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            Overview

          

          Corset Or Stays

        

      

    

    
      At various times during the eighteenth century, fashion profiles moved from round, to square and flat, to fan-shaped and many of these fashion changes meant wearing heavy and cumbersome garments. Stays became an essential item of underwear, necessary to achieve a smooth profile and a firm contour.  Although custom-made and very intricately designed, stays were usually very plain.

      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.

      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.

      In the 18th century, stays came in a wide variety of shapes, sizes, and fabrics.  The style became low waisted and cut narrow at the back and wide at the front.  Whalebone or cane was inserted to give support and straps pulled the shoulders back until they almost touched. Tabs were created by making cuts from the lower edge up to the waistband to give the hips more room while still pulling in the waist and pushing the bust upwards.

      Highly decorative corsets were still in fashion, using silk brocade and gold trim. Towards the end of the 18th century, corsets started to become shorter and waistlines became higher.

      Stays were then added to mold the torso to a fashionable shape and provide a rigid form on which the gown could be arranged and fastened. Then came hoops, which were also made of linen and stiffened with whalebone or cane. They shaped the petticoat and gave a gown its fashionable silhouette. For most of the eighteenth century, stays were worn to support a woman's back during these numerous changes and also to create a fashionable V shape.

      In the Georgian Era as bodices elongated, the backs of stays became longer. To hold them place, to keep them flat and to provide a lot of support, baleen, from whales, was inserted into stays. 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.

      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.

      During the 17th and 18th centuries, stays were usually heavily boned and with little or no space between the bone channels. Whalebone was the most commonly-used and most expensive material.

      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.

      In the latter years of the eighteenth and the early years of the nineteenth centuries, stays became more complicated undergarments that were called corsets. The word 'Corset' comes from the French word 'corps' for body.

      The main purpose of a support garment then changed to become a bust supporter, to draw back the shoulders, to give a more conical appearance and to show a slimmer torso under round gowns or the new Empire style gowns.
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        18th Century Le Corset A Travers, or, The Corset At Work.
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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.
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        1780s Red Stays Plus Panniers.  via  suzilove.com Victoria and Albert Museum, London, UK. collections.vam.ac.uk.
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            Terminology

          

        

      

    

    
      Terminology

      Corset:  French term for a body (corps) or stays.  Structured bust supporting or body shaping foundation garment. Tightened by laces and often with reinforcing e.g. boning, cording and flossing.

      Corset Maker:  A tailor who specializes in making corsets, historically known by French terms of a male corsetier and female corsetière.

      
        
          [image: 1893  Art of the Tailor of the Bodies of Women and Children.]
        

      

      1893  Art of the Tailor of the Bodies of Women and Children.

      Stays: Boned under garment supporting waistline,  hips and bust and tightened with laces. Early and softer form of corset and term for boned bodices worn under clothes from the late 16th or early 17th century, until the end of the 18th century. Earlier boned garments were called a ‘pair of bodies’, for each side of the stays.

      Stiffening: Reinforcing of corset by using whalebone, reeds, metal bones or cording, 

      Eyelets: Round holes in fabric to slide lacings through. Hand stitched at first, then made of bone and after 1828 made of metal.

      
        
          [image: 1775-1779 ca. Deaccessioned 18th Century Linen Stays, American.   via Suzi Love   suzilove.com            & Metropolitan Museum, NYC, U.S.A.             metmuseum.org]
        

      

      1775-1779 ca. Deaccessioned 18th Century Linen Stays, American.  via Metropolitan Museum, NYC, U.S.A.

      Chemise: Sleeveless, mid-calf length garment of white cotton or muslin was worn next to the skin under stays or corset. Also called a shift.

      
        
          [image: 1790-1810 ca. Linen Chemise, American. via Metropolitan Museum, NYC, U.S.A.]
        

        1790-1810 ca. Linen Chemise, American. via Metropolitan Museum, NYC, U.S.A.

      

      Short Stays:  Shorter, lightly boned. Variations include bust bodices and demi-corsets.  

      Jumps: Softer, unboned or less boned bodices which tied or laced up in the front and were therefore easier for a lady to put on and take off by herself.

      Stomacher: Decorative panel of fabric, usually triangular in shape, filling space between front edges of an open gown.

      
        
          [image: 1730-1750 ca. Stomacher. Silk Embroidered with Silk, English.]
        

      

      1730-1750 ca. Stomacher. Silk Embroidered with Silk, English.

      Detachable Sleeves:  False sleeves, either under sleeves or over sleeves, basted to the armholes of a gown for easy removal.  

      
        
          [image: 18th Century Stays With Detachable Sleeves. Via Villa Rosie.]
        

      

      18th Century Stays With Detachable Sleeves. Via Villa Rosie.

      Baleen: Commonly known as whalebone was comb-like plates in a whale's mouth used for filter feeding. Used for stiffening corsets.

      
        
          [image: Baleen Credit: Michael Moore: Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution]
        

        Baleen Credit: Michael Moore: Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution

      

      Scrimshaw:  Srollwork, engravings, and carvings done in ivory or bone, usually whalebone, and mainly carved by sailors.

      Lacings: Woven or braided cord pulled through eyelets to tighten a corset.

      Lacing - Straight: When corsets were laced and unlaced at each wearing, used only one lace to straight lace.

      
        
          [image: 1893  From the Toilette d'une Élégante by Freudeberg.]
        

      

      1893  From the Toilette d'une Élégante by Freudeberg.

      Lacing - Cross: Development of busk enabled cross lacing using two ends. Lacing threads through top hole on each side for two even ends, then through next hole on opposite side. 

      
        
          [image: 1887 Detail of lacing from a half-corset produced to commemorate Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubilee in 1887. It features intricate designs and was both hand and machine stitched in the royal colors of gold, crimson, blue and brown.]
        

      

      1887 Detail of lacing from a half-corset produced to commemorate Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubilee in 1887. It features intricate designs and was both hand and machine stitched in the royal colors of gold, crimson, blue and brown.

      Boning: Strips inserted to support corset shape and prevent fabric wrinkling e.g. whalebone, reeds, steel, nylon, plastic.

      Busk: Central panel in a corset to give it extra shape. Made from wood, bone, ivory or metal.

      A busk is the solid part of the centre front of stays, or corset, that  keeps the garment straight and upright. Without this sort of stiffening, a corset cannot perform its function.  Made of wood, ivory, bone or metal, a busk slides into a channel, or pocket, down the front of the garment and is usually tied in place with a lace called the busk point.

      Busks were often carved and decorated, or inscribed with messages, and were popular gifts from men to their sweethearts.

      
        
          [image: 1755 Wooden Busk For Stays, English. Flat piece of wood with design scratched or picked out, and accented with red stain. Design comprises of circles, stylised geometric stars, heart motifs, and the initials and date 'EB 1755'. Indistinct inscription on the back, scratched into the surface of the wood with three lines of script.]
        

      

      1755 Wooden Busk For Stays, English. Flat piece of wood with design scratched or picked out, and accented with red stain. Design comprises of circles, stylized geometric stars, heart motifs, and the initials and date 'EB 1755'. Indistinct inscription on the back, scratched into the surface of the wood with three lines of script.

      
        
          [image: 18th  Century Wooden Busk for Stays, European. Via  metmuseum.org]
        

        18th  Century Wooden Busk for Stays, European. Via  metmuseum.org

      

      Scrimshaw is the srollwork, engravings, and carvings done in ivory or bone, usually whalebone, and mainly carved by sailors. Typically it refers to the artwork created by whalers, engraved on the byproducts of whales, such as bones or cartilage.
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            18th Century Corsets

          

        

      

    

    
      In the 18th century, stays came in a wide variety of shapes, sizes, and fabrics.

      
        
          [image: 18th Century Cheap Leather Corset, Front and Back Views.]
        

        18th Century Cheap Leather Corset, Front and Back Views.

      

      Highly decorative corsets were still in fashion, using silk brocade and gold trim. Towards the end of the 18th century, corsets started to become shorter and waistlines became higher.

      The style became low waisted and cut narrow at the back and wide at the front.  Whalebone or cane was inserted to give support and straps pulled the shoulders back until they almost touched. Tabs were created by making cuts from the lower edge up to the waistband to give the hips more room while still pulling in the waist and pushing the bust upwards.

      Children’s Corsets.

      Both young girls and boys wore stays. The goal was to improve the posture, a way of helping achieve a straight, genteel figure. 

      
        
          [image: 1760 -1790 ca. Toddler's  Linen and Cardboard Stays, American. With a straight front and back lacings. Via Pocumtuck Valley Memorial Association, Deerfield MA.]
        

        1760 -1790 ca. Toddler's  Linen and Cardboard Stays, American. With a straight front and back lacings. Via Pocumtuck Valley Memorial Association, Deerfield MA.

      

      
        
          [image: 1770  Two Pairs of Children's Linen Stays, Germany. In many parts of Europe children (girls and boys) were put in stays from an early age.]
        

        1770  Two Pairs of Children's Linen Stays, Germany. In many parts of Europe children (girls and boys) were put in stays from an early age.

      

      In many parts of Europe children, both girls and boys, were put in stays from an early age, not to create an illusion of a sexually mature figure, but because it was believed that stays provided necessary and healthful support to a growing body.

      
        
          [image: 1770-1790 ca. Child's Stays, American. Linen plain weave, baleen or whalebone, silk braided tape. via Suzi Love    suzilove.com            &  Philadelphia Museum of Art, U.S.A.            philamuseum.org]
        

        1770-1790 ca. Child's Stays, American. Linen plain weave, baleen or whalebone, silk braided tape. via Philadelphia Museum of Art, U.S.A.
         philamuseum.org

      

      
        
          [image: [ Image: 1775_ChildsCream silk stays, England. Lined with cream silk ribbed tabby, Boning, linen inner lining. emuseum.history.org_Frame.jpg ]           1775_ChildsCream silk stays, England. Lined with cream silk ribbed tabby, Boning, linen inner lining. emuseum.history.org]
        

      

      Maternity and Nursing Corsets

      
        
          [image: 1700s Nursing Stays, American. Via  Colonial Williamsburg.]
        

      

      Tight lacings damaged the uterus, caused miscarriages, and suppressed nipples so lactation was difficult, or impossible, and breasts became infected. No wonder ladies employed wet nurses!

      
        
          [image: 1782 Tight Lacing. Via Lewis Walpole Library at yale.edu.]
        

        1782 Tight Lacing. Via Lewis Walpole Library at yale.edu.
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1770-1790 ca. Child's Stays, American.
V-shaped front, side gussets, back lacing, plain weave
linen, baleen or whalebone to stiffen, silk braided tape.
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