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0CHAPTER

INTRODUCTION

the centuries, women on reaching puberty have been required
1

!
flat as boards while their mothers, at the turn of the century,
were supposed to have heaving breasts balanced by an equally

The treatment of the bosom in costume has beenprotruding rump.

being climate, morality, fertility and sexuality, resulting in
such widely differing statements as the bared Minoans and the ' Iupholstered Victorians.

Last summer's "Fashion and Surrealism" Exhibition at the Victoria
and Albert Museum in London, featured many exhibits which embodied
this fascination with the breast/ e.g. Jean-Paul Gaultier's
Cornet Bust Dress (1986) (See Fig. 1.3) .

to the present day.

-1-

It was the experience of seeing this display which inspired me 
to investigate various attitudes and reactions to the bosom up

proportions (See Fig. 1.1, 1.2).
slimline clothes meant it was obligatory for women to be as

by fashion or male sexual fantasy to either squash their natural 
assets flat or push and pad them out, often to preposterous

In the 1920's, for instance,

Possibly no area of the female anatomy has 
aroused such intensely -different feelings 
as the breast.

I

i Nd

When an infant is born it naturally seeks the breast 
of nourishment and security. Analysts agree that the infant 
does not perceive its mother as a totality, but as various 
points of contact of which oral contact with the breast is

as a source
What is the source of this fascination with the female bosom?

ill*

influenced throughout history by a wide range of factors, some
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Solid foundations
Laced and boned (1905)

Straight cotton corselette 
(1925)

,'K



fell
1

fefe

Fig. 1.3
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Jean-Paul Gaultier (Paris) 
Bust Dress, 1986, Orange Velvet



In other words,is most important.

(See Fig. 1.4) .

1In the Western developed world, women's breasts are said by

|!

out in the way of sexual attributes as have men.

and seek either to exploit or repress them?
attitude in response is illustrated by the remark made by
Queen Elizabeth I, a pillar of liberated female power:

I ■

18th century

4
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myth to be the two halves of the Apple from the Garden of
Eden, while Adam's testicles were formed from another - this

ij

pudenda), 
treat me thus.

(See Fig. 1.5)

A perfectly beautiful woman must have an 
English face, a German body and a podex 
from Paris.

line of thought suggests that women have just as much sticking
Is this

the reason why men fundamentally resent these attributes,
The woman's

The child establishes its first significant 
relationship with the outside world by way 

2 
of the part object "breast".

Women in general have proved themselves willing to please their 
men and subject themselves to the rigorous demands made by 
male caprice on their form and proportions.
prescriptive manuals such as "Squires of Beauty" (1747) and 
"Academy of the Graces" (1760), published in Paris, instructed 
on the subject of thighs, calves, knees, buttocks and especially 
the size, colouring and shape of the breasts.

Had I been crested ff.e. had she a penis) 
instead of cloven ("referring to her own 

you would not have dared to
3
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Ditchley portrait of Queen Elizabeth I, 
by Gheeraerts the Younger.
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■8 That the fascination with the breast continues is made evident

I
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As an amorous wind drives the sails of my 
senses upon the shipless sea of her marble 
breast, I spy Venus swimming on two shells, 
the pure milk of grace adhering round her

,. 5rubies.

no more a wider exposure than ever before, 
acceptably out in the open.

This subject is 
it is just more

by the proliferation of "Page Three Girls" and Exotic Dancers 
(See Fig. 1.6 and I.6a). I had the pleasure of seeing this \ 
woman perform, on a wet Sunday morning some months ago, in 
Dublin, a sad case but a full house!

!|
1(1

It sometimes seems as though the enduring 
fascination with the female breast is 
threatening to swamp every aspect of 
British Society. They turn up in newspapers 
at least once a day, and more on weekends. 
They make routine appearances in films, 
pop up in fashion magazines and line the 
top shelf of every newsagent. In the 1980's, 
for the first time, a woman can achieve fame 
simply for the size and shape of her chest. 
It is a shortlived, fame, for whilst the size 
of her chest will remain the same, the shape, 
I fear, is certainly transient.

In the late 17th century, nursing infants was considered 
disgraceful according to Eduard Fuchs, a 17th century German 
writer. The breast had a sexual value from which any other 
function might detract. In contemporary literature all that 

valued in women was their sexual physiognomy, especially 
the breasts:
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The classic champagne glass is modelled 
on the perfect breast of the Empress 
Josephone, wife of Napoleon, 

i 
Susan Irvine.

'iJhe Greeks and Romans as part of their pagan worship and 

lifestyle, thus accepted and celebrated the body, their dress -—.—
reflected this (See Fig. II. 1) and it can be seen how the

represents a complete departure from the styles observed in 
other European civilizations, the women dressed in flowing 
floor-length skirts, which occasionally have flounces like 
those shown in wall paintings and figurines (See Fig. II.2). 
Although they sometimes appear to be naked above the waist 
other figures clearly show them wearing tight-fitting bodices 
which leave the breast bare (See Fig. 11.2a). Helf protuberant
breasts suggest that the fashion itself might have had its origin 
in fertility rites.

The costume of Minoan women (Crete c.

The bodice is laced across the abdomen but leaves the breasts 
It has short sleeves, surviving representations / 

make it clear that it was sewn together from a number of panels. 
In Fig. II.2a., the physical type is regal, and the breasts are 
provocatively exposed, but instead of plunging a dagger into her 
own breast, the Minoan goddess has snakes twisted around her 
arms, which she extends in a commanding gesture. From the 
symbolic point of view, the difference is not enormous — the 
snake is as common a phallic symbol as the dagger - though the 
goddess is quite evidently in charge of the situation in which 
she finds herself (See Fig. II.2a).
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Greek men and women both wore versions of the 
Peplos or Chiton, a rectangle of woollen - later 
linen - cloth which was draped about the body.
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Fig. II.2a.
Gold and ivory Minoan goddess. 
Wearing a tight-fitting bodice 
and flounced skirts with a roll 
belt, the bust is left exposed.

Figurine of a Minoan woman in 
a long skirt, c. 2000 B.C.



The robe which they wore was

beneath the

’1
a

IJ
■

I
-13-

1

The costume of Egyptian women of c. 4000 B.C. was simple to 
the point of austerity, relying almost entirely on accessories 
and personal adornments (particularly elaborate jewellery) to 
provide colour and interest. The robe which they wore was a 
rectangle of semi-transparent fabric, which was tied in a knot 

breasts, which made a feature of them (See Fig.II.3).
Nipples were gilded for emphasis.

There is no doubt, that Christianity did induce 
a new sense of guilt about the body, and 
that Judaeo-Christian culture suffused sexuality 
with a sense of sinfullness. Yet early 
Renaissance society was contradictory, an 
intensely religious culture that was becoming 
simultaneously dedicated to secular success, 
economic expansion and luxurious living, so 
that from its origins, European fashion 
articulated a tension between expressing

Q 
sexual guilt and subverting it.
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to those of the late Roman Empire.
become more heavyweight and ornate, concealing the delight

t
of the flesh in semi-fitted opulence (See Fig. II.4).

The neck line was dropped to the outer shoulderactivity.

(See Fig. II.5) .into evidencefl
Crusades to the East, where the concept of femininity was at

fl once protective and sensuous, changed the image of Western
Having been treated like a minor, an enemy of thewoman.

a Church (had not Eve caused the Fall from the Garden of Eden?)
and a second class man (Northern tradition had expected her to
hunt with her brothers and pour her father's mead), she was now
hauled from the dung of the courtyard and set on a dainty
pedestal. Accordingly, women of the upper classes began to
dress less like drab, rumpled drudges and more like exquisite
statuettes.

Fashions

The Italians
were

fl

-15-
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Ages, reflecting the new artistic energy awakening throughout 
Renaissance Europe.

The deliberate slashing of velvet and brocade exemplified the 
development of extreme and daring fashions.

the most restrained and avoided grotesque distortion of 
the outline of the

In the 15th century, the silhouette became rather longer, with 
a high waist and bosom seamed to appear smaller.
demonstrate a complete break from the traditions of the Middle

with the waist accentuated which optically brought the breasts
This change came about by 

the flowering of chivalry and courtly love, fertilized by the

During the Middle Ages, costume became more elegant and more 
practical than previously, in that it was of a closer fit 
around the torso, leaving no excess fabric in the way during

padding popular in the North, 
de Vinci's.’", Mona Lisa (Fig. 
of Catherine of Aragon (Fig.

figure, and they never adopted the heavy
This can be seen in Leonardo 

II.5a) compared with the painting 
II.5b.), both painted late

The basic garments in Byzantine culture were similar in shape
Fabrics, however, had
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Mosaic, depicting Salome from St. Mark's, Venice. 
Byzantine costume influenced styles throughout 
the Medieval World. It was particularly 
remarkable for its lavish use of colour and 
rich fabrics, usually of silk.
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accentuated waist 
of large breasts.Dropped neckline and 

gives optical illusion
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15th century.

the face.

-1
■

the dress of their female contemporaries. It must be

inherited her father's love of display. She was not a lady

breast.

-18-
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to be outdone, and it is not surprising that a mode of dress 
should have emerged which allowed her to outshine the men of 
the Court.

remembered that Queen Elizabeth I, for much of her reign 
the most powerful and influential monarch in Europe, had

The rigidity and ostentation which dominated men1s costume 
during the late sixteenth century was even more obvious in

discrimination in matters of dress, provided a means of 
exhibiting not only one's wealth but one's superior taste. 
The beauty now began to lie as much in the eye of the wearer 
as the beholder.

the divided nude body.
the body just under the breasts, might suggest a new sense
of feminina beauty, whereby the breasts were somehow part of

The new concept of 'elegance', in the sense of

The upper portion of this female image, rendered as a nude 
half-length, became a Renaissance convention - a whole sub
division of the genre of bust portraiture - and it is possible 
that this particular female image grew out of the sense of

An emphatic horizontal line, cutting

Power dressing r concealing sexuality, covered breast behind 
/ \ 

stiff wall (See Fig. II.6), the Armada portrait of Elizabeth I, 
painted around 1588, demonstrating complete concealment of the

Four years later, we see the Ditchley portrait of 
Elizabeth again (See Fig. 1.5). This time the body is still 
as much concealed apart from the bosom, which is almost on 
display, the neckline runs across just above the nipples and 
the neck ruff runs at an angle to the furthest point of the 
bust.
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Catherine of Aragon, 
Unknown artist.

Mona Lisa, 
Leonardo de Vinci 
(1452 - 1519)
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The Annada portrait of Elizabeth I, painted, 
it is thought, in 1588, demonstrating 
complete concealment of the breast.

I
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This low in extreme decolletage was worn by elegant ladies
Descriptions referat the end of the sixteenth century.

to "Naked Breasts" although nipples do not show in aristocratic

than as weapons (See Fig. II.7) like paired lips and eyes.

Many of the paintings■ portray nipples as if they were applied cosmetics - another
paired element of feminine decor, like earrings or falsea eyelashes. They were almost certainly reddened, and the
breasts whitened, as was the face.

Changes in women's fashions during the first half of the
seventeenth century were even more dramatic than those of their
male contemporaries. The new interest in the bosom demanded

i i!

a

More daring
an

■ -21-

11/

they were pictured as another set of female double adornments, 
and obviously idealized (See Fig. II.8).

;iJ'
The severe styles

of the late Renaissance persisted until about 1625, but after
that date women began to prefer lighter and freer fashions.
A very low square cut decolletage was introduced (See Fig.II.10).
The Puritan element disapproved of such immodesty, and there was 

vogue for covering the shoulders and bosom with folds of 
sheer lawn and lace.

ladies supported this fashion, but adapted it to 
allow this cape - fastened at the throat to fall apart in 
inverted 'V', thus displaying a handsome area of cleavage.

more exposure than compression, and the bosom began to look 
as if it might escape (See Fig. II.9).

portraiture. Sixteenth century nudes, however, often have 
nipplesr, like cherries or jewels, this ress'emblance being 
emphasized in the half-length nude portraits. The bare 
breasted portrait, as opposed to the idealized fantasy picture, 
made full use of the two breasts as sexual ornaments rather
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School of Fontainebleau, 
Lady at Her Toilette, c.1550.
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Fig. II.8 Ecole de Fontainebleau
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The two smart French ladies (sisters), 
Gabrielle d'Estrees and the Duchesse de 
Villars, has been labelled by posterity 
with all sorts of lesbian overtones which 
are quite inaccurate.
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Fig. II.9
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"Le Chapeau de Paille", 
p.p. Rubens (1577 - 1640).
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Fig. II.10
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The Rubensque ideal:
The Painter's second wife, 
Helene Fourment, 1638.
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I
I It was fashionable at the Court of James I, in the late

ii
■ She

■
particularly white, and very much in evidence. The bosom is

N also painted and lightly glazed to give the fashionable

The Queen was

M

in formal costume.

-26-
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It is interesting to observe that Lady Elizabeth Grey's (See 
Fig. 11.12) complexion seems to be of a slightly more natural 
shade of white than the bosom.

enamelled appearance which English ladies, following the 
example of their Queen, valued so highly, 
the powerful fashion dictator.

N

Wearing 
much black which showed off a fair complexion, the bosom looks

Seventeenth century artists could paint what was thought to 
be a kind of "timeless" costume, unfettered by the details of 
fashionable dress, it is what contemporaries called a 'loose
bodied gown', i.e. without the rigid whaleboning customary

Even though the sitter is wearing free 
garments, the effect is created of a tight corset pushing up 
the bust to form two round globes (See Fig. 11.13).

In Fig. II.12a, Queen Anne/ 1700,•_sports a daring decolletage 
and some subtle uplift.

is probably meant to be Venus, the Goddess of Love.
Fig. 11.12 shows a lady-in-waiting to Queen Anne of Denmark.
She is in mourning for the Queen who died in 1619.

Blue veins were admired as they served to make 
the skin appear more transparent, they were 

g
painted on the face and bosom.

sixteenth century, for sitters to be depicted in Masque 
costume, part of the language of allegory and fantasy which 
conveyed a message to the viewer. Not even the most 
adventurous lady at court, however, would reveal so much 
of her body on a social occasion (See Fig.II.11).
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Lady Elizabeth Pope, 1615 
by Robert Peake (1551 - 1619)

l'|
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Fig. 11.12
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Lady Elizabeth Grey, 
Countess of Kent, 1619. 
by Paul Van Somer (1576 - 1622).
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Fig. II.12a

-29-

I1

Queen Anne, 1700.
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Fig. 11.13
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A Lady as a Shepherdess, 1670. 
by Gerard Soest (1600 - 1681).



at another brazenly revealed (See Fig. 11.12) compared with■I Fig. 11.14, both early seventeenth century.

■■ (1789), dress continued to be a courtly affair. Rank
continued to dictate styles of dress to a large extent through
out the period from the fourteenth century to the beginning
of the Industrial Revolution in the last quarter of the
eighteenth century when the nature of capitalism changed

.1drastically.

In Fig. 11.15, the creaminess of the fine lace flatters the skin
of both the face and bosom, showing what Hogarth called,

sex.

-31-

. The rise of the bourgeoisie was crucial in the development 
of fashion, although at least until the French Revolution

The Lady's Magazine (1772), describing the 'properties of a perfect 
Beauty', concluded that the face should be oval, the skin

4zz elegant degree of plumpness peculiar 
to the skin of the softer ----

Yet, fashionable dress hid sexuality even while displaying 
it, and drew attention to the body in an ambivalent way. 
Some parts of the female body, particularly the leg, had at 
all times to be concealed; others were at one period hidden.

All over Europe, breasts were shown to be larger and rounder 
than they had been a century earlier. They cast deeper 
shadows and reflected sharper highlights.

transparent, the cheeks 'should be firm, vermillioned' , the 
eyes 'moderately large', and the bosom small - 'too much bosom 
disfigures and appears rather vulgar'. There is also a rose 
placed provocatively at the bosom (See Fig. 11.16)
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Fig. 11.14
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The body concealed under sumptuous 
materials with elaborate detail. 
Early 17th century.



Fig. 11.15
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Lavina Fenton, later Duchess of Bolton, 1740 
by William Hogarth (1697 - 1764)

* 
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Fig. 11.16
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The Artist's Daughter, Mary, 
by Thomas Gainsborough (1727 -

1777 
1788).
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The nineteenth century began with the revival of the Greek

became outmoded with the development of Victorian values,
soon gave

Nineteenth century Romantic notions of female sexuality even-

By 1820, the nipple no longer escaped, but the recently
reinvented corset saw to it that the breasts were larger.
rounder and more noticeable than ever.

A host of semi-pornagraphic photographers and graphic artists
portrayed elegantly dressed women opening their clothes to
display their breasts, sometimes coyly comparing themselves
to statues of Venus.

But even after decolletage became
customary in the late Middle Ages, breasts seemed difficult
to attach to the rest of the body in representations of the
nude.

These

Cleavage,

-35

The beauty of female breasts was not only an accepted idea 
but a visible fact.

Victorian women were obsessed with the tiny waist, which drew 
attention to the hips and the breast (See Fig. 11.17) . 
women were caught between modesty and the instinctive desire 
to make themselves sexually intersting objects, 
even amongst the most respectable, could reach almost to the 
waist at night, and exposure of the upper part of the breasts 
was the rule rather than the exception, provided that the 
nipples were covered, although they could be hinted at.
Uplift was provided not by brassieres but corsets, which pushed 
the breasts up into the likeness of a pair of melons (See 
Fig. 11.18) .

tually produced a still more intense eroticization of the 
breast, dependent on the new fashionable rule for struct control 
of exposure, combined with emphatic protrusion of shape.

style - Empire Line - which concealed the bosom while making 
a feature of it. However, this simplicity of style soon

the appreciation of the natural form of the body
way to confinement and distortion - the corset and crinoline.


