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Editorôs Message 

Dana MacDermott 

Over the last year the International Costumersô 
Guild has been dealing with the Internal Revenue 
Department over the tax exempt eligibility of the 
organizationôs chapters.  Part of this is due to regulations 
put in place post September 11.  The SiW has joined 
several other chapters in seeking to be included in a 
group exemption letter that grants ICGôs non-profit status 
to the participating ñsubordinate organizationsò.  

One of the primary concerns in establishing the 
worthiness of our organization for the 501(c)(3) status is 
to substantiate the educational nature of what we do and 
what we fund. 

The SiW is different from the other chapters, 
since we do not hold meetings or events.  We do not, 
therefore need to be concerned as to whether our 
meetings are wholly social or contain educational 
components that ñjustifyò serving cookies, or whatever.  
Our substance is on line in the form of this Newsletter 
and our list.  We do have an occasional award, the 
Dream Catcher which we give for masquerade costumes 
that exhibit creative use of technology.  This is 
compatible with our nature as a technologically based 
chapter. 

The educational orientation has been 
deterministic of my goals for this Newsletter, as well.  
You can see in this issue, for example, three articles all 
of which illustrate techniques and possibilities that can 
be applied to various aspects of our Art Form.  
Sometimes we run articles that show costuming venues 
or give information about other costuming groups, or 
illustrate some other aspect of the history or practice of 
the craft. I think you will enjoy these articles, and I hope 
you will all think about what you might be able to 
contribute to the VC in the future.
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Basic Cabaret Bra and Belt Construction  (concluded) 

Gail Wolfenden-Steib 

 

Belt construction: 

1. Create belt pattern to desired measurements and shape.  This step will be covered in class. 
2. Cutting the fabric: 

a. Trace the pattern pieces onto buckramðbe sure and mark back dartsðdo not add seam 
allowance 

b. Trace the pattern pieces onto heavy weight fuseable pellonðbe sure to mark back darts-do not 
add seam allowance  

c. Trace the pattern pieces onto your flat lining fabric (canvas, denim, heavy weight muslin)ðAdd 
1ò seam allowances to all edges 

d. Trace the pattern pieces onto your fashion fabricðAdd 1ò seam allowances 
e. Trace the pattern pieces onto your lining fabricðAdd 1 ñ seam allowances 
f. After all the pieces have been traced onto the fabrics you are ready to cut 

3. Assembling the layers: 
a. Fuse the pellon to the buckram (set iron on the cotton settingðno steam) 
b. Fuse the pellon/buckram unit to the flat lining (place buckram side down on the flat lining, being 

careful to center it on the fabric, and set iron on the cotton setting use steam when pressing) 
c. The sizing in the buckram should adhere to the flat lining reasonably wellðadd a few pins so it 
canôt shift around while you handle the pieces 

 

 

 

d. Stitch the buckram to the flat lining (this step is easiest when done by machine but can also be 
done by hand)ðstitch around the edges and then zigzag across the interior (see next picture)        

e. Pin the fashion fabric to the flat lining and stay stitch (stitch in the seam allowance next to the 
edge of the buckram) the two pieces together 

f. Stitch through the center of the darts on the back of the belt (this prevents the fabric layers from 
shifting when you sew the dartsðsee above) 

g. Stitch the darts in place on both the fashion fabric units and the linings (top example in the 
picture below)ðbe careful not to catch the buckram/pellon in the seam  
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h. Serge or zigzag the edges at this point if your fabric is fraying excessively 
i. Pin the lining to the top edge and the sides of the belt and stitch in the ditch as close to the 

buckram as possible without catching it into the seam 

 

                        

 

j. Trim fabric close to stitching line press with a press cloth (be sure to check your fashion 
fabric and lining for heat sensitivity prior to pressingðsome fabrics can not be pressed 
after assembly due to shrinkage or melting!) 

k. Pin and whip stitch (overcast) the bottom edge of the fashion fabric over the buckram/pellon 
edge 

l. After both belt pieces have been finished to this point you are now ready to decorate 
4. After all your decorations are in place (be sure to sew through the fashion fabric, pellon and buckramð

this will help to stabilize the belt as well as provide a secure base for the decorations), fold under the 
seam allowance on the lining and pin to the bottom edge.  Carefully whip stitch the lining in placeðbe 
very careful not to get your thread tangled in the decorations! 

5. Fitting the belt: 
a. Center the back belt piece on your body and hold in place 
b. Have a helper center the front belt piece on your bodyðoverlap at the sides from front to back 
c. Pin or clip the right side in placeðmark the overlap for closure on the left 
d. Stitch the right side together securely (sew through all layers) 
e. Put belt back on and double check closure markings on leftðadjust as needed 

6. Creating the closure: 
a. Place large hooks butting up to the edge of the front piece overlapðsew through all layers 
b. Attach eyes to back piece according to overlap markingsðsew through all layers 
c. Attach a junior whopper popper (or similar size large snap to the area that is being lappedðthis 

will prevent your hooks from slipping during wear 
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d. Elastic may also be cross stitched across the front and back belt panels if additional ósnuggingô 
is desired (this is a great way to accommodate occasional weight change) 

 

A slightly adjustable belt can also be created by adding tabs of 1 to 1 ½ inch wide cotton canvas 
webbing (covered in matching fabric) to the back belt section.  Heavy weight hooks and bars can be 
sewn to the webbing/belt front to create a series of multiple size closures. This closure style provides 
the greatest sizing flexibility.  

 

 

*Remember to always have at least two forms of closures on your belt! 

 

 

Construction of a Pufferfish Costume 

Dana MacDermott 

Over a year ago, I was approached by a potential client.  He had long wanted to have a pufferfish 
costume for Halloween.  Creating a costume that could expand and retract was an intriguing challenge.  As we 
know, it is almost impossible to do a custom and oddball costume and get reasonably reimbursed for your time 
on an hourly basis.  I will not agree to create something at what is a reasonable cost for a customer and an 
unreasonable rate for my work unless there is another motivation for undertaking the job; a different kind of 
currency, if you will. 

In this case, the budget was high enough that the challenge itself constituted sufficient additional 
reason for me to take on the project.  Of course, I drafted my husband, Bruce to assist.  We knew that it would 
take until the following year, Halloween of 2008 to build the costume. 

The first stage involved working out just how the pufferfish could be created.  We discussed the 
possibilities extensively, and I queried friends and lists on possible mechanisms and materials, as well as 
pulling pictures of varied types of pufferfish as basic inspirational and research images.  
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In the type of costuming we do, there are often a 
multitude of possible approaches to materials and techniques.  
On this project, as in many, some of the approaches chosen 
were new to me.  It is a ñlearn as you goò worldview.  
(Personal mottoéò I live on the steep part of the learning 
curve.ò)  There is no ñcorrectò answer; just a series of 
possibilities with tradeoffs in cost, function, ease of use, and 
availability.  

In this project, the weight of materials was always an 
important consideration, as Allen was going to wear the 
pufferfish for an entire long evening.  The costume would 
have to allow for eating, drinking and other bodily functions as 
well. 

After considering several possibilities, I decided to go 
with a simple mechanical mechanism for the 
expansion/contraction of the fish.  I purchased several 

(second hand) auto closing umbrellas and, after some experimentation, began to build the fishôs structure 
around a modified umbrella. 

I had Allen looking for a second hand back pack, but all he 
was finding were top of the line (read expensive) back packs.  I 
found the perfect pack at Urban Ore, which is a center for recycled 
and reusable materials. http://urbanore.ypguides.net/ I 
cannibalized a back pack baby carrier to serve as the core of the 
Pufferfish.   It cost $4.  Its shape made anchoring to the frame a 
straight forward process. 

The basic stiff frame was made from aluminum tubing 
which was purchased at our local OSH.  It was bent to fit a shape 
drawn on a piece of OSB (oriented strand board) that was lying around and of the approximate size.  (It helps 
to have a husband who is a general contractor!)  Aluminum tubing is easy to bend, but fairly rigid once done 
and reinforced.  It is light weight.   

Then, to take the fish shape into the third 
dimension, we drilled holes in the aluminum frame, and I 
inserted cane (wicker).  I anchored the pieces in place with 
silicone caulking squirted into the hole after the wicker 
shapes had been laid out to my satisfaction. 
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I wove through with the flat caning to stabilize the shape and 
to give me something to which to anchor the skin and features. 
Prior to beginning the process, I had been concerned about the 
shaping of the cane.  It proved not to be a problem.  A good soaking 
softened the material and allowed it to flex to the shape I needed.  
The only difficulty was that it had to dry thoroughly in order for any 
of the adhesives I used to be able to attach. 

The tail was created from a double layer of aluminum 
flashing cut to shape and attached with a hinge to the back of the 
frame to allow the tail to swing.  It was counterbalanced with a 
weight that also compensated for the slightly front heavy 

construction.  We used a mechanical pull scale to estimate the 
compensatory weight needed. 

In this kind of free form process, there are always problems 
to solve.  The umbrella modifications involved cutting off the end 
segments of three tines, which left sharp edges and the potential to 
dig into the wicker frame and the skin.  I cut a piece out of a plastic 
bucket and drilled holes in it so I could sew it internally to the frame.  
This served as protection and as a sliding surface for the spokes. 

The 
surface of the fish was coated with thin foam, adhered 
with FabriTac to the wicker and aluminum.  I created 
spikes, the surround for the fins and the mouth parts from 
backer rod (aka ethafoam).  Originally designed for filling 
spaces in construction (which are usually then caulked), 
ethafoam comes in a multitude of diameters and is 
both light weight and inexpensive.  It has become a 
versatile theatrical material.  I coated the backer rod 
with Sculpt-or-Coat so I could then paint it.  
http://sculpturalarts.com/foamcoating.htm     

The skin had to be able to 
stretch without offering too much 
resistance to the umbrella.  We 
selected a pair of cotton prints and 
a light weight green satin for the 
skin.  I used elastic bobbin thread, 

sewing in a crisscross pattern to get both texture and 
elasticity for the skin and in parallel lines for the fins and tail. 

 

 

 

The eyes were built from plastic bowls; there were 
black spray paint circles inside for pupils (looking slick 
and wet) and cut sections from holographic paper plates 
for the irisô.  All this was assembled with silicone caulking.   

 

 


