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THE ENCHANTING
WORLD OF ALICE
IN WONDERLAND
BALLET COSTUMES

When the curtain rises
on a ballet adaptation
of  Lewis  Carro l l ' s
beloved  story,  the
audience is transported
n o t  j u s t  b y  t h e
choreography  and
mus ic ,  bu t  by  the
v i s u a l  f e a s t  t h a t
unfolds  before  their
eyes.  At  the  heart  of
this  visual  storytelling
lies a crucial  element:
the  costume  design.
Alice  in  Wonderland

ballet costumes are far
m o r e  t h a n  m e r e
clothing;  they  are  the
physical  embodiment
o f  W o n d e r l a n d ' s
surreal, whimsical, and
sometimes  unsettling
nature.  From  Alice's
iconic blue dress to the
Queen  o f  Hea r t s '
imposing  gown,  every
stitch and ribbon plays
a vital role in bringing
this fantastical world to
l i f e  on  s tage .  Fo r
dancers ,  costume
designers,  and  ballet
enthusiasts  al ike,
understanding  the
artistry  behind  these
c r e a t i o n s  a d d s  a
pro found  layer  o f
appreciation  to  every
performance.  This
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article  explores  the
magic, the history, the
design challenges, and
the  enduring  allure  of
the  costumes  that
m a k e  A l i c e  i n
W o n d e r l a n d  a
perennial  favorite  in
the  ballet  repertoire.

THE MAGIC OF
BRINGING
WONDERLAND TO
THE STAGE

Adapting  a  story  as
v i s u a l l y  r i c h  a n d
logically topsy-turvy as
Alice's  Adventures  in
Wonderland  for  ballet
presents  a  unique set
of  cha l lenges  and
opportunities.  Ballet,
as  an  art  form,  relies
heavily on visual  cues
a n d  p h y s i c a l
expression  to  convey
narrative and emotion.
The  costumes  must
therefore be functional
enough  to  allow  for
extreme  ranges  of
movement—leaps, lifts,

a n d  i n t r i c a t e
f o o t w o r k — w h i l e
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y
capturing  the  essence
of characters that exist
only  in  imagination.
Alice  in  Wonderland
ballet  costumes  must
w a l k  a  t i g h t r o p e
between  practicality
and pure fantasy. They
need  to  suggest  the
absurdity of a tea party
with  a  Hatter  or  the
regal fury of a Queen,
all  while  ensuring  a
dancer  can  perform a
perfect arabesque. This
duality  is  what  makes
the design process  so
fascinating.  Designers
often  draw  inspiration
from  the  original  Sir
J o h n  T e n n i e l
illustrations,  but  they
a l s o  i n j e c t
c o n t e m p o r a r y
elements,  modern
fabrics, and innovative
c o n s t r u c t i o n
techniques  to  create
something  that  feels
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both  t imeless  and
fresh.

Why
Costume
Design
Matters
in
Narrative
Ballet
In  a  narrative  ballet,
the costume is the first
c l ue  an  aud ience
r e c e i v e s  a b o u t  a
character's personality,
status,  and  emotional
state.  For  A l ice  in
Wonderland,  this  is
especial ly  cr i t ical
because the characters
are  archetypes  that
must  be  instant ly
recognizable.  The

moment  a  dancer  in
Alice's  blue dress  and
white  apron  appears,
the  audience  knows
they  a re  about  to
embark  on  a  journey
down  the  rabbit  hole.
Similarly,  the  chaotic
patchwork of  the Mad
Hatter's  attire  or  the
stark, menacing red of
the  Queen  of  Hearts
sets the tone for each
s c e n e .  W h e n
discussing  Alice  in
Wonderland  bal let
cos tumes ,  we  are
essentially  analyzing
how  v isual  des ign
supports and enhances
the  choreographic
s to ry te l l i ng .  The
costumes  become  a
s i l e n t  l a n g u a g e ,
s p e a k i n g  t o  t h e
audience  about  the
growth  of  Alice  (her
dress  might  become
more  disheveled  as
s h e  n a v i g a t e s
Wonderland)  or  the
rigid  authority  of  the
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Queen  (her  costume
might  be  structured
and  restrictive).

KEY CHARACTERS
AND THEIR ICONIC
COSTUMES

Every character in the
ballet  version  of  Alice
in Wonderland requires
a  d i s t i n c t  v i s u a l
identity.  Let's  break
down  the  most  iconic
characters  and  the
typical  design  choices
m a d e  f o r  t h e i r
c o s t u m i n g .
Understanding  these
elements  is  key  to
appreciating how Alice
in  Wonderland  ballet
costumes  create  a
cohesive  and  magical
world.

Alice: The
Heart of

the Story
Alice  is  the  anchor  of
the  entire  production.
Her  costume  must
reflect  her  Victorian
or ig ins  whi le  a lso
conveying her  journey
o f  g r o w t h  a n d
c o n f u s i o n .
Traditionally,  Alice
wears  a  l ight  b lue
dress  with  a  white
pinafore apron, a look
that is instantly iconic.
H o w e v e r ,  b a l l e t
versions  often  add
subtle  nuances.  The
dress  might  be  made
of  multiple  layers  of
soft  tulle  to  allow  for
fluid  movement  and  to
c a t c h  t h e  l i g h t
beautifully  during  a
s o l o .  T h e  s k i r t  i s
typically  short  enough
to  show  the  dancer's
legs and footwork but
full enough to maintain
a  classic  silhouette.
D e s i g n e r s  o f t e n
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incorporate  a  slight
" g r o w t h "  o r
"shrinkage"  element.
This  can  be  achieved
through clever cutting,
w h e r e  t h e  d r e s s
appears  to  change
proportion  during  her
s i z e - c h a n g i n g
sequences, or by using
specific  fabrics  that
behave  differently
under  stage  lighting.
The  apron  is  usually
c r i s p  a n d  w h i t e ,
s y m b o l i z i n g  h e r
innocence  and  order,
which  stands  in  stark
contrast  to  the  chaos
of  Wonderland.  Alice's
c o s t u m e  i s  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
b a l a n c i n g
recognizability with the
specific needs of  ballet
performance.  It  must
be  light,  breathable,
and  a l l ow  fo r  f u l l
extension of  the arms
and  legs,  particularly
during  the  famous
"garden"  or  "croquet"

scenes.

The
White
Rabbit:
Perpetual
Motion
and Panic
The White Rabbit is all
about  urgency  and
nervous  energy.  His
costume  needs  to
reflect  his  constant
state  of  being  late.
Typically,  the  White
Rabbit is dressed in a
form-fitting bodysuit  or
leotard  in  shades  of
white, cream, and soft
grey, often with fur-like
textures  or  appliqués.
A  key  feature  is  the
overs i zed  pocket
watch, which becomes
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a prop for much of his
frantic  gesturing.  The
costume often includes
a  waistcoat,  a  cravat,
and  sometimes  tails,
echoing  a  Victorian
gentleman's  attire  but
with a distinctly rabbit-
like  twist.  Ears  are  a
critical  component;
t h e y  m u s t  b e
expressive and mobile,
often  attached  to  a
headband  that  allows
the  dancer  to  move
t h e m  t o  c o n v e y
emotions  like  panic,
fear,  or  rel ief.  The
shoes are usually ballet
slippers dyed to match,
but with subtle details
like a small buckle or a
flash  of  pink  inside.
The  challenge  for  the
designer is to make the
dance r  l ook  bo th
human  and  animal,
conveying  the  rabbit's
skittish  nature  while
a l lowing  for  h igh-
energy  jumping  and
bourrées.

The
Queen of
Hearts:
Power,
Rage,
and
Structure
The Queen of Hearts is
arguably  the  most
v isua l ly  impos ing
character in the ballet.
H e r  c o s t u m e  i s  a
statement  of  absolute
power.  The  color  red
dominates,  often  in
rich velvets,  satins,  or
heavy  brocades.  The
silhouette  is  typically
structured  and  wide,
using  panniers  or  a
farthingale to create a
dramatic,  bell- l ike
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s h a p e  t h a t
e x a g g e r a t e s  h e r
p r e s e n c e  a n d
dominance.  This  wide
s i l h o u e t t e  a l s o
contrasts  sharply  with
Alice's  soft,  flowing
l i n e s ,  v i s u a l l y
rep resen t ing  the
conflict  between  the
two  characters.  The
b o d i c e  i s  o f t e n
corseted, adorned with
black hearts, gold trim,
and sometimes even a
subtle  pattern  of  card
suits.  The sleeves  are
usual ly  elaborate,
perhaps  with  puff
sleeves  or  dramatic
ruffs.  A  crown,  of
c o u r s e ,  i s
e s s e n t i a l — o f t e n
oversized  and  ornate.
The  Queen's  costume
is  heavy  and  requires
immense strength from
the dancer to move in,
but  this  weight  also
a d d s  t o  h e r
commanding  stage
presence. The mask or

makeup is crucial  too;
a stark white face with
a tiny, angry red mouth
and  severe  eyebrows
can  be  terrifyingly
effective.  When
discussing  Alice  in
Wonderland  bal let
costumes, the Queen's
at t i re  i s  a  per fect
example  of  how  form
dictates character.

The Mad
Hatter:
Chaos
and
Whimsy
The  Mad  Ha t te r ' s
c o s t u m e  i s  a
p l a y g r o u n d  f o r  a
designer's imagination.
I t  must  look  l ike  a
c o l l e c t i o n  o f
mismatched,  absurd,
a n d  w o n d e r f u l l y
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chaot ic  e lements.
Typically,  the  Hatter
wears  a  patchwork  of
c o l o r s — g r e e n s ,
purples,  oranges,  and
ye l lows—of ten  in
clashing  patterns  like
stripes and polka dots.
The  coat  is  usually
o v e r s i z e d ,  w i t h
exaggerated lapels and
mismatched buttons. A
giant, crooked top hat
is  non-negotiable,
often  adorned  with  a
price tag, feathers, and
ribbons.  The  trousers
might  be  too  short,
revea l ing  s t r iped
stockings and ungainly
shoes .  The  ent i re
c o s t u m e  s h o u l d
suggest  a  man  who
has been at tea for far
too long. But crucially,
for  ballet,  this  chaos
must  be  controlled.
The  designer  must
e n s u r e  t h a t  n o
dangling  r ibbon  or
oversized  pocket  gets
caught during a lift or

turn.  The  Hatter 's
costume is  often  built
in  layers,  allowing  for
moments  of  comedic
u n d r e s s i n g  o r
rearrangement  during
the  tea  party  scene.
T h e  f a b r i c s  a r e
l i g h t w e i g h t  b u t
textured,  and  the
shoes are often built to
allow  for  off-kilter,
comedic  movements
while  still  supporting
the  dancer's  feet  for
j u m p s  a n d  q u i c k
changes of direction.

The
Cheshire
Cat:
Ethereal
and
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Elusive
The  Chesh i re  Ca t
presents  a  unique
challenge: how do you
costume  a  character
that  is  supposed  to
disappear? The answer
often lies in fabric, cut,
and choreography. The
Cheshire Cat's costume
is  typically  a  bodysuit
i n  bo ld  s t r i pes  o f
purple, pink, and black,
designed  to  be  highly
vis ib le  but  a lso  to
blend into the scenery
when  needed.  The
costume often features
a large, unsettling grin
that  is  either  painted
on  or  created  with  a
separate,  detachable
piece.  The tail  is  long
and  expressive,  often
used  as  a  prop  or  to
a c c e n t u a t e
movements.  For  the
"disappearing"  effect,
dancers  sometimes
wear  a  loose,  gauzy

coat or  cape that can
be quickly removed or
manipulated  under
b lack l i gh t .  Some
product ions  use  a
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
costuming and lighting,
where  the  dancer's
costume is  covered in
reflective  material  that
can  be  "turned  off"  by
shi f t ing  the  stage
lights.  The  key  to  a
successful  Cheshire
Cat costume is to make
i t  f e e l  a l m o s t
liquid—fluid,
mysterious, and always
slightly  out  of  reach.
The  dancer  must  be
able to slink and slither
across  the  stage,  and
the  costume  must
facilitate this  boneless
quality.  This  is  one
area  where  Alice  in
Wonderland  bal let
costumes  must  be
particularly  innovative,
o f ten  us ing  h igh -
stretch  fabrics  and
strategic  cutouts  to
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enhance the illusion of
a  b o d y  w i t h o u t
structure.

DESIGN ELEMENTS
AND FABRIC
CHOICES

The selection of fabrics
i s  p a r a m o u n t  i n
creating  effective  Alice
in  Wonderland  ballet
costumes.  Dancers
need  materials  that
breathe,  stretch,  and
move  with  them,  but
the  costumes  also
need  to  look  r i ch ,
vibrant, and fantastical
under  stage  lights.
C o m m o n  f a b r i c s
include:

Tulle and
Chiffon: Used
extensively for
Alice's dress and
for ethereal
characters like
the Cheshire Cat.
These fabrics
add volume and
softness without

weight.
Stretch Velvet
and Brocade:
Ideal for the
Queen of Hearts
and other regal
characters. They
provide a sense
of luxury and
weight while still
allowing for
stretch and
movement.
Cotton Voile
and Lawn: Used
for
undergarments,
aprons, and the
White Rabbit's
shirt. They are
breathable and
take dye well.
Lycra and
Spandex
Blends:
Essential for
bodysuits and
form-fitting
pieces. They
allow for extreme
flexibility and are
often used for
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the Cheshire Cat
and the playing
card soldiers.
Trims and
Embellishment
s: Lace, ribbon,
sequins, beads,
and feathers are
used to add
character and
detail. Every
heart on the
Queen's dress,
every ribbon on
the Hatter's hat,
and every ruffle
on Alice's apron
contributes to
the visual story.

Designers also have to
consider  the  "swish"
factor—how a garment
moves.  A  skirt  that
flutters  beautifully
during a pirouette or a
jacket  that  flares  out
during a jump can add
an extra layer of magic
to  the  performance.
The lighting team often
works closely with the
costume department to

ensure that colors pop
and textures are visible
from the  back  row of
the theater.

THE EVOLUTION
OF ALICE IN
WONDERLAND
BALLET COSTUMES

Ballet  adaptations  of
Alice  in  Wonderland
have  been  produced
since  the  early  20th
c e n t u r y ,  a n d  t h e
costuming has evolved
significantly.  Early
product ions  often
r e l i e d  o n  l i t e r a l
interpretat ions  of
Tenniel's  illustrations,
using  stiff  fabrics  and
heavy  materials  that,
while  accurate  to  the
drawings,  were  not
ideal  for  dance.  As
b a l l e t  t e c h n i q u e
evolved  and  became
more  athletic,  so  too
did the costumes. The
mid-20th  century  saw
a shift towards lighter,
more  dancer-friendly
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fabrics.  Designers
began  to  experiment
with abstraction, using
color  and  shape  to
suggest  character
rather  than  l i teral
representation.  For
example, the Queen of
H e a r t s  m i g h t  b e
costumed  in  a  stark
red leotard with a cut-
out heart, rather than a
full Court gown.
C o n t e m p o r a r y
productions,  such  as
those  by  the  Royal
Ballet  or  the  National
Ballet of Canada, have
pushed the boundaries
even  further.  They
incorporate  elements
of  surrealism,  fantasy,
a n d  e v e n  g o t h i c
aesthetics.  Modern
technology,  such  as
digital  printing,  allows
for  incredibly  detailed
patterns  on  stretch
fabrics—imagine  a
dress  printed  with  a
pattern  of  playing
cards or tea cups. LED

lights  and  reflective
materials  have  also
been  used  to  create
the  Cheshire  Cat's
disappearing  act.  The
evolution  of  Alice  in
Wonderland  bal let
costumes  reflects  a
broader trend in ballet
costuming:  a  move
away  from  historical
accuracy  and  towards
e m o t i o n a l  a n d
psychological  truth.
The goal is no longer to
s h o w  w h a t  t h e
character  looks  like,
but  to  show  who  the
character  is,  and  how
they feel,  through the
visual language of the
costume.

BEHIND THE
SCENES: CRAFTING
THE VISION

Creating the costumes
for  a  full-length  ballet
l i k e  A l i c e  i n
W o n d e r l a n d  i s  a
monumental  task  that
begins  months,  if  not
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years,  before  opening
night.  The  process
typ i ca l l y  f o l l ows
several  stages:

Research and1.
Conceptualizati
on: The designer
reads the
libretto, listens to
the score, and
studies the
choreography.
They then create
mood boards and
sketches,

considering the
overall color
palette and
visual tone of the
production. For
Alice in
Wonderland
ballet costumes,
this often
involves re-
reading Carroll's
stories and
studying various
artistic
interpretations.


