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The
business history of Lane Bryant provides insight into Am

erican 
culture in the early 20

thC, and reflects dom
inant ideas about gender, 

class status, race, sexuality.  

This case study is part of a larger book-length project, w
hich w

ill be 
published by Row

m
an &

 Littlefield Publishers. M
ethodology includes 

archival research, Joseph Schum
peter’s econom

ic theory, and an 
intersectional analysis.

Lena Him
m

elstein, a Lithuanian w
om

an w
ho em

igrated to the U
S 

w
hen she w

as only 16 years old in 1895, is the founder of the plus-size 
w

om
en’s apparel brand Lane Bryant. She started her business in 1904 

in N
ew

 York City catering to pregnant w
om

en w
ho w

ere asking for 
com

fortable and stylish ready-to-w
ear m

aternity apparel. 

The m
ass production of ready-to-w

ear m
aternity apparel in the early 

20
thcentury certainly m

arked a shift in ideas about pregnant w
om

en, 
and a m

ove aw
ay from

 Victorian Era notions of fragile fem
ininity. 

Him
m

elstein
recognized and m

et the dem
ands of 

the pregnant and plus-size consum
er. She 

pioneered: 
•

m
arketing research

•
niche m

arketing
•

innovative w
ork practices

•
progressive advertising

•
m

ail-order m
erchandising 

Him
m

elstein
w

as also a pioneer in term
s of em

ployee relations. Prior to her death, com
pany em

ployees participated in a 
profit-sharing plan, a pension plan, and had com

prehensive health and life insurance. This w
as at a tim

e w
hen these benefits 

w
ere not a com

m
on practice, especially in the retail industry. 

The Lane Bryant business rem
ained in the fam

ily until it w
as acquired in 1999 by Charm

ing Retail, and m
ore recently, in 

2020, Sycam
ore Partners acquired Lane Bryant. This is part of a trend in the fashion industry: large corporations or private 

equity firm
s buying sm

aller brands. U
nfortunately, w

hat is often lost in these acquisitions is the kind ofinnovation that w
e 

see under Him
m

elstein’s leadership.

You should never ask w
om

en to conform
 

their figures to fashion, but rather bring 
fashion to the figure. 

--Lena Him
m

elstein 
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A
fter the success of Lane 

Bryant m
aternity w

ear, 
H

im
m

elstein turned her 
attention to the “plus-size” 
m

arket. In an early 
exam

ple of m
arket 

research, H
im

m
elstein and 

her staff m
easured som

e 
forty-five hundred 
individual custom

ers in the 
store and used data, from

 
an insurance com

pany, on 
about tw

o hundred 
thousand w

om
en to 

determ
ine three general 

types of plus-size figures. 


