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      Through the centuries, body wraps, stays, and corsets were worn to create a variety of fashionable silhouettes. Sometimes they flattened breasts and accentuated rounded hips or they pushed up breasts and showed off the bust line beneath a square-cut and low-cut neckline as in the early 1800s, or Regency years.

      These early undergarments have had many names, but until the late 1600s were generally referred to as bodies, or a pair of bodies, and then replaced by the word stays.

      The name stays probably comes from the French estayer meaning to support. The word corset, which comes from the French word corps for body and so called because they covered the greater part of the body, replaced stays at the beginning of the 19th century when these undergarments took on more shape and form.
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      600 Year Old  Bra.  The University of Innsbruck, Vienna,  said Wednesday that archeologists found four linen bras dating from the Middle Ages in an Austrian castle. Experts describe the find as surprising because the bra had commonly been thought to be only little more than 100 years old as women abandoned the tight corset.

      The stays were called a pair of bodies in the eighteenth century and the word bodice, so commonly used, is evidently a corruption of bodies. The word corset occurs as least as early as the thirteenth century. It appears as an item in the household roll of Eleanor, Countess of Leicester , under the date of May 24, 1265.” (A Complete View Of Dress And Habits Of the People Of England)

      These regular changes to body shape have persevered through ever century since the.

      Corsets, shaped as we now know them, originated in the beginning of the 16th century, when aristocratic Spanish women first adopted whalebone bodies.  Stays rapidly became fashionable throughout Europe. In 1588, the French essayist Michel de Montaigne wrote, ‘To get a slim body, Spanish style, what torture do women not endure, so tightly tied and bound . . . ‘

      Although doctors and moralists remonstrated, women continued to wear some form of corset until the middle of the 20th century, because corsetry became associated with ideas of feminine beauty, of aristocratic and wealth display, and with the self-discipline needed to change your body shape.

      Apart from the late 1800’s, corsets were designed to provide a smooth base for clothes and to lift the bust rather than to give women a small waist.

      Corsets throughout the 19th century were stiffened in a number of ways, such as using cording, whalebone or reed, but by the beginning of the 20th century spiral boning, consisting of two wires in a continuous flattened coil, had been developed.

       The centre front was stiffened by using a rigid steel or busk, which by the mid- 1860s had developed into a busk with a metal loop and stud fastening. This at last enabled the wearer to take off the corset without unlacing it at the back. The back was stiffened by bones and joined by lacing through eyelets.
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      Pottery paintings in Crete, Rome, Greece, Assyria and Egypt showed women wearing body wraps, so we know wrappings of some sort had been used for body support through many centuries. Men and women wore gold belts and vests with leather rings or straps that constricted and shaped their waists. Minoan children wore girdles that were tightened as they grew to stop their waists growing and Grecian women wore a zona, a stiff girdle, on the outside of their garments to support their breasts and shape their waists.
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      1600  BC Snake Goddess, Crete.

      The breastplates of suits of armor may have been the models for the corsets in the later centuries.
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      5th Century  Corset, Or One Piece Torso-Amor.

      During the 1300s Gothic period, bandages may have been worn to slim the waist underneath long and tight fitting clothes. In Medieval times, both men and women wore overskirts or tunics, called a cotte,  secured with a girdle, or belt. These had a square neckline and wide apart shoulders and in the 14th century a narrow and floor-length version of this tunic, or surcoat, was adopted by women. Open from the shoulder to the hip, this placard showed off the gown underneath. At the end of the 1400's, front laced bodices were worn, stiffened with strengthened fabric and sometimes even with brass wires.

      In the 16th century, slender waists were fashionable and Catherine de Medici banned thick waists at court, so stomachers were worn to create the correct shape.  These decorative bodices were laced at the back, had a front busk made from ivory, wood, or metal and were stiffened by horn, buckram, or whalebone. Many had shoulder straps and flaps, or phalanges, at the waist and hips. All this held them firmly in place and kept them flat. Only the aristocracy wore them at first because they were made of expensive materials, servants were needed to help with lacing, and it was hard to do any physical work while wearing a stiff undergarment.

      Unfortunately, none of these early garments were of much use as breast supports, or to cover the breasts.

      During the 17th century, prominent busts were fashionable so stays were made to accentuate the breasts and highlight the décolletage, the exposed upper part of a woman’s body comprising her upper chest, neck, shoulders and back. Though mostly made from linen, these stays could be very decorative, using sleeves, lace, and ribbons to make them attractive, a long pointed busk, reeds and whalebone to give them form and back lacing to keep them taut.

      During the eighteenth century, women’s underwear served two purposes. To protect the body and to provide support. When dressing, the first layer was always a chemise, also called a shift or a smock, which was made of very fine linen and worn to protect expensive clothing from touching the body, as daily bathing was not customary.

      In 1842, Joseph Stratt said, “According to the sumptuary laws made in the fourth year of Edward the Fourth, no woman under the degree of a knight's wife or daughter might wear wrought corsets, and corsets worked with gold were prohibited to all women under the rank of wife or daughter to a lord. The corset by degrees was metamorphosed into the bodice, which was a sort of sleeveless waistcoat, quilted, having slips of whalebone between the quiltings.

      Over the shift went the linen stays, heavily reinforced with strips of whalebone. They moulded the torso to a fashionable shape and provided a rigid form on which the gown could then be arranged and fastened.
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      1780  Stays and pannier, or hoop petticoat, England. Stays of brown linen twill and baleen and panniers of linen plain weave and cane.  via suzilove.com and  Los Angeles County Museum of Art, California, USA.

      In the early 18th century, stays were basically quilted waistcoats, laced in the front and un-boned and to be worn on informal occasions.  Mid century, the role of stays changed. They were then supposed to create a V shaped form and support a woman's back, so baleen from whales was inserted into the garments and backs became longer.

      Eyelet holes were stitched and staggered in spacing, so stays could be spiral laced. Stays were strapless or had straps attached in the back and tied at the front sides.  Eyelet holes were stitched and staggered in spacing, so stays could be spiral laced.  Later, they began to support the bust, give a fashionable conical shape, and draw shoulders back.

      It was around the 1790s that the term corset started to be used as a refined name for stays. The Times of 24 June 1795 stated that: 'corsettes about six inches long...are now the only defensive paraphernalia of our fashionable belle'.

      In the late 1700s and early 1800s, corsets changed to become an undergarment mainly worn to support the breasts and show a slimmer torso under Empire style gowns. By the early 19th-century stay-makers had developed long corded corsets to suit the classical gowns of the period.
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      1800-1825 ca. Typical Regency Era corset, front and back.  White Cotton Corded Stays, Or Corset.

      In the early nineteenth century, corsets were nearly always white cotton or linen and worn under the dress stayed underneath the dress, white being associated with chastity. By the mid 19th century, some women wore colorful corselettes over their dress as well as a white corset underneath.

      Gathering information on corsets used through the Regency Era is difficult as underwear wasn't shown in British publications for modesty sake, and only occasionally seen in French magazines. Therefore, most of our knowledge about corsets from the Regency and Romantic Eras is through actual garments, especially those donated to museums.

      These surviving stays, or corsets as they became called in the nineteenth century, show that both longline and shorter corsets were worn and that they were made of cotton, silk and sateen. A lot of these corsets were front fastening, plus many were laced at both the front and the back so our aristocratic fictional heroines could indeed dress and undress themselves without the assistance of a maid.
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      In the 1820s, fashion changed again, with the waistline lowered back to almost the natural position. This was to allow for more ornamentation on the bodice, which in turn saw the return of the corset to almost modern fashion. Corsets began to be made with some padding and more boning. Some women made their own, while others bought their corsets.Towards the mid 1800s, gussets, or breast cups, were added for more breast comfort and corsets lengthened to the hip. Lower tabs were replaced by hip gussets and corsets had more shaping and less boning.

      In the 1820s, men began wearing corsets more often as it was fashionable to have a large torso and a very thin waist. Despite these Dandies being continuously ridiculed by caricaturists, the fashion of men wearing corsets persisted through the 1800s, though the men who wore corsets usually claimed they needed them for back pain.

      The years of the industrial revolution saw huge advances in the sewing and manufacture of corsets and they were one of the first mass-produced garments for women.

      In 1828, metal eyelets were invented, which were much stringer than previous hand sewn or bone eyelets. Tight lacing became possible and eyelets were changed to sit directly across from one another at the back.

      When Queen Victoria ruled England from 1837 to 1901,  corset waists were thin and designed to maintain an hourglass female figure.

      During the 1840s to 1850s, tight lacing corsets became very popular and were designed on a flared and curvaceous structure that extended several inches below the waist line. In the 1840s, corsets became more heavily boned. Bodices were tighter fitting, skirts were full and bell shape, and this created the illusion of a smaller waist. In 1848, the front fastening busk was introduced by Joseph Cooper, which allowed a corset to be taken off by being only loosened and not unlaced. The front-fastening busk allowed a woman to put her corset on easily by herself. The new busk featured gentle curves to follow the natural lines of the body.

      Like previous corsets, early Victorian Era corsets were cotton, boned with steel or whale bone, laced at the back, and with tiny hooks and eyes up the front. Some 19th century corsets would use as many as 60 whalebones to create the illusion of a tiny waist. But by 1850, steel boning became more popular than expensive whalebone.

      In the mid 1800’s, women tried to achieve a more attractive shape by tight lacing and waist training.  Corsets became more decorative, made of colorful silks and satins, and were so beautiful and such an important garment that they were often given as gifts to women from their husbands.

      Between the 1850s and 1860s, corsets were shorter because of a change in the silhouette of women's fashion and by the late 1860s, corsets were shaped to place less pressure on the  hips and the resulting silhouette was a  shapely hourglass.

      After the middle of the nineteenth century, corsets were made to create the typical hourglass silhouette we associate with the Victorian Era, with a full bosom, rounded hips, and waists that were laced tighter and tighter over the years. It was not uncommon by the 1860’s for corsets to be boned with as many as 60 whalebones and some corsets of the era had over 100 bones in them.

      The mechanization of the corset-making trade, using sewing machines in factories rather than stay makers in workshops, meant that more corsets were available at lower prices to more women. Corsets could be steam moulded on a metal forms to make a close fitting corset without needing to take individual measurements and therefore allowing corsets to be mass produced.

      In the 1870s, the spoon busk was patented.  It was shaped to curve into the waist and widen out into a pear shape at the bottom and gave the wearer a smooth slender line and a slightly curved stomach. Corsets became longer to mold the abdomen under by the new princess or cuirass style bodices and bustles.

      Many methods were employed  to achieve a full and swelling bosom. Cotton wadding and pads were sewn inside a dress to help build up the figure, and during the 1860s bust pads made of celluloid and rubber helped give an impression of curvaceousness where nature failed.

      By the end of the 1800s, specially prepared watchspring steel was replacing whalebone as corset boning
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