
Making mannequins, part 2

Fosshape mannequins

This information sheet outlines how to make 
simple, bespoke mannequins for displaying 
garments. A garment displayed on a correctly fitted 
mannequin will reveal its style and shape but also 
ensures that there is no strain on the fabric. In the 
Conservation Unit of the Museum of Applied Arts 
and Sciences, we frequently make Fosshape 
mannequins and accessory supports in our 
exhibitions. Using Fosshape material to make 
mannequins is simple, creative, inexpensive, quick, 
clean and very effective. 

What is Fosshape? 
Fosshape is a low melt, non-woven, polyester 
fabric, similar in appearance to felt but stiffens 
when heated with steam. It is lightweight, 
breathable and easy to cut and stitch. A piece of 
Fosshape can be fitted onto a form, such as a 
dressmaker’s mannequin or mannequin parts, such 
as heads, legs, arms. Applying heat and pressure to 
the Fosshape will cause it to stiffen and take on the 
shape of the form beneath it. Fosshape will shrink 
by 15% and become smoother when it is heat 
activated. It can be bought by the metre from 
milliner suppliers. Fosshape comes in white and 
black and 3 different weight grades (300, 400 and 
600 grams per sq/metre). 

Uses
Fosshape can be used to create mannequins and 
accessory supports for hats, gloves or even 
mermaid tails. It can also be used to create invisible 
forms which allows a garment to be viewed as it is 
without the distraction of a mannequin. It is easy to 
cut away parts of the mannequin, such as removing 
the shoulders on a strapless dress, so that a 
garment appears to ‘float’ on display.

Example of a silk wedding dress, from 1887, on an 
invisible mannequin. MAAS Collection, donated by  
Mrs James, 1986. 86/648

The mermaid tail on the mannequin is made of Fosshape. 
Million Dollar Mermaid: Annette Kellerman exhibition 
(left) at MAAS, 2017. MAAS Collection, gift of the Dennis 
Wolanski Library, Sydney Opera House, 2000. 2000/66/4
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Masks from the Million Dollar Mermaid: Annette 
Kellerman exhibition are supported on Fosshape 
forms. MAAS Collection, gift of the Dennis Wolanski 
Library, Sydney Opera House, 2000. 2000/66/98-1:3; 

2000/66/97

An example of an invisible mannequin on display in the 
Reigning Men exhibition, 2018. MAAS Collection, gift of 
Mrs L W Marks, 1957. H5687

Preparation

Materials needed
• a mannequin or torso, the same gender and 

roughly the size you need
• silver foil
• a square metre of Fosshape
• scissors, pins, needle and thread
• tape measure
• costume steamer
• fabric lining, eg washed Parsilk, cotton jersey or 

a T-shirt
• dacron wadding if needed
• if suspension is required: plastic ring, fishing line 

or plastic coated wire

Measuring the garment

Lay the garment on a clean, flat surface for 
measuring.

Take measurements from the inside of the dress 
you are displaying so that you know exactly the size 
Fosshape mannequin you need to make.

Across back Chest Front/back 
to hem

Hip Neck to 
sleeve head

Neck

Underarm to 
underarm 
(at back)

Waist
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1. Materials for making a Fosshape form. 2. Cover a mannequin completely in foil to 
protect it. A slightly larger mannequin can be 
used as the Fosshape form will shrink a little 
and can be reduced to a smaller size later.

3. Cut out a piece of Fosshape, approximately  
¾ metre will suffice for a torso. Forms can be 
made from several pieces, depending on the 
complexity of the form and what you have available.

4. Cut a hole for the neck and place the 
Fosshape over the mannequin.
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5. Side view of Fosshape draped over torso. 
Fosshape is easy to cut and stitch.

6. Cut the Fosshape so that it snugly fits the 
torso. Refer to the garment measurements to 
ensure it will fit the form. Pin, then sew the 
Fosshape in place and use darts if needed.

7. The Fosshape is sewn in place. Remove pins 
and try to avoid puckers in the Fosshape.

8. Front view of the Fosshape ready for 
steaming.
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9. Side view.

10. WARNING: to activate the Fosshape, you will 
need to use a costume steamer. Follow all 
safety instructions as steam can cause severe 
burns. A steam iron or hot air gun will not work 
satisfactorily. 

This process cannot be reversed, so it is best to 
practise first on a small piece to understand 
how it works.

Under NO circumstances can you use the 
costume steamer on a human, as the heat 
source will cause burns.

A Fosshape cap (below) has melted in places 
because the steamer head was held for too long 
in the one spot (over 4 minutes).

11. This image shows the amount of steam 
needed to start the heat activation process.

12. Apply a gentle pressure with the steamer 
head on the Fosshape form. Rub the steamer 
head back and forth over a 30 sq/cm area for 
about 2 minutes or until the Fosshape starts to 
stiffen then move on to the next area. Leaving 
the steamer on one area for over 4 minutes will 
cause the Fosshape to melt.
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13. Once the Fosshape has been steamed and 
stiffened, it is easy to remove from the 
mannequin by cutting down the sides, back, or 
removing stitching from one or several seams.

14. A Fosshape torso and bust.

15. Fosshape forms for a strapless dress (left) 
and a one shouldered dress (right).

16. Fosshape busts and lower body shape.
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17. A Fosshape foot. 18. Fosshape form has been split to remove it 
from the mannequin foot.

19. Showing how the Fosshape foot is 
constructed.

20. Male Fosshape mannequins.
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21. A Fosshape head on a hatstand. 22. Showing construction of the head shape.

23. Dressing a garment: it is recommended to 
place a barrier lining fabric (washed Parsilk, 
cotton jersey or a cotton T-shirt) over the 
Fosshape form to protect the garment from 
catching on the form.

Padding: it may be necessary to add some extra 
padding to your Fosshape form so that the 
garment fits correctly. Place a washed T-shirt 
or jersey fabric onto the mannequin, with a 
cotton tie at the waist and insert dacron 
wadding under the shirt to get the desired 
proportions. Parsilk or equivalent lining might 
be preferable if the garment surface is fragile 
or the fit of the form is tight. The lower torso 
can be padded with stockings cut off at the legs, 
to hold dacron in place. The display garment 
should not be in direct contact with dacron.

24. Hanging a Fosshape mannequin: this black 
Fosshape form (see 25) has been covered with 
black fabric and has tulle sewn on the 
shoulders to help pad out a jacket for display. 
To achieve an invisible mannequin effect for 
display, use fishing line or plastic coated wire, 
secured at the inside of the top of the Fosshape 
form. Be aware of your garment’s weak spots 
or any stresses placed on the fabric by the wire. 
Run these lines to the ceiling or suspended pole 
to display your garment.
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25. Fishing line or plastic coated wire can be 
used to suspend the Fosshape form to achieve a 
floating effect for display. Orange ribbons have 
been used in these three photos to demonstrate 
where the fishing line would be positioned.

26. A plastic loop has been sewn to the inside 
edge of the Fosshape form. Fishing line can 
then be attached to suspend it.

27. Close-up of the suspension method.

28. If you wish to attach a Fosshape mannequin 
to a stand, refer to ‘Making mannequins, part 1‘.

Resources

Reference
https://www.wonderflexworld.com/faq/fosshape/

Suppliers
• Fosshape: available from milliner suppliers
 https://www.houseofadorn.com/thermoplastic-

fosshape-114cm-heat-activated-moulding-
material-price-per-50cm

 http://www.torbandreiner.com/online-shop-1/
millinery-supplies/thermoplastics

• Garment steamers: available from good 
Appliance stores

• Dacron wadding: Fabric suppliers


