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MEET YOUR INDUSTRY - NICOLA DUNN: 
COSTUME DESIGN 

 

 
 

Nicola Dunn has been working in both the fashion and film industries for the past 12 
years. A graduate from The Whitehouse School of Fashion, she began as an assistant 
fashion stylist, which led to the role of assistant fashion editor for Studio Magazine and 
Studio Brides. After travelling Europe and basing herself in Austria and London, a move to 
New York led to an introduction to the film industry. Returning to Australia, Nicola worked 
as a freelance stylist whilst developing her interest in film. Celebrity clients include Heath 
Ledger, Guy Pearce and Abbie Cornish. In the past seven years, Nicola has also achieved 
the role of costume designer for two feature films including Wolf Creek, five short films 
and over sixty television commercials (including the Commonwealth Games 2006 
campaign). 

 

AFI: How did you end up in costume design, was it something you always wanted to do? 

Nicola: By the age of seven I was styling my Mum, so I guess I knew from early on that I 
wanted to work with clothes. After studying fashion design the plan was to become a 
stylist and then move into costume design, which I have been lucky enough to do. The 
progression happened naturally for me, from stills to commercials and then to film and 
television. 

 

AFI: What does your job involve?  

Nicola: After reading the script, analysing the characters and having discussions with the 
director, the design of each character is created. This is usually done with reference 
boards and/or sketches. Then comes the sourcing of the costumes that will be hired, 
bought or made, depending on what’s required. I will be there for fittings and to establish 
each new look on film. When I’m able to, I will spend time on set. However, the larger 
the job, the less time is spent on set and more in the shops. 

 

AFI: Is there any future for someone as a costume designer if they have a great sense of 
style but no ability to sew? 

Nicola: I would say yes, as I personally prefer to leave the sewing to the experts! I find 
there is little time to spend behind the machine and even if there was, I have little 
patience for it. Having said that, I do believe it is important to have an understanding of 
garment construction and what is technically achievable or not. The ability to perform 
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 basic alterations is definitely an advantage but unless you are interested in designing 
period or fantasy costumes then a full knowledge of pattern making and construction is 
not essential. I believe sense of style is vital, as you are either born with an eye or not, it 
is not something that you can be taught. Of course, you must also be able to dress daggy 
Joe Blow from next door, if that’s what is required!  

 

AFI: What’s your favourite film in terms of costume design? 

Nicola: I can’t say that I have one favourite, as I love different films for different 
reasons. I come from a fashion background, so I do tend to gravitate more towards 
stylistic films rather than textbook period or fantasy film. A few that stand out to me are 
The Fifth Element, A Clockwork Orange, Amelie, The Cook, the Thief, His Wife and Her 
Lover and even Pulp Fiction. To me, Mia Wallace was the epitome of style. I can however, 
appreciate the incredible talent and craftsmanship that is required for epics such as Lord 
of the Rings and Star Wars. Costume design on that scale is in a different league and is 
truly inspiring. 

 

AFI: Costume designers have been very influential on fashion over the years - for 
example Cecil Beaton with My Fair Lady, who do you most admire? 

Nicola: I believe Jean- Paul Gaultier is a genius, both in his fashion and costume design. I 
also think Catherine Martin is amazing, her ability to production AND costume design on 
the scale of films like Moulin Rouge, blows me away. 

 

AFI: You were the costume designer for Wolf Creek, how did it compare to working on 
short films and television? 

Nicola: Wolf Creek was a unique and wonderful experience, one of the most memorable 
in both my career and my life. It was the director's, the DOP's and my first feature, and 
we shared a house during the shoot. We worked hard all day and came home and watched 
rushes all night. We lived and breathed it. The larger the project, the less personal it 
becomes and with short films and commercials, you are in and out so fast it’s harder to 
build relationships. As far as the job itself, for the majority of Wolf Creek I was the entire 
costume department. Since then, my department has grown along with my budgets and 
amount of costumes required. Every job is different and will always have its good and bad 
side, however, the sense of reward and satisfaction I earned from Wolf Creek has been 
hard to beat. 

  

AFI: What are you working on at the moment?  

Nicola: I am currently co-designing a miniseries called Tripping Over which will air on 
Channel 10 and Channel 5 in the U.K. 
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