
Beauty and the Beads 
~ Beadmeisters Mark Badgley and James Mischka are spreading their wings. 
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PORTRAIT BY STEFFEN THALEMANN

I all Mark Badgley and James Mischka the James 
Camerons of fashion design. These two will do just ~ about anything to build the perfect dress. Consider the 
fact that one of their slinky evening creations can con­
tain up to 24 fabrics, 65,000 beads-some soaked in 

Drano to get the perfect timeworn look, rare crystals, or fabrics painstak­
ingly manipulated to look like they've been rained on or frozen. 

But then this design duo has been stretching the limits of evening­
wear since they started in 1988, and all that tweaking has paid off. Last 
year there were back-to-back smash collections filled with oh-so-hip 

dresses that are part vintage, part vamp; a new line of antique-style 
evening bags; 11 new in-store shops at Neiman Marcus and Saks Fifth 
Avenue; an agreement with Sari Spazio in Milan to sell the collection 
internationally; a new day-into-dinner collection that will bow on the 
runway this month, and a relaunch of their bridal line. 

And that's just the beginning. Talks are under way to license Badgley 

Mischka evening shoes, evening hosiery, jewelry, lin­
gerie and even men's wear. But licensing agreements 
aren't the only rewards for their labors. In the past 
few years, they have been a retailer's dream, especial­
ly at Neiman Marcus and Saks Fifth Avenue where 
they are the number-one designer eveningwear 
resource, and they're the darlings of celebrities such 

as Winona Ryder, Kelly Preston, Jessica Lange and 
Jada Pinkett, who call on the team regularly for their 
awards-ceremony numbers. 

Of course, the starlets may not know the Herculean 

lengths the two go to to make a dress. The calls can come 
in just days before a big event, and Badgley says 
they'll dispatch a courier to India, have a staff 
member stand over a gown while it's being 

embroidered, then return to New York and 

At awards time, celebrities like Winona Ryder and Jessica Lange call on this design team. 

convince a sewer to stay overnight to 

finish it, if need be. 
Even then there are no guarantees 

the dress will make it to the podium. 
Just like the rest of us, they tune in at 
home to see who is wearing what. 
''Waiting is pure torture," says blond 
and boyish James Mischka. "It's com­
parable to that pre-runway show feel­
ing, but worse, because you have no 
control over it," he says. 

Mark Badgley, who's much calmer 

about the whole process, developed 
his love of clothes during hours of 
watching TV stars. "As a kid I used to 
sketch Lucille Ball because her clothes 
were so graphic and carved out-those 
teeny bodices and A-line skirts. She 
dressed so flamboyantly for day," he 
says. Ironically, Badgley has never want­
ed to create office clothes. He says 
frankly, "I have no idea what the rest of 

the world wears for day, because our 
staff always looks like they are going to a 
cocktail party." He studied fine arts at 
the University of Oregon and then USC 
before transferring to Parsons School of 
Design where he met James Mischka. 

Mischka's route to New York wasn't direct, 
either. He had dreams of becoming an architect, but 
his parents thought engineering was more lucrative. 
He studied biomedical engineering at Rice 
University to learn how to design artificial lirnbs­
"That sounded somewhat creative to me." But math 
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was not his forte, so he switched to managerial science and art history 

before sneaking in a semester at Parsons to explore fashion design. "I 
ended up loving everything about the industry, and, much to my par­
ents' chagrin, stayed." 

Before graduation, Mark landed a job designing eveningwear for 
Jackie Rogers, then moved on to Donna Karan, while James created 
men's wear fot WilliWear at Willi Smith. "It was gre~t because we were 
both coming from two very different sensibilities," says Mischka. "Willi 

was so street and hip-hop and Jackie and Donna so elegant. I was 
always trying to make Willi more elegant. I made them 
match plaids for their first time in history," he says 
proudly. Badgley laughs, "I think you were a little too 
couture for them." 

They broke out on their own in 1988. Although 
they contemplated opening separate companies, 
they thought it better to combine rather than 
compete. The first season they presented both 
women's and men's eveningwear under the 

Badgley Mischka label, an idea they agree 
was a bit ambitious for first-timers. "All 
of a sudden we were ih the market 
every other week with the two collec­
tions," says Badgley. The notion of 
staging a runway show their very first 
season was also a little too ambitious. 

"We definitely weren't ready. It was 

just the two of us, one sewer and a part­

"We really believe in dreams 

time patternmaker, so showing was 
quite a project on top of everything 
else," says Mischka. "On the way 

to the show our taxi got lost, and 
the show started without us," says 
Badgley. "We've become much more 

organized since then. The funny thing 
is, when I look back, the clothes 
looked the same to me." His partner 
agrees, "They looked beautiful." 

Retailers felt the same way, even venturing in 
those early days to 'their workroom-showroom­
living space in Hell's Kitchen. "The buyers were 
very scared to go there," says Badgley. Mischka 
adds, "The first time they came they'd wear 
miniskirts and high heels, but the next time, it 

was pants and trenchcoats." 
By 1992, the designers were ready to expand, 

so Neiman Marcus executives introduced them to 
the German ready-to-wear giant Escada. "We 
were in talks with Escada when Margaretha Ley 
[the designer and co-owner] called one day 
and said she wanted to meet us," 
says Mischka. "It was just before 
she passed away. She was lovely, 
like a mother to us." 

After meeting them, Ley 
gave her approval and the two 
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made a trip to Escada's Munich headquarters to pen the deal. The recep­
tionist announced them as 'Badgley and Whiskers' at their first big meet­

ing, but Ley gave them the white-glove treatment, even picking 
them up in her own car for a company tour. "Everyone was 

amazed," says Badgley, since this was apparently out of 
character for the very formal Ley. "It wasn't long after 
that she was gone," says Mischka wistfully. "We didn't 

even know she was sick," says Badgley. 
Escada, which owns 80 percent of Badgley 

Mischka, recently named them design consultants for 
Escada Couture, so the two will now travel to 
Germany several times each season for fittings 
and creative meetings. That's in addition to the 
cross-country trips they regularly take to special­
ty stores to meet the mostly 20-to-40-year-old 
customers who buy their pricy gowns (average 

retail price $4,000). 
Their travel also takes them to Southampton, 

New York, where they are converting a turn-of­
the-century grooms' quarters into a weekend 
retreat. While Mischka relishes time spent ren­
ovating, Badgley prefers perfecting his eques­
trian skills. About a year ago, he began riding 
again-a sport he enjoyed as a child-and 

has already won reserve champion at 
the Hampton Classic. This winter he 
will be competing on the Palm B;l'ach 
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and fanta~ and glamour." 

circuit, while Mischka will likely 
be combing the area for antique 

cars, his new hobby. 
They both share an affection for 

vintage jewehy. Inspired by design­

ers like Miriam Haskell, they collect 
antique beads for their months-in­

the-making gowns. Their limited 
supply means that often only 20 of 
a dress style can be made. "It gives 
the dress a lot more character and 

we like that," says Badgley. "We 
don't just do a beaded gown. We 
blend everything into the fabric so 
it's a blur where the fabric begins 
and the embroidery ends. " 

Perhaps that's why Joan Kaner, 
senior vice-president and fashion direc­

tor at Neiman Marcus, has called their cre­
ations "the stuff dreams are made of." 

"We love hearing that because we really 

believe in dreams and fantasy and glamour," 
says Mischka. "It's not an unrealistic expec­

tation to have for your clothes. Customers 
will come up to us and sa'y, 'I wore your 

dress and felt like a princess.' Anyone would 
love to hear stories like that." 

-KATHLEEN NICHOLSON 


