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The subject of "bodices" was once again brought up at Peekskill. I'm referring to the so-called "English Bodice" or "French Bodice" that is sold by various vendors, as either a pattern or as a ready-to-wear garment. It is a short, sleeveless vest-type thing, sometimes with tabs at the waist. This particular garment is NOT approved for use at BAR events. 

What makes the "bodice" such an insidious little item is that it resembles several garments that are correct. Sometimes it looks like what are called jumps. (I believe the French called their version a "corset blanc.") Jumps are meant to be a less restrictive alternative to stays, and, in every respect, should be treated the same as stays. In other words, they must be tight enough to shape the body, and they should be worn under a gown or jacket. (Women engaged in strenuous activity may well have stripped down to their stays or jumps; nevertheless, they were considered underwear.) The "bodice" commonly seen at events, however, is rarely utilized as underwear.

This "bodice" of ill-repute also resembles a waistcoat. Finely-quilted waistcoats were sometimes worn for warmth, again, under another garment, or at home for "undress" wear. Waistcoats were also part of the riding habit, and usually were worn with lightly boned stays or jumps underneath, and a jacket over it. Also, a truly destitute woman may well have donned a man's cast-off waistcoat. But the "bodice" doesn't match any of these garments either.

Earlier in the century, jackets often had detachable sleeves. When this jacket was worn without its sleeves, it kind of looks like the "bodice". To further confuse matters, the BAR has a very nice pattern for a "Fitted Bodice with Sleeves". (I think there is a commercial pattern for a "Juste au Corps" that is similar.) This garment might be one of the things that was often called a jacket. It is not the "bad bodice."

So, what exactly is wrong with the thingie that reenactors call the "bodice"? First of all, the off-the-rack ones I've seen are usually made of polished cotton, or sometimes a tapestry-type fabric. Let's say the "bodice" is supposed to function like jumps or stays; if it were made of such expensive fabric as fine cotton or brocade, you'd likely be rich enough that you would not be wearing your underwear in public. 

Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, the cut of these "bodices" just doesn't follow 18th century principles of tailoring at all. Generally, they are too loose. The neckline is usually wrong, sometimes dipping below the breasts, which gives that "ye olde colonial barmaid" look we must avoid. Also, the neckline on these "bodices" is usually way too narrow. If you were wearing a sleeved jacket, without the sleeves, the shoulder straps would be wide apart, and would have holes or laces (or some combination of these) where the sleeves would've gone. Jumps also should have a wider neckline than what is usually seen on "bodices." Finally, the bad "bodices" rarely have the correct side seam; on most 18th C. garments, the "side" seams are not actually on the sides, but are curved in on the back, sort of like a "princess seam". 

How did the ever-popular, yet inauthentic "bodice" became so entrenched among reenactors? If you are curious, the 18cWoman List recently had a fascinating discussion on the modern origins of this pernicious garment, that might answer the question. Among the postings was a paraphrased quotation from the late, great Janet Arnold, that sums up the mystery. She just couldn't understand the reenactors' obsession with a garment that could not be documented because it never existed. 

If you own a bodice that is tight enough (or can be made tight enough) to mold your body, just as stays or jumps would mold your body, then you may wear it under a gown or jacket. Otherwise, the use of the bodice is, shall we say, "actively discouraged". There are many documented garments available for you to wear; why wear one that is "iffy" at best? Instead of the "bodice", make the so-called "American Shortgown", which is amazingly simple to sew. Even better, try a fitted garment. I think that we should probably be wearing more "English gowns" -- either short or long -- or more "sacque-back" gowns, or more sleeved jackets.

But, that's a topic for another article....

