








[image: ]






















[image: ]























YAYA HAN’S


World of
COSPLAY


A Guide to Fandom Costume Culture






[image: ]
























[image: ]



STERLING and the distinctive Sterling logo are registered trademarks of Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.


Text © 2020 Yaya Han, LLC.
Cover © 2020 Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission from the publisher.


ISBN 978-1-4549-3266-6


For information about custom editions, special sales, and premium and corporate purchases, please contact Sterling Special Sales at 800-805-5489 or specialsales@sterlingpublishing.com.


sterlingpublishing.com


Cover design by Elizabeth Mihaltse Lindy
Front cover photography by Brian Boling
Back cover photography by Kayhettin
Interior design by Shannon Nicole Plunkett


Photography credits on page 231





















For all kids, teens, and people who are searching for their dream.


Keep dreaming, keep creating.























INTRODUCTION



Vivid colors and varied shapes entered my vision whenever I turned my head. I stood against a railing on the second level of the Jacob Javits Convention Center, in the heart of New York City, and marveled at the sea of people below, both in costume and out of it. The shuffle of a thousand bodies mixed with countless voices speaking at once. The music blaring from various loudspeakers filled the air with a continuous roar, as if the building itself had come alive.


I picked out a duo of Disney princesses floating in their shimmering pastel gowns, clutching their skirts as if already late to the ball. Loki, Marvel Comics’ beloved antihero, strutted alongside the dames, his golden horns bobbing. A bright blue backpack hung from his shoulder. The Jansport logo clashed against his green-and-black royal attire. A few steps behind him, a group of Batman villains fought to move forward as attendees pressed them back, begging for photos. The Dark Knight himself appeared and walked right past the pack of scoundrels, preoccupied with securing a lanyard around his rubber cowl. No interest in fighting crime today.


People of all ages and walks of life melted into the endless stream, moving with palpable excitement. Familiar and unfamiliar characters tugged at my memory, turning this people-watching moment into a mental game of geek trivia.


There is only one event that can cause such sensory overload and blur the boundaries of fantasy and reality so seamlessly: New York Comic Con.


It was day three, and I was dressed in a red-and-black ensemble—a tight, off-the-shoulder corset with embroidered floral patterns. The garment displayed more cleavage than I would ever feel comfortable showing in everyday situations. Sleek black pants; a short, flowing red cape; and six-inch platform booties completed the outfit. My purple hair was hidden under a voluminous auburn wig, its waves cascading past my shoulders and down my back. A glittering, ruby-red headpiece made entirely of wire and mesh sat atop my head, covered in Swarovski crystals. The jagged edges dripped with long strands of glass beads that perfectly matched my crimson lipstick.
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The crowd at New York Comic Con





I was a bona fide superhero: far more beautiful, strong, and confident than I felt in my regular life. I was no longer Yaya, a bookish, vertically challenged Chinese girl who grew up on three continents and often felt out of place. Now I was Wanda Maximoff, better known as the Scarlet Witch: a mutant with the ability to alter reality, the daughter of Magneto, and a member of the Avengers. Thanks to cosplay, I could become whoever I wanted. When I caught my reflection in the tall panes of glass lining the hallway, the Scarlet Witch gazed back at me.


I’d re-created Wanda’s costume a few weeks earlier to be photographed for a variant cover of Marvel Comics’ Scarlet Witch stand-alone series. I was about to walk into the Marvel Live studio, to talk on air about the Marvel cosplay covers project, now in its second year of running. Though I had already been on the cover of a Marvel comic issue the year before, as Medusa from The Inhumans, it was still difficult for me to believe that a major comic book publisher such as Marvel would hire fans—cosplayers—to be featured as official characters on their comic book covers. Such a move would have been unfathomable up until recently.
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Me as the Scarlet Witch





I felt amazed as I once again reminded myself that cosplay is no longer a niche hobby in the fandom world. There is no shame or stigma attached to it anymore. Cosplay has become a global phenomenon, a lifestyle, and an artistic industry. Cosplay is mainstream.


With one last glance at my superhero attire, I drew in a deep breath and knocked on the door.


—– —– —–


Hello, dear reader, and welcome to the world of cosplay!


There is a good chance that you have heard the term cosplay before, either mentioned on a late-night talk show such as Conan or in a viral article about video game character lookalikes. You have probably guessed by now that the term cosplay is an amalgamation of the words costume and play. You may have even skimmed through a disjointed Wikipedia entry about it.


People have lots of assumptions about what cosplay is, but in reality, cosplay is an activity that blends fandom, creativity, and entertainment into a unique phenomenon. The layers and nuances of the craft reach far beyond the frivolous idea of dress-up. Cosplay is a lifestyle and a way of being. I have lived and breathed this life for the past twenty years.


In this book, I will share my personal journey through cosplay and offer a comprehensive look into this complex world. We will explore where cosplay came from and why it is considered a form of fan expression, a creative outlet, a social activity, and even a path to self-discovery. We’ll also discuss the prestige and pitfalls of cosplay. Finally, we’ll look at the current state of the cosplay industry and where it might be headed in the future.


I am thrilled to be your guide on this new and exciting journey. I’m ready to dive in and show you all the vibrant, crazy, beautiful facets of the cosplay phenomenon. It is my hope that by the time you reach the end of this book, you will be fired up and ready to cosplay with me!
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PART ONE


Welcome to the World of Cosplay





[image: ]



My original costume as Empyrean Empress, which evolved over time and surpassed my original vision.























     CHAPTER 1     



What Is Cosplay, and Who Are You?


First, let me introduce myself. My name is Yaya, and cosplay is my full-time job. There’s a good chance you’ve seen my picture on the Internet. Or you may have seen me on network TV, making costumes and judging cosplay competitions. If you’ve been to a fabric store, you’ve likely seen the patterns I designed for the McCall’s Patterns line or touched samples from my Cosplay by Yaya Han fabric collection, which is now sold in JOANN Fabric and Craft stores across the US.


I am what is considered a weekend celebrity. In my everyday life, I’m just a short, purple- haired Asian girl, but I travel all over the world to pop culture conventions to sign autographs, take pictures with fans, and do media interviews. I do what famous actors do at events, but I get invited to these events because I create and wear costumes that allow me to transform into fictional characters.


If you think that sounds like an unusual lifestyle, you’re right.


At first glance, cosplay seems very similar to dressing up in a costume on Halloween. Both activities involve wearing outfits for fun. However, there are some big distinctions. Halloween is an annual Western tradition for which people dress up once a year. The costumes are generally mass-produced, and, I dare say, a majority of people approach the holiday in a casual, carefree manner. Those who celebrate Halloween aim to have a laugh, enjoy a fun night out, and make nice memories with friends and family.
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My cosplay as the Red Queen





Cosplay, on the other hand, is not a Western holiday but rather a lifestyle practiced year-round by people all over the world. Cosplayers have a completely different mind-set from casual Halloween celebrators and are fueled by an inner passion inspired by a host of pop culture characters. That passion builds into a desire to become those chosen fictional beings, no matter what it takes. Many “cosplay costumes” require vast amounts of dedication, money, and skill to make, not to mention weeks or months of crafting time.


More than an expensive hobby, cosplay is a lifestyle, because it changes a person on a day-to-day basis. It impacts how you spend your free time. It even changes how you see stories and relate to characters. To this day, I can’t watch a movie or play a game without inadvertently analyzing the costume designs on-screen, wondering what materials they are made of and how I could re-create them.


Cosplayers have our craft on the brain every single day.


Sounds kinda extreme, right? There was a time when I was ashamed of the extent of time I spent on cosplay. But now I celebrate it openly and encourage others to celebrate it with me. I can’t think of anything else that has brought me as much joy. Growing up in the cosplay/convention scene has shaped me as a person. All my major milestones and life events have a connection to cosplay, including this book. I never would have gotten the chance to write the words you’re reading now if I hadn’t built a career as a cosplayer. (It also helps that being geeky and cosplaying are considered way cooler now than they used to be.)


Thanks to the thriving fandoms around anime, TV shows, video games, and more, cosplay has enjoyed a dramatic revival in the last fifteen years. Once upon a time, reading comic books or playing video games was regarded as nerdy or uncool, but now the entertainment industry is virtually synonymous with fandom culture and its landscape is dominated by fantasy, sci-fi, and comic book titles. The biggest box office movies are based on fandom properties, featuring the world’s most popular movie stars as superheroes. Accord-ing to Comichron, comic book sales topped $1 billion in 2018. In the same year, global movie box office revenue reached $42 billion as reported by the Hollywood Reporter. And, staggeringly, the global video game industry is slated to generate $131 billion in revenue in 2019, according to Variety.


On top of everything else, all these movies, comics, and games have inspired countless merchandising options. It’s impossible to walk into any store without seeing a Star Wars toy or a Batman symbol. Thanks to the popularity of these fandoms, the global toy market reportedly took in $90 billion last year.




Top 10


Highest Grossing Movies


of all Time!


1 Avengers: Endgame (2019)


2 Avatar (2009)


3 Titanic (1997)


4 Star Wars: The Force Awakens (2015)


5 Avengers: Infinity War (2018)


6 Jurassic World (2015)


7 The Lion King (2019)


8 Marvel’s The Avengers (2012)


9 Furious 7 (2015)


10 Avengers: Age of Ultron (2015)


*According to Box Office Mojo





Being a geek has become part of the current zeitgeist.


Cosplayers are the very consumers who read these comic books, watch these movies, and collect these toys. But they go one step above other fans by actively creating something inspired by the char-acters they enjoy. Just as the comic book industry is no longer a niche industry, cosplay is no longer just a hobbyist community. The current landscape of cosplay is full of zeal and promise, with career opportunities, marketing power, and huge forward momentum in commerce.


Cosplay’s most notable marriage is with the gaming industry. Video game companies such as Riot Games and CD Projekt Red regularly hire cosplayers to promote their titles at trade shows and tournaments and during marketing campaigns. These projects often extend beyond one-time spokesmodel work into the realms of high-end custom-made costume projects. It has also become fairly common practice for game devel- opers to release turn-around sheets with 360-degree views of their characters, knowing that they may become the subject of a future cosplay. Ubisoft and Gearbox Software do this when they release new installments of their respective Assassin’s Creed and Borderlands franchises, for example.


Blizzard Entertainment, known for its massively successful franchises Diablo and World of Warcraft, employs cosplayers every year at its annual BlizzCon convention. E3 (Electronic Entertainment Expo), a Los Angeles–based video game conference, bustles with hired cos-players dressed as characters who will get people’s attention and draw crowds around booths. Not only do cosplayers provide an ideal selfie opportunity; their presence creates a memorable experience that, companies hope, will encourage you to buy the game they’re promoting.




[image: ]


A gathering of League of Legends cosplayers at an official Riot Games event.





Twitch, a video streaming platform designed for gamers to monetize video game playthroughs, launched Twitch Creative—a category for artists—in 2015 and heavily marketed it to cosplayers. The developers encouraged costume crafters to broadcast progress on their projects live, offering entertainment and education at the same time. More than 4.5 million people broadcast monthly on Twitch, and while the vast majority are gamers, the close proximity between cosplay and gaming continues to generate a growing interest for creative costume stream sessions.


The comic book industry has also recognized cosplay as an important market. Marvel Comics produces an ongoing cosplay documentary series called Marvel Becoming that highlights a different cosplayer in each episode. In the past, Marvel has also released variant editions of its monthly comics that feature cosplayers on the covers. A lot of comic book artists collaborate with cosplayers for figure modeling and promotional work. Sometimes creators even hire cosplayers to become the face of their titles. In fact, in 2013, I was approached by the comic book publisher Lion Forge to create my own Superhero comic series. Lion Forge even gave me the chance to choose my own superpower and design my costume. The resulting book, Wonderous 2: The Yaya Han Saga, told a fun cosplay-centric superhero origin story in eight issues.


There is no denying that cosplay has emerged as a lucrative business, but what really makes the art form special is the sincerity and raw passion of the people within the community. There’s a hands-on DIY spirit, and most cosplayers are self-taught (myself included). It’s mind-boggling sometimes to look at fan-made cosplay creations that are near-identical replicas of Hollywood costumes. The same thing that takes a team of specialists and state-of-the-art technology to create can be painstakingly re-created by one cosplayer working out of their living room, if they feel motivated enough.


Even on a professional level, cosplayers like me don’t generally have a studio or team to make costumes for us. If I didn’t make my own costumes, I probably would have lost interest in cosplay a long time ago. I don’t get to do it as frequently as I used to due to my hectic schedule, but I am continuously challenged and motivated because I am still hands-on in the creative process. There is value and meaning in making the costumes yourself and sharing your progress along the way.


I have been lucky enough to transform my cosplay from a hobby into a business without compromising my key passions. I travel to about twenty-five conventions per year, where I am hired to judge contests, give cosplay panel presentations, and meet fans. In between these trips, I run a cosplay business and design products for my online store. I have a warehouse stocked full of cosplay accessories and thermoplastics and filing cabinets full of cosplay posters that are shipped around the world to fans and sold in convention vendor halls. Ultimately, my business has been so successful that I have been able to expand and hire a small team of employees. As a first-generation immigrant, this is a source of pride for me.




[image: ]


My trims and embellishments line for cosplayers





At the moment, what takes up most of my time are my commercial collaborations in the sewing and crafting industry. I have designed more than forty Yaya Han®– branded sewing patterns for McCall’s, which are sold worldwide. I also have an ongoing partnership with JOANN Fabric and Craft that keeps me on my toes. Through them, I release two fabric collections per year and maintain a year-round cosplay trims line as well as a new cosplay EVA foam line, all of which are sold in the company’s 860+ stores. I am the first cosplayer to successfully enter and navigate the mass retail industry, which has been a huge learning experience as well as a reward-ing endeavor. It gives me immense delight whenever I meet a cosplayer wearing a costume made using one of my patterns or fabrics, and I love the fact that I get tagged by cosplayers who are working on new projects with my products.
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Posing in front of my armor-making EVA foam display at JOANN.





On top of all this, I post daily to a social media following of more than three million people.


I lead a pretty weird life, where the lines are blurred between career and passion. It’s a circus that demands my time and energy every single day but also lets me have some unbelievable experiences. I’m usually chasing a deadline or fighting off jet lag, and I can rarely switch off my brain from work for a full day. Despite that, though, I have a fulfilling life that I wouldn’t trade for anything.


Whenever I take a step back and look at the current scope of cosplay, one thought runs through my head: It’s about damn time. The world is finally taking an interest in cosplay and sees it as more than an esoteric hobby some nerdy kids do or a weird fetish prac- ticed by the freakiest of geeks. The public is finally recognizing the value that cosplay brings to fandom culture and, beyond that, to human culture. Every person has a character they relate to, identify with, or just want to be. Cosplay gives people all over the world the chance to become that character, even for just one day. It unlocks the possibilities of actively par- ticipating in a fandom instead of just consuming it.


Whether you are a die-hard cosplayer, a newcomer who’s just discovered this world, or someone who has not heard of cosplay before, I hope that reading this book will unlock something within you and inspire you to do something you’ve never previously consid- ered. Maybe it will be to make a costume for the first time, or to step out of your comfort zone and learn a new skill, or to dress up as a character you didn’t have the confidence to portray before.


Every cosplayer has that moment of revelation: You can dress up in a costume any time of the year and not just on Halloween. You can be any character. You can make anything. Cosplay has no set rules. It’s not a sport. It’s the most sincere form of fan expression I have ever encountered and a limitless creative outlet. It is fun and freedom combined.




















     CHAPTER 2     



A Girl Drawing in the Corner


Sometimes I wonder how my life would have turned out if I hadn’t discovered cosplay in the summer of 1999. I was on the cusp of becoming an adult and felt quite lost in the world. I had little self-awareness and low self-esteem. Looking back, my discovery of cosplay was the result of many years of searching for kinship and a place where I belonged.


I was born in the early ’80s in the city of Xi’an, which was once the ancient capital of China, during the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution. Communism was ingrained in every fiber of the nation, and everything including entertainment was carefully curated, government-approved, and filled with propaganda. While children in America were watch-ing Star Wars and reading about the adventures of Spider-Man, I was keeping silkworms as pets and singing old Chinese folk songs in front of my family in the living room.


My grandfather was a decorated military general in World War II, which earned him a highly respected social standing. In his retirement, the government moved him and my grandma from Xi’an, in the north, to a top-notch military housing facility in Guangzhou, in the south, and most of the Han family followed suit by relocating to the city as well. My father was the eldest of five children and was working at the university in Xi’an when he met my mother. She was pursuing a German language degree with the intention to teach, which was quite unusual at the time.
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My mom and dad





After getting married, my mother wanted to continue her studies, so at three months old, I was flown to Guangzhou to be raised by my grandparents, aunts, and a nanny. In China, it was quite common for families to share in the task of childcare, so while my parents remained in Xi’an, the first few years of my life were spent in a large house inside a government-run township where everything was taken care of. We had drivers, cooks, and house staff; these were perks my grandpa earned after fighting for his country. At the time, the one-child-per-family rule was in effect in China, so since I was the only grand-child who lived with the head of the house- hold, I quickly became the family favorite and the darling of the neighborhood. That made my childhood a common Chinese stereotype: I was the spoiled “little golden emperor.”
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Me as a child in China





Rowdy, loud, and incredibly confident, I behaved like I owned the township and I bossed my cousins around during playtime. I got in trouble so often that eventually my aunt started locking me in the garden shed to get me to behave. My tomboy- ishness ensured that I was always covered in bruises and scrapes, but I also loved picking flowers, wearing dresses, and sing-ing. Even at a young age, I had a huge imag- ination and a sense of adventure.




[image: ]


Hanging with my cousins (and cake!)





After three years, my parents brought me back to Xi’an, where I settled into a more regimented routine. We lived in a modest apartment in a concrete building, where studying and school became the focus of my life. By the time I entered middle school, it looked as if my path to becoming an average, hard-working Chinese citizen was laid out.


Then my parents divorced.


In a move that could only be described as scandalous at worst and bold at best, my mother left my father and moved to Germany. She had been working as a German teacher at the Xi’an university and became fascinated with Germany after a visit. I was six years old when my mother packed her bags. My father was reserved and quiet and, in typical Chinese fashion, did not talk about the separation or explain to me what had happened. I initially expected that Mama was going to come home soon, but as the months dragged on, I became more rebellious and acted out. I got into fights with classmates, bit people in school, and disobeyed teachers. That didn’t go over well in a communist regime, and I was frequently punished.


Eventually, amidst intense feelings of confusion and abandonment, I became withdrawn and quiet. My aggressive side fell away to numbness, and I did what most children of divorce do—seek ways to escape reality. Anime and manga started to become accessible in China in the late ’80s, and from the first moment I saw the doe-eyed characters on-screen, I was hooked. The first anime I watched were Doraemon, Astro Boy, and Saint Seiya, followed soon by any broadcast that looked like anime on TV. I begged my father to buy manga books for me, which I devoured each night and every weekend after doing homework. During those years of turmoil, my lifelong love for Japanese animation was formed.


It wasn’t until two years later, when my mother flew back to China with a tall, bearded “foreigner man,” that I was told the truth. Mama had divorced Baba, married the hairy man, and was living in Germany. I didn’t understand until much later that the communist way of life had been suffocating my mother, especially after she saw what freedoms she could have in a Western society. She had to get out. As soon as she could, she came back to get custody of me.


My parents sat me down and asked me where I wanted to live. I was eight years old. Even now, I’m not sure why, but I chose Germany despite never having seen the world outside of China. That choice effectively changed my entire life in one afternoon. A few months later, after all the paperwork was done, I quit school and said good-bye to all my friends and family. My father put me on a plane to Frankfurt, and fourteen hours later, I restarted my life in a completely new world, along with a new family, a new language, and a new school.
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Saying good-bye to Dad when I left China





To say that I had culture shock would be an understatement.


I learned German from the ground up, starting with the alphabet. My school was predominantly white, and I was one of only two Asian students. From the first day on, it was difficult to communicate with my schoolmates and make friends. Not only did I look and behave differently; I also couldn’t understand their language. It took six months before I could speak conversational German. Even after that, though, I never got the hang of being social with other kids.


My parents’ separation and the trans- continental move solidified my personality as an introverted loner. To say that I didn’t get along with Robert, my new stepdad, would be an understatement. In my mind, it was his fault my parents divorced. More- over, Robert was very open with the fact that he disliked children and only tolerated my presence because of my mom. From the day I stepped foot into their home in Wiesbaden, I knew I did not belong there.
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With my mom and stepdad in Germany





My affinity for Japanese animation only added to my weirdness. During each summer holiday spent in China, I collected manga paperbacks and brought volumes home in overstuffed suitcases. That’s how I read all of Ranma 1/2, Revolutionary Girl Utena, and Sailor Moon. I scoured whatever scarce anime VHS tapes I could get my hands on—even the really violent ones, like Ninja Scroll and Fist of the North Star. I hid away in my room to read and watch the treasures I had procured, only coming out for dinner and chores. At school, none of my classmates seemed to understand anime and manga, so I became the four-eyes who read picture books in a weird language. Everywhere I went, my nose was stuck in a manga volume. My parents dismissed my interest in “cartoons” as infantile, and as the years passed and I grew into a teenager, they began to low-key disapprove of it.


Reading manga also inspired me to start drawing. My favorite volume was RG Veda, a heartbreaking, dark-fantasy story based on Hindu mythology, by the four-women artist group CLAMP. The ethereal figures draped in jewels and flowing robes took my breath away. I began to redraw my favorite pages. Then I started designing my own original characters. I developed a classic shoujo—or “young girl”—manga style. I first drew in pencil, then in ink, and my drawings became increasingly more detailed and polished. I loved drawing intricate hair strands and delicate faces. I became quite skilled at composition and outfit design as well. Art turned into a huge outlet for me, and I replaced the manga volumes I carried everywhere with a sketchbook and pencil case. In school, I stayed to myself and drew manga characters between classes, while my classmates made fun of me for drawing what they referred to as “Barbie figures.”


My newly found interest in art was more to the liking of my parents, but they still scoffed at the fact that I was drawing manga characters instead of creating “real art.” They enrolled me in after-school art classes to foster my burgeoning talents, and while I enjoyed doing anatomical studies in charcoal and landscape paintings in watercolor, I still found myself drawing Japanimation characters deep into the night. It was clear that I wouldn’t become a traditional artist. I stopped attending art classes after a couple of years but continued to draw and paint in manga style, eventually teaching myself how to create short stories in sequential art form.
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My teen years were spent mostly reading and drawing.





As I stumbled through my teenage years, my feelings of isolation and frustration con- tinued to grow. I never managed to make lasting friendships at school, and all the things I liked doing were solitary. My parents’ main interest was travel- ing, and since I had no friends in the same age group, they were forced to take me with them on trips. This meant that I got to visit cool places such as Egypt, Greece, and Thailand as a young teen, but I always had to tag along with a group of adults. I felt invisible no matter which continent we visited. I was always the girl quietly drawing in the corner of a room.
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Traveling with Mom to Egypt and Crete





That said, seeing the world at a young age fostered my sense of adventure, and I became especially fascinated by the United States. I often wondered what living there would be like. Pam, a close family friend from America, often shared stories of growing up there. It sounded incredible, with promises of fun and adventure at every turn. She told me about wearing shimmering dresses to prom. Walking through haunted houses with a boy she liked so she could act scared and hold his hand. Putting on musicals and theater performances in high school. Dressing up on Halloween and asking for candy. Her stories sounded exactly like the American movies I watched, and they captivated me.


During my teenage years, I was able to visit the United States twice. My parents took me on a road trip through California at age twelve, and I got to see New York City during another visit at age fifteen. These trips left a huge impression on me and only served to fuel my dream of one day moving to the United States. While I struggled in other aspects of school, I enjoyed learning English, and the language came easy to me—maybe because German was so difficult to learn by comparison.


During many of the quiet moments when I drew, I thought about what I wanted to do with my life once I grew up. My thirst for adventure, fueled by world-skipping anime like The Vision of Escaflowne and historical retellings such as The Rose of Versailles manga, made me interested in pursuing archeology. That is, until I did a summer internship at a museum and realized how much time I would be spending in the archive rooms doing technical drawings of vases instead of visiting exotic places and excavating ruins.


As my art became more refined and I devoted more time than ever to it, I formed the goal of becoming a professional artist—more specifically, a Disney animator. As much as Japanese animation influenced my art style, I grew up watching and loving Disney movies as well. Unlike anime, an obscure form of animation (in the West) with adult undertones, Disney was considered the pinnacle of cartoon animation. Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs even won an Oscar! Everyone respected Disney animators and appreciated their skills, so, in my mind, it was the best job in the world. For a young artist like me, nothing could top making Disney films. And there was only one place where I could pursue that dream—America.


In the year 1998, for the second time, I packed my bags, left my family, and started a new life in a new country. It was completely reckless and irresponsible—and utterly against my parents’ wishes. Moving to the United States meant speaking a new language, going to a new school, and adjusting to a completely different culture.


To no one’s surprise, the first couple of years were incredibly tough, and I sobered up from my Disney dreams after mere months. I had no idea what it meant for a first- generation immigrant to settle in the United States, from intense money issues to interpersonal relationship difficulties to cultural lifestyle differences. After being hit with unforeseen complications at every turn, I thought of going home, but even in the darkest moments, I could not stand the thought of living in Germany again. I felt so detached from the life I had there; the only thing waiting for me in Wiesbaden was school, followed by a boring, nonartistic job. Despite the challenges, I felt more at ease in the anything-can-happen atmosphere of the United States.


In the end, I gritted my teeth and stayed because I found an open outlet for my nerdy side. Soon after arriving in the USA, I was pleasantly surprised to discover little pockets of anime fan communities all over the country. By today’s standards, these communities would be considered miniscule, but their very existence was a revelation to me. There was actually an anime club in my town, where people met up once a week to watch anime, draw fan art, and play video games. I brought my art portfolio to one of the get-togethers and pleaded for a chance to join. Everyone seemed thoroughly impressed with my drawings, and I became a member of the club in 1999. For the first time ever, I felt that I belonged to a community, where people genuinely appreciated my artistic abilities and passion for Japanese animation. No matter how hard everyday life was, I had a little sanctuary where I could retreat to be myself, and that was worth staying for.


However, in 1999, the geeks had definitely not inherited the earth, and having a club didn’t mean we could let our freak flags fly openly. Geeks and otakus—or nerds—were considered uncool no matter what part of the world you lived in. Most of us separated our fandom activities and daily lives because it was easier than having to explain ourselves to families, schoolmates, or coworkers. Instead, we quietly found camaraderie at anime clubs and conversed with like-minded fans through rudimentary message boards on the Internet. There were only a few conventions across the United States, and they were regarded as precious, near-holy festivals. They offered the rare opportunity for anime fans to come out of our shells and be our true selves.


It was during one of my anime club get-togethers that I learned about Anime Expo, the biggest anime convention in the United States. Only 6,400 people attended Anime Expo in 1999, but to my anime club, that number felt massive. It was the ultimate dream event: an enormous gathering that offered the chance to attend panels and screenings, meet creators flown in from Japan, and even visit a vendor hall dedicated to anime merchandise. My mind boggled at the idea of fans having three whole days to celebrate all things anime and manga. Fellow club members told me stories from past events and showed me photos from previous conventions. I became fascinated by the ones that featured attendees dressed as anime characters. Warriors from Rurouni Kenshin. The goddesses from Ah! My Goddess. Sailor scouts flanking Sailor Moon. These were real people who looked like the characters I drew, striking poses and smiling at the camera. I couldn’t stop looking at them.


This was the first time I saw cosplay in action. Until then, I’d poured all of my love for a series into drawing the characters as nicely as I could, but I never thought about the possi- bility of actually becoming the characters. The mental image of myself dressing up in the same clothes and resembling an anime character sent electricity through my body. It was enticing and daring and a little bit scary all at the same time. Looking at photos of fans just like me, disguised as characters I loved, made a lightbulb go off in my head.


This is what I wanted to do.




















     YAYA’S ADVICE     



STARTING A COSTUME


So you want to cosplay! That’s wonderful, and I have great news for you. There is no better time to get into cosplay than right now. Type “cosplay” into Google and you will instantly be rewarded with an abundance of avenues through which to get started. These options range from mass-produced, ready-made cosplay outfits that can be delivered to your door within days to countless tutorials on every costume-making technique under the sun should you want to make your own cosplay from scratch. The sheer amount of information and resources available today gives newcomers a great foundation to dive right in. But it can also feel overwhelming at times.


When people ask me how they can get into cosplay, they’re concerned about sorting through the infinite options of characters, materials, and techniques and how to choose the right project for themselves. Many new cosplayers have expressed to me that they feel intimidated or scared to join the community because it is so well developed and full of brilliant cosplayers already.


Indeed, established and experienced cosplayers bust out one masterpiece after another, and the quality of cosplay outfits these days is mind-boggling, often rivaling the costumes we see in big-budget films. I completely understand that someone who has never made a costume before could think, How could I ever reach that level? Why should I even try? Well, trust me when I say that every cosplayer has had this exact thought—and every cosplayer has to start somewhere.


In the advice sections of this book, I will help you build a foundation to get into cosplay crafting and share honest tips on how to navigate this vibrant community.


Let’s get started.
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Hand-sewing embellishments for a costume






CHOOSING YOUR COSTUME


Think of each costume as an adventure that you’re going on with the character.


Find a character you connect with. Connection is key here. Cosplay is a super-fun activity, but it also requires a lot of time, money, and dedication. It’s important to choose a character who you feel a genuine connection to. You don’t have to be an expert in the source material to cosplay from it, but you should choose someone who sparks a feeling in you. Whether it’s the hero you admire, a side character you are curious about, or a villain you love to hate, your passion for the character will drive you to work harder on the costume and make the entire experience more rewarding.


You do not have to look like a character to cosplay them. Cosplay is a transformative process. There should be no physical boundaries to who you can cosplay, regardless of your body type, skin tone, ethnicity, or gender. I explore this topic in greater detail in part 4, The Duality of Cosplay (page 129), but for now, I implore you to not worry one bit about looking like the character you want to cosplay. Whenever I am considering a character to cosplay, I close my eyes and envision myself wearing the costume. If the mental image makes me smile, I know it will be a fun cosplay to work on.


Your cosplay does not have to be 100 percent accurate. Imagery in comic books, movies, and video games is always in motion and perfectly lit for the scene. In real life, your costume won’t flow in the wind at the perfect angle, fit flatteringly from every angle, or cascade down your body in exactly the right way. As a pen-and-paper artist, I realized this early on in my cosplay adventures, so I have always taken creative liberties when translating a character design into a costume. While there is significant merit in replicating a costume design as accurately as possible, my advice to newcomers is to focus more on getting the feel of the character across than to make a perfectly replicated costume. In chapter 10, “Going Beyond Re-creations” (page 106), we will explore the various creative ways you can make a character yours and why it can be more fun to put your own artistic spin on a cosplay rather than follow the design 100 percent.
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Art Nouveau Mulan design by Hannah Alexander and the finished costume I created.





To buy or to make? You don’t have to make your costume in order to cosplay. There are many ready-made costumes out there, and for someone who has never cosplayed before, it might be a good choice to buy a costume and experience what it’s like to dress up.


However, by making a costume yourself, you can inject your own interpretation and creativity into the project and have a fuller, more well-rounded cosplay experience. Also consider that you can make one aspect of the costume and buy/commission other components. That way you can divide up the work-load and focus on learning one technique per cos-play. For me, the craftsmanship aspect has always been the most interesting, and I’d love for you to experience the unbridled pride of having made your own costume. It’s pretty cool.




[image: ]


A costume I bought (left) and an alternative costume of the same character that I made (right).





Give credit where it’s due. If someone helped you with a costume, or if you bought a piece for it, please credit the makers in the captions of your photos. Acknowledge the contributors to your project and be honest and transparent with the public. I can’t stress enough how important it is to give credit where it is due, especially when you are entering a costume contest that judges on craftsmanship. There is nothing wrong with getting help, after all: It’s how we all learn and evolve as creators. Your audience will appreciate the honesty.


PLANNING YOUR COSPLAY


Now that you have chosen your cosplay project, it’s time to plan out your costume and gather materials. Research is really half the battle here, and I will take you through the most important elements in the following steps.
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The fabric I chose for Mulan.





Get into crafting mode. Cosplay is not a cheap hobby, so you should approach each costume as an art project. There are three factors that go into any creative project: time, money, and skill. More often than not, you won’t have ample access to all three at once, and that is perfectly okay. By staying organized and focused, you can make up for any deficiencies. For example, if you have a limited budget, you can make up for it by investing time into searching for sales and affordable access to materials. If you have the ability, you can also sink your time into doing more of the hands-on crafting yourself. Take your time, learn the skills, and shop smart.


Gather references. Make a reference folder and collect photos, artwork, and screenshots of the character. I read any articles I can find about how the character and their costume was designed and spend hours online compiling character reference footage, including images and video. Among other things, you’ll want to collect front, side, and back views, accessories, and close-ups for makeup and hair. I also suggest looking up other cosplays of your character so you can see how costume components drape and hang in real life and how fabrics and materials look in different lighting. For those who have trouble visualizing an animated design as a real costume, this could be helpful and motivating.


Research techniques and materials. We live in a DIY culture where you can teach yourself how to make anything, and I have never seen this can-do spirit better applied than to cosplay.


Take advantage of the huge array of resources available and relish in the research process. Fabric and craft stores are stocked with more cosplay-centric materials, patterns, and tools than ever. You can find thousands of step-by-step tutorials on YouTube, in PDF form, and in web articles. You can even go to shared makerspaces and take courses on laser cutting and 3-D printing. You don’t have to figure everything out by yourself; the community has your back.


Make a shopping list. Almost every technical tutorial tells you what you’ll need for the project, so make a list of all the materials and tools. This is your shopping list. Don’t forget smaller mundane items, such as paintbrushes, thread, sewing machine needles, and hot glue sticks. More than once I have had to stop in the middle of crafting because I ran out of the right-color thread or paint. Avoid the panic by doing an inventory on crafting products you already own before you go shopping. Bring your materials list and collection of references on shopping trips. I tend to travel a lot and always have a reference folder on my phone in case I come across a shop and want to do some impromptu cosplay shopping.


Shop smart. As I mentioned earlier, it is very possible to cosplay on a budget. You just have to put in more time and research to make up for any lack of funds. My first suggestion is to create a separate e-mail account for mailing lists, then sign up for all the stores you might frequent to get sale notifications and coupon codes. Many craft stores such as JOANN and Michaels hold frequent sales and offer daily discount coupons. These retailers even take competitors’ coupons, so start collecting them! Buying general crafting materials such as Velcro, patterns, and acrylic paint in bulk when they are on sale can save you money down the road.


Thrift stores are another great resource for materials. You can cut up sheets and jackets for fabric use, get shoes to cover and customize, or buy clothes to alter into your costumes. My Final Fantasy X Lulu costume was made with fifty thrift store belts.


Additionally, research alternative materials and resources. You can make affordable foam look like expensive leather with the right techniques and paint, and there are synthetic versions of fabrics such as silk or wool that cost less than their natural counterparts. Think outside the box when you shop.


Finally, look at tools as investments. Saving up for a quality pair of scissors is worth it because you will use them repeatedly with every project. Buying a heat gun and Dremel multitool will make it much easier to manipulate EVA foam. Investing in good tools can protect your hands and make your work more efficient.
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Fabric shopping, usually best done in person





Shop online. Internet retailers can sometimes offer better deals and a more comprehensive assortment of products than physical stores. I often order online when I need items like rhinestones and beads in bulk or when I need specialized items, such as steel corset boning. For crafters living in smaller cities, sometimes the only way to get specialized cosplay materials is to order them online. The obvious drawback is that you have to wait for shipping (and pay for it), as well as take the risk of buying an item sight unseen. We have all had to deal with the headaches of returning or exchanging an item or chasing down a lost package.


The trick with online shopping is to plan ahead and have a backup plan. Stay organized, refer to your shopping list, and place your orders for materials, wigs, shoes, etc., well in advance. At the same time, look up alternate sources for the items and be prepared in case something goes wrong with your orders.


I strongly prefer buying cosplay materials in person (especially fabrics and trims) because I like to feel the material and see the colors, but for items like shoes, stockings, and wigs, I have my go-to online stores.


See a list of cosplay resources on pages 228–231.


GENERAL WORKING TIPS


Now that your materials have arrived, it’s time to start working on your costume!
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Thinking through the next steps of my sewing process





Pace yourself creatively. Focus on one or two skills you want to learn while making your costume. I have seen first-time cosplayers make some impressive outfits, but based on my experiences (and personal fail-ures), in general I strongly suggest that newcomers start out with a costume design that does not overwhelm them creatively. The more techniques a design incorporates, the more there is at stake. Not only does your time commitment and the cost of materials rise, but the likelihood of making a mistake does as well. By focusing on one or two techniques, such as making appliqués or shaping a wooden sword, you can learn skills and make a costume that fills you with pride. After that, each time you take on a new cosplay project you can add a new technique or skill set to your repertoire. It’s not dissimilar to leveling up in a video game.


When I first started cosplaying, I only made costumes based on characters with simplis- tic outfits that could be put together with a limited range of skills. As I learned new tech- niques and became a more confident crafter, my world of cosplay expanded.


Break down the costume into smaller individual projects. Look at your character’s design and make a list of all its components—shirt, pants, shoulder armor, gauntlets, chest armor, belt, shin guards, shoes, etc. Then break down what you need to do to make each piece. By looking at each component of your costume as a separate project, you will feel less overwhelmed by the overall design.
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