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in contrast to The revenant, you just 
wrapped John Cameron Mitchell’s 
How To Talk To girls At Parties, 
where you made Nicole Kidman into a 
British punk and elle Fanning into an 
alien from outer space. How different 
were the two in scale? [Girls] was an 
amazing experience, very fun, but very 
different from The Revenant. I had to make 
clear design statements with little budget. 
But it forces you to be imaginative, and 
I do love that way of working. [Costume 
Designer] Sandy Powell talked me into 
doing the film because she’s a friend of 
mine, and it was a blast.

Does DiCaprio specifically request you 
now? He does, and I’m very grateful to 
have built up that level of trust, as I now 
have many long-standing relationships. 
For instance, my next job is on Alex 
Garland’s Annihilation, starring Natalie 
Portman and Oscar Isaac. I first met Alex 
on The Beach in 2000 and have worked with 
him several times since, most notably on 
Ex Machina. 

ex Machina must have been interesting 
with so much Cgi. Yes, with Ex Machina 
my biggest challenge was to get the girls’ 
skin flawless, especially Ava’s, as her skin 
had to blend into a prosthetic appliance. 
Originally there was going to be no CGI 

work to her head, so I had to work on 
getting her head wrap as small as possible 
to not add bulk to the bald cap and then 
the cowl. We needed Caleb to fall for her 
on every level, so I concentrated most 
on her eyes to give her a doe-like quality, 
making her both endearing and fragile.
 
Was Michael Caine’s makeup for The 
Muppet Christmas Carol (1992) your 
entrée into the industry? Gosh, no, I was 
just a lowly trainee on that one! My mum 
was a makeup artist; she worked at BBC 
Wales on the original Poldark series, and I 
knew that’s what I wanted to do. But the 
BBC training program had just closed, so 
I studied makeup and hair for theater, film 
and TV at the London College of Fashion, 
and was lucky enough to land a trainee gig 
on Howard’s End. I worked really hard, did 
all the jobs that no one else wanted to do, 
made myself useful. Being on set is where 
I learned the most.

Do you have any favorite tools of the 
trade? There are always new wonder 
products coming out, but I have some 
staples, including a great shader from 
Visiora, Stila Blush Flash and M.A.C Face 
and Body Foundation; the latter gives 
the actor a tiny bit of help. I also carry a 
water-based cake eyeliner from RCMA. It 
strengthens the base of the lashes without 
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In his Golden Globes acceptance speech for winning Best Actor in The Revenant, Leonardo 

DiCaprio shared the glory with his makeup artist, calling Sian Grigg “an unbelievable 

talent” and thanking her for “all the genius you brought to this movie.” A few weeks later, 

Grigg (in addition to Duncan Jarman and Robert A. Pandini) was an Academy Award Nominee 

for Best Makeup and Hairstyling at the Oscars. It was the culmination of many years of 

making DiCaprio look like a dreamer playboy (The Great Gatsby); a con artist (Catch Me If 

You Can); Howard Hughes (The Aviator), for which she won a BAFTA (shared with Morag Ross 

and Kathryn Blondell); and, of course Jack Dawson (Titanic). Grigg was born in Wales and is 

still based there, just outside Cardiff, about 150 miles west of London. 
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looking like actual eyeliner. My assistants 
are always borrowing that one, and I 
have to make sure they return it because 
it’s been discontinued. I had to buy up 
supplies on eBay.
 
How have ultra-high-resolution 
cameras changed the makeup crafts? 
I always work to my own eye, and take 
a critical look at my makeup, imagining 
it being seen 20 feet high on screen, in 
close-up. New cameras can be a problem 
with wig lace and beards, as the lace is 
present and can be seen unless you’re 
really careful. But as far as makeup goes, 
I never want to be aware of it to my eye, 
and so I should not be aware of it through 
the lens.

Do you watch dailies? Oh, yes. It is 
important to watch dailies and talk to 
your cinematographer. If I’m worried 
about anything that I notice [in the 
dailies], sometimes it is something they are 
planning on changing in postproduction 
anyway. So I might be correcting 
something unnecessarily. For instance, on 
How To Talk To Girls At Parties, I wanted 
all the Punks to look raw and a bit spotty 
[blemishes and all]. But when I saw the 
dailies, [cinematographer] Frank DeMarco 
had made them look really good by 
blowing up the image and then reducing 
it to soften it. 

Collaborating with the DP must be 
crucial. Having a good relationship with 
the cinematographer is vital. “Chivo” 
is a genius, of course. He loved all the 
makeup I did on The Revenant, but one day 
he took me aside. I had not had time to 
test one particular stage of the recovery 
makeup. He was ever so nice about it, 
but I knew there was something wrong. 
“It’s a bit red, don’t you think?” he said. 
He was right. “We’ll knock it back with a 
bit of dried blood,” I said, quickly. And it 
was fixed. Film is a collaborative process. 
Everyone wants the end result to look as 
good as possible, so any feedback is useful. 
Sometimes you need to adapt a makeup 
for the lighting, or for something that is 
going to happen in postproduction.

Have you worked with many female 
cinematographers? I worked with one 
for the first time just last year: Charlotte 
Bruus Christensen on Far From The 
Madding Crowd. It was a lovely experience. 

The director wanted Carey to have subtle 
false eyelashes to add to her strength. 
Bathsheba was such a strong character, 
and, of course, as it is a period film, she 
would not have worn any makeup in those 
days. But Charlotte said, “Trust me, we’re 
shooting it on film, it’ll work.” I knew 
she was watching out for me. In the final 
print you couldn’t tell that there were false 
lashes used. She made Carey look so very 
beautiful.
 
How is it working with difficult or 
extremely fussy directors? I suppose that 
depends what you find difficult. I don’t like 
working for directors who are indifferent 
about the makeup. I really don’t mind if 
someone is fussy or particular; I always 
hope to be fussier! Most recently, on The 
Revenant, [director] Alejandro Iñárritu was 
really interested in the makeup and gave 
me the courage to push the weathering 
on Leo as far as I could. His attention 
to detail was inspiring. And then there is 
Martin Scorsese, whose attention to detail 
is legendary. The advantage to working 
with a director of that caliber several times 
is that you don’t always need to discuss the 
minutia; you get to know his style and can 
deliver what he needs without asking a lot 
of questions. 
 
You are often the first crewmember an 
actor works with each morning. How 
do you help them prepare for the day? 
I think that the makeup trailer should be 
a peaceful haven for the actors, so the 
beginning and end of their day are spent 
in a pleasant, safe environment. Our job is 
to read actors really well, to know whether 
they like music, or conversation, or silence.

What kind of advice do you like to give 
to up-and-coming makeup artists? 
Take the initiative. Be a good assistant. 
Clean out the set bag. There are lots of 
talented people out there. To get ahead 
you need to do all the jobs that no one 
else wants to do. That’s what makes you 
indispensable.

“I imagine each makeup 20 feet high, 
in close-up…if I’m not aware of it to 
my eye, then the DP won’t be aware of 
it through the lens.”


