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Introduction

Patricia Lennox and Bella Mirabella

Shakespeare and Costume explores the ways in which costumes have been a feature in the long history of Shakespearean performance. The assumptions that underlie the chapters in this volume include: the fact that costumes have been and still are an integral part of any stage production, that costumes reflect theatrical practices of their time, that costumes are influenced – though in varying degrees – by contemporary clothing; that the choice of costume is shaped by the play but also by the preferences of the players and by practical considerations of the production; and that an analysis of the meaning of costume deepens an understanding of the play and the performance. Performance is a process of simulation, of make-believe, of storytelling and impersonation. And performance is always costumed. The costume is an integral element that helps the actor cross the liminal space between ‘real life’ and impersonation. As Aoife Monks points out, ‘Costumes contain the power to clothe, to shape identity and form bodies’; they ‘reconfigure what the actor is made of’.1

From the Ancient Greek theatre (possibly even before) until contemporary times, the audience sees on stage performers who are specifically apparelled for the occasion. When performers ‘dress for the part’, they engage in an essential element of the ritual of performance. Whether the dress is simple black trousers and white tee shirt or an elaborate reproduction of an Elizabethan gown, it is still a costume. Costume is a disguise which transforms the actor, as it did on Shakespeare’s stage when men cross-dressed and changed into women. Costume is a visualization of someone other than the actor who wears it, and the clothing is chosen or designed for this particular theatrical moment. The history of Shakespeare and costume is a palimpsest of these moments.

In everyday life, clothing serves many purposes: it provides protection, satisfies a need for adornment, communicates identity and has the potential to be transformative. Stage costume does the same for the play’s characters – and for the actor. Actors say they never fully get the character until they see themselves in the costume and make-up. For some actors even a single detail – the right boots, for example – is enough to make a character click. In Michael Blakemore’s novel Next Season, based on his own acting experience with the Royal Shakespeare Company, a young actor in his first important role obsesses about creating his character’s ‘look’ that includes a false nose, a wig, the right pair of spectacles and a costume pieced together from ‘rags of the past’ in the theatre’s storeroom. The first time he sees himself made up and costumed there is a revelation, an aspect of the character’s personality ‘that would otherwise have remained captive and mute’ was being ‘granted freedom’.2 Like Blakemore’s protagonist, this is a common experience actors have with their costumes. In the documentary Rehearsing Hamlet, the first time the actor Kathleen Widdoes tries on her costume for Gertrude, she exclaims with delight: ‘Now my work is done’.3

It has taken a long time for costumes and the way they work in Shakespeare productions to finally receive the attention given to other areas of Shakespeare studies. It is only in the past thirty years that studies of performance history have begun to consider the importance of costumes as an interpretative element that includes but goes beyond the production’s design aesthetic. Compared to current publications, earlier works on the topic can be disappointing. For example, although its title is promising, M. Channing Linthicum’s 1963 Costume in the Drama of Shakespeare and his Contemporaries4 looks at the physical elements of costumes such as dyeing or use of leather, without considering the significance of the garments and how they would have been used in performance. The first step toward giving currency to the role costumes play within the production was in 1992, with Jean MacIntyre’s Costumes and Scripts in the Elizabethan Theatres, which addressed the fact that critical and historical studies, even those dealing with acting companies and performance, still did ‘not concern themselves as often as they should with how the actors were to look in performance’. MacIntyre points out that even when meticulous attention is paid to the imagery of clothing in Shakespeare texts, it ‘rarely recognizes that clothing language may refer to the actor’s costumes’.5 More than twenty years later, spurred by new approaches in performance studies, theatre history, research in material culture and dress history, a rich discussion and exploration of the many aspects of costume in Shakespeare performance has begun through the writings of, among others, Barbara Hodgdon, Carol Chillington Rutter, Bridget Escolme, Jenny Tiramani, Farah Karim-Cooper, Aoife Monks and the contributors to this volume.6

This conversation has been particularly inspired by recent explorations in the importance of material culture, especially dress and fashion within early modern studies. For example, Ann Rosalind Jones and Peter Stallybrass’s Renaissance Clothing in the Materials of Memory (2000), which in many ways initiated the current interest, argues that the construction and exchange of clothing is central to the very construction of Renaissance culture; Jones and Stallybrass analyse clothing from a multidisciplinary perspective, including its role in English theatre. Other books on Renaissance clothing from an international perspective have followed such as Ann Rosalind Jones and Margaret F. Rosenthal’s 2008 translation of Cesare Vecellio’s 1590s Habiti Antichi et Moderni, The Clothing of the Renaissance World, which offers written and visual portrayals of attire for all of Europe, as well as Asia, Africa and America in the 1590s. Susan Vincent’s 2003 Dressing the Elite examines the clothing practices of the English aristocracy, and Catherine Richardson’s Shakespeare and Material Culture and Natasha Korda’s Labor’s Lost: Women’s Work and the Early Modern English Stage apply a knowledge of material culture and attire to an analysis of theatre. These are only the smallest sample of the many texts that have contributed to an understanding of the cultural and social practices embedded in attire and costume.7 Such perspectives have granted scholars and historians, as well as theatre and design practitioners, a deeper understanding of the plays themselves and, as Jean McIntyre has observed, ‘how clothing language may refer to the actor’s costumes’. Shakespeare and Costume combines these two major strains of scholarship – theatre, performance, and costume history with material culture studies applied to Shakespeare’s plays – all within an interdisciplinary conversation.

Although all of the chapters here are linked in various ways, the volume is divided into four parts. The introductory material includes Russell Jackson’s ‘Overview’, which offers readers a map of the key sites in the history of costumes in Shakespeare productions. The contributors’ chapters are grouped in three parts: early modern material culture and English theatre with a focus on Shakespeare in Part I; performance history in Part II; and first-hand experience designing Shakespeare productions in Part III.

In Part I, ‘Dressing Shakespeare in His Own Time – Theatre, Fashion, and Social Practice’, the writers’ starting point is that, although little is known about the costumes worn on Shakespeare’s stage, we do know they functioned to convey social and economic class, power and status, age, possibly geographic connections and definitely gender. Focusing on the historical realities and the social practices of dress and attire, these chapters work with the internal evidence of clothing in the plays, current studies in material culture with a focus on dress, as well as early-modern non-theatrical documents that add to the information available in, for example, Henry Peacham’s drawing and Philip Henslowe’s Diary. The writers explore the connections between Shakespeare’s plays and royal robes, middle-class linens, livery, doublet and hose, and the evidence provided by a single shoe.

The section begins with Maria Hayward’s ‘“The Compass of a Lie”? Royal Clothing at Court and in the Plays of Shakespeare, 1598–1613’, which looks at how Elizabeth I and James I fashioned their royal selves through their clothing and deportment, cognizant that they were on a political stage. Drawing on material from Henslowe’s Diary, the revels’ accounts and actors’ wills, Hayward gives an account of what the monarchs wore, while considering how Shakespeare used language to create an image of royalty for his audiences in comparison with Elizabeth’s and James’ royal wardrobes. Hayward asserts that all displays of royal power, whether at court or in the theatre, were ‘counterfeit’, a lie, at some level, as the Puritan writer Stephen Gosson claimed.

Erika Lin’s ‘Suits of Green: Festive Livery on Shakespeare’s Stage’ considers festive livery practices within aristocratic homes, the familiarity with this practice among audiences as well as the influence of these festivities in the construction of dramatic narratives in the professional playhouses. Focusing on Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, Lin examines the significance of livery within the play as a sign of identity and affiliation. Lin also examines livery as a means of payment, for example, with regard to the clothes the servant Lancelot receives when he switches his affiliation from Shylock to Bassanio’s household.

Catherine Richardson’s ‘“Honest Clothes” in The Merry Wives of Windsor’ focuses on the clothing of the gentry and argues that dress signifies reputation, shame, honest, and dishonest behaviour in the play by focusing on two types of clothing – head coverings and linens – around which male and female reputations are negotiated. Richardson explores the ways that clothing constructs gender and establishes morality in the play, through an examination of the significance of kerchiefs and starched and pinned linens, as opposed to dirty, disorderly linen.

In ‘How to Do Things with Shoes’, Natasha Korda reminds us how deeply early modern English theatre physically encountered and interacted with the material necessities of the stage through the costume accessory of shoes. The focus of this chapter is legs, the feet that trod that stage and the shoes that covered those feet. Korda traces the footsteps of actors through early modern play-texts and other documents of theatre history in an effort to bring to life the shoe, not only as a historical and material object of attire, but as an object of performance.

In ‘“Apparel oft Proclaims the Man”: Dressing Othello on the English Renaissance Stage’, Bella Mirabella speculates on how Othello might have been dressed on stage and what this might tell us about his character and his tragic choices. Focusing on the idea of the hard clothing of constraint, embodied in the English doublet and hose in comparison to the soft clothing of concealment captured in the 1600 painting of the Moorish Ambassador, Mirabella examines three possible ways of dressing Othello based on conflicting concepts of masculinity.

The chapters in Part II, ‘Designing Shakespeare: Theatrical Practice and Costume’, move forward in time to discuss aspects of costumes in Shakespeare productions from the re-opening of the London theatres in 1660 to the twenty-first century. Drawing on documentary evidence in designers’ renderings, illustrations in periodicals, paintings, photographs, newspaper reviews and actors’ memoirs, the writers explore costume designs in specific Shakespeare productions. Rosalind’s cross-dressed disguise as Ganymede is the focus of Russell Jackson’s ‘The Stylish Shepherd, or, What to Wear in As You Like It’s Forest of Arden’. Jackson discusses the challenges faced by both male and female actors in the role with an emphasis on productions from the late nineteenth century to the present and on the numerous factors that affect costuming the role.

In ‘How Designers Helped Juliet’s Nurse Reclaim Her Bawdy’, Patricia Lennox examines five productions of Romeo and Juliet between 1922 and 1936, and the designers who invented the now iconic image of the Nurse dressed in a medieval wimple and starched headdress. These productions reinstated the Nurse’s earthy lines and were instrumental in rescuing her from the nineteenth-century stage tradition that dressed the Nurse as a genteel elderly lady. Very different types of entertainment presenting Shakespeare’s works are the focus of Kate Dorney’s ‘Shakespeare Stripped: Costuming Prisoner-of-war Entertainments and Cabaret’, a discussion of two sets of costume designs
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