Corset Wisdom

By Isabel de la Roche
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Corsets do their job of supporting and reshaping the female figure quite well.  They were used to create different shapes according to style.  Depending on the effect you are after, either you were simply supported, or flattened in a smooth cone in the front.  

A poorly fitted corset is more painful than an poorly fitted brassiere, as it has greater surface area to annoy you in.  

A well fitted corset actually is fairly comfortable and can help distribute the weight of your petticoats if the corset has shoulder straps.  Tying the corset and the farthingale together creates the framework to transfer the weight of the garments more evenly over your shoulders back and hips.  So does typing the back of the petticoat(s) to the back top of the bumroll, through a loop you provide at centre back.

Practicalities

Shape of the Corset

Straps or No straps?

Tudor corsets may have had straps.  The surviving Effigy corset has straps.  Some other corsets are conjectured not to have had straps.  I have seen many modern recreations of Tudor and Cavalier corsets with straps, but Elizabethan ones without.

If you are slope shouldered, and are worried the straps will fall off, the back neckline of the corset needs to be adjusted.  Ditto for your bodices if they are doing the same thing.  If the length of the strap area is shorter than the length from the centre top of the spine to the edge of your shoulder tip, basically it can’t fall off.  Frequently this back area has straps that are too long. Or, if you can read this diagram, the length of A to C plus the length of C to D cannot be greater than the length of A to B.





If you are not entering the corset in any contests, the non-period but highly comfortable practice of adding a few inches of heavy duty elastic at the front ends of the straps helps the corset fit and move more comfortably.

Tabs or No Tabs?  

Tabs can help keep your petticoats from clinging and digging in at your waist.  No tabs means that you have less bulk at your waistline.  Not making tabs and having an even line at the bottom of the corset is less work and takes less fabric.  It’s a matter of personal preference and aesthetics as much as anything.  

Boned Tabs or Unboned Tabs?

There are different schools of thought on whether boning in the tabs makes it more or less prone to digging into your hips and waist.  From what I have seen only making one style and trying it, then making the other style and trying it can really tell how it will work for you, as it depends on how you move, how firmly you lace at the waist, and your figure.  

Boning over the Breasts or Not?

There are two surviving Elizabethan corsets.  One has boning all over the front of the torso, and the other does not.  Depending on the use of your corset [such as for fencing armour] boning it could be a good idea.  Think breastplate.  If you are very sensitive, it could also be a nightmare.  

If you choose not to bone the breast area of the corset, you do not need to put in an extra line of stitching, as gravity keeps the shorter pieces of boning in place at the base of the channels.

Where should it end?

Some period’s corsets end in a fairly straight line at the natural waist.  Later in the Elizabethan period, the centre front of the corset elongated into a triangle that reached fairly low.  How you can tell you have made a corset too long in the front is by bending at the waist until you are doubled over.  If it digs into your torso or thighs, you need to cut it back.

Boning Types and Treating their Ends

There are a number of different objects used as boning materials available now.  We are rather short of whalebone, so:

Sprung steel

These are flattened springs with metal tipped ends and are the only way to bone curved seams.  They are available in prefinished lengths and on the reel, where you need to apply the boning tips yourself.  

This type of boning is great for very active people’s garments; ballet dancers and opera singers costumes are routinely made with this material as it moves and supports without pinching.  

I use this type of boning in the side backs of all my bodices.  I dry these bodices in an area with good air circulation to avoid rust.

Straight steel

Straight steel is available in precut prefinished lengths, and on the reel from American sources.  Canadian sources only supply prefinished lengths.  Its advantages are that it is light, strong and when the prefinished lengths are perfect, the finished ends help stop the bones from wearing through the fabric.  The finished areas do not rust, so the corset can be washed and dried without stains being added to your corset.

If you cut and retrim the ends, the cut ends must be either painted  or dipped in tool dip or a few successive layers of latex house paint to stop the potential cutting of the fabric of your corset.

Recycled Metals: saw blades and lumber strapping

Same issues on cutting through the fabric as above, except worse on the worn saw blades.  Wear is never even, so one side will be sharper at the bottom and top.  Both these recycled metals can rust as well, and after being reshaped with good quality tin snips, sharp edges filed with a metal file or a Dremel type tool, the ends should be painted or dipped.  Small cans of latex house paint work well for this, but nail polish does in a pinch, if done in a number of thick coats.

Cable Ties or “Zap Straps”

This is my preferred boning type.  It cuts and shapes very well, washes like a dream, and cuts the fabrics very little.  It is light and non staining.  It is available in various weights, lengths and widths.  Even in different colours, if having purple or red boning really matters to you.

To finish the ends, cut and shape them with craft scissors, then heat the ends over a candle to melt and round any sharp edges.  Do the candling outside or in a very well vented room, as the fumes from the heated plastic are unpleasant and burning plastics can be toxic.  I do not know what substance the ‘plastic’ cable ties are made from, so best to be safe rather than sorry.

Hemp Cord

A very period boning.  See the Elizabethan Lady’s website for Missa’s last corset.  Very pretty and practical.  Washes well, but I don’t quite remember how she stuffed the cords in the channels.

Reeds

Fine bamboo blinds [$5 at IKEA almost gets you a lifetime supply] work well here, extra long bamboo barbeque skewers with the sharp ends cut off, or sushi mats are all good sources.  Another very period boning.  Cut and sand and sharp areas.  The one corset I have seen made with an IKEA blind had no treatment of the finished ends, and had not cut through the fabric, but it may have not been worn often.

 Using the Cardboard Corset Form Method

To use this method we must work in pairs.  Get a partner, and decide whose form you will make first that person hold the box around themselves and moves as directed while the other partner folds, marks and cuts the form until it is a custom fit.  This takes a number of markings, cuttings and refittings, but is really a very fast method.  

To begin:

Take a corrugated cardboard box that fits all the way around your torso.  Fold it gently vertically, along its corrugations so it is creased about every inch.  This imitates the eventual workings of the corset boning, so we get a supported working model of your end corset.

Fold the box in half so there is a centre ridge.  Mark centre front with a marker or pencil.

Hold the box so the centre line at your centre front.  

Put the top edge above the top edge of your breasts.  

If the box does not go all the way down to where you think you want the corset to end, your partner will have to add a piece of cardboard to the bottom front with duct tape.  

Mark and then cut out the preliminary underarm curve so the box can be held more comfortably around the wearer’s body.  

Get the wearer to hold her breasts into the place that she is likely to want them in the finished corset.  Pull the box together at the back, and mark the overlap.  This is likely to be at an angle.  This is okay. 

Mark the approximate locations of the back of the armscythe when they are still, and then get the wearer to do some small figure eights with each arm in succession and remark it. This should give you an idea of how low the armhole area of the corset needs to be for free movement in the shoulder area.  Mark where the shoulder straps should sit if you are making them

Repeat, resettling your breasts until you have a close fitting form.Mark where your nipples sit.  The top edge of your corset should be about 1” above this, ending across the fullness of the breast.  Mark where the shoulder straps would be anchored at the front.

Next we transfer to the cloth.

Fitting Your Cloth Corset

Trace the cardboard form marking where the nibbles, centre front, strap attachment points all sit.  Add 1 inch seam allowance all over [which will later be trimmed to ½ inch], and add a number of inches at the lacing zone [centre back, centre front or side fronts].  This will be trimmed later to1 ½ inches at the lacing line.  This allows us to change the angle later if needed.

Apply the cloth over your torso and check the fit.  Remark and adjust as necessary.  This is why we allowed an extra inch all over and several at the lacing zone.

Now cut the dense canvas layer using your natural cotton as a pattern.  

Sew these together at the top, right sides together.   Don’t bother to flip it right side out yet.

Now we will apply a set of lacing strips to it, test fit it now that we can lace it, and adjust again.  You can pin the bottoms together a bit if they are gappy.

Making a set of Lacing Strips.  

Cut a 2 inch wide strip of canvas.  Sew a set of rings to it, about an 1 ½ apart using spiral lacing.  Sew this to the back edge of your corset

Grab a dozen washers or metal fishing rings.  I have used both, and they are all are effective.  Washers tend not to be stainless steel unless you specifically pay more for that, so these will rust if washed and left to dry slowly.  Split fishing rings catch the rattail cord and snarl but are ok in a pinch.  Cover them with nail polish to inhibit the catchiness.

Voila!  You have a fitted corset form.  

Boning Patterns and Channels

How much you bone it is up to you.  There are some standard boning patterns, but basically it is vertical channels in front, some angled ones at the side to help the corset fit smoothly over your curves, and straight again at the back.  

Draw your boning channels with 1/4 inch ease at a minimum on either side of the boning material.  This is essential, as the bones must float, flex and move with you, and they need room to do this without sawing away at the same points in the fabric.  Sew your boning channels once the corset is flipped to the right sides out.

Corset Wisdom and Tricks

Getting in and Out of a Corset Yourself

If you were wealthy, you had servants to help you dress and undress.  So, noblewomen’s clothing frequently had openings that look impossible to handle by yourself.  You could change the corset so it laces in the centre front, the side fronts.  Or you could make it lace in the back, but hook in the front.  

But, if you are a stickler and are making a period corset, how can you get in an out of it yourself if you have the lacing at the back?  

The answer is in two parts:

One is setting your corset to spiral lace.  Spiral lacing involves setting the first two holes event with one another, then the rest in a zig zag fashion rather than evenly like shoe laces.  You use one lace not two.

It doesn’t matter whether you are lacing it up or down, but as long as you are using a single lace set in a corset to spiral lace, and use a slippery cord, you can simply tug the corset up or down until it is snugged up.  You can also use a doorknob or bedpost to help- ask me!

“Help, My Cup Floweth Over!”

if you are ample, getting your breasts to stay inside your corset can be a challenge.  There are a number of ways to ensure this.  

· Lace your corset down, not up.  This means your ties will be at the the small of the back.  This helps ensure the most compression pushing down is at the top.  The reverse method is used by ladies of small bosom.  Lace up to move your breasts up.  Your tie will be at the top of the corset so you won’t want your ties too long, as it could be bulky.

· Add a casing to the top line of the corset and run a cord through it, and tie it at centre front.  This will help pull in the top edge, and you.

· Cut a triangular gusset in the top area of the corset, about an inch or two to the outside and above the nipple line.  This will give your breasts more room.  This is a Victorian adaptation, but it works.

Using the Corset to Ensure Proper Fitting of your Clothes

When I am making a gown for competition, I decide what the waist measurement is that I am going to use for the dress, and then use the corset to ensure I am that size so the dress fits smoothly.  I mark the point where I expect the lace to end with thread through the cord, so I can tell if I have laced it too tightly or too loosely.

This doesn’t mean I am tight lacing the corset- Elizabethan corsets aren’t for tight lacing.  They are for the uniboob look.  Usually a corset adds about an inch to your waistline.  It does not reduce it.
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