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Hampdenwoman recreatingwhatmay beworld’s first bra
BY JUDY HARRISON
OF THE BDN STAFF

A local artist is part of an
international project to cre-
ate a replicas of the medieval
bras found under the floor of
a castle in Austria in 2008.

That may not sound very
prestigious, but Rachel Case,
42, of Hampden is one of two
women in the world working
to document the finding and
construction of what is be-
lieved to be the earliest bras-
sieres ever discovered.

Case, who teaches art in
Hermon, visited the Insti-
tute of Archaeology at the
University of Innsbruck,
Austria, to examine the arti-
facts. Together with Beatrix
Nutz, an archeologist at the
university with a specialty
in textiles, Case studied the
surviving linen pieces of the
bras and the corset found in
the Lengberg Castle.

Based on the photographs
and measurements Case took
of them, she has completed
what she believes is an accu-
rate replica of one of the medi-
eval garments that, using car-
bon dating, was confirmed as
having been made in the late
14th to mid-15th century.

The cups were construct-
ed of two separate pieces of
fabric. The garments did
not fasten in the back or
front as modern bras do but

laced up one side.
“This is made for a very

small person -- probably not
a full-size adult because it is
so small -- with very round
apple-sized breasts,” Case
said last month in her home
workshop as she described
the garment. “This is the
style the archaeologist
[Nutz] calls the longline bra
because it looks a lot like a
1940s-style bullet bra with
two-piece cups [that laces
up the sides].”

The reason the find is so
important, Nutz wrote in
article published in July
2012 in BBC History maga-
zine, is that before the Leng-
berg find all archeologists
had known about medieval
underwear is that “men
wore shirts and braies (me-
dieval underpants resem-
bling modern-day shorts),
and women [wore] a smock
or chemise and no pants.”

References to possible fe-
male breast support by me-
dieval writers exist, “but
they are rather vague on the
topic,” Nutz said. She cited
two references, both written
by men, that referred to
“breast bags” inserted into
women’s clothing.

“Up to now there was noth-
ing to indicate the existence
of bras with clearly visible
cups before the 19th century,”
Nutz wrote for a University of

Innsbruck publication.
“Thereareconsiderabledif-

ferences of opinion as to who
‘invented’ the brassiere or
bra,” she said. “Among those
named is the French corset-
maker Herminie Cadolle in
thelate18thcenturyandMary
Phelps Jacob, who was award-
ed a U.S. patent in 1914.”

Case’s interest in medi-
eval fashion was sparked by
her involvement in the
local chapter of the Society
for Creative Anachronism.
The society is an interna-
tional organization dedicat-
ed to researching and re-
creating the arts, skills and
traditions of pre-17th cen-
tury Europe, according to
its website.

One of Case’s skills is
making costumes for her
family and other members
of the group for events and
fairs. She is trying to be as
authentic as possible in re-
constructing the bras, sew-
ing the pieces together by
hand using the same kind of
finger-loop braiding found
on one of the artifacts.

During her visit to Aus-
tria, funded by the Janet Ar-
nold Award from the Society
of Antiquaries of London,
which supports research
into the history of Western
dress, Case was given some
unbleached linen believed to
be 40 to 60 years old. She used

brass needles, linen thread
that must be waxed with
beeswax to strengthen it and
a bone awl to poke holes for
the eyelets the hold the laces.

Case also learned about
sprang, a nonweft weaving
or plaiting technique that
creates an elastic, lace-like
fabric. It was placed in be-
tween the fabric to which
the bra cups were attached
to hold it together, she said.

“These bras most likely
were made by a resident

seamstress for a woman
who lived in the castle,”
Case said last month. “It’s
unlikely anyone but the ar-
istocracy wore them. Be-
cause of the holes along the
bottom of the bra, we think
a skirt might be have been
attached to it.”

Case said she has worn one
of the bras she made with an
attached skirt and has found
it more comfortable than the
one without a skirt.

“The skirt tends to hold

the bra in place,” she said.
“Without it, the bra has a
tendency to ride up.”

The results of this inves-
tigation and the knowledge
gained from the reconstruc-
tions will be published in a
book by Nutz and Case in
about two years. The final
reconstructions will be dis-
played at the university in
Innsbruck in 2017.

To follow Case’s progress
on her website, visit crafty-
agatha.org.
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Rachel Case of Hampden is creating a replica medieval bra with part of an
international group that was found under the floor of a castle in Austria.

Husson gallery to
feature photography
by LeonVanella

Husson University will
be feature the work of pho-
tographer Leon Vanella in
the Robert E. White Gal-
lery in Peabody Hall on its
Bangor campus. The exhi-
bition will run from Mon-
day, December 21, 2015
through Thursday, Febru-
ary 11, 2016. An artist’s
talk is scheduled for
Thursday, January 28,
2016 at 4:00 p.m.

“When I look through
the camera, I see the
world’s intrigue and
beauty and am compelled
to capture it. Accomplish-
ing that goal means draw-
ing the viewer into the
scene and inspiring some
of the connection I felt,”

said Vanella. “Visually,
this is done by first elimi-
nating elements of the
image that do not contrib-
ute to the perspective I
want to communicate.
Second, my subjects need
lighting and a fresh point
of view that communicate
something of its essence.
Sometimes one must go to
surprising lengths to find
those two things, but the
end result is usually
worth the trouble.”

Vanella first took a seri-
ous interest in photogra-
phy while he was in school
in California. Initially, he
set out to sharpen his pho-
tographic skills. However,
once he arrived in Maine
and began to show his
work publicly, he began to
think of himself as an art-
ist. He has participated in
both juried and interna-

tional photographic exhi-
bitions at galleries in
Maine, Vermont, Wyo-
ming and California.

In reflecting on his pro-
cess, Vanella sees photog-
raphy as “a natural merg-
ing of an artistic sense
with an inclination toward
logic and technology. Both
my rational and intuitive
sides get to participate.
This act of putting my
whole self into something
is extremely satisfying.”

The exhibition will in-
clude a selection of Vanel-
la’s abstract photographic
art. Prints will include pic-
tures with effects created
in the camera and others
will effects created in post
processing. All of the work
will be available for sale.
Additional Vanella photo-
graphs can be seen at Le-
onVanella.com.
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“Into the Labyrinth,” an abstract photo by Leon Vanella, will be part of the exhibition
at the Robert E. White Gallery at Husson University.


