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How to make a corset

The content of this booklet is gathered from al the useful information I found on the Internet, combined with my own experiences. If you recognise some (or a lot) of it’s content to be yours, please don’t be offended: I’m not trying to make money with it, just to make a complete free source for everyone making his or her own corsets. It is very good possible that I didn’t ask for permission to use your advice and texts but I do try to put in the sources used as much as possible! 
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Introduction

1.1 Corset fit
Generally a corset should reduce the waist by about four inches, but it really depends on your size and build. My estimate is that the practical range of reduction for periodic wear (as opposed to "corset-training" for permanent reduction) is approximately ten (for minimal reduction and total comfort) to perhaps twenty percent (pain is beauty...) of the natural waist measurement. If you don't have experience wearing a corset, start with something less extreme. 

1.2 Corset styles

First, you need to select the style of corset you wish to make. There are a variety of options you can choose - from the style of closure, panels, top and bottom edges, silhouettes and trimming. You will find more about this in the next chapter.

Most corsets lace up the back and have a busk closure (Two long metal strips with buttons on one side and eyes on the other) in front, which makes it easier to get into and out of. An alternative to this is to have it zip up the front with a heavy-duty separating zipper. However, you may choose to have it lace up the front only, or up the back only, (although this is less convenient - to get into or out of it without help you will need very long laces). There can also be lacing at the front sides for further adjustment and decoration. The busk closure is the conventional and most durable method, and the method I will use in the following instructions, but the alternatives can come in handy if you need a corset but can't acquire a busk immediately.

The corset can have three or more panels on each side, but four to six panels are most commonly used. Advantages of using more panels include greater precision in contouring which can help make more dramatic waist reduction a little more "comfortable", and that when using five or more panels the seams are generally rather vertical, and cut to the grain of the fabric which makes the fabric easier to work with and the fit more predictable. But, more panels can allow for an exponential increase in the number of opportunities for problems and mistakes if pattern is not transferred accurately, or seams not stitched with proper allowance, especially when using conventional construction method.

The four-panel style can be much quicker to draft, cut and sew, but the angled lines of the seams means that you're dealing with the fabric on the bias (diagonal to the weave of the fabric, which can stretch), which can create unpredicted problems. And if the seams curve side to side the boning may not lay flat which can look ugly (unless you use spiral steel), and extremely so if you're using half-inch wide boning. Because of the nature of corsets - the tension on the fabric and the precise fit necessary - many things that would probably never be of much consequence in sewing other garments can create catastrophes here.

The corset can come over the breasts, high or low (and can gently support, or put the Wonderbra to shame), come to just under the breasts, or come up just over the lower ribs. Corsets that come over and push up the breasts look beautiful if you're voluptuous, but give up gracefully on this one if you're on the smaller side of B. They can come down low over the hips, or end just below the top of the hipbone. When you sit the center bottom of the corset should end above the pubic bone, or the end of the busk will bruise you. Upper and lower edges can be pointed, curved, or straight. If you make a pointed style the points can't be too dramatic or they will tend to stick out and not lay smooth against the body. 

There are many silhouettes that can be used. The waist can come in with one curve from top to bottom, which pushes the bottom of the rib cage in, and the top of the ribcage out. This can become uncomfortable to wear for long periods, as it tends to bruise the area at the bottom of the ribs. If it also comes up high, it can limit the amount of air you can take in. Or, it can come in more sharply at smallest part of waist and then curve out more at bottom or ribs. This can allow a more dramatic looking waist while still allowing for respiration, although it may begin to dig more uncomfortably at the waist than some other styles. 

2 Corset styles in history

Corsets are already being used for centuries to create a fashionable silhouette. What this silhouette exactely is differs per era. In general there are 3 different types of corsets: the Elizabethan corset, Victorian corset and the Edwardian or S-line corset. In this chapter I will explain the differences between these types of corsets and what the influence of these differences is on the construction of the corset.

2.1 Elizabethan corsets

3 Overview of corset construction techniques 
There are two basic methods you can use to construct your corset depending on your needs. Here is a brief overview: 

3.1 Traditional method

It looks much nicer on the inside if you have the patience to do it properly, and is probably more durable, especially if using a delicate fashion fabric. It is, unfortunately, also much more painstaking to make, difficult to make alterations to, and there are far more opportunities for mishaps. 

The corset is constructed using three layers of fabric. The outside layer consists of the "fashion" fabric backed by lining fabric. This will be treated as one layer when sewing. There is a separate layer of inside lining fabric, of the same fabric used to back the fashion fabric. The inside and outside layers are then stitched together by a row of stitching on either side of each seam, which forms a channel to insert the boning. If the fashion fabric is very heavy you may choose to eliminate the backing. 

3.2 Alternate method

This is the method I use almost exclusively. Good for corsets made from heavier fabric, or if you don't have the time or patience to use the traditional method. Handy if using a pattern you are unsure of the fit of as it is easier to alter, and there are FAR fewer opportunities for problems to occur.

It's main disadvantage is that it doesn't look as pretty from the inside, so if you want it to look as good lying on the floor as it does on you may want to use the traditional method.

This is essentially the just the outside layer of the corset as constructed in the traditional method. If the fashion fabric is flimsy I sometimes use two layers of the lining fabric instead of just one. The fashion fabric and lining layer(s) are all treated as one layer. Since there is no separate lining layer, boning must be inserted by sewing casings to the inside or outside of the corset, or creating pockets for boning by stitching down the seam allowance. Stitching boning channels to the inside over the seams helps eliminate the poor aesthetics of raw seam edges. If you use outside boning channels or use the seam allowance to create channels you need to finish the raw edges to prevent fraying by binding or zigzag stitching. 

3.3 Boning placement, seams and finishing styles

Boning generally runs the length of each seam, although in more complicated pattern styles the boning placement may not correspond to the seams (see also chapter 2). You can use one piece centered behind each seam, offset to the side, or you may put boning on either side of each seam. For larger-sized corsets or for extra shaping it may also be placed at the center of each panel, and diagonally in the panels at sides of breasts. One recommendation for Victorian-era corsets specifies that there should be boning approximately every 1 1/4 inches around the top. As a rule, unless I'm doing a four-panel style, I place boning about every two inches at the smallest part of the waist. Boning is also placed to either side of the lacing eyelets.

It can be inserted into casing stitched either on the inside or outside of the corset, or inserted in between the outside layer and the lining layer on the conventional method. If the corset is intended for wearing underneath clothes, inside boning will be more discreet.

As I usually use the alternate construction method I prefer to either topstitch the seam or stitch the allowance down to create one channel next to the seam, or to press the seam allowances open and stitch down either side to create a channel on each side of the seam.

Boning used can be one-half inch wide (solid boning) or one-quarter (spiral steel or solid). Some people recommend always using spiral. It is better for seams, which curve to the side, but that is the only time I use it, as the ends tend to catch in the casing and can be impossible to get free. It also isn't quite as sturdy as solid steel. If using quarter inch boning on a four-panel corset you will probably want to put one strip of boning to either side of the seam. You should always use the solid boning next to the lacing eyelets, and it is better than the spiral for the side panels as it gives better support. 

If doing outside casing you can use same or contrasting fabric, but make sure it's heavy fabric, folded into thirds. You may also want to stitch faux channels on the outside merely for decorative effect, if you want the effect of outside boning with self-fabric but are using a more delicate fabric, or to camouflage boning channel seams that came out less that straight or symmetrical. Velvet or satin ribbon can also be used. Whatever you use for boning channels you will probably also want to use as the binding for the top and the bottom edges. 

4 Tools & materials for making the pattern

· 1/2 yard 60" scrap cloth or 1 yd 45” or a tight fitting t-shirt

· Sharpie or other permanent marker

· Large roll of duct tape (I use Duck Professional--thin and strong.) 

· Mirror measuring tape  

· Scissors, the ones with a flat tip used for removing bandages are extremely useful.

· Babypowder, to use on the places that aren’t covered.

· Time: 2-6 hours 
Making the pattern (duct tape method)

Before you start: it is important to take your measurements as a point of reference. This way you can see whether certain points of the pattern need to be adjusted even before you make muslin. The measurements I find most useful are: 

· Horizontally over the bust (as when measuring for bra size) 

· Vertically over bust to widest part of bust 

· Horizontally at widest part of the bust 

· Vertically from widest part of the bust to underbust 

· Horizontally at underbust 

· Vertically from underbust to bottom of rib cage 

· Horizontally at rib cage 

· Vertically from underbust to waist 

· Horizontally at waist 

· Vertically from waist to high hips (where the hipbones poke out in front) 

· Horizontally at high hips  

Also, take 5 minutes and sew up a sleeveless high-thigh length tunic out of some scrap cloth; saran-wrap is not worth the trouble and will give poor results, or just put on the t-shirt off course.  Use the babypowder on the uncovered areas. Also wear your most comfortable bra and panties when wrapping. If you plan on wearing the corset over pants, wear pants. Otherwise, don't. 

4.1 Wrapping time!

On to the actual wrapping: First, wrap a strip of duct tape over your shoulder, down through your legs, and back up and over your shoulder again. Make it fairly tight. Do it on both sides. The point of this is that there will be a lot of tension at the waistline and everything will have a tendency to collapse and bunch in. This creates vertical tension, which minimizes the bunching, and makes it easier to fit a better pattern. Try to make the tape smooth, rather than tight. Avoid wrinkles when possible. Try not to layer it too thickly.

Use shortish strips, and make as much use of diagonals as possible. Wrap in front of a mirror, and try to keep the best posture possible while you're wrapping. Keep your rear and your shoulders back, and your stomach forward--it's very easy to accidentally flatten your rear (which will throw everything off) if you're not careful. Wrap your waist LAST; this will help you keep the proper posture, and it'll make the whole process more comfortable. 

Most importantly, wrap according to what style of corset you're making. If you're making a divorce corset, wrap each breast separately. If you're making a straight front, pull the front waist down; wrap a mono-bosom; and do not wrap tightly under your breasts, but rather skim over the underbust forming a straight line. Remember, corsets alter a person's shape.  

4.2 Before removing the tape:

This is THE most important part. With a marker, sketch in the lines that you measured before you wrapped yourself. (You might need help with this, or at least 2 mirrors and some flexibility.) Sketch a horizontal line around the widest part of your bust, a vertical line from underbust to waist, and so on. Mark where your hipbones stick out in front, and where your navel is. Mark your waist along the line where you measured it, then 

MARK WHERE IT FEELS LIKE IT SHOULD BE, NOT WHERE IT LOOKS LIKE IT IS OR WHERE THE MEASUREMENT IS SMALLEST.

And don't mark it in only one place and then assume that the line is parallel to the floor all the way around; check where it feels right in the front, the side front, the side, the side back, the back. This will be used to orient the pattern piece on the fabric when you transfer the pattern. Most patterns use a vertical grain line, but for a corset the horizontal grain is what is crucial. What you finally want is that the horizontal grain (the one that stretches the least) is parallel to the waistline. As this is where the greatest tension will be, this area needs to be perfectly on the grain (the fabric will stretch on the bias if the pieces aren't cut properly with the grain of the fabric, and if it is even a little off it can cause problems which may not be evident immediately, as the fabric may stretch with wearing).

Draw a vertical line up your spine and down the center front. At this point, you may also want to sketch in the top and bottom lines of the corset. You're still nowhere near finished with the duct tape! The longest part is yet to come, but it's the part that makes the duct tape technique actually useable by altering it so that it reflects the corset you are about to make. 

4.3 Altering the duct-tape form

After you've cut off the duct tape along the center front, cut up the line at the center back so that you have 2 halves. Now sit down with the measurements you took, and figure out which will be altered by the corset. You will most likely want to reduce the waist measurement, and you may want to squish the bust a bit. Other than that (and one other measurement -- more on that below) you probably won't want to change any of the other measurements. Note the measurement alterations on your measurements sheet. 

4.3.1 And now, on the waist: 

When you cinch in the waist, the underbust-to-waist measurement changes. Think of a right triangle: when you change the length of one of the right angle legs, the length of the hypotenuse changes too. Reducing the waist measurement increases the underbust-to-waist measurement. There is another important factor in locating the waist properly, which I hinted at above: The place where your waist feels best cinched is not always the same place as the smallest measurement around your middle. It is usually a bit lower, and usually lower in the front than in the rear because of bone structure. I call this line where the middle is most comfortable being compressed the 'cinch waist.' The front cinch waist often falls right about where the navel lies, and the rear cinch waist is usually about the same place as the natural waist or a little higher. Now, go figure out where yours is, and remeasure the verticals at center front, side, backside, and center back; write these down. Now, you take your duct tape form, and alter it to fit your measurements. This is harder than it sounds. (You may want to alter both halves, so that you can try it on later. This takes a lot more time, but can be handy.)  

Your first step will generally be to lengthen the waist anywhere from 1/2" to 2", sometimes even more. First, add in enough to move the waist to the cinch waistline, then add in about 1/4" for each inch that you take off your waist. Of course, it's easiest to add all this in at once. Sit down with your measurements; figure out how much should be added at the center front, side, back side, and back center. Then cut the duct tape half along the waistline. Using more duct tape, tape the two pieces back together, leaving the
appropriate gap. (Tape both inside and outside, so that you don't have any exposed stickiness.) Whenever your tape goes over a line, draw that line back in as you go along. When you're done taping, draw the waist line back in along the bottom of where the new tape meets the old tape.     

Now, compare all the measurements of your duct tape half to the measurements you recorded. Whenever they don't match, alter the duct tape form until they do--but be careful that you don't alter too much. This takes judgment and practice. For example, let's say that your underbust measurement is 30", and the duct tape half measures 16" at the underbust for a total of 32". If you were making an underbust corset, you would want the underbust line to be pretty tight, so you might alter the duct tape half to have a 15" (30") underbust line. But, if you're making an over bust corset, you'll want to have a little more space under the bust to preserve the lines of the corset, so you might only reduce the duct tape half to 15.75" (31.5").     

4.4 A few more hints (the rest you'll have to pick up from trial and error):   

· When you're going to reduce or enlarge an area on the corset, draw in the cutting lines before you cut.  Always redraw your measurement lines whenever you tape over them.   

· Only reduce the waist between the lines for the high hips and the bottom of the rib cage.   

· When reducing the waist, diagonal cuts work best.
· 99 times out of 100, you'll need to enlarge the butt of the duct tape form. Do this by inserting one or two triangular gores slightly outside of the center of each butt cheek (about 3-5 inches to the right or left of the center back, just where your butt is starting to curve around to become your hips) with the point of the triangle at the waist line, and the base of the triangle at the bottom line of the corset.
4.4.1 After you have altered the duct tape form: 

If you altered both halves, tape them together along the back center and try it on. You won't be able to check it exactly because of the waist reduction, but you'll get a pretty good idea. Keep in mind that as you cinch your waist it moves lower. Separate the two halves again. If you've already figured out where you want the seams to lie (for example, if you're copying an extant corset) you can just sketch them onto the duct tape and cut out the pieces. If you haven't figured out where the seams are going to lie, you can sketch on the duct tape and figure out what looks best. There's a whole science to figuring out where the seams should be--you'll just have to wait for the book to come out. I'll leave you with this hint: make sure each pattern piece lies flat when you cut it out of the duct tape. (Or rather, can be flattened.) If the piece can't be flattened, just tape it back onto the duct tape half and redraw the seam line, then re-cut.    

This all sounds like a lot of work, but it will save you hours and hours of drafting and muslin-making and draping and fitting and pinning and recutting and tearing out and resewing.

Making the pattern (measuring method)

The making of a corset pattern using this method consists of 3 steps and was used to make an hourglass shaped underbust corset with 4 - 5” reduction. A second person to help you measure is a must!

1. Marking several points on the body of the person who you are making the corset for.

2. Measuring the body. 

3. Transferring the found measurements to a basic 6-piece pattern.

4.5 Step 1, marking points on the body

Have the person stand in front of you, wearing undies. Work from head ->toes.

Mark with an eye-pencil (preferably one which comes of easy) I recommend using a very good friend or if possible boyfriend to practice on. It will take certainly 3 to 5 times to build up a little reference of where all the bodyparts are, under the skin.

Notice that the shoulderblades of a male are wider and longer. The pelvis is smaller and higher, thereby making the (compressable) space between pelvis and ribcage, signifficantly smaller. Using a pipestem in corset design will be almost impossible. 

The female joints, ligaments, connective tissue etc. are usually much more flexible, the allowing the ribcage to be moved/compressed more than in males. 

BACK   (person standing, you sitting on a chair)

· The shoulderblade `s lowest point

· The pelvis, left and right of the spine

· The floating ribs and the lowest points/line of the ribcage just above

FRONT  (person standing, you sitting on a chair)

· The pelvis 

· The lowest line of the ribcage

· Just below the breast 

FRONT   (person sitting upright on a chair with no armrest if possible)

· Mark on the pelvis, just above the upper leg, where the upper leg enters the body

· Mark 2” (5 cm) above the pubic bone

SIDE

· Mark the top of the pelvis

· Mark the lowest part of the ribcage

4.6 Step 2, hight and bottom /topline of the corset

Use the marks as a guide. Try to think in 3-D and see the corset pattern emerge.
BACK   (person standing, you sitting or standing)

· Mark the lowest point on the back where you want the corset to end

· Mark the highest point; take into consideration that overlapping the shoulderblades completely and thereby partly immobilising them will result in restricted arm elevation/movement.

· Overlapping the lowest points by approx. 2 to 3” is fine

FRONT  (person standing, you sitting on a chair)

· Mark the lowest point you want the corset to be, just above the pubic bone 

· Mark the highest point you want the corset to be, start in the middle in between the breasts, then slightly lower under each breast. You can draw a (horizontal) line, or use painters’ tape.

FRONT (person sitting, you opposite on knees)

Mark on the pelvis, a few inches above each leg, with the purpose of allowing the person to sit without the corset sticking in her legs.

SIDE   (person sitting on a chair, you on knees sideways)

Mark a line, connecting the front and the back lowest points. Make sure that you leave the hip/leg partly free so sitting is not hampered.

4.7 Measuring the body

· Draw a centerline from top-bottom on the front and on the back

· Measure underbust, 2” lower, 2 “ lower and repeat until you reach the bottom line you marked.

· Be aware of where the lowest part of the ribcage and floating ribs is, for they are going to be compressed. This particular part is critical.

· Determine the waistline. This is the smallest part of the corset. It can be the lowest part of the ribcage or a few inches lower, usually bellybutton level. Can even build in a pipestem, but respect the pelvis. Base the length of the pipestem on how much space there is between the top of the pelvis and lowest part of the ribcage.

4.8 Transferring it to a basic pattern

· Draw or use tape or just measure on the front of the body the front panel. 

· Do the same on the back.

· Do the same on the side. 

· Make a 6-piece basic corset pattern and transfer the measurements of the body (no reduction included!) to the pattern. You can use an hourglass or different pattern.

· Draw the waistline and determine how much reduction you want

· Draw with a different collar the reduction in the same pattern. Remember which part of the body you are going to compress, and if that’s possible. General rule: lowest part of the ribcage and floating ribs and soft tissue few inches under (bellybutton) can be compressed most. Underbust slightly, pelvis slightly only the muscle and fatty tissue will be flattened, no real reduction is possible. 

· Shape or reshape if nessecary. 

Tools & materials for transferring the pattern 

First the duct-tape pieces (when using the duct tape pattern making method) have to be transferred to pattern paper and after that to the fabric you want to use to make the corset. For the transferring, you will need the following materials:

· Dressmakers pencil

· Long pins

· Measuring tape

· Ruler

· Sharp long scissors or rotary cutter and cutting board

· Fabric (including lining fabric), about 1 - 1 3/4 yd. (0,9 – 1,6 m) depending on width of fabric and size and style of corset, more if you are using self-fabric for outside boning casing and/or binding edges

· Lining fabric: Equal the amount or twice the amount of fashion fabric, depending on construction method used.

More on fabric in the next paragraph.

4.9 Fabric

The best kind of fabric you can use is Coutil, but Coutil is EXPENSIVE, and worth it, so I don't want to risk wasting any of it. So if you're just getting into corset-making, you may want to make a few corsets out of alternative AUS $3-$8 cloth first. Here's what to look for in alternative cloth:

1 Natural fibers. This pretty much translates to cotton, as linen is too stretchy, wool isn't that comfortable unless you spend a LOT on it, and heavyweight silk is expensive. Natural fibers are the most desirable, also because as they breathe better and are more absorbent. When choosing a fabric you should take into account how well it will hold a crease when pressed, (as it makes sewing easier) and how much it stretches. Avoid polyester like the plague.

2 Medium-heavy weight. Think pants weight; lighter, and it will wrinkle, even if it is strong enough, and heavier and it'll get too bulky and stiff
3 Perpendicular weaves. The threads should cross at right angles--this means that twill is NOT a good corset fabric, though it's ok for making a test corset that you'll only wear long enough to see if the pattern works. Twill screws up graining, and it will 'skew' the longer you wear it. Or, if you can find it,
4 Herringbone weaves. You probably know what this looks like, but I'll explain it anyway. Picture a narrow strip of twill going one way, then another strip right beside it going the other way, and so on. The weave looks basically like this:

\/\/\/\/\/

\/\/\/\/\/

\/\/\/\/\/

5 It IS possible to find a herringbone weave at a normal cloth store, although it requires luck and you may have to look for it for a month or two. But I have found a 100% cotton herringbone weave in the denim section several times. 

6 Also, try these sections of the cloth store: 

· Upholstery/decorating: Weights are great for durability, although patterned fabrics are generally scaled too large to be appropriate. 

· Denim (even if you don't find herringbone, not all denim is twill, so some might work)

· Suitings (but check the fiber content of these, as they're usually heavy on the polyester)

4.10 Transferring corset patterns to fabric

4.10.1 Prior to lying out fabric

Often you may find that the fabric has been stretched on the bias, or off of the "square" and you will need to check for this. You can determine that the raw edges are straight (in all the fabrics I've used anyway) by cutting a one or two inch notch into the fabric parallel to the cut edge, and tearing fabric to make a clean edge. Then fold fabric in half with the selvages (or woven edges) of fabric together, and see if the raw edges match up. If not, pull fabric by opposite corners (it's helpful to have the friend handy again for this) until all edges line up. When it is done you should be able to fold the fabric into quarters and have each edge meet up perfectly. Then pull the fabric on the grain each way, and iron to stabilize the fabric. 
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On most fabrics the lengthwise threads are stronger, and there are more of them. Most garment patterns are marked with vertical grain line, because to hang properly they need the strength vertically. With corsets the strongest part of the fabric needs to run horizontally around your body to bear the tension of lacing. If you have used my instructions for making a corset pattern you have marked your grain lines running horizontally on the pattern. If you are using a purchased corset pattern it probably uses vertical grain lines, which may make my directions confusing. Just remember, regardless of how the lines are marked on the pattern you are using, orient them so that the strongest (least stretchy) direction of the fabric runs horizontally to bear the tension.

The best way to cut the pattern is to cut each piece separately, and to use a rotary cutter. This needs to be done very meticulously!!! But keep in mind that inconsistencies in the way the pieces are cut can affect the finished product. And the more panels you use the more dramatic this effect can be. 

If you lack the patience for this you may cut all lining and all fashion fabric at once (I find that, despite the changes that can occur in cutting multiple layers of fabric - from fabric shifting or the blades cutting at an angle through the fabric - that I create even more variance in separately drafting each piece if I am not in a patient mood). If you do this make sure your scissors (or rotary blade) are sharp! If you wish to cheat and cut all the pieces out at once see the following illustrations. Note that these illustrations show the selvage oriented for canvas. The selvage on your lining fabric may be oriented differently, depending on which direction the weave of your fabric is strongest.
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Illustration 'A'  



Illustration 'B'

4.10.2 Laying out corset patterns

Most pieces will have a seam allowance of 5/8 inch (15 mm) added to each side, so allow adequate spacing for this. The inside edge of each center front piece will have 1 inch (25 mm) added, for inserting and anchoring the busk.

Center back will need about 1 1/2 to 2 inches (37 to 50 mm) allowance (enough for width of eyelets/grommets to be used – if you are using those -, plus width for two strips of boning, and a little extra to anchor raw edge in the last seam of the second boning channel) If you need wider allowance for larger eyelets, or if you wish to make corset slightly tighter all over than you could fit the pattern (for tighter lacing), you should plan to add to or subtract from this amount accordingly.

If you wish to reverse the direction of some pieces to conserve fabric you may, unless you are using velvet or fabric with a one-way pattern. If using self-fabric for boning casing, strips should be about 1 1/2 inches (37 mm) wide. These will be cut with grain, and self-fabric bias binding for tops and bottoms should be about 1 1/4 inches (33 mm) wide and will be cut diagonally to grain. 

4.10.3 Transferring corset pattern to fabric

As close to the edge and as accurately as possible, trace the outline of each piece with a sharp fabric pencil (this will be where each piece is stitched, but these lines will not be needed after you have added the seam allowance and cut out the pieces). Mark lines for waist, top, and bottom matching lines by starting line at pattern edge. Rather than continuing line at the angle at which it intersects panel piece you will instead draw it out at an angle perpendicular to edge of fabric. * This way if you are matching up two pieces whose edges curve differently, the matching lines will still meet up accurately at the stitching line. Also transfer busk top and bottom lines on center front pieces on the wrong side of lining fabric.

After drawing the outline for each panel, remove pattern and number accordingly, starting numbering with center front. Using a dressmakers' measuring tape or ruler, carefully mark a new line exactly 5/8 inch (15 mm) out from stitching line, and be consistent about distance all the way down! When doing curved or angled areas, go out from original line at an angle perpendicular to curve. When all pieces are marked and numbered, smooth out fabric(s) again. 

If you will be cutting multiple layers at the same time, carefully pin layers of fabric together to prevent them from shifting when you cut. Keep the layers as flat as possible as you pin. Insert pins horizontally, and use at least three pins - one at top, center, and bottom. Use more if tops or bottoms are more than a few inches wide, or if the fabrics tend to shift.

4.11 Cutting corset patterns

Always cut in the same direction to prevent fabric from shifting or pulling on the bias.

When each piece is cut out, snip a small notch (either a small triangle or just a straight snip - I find that just a straight cut is more accurate, although less easy to see) on each matching line, less than halfway into allowance. Do NOT cut all the way in to stitching line!

Keep multiple layers pinned together until all are cut and numbered. The layer of fabric you first traced your pattern on to will always be marked A, and numbered one through however-many-panels-you-have. Be sure not to mark any pieces upside down!

Now reconnect the lines through panel between notches (the same as you did when first transferring pattern), most important is the waistline. If you are working on a light colour you may want to mark the line by basting or hand stitching with contrasting thread. Continue with all pieces, numbering them appropriately. If you don't have pets or people who are going to rearrange things it's easiest to separate them into four piles now (or two if using alternate method) 1A- ?A lining, 1A - ?A outside, and 1B-?B, etc., etc. See if the line markings are visible through both sides of lining/facing fabric. Pencil will usually go through. If not, redraw them on other side, this may be helpful later. If pieces are cut with edges on a strong bias (diagonal to grain), carefully press them to help stabilize fabric and prevent panel from stretching out of shape. You may also want to stitch close to the edge of the panel to further stabilize it, being careful not to pull or stretch.

Tools & materials for making the corset

As with everything you can do it the best way or do it the best way as the situation permits. If you have access to the proper corset making supplies, you do it the best possible way and use the following materials:

· Thread: - some machines have difficulty sewing with heavier thread, I prefer DMC machine quilting thread or Signature Home Dec/Heavy Duty)

· Needles: (HEAVY-DUTY if using regular thread, or TOPSTITCHING if using quilting buttonhole, upholstery or topstitching thread) 

· Busk: Busk should be at least 1" - 2" shorter than corset. If busk is shorter than that, use heavy hooks and eyes at the bottom (or two or three lacing eyelets at top and extra lacing) and add pieces of 1/2" boning (preferably an inch or two shorter than the full length of corset, short pieces tend to shift) to extend stiffness. I've used 12" busks for almost everything, but they are available in several lengths from 9" to 17". 

· Twill tape Corset waist measurement plus about 4 inches 

· Boning (stays): Flat or spiral steel. Flat is available in 1/2" or 1/4" widths, spiral in 1/4" width. Both come in lengths from 3" to 20". 

· Lacing: Up to 8 yards (7,3 m) (Sold especially for corsets, or try a shoe repair store than has cut-to-order lacing. If you're going to wear this more than once or twice don't use ribbon or twill tape, they won't last long. 

· Awl (stiletto) or ice pick: For making eyelet and busk buttonholes. Do not use hole punch/eyelet setter pliers! The hole punch severs the fibers that weaken fabric (and does terrible job of setting eyelets). Awl spreads the fibers apart with less damage. 

· Grommets or eyelets: 30 - 60, two-piece grommets are sturdier then eyelets and are there for preferable, but small ones are harder to find. 

· Eyelet setter.

· Hammer.

· Zipperfoot for sewing machine

If you don’t have access to corset making supplies it is the case to improvise as good as possible:

· Busk: very handy to get the corset on and off, but if you can’t find one, just don’t use it. Instead I put some extra boning in the center front of the corset.

· Boning: Well this is quite a basic part of a corset so how to solve this problem? As I did some research I found out that in Elizabethan era as well as in some Victorian corsets “rope-boning” was used. This consisted basically of many small boning-channels next to each other that were stuffed with stiff pieces of hemp cord. Now I thought hemp wouldn’t be sturdy enough so when some one tipped me about curtain wire I used that instead. And it worked!

· Grommets or eyelets: I couldn’t find grommets and also didn’t want to damage the fabric by puncturing it. My solution was to sew in sturdy cotton (twill tape) loops at either side of the corset back. With about 3 stichlines it can never be pulled off and allowes for normal lacing without damaging the laces or the corset fabric.

Optional but useful tools and materials are:

· Regular thread for basting

· Hand sewing needles

· Seam ripper (Just in case...) 

· Boning tipping fluid, or boning tips metal tips put over ends of boning to minimize friction from ends of boning on fabric. The metal tips tend to snag on the fabric, making insertion difficult, and requiring slightly wider boning channels. Or you could just cover the ends with a piece of insulation tape.

· Boning casing: For inside boning on alternative method, or for boning not placed at seams on traditional construction, or use strips of lining fabric cut about 1 1/4 inches (33 mm) wide, folded into thirds and pressed. 

· Or: Use strips of fashion fabric or other contrasting fabric for outside casing

· Bias tape: (extra-wide, double fold) Can be used to bind top and bottom edges, or bias-cut strips of fashion fabric can be used, 

· Fray-check: Or other fabric "glue” to “fix” fraying fabric.

· Velvet or satin ribbon: For decorative trim over boning channels, can also be used as top and bottom edge binding, but it is trickier to get to lay smooth over curves than bias cut fabric or tape. 

· Lace: For extra trim at top and bottom, if desired. 

Sewing the corset: Traditional method
4.12 Lining

Lay pieces 1A and 2A face in, and line up center notches in fabric together. The top and bottom lines should roughly line up (and this is a good idiot-check in case you tried to put one of the pieces backwards or upside down - which is easy to do if you're not paying attention - when stitched together they should perfectly line up). Continue until all panels on that side are stitched together. Then do the lining for other side the same way. Press seams open on inside, and press outside.

If you have accurately transferred the matching lines and stitched the panels together, the matching and waistlines should connect all the way around.

4.12.1 Reinforced seams

This looks better if doing single boning rather than double. Follow directions above. Then, press seam toward the back. Do a row of topstitching running the length of each seam. The stitching should go about 1/16 inch from the seam, in the direction that you pressed seam (which should be toward the center back). You will also be doing this to the outside layer. 
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4.12.2 Waist reinforcement

A strip of twill tape or grosgrain ribbon can be run along the waistline to reduce tension on the fabric. The more severely the waist comes in the narrower the ribbon should be. Position tape, centering over waistline. End of tape should go to front and back edges of fabric.

Then, using a large stitch, stitch down the center of the ribbon. There should be some tension on fabric and ribbon as you stitch, but don't pull ribbon too tightly or it will dig into your waist. Gently pull on the lining at the centerline, one panel ahead of where you are stitching, and keep the ribbon centered over line. If you didn't re-mark line on wrong side use notches as guide. Do this on both halves of the corset. 

Compare both sides of corset to make sure they match. If they do, re-stitch on a smaller stitch. Then, stitch one edge of ribbon down. Boning will be inserted from this direction, so it won't catch under the edge of the tape.

Notching seams

Seams with strong curves to them should be notched to make them lay smoother. Don't notch more than halfway into the seam allowance. Press seams again after notching.
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4.13 Outside

You should pin (or baste on largest stitch - staying within seam allowance) each fashion fabric to its' backing, being certain that edges line up. Then match up fabrics as you did for the lining, and stitch, carefully matching up edges of fabric. As you are now stitching through four layers at a time this requires a bit more care. Press seams open, the same way that you did lining, and press the outside.  If you are doing reinforced seams don't forget to topstitch the outside layer now. Notch seams if you did so on lining.

4.13.1 Connecting at center back

Now place lining and outside layers together, right-sides-in, and stitch the center back edges together, at whatever allowance you calculated. If you are uncertain of the final fit and are using a fabric that can be damaged if stitching is removed, you may want to make the seam allowance smaller and take it in later if needed. You may want to place a new guide on your sewing machine to make sure your seam allowance is consistent, or mark in pencil first. Don't assume you'll be accurate just eyeballing it, especially with an allowance this wide. Do this with a stitch big enough that you will be able to rip out later if you need to make a fitting change. It will be topstitched later for reinforcement later. 

4.13.2 Busk insertion

Next, you need to attach the busk at the front center of each side. Determine which side of corset will be on the right side of the body. This side will have the eye portion of the busk.

If you did not locate position of busk when making pattern, do so now on wrong side of lining fabric, in the seam allowance. Place busk on fabric and mark horizontal lines at the top and bottom of busk.

Keep in mind that when finished, the surface where the eyes attach should be on the outside of corset, with the flat edge of the busk towards the body. Position eye portion of busk 1 inch in from center edge of fabric, and draw a vertical line one inch in down length of panel. Then mark horizontal lines at top and bottom edge of each eye. You will be stitching between eyes and leaving spaces at each eye open to insert busk through the layers of fabric.

Place outside layer; face in (with it's backing underneath if you're using one), with the lining, wrong side out, on top. Carefully stitch along vertical line in between lines for eyes. I start from the waistline and work out to either edge like before. I start at the center of each space I'm going to stitch, stitch out to one edge, backstitch up to other edge, then back to middle, as this withstands the stress better. I find that reinforcement by using two rows of stitching is needed along the top portion of busk as this section takes the most stress. 
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Fold fabric right side out, press seams open, and insert the eyes through the holes. Check to see that busk fits in properly. 

Remove busk, and keep fabric right side out. You may place a row of topstitching just in from the edge of the fabric, leaving the same gaps open for the eyes, if you wish. Reinsert busk (and extra 1/2 inch wide boning if the busk was too short), and pin to keep it from slipping out. Then, using a zipper foot on the machine (which allows you to stitch right up against the edge of the busk), stitch the other side of the busk to anchor it. Keep even tension on the lining and outside fabric as you do this, and keep it as tight as you can so the busk won't rub or shift. This will be even more important when doing other side. Stitch slowly so you don't break your needle on the busk!

To do left side, first stitch center edges of lining/outside layers 1 inch from edge, all the way from bottom to top. Press carefully at seam edge, and turn right side out. Topstitch just inside edge to reinforce, if desired. Lay left and right sides of corset next to each other and match up waist lines, and carefully turn over to right side, keeping halves lined up. Mark position of buttons by making a dot about 1/8 inch (the distance from edge of busk to center of button) in from the edge of seam inside each eye. Keep in mind that the seam edge will bear a lot of tension, and that if the eye holes are placed too far from, or too close to the edge, that the buttons may rip the fabric. Also, if the busk halves are not placed in exactly the same place on both sides it will skew the fit of the corset. Then, using your awl, make the holes for the buttons. Only make holes in the fashion fabric and backing, not the lining or it's seam allowance. Poke the tip of the awl through both layers of fabric and gently work the hole bigger. You want to simply spread the fibers apart, not break them, so take your time!

Now insert the busk. Some fabrics will be difficult to insert the buttons through, the holes will close up, and the fibers may snag on the button. If this happens, put a drop of Fray-Check on the tip of the awl, and work it into the hole. This should make it easier. You may also want to pin he fabric next to each button as you go, or they may come out. Using the zipper foot again, stitch as close to the edge of the busk as you can. 

4.14 Attaching lining inside and outside.

4.14.1 Regular seams

Carefully match up seams, and pin layers together every inch or so. Make sure that your center and matching lines line up (pin together at these spots first), as well as the lengths of the seam (an easy way to check this if you used regular seams is to stick a pin straight through the center of the outside seam and see if it comes out the center of the lining seam).

This is also the time to cut the pieces of cotton tape and pin them into position, if you are using the loops-method for the lacing. While sewing the lining to the outside fabric they will be sewn in. Just be sure to put them on the same heights on both sides of the lacing panel. 

If you wish, and are using a fabric that basting won't damage (not satins or pvc) you may baste on largest stitch, just to one side (1/16 inch) of the seam. If you stitch right in the center of the seam it will be very hard to remove the basting and insert the bones.

Whether you are pinning and basting first, or just pinning and stitching, remove pins about 1/4 inch before stitching over them. It is hard to pin them together perfectly smoothly, and if you remove each pin first, any extra slack that may be in one of the layers won't bunch up. 

To minimize shifting and keep the seams smoother do stitching in the same direction. Or, if you will be using real or faux boning channels on the outside (to hide the overlapped stitching), stitch from the center out, as you did when connecting the panels, for the smoothest look

4.14.2 Single boning

If you are doing one strip of boning centered at each seam, and using the corset body to form the channels, match up inside and outside seams and pin the length of seam. Then stitch about 3/16 inch from the center of the seam, on either side. You want room for the boning, plus a little extra so that it isn't a tight squeeze (which could cause the boning to rub fabric or seams more). Work from the outside, so that stitching is parallel to visible outside seams (If you can't get seams perfectly parallel it's better to have them not line up on the inside since it won't show. If you are using spiral steels, or metal tips on flat boning I would allow a little more room, as the tips are bulkier and can snag.

If you are using inside boning channels, pin channels to inside and sew from the outside. If you are going to use decorative trim over channels that will be wide enough to hide any flaws, you may work from the inside. If using outside channels I don't usually pin channel down, but center at top of seam and keep in centered by hand as I stitch down.
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4.14.3 Double boning

If you are doing two strips of boning for each seam (one on each side of seam), stitch about 3/8 from the seam on either side, allowing a little more room if using spiral boning or metal tips on flat boning.
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4.14.4 Improvised boning: curtain wire

For this type of boning I suggest you use the double boning principle and sew some more channels at both sides of the seam. This way you create boning channels between the layers of fabric. These extra boning channels don’t have to follow the seam, they can be sewn in curved or under an angle, according to your wishes.

4.14.5 Additional boning for bust support

If you have a larger bust requiring additional support, diagonal strips of boning should be placed in panels at sides of breasts. Boning should start near top of corset towards front, and slant down towards the back. If it works with the style of corset you're making, I also recommend putting another strip of boning in the next panel towards the back. Start with the bottom of the strip meeting the bottom of the previous strip, and bring it up toward the back, so that they make a V shape. 1/2 boning should be used for this.

4.15 Fitting the corset

Fitting a corset is rather difficult to do. If you fit it un-boned and un-laced, it will only show you if something is drastically wrong. So, essentially you can't really know just how it will fit until you are almost done. To further complicate things, you shouldn't choose your boning until you've done a final fitting, because once you're laced in you may decide to slightly change the top and bottom lines. Since the easiest way to alter the fit is to take in the center back edge, it is best not to do the eyelets until you are sure of the fit.

So, what I recommend, especially if you think you're going to do this again, is buy about 16 long bones, to insert temporarily to do fittings, and buy the final ones when you are done. If you know you'll be doing this again, you just might want to stockpile some of the lengths you think you'll most commonly use.

As for the lacing, just make a temporary lacing panel that you can baste on for fitting. Take a piece of fabric about 2 1/2 inches wide, fold it in half, and stitch the edge. Then stitch a channel for boning a little more than 1/4 inch from the fold, allow space for eyelets, and do another channel, leaving space between channel and edge of fabric for basting onto corset. Repeat for other side. Insert 4 pieces of boning and baste onto corset. If you are working on a delicate fabric baste on the largest stitch you can, in a contrasting thread that will be easier to remove.

If you want to do any changes now, carefully remove stitching connecting both layers at edges of lacing panel. Press where you want new edges to be (make sure they are consistent on both layers!), pin and stitch up again as close as you can to edge, and fit again. It takes a little longer to do this, but it ensures that all the rest of your work hasn't been for nothing, as you can make any little alterations before it's too late! Once you have a corset that shapes you the way you want, you can put it on inside out (to protect the fashion fabric) and put the tape over this to create new corset pattern of a different style.

You will also be able to use this when fitting a new corset that you are working on, and get a clear idea of subtle changes that you may want to make as soon as you've stitched the lining together, without needing boning to support fabric. Just baste up center fronts, baste lacing panels on, and try on over the other corset. Then do a final fitting later with boning in.

4.16 Finishing lacing panel (when using grommets)

If no alterations were needed, stitch a row of topsititching 1/16 inch in from edge of center back. Put another row of stitching about 5/16 in from this. Allow room for eyelets plus about 1/8 inch on either side, and place two more rows of stitching about 5/16 inch apart from each other. You may want to put new guides on your machine for this.

To insert eyelets, carefully mark placement of eyelets. They must be placed exactly the same on both sides! I generally space them about 1 inch apart, but the center 4 on each side I space at 3/4 inch (2 above waist line and 2 below).

Using awl carefully spread apart the fibers. Don't enter fabric at an angle. This can be quite workout on your hands, but go slowly so that you don't break the fibers and weaken the fabric. Insert the eyelet or grommet through the outside of the corset. Once again, the fray check can be useful here. If your awl doesn't make a hole big enough try using a pen, pencil or handle of a makeup or paintbrush, or anything else you can find that might be useful to spread the hole a little wider. When you have gotten it through the other side, fit the back over it, if it has one. Lay the corset with the back of the eyelet on the eyelet setter and gently tap it until the eyelet is set firmly against fabric. A lot of gentle taps are better than a few hard pounds! If you pound too hard the eyelet won't seat right, may split, and will flatten on the front. 
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4.17 Decorative trim

If you wish to use ribbon over boning channels, or any other decorative trim that runs the length of the corset, stitch it on now using strips that go all the way to the edges of fabric. This way the ends will be covered and protected by the edge binding. I sometimes use 5/8-inch wide velvet or satin ribbon to cover boning channel. If you have any doubts that you may stitch into the boning channel, insert boning first and stitch slowly. If you stitch too far into the channel the boning will stop you, hopefully before you break your needle.

If you have any curved seams, baste just inside the edge of the ribbon on the side that will be the inside of the curve, knot the ends of the end you will begin stitching at, and gather the ribbon by pulling on the end of one thread. Lay the ribbon over the seam and adjust the tension on the tread until it lies smoothly over seam. Stitch the inside of the curve first, then the outside, and then remove the basting thread if it is visible.

4.18 Garter hooks

If you wish to attach garters, cut lengths of heavy ribbon (like grosgrain) about 1 1/2 inches long, one for each garter. Mark the placement on the inside of the corset. Fold ribbon strips in half and place them on the inside of the corset, with the edge of ribbon at edge of corset, and folded edge toward center of corset. Double or triple stitch using a small stitch. After edges of corset are bound (directions in next section) they will be folded down so folded edge extends just below edge of corset and stitched down again at seam for edge binding

If you wish to use black garter hooks, they are difficult to find. However, I have bought the plain white ones that you can find at any fabric store, and dyed them black with black leather oil dye. It penetrates the plastic, and has yet to fade or come off.

4.19 Binding top and bottom edges

4.19.1 Bias fabric binding

The most attractive way to bind edges is to use strips of the corset fashion fabric, or other contrasting fabric, cut on the bias, to bind the edges. Strips of fabric cut on the bias will stretch to fit easily and smoothly around the curves. Press the strips of fabric in half with the right side out, then turn under each half and press again so that the raw edges will be turned in. Make one side a little wider than the other. This will be the inside edge of the binding, and it will ensure that it will be firmly stitched down.

Start with the corset right side up, and the bias strip wrong side up. Place bias strip over corset, so that raw edges line up. Leave a little more than 1/4 inch at the ends of tape to turn in. Stitch down at first fold line (about 1/4 inch in, but be consistent) Fold end of tape over to inside, and stitch end down. Then fold strip over to the wrong side of corset, and, if you wish, pin down. Again, working from the outside stitch again, making sure that the inside edge has been caught up. You may stitch right at the folded edge of the binding, so that stitching is not visible or about 1/16 inch in, but check to make sure that the inside edge is stitched down the entire length.

4.19.2 Ribbon

I also use 7/8-inch wide velvet or satin ribbon. This is a bit more difficult to fit around curves, but it can be used, using the same method of basting described in decorative trim above. I work with the outside of the corset up, and lay the ribbon face down over it. Ribbon should be stitched with the bottom edge less than half it's width above the edge of the corset. Stitch the bottom edge about 1/16 inch in. 

Then fold ribbon over to the back. You may wish to pin ribbon down to keep it smooth, as you will be stitching from the front side. The extra width on the inside will ensure that it is caught in the stitching since you won't be able to see. Stitch as close to the edge of ribbon as possible on corset fabric (so stitching isn't readily visible), or on ribbon about 1/16 inch in from edge to anchor it more firmly. Or, if you prefer, you may turn over to wrong side, baste inside edge of ribbon down, turn over and stitch from the outside, then remove basting.

4.20 Variation on traditional method

After busk insertion, turn so right sides are in, and stitch 5/8 inch in along the top and bottom edges, thus eliminating the need for binding edges. Turn right side out. Attach boning casings on inside of corset, folding top edge under. Stitch almost to bottom on both sides, insert boning, turn bottom of casing under, and finish stitching down at bottom. Then turn in and press inside back edges of lacing panel, and stitch. Finish lacing panel as described above. 

Alternate method

Most of the steps are similar to the traditional method. Some may be slightly different, or done in a different order. Read traditional method instructions first for an understanding of the process, as some details explained previously will be referenced, but not repeated, below.

4.21 Busk insertion

The first step is to insert the busk. It is done the same as in the traditional method, except that center front panel isn't attached to the other panels yet (panels of the corset body will be stitched together afterwards) and you way not be working with as many layers of fabric. 

4.22 Lacing panel

With the wrong sides of the fabric out, stitch the back inside edges at 1 - 1.5 inches in (or at whatever seam allowance you calculated). Then follow directions for lacing panel in traditional method. Just as with the busk insertion; panels of the corset body will be attached afterwards. If you feel there may need to do some alterations, I suggest stitching the center back edge on a large stitch that can be removed for adjustments as in conventional instructions. Seam can then be reinforced by topstitching close to the edge later. Or, you may do adjustments to the seam that attaches lacing panel to corset body.

4.23 Corset body

Follow the directions for the outside corset body in traditional method. Then attach the busk and lacing panels the same as you sewed the other panels.

4.24 Waist reinforcement

Similar to previous method. However, ends will not be stitched into busk and lacing panel, as there is only one layer, nor will it be stitched the length of the tape. Edges of tape or ribbon should be turned under and stitched to prevent fraying, then stitched to corset body, at seams used to anchor busk in front, at boning channel seams along the body, and just before eyelets, in back. 

If you are using a fashion fabric that can withstand basting across the waistline (not satin or pvc), basting it will be the most reliable way to ensure that ribbon or tape is the right length (too short will cut into your waist and be uncomfortable, too long will not reinforce the waist properly). After the tape is stitched down to one end, baste down center of waistline (see instructions above), and anchor at other end of corset. Then use boning channel or casing seams to anchor along corset body, and remove basting. If you are attaching separate boning channels, do this first. If you are using seam allowance as channel do this first as in following instructions.

4.25 Finishing and boning

I recommend then doing reinforced seams, as described above, and then stitching boning casing to inside or outside centered over seam. If you wish to do double boning at each seam, you may do regular seams, but it will not be as strong, and you will have twice the work to finish raw seam edges... Since there will be no lining to protect raw seam edges, you will probably want to finish them in one of the following ways:

· If you have a serger to finish the edges this is ideal. Or...

· Zig-zag stitch edges if your machine can do this, or...

· Bind edges with bias binding or twill tape, folding around either side of the fabric. When doing it this way I usually stitch one side down, fold around, and stitch other side. 

After edges are bound, press the seams with the edges folded toward the back of the corset. Then, topstitch about 1/16 inch in from edge of seam, then stitch edges down about 3/8 inch from center seam (enough to allow boning to slide in easily) and insert boning in the channels this creates.

4.26 Decorative trim

See traditional method 

4.27 Binding top and bottom edges

See traditional method 
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