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         “Welcome to chaos” – a photo exhibit on the creative process 

Following around Paul Foltz as he prepares costumes for 

another production for Theatre Harrisburg, one gets the 

sensation of being caught in a whirlwind of fabric, thread 

and trims as he dashes around his studio crammed full of 

those materials, along with sewing machines, dress 

forms, sketches, patterns, research books and costumes 

in various states of completion. 

 

“Welcome to chaos,” Paul greets us with his big engaging 

smile.  While at first glance it does seem chaotic with the 

riot of color, patterns and things covering every wall and 

surface area, there is also a sense of a calm rhythm of 

production as two of Paul’s dedicated volunteers toil 

away at their sewing machines. 

 

We were privileged to get a behind the scenes tour with 

Paul to learn about the creative process of costuming a 

show.  The process starts with a planning meeting of the 

Theatre’s staff who develop the show list for the season 

about a year in advance.  Theatre Harrisburg currently of-

fers six shows a season, including two musicals, a review 

and three dramas or comedies.  Scripts are read, budgets 

developed, decisions are made and approved by the 

board of directors.  Shows are then cast and Paul then 

measures the actors for their costumes and then it is off 

to the races. 

 

Research 

Paul does any required research into the period of the 

show.  “I do a lot of background reading is social history,” 

says Paul.  “I am trying to evoke an era, and create a re-

flection of society during that time period.”  He usually 

avoids looking at costumes of productions by other thea-

ter companies of the show he is costuming, preferring to 

let his own vision and interpretation guide his designs.  

He compiles all notes, ideas, thumbnail sketches, actors’ 

measurements and the show script in a binder he refers 

to as his “Bible” for the show.  

Photos by John Powl, Under The Bridge Productions 
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Designing 

With these images in mind, Paul starts sketching.  He 

may do just black and white line drawings to develop the 

silhouette of the costume, or sometimes renders the 

sketches in color.  He then begins sourcing fabrics and 

adds swatches to the sketch.  Details and embellishments 

get added and accessories are selected.  “I don’t always 

have a lot of time to create finished drawings,” says Paul.  

He is always under pressure to get the costumes to pro-

duction to meet the show schedule.  The pages of his 

sketchbooks give us a glimpse into a collection of cos-

tumes as varied as the imagination. 

Photos by John Powl, Under The Bridge Productions 

Creating Patterns 

Once the small scale sketches are developed, Paul 

translates these into full size patterns guided by the 

measurements of the actors and the silhouette Paul is 

trying to create in his costume. 

Cutting Fabric 

Once the fabric is sourced, ordered and delivered, Paul 

begins cutting the fabric into pieces based on the pat-

terns.  This is where the artist begins to transform into a 

craftsman, building the costume piece by piece. 
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Production and Sewing 

Fabric pieces are lined up and sewn together.  Special stitching, sewing or other 

treatments may be done to add details to the costumes, such as ruffles, beads or 

trims.  These materials are this artist’s “paints” and the actors his “canvases.”  Paul 

relies heavily on his volunteers and student interns to help produce the costumes – 

sometimes dozens of costumes are required for a single show.  The costumes start 

to take shape and are placed on dress forms to help give the costume its shape so 

adjustments can be made and the final touches added.  Wigs and other accessories 

are sourced and added to complete the final costume ensemble. 

Photos by John Powl, Under The Bridge Productions 

The show must go on 

Final fittings are done with the actors, adjustments made as needed, and then 

the costumes are moved to the back stage area and ready for the actors to dress 

for the show.  For the musicals and other large scale productions, this means 

packing and moving the costumes, along with the sets and props, to the 

Whittaker Center in downtown Harrisburg.  Smaller productions are staged at 

Theatre Harrisburg’s headquarters building in uptown Harrisburg.  Paul some-

times helps with any repairs needed to the costumes during the run of a show, 

but by this time he is busy working on the next show, or the next few shows.  “I 

am sometimes juggling up to four shows simultaneously,” Paul says.  He is not 

only working on shows for Theatre Harrisburg, but also creates costumes for 

some of the shows at Harrisburg Area Community College’s student productions, 

where he is also an instructor. 
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Life after the footlights go out 

When the footlights have been extin-

guished on another show, the costumes 

come back to be catalogued and stored in 

the archives.  And what an archives it is.  

With Paul now beginning his 35th year with 

Theatre Harrisburg, and the theater com-

pany itself 80 years old, there are literally 

thousands of costumes that wait to be 

called upon to make another appearance.  

Theatre Harrisburg sometimes rents its cos-

tumes to high school and college produc-

tions, and some costumes are re-used for 

other shows set in the same period or new 

productions of the same show.  With the 

costumes safely tucked away, it’s on to the 

next show! 

Volunteers Katie Helm, (left) and Karen Switzer, (right) with Paul Foltz.  Photo by 

John Powl, Under The Bridge Productions. 

Volunteers 
 

Paul has been supported in his work through-

out his career at Theatre Harrisburg by several 

dedicated long-time volunteers and he extends 

his sincere appreciation for all their excellent 

work. 

 

Volunteer Bob Fellman (deceased).  Photographer unknown. 
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  Paul Foltz Biography 

Paul Foltz is well known to theater audiences in Harrisburg and 
throughout central Pennsylvania for his 35 years as the costume de-
signer for Theatre Harrisburg.  But there are many other dimensions to 
Paul’s life and career.   
 
Paul has been an adjunct faculty member of Harrisburg Area Commu-
nity College for the past ten years, developing their costume design 
classroom/shop; was an adjunct faculty member of the Bradley Acad-
emy for the Visual Arts in York for 19 years in fashion design and re-
lated subjects, creating the fashion design curriculum.   
 
He owns his own small business in custom costume and clothing design 
and fabrication and has done work for The Harrisburg Ballet, The Har-
risburg Opera, Open Stage of Harrisburg, Hershey Entertainment and 
other clients in central PA, Philadelphia, Baltimore and New York.  He 
was artist in residence in costume for the PA Council on the Arts in 
1988 and 1989 and has won a national award for his work.   
 
He is a founding member of the Harrisburg Gay Men’s Chorus and 
founder of Lily White and Company and helped raise tens of thousands 
of dollars for local AIDS and LGBT community organizations.   
 
He holds a BA in English literature from St. Anselm College and a di-
ploma in acting and design from the Drama Studio of London.  

Photo by John Powl, Under The Bridge Productions 
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