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ABSTRACT 

Cosplay is performance art that takes place all over the world and has many devout followers. They 

seek to become their favourite TV, Game, Comic or Anime character, not just in body - but in soul as 

well. However, it is often reported by the media as a subversive culture that only deviants of society 

participate in.  This report will seek to ground Cosplay in political and historical context, discussing 

topics such as subversion, transgression and comedy in society, using material from critics such as 

Mikhail Bakhtin, Umberto Eco and Henry Jenkins in order to give Cosplay a theoretical basis. Cosplay 

will be reflected upon in relation to culturally significant events, such as Carnival and Festival, and it 

will also discuss Cosplay as a more high-brow form of entertainment, such as street performance. In 

order to gain a better understanding of the past time, first-hand research has been done in to who 

the Cosplayers are and how it impacts on their life.  Finally, the report will look in to the future to 

see if it possible for it to integrate in to mainstream culture.   
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COSPLAY: ARE YOU SERIOUS? 

INTRODUCTION: What is cosplay? 

‘Cosplay’ began as contraction of the words ‘costume’ and ‘play’. The term was first coined by 

Nobuyuki Takahashi of Studio Hard, whilst attending the 1984 World Science Fiction Convention 

(Worldcon) in Los Angeles (Raymond, 2014). In the photocopy of Japanese magazine ‘My Anime’ 

below, cosplay can be seen written as ‘kosupure’ (コスプレ) in katakana. He comments on being 

impressed by the hall and by the costumed Anime fans. (Jee, 2008) Cosplay has since spread around 

the globe, and is just as prevalent in the Western world as it is in the East. There are very few 

sources that discuss the origins of Cosplay, which suggests that it was already a part of culture that 

enjoyed ‘dressing up’ in various forms throughout history. The sources that can be found however 

(often web blogs, e-journals or forums) are maintained by fans of the Cosplay culture, and therefore 

it would not be surprising that there is much debate surrounding the exact origins of the activity. 

One side speculates that the activity began in North America around the 1960s, when people made 

and wore costumes based on characters and creatures in the science fiction films and comics at the 

time (for example – Star Trek, Batman, Superman). Others speculate that it was a part of convention 

culture from a far earlier time – Forrest J. Ackerman is most notable for his ‘futuristicostume’ that he 

handmade and wore to the first ever World Science Fiction Convention (Worldcon for short) in 1939. 

He is the first recorded sci-fi fan to attend a conference in costume. (Raymond, 2014) 

Figure 1- 'Kosupure' can be seen highlighted here, on the right 
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Although Cosplay has always been considered a subversive, transgressive subculture (not part of 

mainstream hobbies or interests) costuming in general has always been a part of culture around the 

world, particularly in times of celebration and ancestral ritual (such as carnival, festival and 

Halloween). What makes Cosplay different from these traditions? Does Cosplay have roots in these 

other forms of 'dressing up', or are Cosplayers simply fans of this method of escapism into their 

favourite form of media? Can Cosplay be seen in a political and historical context in order to ground 

it and give it less of a subversive appearance to the mainstream media which is so actively reporting 

it as a hobby that deviants participate in? With all of these factors, can Cosplay start being seen as 

less of a subculture, and more serious in its nature of costume and performance? 

CHAPTER ONE: Rabelais and His World 

 “A boundless world of humorous forms and manifestations opposed the official and serious tone of 

medieval ecclesiastical and feudal culture.” Mikhail Bakhtin, 1965 

The ‘serious’ cultural and political background of Cosplay can be identified in the critical work of the 

philosopher and literary critic, Mikhail Bakhtin. He reflects upon the nature of a much older 

historical context by reading and analyzing a novel by Francois Rabelais, based around carnival and 

the grotesque, and the role of fools and clowns in these situations. Although the book is archaic in 

some of its observations, many of the theories and political critiques can be applied to Cosplay and 

its role as a performance art in the present day. 

 Carnivals and humour were a saviour and distraction in a strictly hierarchical political world of 

feudal and renaissance Europe. Mikhail Bakhtin studies Francois Rabelais’ ‘The Life of Gargantua and 

of Pantagruel’ (1532) and discusses the themes of carnival and the grotesque, relating it to the 

political and social landscape of Catholic Europe in the 16th century. Although the novel is satire, like 

many satirical publications and texts nowadays, (such as the Grand Theft Auto game series, as an 

example of satire in today’s society) it is a stark reflection of our own humanity, written with risqué 

humour and clever wordplay. 

Bakhtin’s book is a critical study of carnival and the grotesque, and it relates well to the world of 

Cosplay and its deviation from social norms. The political stance of costume is not as strong as it was 

500 years ago, but the social implications of dressing up are still the same – people live in a fantasy 

world as a different character for a small period of time, then they return to everyday life.  

“Carnival festivities and the comic spectacles and ritual connected with them had an important place 

in the life of medieval man…they built a second world and second life outside of officialdom, a world 

in which they lived during a given time of the year.” (Bakhtin, 1965) The statement by Bakhtin can 
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accurately be applied to the subculture of Cosplay, and it’s deviance from the norms set out by 

society, and it’s structured and regularly scheduled appearance at a certain time of year (named 

“con season”). 

Bakhtin describes the “double aspect” of the human world as something that has repeatedly reared 

its head throughout history. To each serious and political event and movement that happened, there 

was an equal and opposite reaction that involved either humour, comic, or carnival. ‘Clowns and 

fools’ are often featured in Rabelais’ novel, and according to Bakhtin, they are the representatives of 

a certain form of life, which was real and ideal for the time. Cosplay and conventions still are 

regarded as a way of life for some people, and to some the detachment from real life and a trip to 

this fantasy world is necessary (much like a holiday), and much like Cosplayers, clowns and fools are 

often portrayed as being costumed. 

“The individual feels that he is an indissoluble part of the collectivity, a member of the people’s mass 

body. In this whole the individual body ceases to a certain extent to be itself; it is possible, so to say, 

to exchange bodies, to be renewed (through change of costume and mask).” Bakhtin discusses the 

role of costume here, and he says that those that take part in the carnival as a clown or fool can 

renew themselves and become a different person as they change from regular clothes worn by the 

masses, in to a costume that completely conceals them (thus becoming anonymous, and being able 

to change their character.)  

With all of these theories and observations by Bakhtin applied to Cosplay, it is clear that some, if not 

most of the subculture is rooted in history, and the desire to shift into another character in an 

environment that is out of the norms of everyday life. 

 CHAPTER TWO: The history of ‘dressing up’, Cosplay, and carnival 

“Costume (or fancy dress) is the distinctive style of dress of a particular people, class, or period. A 

costume can be a particular style of clothing worn to portray the wearer as a character or type of 

character other than their regular persona at a social event such as a masquerade, a fancy dress 

party or in a theatre performance.” (Collins English Dictionary) 

Cosplay is ultimately ‘dressing up’, but a reflection on our culture shows us that ‘dressing up’ is 

usually limited to Halloween, child’s play and theatre performance. Why has this subculture, 

comprised of young adults begun to break the mould?  

Costuming, or assuming a guise or mask, has many roots in the celebratory period of Carnival – a 

festive season that usually takes place immediately before lent, in February. The events of a Carnival 
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are a sort of combination of public celebration or parade, combining elements of circus, masquerade 

and having an element of street performance. Umberto Eco (1984) has similar thoughts to Bakhtin 

when studying carnival - “…Now it is understandable in which sense carnival is connected with 

comedy. By assuming a mask, everyone can behave like the animal-like characters of comedy.” (Eco, 

1984) 

Even before Cosplay, costuming has been a part of society. Holidays such as Halloween, Mardi Gras 

and 'Carnivale' in Venice have been custom for centuries and are still celebrated today. Cosplay is 

generally considered different from Halloween and Mardi Gras costume wear, as the intent is to 

recreate a specific character, rather than celebrate an entire event. But according to Bakhtin, people 

have been copying and imitating 

characters such as 'Harlequin' and 

'Hanswurst', 'the Hag' and any humorous 

impersonations of monarchs or political 

figures since the preparations for Lent 

and various other celebrations were 

sanctioned in the Middle Ages. 

“We can commit any sin while remaining 

innocent, and we are indeed innocent, 

because we laugh.” (Eco, 1984) Carnevale in 

Venice has been present in the city since 1162, in honour of The Republic of Venice coming to 

power. The period of celebration became official in the Renaissance. (CITE) Like many other carnivals 

at the time, it was used to licence pleasure, but also served as a distraction or escape from Venice's 

current state. 

 However, Carnevale has not always been so overt in its tradition of wearing full body costumes and 

masks - in 1797, Carnevale was completely banned under Napoleon's reign, due to the fear of 

rebellion from the masked mob. Masks were also banned in politics, as they were used when a large 

council or jury was to decide a matter as an anonymous entity (classes, ranks and all other privileges 

were stripped when a mask was donned, and it acted as a leveller of people.) Carnevale and its 

accompanying celebrations returned in 1979, when the Italian government sought to revive Venice 

(Alessandro Bressanello, 2010). The 'Venetian mask' and Carnevale was used as the poster child for 

Venice's tourist industry, and the city now enjoys three million visitors each year during the lent 

period. 

Figure 2- A typical costume worn by a Carnival goer in Venice 
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Physical masks are not the only form of deviance from 

society's norms that have instilled moral panic in authority 

during the festive time. “In 1895, cross-dressing (a form of 

symbolic reversal common during Carnival) was also 

banned.” (Pearse, 1987) This is interesting as carnival, as 

mentioned by Eco, is a comedic mockery of rules in society, 

and the subject of transsexuality is still a subject that brings 

debate in our society, as it deviates from the pre-set 

genders and their defined socially acceptable roles. This 

archaic notion is in stark contrast to Cosplay today - cross 

dressing and 'genderbent' characters are amongst some of 

the most commonly Cosplayed characters at conventions. 

This is most likely due to the fact that as a society we have 

moved forwards and become more accepting of cross-dressing and transsexuality, but in 

comparison, would it be as accepting in the 1940s, when Forrest J. Ackerman wore his 

'futuristicostume', or would a cross-dressed female be seen as one of Rabelais' clowns and fools?  

Festival and carnival are so present throughout history that they have earned themselves the right 

to be called performance art, turning the everyday street in to a theatre. “Theatrical spectacle and 

the theatricalization of social and intellectual life were common to virtually all social groups… and 

communities in Renaissance England, primarily informal, amateur organisations.” (Bristol, 1985) This 

still stands in this day and age for street performance, and even niche varieties of it, such as Cosplay. 

Michael D. Bristol (1985) talks about carnival in relation to performance art that targets its themes at 

social and political norms in society, and the actors are mere members of that society: “These 

collective traditions give rise to dramatic forms that are intensely critical and even experimental in 

their representation of social and political structure.” 

Bim Mason, a lecturer and founder at Circomedia Theatre School says “There is a whole range of 

theatrical activity beginning to develop outside the restricting walls and conventions of traditional 

theatre.” (1992) His book “Street Theatre and Other Outdoor Performance" is dedicated to theatre, 

but as Cosplay is a type of performance art that takes place in a street setting, much like the 

aforementioned Carnival, many of his theories and observations can be applied, including his 

definitions of the culture: "performance and play outside of the confines of a theatre". Cosplay is 

very much that - a group of amateur actors, each choosing their own characters, and learning the 

mannerisms, speeches and actions of those characters. The Cosplayer also will wear a costume 

Figure 3 - A female 'Thor' Cosplayer 
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representative of that character, much like an actor or performer in these outdoor performances of 

Mason's 'street theatre'. 

But what defines Cosplay as 'street theatre' or 'amateur dramatics'? Mason studies the reception 

that the actors and their plays get in relation to other types of more high-brow performance art: 

“The media are much more inclined to report and review indoor theatre, meaning that actors, 

orientated towards big success, will not be inclined to perform outdoors.” (Mason, 1992) Street 

theatre is not seen as a ‘high-brow’ form of entertainment, although it is vast and readily accessible 

to the audience. Similar to Cosplay, this may be related to the moral panic that society sees in street 

theatre – it transgresses norms of everyday life, and is associated with deviance and alternative 

culture. He then goes on to describe the performers themselves: “All street performers are outsiders 

of one sort or another, nowadays more in terms of lifestyle than geography. The authorities are still 

slightly suspicious that there is something dangerous about people not dependent on the 

established society and thus independent of its rules.” (Mason, 1992) 

The recent article "Comic-Con in London: A Helluva Costume Drama" by Zoe Williams, a writer for 

The Guardian newspaper, fits Mason's portrayal of street performers as deviants that oppose 

authority. "People want different things from costumes, I realised, at the Comic-Con convention at 

London’s Excel. Some people just want to show you their washboard stomach, and will dress up as 

any character that typically wears a short shirt. Some are transfixed by detail, and will spend three 

hours on a realistic wound or some nose shading. Others still are trying to animate a character, drag 

Poison Ivy into real life with careful attention to the bodice she might wear and the facial expressions 

she would be likely to make. Some just want to carry a fake gun." (Williams, the Guardian, 2014) 

William’s article about cosplayers is written in a tone that perfectly fits this theme of moral panic 

being instilled by the mainstream media – “… dressed as Barry Burton, a character about whom he 

doesn’t know a huge amount; he chose the character for the gun.” This slightly ironic tone is 

replicated throughout the article, focusing on points of panic in society such as body image, 

weapons and alternative interests such as anime, which is described implicitly by Williams as 

"Japanese anime (like cartoons, except taken more seriously.)” (Williams, 2014)  

Jolie Jenson's writings on 'fandom and fan culture' reflect accurately on the critical stance of 

Williams' article: "The literature on fandom is haunted by images of deviance. The fan is constantly 

characterised (referencing the term's origins) as a potential fanatic. Fandom is seen as excessive, 

bordering on deranged behaviour." (Joli Jenson, 1992) 
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This article is just one of many that report on Cosplay and its fans as something associated with 

deviance. They are similar to Bakhtin's critique of clowns and fools at carnivals, and the moral panic 

of 'mask' and costume as it was in the 19th century is still a constantly recurring trend amongst 

outside commentators to the world of Cosplay.  The media that does give an accurate portrayal of 

the events of comic conventions and Cosplayers tends to be niche - and directed at the Cosplayers 

themselves, in magazines such as 'MYM', 'NEO' and many other geek culture publications. In order 

for Cosplay to be taken more seriously, the media must shift its writing style from that of 'an 

outsider in a strange place', to that of someone reporting and finding the convention exciting and 

inspiring.  

This leads us to ask - who are the media attempting to portray as obsessed fans? Who are the 

Cosplayers, where do they perform, and why should we take them seriously? 

CHAPTER THREE: CONTEMPORARY CARNIVAL 

Considering carnival as a street performance that has been playing since modern man discovered his 

need to celebrate and produce comedy and escapism, one cannot label all of its participants with 

the name of ‘performer’, this is simply one of the features they all happen to have in common. The 

same can be said for Bim Mason’s street theatre ‘actors’, everyone produces their art for different 

reasons. The word ‘Cosplayer’ can be applied with a similarly broad definition: not all of the 

participants do it for the same reason. Despite the implicit reporting style of Zoe Williams' article, 

she defines three types of Cosplayers particularly well, and they can be applied to nearly every 

Cosplayer that takes part. 

The first purpose might be to express a ‘love’ for or personal connection to the character that they 

have chosen.  This type of Cosplayer will most likely be a fan of the character or fandom they are 

portraying, and will seek to become that character in their costume. Such Cosplayers are known to 

mask their own personality with that of the characters. Cosplayer Oliver Mansfield mentions in his 

response to a questionnaire at London Film and Comic-Con (October 24-26, 2014), based on the Red 

Power Rangers: In Space (Saban, 1998) ranger that he classes as one (if not his favourite) costume. 

“This particular Red Ranger is one [I] have a long history with. It was the first series I got really into 

(and continue to be so today). The design of the character and costume is perfect in my opinion, and 

last but not least, the character. He’s very serious, and is a bit of a lone wolf – characteristics I can 

relate to.” (Oliver Mansfield, 2014) Considering that Oliver relates to the character he attempts to 

portray, he can, (like many other Cosplayers) become that character in costume for a whole day. He 

will act - perform the Power Ranger’s mannerisms, key character poses and speeches. 
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Those that have an intense and often nostalgic connection to a character (much like Rabelais’ 

carnival goers dressing as Harlequin) have a relationship with a character and play the character out 

of admiration. "One model of the pathological fan is that of the obsessed loner who, under the 

influence of the media, has entered into an intense fantasy relationship with a celebrity figure." 

(Jenson, 1992) Although written from the perspective of fans that follow television idols or music 

celebrities, the underlying currents of comic, manga and game fandoms are still the same, and a lot 

of these fans express their intense and obsessive love for these characters through Cosplaying them. 

"Fandom (especially 'excessive' fandom) is defined as a form of psychological compensation, an 

attempt to make up for all that modern life lacks." (Jenson, 1992) Jenson's quote references fan 

culture (such as Cosplay) as a form of escapism, much like Mikhail Bakhtin’s depiction of carnival as 

being a fantasy world. It matches well with how Oliver describes his relationship with another one of 

his costumes - his Dr Who character, a representation of David Tennant from the BBC series: “I enjoy 

being someone else for a short while. There’s a challenge to act in each costume I do – for example 

The Doctor, he’s diplomatic, eloquent, non-violent, and has a freaking time machine! What I don’t 

have, he makes up for in his personality and admirable traits.” (Oliver Mansfield, 2014) 

Another type of Cosplayer that is prevalent in the community is ‘the craftsman’. Carnivale in Venice 

is no stranger to these costumers – as it is clear during 

the period of celebration that long hours have been 

spent crafting and making incredibly detailed costumes 

to wear on the street. The same can be applied to 

Cosplay: “I like being able to bring something to life from 

one of my interests.  An idea becomes a concept, design 

and crafting all the way through to finally wearing a 

costume and being a part of a group with the same kind 

of goal.” (Clark Gardiner, Warhammer 40k Cosplayer, 

2014).  These Cosplayers enjoy the creative process and 

the sense of personal achievement after completing a 

complex costume. The costumes made are generally 

more intricate than that of the previous category, such as 

can be seen in the illustration of Clark Gardiner’s 

Warhammer 40K ‘Adeptus Custodes’ armour. 

The craftsmen are Cosplayers more often willing to spend more money on these better-quality 

costumes and will have a wider pool of resources, a wider knowledge base and skill set (such as 

Figure 4- Clark Gardiner, Warhammer 40k 
Cosplayer 
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working with particular materials, often EVA Foam carving, moulding and casting techniques and 

sewing complex patterns) and will dedicate a lot more time to making the costume. Upon 

completion, the Cosplayers will often engage in photo-shoots with professional photographers, and 

are more likely to participate in Cosplay competitions, where the standard is exceptionally high. This 

is very much similar to the public competition of la maschera più bella ("the most beautiful mask") 

that takes place on the last weekend of the Carnival of Venice, and is judged by a panel of 

international costume and fashion designers. (Source: www.carnevale-venezia.com)  

The craftsmen and women in this category may not fall so much in to character, but rather become a 

living mannequin in order to show off the costumes that they have made. Therefore they will still 

practice poses and moves in order to adhere even more to portraying the accuracy of their costume. 

They learn modelling techniques to get the best possible shots of their accurate costume when 

approached by photographers. 

The final type of Cosplayer mentioned by Williams is the one that dresses for the attention that 

being in costume receives, as it is an exotic sight for those that do not take part in it. Costumes that 

are overtly sexualised, controversial or exceptionally large or small tend to fall in to this category. 

A good example of one of these Cosplayers that has gained a lot of fame from her ‘sexy’ characters is 

Jessica Nigri – a minor celebrity and well-known figure in the Cosplay community. “Jessica Nigri 

seems to be a magnet for a huge amount of hate and vitriol, with people passing comment on her in 

very negative ways all over the net.” (Dobell, CES, 2013) What Dobell states is true – Nigri has 

become somewhat infamous for the costume that first put her in the public limelight: a very 

sexualised Pikachu character, with ample amounts of cleavage and bare midriff. 

Jessica has made her living from travelling, modelling and being invited to conventions after 

gathering a large fan base surrounding her costumes – she markets herself well, and has a devout 

following of fans (predominantly male). 

The illustration shows the image that went viral online, and garnered most of her social media 

attention. Since then, she has been hired by Warner Bros. as a ‘spokesmodel’ and panel host to 

promote new games. She also sells prints of her costumes, calendars and merchandise. Jessica also 

has a history as being employed as a ‘booth babe’, promoting games for various games and media 

companies and being paid to attend conventions in her costumes. All of this stemmed from Jessica’s 

Pikachu costume. 
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A theory surrounding why she has done so well and has 

so many followers (2,756,900 on Facebook) is that she 

caters to many people. Christopher Lasch believes that 

“Modern society is too concerned with self-image, both 

physical and social”. Jessica embodies the facet of 

society that aims to impress one’s physical attributes on 

one’s peers, and by marketing herself proficiently, she 

turns this in to a very successful business. 

Companies often hire ‘booth babes’ like Nigri to 

promote their products, as they bridge the gap 

between consumer and producer, whilst providing a 

very attractive gatekeeper to the product. In this 

instance the product could be ‘Assassin’s Creed: Black 

Flag’(Ubisoft, 2013), where the main protagonist is 

Edward Kenway – a muscled pirate that exhibits violent 

behaviour. Jessica created a costume based on his 

costume with ample amounts of cleavage, and in doing so she has related to both sides of 

consumers – hardcore gamers, Cosplayers, those actively involved in geek culture respect her as a 

Cosplayer. She also appeals to the more casual consumer (‘everyday’ people that play the games) as 

they are bombarded by ‘sex selling’ as a society, and she becomes almost a comforting reminder of 

the poster girls that society sells. 

 All of these cosplayers have very different motives for making and wearing their costumes. But they 

all share similar attributes and share things in common. As Cosplay has the intent to replicate a 

character, there must be some form of relationship that links the Cosplayer and the character. 

Horton and Wohl study fan culture and say that there is a recurring theme amongst fans of 

something, and the fan often relies on ‘the persona’ – or the person they develop a relationship 

with.  

"The persona offers, above all, a continuing relationship.  His appearance is a regular and 

dependable event, to be counted on, planned for, and integrated into the routines of daily life." – 

(Horton and Wohl, 1956) Children are bombarded with celebrity 'role models' and people on 

television with admirable traits from a young age, for example – Oliver Mansfield found his ‘persona’ 

in the Red Space Power Ranger, Clark Gardiner found his love for Warhammer figurines and 

characters in his teen years, and Jessica Nigri probably had a relationship with Pokémon as a young 

Figure 5 - Jessica Nigri in her Pikachu cosplay 



14 
 

girl. As Cosplayers in their later years, they have clearly digested these media texts and characters, 

and are now using the spirit of carnival and nostalgia in order to escape into their different personas. 

”According to Jenkins (1992), fans may not be the "cultural dupes, social misfits and mindless 

consumers" that they have been labelled. Rather, fans are able to digest the media texts that they 

consume so as to produce their own costumes and artworks, and be creative on their own terms.”  

(Chen, 2007) This is Henry Jenkins' theory of participatory culture, and Cosplay is one of the most 

prominent (if not the purest) forms of the ‘participatory’ culture at its best. Participatory Culture, a 

term coined by Jenkins, describes “a neologism in reference of, but opposite to a 

Consumer culture — in other words a culture in which private persons (the public) do not act as 

consumers only, but also as contributors or producers (prosumers).” (Jenkins, 2005) It is usually used 

in reference to Web 2.0, a new wave of media that enables creative input from anyone with an 

internet connection. Cosplayers, influenced by Jenkin’s participatory culture, that spend vast 

amounts of time speaking to other fans, often online, learning signature poses, practicing in front of 

the mirror at home, and even posting ‘How To’ videos in relation to special poses on sharing sites 

such as YouTube. There is a wealth of information available for craftsmen as well – forums, blogs 

and social media pages such as The RPF (The Replica Prop Forum) has incredibly in depth resource 

pools and high standards of costuming advice available to the general public.  

The online culture of costuming and crafting has a very strong emphasis on ‘community’ mentality, 

which is encouraging to new people and resourceful to experienced Cosplayers. Many skills can be 

learned in front of the computer screen that help young people exposed to the subcultures actually 

gain skills that help them in a real-world situation, such as finding friends with similar interests, self-

esteem boosting and encouragement from peers, and how to respectfully and constructively critique 

an object or idea. 

"Communities are envisioned as supportive and protective, they are believed to offer identity and 

connection in relation to traditional bonds, including race, religion and ethnicity." (Jenson, 1992)  As 

Jenkins’ participatory culture has connotations of a friendly and welcoming environment, and this all 

culminates at certain times of the year during periods of carnival and performance.  

The convention is a place of carnival, comic and laughter, and there are no rules to follow regarding 

gender, race, sexuality, conformity, work, or any pre conceived standards set forth that we tend to 

follow daily. The convention (like carnival) is a period of time in which the Cosplayers create a 

universe outside of everyday life and fill it with celebration. Eco reflects this by saying: “The 

definition of comic leads us to the idea of carnival. How do we succeed in finding situations in which 
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we are not concerned by the rules? Naturally enough… by establishing an upside down world.” (Eco, 

1984) The ‘upside down’ world in this case is the setting of the performance – the convention 

centre, which falls in to Bim Mason’s definition of outdoor performance theatres and the 

transgression and convergence of art and theatre: “The borders between entertainment and art, 

between audience and performer, and between the performance itself and the larger social event 

are becoming less defined.” (1992) 

CONCLUSION 

Cosplay can be seen as a cultural descendent of both subversion, politically oppositional carnival-

esque traditions, and more recent cultural and artistic practices (performance art and street 

theatre). The fact that it is closely tied to the world of characters from culturally popular forms such 

as anime and games should not detract from its serious nature, as the increasing crowds at 

conventions show a society that is slowly shedding the norms of every day politics and conformities. 

 

However, if we are to truly accept this 'upside down world' it and for it to be absorbed and 

integrated in to mainstream society (just as the Notting Hill Carnival in London has been) then will it 

still hold the definition of 'Carnival' as set forth by Bakhtin and Eco and oppose those norms that it 

sets out to break? Cosplay will no longer be subversive if this happens, and the acceptance of this 

alternative culture will inevitably weaken the power that it has to be an oppositional social force. 
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"Fandom is in fact, a multicultural territory, where each fan community subscribes to its own unique 

media substances, values and contexts." (Chen, 2007) 

 Cosplaying characters and creating costumes also contains benefits for those that rely on it in a 

personal way, as it brings people of a similar mind-set together in a place where they can be free to 

express themselves in this particular variety of performance art.  

With broadening coverage of the Cosplay world, especially by mainstream media, the events and 

conventions will bring in more crowds, thus engaging more fans in Cosplay and costuming. However 

in order to make the past time less of a subculture and for it to integrate better in to society, the 

press will need to alter their coverage of the topic to a more open minded and less implicitly critical 

view. Could London use the Comic Con in order to boost the city’s tourist population during 

convention season? Until Cosplay and ‘geek culture’ is seen as less of a deviant interest, this will not 

happen. Instead, Cosplay will remain a niche subculture with only its active participants as the main 

driving force. The participatory culture that drives it forward will spread its popularity, as will word 

of mouth and social media, instead of the mainstream media actively advertising Cosplay as a fun 

and serious hobby. 
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