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Abstract
Costume design in theatre is undergoing a paradigm shift as sustainability becomes a
central concern in the 21st century. Traditional costume production relies heavily on
fabrics and synthetic materials, which contribute significantly to environmental
degradation. This study explores the innovative use of plastic waste such as straws,
crown corks, cellophane bags, water bottles, Caprisun sachets, and plastic spoons in
costume design, transforming discarded materials into artistic assets. The study
examines the aesthetics, functions, and environmental implications of integrating
plastic waste into costume production. A qualitative methodology is employed,
drawing on case studies of sustainable theatre practice, interviews with experts, and
literature reviews on up-cycling in costume design. The theoretical framework is
grounded in Zero Waste Theory (Connett, 2013) and Cradle-to-Cradle Theory
(McDonough & Braungart, 2002), which emphasize material circularity and the
elimination of waste. Findings reveal that while plastic waste presents challenges in
durability, comfort, and workability, its adaptation in theatre costume design fosters
innovation, raises environmental awareness, and redefines costume aesthetics. This
study contributes to knowledge by repositioning the theatre as a catalyst for
sustainability, demonstrating that costume waste management can merge ecological
responsibility with artistic expression. It further advocates for a theatre that entertains
while simultaneously educating audiences on environmental consciousness.

Keywords: Sustainable Costume Design, Plastic Waste, Eco-friendly, Up-cycling,

Theatre Aesthetics, Waste Management.

INTRODUCTION 148
The use of plastic waste in theatre costume design represents a groundbreaking
approach that merges sustainability with artistic expression. As the world grapples
with plastic pollution, the theatre industry has the opportunity to leverage discarded
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materials to create visually stunning and thought-provoking performances. The 21st-
century theatre landscape is shifting towards sustainability and innovative practices
that challenge traditional notions of aesthetics and materiality. Costume design, a
fundamental element of theatre, is increasingly embracing artistic visions that
integrate environmental responsibility with avant-garde creativity. In an era where
plastic waste threatens ecosystems, the performing arts can serve as a platform for
reinvigorating discarded materials as artistic assets rather than pollutants. According
to Amit Ray (2010) in Om Chanting and Meditation:

Plastic pollution-free living should be the mantra of the modern world. Every

piece of plastic ever made still exists in some form, and much of it ends up in

our oceans, harming marine life and ecosystems. Sustainability is not about
doing less harm; it's about doing more good. We need to shift from a linear
economy to a circular one, where plastic is designed to be reused,
repurposed, and reintegrated into the system rather than discarded. Our
choice today determines the legacy we leave behind for future generations

(trvst.world).

Theatre has often reflected societal norms and values. In the wake of climate
change, sustainability has become an urgent theoretical discourse (Fletcher, 2019).
Costume design plays a crucial role in this transformation as designers repurpose
plastic waste into innovative, visually compelling attire that challenges environmental
material constraints. This practice aligns with the principles of waste management
and sustainable costume design, positioning theatre as a leader in eco-friendly and
conscious artistic production in the 21st century (McDonough & Braungart, 2002).
While challenges exist in durability, safety, and material adaptability, the potential of
theatre to reduce environmental impact through creative exploration makes this field
an important area of study. This research explores how plastic straws, crown corks,
cellophane bags, water bottles, Caprisun sachets, and plastic spoons can be
repurposed into costume designs, promoting sustainable recycling while initiating a
revolution in eco-friendly artistic expression.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
This study is grounded in two key waste management theories that support
the practice of repurposing plastic waste in theatre costume design.

Zero Waste Theory

Paul Connett (2013) introduced the Zero Waste model, which emphasizes
redesigning resource life cycles to eliminate waste through responsible material
usage. The theory underpins costume waste management by encouraging designers
to view waste as a valuable resource rather than disposable material. Theatre
costume designers who utilize plastic waste align with this principle by reducing
theatre’s reliance on virgin materials and repurposing discarded objects into works of
artistic expression.

Cradle-to-Cradle Theory
McDonough and Braungart (2002) proposed the Cradle-to-Cradle (C2C)
model, which promotes sustainable product design by ensuring that products can be
repurposed indefinitely. Theatre costumes made from plastics exemplify this
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principle by ensuring materials are continuously reused rather than discarded after a
single production. This model advocates for material circularity and the continuous
recycling of materials through biological or technical processes. In costume design,
the C2C theory ensures that plastic waste is repurposed rather than disposed of,
thereby creating a closed-loop system in theatrical production.

Key Benefits of the Zero Waste Theory
Environmental Benefits
Reduces pollution by preventing plastics from entering oceans, soil, and air.
Lowers carbon footprint by minimizing emissions from plastic production and
disposal.
Conserves resources by encouraging recycling and reuse, thereby reducing
the need for virgin plastic production.

Economic Benefits
Reduces costs through the reuse of waste materials.
Creates job opportunities in recycling, up-cycling, and circular economy
sectors.
Promotes material recovery by maximizing the value of plastic waste and
turning it into new products.

Social Benefits
Encourages healthier communities by reducing exposure to harmful plastic
toxins in air, water, and food.
Promotes public awareness and responsible consumer behavior in waste
segregation.
Supports strong policy regulations on plastics use and waste management.

Key Benefits of the Cradle-to-Cradle Theory
Eliminates waste and pollution by redesigning products for continuous use,
thereby reducing landfills and ocean pollution.
Encourages safe, non-toxic materials by promoting fully recyclable plastics
that do not harm human health or the environment.
Supports the creation of a circular economy, ensuring that plastics can be
infinitely recycled without loss of quality.
Promotes innovation in material design by encouraging the development of
more sustainable plastic alternatives and recycling technologies.
Aligns with global sustainable development goals, particularly in relation to
responsible consumption, climate action, and sustainable production.
Supports economic growth and job creation by establishing C2C-inspired
industries that generate business opportunities and employment (theatre
green book).

Plastic Waste as an Artistic Medium
Traditionally, plastic waste has not been viewed as an artistic medium of
expression in costume design. However, in the context of climate change and
ecological breakdown, designers are rethinking conventional approaches.
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Increasingly, costume designers are repurposing plastic straws, crown corks, water
bottles, and spoons to create elaborate theatrical garments. These unconventional
materials lend themselves to avant-garde aesthetics, transforming waste into
wearable art. By integrating plastics into costume design, artists explore themes of
consumerism, pollution, and transformation, thereby deepening the audience’s
appreciation of sustainability. Fletcher (2019) argues that using waste materials in
creative design not only diverts waste from landfills but also challenges conventional
perceptions of beauty and value in fashion. Similarly, Junk Kouture productions have
showcased how waste can be refashioned into striking costumes, reinforcing the link
between sustainability and performance art (Wilcox, 2021). De Castro (2020) further
asserts that sustainability in design is not merely an ethical issue but also an
opportunity to push creative boundaries. By reimagining waste as resource material,
theatre costume design demonstrates that plastics traditionally deemed pollutants
can become integral to enhanced aesthetic expression.

Functions of Costume Design in Plastic Waste Management

Costume design plays a pivotal role in advancing plastic waste management
and sustainability by integrating creative practices that address environmental
concerns. Through up-cycling and waste reduction, designers transform discarded
materials into costumes that divert waste from landfills and reduce pollution.
According to Theatre Green Book (2010), reuse is a well-established practice in
costume production, and its application highlights the importance of repurposing
materials to minimize waste. Costumes also serve an educational function by raising
awareness of eco-friendly practices and encouraging audiences to consider the
environmental impact of consumer behavior. Moreover, repurposed costume design
fosters innovation in aesthetics by creating unique textures and forms, enhancing the
visual appeal of performances. Sustainable costume design can stimulate economic
benefits by fostering collaborations with artisans, local economies, and recycling
initiatives. Engaging communities in the sourcing of materials not only raises
environmental awareness but also promotes collective responsibility toward waste
management.

Finally, designing costumes with their end-of-life phase in mind and ensuring
that materials can be easily disassembled and recycled supports circular economy
principles. This approach maximizes resource efficiency and underscores the
importance of considering the entire lifespan of materials in artistic production.

The Role of Theatre in Sustainable Costume Design and Plastic Management

Theatre can play a crucial role in advocating sustainable fashion by
incorporating plastic waste into costume design. Institutions can leverage discarded
materials through education and innovation by organizing workshops and master-
classes on eco-costume design, training emerging designers to utilize waste
materials, and collaborating with recycling organizations to secure clean, sorted
plastics for use in performance.

Theatre productions can also create plays that thematically address
environmental issues, using plastic waste costumes as both artistic statements and
educational tools (Wilcox, 2021). As Orsola (2020) observes, “Creativity thrives in
constraints. Working with waste forces designers to think outside the box creating
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pieces that are not only sustainable but revolutionary in design” (p. 85). While
challenges remain, these can be mitigated through craftsmanship, material research,
and innovation. By embracing up-cycled plastic aesthetics, the theatre industry not
only reduces waste but also redefines beauty in costume artistry.

Application of Plastic Waste in Theatre Costuming

This research applies the practicality of repurposing waste by designing
costumes from materials such as straws, crown corks, water bottles, spoons,
cellophane bags, and Caprisun sachets. The resulting models demonstrate
environmental sustainability through up-cycling, diverting waste from landfills while
reducing demand for new materials. By showcasing these costume models, the
researcher challenges conventional approaches to design, highlighting the aesthetic
innovation of employing unconventional materials. These designs also serve as
powerful statements on environmental issues, raising awareness among audiences
while promoting dialogue on sustainability.

Additionally, the approach lowers production costs, offering cost-effective
alternatives to traditional materials without compromising quality. The Royal
Shakespeare Company (2010) contends: “Being able to use the costume again
ensures we are being environmental with our choices and promoting sustainability,
as well as saving money on buying new materials.” Community engagement forms
another aspect of this application. Locals participate by sourcing materials for small
payments, thereby fostering recycling initiatives and strengthening community ties.
Plastics are also chosen for their durability and versatility, offering long-lasting
costumes that withstand performance demands while allowing for creative textures
and forms.

Challenges in Plastic Waste Costuming
Despite its promise, working with plastic waste in theatre presents challenges:
Durability and Comfort: Unlike fabrics, plastics are rigid and may not withstand
the physical demands of performance. Ensuring flexibility and breathability is
essential for actor comfort (Gwilt, 2020).
Workability: Plastics require construction techniques such as heat molding,
adhesive bonding, and reinforcement, which differ significantly from traditional
sewing methods (Connett, 2013).
Storage and Longevity: Plastic-based costumes degrade differently from
textiles and require specific storage to preserve their structural integrity
(Fletcher, 2019).
Audience Perception: Some audiences may perceive plastic costumes as
unconventional or distracting. Integrating these materials effectively into the
narrative is necessary to enhance rather than hinder thematic impact (Wilcox,
2021).

CONCLUSION
Plastic waste in theatre costume design represents a radical rethinking of
materiality in the performing arts. By repurposing discarded plastics such as straws,
crown corks, cellophane bags, water bottles, Caprisun sachets, and spoons
designers contribute to environmental sustainability while expanding aesthetic
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possibilities in costume design. Though challenges remain in terms of durability,
comfort, and audience perception, these can be mitigated through craftsmanship,
material research, and sustainable partnerships. As theatre continues to evolve,
integrating up-cycled materials will not only address ecological concerns but also
inspire new artistic languages that resonate with 21st-century audiences. The fusion
of sustainability and creativity ensures that theatre remains at the forefront of
environmental advocacy and artistic transformation. This research therefore
advocates for a theatre that not only entertains but also educates society on
environmental consciousness and responsibility.

Project Practical Catalogue Executed with Plastic Waste Materials 2025
Plate 1: Cellophane Gown
Plate 2: Plastic Crown Corks Short Gown
Plate 3: Plastic Spoons Skirt & Jacket
Plate 4: Plastic Straw Dress
Plate 5: Plastic Water Bottle Dress
Plate 6: Caprisun Sachet Dress

Plate 1: Cellophane Gown
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Plate: 3 Plastic Spoons Skirt & Jacket

Plate: 5 Plastic Water Bottle Dress
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PLATE: 6 Caprison Sachet Dress
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