical skill to be able to convey her vision to the people who had to bring them to life – Hugh Casson had drummed this into his students.  In later years Julia often lamented the fact that Art Schools were turning out design students with no technical skill. In fact she said bluntly that “When I’ve gone to examine students I’ve been shocked by their lack of ability. ..If they can’t draw, they can’t really do anything.”
In direct contrast to historical melodramas like Mefistofele, she designed several plays in the early 1960s for the “thirty group” theatre, a small, perhaps rather “alternative” company who put on sombre plays in gloomy venues, and she also collaborated on a book called “Street Children” with the writer BS (Bryan) Johnson, one of the new wave of avant garde writers of the time. Julia took the photos, Bryan supplied the text. Some reviewers considered the text to be a bit pretentious, but all praised the photos, and rightly so, as they’re first rate, showing children playing in some of London’s rougher areas. It’s a pity in some ways that she didn’t pursue this line of work, because she had a real eye for her subject. Of course she continued to use photography as a crucial adjunct to her design work. 
But to return to the BBC, the real breakthrough, which changed her career – and life – was Jonathan Miller’s 1966 production of Alice in Wonderland. Did any of you see it? Well, the reviews were mixed, as far as Miller’s interpretation went, but nearly all of them praise the design, which Julia was quoted as saying was inspired in part by her grandfather’s house in Oxford.  Jonathan Miller – here he is, in the Director’s chair in the Court Room set - said of Julia, amongst much other praise, that “her sense of detail is fantastic”. He worked with her again a few years later on the Merchant of Venice. 

Julia revelled in the opportunity to really show her talent in Alice, and she threw herself into finding perfect locations – as much of the film was shot on location - as well as designing sets and acquiring genuine Victorian props. Here are some of the reviewers’ comments:
“The designs of JTO were beautifully done” “impressive sets”, “Visually the film was superb”, “The settings were correctly Victorian in every loving detail” “a brilliant young designer” “exquisitely detailed touch” “backdrops and sets beautifully devised”, and, rather presciently in the Sunday Times: “The settings by JTO are in the award-winning class”, 
Prescient because Julia won the Guild of Television Producers and Directors design award for this production (these evolved into the BAFTAs, I think).

After Alice, Julia decided it was time to leave the BBC and strike out on her own – “now or never”.  
The first project was Brief Lives, which was a development of the half-hour John Aubrey episode of Famous Gossips, as I’ve already mentioned. Patrick Garland extended the episode into a two-hour, one-man show with a tour-de-force performance by Roy Dotrice, which opened very successfully in Hampstead on 16 Jan 1967, and then went on tour, off and on, for quite a number of years. Here’s a photograph of the incredible set, and these are some of the reviewers’ comments:

“A set more complete in its period detail than any I remember”, “the enchantingly detailed set” “ a masterpiece of controlled clutter” “a brilliant set, filled with all the musty, cobwebbed accretions of his life” “his dwelling is fabulous”, “fantastically cluttered, Rembrandt-coloured set” “a fine set”, “an enthralling collection of props. The stage is a show in itself”. “JTO’s pack-rat-warren of a set, thickly cluttered with furniture, books and odd junk is an excellent pictorial representation of Aubrey’s mind” “an exquisitely fashioned setting”, etc, etc, etc.
Julia piled the stage high with over 400 props, many of them genuine antiques bought in London markets and junk shops, much better, she always felt, than using, “an awful old fake” and, as you may know, the play notoriously included use of a chamber pot and a real brazier, on which Dotrice cooked a meal. I can’t help feeling the set must have been an absolute nightmare to reconstruct continually when it went on tour.

Julia  won the “Plays and Players” “Best Set” award for Brief Lives in February 1968, which hopefully made up for the fact that the play had bombed in America, and was taken off after a week. Things were very busy now, workwise.  Her next production was “40 Years On”, the schooldays comedy written by and starring Alan Bennett, and here he is in one of the costumes Julia designed.
Now, I think this would be a good point to discuss Julia’s film work, because it was in the late 1960s that she started working in cinema, but after just 4 films she clearly decided cinema wasn’t for her, and it’s interesting to consider why. 
The films in question, as you can see from the handout, were Charge of the Light Brigade, Laughter in the Dark, Julius Caesar and Straw Dogs. Perhaps Laughter is the least well remembered of these. It was a typical film of its time, the plot involving a sordid love triangle in a Mediterranean villa, where a blind tycoon gradually realises that his dolly-bird girlfriend has smuggled a secret lover into the house. At least Julia had the pleasure of visiting various islands, looking for appropriate locations!  

But there was a downside to film work for a designer like Julia who cared passionately about historical veracity, which was that the director usually had other priorities, to put it mildly. He –or she - is after a certain look, not necessarily a historically accurate one. Julia went to great lengths to find appropriate houses for location filming in the Charge of the Light Brigade, and in the archives there is a long & detailed letter from her to Tony Richardson (the director) explaining exactly why properties X & Y were just right, and absolutely authentic to the period & social status of the characters in question. She received in reply a disheartening note from Richardson’s assistant to the effect that Tony didn’t like any of the houses and would she please bear in mind that his main concern was to have somewhere which offered an impressive view of a carriage & four sweeping round the drive…
This, by the way, is a sketch by Julia of the Theatre Royal in Bristol, which was used as the setting for a performance of Macbeth in The Charge of the Light Brigade. Apparently the manager enthusiastically agreed to take out rows of seats, and remove all the modern accoutrements, so keen was he for the theatre to be used.
Julia certainly didn’t enjoy working on Julius Caeser. It was by all accounts a tension-ridden shoot, with too many clashing egos. John Gielgud was playing Caesar, and apparently the film company seriously proposed Raquel Welch for the role of Calpurnia, whereupon he threatened to pull out.  Julia’s main dissatisfaction stemmed from the fact that the sets, over which she had taken so much time & trouble, were barely being seen, because the Director was keeping the camera tight in on the actors’ faces and concentrating on the dialogue. Perhaps this is how it should be, with Shakespeare, but it was undoubtedly frustrating for the designers. 
Another aspect of film design which did not suit Julia was that there was too much work for one person to cover all aspects of the job – locations, sets, props, costumes, hair, etc – and she liked to be in control of the entire look. Indeed, once her name became known, and she could name her own terms, she would not work on a play, opera or ballet unless she DID have total control, and in 1992 had an almighty row with the Royal Opera House when they wanted to use her 1971 costumes for Eugene Onegin with another designer’s sets. Julia’s response is worth quoting:
 “It would be against my integrity as a designer to permit my costumes to be seen separately from the sets. Together, they are an integrated design concept, alone the relevance of the vision is dead. This is a principle to which I have adhered during all my professional years”.
So there we are. With the exception of the notorious Straw Dogs, released in 1971, Julia did no more cinema work.
It’s about this time that Julia starts to appear in quite a lot of newspaper and magazine articles, a sure sign of her having arrived, as it were, and she was photographed in 1970 by Snowdon, no less,  for a Vogue interview. In the Sunday Times Philip Oakes described her as “plump, persuasive, and an exceedingly fast talker”. She told him that she liked to get everything down on paper “so that if I should drop down dead someone could take over, and see precisely what I wanted”. Very practical, and one reason why we have such a wonderfully complete archive. 

Her entrée into Covent Garden was in 1968 with the Enigma Variations, which was a new ballet, choreographed by Sir Frederick Ashton, but initially Julia’s idea.  As long ago as 1954 Julia had had the idea that the Variations would make a fascinating subject for a ballet – and encouraged by Hugh Casson she went along to the Royal Ballet to show the designs she’d made for it to Dame Ninette de Valois, no less. I don’t think she actually met “Madame”, or indeed Ashton, on that occasion, but anyway she left her portfolio, and duly collected it a few weeks later, assuming that it hadn’t even been opened. 12 years later she was phoned up “out of the blue” by Frederick Ashton, who wanted to know if she was the same person whose Enigma portfolio he’d seen all those years ago. Apparently he could remember the designs in every detail, and had liked them, but hadn’t felt any affinity with Elgar at the time, so didn’t pursue the project.
At first Ashton assumed they could use Julia’s original designs, but she insisted on making new ones, pointing out quite rightly that her ideas had changed. When you look at the original designs – this is one - they are obviously rather unpolished in execution, which isn’t so important , but also - and this is a typical example - pretty lurid and unsubtle in their colouring, and clearly would no longer do. The new designs – like this one – were much more subdued in tone, and   fitted into the overall autumnal colour scheme. The production, which had a stellar cast including Antoinette Sibley, received reasonably good reviews, although some did comment that the realistic costumes – tweed suits for the men, long skirts for the women – resulted in limited and uninspiring choreography; but all agreed that it all looked lovely, and that Julia’s designs evoked a melancholy, fin de siecle mood. The ballet attracted a lot of attention, anyway, and of course it led to a lot more Covent Garden work for Julia. 
[Roy Strong, visitng the Theatre Collection on 8 March 2007, said that “The Enigma Variations” was the production which was “closest to Julia’s heart”, out of all the ones she worked on]

Work of all kinds now started to roll in. Next up was the Merchant of Venice at the National, with Laurence Olivier and Joan Plowright. They both appreciated the care she took in her designs, and after the opening night Joan wrote to Julia “From those earliest days when you took some quick snaps I realised that you were one of those rare designers who design for a person & not just for the sake of a marvellous design. I had heard on all sides of your talent & the meticulous care with which you supervised every detail of a production. Now I have had the privilege and pleasure of watching that process and being part of it”. 
I haven’t included any images from this production, because you can now view them on our website, as we chose this production to be part of what we hope will be an ongoing programme of digitisation of original material from the Theatre Collection’s archives. The Merchant of Venice was chosen because it was a well-known production, with a stellar cast & director, which attracted controversy at the time, and will stimulate interest among the sort of people who use our website, and  2), the designs are particularly attractive & they cover all aspects of Julia’s work. I hope you will all have a look at it at some point.
Julia’s next project was designing the Samuel Pepys exhibition for the National Portrait Gallery, which opened in November 1970. The gallery’s director at that time was Roy Strong, and he and Julia were courting.  The Pepys exhibition was a needless to say a happy collaboration, and a great success. Here they are, examining one of the exhibits, with Samuel in the background.
 In his published “Diaries”, Roy describes this as “the first occasion on which a theatre designer…was used in a museum. No-one who saw it will forget her miraculous recreation of rooms in Pepys’s house with real objects plundered from the museums and dealers of London”.  

Roy and Julia married in September 1971, and although they were based in London in the week they started to look around for a country retreat, and purchased The Laskett, in Herefordshire, in May 1973. In a note now in the archives, Julia wrote: “From childhood, gardens became an obsession”. At The Laskett she was able to put this long-held fascination into action, and over the next 30 years she and Roy created one of the most notable private gardens in England. Some of you I know have seen it. They spent as much time as possible at the Laskett, with a succession of exotically named cats, but the fact that they were virtually incommunicado when there accounts for quite a few rather exasperated letters in the archive from colleagues desperate to get hold of Julia to sort out some urgent problem or other.

Julia’s name was now becoming known internationally, but there was an early disappointment with Falstaff, which she designed for the Hamburg Opera House in 1970. A vast amount of design work survives in the archives, but there were problems -  union type disputes, money issues -  and it was repeatedly postponed, and eventually abandoned, which is just one of those wretched & frustrating things that can happen, but happily Julia did eventually triumph in Hamburg in 1973 with Ein Maskenball.

I think that this would be an appropriate point to give some idea of Julia’s meticulous and painstaking research methods. She approached every new production in essentially the same way. The first thing she did was to read the play in question, or the libretto, underlining any passages which mentioned clothing, or props, or suchlike – we’ve got quite a few of these annotated scripts in the archives. The next thing was to consider the setting of the production – sometimes this was the original time & place, on other occasions it might be updated.  (The Merchant of Venice, for example, was moved to the 1870s). Sometimes Julia might have some say, or even the decisive say, about this, particularly at the height of her career, while on other occasions it had already been decided by the director or producer. 
She always acquainted herself with budget constraints at an early stage, since she took the view that designing was a business, and that the coat had literally to be cut to suit the cloth. She then researched the period and setting thoroughly, initially in the British Library and similar institutions, followed invariably by a visit to the place or places in question. This she insisted on, as she felt that the quality of the designs depended on her having soaked up the atmosphere of a place in person, and reach a point where she “couldn’t help but think correctly in the period or in the manner of the country”; sometimes the management had to be persuaded that such visits were necessary, but Julia always stood firm, even if she had to pay some of the costs herself. She made some very interesting foreign trips – Russia, Venice, Paris, Vienna, Germany, to name but a few -but it’s clear from the archives that these were working trips, as there are albums full of strips of negatives and contact prints, reel upon reel upon reel of film, recording all sorts of architectural and topographical details, great and small. She visited museums, stately homes, public places, back streets, ordinary houses – photographing whatever was needed, or might be needed. And she scoured second-hand book shops and print sellers, purchasing anything she thought might be useful. 
She would then return to England and start designing.  The first step was usually to meet the principal members of the cast, and photograph them from various angles, so that she could design for them personally. Obviously this wasn’t always possible because in some large-scale ballets and operas the principal cast members changed nightly. She produced a watercolour of each costume, and also a pencil or ink tracing, which could be annotated with specific instructions, as here. At the height of her career she unfortunately didn’t always have time to make highly-finished watercolours, but used crayon or felt-tip pen. Usually she would make a photocopy of the tracing or sketch, and attach fabric samples, once she had had a look at what was available. This, and the following illustrations are from her 1974 production of La Boheme at Covent Garden, which she started researching as early as 1972.  So, here’s the original watercolour * followed by the annotated tracing * and finally a photocopy with fabric samples attached.
These would then be passed over to the costume department, which was usually in-house. Several versions of the principal costumes would have to be made, in case of wear and tear, and if, say, three different prima ballerinas were sharing a role, which was often the case, there would have to be at least a dozen copies of each costume, as each ballerina would need her own set of 4. Operas presented a similar problem, and although they didn’t usually involve quite as many cast changes as ballet, they did have to cater for a great variety of shapes and sizes.  Julia was once asked if she didn’t find more satisfaction in designing for sylph-like ballerinas rather than for portly opera singers, but she replied tactfully to the effect that in every job you just had to make the best of things.
Her props designs, consisting of either original sketches or photographs or photocopies from books, were passed over to the props makers, while the watercolour backcloth, frontcloth and floorcloth designs, - worked up from preliminary sketches - would go to the scenic painters who had task of magnifying them to fit a large stage, under Julia’s close supervision, of course. 
Built scenery designs usually involved precise and detailed architectural-style plans, which Julia excelled at, and evidently enjoyed doing. She would provide any supplementary material necessary – colour palettes showing the overall colour required, as well as mounted photos of walls, wood, plaster, etc, indicating the texture needed, annotated by her with any extra information she thought the painters might need. Here’s an example. This was partly to make the artists’ job as easy as possible, and partly to make sure that she got exactly the look she wanted. 

Records from every stage of this design process were carefully preserved by Julia, and are now to be found in the archives. Obviously, some productions demanded more elaborate designs than others, and she sensibly cut corners by re-using designs or props if a similar period-setting made this possible, but even so, because she tended to work on big productions with large casts, and lots of scenery and props, there was always a tremendous amount of work for her to do. She felt that all the hard work was worthwhile, because even though the audience might not consciously know whether something was authentic or not, on a sub-conscious level she was convinced it would enhance their enjoyment. Also, as she once said “props have got to put a letterhead on the paper so they might as well put the right thing on it. It’s just as hard to do it wrong.”
There were critics of this attitude towards authenticity, and they can be summed up in the words of the reviewer who dismissed her as being “a copyist, not a creator”. Now, it’s undeniably true that if she did find a picture of a chair or vase, etc, which she thought was just right, she did indeed instruct the props department to copy it. Many of her costumes were close copies of originals. Does this mean she was not creative? Of course not. Perhaps that reviewer failed to appreciate fully that the overall vision of how a set and the characters in it should look, was very much an original creation, and that faithfully recreating a particular time and place, and mood requires an incredible depth of knowledge, as well as skill.  And in any case, Julia’s work was most certainly not just about copying things.
As you can see from the handout, Julia worked slightly less frenetically in the years following her marriage, although there was still a constant supply of work. When La Boheme opened at the Royal Opera House in February 1974, she received some of the best reviews of her career. It was the first new production since the 1890s! And it’s still going strong now. Not surprisingly, as the sets are massive and solid, and it would be prohibitively expensive to build anything similar today. The only real criticism of her La Boheme, in fact, was each set was so massive that it took ages to set up, with the audience sometimes stuck in their seats having to listen to the hammering.  
Julia had a bit of a well-earned rest after La Boheme, but soon embarked on another collaboration with Frederick Ashton, who had told her after “Enigma” that he’d like to work with her again some day. His new ballet – again, choreographed and directed by himself - was an adaptation of Turgenev’s play A Month in the Country, which he set to some of Chopin’s lesser-known music. The set and costume designs Julia did for this are I think my favourites from all her work. Muted blues, greys and creams were favourites with her, and they were put to good use here. The ballet benefited from having Lynn Seymour create the principal role, which required dramatic as well as dancing skills, while Anthony Dowell played the young tutor who causes havoc in the house, and Wayne Sleep played Lynn Seymour’s son.  You might like to know that Roy Strong encountered Lynn Seymour at a party a year later and described her in his published Diaries as “hair frizzled, eyes saturated in kohl, disagreeable”.
It’s easy to imagine that a good many of the prima donnas of the opera and ballet world that Julia had to work with were disagreeable, or at least difficile, but alas there isn’t much gossipy material in the archives.
There is, though, a press cutting recording that when Nureyev guest-starred in the Boston Ballet’s Swan Lake in 1981 he insisted on having a new tunic as he didn’t think his costume flattered him. Julia’s views on this are unrecorded. Then there was a bit of an initial tussle with Patricia Routledge in the one-woman show, Beatrix, as she refused to wear the iron-shod clogs which were exact copies of Beatrix’s own. Apparently they were too hard on her feet, which I suppose is fair enough- she was the one having to stand up in them for 40 minutes. Anyway, Ms Routledge agreed in the end to walk onstage carrying them. She also wanted to have Beatrix’s clothes made by her own favourite costume maker, but Julia did put her foot down about this. So an honourable draw.  [According to Sir Roy Strong, they got on very well after this had been sorted out]
The prestigious productions continued throughout the 1970s. In 1977 she designed Die Fledermaus, starring Kiri te Kanawa as Rosalinde; I must say how struck I was by the fact that  I don’t think a single reviewer (all male) fails to dwell at length on Kiri’s considerable personal charms, indeed Julia is accused of not doing justice to them, by saddling her with an unattractive blonde wig!  Here is her wig design, so you can judge for yourself.  Kiri reprised the role many years later, and apparently hadn’t bothered to learn half her lines, but of course by then she was a household name, so perhaps didn’t feel she needed to make much of an effort.

1978 saw Julia tackling a completely different sort of project – she spent the best part of 18 months working for Madame Tussaud’s. She always maintained that designing was a badly-paid profession, even at her level. Now, I have no idea what her usual fee was, since the archive doesn’t contain many financial papers, other than her petty cash expenses,  but I’m sure it’s true that her fees never reflected the hours of hard work she put into a production, so she was no doubt pleased to take on a more lucrative job. As Roy Strong wrote in his Diaries, “Julia is busy on Tussaud’s, which is a bore but pays well”. 
She designed new historical tableaux for The Brontes, Bonnie Prince Charlie, Guy Fawkes, Mary Queen of Scots – here she is -  the Princes in the Tower, Samuel Pepys – well, she was already an expert on him - & interpretations of the pictures “The Accession of Queen Victoria” “When did you Last See Your Father?” and “The Sleeping Beauty”. Whatever she may have thought of Madame Tussaud’s in general, and she certainly didn’t think much of the wig department, to judge by a report in the archives - she nevertheless maintained her high standards as far as possible, doing her best to raise the tone and quality of the displays, ensuring that hers at least were historically accurate!   This tableau, for instance, was based on a contemporary account of the execution, which recorded that Mary removed her outer black dress to reveal a red petticoat – red being the colour of martyrdom – and that she smuggled her little lap dog onto the scaffold under her skirts. 
Anyway, Madame Tussaud’s were pleased with her work, and this led them to commission another job for her, a couple of years later, which was to design a fountain centrepiece and an “extravaganza” at Warwick Castle, another Madame Tussaud’s enterprise. Unfortunately this did not turn out to be Julia’s finest hour. For the Extravaganza, in the newly-refurbished Orangery, - there it is, in the background - she designed an admittedly rather arcane mix of tableaux, featuring panels illustrating a trip through Europe by the Warwick bear, interspersed with the Four Seasons, and the Elements, which apparently most visitors found completely baffling. But the fountain centrepiece was an even worse disaster. This is it, formed of volcanic rock and surmounted by a rather nice bronzed statue of the Warwick bear, sculpted by Astrid Zydower. 
Unfortunately. though, the volcanic rock leaked small but lethal amounts of sulphur, which killed all the fish, and just to make things worse the centrepiece was so heavy that a year later the base of the fountain caved in, and the centrepiece had to be removed. The bear was salvaged, and is still on show somewhere in the castle grounds.
In 1980 Julia returned to the theatre for the first time in 4 years, with two productions which opened at the Lyric, Hammersmith, before moving on to London – Noel Coward and Ibsen, you couldn’t have much more of a contrast. 
She then got embroiled with Boston Ballet’s Swan Lake, which involved travel to the USA and a lot of work. It opened in America, and then came to in England where Nureyev, as I’ve mentioned, was guest artiste. The critical reception was mixed – it’s interesting to see that the American reviews were generally excellent and praised everything, but the British ones were much more critical, both about the quality of the dancing (and apparently Nureyev would dance with anyone by this time, if the cheque was large enough) and, in some cases, the designs, which were felt to be inappropriately realistic for a ballet – although I would hardly have thought that a Ludwig of Bavaria type castle could be called realistic.
 The real problem, though, was this owl costume she designed for the Von Rothbart, which had completely the wrong effect, as he came across, catastrophically, as, and I quote:  “cuddly”, “paunchy and po-faced”, “adorable”, “hilarious”, and “fluffy”,”the villain as Muppet”, etc, which are NOT the feelings a villain should  inspire. Well, you must judge for yourselves, but I think Julia did accept that she hadn’t got this costume quite right, as she designed a new and hopefully more menacing one for the following year’s performances.
Anyway, on Julia went into the 1980s, really at the top of her profession now, designing operas for German and Swedish companies, another play at the National (The Shoemaker’s Holiday), and Separate Tables, which was funded jointly by HTV and an American cable company. This starred Alan Bates and Julie Christie and featured Julia’s hallmark lovingly detailed and props-laden sets. These productions all received good reviews. As far as I can tell, anyway, since we only have reviews in Swedish for Otello!
We now arrive at 1984, which proved to be a turning point in Julia’s career. She was inundated with work, as she had both the opera “Arabella” to do for Glyndebourne and “The Nutcracker” for the Royal Ballet. Arabella premiered in front of the Queen, who by all accounts hates opera, and according to Roy Strong’s Diaries , it “looked and sounded marvellous”. Many critics agreed, but by no means all. One described the sets as “sumptuously austere”, whatever that means, while others said that everything was authentic, but hideously dull – sludgy greens and browns. Several comment on the cluttered stage –which was apparently so full of furniture and knick-knacks that the singers had to walk around like zombies to avoid collisions, but nevertheless the ladies’ 1860s crinolines still sent several things flying.   Of course the Glyndebourne stage is on the small side, so perhaps Arabella was an unwise choice, and it does require rather elaborate sets if it’s to be done properly.
Still, Julia had a notable success at Glyndebourne, since at the same time as she was working on Arabella she was also designing new front of house curtains, and these were generally agreed to be a tremendous success. Here they are – perhaps some of you saw them there. She chose a beautiful, rich green velvet with a design of applique golden leaves, which were exact replicas of real leaves from the Glyndebourne trees, which she had laid out on the lawn there, and photographed, as you can see here.  The middle photo shows the curtains in the workshop, and the one on the right shows a detail of the beautiful embroidery. These curtains were only recently replaced.
Then came Nutcracker. To quote again from Roy Strong’s Diaries, “I have never supported Julia through such a hectic, frustrating run-up to a production, in the main beleaguered by lack of time, only 10 months, the inertia of the production manager, and the poverty of direction at the Opera House”. 
Julia had wanted to design Nutcracker for a long time, as she felt that most productions were spoiled by sugary-sweet and child-orientated designs, when it fact the ballet was based on quite a dark – if unintelligible – folk tale, and when she heard that Sir Peter Hall was to direct a new production, she immediately asked to be appointed designer – I’m not aware that she had ever done this before. There is a copy of her semi-jokingly named “petition” in the archives. Not surprisingly the petition was successful. Julia took her inspiration from the Biedermeier period in Germany, and so Act 1 featured a heavy green and brown drawing-room interior typical of this period, while the Kingdom of the Sweets, which you can see here, had a cream and gold set which echoed the patterns of decoration from the Christmas cake seen in the drawing room.  A couple of months before the opening night Roy Strong wrote that Nutcracker would hopefully be Julia’s masterpiece, so expectations were high on its opening night of 20 December 1984.

In view of this, it must have been a terrible blow that it opened to such a poor critical reception – I’m referring here of course principally to the reviews of the design, although in fact the choreography and dancing also came under fire. There were some good reviews, of course, but there was no doubt that the weight of opinion was lukewarm or unfavourable, and here is a flavour of them:

 “Pedestrian ideas and dreary colours”, “Julia Trevelyan Oman’s designs are cluttered and dowdy. She has turned the ballet’s poetry into very plodding prose” “extraneous and distracting details”, “I think the child in her must have died a long time ago”– “dullest possible greens and browns”, “ludicrous is the only word to describe the headgear and costume inflicted on the sugar plum fairy’s cavalier” and worst of all, the blunt personal comment that “Julia Trevelyan Oman was a ghastly choice for this fairy-tale ballet.” 

Although Julia had always had a few mixed reviews throughout her career – only to be expected – they were on the whole remarkably good, but there had always been some reviewers who felt that her design hallmarks - the lovingly cluttered sets and authentically realistic settings – were inappropriate for ballets, and to a lesser extent operas, which were essentially fantasies.  I suppose in the end this comes down to personal taste and opinion.  No designer can hope to please everyone.

In the case of Nutcracker, however, there was one “technical” issue which was mentioned by several reviewers, which one feels could have been avoided if it had been brought to Julia’s attention at an early stage of the production. This was the fact that the colouring of the sets and costumes in Act 2 were so close that the dancers merged with the scenery, with the result that their dancing lost all impact, and I think if you look at the left hand side of this photo, you can see that there’s some truth in this. Extra coloured ribbons and trimmings, etc, were added to the costumes for later productions, which may have helped a bit.
Anyway, I don’t wish to dwell on these reviews, but they have to be mentioned because otherwise it’s impossible to understand why Julia’s wonderfully successful career in opera and ballet design came to such an abrupt end – the fact is, she never worked on a new production at Covent Garden again, and one can only assume it was a direct result of the poor reception for Nutcracker. It was ironic that in later years, when the production was revived – and in fact they now drag it out virtually every Christmas, as it’s a guaranteed money-spinner - the reviews have become increasingly glowing, and now they usually describe the production as being superior to any of the many other Nutcrackers on offer. But back in 1984 the damage was done, as far as Julia’s career at Covent Garden was concerned.
Of course she did continue to work at the ROH on revivals until the end of her life, since Onegin, Fledermaus, Enigma Variations, Month in the Country- La Boheme - all her Covent Garden productions in fact – were revived from time to time, and this usually meant more work for her as there was often a new costume or two to be made, new backcloths to be painted, props to be replaced, etc.  But after 1984 she designed almost exclusively for the theatre.
At the end of 1985 her talent was officially recognised by her being awarded the CBE. In 1986 she returned to the theatre for the first time in five years, and designed a wonderful set for Mr & Mrs Nobody – revelling in the overblown bad taste of a late Victorian middle-class house. The play was adapted by Keith Waterhouse from, of course, Diary of a Nobody, and starred Judi Dench and her husband Michael Williams, and I’m sure it must have been a very entertaining evening out. It involved a very complicated and elaborately decorated set requiring a deep stage, with three distinct main areas, and she tried several lay-outs before finding one which worked. Here’s one of the early floor-plans.
Her next production was a Man for all Seasons, evidently on a limited budget as far as design went, as the set consisted of a single piece of scenery that could be modified slightly for each scene. The play opened in Chichester, but Charlton Heston flew in for its West End run. The British critics were predictably snooty about his performance, saying that it wasn’t acting, merely someone reciting lines they’d learnt off by heart. There was also a rather bitchy comment that his Thomas More wig would have been ok if he hadn’t insisted on wearing it over his own toupee, and that the resulting struggle between them was an unwelcome distraction.
In 1988 came Best of Friends, where again Julia really went to town on the set, which was another challenge as it had to have three distinct areas, for the three characters (G B Shaw, Sir Sydney Cockerell, and Abbess Laurentia,), and yet present a harmonious whole, since the characters had to interact with each other, even when they were not really supposed to be physically in the same space (I’m sure this worked ok in practice, although it sounds very complicated). This photo doesn’t show the whole of the set, which was very wide, but it gives some idea of the lovingly recreated Edwardian interior, gloriously coloured, lavishly furnished, richly detailed – quintessential Julia Trevelyan Oman. It was Sir John Gielgud’s last stage performance, when he was well into his eighties, and he forgot a lot of his lines, not surprisingly, but the critics were indulgent. They made little mention made of the design, though, which seems a shame. [Roy Strong says Julia’s task was made more difficult by the need to conceal prompt cards everywhere, as Gielgud’s memory was so bad]
This was to be Julia’s last new production for 8 years. During this time she did a fair amount of illustration work for many of her husband’s books and articles, but no theatre work, so I’m sure she relished the chance to return to the stage in 1996, when her old friend and collaborator, Patrick Garland, asked her if she would design the set & costumes for a one-woman show he was putting on about the life of Beatrix Potter. Julia agreed enthusiastically, as it was just up her street – a set loaded with period clutter – and went up to the Lake District to visit Potter’s homes and farms. But it wasn’t an entirely happy experience, and I think it brought home to her how much things had changed since the height of her career. For a start she did not feel that her fee reflected her talents and experience, but even more upsetting, I suspect, was the fact that she felt that some of the young management types she had to deal with were offhand and brusque, and seemed to be unaware of or at any rate uncaring about her distinguished reputation. She even considered pulling out of the project, but fortunately didn’t, as she created a wonderful set, which was a very faithful recreation of the kitchen at Hill Top, one of Potter’s farms. But it may have been the final straw, because it turned out to be her last production. 

I’ll end with this watercolour which Julia did of her home, The Laskett. It is nice to think that she was able to enjoy quite a few years of semi-retirement there, working in the beautiful garden which she had helped design, plant and tend. She was able to travel for pleasure now, not just for work, and she & Sir Roy had frequent short trips abroad, out of season to avoid crowds, and of course she was still travelling up to London when work was needed on a Covent Garden revival. Her career didn’t really recover from the disappointment of Nutcracker, it’s true, but I think that by any standards it had been a remarkable one, to which she had brought the highest standards of integrity and honesty, and which had given a great deal of pleasure to many people over a long period, and indeed will continue to bring pleasure to people for as long as her productions of La Boheme, Nutcracker and all the others continue to be staged.
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Career details

1952-1955 Royal College of Art

1955-1966 BBC work – Famous Gossips, Victim, Compact, Vote Vote Vote for 

                    Nigel Barton, etc

                    Mefistofele for Welsh National Opera (1957)

                    Thirty Group plays (early 1960s)

                    Come Hither (cover) 1960

                    The White Company (cover) 1963

                    Street Children (photos – with B S Johnson) 1964
                    Battles lost and won (cover)

                    Alice in Wonderland, BBC, December 1966

1967            Brief Lives (Hampstead, 16 Jan, Golden Theatre, New York, Dec 1967,  

                    Criterion, 1969)

                    Country Dance, Hampstead Theatre Club, 27 June

                    Captain Cook (cover)

1968            Charge of Light Brigade (film)

                     40 Years On (Manchester, Oct 1, Brighton, London)

                     Enigma Variations, Royal Ballet, ROH 25 Oct

1969            Laughter in the Dark (film), November

                    Kazablan (Israeli film project - JTO left project early)

                    No No No (LWT)

1970            Julius Caesar  (film)

                    Merchant of Venice (National Theatre, 28 April)

                    Samuel Pepys exhibition, National Portrait Gallery (November)

1971            Falstaff  (Hamburg - cancelled)

                    Eugene Onegin (ROH 10 Feb) 

                    Straw Dogs (film)

                    Othello (RSC Stratford, Sept) 

                    Getting On (Brighton Theatre Royal 28 Sept; Queen’s Theatre London, 14 

                    Oct

                    Elizabeth R (with Roy Strong)

                    Last of the Valerii (frontispiece)

1972            Mary Queen of Scots  (with Roy Strong)         

1973            Un Ballo in Maschera (Hamburg, 30 March)

                    The Brontes of Haworth (YTV) 

1974            La Boheme (ROH, 6 Feb)

1975            [Brief Lives revival in USA, Spring]

1976            A Month in the Country (ROH, 18 Feb)

                    Bunbury [The Importance of Being Earnest] (Vienna Burgtheater, 16 

                    Oct)

1977          Die Fledermaus (ROH 31 Dec)

                  The Country Wife (National Theatre, 29 Nov – JTO left project early – difficulties

                   with Director, according to Roy Strong))

1978           

1979          Madame Tussaud’s historical tableaux (opened 16 Jan 79)

1980          Hay Fever (Lyric, Hammersmith, 23 April)                  

                  Wild Duck (Lyric, Hammersmith, 1 Oct) 

1981          Swan Lake, Boston Ballet (Rhode Island 6 Mar, Boston, 12 Mar)

                  Warwick Castle “extravaganza”(opened 1 April)

                  The Shoemaker’s Holiday (National Theatre, 19 June)                  

1982          Csardasfurstin (Kassel Staatstheater, 6 Feb)

                  The English Year (with Roy Strong)

1983          Otello (Swedish Royal Opera, Stockholm, 29 Jan)

                  Separate Tables (HBO/HTV, on American TV in March)

1984          Arabella (Glyndebourne, 7 July) 

                  Nutcracker (ROH, 20 Dec)

1985          Consul (Connecticut Grand Opera, Leith Theatre, Edinburgh Festival, 23 

                  Aug)

1986          Mr & Mrs Nobody (Yvonne Arnaud, Guildford, 8 Oct; later Garrick) 

                  The Winter’s Tale (JTO left project in early stages – [according to Roy Strong, the 

                  director constantly interfered. JTO told him “you don’t want a designer, you want 

                  to design it yourself”]
1987          A Man for All Seasons (Chichester Fest. Theatre, pre-9 July; Savoy 

                  Theatre, London, 19 Oct)

1988          Best of Friends  Apollo Theatre, London, 28 Jan 1988) 

1991          A Celebration of Gardens(with Roy Strong)

1994          A Country Life (with Roy Strong)

1995          Country Life articles on food (with Roy Strong)

1996          Beatrix (Minerva Theatre Chichester, 21 Aug, then toured)

1998          On Happiness (with Roy Strong)

2000          Garden Party (with Roy Strong)

Also revivals of various productions in various years

The Julia Trevelyan Oman archive was donated to the Theatre Collection in 2004 by Sir Roy Strong. The “Grand Designs” project, which has resulted in the repackaging and cataloguing of the entire collection, and the digitisation of a part of it, has been funded by a generous grant from the University of Bristol Annual Fund 
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