
women's underwear history

women's underwear history reveals a fascinating evolution of fashion, function, and societal norms.

From the earliest forms of undergarments in ancient civilizations to the modern-day designs that blend

comfort and style, women's underwear has undergone significant transformations. This article explores

the key periods and innovations that shaped women's underwear, including the materials used, cultural

influences, and technological advancements. Understanding the history of women's underwear

provides insight into changing attitudes towards femininity, body image, and practicality. The journey

from restrictive corsets to breathable cotton briefs highlights both aesthetic preferences and health

considerations. This comprehensive overview will cover ancient origins, medieval and Renaissance

impacts, Victorian era developments, 20th-century revolutions, and contemporary trends. The following

table of contents outlines the main sections discussed.
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Ancient and Classical Origins of Women's Underwear

The roots of women's underwear history trace back to ancient civilizations such as Egypt, Greece, and

Rome. During these times, undergarments primarily served practical purposes, offering modesty and



support. The earliest known undergarments were simple loincloths and bands made from natural

fibers.

Egyptian Influence

In ancient Egypt, women often wore linen loincloths, which were lightweight and breathable in the hot

climate. These garments were simple yet functional, providing a base layer beneath robes or dresses.

Linen was the preferred fabric due to its availability and comfort.

Greek and Roman Undergarments

Greek women utilized a garment called the “strophion,” which was a band of cloth wrapped around

the chest to support the breasts. Roman women adopted similar undergarments, with the addition of

the “subligaculum,” a type of loincloth worn under tunics. These early forms of underwear set the

foundation for future developments in women's lingerie.

Materials and Design

Natural fibers such as linen, wool, and cotton were commonly used. The design focused on ease of

movement and comfort, with little emphasis on shaping or aesthetic appeal. The concept of intimate

apparel was still evolving, influenced heavily by cultural norms and social status.

Medieval and Renaissance Periods

During the medieval and Renaissance eras, women's underwear history reflected the changing

fashions and social structures of Europe. Undergarments became more structured, serving both

functional and decorative purposes.



The Chemise and Smock

The primary undergarment for women in medieval Europe was the chemise or smock. Made from

linen, these loose-fitting garments protected outer clothing from body oils and sweat. They were

typically ankle-length with long sleeves, worn directly against the skin.

Introduction of Stays

By the Renaissance, the use of stays—precursors to corsets—became widespread. Stays were

stiffened bodices designed to shape the torso, emphasizing a narrow waist and upright posture. They

were made from materials like whalebone or stiffened fabric and tied tightly to achieve the desired

silhouette.

Undergarment Materials and Techniques

Advancements in textile production introduced finer fabrics and more elaborate embroidery.

Undergarments began to reflect wealth and status, with luxurious details reserved for the upper

classes. The layering of multiple garments became common, influencing the silhouette and comfort of

women's clothing.

The Victorian Era: Corsets and Crinolines

The Victorian era marked a pivotal chapter in women's underwear history characterized by dramatic

changes in fashion and the introduction of new undergarments that defined the female silhouette.

The Evolution of the Corset

Corsetry reached its peak during the Victorian period, becoming an essential piece of women's

underwear. Corsets were designed to cinch the waist tightly, accentuate the bust, and support the



back. They often incorporated steel boning and lacing, which could be adjusted for fit and shape.

Crinolines and Petticoats

Alongside corsets, crinolines and petticoats were worn to create voluminous skirts. Crinolines were

stiffened hoops made from horsehair or steel, while petticoats were layered underskirts that added

fullness. These undergarments impacted mobility and comfort but were crucial to the fashionable

silhouette of the time.

Health and Social Implications

While corsets enhanced aesthetics, they also raised health concerns due to their restrictive nature.

Medical professionals of the era debated the effects of tight lacing on internal organs and breathing.

Socially, these garments reinforced ideals of femininity and propriety, reflecting broader cultural

attitudes.

20th Century Innovations and Changes

The 20th century was a period of radical transformation in women's underwear history, driven by

changing social roles, technological advances, and evolving fashion trends.

The Decline of the Corset

With the advent of new materials and changing views on women’s freedom, the corset gradually fell

out of favor. The introduction of elastic fabrics and more comfortable designs led to the development of

brassieres and girdles that offered support without extreme restriction.



The Rise of the Brassiere

The modern bra emerged in the early 1900s as a replacement for the corset top. It provided targeted

support for the breasts, improving comfort and mobility. Innovations included adjustable straps, cup

sizing, and varied styles to accommodate different activities and fashions.

Underwear Styles and Fabrics

Throughout the century, women's underwear diversified dramatically, including styles such as briefs,

bikinis, and thongs. Synthetic fabrics like nylon and Lycra revolutionized lingerie by offering stretch,

durability, and ease of care. The influence of popular culture and media also shaped trends and

consumer preferences.

Key Innovations

Introduction of elastic materials for better fit

Mass production making underwear more accessible

Development of seamless and lightweight designs

Increased focus on comfort alongside aesthetics

Modern Trends in Women's Underwear

Contemporary women's underwear history is characterized by a blend of comfort, functionality, and

fashion-forward design. Modern lingerie reflects diverse body types, lifestyle needs, and cultural

attitudes.



Inclusivity and Body Positivity

Recent trends emphasize inclusivity, offering a wide range of sizes and styles to celebrate all body

shapes. The body positivity movement has encouraged brands to design lingerie that empowers

women to feel confident and comfortable in their own skin.

Technological Advancements

Innovations in fabric technology have introduced moisture-wicking, anti-microbial, and sustainable

materials. These advancements improve the practicality of underwear for everyday wear, athletic use,

and sensitive skin.

Sustainability and Ethical Production

Environmental concerns have influenced the underwear industry, with many brands adopting

sustainable practices such as using organic cotton, recycled fibers, and ethical labor standards. This

shift reflects a growing consumer demand for responsible fashion choices.

Popular Modern Styles

Seamless underwear for invisible wear

Lace and mesh designs for aesthetic appeal

Sustainable and organic fabric options

Hybrid lingerie combining support and comfort



Frequently Asked Questions

When did women’s underwear first become a distinct category of

clothing?

Women’s underwear began to emerge as a distinct category of clothing in the late Middle Ages,

around the 14th and 15th centuries, when undergarments like chemises were worn beneath outer

garments for hygiene and modesty.

How did corsets influence women’s underwear history?

Corsets, popular from the 16th to early 20th centuries, shaped women’s figures by cinching the waist

and supporting the bust, fundamentally influencing the design and purpose of women’s underwear as

both functional and fashion items.

What was the significance of the invention of the brassiere in women's

underwear history?

The brassiere, invented in the early 20th century, marked a major shift by providing dedicated support

for the breasts, replacing restrictive corsets and leading to increased comfort and new styles in

women’s underwear.

How did World War II impact women’s underwear styles?

During World War II, fabric rationing led to simpler, more practical designs in women’s underwear,

emphasizing functionality over decoration, and spurred innovations such as the use of new materials

and streamlined silhouettes.

When did women’s underwear become more focused on fashion and



self-expression?

From the 1960s onward, women’s underwear evolved beyond purely functional purposes to include

fashion, comfort, and self-expression, influenced by cultural shifts, the sexual revolution, and advances

in textile technology.

Additional Resources

1. The Corset: A Cultural History

This book explores the evolution of the corset from the 16th century to modern times. It delves into

how corsets shaped not just fashion but also societal views on femininity and body image. Richly

illustrated, it provides insights into the craftsmanship and changing designs over centuries.

2. Undergarments and Identity: Women's Underwear Through the Ages

Focusing on the intersection of fashion and identity, this book traces the history of women's underwear

from ancient civilizations to the 20th century. It examines how undergarments reflected cultural values

and social status. The book also discusses the role of underwear in women's liberation movements.

3. From Petticoats to Panties: The Evolution of Women's Underwear

This comprehensive guide documents the transition from heavy, layered petticoats to the delicate,

functional panties of today. It highlights technological advancements in fabric and design. Readers gain

an understanding of how comfort, aesthetics, and practicality influenced underwear trends.

4. Secrets Beneath the Skirt: A History of Women's Lingerie

Offering a detailed narrative on lingerie, this book uncovers the hidden stories behind intimate apparel.

It covers the social and psychological impact of lingerie on women's self-perception and relationships.

The book also touches on the marketing and commercialization of lingerie.

5. Shaping the Feminine Form: The History of Foundation Garments

This title focuses on foundation garments like girdles, bustiers, and shaping slips. It discusses how

these garments have been used to sculpt and mold the female figure according to prevailing beauty



standards. The book also considers the health implications and feminist critiques of such garments.

6. Intimate Apparel: The Social History of Women's Underwear

This book places women's underwear within the broader context of social history, exploring themes of

class, privacy, and modesty. It draws on historical documents, advertisements, and personal accounts

to illustrate changing attitudes towards undergarments. The narrative spans several centuries and

cultures.

7. Lingerie and Liberation: Women's Underwear in the 20th Century

Focusing on the dramatic changes in the 1900s, this book examines how women's underwear evolved

alongside social revolutions. It highlights the impact of World Wars, the sexual revolution, and feminist

movements on lingerie styles and production. The book includes photographs and fashion plates.

8. The Art of Underwear: Design and Aesthetics in Women's Intimates

This visually stunning book explores the artistry involved in designing women's underwear. It covers

historical and contemporary designers who shaped lingerie fashion. The book emphasizes the balance

between functionality and beauty in intimate apparel.

9. Undergarments Uncovered: A Global History of Women's Underwear

Offering a cross-cultural perspective, this book surveys women's underwear traditions from around the

world. It compares materials, styles, and cultural significance across different regions and epochs. The

book also investigates how globalization has influenced modern underwear trends.
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  women s underwear history: A History of Women's Underwear /[text, Cecil
Saint-Laurent C-ecil Saint-Laurent, Catherine Donzel, Marc Walter, 1986
  women s underwear history: Underwear, the Fashion History Alison Carter, 1992 This book
looks at underwear in general from 1490, and in some depth over the last 150 years, highlighting
women's underwear, which is perhaps the most intriguing, certainly the most variable. Reference to
men's and children's is mainly limited to brief notes on specific innovations, particularly those with a
bearing on developments in women's underwear. Stockings and tights are only briefly mentioned as
they do not quite qualify as under (i.e. hidden) garments. For each of three 50-year periods, from
1840 to 1990, the book looks at the image outside in---that is, the fashionable silhouette, and what
layers were needed beneath to sustain this; then at the reality, inside out---with an analysis of the
actual clothes, fabrics, design and decoration: and finally at the context, round about which focuses
on reminiscences of wearing, and developments in the industry. These last sections also give details
bout making, cleaning and mending, together with notes on buying and selling.--Introduction.
  women s underwear history: The Story of Men’s Underwear Shaun Cole, 2018-03-13
  women s underwear history: The History of Men’s Underwear and Swimwear, Second Edition
Daniel Delis Hill, 2022-01-21 The History of Men’s Underwear and Swimwear features a detailed,
thoroughly illustrated chronology of the development and changing styles of these two “bare
necessities” of masculine dress. Interwoven throughout the study is also an examination of how
these most intimate forms of men’s clothing not only reflected society but also how the evolution of
styles inexorably influenced social change, especially notions of masculinity, modesty, and erotic
exhibitionism. In addition, Daniel Delis Hill looks at more than 100 years of the mass marketing of
men’s underwear and swimwear, especially the progression of visual presentation and the written
message in the era of mass production and mass communication. Cover to cover, the second edition
of History of Men’s Underwear and Swimwear is richly illustrated in color throughout with over 200
period photos and artwork, many never published before.
  women s underwear history: Underwear Alison J. Carter, 1992 This book follows the
development of underwear fashion for men, women and children, from 1500 to the present day. The
book includes illustrations that include advertisements, cartoons, photographs, engravings and
paintings of various articles of underwear. Topics covered include the art of dressing and
undressing, the garments themselves, underwear for specific lifestyles, and technical innovations in
materials and manufacture such as elastic, art silk and lycra.
  women s underwear history: Women and the Machine Julie Wosk, 2021-04-27 An engaging
study of the ways women and machines have been represented in art, photography, advertising, and
literature. —Arwen Palmer Mohun, University of Delaware From sexist jokes about women drivers to
such empowering icons as Amelia Earhart and Rosie the Riveter, representations of the relationship
between women and modern technology in popular culture have been both demeaning and
celebratory. Depictions of women as timid and fearful creatures baffled by machinery have
alternated with images of them as being fully capable of technological mastery and control—and of
lending sex appeal to machines as products. In Women and the Machine, historian Julie Wosk maps
the contradictory ways in which women's interactions with—and understanding of—machinery has
been defined in Western popular culture since the dawn of the Industrial Revolution. Drawing on
both visual and literary sources, Wosk illuminates popular gender stereotypes that have burdened
women throughout modern history while underscoring their advances in what was long considered
the domain of men. Illustrated with more than 150 images, Women and the Machine reveals women
rejoicing in their new liberties and technical skill even as they confront society's ambivalence about
these developments, along with male fantasies and fears. Engaging and entertaining . . . Using
illustrations, cartoons and photographs from the past three centuries, Wosk delineates shifts in
social acceptance of women's relationship to technology . . . her work is complex, comprehensive
and highly readable. — Publishers Weekly Art historian Wosk analyzes the overt and covert
messages in depictions of women and machines in an array of fiction and, more impressively, in
some 150 visual images. — Booklist



  women s underwear history: Women's underwear Najah Ouahab Rassas, 2021-08-13 Flat
pattern design book for women's underwear A complement to pattern making methods for women’s
fashions, this book addresses the entire range of women’s underwear by using flat pattern making
techniques for bras, panties, bodysuits, corsets and bustiers. ABOUT THE AUTHOR Fashion drawer
and pattern drafter graduated from ESMOD Paris, Najah Ouahab Rassas is a teacher in ESMOD
Tunis since more than 20 years. Passionnated in fashion, Najah love to enhance the female body with
beautiful lingerie, like a second skin.
  women s underwear history: Underneath It All Amber J. Keyser, 2018-01-01 For most of
human history, the garments women wore under their clothes were hidden. The earliest underwear
provided warmth and protection. But eventually, women's undergarments became complex
structures designed to shape their bodies to fit the fashion ideals of the time. In the modern era,
undergarments are out in the open, from the designer corsets Madonna wore on stage to Beyoncé's
pregnancy announcement on Instagram. This feminist exploration of women's underwear reveals the
intimate role lingerie plays in defining women's bodies, sexuality, gender identity, and body image. It
is a story of control and restraint but also female empowerment and self-expression. You will never
look at underwear the same way again.
  women s underwear history: Underwear: a History Elizabeth Ewing, 1972 'Without
foundations there can be no fashion', said Christian Dior. He might equally well have said: 'Without
fashion there can be no foundations', for fashion is a shape, a changing shape, and that shape is
mainly, and sometimes even wholly, formed and controlled by what is worn underneath it - by the
corset and other underwear. To the student of the history of fashion it is hardly less essential to
understand the contribution of the unseen than of the visible elements in the constantly changing
feminine outline (and it is as well to stress that this book is concerned only with women's
underwear). Elizabeth Ewing (an M.A. of Glasgow University, where she read English and Greek)
has been closely connected with the fashion and foundationwear industries for many years. She is a
fashion writer and historian. Her approach is given depth by an appreciation of the practical aspects
of design, manufacture and application : what materials were used, how and by whom they were
made up, how they were worn - these more mundane considerations are here for the first time given
their proper weight. Although the book starts as far back as 3000 BC the prehistory of underwear
remains shadowy at least until the reign of Elizabeth I. Thereafter Elizabeth Ewing traces in detail
the part played by the hoop, stays, bum roll, panniers, petticoat, bodice, drawers, corset, brassiere,
knickers, chemise, camisole and all the other contributors to what was outwardly seen. The
influence of social pressures - women's emancipation, sport, the movement 'back to nature'; of the
introduction of new materials and more sophisticated processes of manufacture; and always, overtly
or covertly, of the sexual motivation underlying all fashion. Jean Webber's delicate line illustrations,
and a full bibliography and index, complete this not unimportant contribution to the history of
fashion. --
  women s underwear history: Fashion and Costume in American Popular Culture Valerie
Oliver, 1996-09-24 Providing a convenient and unique look at fashion and costume literature and
how it has developed historically, this volume discusses monographic and reference literature and
provides information on periodicals, research centers, and costume museums and collections. It also
provides a new way of looking at the literature through a database of 58 Library of Congress subject
headings. It covers topics from jeans to wedding dresses and features popular examples of how
clothing is used and reflected in our culture through the literature discussed. Of interest to scholars,
students, and anyone curious about the unique power clothing holds in our lives. Various types of
reference sources are discussed including other guides to the literature, encyclopedia, dictionaries,
biographical dictionaries, specialized bibliographies, and indexing and abstracting services.
Electronic CD-ROM and online databases equivalents are included in the presentation of indexing
and abstracting services with major networks such as OCLC, RLIN, Lexis/Nexis, and Dialog
mentioned as well. In addition a list of 123 research centers, mainly libraries, is provided and
arranged geographically by state, some 176 costume museums and collections of costumes located



at colleges and universities are listed alphabetically, and a list of 278 periodicals on fashion,
costume, clothing and related topics is provided. A database of some 58 clothing and accessory
subject headings is analyzed in the Worldcat database with the literature of the top ten specific
clothing and accessory subject terms limited to media publication format are covered. Additionally,
histories of costume and fashion in the U.S. and works which concentrate on psychological,
sociological or cultural aspects are outlined. An appendix, including the clothing and accessory
database, and author and subject indexes conclude the volume.
  women s underwear history: A Cultural History of Dress and Fashion in the Medieval
Age Sarah-Grace Heller, 2018-11-01 During the medieval period, people invested heavily in looking
good. The finest fashions demanded careful chemistry and compounds imported from great
distances and at considerable risk to merchants; the Church became a major consumer of both the
richest and humblest varieties of cloth, shoes, and adornment; and vernacular poets began to
embroider their stories with hundreds of verses describing a plethora of dress styles, fabrics, and
shopping experiences. Drawing on a wealth of pictorial, textual and object sources, the volume
examines how dress cultures developed – often to a degree of dazzling sophistication – between the
years 800 to 1450. Beautifully illustrated with 100 images, A Cultural History of Dress and Fashion
in the Medieval Age presents an overview of the period with essays on textiles, production and
distribution, the body, belief, gender and sexuality, status, ethnicity, visual representations, and
literary representations.
  women s underwear history: A Revealing History of Women's Underwear Catherine
Michaelis, 2007
  women s underwear history: Fashion Fads through American History Jennifer Grayer Moore,
2015-12-14 Perfect for any reader interested in fashion, history, or popular culture, this text is an
essential resource that presents vital information and informed analysis of key fashion fads not
found elsewhere. Fashion Fads Through American History: Fitting Clothes into Context explores
fashion fads from the 19th century to the current decade, providing the reader with specific insights
into each era. The text draws fascinating connections between what we see in fashion
phenomena—including apparel, accessories, hair, and makeup—and events in popular culture in
general and across history. Written by an art and design historian, the book is ideal for a wide range
of student research projects, especially those in American history, social studies, art, and literature
classes. It covers topics overlooked by fashion history texts because of their origination outside of
the formal fashion system. Each entry provides critical historical context to help readers understand
why the fad originated and why it resonated with consumers, and presents vital information and
analysis of key fashions that were intimately related to currents in contemporary culture. The text
also considers the resurgence of some fashion fads in the late 20th and early 21st centuries and
provides context for their relevance.
  women s underwear history: An Intimate Affair Jill Fields, 2007 Presents the history of
twentieth-century lingerie. This book examines the ways cultural meanings are orchestrated by the
'fashion-industrial complex, ' and the ways in which individuals and groups embrace, reject, or
derive meaning from these everyday, yet significant, intimate articles of clothing.
  women s underwear history: The Lure of Perfection Judith Chazin-Bennahum, 2005 First
Published in 2005. Routledge is an imprint of Taylor & Francis, an informa company.
  women s underwear history: Civilization Without Sexes Mary Louise Roberts, 1994-03-03
After World War I, newly blurred boundaries between male and female created fears among the
French that theirs was becoming a civilization without sexes. This book examines how, through
public debates concerning female identity, French society came to grips with the horrors of the
Great War.
  women s underwear history: Dress in the Age of Jane Austen Hilary Davidson, 2019-10-04
This beautifully illustrated book explores the rich complexity of Regency clothing through the lens of
the collected writings of Jane Austen.
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