
52

JUNE 2016ICG

Bill Corso
by sophia stuart / photo by nicola goode

When he was seven years old, Bill Corso saw Young 

Frankenstein and promptly found a book on how to do one’s 

own monster makeup. He whipped up a papier-mâché head in his 

bedroom, started pouring liquid rubber into molds to make 

masks, and the die for a career in movies was cast. Among 

his many awards are an Oscar (shared with Valli O’Reilly for 

Lemony Snicket’s A Series of Unfortunate Events, 2005, starring 

Jim Carrey) and three Primetime Emmys (including Outstanding 

Achievement in Makeup for HBO’s Grey Gardens). After almost 

a decade of collaboration, Harrison Ford still leaves Corso 

personal voicemails to request his expertise on set, most 

recently on last year’s Star Wars, while Monica Bellucci gives 

him tips on Italian makeup product lines. 

How did you escape New Jersey and 
get into the business? First I went south, 
graduating from the High School for the 
Visual Arts in Sarasota, Florida, and then 
headed west to Los Angeles to attend Joe 
Blasco Makeup School. An old friend of 
Blasco’s needed someone on the set of 
Heat (1986) – the one written by William 
Goldman and starring Burt Reynolds, not 
the other one – and suddenly I was in Las 
Vegas, at the age of 18, doing everyone’s 
makeup, except Mr. Reynolds’. 

What was your first screen credit? 
That would be The Garbage Pail Kids Movie 
(1987), starring Anthony Newley, although 
it might not be high on the list of movies 
he talks about on his résumé. My real big 
break was entirely due to my Halloween 
costume. I’d idolized the legendary 
makeup artist Rick Baker and wanted to 
work for him. In fact, I wanted to be him. 
Then I went to a Halloween party and 
some scary-looking biker guy pushed me 
into a corner and told me how he liked my 

costume, and said, “You should come and 
work for me.” Incredible as it might seem, 
that was Rick Baker. He hired me, and I 
spent the next eight months sculpting, 
painting and puppeteering for Gremlins 2: 
The New Batch (1990). 

That was the movie that started you 
down the road to prosthetics. i assume 
the industry has changed quite a bit 
since the cameras are now 4K. When 
I started in the industry it was all about 
foam rubber. But it took a great amount of 
skill with greasepaint makeup and rubber-
cement paint to make foam rubber give off 
the illusion of skin. We then progressed 
to gelatin and now silicone appliances. 
Silicone is much more translucent and 
reads and moves much more like real 
skin, especially on the new high-resolution 
cameras. The plus side is that you don’t 
have to bake it in an oven, like we did with 
foam rubber, and it doesn’t smell like bad 
eggs, for which actors are grateful. It’s like 
applying wet fish though, as it’s a very 
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gelatinous substance. You have to take great 
care to avoid trapping an air bubble when 
putting it on the skin, but you can do so 
much more with it. For instance, on Deadpool 
(2016), I would paint an almost musculature-
structure makeup on Ryan Reynolds’ skin, 

and then, assisted by a team of three, 
apply about fourteen separate silicon 
appliances, which were thin enough 
to see into. We’d then layer more 
transparent washes of color over that. 
It looked very real in close-up. 

You did an equally amazing 
transformation for steve Carell 
on Foxcatcher (2014), for which 
you received an oscar nomination 
(shared with Dennis Liddiard). 
[Foxcatacher director] Bennett Miller 
is a perfectionist, which I appreciate, 
but it can be stressful. That was a 
hard job, but those are often the most 
rewarding. Deadpool was creatively 
stimulating and a complete joy to 
work on because there were times 
[when Reynolds was in costume] that 
I could catch a break. Then there are 
the simpler makeup jobs, like doing 
Harrison Ford’s makeup for Star 
Wars: The Force Awakens (2015). 

And it would appear that man has not 
aged. When I got hired on Indiana Jones and 
the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (2008), I did the 
first makeup test, darkened his hair, beard 
and stubble, just a little, and then showed 
Steven Spielberg. It literally looked like he’d 
just walked out of the last movie in 1989, but 
Steven said he didn’t look old enough for the 
script, so we had to take the color out – he 
just looked too good. 

Let’s talk about products you use 
consistently from job to job. Here’s a tip 
for you: Bronze Glow by Roxanne Rizzo 
is the best spray tan ever. I use it all the 
time. Actors love it. It’s flattering, doesn’t 
turn orange, stays well but comes off when 
it should. I pick up tips on sets about new 
products and ideas all the time. For instance, 
I use a lot of Armani makeup and have gone 
out of my way to stockpile it. It has a little 
bit of luster, but not a shimmer like a lot of 
over-the-counter stuff. On high-definition 
cameras, if a makeup is too matte it can make 
people look a bit “cake-y.” So a little luster 
or  reflection, a little bounce, is good. It was 
Monica Bellucci who turned me onto it. 

And if it’s good enough for Monica 
Bellucci… Exactly. She loves it airbrushed 

on. The spray action makes the product 
very sheer and adds tiny microdroplets, 
which make it even more flattering 
as it evens out the skin tone without 
opaquing it. 

Talk about the relationship between 
cinematography and makeup. The 
one thing all special makeups need, no 
matter how good, is proper photography, 
and I have been blessed to have worked 
with many of the great DP’s: John Seale, 
ASC, Dean Semler, ASC, Matty Libatique, 
ASC and, of course, the great Chivo – I 
wouldn’t have my Oscar for Lemony Snicket 
without his beautiful work. 

Do you have an on-set example? On 
Foxcatcher we were taking a great leap 
by doing such a drastic change in Steve 
Carell’s appearance. Each day after makeup 
I’d walk Steve onto set, and my DP, Greig 
Fraser, ASC, would stick a Canon 5D 
(with a Panavision 50-millimeter T1.0 lens) 
right into Steve’s face to examine the day’s 
application. I would hold my breath and 
wait to see if I got a thumbs-up or a look 
of question. Nerve wracking, but again, my 
work was only ever as good as how Greig 
shot it.

As a kid, you learned monster makeup 
from a book, but today’s newbies 
go online, and there you are, giving 
Monster Maker digital tutorials at 
the stan Winston school. It was Stan’s 
son, Matt, who had the idea of doing 
Master Classes online, and I really enjoy 
encouraging the next generation. I always 
tell them to keep their eyes and ears open 
because you never stop learning. I would 
have never dared to dream of the people 
I’ve met through the jobs I’ve done. I have 
to pinch myself to this day. 

Leave us with a final anecdote about 
one of the luminaries you’ve pinched 
yourself about. Stephen King is one. He 
wrote and produced the teleplays for The 
Stand (1994) and The Shining (1997). I’ll 
never forget sitting in the trailer with him, 
watching dailies. A particular gory scene 
came on where a character was bleeding. 
He turned to me and said, “You guys are 
so gross.” We had to laugh. It all came 
from his head. Then, when I won the 
Emmy for The Stand (1994), he sent me a 
bouquet of black roses. How cool is that?

“[At a Halloween 
party] Some 
scary-looking 
biker guy pushed 
me into a corner, 
told me how 
much he liked 
my costume, and 
said: ‘You should 
come work for 
me.’ It was Rick 
Baker.”


