




 
 

Thanks 
A book does not happen in isolation. 
This one, and the others before happened because...I had a grandfather who bought me left-handed scissors 

and encouraged me to sew a shirt....a grandmother who gave me a sewing basket and set the example of doing good 
work...a grandmother with a great imagination who told the most dramatic stories...a grandfather who loved books 



and would read anything aloud...a mother who let me sew by myself and never, ever discouraged me and a father 
who showed me how to use tools, let me work with his, then gave me my own. They showed me the basics, 
answered my questions, gave me the freedom to explore and experiment, and endured any number of my "creative 
messes." 

When the messes evolved into the things we call dolls, I was fortunate to find fellow artists who taught 
their techniques and inspired me with their work. 

When I wanted to tell how it was done, the same artists responded by sharing their work in photographs. 
There was a publisher with foresight, and editors, working with detail, and design experts, who all took 

great care to refine my materials and make my ideas in words into books that we can hold in our hands. 
And, as always, there is my husband Tom, who translates process into drawing with love and support. 

My thanks to all.. .Susanna Oroyan 
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Preface 

It All Depends... 
Creating the figure and its character—whether sewn, sculpted, or assembled—is a major achievement. You 

take raw materials and put them together to make an "illustration of personality" or a statement about the human 
condition. However, there are many things that you can do and many things that you need to do before you can say, 
"Done." 

Finishing the figure means dressing the doll, but only a few dolls are made to have removable clothes. 
Quite a few are pure form. The clothing you make might be removable or permanently applied, or you might just 
want to enhance the figure with surface embellishment, such as painting or embroidery. Dressed or not, finishing the 
figure also means creating its presentation, which can be anything from making accessories and settings to building 
support systems. 

How can you put it all together? And how can you put it together with those extra touches that will make it 
a piece that will catch the viewer's eye and turn his head? It all depends on how you picture the finished figure. This 
means a lot of thinking. But you have already been thinking as you created the form of the character and considered 
its design. By the time you get to the finishing steps, you probably have a pretty good idea of how you want to end 
up. 

If you see your ideas in sharp detail—as illustrations or little snapshots of life in the real, historical, or 
fantasy world— most likely you will be more interested in information about the construction of clothes and objects 
found in those worlds. Some of you will tend to have ideas where form or sculptural outline of the figure will be 
more important. Most likely you will be interested in surface design applications, such as beading, dyeing, and 
manipulating fabric. 

Each and every thing you do for a figure, from shoe making to hair dressing to costume and furnishings, is 
a fully developed craft requiring years of study and practical experience to arrive at successful work. Doll makers 
also want to know it all now and have it available in one place. 



 
But doll makers usually want to know at 2:OOAM how shoe heels are constructed. Fortunately, doll 

makers usually only need to get a rough grasp of a concept or method. Once a doll maker has the basic idea, all sorts 
of wonderful, individual variations or necessary adjustments are made to solve any design problems. Finishing the 
Figure provides you with enough of the basic considerations in finishing a doll to get you started toward the 



particular solutions you might need. Take time to experiment and don't be afraid to waste time and materials. Not 
everything you do has to go on a finished piece. 

Along the way, I add advice and insert some cautions. Take time to think about these comments as they are 
based on analysis of figures the best artists think are successful. Take a close look at the pages and pages of 
inspiring pictures. See if you can discover what special things the artists did to make their pieces "sing." When you 
finish a piece, you might have thoughts of shipping it off to an exhibit, starting a business or, at the very least, 
getting good photos for your own record-keeping and sharing. I'll talk about that, too. 

As you read and study, remember that what you see here is just the tip of the iceberg. If I am successful, 
your head will be buzzing with new ideas and your hands trembling with anticipation. I hope you will use what you 
see to experiment, expand, and create new techniques of your own, and, in doing so, carry the tradition of doll 
making well into the 21st century. 



 



 

 

Costume and the Elements of Design 
Before you grab the scissors and start cutting into that lovely expensive piece of fabric, you need to 

understand design. 
Design consists of two major parts. One is the overall plan of what you want your figure to communicate. 

The other is the elements you consider when picking out directions and shapes to make that picture happen. You 
know the elements of design as form, line, proportion, color, texture, balance, scale, and motif. 

By the time you get to "finishing," you have been working with the overall design for some time. The "Big 
Picture" is in your head. Some design elements have already been considered. For instance, you have already got a 
shape or form. That is the figure itself made to fit the type (realistic, abstract, or cartoon) you choose. Its line or 
body position is at least roughed in. You have also determined scale by the figure's size and proportion. Most likely 
you already have had some fairly definite thoughts about color and textures (types of fabric or applied materials). 
Now, the process will become one of refining, or sharpening the fuzzy edges of the Big Picture. 

Four elements of design are very important in costume. They are line, scale, texture, and color. As you 
progress to completion, these elements take on a slightly more specialized meaning. The more settled parts, such as 
form and proportion, become the guides for specific decisions about each and every part that you add to the figure. 
In the end, however, all the elements will need to create a pleasant, harmonious relationship and reflect your 
personal style and point of view. 



 

A Slightly Different Perspective 
Line: Accentuate the Positive 

The line of the figure or the body position you choose to accentuate becomes the base for your decisions. If 
you create a very curvy abstract piece, you will want to select finish treatments that emphasize rather than hide those 
round shapes. If you have a figure with bent knees or elbows, you will want to make sure those bone points are 
visible under even the most bulky costume. If a figure is seated in a chair, you want to consider how the outline of 
the chair reflects or enhances the line of the seated figure. In short, whatever else you do to your figure, all of it has 
to work "inside the line" you initially gave it. 
Scale: A World of Its Own 

In creating the form, you make decisions about its scale in relation to the general size of the figure and the 
relationship of its parts to the whole. Appropriate—not necessarily correct—scale is essential for any figure. 
Usually, we think of scale as having to do with relative sizes: X is too big for the doll or Y is too small for it. In 
finishing the figure, scale becomes equally important as we consider the relationship of sizes of things on the figure 
or in its background. This background should be thought of as the world the figure lives in. We might never see this 
world or any of its parts, but things that go with and on the figure need to look like they belong to that world. 

The doll's world, or environment, is determined by the doll's materials, shape, detail, and scale. These may 
not be an accurate reflection of our real human world—or items you can find or buy. But anytime you make a doll 
or figure, you need to mentally project a background for it. This background needs to be in your mind when you 
work. You can think of it as a dollhouse, a landscape painting, or a theater stage, but visualize it clearly. 

Realistic scale is probably the easiest to understand and the hardest to achieve. If you opt to create a 
realistic figure—one that looks as photographically human as possible—then the world of its accessories and 
background must reflect a miniaturized version of the real world. For instance, a male figure that is six inches tall 
lives in a world proportionately scaled to the world of a real six-foot man. If a chair seat in the real world is one-and-
a-half feet from the ground, the chair seat in the figure's world will be one-and-a-half inches from the floor. If a leg 
on a real-world chair is two inches thick, then the leg of the miniature chair will be approximately an eighth-inch 
thick. Very small, indeed, but if you choose realism, then you have to do the math. Figure the size of the objects in 
accordance with the size of your figure and use your highly critical eye to get those details to be or appear to be 
exactly right. 

Most dolls, however, are ever-so-slightly abstracted, exaggerated, or impressionistic. This allows the artist 
some leeway with scale and the rules will be the ones he makes. The important thing is that the combinations of 
materials work with the piece and enhance its expression. Or, if you choose to add a different note, use the part or 
item to underline or jolt the viewer purposefully. 

Let's look at some examples: 
•  You have made a doll with a fine, painted silk body. Would you use corduroy for its costume? Or would 

you try to find lightweight silky fabrics and fine laces? 
•   You are making a costume of eyelet lace. Would you choose silk ribbon or grosgrain ribbon for 



trimming bows? 
In the first case, you should reject the corduroy because its weight detracts and distracts from the delicacy of the silk 
figure. In the second case, the silk ribbon is too light and flimsy for the cotton eyelet. 

The biggest problems in scale are the result of the temptation of materials. This is when you see some 
wonderful piece of fabric or trim and you try to force it into a costume just because you like it. There are some 
lovely metallic braids, but remember, on a doll most of them will be the scale of rope, not thread! A one-inch-wide 
band of sequin trim on your doll will be equivalent to a twelve-inch band in human scale. Each sequin would be the 
equivalent of four inches. Would you wear something that big? If you wouldn't, your doll won't either. You can still 
use the material, it just takes a bit of thinking about it. Take the braid apart. Sew several bands of sequins together 
and make a jacket for the doll or cut the bands into single or double strands. When you are tempted by a piece of 
material or trim, consider how many ways you can change it. Consider its potential rather than its current use. 

Another problem for a doll maker is finding a well-made, well-scaled accessory. We are always on the 
look-out for them. (And they do show up.) But are they really going to be the right blend with your piece? 

At the beginning of my doll-making career, I found some wonderful letter openers. They were exquisitely 
detailed miniature Spanish swords with engraving and enamel detail. I bought four of them. In twenty-five years, I 
have only been able to make two dolls with the detail required in costume and sculpture to match them. Every time I 
thought I had a doll that would work, the sword was just too fine, too outstandingly different, so I ended up 
eliminating the sword idea and made something that did fit. 

It's possible to find very accurately scaled and detailed toy bicycles typical of the 1940s. It's almost 
impossible for any doll maker to pass one up. To be used well, however, you have to think about it as a controlling 
factor in your doll design choice. First you measure the piece and determine the size of the doll that will fit. If it is 
four inches from the seat to the ground, you will need to make your doll no more than nine-inches tall. Not only will 
the doll have to be that size, it will have to be as near to photographically realistic as possible in order to not be 
overwhelmed by the bike's construction and detail. This means portrait sculpture. It means detail on clothing, such 
as topstitching on trousers, one-eighth-inch pleating, knitting on triple 0 needles, and fingers the size of toothpicks. 
Every single part of your doll and its costume must look like it lives in the same world as the bicycle. If these are not 
things you like to do or do well, then you ought to just enjoy the bike for itself. It's better not to force a figure into 
being just because you have a neat accessory. 

 
Again, the consideration: do these things look like they could belong to this doll in her world? And the 

answer is yes, because this is an entirely made-up world. Even so, Joyce's selections were carefully made to fit that 
particular world. 

As you can see, the entirely made-up world you create has to be a good piece of art. Like the doll, it must 
have a uniform design. A doll maker is an illustrator. Instead of showing you the doll in an entire setting, he might 
show you the doll and a portion of that setting. 

Texture: Filling Space 
Texture has to do with how the piece feels when you touch it—soft, smooth, rough, slick. It also involves 

what the eye tells the brain when it looks at the piece. When you decide what material your figure is to be made of, 



you make an initial decision about its texture. Every medium you use gives the piece a different visual feeling. A 
painted cloth figure will look and feel very different from a cloth figure of velour with embroidered features, or a 
felt figure with painted features. Painted porcelain looks and feels very different from glazed stoneware. In finishing 
the figure, you will choose items that will work with your basic surface. 

And, equally important, you will design surfaces so that they make spaces and surfaces interesting to the 
viewer. I call this "filling in space" or "breaking up space." You might think of it as something similar to what a 
painter does when she puts small plants and shadows under trees. The idea is to give the viewer several things to 
touch imaginatively when she looks at the piece. 

 



 
• Jacqueline Casey, Sweater Girl, 12 inches, needle modeled from sweater. Photo by Jacqueline Casey. 
 

Occasionally there are some exceptions. Joyce Patterson's Ann's Harley Spirit (page 9) is one and so is her 
Garage Sale Sally. The motorcycle character succeeds because the colorful and detailed machine creates a neat 
balance to the simple, light figure. The costume details are textural and white and befitting the abstract cloth figure. 
The same is true of Garage Sale Sally. The doll is no-bones-about-it stuffed cloth rather than painted realism. The 
garage-sale finds the doll carries are plastic or combined materials and not all in exact scale. How does this work? It 
works because the doll is truly an abstract, and it is made of material that doesn't resemble human skin. So, the doll 
itself creates its own world. Things that go in that world can also be non-human looking and non-human in scale. 

Usually problems happen when color and pattern take over and texture is left behind. But...but, you say, 
this doll must wear a solid blue dress. Or, you say, my figure just needs this floral print. Here is how using texture 
can let you have your cake and eat it, too. 

Let's discuss the solid blue dress. The style is a very simple bodice and a full skirt—a style that could be 
1860 or 1950 or "Alice in Wonderland." To keep the line and color, but make the dress more visually interesting, 
you'll need to provide a bit more detail in the basic construction. 

Rather than plain gathers in the skirt and sleeves, precision cartridge pleats could be used. A contoured 
princess seam line could be used in the bodice. A roll of piping could be inserted between the bodice and the skirt. 
It's still a plain blue dress, but the eye has been given more to appreciate. What else? We could use a lighter or 
darker shade of the same blue to make a yoke for the bodice. We could take three or five rows of pin tucks along the 
lower edge of the skirt; we could add a pair of pockets...and it's still a plain blue dress. But we have broken up the 
space. 

Color 
A discussion of color in doll making is going to take more than a paragraph or two. No matter what shape or 
medium the figure is made of, color is often the most important consideration in finishing it. By the time you finish 
the basic figure, you've already made some color choices, selected skin tone (which might have been a multi-colored 
fabric), and perhaps a hair color. Now, as you add items or elements in the finishing, you will need to think about 
how you want the viewer to react to the figure and what colors it will need to reflect its world or time period. You 
are considering the psychology of color. Not only will the colors have to coordinate with the figure, but they will 
also need to project some emotional content. They will have to work well together without being overwhelming. In 
short, if some one says, "Wow, that is a big, red, angry doll" you want that reaction. If you didn't want that reaction, 
but that's what you got, then you need to re-assess your color choices. 



Commercial Color Realities 
 

Have we always had all of the colors? No. Even as you read this, chemists are developing new colors. Most 
of us have a good feel for what we need; the problem is that we can't find it. The design industry—fashion, 
furnishing, household accessories, and automotive, have color experts who get together and decide what will be "in" 
for the next year or two. This is done so that the various industries can coordinate their planning and so you can buy 
bath towels or bedspreads, paint, wallpaper, and toilet fixtures that will work together. For your doll making, an 
awareness of color-market trends means that you need to buy colors every few years so that you can have the color 
you need when it is out-of-style. The year you need dusty blue satin for a doll will surely be the year that bright blue 
is "in." 

For costuming your historical figures, you need to become familiar with the era or part of the world you 
want to portray. You need to know what materials they had access to, and what vegetable or mineral materials might 
have been available for dyeing. Also what might have been common, or what was an expensive import. For 
example, natural wool and linen might have prevailed in ancient Rome. Yellow and green might have been the most 
common vegetable dyes. Red dye came from rust/iron. Where did imperial purple come from? It was an expensive 
Eastern import and as such only seen on very high-ranking people. So, be aware of the fashionable colors of an era. 

 

Color Psychology 
 

Color—and its absence—creates the mood of a doll, underlines the personality, and brings the strongest 
emotional response in a viewer. An understanding of color and the ability to use it effectively is of prime importance 
for the doll maker. 

This is a serious and scientific subject that in full treatment takes volumes, and those works would be found 
under the several headings of physics, chemistry, psychology, and anatomy. Basically, working with color involves 
the properties of waves, refraction and absorption, the chemistry of pigments and dyes, how the mind works to 
perceive physically and culturally, as well as the actual function of the eye mechanism. Most of us live with color, 
respond to it, and use it on a daily basis. Sometimes, we are naturally good at working with color, sometimes we just 



take it a little too much for granted, and sometimes we are plain scared of it. My job here is to make you think about 
it seriously and be able to use it for your figure making. 

Color is the result of light from the sun being broken into different wavelengths by the earth's atmosphere. 
So, amounts and types of light are going to be important factors in color use. 

 

Color Theory: A Little Lingo 
 

Colors are properties of light as it is broken by a spectrum. These are also called hues. Black is not a color, 
it is the presence of all color or the absence of light. White is not a color, it is unbroken light. 

Hues are primary colors (intense), which cannot be produced by mixing any other colors together. 
Secondary colors are produced by mixing two primary colors together. Intermediate colors, the mixtures of primary 
and secondary, are colors that appear next to each other on a color wheel (primary red + secondary purple = 
red/violet). 

All of the colors/hues can be made into tints by adding white or into shades by adding black. Tints and 
shades are referred to as values. The closer to white the lighter the value. The closer the hues are to the twelve 
primary, secondary, and intermediate colors, the more intense they are. Adding white or black to colors to create 
shades or tints reduces intensity. 

 

First Step: Working with Skin Tone 
 

No matter what is the body medium, its color will be the skin tone of your figure. Even if not much of the 
flesh is going to show, it will become the basis for your other color selections. Why? Because the viewer has a body 
himself, knows about bodies, and will automatically be able to project a whole flesh-covered body under surface 
additions. Humans have skin tones ranging from deepest dark-brown to almost white. Depending on the color of the 
sculpting medium or the color of the paints you use or mix to use on your dolls, they will have a skin tone with 
either a bluish or yellowish look. The first step in determining color for your piece is to know its skin tone. 

  
Nancy J. Laverick, Mozart, 14 inches, cloth. Photo by Nancy J. Laverick. 
 

Skin Tones 
 

Most doll makers use commercially available fabrics, flesh-tone paints, or pre-tinted sculpting media. Most 
craft paint and pen manufacturers have at least two or three flesh-tone colors. Usually, these provide a choice of a 
yellowish, blue/pink, or brown/red base. Colors mixed with yellow-orange will be complementary to blues and 
violets. Colors mixed with Cadmium red light will be complementary with yellow-green. And colors mixed with 



cadmium red medium will be complementary to blue-green. So, strange as this might seem, if the flesh has a yellow 
tint, then the figure will look best in cool colors, and if it has a red tint, it will look best in warm colors. 

Do note that there is great variation of tone possibilities for each racial or ethnic group. You can't make 
generalizations based on hair color—such as blondes look good in pink. A better distinction is that some blondes 
look good in shell pink and some look good in rose pink. For the artist this means that any race can wear any color 
provided the base tone is complementary to the colors that the artist wants' to use. Also be aware that flesh tones, 
since they are mixed by adding white or black, are less intense. This means you must be very careful in choosing 
your other colors so that their intensity does not threaten to overwhelm the figure's skin tone. 

Color draping had a little zip of popularity a few years ago. Everyone was having it done and carrying 
around swatches of "their colors." Today, you might find a beauty consultant, make-up specialist, or beauty shop 
that can do it for you. Give it a try, it's very illuminating. If the color works with your skin, you will appear to be 
bright, almost lit up; if it doesn't, you will appear murky and tired looking. What is happening here is that you really 
are lighting up because those colors are complementary—they reflect different sides of the color wheel. Your doll 
has to wear its colors. Color draping can be used to determine your doll's color needs. 

 

Color Psychology: Important to Consider 
 

Very important: the colors you like might not be good for the doll or its intended message. (This is not 
"pop" pysch, clinical tests in academic laboratories have pretty much borne out what we generally accept.) Here is a 
summary list of color responses outlined by Faber Baron in his book Color and Human Response-. I would like to 
interject that artists are most likely to respond to the question, What is your favorite color? with the question: What 
for?—meaning, 1 have favorite colors for various applications. 
Baron outlines how we associate colors with personality and how our color preferences might reflect our own 
personalities as follows: 

RED — impulsive, athletic, sexy, quick to make a judgment 
PINK — youth, tenderness, affection  
ORANGE — cheerful, friendly, luminous 
 YELLOW — innovation, originality, wisdom  
YELLOW-GREEN — perceptive, perhaps timid 
GREEN — nature, balance, normality, adjusted, civilized, conventional, overweight 
BLUE-GREEN — charming, eccentric, sensitive, refined, fussy 
BLUE — conservatism, accomplishment, devotion, introspection, cautious 
PURPLE-VIOLET — sensitive, tasteful, high ideals, lover of arts 
BROWN — homespun, sturdy, reliable, shrewd, sense of duty and responsibility 
WHITE — emotionless, sterile, security, sobriety BLACK — sophistication, death, despair 
 
Whoo! 1 like them all. I am an artist and 1 can use them all. 
Here's a thought: If you are going to sell your work, color is going to attract the buyer. Maybe you don't 

like red, but the impulsive buyer might. Maybe you don't like purple, but the art collector might. 

 
Valerie Garber, God's Fool, 5 inches, wax over resin. Photo by Ken Worrow. 



 

Color: The Viewer's Expectation 
 

We tend to think in terms of "baby boys wear blue and baby girls wear pink." This is an adult Western-
cultural perspective. We grown-ups tend to think of babies as fragile and soft, hence pale colors. If the baby had his 
or her choice, it would probably pick yellow or red because these are the colors that a baby will watch, reach for, or 
respond to. Therefore, the cultural response is an important factor. If making dolls for your baby to play with, pick 
from the primary and secondary basic colors. For adult collectors, have fun with pastels. 

Here are some additional color associations based on intensity: 
RED — blood, war, aggression, sex, Christmas 
ORANGE — Halloween, fall 
YELLOW — sun, warmth, cheerful, childlike 
GREEN — peace 
BLUE — bravery, loyalty, truth, clarity 
PURPLE — royalty, elegance 
PINK — tenderness, romance 
BLACK — death 
WHITE — purity 

So, the colors you might choose for a soldier would be red and blue. The colors you choose for a pretty 
teenage girl might be pink or light blue. Or if you want to deliver a different message, what does a figure in a yellow 
uniform give? Perhaps a comic opera character? Can you make a sexy lady and pull it off in yellow? 
 

Color and Light 
 

Next consider light—just lighting. Do you work in daylight or artificial light? Is the artificial light 
fluorescent or tungsten? Colors will appear different in each type. For several years, the National Institute of 
American Doll artists held their annual exhibit in a hotel ballroom with very generalized, very distant tungsten 
lighting. The exhibits looked fine, but the year that gallery spotlights were brought in, the dolls became much 
punchier and we were amazed at what we had done. Good lighting in a photo or an exhibit venue will always make 
your piece look its best. As we work, we need to be aware that what we make in daylight will change color at night 
under work light. You need to test paints and fabrics in both as you work on a piece. I noticed that pieces I painted 
in the daylight were always much lighter and softer than those painted in artificial light in the evening. The lower 
intensity of the interior light made me paint in more color so I could see it. (You might want to invest in a specially 
made lamp that shows true color.) 

So, before even starting to look at color selections, you need to consider: your preferences, your doll's skin 
tone, the audience you aim for, the message you want to achieve, the light you work in, and the light you want it to 
be seen in. 

 

Color Design Elements and Considerations 
 

Contrast is basically the difference in value against a background. For instance, red will have a high degree 
of contrast or be the dominant color against a white or light ground, but not against a black or dark background. 

Balance for the figure maker comes into play when you have two or three colors close in value (amount of 
lightness or darkness). When you use such colors together as your main choices in equal amounts, neither will 
register strongly and the result can negate successful color impact in the piece. You can do it, but the choice needs to 
be a thoughtful, reasoned one with regard to the mood and impact you wish to communicate. 
Scale in color refers to the intensity or the value of the hue. The impact or intensity of the color may be too big for 
the piece. The more intense (less tinted or shaded) a hue/color is the brighter it looks, and bright looks big and bold. 
If you imagine a person wearing a true red blouse, you would call that loud, bright, bold, or hot. Suppose you want 
your doll to wear a primary red. The doll is one-fourth the size of the human so the color needs to be reduced in 
intensity by tinting or shading. That will make it appear to wear a primary red, but the color will not overwhelm the 
viewer or the other parts of the figure. The color then will be right for the scale of the figure. It is very necessary to 
be aware of color intensity when you pick colors for your realistic human figures. It is less nec essary for abstract 
and play types that might have exaggerated body and face treatments. Often when a figure seems "wrong" the 
problem might be that the color is off-scale. 

Also, notice how realistic figures made by more successful artists typically use colors of lower intensity 
and how often even those colors rarely show up in large expanses. The color-conscious artist will use trim or 



embellishments to break up large single-color areas to lower the color intensity and make the piece itself more 
important than its colors. Really careful artists, especially those working with figures of fifteen inches or less, will 
tea-dye or otherwise treat even further to lower the intensity of small-scale prints and solids. Remember, even small-
scale prints, such as those quilters work with, are made for humans and quilts—they are too big and bright for dolls. 

Bright colors in prints, polka dots, checks, and stripes can be used very effectively in spite of their 
intensity. The main issue is that the body, hair, and facial colors will need to be kept equally intense. In this case, 
think "clown" and remember that in most cases when a real human wears patterns in bold, bright colors, they wear 
face make-up or masks to enhance a funny, happy, bouncy image. 

The first step toward using intense, large-scale colors is to carefully plan your sculpture. It probably should 
be exaggerated or abstract in form. In either clay or cloth that means a more cartooned face. The face itself should 
have some bright highlighting, such as bright pink cheeks, very red lips, or dark, arched eyebrows. Its facial 
expression should be dramatic. We might expect the feet to be fat or flat and somewhat clunky/chunky in look. The 
hands might be a fat, abstract shape, and might not have fingers. When we have a good body form going, then we 
can add the brightness—carefully. If we want the face to register, we don't want anything busily distracting around 
it. This means that we might use a pattern of bold solid red and white squares for a body, but we would take darker 
values of blue, perhaps with a small patterned print, and vary them in patterns with striping or quilting to make them 
appear smaller than the facial features, to make a vest or collar and hat. The darker solids allow the viewer to 
register the character in the face—and not just a splashy bunch of colors—by creating a frame around it. Carrying 
out a theme of primary colors, the hat might have a yellow flower. A small print used in the vest might have a little 
hint of the secondary colors, orange and purple, as well as some yellow. Does this mean bright colors can only be 
used on clowns or abstracts? No. For more refined figures, such as a real person in a Latin American dance costume, 
you use the colors in much smaller pieces, perhaps offset with white, and continually check placement so that the 
body doesn't disappear in a riot of glorious color. 

 

Be Sneaky with Color 
 

Colors are often chosen because cultural associations just seem to make them right. For instance, if you 
were to do a bride in the traditional contemporary white, you could end up with a big sea of lightness. The reverse is 
true for a Victorian widow in black. There are some ways to make these problems work out with sneaky effects. For 
instance, you might vary your bridal white by combining white fabrics with varying intensities of yellow (ivory). 
You might shade the inside of pleats and gathers; you might put one shade of white on top of a train and another 
underneath. The widow might be given color interest by adding gray, lavender, and purple accents. The inside of her 
bonnet might show a very dark-purple lining, her handkerchief might have a lavender border, and her black velvet 
purse might be embellished with black braid or jet beads. Of course, there are some times when unrelieved areas 
will add to the impact. On my Dollmaker '96 figure, I purposely made the figure very pale and her dress deep dull, 
black velour. Why? Because if I put the figure on a black background, the viewer's eye would be focused 
immediately on what the head wore and the hands were doing. The figure had to have a dress, but this way, the dress 
in no way detracted from the action. 



 
 

Other Color Considerations: Local and Historical Color 
 

When fabrics were mainly homemade, coloring materials used were locally found. Think about it. In the 
illustrated manuscripts of the middle ages, we see peasants wearing variations of brown, mustardy yellow and 
greens...naturally found vegetable dye colors. Blues came from indigo or woad. Until the end of the Renaissance in 
Europe, very intense reds, blues and greens are seen being worn by more well-off people who could afford to buy 
their cloth already dyed. Rusty reds and blacks came from mineral dyes such as iron. Even though there was a fairly 
healthy business in producing colored fabric in the Middle Ages, we don't see many other colors in European art 
until the increase in international trade and urban living that happened in the 16th and 17th centuries. 

At that point, we see colors such as pink, rose, teal, and steel. So it went until the 1850s when aniline dyes 
brought in the extremely sharp colors of magenta, turquoise, lime green, and chrome yellow. Imagine a world in 
which these colors rarely appeared in nature and never appeared in cloth. As a doll maker choosing colors, you will 
help your figure by using colors that reflect its historical period and place. 

 

A Little More To It 
 

The element of problem solving always enters into the design of a figure. Two of the most challenging and 
difficult areas to deal with are the best way to use actual historical fashions and how to use but not abuse 
inspirational material. Let's have a look. 

The Historical Element 
Some will choose to make very accurate portrait figures with clothing that is typical of a specific historical 

era. Some will pick and choose style details from various eras to use on their own very unique figures. Either way 
you might want to consider the following when you design your finishing steps. 



Picking Your Presentation 
When you study costume sources, you might find several variations of design shown for one era or style. 

You might decide to do a figure in a full hoop skirt. This could be a single solid or patterned fabric gathered to the 
waist. Maybe the skirt is shown with a band of lace running around it. Another illustration might show a figure with 
a skirt of tiered ruffled fabric detailed with tiny rosebud and ribbon nosegays. Another might show a plaid fabric 
sewn in diagonal bands. The second design, although much more difficult to reproduce, will be the most effective 
because it is the more interesting to the viewer. The third design of the plaid would be very authentic of the taste of 
the era, but it is not the image most usually accepted by the contemporary viewer. 

Authenticity 
We all know that the film industry has shown us idealized versions of historical costume. Compare a neatly 

corseted film pioneer heroine in pastel calico with actual photos of the pioneers. In early photos you will notice that 
working women wore loose sack dresses which were made of heavyweight fabrics, did not have lacy trims or even 
ruffles, and were often rumpled and dusty. When you make decisions about historical costume, give a thought to the 
image you want to portray and how that might align with the fact that clothing was not laundered, certainly not 
perma-press, and often very difficult to iron. Give a thought to the fact that working-class people probably had only 
two or three sets of clothing. Think about how clothing functioned. In the 1600s, for instance, a lady might dress up 
by changing her sleeves from plain to fancy, or by changing her petticoat. Did you ever wonder how ladies kept 
their long skirts clean? They had dust ruffles. My grandmother told of taking these ruffles off, cleaning them and 
sewing them back on again—because the dresses were only spot-cleaned and not laundered that often. But can you 
imagine taking off and sewing on five yards of ruffles as part of your laundry work? Do you suppose the ordinary 
housewife with no servants took the time to press these ruffles with a flat iron? 

Cuts: Cause and Effect 
The expression "clothes make the man" is not far off the mark. The way a costume is constructed will make 

a person assume a particular posture or move in certain ways. In costuming and posing figures, especially ones done 
in historical costume, it is extremely important to keep this in mind if you want to add the finishing touch of 
authenticity to your piece. For instance, the girdle, very high heels, and very narrow sheath skirts of the 1950s made 
women walk in shorter, almost mincing steps with toes pointed out. The skintight clothing or very loose clothing 
currently worn allows a loping slouching look. The tight cut of 18th century women's bodices over corsets that 
ended below the waist in front and the similarly tight cuts of gentlemen's coats of the same era were purposefully 
made to create a graceful, sinuous movement or look. When Madame Pompadour reclines for her portrait it is 
because her clothes did not allow her to sit up straight. Never forget the cut of the pattern creates the "line and look" 
of an era. 

Mix and Match 
The idea of "separates" is not a new concept in fashion. In fact, until about 1900, the one-piece costume 

was usually a sack, chemise, or morning gown which was considered "undress." What you see in a fashion drawing 
or portrait painting that looks like one garment is probably a combination of several interchangeable parts. 
Typically, from the time America was discovered until World War I, a woman's wardrobe consisted of chemise, 
petticoats, corset, skirt, bodice and often pairs of sleeves and assorted collars. (Underwear as we know it was not 
commonly worn until the early 1800s.) The garment closest to the body was the short-sleeved (nightgown-
appearing) chemise. Over that went the petticoat and over that went a skirt which was sometimes split at the front to 
show off fancywork on the petticoat. Corsets were laced up the front (or back if you had a maid) and were 
sometimes covered with decorative stomachers. The bodice, a separate jacket or vest-like construction, was pinned, 
tied, or laced up over the corset. Plain or decorative sleeves sometimes could be tacked in as desired. Bustles, 
panniers, bum-rolls, and other padding were tied or tacked on over the petticoats as current fashion shapes 
demanded. For daily work, a housewife could wear her everyday petticoat and corset over her chemise, but for 
dress, she could add a fancy petticoat, tack a pair of lacy sleeves onto her corset, then cover it with a stomacher and 
tie on a lace collar. In costuming historical figures, you do not have to make all these separate pieces, but you should 
create the costume to look like it was composed that way. 

Even if you do get permission to copy an image or a personality, it fails time after time because artists 
attempt to translate the elements exactly as suggested by the graphic artist's costume concept. 

Reaction To The Key 
Is all this scary? Sure it is. However, most of the artists whose work you see in this book—and some are 

beginners—were never frightened by the idea of "me" (my lack of skill, knowledge, my insecurities) costuming a 
doll. The key to it all is that they don't worry about themselves in this picture. They see the work as necessary to 
finishing the figure. Almost all will tell you that they had to do what they did because their initial idea, the figure 
and its character, required it. And they wanted to do it for the figure, wanted to do it bad enough to risk failure. They 



will tell you that they often weren't sure if something would work, but they tried it anyway just to see. Maybe they 
re-did it after they saw how they could do it better. They will groan and tell you it took a week and 18 tries to make 
a skirt drape in just the right way. They will tell you with pride that they made the effort to learn a craft—like 
beading or weaving—because the idea they had needed it. They will tell you with delight of things they had to 
invent because they couldn't find a method or a material that worked. All will tell you it takes work, persistence, 
failure, critique, problem solving, learning, experimentation, and time. But, above all, it takes starting. All you need 
is an idea and the will to make it happen. 

Working With Inspiration 
There isn't a one of us who hasn't seen a photo or drawing that just shouted "Make me as a doll!" Many 

artists get their inspiration from the work of graphic artists whose rendering is highly suggestive of specific fabric 
designs and texture. But we can't make direct copies just because we like something. Copying is infringing 
copyright. Any time you want to make a copy of another's original art or even make a portrait of a living person, you 
need to get written permission to do so from the owner of the image. It might take a little work, but more often than 
not, you can get the permission. 

Better yet, don't copy exactly, use the other artist's work as learning material. Notice how she used colors, 
notice how she used textures. Notice how she treated form and type. And then, if you must, make a translation of 
some element of the work rather than the whole thing. Make the translation work with your design and become part 
of your expression. 

 
Julie McCullough, Cha Cha, 24 inches, cloth. Photo by John Nollendorf. 



 



 



 



 
(Above) Susanna Oroyan, First Doll detail, 15 inches, cloth. Photo by W. Donald Smith. 
 

A would-be-dollmaker once wrote 10 me saying inai sne would like to make the dolls shown in my book, 
but she couldn't find the materials. Her letter came from a fairly good-sized urban area, an area where I have several 
doll-making acquaintances who have lots of good stuff. Her priorities were backwards. She needed to let her idea, 
not the material someone else used, begin her doll. Once you have an idea, you search for the right stuff and there 
can be a lot of thrill and suspense in the hunt. Where could this material be? In a fabric store, thrift store, electrical 
supplier, hardware store, novelty shop? Will you find it? How can you save or change the idea to work with what 
you can find? 

25 Boxes, 18 Drawers,. 4 Bolts & 2 Bins 
1 make and design all kinds of dolls, from stuffed cloth to sculpted characters to rather far-out abstract 

constructions. I should have something of everything, but I have found there is a great deal 1 can do without and still 
make a good piece. Of course, you can't have too much, but you really do need to be a little selective about what 
types of stuff you need. Let me tell you what's in my stuff stash. Chances are if I don't have it, you might not need it 
either. 

Two drawers are full of yarns and fibers, in all types of colors and textures. (Multi-ply yarns can be pulled 
apart to create new strings.) 

2. Two drawers full of plastic boxes with beads — can't have too many beads; they can be used to make 
dolls themselves, their jewelry and accessories, as well as costume embellishments. 
Two drawers full of ribbons, mostly one inch wide or less, mostly solid colors, metallic, or textured. Beware of old 
silk ribbon — it weakens and frays or tears when you try to work with it. 
Four drawers of lace — mostly antique pieces. Some yardage of narrow cotton edgings 
1 One drawer of old handkerchiefs 
One drawer of stockings, pantyhose, and tights (also works well as fairy fabric) 
One drawer of acrylic paints, fabric pens, and assorted coloring stuff 
One drawer of oil paints, brushes, and accessories for painting 
One drawer of artificial flowers (from old hats) 
One drawer of odd bits of embroidered lightweight fabrics 
One drawer with a jar of buttons, and assorted cording, fringe and large trim (haven't used much of it) 
I use photocopier paper boxes to store my stuff and this is what 1 have in them: 
1.    Box of Christmas novelties and accessories (I had two but got rid of excess) 
2.    Box of leather for shoes 
3.    Box of fur and wool scraps 
4.    Box of base materials and stands (I have another back-up box in the garage) 
5.    Box of mohair - wefted yardage, roving, some yarn for hair 
6.    Box of solid cottons, stripes, and patterns 
7.    Box  of old small cotton prints, 1930s and 40s 
8.    Box of printed silks - mostly small prints and textures, ties and the like 
9.    Box of metallic fabrics - small scale 
10.    Box of lace - yardage or old clothing, eyelets, etc. 
11.    Box of velours 
12.    Box of velvets - just in case, also for covering bases 
13.    Box of knits - textured sweater bits and small scale patterns 
14.    Box of wool - small plaid, fine solids (hardly get into this box) 
15.    Box of filmy, glittery fabric - chiffons, silk organza, organdy 
16.    Box of hat materials - parts of old hats, feathers, flowers, wire 
17.    Box labeled "weird stuff," parts of old table runners, vintage clothes 
18.    Box of plain silk 
19.    Box of patterned silk 
20.    Box of textured silk and brocade 
 
21.    Box of white fabrics 



22.    Box of neutral fabrics 
23.    Box of odd stuff—wood scraps 
24.    Box of odd stuff—metal scrap, wire, hardware, springs, rods and tubes 
25.    Box of odd stuff—true junk, but you never know 

Miscellaneous 
Bin full of felt yardage and scraps—more than I need 
Bin full of fabrics for clothes for me —someday! 
Bolt of batiste 
Bolt of lightweight muslin 
Bolt of heavyweight muslin 
Bolt of flesh-colored felt 

And this does not count two cupboards and three drawers with sculpture and mold stuff, two sewing 
machines, and assorted tools and sewing basics. Notice that only about half the stash is fabric and a good amount of 
that is not purchased yardage. 

I also have a considerable amount of vintage clothing. The rule here is that if it is interesting, different, and 
of museum quality, then that is where it belongs. Even badly damaged pieces of clothing can be restored for display. 
Give some thought to the costume heritage and educational value before getting the scissors. If a piece is really shot, 
or foxed, feel free to make salvageable pieces live again in a doll. 

This is really far more than I need. If I made dolls every day for the rest of my life, I would never use it up. 
For the first 20 years I made do with about half that amount and still created well over 200 collector figures. The 
amount doubled a few years ago when I bought a considerable portion of a collector/maker's estate—too many rare 
and wonderful things to pass up, but I am passing them on all the time. Mostly, I kept a store of basic materials, only 
bought when I knew what I needed for a specific project, and tossed the scraps. Save your money and space for the 
really good stuff. Get rid of the scraps—if you used it once, you probably don't want to repeat it again. When I get 
an idea, I hope it's inspired by something I have or can create from what I have...and mostly I can. Even though 
when we want something, we want it immediately, it's a better idea to keep up your knowledge of local store stock, 
have a good file of source catalogs, and be prepared to wait for a mail order. 

Lastly, there is nothing the matter with being a collector of fabrics and stuff. If it makes you happy, get it. 
However, don't make yourself frustrated because you feel obligated to do something with it. This makes you 
automatically and always behind. If you like to accumulate stuff, consider yourself its temporary caretaker and 
sometime user. Its life can go on someday with another collector/maker who will love it as much. 

Sewing 
You want to make figures, but you don't know how to sew. (Not surprising in this day when women work 

outside the home and children are clothed off the rack.) However, don't let that stop you. If you can thread a needle, 
you can sew well enough to begin to costume. For most of the costuming in this book, all that is required is to be 
able to put a needle into and out of fabric. Stitches can be of a type and placement that suit your design. It is just a 
matter of pushing the needle in and out of fabric to join two pieces together. Neatness only counts in so far as messy 
stitching areas should be hidden. You might find it easier and faster to sew straight seams on a sewing machine. 
Detailed instructions (and quite often lessons) come with sewing machine purchases. If you want to do it, you will. 
If you try simple approaches, pretty soon you will find yourself experimenting with the more complex. 

If you have no experience in sewing your own clothing, you might find it beneficial to seek out and take a 
basic sewing class or two. If you learn better on your own, purchase a simple pattern and make it using inexpensive 
materials. At the least this will familiarize you with the basic sewing terms, cuts, and construction methods—and 
might result in new clothes for yourself. Along with sewing classes, try giving yourself a self-taught course through 
the sewing and tailoring books in your local library. You can always experiment with the various techniques using 
scrap materials. If you are just plain unhappy with a needle and thread, this will be your chance to be inventive with 
glue, wrappings, ties, and whatever surface embellishments you are willing to try. There is no rule that says 
costumes must be sewn or even that figures must be either sculpted or stitched. If you have ideas you want to make 
into figures, you will find a way to express them...and what you work out might give us a new way of looking at 
finishing the figure. 

Basic hand-sewing stitches used in doll making: 
whip stitch or overcast stitch              basting stitch 
hemstitch                                           blind stitch 
•   ladder stitch                                       blanket stitch 



Every original doll is going to require original costuming. Sometimes this can be very frightening. Naked 
dolls have nice form, painted dolls are interesting, but there might come a day when you need to construct realistic 
clothing to make your figure be who it wants to be. 

Older doll makers who learned to sew by making their own clothes and those who come to doll making 
from a fashion background are often familiar with the shapes of clothing patterns and the methods of making them 
fit. In this day of "off-the rack" clothing, younger people just never have had the sewing experiences. Where and 
how to begin is all a mystery. And there is no one set of steps I can outline for perfect results. 

Most libraries will have anywhere from a few to several books on costume and many will show the pattern 
shapes that result in specific looks. Later in Chapter 4,1 show many of the basic shapes, but for every one 1 show, 
there are probably six more that you can find in other books. 

There are two ways to costume design. The first is flat pattern drafting. This is essentially drafting out the 
shapes with pencil, paper, compass, and curved templates or sketching the shapes free hand, using a tape measure to 
reference your  constructed body. The second, discussed in the next chapter, is called draped pattern making. It 
requires a firm form—your doll body—which is draped with fabric. The fabric is pinched up and pinned to the 
shape of the hard form and then excess fabric is cut away. The costume can be constructed directly on the body and 
a paper pattern might not even be needed. Once you get the hang of it, you will find it fast and easy. This is the way 
I do costuming for my dolls. 

In brief, the differences are: 
Flat Pattern Drafting — measuring, drawing, paper pattern, muslin test pieces, machine sewn, removable 

clothing, sometimes bulky 
Draped Pattern Making — final clothing, paper pattern optional, best fit, 80 percent handsewn, usually not 

removable 
For those mainly interested in costuming uniform bodies such as porcelain reproductions and toy-like play 

dolls, there are several good books containing both ready-to-use patterns and step-by-step instructions. 
Whichever   way   you    ultimately decide is best for you, you need to remember that doll costuming is not 

exactly the same as making full-sized human clothing.  The difference lies in scale. In most cases you  want  to  
make the human costume, but the fabric will be too heavy. 

 
(Above) Karan Schneider, Bavarian Santa detail, 21 inches, Premo. Photo by Studio Rossi. 



Nancy Cronin, The Maid, 18 inches, Super Sculpey. Photo by Nancy Cronin. 

 
Bob Doucette and Tom Slotten; Sorry, Wrong Room 
21 inches, paper clay. 
Photo by Cusene Photography, Larry Estrin. 
 
 

Pattern Drafting 
Example 1: Flat Pattern to Form Fit — Santa 
Here, we have a sculpted figure ready to be dressed in a traditional Santa costume. Notice the form has 

been padded so that a belt will fit around the top of the hip and beneath the tummy and that the upper thigh has been 
given a bit more thickness. You will also want to remember that the bone "corners" such as shoulders, hips, knees, 
elbows and ankles will have little or no "fat" over them even on a very heavy-set figure. We always want to begin 
with the correct anatomical shape. The idea is to fit the body, not stuff the clothing,or hang it on an assembly of 
sticks. 



 

 
 

This figure illustrates a stuffed body form made with little or no reference to actual human anatomy. It 
would be difficult, if not impossible, to make clothing look realistic on this body. This shape dictates an abstract or 
cartooned look in clothing as seen in the work of Calhoun, McCullough, and Feroy. 

This figure, built on a framework of dowels inserted into a wood base lacks muscle structure or body 
padding. Without it, the clothing will hang awkwardly. The work entailed to make it look realistic will be frustrating 
and time consuming. It is much faster and more satisfying to begin with a good form. 



 

 



 
 
Measuring and Setting Drawing Points 
Measuring 
1 
To make a flat pattern for a jacket side front that will fit the illustrated figure, begin with a large piece of paper, a 
tape measure, and a pencil. 

 
Measure points (5 to 5) from center of side to center of side at waist (belt level). Divide number in half to determine 
\   center front (point i). 



Next measure the center front from neck to waist (points i to i). Then measure from the underarm center to the front 
(points 2 to 2). Measure points 3 to 3 from neck to waist. 
3 
Drafting 
Use your pencil to make a light mark directly in the body fabric. Points 3-3 should be parallel to points 1-1. Draw 
points 3-3 on your paper. On paper, draw points 1-1 and 2-2 at right angles (90 degrees) to each other. On the doll 
body, locate the point of the arm curve closest to the center (point 4 above). Measure 4-4 and draw the line 4-4. On 
paper it will be parallell to points 1-1 and 3-3. Measure and draw the line 5-5 (it will not be parallel to 2-2 if tummy 
is fat at waist side). Measure and draw the line 3-6 from neck to shoulder top. You have now set the points of the 
pattern. 
Use a curve to draw the arm hole opening from points 6-2 and the lower edge from points 5-1. The result is your 
basic pattern shape. You might wish to cut this shape in fabric and lay it on the figure to check for accuracy. If not 
exact, trim cloth and paper pieces until they match the form. Note that because the waistline is curved, the fabric test 
piece might not lie exactly smooth at the waistline. When sewing, this difference is eased in to fit the shape of the 
curve with a gathering stitch. 

 



 



 
On most patterns the dashed line is the sewing line and the solid line is the line followed for 

cutting out the fabric. So, the solid measurement lines you started with in drafting the shape become the 
dashed sewing line. 
Helen L. Langhorne, Santa is Legendary, 12 inches, polymer clay, wire armature. Photo by Taylor 
Dabney. 
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If your figure is to be sold, you will need to present it in such a way that the potential collector can see it 

easily as part of his environment. You want him to say, "This figure could hang in my entry, this doll could sit on 
my bed, or this doll would make a great feature on a pedestal in my living room." You don't want the potential buyer 
to say, "I love this doll, but I can't think where 1 could put it." 

The figure should be well attached to things that go with it. It doesn't take long for an important object to 
get separated from the figure. Make sure hats are sewn or glued on (I have had to make three hats for a doll that kept 
losing hers). Loose items can be sewn or glued to the hands or bases or even attached by using an "invisible" nylon 
filament or a fishing line or thread. Dolls can be sewn, tied, or wired onto their chairs or their pillow props. Send 
your pieces out with photos or instructions about pose and accessories. I carefully packed the teacup that went with 
one of my dolls by placing it under her. The museum staff looked high and low for it, but never found it. She sat on 
that teacup for the whole three months of the exhibit. 

Props, accessories, and settings should be constructed with an idea of making the piece last intact for as 
long as possible. All things, including dolls, will degrade with age, but with care in assembly, they could easily last 
a century or two. Parts should not be easily breakable. You should also be careful about organic things such as dried 
flowers, which might disintegrate over time. 

Cleaning for most pieces will be done with a duster, brush, or a covered vacuum. Be sure to assemble your 
piece so that it can be easily cared for. Consider bell jars, cases, or acrylic covers if the piece has many small dust-
catcher accessories. 

Dolls that sit or stand by themselves should be weighted or designed so that they will not topple at the 
slightest puff of air. Cloth or polymer stand-alones can have BBs, copper 

 
shot, or fishing weights built into the feet during construction. Dolls that sit can be given a weight-bag filled with the 
same or with plastic doll pellets. (Don't use anything organic that will rot or attract rodents and do not use metals 
that will rust in humid areas.) 

Needless to say, props and setting should go with and complement the figure and its statement, not 
overwhelm it. We usually always want the viewer to see the figure first and then be able to evaluate it or react to it 
as it works in its setting. 

Materials 
Traditionally, figures are pegged into a base of round or square wood. Some are pegged into pieces of solid 

glass or acrylic. Lazy Susan turntables and scrap pieces of resin counter-top materials can also be used. Bases can 
suggest environment: painted seashore, carpet, forest floor. Don't forget that dolls can also be containers or be put in 
containers such as Althea Church's "cake" below or, the traditional jack-in-the-box, or traveling dolls, with 
wardrobes, trunks, suitcases. Dolls can be made to be seen in fancy presentation boxes or dolls are often put in 
frames such as Ellen Rixford's Victorian Family. 
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Furniture — Four Ways 
Just about every person involved with figure making is going to spend a little or a lot of time thinking about 

the construction of things found and used in our environments—from airplanes to computers. After clothing, the 
next problem to come up is often furniture for the figure. A chair, a sofa, or a bed. Real or fantastical? Soft, hard, or 
a combination? 

If you have a wood shop and the ability to use the tools, you would simply make furniture by making 
miniatures of the real household pieces. However, most of us do not want to make small-scale wooden furniture and 
most of us do have access to a sewing machine, fabric, cardboard, and glue—the main ingredients for making doll 
furniture in the sewing room. After that you need a good verbal description (or a drawing you make) of a piece of 
furniture you want to make. 

Finishes: Use silk flowers, tole painting, painting soft-stuffed furniture, adding paper clay or paper mache 
to build up decorative areas, woven seats and backs. Try different styles of weaving, different materials for weaving 
such as plastic bags, felt strips, wire, using nail heads or upholstery tacks for decorative embellishments. 
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We all know stories of doll makers who magically make their pieces become living beings. In the real 

world, artists do not have that kind of fantastical ability. They do, however, work toward making their characters 
vibrate with life as much as possible with materials and process available or invented. They are ever on the alert for 
new technologies which will enable them to take you to new places and meet new people and ideas in their work. In 
the end, finishing the figure means endowing it with qualities that will engage the viewer and provide him with 
something to appreciate, think about, or even play with. Any well-done piece provides a surprise and the challenge 
to be understood, appreciated, or at least experienced by the viewer. 

The part of the creative process where the artist interacts with the concept of character is unquestionably 
the key to creating a successful figure. What you see in the static figure is, for the artist, only a moment in the life 
and world of her imagined character. Although she only shows you an abstracted moment, in the artist's mind the 
figure exists as a total personality, with a life history and a unique environment. More artists are choosing to show 
these elements or parts of them in new, non-traditional forms and modes. This often brings us to a point where no 
lines of definition are possible. Nor are they necessary. An object does not have to be typed or named for 
engagement. 

Artist Ellen Rixford has taken the traditional clockwork automata ideas and combined modern electronics 
to create figures that can show several aspects or moods of one persona. When she does that, is the result a doll, a 
mannequin, or a mechanical device? We don't have to know to be fascinated with the personality aspects it reveals 
as it moves. 

All doll makers immediately recognize the element of doll-ness and, perhaps, an element of their souls in 
the work of Sha Sha Higby (below). She becomes the doll. Sha Sha literally makes it live. 

How do these artists—we might call them the avant-garde— finish their figures? The same way any other 
artist does. They find a vision. They think about what needs to be done (technical work) to make it happen (design). 
They study traditional forms and consider how they can be used or changed or reconstructed in their vision (study, 
experimentation, and practice.) If a material they need does not exist, they often create it (invention). They do hours 
and hours of painstaking work to make every part of the work as perfect as it can be. If the result is not the 
expectation of the viewer, that is simply because these artists are not afraid of re-defining the edges of the known 
doll world. They enjoy it as much as the traditional artist enjoys perfecting a figure with known processes and 
commonly found materials. 

In the end, fabricated figures, art dolls, mixed media sculpture— whatever you call them, whatever type 
you like, whatever type you do, traditional, contemporary, avant-garde—all require the artist to do all that needs to 
be done to complete the vision as a tangible object. Every time an artist is true to her vision, the knowledge and 
experience in the world of the maker and the world of the viewer are bettered. 

(Above) Axel Lucas, Untit/ed detail, 21 inches, porcelain, carved wood. Photo by Axel Lucas. 
Sha Sha Higby, Folded Under A Stone Sleeping, 70 inches, costume for performance art inspired by bark on trees, 

made with Japanese lacquer, hemp, wire, and tulle. Photo by Albert Hollander. 
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For the Record 
You might be able to write your own rules for creating your pieces, but there are real, outside, "other" rules 

for doll photography. And you must follow the rules if you want others to appreciate your dolls in books and 
magazine articles, buy them or invite them to be seen in gallery competitions. You must. 

A photograph is a tool. It is not the real thing. But it has to be as close to the real thing as possible. It cannot 
leave room for the viewer's mind to fill in the blanks. It cannot show more in the picture than is really part of the 
piece. That's cheating. Therefore, the first rule of photography is: Nothing is in the picture that does not belong to 
the piece. Don't take pictures in the garden with flowers; don't take pictures on the coffee table with candy dishes 
and doilies; and don't take pictures against your upholstered furniture, draperies, or outside against walls or decks. 

Use a solid paper, cardboard, or fabric drape that goes behind and continues under your piece. Solid means 
no wrinkled sheets or fabrics, no bent cardboard or paper, no artful draping of background fabric. It means clean and 
sharp. If you can take three days and thirty dollars worth of fabric to make a dress for the doll, you can take thirty 
minutes to press and stretch a fabric or three dollars to buy cardboard or a piece of felt for the photo background. 

The only time you might vary from this rule is when you want to style a doll in a setting to make an 
illustration such as for a storybook or greeting card where the whole picture, not the doll, is the message. 

The next major consideration is focus. Here the rule is: All parts of the figure from base to top of head and 
from back to front must be in sharp focus. If the figure looks fuzzy, the viewer might think the surface is that way. 
This may mean you have to manually focus, wear your glasses to focus, move back from the figure, and shoot with 
the camera lens parallel to the figure. 

The most important part of getting good focus is understanding how depth of field and focal plane work. 
Depth of field means the part of the piece that will be in focus. Depending on light, your camera lens and the 
distance from it to the object, that depth can range from less than one-eighth of an inch (eyes in focus, nose not) to 
two or three inches. Depth of field also cuts through the figure. If your lens is turned to look up at the doll's face, 
more than likely its feet will be out of the focal plane. If you focus on the face of a doll that sits, often most of the 
legs will be outside the field of focus. Turn that doll slightly to the side and move the camera back. It is better to 
have a small image, well focused than a filled frame out of focus. Keep your lens aimed straight at the piece, focus, 
using your eye to check through the view finder to be sure all parts outside the focus circle are sharp (getting the part 
inside the circle focused does not automatically make the whole in focus). Remember, the more light you can use, 
the sharper the focus and the greater the depth of field will be. 

This brings us to lighting. The rule here is: All parts of the doll should be well lit with no harsh shadows or 
bright spots. Some photos submitted for this book were rejected because of light streaks, flash shadows, whited-out 
areas or areas without an edge. If one eye is medium blue and the other is lighter, what will the viewer think? He 
could think you did it that way and that it is sloppy work when, most likely, you didn't check for light glare. Is he 
going to see what looks like a lightening flash or is he going to see that you used a piece of metallic tissue lame? Is 
he going to see a pale blur or is he going to see a face with features? If there are black flash shadows outlined around 
the figure, how will the viewer know where its edges are? 

All of these problems can be solved very quickly by losing the flash. Do not use it. Flash lighting, built-in 
or attached, is meant for taking pictures of real people at distances of more than four feet. Flash is not meant for 
taking pictures of art subjects. You don't need professional strobe lighting either. All you need are three metal, clip-
on, reflector lights with photo-flood bulbs, two white umbrellas to diffuse light and some chair backs to clamp them 
onto. Extra highlighting can be done by adding lights that will shine down on the piece or pick up on certain areas. If 
you sell one doll, you can pay for this and probably have change. 
I f you must use a flash, cover it with tissue paper to diffuse the light. Tilt the flash, if possible, so the light 
bounces back onto the doll from the wall or the ceiling. 
 
• (Above) Anne Mayer Meier, Knobbykneed Flowergirl detail, 16 inches, fabric, mixed media. Photo by Jerry 
Anthony. 
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Automatic cameras can sometimes be more trouble than they are worth for the features. Auto focus will 

focus on the part that is nearest—that might be the end of the nose and if it's a long nose, the eyes might be out of 
the focal plane. Auto settings will balance for light. That means that the camera will make a light figure against a 
dark background even lighter in the attempt to balance light and dark areas. With a 35 mm camera, you want to 
manually set the camera to let in light over a long period of time. 

Always bracket your shots. Take one, change the lens opening (F-stop) settings and take another. It would 
be better to lose two out of three than all the shots on your roll. Professional photographers can shoot a whole roll 
with varying settings in order to get just one good shot. You will pay your professional a good deal more than the 
cost of a roll of film. 

And then there is pose. Always plan your photo so that the doll projects its persona. If it looks like you 
didn't care how it was presented, the message is you might be sloppy in other parts. If parts are cut off, then the 
viewer has to guess if the feet are OK, or if the hands have fingers. If he can't see the face, he is not going to be able 
to understand its character. If he can't see the whole form, he can't understand what it is doing. If you have made an 
external stand or use a purchased metal stand, take care it does not show. Move the piece until you can no longer see 
the upright. Be sure the feet are squarely placed so the doll looks like it is standing, not dangling from the waist grip. 
Put waist rings under clothing—hiding or minimizing stand uprights should be an initial consideration in your 
design. Use clear plastic boxes to prop soft, floppy dolls or pin them to a stiff, non-shiny cardboard background. 
Take some time to think as much about the art of the doll's photo as the art of the doll. It counts. 

Some problems, but not that many, happen in photo processing. If your negatives, transparencies or slides 
are done well, as above, then you should get good results. Sometimes, processors are just sloppy. Always question 
and never accept work that you think is not as good as your negative or slide. 

How many and what kind? Your doll is not done until you have made a good picture of it. Authors and 
publishers prefer to work with the original slide or transparency or a very high-quality sharp print to make their own 
scans. Submissions of transparencies (positive image) with studio lighting will usually get first attention. Because 
they are larger in format they will not lose detail in enlargement. Next best are slides. Slides are usually requested 
for juried events. Slides are easy to see and file. Shoot two identical slides at a time. This will save you money and 
give you one permanent back-up and one to use for making copies and prints. Prints, if very good, will be fine. Just 
remember to mark the negative or slide right away so you know which is the best to copy prints. 

Remember: in spite of all modern mechanics, publishers cannot make a bad photo better...and most likely 
won't bother if there is something else available. Also, because of their composition, color, detailing, some dolls just 
do not photograph well. 

Your photo work is not done until you get a signed release. You may own the copyright on the doll itself, 
but the photographer owns the copyright on the picture of it and its use. All photos require a photographer's release 
to make copies or prints. Every photo in this book has an accompanying release from the artist/photographer or the 
professional they used. If you have someone else do your photos—even your brother— be sure you have him sign a 
release at the same time. You don't want to lose a chance to be in print because you can't locate a photographer. 
Always keep file copies of your releases; send duplicate copies to editors or authors. 

If the photo is used for publication, always credit the person who did the photography—even your brother-
in-law. 

Last, but not least, the photo itself needs to carry pertinent descriptive information. It should look like this: 
Name of artist: M. J. Dollmaker Title of piece: Santa's Revenge Height of doll: 18 inches 
Sculpture medium: Super Sculpey over wire armature (or cloth, or paper clay, etc.) 
Special details: Beard of braided mohair, hand embroidered details on costume. 
Photographer name: John Popshot 
For prints and plastic transparency covers, this information can be typed on a label and stuck on. Always 

tape over the label to keep pen, printer or typewriter ink from smearing and rubbing off on the face of the photos 
above or below it in a stack. Never write directly on the back of a print as pen and pencil marks will dent the photo 
surface and make it unprintable. Don't trust a keyed list for descriptions. Lists get lost. 

Always remember, your doll is not done until you have a good picture of it and a signed release from the 
photographer allowing you to use the picture. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



-150- 

 
I would rather make any ten or even a hundred dolls than pack one to be shipped. This may be why 1 tend 

to make what I call the Ultimate Unpackable Piece. However, most of us will want to send our figures off to new 
owners or exhibits. We will have to face the packing problems and we should face them very early in the design 
process. It will take on-going thought to place even the simplest form in a box. Over the years, I have shipped and 
received a number of dolls so let me tell you from my own observation what will work best. 

There are some basic things to consider when you design. Negative answers to these questions don't mean 
that you should give up on a complicated design. It just means that you need to consider how to design for 
transportation. 
•   Can the piece come apart, can it be separated from its base and accessories? 
•   Are there parts of the piece that will crush or get out of shape if packed ? 
•   Will the person who receives the piece be able to put it together and set it up with the exact look that you gave it? 
•   When the piece is finished you need to consider the mode of movement. Will you ship this via postal service or 
package carrier? Will you be carrying the piece in your personal luggage on public transport? 

Let's state three rules for all cases: 
RULE ONE: Any sort of packing should avoid putting pressure on a piece. 
RULE Two: The piece should be packed so that it cannot move around in the box during shipping. 
RULE THREE: Never, ever ship any item in loose Styrofoam pellets. They make a dreadful mess in your 

house and they will make a mess where they are unpacked. An owner, gallery owner, or exhibit builder is going to 
hate your piece if it makes a mess he has to clean up. Furthermore, pieces packed in loose Styrofoam "float" during 
shipment. What you thought you placed in the middle of the box will probably end up on the side or bottom where it 
can take damage. When you get pellets, immediately bag them in soft plastic. Dry cleaner bags or soft plastic used 
for vegetables at the grocery store are best. Staple bags to make pellet pillows. 

These will adjust themselves around your form and contain the mess. 
To comply with those rules the best interior packing materials will be: 
•   Plastic pellets well-captured in soft plastic bags 
•   Fixing the piece to a solid panel of cardboard or hard insulation 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



-152- 
Soft finger foam upholstery or mattress material can be found at some fabric stores and most upholsterers. 

Hard Styrofoam panels used for building insulation can be purchased at builders' supply. Cut or saw the panels to 
needed sizes. Laminate panels if more width is needed. 

The best exterior packing will be a cardboard box in excellent or new condition, with flaps that cover the 
opening entirely. Commercial shippers routinely require double boxing for any dolls you want treated as fragile 
items. That means a second box that fits exactly inside the first or that has a layer of packing material (paper, bagged 
Styrofoam pellets) between the interior and exterior boxes. Interior boxes can be built of Styrofoam panels. The 
basic idea is that when they throw the tractor tire on top of your box in the mail truck, your box can withstand the 
weight without crushing the interior box. 

As you can see, packing requires special materials. These are costly and should be figured into the price of 
your piece or the shipping fees. This is what "handling fees" are. These are separate from actual shipping costs and 
are a definite part of your business expense. 

 
Jill Hamilton, Lailoken, 21 inches, paper clay head, cloth body. Photo by Jill Hamilton. 

 
Preparing for packing: Take pieces off their stands or bases if possible. Do this especially in cases where 

breakable legs are pegged into bases. Wrap a decorative base in the same way you would a doll. Use the pellet bags 
or foam rubber and secure the piece so it cannot move around. Always pack bases away from/separated from the 
dolls. Remove any held or attached accessories such as hats, walking sticks, baskets, or toys. Pack these in a 
separate box and plan so that it can be placed in your main shipping box without being able to move or push into 
your doll figure. In some cases a doll in a chair can be packed as one. When doing this I "mummy" wrap the whole 
piece with kitchen plastic wrap. 

When you take a piece apart to pack it, you must provide specific written instructions for unpacking—
which parts to remove first—and its set-up on the receiver's end. This should include a photo of the piece as it 
should be seen. Also include instructions for care and cleaning. Your instructions should be on letterhead or with 
your address and the address of the receiver. Put all written material in an envelope and pack it so that it is the first 
thing seen when the box is opened. 

Example 1 Porcelain or breakable material. If the piece does not have a number of parts that stick out in all 
directions, the best mode will be to encase it in a Styrofoam mold case. Some shippers offer "blown-in" foam 
packing. The piece is wrapped in plastic and hot liquid foam is blown into the box forming a solid mold around it. It 
can't move and it can take pressure. 

Example 2 Breakable piece. Here you use the Styrofoam panel material to hollow out a top and bottom. 
The doll is placed in the hollow case. To prevent movement within the case, a layer of soft finger foam (mattress or 



upholstery material) can be put over the doll. 
Example 3 Breakable piece. If the piece is relatively flat, it can be laid against a Styrofoam panel and tied 

down. Use a long bodkin needle to punch cloth tie material through the panel. ;   Don't use wire as it can "saw" on 
both doll and panel. The sides of the panel can be built up with a lip higher than the highest part of the piece and a 
lid placed over the top. 

Example 4 Tie down. This is the one that can go in "open air" and it will work SOT soft, lightweight cloth, 
wire-armatured pieces. Here the piece is suspended within the box, or its base is secured to the bottom of the box. 
No other packing is added. 
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Example 5 Soft cloth. This seems like an easy one because it can't break. But skirts or wings or jointed 

limbs and molded faces could crush. Your goal is to pack it so that it is as crispy when it comes out of the box as 
when it went in. More simple stuffed figures can be bagged in plastic and laid in a box between plastics bags filled 
with stuffing or plastic pellets (cookies, peanuts, shells, etc.) Put a layer of thin foam rubber or folded paper under 
skirts and between petticoats and skirts. This will help avoid wrinkling. Use white paper—newspaper can make ink 
smudges. Wrap the head with kitchen plastic wrap to keep hair styles in order. 

Traveling with your dolls: Many of us take dolls to shows or conferences in our luggage. Unless your 
pieces are all soft cloth, you will need to have hard-sided luggage. For instance a 28-inch Pullman rolling suitcase 
can hold up to ten fragile dolls packed between layers of finger foam. Rolling, hard plastic storage boxes are also a 
good consideration. I line one side of the open case with finger foam, lay the dolls so that hands or extending parts 
rest between the foam fingers, then cover the whole with another layer of finger foam. This keeps pieces very 
securely in place. Your main concern is to check very carefully so that when the case is closed, the foam will not 
press down on any part of the piece and put it under pressure. 

Modes of shipping vary. Essentially, you want the safest, fastest, and most economical. Pay a little extra for 
air and/or first class. Be sure you have registered or certified mail or shipping tracking number in case a package 
must be traced. Make some calls to find out which modes are available in your area and in the receiver's. 
Commercial shippers often require a street address for delivery. Talk with the receiver about the best way for him to 
get your package. He might prefer to make a drive to a shipping center or post office rather than have a package left 
on his doorstep or roadside mailbox. Also note that when you use commercial shippers, they can pick up packages at 
your door, thus saving you the hassle of carrying and standing in lines with large boxes. 

Shipments going overseas may require import duty fees to be paid by the receiver. Ask your addressee how 
he wants value stated. Shipments going overseas for exhibit (and being sent back to you) will require special 
paperwork or you will be required to pay import duty on your own pieces to get them back. Talk to your shipper 
about specific requirements. Usually, this will require three copies of a notarized letter describing the purpose of the 
shipment (for exhibit at museum X and the dates) accompanied by three copies of a photo of the piece. 

Insurance: Technically, the piece belongs to the buyer and is his responsibility the minute he buys it. 
However, insurance claims must be filed by the shipper: you. Claims for full value may result in the freight 
company or post office keeping the piece. If the piece can be fixed, you might want to file a claim for part value to 
save the piece from a damaged goods auction or the garbage. 



 
Jane Darin, Self-portrait—Feeling All Untied, 24 inches, cloth. Photo by Werner Kalber. 
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Barbara Chapman, Narcissa on Love Seat, 16 inches, silk-covered wire settee. Photo by Bob Hirsch. 
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