
Examination of Three Mannequins from the Circle of Dance Exhibition at NMAI-NY

The Body Support

1. The curator, conservator , tribal 
representative, education specialist 
supply images of the dances. 

Hopi Butterfly Dance

About objects on mannequin: Headdress and wristbands, 2011. Made by Lavelle Frayne Mahle. Hotevilla, Arizona. Wood, paint, parrot feathers, leather, yarn. 26/8785. Hair Bangs, 2011. Made by Palmer Lomakema. Phoenix, Arizona. Hair, cotton binding, thread. 26/8786. Earrings, 1929. Wood, 
turquoise. Arizona. 16/6629. Necklace, 2011. Made by Moonte Sinquah. Arizona. Turquoise. 26/8833. Manta (Dress), 1950. Made by Frank Gaseonema. Arizona. Wool, dye. 24/7776. Scarf, 2012. Made by Jeanette Sahneyah. Arizona. Cotton. 26/8832. Sash, 1965. Made by David Tewamanewa. 
Second Mesa, Arizona. Wool, dye. 25/5435. Anklets, 1919. Third Mesa, Arizona. Canvas, wool yarn, hide thong. 9/566. Bracelet, 1970. Made by Manuel Hoyungawa. Arizona. Silver, turquoise. 25/6226. Bracelet, 1982. Made by Michael Kabotie (Lomawywisa). Arizona. Silver, turquoise. 25/6329. 

Photographs by (L) Kyle Knox , (C, R) Shelly Uhlir (NMAI).

About the mannequin objects: Standing Rock Reservation, South Dakota, 2008. Made by Robert Tiger, Jr. Porcupine guard hair, deer tail hair, wool yarn, dye, hide, glass beads, sequins, brass beads, canvas, cotton, ribbon, nylon thread, bone hairpipes, quill. 26/7485. 
Mandan Fan, 1906. Fort Berthold Reservation, North Dakota. Eagle feather, hide. NMAI. 1/3799. 

Photographs by: (L) Katherine Fogden (NMAI), (C, R) Shelly Uhlir (NMAI).
About objects on mannequin: Worn by Walter Veille. Huancavelica, Peru, 2010. Cotton and synthetic fabric and trim, metallic fringe and thread, sequins, feathers, dye, plastic jewel. EP0954. 

Photographs by: (L) Jeff Malet, (C, R) Shelly Uhlir (NMAI).

• Fitting the chosen animated pose within existing case width
• Creating illusion of jumping without visible support

• Supporting heavy iron scissors in the right hand and giving handkerchief movement in the left hand
• Allowing for possible knee angle adjustment during installation

• Creating illusion of movement in a culturally appropriate, subtle pose
• Hiding leg support pole

• Supporting headpiece and earrings safely
• Recreating body paint

• Fitting forward-leaning pose and faking the bustle to fit the existing case depth 
• Adjusting shoulders to support heavy beadwork

• Supporting objects safely in hands and hiding the mounts
• Allowing foot placement to be adjusted case side

SPECIFIC MANNEQUIN CHALLENGES SPECIFIC MANNEQUIN CHALLENGESSPECIFIC MANNEQUIN CHALLENGES

Hopi Butterfly Dancer, Kykotsmovi Village, Arizona, 2010. Hopi mannequin before dressing. Hopi ensemble dressed and installed, 2012. 

The Hopi Butterfly Dance is a two-day, ceremonial social dance held in late summer and early fall for young, unmarried girls. The girl learns what it means to be a young Hopi woman and 
her purpose and meaning within Hopi culture. Early on the first morning of the Butterfly Dance, the girl’s partner takes her to his mother’s house to complete her ceremonial dressing with 
hair bangs, a colorful dance scarf, anklets, and jewelry. The girl’s new kopatsoki (headdress), created especially for her, is carefully placed and secured on her head. The colorful designs on 
the kopatsoki present her clan symbols and may include a symbol of her partner’s clan. Finally her feet are painted yellow, a color that represents the eagle’s yellow feet and will enable 
her to dance lightly throughout the day. —excerpted from Gloria Lomahaftewa

The high Andean mountains of south-central Peru are the traditional setting for the Quechua Danza de Tijeras, an artistic and semi-religious performance that, on one level, expresses the human need to challenge and overcome physical limitations. The dancers claim themselves to be 
children of Wamani, the mountain spirit. Scissor dancers perform in cuadrillas, or teams, which compete with one another. The competitions can last many hours. While dancing, each performer—wearing an outfit embroidered with golden fringe, multicolored sequins, and small mirrors—
must strike together a pair of iron blades in time to the music. Though all Scissor Dance performances involve demanding and impressive gymnastics, step dancing, and aerial jumps, no two are identical, and a particular performance is never repeated. Their physical abilities and the quality 
of the accompanying music determine the competition winners—which are mutually agreed upon by the cuadrillas. Today the Scissor Dance is a vibrant, ritualized presentation that may be performed in both sacred and secular spaces, but always under the protection of Wamani, the 
mountain spirit. — excerpted from Fernando Flores-Zúñiga, with Cécile R. Ganteaume 

Like other aspects of today’s powwows, the dance style known as Men’s Northern Traditional is deeply rooted in the practices of warrior societies, which historically were common 
among Plains Indian groups. In the context of the powwow, the singing and the dancing are a single action, with the motion of the regalia visually expressing the beat of the drum. 
Each dancer tells a story through footwork and gesture, with some dancers imitating the motions of animals while other participants act out a story. The regalia seen here, which be-
longed to Robert Tiger, Jr. (Hunkpapa Lakota), is a characteristic group of items that follow the Northern Men’s Traditional style, yet it also highlights the tribal affiliation of the wearer and 
the superb artistry of the regalia’s creator. — excerpted from Tara Browner

Quechua Danza de Tijeras (Scissor Dance) Lakota Men’s Northern Traditional

Quechua performer from the Yawar Chicchi Scissor Dance group, 
National Museum of the American Indian, 2009. 

Quechua mannequin torso portion. 

Quechua mannequin hip/ leg portion. Quechua ensemble during a trial dressing. Quechua ensemble dressed and installed, 2012. Lakota ensemble dressed and installed, 2012. Mannequin in process for the Lakota ensemble.Northern traditional dancer Terry Fiddler (Cheyenne River Sioux), 
NMAI National Powwow, 2007. 

by Shelly Uhlir, Exhibits Specialist, Mountmaker
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West side of the Diker Pavilion. L-R, Lakota Men’s Northern Traditional, Mapuche Mütrüm Purun (partially hidden), Tlingit Ku.éex’ Entrance Dance, Yakama Girl’s Fancy Shawl Dance, Quechua Danza de Tijeras. East and South sides of the Diker Pavilion showing the Hopi Butterfly Dance case and a scene from the video loop demonstrating some of the dances represented.

Arm Connections

Knees and Leg Connections

Heads and FacesHands and Feet

The first step in making the hands and feet is to cast molds of specific poses. Using pictures of the desired pose to inspire 
them, teams of two worked together. First, they made alginate molds from Smooth-On’s Alja-Safe material. 

2. Collaboration between curator, 
designer, conservator and 
mount-maker, determine the pose 
and dressing strategy. 

7. Polyester needlepunch felt and/or batting covers the Ethafoam, then topped 
with stockinette. Other barrier/finishing fabrics like Tyvek, fleece, Fosshape and 
show fabric are added where needed. Here are nine of the CoD mannequins 
ready for dressing. L-R: Lakota, Yupik, Cubeo, Tlingit, Yoreme, Yakama, Mapuche, 
Seminole, and Hopi.

6. Ceramic and steel knives cut the 
corners away, then a Sur-Form sands 
facet edges to create the smoother 
surface. 

5. Traced shapes are cut with a band 
saw, then heat welded together. 
Appropriately shaped waist, arm, 
neck and leg profiles are drawn. 

4. The template pieces are used to 
most efficiently arrange mannequin 
pieces on the Ethafoam.

3. Objects are traced and measured 
to create a paper template. Arm, leg 
and support structures are drawn.

The Quechua Scissor Dancer required one keyed-arm connection. Due to the amount of manipulation required to mate 
the pieces during dressing, these connections are only used when an arm carries weight in an extended position.

The Hopi Butterfly Dance mannequin has a square plug and pinned twill tape 
arm connection. The square plug is carved from the arm and the receiver is cut 
into the torso. Twill tape and T-pins keep the arm from releasing.

To allow for slight adjustment during installation, the knees of the Quechua 
mannequin were made from Variloc medium-duty thermoplastic locking hinges 
(Part#VGN-10PB) from Adjustable Locking Technologies.  

The Quechua and Hopi mannequins 
required additional internal support 
for raised legs.

The Lakota mannequin has magnets embedded in the top of the thigh that draw 
to the steel rake support. Twill tape garters and T-pins allow adjustability. 

The Hopi mannequin’s right leg is 
cut to fit around the pole, hiding the 
structure.

The Lakota mannequin “holds” a fan 
and a beaded stick.

Fully padded brass mounts support 
each object.

The mount stem telescopes through 
a receiving tube and is fixed with a 
set screw. 

Once the object is set in the mount, 
the Fosshape skin is flexed around 
the object and pinned to the wrist. 

The Quechua mannequin’s right hand 
has an extra Ethafoam palm support 
for holding heavy iron “scissors”.

A padded fleece glove with fingers 
made of armature wire was made 
to surround and engage the slippery 
iron pieces.

The finished hand installed. Extra 
security is added by stitching 
through the glove’s large crochet 
holes with embroidery floss.

The Quechua figure’s left hand flicks 
a handkerchief in the air. Armature 
wire embedded in Ethafoam in the 
palm helps create that illusion. 

The hand is attracted to the wrist 
with centrally placed magnets, then 
anchored with twill tape and T-pins.

The finished hand after installation. 
To add further illusion of motion, 
fishing line is added at two corners 
and pinned in the shadows.

Once the molds are setup, a gypsum-based polymer product called duoMatrix NEO is mixed and poured into the alginate 
molds. After a few hours, the material is set enough to remove the alginate. The casts were then left to dry overnight. 

Note that we were able to use some hand cast poses for more than one hand. One of the male right hands (seen far right) 
was used for the Lakota, the Yoreme and the Tlingit mannequins. 

Here are the hand casts and arms 
for the Hopi mannequin, ready to be 
loosely wrapped with Fosshape 300.

After the Fosshape is cool and dry, it 
is cut and peeled off the mold with a 
rotary cutter or surgical scissors.

Seams are made on the non-visible 
side and stitched between the 
fingers to keep them distinct.

All Fosshape is steamed until the 
material is shrunk and set. A Jiffy J-2 
steamer was used for this process.

The Fosshape is then fit to the arm, 
adjusted, then pinned or connected 
as needed.

The skin is painted with latex and 
acrylic paints. Tyvek and Pacific silver 
cloth are barriers between the 
Fosshape and the objects.

To save time, the molds for the heads 
start with Dorfman Head Mounts.

To create detail and definition in brow lines, cheekbones and noses, a cellulose 
material called Sculptamold is mixed with water and applied by hand. After the 
heads are thoroughly dry, they can be used as molds for the Fosshape.

Fosshape is loosely pinned around 
the mold with seams placed in less 
visible areas. The seams are then 
stitched, trimmed and refit.

After steaming to shrink and harden 
the Fosshape, it is is cut along the 
center back and peeled away from 
the mold.

Ethafoam and mount structure is 
fitted into the head and neck to 
carry the weight of any accessories.

The finished Fosshape is painted with 
low-VOC latex paint, then body paint 
is added with acrylic paints. 

Here the Hopi kopatsoki is fitted 
to the head and new feathers are 
pinned into the foam at  the back.  

Earrings are placed in the mounts 
only during final installation into the 
exhibition case to avoid unnecessary 
vibration and possible damage.

Designing and Fabricating the Body Supports Using Fosshape for the Visible ElementsObjects in Hands
To create the illusion that the mannequin hands hold objects, 

a variety of mounting strategies were implemented. 
Below are examples from the Lakota and Quechua mannequins. 

“Consistent across time and cultures is the use of the body to communicate and express—to tell stories, participate in the cycles of nature, mourn, pray, and celebrate. Throughout the Americas music 
and dance have always been an essential part of the spiritual, cultural, and social lives of Native peoples. To this day unique forms of ritual, ceremonial, and social dancing maintain a vital place in 

contemporary community life. Rich music and dance traditions create strong ties that bind American Indian communities to all living things, the earth, the spiritual world, and to each other.” 

—Cécile R. Ganteaume, NMAI Curator for the Circle of Dance exhibition


