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The Trailblazing: Women in Canada since 1867 exhibit was created and produced by the Waterloo 
Region Museum and was funded by the Region of Waterloo. The exhibit was also funded in part by the 
Government of Canada through the Department of Canadian Heritage / Museums Assistance Program.
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ABOUT THE EDUCATION GUIDE

In 2014, a group of scholars from the University of Waterloo approached the Waterloo Region
Museum regarding the development of an exhibit that focused on the history of Canadian
women. The exhibit opened in 2017 to correspond with Canada’s 150th anniversary.

Trailblazing: Women in Canada since 1867 explores the impact women have had on Canadian
society, from Confederation in 1867 until the present day. Often overlooked in history books,
women’s contributions helped shape Canada, resulting in the country we know today.

The exhibit is divided into five main themes: Education, Politics + Activism, Work, Body, and
Violence Against Women. It aims to tell women’s stories of perseverance and determination, of
successes and failures, and of what still needs to be accomplished today.

Not all women in Canada have the same perspectives or experiences. Stories are featured from
across Canada, highlighting women of different cultural backgrounds, economic standings,
religious affiliations, and gender identities. We hope to enlighten and inspire Canadians young
and old, female and male, from various regions and cultural backgrounds.

An exhibition of this scope and content is the first of its kind in Canada. The stories and themes
it explores only scratch the surface of the many accomplishments and profound impact of
women on Canadian history.

Notes on Curriculum and Grade Appropriateness
Teachers and museum educators should consult provincial ministries of education for specific
links to related themes and subject material taught in their local jurisdictions. Generally
speaking, subject material and themes in the exhibit are most appropriate for the secondary
school audience and course titles such as Social Sciences, History and Citizenship, Gender
Studies, Canadian History, Canada and the World, and Canadian Studies all relate to the content.

School Visits and Programs in the Trailblazing Exhibit
School visits are suggested to last approximately two hours. The following Guide provides some
possible approaches for school visits to the Trailblazing exhibit.

As stated above, the exhibit Trailblazing: Women in Canada since 1867 is most appropriate for
students at the secondary level. Students at this level have the ability to visit an exhibit like this
and glean information on their own, and they should be given some time for free exploration of
the diverse areas and themes contained in the exhibit. That being said, students at the secondary level 
and adults as well often benefit from
challenging or thought-provoking activities and discussion at various points during their visit to the
exhibit. In addition, even at this level, students do not normally possess the attention span to
explore an exhibit for two unbroken hours effectively. For these reasons, a two-hour visit, punctuated
by one or two focused activities or discussions, can be far more effective in communicating key
messages and themes. Museum docents or gallery educators can greatly enhance a school group
visit by interacting with students in the gallery.
A suggested approach to the exhibit might be to sub-divide visiting school classes into groups of 10
to 15 students. The gallery would, in turn, be divided into zones corresponding to the number of
That being said, students at the secondary level and adults as well often benefit from
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challenging or thought-provoking activities and discussion at various points during their visit to the 
exhibit. In addition, even at this level, students do not normally possess the attention span to explore an 
exhibit for two unbroken hours effectively. For these reasons, a two-hour visit, punctuated by one or two 
focused activities or discussions, can be far more effective in communicating key messages and themes. 
Museum docents or gallery educators can greatly enhance a school group visit by interacting with 
students in the gallery.

A suggested approach to the exhibit might be to sub-divide visiting school classes into groups of 10 to 
15 students. The gallery would, in turn, be divided into zones corresponding to the number of student 
sub-groups. Each group of 10 to 15 would then visit the gallery on a semi-guided, timed basis. The 
total of two hours would also be divided into the same number of time periods as student groups for the 
purposes of rotation through the exhibit.

Museum docents or educators would time and facilitate student movement through the
exhibit, while also acting as resources in the gallery. Educators should also seek to interact with students 
in the various theme areas, or pavilions, by answering students’ questions, posing thought-provoking 
questions, and otherwise engaging in discussion with the students.

Some hands-on activities in the exhibit are self-serve, and students will interact with these as
they engage with the exhibit. Three additional activities – button making, a corset demonstration, and a 
cradleboard activity – are suggested with presentation notes below. These supplementary activities are 
intended for focused presentation to students by museum educators. They should be used only if the 
presentation is conducted by a staff member and should not be placed out for self-serve usage. Each 
activity is intended to be approximately 15-20 minutes in length and should be used at three different 
points in a two-hour visit to provide variety to the visit and otherwise break up the time.

For presentation purposes, centrally located, circular, table-top kiosk exhibits in the pavilions
can be used as surfaces upon which to place items, like the corset and bustle or cradleboard props. For 
the presentations, students are then able to sit in a circle on the perimeter of the pavilion, using the 
movable stacking stools provided, or else on the floor.

About the Trailblazing Exhibit
What has it meant to be a woman in Canada throughout its 150-year history? This nationally travelling 
exhibit, developed by the Waterloo Region Museum and tour managed by Science North, explores how 
women have transformed Canadian politics, work, and everyday life. Trailblazing highlights the experiences 
of women - mothers, sisters, daughters, partners, and friends - from all walks of Canadian life.

The Trailblazing: Women in Canada since 1867 exhibit was created and produced by the Waterloo 
Region Museum and was funded by the Region of Waterloo. The exhibit was also funded in part by the 
Government of Canada through the Department of Canadian Heritage / Museums Assistance Program.

ABOUT THE EDUCATION GUIDE CONT . . .
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LIST OF TERMS

Feminism – the advocacy of women’s rights on 
the basis of equality of the sexes

Suffrage – the right to vote in political elections

Gender – the state of being male or female 
(usually in reference to cultural or social 
differences rather than biological ones)

Sexuality – a person’s sexual orientation or 
preference

Residential schools – government-sponsored 
religious schools, established to assimilate
Indigenous children into Euro-Canadian culture

Colonialism – the policy or practice of acquiring 
full or partial political control over another
country, occupying it with settlers, and exploiting 
it economically

Transgender – when an individual’s sense of 
personal identity and gender does not correspond
with their birth sex

2-Spirit – a term used by some Indigenous North 
Americans to describe certain spiritual people
within their communities who may be gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, and/or gender-variant 
individuals

Intersectionality – the interconnected nature of 
social categories, such as race, class, and
gender, as they apply to a given individual or 
group. These categories overlap, creating
interdependent systems of discrimination or 
disadvantage

Civil rights – the right of citizens to political and 
social freedom and equality 

Indigenous – the original inhabitants of the land 
that is now Canada. The term includes First
Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples

Violence Against Women – any act of gender-
based violence that results in, or is likely to result
in, physical, sexual, or psychological harm or 
suffering to women, including threats of such 
acts, coercion, or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, 
whether occurring in public or in private life

STEM – An education program to prepare students 
in the fields of Science Technology
Engineering Mathematics

Haudenosaunee – Indigenous First Nations of 
Eastern Canada and New York State, translated
as “People of the Long House;” also known as the 
Six Nations, comprised of the Mohawk,
Cayuga, Onondaga, Oneida, Tuscarora, and 
Seneca Nations, or referred to historically as the
Iroquois Confederacy
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LIST OF TERMS CONT . . .

THEMATIC AREAS IN THE EXHIBIT, WITH POSSIBLE QUESTIONS FOR 
DISCUSSION WITH STUDENTS:

Women and Work
Would you say that women today are finally treated equally in the workplace?
Does being male or female influence your choices or current aspirations about career options
or work?
How might being transgender fit into these traditional roles and career aspirations?

Have students try the cradleboard activity here:
Why has work in the home so consistently been devalued in recent times?
At the ‘Work’ hands-on kiosk, have students use their smart phones to time each other to see
how quickly or efficiently they can complete some of the tasks.

Violence against Women
How does male culture contribute to violence against women?
How can men change?

Discuss and invite male students to read about the White Ribbon Campaign:
http://www.whiteribbon.ca/
See also the web links on Murdered and Missing Indigenous Women and Girls:
https://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1448633299414/1448633350146

Women and Education
How many male students in the group know how to cook a meal?
How many female students know how to cook a meal?
How are knowledge, information, and training of all kinds affected by gender?
Do we teach male and female children the same skills and prepare them for education?
How are youth of various genders encouraged or discouraged from pursuing particular careers?
Think of the skilled trades, science, or engineering. How is this shift in the workplace happening,
and is it fair?
Ask some of the male students how they feel about women and girls being given special
attention with regard to work, occupation, or job training?
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LIST OF TERMS CONT . . .

7

Women and Politics –Rebels with a Cause
The fight is not over. Women have fought for the right to own property, the right to vote, the
right to be elected to office. What are the causes women need to fight for today?
This is a good place to view the button display and use the button maker. Students can make
their own buttons in support of women’s rights today.

Women and Politics – Women Stand and Deliver
Canadian women’s experience has varied widely due to factors such as racial background or
socio-economic status. The experiences of Indigenous women in Canada are unique. In many
Indigenous societies, women held equal status with men in power and political structures.
How can we begin to learn more from Indigenous knowledge and practice in Canada?
To gain some information and ideas on political action today, visit the Native Women’s
Association of Canada site: http://www.nwac.ca/

Body Image: “Act Like a Lady”
A broad spectrum of gender, sexuality, and sexual expression is now becoming the norm in Canada.
But are we there yet?
How does your school address this issue?
How do the students feel confined by today’s norms of gender identity, maybe as expressed in
advertising and the media?

This might be a good area in the visit to use the corset exercise to elicit discussion on fashion
and gender roles, or fashion and women’s place in society. 
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PROPS INCLUDED FOR THE ACTIVITY
• 1890s vintage reproduced corset
• 1890s vintage reproduced bustle
• Images of women in fashion at different times

LOCATION FOR ACTIVITY
Location for the activity is optional, of course, and can be done as a break-out in a separate
room where students can sit. This can help a lot with attention and control; or, as described above, use
the central kiosk and round pavilion as a presentation space and have the students sit on the floor or
on stools. Presenters should be sure to stay in control of the presentation and allow no rude comments
about the model’s appearance. Alternatively, the activity can be done in the exhibit proper, near the
display of women’s garments and the “Act like a Lady” pavilion.

DISCUSSION
Note: Fashion is a very complex subject. The following has been simplified for use with student 
discussion and learning. A good source for reading on the subject is The Unmentionable History of the 
West. See Appendix 2 (Foundations: Supporting Women’s Fashion since 1867) for images of women’s 
fashion changes.

Begin by making observations of students’ clothing. Have them look at what they are wearing and 
speculate as to what, if anything, they think their clothes say about them or the time period we live 
in. At this point, it is not necessary to focus particular attention on the young women. Do we get any 
inkling about our lives? Our hobbies? Our interests?

You should get answers like: comfortable, fast to put on, easy care, brand name status, sports
teams, music preferences. In other words, clothes say something about us or the time period in
which we live. They may reflect the prominent values or lifestyles that we have.

Tell the students that, in the past and perhaps to some extent even today, there is a myth that women 
are the “weaker” sex. Ask the students if they have heard this. Do they believe this?

If we look at some fashion items of the past, we can see that fashion can both reflect some of the 
values that are current in society, but may also in turn influence or reinforce prevalent attitudes.

Show the corset and bustle.

Does anyone know what these items are? Or how they were worn?

This is a corset and bustle of the kind worn in the early 1890s. Let’s demonstrate with a volunteer.

ACTIVITY #1: CORSET AND BUSTLE
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Allow one of the young women in the group to try on the corset and then show how the bustle goes 
on. Add the petticoat as well, as this finishes the final silhouette. This is best accomplished by having 
a close friend assist the chosen model with putting on these items. Show them how it is done and 
then let them do it. This way you can continue to talk while they are putting on the items. (Note: It 
is always better and safer for educators or staff not to handle the students.) Corsets are hooked in 
the front using hooks and eyes and then the laces in the back tightly cinch in the waste to attempt to 
minimize the size of the waistline. Note that the corset is marked with arrows as to which side is up. 
The bustle then goes on the backside and is buckled in the front. The bustle is designed to increase 
the hip size and derrière. Add the petticoat, which goes on over the student’s head and has drawstrings 
to tighten it up at the waist. The petticoat goes over the bustle. The total impression is therefore to 
decrease the size of the waist, while simultaneously increasing the size of the hips. You may allow 
several of the young women to try the corset briefly to see how it feels, time permitting and/or have 
young male students try the corset briefly to see what it would feel like to wear. Have them imagine
wearing it all day, in all weather conditions. An alternate, extra activity that presenters can attempt 
is having the model try sitting on a chair while wearing these items; or try picking up a pencil while 
wearing the items. A lot of fashions from the past were designed to give an idealized impression of 
what a woman’s shape or body should look like, thus accentuating certain characteristics as we see 
here. Have students speculate as to what hazards or difficulties might result from wearing these items 
on a daily basis.

POTENTIAL ANSWERS MIGHT BE:
• Women would have had difficulty sitting or doing daily tasks.
• Women would have been very uncomfortable in hot weather.
• How would one go to the bathroom?
• Any kind of exertion could cause one to faint.
• How long does it take to get dressed and can one do it alone?
• What about pregnancy? (Note: This is why women went into “confinement” and were not seen

in public during pregnancy.)
• What about eating a large meal?

The big question about corsets is why did women wear them? Why wear something that makes 
breathing difficult, makes childbirth dangerous, and renders daily activities almost impossible? Why 
wear a garment that made going to the washroom a challenge? The properly corseted woman might 
only take sips of water or tea for fear she might have to make a trip to the outhouse, commode, or 
chamber pot. Perhaps this is why Victorian women in novels were always “swooning,” or fainting. They 
may have suffered from dehydration and found even breathing difficult in hot or stressful situations. 
Just imagine a man, similarly attired, attempting to go about daily tasks? So, is following fashion really 
that important?

ACTIVITY #1: CORSET AND BUSTLE CONT . . .



10

Yes, apparently it was and still is, especially when combined with status. A tiny waist and what one wore 
or how one looked said something about one’s status in society to those one met or knew. It gave an 
impression as to whether one had to work or not for a living. It also spoke to a woman’s place in the world 
and society. Women of more upper classes visited and entertained. They did not need to work. Women of 
lower status still also wore corsets, as this was a foundation garment; however, it was the tightness and 
tiny size of the waist that would give clues as to a woman’s place. Working women also suffered from the 
wearing of this garment. Consider what working while wearing this garment would be like.

Women were seen as the weaker sex, and this impression was reinforced with fashion. Women were 
limited in what they could do, again by society and reinforced by fashion. Late 19th-century industrial 
society evolved a theory of separate “spheres”. This idea emerged as a distinct ideology during the 
Industrial Revolution, although the basic idea of gendered separation of spheres is much older.

The notion of separate spheres dictated that men, based supposedly on their biological makeup as 
well as the will of God, inhabited the public sphere – the world of politics, economy, commerce, and 
law. Women’s “proper sphere’,” according to the ideology, was the private realm of domestic life, 
child-rearing, housekeeping, and religious education. Does this ideology still have effects or echoes in 
today’s society?

So, back to the students. What do our clothes say or not say about us today? Are women still forced 
into certain roles, or not allowed to take on certain roles due to societal norms. What about equal pay? 
Leadership roles? Are things changing?

Think about fashion and advertising. Do women still attempt to achieve an idealized physical shape or 
appearance? How is it done today? Think of the effects of cosmetic surgery, dieting, and exercise. Does 
the public still idolize film stars and wish to emulate their look, even though we know that they are 
probably the result of cosmetic construction, airbrushing, and digital enhancement? How far have we 
really come?

Finally, do males also go to lengths to achieve an idealized appearance as promoted by media?Think 
about body hair removal, hair colouring, and implants, and a whole range of modern cosmetic surgery 
available to men – calf augmentation, buttock implants, abdominal muscle etching, pectoral implants, 
and more.

ACTIVITY #1: CORSET AND BUSTLE CONT . . .
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ACTIVITY #2: BUTTON MAKING

PROPS INCLUDED FOR THE ACTIVITY
• Button making machine
• Instructions on use – please review carefully to learn use of machine
• Button making expendable materials (Note: a limited quantity -100 items- are included
   in the education program kit, more may be purchased at:
   https://peoplepowerpress.org/collections/start-up-kits/products/2-1-4-t15obutton-maker-hobby-kit.      

The borrowing venue will need to supply materials for colouring and designing button messages – 
(pencils, pencil crayons, etc., are not supplied with exhibit.) These materials should be in the exhibit 
only under museum staff supervision to prevent damage to the exhibit.

DISCUSSION
After viewing and discussing the activism sections of the exhibit, students may design their own 
buttons to take with them and/or wear during their visit. Have them think seriously about what
the limitations are on women today, and what they might wish to exert lobbying pressure on.

PROVIDE THEM WITH SOME IDEAS:
• Equal pay for work of equal value
• Smash the glass ceiling
• No to cosmetic surgery
• Stop violence against women
• Address issue of murdered and missing Indigenous women
• Accessible daycare for all
• White Ribbon Campaign

11

(Note: Please use the button maker on a folding table rather than on any of the exhibit kiosks or fixtures.)

Download Button
Making Templates

(link to url/zip file containing all files)
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ACTIVITY #3: CRADLEBOARD

PROPS INCLUDED FOR THE ACTIVITY
• Indigenous cradleboard – is from the Kitigan Zibi Anishnabeg, or “People of Garden
   River,” Quebec (See website: http://kzadmin.com/Cultural.aspx).
   Kitigan Zibi is close to Maniwaki, north of Ottawa in the province of Quebec. They are
   members of the Algonquin First Nation. Kitigan Zibi is the largest of 10 Algonquin
   reserves in Canada.
• Modern baby carrier
• Weighted “babies” to add to the cradleboard and modern carrier for realism.

DISCUSSION
Show the cradleboard and modern baby carrier. Begin by explaining the basics of what the
cradleboard is and how it is used. It is like a back pack for carrying a child. Allow a student to try
on the cradleboard with the weight of a child in it for realism.
Ask the students, why would Indigenous women use these items?

POTENTIAL ANSWERS MIGHT BE:
Keeping the child with you while working
Carrying the child while travelling
Leaves the hands free for a variety of tasks while still carrying the child

A cradleboard is a traditional Indigenous baby carrier. The baby is swaddled (wrapped tightly in a small 
blanket) and strapped to a specially designed flat board, usually made of a wood plank (although some 
First Nations, particularly in West Coast cultures, wove them from basket fibers). Cradleboards vary in 
design with culture group, but have elements in common. Materials can vary from wood to woven natural 
fibres of dogwood, willow, or grasses. Cradleboards are usually built with a broad, firm, protective frame, or 
board, to support the infant’s spine. A footrest is incorporated into the bottom of the design, as well as a 
rounded cover over the infant’s head that arcs out from the main board, similar to a canopy over a modern 
stroller or child carrier. The purpose of the headpiece is to provide a shade or rain canopy for the child. By 
incorporating a piece of fabric or other material, blankets could also be added for extra warmth during the 
winter months. The headpiece also provides protection in case anything should bump the cradleboard.

Cradleboards were also frequently decorated with artwork, much like modern baby carrier designs. The 
inside of the cradleboard was usually padded with some form of absorbent material or, historically, natural 
plant fibres. These could then act similarly to a disposable diaper.

The cradleboard could be strapped onto the back of the mother and carried while she worked, which was 
important in agricultural as well as hunter-gatherer and marine-based Indigenous economies. The child 
could be taken along, tended, and fed as necessary, while the mother worked. Cradleboards could also be 
propped up so the child could watch activities going on.
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ACTIVITY #3: CRADLEBOARD CONT . . .

As children matured, they spent increasingly less time in the cradleboard. By the age of one, once
they began to walk, the cradleboard would cease to be used.

Cradleboards were historically widely known across Canada in nearly all Indigenous cultures
and are still used today. The Inuit version is a coat/hood combination baby carrier called an
Amauti. Museums should refer to and reference their own local First Nations, Métis or Inuit
communities and their cultures for this activity. Renting venues should contact local Indigenous 
communities to recruit volunteers or staff to work in the gallery, to provide context for this
activity or otherwise expand upon themes in the exhibit.

Ask students to imagine walking a hillside and picking blueberries, hoeing a vast cornfield, or
travelling the prairies while wearing a cradleboard. Or, imagine doing the variety of tasks a
woman might have done in a public or political sense.

As an example in the Ontario context, women in Haudenosaunee society and political structures have 
tremendous power equal to that of the men.

Women are traditionally the foundation of Indigenous families and communities. They are held in high 
honour and respected for their ability to problem-solve and multi-task. Traditionally, they were responsible 
for managing the home, the family, and the community at large, as the men were out hunting, fishing and 
trapping. Today, it is still the women who ensure that the languages, customs, and beliefs of the Indigenous 
cultures are passed on through the generations. They ensure that all the children, grandchildren, nieces, 
and nephews understand and follow the traditional ways of the community.

For example, traditional Haudenosaunee women retain strong roles to this day. National and family identity 
is recognized through the maternal line. If your mother is/was a Seneca, you are a Seneca. It is also true 
that if your father is a Seneca, and your mother is not, you would not be a Seneca. Property is owned and 
inherited through the maternal line, and in traditional communities is “controlled” by the clans.
Women in Haudenosaunee culture select and depose the chiefs, both to Grand Council and local councils 
of chiefs. The Clan Mother has the ultimate power to depose the chief of her clan if she feels he is not 
responsibly carrying out his duties. Women are always part of the decision-making process. And if the men 
are not considered to be doing the right thing, the women will step in to correct them or remove them. 

Next, have the students try the modern baby carrier. Allow them to continue visiting parts of the exhibit 
while carrying the weight in the baby carriers. Ask them to imagine carrying this “baby” for hours at a time. 
Imagine carrying the baby while trying to work in the kitchen, or around the house, or going shopping. To 
provide some realism, have students attempt to do some of the tasks at the “Work” hands-on kiosk while 
wearing the baby carriers.

Why has work in the home, particularly in Western European society, been so consistently devalued in 
recent times?

Remember to collect and safely store the cradleboard and baby carrier following the activity.
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APPENDIX 1: SUPPLIES AND PROPS

1. Education program outline and notes – 4 copies
2. Circa 1890s reproduction corset
3. Circa 1890s reproduction bustle
4. Circa 1890s reproduction petticoat
5. Button maker, with instructions for use
6. Pack of 100 button making supplies
7. Indigenous cradleboard
8. Modern, commercial baby carrier
9. Two carry baby dolls, for use with cradleboard activity

14
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APPENDIX 2: SAMPLE TALK

If people across history were asked to describe 
what constitutes female physical beauty, one would 
probably get a variety of answers and images. The 
notion of what is attractive has been a moving target 
and subject to the whims of fashion.

The purpose of this document is to provide a quick 
background on the changing “shape” of  perceived 
physical attractiveness, and how it was achieved, 
for those presenting the Trailblazing – Women in 
Canada since 1867 Education Program segment on 
the 1890s corset.
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A quick, superficial tour of the 20th century will 
show that stereotypes and popular fashion have 
provided a variety  of different looks and body 
shapes that were popularly considered the ideal of 
female form.

This image probably provides a reasonable guess 
at the current day.

Remember that these images are in no way 
intended to represent what is typical or normal for 
female appearance, but rather what the marketers 
have attempted to sell to the public.

ANGELINA JOLIE

Travelling back in time, consider this look.

Contrast the photo of Angelina Jolie with this 
one from the 1960s of Twiggy, depicting the 
incredibly thin, boyish, androgynous look.

TWIGGY

Owned by @RomitaGirl67

APPENDIX 2: SAMPLE TALK CONT . . .
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And then earlier in the 1940s and 1950s, the fuller-
figured look was in. See this photo of Jane Russell.

JANE RUSSELL

And travelling even further back in time to the 
1920s, the favoured look was again the more 
androgynous look. See photo above of Clara Bow.

Sack-like dresses, de-emphasizing curvature and 
small, almost invisible bosoms.

CLARA BOW

APPENDIX 2: SAMPLE TALK CONT . . .
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And finally, contrast this with the early 1900s, when 
the Gibson Girl was considered to be the height of 
beauty, with her protruding chest, tiny waist, curvy 
hips, and mountains of hair.

All of these examples beg the question: What were 
women to do, if they did not naturally come with the 
attributes promoted as the ideal of female form?

GIBSON GIRL

APPENDIX 2: SAMPLE TALK CONT . . .



19

For example, women (or humans of any kind) do 
not usually look like the ideal of the 1860s. So, 
depending upon what the current fashion was, 
women would reach for an array of devices and/
or padding that would add, alter, or otherwise 
transform their figures.

These devices typically fell into four categories:

1.) Crinolines 
2.) Bustles
3.) Corsets 
4.) Brassieres

(Or some version of these items)

1850’s - 60’s

APPENDIX 2: SAMPLE TALK CONT . . .
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The cage-like crinoline hit  the height of popularity 
in the 1850s and 1860s, and one would probably 
remember them from movies like Gone with the Wind.

This steel sub-structure made the lower half of the 
woman look like a bell and this, in turn, made their 
waists look smaller than they actually were.

CRINOLINES

APPENDIX 2: SAMPLE TALK CONT . . .
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But looking at these contraptions, one would 
wonder how women managed to sit down. So, how 
was this accomplished?

1.) Lift up the crinoline and skirt slightly.
2.) Tilt the crinoline and skirt backwards.
3.) Sit into the crinoline.

These steps will prevent the crinoline and skirt from 
popping up in the front, exposing the women’s legs 
in a very inappropriate way.

CREDIT: WATERLOO REGION MUSEUM

APPENDIX 2: SAMPLE TALK CONT . . .
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As the 1860s  closed, fashions changed as one 
moved into the 1870s and 1880s.

When the taste for bell-shaped dresses waned, so 
too did the crinoline, only to be replaced by the 
bustle. With the bustle, the front and sides of the 
dress started to flatten out, whereas there was still a 
pronounced derrière or protrusion out the back.

1870’s - 80’s

APPENDIX 2: SAMPLE TALK CONT . . .
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Essentially, what the bustle did was to add fullness 
and shape to the back of the skirt, and it helped 
support the weight of the fabric. As the above image 
demonstrates, bustles at different times came in a 
wide variety of shapes, sizes, and constructions to 
achieve the desired look of the time. Some clearly 
took elements from the earlier crinoline.

BUSTLES

APPENDIX 2: SAMPLE TALK CONT . . .
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In the 1880s, the bustle grew to such proportions 
that humourists of the time said a woman could 
balance an entire tea service on her behind.  
However, by the early 1890s, the bustle had 
deflated to a more moderate size, as seen in the 
right-hand photo. 

CREDIT: WATERLOO REGION MUSEUM

APPENDIX 2: SAMPLE TALK CONT . . .



25

If bustles were intended to add to one’s 
natural shape, corsets, on the other hand, were 
intended to make the waist look smaller than it 
actually was.  

Corsets generally involved layers of fabric, steel 
or whale baleen stays, and lacing, which could be 
tightened so as to cinch the waist in at the middle 
to achieve a tiny, hour-glass shaped silhouette.

CORSETS
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Like the bustle, and depending on the era, 
not all corsets created the same shape. One 
tends to think of the hour-glass figure when 
thinking of the corset, but different styles of 
corsets helped women achieve different kinds of 
silhouettes at different times, according to the 
fashion of the day.

For example in the 1890s, the corset was 
designed to achieve the classic hour-glass figure.

CORSETS
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The corset of 1905, on the other hand, which is 
what the Gibson Girl wore, was constructed in 
such a way that it basically forced the woman’s 
bust forward, and thrust her hips backward, 
causing a rather awkward looking posture.

This is the epitome of the “S” shape corset.  The 
“S” in this case is the shape one would see if this 
woman were standing sideways.  She would go out 
at the bust, in at the waist, and then out again at 
the buttocks, creating an “S” shape.

CORSETS
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By 1914, however, women were not trying to 
cinch in their waists as tightly anymore, since 
the overall silhouette they were trying to achieve 
was column-like or tubular. But, having said 
this, the style still allowed for some shape at the 
bosoms and hips.

This trend towards a more relaxed look would 
continue throughout World War I until, by 1925, 
the prevalent look was basically trying to hide the 
fact that one was a woman at all.

CORSETS
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A bit more on corsets. Examine the 1890s corset 
included with the education kit.  This one is 
designed for the hour-glass figure. 

Feel the structure of the corset and notice the 
steel stays.  These are strategically placed, so 
that when one tightens the laces at the back, they 
help to constrict the waist, and then when tied, 
maintain the desired shape.

CREDIT: WATERLOO REGION MUSEUM
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Note that the laces on the corset are located at 
the back. So how would a woman put on and lace 
up the corset?

Often the style of women’s clothing , including 
corsets, is predicated upon the idea that one 
would have help dressing, whether that help 
took the form of a sister, mother, daughter, or 
servant. Again, think of Gone with the Wind or, 
more recently, the movie Titanic. Again, the tight 
lacing and tiny corseted waist gave an impression 
of social status and the ability to have servants to 
help with dressing.

According to some period drawings, some women 
did up their own.  Another way was to slip the 
tied laces over a bedpost or door knob and then 
walk forward.

CORSETS
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During the mid-1890s and again around 1905, 
there were periods of what they called “tight 
lacing”. Essentially, this meant that fashionable 
young  women were trying to have the smallest 
waists possible.

This involved pulling the laces as tightly as one 
could stand, thus reducing one’s waist size by 
several inches.  

It has been said that it was a young woman’s 
ambition when she got married to have a waist 
measurement not exceeding her age, which was 
not much of a problem if one married at 43!

CORSETS
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For younger persons, this tight lacing could cause 
fainting spells, which is why women often carried 
smelling salts with them. As well, it was said that tight 
lacing could cause miscarriages , infertility, and mis-
shapen internal organs.

The above period image warned of the health hazards 
of tight lacing.

EFFECTS OF TIGHT LACING CORSETS:
THE S-BEND SILHOUETTE
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With World War I, as huge numbers of men 
headed oversees, women filled many vacant jobs, 
particularly in agriculture and industry. This not 
only meant greater independence for women 
generally; it also meant less restrictive clothing for 
them as well.

The popular look for women changed with the 
changing ability of women to work in different 
roles outside the home.

WOMEN IN THE WORKPLACE:
WORLD WAR 1
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By the mid-1920s, women still wore corsets, but 
they were shrinking in size and were worn lower 
on the body.

By 1925, the date of this Mutual Life staff 
picture, the look women were trying to achieve 
was a slender, almost boyish look.  Gone are the 
curves.  In fact, women were now trying to flatten 
everything out.

Again, if women did not come by this look 
naturally, there were commercial devices to help 
achieve this look.

CREDIT: WATERLOO REGION MUSEUM
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Since the goal was to achieve a slender, boyish 
look, the corset still cinched in the waist to a 
degree, but it also sat a bit lower on the body than 
earlier corsets, and this also helped to keep the 
hips in check.

The other big change with the corset is the fact 
that the lacing was now located at the front, 
allowing women to do up their corsets on their 
own, instead of needing help.

CREDIT: WATERLOO REGION MUSEUM
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The other piece of clothing that women wore in 
1925, in order to achieve the boyish, slender 
figure, was the bandeau.

In certain ways, it looked like a forerunner of the 
brassiere, but it had the opposite effect.  Instead 
of accentuating the breasts, the bandeau was 
used to flatten and minimize the bosom.

THE BANDEAU
Owned by @jooleeah_stahkey
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Note the above photos from the mid-1920s. The 
focus has clearly moved from the woman’s shape 
to the face. 

What one sees is the focus of sexual attraction 
shifting away from the body in general to the face, 
particularly the eyes, and also drifting down the 
body to the legs, and this was quite revolutionary 
for women’s fashions.

As one historian put it, the 1920s was the “first 
time in centuries women’s legs were exposed.”  
This new freedom of clothing was definitely 
reflective of a loosening of women’s roles in society.
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By the mid-1930s and into the 1940s, the 
boyish look was long gone, as were bandeaux and 
corsets. In their place were girdles and brassieres, 
again accentuating the more hour-glass shape. In 
1935, cup sizes were also introduced: 
A, B, C, and D.

And the girdle, much like the corset, basically still 
kept the stomach in check, but it did so using 
elasticized fabric instead of stays.
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After WWII, metal wire was introduced into the 
brassiere, with the aim of giving women the 
“uplift” that was popular with the “Sweater Girls” 
of Hollywood: Lana Turner, Jane Russell, Marilyn 
Monroe, Patti Paige etc.

THE BRASSIERE How this “Sweater Girl look” was achieved, was 
through pointy, conical-shaped brassieres.

Interestingly, the so-called bullet bra has had 
brief resurgences of popularity, first due to Ma-
donna, and lately due to Katy Perry, the singer 
who brought such hits as Teenage Dream, Roar, 
and Firework.
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The above image is from a parade in Waterloo 
County in the 1950s.  

The fashion trends may not have been taken to 
the extremes seen in Hollywood, but Hollywood’s 
influence is clearly seen in this photo.

CREDIT: WATERLOO REGION MUSEUM
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When the 1960s arrived, the new look harkened 
back to the androgynous look of the 1920s.  
Again, this may have been caused by a further 
loosening of women’s roles and a further gaining 
of freedom and rights in society.  The look of 
Twiggy in the 1960s is not that different from 
Clara Bow in the 1920s.

One of the differences between these two time 
periods, however, was how this shape was 
achieved.  Clara Bow still had the corset and the 
bandeau, but in the 1960s, 1970s, and into the 
1980s, women tended not to reach for an article 
of clothing, but rather to quit eating or fanatically 
pursue exercise routines.

TWIGGY

Owned by @RomitaGirl67
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By the late 1970s and early 1980s, more and 
more women turned to diet and exercise to 
achieve the shape they were after, as a fitness 
craze swept large parts of North America.

For those who wanted an easier way to achieve 
the desired look, women, particularly in the late 
1980s, 1990s, and on, began to look to medical 
procedures to achieve the “ideal” body image. This 
was of course spurred on by effective marketing.

JANE FONDA
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Botox injections became popular. These injections 
were intended to achieve a more “youthful look.”

Botox is a form of botulism, and is used to get rid 
of wrinkles and lines and supposed signs of aging. 

Interestingly, the makers of Botox, in their own 
literature, list the side- effects associated with 
this product, which include the following: blurred 
vision, drooping eyelids, loss of bladder control, 
loss of voice, trouble breathing, and drooling.

BOTOX

Owned by @Scott Rogers
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By the 21st century, women were beginning to 
take advantage of increasingly more invasive med-
ical procedures, including  liposuction, tummy 
tucks, nose jobs, breast implants, face lifts, and 
collagen injections.

This picture, for example, comes from a website 
entitled Thaimedicalvacations.com, and their 
motto is somewhat indicative of a lot of peoples’ 
hopes:

“Come as you are; leave as you want to be.”

MEDICAL PROCEDURES
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Contemporary women still, of course, have the 
option of purchasing controlling garments to 
achieve desired shapes.  

Above is an ad for a spandex shaper. This used 
to be an item worn exclusively by Hollywood 
actresses and socialites, but is apparently now 
going mainstream and being used by people in 
the general public when they want to slim down 
for weddings, parties, and high school reunions.

SPANDEX SHAPER
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Current fashion and marketing have a lot of 
connections with the past and the history of what 
has been sold to women as the ideal physical shape.

It would be safe to say that women have come a 
long way from the corset and crinoline in terms of 
freedom and comfort. However, when considering 
cosmetic surgery, one wonders how far fashion 
will continue to go. 

This document is intended for background only, for 
staff preparing to present the education program 
segment on the corset and body image in the exhibit, 
Trailblazing – Women in Canada since 1867.
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