History of the Bra

Bras are a staple of most modern wardrobes, but their history is surprisingly long and even
controversial. From ancient bandages to modern sports bras, the evolution of the bra reflects not
only changing fashion trends but also deeper shifts in gender roles, beauty standards, body
image, and technology.

The concept of breast support goes back thousands of years. Ancient Minoan women (around
2500 BCE) are depicted in art wearing garments that lifted and exposed the breasts. In Ancient
Greece, women used a bandeau-style strip of fabric called an "apodesmos" or "mastodeton" to
bind their chests. Similarly, Roman women used a "strophium" or "mamillare." These early bras
were usually made from linen or soft leather.

During the Renaissance and into the 19th century, corsets became the dominant undergarment for
shaping the torso and supporting the bust. Corsets were tightly laced garments that compressed
the waist and lifted the breasts. They were often uncomfortable and even harmful to internal
organs if worn too tightly. However, they were part of pop culture at the time as they represented
femininity and social status.



Beginnings of the modern bra.

The modern bra emerged in the early 20th century. In 1914, Mary Phelps Jacob patented the first
modern bra design in the U.S. It was made from two silk handkerchiefs and a ribbon, offering a
more comfortable alternative to corsets. The term "brassiere" (from the French word for "arm
protector") began to appear in fashion catalogs, and by the 1920s, bras were being

mass-produced.
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. Mary Phelps Jacob and her ‘Backless Brassiere”



War and Innovation
Metal shortages during WWII meant fewer corsets and more bras made of fabric. Women also
entered the workforce in large numbers, increasing the demand for more practical, supportive
undergarments. The 1950s saw the rise of the bullet bra, made famous by Hollywood stars like
Marilyn Monroe. These bras were heavily structured and projected a very distinct, pointed
silhouette.

Rebellion and Redesign
The feminist movement of the 1960s and 70s challenged traditional gender norms and fashion
expectations. The bra became a symbol of restriction, and bra burning became a large symbol for
second wave feminism. At the same time, bra design began to improve, focusing more on
comfort and natural shape.



Modern Times
Today, the bra industry is more diverse than ever. From underwire to wireless, padded to unlined,
and lace to sports bras, there is a style for every body and activity. Advances in materials like
memory foam, microfiber, and moisture-wicking fabrics have made bras more comfortable and
functional. There is increasing awareness around body positivity and inclusivity, with brands
offering a wider range of sizes, skin tones, and gender-neutral designs. There are also entire
fashion brands dedicated to bras an lingerie now too.
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As society continues to evolve, the bra will too, adapting to new needs, identities, and
technologies. Throughout it all the questions still stands if bras are a necessity or a social
implication or a little of both?
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