
Special Effect Makeup Design 
Independent Study Essay 

 
 In the words of Pat McGrath “creativity is your best makeup skill, don’t be afraid to 

experiment.” Makeup has a way of transforming not only a person’s features, but their 

personality as well. In theatre and film, when you have the look to back up your character you 

are able to envelop yourself in your character and really become them. Joining Drama Club my 

my freshman year and have watched actors for three years dive deeper into their characters after 

they have their makeup done, even going so far as being attached to their makeup look. Learning 

from the older leaders in makeup how to transform actors into characters, I have decided that it is 

time to extend this creative outlet from an outside of school club into a class of exploration 

which will help further my growth as an artist.  

When considering putting in an application for an independent study in the field of 

special effects makeup, I thought of all of my work culminating to when I became the head of 

makeup. Between staying after the meetings with previous makeup heads to look at the makeup 

on stage and helping design the shows as a sophomore, I learned that I was willing to put in the 

time without it seeming like a chore. I had stumbled upon a passion. Working at home on my 

special effects makeup, I’ve developed my personal style through the creation of 4 prosthetic 

pieces for the current show Peter Pan and the Girl who Grew Up; however, I have limited time 

but would like additional time to develop my skills. Through the creation of an independent 

study makeup class I would be able to put my skills to work and develop techniques to further 

my knowledge.  

 From joining makeup during the second show of my freshman year to now, I have 

participated in every show and currently occupy the position of head of makeup here at 

Homestead. To expand on the previously mentioned prosthetic pieces currently underway I am 
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creating mermaid scales for 3 aerialist actors and a crocodile mask for the crocodile dancer in the 

production. The mermaid masks are overlaid pieces of gelatin and glycerin in small dots to form 

a headpiece. The crocodile mask is created from liquid latex and a hand created mold made from 

a plastic mask and clay.  

 As a child I was always curious how they did the makeup in movies, especially when 

creating characters that aren’t human and I was fascinated with the process. I watched bits of 

extended behind the scenes movie clips of characters being transformed into a new creation. In a 

perfect world I would love to go into the field of special effects makeup, particularly in movies 

and larger films. I understand this is a challenging line of work to break into due to the amount of 

talent needed and the limited demand for these artists. So I would like to pursue this in addition 

to a business degree as this is what I would love to do but I would like to be secure were this to 

not be a feasible option for my entire career.  

 In the following pages, the images might shock or horrify some viewers; however, it is 

only my intent to take on challenging and engaging pieces that require extensive prep work to 

discipline myself and develop multiple techniques I could use in designing and creating my own 

pieces. I am interested in the horror side of the special effects makeup as this is the primary use 

of special effects makeup if injuries are included; and horror is where the most skills are 

developed especially in blending the completely separate monster or unnatural pieces with the 

human body. It is an interesting challenge that is more helpful to producing a greater level of 

artistry than creating prosthetic pieces for a look that blends with the skin automatically.  

 Outside of Drama club and leading makeup crew, I am a student coach on my forensics 

team, and participate in Homestead golf for all 3 years I have attended Homestead. Through 

these activities I have been able to cultivate my leadership skills as well as hone in on individual 



motivation and desire to achieve more for myself, particularly in forensics for leading my team, 

and golf for my motivation as it is a single person sport.  

 In conclusion, through dedication to the Homestead High School Drama Club and 

commitment to enhancing my knowledge of special effects makeup skills, I urge the board to 

allow me to complete a single trimester of independent study in the field of makeup. This 

opportunity to extent my creative limits and grow past the limits of traditional stage makeup is 

just the right class to push my artistry to the next level and fuel my passion for creating art on the 

human body, hopefully helping me continue into college and beyond.  
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Abstract: 

In this Independent study, based on special effects makeup, I will explore various 

groundbreaking methods in FX makeup and different FX makeup designers in the professional 

theater world by video and reading various textbooks. Then after researching I will create 

original works. 

 

Project Description: 

For my independent study I would like to create multiple pieces that require extensive prosthetic 

work and prep work in addition to requiring a long application process. I have included images 

of possible projects I plan to undertake if presented to the opportunity to prepare and execute this 

class, ranging from single class pieces to weeks worth of prep work before final application 

 
 
How: 



I will create at least five pieces using various media in the FX makeup world.   

 
This piece is a monster piece that includes  
creating a bald cap with textured scalp and hair 
pieces as well as creating a full headpiece, 
texturizing it and painting it. In addition I will 
create the teeth through clay and paint, applying 
them into the mask. In another step I will create 
fake nails in order to further the creepy vibe 
created in the face.  
 
This piece will most likely take a couple weeks 
of work. Half a week for the bald cap, and a full 
week to create the prosthetic piece with another 
week of painting it. A single day should suffice 
for the teeth and application should take one 
day.  
 

 
 
 
This is a speak no evil piece. This piece requires me to create 
a faux mouth from cotton balls and liquid latex. I could create 
this piece in one day. I will paint my face underneath the 
piece and then create texture from the cotton balls and latex 
and then paint the piece to blend with my face to look like it 
is sown together.  
 
 
 
 
 

This is the voodoo doll makeup. It consists of 4 prosthetic 
pieces: 2 pieces for the eyes, and one piece for the mouth and 
one for the neck. I’ll cut and stitch the pieces to fit my face. 
Secondly I create the pins which consist of making safe pins 
out of clay and grease paint and q-tips. Then I texture the 
pieces and paint them as well as painting underneath them to 
create the darkness underneath. The application process would 



be only one class period as I will have painted them already and just have to apply and blend 
them to my face.  
 
The total time will be one week for the 3 prosthetic pieces and the q tips and then 1-2 days of 
testing on the face and 1 day of application.  

 
This is a simpler piece that I could create that 
includes some detail painting and some sequins 
(above the eyes). It is almost a toxic looking 
mermaid, and I am interested in continuing the look 
to the chest and hands. Perhaps creating mermaid 
nails and toxic nailbeds. It will take one day to 
complete this piece as long as I have all the makeup 
as it is mostly cream makeup and eyeshadow with 
either liquid latex or eyelash glue for the sequins.  
 
This will be 1-2 days, one for prep and one for 
application. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This is a piece that I want to try to create though is not typically thought of in the realm of 
special effects makeup. This is more of a piece created for someone to take a picture of in front 
of a black screen. This will probably take one day because I could outline and draw the piece in 
one sitting.  
 



(Other pieces with varying timelines are to be determined as I go on.  I want to leave room for 
projects to design myself or to further research a direction to go in during the class) 
 

 
Research Questions: 
The purpose of this research is to develop an understanding of how professional FX makeup 
artists create for film, TV,theatre and other performance venues.  I will use my research to 
inform my next questions:  
● How does makeup have to differ when it is being filmed vs being seen by a live 

audience? 
● What types of prosthetic creations work best for certain pieces and what mediums are the 

most useful? 
● How long does makeup application last and how many opportunities are there in this field 

currently for special effects makeup artists due to the fact that technology is getting better 
and more creatures are being digitally animated?  

 
 

Project Timeline: 
September 1-4: 
● Take inventory of makeup and get supplies needed for first project. 

 
September 8-October 7, 2015 
● Research and create the full head FX demon 

 
October 8:   
● Speak No Evil Design 

 
October 9- 24, 2015 
● Research and create the VooDoo Doll design 

 
October 24-27:  
● Research and create Toxic Mermaid 

 
October 28- November 13, 2015 
● Research and design the knotted waist FX design 

 
November 18-21:  
● Put together my Make-up portfolio 
● Add past designs 
● Figure out what other designs to create in the last week of school 

 
FX Design Submissions: 
October 7th: 1st 1st Design Submission 



October 8th: 2nd Design Submission 
October 24th: 3rd Design Submission 
October 27th: 4th Design Submission 
November 13th: 5th Design Submission 
Final Exam: FX Makeup Portfolio 
 
Design/Supplemental Research Materials: 
● A Complete Guide to Special Effects Makeup by Tokyo SFX Makeup Workshop 
● Special Makeup Effects for Stage and Screen: Making and Applying Prosthetics by Todd 

Debreceni 
● Theatrical FX Makeup by John Pivovarnick and David Sartor 
● Sketchbook paper 
● Face Charts  
● Pencils 
● (Sketching) Colored pencils 
● Liquid Latex 
● Cream Makeup 
● Eyeshadows 
● Gelatin  
● Glycerin 
● A mask or ceramic head (to fit prosthetics)  

 
 


