Making mannequins, part 1
This information sheet outlines the steps in making
simple mannequins that are suitable for a variety of
display garments. In the Conservation Unit of the
Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences, we use this
method to make bespoke mannequins for our
displays.

detracting from it. Cutting away parts of the
mannequin, such as removing the shoulders for a
strapless dress or the midriff area of the swimsuit
pictured below, allows the garment to ‘float’ on
display.

Cloth-strip mannequins
Displaying a dress on a properly fitted mannequin
demonstrates how a garment is intended to be
worn. The display process reveals the style and
shape of a garment and may bring to light
something that mightn’t be apparent when it is lying
flat in a storage box or suspended on a coathanger.
It shows how a garment was cut and made. It also
makes it easier to date a dress and discover any
alterations or damage.
It can be difficult and expensive to find the right
mannequin to fit a dress for display. Cloth-strip
mannequins are inexpensive, chemically stable,
lightweight and easy to construct. They can be
pulled in to fit the tiniest of waists if needed. Most
importantly, if a dress is fitted on a correctly sized
mannequin, it won’t place strain on the garment.

Invisible mannequins
Invisible mannequins can be created using the
cloth-strip method. The effect is to let the object
speak for itself on display without the mannequin

Invisible mannequins were used to great effect in the
Million Dollar Mermaid: Annette Kellerman exhibition at
the Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences in 2017.

This bespoke cloth-strip mannequin completely supports
the swimsuit. It allows the viewer to see the entire costume.
One-piece V-neck stretch swimsuit worn by Annette
Kellerman in the 1950s. MAAS Collection, gift of Sydney
Opera House Trust Dennis Wolanski Library, 1983. A9180–4

Preparation

Materials needed
• the garment you want to display
• a torso mannequin or dressmakers form, the
same gender and roughly the size you need
• a heavy duty garbage bag
• masking tape
• wallpaper paste, water and rubber gloves
• 150 thick cotton twill or canvas cloth strips
(40 x 7 cm), approximately 50 strips per layer
• Stanley knife
• scissors
• a piece of shaped plywood and a metal flange
• water-based acrylic paint and paintbrush
• drill and screws
• mannequin stand
• a metal pole or wooden dowel
• tinfoil or cling wrap
• PVA glue
• ribbon or cotton tape
• washed jersey fabric (eg cotton jersey)
• washed cotton T-shirt
• plastic PET (optional)

Take measurements from the inside of the garment
you are displaying to ensure you know exactly the
mannequin shape to make.
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1. Use a torso mannequin on a stand, the same
gender and roughly the same size you need. A
slightly larger one can be used, as the strip-cloth
mannequin can be reduced when it has dried.

2. To protect the mannequin from the wallpaper
paste, take a strong garbage bag and put it over
the mannequin.

4a. Place the mannequin next to a workbench
and lay a sheet of plastic under the mannequin
stand to catch the drips.
b. Cut approximately 50 cloth strips (40 x 7 cm)
for the first layer. (You will need three layers in
total.) You can cut other strips to size as you
need them during the process.

3. Fold the excess plastic and use masking tape
to make it fit the mannequin snugly. Cover the
exposed neck area in tinfoil or cling wrap if
needed.

c. Prepare the wallpaper paste according to
instructions on the packet.
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5. Start with the inside neck. Dip a cloth strip
entirely into the bowl of wallpaper paste and
ensure that both sides are well coated with
paste. Starting from the neck, drape the cloth
from the middle of the upper chest, around the
neck, finishing at the centre back.

6. Do the same for the other side of the neck. Lay
the next strip beside the first strip, with a 1 cm
overlap. Smooth the edges to ensure they adhere
to each other. Continue with more strips in this
way, until you reach the shoulder edge.

7. Cover the armholes with cloth strips. If
armholes are needed, they can be cut out after
the mannequin has dried. Areas such as
shoulders can be reinforced with extra
bandages for more strength.

8. For the torso, dip a cloth strip (slightly longer
than the top chest measurement) in the paste
and wrap it around the top chest of the
mannequin. Continue wrapping strips below the
first strip until you have reached the bottom of
the mannequin or the desired length.

9. Massage the cloth onto the mannequin to
give a smooth surface with no gaps. Make the
mannequin a little longer, as it can be easily
trimmed when dry.

10. You will need to apply three layers of cloth
strips to make the mannequin strong enough.
Leave the mannequin to dry completely
between each layer. This may take a few days.

11. Once the three layers are completely dry,
the new mannequin can be removed from the
original mannequin. Take a Stanley knife and
carefully slice the cloth down the back of the
torso, taking care not to cut the mannequin
underneath.

12. The mannequin will have enough strength
to support itself when it is dry.
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13. Cut the neckline slightly larger than the
neckline of the garment you are displaying
using scissors or a Stanley knife.

14. If armholes are needed, cut them slightly
larger than the armholes of your garment.

15. A wooden disc (approx 15 mm thick) needs
to be constructed to fit inside the mannequin’s
waist. This enables it to be attached to a stand
and a base. Paint or varnish the disc to ensure
the harmful acids in the wood are sealed in.
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16. Screw a flange into the wooden disc. The
pole needs to be screwed on the side, not the
centre of the disc. This means the pole can be
hidden inside a trouser leg.

17. Insert the wooden disc inside the waist of
the mannequin.

18. Secure it in place by screwing 3 or 4 screws
through the mannequin into the side of the disc.

19. It is possible to make the mannequin
smaller by pulling it in at the waist. Punch tiny
holes down either edge of the back opening and
lace it to the desired dimensions with ribbon or
cotton tape. Excess cloth can be trimmed if
required.

20. On this mannequin, the neck edge is
covered with cotton jersey to protect the
garment edges. Sew or adhere the inside edges
of the jersey piping with PVA glue to hold it in
place.
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21. The mannequin must be covered with a
fabric as it will be in direct contact with the
inside of your garment. A washed cotton T-shirt
can be used. It may need to be folded and sewn
to fit the mannequin shape. Otherwise, stretch
washed jersey fabric over the mannequin and
adhere the edges to the inside of the
mannequin with PVA glue.

22. Attach the mannequin pole to a painted or
varnished wooden base that is stable and sturdy
enough to support the dress and mannequin.

23. This is an effective way of supporting
garments well while they are on display.

24. The shoulder area of this mannequin has
also been cut away. Thin stable plastic (PET)
has been attached to the mannequin body to
support the straps in place while on display.

