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	This article is to address a specific costuming difficulty, that, though not extraordinarily common, is definitely one to be addressed-- Costuming for Large Breasts!  These tips are specifically aimed at those dancers with extraordinary cup size, but could definitely be used for D or smaller.


	I personally am a 36G, and can wear some 34H's (these are the same physical cup size, just different band-size).  Victoria Secret stops at DD; Frederick's stops at F; Wal-Mart stops at DD; Most department stores stop between D and F.  Above a C or D-cup most bras are ugly and very basic-- no cleavage enhancing or jezebel bras here!  Indeed, most look something like this:


�


	(To make things even more difficult, to date I have yet to find a hard-shell bra or sew-in cup of this magnitude.  What’s worse, since my band size is under 38, most manufactures do not make bras in my cup/band ratio.  I special-order my bras from a local store that specializes in post-operative undergarments (i.e. mastectomies, implants, gender-reassignment…); even then they are just barely what I need to get by in everyday life and the underwires of the $70+ bras will break in three or four months of constant use.)


The two major considerations for costuming breasts of this magnitude are support and coverage.  With breasts that can exceed 5-10 pounds each, these are key issues  (want to weigh your breasts?  If you do not have dense breast tissue, you can fill water balloons until they fit snugly in your best-fitting bra, and then weigh them; though not exact it is a good estimate for normal breast tissue).  I will address issues and present possible solutions for costuming in each of the styles of costume.





CABARET


	Though the 'classic,' this is, in my opinion, the hardest style to costume for busty ladies.  It is difficult if not impossible to find ready-made dance bras, and when you do they are often little more than sequined cones on shoestrings.  So, here's how to make your own!


First off, halter-tops are a no-no.  They put the entire weight of your breasts on the back of your neck, which looks awkward (it forces your neck to bend at an uncomfortable angle), can cause bruising to the back of the neck, and has the possibility of boob slippage out the sides (in large breasts, it is not unusual for the breast tissue to continue to the sides, under the armpits).  If you are part of a troupe that wants halters for tops, check out the ATS section for ways to accomplish this look.


"Wrapping" an existing bra for a simple top.  If you need a quick top, you can wrap a large or two small, pretty rectangular shawls around an existing bra.  This is best accomplished with the help of friends!  First, put on a well-fitting bra.  Then, using a large shawl, or even a 3x5-hemmed swatch of fabric, center the shawl on your back.  Have a friend tuck 1/4-1/3 of the width of the shawl under and around the fastening portion of the bra, using small safety pins to secure it on both sides of the fastener.  Then, bring the sides forward, tucking under a decreasing amount of fabric.  Bring each end over the opposing breast.  Arrange and tuck the fabric under the edges of the cups and bands; pin at corners, middle, and at the bra base on the sternum.  Then, have a friend tuck the ends around the shoulder straps to cover them, tucking and pinning at the base.  





�(example of wrapped top)


Decorating an existing bra.  As jezebel doesn't make large-cupped bras, it is difficult to get much cleavage to start with; you may want to try a cup size smaller or a modified sports bra (see "class outfits" for sports bra modifications).  


Do not try and take apart bras of this size to increase cleavage as it drastically changes the structure of a bra; if you desperately want cleavage, perform a little surgery-- clip the underwire casing at the cleavage point; push out the underwires and remove an inch off the ends and dip them in tool dip or wrap w/ Teflon tape.  Push them back in, all the way, and make at least 4 rows of small-spaced machine stitches 2 mm above where you want the wires to stay.  It is possible to remove up to half the wire, but the results vary with different bras.  


Further difficulty is found in the fact that at these sizes, all bras are soft cup, no hard cups!  Remember this if you manage to find a pretty bra in your size you want to decorate with beads and sequins.  On a pretty bra, decorate the neckline and base with single strands of beads or coins (you may have to have a friend do this with it on to maintain equal spacing).


Before beginning, check out Shira's excellent advice on covering bras, with these modifications:


Your cups are soft, so you will need to reinforce and take out stretchiness (Do NOT disassemble the front bra assemblage).  The easiest way to do this is to put on the bra and have a friend make a boob "slipcover"; drape and pin canvas to the edges, keeping the grain on each breast even; then, take in darts and pin.  When done, remove fabric, sew twice along pin lines and cut out the excess.  Then, you can insert the reinforcers inside the cups and sew the edges, or turn them right side out and put the one pinned on the left on the right and vice-versa.


Instead of grosgrain ribbon to replace the straps, use a flat tube of canvas or canvas webbing straps; same goes for the fabric to replace bands.


Increase the back bandwidth to accommodate at least 3 regular hooks or 2 heavy-duty trouser hooks.


4. To prevent straps from slipping off, include a strap holder in the back; you can buy one and cover it (I've found them at J.C. Penney's and Fredericks)-- sew a tube of your cover fabric and turn it inside out, tacking the ends to the ends of the strap holder, or you can simply include a strap of canvas holding the straps in place that you cover like the rest of the bra.


�<== Bra strap holder


Make a bra to cover!  There are two basic ways to do this.


Take apart a worn out, but well fitting bra that no longer stretches to fit your breasts to discover the cup pattern; recreate in sturdy fabric, and don't forget to line it! Re-use the underwires from the worn out bra if they are not broken.


Fun with geometry!  A technique I tried early in my costuming with not too bad results.  I had made a dance belt with felt-covered plastic embroidery canvas that laced up both sides, and used the same materials and technique for the top.  First, cut out a 'shelf' shape in the plastic canvas and made a bra shape that fits (essentially a plastic sports bra shape in front), using plastic cable ties to 'sew' the seams.  Then, use hot glue and upholstery needles to cover the shape with felt, and use fabric glue to glue the top fabric on.  Use upholstery needle and thread to attach the fasteners in back.


��


L: felt form; R: covered form


Make an ethnic, tribal, or fusion style into cabaret.  Flashy fabrics, beads, sequin appliqués... all can make a style more cabaret.


Examples:  wear a regular bra, 'gypsy' top, and short vest cut to cover the bra straps; the vest would be a good place-to-place appliqués!


(Insert vest w/ appliqué diagram)


-Make a choli out of non-stretch pretty material,


-Make a Turkish coat out of a see-thru shiny lace and wear a plain practice top or pretty bra,


-Decorate a corset-choli, they can definitely hold up the weight (see ATS for directions on making them!)


Before we end, a note on aesthetics....  keep in mind your overall look, here's some tips: bicep high gauntlets will widen your bust appearance, so if you are self-conscious of the width wear only forearm or no gauntlets; off the shoulder gypsy shirts do the same; any fringing should be kept less than an inch long on the cups, long fringe at bottom only, otherwise you look like a bead curtain and you hide your shape; a little bit of your cleavage is a lot to everyone else; any detail work done to front of cups should be done in large swatches of the bra (i.e. along edges and up to straps) to prevent looking like nipple caps.





AMERICAN TRIBAL STYLE


	By ATS, I mean the choli/coinbra/turban/skirt/tassel/harem pants ensemble popularized by such people as FTBD...


Altering an FTBD-style choli:  First off, an FTBD-style choli as it is not supportive for big breasts; as it stands it falls and slips and the top tie in the back rides up to the neck (putting unneeded pressure like a halter) and there is an enhanced probability of breast tissue migrating out the sides towards the armpits.  The larger of their patterns made with stretch fabric is covering enough, with alterations (like adding a few inches to each dimension), or you can check out web resources to draft your own pattern.  If you want the specific look of this choli, there are two options:


Make the neck straps of halter-style cholis longer and tie them around the bottom straps.  Still not very supportive but won't kill your neck; or, add lots of ties in the back (instead of the two) of a FCBD choli to bring together and hold more of the garment.


Wear a supportive bra and cover the shoulder and back straps with matching fabric; this way, the standard-styled choli is worn as a shirt instead of a support garment.


Duck-tape choli:  this is actually more of a half-corset or supportive vest, but it is my favorite top and is a staple in my dance closet and class gear; when worn tight it squishes and cleaves, slightly loose it provides a gentle holder for breasts and can mimic 18th century Egyptian street dancer tops.  


To make this, you need: an old tank top, an old t-shirt, sharp scissors, sharpies, and 1 or 2 rolls of duck tape (oh, and a friend). 


Put on the tank top and T-shirt. 


Have a friend start wrapping you in duck tape at the base of your ribcage, going up to your breasts (wear an uplifting bra or hold your boobs at the height you want).  


When you reach the bottom of the breasts, make sure there is at least 4 or 5 layers around the ribcage (don't suck in!).


Then, bring 3 strips over each shoulder connecting front and back, going to the outside of the breasts.


Then, continue wrapping from bottom up, making sure you get high into the pits (more is best, you can always cut more off!).  Before you take the form off, draw in an estimation of the shape you want over the breasts (straight across, v-neck, double humped, etc), the back of the neck (needs to be at least as high as the front, higher is better for support!) around the armholes, and at the base (at least 1/2-1 inch below breast).  Also mark as near as possible the middle of front and back. 


Cut the form off of you along either the front or back midline, depending on if you want a front or back closing choli (keeping in mind it is difficult to close a back-closing one by yourself).


Cut along your lines to make the shape of choli you want.  Then, cut the form to make flat pieces (typically, the back, shoulders, sides, and front; you may need to cut a dart for the front).


Lay these pieces out on large craft paper (or opened paper bag or newsprint) and trace them; add your preferred hem and seam allowances (typically 3/8") to all edges except choli bottom and attachment line (i.e. the middle front).  Allow 2" on the bottom in order to fold twice, increasing bottom strength.  Allow 1- 1 1/2" on the midlines; fold in 1/4" hem and make a boning channel out of the rest; put in plastic boning or heavy duty cable ties to keep line from scrunching (note that this choli needs to be made from a sturdy fabric, like canvas, denim, or heavy-duty upholstery material; to make it pretty the sturdy fabric can be covered with something nice, making the strength fabric the lining if you follow sewing book lining instructions.).


To close, you can add grommets for laces, hook and eyes, frogs, and more.  


To make a looser version of this, alter the pattern (like making the straps longer or inserting a small v-shaped panel in the armpit seam to loosen the bust line while maintaining strength under the bust)... the exact dimensions are different for each person, so you will need to get some cheap fabric and old jeans to play with dimensions.  I've had marvelous success in using ethnic-patterned upholstery fabric for a loose, 18th C. street dancer look.


This choli looks marvelous alone, with pouf shirts, and under Turkish vests.  If you are worried about too much cleavage or you cut too low, consider a sheer gomlek with a v-neck under the choli.


��Tight choli, front and back


��Loose version, two views


*Bronze-age choli:  I discovered this pattern in a history of Indian clothing book; I have unfortunately lost the author and exact title to computer malfunction.  This is my interpretation of a pattern that is supposedly bronze-age (some bronze-age patterns are odd because they are animal-hide patterns transferred to woven cloth).  It is all one flat piece that attaches under each armpit with ties or laces.  Breast allowance is accounted for in the angle of the attaching sides.  It has a rectangular neckline and shoulder pieces that would allow for sleeves to be attached with an open armpit.  The best way to make this is to toy with the pattern in cheap fabric until it fits and then transfer it to your costume fabric.


��<=Pattern and garment


*Before we end, a note on aesthetics...  if you're not comfortable, you'll show it.  Find your best combo of functionality and appearance, and then find ways to alter it to diversify your dance closet.  Keep in mind that rich fabrics are beautiful in themselves and may not need more embellishment (use the size of your chest to your advantage to show off beautiful fabric not sampled well on smaller sizes!).  If you are part of a troupe that needs to dress the same, speak up about your support issues and possible solutions; the rest of the troupe might like a different look, or might incorporate decorated bra straps into their cholis, too :).





HISTORICAL


	This is actually easier than it sounds; even in olden days, ladies with big breasts sought support, and the garments sometimes supported by themselves.  If you're going full-on historic, be sure to research undergarments as part of the outfit to aide in achieving the proper shape.  If you can't tell what type of support was offered and you still want that style of costume, default to breast band.  This is the earliest known support garment, seen on Indian statues and pyramid walls; it is a simple band of cloth wrapped around the breasts and tied in back to hold them against the body and out of the way (if your top is covered, like in a Persian robe, wear a corset choli or tank-style sports bra for support).


Classic Turkish- the most popular style of historic offers the most options!  This look is layered yeleks/anteries and pants.  When cutting your anteris/yeleks/coats, keep in mind the neckline effect you want and what is proper for your time period; also keep in mind that some shapes are the result of the breasts resting in the neckline (the under-breast and keyhole necklines, though cutout in late period, is possibly evolved from the effect of breasts on v-necks; a wide, somewhat loose V-neck or square-neck with breasts behind it semi-supports the breasts and opens up to the wider neck-lines).  For all-day support, you can make sure your inner anteri is tight with a narrow v-neck to keep you squished in; you can cheat the top based off the duck tape choli seen in the ATS section (just duck tape down like a corset and add on the skirty part); you can make your neckline high, then wear a bra underneath; or you can wear a corset styled choli with the front-closure and neckline adjusted to look like a bottom anteri.  If you're following the classic pattern (all rectangles and triangles), you will need to adjust a 'typical' gusset to be larger, as this is what allows room for breasts.


�<==gomlek/loose choli/anteri/anteri/Turkish coat/necklace


Indian choli- the time-period you're looking at offers some sort of support... if you can't find any default to bound breasts under the choli.  Another option is to make sure the bottom strap that ties in back is at least one inch thick and is lined with strong material to at least keep you from falling out the bottom.


Bare-breasted- depending on the environment you're dancing in, this may be acceptable; if so, keep in mind how long you're going bare-breasted; you want to sit and lean on something from time to time to relieve your upper back of pressure.  Also, make sure to keep good posture to distribute the weight.


Minoan snake goddess- more popular in the seventies than now; top was originally a leather corset with open breasts.  If you want to recreate this, make a duck tape form to fit you... look at the statue for shape and posture; notice that the breast opening is shaped to uplift and push together-- to achieve this the opening needs to come up under the breasts and out enough to hold them into the shape (think of holding a jell-o-filled balloon outright...).


French occupation Almeh street dancer- you know the look; the classic paintings of long hair, small or no tops, sheer shirt and big pants...  these tops can be quite supportive; try altering a vest or a loose duct tape choli.  The key is to make it from sturdy material and make the base (below your breasts) as tight as is comfortable.  The way this style works to support is to make sure the base of the garment, under the breasts, is tight and sturdy; the armholes are high enough that they keep the garment in place and boobs to the front, and the vest holds you tight enough so that you don't flop out but loose enough that it's not quite a half-corset (essentially a really nice non-stretchy sports bra).


�<==loose duct tape choli (almeh style) over gomlek with necklace


*As always... don't forget your comfort and aesthetics!  Put it together and make sure it looks good!








AMERICAN FUSION


	This style is so eclectic, I put it next to last to say, have fun!  The basic tops should be covered above and lend support to your costume of choice.





PRACTICE/CLASS OUTFITS


	This can be the most difficult of all!  You need something that supports, looks okay, absorbs sweat, and can stand up to hours of dance abuse.  I have two bests here-- sports bra or simple corset choli.


Sports bras that work:  until this year I hadn't found a tank-style bra that I either didn't fall out the bottom or pop out the top; sports bras in these sizes are usually a regular soft bra made of absorbent material and cost just as much ($70 and up!) with irritating underwires that break after 3 months of twice a week classes.  I have found so far two tank-style sports bras that are affordable, stretch enough to cover poppage without slipping out the bottom (I can wear the ones in my band size!), and have high cotton vs. spandex content to prevent over-stretching the material... these are Fruit of the Loom active comfort tank style sport bra style 9024 and Bestform reverse play sport style 6063 ($4 and $7, respectively at discount superstores like Wal-Mart)-- these should comfortably support up to an H or even I cup in the regular band size.  For best results and to increase bra-life, wear two.


Altering sports bras:  buy the smallest size that covers your front (get the highest cotton vs. spandex you can find to prevent the spandex stretching out); take in side-seams in a right-triangle shape (with the hypotenuse facing the breasts and base at the base of the bra) and insert darts under each breast if necessary.  Triple-sew seams for integrity.


Duck tape choli!  Make the duck tape choli from the ATS section and line it with soft material; it's comfy and you won't jiggle-- it also gets your boobs out of your armpits, making arm circles cleaner!





CONCLUSION


	I hope I've helped!  I have faced many challenges in my regular clothes, let alone my dance outfits, due to the size of my breasts (I missed out on the whole spaghetti strap tank to class look... and duck tape is my friend with low-backed formal dresses!).  It is one of the least-discussed costuming issues, and one you have to experience to figure out how to solve accurately, especially if it is not an issue that you deal with regularly.  If I help at least one gal figure out a nice outfit, or find the comfort and support to keep dancing, I've done my job :)


