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          Corset Or Stays

        

      

    

    
      Body wraps, stays, and corsets have been used throughout history to create fashionable shapes and silhouettes. 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, had been in use centuries earlier, though often with not quite the same meaning. By  the beginning of the 19th century when these undergarments took on more shape and form, the word corset was generally used instead of stays.

      Late in the 18th century, stays changed shape to support the breasts and show a slimmer torso under flowing Neo-Classical style gowns. But in the early 1800s, or Regency Era, stays became more structured and the name changed to a corset. These undergarments weren’t designed to change the shape of a woman’s body as they were in earlier centuries and weren’t rigorously shaped and fitted like Victorian or Edwardian corsets.

      They were designed to fit around an elevated, or Empire, waistline which circled directly under the bust. The aim was to give a natural form to the body by hugging the shape of the chest and wrapping around the torso.  Boning and cording was used to keep the fabric taught and to stop the garment from crinkling and riding up, and not for shaping or lifting.

      The drawstring neckline of a shift, or chemise, helped secure the upper half of the breasts  and gussets sewn into in the stays cupped the breasts and kept the lower half of the breasts in place.

      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'.

      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.

      
        
          [image: 1811  The Ladies' Dress Maker, from Book of English Trades.]
        

      

      1811  The Ladies' Dress Maker, from Book of English Trades.

      Surviving stays, or corsets as they came to be 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.

      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 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.
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      In the 1790s, stays began to fall out of fashion. This development coincided with the French Revolution and the adoption of neoclassical styles of dress.  Corsets changed to become an undergarment mainly worn to support the breasts and show a slimmer torso under Empire style gowns.

      By the early 1800s, these supporting undergarments were designed to support the body under loose gowns while still remaining hidden beneath fashionable square-cut and low-cut necklines and the shorter, Empire style, bodices.

      By the early 19th-century, stay-makers designed corsets that smoothed out the female body and made a smooth curve from bust to waist to hips. Then corset makers became more skilled and cut garments much better, so the body was controlled and shaped by the cut and grain of the fabric. They developed long corded corsets to suit the classical gowns of the period.

      A wooden busk was created to help keep the undergarment garment lay flat and to lift and separate the breasts. Busks stopped women from bending at the waist, which encouraged good posture.

      Servants and working class women usually shared a room with someone else so there was always another pair of hands to help with a back lacing corset and shorter undergarments would have made it easier for bending and working, yet every class of woman wanted to achieve the right silhouette for the time. So it is likely that the longer length of supporting undergarment was worn by the majority of women, no matter their class.

      In the early 1800s, Napoleon Bonaparte, Emperor of France, commented to his physician, Corsivart, that the corset ‘is the murderer of the human race’.

      In the Regency years, if a woman fainted it wasn’t usually from a tight corset, as they were fairly soft and flexible due to being reinforcing by stitching, rather than excess stiffening from whalebone or metal as seen in later years. Fainting was more due to an overexcitement, an overheated ballroom, too much vigorous dancing, eating too much while in multiple layers of underclothes, or perhaps an underlying health condition such as early pregnancy. If a woman fainted from her tight corset, she most likely had it deliberately tightened to excess so as to cause a faint, perhaps into a gentleman’s arms.
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      19th Century Early  Cord Quilted Stays with Widely spaced straps, front busk, breast cups, waist and hip shaping. via  Christie’s Auction Rooms. christies.com
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      19th Century Early Laced Stays Under A Dress. via Europeana Collections   europeanafashion.eu
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      19th Century Early. Wrap Around Stays.
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      1810’s Corsets.

      
        
          [image: Worn Before 1820. Cotton Sateen Corset, Swedish. Has a wooden front busk and six bones in the back and sides.]
        

      

      Worn Before 1820. Cotton Sateen Corset, Swedish. Has a wooden front busk and six bones in the back and sides.

      
        
          [image: 1810-1820 ca. Soft wrap corset.Ivory cotton, hand stitched, gathered bust inserts and triangular side-hip inserts as the only shaping. Laced only at the upper back opening. Waistline ties wrap around and pin in front. The corset was likely meant more for modesty under a sheer dress than for significant support. vintagetextile.com]
        

      

      1810-1820 ca. Soft wrap corset.Ivory cotton, hand stitched, gathered bust inserts and triangular side-hip inserts as the only shaping. Laced only at the upper back opening. Waistline ties wrap around and pin in front. The corset was likely meant more for modesty under a sheer dress than for significant support. vintagetextile.com
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      Most early 19th century corsets were hand made, had hand-stitched eyelets and back lacing, whereas in later eras most corsets became front fastening because the invention of metal fasteners and eyelets meant corsets were easier to close. Wealthier women usually had a maid to assist them in tying or tightening corsets, while servants and working class women usually shared a room with someone else so there was another pair of hands to help when a corset laced at the back. 

      Shorter undergarments made it easier for bending and working, but every class of woman wanted to achieve her best silhouette so it is likely that the new, longer length supporting undergarment, or long stays, were adopted by the majority of women, no matter their class.

      In 1810, Journal des Modes shares that, ‘A toilet item that should not be forgotten, because it is new, is the X-shaped corset, made of thread fabric, with a double veil of percale, which contains the throat, and a lace trim.”

      In 1811, the Journal des Modes said that women had quickly moved from the early 1800s when garments were so flimsy that they had almost abandoned clothing and corsets to 1811 when corsets became “bigger and stronger than those of yesteryear. A current corset presses not only the stomach, the waist, the shoulders; but surrounds and compresses the whole bust in such a way as to allow the woman thus swaddled no kind of movement. That we now envy the fate of these great ladies whose adornment throws so much shine that they cannot laugh, eat, stoop, or turn. What did I say ? They can hardly breathe.”

      By 1813, Journal des Modes was reporting that the X corsets have also been changed and they are now being worn with shoulder pads.

      
        
          [image: 1810 Corset a la Ninon. Obliquely placed whale bone from bottom to top and from inside to outside created a separation of the breasts and was therefore called a divorce corset. Description from 1893 The Corset Through The Ages By Leoty. Fashion plate via  Fashion Plate via Journal des Dames et des Modes, or Costume Parisien.]
        

      

      1810 Corset a la Ninon. Obliquely placed whale bone from bottom to top and from inside to outside created a separation of the breasts and was therefore called a divorce corset. Description from 1893 The Corset Through The Ages By Leoty. Fashion plate via  Fashion Plate via Journal des Dames et des Modes, or Costume Parisien.

      
        
          [image: 1810 Corset in an X-Figuration. Wraps around and ties at the front.  Fashion plate via  Fashion Plate via Journal des Dames et des Modes, or Costume Parisien.]
        

      

      1810 Corset in an X-Figuration. Wraps around and ties at the front.  Fashion plate via  Fashion Plate via Journal des Dames et des Modes, or Costume Parisien.
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          [image: 1810–1850 ca. Front Lacing Corset, American or European. Front has inset breast cups and laces up the center front. Back has straight back panels and straps are wide and also wide set, practically set on the shoulders to be invisible under a gown with a wide neckline. via Metropolitan Museum New York City, U.S.A. metmuseum.org]
        

      

      1810–1850 ca. Front Lacing Corset, American or European. Front has inset breast cups and laces up the center front. Back has straight back panels and straps are wide and also wide set, practically set on the shoulders to be invisible under a gown with a wide neckline. via Metropolitan Museum New York City, U.S.A. metmuseum.org
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Before 1820. Woman's
Stays, Belonging to the
Thomander family in Lund,
Sweden. Wooden busk in
front, six bones (front,
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1810-1850 ca. Front Lacing Corset,
American or Eurcopeasn.
Front has inset breast cups.

vis Metropolitan Museusn New York City, U.S.A
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19¢h Contury Early Wrap Around Stays, Japan.
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1810 Corset In An X Figuration.
Wraps around and ties
at the front.

Fashion Plate via Suzi Love suzilove.com
& Journal des Dames et des Modes,
or Costume Parisien.
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1810 Corset a la Ninon.

Obliquely placed whalebone from bottom to top
and from inside to outside created a separation
of the breasts, and called a divorce corset.

Description From 1893 The Corset Through The Ages By Leoty.
Fashion Plate via Suzi Love suzilove.com
& Journal des Dames et des Modes,
or Costume Parisien.
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19th Century Early
Cord Quilted Stays, Or Corset.

via Suzi Love suzilove.com
& Christie’s Auction Rooms.
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1811 The Ladies' Dress Maker.
From: The Book of English Trades.

via Suzi Love suzilove.com
& Google Books (PD-180)






