
 

The Power of Costume in Musical Theater: A Look at “RENT” 

Musical theater is one of the most involving and compelling forms of art because it 

brings several disciplines together into one emotionally charged experience. Character 

development, choreography, song, narrative, and the technical aspects of lighting and 

sound design all work together to transport the viewer into the world of the production. One 

musical that does an excellent job of pulling all these elements together is RENT. Set on the 

Lower East Side of New York City during the AIDS crisis, RENT tells the story of a group of 

artists living in poverty, fighting for love, loss, and identity. Among the many compelling 

elements of this production, the costume design is particularly eNective in conveying 

character without words. 

In RENT, costumes aren't merely clothing—they are visual representations of each 

character's personality, backstory, and emotional journey. The costumes help to instantly 

tell us who these people are, what they stand for, and what they're going through. For me, 

three characters whose costumes made an impression were Mimi, Angel, and Roger. 

Mimi’s costumes immediately caught my attention due to their boldness and 

contrast compared to some of the other characters. Her style is athletic, flashy, and 

unapologetically provocative. In Act I, she wears holographic nylon leggings and a sports 

bra, paired with a black nylon bolero and leopard print knee-high boots—an outfit that 

exudes confidence and rebellion. In Act II, her look shifts slightly but retains that same 

edge: a pink dress with a green bolero, black knee-high boots, fishnet tights, and knee 



pads. Mimi’s costumes highlight her role as a dancer at the Cat Scratch Club and reflect 

her fierce, sensual energy. They also hint at her vulnerability and struggles with addiction. 

Her style is a jarring contrast to characters like Mark, whose more restrained dressing in 

layered flannels and beanies testifies to his reserved and watchful nature.  

Angel's costumes are equally eNective but in a completely diNerent way. As a drag 

queen and street percussionist, Angel's costumes are vibrant, creative, and full of life. One 

of the most iconic outfits is her Christmas-themed drag outfit, complete with red-and-

white striped tights, a sparkling mini dress, and platform heels. Her wardrobe choices 

mirror her bubbly and free-wheeling nature as well as her desire to live authentically 

despite the societal pressures and personal obstacles she faces. Angel's costumes are not 

only expressions of gender identity but also function to lift the spirits of those around her, 

causing her to become a source of light for the group.  

Roger's costumes, on the other hand, are an expression of his dark and slightly 

tormented personality. A musician who struggles with his craft and a recovering drug 

addict, Roger wears dark, grunge-style clothing such as ripped jeans, battered boots, and 

layered jackets. His style is understated and based in the 1990s alternative rock era. These 

choices echo his unavailability emotionally and his inner turmoil, especially as he accepts 

his HIV status and the prospect of loving again. Roger's clothing helps emphasize his 

character arc, from isolation to vulnerability. 

In conclusion, the costumes in RENT are an integral part of its storytelling. Through 

carefully crafted designs, the audience learns about each character before they even 



speak or sing. Whether it’s Mimi’s edgy glam, Angel’s radiant flamboyance, or Roger’s dark 

introspection, the wardrobe choices give the viewer visual insight into each character’s 

personality, struggles, and transformation. Musical theater works best when all the 

components come together to augment the story that is being told, and RENT is a fine 

example of how costume design can be utilized to further character development and 

emotional impact. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


