Gloomy Bear

The Construction of a Mascot Head
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by Eric Brine

ikegami@adaelis.com

The Armature
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The armature is made of chicken wire (available at any building supply store or hardware store).
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Twist ties are great for tying the chicken wire in place. You can by a spool of plastic twist tie at any building supply store or hardware store.

You could probably grab a handful from the grocery store or from your garbage bags, but I dislike the feel of the paper ones. 
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Aviation snips (available at your local hardware store) cut chicken wire with ease.

The Helmet
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Unless the head fits snugly around yours, you’ll need some means of support. I bought a baseball helmet from a second hand sports shop and affixed it to the head using pool noodles and foam adhesive.

For extra support on the helmet side, I placed a wooden dowel inside the pool noodle, extending it into a hole I drilled into helmet.

For extra support on the head side, I placed many layers of duct tape. It would be unfortunately for the pool noodle to punch through.

Lessons learned: The cheap caulking gun I had twisted itself under the pressure so I had to replace it with a sturdier one.

The Skin

Once the armature is complete, it is covered with papier maché to hold the shape and to provide a surface for the fabric.

Lessons Learned: The helmet should be inserted before or in conjunction with the papier maché. You might even need to insert the helmet before finishing the armature for more complicated shapes. Due to a miscommunication, I inserted it at a later stage.
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I reinforced the edges with Duct tape.

Lessons Learned: Duct tape doesn’t tape well to chicken wire. It would have helped if the papier maché had been wrapped inside around the neck.

Ventilation

Mascot heads trap heat and humidity. In my experience, a ventilation system is a must to avoid suffocation.

Note: I know next to nothing about electrical system, and a professional might cringe at what I suggest.

I had two independent fans. Each fan system consist of:

· A 12 volt computer case fan

· A 8xAA battery holder

· A switch. Mine was made for 115V AC, but that doesn’t matter. Ideally, get a switch with screw terminals. I bought all this at Sayal, but computer stores probably have fans, Radio Shack at least had battery holders, but maybe everything else too.

· Some 22 gage wire (24 should be ok too)

· Some 22 gage twist wire connectors

· 8 AA batteries. I bought mine at the Dollarama. After 6 hours, I’m still on my original set.

The fan circuit is very simple. The batteries, fan and switch are in series. It doesn’t matter if the switch is on the positive or the negative side of the batteries. And if you don’t know which wire from the battery goes to which wire from the fan, just try. You can’t do any damage.
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I used hot glue to hold everything in place and seal the exposed wires. A picture of the final product can be found on the following page.

Note: You should get better results if you exhaust the hot air instead of pulling air into the head 

I wanted the fans to be removable, so I devised a bracket that would facilitate that. For each fan, two cut down plastic spaghetti containers (from Dollarama) served as the bracket. One is glued to the head. The other slides into the first squishing the fan inside.
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Reinforcement
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I also reinforced the head by covering the inside and filling the ears with expanding foam.  (I don’t know which brand I used.) I used a lot around the pool noodles to reduce the stress on the head.

Lessons Learned:  Expanding foam shrinks when it sets! If the surface is weaker than the foams pull, it will wrinkle. Thankfully, the front of the bear (where little if any foam was used) and the ears (which are dense with chicken wire) survived. That back is a bit crushed, but thankfully it’s not too bad since you can hardly see it in this picture.
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My claws, on the other hand, were totally ruined. Unfortunately, I can’t locate the one I kept as a reminder.

Lessons Learned: I’m glad I reinforced it. Some people like to punch mascot heads. I’ll have to find an alternative, or take the tendency to shrink into consideration.

Lessons Learned: Expanding foam is extremely sticky. Use gloves – rubber dishwashing gloves are available at the Dollarama – and apply it before the head is furred to avoid the chance of getting some on the fur.

The Furring
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There’s no need to draft a pattern! Simply cut pieces approximately the right size and glue them on.

Spray glue is very tacky instantly, so it will hold the fabric in place without having to wait. However, it doesn’t dry instantly, so you can detach and reattach the material if needed.

Trim the edges to where the seams should be and sew them. Don’t rely on just the glue.

You might find a curved needle useful. Mine came from a “repair needle assortment” package from Fabricland.

Seeing Out

In order to see out of the head, I made the muzzle out of open celled foam. Up close, open celled foam looks like this:
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It’s a bit hard to find. Some air conditioners use them as filters. I found some black sheets at Canadian Tire designed for that purpose.

Lesson Learned: Mascot actors rely on the relative darkness of the inside of the head to see out of it. This wasn’t a problem for this head (probably due the papier maché), but a lighter head I own is rather useless on stage since the stage lights pass right through the fur and foam.

Lesson Learned: I’ve seen heads where the actor’s face is completely revealed by flash photography. It would be a good idea to test how your head reacts to flash photography before you finish it.

Further Reading

Critter Costuming:

Making Mascots and Fabricating Fursuits

by Adam Riggs

ISBN 0-9678170-7-2

Fursuit LiveJournal Community

http://community.livejournal.com/fursuit/profile 

The profile links to a number of tutorials and resources.

Click on  “Memories” for bookmarks on a variety of topics.
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