COSTUME CONVERSATIONS – MEDIASIA 2022
COVER SLIDE (Green = New Slide) 
Kon’nichiwa. Thank you for having me here today. 

Before I begin, I’d like to share some Things You Don’t Know About Me. Sure, you heard the introduction and saw my cover slide, and maybe read my bio on the website. But, did you know….
I…am Batman….
I’m also Santa Claus….
Basically, I can be whichever mask I choose to wear. And with that mask, goes an associated sets of feelings, ranging from anonymity to empowerment. And that’s what I’d like to share with you over the next 35 minutes or so. 
PREVIEW
I’ll start by sharing the backstory and overview of my current book project on costumes, slated for publication early next year.
Then I’ll walk you through the book’s outline. During that tour, we’ll meet spotlight characters from the book, and hear their stories. 
CURRENT BOOK PROJECT
This book is my Magnum Opus; the final project capping off four decades of studying rhetorical communities – that is, communities of individuals bonded not by geographic locale, but rather, a shared storyline. I study stories. 
Over my career, I’ve done multiple photo-ethnographies of rhetorical communities, including my 2002 book on bikers, Sturgis Stories, and a 2013 book chapter on individuals with tattoos. 

CURRENT BOOK PROJECT (2)
For my sabbatical in Spring of 2022, I knew I’d be doing another such project, but What New Community should I study? 
Well, I’ve always looked for a seamless integration between my professional work and my personal life. In my real life, I had started to attend Comic Cons with my adult daughters. What most impressed me was the wide range of attendees: all ages, sizes, shapes, and colors. This community was just what I was looking for. 
I contacted Kirk House, who twenty years before published my Sturgis book. Miracles exist. They signed me to a contract based off my letter of inquiry. I was fortunate to begin this project with the end point already accomplished! 
Starting in October of last year, my wife Maki and I began our year-long journey on the road. Using social media, personal networks, and Google searches, we scheduled dozens of interviews and photo-shoots. 
Because we live near Denver, many of our interviews are in the mid-to-southwest portion of the U.S. On the road, we started by interviewing a couple from Florida. Later we flew to New York, then took a train to Chicago. We drove through the upper Midwest – the Badlands and Black Hills of the Dakotas. A trip along the California coast followed, and we are slated next month to be in New Orleans territory. And, of course, we’re taking advantage of our time here in Japan to meet and photograph individuals. For example, here are some photos I’ve taken since I arrived.
Based on where I’m from, obviously it’s a heavy focus on the States. However, in my literature review, I encountered studies from Japan, Hong Kong, China, Malaysia, Indonesia, South Korea, and Taiwan, in addition to articles from Greece, the Czech Republic, and Australia. As such, my book will conclude with a separate appendix looking at international research, some of which I’ll touch upon later. 


CURRENT BOOK PROJECT (3)
Now a full year into it, the phrase I’ve used most often is “This book has taken on a Life Of It’s Own.” What began as an investigation into cosplay has grown into a study of costumes in many forms and contexts. At this time, the working title for the book – reflected in the subtitle for this presentation - is “My Costume, Myself: Celebrating the Stories of Cosplay and Beyond.” 
With this focus, I’m dividing the book into two sections: Cosplay. And Beyond. In addition to the aforementioned International appendix, there will be six chapters; three in each of the two sections. Each chapter will be filled with research, quotes, and photos – in black and white – from our travels. Then, each chapter will have 3 spotlight stories – a total of 18 - , in color, with thick description ethnographic interviews of individuals or couples. 
Now begins the tour of the book. I’ll introduce you to all the participants of the 18 deeper costume conversations. Given time constraints, most of these meetings will be quite brief. I’ll spend more time on the four stories I feel most reflect the conference theme of resilience. 
CHAPTER ONE
In Chapter One, I needed a guiding operational definition of what I meant by costume. I was influenced by Chukla’s argument that costume is set apart from regular dress. “It is not meant to be ordinary,” she states, “but rather evocative, urging the daily further along an artistic trajectory that leads to heightened communication and often culminates in a spectacle for public consumption.” 
Most persuasive was French and Reddy-Best’s (2021) statement that “The use of costume is intentional as it indicates clothing worn with an intended meaning in a particular context that is typically outside of everyday roles or activities that often takes the wearer through a transformational experience via ‘mythical places’ or ‘emotional depths’ (p. 2). 

From these, my working definition of costume is: “Conscious decisions about clothing, recognizable as outside of the norm, intended to communicate a message about self in a public context.” You know that it’s different. You do it on purpose. And, whether it be at a convention, or a festival, at a concert, or on the street – it sends a message about you.
Take for example Eric, who we met at Big Apple Comic Con in New York City. A cook and tattoo artist from Brooklyn, he is dressed as Gene Simmons, bass player from the 80s rock group KISS. At the surface, we see him as a KISS fan but, in talking to him, we also discover this is his connection with his own father, who introduced him to the band. “Me and my dad, we get along through KISS,” says Eric, “We get along through music.”
Chapter One also includes tidbits from history. Most cosplay books say the public at large became aware of costume events in the early 1900s, when newspapers published pictures of Forrest J. Ackermann and Myrtle R. Douglas dressed as science fiction characters. The books, however, give differing opinions on whether Forrest and Myrtle were father-daughter, boyfriend-girlfriend, or husband and wife. 
There is one thing upon which all cosplay historians agree. They agree that, in 1984, a Japanese manga magazine writer named Nobuyuki Takahashi attended the science fiction WorldCon convention in Los Angeles, and was impressed by the attendees dressed as characters from Star Trek, Star Wars, and the like. Returning home, he lacked a word to describe what he’d seen. In a 1983 article on college manga clubs, in a magazine titled My Anime, he and his colleagues had toyed with a portmanteau – a condensing of two words – using the English words costume and play. He coined kosupure, or cosplay. He continued to use the phrase, and the article – titled Operation Cosplay – was edited and reprinted. At that point, the term caught on, and a new world was born. 
Incidentally, I know this story is true, because Takahashi-san confirmed it with me when we met on Saturday!

CHAPTER ONE
Now that we have the word to use, let’s look at some of cosplay’s unique characteristics. I agree with Crawford and Hancock’s (2019) view that cosplay is less about escapism for the wearer, but more “as a way of exploring aspects of what they saw as their existing identity” (p. 135). Yamamoto calls this an act of searching, revealing, and/or reflection that enacts a “self-identification of ‘what I am becoming’” (5.7). 
PhD and psychologist Andrea Letamendi asks, “What if I told you that persons who cosplay actually feel more like themselves when they are in costume? What if looking like someone else makes them feel like who they really are?” (p. 273). Cline equates it to role play therapy, noting it can help with social anxiety, PTSD, and overcoming phobias. 
Take for example Kat, pictured here with her husband Lee. They are members of the Star Trek International Fan Association. Kat suffers from extreme social anxiety; even grocery shopping gives her panic attacks. When in her Star Trek uniform, however, she says, “I had a force field. I had my shields up. It helps, being in costume. Just changing your clothes.” 
From there I go on to examine cosplay as the basis of social community, as engaged ritual, and as a form of charity, such as Cosplay for a Cause, or this group of heroes gathered for an event on behalf of at-risk youth. 
CASEY aka HOSPITAL BATMAN
At this point I’d like to provide more depth from an interview, and tell you Casey’s story. Better known as Hospital Batman, Casey is the father of three. A 16-year-old high functioning autistic son. A 10-year-old with a genetic disorder that leaves her functioning like a one-month-old. And a son with a similar condition who sadly passed away in 2010. 
Casey knows first-hand the relief that a costumed character can be. While his daughter was hospitalized with the flu, his son had a meltdown in the hospital lobby. At that moment, a person dressed as Captain Jack Sparrow entered the building for a visit. “That was really a big moment for me,” he said, “For my son. He forgot that his sister was upstairs, forgot that we were in the lobby of a hospital. That all just went away in that moment.” 
The following year he saw a Batman costume for sale in a store. His wife told him he could buy it, as long as he got more out of it than a one-time wearing at Halloween. That’s when it clicked for him what he needed to do. He reached out to the director of volunteers for their local hospital, and Hospital Batman came into being. Ironically, his first hospital visit was to see his own daughter, who was there for an overnight EEG study. 
But, in true Batman-form, Casey has a secret. While he does it for the kids, 60%, the other 40% is for the parents. “The parents also forget in that moment that their kid is laying in a hospital bed. It’s that moment of just getting lost in the minute fantasy that comes into the door.” 
Now Casey does numerous charity events year-round. His 16-year-old occasionally joins him dressed as Robin. When the book comes out, you can read the various heart wrenching stories that he shares. But what about his own heartbreak? I asked if these visits helped him heal from his own loss. “There’s a part of you that doesn’t heal, and I don’t think ever will. There’s a positive contribution, and that gets me through, and I think that’s kind of enough.” 
CHAPTER TWO
Moving into Chapter Two, the book covers rules for cosplay, guidelines for photography, and debate about how accurate the costume needs to be. On that topic, most experts agree, “there’s no good or bad; only growth.” All topics address what Winge (2019) calls cosplay’s potential for “empowerment, agency, and self-determination through the character” (p. 86). 
There’s a section on couple’s cosplay, highlighted here by Brianna and Ken, who reenacted for us their Lord of the Rings wedding. They met online and, jokingly, she invited him over to make cookies – for her aunt’s funeral. Now, she was kidding, but a friend used her phone and texted Ken the address. He showed up at the door wearing a Sailor Moon belt with a light saber on his hip. She looked at him and thought, “He’s the one!”
Then follows a discussion of genres, including the most popular, anime - as well as monsters/zombies, pirates, Fancies and Lolitas, and steampunk – modeled here by married couple Vonie and Chase. Known to their cohort as Lady Vo and Chaos, in their mythical narrative, she is Captain of the Airship Iron Opal, and he is the ship’s mechanical engineer. The steampunk airship crew includes many friends and family members, including their two teenage children. While, in real life, their last name is Stilson, on the Airship Iron Opal, they are the family Crossfire. 
CHAPTER THREE
For me personally, Chapter Three reaches the point of the book that was most important for me to write. As I mentioned, I was impressed by the diversity and inclusivity I encountered at comic cons. I wanted to address the way cosplay could empower individuals regardless of factors like age, gender, sexual orientation, race, or level of ability/disability. 
Of course, there are still haters out there. This is felt most heavily by cosplayers of color, largely due to the lack of resource material in popular culture. I’ll digress for a minute and point out, this is really a Western problem. Since my interviews are primarily from the United States, questions like “Is it okay to have a black Batman?” really can be an issue. Here’s where the international perspective from my appendix comes into play. While most countries tend to focus on regional and national source material, some look to Hollywood and western storylines. But in most cases, there is not that kind of racial tension. At a Japanese con, for example, it is not a problem if there is an Asian Batman, or Captain America, or Luke Skywalker – since that reflects a majority of the attendees. 
Returning westward, Liptak (2022) says cosplayers of color “are often forced into an uncomfortable space, one where they are confined to either a limited number of characters who look like them…, or stepping outside their racial group and into a different one” (p. 100). Kirkpatrick (2019) laments that, “For people of color to traverse racial boundaries by cosplaying as white characters is to traverse literature and media that seeks to make us invisible” (1.2). 
Honestly, though I kept my eyes open, we did not encounter any radical departures along race lines, or notice any problems arising from the few individuals we did see. What we saw more of was costumes used as a representation of gender. Turning to Nichols (2019), we hear that cosplay “offers a unique opportunity to explore and present appearances that may or may not conform to participants’ birth-assigned gender or the original or canonical gender of characters in television, movies, or video games” (np). There is a large latitude of flexibility, particularly with crossplay, or gender-swapping. Male to female crossplay is more rare, and seems most done for a humorous effect, whereas female-to-male crossplay is quite prevalent and more serious because, as Tompkins (2019) puts it, there is the cultural assumption they are “moving up the gender hierarchy” (3.5). 
Meet, for example, Gracie, who looks at cosplay through the lens of gender (as a female), sexual orientation (as a lesbian), and of race (as a Filipino, though, she admits, “I’m the whitest Filipino person you’ll ever see”). Here she is dressed as the male bard, Jaskier, from the TV series The Witcher. She often dresses as male characters, not only at comic conventions, but also at drag shows. Whereas a drag queen is a male entertainer that dresses up like a female, Gracie is a drag king – a female entertainer who dresses up like a male. She has developed an award-winning persona she calls James Gemini Rose. She does cosplay for fun, but feels drag is more serious. Because drag kings are a relatively new and unknown phenomenon, Gracie feels the weight of responsibility. She wants the world to know “We’re here.” 
Beyond just genderbending costumes, Liptak (2022) says that “cosplay can be a conduit for fans to explore their gender identity or operate under another name, and it provides a relatively safe environment for them to experiment with those depictions” (p. 103). 
This is definitely the case for Jonathan, a New York professor and renowned vintage toy expert, who – about five years ago – dressed as Eleven, the young girl with telekinetic powers from the hit show Stranger Things, as the first foray on a journey toward self-identification as nonbinary. Jonathan was raised in a strict and traditional Greek family, and has come to terms with those conflicts. They now want to serve as an ambassador for nonbinary youth, knowing that their validation could lead to reduced negative self-talk and suicide. When asked, when it comes to cosplay, who belongs and who does not, they replied “The only gate I’m interested in keeping is the one that keeps fascists out. Other than that, I think we’re good.” 
Another story where these ideas intersect came from my interview with Elaine, a Filipino art center director, professional artist, and mother to Ember, a teen who identifies as non-binary. Here they are characters from the TV series Our Flag Means Death. She’s modeling a scene where the feared pirate Blackbeard shaves off his namesake facial hair and tenderly wears boyfriend Stede’s pink flowered robe. Elaine selected this character because another character on the show, a pirate named Jim, modeled here by Ember, turns out to be a nonbinary character who was gender-assigned a woman at birth. These costumes allow mother and child to both engage and validate Ember’s journey. 
CHAPTER THREE (2)
The third and final chapter in the Cosplay half of the book also addresses other demographic and identity issues, such as body size, religion (for example, the integration of hijabs), and disabilities. In general, cons are embracing a Cospositive movement, supporting all participants, and that was reflected in everything we encountered. 
SAM aka LADY LOKI & LADY DEADPOOL
Once again, I’m going to dive deeper into a story. Meet Sam, who suffers from Holt-Oram Syndome. Because the primary effects of the congenital disorder are limb disfigurations and corresponding heart ailments, it is commonly referred to as Heart-Hand Syndrome. In Sam’s case, she has both heart issues, and her arms did not fully develop. “Having short arms is not a common disability, so the world isn’t designed to accommodate us,” she told me. In a world with braille signs, wheelchair ramps, service dogs, and a language for the deaf, she feels isolated in her disability. “I only recently found out that bidets are a lifesaver for me. They’re not that common over here, and I had no idea how much that would be helpful and useful for me, and how much pain and trauma that would have saved me as a little kid growing up.”
Sam has a variety of costumes, ranging from Star Wars characters like Leia and Rey, to anime characters such as Princess Mononoke. The other one she modeled for me was Lady Deadpool, a female version of the popular comic and movie hero. Male or female, the important thing to know is that Deadpool’s character regenerates. In the movies it’s often used to comic effect. Actor Ryan Reynolds gets his legs blown off, and the audience is entertained watching him walk around on baby legs as they grow back. Notice on Sam’s costume; she’s wearing a pair of severed arms at her waist, giving the impression that her arms are now growing back out of her shoulders. 
Sam concludes, “The Deadpool characters represent disability in a very unique way. They are disabled with the ability to be fully capable. So you are presenting that full capability and that disability at the same time. I like being perceived and accepted in that way. And I got that positive response the first time I put on Lady Deadpool. I kind of felt like I fit somewhere, in a way like I’d never felt I fit anywhere else.” 
As we leave Sam’s story, we also leave the Cosplay half of the book and move into And Beyond. 
CHAPTER FOUR
The next chapter, Chapter Four, looks at costumes used to make or support a living. One of the areas I look at is buskers; people who entertain in public places. The buskers we met were the costumed folks posing for pictures and accepting tips in New York City’s Times Square, in Los Angeles on Hollywood Boulevard outside Grauman’s Chinese Theater, and on the Santa Monica Pier. 
Spotlight interviews for the “making a living” section kick off with David Blevins, a drag queen named Khrys’taaal turned flamboyant professional wrestler Remy D., who told me he wants to be a role model: “I love being inspirational and motivating people – because I never had that as a younger kid living in Detroit. So I try to make myself duty bound to do that; my due diligence to do that.” 


CHAPTER FOUR (2)
Other spotlight stories looked at individuals who do reenactments. Chukla (2015) states that “Historical costumes enable their wearers and beholders to travel in time, to imagine or inhabit the past” (p. 117), while Fudimova (2021) concludes that “historical reenactment is an effective tool for studying the material and spiritual evolution of mankind” (p. 1). One interesting thing from the interviews were the differing viewpoints on the need for accuracy. 
John Luzander, a historian who consults nationally for events like Civil War reenactments in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, is adamant that costumes be historically accurate, right down to the stitching around buttonholes. Inaccuracies, called FARBs, are to be avoided. His costume roles include such real-life characters as Patrick Gass – a member of the Lewis and Clark expedition who mapped out the western United States from 1804-1806. Because of his beliefs about authenticity, John has had to stop playing some of his favorite roles because he got too old to realistically be seen as his character. With the Gass persona, shown here, he portrays him as the retired explorer in his later years. 
In contrast, we have Andy Mosher, pictured center left, holding his lapels. Andy is director of this acting troupe called Deadwood Alive. He and his cohorts do daily western shootouts on Main Street in the town of Deadwood, South Dakota. While the stories they tell are true – mostly – like the shooting death of old West icon Wild Bill Hickok, accuracy is not as important. “We go by the ten foot rule,” he explained. “If your costume looks good from ten feet, then it’s alright.” 
CHAPTER FIVE
From there, in Chapter Five, the book transitions to less about making a living, and more about using costumes as part of a lifestyle. There may be stipends or payments, but generally it’s for fun. Take, for example, the members of the Society for Creative Anachronism, who gather at events to recreate Medieval Europe – shown here at their annual baronial investiture ceremony. 


CHAPTER FIVE (2)
Rob and Kyla, for example, have day jobs, but – when they can – they travel to various comic cons with their photo booth. In this one, pictured with me, they are dressed as characters from The Rocky Horror Picture show, though they also do Beetlejuice, Ghostbusters, and the Addams Family. Playing off on the word “carnies” – those who work at carnivals – they consider their work at conventions and call themselves “connies.”
There’s also Michael, a high school teacher who enjoys dressing up for whatever holiday happens to come around. Here he is celebrating St. Patrick’s Day, a U.S. holiday on March 17th which commemorates Irish heritage, whether or not one is Irish. He teaches his students that what you wear has a lot to do with perception, and that perception does matter. He tells them, “Everybody says, ‘I don’t care what other people think.’ I argue that you should. If you don’t care what other people think, how are you going to impact them?” 
ANGEL aka DOTTIE LUCILLE
In terms of the conference theme, the lifestyle story that most touched me was Angel Cardon. A consultant for minority-owned businesses, Angel is also a 1950s pin-up model who uses the stage name Dottie Lucille. Dottie and Lucille, incidentally, were her grandmothers’ names. She’s comfortable with that, as her persona is a 50s housewife or girl-next-door. She explained, “I don’t do lingerie, I don’t do nudity, I don’t do bikinis – and so I felt good using their names.” 
But for Angel/Dottie, it’s more than just dress-up. Two years prior, the mother of three boys encountered pregnancy complications and endured multiple surgeries and a staph infection. She contracted alopecia, which caused her Marilyn Monroe-like blond hair to fall out. This is one of her many wigs. For those spots on her head that now grow hair, it comes in as gray and white strands. Her eyebrows and lashes have not returned. It also created discolorations in her skin. 
Angel’s response? She gets up two hours before anyone else in her house – putting on false eyelashes, drawing in eyebrows, adding foundation, powder, setting spray, and lipstick, and selecting and properly setting the wig of choice for the day. Then she adds the appropriate dress, heels, and accessories. She does this every day, even if it’s just to take her boys to school. 
Angel also volunteers with a group called Battlin’ Betties, a nationwide charity where models in 1940s and 50s garb celebrate events with veterans, Honor Flight recipients, and first responders. 
Though she understands, it bothers her when people say things such as “I like your costume.” “For me,” she explains, “it’s not a costume. These are my real clothes that I wear every day. I wear heels when I’m cooking dinner or breakfast for my kids. I actually sleep in pearls.”
Our interview and photo shoot was an emotional day for Angel. She’d recently been diagnosed with skin cancer and was scheduled that week for surgery on her face. She said, “I feel like a universe-thing that brought us together at this time, to capture that before I have a major shift in my identity again.” 
CHAPTER FIVE (3)
It was after interviewing Angel that a new thought dawned on me. I’d read Kurt Back’s (1985) work on fashion, where he stated that clothing is the closest thing  “metaphorically and literally, to the self. It covers what is to be private and shows the world the presentation a person wants to make” (p. 6). Suddenly, I thought, if one’s identity can be so intertwined with the clothing items they put on, can your identity also intertwine with the clothing items you take off. Given my definition of “conscious decisions made about clothing, outside of the norm, that send a message about your identity” – it struck me that nudism might also be a form of costume. 
So we stopped at Mountain Air Ranch nudist resort to ask just that. Everybody I talked to spoke about what a supportive community it was. Nudity appeared to be the great equalizer; whatever your status was out in the word was stripped away, literally. Not surprisingly, I was not allowed to take pictures. Individuals could, however, send me selfies, such as this one from Erin and Jesus. Before joining the ranch, Jesus was in therapy and Erin had an eating disorder. From their first day at the ranch, their ailments vanished. Erin said, “I came here, and it was all forgotten.” Jesus added, “If you’ve ever had a conflict with self-esteem; if you ever felt judged, if you had to resort to a vice to escape how you felt about yourself, spend a weekend at a nudist ranch. This is frickin’ heaven.”
CHAPTER SIX
That brings me to the last chapter in the book, Chapter Six, where I attempt to pull it all together. The big lesson I want people to take from the book is, when it comes to costumes, anybody can be and dress as whatever they want. 
There are warnings, of course, about cultural sensitivity. It’s still important to be aware of systemic inequities, and avoid costumes that ignore such power differences. One section is titled Appropriate or Appropriation? There are movements from groups who rightly express that their culture is not a costume. It can be problematic for a white westerner to put on a Native American headdress, or Mexican sombrero, or eastern Indian turban, or African dashiki, or a Japanese kimono – and so on. Costumees need to start with the question, am I doing this out of respect and admiration for a culture, or am I perpetuating a stereotype? 
As for other issues, like age, biological sex, or body shape, or whether your chosen character is from a popular media source or some obscure book that only you have read - it’s your costume. If you’re not hurting anyone, it’s probably okay. 
The spotlight stories in that last chapter are of those individuals I feel have found the balance, faced their challenges, and come out stronger on the other side. 
Let’s start with the Bond family who, like their surname says, bond together over – the Ghostbusters. Son Ches Jr. (on the left) was the brains behind the idea. The 2016 reboot created, in his words, “a resurgence of Ghostbusters into the public zeitgeist,” and motivated him to create his tribute group, the High Plains Ghostbusters. Along with his dad, and his sister Mandy, the family spends untold hours building their own costumes and 3D printing props. And dad, who lost his leg in a motorcycle accident, loves the chance to be an advocate. He rolls up his jumpsuit, so people can see that his prosthetic leg is decorated with the Van Gogh inspired Starry Night Bat Signal, and says, “I’ve turned something that may be tragic into a symbolic thing.” 
CHAPTER SIX
Positivity is also the trademark for Rachel Taulbee, a holistic life coach who uses her closet full of costumes to portray roughly 40 different characters at a variety of events and venues, ranging from children’s birthday parties to delivering singing telegrams. This is Terra Thesaurus, a dinosaur who loves books. She describes Terra as existing in that “gooey” soft place that makes everyone feel safe, “Because a lot of times people need softness. They need someone to invite them in to play.” 
She spends a lot of time developing her characters. And if that introspection gets too raw, what Rachel calls the shadow work? Then she calls on the Countess Cora. Rachel tells me, “Cora is gonna kick your ass. She’s both a welcomer and a boundary zone.” Rachel, aka Terra and Cora, are in this “pulling it together” chapter because, as she shares, “I figured out how to do it, and that it’s one of my many purposes in this world. It is my gift to give, and I’m honored to do it.” 
GEORGE GRAY aka ELVIS
I’ll dig a little deeper into the final spotlight story of the book, Elvis tribute artist George Gray. Surprisingly, he admits, “I never was a big Elvis fan.” His mother remarried when he was nine, and stepdad played a lot of Elvis albums. 
He also admits he never was a singer. It wasn’t until his early 30’s that he would sometimes visit a karaoke bar with friends, who encouraged him to sing. Looking through the catalog, he’d recognize Elvis songs from his stepdad’s albums and would sing things like Love Me Tender or Teddy Bear. 
One year, while working for a large company that held Christmas parties, he was approached by the entertainment committee, who said, “We understand you do this Elvis thing?” His reply was “No. No, I don’t do this Elvis thing.” But they convinced him, so he bought some teardrop sunglasses at a gas station, borrowed an ill-fitting jumpsuit from the receptionist’s fiancé, attached some fake sideburns, and sang a few songs. After his act he thought, “Man, what did I just do? That was embarrassing!” 
From there, he started getting multiple invitations to perform at events. “I remember getting dressed,” he told me, “and I’d stand at the front door of my house, and before I went outside all dressed up, I would look up and down my street and make sure nobody was coming. I was just totally embarrassed to do these things.” 
One day, the director of a local hospital asked if he would come by and entertain an elderly woman named Edie, who was in hospice and had about a week to live. He agreed. When he arrived, he found the hallway to her room filled with balloons and ‘We Love Elvis’ signs. The doctors and nurses were all lined up and wanted to take pictures. After about 10 minutes he suggested he’d better go see Edie. Then one of the ladies said, “Oh my gosh, here she comes.” 
George looked up and saw a frail woman at the end of the hall, hanging on to an orderly’s arm. The same lady informs George that Edie got up and put on her favorite dress and best wig for the day. Then, George tells me, “She approaches me, and I walk towards her, and she pushes the orderly away and says, ‘He’s here for me,’ and she falls in my arms.” 
Back in her room, everyone packed in to listen. They all started to cry as he sang, and he could barely finish due to the lump in his throat. At the end, Edie said, “Thank you so much. You don’t know what this meant to me in my life.” 
“And when I went home,” George continued, “I didn’t get undressed. Normally my MO was I’d get dressed at the last moment, do the thing, and once I got home I took off the Elvis outfit and hung it up and closed the door, ‘cause I didn’t want to look at it. I sat down in my rocking chair for hours, trying to process what just went on.”
George went back, as himself, to visit Edie every day, up until the day she passed. It made him realize that small things – because he views what he did as a small thing – can make a big difference in somebody’s life. “That didn’t cure me about wanting to do Elvis,” he admits, “but it got the ball rolling.” 
The ball has been rolling now for over two decades. George volunteers at numerous charity events, regularly visits the elderly in nursing homes and hospices, dresses up for community festivities, and gives a sold out Christmas show every year at his town’s civic center. And, he concludes, it’s the costume that makes it work. “Without the jumpsuit, I’m just a guy singing Elvis songs.” 
CONCLUSION
That wraps up the tour of my book. I hope you learned a bit about cosplay and costumes and enjoyed some human-interest stories. There’s more advice I’ll be giving to costume-wearers in that last chapter, but I’d rather use my last two minutes giving you, hopefully, more useful and pertinent tips. 
First, as I mentioned at the beginning, strive to have a seamless integration between your personal and professional selves. Research, write about, photograph, and film those things you are most interested in. 
Next, keep the focus on people’s stories. It is impossible to capture them all, but that shouldn’t stop us from trying. 
And finally, don’t feel you have to do it alone. Accept help from others. I could not have done this project without the ongoing help from my wife Maki. I have a chronic fatigue disorder and, in addition to chronicling my interviews in these pictures, she did a lion’s share of the driving, took charge of the Photo Release forms and paperwork, carried a mirror to help people primp for their photos, and many, many things I couldn’t do. When I say I could not have done this without Maki, truer words were never spoken. 
LAST STORY (NO TITLE ON SCREEN)
Last story. We recently visited my daughter and her husband in Denver. They decorate their home with art and quotes from popular culture. One plaque shows the TARDIS – the flying, time-traveling police box from Dr. Who – and a quote from the 11th Doctor, Matt Smith, who says these words, which are my final thought for you. “We’re all stories in the end. So make it a good one.”      Thank you. 
THANK YOU (CLOSING SLIDE)
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