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“All art is at once surface and symbol. Those who go beneath the surface do 

so at their own peril. Those who read the symbol do so at their own peril." 

by Oscar Wilde, Preface, "The Picture of Dorian Gray" (xii). 
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Abstract of Thesis 

Costume Design for The Merchant of Venice 

The Merchant of Venice by William Shakespeare was produced at the George Washington 

University in the fall semester of 2011. Under the direction of Professor Leslie Jacobsen it 

opened on November 3rd in the Dorothy Betts theatre, the Marvin center, Washington DC. 

The scenic designer was Jonathan Rushbrook and the lighting designer was Carmen 

Gomez. 

This thesis looks at the costume design; the building of the costumes and the over all 

process of the George Washington University production of the Merchant of Venice. The 

purpose of this thesis is to show the development from research to finished costumes, as 

well as bringing up concerns, issues and improvements that occurred along the way. It 

discusses the importance of how the themes in the play were successfully realized in the 

costumes.
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Chapter 1: The History, Premise and Analysis 

History of England in the Late Nineteenth Century 

 

It might be tempting for many to romanticize London in the Victorian era as a place of 

classic manners and proprietary values. However, one has to disregard the fact that over a 

century has clouded our vision understanding what society was like in the nineteenth 

Century. The upper classes, strictly bound by tradition, practiced a self-imposed social 

repression. Anything viewed as “different”, “eccentric” or “odd” was shunned by society as 

a whole. As often proved to be the case, literature, art and culture became a means of 

reaction to the society and its “rules” (Bar-Yosef 54). 

Victorian England practiced a great deal of doubt about any type of non-Christian religions 

and racial differences. One would assume that the British Empire’s extensive colonization 

of nations around the world and the British exposure would have made people more 

acceptant. However, as history tells us, one does not usually have respect for people or 

places one conquers, where people’s freedom and wealth is at someone else’s expense.  So 

naturally, just like in Shakespeare’s time, Victorian England suffered from xenophobia.  

Unsurprisingly the British Empire had brought a lot of immigrants coming to England, 

people with various religious affiliations and traditions. Subsequently, with such a huge 

population and no welfare system, there was enormous poverty in the country (Bar-Yosef 

33).   

Victorian England was an age of paradox and power where the different denominations of 
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Christianity (including the Churches of England, Scotland, and Ireland) all fought for their 

place in the social hierarchy. On the other hand the Jews were completely ostracized in the 

struggle for social and religious acceptance. Judaism was seen as a cultural and racial 

affiliation more than a religious one, meaning that even after conversion to Christianity one 

would still be considered a Jew. Therefore most of these religious conversions were 

considered to lack a spiritual connection and were done out of convenience and desire for 

social advancement with protection from discrimination (Bloom 144).   

Ironically, parallel to religious struggle, the Victorian era was a significant and somewhat 

revolutionary time for women. Despite the fact that women were still valued mostly for 

their ability to bear children, there was a subtle revolution happening in women’s attempt 

in raising their opinions and will in social and political situations. In the upper classes, 

women were sometimes able to affirm their opinions using their husband’s or father’s titles 

and when doing so they socially legitimized their opinion and would have the chance to be 

taken seriously (Reynolds 36). In 1882 the English Parliament instituted the Married 

Woman’s Property Act, which allowed married women to control and own their own 

property. Thus, it was a step towards an individual separation from the married unit and 

women could stand on their own. In addition, the Women’s Suffrage Movement, led by the 

National Union of Women’s Suffrage Society, was also gaining momentum and fighting 

for universal suffrage. To the modern audience it might seem as futile steps, but it set the 

tone and laid the ground work in the acceptance and/or recognition of women’s 

independence (Reynolds 83).  

The 1890’s, in particular, were a time of great social and economic unrest, but also one of a 

continued work for social reform and aspiration for self-betterment; for yourself as well as 
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your environment. Thomas Carlyle once wrote: “The time for levity, insincerity, and idle 

babble and play-acting, in all kinds, is gone by; it is a serious, grave time” (215). It was in 

this social climate that the trial of Oscar Wilde became such a popular distraction, which 

both scandalized and entertained the upper and middle classes. Homo-social relationships 

had until this time been regarded as harmless, but were now scrutinized. It was still taboo to 

have amorous homosexual feelings and made illegal through the Sodomy Law; sexual acts 

that seemed unnatural (Powell 131). A very interesting point, however, was that romantic 

friendships between women were viewed to be integral to Victorian notions of female 

sexuality. What is important to consider here is that women’s sexuality was considered 

non-existent. Therefore, “romantic” relationships between women were not seen as a threat 

to indecency.  It is quite interesting to look at the Victorian era as a time of great 

contradictions and hypocrisy. Sexuality was radically suppressed yet there was an active 

underground of prostitution and pornography. Women were finding ways to become more 

actively involved in political life, while still considered subservient to men. Imperialists 

were sending their ships all over the world, yet shunning foreigners that entered the British 

Isles (Reynolds 24). These juxtapositions caused great social tension and helped fuel 

modern debate involving the true nature of Victorian life.  

 

Sexuality  

 

The Victorian Society was very much a sexually repressed one, as was reflected in fashion, 

art, literature, behavior and laws, among other things. The Criminal Law Amendment Act 

from 1885 was a way for the Victorians to uphold their “standards” and “morale” (Powell 
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67). This new amendment to the Sodomy Act made it easier to prosecute homosexuals for 

being homosexuals without having to prove the act of sodomy (Reynolds 88). Some critics 

have argued that The Importance of Being Earnest (1885), by Oscar Wilde is a metaphor 

for homosexual life in having to live a respectable life but also leading a parallel passionate 

life. Early in the century, homosexual activity was solely thought of as sin and a crime in a 

religious or moral context. By the end of the Oscar Wilde in 1885, homosexuality had 

become a derogatory term, before only being used as a medical term for sexual desire 

(Powell 142). Romantic relationships between women were considered to be non sexual, 

since women, according to the Victorians, didn’t have sexual desires. No laws addressed 

lesbianism, since authorities appeared to consider it too unimaginable or unmentionable 

even to condemn. On occasion women were seen dressed up as men, and at times were 

prosecuted for the fact. The moral codes were so important to the Victorians that “unnatural 

behavior” would be eradicated before they could do any harm to the stoic society of the late 

nineteenth century. 

 

Women’s Roles and Feminism 

 

As it had been for centuries, women were tied to the house and all the chores that came 

with being a house wife and a mother. As a woman, one moved from one’s father to one’s 

husband, and then had children that would keep the lineage going. As an aristocratic 

woman, however, one did not have to care for the house hold nor the children as it was 

taken care of by the servant staff and the maids. An aristocratic woman only had to produce 

the lineage (Reynolds 21). As the Victorian society was a very Christian one, the subject of 
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being a good wife was very important. One could not get away from the expectations 

brought upon people by religious traditions.  

Lord Talbot said the following to his daughter Cecil before her marriage: 

“After the Almighty, let your husband reign in your heart. You have now no duty but to 

obey him. Watch his looks and fulfill all his wishes, conform yourself to his habits and 

inclinations. Have but one mind, have no secrets from him. Be open, unreserved with him, 

reserved and cautious with all other men…. The married life is either one of happiness or 

of misery and much depends on the tact and conduct of the wife” (Reynolds 23). 

Sexuality seemed only important in the gender identity aspect, where sons had more value 

than daughters, for the purpose to breed sons who could inherit property. Daughters were 

often seen as a burden as they didn’t bring money into the family. However, with the 

Women’s Property Act, women got more power, property and therefore more 

independence.  

 

Religion 

 

The idea of marrying outside of your religion was nonexistent, in particular in the upper 

classes. In the upper classes men and women were matched to one another based on 

religion, wealth and status. One could not get away from the religious implications as it 

was so ingrained in the moral functions of the society. However, for some people, religion 

was the guiding factor in their lives, while for most it was a social obligation. There is no 

doubt that there existed tension between the Churches of England, Ireland and Scotland, yet 

they accepted each other; while other religions would not be taken into consideration. 
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Lady Helen Gladstone once noted: “marrying a jewess isn’t very nice” (Reynolds 80). 

Jews were often the subject of cartoons, with large noses and limbs being over accentuated. 

Often they were depicted as animals; as animals are beneath humans. They were depicted 

as unattractive people since they were regarded as such. 

Jews were not allowed to serve in parliament until 1858, before then potential office 

holders were required to take an oath “on the true faith as a Christian” (Bar-Yosef 67). 

Anti-Semitism in the nineteenth century England was sometimes a complicated 

phenomenon as Jewish people often were well educated and held good governmental posts. 

Some of the richest people in England in the nineteenth century were Jewish. So it was 

sometimes difficult for the rules of morality in England to decide on Jewish people as 

friend or foe. The choice to friend or de-friend often ended up being dependant on 

individual circumstances. Some wealthy Jewish families could use their money to turn 

themselves into proper English families, with ladies and gentlemen. They maintained their 

Jewish religion and identity with pride in the home, but otherwise they blended into 

English society (Bar-Yosef 73). 

 

 Class Roles 

 

Up until about 1880 the British aristocrats believed that it was their divine right and duty to 

govern those less fortunate than them.  

Despite the incorporation of the middle classed into the political system in 1832, the 

aristocracy was deeply suspicious of the middle class and sometimes found them a greater 

threat to the social order than the laboring masses. As Lady Crawley from Downton Abbey 



7 
 

puts it while correcting her granddaughter for being sad: “Oh Sybil, don’t be so defeatist. 

It’s so middle class” (Downton Abbey 2011). This was to be considered the general 

opinion by the aristocrats of the middle classes. As the institution of Great Britain saw its 

duty to keep the morale and traditions in check, they used churches and schools, which 

survived on aristocratic patronage, to implement and reinforce the social hierarchies and 

stability in society. 

 

Artistic Movements in the Nineteenth Century 

 

The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood was a group of English painters who saw it as their 

intention to reform art by rejecting the mechanic approach adopted by the Mannerist ( an 

artistic style of the late sixteenth century characterized by distortion of elements such as 

scale and perspective) artists. They believed that the classical poses and elegant 

compositions of Raphael had been a corrupting influence on the academic teachings of art. 

Hence the name: Pre-Raphaelite. Themes and subjects of the Pre- Raphaelite movement 

varied among the artists and poets but tended to focus on the religious, the sensual, the 

medieval, and the “beautiful” (Prettejohn 88). Pre-Raphaelite art was in particular 

characterized by bright colors streams of sunlight and exquisite attention to detail. As so 

many artistic movements before them they saw it as their duty to go against the grind. The 

movement was quite a mismatch in relation to the Victorian society, and was disliked by 

many for displaying the sensual, erotic, introspective, and occasionally morbid and 

unhealthy in their art.  
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Pre-Raphaelitism can also be related to poetry; Rossettisim and Aestheticism seemed to be 

an interchangeable term for many poets and critics of the decade. The artists asked 

questions like; “What is really real?” “Where lives the soul?” “Is beauty sufficient unto 

itself?” “Is art its own excuse for being?” (Prettejohn 97). 

Art Nouveau was another great art movement that started in the late 19the century and 

continued into the early twentieth century. It grew as a reaction to the historicism of the 

nineteenth century; characterized by use of a-symmetrical lines inspired by plant forms. 

The Arts and Crafts Movement of the 1890’s also influenced it.  In Britain Art Nouveau 

was mostly popular in wallpaper, furniture design as well as certain architectural aspect 

within the home (Warren 42).  

Oscar Wilde’s characteristics prove a good example of having Art Nouveau propensities. 

Apart from his persona, his poetry and literature accentuated the Art Nouveau aestheticism.  

 “Beyond the mannered eccentricities Wilde exhibited in his deliberate cultivation of a 

public persona, beyond the famous utterances that seem to serve as captions to it, lies a 

largely coherent and complex aesthetic theory of ‘art for art’s sake,’ derived from the 

aestheticism of Walter Pater, though not merely derivative of it.  Morality and immorality, 

art and life, truth and lies – throughout his work, each of these categories garner their very 

particular meaning by way of Wilde’s paradoxical rhetoric and self-consciously per 

formative style.  In a generically diverse body of criticism …– how he makes his arguments 

often matters just as much as what, at isolated moments, they assert” (Becker-Leckrone 

2002). 

It is evident that, just like with Art Nouveau and Pre-Raphaelites, Oscar Wilde used 

revolutionary approaches in the pursuit of modernism. 
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Imperialism 

  

British Imperialism in the 1890’s was for the most part a reaction to the new surge in 

political and economic development of nations such as France, Russia and Germany. 

Continental Europe was beginning to expand and compete with Britain, which was a 

massive problem as Britain’s economy was dependent on foreign markets. Britain, France, 

and Germany became involved in a race to get to Africa’s natural resources, but also to 

obtain the Suez Canal. Britain, however, focused on diamonds and gold in South Africa 

Despite these advancements in Africa, British Imperialism in the 1890’s was in decline as 

other powers in Europe began to rise (Bar-Yosef 174).  

The mid nineteenth century also saw a shift from the Universalist assumptions of the 

antislavery movement, which assumed a common humanity between blacks and whites, 

towards a new purportedly scientific racism derived from Darwin.  

 

The Play 

 

It was in this climate that the director Leslie Jacobsen decided to set The Merchant of 

Venice; in the year 1898. William Shakespeare wrote The Merchant of Venice sometime 

between 1596 and 1598. It is usually classified as a tragic comedy, while sharing some 

similarities with Shakespeare’s other romantic comedies. The play might be best 

remembered for its Jewish moneylender character Shylock and the dramatic scenes 

involving him. 
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Even though the most memorable character might be Shylock, the play’s main character is 

its namesake Antonio. 

The play set out in Venice Italy, one of the most prosperous cities in the world; with an 

abundance of art, music, fashion, high society and religion. A young Venetian; Bassanio, 

needs a loan of three thousand ducats so that he can court Portia, a wealthy heiress. 

Bassanio approaches his friend Antonio, a wealthy merchant, about the money. Antonio 

agrees to lend Bassanio the money, however, Antonio is cash poor due to the fact that his 

merchandise and ships are all at sea. Antonio tells Bassanio that he will supply him the 

money if he can find a lender. Bassanio goes to a Jewish moneylender Shylock to 

negotiate a loan. Shylock hates Antonio because of his anti-Semitism, but he also feels 

undermined by Antonio who lends money to zero interest. Shylock nevertheless agrees to 

a short-term loan, however, under a certain condition that if the loan is not repaid within 

three months, Shylock may take a pound of flesh from Antonio. Antonio agrees, 

confident that his ships will return in time. 

 In Belmont Portia is flooded with suitors. According to the terms of Portia’s father’s 

will, all suitors must choose from three caskets, one of which contains a portrait of her. If 

the suitor chooses the casket with her portrait he may marry Portia, but if he picks the 

wrong one he must return home empty-handed. The Princes of Morocco and Aragon fail 

the test and are rejected. As Bassanio prepares to travel to Belmont for the test, 

his friend Lorenzo elopes with Shylock’s daughter, Jessica. Bassanio chooses the lead 

casket, which contains her picture, and Portia happily agrees to marry him immediately.  

Meanwhile, two of Antonio’s ships have been wrecked at sea and the cargo lost. 

Antonio’s creditors are pressuring him for repayment. Word comes to Bassanio about 
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Antonio’s predicament, and he hurries back to Venice, leaving Portia behind. Portia 

follows him, accompanied by her maid, Nerissa. They disguise themselves as a male 

lawyer and his clerk. As Bassanio returns to Venice the date for Antonio debt to Shylock 

has passed, which leaves Antonio unable to satisfy the bond. Shylock is even more 

determined to take revenge on Christians after his daughter has converted to Christianity 

and elope with Lorenzo, taking a substantial amount of Shylock's wealth with her. 

Shylock has Antonio arrested and brought before court. 

 Even when Bassanio offers double the amount in repayment, Shylock, now infuriated by 

the loss of his daughter, is intent on seeking revenge on Antonio. In the midst of this 

drama, while the Duke wants to save Antonio but is unwilling to set a dangerous legal 

precedent of nullifying a contract, Portia arrives in disguise to defend Antonio. Given the 

authority of judgment by the Duke, Portia decides that Shylock can extract pound of flesh 

as long as he doesn’t draw blood, as it is against the law to shed a Christian’s blood. 

Since it is obvious that to cut a pound of flesh out of Antonio would kill him, Shylock is 

denied his suit. Moreover, for conspiring to murder a Venetian citizen, Portia orders that 

he should forfeit all his wealth. Half is to go to Venice, and the other half to Antonio. 

Antonio gives his half back to Shylock on the condition that Shylock bequeaths it to his 

disinherited daughter, Jessica. Shylock must also convert to Christianity. A broken 

Shylock accepts. News arrive that Antonio’s remaining ships have returned safely. With 

the exception of Shylock, all celebrate a happy ending to the affair. 
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The Director’s Concept 

 

The director Leslie Jacobsen, professor of theatre at the George Washington University, 

had long wanted to approach this so called “problem play”. According to professor 

Jacobsen, this “problem play” mainly deals with a problem occupied by the audience; 

where they might be left with conflicting feelings about the plays resolution and confused 

about its moral center. 

Professor Jacobsen wanted to establish the power of now, and for the audience to 

experience that moment. She wanted to show that happiness and freedom and freedom are 

not guaranteed for all, despite what time period or area one lives in. According to professor 

Jacobsen it was interesting to realize yet quite troubling to witness the anti-Semitism, 

racism and xenophobia present in the play, and draw parallels to our modern society of 

today. 

It is interesting to note that Professor Jacobsen draws attention to these specific themes by 

setting the play in 1898, a few years after the trial of Oscar Wilde where he was convicted 

of “gross indecency”. Wilde and his circle of friends and aesthetes were trend setters in 

style and taste, and Antonio’s circle of friends resembles that. Women gaining more 

independence in the nineteenth century meant that two of the young men in the play could 

be female, who just like their friends Bassanio, Gratiano and Lorenzo could study at 

Oxford. These young men and women are avant garde when it comes to fashion, 

embracing the Pre-Raphaelite artists, Art Nouveau and everything else modern that would 

indulge their life style. Professor Jacobsen explains that these men and women are avant 

garde not only in fashion but also in their sexuality. Among a number of many compelling 
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choices professor Jacobsen decided to take her cue from Oscar Wilde’s obsessive devotion 

to Alfred, Lord Douglas aka Bosie. Wilde could not deny Bosie anything, even if it meant 

putting his own personal life and reputation at risk. This willingness to go to the extremes, 

even at the risk of one’s own life, resonates with professor Jacobsen’s view of Antonio and 

that he agreed to the bond with Shylock. 

The world of Belmont, where Portia lives is mainly a female one, now when her father has 

died, leaving her to finding a husband by the rules of his last will and testament. In this 

production of The Merchant of Venice, Portia has been raised up India and in the upper 

classes of Victorian high society in England. Her closest confidante, and lady in waiting, 

Nerissa is of mixed background; her mother being Indian and her father a highly ranked 

diplomat.  

Shylock’s world is divided between Venice and the Jewish quarter. His servant Lancelot 

Gobbo, is of mixed race, and is trying to trade up in his employment, moving from an 

employer who is an “outsider” to a gentleman of the inner circle. Shylock’s daughter, 

Jessica, by following her heart, marries into the inner circle. In the play, professor Jacobsen 

raises the question to the audience, whether they think Jessica is successful in her 

metamorphosis. As the audience watch the characters navigate through the dangers of 

divided desires and loyalties to the plays conclusion, one might experience moments of 

discomfort and uncertainty. On the topic of “outsidership”, professor Jacobsen’s 

fundamental queries deal with the notion of discrimination and tolerance, not just in the 

abstract but in the ways in which one conducts one’s daily life. 
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Analysis of the Play and the Key Themes in this Production 

 

Unlike a feudal society, which is based on land, the basis of this society is money coming 

from speculative trade, not from production, as in an industrial society. It is interesting to 

note the setting of the late 19th century, where the industrialization and empire was at its 

peak. The juxtaposition is that the play is set in a time where production was of most 

interest, yet the theme of the play is speculative trade (Bloom 143). 

As Bloom says “The Venetians are fashionable frivolous, and it is true that, like all 

frivolous people, they are also a little sad” (Bloom 142) 

Antonio's unexplained depression; "In sooth I know not why I am so sad",  (Evans 288) and 

utter devotion to Bassanio has led some critics to theorize that he is suffering 

from unrequited love for Bassanio and is depressed because Bassanio is coming to an age 

where he will marry a woman. In his plays and poetry Shakespeare often depicted strong 

male bonds of varying homosociality, which has led some critics to infer that Bassanio 

returns Antonio's affections despite his obligation to marry (Bloom 143).  

“Antonio: Commend me to your honourable wife: 

Tell her the process of Antonio's end, 

Say how I lov'd you, speak me fair in death; 

And, when the tale is told, bid her be judge 

Whether Bassanio had not once a love. 

Bassanio: But life itself, my wife, and all the world 

Are not with me esteemed above thy life; 
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I would lose all, ay, sacrifice them all 

Here to this devil, to deliver you” (Evans 311) 

In his essay "Brothers and Others", published in The Dyer's Hand, W. H. Auden describes 

Antonio as "a man whose emotional life, though his conduct may be chaste, is concentrated 

upon a member of his own sex" (Bloom 27). Antonio's feelings for Bassanio are likened to 

a couplet from Shakespeare's Sonnets: "But since she pricked thee out for women's 

pleasure, Mine be thy love, and my love's use their treasure" (Evans 1847) Antonio, says 

Auden, embodies the words on Portia's leaden casket: "Who chooseth me, must give and 

hazard all he hath." Auden argues that Antonio has taken this potentially fatal turn because 

he despairs, not only over the loss of Bassanio in marriage, but also because Bassanio 

cannot requite what Antonio feels for him. Antonio's frustrated devotion is a form of 

idolatry: the right to live is yielded for the sake of the loved one. There is one other such 

idolater in the play: Shylock himself. Shylock, however unintentionally, did, in fact, hazard 

all for the sake of destroying the enemy he hated; and Antonio, however unthinkingly he 

signed the bond, hazarded all to secure the happiness of the man he loved (Bloom 23). Both 

Antonio and Shylock, agreeing to put Antonio's life at a forfeit, stand outside the normal 

bounds of society.  

Other interpreters of the play regard Auden's conception of Antonio's sexual desire for 

Bassanio as questionable. Michael Radford, director of the 2004 film version starring Al 

Pacino, explained that although the film contains a scene where Antonio and Bassanio 

actually kiss, the friendship between the two is platonic, in line with the prevailing view of 

male friendship at the time. Jeremy Irons, in an interview, concurs with the director's view 
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and states that he did not "play Antonio as gay" (Reuters 2004). Joseph Fiennes, however, 

who plays Bassanio, encouraged a homoerotic interpretation and, in fact, surprised Irons 

with the kiss on set, which was filmed in one take. Fiennes defended his choice, saying "I 

would never invent something before doing my detective work in the text. If you look at 

the choice of language ... you'll read very sensuous language. That's the key for me in the 

relationship. The great thing about Shakespeare and why he's so difficult to pin down is his 

ambiguity. He's not saying they're gay or they're straight, he's leaving it up to his actors. I 

feel there has to be a great love between the two characters ... there's great attraction. I don't 

think they have slept together but that's for the audience to decide" (Reuters 2004).  

So is the right to live yielded for the sake of the loved one? It seem that way in this play. 

Does anyone in the play end up sincerely happy? However, it does bring up some 

interesting questions relating to unrequited love, great loss and grief, and how people 

continue living their lives holding on to those elements. In times of grief and loss people 

seem to turn to tradition, religion, and anything “structured” that would provide a sense of 

grounding. In Victorian era, one was not to show neither emotion nor weakness, and keep 

all on the inside while leaving the exterior polished and presentable. In the end it all seems 

a façade, a mask, to keep us from exposing our real selves. But underneath the masks there 

will be a brewing and one day it will rise to the surface and demonstrate itself in rage, or 

revenge, or some other kind of destructing feature. In the words of Oscar Wilde: “The only 

way to get rid of a temptation is to yield to it. Resist it and your soul grows sick with 

longing for the things it has forbidden to itself, with desire for what its monstrous laws 

have made monstrous and unlawful” (Powell 125). This quote speaks for all the themes that 

are happening in the Merchant of Venice; Antonio’s unrequited love, Bassanio’s 
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restlessness, and anti Semitism Portia’s need to be “free”, Jessica’s need to belong and 

Shylock’s pain turned revenge. 

 

The Designer’s Concept 

 

If the main themes in the play dealt with exclusion; xenophobia, anti Semitism, women’s 

liberation and unrequited homosexual love, how would I go about visualizing that in 

costumes? Naturally a huge part of it was being inspired through my research as well as 

using my imagination. With these amazing themes and tools given to me there were so 

much that could be done, so many places to pull from.  

As Shakespeare is sometimes very ambiguous in his plays, the subjects you want to focus 

on can be pulled out and manipulated to strengthen certain parts of the themes. Just like the 

kiss that Joseph Finnes added between Bassanio and Antonio. That was Joseph Finnes 

concept or “design” of that moment, depicting the love between the two friends. 

I wanted to play with that sense of ambiguity, as well as the juxtapositions that are drawn in 

the play as reflected in the nineteenth century society. It was important for me to be able to 

depict both a sense of “play” and frilliness, as well as authenticity and severity in my 

design. I found the juxtaposition of free organic forms and colors versus suppressed, 

submissive, Victorian silhouettes very interesting. I was inspired by the light colors and 

moving shapes and forms of Art Nouveau, and the Pre-Raphaelite images of women with 

long locks of hair and fabric rich dresses that draped around them. On the other end of that 

vision, I saw the strict and tall collars of the Victorian era; clothing that was meant to keep 

people in line, and remove any illusion to sexuality. In between these two opposing visions 
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falls the dandy. The dandy was a very important element to my design. The dandy 

epitomized men’s men showed their naughty side; a way of displaying and revealing 

themselves. Fashion, and more importantly, avant-garde fashion, was very important in the 

circle of friends, poets and artist surrounding Oscar Wilde. These men were thought of as 

dandies; flamboyant men who placed particular importance upon physical appearance, 

refined language, and leisurely hobbies, pursued with the appearance of nonchalance in a 

cult of Self.   

There are three worlds; Belmont, Venice and Shylock’s world. I wanted Belmont to be 

infused with organic shapes and flowy fabrics, Venice would inhabit the dandy and 

Shylock would keep it all together with a Victorian silhouette. 
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Chapter 2: The Research Process 

  Inspiration and Approach 

 

In initial meetings with Professor Leslie Jacobsen it was established that the notions of 

homosexuality, anti-Semitism, exoticism; representing the idea of the outsider wanting to 

fit in, were to lie as the foundation of the theme.  

Professor Jacobsen was in particular interested in the Art Nouveau and Pre- Raphaelite art 

movements. Moreover, Oscar Wilde was to be the inspiration from which Antonio would 

be modeled.  

Is beauty sufficient unto itself? This question was one of the first things that inspired me 

and led me to think if Bassanio is in love with Portia because of her beauty or the money. I 

would have to consider both. I saw before me a Portia with long trailing locks of hair, wild 

and free and sensuous, just like in Rossetti’s paintings of Jane Morris. Visions of beauty 

and sexual insinuation were to be found in Art Nouveau. What I found inspiriting about Art 

Nouveau, in this context, was that the art form was a conscious attempt at modernism and a 

departure from traditional Victorian forms of design, most of which looked back to the past 

for inspiration. For this production of The Merchant of Venice symbolism was very 

important, in order to reinforce the ambiguity of the themes. Symbolism was very 

prominent in Art Nouveau, in particular sexual symbolism. For example, a leaf may be just 

a leaf or perhaps it is part of the female body. Designers of the time used forms from the 

natural world in ways that suggested they might represent human limbs. To further 
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extenuate the difference between Belmont and Venice; the Victorians didn’t think that Art 

Nouveau belonged in the nineteenth century. Art Nouveau was not universally acclaimed, 

particularly in England. Many critics of the period saw it as decadent and self indulgent. I 

wanted Belmont to be just that; decadent and self-indulgent.  I thought decadence and self-

indulgence could be exemplified through long draping fabric. I wanted fabric that looked 

expensive and of finest quality; fabric that had been brought from the orient to Belmont, 

specifically for Portia. Having researched many Art Nouveau books and catalogues, with 

images of posters and colorful drawings, I wanted to incorporate that color scheme into the 

costumes in Belmont. The colors most prominent in my research, and which I wanted to 

use in my design, were generally muted or dusty in appearance; gold, green, beige, black, 

silver and some maroon. Blues were light with a tint of green and pink usually muted to 

almost a salmon color. It was also important to me to incorporate the characteristic curves 

employed by Art Nouveau artists. Such decorative “whiplash” motifs; formed by dynamic, 

undulating, and flowing lines in a syncopated rhythm, found throughout architecture, 

painting, sculpture and other forms of Art Nouveau. I found some very interesting 

photographs from the end of the nineteenth century. They depicted designers turning Art 

Nouveau art into costumes, using some of the Victorian silhouette combined with Art 

Nouveau ornamentation and draping style. I decided to incorporate that feature into Portia 

and Nerissa’s costumes. Researching for the costumes in Venice, on the other hand, my 

main source of inspiration was Oscar Wilde and Bosie, and their circle of friends (fig 1). 

Delving into the Victorian fashion, and in particular, the dandy fashion, I found myself 

chiseling out the costumes for Antonio and the boys in Venice. These characters had to be 

on the cutting edge of fashion, and not be afraid to show their flamboyant side, especially 
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when playing up the homosexual undertones in their characters. I researched a lot of 

material on Oscar Wilde, as well as volumes of Victorian men’s fashion. I thought I would 

give myself a bit of carte blanche, relying heavily on my imagination when designing for 

the gentlemen in Venice, adding to the avant-garde flair that a nineteenth century dandy 

would have appreciated. 

Shylock’s costume, on the other hand, had to be as historically accurate as possible. The 

design for Shlylock’s costume had to represent persistence and tradition, just like the 

Victorian society itself. I researched Jewish history and found images and photographs of 

Jewish people through the ages. I came to realize that Jewish “fashion” had not changed 

that much through time, naturally, due to the fact that a lot of what they wear has religious 

connotation. However, Shylock was also a man living in the Victorian society and his 

costume had to fit that tradition as well. I was drawn to the more somber colors for Shylock 

and Jessica. Not only because that was a common color scheme among the religious 

Victorians but also because I wanted to emphasize that Shylock and Jessica are not living 

happy lives, and as much as they want to fit in, they also want to blend in unnoticeable.   

 

Division Between Three Worlds: Venice, Shylock’s Home and Belmont 

 

I wanted distinguishable visual separation of the three worlds, Venice, Shylock’s home and 

Belmont, and for the costumes to fully represent the different worlds. Since some of the 

characters travel through the different worlds it was important to take hold of that fact and 

decide what to do about that. The men; Bassanio, Gratiano and Lorenzo travel to and from 

Belmont, yet I decided for them to stay in their “dandy” costumes throughout the play. My 
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argument for this, apart from the fact that there was minimal time to change full costumes, 

was that the dandy men don’t “change character” or develop emotionally throughout the 

play. Thus they prance from Venice to Belmont and back. The female characters, on the 

other hand, have part or full character changes. Apart from the suffragettes that play the 

same game as the men (Salanio and Salarino, which are men in the original script, were 

cast as female suffragettes), all the female characters have change happen to their person 

that is reflected in their costume. Take Jessica for example. She decides to abandon her 

Jewish faith to become a Christian, because she wants to marry Lorenzo. She transforms 

from a proper young Victorian woman into an Art Nouveau inspired lady. She lets her hair 

down; her dress becomes more statuesque and embraces the modern, organic and free 

forms of Art Nouveau. She might do this reluctantly, and with her shy posture she does not 

seem comfortable in her new role, because she is an outsider in this new world, yet the 

composition fully embraces the theme of the play. As a converted Jewess she will never be 

entirely accepted by her new people, despite being appropriately dressed. She is 

uncomfortable behind her mask. The only place where she can somewhat take of her mask 

(thought she can’t tell her father she is in love with Lorenzo, a Christian) and be herself is 

at her home with her father Shylock. It is in his home where Shylock can take is hat of and 

show his kippah, a sign of his religion, and release the troubles that are on his mind. 

Belmont became the Art Nouveau world; the modern world with progressive designs and 

color schemes. Venice represented the Victorian world, a strict world with tall starched 

collars and stiff upper lips. Venice was a world that was still looking to the past for 

reassurance and stability. Shylock’s home was supposed to be a place where he and his 

family could be who they truly were, where they could take off their masks and be free. In 
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Shylock’s home the more somber and respectful color tones would live, representing the 

life that they led. 
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Chapter 3: Design Concept and Analysis, Character by Character 

Antonio: I wanted Antonio’s costume to embody a lot of pompous and significance. I 

needed Antonio to hold a grand mix of Victorian stature and Oscar Wilde’s strength and 

self-importance. It was important to me that he be both the big shot Victorian moneylender 

and the flamboyant dandy, who I believe loves Bassanio. So when Antonio dresses, he 

dresses not only as a wealthy merchant but he also dresses as a man in love. It’s important 

to note, for Antonio’s character, that I believe he feels an agape kind of love for Bassanio; 

a love that is unconditional and all consuming. I decided to put Antonio in a grey top hat to 

give him stature and make him look important. Antonio was dressed in a blue suit; with a 

faint white check pattern, and a vibrant and shiny lavender vest and cravat. Over his suit I 

dressed him in an over coat with a collar of real fur, a stole, to accentuate the Oscar Wilde 

in him (fig 2). The costume also included, grey gloves and white spats, a pocket watch, a 

ring and a cane to top things off. 

Shylock: Shylock is a man in pain, who carries a lot of troubles on his shoulders. A man 

who, everyday has to struggle for acceptance, will it be as a business-man, a religious man 

or a father. This lack of acceptance and recognition has made him bitter. I decided to 

costume Shylock in very somber colors. Or one might think of them as somber when 

compared to the uppity color scheme of the dandy. In reality I wanted to costume Shylock 

the way an affluent Jewish man would dress in Victorian England, with fine fabrics and 

good quality clothing. Shylock is rich, and most probably a prominent figure in his culture, 

yet he doesn’t want to make too much of a stir, and stand out negatively in the Christian 
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world in which he works. I wanted that conundrum to be reflected in his costume. Shylock 

is costumed in black trousers and jacket and with a long black over coat for exterior scenes. 

Underneath his jacket he wears a beautiful maroon vest with a flower pattern and pocket 

watch. Underneath Shylock’s dress shirt and vest he wears a tallit, a prayer shawl, which is 

not seen by the audience but it’s still there as a secret and testimonial to Shylock’s faith. 

Shylock also wears a maroon cravat, a pair of round spectacles and black coach-man’s hat. 

Underneath his hat Shylock wears a kippah, which we only get to see in the indoor scenes 

from Shylock’s home, where he can wear his faith and culture proudly. The vest was to 

reflect Shylock’s wealth, seen through the expensive fabrics and the deep colors. Having 

buttons covered in velvet and being the popular style waistcoat of the time it also signified 

fitting into the popular culture of the elite. However, most importantly I wanted it to reflect 

Shylock’s modesty, being a piece of excellent craftsmanship yet neither showy nor 

revealing. 

Bassanio: Bassanio is a mischievous man, which to me, is established by the fact that we 

don’t know who he really loves and if he loves anyone at all. The convenience of a certain 

living standard probably comes before any kind of human connection. It seems almost as if 

Bassanio loves himself more than he loves anybody else. He seems to express Eros love 

exclusively, that kind of love that is an expression of the individual’s desires. I wanted this 

to be evident in Bassanio’s costume. The color scheme for Bassanio was black and white, 

with a touch of pink to bring out the dandy in him. The jacket and vest were black and the 

trousers were a grey plaid, with a hint of red. Bassanio’s dress shirt was made out of a 

white and pink striped fabric with a tall stiff collar. I accessorized Bassanio in a black 

bowler, white scarf and white gloves. 
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Gratiano: Gratiano is Bassanio’s sidekick, and follows his friend in all opinions and 

decisions. He seems a man with quite a temperament, head strong and always ready to 

defend Bassanio. Thus, he doesn’t seem to be the most individualistic character in the 

group. Gratiano was costumed in a light blue color scheme. He wore a blue pin striped suit, 

with an embroidered silk vest and pink cravat: a full flooded dandy indeed. I wanted all the 

young Antonio groupies to be wearing bowlers, and in Gratiano’s instance it was a grey 

bowler that finished off the outfit. 

Lorenzo: Lorenzo falls in love with Jessica, and that is a brave choice for its time. Whether 

it is because of her money that she brings with her when they elope, or her beauty we will 

never know. This was something I considered when I costumed Lorenzo. Lorenzo actually 

says he loves Jessica because she is smart, beautiful and loyal:  

Beshrew me but I love her heartily; 

For she is wise, if I can judge of her, 

And fair she is, as she hath proved herself, 

And therefore, like herself, wise, fair and true, 

Shall she be placed in my constant soul (Evans 299). 

When Lorenzo says “beshrew me (evil befall me) but I love her heartily, it seems that he 

has some anxiety about marrying the daughter of a Jew. In a play that is full of anti-

Semitic characters is one supposed to see Lorenzo’s willingness to marry Jessica as a 

signal of his progressive, open-minded attitude about race and religion? I had originally 

designed Lorenzo in a green and yellow striped jacket with off white linen pants. After 

some difficulty acquiring such a jacket, and not having the time to build it, I found a 

beautiful moss green plaid jacket with a tie in the back. Along with the jacket I got a pair 
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of grey striped pants, a green vest and matching ascot, and a brown bowler hat and white 

gloves to finish off the design.  

Salarino: Both Salarino and Salanio are both based on the suffragettes in the nineteenth 

century and their general way of dressing, which were a little more casual and relaxed 

compared to the “normal” Victorian woman. I decided to costume Salarino in a blouse 

with buttons, and khaki skirt, much shorter than the usual length, and boots with spats. I 

also decided to give her a purple velvet jacket that she could throw on in exterior scenes. 

In the night scene, after the masquerade, Salanio is costumed as a man, with black velvet 

trousers to match her jacket. 

Salanio: Salanio is a little bit more “female” than Salarino, or perhaps not yet as 

comfortable with her sexuality and lesbianism. Therefore, I decided to costume her in a 

purple blouse with Victorian sleeves (leg-o-mutton sleeves) and embroidered navy 

colored skirt. However, the skirt, as with Salanio was also made shorter than a usual 

Victorian skirt. As a last accessory I decided to clad Salanio in a boater. 

Portia: Portia is in the predicament of being a young, wealthy and beautiful woman, yet 

not having any power of what life she will have. Even beyond the grave, Portia’s father 

manipulates her marriage and she is not very happy about this. She says: “as a living 

daughter curbed by the will of her dead father” (Evans 290).  However, as the play 

develops and we see Portia in action it is clear that she is not just a beautiful girl with a 

large bank account, but she is both smart and cunning. I wanted Portia to look all female 

and curvy to resemble the Art Nouveau and Pre-Raphaelite images in the research.  Portia’s 

two part costume, the skirt and bodice were influenced by both the Victorian style fashion 

and Art Nouveau. The skirt had a train and the boned bodice was decorated with 
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accessories making it look similar to armor. This feature is something I found in my 

research, where fashion designers in the nineteenth century had taken their inspiration from 

Art Nouveau to create clothes.  There is an interesting coalition between the strict Victorian 

and the modern Art Nouveau in her costume. Her shoulders are bare, the boned bodice 

supported by shoulder bands in pink and ruffle. The olive green velvet fabric (fig.3) had an 

elaborate and organic pattern that was just faintly visible from the audience. Reminiscent of 

her father’s days in the orient, she starts out the first few scenes wearing a sari like shawl. I 

put both Portia and Nerissa in beaded Indian slippers. Firstly, to evoke the Indian influence 

on their dress, and secondly as a practical solution, since they both had to walk up and 

down a large stair case and spend a whole scene on top of a tower. For the court scene I put 

Portia in a dark blue lawyer’s robe. She also wore blue trousers and a white shirt 

underneath the robe. To cover her hair I put her in grey circled felt hat, pinned to the top of 

her head.  

Nerissa: Nerissa is Portia’s lady in waiting, and often acts as Portia’s sounding board. In 

this version of the play she is of mixed background, where her mother was Indian and her 

father a British diplomat. Therefore, also Nerissa is struggling with the idea of not being 

entirely accepted. I wanted Nerissa’s costume to reflect her heritage, as well as be in line 

with the Art Nouveau/ Victorian style that Portia was dressed in. Just like in Portia’s case I 

put Nerissa in a two-piece; a skirt and a bodice. Her shoulders were bare and the top of the 

bodice was decorated in beads, depicting an Art Nouveau pattern. The corset and skirt were 

made out of the same electric blue green taffeta fabric. This color was taken directly from 

the Art Nouveau color palette in my research. I put Nerissa in a lot of Indian style jewelry, 

bracelets around her wrist, and a snake like golden ring that would curl around her over 
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arm. Most of her hair was hanging free, with a few colored ribbons trickling down. Just like 

Portia, Nerissa also wore a sari like shawl and Indian slippers. For the court scene Nerissa 

wore a black robe, black hat (with her hair pulled up underneath), black trousers, white 

shirt with suspenders and black slippers for her feet.  

Jessica: Jessica breaks her father’s heart by eloping with Lorenzo and converting to 

Christianity. This might seem cruel, but her life in her dad’s home is not a happy one. 

While being an obedient daughter at her father’s home she wears a blouse and a gore skirt 

in the same maroon color scheme as her father. I wanted her to wear a costume that would 

reflect what a woman wore in the home while doing house-work. Her objective is not to be 

attractive or desired and that had to be reflected in the costume. Her hair was pulled back, 

with a few curls in the front, true to the more demure Victorian hairstyles of the day. When 

she left her home for Belmont and converted to Christianity, I put her in a statuesque Art 

Nouveau inspired dress. The dress was a dusty pink, Art Nouveau style, with black ribbon 

creating an organic shape throughout the dress. Her hair had been taken out and the soft 

curls falling down around her shoulders. For her escape scene, where she disguises as a 

boy, I gave her a pair of dark grey trousers with suspenders, a matching jacket and a cap. 

Jessica had to do a quick change into the “boy” outfit, so the clothes had to be fairly simple 

and arranged so as to be easy to get on. 

Old Gobo: Old Gobo serves as the main comedic element in the play, and together with 

her son Lancelot they have a really funny scene.  Old Gobo is blind and doesn’t, at first, 

recognize her son. I wanted this to be apparent in the costume. I believe her to be some sort 

of market vender, and I thought it appropriate to put her in a skirt with a dirty apron. 

Moreover, as Old Gobo is not a person of any kind of means I thought it would be funny if 
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I could make her into a little bit of a hoarder and hang a lot of different types of useless 

objects around her waist and on her apron. I also decided to put her in layers; a blouse 

above a long sleeved shirt, to remove any trace of sexuality. In order for her to look old I 

put a scarf around her head, covering her hair. 

Lancelot Gobo: Lancelot is the clown and a servant. As well as being a comedic element, 

he also serves as a reminder to the audience how awful it is to live with Shylock, for both 

him and Jessica. Since Lancelot moves to another house I wanted him to have a slightly 

different look serving in his new location. While working for Shylock I put him in a pair of 

grey tails, with red lining. He was wearing black pants that were way to short, emphasizing 

the fact that they were someone else’s throwaways and that he couldn’t afford to buy new 

clothes. When moving to Bassanio’s house I put him in black tails, still wearing the same 

pants, making him look more typically outfitted as a servant in his attire. With this he was 

wearing a funny brown felt hat that kind of looked like a mushroom on his head, adding to 

his comedic element. Lastly, he wore a soft, fuzzy, scarf around his neck. This was a vital 

piece of costume because when Old Gobo first hugs him she thinks that he has a beard and 

buries her face in it. 

Lady in Waiting: The Lady in Waiting works for Portia in Belmont. Her purpose is to 

announce guests or bring messages to Portia. She sometimes serves as a second confidant 

to Portia. Since the Lady in Waiting doesn’t serve such a huge purpose, I wanted to 

understate her costume a little bit. I also didn’t want her to distract from Portia and 

Nerissa’s costumes. Firstly I put the actress in a corset, and then in a gold/brown 

embroidered dress. I also gave her a dusty pink belt where she could attach her house- 

keeping keys. 
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The Judge/ Duchess of Venice: The Judge’s role is to uphold the law; therefore, I wanted 

the judge to resemble Queen Victoria. Thus emphasizing the ultimate “power” the English 

Victorian society had over its people, with no place for error or disobedience. Therefore, 

the Judge was costumed in a black lace bodice and a maroon embroidered skirt, and a black 

widows head dress resembling that of what Queen Victoria wore. I also decided to give her 

black gloves and a huge gold colored Christian cross to hang around her neck. 

Prince of Aragon: I wanted the Prince of Aragon to look Spanish. To wear a Victorian 

style suit, but with all the paraphernalia that royals clad themselves in. I wanted him to 

have a big hat and a feather, as well as a Dali mustache, to add to the ridiculousness of him 

and the scene’s entertainment value. 

Prince of Morocco: I wanted the Prince of Morocco to be over the top with the bling. He 

was probably the wealthiest of all the suitors and with an abundance of gold, jewels and 

amazing fabrics. I wanted him to exemplify Africa’s treasures, and why the Victorians 

wanted their resources. I thought the Prince of Morocco would look splendid in a white suit 

to accentuate his dark skin. Moreover, I thought it interesting if he could look westernized 

rather than wearing some kind of traditional, and “presumed” cultural Moroccan tunic. I 

wanted the Prince of Morocco to try and fit in, not to be looked upon as an “other” but as 

an accepted suitor to Portia. Thus, I put the character in white attire that resembled a 

Victorian suit. I draped his head in a blue and gold beaded headdress, tied around the head 

with a decorative rope. I adorned him with necklaces and rings, adding to the overbearing 

quality of the whole costume. 
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Chapter 4: The Design and Building Process 

Fabric Purchase and Budget 

 

Due to the lack of proper fabric stores in DC it was decided early on that I was going to go 

to New York, to the fabric district, to purchase the fabrics for the Merchant of Venice. I 

thought it would be important to do such a trip to New York. In particular because it is such 

a learning opportunity, budget wise and fabric wise, I would be able to acquire the fabric 

that most accurately reflected my designs. Since we were building most of the women’s 

costumes I needed good quality fabric that was not over priced and that was only to be 

found in New York. Tragically, in DC we suffer from having to manage on only two fabric 

stores: Jo-Ann’s and G-street fabrics. G-Street might have its share of good stock, but is 

quite expensive for this area and was not in line with my budget. 

Professor Johannesdottir and I took the bus early on Saturday morning and arrived in New 

York before noon. From the time we arrived to the time we left to go back we had probably 

rummaged through most of the fabric stores in the fabric district. I found fabric for all the 

pieces that I wanted to build, but it took some serious bargaining and going through 

numerous stacks and bolts of fabric. It was important not to give in to enthusiastic fabric 

sales men who promised us that their fabric was not to be found in any other store. More 

often than not that was not the case but it was nice to be able to compare prices between 

identical fabrics in different stores. I was very impressed with Mood Fabrics; the store 

made famous for its great fabric and accessory selection and being featured on the show 
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Project Runway. I could have spent years in that store. However, with a costume budget of 

$1750 it’s impossible to get all the fabric you want from the best store. From Mood Fabrics 

I ended up getting Portia’s dress fabric; a beautiful olive green velvet with an organic 

pattern. I purchased a white and pink striped shirt cotton fabric for Bassanio. I found both 

skirt fabrics for the suffragette characters; a tan linen fabric for Salarino and a navy blue 

cotton fabric with white embroidery for Salanio. A very exciting purchase was Shylock’s 

vest fabric. I wanted something very specific for his vest, and I wanted it to come as close 

to my rendering as possible. I found an almost identical fabric to my rendering; a corduroy 

maroon fabric with a black pattern details.  

An interesting point is that many costume designers first find fabric that they like and then 

render their designs using those fabrics. For me it was the other way around, I had 

renderings with detail and then I had to find fabric that would come as close to that as 

possible. I can definitely see the value in finding fabric first, being inspired by fabric, and 

then design the costumes. That is a practical aspect of design that I would really consider 

for future designs. However, in this case the costume renderings were due before our trip to 

New York. Therefore, I had to rely on luck and ingenuity to find fabrics that resembled my 

designs. 

I am really fascinated I how designs come together; how designers obtain their visual 

inspiration, process it and have it all come together in their designs. I can definitely be 

inspired by fabric, which I know from going to fabric stores where my imagination just 

summersaults. However, the way I have learned to design is from researching from books 

and other visual media, and not by being tactile or taking myself out of the library and out 

of my head to conceive a look. I’m not suggesting that I am not imaginative or afraid to 
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step out of the box, yet there is something to be considered looking at the way I go about 

retaining inspiration, collect it and develop it.  

In one of the smaller fabric stores I found the perfect fabric for Nerissa’s skirt and bodice; it 

was an electric blue/green taffeta fabric. In the same store we also decided to purchase the 

fabric for the sari shawls that both Portia and Nerissa would wear. Impressed by Professor 

Johannesdottir’s great negotiation skills we left the store with a lot of fabric for an excellent 

price. In a store down the street we found two different fabrics that would work for 

Jessica’s costume. I found a sheer checkered maroon fabric that would work perfectly for 

her blouse. After looking through quantities of fabric I decided on a soft canvas fabric for 

the gored skirt. The costume shop was working off a specific pattern from Janet Arnold’s 

Patterns of fashion 2: Englishwomen’s dresses & their construction c. 1860-1940; a five 

gore skirt pattern. I had designed it so that the gores would be made out of different fabric. 

I cut the front out of the maroon canvas fabric and made a waist band out of the same 

material. For the rest of the gores I used a darker maroon fabric I found some time later, 

while purchasing additional ribbons and beads for decoration purposes, at Jo-Ann’s fabric. 

Lastly I needed a fabric for Jessica’s conversion dress; when she goes from living with 

Shylock to live with Lorenzo. After a long day going from store to store I finally found a 

faint dusty pink fabric that resembled my rendering, as well as black ribbon to add the art 

nouveau decorative aspect to the dress. 

By the end of the day, I felt very pleased. I had bought most of what I needed, including 

trim, jewelry and other fabric accessories.  Going to New York to buy fabric was a very 

good idea budget wise, as you can’t really get inexpensive yet good fabric anywhere else 

on the east coast. I hope this is something that will be repeated for future thesis design 
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students. I the bill did not exceed $300 for the fabrics purchased in New York. It was a very 

good idea going to New York and purchase the bulk of the fabric so early on in the process, 

because when we returned we could begin construction almost immediately.   

When all the fabrics and fabric accessories had been purchased, and all the vests and hats 

for the men and shoes for the ladies as well as miscellaneous accessories, the sum added up 

to about $1650. I had about $100 left to use for dry cleaning. I sometimes find it quite 

difficult to stay within budget, so I was pretty pleased with myself. However, I had worked 

hard on planning not to go over budget on this show. 

 

Construction 

 

Once back in DC the building of the costumes in the costume shop started. Professor 

Johannesdottir was teaching a class called Pattern making and Construction and she 

decided to use some of the costumes in The Merchant of Venice as construction 

assignments in the class. It panned out very well, and was a great learning experience for 

the class. The costumes that were built for the class were: Portia’s bodice and skirt, 

Nerissa’s bodice and skirt, both of Jessica’s costumes, Salanio and Salarino’s skirts, and 

Shylock’s vest.  The class had been researching gored skirts (nineteenth century style) and 

all the students made individual patterns from scratch. These patterns were then 

manipulated to the costume style and the size of the actresses. There was a pattern made for 

Shylock’s vest. The pattern was made out of an older vest that had been fitted on the actor 

at an earlier stage and which had been a perfect fit. The vest actually proved to be the most 

challenging piece of costume, part because the student working on the piece wasn’t that 
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skilled and needed much supervision, but also because there are many intricate construction 

pieces to a period style vest. The lapel was difficult to make, as that had to be a complete 

separate pattern piece, and not manipulated from an already existing vest. The vest was the 

typical straight waistline vest of the nineteenth century; shawl lapels and single breasted 

with five black velvet buttons. Victorian fashion demanded that no gentleman be seen in 

public without a proper vest. The vest was an essential part of a gentleman's wardrobe in 

the nineteenth century.  

I had originally designed Salarino in a jacket and trousers that matched, similar to that of 

the late nineteenth century bicycle bloomers. I had designed Salanio in a wide skirt with a 

suit jacket. Professor Jacobsen wanted both characters to be more feminine. So I changed 

my designs to have both women in skirts, but with Salarino sporting a slightly more 

masculine touch. 

When starting to figure out how to build Portia and Nerissa’s costumes, which were 

originally rendered as reminiscent of Art Nouveau as being very flowy with long trains, we 

started to have a few concerns. Professor Johannesdottir was concerned that having the 

dresses stay in the Art Nouveau style wouldn’t read Art Nouveau to the audience, but be 

perceived as a very modern look, which was not what I was trying to conceive. The Art 

Nouveau style dresses that I had rendered wouldn’t have fit neither actress very well either, 

as their body shapes were quite different to the tall super slender body type that would best 

wear the dresses. The full Art Nouveau style dress, we thought, would be too confusing for 

the audience and that was something I didn’t want to project. Professor Johannesdottir and 

I started to think about how to make the dresses more appropriate to the time period, yet 

keep the Art Nouveau silhouette. It was very important to me that there were to be a 
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distinct difference between the women’s clothes in Venice (the more period accurate 1898) 

and Belmont (influenced by Art Nouveau), in order to emphasize the theme of 

differentiation in the play. I went back to my research and I found photos taken from the 

end of the century and from which I took inspiration to alter my designs. The photos 

showed nineteenth century fashion designer trying to incorporate Art Nouveau detail into 

the corset and bustle of the day (fig.1) Guided by Professor Johannesdottir, I decided it 

would be a good solution to turn the dresses into a two piece; a boned bodice and gored 

skirt in order to make the silhouette more time appropriate. I thought it important for me to 

stay away from the bustle, which would be the most historically accurate, because that 

would detract from the organic shapes that I wanted to suggest. A gored skirt and a boned 

bodice, keeping the shoulders bare, turned out to be the perfect solution from the original 

design.  The fabric that we bought in New York for Portia and Nerissa’s dresses worked 

perfectly for the new designs. The green velvet was a little heavy but draped beautifully on 

the actress playing Portia. It also turned out to be the perfect fabric for the bodice. I decided 

that I would make a real boned bodice for Portia; flat lining it and use boning to get the 

accurate shape. The actress playing Portia is quite curvy and a properly made boned bodice 

would add structure and elegant shape to her silhouette. The same procedure was not 

necessary to do for Nerissa’s bodice, as the actress was much smaller and the top did not 

have to act as silhouette shaper.  

I find it very interesting that construction choices, and sometimes also design choices,  do 

not only have to do with the beauty of the garment itself, but it also relates to the actor’s 

specific body and what needs to be done to make him or her look impeccable in their 
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costume. That is something that hadn’t been clear to me before, thus became extremely 

clear to me during the building process of my thesis.  

Professor Johannesdottir brought in Professor Linda Milian from West Virginia University 

to teach the pattern making and constructions class, how to drape a bodice onto a dress 

form. As Professor Milian is a specialist in corsetry she was generous to take some time to 

teach me how to build a boned bodice. I found the experience very rewarding and 

something I will take with me for the rest of my life. I was happy that I got to build a 

custom made Victorian boned bodice for my thesis show; a Victorian show that proved to 

be too modern for period clothing and therefore, did not emphasize on the traditional 

corseted element. As discussed before, Jessica had two costumes; a blouse and gored skirt 

when living at Shylock’s home and an Art Nouveau inspired dress after her conversion to 

Christianity. One of the very talented undergraduate students built Jessica’s high necked 

blouse and the five piece gored skirt. He constructed a full mock up in muslin out of his pre 

made pattern before starting to cut out pieces from the actual fabric he was going to use. 

(fig.2) He was very meticulous in his construction process and the costume came out 

beautifully. One of the other costume design graduate students built Jessica’s Art Nouveau 

dress. She seemed to have problems applying the black ribbon to the dress, without the 

application pulling at the dress fabric. It took a lot of taking out and reapplying the ribbon 

and then steaming the dress to stop the fabric from pulling. As a last minute note I decided 

to put some black flutter sleeves on the dress. The actress playing Jessica is very thin and 

her arms looked to skinny on stage without the sleeves. The costume construction process 

was very rewarding and I believe that the costumes came out beautifully. 
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Issues and Choices 

 

It is difficult discussing issues because many of them were minor and didn’t force me to do 

major alterations. The costumes were pretty much constructed and executed as to resemble 

the design renderings. I think that since professor Jacobsen works in an educational 

environment and knows the limitations of what can and cannot be done she was fairly 

reasonable when it came to changing last minute things. She was a little bit concerned 

about the weight of some of the actors and wanted to make sure that they were comfortable. 

I admit that a Victorian costume can be difficult to wear if you’re a larger person and not 

comfortable with it. I made sure to make all the actor’s look their best, despite size and 

other physical discomforts. Of course it was in my best interest to make this production 

look great and have a consistency, but also for every character to be able to stand on their 

own and tell their story. 

I was very keen on the idea of putting Bassanio in a flamboyant, velvety, and decorated 

pair of tails. I wanted Bassanio to stick out in his fashion. The actor playing Antonio was 

much taller and bigger than the actor playing Bassanio, and with all the layering of costume 

that Antonio was wearing I wanted Bassanio to be able to have some kind of stature next to 

Antonio.  I imagined that Bassanio had found this beautiful coat in a thrift store somewhere 

on his travels, making vintage into a fashion statement. I thought the jacket with tails suited 

his character; Being mischievous and unpredictable. I thought the tails would really 

amplify the contradictory nature of his character. However, professor Jacobsen did not 

agree with that costume choice and wanted Bassanio in a regular black jacket. It is my 

greatest regret about the production that we couldn’t agree on the tails, because I truly 
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believe it would have been such a statement both aesthetically and intellectually. To others 

it might seem such a small detail; however I thought it very important in order to bring 

forth the concept. 

I would also have liked to feel more secure and comfortable to argue more for my artistic 

choices. I have a lot of respect for professor Jacobsen as a director and her concept, but 

sometimes I really felt that she didn’t see things visually the way I did. On almost all 

occasions in this process I pulled back and didn’t really stand up for my design as much as 

I should have. On many occasions I knew that I was “right” relating to the historical 

context, and I felt that my design vision would really improve the play. I’m very aware of 

the fact that the director has the final word, however, for future reference I would like to, in 

a humble manner, stand up for my design choices a little bit better.   

Another thing that was difficult for me to handle in the production process and then 

throughout dress rehearsal, was Professor Jacobsen’s tendency to have overwhelming 

ideas, ones that she then started to tweak liberally. In that situation I had to work hard to 

keep my artistic spirit alive and well, as it is most dissatisfying when one’s aesthetic 

choices are being stripped down. I believe that, in the end, the show was quite understated, 

which was a very different concept to where the process began. I understand that Professor 

Jacobsen was going through an individual process just like all involved in the production. 

However, I was disappointed in some of the “conservative” choices that she decided on in 

the end. I was in particular disappointed concerning Bassanio’s tail jacket, but also the 

choice to remove the visual evidence of the tallit that Shylock was wearing underneath his 

shirt. I think Professor Jacobsen had issues resolving how much Shylock should reveal 

himself. I understand Professor Jacobsen’s argument of Shylock trying not to publicly 
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display his faith; however I believe that Shylock’s “struggle” would have come across 

more directly to the university audience if they had more visual evidence. I appreciate 

understatement, where understatement is needed, but this was not such a case. In the end, 

practically all the costumes had changed slightly (or a lot); from rendering to finished 

costume. 

 

Dress Rehearsal 

 

Dress rehearsal was a fairly painless procedure. A huge part of that can be contributed to 

the fact that we had already built most of the important costumes. Professor Jacobsen had 

already approved the designs that we had built, therefore, it would take an extreme 

circumstance in which the already built costumes would be disregarded and/or changed. 

Because of the nature of the academic setting, as well as the budget, I believe that huge 

changes would be less likely to happen than on professional shows outside of the academic 

environment. 

As a lot of construction and design issues had been dealt with before dress rehearsal began, 

I found that there were very small details that were of concern during dress rehearsal. Of 

course every detail is vital to take in account, and decide upon, to get a consistent design. 

According to me, the details are of upmost importance. I take pride in making every little 

detail be as important as the overall design. I do not think one can function without the 

other, as it would not result in a comprehensive design. 
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Bassanio’s jacket was an issue from the beginning. I put him in the tail jacket on the first 

day of dress rehearsal, but professor Jacobsen could not get her head around the concept. I 

switched it to a regular black jacket. 

I had first put Salarino in an off white light cotton blouse and that proved to look very 

washed out on stage. Salarino was wearing the navy blue embroidered skirt and needed a 

different color to balance the look. I decided to dye the blouse maroon. The maroon blouse 

with the navy skirt turned out to balance each other perfectly and create a resolute design. 

Antonio was wearing a stole attached to his over coat; like a fur collar. I had thought it 

would be a brilliant idea to add a real stole to the jacket to give Antonio that dandy flair; 

thinking that the dead animals would make an understated point to theme of the play. I 

assume professor Jacobsen thought the stole bit too much, as she did numerous times 

throughout the process. I changed the stole to a regular piece of fur, which turned out to 

look quite nice as well. I really wanted to stick with my vision of a fur collared over-coat in 

the style of Oscar Wilde. The new fur was approved. 

There were some problems with hats. People today have a very relaxed relationship to hats 

and are not used to wearing them the way they did in the late nineteenth century. I have full 

understanding for that, as it is not the most common thing to wear a bowler hat perched on 

top of your head. Some of the actors took instruction splendidly others did not as much. 

Bassanio could not wear his hat properly, no matter how much I worked with him to fix the 

problem. Either the hat was falling off, or he kept it pulled far down over his face that it 

was hard to see his eyes. I could tell that professor Jacobsen was frustrated and I was 

worried that she would decide to eliminate all hats. I understand that she would have had to 

remove all hats, because you can’t leave one guy hatless. Fortunately Bassanio kept his hat 
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on his head throughout all of last dress rehearsal. It would have been devastating if all hats 

would have been eliminated as hats were such an essential part of a nineteenth century 

man’s attire. 

I also found professor Jacobsen a little over protective of Mr. Foucheux, playing Shylock, 

and made comments and references to how he should be dressed. Sometimes I got the 

feeling that she was worried that Mr. Foucheux would be embarrassed by the process, and 

the presumed unprofessionalism by the students involved, that she seemed to shelter him 

from “unnecessary” exposure. I thought Mr. Fouheux was very professional and humble 

and seemed very delighted to be part of the University production. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

Conclusion 

 

“a stage where every man must play its part’, be cheerful sir, our revels now are ended”      

(The Merchant of Venice 2004).  

The works of men that seem so profound while they are living really mean nothing in the 

end.  When I contemplate the themes in the play, these are the thoughts that I am left with. 

The characters in the play are so incessantly concerned with their own luck, so obsessed 

with individual matter that whether they cause others pain does not seem to matter. It is 

true that every man has to play its part to uphold the charade of a good life, but when it is 

over has it amounted to anything? This play got me thinking about these issues and as 

cliché as it may sound it encouraged me to be sincere, and take off my mask once in a 

while. I wanted to reflect this conundrum in the costumes; however, as discussed in the text 

I couldn’t take certain aspects of it as far as I thought it should have been. The subject is 

extremely interesting and has so many layers to it. I think I brought those “layers” into the 

costumes and did that successfully. The issues and concerns throughout the process didn’t 

bear down too much on the design, but had me slightly irritated at times and perhaps kept 

on my toes. My greatest concern, and which I will take with me from this process is my 

inability to communicate straightforwardly at times, and to stand up for my design choices. 

I got swept up in the academic part of the process, more than I have ever been before in a 

costume design. Perhaps it was professor Jacobsen’s academic spirit or the fact that the 
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process was so research heavy and that the designs, in many cases, were relying on 

historical accuracy. I thought about questions like “Is Antonio gay?” and is that important 

for the audience to know. I believe that in this production of The Merchant of Venice it is 

very important that we get a hint of Antonio’s love for Bassanio. If that it is a homosexual 

love, then I believe this production made an understated yet important point in illustrating 

that. Just like Shylock has to be accepted for being Jewish, and how the audience 

sympathize with him for it when he is not, so does Antonio’s love for Bassanio.  

Costuming The Merchant of Venice was an exceptional opportunity, both technically and 

theoretically. Technically, because I was able to learned construction techniques that I had 

not known of before, but also learning how to be practical in some of my design choices. 

Theoretically, the challenge was to find a balance between the costumes being over the top 

and trying to not let them become too understated. There were so many layers to the play 

and the characterizations and it was a challenge to successfully show that in the costumes. 

It was a difficult challenge, but one that I enjoyed tremendously.  

Overall I think that the process and the execution of the design went well. Looking back at 

it now, there are minor things that I would have liked to change (aren’t there always?), yet I 

can honestly say that I was pretty pleased with the outcome. I have now played my part, the 

revels have ended, and it is time to move on to the next project. The design was short, but 

sweet, yet it will be, like so many productions before, easily forgotten.  
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Appendices 

Fig. 1: Oscar Wilde and Bosie 
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Fig. 2: Oscar Wilde 
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Fig. 3: Art Nouveau poster 
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Fig. 4: Art Nouveau fashion 
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Fig. 5: Jessica’s muslin mock up 
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Fig. 6: Two suffragettes  
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Fig. 7: Art Nouveau fashion 
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Fig. 8: Art Nouveau fashion 
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Fig. 9: Rendering of Antonio 
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Fig. 10: Rendering of Shylock 
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Fig. 11: Rendering of Bassanio 
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Fig. 12: Rendering of Gratiano 
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Fig. 13: Rendering of Lorenzo 
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Fig. 14: Rendering of Salarino 
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Fig. 15: Rendering of Salanio 
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Fig. 16: Rendering of Portia 
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Fig. 17: Rendering of Portia as Laywer 
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Fig. 18: Rendering of Nerissa 
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Fig. 19: Rendering of Jessica as a Jewess 
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Fig. 20: Rendering of Jessica as a Christian 
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Fig. 21: Rendering of Old Gobo 
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Fig. 22: Rendering of Lancelot Gobo 
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Fig. 23: Rendering of the Judge/ Duchess of Venice 
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Fig. 24: Rendering of Prince of Aragon 
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Fig. 25: Rendering of Prince of Morocco 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



74 
 

Fig. 26: Rendering of Tubal 
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Fig. 27: Antonio 
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Fig. 28: Shylock 
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Fig. 29: Shylock 
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Fig. 30: Bassanio 
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Fig. 31: Bassanio 
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Fig. 32: Gratiano 
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Fig. 33: Lorenzo 
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Fig. 34: Salarino 
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Fig. 35: Salarino 
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Fig. 36: Salanio 
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Fig. 37: Salarino and Salanio 
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Fig. 38: Portia 
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Fig. 39: Portia 
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Fig. 40: Portia 
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Fig. 41: Nerissa 
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Fig. 42: Nerissa 
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Fig. 43: Nerissa 
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Fig. 44: Jessica 
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Fig. 45: Jessica 
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Fig. 46: Jessica 
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Fig. 47: Jessica 
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Fig. 48: Jessica 
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Fig. 49: Jessica 
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Fig. 50: Lady in Waiting 
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Fig. 51: Old Gobo 
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Fig. 52: Production photo 
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Fig. 53: Production photo 
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Fig. 54: Production photo 
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Fig. 55: Production photo 
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Fig. 56: Production photo 
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Fig. 57: Production photo 
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Fig. 58: Production photo 
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Fig. 59: Production photo 
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Fig. 60: Production photo 
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Fig. 61: Production photo 
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Fig. 62: Production photo 
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Fig. 63: Swatches 
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Fig. 64: Swatches 
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Fig. 65: Swatches 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



114 
 

Fig. 66: Swatches 
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