..E.
Q
=

ng G-,ans’cr




Copyright © 2003 Joyce Odell
all rights reserved



=

el Drafting & Constructing Tudor Foundation Garments

. = for Stage and Public Festival Use







This Book is dedicated to:

most particularly

to the pathfinders among them






You KNOW WHO YOU ARE. |
certainly do not. But I can tell you
who | think you might be.

[ think that you might be a theater
student, or, perhaps, a member of a
small amateur theater group. Or, just
possibly, a member of a Shakespeare
society or a participant in one of the
many Renaissance Fairs and Festivals
around the country. You may have some
connection with the Society for Creative
Anachronisms, or even be an employee
of a small professional theater such as a
waiver house. It is also possible that you
are an amateur/professional costumer
who makes costumes on commission.
You could even be an archivist connected
with some studio or craft union work-
shop, who believes that my collection
may be useful in rounding out your
collection (in which case | feel no end
gratified). You may be any age from your
teens on up, and | am supposing that you
are probably female — although that last
is far from a requirement to make use of
the information, and | could be all wet in
the supposition anyway.

[ also think that you have seen enough
costume dramas set in the Tudor era to

have very definite ideas about what a

«

proper” Tudor costume should look like,
but that you have not, until now been
able to find any clear instruction on how
to produce the desired effect. | think
that you are impatient with the sort of
mindset which is content with building
a Tudor gown over a merry widow and
leaving the matter at that. | am inclined to
think that you want your costumes to be
shaped the way the Tudor gowns in the
BBC'’s costume dramas seem to be, or at
least to have your resemble them closely
enough to satisfy a general audience. |
also believe that you are resigned to
putting up with some degree of inconve-
nience while you are in full costume, but
that you are quite unwilling to extend this
tolerance so far as to include pain.

| also expect that you already know
how to sew. | don’t imagine that you've
ever gotten involved with honest-to-
ghod patternmaking, let alone tailoring.
But | would like to think that you could
purchase a standard, commercial dress
pattern and run it up without needing
a dictionary to figure out what the
directions mean. In your costuming
— if you have previously been involved
in costuming — | expect that you have

at various times traced the neckline of

one pattern onto the bodice of another,
added the sleeves from a third, and
gathered or pleated a straight length of
material on for the skirt. You will find
nothing more difficult than this kind of
thing in the directions used in this collec-
tion. Or, at least, | shouldn’t think so.

| hope that you are not actually math-
phobic, but even if you are, you will |
only need math when you are making
a bum-roll or farthingale, and it is all
simple arithmetic which you can do with
a pocket calculator. You need not fear
that you are going to have to deal with
algebra or anything on that level. I'm
not trying to turn you into an engineer.
Particularly not for making corsets,
which should be fitted on the bodies that
are going to end up wearing them.

I would like to caution you about one
thing, however, before you start. The
instructions for making a neo-Tudor
corset spread over more than one
chapter. Please try to read all the way
through all of the instructions before you
actually plan out your design and begin
work. Some of the variations, mentioned
at the end of the section, are rather dif-
ficult to incorporate into work which has

already been started.







ﬁ FEW AMATEUR GROUPS which have been instrumental in the

development and spread of the information herein, or which may rea-
sonably be supposed to be a good source of related information, are appended
here. Some of this information may well change without warning, but the

web presence will probably remain current for some time.:

The Society for Creative Anachronism (the S.C.A.):
Membership; $20 per year

Member Services Office
PO. Box 360789
Milpitas, CA. 95036-0789

(800) 789-7486
http://www.sca.org

Information regarding the Renaissance Pleasure Faire:
http://www.renfaire.com/RPFl/index.html

The International Costumers’ Guild:
Membership; $15 per year

Corresponding Secretary
c/o Jess Miller
7348 Milwood Av #1
Canoga Park, CA. 91303-3426

http://www.costume.org

This last is loosely connected with science fiction fandom, and
attracts costumers specializing in several types of costuming (media
reproduction, historical period, fantasy, etc.), of both amateur and
semi-professional standing. It currently has fourteen chapters in the
United States and Canada. A new member will find him/herself
receiving the newsletter for the nearest chapter, as well as the guild’s

quarterly magazine.
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N ADDITION TO THOSE PERSONS to whom this book is dedicated, | would like to acknowledge
my gratitude, and my indebtedness to those persons who have given me such assistance as:

The various past and present members of the Society for Creative Anachronisms,

who provided information of what had already been done.

Ms. Candace Bratmon; who explained what the hoops in a hoopskirt are for.
Ms. Ann Davis; who translated theory into fact.

Ms. Katherine Godwyn; who pointed out sources.

Mr. Donald Hetsko; who claimed that he thought a farthingale was something

that sat in a tree and sang.

Ms. Kathleen Lear; who introduced the Renfaire Corset to the costumers of the
Society for Creative Anachronisms bavck in the late 1970s.

Ms. Victoria Ridenour & Ms. Adrian Butterfield of “A Stitch in Time™; for

information on later developments & refinements in the field.

Mr. lan Miles Slater; without whom the work would even more unmistakably

be the work of a top-grade illiterate.
Ms. Nez Smith; who stalked the unfamiliar through unknown territory.

Ms. Karen Trimble; without whom the collection might still be a bundle of
illegibly scribbled-upon sheets.

Ms. Karen Skorem and Sandra Smith; Porfreaders extraordinare.

And most particularly, to Ms. Kathleen Sky; who, at the time of the writing,
provided primary information on the local development in amateur costuming,
corrected and enriched the text, coaxed me out of hypothetical gum trees that
I'd managed to strand myself at the top of, generously pretended to be an idiot in

good cause, and generally mopped up.
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NE OF THE MOST
| discouraging factors of
costuming books, for
| the practically minded, is
! the lack of immediately
usable directions for producing specific
garments. For example, with the
exception of Norah Waugh’s CORSETS
AND CRINOLINES, there are very few
clear directions available for making
period foundations. Unfortunately, Ms
Waugh'’s book presupposes such a high
level of costuming experience that the
novice is apt to find her directions inac-
cessible. Nor are special problems or
adjustments for specific figure types
discussed in it.

While there is not a complete dearth
of information on Tudor foundation
garments, there is a decided shortage
of material which exists in a form that
the typical beginner could feel relatively
comfortable with. Many of the best
authors of the more traditional sort pro-
duce their best work on, or deliberately
limit their research to, those periods
earlier than the Tudor era. Those whose
work is of the hands-on-examination-
of-surviving-examples variety, must,
perforce, exclude or stint those eras
which are too distant to have provided a
large enough body of surviving material
to reasonably work from.

Most of the researchers who have
dealt with the Tudor and Elizabethan
period have concentrated on the vis-
ible outer garments and relegated the
foundations for them to a well-meant
but confusing jumble of conflicting
hypotheses. The “simple costuming for

the small stage” authors, for their part,

generally seem to realize that they are
on shaky ground and tend to ignore the
problem — as if in hopes that it will go
away, while the theatrical school texts
appear to relegate it to the lecture-work-
shop phase of the class.

| cannot pretend that this collection
will successfully avoid all of the potential
pitfalls that text is heir to. In common
with virtually all other authors, | have
my pet hobby horses to trot around
the field upon. I, too, will probably end
up repeating some bits of information
without reexamining them thoroughly.
And my drawings cannot fail to appear
“dated” by and by. Nor can | suppose
that there might not be some people for
whom the methods which | recommend,
simply will not work to satisfaction.

However, | can promise that, in this
collection, the novice costumer will
find detailed, step-by-step formulae for
proven, tested methods of creating pat-
terns for both corsets and farthingales.
In particular, s/he will find detailed, com-
prehensive directions for fitting a Tudor
corset. | can also promise that the gar-
ments produced by these methods will,
if the directions are followed correctly,
present a workably accurate silhouette
of the dress of the Tudor period and
will perform adequately under normal,
and somewhat adverse conditions (118°
in the shade on a dusty, open hillside is
a fairly adverse condition by anyone’s
standards). There is also information

concerning possible modifications for

several of the basic methods.

These basic methods were, to the
best of my understanding, all devised by
amateur costumers for “public festival”
purposes. Which is to say that they
were intended to be worn by people in
costume mingling with a general crowd.

Therefore, they were designed to be

seen from all angles simultaneously; at =

ground level, in close (conversational)

range, in broad daylight. A costume |

element which will stand up to this sort
of scrutiny cannot depend upon “faking '
it”. It must actually perform the function
which is represented. When the role of '
the person so costumed is a physically

demanding one, the costume must also

be able to take the strain without com- [

ing apart or damaging the wearer.

| have deliberately limited my range
to the Tudor period for two reasons. In
the first place, this is what | have actually
worked with myself. | have made, and
worn, foundations relating to this period
and have, therefore, some familiarity
with the principles of how and why they
work the way they do. In the second
place, this period is, in my opinion, the
most inadequately supplied with usable
advice and directions. The period is also
unique in its aesthetic composition. The
demands made upon a costumer by the
characteristic flat front are peculiar to
this period alone. Despite the somewhat

similar line of Stuart and 18t century

dress, there is nothing quite like the [{

straight, flat, primitive shape displayed




in a Tudor portrait.

In the third place, and comprising a
very great part of the reason for my
narrowness of focus, is the fact that
this period is one with which almost
every theatrical department or com-
pany will eventually lock horns. Sooner
or later, you are all going to be doing
Shakespeare. And, eventually, the
novelty of performing Shakespeare in
modern, or “eclectic” (or classical or
medieval) dress will pall, and you will
find yourselves trying to do the thing
up “properly” in Elizabethan. Nor is
it only Shakespearean, or even only
theatrical personnel who may find this
information valuable. Given the popu-
larity of “Renaissance Festivals”, even
the most prosaic of us may feel called
upon to dress up like a member of Good
Queen Bess’s court once a year.

Ironically, although the shape of a
Tudor corset is probably one of the most
difficult to relate to aesthetically, its very
primitiveness ensures that it should be
one of the simpler to reproduce.

| append the following examples as
an illustration of the truth of this state-
ment. The first diagram [Figure [:1],
shows the layout of a Tudor corset. Only
the shoulder seams have needed to be
unstitched in order to enable the gar-
ment to lie flat on a table. Compare this
example to the second diagram [Figure
1:2], a layout of the detached pieces of
one half of a modern merry widow, no
single one of which will lie flat if joined
to another. Consider the two, and ask
yourself which would be the easier to
construct. Reflect also upon the fact

that up until the 19* century, although

Figure I:1 - Layout of a typical Tudor
corset. Straps have been detached,
allowing the pattern to lie flat.

Figure 1:2 - Layout of one-half of
the pieces of a typical early 1970s
merry widow. The shaded pieces are
cut from an elastic fabric. The non-
elasticized pieces are reinforced at the
waist by pieces of satin ribbon running
along the inside of the garment.

professional staymakers flourished in
every major city, the average woman of
the middle classes and below generally
made her own corsets at home.

Prior to the 19th century, a corset pat-
tern was scarcely distinguishable from
a bodice pattern. With 175 years of spe-
cialized undergarments behind us, we
have tended to lose sight of this simple
truth. It is no minor consideration.

Heretofore, comparatively few of the
existing research works regarding this
period show any evidence of having been
written by anyone who has ever actually
attempted to wear the foundations
described. For that matter, a very high
proportion of the existing works on the
subject appear to have been written by
men. Not that there is anything wrong
with this. But, although a person may

certainly manage to come up with an

accurate hypothesis regarding a subject
through theorizing alone, without prac-
tical experience, it is difficult to present
the results with conviction. If one has
never been, and is never likely to be in a
position to test one’s theories out, it is
going to be equally difficult to produce
further evidence to substantiate them.
This is particularly unfortunate as it
relates to period foundation garments.
For it must be admitted that no other
facet of fashionable paraphernalia is so
hedged about with apocryphal mumbo-
jumbo and honest misinformation
as that of foundation garments. The
fact that the surviving contemporary
information regarding the subject is
so frequently of a suspect nature does
nothing to clarify the issue. After all, let
us assume that if — given an absence of

other depictions in photographs and por-

traiture — the majority of one’s sources
regarding, say, a mode of headress
were all originally printed as satirical
cartoons and comments in PUNCH, one
is not likely to gain a very exact notion
of the probable dimensions of the aver-
age example. When the bulk of one’s
information on corsets consists of sati-
rists’ cartoons, sentimental moonings,
“amusing anecdotes”, moralists’ ravings,
doctors’ warnings, advertisers’ exaggera-
tions, grandmothers’ complaints, artists’
idealizations, and sundry unwholesome
letters to sundry publications’ editors
originating from the minds of persons
adopting such noms des plumes as;
“Martingale”, “R.0.D.”, or “A Suscepti-
ble Bachelor’” one is entitled to consider
its content as something less than
altogether trustworthy. Yet it is these
sources upon which we must, of neces-
sity, base our understanding.

Despite the demonstrably practi-
cal intent of this collection, the reader
cannot fail to note that there have been
included not only a lengthy separate
chapter, but, in addition, several lesser
digressions of an historically speculative
nature, throughout the text. These
grew out of the body of the collection.
Concern over the practical aspects
of reproducing a given effect tends to
entail an attempt to analyze the possible
causes which originally produced it. For
better or worse, the end results of these
are, therefore, included as background.

My own conclusions are in the nature
of educated guesses from a person
having an average level of theoretical
knowledge backed up by a smatter-

ing of practical experience. While the

bulk of my information derives from
preexisting sources, it is quite possible
that the addition of some of the more
recently postulated theories to the tra-
ditional blend, may have enabled a fresh
enough perspective from which to draw
some new conclusions. It is in this spirit
that I offer these conjectures. | do not
insist that they are beyond question.
At my most optimistic, | hope that if
any of these tentative conclusions are
substantiatable, that they might prove
helpful to later investigators. Or, if
they cannot be substantiated, | hope
that they may yet be of some value as
entertainment. Even if one is not a pro-
fessional historian, one can still indulge
in the highly enjoyable historians’ game
of reasoning backwards. History, after
all, has never been the sole property of
the professionals. Nor should it.

As to provenance; the basic prototype
corset presented in this collection was
originally produced in the mid-1970s for
use in California’s Renaissance Pleasure
Faire, and is referred to throughout the
collection as the “Renfaire” corset. The
variations described in chapter six were
gathered from several sources, many
of them untraceable. The process for
drafting out and constructing the Span-
ish farthingale was originally devised
by me in the late 1970s in connection
with my participation in the Society for
Creative Anachronism. The diverse pro-
cesses presented herein for drafting out
patterns for the cartwheel farthingale
as well as all varieties of bum-roll, were
also devised or formalized by myself
specifically for this collection and tested

by local amateur costumers.



IVERY SECOND COS-
ltume book inflicts some
| form of historical survey
lor background study on
ilits readers, so you might
as well get it from me too.

If there has been one detail which has
plagued amateur costumers more than
any other throughout the 20" century
development of the Tudor corset, |
believe that this detail is the bodice’s
waist point. There have been problems
in stiffening, problems in fitting and
innumerable other problems. And all of
these problems, in their seasons, have
been solved, evaded or ignored, but
the bodice point remained. Up to, and
even after the development and popu-
larization of the Renfaire corset, when
the “terrible Tudor” had been partially
tamed and made safe for novices, the
bodice point remained. Despite disas-
ter, difficulty and extreme discomfort,
however silly or stylized an interpreta-
tion may have been adopted, the bodice
point virtually always remains. It is the
peril which lurks for everyone, no matter
how wary — or otherwise.

However, by the time the Renfaire
corset was developed, the more expert
of the amateur costumers involved were
beginning to get a handle on the reasons
for their difficulties. In nearly all of the
instructions for Tudor corsetry which
had been devised up to that time, the
treacherous issue of how deep to make
the waist point had been very ambigu-
ously dealt with, leaving most of us with
the impression that the issue was an
aesthetic one, dependant upon personal

taste. This was most unfortunate. Most

modern women, if left to their own
devices in this matter, will almost cer-
tainly be guaranteed future discomfort.
Their bodice points will almost certainly
stab them whenever they sit down.

The operative consideration on
this matter, is not personal taste, but
personal proportions. What one ought
to be considering is not what angle or
depth of waist point seems prettiest
to you, but the size and shape of your
abdomen, or, not to put too fine a point
on it, your belly. And, not putting too
fine a point on it is the chief difficulty.
This danger is not all that apparent while
one is standing around being fitted in
a plain brown paper wrapper. But it
is something which becomes painfully
evident when one has finished one’s
steel boned corset, sits down in it and
receives an instant hysterectomy.

This will invariably be the result when
the point of a corset has been made
too shallow. Unfortunately, when the
average woman designs a costume
with a pointed bodice, if she is guided
solely by aesthetic considerations, she
will almost unfailingly design a costume
with a point that is too shallow for her
comfort. The aesthetic consciousness of
the 215t century is too far removed from
the functional realities of the 16t to 18th
centuries for this to be otherwise. We
have forgotten, over the past 200 years
of technological and social upheavals,
that the point of a bodice originally had
a structural function.

It is only natural for us to wonder why.
Why will a highly educated modern
woman’s aesthetic sense lead her to
design a corset which will stab? For
that matter, why do most beginning cos-
tumers assume that a Tudor corset will
be so many things that it is not? Or even,

why, after 400 years of being virtually

indispensable, is the corset a dead relic? '~

We do not have corsets today. E gt

“What on earth is she talking about?” ” ;
you may be asking yourself, “Of course L V

there are corsets.” And of course you

are right. There are certainly orthopedic

corsets — a variation on the theme with

which | do not feel myself qualified to
deal. There may even still be — fetishist
specialties aside — in various obscure

shops patronized by the elderly and/or |

the obese, certain devices to which
the name of “corset” attaches quite
appropriately. They are stiffly boned,
occasionally they lace up, and they
contain the minimum of elastic. But
these vestigial remains of the era (circa
1912) are very few, and extraordinarily
far between. More generally, what is
intended by the modern speaker when
s/he refers to a “corset” is the garment
which goes by the name of a “merry
widow’, or possibly what was referred
to in the ’50s as an “all-in-one” While
both of these, most particularly the
former, bear a specious resemblance to
a corset, they differ from the original in
both performance and intent.

A “true” corset, in the context in




which [ use the term, is a device which
imposes an artificial, stylized shape to
the human body. In this sense, neither
the merry widow nor the all-in-one
apply. These garments do not actually
impose a stylized shape. They are simply
a means of figure “control’.

We do not, | repeat, live in a corseted
age. The underlying purpose of modern
foundation garments, is to stabilize the
natural, young, slender form. In support
of this statement, | would like to point
out that generally a young, slender form
without foundation garments is barely
distinguishable from one with them, so
long as both are modestly clothed and
neither is in motion. As one becomes
more removed from this young, slender
ideal, foundation garments attempt to
counterfeit as close an approximation
of the ideal as may be produced from
forms which are elderly, obese, or out
of proportion or condition. To this
purpose, modern foundations lift, sta-
bilize, smooth, or restrain. Intentional
distortion is a rarity. (The most readily
accessible case in point(s) being the Nike
missile bosom of the ’50s.) Indeed, the
technology which goes into the manufac-
ture of modern foundations virtually
renders them incapable of real distor-
tion. Distortion may only be imposed
by materials which are less resilient than
the human body. Mere elastic seldom
meets this qualification.

At no period during the reign of either
the “ancient” or the Victorian (in my
terms, the “decadent”) corset could this
test have passed any but the most care-
less scrutiny. A fact which made not only

one’s aspirations to fashion, but even

one’s economic status and pretensions
to respectability publicly evident.

The whole secondary purpose of the
corset — once corsets became generally
accepted — was to impose the distor-
tion specific to that particular era.

The age of the corset lasted roughly
four centuries, over which the garment’s
effect became progressively more
ostentatious even as the garment itself,
particularly in its final stages, became
less visible, and finally disappeared
altogether. The roots of 20t—21%t cen-
tury aesthetic consciousness, however,
developed during these final stages.

The eventual demise of the corset,
was brought about by no cataclysm of
social or economic upheaval. Nor was
it due to any blinding surge of social

“enlightenment”. The garment finally
expired of technological hypertrophy.
Various economic and social changes
which attended its deathbed were help-
ful contributing factors, most of which
have since served mainly to discourage it
from making a subsequent revival.

It was long standard practice among
costume historians to regard WWI as
the great watershed of western fashion.
And although the historian’s stance
regarding this viewpoint has become
somewhat less emphatic over the past
couple of decades, the underlying ass-
umption has not been seriously chal-
lenged. For my own part, | contend that
while the era of the 1914—1918 war did
indeed mark the end of the age of the
corset, the real watershed of western
fashion came about at a time in which
western society was less immediately

concerned with dreams of expanding

German dominance than with out-and-
out revolution. In fact, with two revolu-
tions revolving in concert. One of these
revolutions was centered squarely in the
middle of Dame Fashion’s own principal
court. The other erupted in the arena
where she went public. Fashion was
assailed, therefore, at both its creative
and its productive wellsprings. The first
of these revolutions was, of course, that
of the French. The second was the one
in Industry. Neither fashion nor corsets
were ever quite the same afterwards,
being at once both more powerful, and,
ironically, more vulnerable, and much,

much more confused.

TO STEP BACK to the beginning:

Before there were corsets, the medi-
eval, like the ancients, and for that mat-
ter, like ourselves, commonly exercised
means of figure control. In its most
primitive form, this is believed to have
consisted of binding, or wrapping
areas of the body (the breasts and
belly, mostly) with strips of cloth for
the purpose of restraining movement.
In some cases — certainly among the
ancients — this was also intended to
make one appear to be nearer to a
slender ideal. Some costume books
have implied that this wrapping method
was retained in parts of Asia until the
present century. | cannot substantiate
this claim from personal knowledge. At
various times or in various countries,
these binding strips are also credited
with having been of fine leather rather
than cloth. Again, | cannot substanti-
ate this claim. The operative principle

would be the same, regardless.

For the most part, this was sufficient
to the need. It made it more comfortable
for a woman to do her work, and since
the clothing of the time was made to
cover, rather than to fit, it made little
difference visually. Fashion, as we think
of it, was in hibernation. The previous
incarnation of Fashion, which had con-
tributed no small amount to the gran-
deur that was Rome had, with Rome’s
fall, been dispensed with by the general
population. The variety and scope of
Renaissance fashion was not yet even
a gleam in a painter’s eye.

To the medieval mind, a gown was
a gown, a shift was a shift, and a kirtle
was a kirtle, because they “always” had
been. And for all anyone knew or cared,
they always would be. Whatever hunger
for novelty the average person experi-
enced could be fairly easily appeased
by differently colored or embroidered
decoration, or by draping one’s kerchief
in a new manner.

This is assuming that the hunger for
novelty was not already satisfied by the
simple luxury of getting something new
to wear in the first place. And, since
one’s clothing never went out of style,
garments would be worn until they fell
apart, and then one either made do
or did without because yardage was
too valuable a commodity to waste. In
most cases, life was already too much
of a challenge to leave the average
person with enough time or energy to
think about their clothing in any terms
other than those of warmth, comfort or
decency. Among the wealthy, clothing
might be worn until one was heartily sick

of'it. At which point it was passed on to

the servants or one’s poorer relations,
and kept in circulation.

Well, it is generally held that around
some time in the 12" century someone
got the bright idea that specific clothing
could make people look beautiful. Prior
to that, all clothing had been reasonably
expected to do was to make people look
prosperous, which had been considered
attraction enough. In any event, the
general reaction to the concept that

“clothes can make people beautiful” was

fairly straightforward. Everyone who
subscribed to it started wearing their
clothing too tight.

Since a slender ideal happened to be in
favor at the time, the traditional, clumsy
wrappings were gradually abandoned
in favor of an underbodice of linen into
which the wearer was tightly sewn,
laced or otherwise fastened, and which
no doubt was found to be not only less
bulky, but a more effective solution
for the basic problem of restraining
the vulgar wobble (leotards anyone?).
Despite the fact that clothing was now
cut skimpily, fit had yet to become an
exact science, and the result, | would
imagine, would be that clothing, being
put under more stress, would not
have lasted as long. This would entail
more frequent replacements. (Please
remember, that knitting was still some
way into the future, these styles were
accomplished with woven fabrics. )

This would certainly have fed into
a nice little cycle of increased con-
sumerism among those lucky ones who
could afford to consume. Nevertheless,
a garment still remained in style for the

whole of its functional life, which would

still have been measured in years, if not
decades, rather than mere seasons.

Still, although the main premise that
clothing could produce beauty had been
formulated and accepted, the mecha-
nism of fashion was not yet complete.
Fashions still did not precisely “change”.
People displayed an increased readiness
to sport variety in headdress and acces-
sories as well as more decoration in
the clothing which they wore. But the
invention of deliberately close-fitting
styles had merely, in the long run, pro-
vided an option. Within a generation
or so, a gown might be tight or loose. It
did not have to be one or the other. And
it was an option which, as time passed,
was less often taken. Clothing of the 13th
century was again loose fitting.

By the 14t century, however, some-
thing had happened. Technology had
begun to get off its starting blocks and
the travel and foreign trade which had
attended the Crusades was becoming
ever more active. Cities were grow-
ing. Feudal landholders were gradually
loosing power, while kings and their
courts were as gradually finding it. As
the monarchs and their courts became
stronger and as the cities that collected
around them grew, a potentially pow-
erful merchant class was also on the rise.
Cash had become both more plentiful
and more important.

In such an atmosphere, the rigid social
system which had hitherto prevailed,
started to break down. One could no
longer tell at a glance who was who.
That well-dressed man might not be
a noble after all. For that matter, that
noble probably hasn’t got access to



as much ready cash as this wealthy
merchant. All of this was very unset-
tling, particularly to the nobles. One
could not really treat a merchant, who
might very well have more money, and
potentially more power than one’s self
in the same manner as a dependant serf.
On the other hand, someone whose
whole education, wealth, position and
influence, was owed to the fact that he
was his parents’ child, and the product
of up to centuries of selective breed-
ing, will understandably show a strong
resistance to the notion of viewing as
an equal some other person of low, or
even downright obscure birth who has
merely managed to make himself rich.
The noble was not in an enviable posi-
tion. While he could not forgo dealing
with the merchant, the merchant’s lack
of legislated dependence (such as the
serf’s) was vaguely threatening.

As the noble became increasingly
aware of his own dependence upon the
merchant for those luxury goods which
enhanced his own status, the threat
became a good deal less vague. The
urban poor, meanwhile, were being
given a salutary lesson that one didn'’t,
in fact, have to be born noble to become
powerful. When you’ve seen a man
whose grandfather worked alongside
your own holding the upper hand in a
bargain with a titled landholder, that
landholder becomes, indisputably, a
human being like yourself rather than a
strange, awesome creature of practically
another species. Clearly, the time-hon-
ored assumption that wealth equates a
God-granted superiority was no longer

enough. It was imperative that the nobil-

ity discover some manner in which to
demonstrate that its authority was not
merely some accident of hereditary privi-
lege, but that it was innately ordained
and not to be questioned.

The most obvious course to take would
simply have been to dress even more
gaudily in an attempt to outshine these
moneyed mongrels. No doubt this was a
course which was attempted. Unfortu-
nately, since it was one which could only
be accomplished by acquiring, from the
merchant, all those luxury goods which
could not be manufactured on one’s own
estates, and to which the merchant had,
therefore, even greater access, it was a
course which promised a very limited suc-
cess rate. Attempts at sumptuary legisla-
tion, regulating the lifestyles of people
according to social class or income level
were equally unsuccessful, except for a
source of public income from the imposed
taxes on excessive finery.

Eventually someone seems to have
taken the brilliant step of looking about
for some visible, portable, pre-existing
symbol of which the noble was already
in possession, and which all the money
of the parvenu theoretically could not
buy. The requisite distinction turned
out to be right under the searcher’s nose.
Which gives us one possible explanation
for that 14" century phenomenon that
almost all histories of western costume
have made hay of; namely, the alleged
fad for dressing up in one’s family’s
armorial bearings. This practice would
certainly have demonstrated to all spec-
tators, in no uncertain terms precisely
who one was, and, incidentally, whom

everyone else was not.

This, of course, is assuming that such
a fad ever actually existed. Which is by
no means certain. We must remember
that it is quite possible that this was only
an artistic convention, used in illumi-
nated manuscripts to indicate who the
illustrations were intended to represent.
To be sure, parti-colored clothing was
certainly popular in the 14" century.
What is uncertain is whether it had any
direct relationship to heraldic devices.
If so, it would have been an effective
stop-gap, but short of adopting family
uniforms for all time, it behooved the
nobility to devise yet other methods of’
distinguishing themselves from plebeian
rivals. Since “real” superiority could no
longer be measured by the weight of
one’s purse, it became necessary to give
a little attention to intangibles. Intan-
gibles such as beauty, or, at any rate,
that attenuated appearance believed to
be the result of much inbreeding. If one
happened to have inherited it, that is.
Or, perhaps, one chooses to empha-
size such other accessible intangibles as
education, or — even better — one’s
“culture” and “refinement”. And another
possession of the noble was adjudged suit-
able for display; leisure. Although the mer-
chant had money, he didn’t have a great
deal of leisure time, since his cash had
nothing to back it up but his own business
acumen and energy. The noble’s wealth,
on the other hand stemmed from his
landholdings, and docilely, weather and
God permitting, renewed itself each
year by other men’s labor. The noble’s
primary official commitment was to
provide the monarch with men-at-arms,

and was typically free to amuse himself

as he chose until called upon to do so.
While land might provide less disposable
cash, it enabled a fairly steady income.
Moreover, this was an income whose
maintenance required a less demand-
ing service and far less risk than the
merchant’s perpetual money-grubbing.
Especially if one also had a money-grub-
bing bursar or steward to manage one’s
estates. The display of this precious
attribute utilized the noble’s greatest
traditional privilege and weapon of all;
patronage. As a patron, one does not
purchase mere goods or services. One
becomes a part owner of genius. Now
there’s superiority for you!

Professional creativity was the final
element missing from the equation.
The great goddess Fashion stirred
in her sleep and woke. The curtain,
figuratively speaking, was about to go
up on the Renaissance.

Once you undertake the partial, or full
support of a professional genius in return
for his services, (namely to produce
works of art for the purpose of validat-
ing and immortalizing your inherent
superiority to other persons) you gain a
valuable edge on the competition. This
edge won’t be particularly broad, since
the upwardly mobile merchant class,
not being content merely to follow, will
actively pursue. And genius is not exces-
sively particular about just whose money
pays for its support. But the edge could
generally be maintained.

In much of Italy, however, even this
method of maintaining distance got out
of control. Since Italy was not only the
crossroads of the (trade) world, but

was lacking in any unified government,

money eventually came to outweigh
even the importance of owning land,
until the most powerful families and
patrons were the great commercial and
financial houses. Who, by that time,
had acquired country estates to boot.
By this point, the only thing to do was
to ennoble them or, more accurately,
to allow them to ennoble themselves.
Once this was done, the bankers had
(astonishingly!) become dukes.
Professional genius does not operate
in a vacuum. It looks for inspiration,
it combines elements, it adapts, occa-
sionally it invents. The easiest direction
for someone searching for inspiration
to look is backwards. Hence the motifs
of historical or mythological character
which permeate the art of the Renais-
sance. The artist was not seriously
attempting to recreate any era of the
past. But the device of depicting his
patron, or members of his patron’s
family, or court, in the character of
legendary saints, heroes, and pagan
deities was a valuable stock in trade.
This was a logical extension of the time-
honored custom of including a portrait
of the donor of a religious painting as a
witness to some momentous religious
event, but it could be applied to very
different contexts. The court artists of
Henri I of France, for example, were
to not only portray the King as Jupiter,
and Catherine d’Medici as Juno, but the
Connetable de Montmorency as Mars,
the Duchess of Ferrara as Themis, and,
most frequently, the King’s mistress,
Diane de Poitiers, as Diana—or for the
more discriminating, as Venus dressed

as Diana, from the Aeneid.

Attention so called to the classical and
historical sources of such subject matter
was bound to inspire curiosity among
those of'its intended audience who were
not already familiar with them. Those
who were wealthy enough and idle
enough to satisfy such curiosity did so,
raising the standards of what was con-
sidered to be a “gentleman’s” education
thereby. Even today the simplest way
to appear to be well “educated” is to
display a sufficient familiarity with these
less functional aspects of civilization to
seem comfortable taking cheap shots at
them. As one might expect, with each
subsequent innovation, the appetite for

such novelties grew.

QLL OF THIS is a very surface

rendering of commonly available
data, and there are many points and fac-
tors which | am well aware that | have

not touched upon. Although it was plain

that, insofar as “classical” influences

Plate B-1; Augustus as Commander, 20 B.C.
The classical ideal was athletic and sturdy, not
too unlike that of today, i.e., mesomorphic.




were concerned, the Renaissance was
a period in which art readily imitated art,
life was a good deal slower to take up
the practice. The clothing and fashions
of'the High Middle Ages, could scarcely
be at greater variance with that of clas-
sical Greece and Rome had there been
a deliberate campaign to the purpose.
Nor did this lack of resemblance end
with the clothing. The ideal body type
had changed drastically.

The classical ideal had been of a
healthy, stalwart type, generally tall
and long-limbed, with broad shoulders,
displaying an athletically muscular slen-
derness. It had a rather small, neat skull
and a thickish neck, ribcage and waist.
[Plate B—I] Both sexes displayed large
hands and feet, emphatic, although
not unduly exaggerated buttocks and
a swaggeringly erect posture. As befits
deity, or powerful statesman, a clas-
sical subject characteristically stands
very solidly upon its base with his or her
considerable weight well supported by
the legs and hips. The spine curves in
a slightly sway-backed alignment, the
chest and ribcage expanded and carried
well forward, the shoulders and hips
well back. The head is held in a proud,
thoughtful, condescending or even
aggressive manner. T he abdomen will
not be particularly prominent.

By the eve of the Renaissance, these
rudely healthy bully-boys and their
consorts appear to have become rather
hopelessly déclassé. The idealized
medieval body type reached its apo-
theosis in the art of the 15" century,
after which it mellowed gradually,

reappropriating various classical ele-

Plate B-2; Adam and Eve, Hans Mem-
ling 15% c. By the high middle ages, the
cultural ideal had wandered far from
that of the classical era. This is a more
well-padded example than typical.

ments until it was superseded by the
style of beauty admired by the followers
of the Baroque.

In Italy and southern Europe, where
a more monumental scale seems to
have remained desirable throughout
the middle ages, the classical mode,
although abandoned, had never gotten
quite so far out of reach as in the more
austere north. Still, the difference is less
one of type, than of degree. What held
true of the elements in Northern beauty,
was recognizably present in contem-
poraneous ltalian examples. [Plates B2
and B-3] This pre-Renaissance body
type is, perhaps, most widely known as
the “International Gothic” To modern
eyes the female version in particularis a
masterpiece of ungainly distortion. The

fact that these renderings are intended

to represent the ultimate in humanoid
physical perfection, appears to be
— considering the subject — as inescap-
able as it is (to us) laughable.

The first thing we notice is the fact
that the ideal woman is no longer essen-
tially a boy with breasts. [Plate B—4] In
both sexes the weighty solidarity of the
classics has dissipated, leaving an ideal
which is all but completely weightless.
Subjects seem superimposed on their
environment rather than supported by
it, and it scarcely surprises us when a
figure suddenly takes wing and ascends
into heaven at the painter’s whim. The
overall appearance is often one of rather
spindly boniness, particularly of the
limbs and neck. Skulls are large now,
and while hands and feet usually remain
long, they have lost their
grace and appear merely
clumsy. Men’s shoulders
can vary from sloping
to abnormally straight.
Their chests are usually
wide, and waists narrow.
They sometimes have
almost no hips. Men’s bel-
lies vary from nonexistent
to somewhat prominent,
depending on the stance
the artist has chosen to
depict the subject, which
itself may vary from a
characteristically slouch-
ing “gothic” stance to
an unnaturally ramrod
straight posture. As the
Renaissance evolved, this

geringly aggressive posture, differenti-
ated from that of the classical eras
only by a more pronounced backward
incline. I shall not concern myself further
with fashions in male dress or posture.
Since this collection is intended to be of
assistance to women in producing their
own proper Tudor foundations, | think
it only fair to concentrate my attention
primarily upon women'’s concerns.

The ideal gothic woman’s configura-
tion is to modern eyes, a curiously de-
formed amalgamation. She has improb-
ably round, tiny breasts attached at an
impossibly high position. Ribcages were
generally worn short, high, and narrow
in the 15* century, and pelvises were

worn comparatively small and as low

as could be arranged. Shoulders seem

e\

Plate B-3; The Marriage of St. Francis with Poverty, Stefano di
Govanni Sassetta, 15" c. The Medieval ideal in southern Europe,

although less exaggerated than its northern counterpart, was

shaded into what was

again a strutting, swag-

basically the same. The stance of the period was highly effective
in accenting this preferred body type (note posture line).

to have been dispensed with whenever
possible, and arms were inclined to be
knobby and sometimes incongruously
long. Thighs occasionally had some
substance, but shins and calves never
seemed to, and were generally rather
stubby into the bargain. But what
astonishes all modern beholders more
than any of this is the fact that she
seldom appears to possess a waist. She
has a ribcage, or a reasonable facsimile,
and unquestionably she has a pelvis, but
hardly any waist intervenes between the
two. In its place, the ideal woman dis-
plays an elongated, sometimes narrow,
but always monstrously rounded belly!
This belly, contrary to expectations,
cannot have always been intended to
represent pregnancy. Certainly not
when the characteristic seems to be at
its most spectacular in the representa-
tions of accredited virgins (the unfallen
Eve, Mary, both at annunciation and
with the child already in her arms, mar-
tyred virgin saints and secular brides. It
has been pointed out to me, however,
that the internal chronology of a medi-
eval painting is next to impossible to
decipher. There exist, | am told, paint-
ings of the annunciation which show, in
the background, the figure, or at least
the shadow, of a cross.)

This curiously slouching “gothic”
stance is perfectly adapted to display
this body type. Nor would it have been
a difficult stance to maintain. One
swings one’s pelvis forward, collapses in
the middle and sags backward from the
waist, droops one’s head forward for bal-
ance and there you are. Your shoulders

have fallen back and down, your breasts,

Plate B—4; Are you a
boy or a girl? Except
for what looks like
an appliquéd bosom
and the feminine
this
might almost as well
be intended to be a
teenaged boy.

The height of the

waist in the back

hairdressing,

view is particularly
curious. Usually, the-
level of the average
female waist divides
the torso into almost
two equal parts. A
man’s more typi-
cally divides the
bottom third of his
torso from the upper
two. Wounded Ama-
zon, Roman copy of’
a Greek original 5%
century B.C.

particularly if you
are high-busted to
begin with, come
several inches closer
to brushing your
chin than usual, and

the sharp curve be-

tween pelvis and
spine assures that
your belly will appear to be at least half
again its usual length and prominence.
You also will not appear to have much
of a waist. You will certainly not appear
to have much of a waist if you are in the
habit of wearing tight, high-waisted,
high-armholed bodices with voluminous
skirts gathered on to them with much of’
the fullness in the center front. You will
also appear to be, if not ten, at least six

months pregnant. You will not, however,



appear to be likely to ascend into heaven
at the whim of a painter. In fact, you will
not look as though you are going to be
getting anywhere ina hurry. This stance
offers a great future in inertia.

What fails to occur to most people
is the inescapable fact that if this was
the body type and stance which was
fashionable throughout the period
during which the corset was developed,
then, consequently, this was the body
type that the corset was invented to
display. Nor was fashionable stance
or body type swift to change to any
marked degree after the corset was
adopted. Despite various mannerist
experimentations with the clothed body
as an apparent exercise in geometric
shapes, the idealized female nude in art,
although she, like her male counterpart,
grew progressively more heroic in scale,
and “classically” meaty of build, she
continued to sport high, small breasts,
low, comparatively narrow hips, a long
spine, and no waist. [Plate B—5] She
also continued to lean over backwards.
Indeed, one of the most characteristic
elements of a Tudor—and even more
particularly, an Elizabethan— portrait,

is the almost universal preference of

their subjects for loftily “leaning away”

from the observer. By the end of the era,
the classical nude’s shoulders, however,
had gained some degree of breadth, and
considerable padding.

It occurs to me to insert a further
comment with regards to the work of
Michelangelo. A second look at this
sculptor’s female nudes reveals that his
women are — as are those of many of

the classical sculptors — typically shaped

T s D ¥
Plate B-5; An Allegory, Agnolo Bronzino, 16" c.
The Renaissance ideal has regained much of the
bulk and massiveness of the classical cesthetics
which were again in vogue. The torso is virtually
ceylindrical. Once again, mesomorphic.
like very young men with unconvincingly
appliquéed breasts. Whether this was
done in imitation of the ancients is
impossible to say. One conclusion to be
drawn is that due to social mores, the
man might not, in fact, have worked
from female models. Another is that he
may have been so enamored of some
classically-inspired theory of beautiful
proportion — which incidentally hap-
pened to coincide more exactly with
male than female proportions — that he
felt impelled to “improve” his subjects
shapes. While this sculptor’s work is the
most likely to be familiar to the reader,
this practice, and its effects are not con-

fined to this one artist’s work.

KAY. SINCE THE corset was
-/ unquestionably invented
during this particular era, it fol-

lows it must have been invented

for a reason. What sort of reasons
seem to us to be most likely?

It is reasonable to suppose that the
tightly fitting underbodice of the 12th
century had been retained even after
looser fitting gowns had become more
prevalent. Even if for no better cause
than that the earlier method of wrap-
ping the body for work or comfort had
probably been forgotten by all but the
poor, whom no one wished to imitate.
The specialized underbodice would
have been more secure, and comfort-
able, as well as more efficient. If we
can accept this premise, it also seems
safe to assume that when clothing again
became tight-fitting in the 14th century,
the noticeable improvement in tailoring
may well have reflected advances which
had been taking place “under wraps’,
as it were, throughout the intervening
two centuries. (To say nothing of the
advantages granted by that clever new
invention, the button.)

As the fashionable waist began to
rise, and as the bosom began (ideally)
to be carried at higher levels, the simple,
snug fit for comfort began to require
some further sophistication, or at least
some outside help. As the 15" century
progressed and merged into the early 16t
we read of bodices stiffened with paste
or made of alternate materials — in Italy,
boiled leather was spoken of — and
finally, boned. It is during this period
that the distinctions between corsetry
and figure control begin to become
unclear and an identifiable, mechanical
distortion becomes evident. This distor-
tion was of a fairly simplified type and

in isolated instances could have been

attributed to clumsiness on the part of
the painters. [Plate B—6] However, this
distortion, namely the curious line of the
bodice, representing the upper torso in
a single smooth curve, is not an isolated
instance. Whether this is due to boiled
leather underwear (the distortion being
almost exclusively confined to portraits
in the Italian manner), fashionable styl-
ization on the part of the painters — a
not at all unlikely possibility— or to yet
some other cause, | would not care to
hazard a guess. Certainly this is not a
natural line for the body. However, in
other paintings which do not utilize the
convention of displaying the subject in
profile like a psuedo-Roman coin, this
distortion is either far less, or totally
absent. Nor is it certain that the effect
was brought about by any form of
undergarment. The visible, outer gown
alone would be sufficient to produce it.
It is not at all impossible that although a
lady may well have been as stuffed into
her bodice as a sausage is its skin, the
resulting distortion was more incidental
than intentional.

At some point in the process, how-
ever, someone got the bright idea of
adding whalebone. | suspect that the
original intention of the addition was
to discourage a closely fitted bodice’s
tendency to ruck up into the horizontal
folds which are otherwise inevitable.

It would be interesting to know for
certain what purposes whalebone
served in the periods prior to its use in
corsetry. One simply cannot suppose
that some genius woke up one morning
and said to him or herself, “By golly, |
bet if we went out and killed a whale

we might find something that would
stiffen a bodice properly!” Or even, “By
golly, I bet if we put our minds to it we
could invent some market for all of those
fibers and bones and fins and things that
are left over after turning a whale into
whale oil!” But since corsetry and other,
similarly highly structured fashion items
were invented, it’s difficult to think of
the stuffin any other context.
Incidentally, it may surprise some
amateur costumers to discover that
the magical myth of whalebone —
that mystical substance which by its
arcane powers can turn the waist of a
woman into that of a wasp — is largely
unfounded. If | had a nickel for every
time | have heard, or for that matter
spoken, that familiar refrain, “I couldn’t
get it as stiff or flat as all the pictures
show. But they all used whalebone!” 1
could, if | wished, be able to buy some.
Which — considering that the stuff is
contraband in this country — is saying

something. Actually, | do own one bone

Plate B-6; Portrait
of a Lady, Alesso
Baldovinetti, 15t
c. The peculiar line
of the bosom is an
obvious distortion
from nature, it is
also one frequently
met with in the
art of the period.
Whether it is due
to artistic short-
hand, or is a literal

representation is
uncertain. It is also
uncertain whether it was produced by under-
garments, since the outer gown alone would
have been sufficient to produce such an effect.

out of a Victorian corset which | was
told in all sincerity is genuine whalebone.
It is certainly no sort of metal. It is about
the same width and thickness as a con-
temporary, narrow, flat steel bone, and
is considerably /ess stiff or firm than any
steel bone of its size. [, having willingly
swallowed the great myth of whalebone,
was quite nonplussed by this discovery.
Although I didn’t go so far as one disap-
pointed confederate who suggested
that perhaps when an Elizabethan said
“whalebone”, he really meant the whale’s
bones (which even she realized was
thoroughly silly, as soon as she heard
herself saying it).

For those few persons who are
uncertain of just what is meant by the
term “whalebone”, and who are feeling
confused in consequence, “whalebone’]

“whalefin”, or, to use its proper name,
“baleen’] is a transitional substance
between hair and horn. It is essentially
an agglomeration of hair covered with
enamel (like a tooth) which grows in
the upper palate of the proper breeds
of whale (e.g., humpback, blue, etc.). It
serves the animal in the place of teeth
and is used to strain the small crusta-
ceans etc. upon which the whale lives,
from the mouthfuls of sea water which
he takes in to catch them. Since the
“hair” fibers are parallel and uniform,
it is possible to split an entire plate of
baleen — which may be up to 13 feet long
— evenly, to just about any thickness.
Baleen may also be shaped by softening
it in hot water, or applying steam, and
if held in a given shape until cold, will
retain it. This last attribute was not

known until the 19t century. (Steam-




molding became a routine process about
mid-century.) Insofar as regards com-
parative lightness and flexibility, baleen
could not have had an equal until well
into the industrial revolution. (By the
way, the hypothetical genius statements
above are completely facetious. Baleen
has been known in western Europe
since at least the 12" century. The actual
bones of a whale, or any other animal,
are far too stiff, and more to the point,
too brittle to have ever been used for
corset bones.)

| could not begin to guess what width
or thickness of baleen was used when
it was inserted into its first bodice.
Presumably the seamstress or tailor
used whatever width or thick-
ness they happened to have on
hand for whatever lost-use-of-
whalebone they had originally
purchased it (stiffening some
form of headdress is one theory).
Obviously, someone decided to
experiment. In any case, a light
boning of the seams and lacing
edges of a bodice would not have
distorted the body shape, and it
would have helped to keep the
fabric from rucking up too badly
(and may well have been used for
just that purpose ever since the
12t century, for that matter!).
However, at some point in time,
someone must have filled the
front of a bodice with a virtual
palisade of whalebone. [Plate B-7]
If this was an attempt to keep the
fabric smooth, it was a clear case
of overkill. That much whalebone

was more than sufficient to merely

Plate B-7; Feudal Life: The Bath,
of 15% c. The lady at the left of the group is wearing a
gown which has been stiffened enough to produce the
flat front characteristic of the following era. The lady
on the right wears a gown of earlier style, which does

restrain fabric. It would have restrained
the body as well. At first, this must have
seemed like a merely incidental distor-
tion. But it was not destined to remain
so. For one thing, this distortion pro-
duced the highly desirable effect of actu-
ally raising the bosom. At last there was
hope for the heavy-busted. Even for the
more modestly proportioned, the resul-
tant clean, smooth line was certain to
be admired, and once admired, actively
sought. Enter the corset — or more
precisely, the “whale-boned body’”.

An important point to try and remem-
ber is that the technology of the period

— at least insofar as corsetry is con-

cerned — was extremely primitive. The

33

not display the flat front, but appears to be otherwise
identical to the stiffened garment. Either or both may have
been cut with bodice and skirt in one single piece.

French tapestry end

knowledge that baleen could be steam
molded was still some 300 years into the
future. Even the comparatively simple
discovery that placing the bones into
the garment at an angle would produce
amore graceful line, would have to wait
for the 18t century before becoming
widely known. What appears to have
been standard 16t century procedure,
was to position the bones straight up-
and-down around the torso, or at least
across the front of the bodice, rather
like a retaining wall. This produced a
very straight surface which, while it had
little to do with the actual shape of the
human torso, made an emphatic design
statement, and provided a nice flat plane
for displaying embroidery, jew-
elry or other decorations.

We do not have any very
concrete idea of the corset’s
actual pattern of development
during this stage of its history.
Most women were still indepen-
dently directing the design and
production of their own clothing
and trying to copy what they
admired in others’ without any
clear instructions as to how to
accomplish this. | do not doubt
that there was considerable
blundering about before they
even individually got their acts

together, let alone reached a

consensus. It was well into the
16t" century before a more or less
standard product emerged.

Keeping to the realms of theory,
although it seems probable that
the original underbodice continued

in use into the 16" century, the

earliest whale-boned bodices appear
to have been stiffened outer garments.
The upper back and shoulder portion of
these “bodies” was necessary, not only
to attach the sleeves to, but to keep the
garment in place, since the waist was
still worn rather high. At this period,
the original stiffened bodice would
have ended at the waist, front and
back. Which soon made for difficulties.
While an unstiffened bodice may have
tended to bind slightly when the wearer
sat down, and would have rucked up
into folds at all times, a stiffened bodice
would announce its presence to the
wearer more forthrightly. It would
have dug into the waist, making some
evasionary tactic desirable.

Another point which often fails to be
taken into account is the fact that, at its
inception, the whaleboned bodice was
a luxury item. A great deal of inconve-
nience will be put up with for the sake
of status. Nor would the problem have
been completely intolerable, in any case.
Yes, it is a nuisance to have the edge of
your bodice gouge you when you sit
down or bend over. But your undergar-
ments pad the area somewhat, and the
sway-backed stance then fashionable,
would have lessened the impact. There
are considerably worse things in life
after all. Still, since there is a problem,
it is within the rules to see if it can be
neutralized. A certain amount of experi-
mentation was bound to have gone on.

One of the earliest evasions was to
shorten the bodice slightly, in an attempt
to raise the edge of the boning above the
area being poked. This attempt would
have been a failure, it would have only

resulted in the wearer being gouged
higher up. Another possible dodge may
have been to keep the bosom area snugly
fitting, and to loosen the waist a bit. This
would not have been very satisfactory
either. The looser area would have
shifted about annoyingly and may have
chafed. The breakthrough came when
some mastermind, rather than trying
to shorten the front at the trouble area,
extended it over the abdomen, so that
when the wearer sat down, the boning,
instead of digging into the belly, slid over
it. A point, or tapered curve was almost
imediately found to be the most efficient
shape for this extension, since it could
be given the necessary length without
hampering the movement of the legs.
At some period, either concurrent with,
or immediately after this development,
it was discovered that the elongated
bodice worked most efficiently, and was
most stable, with the addition of a heavy
rigid support running its full length at
center front. This support was called a
“busk” and could be made of wood, horn,
ivory or other such material.

Although the fully boned bodice
was primarily an upper class garment,
the Tudor and Elizabethan eras were
characterized by a great deal of upward
mobility (particularly in England), and
the middle classes — probably even the
urban laboring classes — were in the
habit of imitating their betters to the best
of their ingenuity. One such dodge during
the later portion of the Tudor era is said
to have been to insert a triangular piece
of wood into the front of the bodice.
While I doubt very much that such a
sham would have held up to more than

a cursory observation, it would have
indicated that the wearer was at least
making the attempt. Since this would
have been a fairly simple dodge to have
put into effect, one suspects that it, or
some similar range of variations would
have gradually filtered into all classes
with pretensions to respectability.

Of course, this sort of thing travels
fairly slowly. By the time every coun-
try dairymaid sported a wooden busk,
or “stomacher’, the gentry had prob-
ably abandoned the original style, but
the precedent had been set. From this
point — whenever it finally came about
— all “respectable” women wore cor-
sets. Reports of wooden corsets are no
doubt due to the confusing 16t century
practice of indiscriminately referring to
almost any device intended for support-
ing a bodice as a “busk’” Sources making
this reference are generally not from
persons of the higher, more knowledge-
able, social orders. One of the most fre-
quently quoted sources, is Philip Stubbs’
ANATOMY OF ABUSES. Stubbs was a rant-
ing puritan, male, and possibly no more
than middle class. Hardly the ultimate
authority on the best sort of corsetry.
Of course, what he was most incensed
about was the spectacle of the common
female aping her betters, and, in passing,
the fact that these “betters” were not
setting a higher-minded example.

As a general rule of thumb, bodices,
in the Tudor and Elizabethan period
developed thus; They were rather short,
and either cut in one with the skirt or
were made with a round waist, and not
even always boned during the reign of

Henry VII. They were almost invariably



boned and cut separate from the skirt
during the reign of Henry VIII, growing
gradually longer during his reign. The
first pointed bodices were worn during
this period, and gradually came to
replace the earlier, round waist. During
the short reigns of Edward VI and Mary
[, the bodice was invariably pointed and
continued to lengthen. During Elizabeth
I’s reign, it was very long, pointed, and
came to utilize the separate stomacher
with ever greater frequency. The Eliza-
bethan bodice continued into the Stuart
era during the reign of James |, the only
significant variation being that the neck-
line changed from square to rounded.
Throughout these periods, the stiff-
ened outer bodice was most general, but
separate corsets as undergarments also
came into use. These were, again, first
popular with ladies of the higher nobil-
ity. These corsets reputedly had tabs
attached at the waist, to which could be
fastened the farthingale and petticotes.
It would be very easy, at this point,
to continue with a general chronology,
loftily ignoring whatever has not previ-
ously been mentioned. You should only
be so lucky. Instead, | will now mount
one of my hobby horses and indulge in
a little exercise in equitation. The sub-
ject/object of this particular exercise is
one with which all students of costume,
or collectors of old wives’ (or old archi-
vists’) tales will already be all too familiar
and which persists in haunting the story
of Tudor foundation garments. | refer, of
course, to the notorious metal corset.
Few articles of wear have become as
hedged about with improbable state-
ments as the corset, and the metal corset

Plate B-8; The Corset, Herbert Norris, 1938.
This drawing was all too clearly made by an
artist who had absorbed the artistic sensibilities
of the 19 and early 20t centuries.

seems to be particularly vulnerable in this
respect. Even some of the best research-
ers have been content to repeat the most
arrant nonsense regarding this device.
The following is a particularly striking
example, from Herbert Norris:

“During the second decade of the six-
teenth century, corsets were made of thin
iron deliberately designed to constrict the
figure.” (there is a reference here to a
drawing made, purportedly, from an exist-
ing corset of about 1530 [Plate B—8]) “/t is
somewhat clumsy, being constructed of
iron. Such corsets (or cages) were in two
parts, a front and a back, and consisted
of a series of perforated bands of metal,
which could be covered with soft leather,
silk or other material. They were hinged at
one side, and the other fastened by hooks,
bolts, or sometimes slots for padlocking.
These corsets, besides achieving a slender
waist, had certain disciplinary advantages,

for it was recommended that a husband

should padlock his erring wife in her corset,
and keep her locked up until she promised

to behave herself. Disuse of such corsets in

modern times is much regretted by some!

Corsets of steel were first made by the

Italians, and Catherine de’Medici brought

some in her trousseau when she came

to France in 1533 as the bride of Henry,
Duc d’Orleans, afterward King Henry 1.
These Italian corsets were similar in shape

to those shown in [Plate B—8], but by the

use of supple steel the waist was greatly

reduced. At once, corsets of this kind
sprang into favor, and during the greatest

part of the 16" century they formed the

model on which the figures of the great

ladlies of Europe were moulded. The same

type of corset was adopted in England

about 1533, and continued in use until the

1580s. Catherine de "Medici’s waist is said
to have measured sixteen inches in circum-
ference; but that of her daughter-in-law,
Mary Stewart, only fifteen.”

(HisTory oF WESTERN COSTUME, Vol.
Ill, Book I, pg. 283, J.M. Dent & Sons,
1938.)

Now, as much as | respect most of Mr.
Norris’s work, this is really too silly to
ignore. Who recommended that a hus-
band lock an erring wife in her corset?
Not the church, certainly. Considering
its general track record, the church of
the period would more probably have
been frothing at the mouth over the very
existence of such an “article of vanity”
as a metal corset. There were no news-
papers, or other regular publications to
carry advice columns. | never heard of
any king proclaiming it, and, trust me,
this would have been too bizarre an

edict for the historians to have ignored.

The universities would have been utterly
indifferent to the whole discussion.
What had they ever cared about what
women chose to do? Assuming (with
extreme difficulty) that such a recom-
mendation ever existed, just where is it
supposed to have come from?

One slim possibility is that, if Mr.
Norris was not merely having his own
little joke, some satirist might have
invented it. It was reputedly a witty
age, after all. And, if a piece of satire
later resurfaced, and was taken a good
deal more seriously than it had originally
been intended, it wouldn’t be for the first
time. (The knight in plate armor’s block-
and-tackle for mounting his horse, is one
example. Pure myth.) If any such piece
of satire did exist, it might have obliquely
been lent some degree of credibility
from the positive inundation, during
the 19" century, of the similar context
of overtly sadist and/or fetishistic cor-
respondence published in the letters
columns of some of the leading “Ladies’
Magazines” of the day.

And, as long as we are on the subject
of abnormal psychology, one will have to
admit that the source of such babbling,
whenever it may have occurred, shows
far greater than random probability of
being of exactly such a character. Sexual
perversion is not the exclusive property
of industrialized societies. The issue of
whether the metal corset might have
been a penance garment also cannot be
completely ignored. While [ doubt that the
practice could have been at all widespread,
the likelihood of a few isolated instances
is not altogether unreasonable, how-

ever improbable. Particularly given the

excesses known to have taken place in the
name of religious devotion, and given the
iron corset’s peculiar suitability for display-
ing that form of pride which demands to
be paraded as a masque of humility.

Less objectionable, and even less
believable, are the statements regarding
Catherine de’Medici and Mary Stuart’s
waist measurements. If | may be allowed
to pour a little cold water on this pictur-
esque notion, | would like to point out
a couple of incontrovertible facts. First,
that a circle having a circumference of
fifteen inches has a diameter (not radius,
mind you, diameter) of 4%7 And that,
second, Mary Stuart is known to have
been nearly six feet tall.

In view of these two pieces of infor-
mation, Mr. Norris’s sources sound as
though they must be something less
than altogether reliable. Nor is Catherine
de’Medici’s alleged sixteen inch waist
any more plausible, notwithstanding
her shorter stature. With these consid-
erations in mind, a healthy skepticism
might also be applied to the often-quoted
(although not by Norris) thirteen inch
waist which was allegedly decreed for all
ladies of the French court by this same
Catherine de 'Medici. These statements
are obvious fabrications. But fabricated
where? And from what? Or why?

Beginning with the alleged 13" waist
decree, it is well known that Catherine
was notoriously disliked, feared, and
disapproved of during her own lifetime.
In the eyes of her many ill-wishers,
nothing which she said or did was likely
to be held to her credit. This attitude
infects the sources of nearly all histori-

cal research. With this in mind, it hardly

seems unlikely that exaggerated, unkind
and unreasonable statements should
be attributed to her, even long after her
lifetime. In fact, the Medici woman has
had excruciatingly bad press for the past
400 years, and has figured as a favorite
villainess in hysterical/historical novels
ever since the genre was developed.
Other sources quote the measurement
variously as 157, or as 45cm — approxi-
mately 17%” Which leads one to question
the actual terms used, as well as the
existence of this alleged edict. Centime-
ters did not exist in the 16t century. One
wonders what obscure measurement
has been translated as inches. In fact,
how big was aninch in 15757 The govern-
ments kept changing the standards.

In all due respect, while some form
of this decree may exist somewhere, |

submit the view that it is most likely to

Plate B-9; Diane de Poitiers, School of Fon-
tainbleau(?) c. 1550. The cesthetic ideal of the
16 century appears to display a basic unconcern

for tiny waists. This lady was by all accounts a
famous beauty and mistress to the king.




be found in the world of Victor Hugo,
or Sir Walter Scott.

Which brings us to a matter of some
debate. Was a tiny waist even consid-
ered desirable for its own sake? The
idealized images of feminine beauty of
the time emphatically do not bear this
theory out. [Plate B—9] Just how likely
is it that artists, regardless of their “clas-
sical” training or preferences, would all
deliberately set out to glorify a body type
which was popularly considered unat-
tractive? Is it then to be supposed that
the Tudor taste aesthetically delighted
in an image which, at the same time, no
one in her right mind aspired to? This is
only slightly more plausible. Certainly,
when the various excavations
and discoveries of the late
1700s brought to light so many
previously unknown examples
of classical statuary, western
Europe was suddenly agog
with admiration for the beauty
of, say, the Venus de Milo,
despite the fact that the fash-
ionable woman of the period
would no more have coveted
her small head, thick waist and
heroic ribcage, than she would
have painted herselfblue. To be
sure, the Mannerist movement
had its schizoid elements, but it
isn’t really in human nature to
hold two such conflicting ideals
of female beauty, clothed and
unclothed, at one and the same
time. Nor were the Renais-

sance nudes — however clas-

to wit, priceless artifacts of a vanished
culture. They were contemporary art,
expressly designed to appeal to the popu-
lar or rather, to the noble taste.

Still, at the same time, there is the
fashionable Mannerist practice of depict-
ing the clothed figure almost as an exer-
cise in geometrical design. While this
practice was by no means as universal
as the heroic proportions of a Renais-
sance nude, it was certainly common
enough, particularly in France, Eng-
land and Spain. Could a consideration
that “of course” the portrait of a queen
could only be conceived of as a clothed

figure — and as an elegantly, fashionably

clothed figure at that— have colored the

Plate B—10; Bal celebrating the Marriage of the Duc de Joyeusse
(detail). French school c. 1581-82. When the actual waist of even a
mannerist painting is located and examined, it turns out to be far from

issue? This is only barely possible, and |
am by no means convinced. Indeed, if
one closely examines a mannerist paint-
ing, even these bodices turn out to be less
narrowed, than simply elongated, and
when they are narrowed, they have gen-
erally been narrowed overall, rather than
just at the waist. The distortion seems
particularly grotesque due to the unrea-
sonable extension of the bodice point
over the lower torso. [Plate B—10]
Ultimately, the only reconciliation
which | can make between the unques-
tionably authentic and numerous existing
remnants testifying to the content of
16th century visual taste, and the alleged
verbal report quoted above is that Norris
simply was not quoting genuine
16t century sources, but reports
of far more recent origin, that
of the mid-19t" century, to be
specific. Which in fact turns out
to have been the case. In other
words, we've been sold a bill of
goods, ladies, and most of our
sources right along with us.
Authentic 16t century reports
seem to indicate that for most
of her life, Catherine de’Medici
was decidedly stocky, and in
later life became grossly fat.
The kindest description, that
of Catherine as a 14-year-old
bride, refers to her as having
a “handsome” figure. Not an
adjective to inspire visions of
sylph-like slenderness. The
most common reaction to

Mary Stuart seems to have

sically inspired — in the same gnq/l. This exercise may be undertaken in virtually all full-length been; “My God, she’s tall!” One

category as the Venus de Milo, paintings of this period with virtually the same result.

will admit that there indeed are

references to Mary’s
“youthful slenderness”.
Since she was 571" tall,
fine-boned, and had the
usual sudden growth
spurt in adolescence,
you'd better believe
she’d be “youthfully
slender’] A less flowery,
if more horticultural
description would prob-
ably be “beanpole” But
there seem to be no
specific references to
her having had an excep-
tionally tiny waist.
Which casts considerable doubt
upon Mr. Norris’s, or anyone else’s
conclusion that the iron corsets of the
16t century were deliberately designed
to constrict the figure. It also does not
support his contention that by the use
of more supple steel, the (Italian) waist
was greatly reduced. In the first place,
although steel is certainly more supple
than iron, and that thinner strips of it
could have been used in corsetry than
of the brittler metal, | frankly take leave
to doubt that in a corset design consist-
ing of horizontal bands of metal passing
around the body, as shown in Plate B-8,
it would matter a tinker’s dam whether
the metal used were steel, iron, brass,
coppet, tin, zinc, lead, silver, or any alloy
of the above, insofar as efficiency in
reducing the waist is concerned. Supple-
ness is a quality which only improves
a design wherein flexibility is desired.
For a series of hoops passing around an
object for the purpose of constricting

it, flexibility is not the operative factor.

Plate B—11; LucretiaValier, Lorenzo Lotto, early 16% c.

The only reduction which could have
resulted from the use of steel rather
than iron would have been in the overall
weight of the corset due to the possible
use of thinner pieces of metal.

In the second place, a metal corset,
hinged on one side and latched — by
whatever means — on the other, would
not have been able to produce the
effects of tight-lacing at all! Tight-lacing
is a cumulative process. One begins
with a corset which is a size too small
and laces it as tightly as one can stand
it. As the body adjusts to this, the laces
are drawn ever tighter until, finally, the
corset closes. Then one starts over again
with a smaller one. It takes months! The
iron corset as shown in Figure B—8
was obviously designed to completely
enclose the torso from the outset. It
could not have been worn at all if it had
to be left open, let alone left open and
then be expected to exert the pressure
necessary to constrict the figure. The

statement is patently absurd.

Plate B—12; La Bella, Titan c. 1536.

In the third place, well, | would like
to direct your attention to the above
examples of Italian painting, clothed,
obviously corseted, and originating in
the country which Mr. Norris contends
developed better and more efficient
corsetry through the use of steel rather
than iron. [Plates B—1I, B—12] With
all due respect, | think Mr. Norris had
blinded himself with specious science.

Which leads one to wonder how
Norris, who in general was an excel-
lent researcher, and whose theatrical
background and intentions equipped
him with a rare eye for seeing practical
methods to visually reproduce period
effects, could have placidly repeated
such information as the above without
registering its inherent nonsensicality.
The gentleman was hardly a neophite.

Mr. Norris began writing his series of
costume books in the early 1920s after
an established career in the London
theatre, and continued with it until his
death in the 1940s. We can therefore



assume that he was born no later than
the final third of the 19t century, possi-

bly earlier. Now, what
does this tell us?

Well, for one thing,
it assures us that he
himself grew up in a
corseted age. That
he may have read, or
that he at least knew
of the sado-fetish-
ist correspondence
printed in the columns
of even quite respect-
able magazines, con-
cerning the general
Victorian obsession
with the 16"-18" waist
goes without saying.
Even at this distance
of time we are aware
of it. But, having
grown up during, or
very soon after this
age, it is probable that
he, even more than
we, would “know”
that “obviously” the
purpose of any corset
was to restrict the
waist. The idea that
the garment may have
evolved virtually ignor-
ing this particualr
function would have
been inconceivable to
him. After all, “every-
one” knows what a

corset is for!

In addition, the 19" century had not
yet recovered from what can only be

Plate B—13; Polaire, 1908. This early
20 century French entertainer was
reported to have had a 13-14 inch
waist. Even considering that Polaire
was a small, slight woman, this
claim seems scarcely credible. Still,
her waist was grotesquely small,
and | believe that she had indeed
managed to achieve a measure-
ment well under 20 inches. Polaire
was also rumored to have had her
lower ribs surgically removed in
order to have attained this waist
size. This rumor is almost certainly
apocryphal. Since this photograph is
a publicity shot, the possibility of it
having been deliberately retouched
must also be taken into account.
That Polaire is quoted as having
declared herself to be “the ugliest
woman in France” indicates that the
grotesque element in her appearance
cannot have been unintentional.

called a state of euphoria brought on

by the overwhelming number of inven-

tions and discoveries
which had burst upon
the world in little more
than one generation’s
lifespan. This resulted
in a mindset which was
inclined to view the
possibilities of any tech-
nology through a rose-
ate haze which ignored
and/or transcended
considerations of natu-
ral limits. It was no acci-
dent that the popular
literary genre known
as “science fiction” was
invented in this period,
and is indicative of the

attitude that given time,

“science” could make lit-

erally all things possible.
Given this atmosphere,
even the unlikely notion
that Victorian teenag-
ers routinely boasted
17”7 waists seems to
acquire some degree of’
mythopeic possibility.
At all periods, includ-
ing our own, there is a
minority of the (female)
population whose bone
structure, musculature,
and general physical pro-
portions are such that
they are indeed capa-

ble of constricting their

waists to a circumference of less than

207 During corseted eras, some of these

women have unquestionably taken up the

practice of tight-lacing. [Plate B—13] At

various periods this minority has gained

considerable notoriety and influence. But

the percentage is small, and has probably

remained fairly constant. It has never
been a majority, although there have been

intermittent eras when they were widely

imitated. In the most frequent cases by

ladies who claimed to have 18-inch waists

because they purchased and wore 18-inch

corsets — and laced them over a gap of
several inches in the back. | submit that

the true tight-lacer is an exact analog to

today’s anorexic. The comparative psy-
chology is chillingly similar.

Well, all right, since the device clearly
did exist, what was the purpose of the
16t century metal corset? Was it, to
some intent, for status value? Having
a metal corset made and fitted spe-
cifically for you, must have been even
more exclusive than filling your bodice
with whalebone, but the weight and
awkwardness would probably tend to
discourage the practice. Another pos-
sibility which comes to mind is that it
may have been intended to serve in the
capacity of that which it most closely
resembles, that of body armor. Cath-
erine de’ Medici’s grandfather had been
deposed as ruler of Florence, and the
family had no small amount of difficulty
in overthrowing the republic which had
supplanted it. As one of the last, if not
the last, of the direct heirs, Catherine
was in a position of considerable risk,
and the notion of a sword and cudgel-
proof bodice may not be quite as far-
fetched as it seems. The possibility does
exist. But it is not high.

Although the term, “corset” originally
referred to an item of body armor, there
is very little reason to run away with
the idea. The term “corset”, meaning a
device intended to impose an artificial
shape upon the body, did not come gen-
erally into use until the 19t century, and
the later garment was clearly named for
the former with a typical 19*" century
fondness for picturesque terms.

It is also faintly possible that the
existing examples were never intended
to be worn at all, being publicity pieces

displayed as signage, or, one suspects,

“creative” projects undertaken by young

metalworkers in a burst of high spirits,
intended for irreverent display rather
than for use. Much in the manner
that 19t" and early 20" century student
machinists would keep spontaneously
producing those vulgar nutcrackers in
the shape of a pair of female legs.

But since the 1940s or so, the most
consistent and reasonable theory for the
existence of the metal corset, has been
that these were primitive examples of
orthopedic devices.

| see little reason to challenge this.
Even wearing a solid metal corset
seems preferable to degenerating into a
hunchback or cripple. As to the corsets
themselves, the workmanship of existing
specimens is very high. They originally
had a lining of some sort. (If we continue
the analogy to body armor, this would
have been leather or quilting.)

When one stops to consider it, the
combination of ignorance of nutritional
science during this era, and the challenge
of attempting to maintain a halfway

balanced diet year round, in an age

whose only methods of preservation
were drying, smoking, pickling in brine,
stewing in sugar or salting down, would
have resulted in dietary-related malfor-
mations, such as rickets, being fairly com-
mon. Occasionally such malformations
would have occurred among the daugh-
ters of even the upper classes. Another
possibility is that this may have been
a measure taken to offset the effects
of osteoporosis in post-menopausal
women, as is sometimes believed to have
been the case with Queen Elizabeth I.
The theory that these may have been
orthopedic devices would also account
for the extremely small number of them
still in existence. Unlike whalebone,
which can be taken out of a worn-out
bodice and re-used, a metal corset isn’t
really good for anything else. Yet if
the total number of even fragmentary

Plate B—14; Iron corset, early 16%* 