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A CAPE AS RED AS BLOOD AND A SLIPPER AS PURE AS GOLD: VISION AND 
VISUALITY IN THE COSTUME DESIGN OF INTO THE WOODS 

 

 

By Hannah Elizabeth Chalman, MFA 
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This thesis explores the costume design for Theatre VCU’s 2018 production of Into the 
Woods. It outlines my concept for the design focusing on the origins of these 
archetypes. This concept is further expanded on by discussing Cinderella and the Witch 
characters and analyzing the choices within their costumes. This thesis also includes 
renderings, swatches, and photos. 
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Into the Woods is successful because it uses our knowledge of fairytales as the 

base of its storyline.  It takes characters that we are all familiar with, that we love or 

hate, and creates a new facet for each character. To understand the connection that an 

audience member has to Into the Woods and to understand why it is so popular, you 

must first discuss the importance of fairytales.  Fairytales have endured the test of time 

because they connect us to magic even as we rapidly progress on a technological front. 

They have preserved as explanations of elements of our world that we did not 

understand; framed important or terrifying experiences in a medium that people of the 

past could accept. Fairytales were also used, and still are, to guide children into 

understanding acceptable social norms. Through history, certain details of the story may 

change, but it is through this familiarity that we understand Into the Woods. 

 My concept for Theatre VCU’s 2018 production of Into the Woods was centered 

around staying true to the archetypes that this production presents. I wanted to honor 

the source material and present costumes that were in line with the iconography that an 

audience would expect.  Like Into the Woods, however, I wanted to take these 

archetypes and expose more layers within them. It was important to me that this 

production and my design felt magical and whimsical. I wanted the actors to be truly 

transformed from everyday life and thus, transfer the audience from modern day life to 

our fairytale world. This transformation was also very necessary to the show as most of 

the characters only have one costume (the exceptions being Cinderella and the Witch).   
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 In order to more thoroughly understand the reasoning behind my choices, I would 

like to breakdown a few of the characters starting with Cinderella. For me, Cinderella is 

one of the most important characters in both Into the Woods and in the world of 

fairytales. She is, for young women, the original rag to riches story. She is rescued from 

a life of neglect and abuse by a prince all because of her kindness. Cinderella, is at her 

core, the personification of kind and good. Into the Woods shows more layers to the 

traditional story by changing the role of the fairy godmother. Cinderella is instead guided 

by her dead mother; whose grave is the hazel tree that she has nourished. This allows 

for her to connect more deeply with the role of the mother, which connects later in the 

show by her accepting the mother role of the Baker’s child.  

 Cinderella has two costumes for Into the Woods: the poor and the princess. I 

wanted the silhouettes of these two costumes to be very similar to express the idea that 

Cinderella has always been deserving of her distinction as a princess because of her 

innate kindness. This was also meant to highlight the fact that while Cinderella’s 

external circumstances change, she remains the same woman after her change in 

status. Therefore, both costumes have a gored skirt, a boned bodice, and a puff sleeve 

featured in different scales; for example, the poor Cinderella skirt has one less panel 

and is shorter than her princess look.  
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 In direct opposition to Cinderella’s kindness is the Witch. The Witch represents 

power, greed, and agency. This opposition to what we usually expect from a woman is 

why the Witch as a character has persisted so long in storytelling. Instead of needing to 

be saved, the Witch is often inflicting punishment on others. This remains true for Into 

the Woods as it is her need for revenge against the Mysterious Man (the Baker’s 

Father) that sets our story into motion. The Witch, like Cinderella, has two costume 

changes: the old and the young.  

Unlike Cinderella, I wanted the Witch’s transformation to her younger self 

completely removed from her previous look. While her original look was meant to evoke 

the idea of the woods, the young look was meant to be sensual, glamorous, and most of 

all, deceptive. An important aspect of Into the Woods is that the Witch, after her 

transformation, loses her powers. This revelation, however, is only presented at the time 

when the Witch needs her powers the most. I wanted, therefore, emphasize the idea of 

“what you see isn’t always what you get” that is a huge part of fairytales. I chose to 

portray this idea by using a gold metallic spandex for the main part of the dress while 

using a gold and black sequined stretch for the bodysuit. The silhouette was inspired by 

the idea of liquid gold. I also knew that a garment that had a lot of draping would allow 

the male actor to pass for female without a lot of padding. This was important for our 

show because I didn’t want our male actor to look like a drag queen as the Witch. Since 
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the idea of the Witch hinges on its opposition to woman, I wanted our Witch to appear to 

be a woman. 

Like Into the Woods, my costume design was stronger for focusing on the 

expectations that we have for these fairytale characters and then fleshing out their 

characters from that point. I believe that this way of exploring these characters, through 

the lens of their story, allowed me to produce costumes that seemed as if they were 

taken from pages of a book.  
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