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Anita  “Dr. Duck” Thies demonstrates 
minimal clown makeup during an  
educational presentation to The  
Healing Arts Student Interest Group  
at the Penn State College of   
Medicine, Hershey, PA   Michelle 
Tillander photo, used with permission 

Makeup: a little goes a long way 
 

 Currently, there are no uniform standards for hospital 
clowns in either makeup or costuming. There are, however, 
makeup guidelines that distinguish hospital clowns from more 
traditional circus and theatre clowns. 
 

 The faces of circus and theatre clowns were designed 
to be seen at a distance. Their makeup often is too bold for 
close up work in hospitals. The hospital clown needs a gentler 
face to bring joy and caring to vulnerable patients.  
 

 In recent years, many clowns have redesigned their 
faces for hospital work to feature more minimal makeup.  “We 
wear just enough makeup so that the patients realize we're 
not real doctors but fun doctors,” says DR Bumper “T” (below). 
 

 “Our makeup is very, very soft  
makeup. It is less than what is known as the 
'European clown face,'” he says. “We look just 
other-worldly enough so that patients  
immediately feel comfortable sharing their  
feelings and concerns with us.” 
 

 “The only thing all of our Bumper "T" Caring 
Clowns have in common with our clown  

     cousins is our red nose.” —DR Bumper “T”  
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A gentle “whiteface” look 
 

 Some hospital clowns are 
"whiteface" clowns with a very gentle look.  
  

 An excellent example is Camilla 
“Posy” Gryski, (left), a therapeutic clown at 
The Hospital for Sick Children in Toronto. 

 

As you design your clown face 
 

 Your hospital clown face should bring out your special  
sparkle, your whimsical look, your winsome smile.  
 

 Your makeup should reveal, not cover up.  
Spend time looking in a mirror to see how your own face 
muscles work. Then place makeup where it will emphasize 
and move with your natural expressions. 
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Notice how an  
excellent clown face 

such as that of 
Peggy “Sunflower” 

Cole emphasizes 
expressions and 
“moves”  as she  

raises her eyebrows 
(center) or deepens 

her smile (right).  

Markings at the laugh lines near your 
mouth or eyes may be enough. You may 
need very little white. See how little 
makeup you can apply for maximum effect.  

 When looking at clown makeup resources, remember  
that many are targeted for traditional whiteface, auguste or 
tramp clowns who serve different audiences.  
 

 Learn how to apply makeup correctly and design your 
face to uniquely meet the needs of your hospital audience. 



Costumes and characters 
 

 Many clowns develop clown "doctor" or "nurse"  
personas. Many others have clown characters not built on 
any medical theme. See what works for you and what is best 
received at your hospital.   
 

 Some clown "doctors" use clown names that begin 
with "doctor" spelled out or "DR" without the period or "Dr." in 
quotation marks to clearly distinguish themselves from and to 
not offend "real" medical doctors. 

 

Some clown "doctors" don lab coats and 
scrubs as part of their outfit, adding to it a 
number of humorous buttons such as 
shown by Susie “Dr. KooKooHeimer”  
Kleinwachter (left) or 
Esther “DR Curly Bubbe” 
Gushner (right).  
 

Other clowns enter the  
hospital as their regular 
clown or as another   

character unrelated to medicine. Some  
clowns believe there is a need for a 
"counterpoint" to the white coats already  
walking the hospital corridors. 

 

Be sure it’s easy to clean  
                                                      

 Whatever your character, your  
costume should be easily cleanable.  
 

 Curt and Diana Patty of the St. Louis Clown Docs note 
that since a hospital clown's costume will be washed after 
each day, "it is important that it be easy to take care of. Avoid 
dresses with fancy slips that could easily get caught in the 
hospital equipment. Wigs are normally not worn because of 
the added care necessary to take care of them." 
 

 More pictures of clowns are in Chapter 7, page 59.  
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