
Clothes on the Shakespearean Stage
Costumes were the most expensive part of staging a play in the Elizabethan era. Since textiles were extremely valuable, 
stage costumes were often bought secondhand, and would have been similar to what the audience would have 
encountered or worn in day to day life (the word “costume,” as distinguished from everyday “clothing,” was not in use 
during Shakespeare’s day). References to dress are peppered throughout Much Ado About Nothing, drawing on the 
audience’s shared understanding of the clothes they were seeing. Dress provided a common vocabulary that a playwright 
could use to signal — and complicate — categories of class, gender, and nationality. Below, you can see examples of 
fashionable dress from the era when Much Ado was first published, at the end of the 16th century. While those who could 
afford to have portraits done were wealthier than the average Elizabethan, most people would have worn the same basic 
items of clothing, albeit with toned-down fabrics and a less voluminous shape or silhouette.
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As the remarks of moralists demonstrate, theater had the power to destabilize 
the simple readings of clothing that reinforced its categorizing capacity. 
Consider, for example, how different Hero’s behavior is when she’s undressed 
with Margaret and Beatrice than when she’s in public with Claudio — her clothes 
seem to shape the way she expresses herself, rather than the other way around. 
Clothing was supposed to make people more readable, but it could sometimes 
appear to hinder their readability. The conflict of Much Ado About Nothing 
shows us a crucial misreading of clothing: fashion, the “deformed thief” 
(III.iii.102), allows Margaret to steal Hero’s identity, with disastrous 
consequences. The rigidity of women’s garments, in particular, left their physical 
bodies “unreadable and potentially uncontrollable”1 — the farthingale, for 
example, was sometimes called cachenfant for its perceived ability to hide 
pregnancy. Claudio’s anxiety over what Hero might be concealing beneath the 
“sign and semblance of her honour” (IV.i.28) thus reflects contemporary fears 
over what women might be hiding beneath their clothes. Learning about dress 
in the Elizabethan era can help us to understand the concerns that Much Ado is 
commenting on, but the Elizabethans were not the only ones anxious about 
clothing and control, nor were they the only ones making assumptions about 
others through the “reading” of clothing. 

The 1920s were an era of dramatic change in 
fashion, particularly in women’s clothing. 

Designers like Coco Chanel pioneered more 
practical looks for women, including pants. 

Featuring a loose, androgynous silhouette, the 
“flapper” aesthetic was linked with a new 

liberated lifestyle — and provoked concerns over 
the potential immorality that could be associated 

with these new fashions. Categories of dress 
were once again being questioned — and as in 

the Elizabethan era, the destabilizing power of 
fashion provoked a moralistic response in the 

contemporary press.
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Costume designers depend upon our subconscious 
interpretations of clothing in order to communicate 
information about characters. Much Ado makes us 
aware, however, that when we attempt to “read” 
appearances, we’re engaging in an interpretive acts. 
We can’t stop ourselves from making these 
assumptions — but we can notice them. As you 
watch the play, how do you read the clothing of the 
characters on stage? What assumptions or cultural 
norms are contributing to that reading? 
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