Stays notes from Mark Hutter workshop

Materials:

Outer fabrics:

Linen

Worsted wool, wool satin -- not infrequently have an underlining between the outer fabric and the core linen layers.

Sometimes fancier fabrics, usually applied to top; some stays have center front with fancier fabric so you don’t have to wear stomacher with an open-fronted gown (seen in Walton painting).

Interior fabric: linen, glazed, starched or stiffened with gum arabic or tragacanth, can be obtained from art supply houses these days, sold as artists’ canvas, or from Ulster Linen in NYC (it’s very stiff and hard to sew through by hand– M.)

Stay laces were sold by the dozen; 7-strand round cord with metal tip (like round shoe laces; similar lacing can be found in upholstery shops).  Few surviving sets of stays have their original laces with them.  Mark has seen some laces that are made of multiple colors of thread.

Stays have a minimum of three layers (inner two layers and outer layer) and up to eight layers in areas with extra reinforcing.  Stays often have reinforcing of buckram or pasteboard behind point in center front.

Most common colors for stays were dark green, followed by dark blue, then white/cream/natural.  According to Mark, this probably was because it’s easy to see the chalk line on dark green or blue fabric, and if you’re using white or cream it’s easy to see graphite pencil marks. Green not necessarily more expensive; labor was cheap, so the labor involved in dyeing fabric green was not a consideration toward cost.

Thread – usually white linen, sometimes white silk.  Very occasionally thread matches outer fabric of stays. 

Webs weaving supply – 2/40 thread

Styles:

Larger breasts need higher stays in the armpit area, to support, cup and push forward the breast tissue; otherwise the tissue gets pushed into armpits and pinched between top of stays.


Straps – most often seen on stays with a larger differential between bust and waist, possibly to keep the stays from sliding down and biting into the waist.  (Avril Hart noted that many English stays have straps, whereas most American stays don’t.  This may be, IMO, a function of the kinds of stays that were collected in England – maybe only fancier stays survived, so more likely to have straps?  Mark puts straps on the stays he makes, to help reinforce correct posture, because modern reenactors aren’t trained to stand correctly.)

In the middle of the 18th century, stays are very conical; the side-back and side-front pieces get curvier as the century goes on – mild s-curve in front, and flare to side-back pieces (where it widens out to a three-fingered shape) in side-back piece.

Early/Mid-century – waist at natural waistline; long, narrow tubular shape.  More exaggerated cone, higher waistline as century progresses.


When alterations are made, they are usually made to the side-front panel.

The number of pieces in a set of stays does not help determine the age of the stays, according to Mark; he thinks the overall style is more important.  More pieces may be needed for figures that need more shaping.

Stay tabs are called ‘fingers’ in 18th c.

Assembly:

Stitching of boning channels is almost universally backstitch, at 10 stitches per inch.

Stays are assembled by folding back seam allowances, putting right sides of pieces together and overcasting the edges, about 10 stitches per inch.  Seam allowances tacked down to back side of stays.

Boning:

Boning is inserted after the stays boning channels are stitched and the stays are assembled, though sometimes you could buy stays in pieces, already boned.

Baleen was the preferred boning.  Steel was seen by 1730s, but not used to bone entire stays; usually used in areas that needed reinforcing, like center front vertical bones and horizontal rib boning.

Other boning materials included splint (oak or ash), pasteboard or pack thread (for light stays), or (esp. in the 17th c.) dents or reeds, which worked for the more tubular/conical shapes of that era.

Most 18th c. baleen is dark – black or brown; later (19th c.) baleen can be lighter.  The Dutch controlled the monopoly on baleen in the 18th c.  It is boiled to soften it, pressed flat, then sliced in a vise.  The baleen is sold already split into long, thin strips to the staymakers.  Thicker strips were used at the lacing edges – 2x as thick as sections used in the rest of the stays; pieces of varying thickness used in different parts of the stays, depending on amt of support needed.


Horizontal rib bones applied in a separate channel stitched to the surface of the interior boning channel layers.

Boning was put into the channels then, when stays were completely boned, cut flush to edge of stays with a chisel.

Many surviving stays have a single stab stitch taken through the (baleen) boning, to help keep it from shifting in the channel.

Busks:

Busk pocket – between lining and interior canvas; usually inserted from the top

Busks – at beginning of century were long and narrow, broad and thick by mid-century, rare at end of century, then more common with the light corsets at the very end.  All were straight, with no contour, to depress the abdomen.  Women with more stomach need a longer busk and broader front to the bottom of the stays.  (We looked at one set of stays that was clearly made to suppress a belly; wide, curved bottom to the stays and buckram or pasteboard behind the point, and busk pocket)

Binding:

Leather most commonly used to bind stays is glazed white sheepskin; very occasionally deerskin is used.  Glazed white sheepskin can be bought from Partner’s Leather, Jonestown NY, ask for Uncle George

Some stays are bound with linen tape (tabby weave).

Seams sometimes, not always, covered with narrow (1/4”) inch leather or tape.  Sometimes see specially-woven tape with small pattern woven into it.  This tape is sewn over the seam with a stab stitch.  The stitches on the back are usually hidden by the lining.

Binding sewn to stays – set the top edge of the binding even with top edge of stays, right sides together.  Sew binding to top layers of stays (in front of boning channels).  Turn the binding over to the back edge and whip down.  This way the boning runs to the edge of the stays, and the binding caps the boning channels.

I think I saw a set of stays there with the binding edge folded under then tacked to the outside, every ½” or so, then turned to the inside and tacked. 

The center back of the stays (lacing edge) is NOT bound with leather; after the outermost boning channel is sewn, the edge of the fabric is folded to the back side and tacked down.

Lining:

Lining goes on last, so it could be easily replaced.  At the lacing edges, it is sewn to the fabric that was folded over from the front, so the lacing eyelets don’t go through the lining.  (Need to sketch this out so it’s clearer…)

Usually white or natural linen, sometimes checked or striped linen, or pieced…  Should be slack, loose

Lining does not follow the exterior pattern of the stays.

Eyelets:

Eyelets are usually sewn with a doubled thread; everything else is single thread.  Hole made with awl, then eyelet sewn with 6 or 8 whip stitches, not buttonhole stitches.

-----

Stays from Fredericksburg – presentation going to be posted at www.kenmore.org

Whalebone in front, oak splints in back replacing whalebone that was removed and used to splice boning in front

Armpits re-bound with cotton tape, maybe for extra padding

Lining extended, patched and pieced

Tabs lined separately

Buckram piece backing center front point

Pregnancy stays in Diderot – lace at back, front and side or side-front

There’s a late 18th c. pair in the DAR collection

Mary Doering’s French stays – covered with blue brocade.  Tabs boned with pasteboard, covered separately from body of stays

Straps fasted with hooks and eyes in back, to eye between body of stays and lining

Straps have two eyelets each, for lacing on a sleeve

Eyelets in back are hidden – lacing strip is behind the outer fabric

May have been altered for theatrical use at some point, hard to tell

