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Understanding Dress 
Form

Dress Form

A dress formis a three-dimensional model of the 
torso used for fitting clothing that is being 
designed or sewed. When making a piece of 
clothing, it can be put on the dress formso one 
can see the fit and drape of the garment as it 
would appear on a body, and make adjustments 
or alterations.

Professional dress forms are extremely durable and 

ideal for draping.

A dress form is a useful addition to just about any 

sewing room, regardless of your skill level. The 

key to selecting the right one, however, is to 

determine its intended use. 
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Not all sewing dress forms are created equal even though they 
Ƴŀȅ ƭƻƻƪ ŀƭƛƪŜΦ LǘΩǎ kind of like buying a car. All brands of cars have 
four wheels, an engine, seats, and a steering wheel ςbut there are 
big differences in quality, durability, style and added features.
A sewing dress form which you can find here will have these 
features:
Åa cast iron basewith wheels
Åcollapsible shoulders ςthese help when dressing the form in 
tighter fitting garments. When you try to get tight clothing to fit 
you rotate and contract your shoulders, something a stationary 
ŦƻǊƳ ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜǉǳƛǇǇŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎƛōƭŜ ƻǊ ǊŜƳƻǾŀōƭŜ 
shoulders.
Åthick padding that is covered in linen or muslin
Åbump out side seams to enable you to feel them when draping 
with fabric
Åa foot pedal so you can adjust the height of the form
Åthe half forms versions will have a wire skirt cage at the bottom
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Dress Form & PDM (Professional Draping Model) in the world

As far back as ancient Egypt and right through Medieval times, Kings and Queens 
were concerned about their appearance. Being the subject of many a painting, they of 
course wanted to look their best. However, a dress fitting would involve them 
stripping down to their underwear, or further. In order to avoid embarrassment they 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ΨŘǊŜǎǎ ŦƻǊƳǎ Ψ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄŀŎǘ ōƻŘȅ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ŀƛƭƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ 
dressmakers would then use these dress forms to create clothing for royalty and 
display it them easily once complete. This crude dress form was designed toavoid 
fitting embarrassments to the kings and queens.
In the 1700s wickerwork mannequins were in use. They were built out of wicker and 
filled with leather and stuffing to give them shape. The first wickerwork mannequins 
appeared in the mid-to late-eighteenth century and were made to order. In 1835 wire-
framed mannequins came into use, a Parisian ironmonger introduced a wirework 
model, and it was in France in the mid-nineteenth century that the first fashion 
mannequins were developed, but they were still only used by tailors and dressmakers 
ŀǎ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŦƻǊƳǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ŀ ŦŜǿ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ 
technology and manufacturing occurred, that we began to see the emergence of the 
mannequin as we know it today.

The first fashion mannequins 
were made in France in the 
mid-19th century
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Tailoring, Measuring, fitting on real human body
After mid-19 century,the first adjustable dress form was made in USA (New York, Chicago) for tailors and designers 
to practice their design, tailoring and fitting.

The Historyéé. 
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In 20 century, the first 3D Professional Draping Model (PDM) with collapsible shoulder (Dress 
Form) was made in USA (New York). This PDM Dress Form becomes an essential tools since 
then, to help a designer create clothes that look good on and off the body. It can also help the 
designer get an idea of how to cut the fabric according to a certain shape without always 
having to rely on a live model. This is especially helpful when you are creating a piece for 
yourself. When developing the vision of the clothing, the designer can figure out where to 
make improvements according to how the clothing fits on the Dress Form.

A professional draping model (PDM) can have a variety of different attributes including having 
shoulders that are wider or narrower. In addition, it may have shoulders that are collapsible. 
Instead of some mannequins having a buttocks that is a solid rounded form, some may have a 
buttocks more true to the form of a female to give the designer a more realistic view of how 
ǘƘŜ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǿƛƭƭ Ŧƛǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŎǳǊǾŜǎ.

PDM (Professional Draping Model, or called "Dress Form")is the standard tool for fashion 
designers in the world.It must be very similar or fully same as the human real natural body 
shape. Each part of measurement of this Dress Form should meet the most human real 
natural body measurements, in a word, this is a movable real human body shaped model, it 
helps the fashion designers to easily create their different fashion style design with draping 
muslin fabric and practice fitting on it in anywhere. This movable real human body shaped 
model also helps fashion educators to teach or training fashion students how to draping 
design in class.
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PDM (Professional Draping Model) and PGM Natural Body Dress Form
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Draping on Real Human Model or on Natural Body Dress Form
Advantage of draping is that the designer can see the overall 
design effect of the finished garment on the body form before 
the garment piece is cut and sewn. Draping can be made on a 
real Human model or on a natural body dress form.

Draping on real human model 
Draping on PGM Natural Body Dress Form

Understanding Dress 
Form

By ςMrs. Navneeta
Asst. Prof. in FD



The year 1980,Apparel CAD (Computer Added Design) get into fashion industry market. This Apparel CAD 
consist of the module of Pattern Design, Grading, Auto Grading, Marker Making and Auto Marker...... there are 
several brand CAD: Gerber system (USA), Lectrasystem (France), TukaCAD system (USA/India), Optitexsystem 
(USA/Israel), PAD system (Canada/Hong Kong), PGM Do CAD system (China/Taiwan).......
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21 century, 3D module of apparel CAD system started in market, updated from 2D to 3D, which allow 
fashion designers to design in 3D that try to simulate cloth, but, cloth simulation is never good enough 
to inspire faith in how the design will look, so, some designers took the opposite approach of not trying 
to simulate cloth digitally at all. All 3D systems are still under developing and updating.
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22 century, think about,Robot 
designer is coming :-) :-) ...... , but, 
the Professional Draping Model 
(PDM), called Dress Form still the 
non-replaced essential tools for 
fashion designer to process their 
design idea and apparel draping.
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It is a displayform (sometimescalled body form) which is designedto resemblea sewing
form, but it isNOT.

Thisform is for displayingclothesin a retail environmentor onlineςNOTfor sewing. Thefoot
pedalon theseforms is decorativeonly. Youadjust the height of the form on the standby a
knobunderneaththe for.

Technicallysinceyou canpin into the jerseycover (it hasstyro foam underneath),it can be
used for sewing. This is why parentsoften purchasethis form for their teenagechild who
wantsto bea fashiondesigner.

But it is not designedto take the heavyduty pinningrequired in sewinggarments. Theseare
άǇŀǊǘƛŀƭƭȅέpinnablemeaningthey will onlyholdpinsat anangle.

A sewing dress form has a much thicker layer of foam paddingwhich is beneficialwhen
sewingor tailoring. It can accommodatethe direct insertion of pins to hold fabric. And a
sewingform is a full scaleanatomicallycorrect versionof the human form. A displayform
often hasbodymeasurementsthat arenot anatomicallycorrectbecausethey aredesignedto
makeclotheslookgood.
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Dress forms vs. mannequins

Dressforms aremostoften madeto represent

a bodyôstorso and are usually constructed

with a hard interior and a foam or fabric

exterior, which is helpful for pinning. A

mannequin,on the otherhand,is whatyouôll

usually come across in a retail store. It

generally has a hard outer shell and often

representsanentirebody.
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Dress forms vs. mannequins

Mannequins and dress forms are different from each

other . Dress forms or dummy are made with a

specific body measurement, while mannequins are

the stylized and exaggerated version of human

anatomy . In other word we can say ;

MANNEQUINS - A life size full or partial

representation of the human body, used for the

fitting or displaying clothes ; where as a dummy - A

jointed model of the human body used by artists,

especially to demonstrate the arrangement of

drapery . Also, called lay figure . Dummy is based on

the actual body measurement .
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Types of dress forms

1. Display dress form
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Types of dress forms
3. Bifurcated dress form

Bifurcated forms are one step up from professional dress forms in 

functionality and price point.

The main difference is that they include legs for trying on shorts and 

pants. These form types are especially useful if you plan to drape either 

of these garments or if you do a lot of pant fittings. Another feature to 

consider is whether you want your dress form to have arms. Again, if 

you do a lot of draping and/or pattern work, youôll find a dress form 

with arms useful. Many companies make dress forms with removable 

magnetic arms that you can attach when necessary. 
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Types of dress forms
4. Adjustable dress form

Adjustabledressforms are exactly what they soundlike. They are forms that

canbeadjustedwith dialsto matchyourbodyôsmeasurements.

They are often lightweight, like display forms, but their proportionsare more

realistic. The greatthing abouttheseforms is thattheyôremoreaffordablethan

professionalforms, Somecan also accommodatepantsand shorts,and they

frequentlycomewith a hemmingtool attachedto the adjustableheightpole. In

comparisonto professionalforms, however, they are far less durable, the

shouldersarenôtcollapsible,thestructureisnôtaseasyto pin, andtheyarenôtas

idealfor draping.
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Types of dress forms according to figure types
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Å YƛŘΩǎform

Å aŀƴΩǎform

Å WǳƴƛƻǊΩǎform

Å LargeǿƻƳŀƴΩǎform

Å Legform
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Types of mannequins

We can categorize all mannequins into three categories, and they are;

1. Realistic Mannequins

a. Life size mannequins b. Featured mannequins

2. Semi realistic Mannequins

a. Soft sculpted figures b) Articulated Artistic figures

3. Abstract Mannequins

a. Headless mannequins b) Three quarter c) Stylize mannequins
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Realistic Mannequins

It looks like natural, more true to life, less

animated, and more identifiable as the people who

shop the stores, Features are highlighted .

Well made up and proportioned to wear a

particular size and well positioned to show off a

certain group or style or merchandise
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Semi realistic Mannequins

Mannequins proportioned and sculpted like 

realistic mannequins but with makeup that is 

neither natural nor realistic, but more decorative 

or stylized .

The hair may be part of the sculpture. It may not 

be changed, replaced or restyled.
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Abstract Mannequins

Represents the ultimate in style and decoration used to 

create an overall effect without natural lines and 

proportions.

The features and specific details like fingernails, elbows, 

musculature are rarely sculpted . It is the most 

exaggerated version of mannequins. 

Frequently finished in white or black or sprayed in a color 

to match an interior design scheme.

Less expensive to maintain as hairstyle and make up do 

not change.
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Head less Mannequins

It is also a type of stylized or abstract

mannequins .

A headless mannequin has a full size or semi

realistic body with arms and legs but no head .

It may be standing/sitting or reclining but offers

no personality or image .

Works well in a window where height is a problem .

Since, there is no head, makeup, or wig this type

of form is considerably cheaper than realistic

mannequins .
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The Alternatives to Mannequins

Å Three quarter forms

Å Inflatable

Å Body form

Å Soft sculpted figures

Å Articulated Artistic figures

Å Dress Forms and suit Form

Å Hangers

Å Three -Quarter Forms
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Soft-sculpted Figures

This is a life size doll male, female, or

children of all ages and are available

covered in black, dark brown or off -

white, jersey like fabric with little or

no facial details .

The skeleton is a soft, spongy, foam

filler that holds its shape inside the

jersey ñskin
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Where Mannequins can and should be used in

Where Mannequins can and should be used in

Å Theme areas

Å Main aisle presentation

ÅWindow display

Å Entrances

Wherever mannequins are used, they should be appropriate for the segment of the population they 

are meant to represent .

Importance of using Mannequin

It is the most popular presentation tool and storeôs most valuable asset. It is designed to express 

an individualôs personality and attitude. Mannequins are built in a variety of human forms, they can 

trigger customerôs imaginations, causing them to visualize themselveswearing the merchandise.

Å Can be completely accessorized to provide a total look.

Å Can be used single or in groups. Stores use them in groups to strengthen specific fashion 

statements.

ÅIt is a ñsilent salespersonò, speaking the clearest fashion message.
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Articulated Artistic Figures

These life sized figures are based on the

small wooden miniatures used by artists and

designers to get correct anatomical

proportions and poses for figures drawing

when a live model is not available .

Movable joints can be swiveled or turned into

new positions . They are usually made of

wood or white plastic .
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