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INTRODUCTION

Vivid colors and varied shapes entered my vision whenever I turned my head. I stood against a railing on the second level of the Jacob Javits Convention Center, in the heart of New York City, and marveled at the sea of people below, both in costume and out of it. The shuffle of a thousand bodies mixed with countless voices speaking at once. The music blaring from various loudspeakers filled the air with a continuous roar, as if the building itself had come alive.

I picked out a duo of Disney princesses floating in their shimmering pastel gowns, clutching their skirts as if already late to the ball. Loki, Marvel Comics’ beloved antihero, strutted alongside the dames, his golden horns bobbing. A bright blue backpack hung from his shoulder. The Jansport logo clashed against his green-and-black royal attire. A few steps behind him, a group of Batman villains fought to move forward as attendees pressed them back, begging for photos. The Dark Knight himself appeared and walked right past the pack of scoundrels, preoccupied with securing a lanyard around his rubber cowl. No interest in fighting crime today.

People of all ages and walks of life melted into the endless stream, moving with palpable excitement. Familiar and unfamiliar characters tugged at my memory, turning this people-watching moment into a mental game of geek trivia.

There is only one event that can cause such sensory overload and blur the boundaries of fantasy and reality so seamlessly: New York Comic Con.

It was day three, and I was dressed in a red-and-black ensemble—a tight, off-the-shoulder corset with embroidered floral patterns. The garment displayed more cleavage than I would ever feel comfortable showing in everyday situations. Sleek black pants; a short, flowing red cape; and six-inch platform booties completed the outfit. My purple hair was hidden under a voluminous auburn wig, its waves cascading past my shoulders and down my back. A glittering, ruby-red headpiece made entirely of wire and mesh sat atop my head, covered in Swarovski crystals. The jagged edges dripped with long strands of glass beads that perfectly matched my crimson lipstick.
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The crowd at New York Comic Con



I was a bona fide superhero: far more beautiful, strong, and confident than I felt in my regular life. I was no longer Yaya, a bookish, vertically challenged Chinese girl who grew up on three continents and often felt out of place. Now I was Wanda Maximoff, better known as the Scarlet Witch: a mutant with the ability to alter reality, the daughter of Magneto, and a member of the Avengers. Thanks to cosplay, I could become whoever I wanted. When I caught my reflection in the tall panes of glass lining the hallway, the Scarlet Witch gazed back at me.

I’d re-created Wanda’s costume a few weeks earlier to be photographed for a variant cover of Marvel Comics’ Scarlet Witch stand-alone series. I was about to walk into the Marvel Live studio, to talk on air about the Marvel cosplay covers project, now in its second year of running. Though I had already been on the cover of a Marvel comic issue the year before, as Medusa from The Inhumans, it was still difficult for me to believe that a major comic book publisher such as Marvel would hire fans—cosplayers—to be featured as official characters on their comic book covers. Such a move would have been unfathomable up until recently.
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Me as the Scarlet Witch



I felt amazed as I once again reminded myself that cosplay is no longer a niche hobby in the fandom world. There is no shame or stigma attached to it anymore. Cosplay has become a global phenomenon, a lifestyle, and an artistic industry. Cosplay is mainstream.

With one last glance at my superhero attire, I drew in a deep breath and knocked on the door.

—– —– —–

Hello, dear reader, and welcome to the world of cosplay!

There is a good chance that you have heard the term cosplay before, either mentioned on a late-night talk show such as Conan or in a viral article about video game character lookalikes. You have probably guessed by now that the term cosplay is an amalgamation of the words costume and play. You may have even skimmed through a disjointed Wikipedia entry about it.

People have lots of assumptions about what cosplay is, but in reality, cosplay is an activity that blends fandom, creativity, and entertainment into a unique phenomenon. The layers and nuances of the craft reach far beyond the frivolous idea of dress-up. Cosplay is a lifestyle and a way of being. I have lived and breathed this life for the past twenty years.

In this book, I will share my personal journey through cosplay and offer a comprehensive look into this complex world. We will explore where cosplay came from and why it is considered a form of fan expression, a creative outlet, a social activity, and even a path to self-discovery. We’ll also discuss the prestige and pitfalls of cosplay. Finally, we’ll look at the current state of the cosplay industry and where it might be headed in the future.

I am thrilled to be your guide on this new and exciting journey. I’m ready to dive in and show you all the vibrant, crazy, beautiful facets of the cosplay phenomenon. It is my hope that by the time you reach the end of this book, you will be fired up and ready to cosplay with me!
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PART ONE

Welcome to the World of Cosplay
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My original costume as Empyrean Empress, which evolved over time and surpassed my original vision.











     CHAPTER 1     

What Is Cosplay, and Who Are You?

First, let me introduce myself. My name is Yaya, and cosplay is my full-time job. There’s a good chance you’ve seen my picture on the Internet. Or you may have seen me on network TV, making costumes and judging cosplay competitions. If you’ve been to a fabric store, you’ve likely seen the patterns I designed for the McCall’s Patterns line or touched samples from my Cosplay by Yaya Han fabric collection, which is now sold in JOANN Fabric and Craft stores across the US.

I am what is considered a weekend celebrity. In my everyday life, I’m just a short, purple- haired Asian girl, but I travel all over the world to pop culture conventions to sign autographs, take pictures with fans, and do media interviews. I do what famous actors do at events, but I get invited to these events because I create and wear costumes that allow me to transform into fictional characters.

If you think that sounds like an unusual lifestyle, you’re right.

At first glance, cosplay seems very similar to dressing up in a costume on Halloween. Both activities involve wearing outfits for fun. However, there are some big distinctions. Halloween is an annual Western tradition for which people dress up once a year. The costumes are generally mass-produced, and, I dare say, a majority of people approach the holiday in a casual, carefree manner. Those who celebrate Halloween aim to have a laugh, enjoy a fun night out, and make nice memories with friends and family.
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My cosplay as the Red Queen



Cosplay, on the other hand, is not a Western holiday but rather a lifestyle practiced year-round by people all over the world. Cosplayers have a completely different mind-set from casual Halloween celebrators and are fueled by an inner passion inspired by a host of pop culture characters. That passion builds into a desire to become those chosen fictional beings, no matter what it takes. Many “cosplay costumes” require vast amounts of dedication, money, and skill to make, not to mention weeks or months of crafting time.

More than an expensive hobby, cosplay is a lifestyle, because it changes a person on a day-to-day basis. It impacts how you spend your free time. It even changes how you see stories and relate to characters. To this day, I can’t watch a movie or play a game without inadvertently analyzing the costume designs on-screen, wondering what materials they are made of and how I could re-create them.

Cosplayers have our craft on the brain every single day.

Sounds kinda extreme, right? There was a time when I was ashamed of the extent of time I spent on cosplay. But now I celebrate it openly and encourage others to celebrate it with me. I can’t think of anything else that has brought me as much joy. Growing up in the cosplay/convention scene has shaped me as a person. All my major milestones and life events have a connection to cosplay, including this book. I never would have gotten the chance to write the words you’re reading now if I hadn’t built a career as a cosplayer. (It also helps that being geeky and cosplaying are considered way cooler now than they used to be.)

Thanks to the thriving fandoms around anime, TV shows, video games, and more, cosplay has enjoyed a dramatic revival in the last fifteen years. Once upon a time, reading comic books or playing video games was regarded as nerdy or uncool, but now the entertainment industry is virtually synonymous with fandom culture and its landscape is dominated by fantasy, sci-fi, and comic book titles. The biggest box office movies are based on fandom properties, featuring the world’s most popular movie stars as superheroes. Accord-ing to Comichron, comic book sales topped $1 billion in 2018. In the same year, global movie box office revenue reached $42 billion as reported by the Hollywood Reporter. And, staggeringly, the global video game industry is slated to generate $131 billion in revenue in 2019, according to Variety.

On top of everything else, all these movies, comics, and games have inspired countless merchandising options. It’s impossible to walk into any store without seeing a Star Wars toy or a Batman symbol. Thanks to the popularity of these fandoms, the global toy market reportedly took in $90 billion last year.


Top 10

Highest Grossing Movies

of all Time!

1 Avengers: Endgame (2019)

2 Avatar (2009)

3 Titanic (1997)

4 Star Wars: The Force Awakens (2015)

5 Avengers: Infinity War (2018)

6 Jurassic World (2015)

7 The Lion King (2019)

8 Marvel’s The Avengers (2012)

9 Furious 7 (2015)

10 Avengers: Age of Ultron (2015)

*According to Box Office Mojo



Being a geek has become part of the current zeitgeist.

Cosplayers are the very consumers who read these comic books, watch these movies, and collect these toys. But they go one step above other fans by actively creating something inspired by the char-acters they enjoy. Just as the comic book industry is no longer a niche industry, cosplay is no longer just a hobbyist community. The current landscape of cosplay is full of zeal and promise, with career opportunities, marketing power, and huge forward momentum in commerce.

Cosplay’s most notable marriage is with the gaming industry. Video game companies such as Riot Games and CD Projekt Red regularly hire cosplayers to promote their titles at trade shows and tournaments and during marketing campaigns. These projects often extend beyond one-time spokesmodel work into the realms of high-end custom-made costume projects. It has also become fairly common practice for game devel- opers to release turn-around sheets with 360-degree views of their characters, knowing that they may become the subject of a future cosplay. Ubisoft and Gearbox Software do this when they release new installments of their respective Assassin’s Creed and Borderlands franchises, for example.

Blizzard Entertainment, known for its massively successful franchises Diablo and World of Warcraft, employs cosplayers every year at its annual BlizzCon convention. E3 (Electronic Entertainment Expo), a Los Angeles–based video game conference, bustles with hired cos-players dressed as characters who will get people’s attention and draw crowds around booths. Not only do cosplayers provide an ideal selfie opportunity; their presence creates a memorable experience that, companies hope, will encourage you to buy the game they’re promoting.
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A gathering of League of Legends cosplayers at an official Riot Games event.



Twitch, a video streaming platform designed for gamers to monetize video game playthroughs, launched Twitch Creative—a category for artists—in 2015 and heavily marketed it to cosplayers. The developers encouraged costume crafters to broadcast progress on their projects live, offering entertainment and education at the same time. More than 4.5 million people broadcast monthly on Twitch, and while the vast majority are gamers, the close proximity between cosplay and gaming continues to generate a growing interest for creative costume stream sessions.

The comic book industry has also recognized cosplay as an important market. Marvel Comics produces an ongoing cosplay documentary series called Marvel Becoming that highlights a different cosplayer in each episode. In the past, Marvel has also released variant editions of its monthly comics that feature cosplayers on the covers. A lot of comic book artists collaborate with cosplayers for figure modeling and promotional work. Sometimes creators even hire cosplayers to become the face of their titles. In fact, in 2013, I was approached by the comic book publisher Lion Forge to create my own Superhero comic series. Lion Forge even gave me the chance to choose my own superpower and design my costume. The resulting book, Wonderous 2: The Yaya Han Saga, told a fun cosplay-centric superhero origin story in eight issues.

There is no denying that cosplay has emerged as a lucrative business, but what really makes the art form special is the sincerity and raw passion of the people within the community. There’s a hands-on DIY spirit, and most cosplayers are self-taught (myself included). It’s mind-boggling sometimes to look at fan-made cosplay creations that are near-identical replicas of Hollywood costumes. The same thing that takes a team of specialists and state-of-the-art technology to create can be painstakingly re-created by one cosplayer working out of their living room, if they feel motivated enough.

Even on a professional level, cosplayers like me don’t generally have a studio or team to make costumes for us. If I didn’t make my own costumes, I probably would have lost interest in cosplay a long time ago. I don’t get to do it as frequently as I used to due to my hectic schedule, but I am continuously challenged and motivated because I am still hands-on in the creative process. There is value and meaning in making the costumes yourself and sharing your progress along the way.

I have been lucky enough to transform my cosplay from a hobby into a business without compromising my key passions. I travel to about twenty-five conventions per year, where I am hired to judge contests, give cosplay panel presentations, and meet fans. In between these trips, I run a cosplay business and design products for my online store. I have a warehouse stocked full of cosplay accessories and thermoplastics and filing cabinets full of cosplay posters that are shipped around the world to fans and sold in convention vendor halls. Ultimately, my business has been so successful that I have been able to expand and hire a small team of employees. As a first-generation immigrant, this is a source of pride for me.
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My trims and embellishments line for cosplayers



At the moment, what takes up most of my time are my commercial collaborations in the sewing and crafting industry. I have designed more than forty Yaya Han®– branded sewing patterns for McCall’s, which are sold worldwide. I also have an ongoing partnership with JOANN Fabric and Craft that keeps me on my toes. Through them, I release two fabric collections per year and maintain a year-round cosplay trims line as well as a new cosplay EVA foam line, all of which are sold in the company’s 860+ stores. I am the first cosplayer to successfully enter and navigate the mass retail industry, which has been a huge learning experience as well as a reward-ing endeavor. It gives me immense delight whenever I meet a cosplayer wearing a costume made using one of my patterns or fabrics, and I love the fact that I get tagged by cosplayers who are working on new projects with my products.
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Posing in front of my armor-making EVA foam display at JOANN.



On top of all this, I post daily to a social media following of more than three million people.

I lead a pretty weird life, where the lines are blurred between career and passion. It’s a circus that demands my time and energy every single day but also lets me have some unbelievable experiences. I’m usually chasing a deadline or fighting off jet lag, and I can rarely switch off my brain from work for a full day. Despite that, though, I have a fulfilling life that I wouldn’t trade for anything.

Whenever I take a step back and look at the current scope of cosplay, one thought runs through my head: It’s about damn time. The world is finally taking an interest in cosplay and sees it as more than an esoteric hobby some nerdy kids do or a weird fetish prac- ticed by the freakiest of geeks. The public is finally recognizing the value that cosplay brings to fandom culture and, beyond that, to human culture. Every person has a character they relate to, identify with, or just want to be. Cosplay gives people all over the world the chance to become that character, even for just one day. It unlocks the possibilities of actively par- ticipating in a fandom instead of just consuming it.

Whether you are a die-hard cosplayer, a newcomer who’s just discovered this world, or someone who has not heard of cosplay before, I hope that reading this book will unlock something within you and inspire you to do something you’ve never previously consid- ered. Maybe it will be to make a costume for the first time, or to step out of your comfort zone and learn a new skill, or to dress up as a character you didn’t have the confidence to portray before.

Every cosplayer has that moment of revelation: You can dress up in a costume any time of the year and not just on Halloween. You can be any character. You can make anything. Cosplay has no set rules. It’s not a sport. It’s the most sincere form of fan expression I have ever encountered and a limitless creative outlet. It is fun and freedom combined.
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