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The New Corset Pattern Drafting Masterclass that enables EVERY corsetmaker 

to create the most unique, beautifully fitting corsets youôve ever produced 
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About the author 
Meet Cathy Hay 

You would not expect a mathematician to 

be known for the design and careful 

construction of fine clothing and costume, 

but having this unusual background allows 

Cathy Hay to approach the subject from a 

new perspective. 

 

Not only can her unique method of fitting 

allow her to construct breathtaking 

bespoke corsets for clients worldwide: her 

training as a teacher of Mathematics 

allows her to share her knowledge and her 

discoveries clearly and simply both on her 

websites and at costume makersô events 

around the world. 

 

Working in this way has enabled Cathy to 

identify the problems faced by those who 

wish to make fine corsetry.  

 

Importantly, she discovered that it may not be the makers themselves that cause 

their creations to fail, but rather a lack of communication: experienced makers 

believe they must guard their "secrets" in order to stay in business, and new 

makers start out believing that they must learn everything alone by trial and 

error, wasting valuable time, money and effort. 

 

By sharing knowledge and re-kindling the culture of apprenticeship in a modern, 

technological age, we can return to a world in which true craftsmanship is once again 

loved, appreciated and shared successfully for the greatest advantage to everyone. 

 

 

 

Cathy began sewing at the age of fourteen and became professional ten years later, in 

1996. She completed work for private clients in Britain and then spent a considerable 

period doing so in New England and around New York before returning to the UK in 

2003 to continue bespoke work and set up her educational websites for other 

corsetmakers and costume makers. 

 

Cathy lives with partner Demi and cats close to Nottingham, England. 
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Introduction:  

Corsets are boring! 
 

Since corsetmaking became fashionable again around the turn of the new millenium, 

dedicated artists, seamstresses and engineers have been striving to fathom out these 

fascinating garments and recreate them anew for the twenty-first century. 

 

Materials and patterns have gradually become more available, but we still struggle 

with a very small pool of very plain patterns. 

 

I know this is going to sound controversial, and Iôll probably have a lot of people 

disagreeing with me, but letôs face it: when youôve seen one modern corset, youôve 

pretty much seen them all. Corsets, in their present incarnation, are positively 

boring. 
 

The fitting dilemma 

Meanwhile, consumer demand is 

growing. Clients, friends and 

corsetmakers themselves all want to be 

laced up in a beautiful, flattering, sexy 

shapeé BUT unless you are a regular 

build, moderately busted and small in 

size, achieving a good fit is difficult at 

best. 

 

A few commercial patterns can be 

found; a few real historical styles have 

been simplified, genericised, and made 

generally useable by small specialist 

pattern companies. But they DONôT 

WORK. 

 

Ok, ok, Iôll admit it ï they work some 

of the time. They work if youôre small. 

They work if youôre regularly sized. 

They work if youôre small busted. 
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But what about the rest of us? Can we really say that these one-style-fits-all patterns 

really work if they only work for some of us? If you donôt believe me, Iôve got two 

words for you. Custom overbust. If you felt the slightest frisson of dread, you know 

exactly what Iôm talking about. 

 

Hereôs the rub: corsetmakers are trying to make BESPOKE corsets from GENERIC 

patterns. No wonder they find it hard to shoe-horn unique figures into these 

generalised styles! 

 

The style dilemma 

Thereôs another side to these boring, generic corsets too ï there are so very few styles 

to choose from. Itôs like bra shopping: if you find five bra styles you like in the size 

you need, you still try them on, right? You head for the fitting room because you 

know that some just won't work on you, regardless of the size on the label. So why do 

we assume that any old corset pattern will suit us and feel right? 

 

For our more unique friends, bra buying is a nightmare. Iôm a generic 34B, but Iôll 

never forget the first time I went bra shopping with my plus sized partner Demi. 

 

See this, here? (Iôm pointing at my left shoulder right now.) This is the shoulder she 

cried on in the fitting room of Britainôs biggest underwear retailer because neither of 

the TWO bras available in her size fit her properlyé not because they were the wrong 

size, but because the shape, the cut, the style was wrong for her. 

 

We know that one size does not fit all, but hereôs the truth, for bras, for every garment 

we wear, and ESPECIALLY for corsets: 

 

One STYLE does not fit all. 

 

 
 

Above: image from a 1907 corset advertisement. Women were not all wearing the same style! 
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So let me ask you thisé  

 

× When we want an 1880s corset and we pick up the generic 1880s commercial 

pattern we know and loveé why are we making fiddly adjustments to a 

generic pattern and expecting an easy, well-fitting, flattering result?  

× When a client asks for a bespoke corseté why are we dusting off our generic 

corset drafting instructions and drafting the same thing with different 

measurementsé and then settling for a mediocre result? 

 

 

The corsets we could be making 

Just take a look at the corset on this page. Right now, itôs sitting in a box, wrapped in 

tissue, on a shelf at Leicestershire County Council Museums Service. Why? 

 

Question: When was the last time any of us made corsets that looked this 

good? 

 

Answer: We HAVENôT made any 

that look this goodé.. yet. 
 

 

There is a vast sea of knowledge in our 

museums around the world, and weôre not 

using it. 

 

Just let this sink in for a minute: every 

respectable Victorian woman wore corsets 

every day. Corsets for daytime; corsets for 

evening; corsets for riding; corsets for 

every activity and eventuality. 

 

Corsets were a part of everyday life. They 

didn't just have to be "good enough" to be 

endurable for a night out or a weekend 

event; they had to last all day, every day, 

through every movement a woman made, 

from the finest ladies' silken flossed confection to the hardworking "Pretty 

Housemaid" corset that was a bestseller amongst ladiesô maids.  



 
 

 

 

The Corsetmaking Revolution   by Cathy Hay 

www.FoundationsRevealed.com  7 
© Harman Hay Publications. All rights reserved. 

Photographs of museum corsets © Leicestershire County Council Museums Service 

 

 

For those who could afford it, there were different types of corset for different 

activities ï for riding, for visiting, for evening, for summeré those corsetmakers back 

then really knew what they were doing - they had to, to stay in business! 

 

It makes obvious sense to go back to the source and really study in detail how those 

corsets worked back in the nineteenth century. By re-scaling their work to fit 

ourselves and others, we can begin to uncover the secrets of these gorgeous garments 

- and I believe it's essential to share this exciting opportunity with all of you so that 

we can work together to gain a real understanding of how to make beautiful, sturdy, 

"glove-fitting" corsets that are suitable for everyone, today.  

 

And that's also the only way we're going to be able to start making corsets that 

don't all look the same. Itôs time to stop being boring and start standing out from 

the crowd! 

 

Taking corsetmaking to the next level 

Some professional corsetmakers have already begun to discover this - you can't build 

a corsetmaking business on a single pattern; you need variety that provides something 

for everyone. And I donôt just mean an overbust and an underbust. One style does not 

fit all, any more than one size does. 

 

This is somewhere we need to go as corsetmakers and costumiers. This is the next step 

in corsetmaking for the 21
st
 century. 

 

We need a wider range of styles to choose from, both for aesthetic purposes and to 

provide something that's suitable for everyone. In fact, we need to get the blinkers off 

and work out how to make any style. Excuse me ranting, but does that make sense?  

 

There are so many drop dead 

gorgeous corsets in museums, 

so different from what we've 

got from major pattern 

companies, and we're not 

using them!!  

 

But what if we could? 
 

I think we've all been doing 

the corsetry equivalent of 

trying to make virtually the 

same style of bra in all our 

different sizes, imagining that 
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all women in a particular era wore exactly the same design, and we're getting spotty 

results at best. Are we all wearing the same style of bra right now? Then why do we 

think they all wore the same corset? 

 

If we could choose from all the styles out there in the 

museum collections and draft any of them to size, we 

could create the most exciting breakthrough in the study 

of corsetry since we rediscovered corsets at all.  
 

Am I making sense? Thatôs what this masterclass is about. Itôs about freeing 

ourselves. Itôs about making every extant corset in the world available for you to 

study, grapple with and reproduce. 

 

Itôs about raising the bar and making YOU a better corsetmaker. Let me show you 

how, withé (turn the page!) 
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The New Corset Drafting Masterclass 
Iôve ranted long enough: letôs get stuck right in! 

 

 

1  Choose a pattern 

There are all sorts of wonderful places where you can find extant drawings and 

patterns of historic corsets. 

× Books such as Norah Waughôs Corsets and Crinolines and Jill Salenôs Corsets 

have the hard work done for you. These provide the patterns of many styles of 

extant corset. 

× Google Patents is a surprisingly rich source of wild and wonderful ideas. 

× é and of course, at www.FoundationsRevealed.com weôre pulling together as 

many historic corsets as we can from around the world and patterning them for 

you month by monthé and by using these, youôre tapping into a resource 

thatôs subscription-based ï not available to everyone ï to allow you to really 

develop ideas thatôll make your work stand out. 

× Of course, you can also visit museums yourself and take patterns from the real 

thing. At Foundations Revealed you can find an article written for us by Jill 

Salen giving all the secrets of how she does this.  

 

I invite you to experiment with many different styles and learn all you can as you 

begin to use this masterclass regularly, but for now, select a reasonably simple style 

with which to try the method out. Iôve chosen this one from Corsets and Crinolines to 

use as an example. 

http://www.foundationsrevealed.com/
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2  Take measurements 

Taking measurements is a vital element in the creation of a perfectly fitting garment, 

and itôs imperative that you get it right ï extra care at this stage can save you an 

extraordinary amount of time, effort and cost later.  

 

I need you to make me a few promises: 

 

1. Have these measurements taken by a professional and trusted tailor or 

seamstress. Measuring yourself is unlikely to give an accurate result. This is 

the best way to get it right. However, I have given full instructions below for a 

friend to measure you, in a worst case scenario.  

2. You will be honest about your measurements. Telling little white lies will only 

result in a garment that does not fit. I can guarantee that you will not be 

satisfied with the resulting garment if you have not given your true 

measurements.  

3. The measurements have been taken whilst youôve been wearing what you 
normally plan to wear under the corset, as much as possible (a slip or thin, 

close-fitting t-shirt is fine but thereôs no point measuring yourself whilst 

wearing a sweater.) 

4. However, you will need to wear a well-fitting bra (unpadded) whilst you 

measure, since your assets will then be in a position thatôs more reasonably 

similar to the finished, corsetted position! 


