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      Corsets were an essential undergarment throughout the Victorian Era and that worship of corsets was carried on to the Edwardian era.  Though the ideal figure in the early twentieth century was more statuesque than during the  Victorian years.  Like in previous eras, a chemise was worn under a corset during the Edwardian Era.

      An S-bend corseted silhouette was the ultimate for fashionable women.  Attention was placed on smooth long hips and a swelling chest rather than focusing on the waist.  By 1910, corsets were very long and reached well over the thighs. They were shaped very low around the bust line so in order to preserve decency under fashionable low-cut evening dresses, women  needed more support on top.

      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.

      In the 1890s was the lemon cup bust improver where cups were filled with bleached horsehair and supported by a whalebone lining. The light coiled spring helped to give the desired shapely effect.

      In the 1900s, there was a big range of range of beauty aids and inventions available to women and they  were prepared to do whatever was needed to achieve fashionable curves and physical proportions.

      From 1900-1910, straight-front corsets were also called swan-bill corsets and the S-bend corset or the health corset. They were named for the very rigid, straight busk inserted in the center front and forced the torso forward and made the hips jut out in back.

      The straight-front corset was popularized by Inez Gaches-Sarraute, a corsetiere with a degree in medicine, and made to be less injurious to wearers' health and to exert less pressure on the stomach. This was counterbalanced by injury caused to the back due to the ensuing unnatural posture.

      bust lowered and corsets provided much less support for the breasts.

      By 1908, corsets fell out of favor and the silhouette changed to a higher waistline and more naturalistic form.

      The Edwardian Corset

      After the death of Queen Victoria, the throne was succeeded by ling Edward in the year 1901. He ruled England till 1910. Voluptuous figures were greatly desired and appreciated. So the corsets that were designed tried to bring out the S shaped body structure of the female figure. Women, in order to bring out the S body structure, tightly laced the corsets, so much so that the figure got distorted and the S form was visible.

       

      

      Corsets that were designed with straight front were also referred to as the swan bill corsets. The S shaped corset was also known as the health corset. Ladies wore them extensively throughout the Edwardian period. This shape of corset gave the impression of a thin waist line by pushing the hips outward and the bust region forward. By this, pressure that was exerted on the abdomen was reduced greatly. It was a very rigid manner of dressing for ladies.

      

      The corsets saw a decline in popularity towards the later part of the Edwardian era. They lost popularity at around 1908. The ladies now preferred to dress themselves in clothes that were of higher waistline. They preferred more natural clothes and not too rigid, artificial, uncomfortable clothes. It was almost impossible to feel comfortable and at ease in the Edwardian corsets. With the decline of the Edwardian corsets, bras became popular with the ladies.

      Edwardian Era Underwear

      Just like all other things, the Edwardian period underwear was also held in high esteem due to the high sense of fashion possessed by the ladies of this era. The S figure was highly in demand and this led to some abnormalities with the figure.

      The corsets of this era were thus geared towards achieving the perfect S shape; the dream of every woman of this era; with overflowing breasts, a thin waist and heavy hips. The corsets were designed such that this ideal figure was achieved. It tortured the flesh of these women but they insisted on having the ideal figure- the S figure.

      Health Corset

      During the initial period, from 1890 to 1900, the health corset was popularized by Mme. Gaches-Sarraute from Paris. The corsets of this era were designed in a way to protect the vital organs of the women. Previous corsets lay too much stress on the abdomen region. This corset pushed the abdomen up the body instead of pushing it down like the previous corsets.

      S Bend

      It was after this that the trend of the S shaped corset came. It continued till 1907. The ideal shape was of a kind of corset that thrust the breasts out, pushed the abdomen back in to reveal a hand size waist and threw the waist back. The craze of achieving the perfect S figure grew up with the rise of maids who were easily available to help women with Edwardian underwear.

      Mono Bosom

      The general impression of the bust was that it was one piece of a huge breast which hung low over their thin waists. The craze grew so much that ladies began to use various bust bodices which heavily supported their breasts. Padding was added so that the bust looked larger.

      Sometimes ladies even put handkerchief inside their bodices to make their busts appear larger. The use of the bust bodice was the earliest form of bra in Europe.

      1907 Onwards

      After 1907, the corset became straighter and stress was given to one long slim silhouette than the S curve. The corset was worn above the waist but reached to the thighs. Elastic gusset inserts were added as a way to increase the comfort of the wearer. But gradually with the development of the long slim dresses that extended to the knees, these corsets were extended to the knees. This made sitting difficult.

      In short the Edwardian underwear of tight corsetry was a symbol of the luxurious class women who did not do any work at home or outside.

      

      Formal portraits show that not all women wore a corset, though for those that wore tight corsets there were physical and medical dangers.

      Ribs were displaced and in extreme cases overlapped or might break and damage the liver. Ladies ate in tiny bites, as their compressed stomachs didn't cope well with digestion and ladies were often constipated.

      Fainting was often from increased pressure on the heart and lungs that could never inflate fully and hence the naming of a 'Fainting Couch'.

      And though women from these eras didn't realize it, they were jeopardizing the very functions that women were supposedly made for and married for: pregnancy, childbirth, and lactation.

      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!

      

      References:

      Metropolitan Museum New York City

      Victoria and Albert Museum

      Museum of Fine Arts Boston

      Corsets and Basques

      Wikipedia
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      1900  Wedding, Or Trousseau Corset.

      Light blue silk satin embroidered with green and red flower blossoms, trimmed with cotton lace, thin pink satin ribbon, bottom rimmed with band of light blue silk satin.  Center front closure, back metal grommets & cotton laces.

      Corset is from the trousseau of Mrs. Charles Hosmer Morse, mother of donor. Gift of Mrs. William S. Covington via Chicago Historical Society, U.S.A.
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      1900   Pink Cotton Corset, American.  Registered Name: Classique.  Has front fastenings and back lacings.

      From Department Store Stern Brothers,American, founded New York, 1867.
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      The ribbon corset

      Today the most approved type of smartness is supple elegance; the woman most admired being tall, slight, and of graceful carriage; she is not a stiff creature encased in whalebone armour.

      Mrs Eric Pritchard, The Cult of Chiffon, 1902

      A slim silhouette demanded lighter styles of corsetry, resulting in fashion commentators advising slender women to wear ribbon corsets. In 1896 American Vogue attributed their invention to the French fashion house Paquin. The magazine spoke enthusiastically of their daintiness and pretty colours, and how the interlaced ribbons held the waist "perfectly in place – round and firm". Surviving examples of ribbon corsets show that they were made from ribbons in a range of fabrics, from linen and cotton to silk, and in a variety of colours and patterns. They were recommended for the boudoir, for summerwear and for the 'athletic woman' – for sports such as riding, boating, golf and tennis.

      
        
          [image: 1895-1900 ca. Ribbon corset, England.  Silk satin ribbon, whalebone (baleen), metal eyelets and steel busk. Worn by  a woman from a merchant family living in Brazil: Fanny Fleetwood Raper.            Ribbon corsets were recommended for slender women for summer.]
        

      

      1895-1900 ca. Ribbon corset, England. Silk satin ribbon, whalebone (baleen), metal eyelets and steel busk. Worn by  a woman from a merchant family living in Brazil: Fanny Fleetwood Raper. Ribbon corsets were recommended for slender women for summer.
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      1900-1910 ca. S-Silhouette Cotton Brocade Corset.  Front Fastenings and  Back Lacings. via Augusta Auctions. augusta-auction.com
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1900-1910 ca. S-Silhouette Corset.
Front Fastenings and Back Lacing
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1900-1910 ca. S-Silhouette Corset.
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Front View.
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cotton lace and ribbon. Center front has closures
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Collage View.
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