
 
Figure 1: Portrait of Jane Seymour c. 1536-37 by Hans Holbein the Younger 
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Fabric & Colors 

One of the first steps to construction is materials.  The choice of materials, texture and color 
influence everything else and impact the overall effect of the work.  When doing an historical 
recreation, it becomes even more important to take these aspects into consideration to truly have the 
impact desired.   

Since I choose to create the Tudor dress of 1537, and that of an English queen, I began by looking 
at what fabric choices were available in England in 1537 and what color they could be dyed.  It is 
also important to consider the appropriateness of the material for the garment and the class of dress 
it is being applied to.  While this section could easily become a book unto itself, I will limit this to a 
discussion of fabric and colors that relate to the garment of an English queen or courtly lady, with a 
small bit of background, so as not to hit the every possible option and make this entirely too long. 

First and foremost when getting started is determine the message you sending with your fabric 
choice.  While this sounds simple enough, this actually encompasses several aspects.  Cloth and the 
materials were expensive and clothing was the outward expression of how wealthy the wearer was or 
wanted to be.  A beautiful gown made out of the wrong materials would change the status of the 
wearer as quickly as court politics.1   

Second, from 1400-1800 Northern Europe experienced a mini ice-age placing an importance on the 
need of several layers to be warm in addition to furs and wools to be in high use in order to ensure 
warmth.  Wools for the rich included worsted and fine scarlets, and could also be combined with silk 
and linen creating serge, grosgrain, fustian, shallooon, and several others.2  Luckily, wool was readily 
available in England, being a major export. 

London also provided a great source for fabric imports and almost any fabric from Europe was 
readily available for the right price.  One of the most popular fibers for the rich was silk, which 
could be combined with any other fiber.  Silk taffetas, satins, gauze, velvets, and blends were often 
dyed in bright colors as well as the standard black and white.  Silk was also a great foundational fiber 
for cloth of gold or silver.3 

Linen, used primarily for undergarments, was also used as linings and interfacing, or as blends with 
other fibers, since it wasn’t as warm as other options.4  Linen also stretches and sags in humid 
weather.  Since England was in a mini ice-age, it may not seem to be a prevalent issue, however the 
wearer’s body heat alone is sufficient to cause some stretch and sag.  In a world where highly fitted 
and well formed garments form the basis of fashionable society, it can be clearly seen why linen was 
not a forerunner for the outer garments and not a great substitution for silks or wools in modern 
recreations. 

                                                        
1 (Mellin) 
2 (Arnold, Queen Elizabeth’s Wardrobe Unlock’d) 
3 (Arnold, Queen Elizabeth’s Wardrobe Unlock’d) 
4 (Mellin) 
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Appendix A provides an excellent table from The Tudor Tailor 
documenting various types of cloth woven from different fibers 
in use during the 16th century.  Using this as a guideline provides 
a better insight into fabric choices when recreating a gown. 

Most people are familiar, at least to a certain extent with a 
majority of the fabrics listed, such as velvet, taffeta, twills, and 
woolens.  One that is of particular interest is “cloth of gold,”  a 
term used to describe and emphasize the fact that the cloth was 
woven with yarns made of silk threads and precious metal 
threads that was usually beaten gold or silver wound around a 
silk core.5 

Imported from the main silk centers, the Italian cities of Venice, 
Milan, Lucca, Florence, Genoa, Bologna , silks woven in the cloth of gold were commissioned for 
clients and a sign of extreme wealth, due to the high cost of the material and the precious metals 
woven in which was the currency of the time.6   

Figure 27 is an extant example of cloth of gold, possibly made in Italy from woven silk and gold-
wrapped silk thread from the late 15th century.  Figure 3, is another example of cloth of gold using 
cisele velvet with brocaded metal threads from Italy from 1600. 

Regarding fabric, it is also important to understand how 
much fabric is need to properly replicate an outfit, along 
with keeping in mind the widths of fabric available at the 
time.  It is easy to get carried away with yardage when we 
can easily get a hold of 54” - 63” wide fabrics, or broad 
cloths in period, which would not have been available in 
all fabric choices available.  Of course, they could sew 
panels together to create the width, but it is worth noting 
so that it can be properly accounted for in the recreation.  
Below is a small excerpt exemplifying some of the 
yardages need for various women’s Elizabethan 
garments, with fabric widths of 45”.  While some of 
these are in use in the Tudor period currently focused 
on, it does help put it in perspective.8 

 

 

                                                        
5 (Cloth of Gold, Musuem No. 1062-1900) 
6 (Cloth of Gold, Musuem No. 1062-1900) 
7 (Cloth of Gold, Musuem No. 1062-1900) 
8 It is worth a note that other factors can come into play when trying to make a current recreation that will 
skew making a garment from purely period yardages, such as the height of the individual (which is now taller 
than in period) as well as the weight. 

 
Figure 3: Cloth of Gold c. 1600, Cisele 
Velvet brocaded with metal threads – 
North Italy 

 

 
Figure 2: Cloth of Gold c.1475-1500 

 

http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O130131/cloth-of-gold/
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Yardages for Women’s Elizabethan Garments9:  

  Shift & Partlet, hip length..............4 - 4 ½ 
    Shift, ankle length............................5 - 6 
    Over-partlet/Italian Partlet............½  - 1 
    Petticoat............................................3 ½ - 4 
    Bumroll............................................. ½  
    Corset, fabric & lining.................... ½ -1 
                interfacing....................1-2 
    Farthingale, fabric............................2 ½ - 3 
                      1" binding or ribbon, 
                      hoopwire.......................12-15 each 
    Skirts-plain & gored (36" fabric)....4 ½ -5 
                      (45" fabric)....................4 - 4 ½  
    Upperclass Underskirt(36" fabric).4 - 5 
                      (45" fabric)....................3 - 4 
    Bodice, fabric & lining (not including 
                      sleeves)..........................1-1 ½ each 
                interfacing.....................2 - 3 
    Spanish Surcoat, fabric & lining.....5 - 7 each 
                       interfacing....................2 - 3 

Colors also played a pivotal 
role, as some dyes were more 
expense than others due to 
difficulty in achieving the 
color or the expense of the 

root/bark/insect/material 
that created the dye.  In 
today’s modern world, we 
have the ability to create a 
complete spectrum of colors 
on a whim, so it is easy to 
forget that such variety was 
not available to the Tudor 
world or become seduced by 
the chemically created color 
that they could have only 
dreamed about. 

Figure 410 shows a range of 
dyes on 100% lamb’s-wool 

threads, which were available during the 16th century using natural dyes and mordants (used to allow 
the dye to adhere to the fiber) available in the 16th century.  The predominate dyes of the period 
were madder, weld, woad, indigo, cochineal, fustic, brazilwood, and cutch, which could then be 

                                                        
9 (Covey) 
10 (Dying in the 16th Century) 

 
Figure 4: Threads dyed using natural dyes and mordants available during 
the 16th century 
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over-dyed with another dye to create a variety of colors.11  Mordants also played an important role in 
the availability of colors.  Roche or papal alum was a principle mordant until the reign of Henry VII 
when political turbulence disrupted the alum supply.  Iron sulphate, aka “Green Copperas” or 
“Green Vitriol” in period, was also used with high popularity and served not only as a mordant but 
also to “sadden” or deepen a color.  Of the dye colors, cochineal was (and still is) expensive and 
reserved for the rich. 12  Different fibers will dye to different colors, further expanding the color 
range shown in Figure 4. 

Also worth a quick note are notions.  While ties and lacing are abundant and familiar for quite a 
while by this time, hooks and eyes are also being used on garments.13 

Smock 

The only real underwear was a "shift" or "smock", 
commonly referred to in the SCA as a chemise, 
which was worn under the outermost garment.14   
This delicate subject is one where a mild case of 
speculation is needed due to limited surviving 
examples of the garment and lack of representation 
in paintings and illuminations of the upper class.  
While accounts for are found in inventories, they 
provide value, material composition, and some brief 

description of the decoration, but nothing as 
to the construction of the garment itself.  
However, construction information can be 
extrapolated from both earlier and later 
garments of the period in question.  

Being worn close to the skin, the smock was 
required to be made of a durable enough 
material to withstand constant washing making 
linen a primary fabric of choice.  When 
decorated with embroidery by those who 

                                                        
11 (Dying in the 16th Century) 
12 (Dying in the 16th Century) 
13 Images of such can be seen in several extant garments, in particular (Arnold, Patterns of Fashion 4). 
14 (Melin) 

 
Figure 5: Extant Italian Smock c. early 17th 
century 

 

 
Figure 6: A woman’s smock c.1575-85 
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could afford it, the smock could be worn for receiving visitors while in bed and served a purpose in 
the overall effect of dress for those portions that could be seen.15   

Of course, only limited portions would be seen 
outside the bedroom.  While some suggest it would 
be the neckline and the cuff, it is far more likely it 
would have been limited to the cuff.  It is clear in 
examining various portraits that the cuff of the 
smock is visible.  The neckline however is likely 
tucked under a kirtle top, the overgown, and/or a 
decorative/jeweled partlet. 

Some surviving examples of later period 
smocks show a square neckline, which is 
appropriate for the Tudor gowns, as well as 

embroidered 
necklines and 

decorative 
lace, as shown in Figure 516 and Figure 6.17  However, experience 
with wearing smocks of varying construction proves that throughout 
the course of a day, the garment tends to shift and would require 
constant rearrangement, 
which is not always slightly. 

Moving on to possible 
construction, both Figure 5 
and Figure 6 show a 
rectangular body and 
sleeves, inset with gores. In 
Figure 6 the original lower 
portion of the smock is 
now gone, having been 
replaced.  Figure 918 shows 
the deconstruction of the 
smock exemplifying the 
rectangular construction 
and square gussets, which 
have been heavily 
embroidered.  The museum 

                                                        
15 (Extant Woman’s Smock, Museum no. T.113) 
16 Prato Museum, Found in La Moda a Firenze and At Home in Renaissance Italy. 
17 (Extant Woman’s Smock, Museum no. T.113) 
18 (Extant Woman’s Smock, Museum no. T.113) 

 
Figure 9: Layout of 
deconstructed extant Smock. 

 

 
Figure 8: Close up of extant smock 
showing embroidery and modern lace 

 

 
Figure 10: Close up of partlet 

 

 
Figure 7: Close up of jeweled parlet 

 

http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O78732/smock/
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notes that the replaced portion of the smock was of different grade linen than the embroidered 
section, which was common to the period according to contemporary documentation.19  The lace 
around the neckline, a modern reproduction, was copied from a period piece and can be seen in 
Figure 8.20  The fact that it was added after, leads to doubts as to whether it should have the lace to 
begin with.  Again, this garment is approximately 50 years before the period in question. 

Further, and this is skipping ahead a bit, Figure 7 and Figure 10, show examples of the 
decorative/jeweled partlet.  In both, a slight line can be seen continuing from the front portion of 
the neckline, indicating that this is not a squared neckline, but a strip of material that has been 
decorated or bejeweled.  In Figure 10, the embroidered strip goes so far under the armpit it would 
be impossible to evenly position a decorative neckline in line with the outer gown and have it stay in 
place, unless the wearer never moved. 

Hose 

While there are examples of earlier period hose and later 
period hose, the in between has been elusive.  Of those 
found, the hose have been from the late 16th century, 
including the knit pair belonging to Eleanora of Toledo, 
another knit pair believed to belong to Queen Elizabeth, a 
linen pair with embroidered tops but no feet (Figure 1121), 
and a pair of men’s made in the late 16th century meant to 
resemble a pair from the early 16th century.22   

As shown by the extant pieces, knitted hose, especially silk 
knit hose, gained favor over the cloth hose.23  This is not 
to say that cloth hose became obsolete however, there are 
several records showing that Queen Elizabeth owned cloth 
hose throughout the 16th century.24 

Of the various hose available, only the wealthy could 
afford knit silk hose due to the expense.25  Other options, 
in order of cost included cloth woven silk (sarcenet) hose, 
knit wool, and cloth woven wool (flannel).26,27 Linen hose 
would depend upon the quality of the linen ranging from a course spun to an extremely fine and 
expensive weave.  Additions, such as embroidery, or the cost of dyes (hose came in a variety of 
colors) would also affect the price of the hose.28   

                                                        
19 (Extant Woman’s Smock, Museum no. T.113) 
20 (Extant Woman’s Smock, Museum no. T.113) 
21 (Arnold, Patterns of Fashion 4) 
22 (Schuessler) 
23 (Hribovi) 
24 (Arnold, Queen Elizabeth’s Wardrobe Unlock’d) 
25 (Schuessler) 
26 (Arnold, Queen Elizabeth’s Wardrobe Unlock’d) 
27 (Schuessler) 
28 (Schuessler) 

 
Figure 11: Extant Stockings with 
embroidered cuff c. 1600 
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Knit hose, however, require the obvious ability 
to knit.  On the other hand, cloth hose made 
from materials such as silk, wool, or linen are 
within the reach of anyone who can sew by hand 
or machine.   The remainder of this section will 
focus on the more general skill set of sewing.  I 
will leave the knitted stocking discussion to 
those who possess the necessary knowledge. 

Extant cloth stockings show that the body of the 
hose was cut on bias for form and fit.29  Figure 
1330 is an example of the layout for hose 
construction based on extant stockings from the 
16th century, with arrows noting the grain of the 
fabric.  An alternative pattern is shown in Figure 

13, the difference being the seam stopping at the base of the heel, rather than continue to the sole.  
This is not as historically accurate, but would allow a bit more comfort (no seam) and allow for 
additional sole padding to be added in case of thread bear or the want for additional warmth and/or 
cushioning.  The hose could be decorated, often by embroidery, with wool, silk, or metal thread, 
typically on the cuffs which were folded 
over or at the “clockes” (ankles).31 

Hose were stitched using a running stitch 
or back stitch, typically on the back seam.  
Seams were flattened and top stitched 2-
3mm from the seam, with back seams 
having been overlapped 4-7 mm with an 
upright stitch along both edges.32 

Hose were held in place by strips of fabric 
or ribbon tied just below the knee.  These 
strips of fabric or ribbon are called garters, 
and were needed regardless of whether the 
hose were knit or woven cloth.33 

Pair of Bodies (Corset) 

“The corset represents a fundamental shift in the concept of clothing and tailoring; instead of 
shaping clothes to the body, as had been done throughout the Middle Ages and Renaissance, the 
body began to conform to the fashionable shape of the clothing worn.”34  In other words, the corset 
allows everyone, regardless of physical attributes, to achieve a fashionable norm – a cylindrical shape 

                                                        
29 (Brescia, Women's Renaissance Hose and stockings) 
30 (Thursfield) 
31 (Schuessler) 
32 (Crowfoot) 
33 (Brescia, Women's Renaissance Hose and stockings) 
34 (Leed, History of the Elizabethan Corset) 

 
Figure 13: Diagram of Hose pattern 

 

 
Figure 12: Diagram of Hose construction based on 
extant 
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which flattened and raised the bust line, giving every woman a socially acceptable tubular or 
triangular shape.  

The viability of such a garment is within the realm of 
possibility in 1537, although the earliest surviving 
example of a corset, or pair of bodies, we have is the 
German pair of bodies buried with Pfaltzgrafin 
Dorothea Sabine von Neuberg in 1598, shown in Figure 
14.   

It is made of three layers of cream-colored fabric, the 
outer layer being silk backed with linen and the inner 
lining of linen, and has channels, backstitched between 
the two layers into which whalebone was inserted and a 
larger pocket sewn down the front to allow for a busk to 
be slipped into the corset to completely flatten the front. 
It has tabs at the waist in the back, as well as small 
eyelets at the waistline through which the farthingale or 
petticoat could be 
fastened to the 
corset. Also, the 
armholes are rather 
far back, which is 
consistent with 

garments of the time allowing for the desired rigid posture of the 
time.35  

The next surviving pair of bodies is from 1602 and is commonly 
referred to as the Effigy Corset, since it was on the effigy of 
Queen Elizabeth of England, shown in Figure 15.  The 
advantage of this garment to this study is the fact that it is 
English.  Like its counterpart, it is stiffened with whalebone.36  
This is where the similarities end.   

The Effigy Corset laces up the front, and as such does not have a busk.  Instead, two heavy strips of 
whale bone run down either side of the front lacing.  Also, it has boned tabs all the way around.37  
Another distinguishing characteristic is the fact that in the Effigy corset the boning goes from top to 
bottom, where on the German Pfaltzgrafin pair of bodies the boning stops under and around the 
breast area.   

                                                        
35 (Leed, History of the Elizabethan Corset) 
36 (Leed, History of the Elizabethan Corset) 
37 (Leed, History of the Elizabethan Corset) 

 
Figure 15: Effigy Corset c. 1602 

 

 
Figure 14: German Pair of Bodies c. 1589 
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The reason for this is not known, although it may 
be a result of the differences in shape desired by 
the English and the Germans.   

The difficulty lies in the many layers of clothing 
and since such a garment would have been 
underneath other layers, we are forced to 
speculate.  However, a close examination of 
various portraits from earlier periods do help 
guide the curious. 

Prior to the 1520’s the fashionable shame could 
be achieved by a well-fitted kirtle.  However, as 
the fashionable shapes created by the dresses of 
the 1520s forward, as shown in the many sketches 
of Holbein, would have required stiffening. 38 

One way to stiffen the bodice would have been 
by quilting several layers of canvas together.39  
However, while this method provides some 
structure, it would not provide sufficient rigidity 
for the now fashion forward shape of the Tudor 
gowns.  A more effective method for creating the 
desired effect can be created by using buckram 
(glue-stiffened canvas), a method referenced in a 
Tudor wardrobe account.40,41 While more 

effective than just quilting, this method would not completely eliminate the natural roundness of a 
woman’s breast, which could still be seen in sketches of the 1520s as exemplified in Figure 16.42 

The addition of boning to a bodice allows even greater control of the shape and the flattening 
effect.43  By the 1530s, this completely flat look was the height of fashion, as exemplified in Figure 1.  
The next question is whether it is appropriate for 1537 to have this as a separate garment, such as 
the Pfaltzgrafin or Effigy corset, or should it be a stiffened and/or boned kirtle, consisting of a 
bodice and skirt joined together.  The latter is the suggestion of Ninya Mikhaila & Jane Malcolm- 
Davies, the authors of The Tudor Tailor as shown in Figure 17. 

 

                                                        
38 (Leed, History of the Elizabethan Corset) 
39 (Melin) 
40 (Leed, History of the Elizabethan Corset) 
41 (Melin) 
42 (Holbein, Sketch of Anne Boleyn) 
43 (Melin) 

 
Figure 16: Anne Boleyn by Hans Holbein. (British 
Library) 
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This construction method was considered for a bit, but ultimately discarded for a couple reasons.  
First, the use of the Pfaltzgrafin style bodice didn’t sync.  As I’m making a 1537 English Tudor 
gown, using a German style top didn’t feel right.  Also, I was nervous on the abilities of this style 
corset to actually completely flatten my chest as the style of 1537 requires.   

Second, it seemed a waste of time, labor, and materials to only have one kirtle, where if I separated 
them I could make several kirtles and only one pair of bodies.  Not to mention that if the kirtle was 
irrevocably damaged or the hem wore out I wouldn’t have to discard the whole thing.  As I thought 
more about it, this may have been how they started separating them in the first place.  If the skirt 
was too damaged but the stiffened bodice was fine, why not just remove the skirt, finish the bottom 
edge and call it a day.   

I was pleased to discover others, such as Mistress Drea Leed, who also came to the same conclusion 
that by separating the two would save on time and labor, and extend the life of the outer gown by 
taking strain off having to shape the body.44 

Another reason I chose not to follow the suggestion in The Tudor Tailor was the issue of getting into 
the garment.  With it lacing up the back, I would have to leave my dressing room and rely on others 
to get dressed, from the start due to the lacing up the back in nothing but my smock.  If I could at 
least get into my corset by myself, I could save some dignity before begging assistance. 

                                                        
44 (Leed, History of the Elizabethan Corset) 

 
Figure 17: Pattern for kirtle (reduced) from “The Tudor Tailor”, by Ninya Mikhaila & Jane Malcolm- Davies 
pages 108 & 109 
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Of course, the idea of separating the pair of bodies from the kirtle is not a novel idea and some 
references are made in the 16th century to the existence of such articles of clothing.  Like many terms 
of the time, the term “pair of bodies” did not necessarily point to one particular type of garment 
could reference either a full kirtle or an independent stiffened bodice.  Context of such references 
help distinguish between, but are still speculative.  For example: 

If it is a "pair of bodies with sleeves", most likely it is a gown which is being discussed; if 
materials such as whalebone or bents are mentioned, it could conceivably be a corset rather than a 
bodice. If it is mentioned with petticoats or farthingales, other undergarments of the time, then 
chances are it is a corset rather than a bodice.45 

This becomes important since we do have our first references to what appears to be a completely 
separate undergarment in the wardrobe accounts of Mary Tudor in the 1550s (roughly 10 years later 
the dates in question), which lists: 

 Item for making of one peire of bodies of crymsen satin  
 Item for making two pairs of bodies for petticoats of crymsen satin  
 Item for making a pair of bodies for a Verthingall of crymsen Grosgrain  

Likewise, Queen Elizabeth’s wardrobe accounts also listed what were likely separate pairs of bodies 
from the kirtle,46 such as those referenced below: 

 A payre of bodies of black cloth of silver with little skirts (1571) 
 a pair of bodies of sweete lether (1579) 
 a pair of bodies of black velvet lined with canvas stiffened with buckeram (1583)  
 for altering a pair of bodies...the bodies lined with sackecloth and buckram about the skirts 

with bents covered with fustian.  
 a pair of french bodies of damaske lined with sackcloth, with whales bone to them (1597) 

Beyond just wardrobe accounts, fragments of a red velvet bodice or ‘bodies’ fastened in the front 
with hooks and eyes were found on Eleanora of Toledo under her over gown in which she was 
buried in 1562.47 

What is interesting here is that we also get an idea of the fabrics and materials commonly used in the 
pair of bodies based on these wardrobe accounts.  The materials such as satin (crimson satin being 
Mary’s main choice), leather, velvet, fustian, and damask are al mentioned as choices for the outer 
fabric.  Some were stiffened with buckram, sackcloth, reeds, or whalebone and canvas was clearly 
used as lining.  From the extant pieces, such as those shown in Figure 14 and Figure 15, we also 
know that a material such as silk taffeta was used as an outer fabric and linen as a lining. 

As referenced in the wardrobes and as shown in Figure 14 on the Pfaltzgrafin pair of bodies, 
petticoats, farthingales, or other skirts could be attached to the pair of bodies to ensure they did not 
slip or fall.   

                                                        
45 (Leed, History of the Elizabethan Corset) 
46 (Arnold, Queen Elizabeth’s Wardrobe Unlock’d) 
47 (Arnold, Patterns of Fashion 3) 
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An examination of the extant pieces, specifically the Effigy corset since it is an English garment, will 
help to give an idea on how a pair of bodies would have been constructed in 1537.  As I have not 
had the privilege of examining either extant pieces in person and am limited to my observation of 
photographs, I find it best at this time to simply defer in total to other’s descriptions of how such a 
garment was constructed as listed below: 

The effigy corset was made of three pieces--two front pieces and one back piece--which were made and 
finished separately and whip-stitched together along the side back seams before wearing. This 
technique would allow for easier size changes: if the wearer gained or lost weight, the back could be 
removed and a smaller or larger piece added.  

These corsets and the two stomachers were constructed by placing layers right sides out, sewing the 
boning channels, and then binding the edges with a strip of leather or fabric. The modern "sew right 
sides together and then turn right sides out" was an uncommon technique of the time.  

The binding on the two corsets was placed right side against the outside edge of the corset, stitched 
down, turned over to the wrong side, and either hem-stitched down along the edge or stab-stitched 
through to the front of the corset, following the seam line of the outer binding edge. Binding strips 
could be made of ribbon, of fabric cut on the bias, or of fabric cut on the straight.  

The boning channels on the Pfaltzgrafin's corset was backstitched, which would add strength and 
flexibility to the seams as well as adding a more finished look. The seams on the effigy corset were 
stitched with a running stitch.  

Lacing holes had a row of boning to either side of the holes, in all cases. The holes were poked with 
an awl and whipstitched around the opening for strength.48 

In addition to the two known pair of bodies, it is worth noting the “stays” of Eleanora of Toledo, 
which was found under her 
burial overgown, shown in 
Figure 18.49  While the stays 
have no stiffing and are made of 
velvet, they nevertheless support 
the idea that a separate bodice 
piece may have been worn. 50  
Whether this function was to 
add warmth or to assist shaping 
the wearer, or some 
combination thereof, it is clear 
that it is not outside the realm of 
possibility that a separate 
structural garment would have 
been worn. 

                                                        
48 (Leed, History of the Elizabethan Corset) 
49 (sevenstarwheel) 
50 (sevenstarwheel) 

 
Figure 18: Extant "stays" of Eleanora of Toledo c. 1562 

 

http://sevenstarwheel.files.wordpress.com/2011/04/elenoras-stays.jpg
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Not a lot is known about the mysterious underskirt, 
commonly referred to as a petticoat.  In later periods, the 
rigid garment known as a spanish farthingale, or simply 
farthingale, which produced a smooth bell shape came into 
favor.  However, the portraits and figures up to 1537 show 
a softer falling of the skirts suggesting that the farthingale 
was not worn at this time. 

 

In Figure 2051 the wearer is seen with her skirts raised showing 
tantalizingly little about what is beneath; an ankle length under 
skirt is seen over which is another skirt, likely a kirtle of some 
sort, and then the outer gown.   

Further, in Figure 19,52 a multitude of underskirt edging is 
represented to help keep the dresses shape even in an effigy.  
While this could just be for show, it is likely symbolic of what the 
wearer would have actually had on, especially in light of the detail 
and the fact that it was colored red.  Had it not been appropriate, 
the designer could have simply carved a smooth flat surface to 
avoid showing more than was decent, even in death. 

Such a garment makes sense from a practical perspective.  As 
Europe is going through a mini-ice age, a petticoat or underskirt 
would be an additional layer to keep the wearer warm, especially 
in an environment that doesn’t have central heat. 

                                                        
51 Sketch by Hans Holbein 
52 (Effigy of Elizabeth Greville in St. Nicholas’s Church, Alcester, Warwickshire) 

 
Figure 20: Sketch by Hans Holbein 
c.1540 

 

 
Figure 19: Showing of “red” petticoat in folds c. 1559 

 

 
Figure 21: Drawings of 
Petticoat from Tudor Tailor 
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The petticoat differed from the kirtle by nature of its primary function, to keep the wearer warm, 
and as such was often undecorated.  The design was simple, just two or three broad pieces of fabric, 
sewn together then pleated to a very small waistband that was then hooked or tied closed.53  In some 
cases the skirting would be attached to a sleeveless bodies, referred to as a “petticoat bodies,” an 
example of which can be found in Patterns of Fashion 3.  It is this style that The Tudor Tailor follows 
in providing sketches for the petticoat as shown in Figure 21.54  The “body” section is mainly sides 
with straps in order to eliminate additional bulk.  

Petticoats were made from just about any material available, with some being made of heavier 
material such as wool for colder months, and silks or linens for warmer months.  They were typically 
red as it was a color associated with being healthy, as it is believed to have stimulated warmth, was 
an expensive color to produce, and a bright red was eye-catching. 55   Appendix A provides a great 
reference to appropriate materials. 

Construction of the kirtle 
is another area of 
speculation.  While there 
are references to kirtles, 
the term itself seemed to 
have universal use for a 
variety of different types 
of garments.  In 
examining the fashion 
from the mid to late 15th 
century, paintings and 
other references show 
women wearing tightly-
fitted gowns to help 
support and shape them.  
These have often been 
referred to in the modern 
era as kirtles, although 
some have also referred 
to them as gothic fitted 

dresses or cotehardies.56  For ease, the term kirtle will be used universally. 

In the mid-15th century, the kirtle, as seen in Figure 23, more closely resembles its earlier century 
predecessor than anything recognizable in the mid 16th century.  However, at this time it is obvious 
that the neckline is starting to change, becoming more squared.  The kirtle is clearly evolving and in 

                                                        
53 (Leed, Elizabethan Petticoats) 
54 (Mikhaila) 
55 (Leed, Elizabethan Petticoats) 
56 While the terms are subjective, research has generally shown that lines are drawn on these terms as to 
when the garments appear on a time line.  Often the 13th and 14th century gowns are more commonly, 
although not exclusively, referred to as a cotehardie or the more recent gothic fitted dress.  Likewise, kirtle 
typically refers to the 15th century version and to the garment in question in the 16th century. 

 
Figure 23: Mary Magdalin by Rogier van 
der Weydan, c. 1450 

 

 
Figure 22: Except of Portrait by 
Rogier van der  Weyden, 1453-5 
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a portrait just a few years later, the kirtle can be seen with a clearly square neckline and more 
importantly, with a bodice top and attached skirt, as seen in Figure 22. 

While the kirtle can be worn as a standalone garment, of interest is the fact that it was also worn 
under other garments such as the houplande and its successor, which has commonly been referred 
to in the SCA as a Burgundian gown.  As fashion dictates change at the end of the 15th century, 
transitional gowns can be seen in Figure 24, showing a transition gown resembling the Tudor gown.   

 

As this outer gown evolves, the kirtle becomes relegated to a supportive under layer. Whether this is 
due to cold climate or the need for the garment to serve more as structural support for the new 
fashion is unknown.  However, the newly designed version of the kirtle with a separate bodice and 
skirt would have allowed for stiffeners to be applied creating a new fashionable shape during the 
turn of the century. 

Sometime around the 1530s, the kirtle evolved again according to the dictates of fashion by 
separating the bodice from the skirt, thus forming the "payre of bodies", or corset, and a separate 

  
Figure 24: Details from “Virgin among Virgins” by Gerard David c. 1509 
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“kirtle” skirt which could be worn under the outer gown.57  By separating the bodice portion from 
the skirt, the wearer was granted better flexibility.  First, the separate pair of bodies could be used 
numerous times with various outfits.  Second, with the skirt separated, different looks could be 
achieved by matching them with different gowns.  This ability to mix and match used less materials 
since a separate stiffened bodice wasn’t needed.  It would also cost less to have one or two pairs of 
bodies, as opposed to having to include the stiffened bodice section in multiple kirtles.   

There is no need at this time to recap the 
pair of bodies discussion.  However, we 
are left with the question of whether upon 
seperating the stiffened bodice, did the 
garment return to the mid-15th century 
version of the “kirtle gown”?  Or did the 
seperation dictate that the skirt portion be 
left as simply as a skirt under the same 
name as a gown (“kirtle skirt”)?  It is clear 
that by 1589, 50 years past the period in question, the latter is the fate for the garment as shown in 
Figure 2758, which shows a redrawing of “a kirtle of silk for a woman.” 

As discussed when addressing the petticoat, a major 
concern I have over the “kirtle skirt” is a fear that 
the kirtle will slip or move, which would be quite 
unseemly.  Based on this experience, I lean toward 
the idea of a kirtle gown.59  Sources, such as The 
Tudor Tailor, see Figure 17, and Mistress Drea Leed’s 
website, Figure 26, also lean toward making the 
kirtle as a kirtle gown rather than a kirtle skirt.   

While I find the Tudor Tailor to be an excellent 
reference for materials and some construction 
methods, I disagree with the kirtle construction, as 
discussed under pair of bodies.  In looking at other 
ideas on how to construct the kirtle gown, I turn to 
the write up of Mistress Drea on her kirtle, which 
she based off the loose kirtle, dated to c. 1570-1580, 

described in Janet Arnold's Patterns of Fashion 1560-1620, as seen in Figure 26.60 

This kirtle is similar in construct to that of the earlier kirtle, and something a period tailor would 
have been familiar with.  Further, in constructing the gown using the fitted bodice or pair of bodies 
measurments and without the absoluteness of a waist prevents excess bulk underneath the overgown 
while ensuring the decorative underskirt doesn’t slip or move around akwardly.  The sleeveless 
nature of the garment also prevents excess bulk around the arms. 

                                                        
57 (Leed, History of the Elizabethan Corset) 
58 (McNealy) 
59 As you will see later, I change my mind on this theory. 
60 (Leed, Making a Gored Kirtle Pattern) 

 
Figure 25: Reproduction of diagram from Tailor’s Pattern 
Book of 1589 by Juan de Alcega 

 

 
Figure 26: Kirtle construction by Drea Leed 
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The garment laces up the back to prevent too much bulk from lacing in the front only61 and and 
distort the overall look.  Further, a front closure would mar the seamless front that is exposed.  The 
gown could side lace under the arms of one or both sides, but a back lace appears to be easier.  As a 
wealthy woman would have had servants it would not have been an issue.  It will present a minor 
issue getting ready on my own, but at least with all the under layers, I shall be well covered when it 
comes time to ask for assistance. 

In Figure 26, the greyed areas show the portion that is fitted based on the bodice or pair of bodies 
portion and the white the drawn in skirt lines.  After the pieces are cut out the lining and the kirtle 
pieces are matched toghether and sewn around the neckline, armholes and down the center back, 
leaving the tops of the shoulder straps unsewn.  After the edges are clipped and the garment turned 
right side out, the straps are handsewn in place.62 

Overgown 

This is the most recognizable and identifiable 
portion of the gown.  It is gloriously represented 
in portraits from the lower class to the Queen.  
While there has been speculation that the 
overgown is in fact two separate pieces, a bodice 
and a skirt, it is more likely that while constructed 
separately, the skirt and bodice were sewn together 
to make this one garment. 

Sketches by Holbein lend themselves to the idea 
of a one piece construction, as can be seen in 2863 

and 2764.  Figure 28, provides a rare glimpse of the back of gown, sleeves and hat.  Of particular 
interesting is the pleats formed at just the back of the gown and how they are pushed out from 

                                                        
61 For example, the pair of bodies laces in front and back and the overgown has a front lacing, as well.  If the 
kirtle gown also front laced, then there would be three layers of lacing on top of each other, adding to 
considerable bulk. 
62 (Leed, Making a Gored Kirtle Pattern) 
63 (Holbein, Two Views of a Woman Wearing an English Hood, a drawing) 
64  (Holbein, Unnamed Sketch) 

 
Figure 28: Front and back sketch c. 1528-30 by 
Hans Holbein the Younger 

 

 
Figure 27: Unnamed Sketch by Hans Holbein c. 
Unknown 
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bodice.  The pleats are also represented in Figure 29, showing a close up of the reaching child from 
Figure 27.  Had this been in two pieces, a gap would be 
evident between the bodice and skirt65 and the gown clearly 
mimics that of Figure 28. 

Further support can be found in the gown of Eleanora of 
Toledo shown in Figure 30 and the gown of a Duchess, 
dubbed the ‘Red Dress’ or the ‘Red Dress of Pisa’ Figure 3266. 
While these have some obvious differences from the period in 
question, i.e. origin, style, and dates, they are contemporary 
enough to lend some insight into the construction of the 
Tudor gown. 

In the case of Figure 30, the top edge of the skirt section is 
unfinished and unfolded showing how it was once pleated 
and then affixed to the bodice.  Also, the opening along the 
side of the skirt which corresponds with the side lacing of the 
bodice can be clearly seen, which would not be required if the 
skirt was separate. 

 

                                                        
65 Personal experience indicates that had this been a two piece construction not only would gapping have 
occurred while reaching up, any undergarments (such as smock, petticoat, or kirtle) could potentially be 
caught and requires adjustment every time the wearer moved.  Further, no matter how small I made the 
waist, as soon as a tightly fitted bodice was placed over the skirt and cinched the waist any, the skirt would 
slip and move exposing portions of the undergarments. 
66 (A gown of a Duchess: the court dress of a Madonna in Pisa- Moira Brunor) 

 
Figure 29: A section of a Sketch by 
Hans Holbein the Younger 

 

 
Figure 30: Funeral Dress of Eleonora de Toledo, 1562 
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The Conservator of the Red Pisa Dress, Thessy Schoenholzer Nicholson, has suggested that the 
construction and tailoring techniques the gown are similar to that of Eleanora’s burial dress.67  As 

seen in Figure 3168, it again appears that the 
skirt is attached to the bodice, as opposed to 
being a separate garment. 

 

Bodice 

While this is one garment, since the bodice and skirt are separate garments until the final step in 
which they are joined, they will be addressed separately. 

The Tudor gown of 1537 has been steadily progressing from a soft fitted bodice to a more rigid and 
shape forming garment.  This is illustrated in Figure 34, where you can see the soft curve of the bust.  
As discussed under the section of corsets, during this time we are seeing the soft curve of the 
bottom of the chest disappear in favor of a flat more triangular shape leading to broader shoulder 
and conversely to narrow waists shown in Figure 1.   

                                                        
67 (Brescia, Extant Dresses in Pisa: Updates on sewing and construction techniques from the Costume 
Colloquium 2008, Florence) 
68 (Brescia, Extant Dresses in Pisa: Updates on sewing and construction techniques from the Costume 
Colloquium 2008, Florence) 

 
Figure 32: Dress of a Duchess (Red Pisa Dress) c. 
1550-1560 

 

 

Figure 31: Back view of Red Pisa Dress 
c. 1550-1560 



P a g e  | 20 

 

While the silhouette of Figure 34 can be achieved by a thickly quilted middle, capable of soft 
sculpting the shape, the new flatter look required additional support to eliminate any hint of 
roundness.  It is possible that some of the boning, 
reeding, or cording could have been used directly in the 
bodice, as previously discussed.  However by having the 
separate pair of bodies, less stress is applied to the outer 
garment and would help to preserve the beautiful and 
delicate fabric of the outer gown.  

 

In applying the idea of separate pair 
of bodies, the bodice would still 
need some stiffening to help it hold 
its shape.  Therefore an inner layer 
of stiffener would still be required, 
although not for the purpose of 
changing the wearer’s shape, but to 
give the gown itself a shape so that 
it can support the weight of the skirt 
and hang properly. In Figure 3369 
the thickness of the bodice front 
indicates that a stiffener between the 
outer layer and the lining is present. 

Since we are looking at the inside 
portion of the bodice, it is worth 
noting a difference between modern 
and period sewing techniques.  
Unlike in modern sewing, period 
techniques involved wrapping the 
outer fabric around a stiffened 

                                                        
69 (Brescia, Extant Dresses in Pisa: Updates on sewing and construction techniques from the Costume 
Colloquium 2008, Florence) 

 
Figure 33: Extant Red Pisa Dress, c. 1550-1560  

 

 
Figure 34: Anne Boleyn by Hans Holbein.  

 

 
Figure 35: Minature of Margaret More (1505–1544), Wife of 
William Roper, 1535–36 
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fabric that has been cut to the appropriate shape.  The outermost fabric is tacked down and then the 
raw edges covered by the 
lining which has had the 
raw edges folded under in 
order to be just slightly 
smaller than the stiffened 
piece.  In looking at Figure 
33, the outer fabric is just 
visible along the inside 
edge of the inside of the 
bodice. 

As much controversy that 
surrounds how many 
pieces are in the 
overgown, even more 
surround the idea of 
closures.  While both 
extant Italian garments 
show a back side lace 
closure, Figures 29 and 28, 
do not suggest the 
presence of side lacing.  
For that matter, they don’t 
show any form of closure.   

However, Figure 1, as well 
as Figure 34 and Figure 36 do show a mysterious series of “gold dots” along the front side of the 
gowns.  This could 
be merely 
decorative, however 
given the placement, 
is more likely 
functional, with a 
decorative element.  
While it is unknown 
if they appear on 
both sides of the 
wearer, it is worth 
noting that in the 
examples, the dots 
appear regardless of 
the direction the 
wearer faces.   

One theory 
regarding the dots is 
that they represent 
the heads of gold or 

 
Figure 36: Miniature of Mrs. Pemberton (Jane Small) by Hans Holbein, c. 1540 

 

 
Figure 37: Sketches of closure from Tudor Tailor 
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brass pins which hold a front placard in place, concealing the lacing.  The Tudor Tailor, purports this 
theory, as seen in Figure 37, and has the side of the placard sewn in place then hooks and eyes along 
the side in place of pins.     

Another possibility is that the gold dots are gold thread used to hide the thread used to attach hooks 
and eyes in order to close the panel. 

Of course other closure methods could have been used, however back lacing would be 
uncomfortable and the sketches shown have no indication of such.  Side lacing, a more viable 
alternative than back lacing, is also not indicated.  The portraits show a considerable amount of the 
side to back ratio and there is no indication of lacing.  The views do not show the necessary split 
along the side for the side lacing.  Further, with a split front, it would be easy enough for a panel 
attachment with no other lacing required.  This is a notable difference in the English style over the 
Italian. 

Another difference between the styles are the sleeves.  In Figure 32, the fitted sleeve of the Italian is 
in contrast to the voluminous muli-layered sleeve of the Tudor gowns.  The sleeves are divided into 
two parts, an outer sleeve with a contrasting lining that is pinned back and a voluminous inner sleeve 
which is only seen on the lower part of the arm.   

These sleeves are likely two different garments, with the inner sleeve being attached by lacing at the 
elbow where the ties can be hidden by the over sleeve.   This would allow the lower sleeve to be as 
voluminous and interchangeable as the rest of the garment.  The inner sleeve will be addressed 
separately further on. 

The outer sleeves were fitted to the upper arm and then belled out and lined with a decorative fabric 
(i.e., embroidered, brocaded, or cloth of gold) or fur, they could then be pulled back.70  Again 
Figures 29 and 28 provide insight into the tubular shape of belled portion.  These were likely tacked 
in place in order to expose the inner sleeve and allow for better movement of the arms without the 
fabric hampering the wearer.   

Skirt 

In 1537, fashion is progressing at a startling pace compared to earlier history.  Tailors are finding 
new ways to create desired effect with less bulk. At this time the silhouette is slowly evolving to a 
more triangular top and bottom, focusing on the small waist.  To assist with the smaller waist, fabric 
is slowly being removed from the waistline.   

In the turn of the century, skirts were created from rectangular panels, pleated into place and 
attached at the waist.  Late period garments 
show that the rectangular panels were 
replaced by more triangular shaped panels 
to reduce the bulk at the waist and fake 
padding in the form of bum rolls were used 
to maintain fullness around the hips of the 
garments.  In 1537, we are once again 

                                                        
70 (Unknown, History of Costume 1500-1550.) 

 
Figure 38: Pattern layout of Red Pisa Dress 

 

http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-tmNAyhCjsBg/TZUwif-6jTI/AAAAAAAAAJ0/wn0cMX0F664/s1600/Fig5+RD+pattern+cutout.jpg
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somewhere in between. 

The contemporary Italian gowns could provide some guidance regarding the skirt shape.  As can be 
seen in Figure 30, the burial gown of Eleanora of Toledo, the skirt panels are a blend with the panels 
being slightly triangular in shape, but not to an extreme.  The pattern shown in Figure 38 and fabric 
layout shown in Figure 39 are based on the construction of the Red Pisa Dress as supplied by the 
conservators in Laboratorio Centro Restauri Tesseli,71 which is similar to that of Eleanora of 
Toledo’s gown.   

Another characteristic of the Tudor 
skirt, as seen in Figure 28, is a 
fullness at the back where the 
pleats are located.  This is created 
either naturally by the fullness of 
the material that creates the pleats, 
or artificially by use of a bumroll, a 
padding found in late 16th century 
garments placed under the skirts at 
the derriere to make it look fuller 
and give the illusion of a narrower 
waist. 

References to small rolls of fabric being sewn into pleats for this purpose have been found in the 
1560s and 1570s, roughly 20-30 years after the period in question.  The idea of a separate roll or 
small pillow isn’t found until 1580 in Queen Elizabeth’s wardrobe.72   Therefore, it is unlikely a 
bumroll was used for this period gown and the bulk is a natural effect of pleating the skirt in the 
back. 

Decoration 

The portraits indicate that the gown itself was trimmed along the 
neckline, skirt openings, 
as can be seen in the 
various portraits 
referenced in this 
document, and 
potentially along the 
bottom hem, as was the 
case in the 
contemporary Italian 
gowns.  While there are 
no surviving Tudor 
gowns, it is likely that 
the trim represented in 

                                                        
71 (Brescia, Extant Dresses in Pisa: Updates on sewing and construction techniques from the Costume 
Colloquium 2008, Florence) 
72 (How to Make a Bum Roll) 

 
Figure 39: Fabric Layout of Red Pisa Dress 

 

 
Figure 41: Close up of trim on Red Pisa Dress 

 

 

Figure 40: Trim on 
sleeve of Red Pisa 
Dress 

 

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-g-pYWl_dm6A/TZUxdDF5L6I/AAAAAAAAAJ8/UQoNlXeZO-4/s1600/COLFig6+RD+trim.jpg
http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-7mSd4LdT53o/TZUxdTyY4lI/AAAAAAAAAKE/ChgCiN43HRM/s1600/COLFIG7+RDtrim+sleeve.jpg
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the portraits is of a similar ilk to those on the Italian gowns. 

As can be seen in Figure 
40 and Figure 41, close up 
s of the Red Pisa Dress, 
the trim is a gold cord 
that has been couched in 
place on a satin strip or 
ribbon with what appears 
to be additional 
decoration added to the 
edges.73  Likewise, in 
Figure 43, a close up of 
the bodice of Eleanora of 
Toledo’s bodice shows a 
similar method of 
applying gold cording in 
order to decorate the 

bodice and the skirt.   

One of the striking features of the 
overgown is the jeweled neckline.  There 
are various opinions on how this is 
created, however no real evidence of how 
it was actually accomplished. 

One theory, supported by the Tudor 
Tailor, is that the decoration is placed on 
the bodice section of the kirtle, with the 
edges of the smock showing to create the 
second layer.  As discussed in the section 
regarding the smock, the feasibility of the 
garment staying in place is nonexistent.  
Also, as previously discussed a closer 
examination of the portraits show a line 
dividing the corner similar to what is 
created when placing strips on top of each 
other, which are inconsistent with the 
smock neckline.  Further, the few sketches 
of the back of these gowns are triangular, 
not square.  Therefore, if the smock is 
contributing to the overall finish of the 
gown, it would have to have been 
triangular in the back as well and there is 

                                                        
73 (Brescia, Extant Dresses in Pisa: Updates on sewing and construction techniques from the Costume 
Colloquium 2008, Florence) 

 
Figure 43: Close-up of Eleanora of Toledo's bodice 

 
Figure 42: Anne Cresacre by Hans Holbein the Younger c. 
1527 
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no evidence to suggest the smock ever had such a shape. 

Second, using portraits of the Hoblein sketch and 
close-ups of the jeweled neckline fine line can be 
seen just under the jewels, suggesting a strip to cover 
the join of a jeweled piece, akin to a partlet, as seen 
in Figure 42, with the dark line, and Figure 45, 
represented by a white line.  Further, the section of 
the jewels appears that the jewels, while attached to a 
separate strip of material, are more raised on the 
garment by virtue of being attached to the outer 
edge, see Figure 1 and Figure 4674 as an example.  If 

the jewels were in fact attached to the kirtle, they appear flush with the outer gown as exemplified in 
Figure 47.75 

Even in earlier periods, the jeweled section of the partlet 
is painted to appear raised from the outer gown as can be 
seen in Figure 46 by looking at her right side where the 

pearls and enameled decorations are pushed out 
further than the white bands and the lip of the outer 
gown.  A more obvious rising of the parlet section 
can be seen in the decorative strip of the dress in 
Figure 44, where fur can be seen under the edge of 
the jeweled neckline.  Additional support can be 
gleaned by referencing Figure 45 where the neckline 
extends to under the armpit of the gown where it 
would be awkward shape and fit both an overgown 
and a kirtle exactly.   

While not an official partlet, by treating it similarly, it 
allows for the precious jewels and gems to be easily 
removed from the dress for cleaning or attaching to 
another gown.   

                                                        
74 (Unknown, Portrait of Catherine of Aragon) 
75 (Mikhaila)  This also shows how difficult it is to have the smock be the actual cause of the decoration 
around the partlet. 

 
Figure 47:Tudor Tailor 

 

 
Figure 44: Close up of jeweled parlet 

 

 
Figure 46: Catherine of Aragon c.1525 

 

 
Figure 45: Close up of partlet 
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This was addressed briefly in the bodice section of 
the overgown.  These inner sleeves, also known as 
foresleeves, were a separate pair of sleeves covering 
the forearm between the wrist and elbow, attached 
to the inside of the outer sleeve by lacing or 
hooks.76    The idea that these are in fact separate 
sleeves is a consensus, although research has 
revealed little to either prove or disprove this 
theory.   

From a practical standpoint, and taking into 
consideration what is known of the time, this 
theory does hold validity.  First, as fabric was 
valuable and expensive, having a false, half sleeve 
reduced the cost.  Second, this style would limit 
excess bulk in the tightly fitted upper sleeves of the 
outergown. 

 

The shapes and styles of this sleeve varied from a 
fitted sleeve as shown in Figure 4877 and Figure 50, to 
a more voluminous bell that covered the lower arm, 
as shown in Figure 1 and Figure 49.78  There appeared 
to be no set parameters on the decoration of the 

                                                        
76 (Tudor Fashions: Women, 1510-1560) 
77 (Holbein, Lady Audley ) 
78 (Master) 

 
Figure 50: Lady Guildford by Hans Holbein c. 1527 

 
Figure 48: Miniature of Lady Audley by Hans 
Holbein c. 1538   

 

 
Figure 49: Catherine Parr by Master John 
c. 1545 
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sleeves, as some were plain, with only a pleat as decoration, while others were embroidered, 
embellished, and/or heavily detailed.  

Once constant is the visible cuff of the smock at the wrist.  Another, as seen in various portraits, are 
sections of the “smock” pulled through slashes or openings of the inner sleeve.  These glimpses of 
the “smock” are constructions, as the actual smock sleeve would have to be overly voluminous, 
especially in the larger belled sleeves, and require constant rearrangement.   

The separate, false sleeve construction can be seen in various patterns for Tudor dress 
reconstruction, such as The Tudor Tailor, Reconstruction History, and Simplicity. 

The coif is an essential element of headwear, being responsible for keeping the hair in place, 
however is one of the 
most elusive elements.  
Coifs from the 
Elizabethan era abound 
and it is easy to assume 
that such garments were 
the same used 50 years 
earlier.  Admitingly, my 
first assumption was to 
simply use one of the 
several extant pieces as 
inspiration, such as in 
Figures 5179 and 5280.  
However, after looking 
more closely at the pieces, I began to question how I was going to keep in on under my gable. 

 A close inspection of 
Figure 51 shows small 
eyelets along the bottom, 
presumably for lacing.  
Likewise, along the bottom 
of Figure 52 are small loops 
for lacing.  Once threaded, 
these would then pull the 
bottom of the coif into 
place along the nape of the 
neck.  The lacing would 
then be tied along the top, 
to hold the coif in place, as 
shown in Figure 5381.   

                                                        
79 (Extant Women’s Coif, T.24-1975) 
80 (Extant Coif, T.27-1975 ) 
81 (Extant Coif, T.27-1975 ) 

 
Figure 52: Coif at V&A Museum c. 1600 

 

 
Figure 51: Coif at V&A museum c. late 16th century 
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 The concern lies in looseness of the edges of the 
coif.  The gable hat is fairly fitted in order to keep it 
from falling off.  If the coif isn’t secure, it will simply 
slide off and allow the gable to do the same.  Not to 
mention the coif isn’t seen when wearing the gable hat.  
Due to fit of the coif and gable, this style has a high 
likelihood of being seen. 

 Having determined that an earlier version of the 
coif is need I was surprised to find that actual Tudor 
coifs were rather difficult.  Aside from extant garments, 
portraits are 
also rather 
elusive.  A 
close fitting 
cap or coif is 

the most likely what was worn to help keep the hair in 
place and the gable hat from slipping. 

In Figure 54, a rare example of a Tudor coif provides some 
insight into what might have been worn under the gable 
hat.  The front edge sits back on the crown at the hairline 
and there are no gathers at the crown like those which 
appear in coifs of the late 1590s and early 1600s. This coif 
appears to have been shaped, likely with a vertical seam 
running down the back center, rather than by gathers at the 
nape of the neck.82 

Strips hold the cap in place with a knot of some sort at the nape.  This would certainly help hold the 
gable hat in place.  Anne Boleyn is more renowned for the French hoods she wore, which may 
explain tabs on either side coming forward past the jawline.83  

The idea of a fitted cap with a 
center back seam and strips to 
hold it in place is similar to the 
cap of St. Brigitta, seen in Figure 
55.84  This style of coif, while not 
as grandly decorated appears to 
function more appropriately for 
the gable hat.    

In my research, this appears to 

                                                        
82 (Unknown, Tudor and Elizabethan Coifs) 
83 It is possible that this style of coif is integral to the construction of the French Hood.  I will leave that for 
those who have an interest in that particular garment to prove or disprove.  However, it does appear from the 
sketch that these tabs are not vital to the cap design and could therefore be constructed without them and 
still function. 
84 (Isis) 

 
Figure 55: Cap of St. Brigitta c.13th to 16th centuries 

 

 
Figure 54: Sketch of Anne Boleyn by 
Hans Holbein, c.1533 

 

 
Figure 53: Coif as it would be worn 
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be a slightly novel theory in Tudor coif construction; I believe this alternative, more fitted coif will 
provide better results under the gable hat than the later period styles. 

In examining portraits from the turn of the 16th century, a 
gradual change to the “English Hood” or Gable Headdress, 
hereafter referred to as the Gable, can be seen. 85   While 
these are clearly related, the Gable of 1537 has a softer look 
than its predecessors.  The early Gable had a high pointed 
arch with flaps that came down along the full length of the 
face, almost to the shoulders, over which hung a lappet of 
decorated material that went to roughly the middle of the 
back, creating a long arched or gable look.  From the back, a 
square cap was visible with a black fabric “veil” as long as 
the lappets.  See Figure 56.86   

The early Gable was pushed aside in favor of the French 
hood, brought into fashion by the Anne Boleyn who came 
from the French court.  It should be no surprise then, that 
after she lost favor with the King, the Gable had a brief rise 
in popularity again.  This time, the arch become softer and 
lower, forming more of a wide trapezoid.  The lappets were 

now folded up along the gabled shape, revealing shorter flaps that stopped along the jaw line.  The 
square cap in the back now peaked higher than the point of the gable, and it became fashionable to 
pin one of the tippets to the crown. 

An examination of the portraits reveals a few 
constants regarding the later version of the 
Gable.  First, the back cap and corresponding 
“veil” is always black and the gabled portion 
framing the face is always white.  Second, the 
area between the forehead and the gable has a 
stripped fabric in red/orange-red and black, 
which obscures the hair and hairline and 
shows off a high forehead.  Along these lines, 
no hair is visible when wearing this style of 
headdress.  Finally, the lappets do not appear 
to be material in the gown and doesn’t 
necessarily match the gown.   

                                                        
85 (Unknown, History of Costume 1500-1550.) 
86 (Mikhaila) 

 
Figure 56: Effigy showing back of 
Gable c. 

 

 
Figure 57:  Headdress Frame c. late 1400s-early 1500s 
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Also of note is the fact that the lappets have little, if any, body to them, in contrast to the white 
frame forming the gable shape which appears to have a sufficient thickness in which jewels can be 

placed.   

Unfortunately, there is no surviving 
Gable that can be used as reference as to 
actual construction.  However, Figure 
57,87 a surviving brass wire worked frame 
in the Gable shape of the late 1520s-
1530s does provide some guidance on 
the internal structure of the gable.  Of 
interest is the fact that the cap on the 
back does not have a corresponding 
wire. 

It is unclear from the front of several 
different sketches of the Gable whether 

the black fabric from the cap is a solid “veil” or separate 
tippets.  For example in Figure 58, the gable section which 
is the same as several other sketches and portraits of the 
time, shows the cap section obscured by a solid cloth that is 
either sewn together underneath like a tube or ending just 
under the lappet which has been pinned to the top of the 
crown.  This is in contrast to Figure 28, which shows a rare 
view of the back of a Gable, shows them to be long 
rectangular pieces attached to the bottom sides of the cap.  
This Figure further shows the intricate detailing on the back 
of the cap, including folds and a button in the center. 

Figure 59, shows little detail on the cap discrepancy, to the 
point the lappets actually blend into the cap section.  
However, it, like Figure 58, does provide some great detail 
into how the band on the forehead interacts with the head 
and the hat, as well as showing some detail on the thickness 
of the gabled section that is meant to represent either jewels, or more likely was a stiffened padding 
between the layers to give the frame additional shape.    

Research regarding possible construction methods for the Gable was far and few between.88  The 
Tudor Tailor suggested a template, but didn’t provide any real guidance on how the pieces would 
harmoniously attach and failed to address the headband portion all together, instead suggesting that 

                                                        
87 (Extant Headdress Frame, Accession number Z640) 
88 There are several construction proposals for the French hood, which appears to be re-creationists 
preferred Tudor headdress. 

 
Figure 58: Lady Eliot by Hans Holbein, c.1532. (The Royal 
Collection) 

 

 
Figure 59: Anne Boleyn by Hans 
Holbein. 
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plaited hair could be substituted, with no support for this theory.   And Simplicity’s version was 
simply laughable.89   

Practical research will be needed to 
accurately recreate the Gable, 
keeping in mind the Gable shape of 
the front and the box shape of the 
cap.  Somehow, these are 
connected to create one headdress.  
Likewise, there is clearly a cloth 
band at the forehead, mentioned 
previously, that is flush against the 
head.  This is likely helping to hold 
the Gable in place, similar to the U 
shaped wire in the Burgundian style 
hats. 

What is also of interest is the 
fashion in the early to mid 1530s of 
pinning as section of the “veil” up 
on one side.  This is seen in Figure 
1, as well as the Figure 6090 and 
Figure 59, although in the latter it is 
difficult to discern between the 
lappets and the veil, the veil is 
clearly moved out of the way to 
expose the neck and shoulders.   

The finishing touches of any courtly dress are the accessories.  In 1537, this is no exception.  A 
courtly dress was completed by necklaces, unless the wearer had on a high collared embroidered 
smock, large pendants at the chest and on the chocker, rings, and jeweled belts.   

The jewels included stones of garnet, emerald, ruby, diamond, topaz, sapphire, and pearls, both 
fresh and saltwater.  The cut was different from modern gem cutting and would be pyramid-cut or 
table cut for hard stones or smoothed with a round or flat top, similar to a cabochon for softer 
stones.   

In addition to gems, other hard stones such as turquoise, carnelian, jasper, onyx, bloodstone, moss 
agate, chalcedony, crysoprase, and sardonyx were popular for beads and cameos.  Cameos of people, 
ships and animals were popular themes.  Another popular technique for jewelry making was 
enameling with colored glass on gold.  

                                                        
89 Although, it was simple enough to follow the instructions, it reminded me of a bird house.  The pattern was 
utilized by the group for the Catherine of Aragon since she was not looking at historical accuracy and needed 
something to easily create the headdress. 
90 (Holbein, Margaret More (1505–1544), Wife of William Roper) 

 
Figure 60: Minature of Margaret More (1505–1544), Wife of 
William Roper, 1535–36 
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The pendant was a primary piece of jewelry that was worn in conjunction with a carcanet, or 
chocker, attached to the end of a jeweled girdle, or worn directly on the gown itself.  The pendant 
could be the sole decoration such as on a ribbon/leather strap worn at the neck or attached to the 
center front of the overgown, or it could be worn accompanied by other gems or jewels.  These 
variations are seen throughout the portraits and sketches referenced herein. 

Pendants were elaborate pieces made of gold, jewelry, enamel and pearls, and were frequently found 
with jewels hanging from the bottom or various layers of the overall design.  Figure 6191, Figure 6392, 
and Figure 6293 are but a sampling of extant pendants, showing a variety of themes and materials 
used. 

 

Based on observations, the nobles in the portraits are often wearing a choker style necklace with a 
pendant or carcanet, as well as a matching chain that disappears into the front of the bodice.94  From 
the portraits it appears a clusters of pearls in sets of two or four paired with a jewel was quite 
popular, such as the won by Jane Seymour in Figure 1, and a similar one in Figure 48, but other 
styles of the choker and chain combination can be seen in Figure 42, Figure 49, and Figure 50. 

While most people thing of an undergarment, in 1537, this would have referred to the narrow belt 
worn with a gown.  Like most other things, the upperclass and nobility often wore jeweled girdles 
with gems, semi-precious stones, gold, and enamel work.  They fit at the waist, and often hung 
down, stopping at the wearer’s knees.  At the end of the girdle would be a pendant or tassel.  See 
Figure 50. 

                                                        
91 (Cupid Drawing an Arrow (Pendant), Museum No. M.387-1911) 
92 (Pendant, Museum No. M.242-1975) 
93 (The Gatacre Jewel; The Fair Maid of Gatacre (Pendant), Museum No. M.7-1982) 
94 (Unknown, Elizabethan Jewelry. http://www.elizabethancostume.net/jewelry/index.html) 

 
Figure 63: Extant 
Pendent - Archer 

 

 
Figure 62: Extant Pendent - Ruby 

 

 
Figure 61: Extant Pendent - Cameo 

 

http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O72006/pendant-the-gatacre-jewel-the-fair/
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Rings are depicted on both the upperclass and nobility, and are worn on any portion of the finger as 
well as the thumb.  Historical finds show that the rings are often in a flower cluster, where the gems 
are cut along the lines of cabochons, or as 
solitary stones of square, rectangular, or 
elongated hexagon as shown in Figure 64.95 

Additional finds in rings include gold rings with mottos, 
often on the outside, although later examples have the 

motto on the inside, known as posy ring, as shown in Figure 65.96  Posey rings were used for 
weddings, as well as given to friends or used to mark significant occasions.97 

Shoes 

A few examples of 
extant shoes, made of 
leather can be seen in 
Figure 6798, Figure 6699, 
and Figure 68100.  These 
are all box shaped at 
the toe and vary from 
plain to more 
decorated with slashes.  
This box shaped toe, is 

also represented in drawings, such as Figure 20 and Figure 28, 

as well as in effigy carvings, 
as in Figure 19, all of which 
have the tips on either side of 
the toes. 

                                                        
95 (Selection of Rings from Cheapside Hoard) 
96 (Posey Ring, Museum number 895-1871) 
97 (Posey Ring, Museum number 895-1871) 
98 (Extant Shoe, Museum number T.602-1913) 
99 (Extant Man’s Shoe, Museum number T.413-1913) 
100 (Extant Child’s Shoe, Museum number T.396-1913) 
 

 
Figure 68: Extant Child's shoe c. 1500-1550 

 

 
Figure 66: Extant Man’s Shoe c. 1520s-
1540s 

 

 
Figure 67: Extant Shoe c. 1450-1550 

 

 
Figure 65: English Posey Ring c. 1500-1530 

 

 
Figure 64: Rings from Cheapside Hoard c. 1501-1625 
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Blackwork Embroidery 

Blackwork embroidery is a term frequently used to reference the popular form of embroidery during 
the 16th century.  In England, this form of embroidery was called “Spanishe Worke” as a result of its 
introduction during the reign of Henry VIII through his first wife, Catherine of Aragon.101  Despite 
the name, blackwork can be found in various other colors such as red, pink, blue, and green, 
however black was the most popular color.102 

This style of embroidery can be found on several extant 
pieces, including coifs, smocks, sleeves, hose, outer 
garments, purses, pillowcases, and just about anything 
else they could think of.  Blackwork comes in three 
distinct styles; the linear or reversible blackwork, free 

form with geometric fill patterns, and free form outlined motifs.  The first is the most common and 
is usually a counted thread design.  Since the reverse side so closely resembles the front it is an 
obvious choice for pieces where both side can be visible such as cuffs and collars.  This form of 
blackwork embroidery has also been frequently represented in the 
works of the painter Hans Holbein the Younger, and to such an extent 
that the double-running or back stitch used for reversible pieces, such 
as collars, cuffs, or other items where both sides could be seen, are also 
referred to as the Holbein stitch.  See Figure 69.   

The second style, free form with geometric fill patterns, has free form shapes, such as flowers and 
leaves, which are filled in with repeating geometric patterns.  This style was utilized on a wide variety 
of garment such as sleeves, coifs, nightcaps, smocks, skirt foreparts, as well as linens, and a variety of 
other pieces that could support embroidery.  In addition to the Holbein stitch, this style also used 
the stem stitch, Figure 70, for outlining free form and geometric pieces.103  Also used was the braid 
or plaited stitch for stems or for adding texture to the piece. 

The third style, free form outlined motifs, would use scattered, individual motifs or repetitive strap 
work.  This style was used on pillow cases and bed linens and on shirt openings (where the reverse 
was not seen) or on skirt 
foreparts.  In addition to the 
stem stitch, this style also 
utilized the chain stitch. 

Surviving examples of black 
work are done primarily on 
white linen foregrounds 
using silk thread.  Pattern, see 
Figure 71.104 

                                                        
101 (Blackwork Technique) 
102 (Blackwork Technique) 
103 (Blackwork Technique) 
104 (How To Blackwork) 

 
Figure 71: Blackwork pattern 

 

 
Figure 69: Stem stitch 

 

 
Figure 70: Holbein or reverse running stitch 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Holbeinstitch.gif
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From Theory to Practice 
 
After determining all the pieces I would need, researching what we know (or don’t know) about 
their construction, and determining what materials I was going to use, it was time to get started. I 
would like to state before going further, that I have some pictures of my construction process.  I 
started off remembering to get pictures of the pieces in progress, but soon got caught up in the 
work and forgot.  Eventually I remembered again, so the pictures are perhaps a bit more sporadic 
than they should be.   

Fabric 

It was apparent that I needed a large amount of fabric most aspects of this gown.  Since cost is a 
factor in every project, and me being thriftier than most (according to my husband), I set out to my 
favorite hunting ground for inspiration – JoAnn Fabrics.  While this may sound absurd to most, I 
am fortunate enough to live within 20-25 minutes of JoAnn’s Headquarters in Hudson, Ohio.  
Between the Hudson and Fairlawn store, I find fabric and deals that fit into my miserly budget. 

Here, my luck was holding and I found in the clearance section a whole roll of burnt orange cotton 
velveteen, on sale for $4 a yard.  Admittingly, orange is not my favorite color- actually it’s my least 
favorite.  I was really hoping to find something in a red or burgundy, or perhaps in the purples.  
Really, anything other than orange. 

However, this really was a fantastic find since the cotton velveteen is considered to be an acceptable 
substitution for the more costly silk velvet of period, which is highly expensive and difficult to 

find.105  Since it was upholstery velvet it wasn’t 
that nasty stretchy stuff, has a great sheen and a 
short pile, similar to that off the Red Dress in 
Figure 32, and an excellent drape without the 
stiffness that the apparel velveteen sometimes 
has.   

Figure 72106 shows the results of various fibers 
that have been mordanted with alum, and then 
dyed in the same dye bath of Cutch (Acacia 
catechu) or Cachou.  Of particular interest is 
the silk skein, which is very close in color to the 
cotton velveteen found at JoAnns.  Which 
means it would be very possible to dye period 
silk velvet to this color. 

Another advantage of this fabric was the fact 
that it was velvet, which was expensive and 
even restricted by sumptuary laws to the elite of 

                                                        
105 Note I am talking about 100% silk velvet, not the polyester pile on a silk background that is typically 
referred to as silk velvet in the modern world. 
106 (Cachou Dye Extract) 

 
Figure 72: Wool, silk, wool, and wool/linen thread 
dyed in Cutch with an alum mordant 
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the upper class, making it a perfect choice for my gown.107 

I had to admit the color would have a wonderful richness that worked well with my pale skin.  It 
also struck me that color was one not typically chosen for recreations, since most gravitate towards 
black or the reds and burgundy’s, with occasional other colors.  My proclivity for something off the 
beaten path, as well as my more miserly nature took over and I purchase the entire 9 yards of burnt 
orange cotton velveteen for my outer gown, just to be safe. 

Now, I needed to focus on corresponding fabric for the lining and kirtle.  I contemplated a few 
options for lining.  Silk satin, silk taffeta, and silk sarcenet were all options for linings in period.  
Again, cost is always an issue.  I was thinking of using a cost effective artificial version but hated the 
idea of having the beautiful natural fiber for the outer gown and then having acetate or polyester line 
it.  As I was about to be forced to make my decision so I could get started with the project, luck 
came my way again.  JoAnn’s had two rolls of dupioni silk in a dark taupe on the clearance rack for 
$3 a yard.  While dupioni would not have been available in period nor would have been a first choice 
because of the slubs, it was cost effective, would breathe better than artificial, and better imitate a 
silk sarcenet due to its lightweight and stiff, papery qualities.   

While speaking of silk sarcenet, or more it’s heavier weight sibling, silk taffetta, I did splurge and 
bought myself a cross-woven silk taffeta of blue and pink at $14 a yard to make my pair of bodies 
from one of my favorite internet sites, www.fashionfabricclub.com.  The cross woven nature, which 
would have been appropriate in period was what pulled me over the edge and convinced me to 
splurge and of course the silk taffeta is an appropriate choice based on the materials used in the two 
surviving examples of pairs of bodies.    

Moving on to linen, and since I was already surfing the net, I also picked up 3.5oz white linen for 
the pair of bodies, smock, hat lining, coif, and stockings.  The versatility of linen and its many uses 
make it a no brainer to choose this fabric for the items that would have used them to begin with.  
The choice of a 3.5oz allows for a tighter weave and a nice, lightweight, and breathable choice.  Not 
to mention it is nicer to do embroidery on for the appropriate pieces.  In period they would have 
used linen cambric, however modern choices limit the quality available at reasonable prices. 

Going back slightly, to the corset, I picked to a reel of 1/8” flat oval reed to create the boning in my 
corset.  This choice was highly recommended in my discussions with Mistress Drea.  Also, I’ve had 
some experience with metal boning, which did not leave me in love with it as an alternative.  
Another option would have been the thin reeds bundled, but I was unsure of how it would work 
and opted away from it. 

To finish off the materials needed for the corset, I visited the only place I know of to get a decent 
selection of leather – Tandy Leather.  I picked up some beautiful white deer skin leather to trim the 
corset, since it would provide a good barrier to prevent the reeds from poking out and since leather 
was used on the two existing pair of bodies. I also ordered some metal grommets for lacing.  While 
they wouldn’t have used them, making eyelets make me nervous and concerned me with the amount 
of force they would be subject to as a result of lacing. 

My next fabric find was the kirtle material.  To be honest, I have no idea the type of fabric.  I can tell 
you that it would have been originally sold as upholstery fabric.  I found it at Blackstone Raids for 

                                                        
107 Table 2: Clothing fabrics in the 16th Century from Tudor Tailor. 
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$10 for whatever amount they had, which I believe was about 2 yards or less and lamented they 
didn’t have more.  I was originally looking for something to contrast more with the velveteen, 
however the repeating pattern, the fact that it matched my velveteen so well, and cost made it an 
excellent find and one I couldn’t pass up.  Not to mention that I was having difficulty with matching 
the burnt orange since so many other wonderfully period looking fabrics made use of the reds and 
burgundies that clash so astronomically with my dress it was disheartening.   

The final bits of fabric brought me back to my starting place – JoAnn Fabrics.  Back to my favorite 
section, the clearance fabrics, I found a cotton small check fabric in orange, white and peridot green 
for the gable in obtainable dyes for $4 a yard.  I also found a practical remnant of 100% black twill 
wool to use for the veil of the hat and got it for a steal at $2 a yard.  I toyed with using a black 
dupoini silk in place of the wool, but decided against the dupoini since the nubbed silk would not 
have been as appropriate, especially when used in such a visible location. 

I also found the perfect cream fabric with a golden looped design in a beautiful scroll pattern and 
just about squealed in delight that it was only $2 a yard.  I bought all they had of it, a whole 1.5 
yards.  It was such a shame they didn’t have more!  I loved the way the loops in the design reminded 
me of Queen Jane’s sleeve insets as shown in Figure 1.  I also found some white Tencel fabric, not 
the same tencel they had in period, but still considered to be a natural fiber.  Knowing that I would 
need something for the parts of the kirtle that didn’t show, I picked up the 4 yards they had of that 
for $3 a yard. 

From another project, I had some light golden yellow dupoini silk I could use to line the sleeve 
insets.  I also had some white silk twill and charmuse which I could use as the need dictated for the 
strange white strip in the hat and the false undersleeve of the sleeve inset. 

Sad to say, but this didn’t complete the material shopping list needed.  As I remembered the hat, I 
realized that I would also need some buckram for stiffing the hat, and returned to JoAnn’s (honestly, 
when I’m working on a project I think I live there) and picked up some Unicorn buckram, which is 
the only type they have available, figuring it would be needed for the gable, bridge, and cap.  The 
unicorn buckram, which is a light weight cotton based product, was picked over a linen buckram for 
cost effectiveness and availability. 

While still at JoAnn’s I picked up some imitation gold trim for around the partlet and the skirt 
opening.  The reason for the imitation should be some-what obvious.  First, where exactly do you go 
to pick up real gold trim?  Working for a jewelry company, I can safely say it’s nothing we carry in 
any of our store locations.  Second, with the cost of gold over $1,000 an oz, I’d spend more on my 
trim than I did on anything else.  For example, I saw a Yahoo article that showed you could buy 24k 
gold shoe laces for $19,000.  That’s just shoe laces!  Definitely better to go with the artificial stuff 
which is expensive enough for what it is.   

To top everything off, I had a brown rabbit fur coat from when I was a child that I could use for the 
large turned back sleeves of the over gown. 

All I was missing now were the massive amounts of glass pearls (real ones being expensive, even for 
someone who works for a jewelry company and receives some discounts), the many jewels found on 
the sleeve insets, partlet, hat, and necklace, and of course, the jewel encrusted pendant. 
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Figure 73: Smock Layout 

In place of real pearls, I picked a variety of sizes of glass pearl from Micheal’s and JoAnns, being 
unsure what would work best trying to keep proportion in mind. 

For the many jewels, I scoured JoAnn’s, Hobby Lobby, Micheal’s, and Pat Catan’s looking for 
decent substitutes to the jewels, having ruled out some reproductions of the ones in portraits as 
being too costly, especially once you added international shipping.  And if the reproductions are 
expensive the real things would definitely put me over the top!  What I found was some Swarovski 
crystal connectors, with green crystals.  They were lovely and would produce a nice accent for the 
hat and the green was a good imitation of peridoit.  Unfortunately they would be too small for the 
partlet, sleeves, or belt, but it was a start.  

As I kept searching, I came across silver picture beads – on clearance.  While this may not be a 
particularly startling find, with a little imagination it was perfect.  I cleaned JoAnn’s out, and the 
neighboring JoAnn’s as well.  Since I didn’t want silver jewels, I wanted gold, a little modification 
was going to be needed so I also picked up some liquid gold paint, along with glass enamel.  

Smock 

I started by prewashing a handkerchief weight (3.5oz) white linen I purchased from www.fabric-
store.com.  After prewashing, and without ironing, I carefully cut out my rectangles for the body, 

sleeves, what will become 
my gores, small rectangles 
for the cuff ruffles and 
four thin strips for the cuff 
band. See Figure 73 for 
layout.  

To finish precutting my 
fabric, I folded the 
rectangle for the gores in 
half and cut along the fold 
line.  Next I folded the 
rectangles from the upper 
left corner to the lower 
right to form two right 
triangles and cut along the 
fold line.  After repeating 
with the second rectangle I 
end up with four right 
triangles.  I then flipped 
two of the triangles and 
sewed the right angles 
together in order to create 
two isosceles triangles 
which will be my gores.  
This method results in less 
fabric waste than if I had 
just cut out two isosceles 

http://www.fabric-store.com/
http://www.fabric-store.com/
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triangles.  

First I took the long rectangular piece for the body and folded it in half marking the edges with a 
pin.  I then took each one of the sleeves and folded them in half lengthwise and marked the center.  
Matching the center pieces and pinning along the rest of the edges, leaving a seam allowance, I 
attached my sleeves.  Next, I pinned a gore to either side of one body piece and sewed it in place.  
Next, I pinned the sleeves together, leaving an opening at the four inch opening at the bottom of 
the sleeve, and the body to the free end of the gore so I could sew the entire piece at one time and 
basically create a T-tunic shape.  At this time I also did a quick zig zag stitch along my seams to 
prevent the linen from fraying with wear and washing.   

A rolled hem was placed along the bottom edge.  I then cut a neck opening and hand stitched the 
rolled edge.  In hind sight, I believe I made the neck opening too large, but I wanted to ensure it 
wouldn’t show with the very large and open neckline of the overgown, which it does. 

I left a small opening at the bottom of the sleeves for the cuff opening.   Next, I hand stitched the 
rolled hem along the cuff ruffles.  This was then gathered into the strip for the cuff.  Likewise, the 
sleeve bottom was hand stitched for the opening and then gathered to the other side of the strip for 
the cuff.  A second strip was folded along the edges and hand stitched in place to cover the raw 
edges of the cuff.  Finally, hooks and eyes were attached to hold the cuff closed at the wrist. 

Unfortunately this is part that I did on autopilot and forgot to take pictures. 

 Hose 

The first thing here is to make the pattern, being sure to apply the fabric on the bias.  I used a cotton 
print I had lying around to make the pattern, and when fitting yourself this is not the easiest thing to 
do.  I HIGHLY recommend getting a friend to assist if you are able.  In my case, I simply don’t trust 
my loving husband to wield a pin anywhere near me. 

After pinning the back seam and slowly cutting away 
along the top of the foot, I removed the bulk of the 
excess fabric.  With the left over fabric, I traced my 
foot, added rough gores to the side, and then cut out 
the pattern leaving seam allowance.  Next I pinned 
the sole to the body of the stocking.  Once the 
pinned version was fitting well, I trimmed a bit 
closer to the ankle area and removed a few pins so I 
could remove the patterned stocking.  Before 
removing the pins from my pattern, I trimmed the 
edges to my seam allowance. 

I ironed the 3.5oz linen, folded it in half and laid my 
pattern out, being sure it was on the bias of the 
linen.  After cutting it out, I laid out my sole pattern 
and cut it out.  Then I sewed up the seams in the 
back and attached the sole, being careful to ensure I 
had a right and a left foot.  Using a zig zag stitch I 

 
Figure 74: Stocking Pattern 
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sewed around all the seams, then hand stitched a rolled hem at the top.   

Originally I was going to flat fell the seams using the extant finds as reference rather than use a zig 
zag.  I choose not to do this simply due to the ratio of the time it takes to the longevity of the 
stocking.  The reality is that linen, while cooler, cheaper, and more accessible than wool, is not as 
durable for the rough wear.  I have earlier period stockings in the same material (slightly different 
construction) that I took time to hand finish inside and out that after a few wears are in need of 
darning already.  It is more likely that after these reach the end of their useful life I will either 
purchase replacements or simply wear knitted stockings.  Since I don’t knit, woven will work for this 
project. 

Pair of Bodies 

While this may be a cheat, I have to admit this was probably one of the easiest parts of the outfit.  
This is thanks to one person – Mistress Drea Leed.  While visiting with her and discussing some 
plans I had on making this, she suggested I try on her pair of bodies, modeled after the Effigy 
Corset.  Amazingly enough, it fit me perfectly.  The only exception was that the shoulder straps were 
too long on me.  (I have come to realize that not only am I short waisted, I apparently am short in 
the shoulder as well.) 

Anyways, she was kind enough to send me her pattern for the corset.  I did modify it by making it 
back and front lace (at her suggestion) and shortened the front, since the Tudor gown did not 
require it to be so long. 

I choose a beautiful silk taffeta, my splurge, which was cross woven in blue and pink, making it a 
purple iridescent.  I then cut out four of each of my corset pieces from 3.5oz white linen and 2 of 
each from my taffeta.  Next I stay stitched each of the silk pieces to a corresponding linen piece, and 

 
Figure 75: Pair of Bodies layout and channels 
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used a zigzag stitch around the edges to keep the silk from fraying. 

My next step was to place the now joined silk piece with what would become the bottom layer of 
the linen.  I started by placing it on top and pinning it in place.  Using chalk I drew the top lines that 
would be need for the channels to stop at.  At this point I should point out that I got the brilliant 
idea to hand stitch this.  I used a back stitch in blue silk thread, as seen in Figure 75.  This is very 
time consuming. 

Needless to say, in preparing this for its debut, I started running out of time.  By the end of 
September I was just starting on this, which was the first piece I worked on of my costume.  After a 
bit, I realized I was not going to get this done in time.  Since I had enough silk and linen left, I 
repeated the steps above, only instead of hand sewing, I went straight to my sewing machine and 
created the channels. 

Being somewhat afraid of eyelets, I choose to use grommets to create the holes for lacing, and then 
stitch around those grommets to keep them from pulling out and cover the edges.  The drawback is 
that while the grommets are covered and that helps, there are still some rough edges for the cording 
to get caught on or to shred. 

I then used my ¼ inch flat oval reeds to create the boning.   This was done by placing to reeds, flat 
sides together and then cut them to the appropriate length.  Having heard and read several 
comments regarding how they can poke through the fabric I took extra steps to cut a curved edge at 
the tips and then sanded the tips down to eliminate the sharpness.  I also added two grommets to 
either side of the corset in order to lace the petticoat to the corset as represented in the Pfaltzgrafin 
corset.  This would help keep the petticoat from sliding in unhappy ways. 

The front and back pieces were then attached by whipstiching the silk layer together so that the 
edges were inside and then whip stitching the inner linen layer, also using a whip stitch with silk 
thread.  One the pieces were connected, leather strips were attached with black silk thread using a 
whip stitch to bind the edges.  I had originally bought some white deerskin to edge the corset.  
However, it proved to be rather thick in practice, and it had been the thinnest stuff I could find at 
Tandy’s.  At this point I was rescued by Mistress Juliana who happened to have some excess leather 
from another project that had sufficient strength to withstand the poking of the reeds, but was thin 
enough to act as edging. 

Having not found cording I was happy with and not having any tips, I used an extra long shoe lace 
to lace the pair of bodies.  The bad thing with this is the cats LOVED it.  Therefore, they took every 
opportunity to play with the shoe lace, even while lacing.  Between the cats playing with the shoe 
lace and the grommets, which are partially covered, it didn’t take long for the shoe lace to look 
awful.  It still worked, it just didn’t look pretty.  I’m going to replace it anyway, so no worries. 

Petticoat 

I wanted to make a red silk petticoat, since most references for noble women referred to one.  Not 
having found a red silk of substantial body, I figured I was likely going to have to find some other 
alternative.  At that point, I stumbled on some red silk twill in the clearance section of JoAnn’s.  It is 
truly my favorite area to shop in.   
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Anyways, having found it for a terrific price, I purchased all they had available.  Of course, I realized 
that it did not have sufficient body to serve its purpose, so finding some cotton material, as shown 
in Figure 76, I decided to use it to add body and stiffness by sandwiching it between layers of silk.  
The fabric was hanging to let it do all the stretching it wanted to before I began to sew it. 

This was a simple construction.  The material was cut into three rectangles with two sewn 
completely together.  When I added the third, making it a tube but stopped roughly 8 inches from 
the top on both sides in order to allow it to open. The front was left straight and the back cartridge 
pleated in the hopes it would help create fullness in the back, since a bumroll was not in use yet.  A 
waist band was added, and included altered shoe laces as lacing since they had the plastic tips to 
prevent fraying. 

The reality is I don’t wear this often because it is warm, which of course was its purpose.  However 
we are not in a current mini-ice age and we have heated homes, offices, and event sites (most of the 
time).  

 Kirtle 

Having decided on a construction method, my first course of action was to dye the white Tencel 
fabric I found for the unseen parts of the kirtle.  Just in case it did show I didn’t want it to be 
glaringly obvious that I had two different materials, even if that was period.  Using RIT dye in 
brown, sunshine orange, and tangerine, after a few tries I managed to get a color that was almost 
perfect.   

Being a bit of a jump in with two feet kind of person, I laid out my newly dyed fabric, grabbed one 
of my 14th century fitted dresses, and with a piece of chalk sketched out the kirtle pattern based of 
Figure 26, leaving enough room to add the bottom in decorative fabric.   

I then laid out the decorative fabric and sketched out the front, then made panels for the lower 
portion of the kirtle, so whenever I lifted the overgown it would look like the entire kirtle was made 

 
Figure 76: Petticoat and inner layer 
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of the decorative fabric.  Once I cut out the sketched pieces, I attached the lower panels.  I then 
used each of these pieces as patterns for the silk lining. 

The pieces of the kirtle were then sewn together, along with the corresponding lining pieces.  The 
lining and the kirtle where then sewn with right sides together along the opening at the top and 
along the back.  After being turned, the straps where pulled forward and hand tacked in the front 
(similar to bib overalls). 

After pressing everything and adding grommets to the back so it could be laced up, it was placed on 
the mannequin in order to mark the hem.  The decorative fabric was folded up and then the lining 
pinned in place slightly above, then the whole tacked in place.   

Overgown 

This was the most difficult part of the gown, if no other reason than all the different construction 
ideas available and my desire to get it right the first time.  While I know that doesn’t traditionally 
happen, I was determined to be the exception due to time limitations and the inability to purchase 
more of the main fabric.   

Starting with the easiest part – the skirt, I cut out the slightly triangular shaped panels similar to 
those shown in Figure 38, sewing the velvet ones together and repeating with the silk lining.  I cut 
the front panels in half so the seam would be at the hip and lay flat, while still opening at an angle to 
reveal the decorative kirtle front.  Next I sewed the lining to the velvet, wrong sides together, then 
flipped them right side out.  After determining on my mannequin where the waist area would be, I 
pinned the skirt to a strip to determine the appropriate length, folded the open waist area in so the 
raw edges were hidden and then stitched the lining and the velvet closed. 

Next I used some awful plaid wool that I was gifted to cut out the bodice pieces, using my pair of 
bodies as a pattern guide.  These were cut as a back, side and front panel, in a pattern more like the 
Italian bodices.  Since it was a stiffener, I didn’t see the point in adding additional work of having to 
sew the smaller back pieces together to get the seams shown in Figure 28.  I then quilted the layers 
of the body, after which the side seams were attached.   

After verifying the stiffener piece fit properly with the pair of bodies on, I used it as the pattern for 
the outer fabric and the lining.  This time I drew out the additional back panel pieces seen in 
Holbein’s sketch and added seam allowance all around for both.  These were then pieced together 
creating an outer fabric bodice and a lining bodice.  The outer fabric was then wrapped around the 
stiffener and tacked in place.  The lining was then placed on the inside and the edges folded in and 
tacked down with a whip stitch in the same manner as the Italian bodice shown in Figure 33. 

Turning to the sleeves, the upper portion of the fitted sleeve was cut from both the outer and the 
lining fabrics.  The lower portion was cut out by folding the velvet in half along what would be the 
top of the sleeve and then cut in an elongated bell shape.   

I then deconstructed the rabbit fur child’s coat in order to use the fur for sleeve.  Unfortunately, I 
overestimated the size of the coat or underestimated the amount of material that would be needed 
to create these sleeves.  There was only enough fur to create one sleeve, which would have looked 
rather silly.  I was debating about going back to JoAnn’s and scouring for more inspiration, since I 
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find most fake furs to look exceptionally fake, when I recalled some fabric I purchased on a whim 
when I bought the silk for the corset. 

Fashion Fabric Club had on clearance a silk with “metallic” stripping.  I ordered it because it was 
only $6/ yard, and figured with 2 yards I could use it for a Persian veil, and if it looked to tacky I’d 
use it for doll clothes.  I was surprised when it came with how fine it was and how much it reminded 
me of cloth of gold and then promptly put it in with my stash.  Remembering this, I ran to my fabric 
storage area, placed it with my burnt orange velvet, and was delighted when it went beautifully was 
fit for a queen.  Voila!  A replacement for my fur.  All I needed to do was back it with some of the 
extra pale yellow silk I had since the silk portions where sheer and it was perfect!   

Cutting out the lower part of the sleeves from both the yellow silk and the cloth of gold silk 
to match the velvet, I then stay stitched them together.  I then attached the upper portion of the 
sleeves to the lower, matching the velvets together and the silk lining to the cloth of gold.  These 
were then sewn along the bottom seam.  With right sides together I sewed the cuff of the cloth of 
gold to the velvet and turned it right side out. 

The sleeve was then inset into the bodice.   The bodice looking like a bodice and the skirt 
looking like a pile of fabric, I went to the task of attaching the two.  Referring to The Tudor Tailor, I 
choose to box pleat the skirt to the bodice, but in the back only as shown in Figure 28 and Figure 
29.  I then hand stitched the skirt into place. 

Running out of time for the costume contest, I quickly added a small bit of fake gold trim to 
the placard and a gold owl as a pendant for decoration.   

Partlet 

There was not enough time to finish my jeweled partlet for original début.  However, as seen 
under Take Two, I did get around to making it using my separate part theory.  Refer to that section 
for more information on how this progressed. 

Coif 

This was fairly simple.  I took scrap material from my stockings, and roughly drew the shape of my 
head, keeping the fabric as flat as possible.  Using the cap theory, I cut two of my pattern pieces, 
sewed them together, and added a 
long strip to wrap around my 
head.  This can be seen in Figure 
77.  Aside from the knot that can 
be seen in the drawing, I believe 
this is the right track and it feel 
right.   

The tightness holds my hair back 
and prevents shifting or the hair 
slipping out.  It also helps to 
flatten the bulk of my braid.  A 
knot, along with the braid of hair, 

 
Figure 77: Coif Pattern 
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at the back will also help provide a ridge for the band in the gable hat in order to hold it in place.  
Also, once made out of linen, it will provide a surface for the inner layer of linen to grip and help 
prevent slippage of the gable hat. 

I am now even more convinced this is the appropriate style of coif.  Therefore, I cut two pieces of 
3.5oz linen for the coif and after sewing them together, hand stitched the roll hem around the edges 
and flat felled the inner seam.  I also cut two long strips of linen, which I sewed into tubes and 
pressed.  I then attached them to the base of the coif in order to use them to wrap around the coif 
and hold it in place.   

I have been unable to find 
anything specific to the types of 
knots that were available in 
period.  Therefore, I have opted 
for a tie knot, since it will allow 
me to tighten it into place as 
seen in Figure 78.   

Again, this has been the most 
recent addition, and did not 
appear until the entry point in 
Take Five. 

Gable 

Initially, this was the most 
daunting part of the gown.  
Having been in the SCA 
for a bit, I’ve seen several 
Tudor style gowns.  
However, I can’t recall any 
English Gable hats.  What 
I found even more 
interesting was a lack of 
construction ideas that 
produced a look I was 
satisfied with.  The largest 
struggle was reconciling 
the different shape of the 
gable with that of the cap.  
In searching, it seemed as if most people jammed the two together in a way I found disjointed and it 
didn’t even seem to have the right look, as can be seen in my first attempt of a mock up in Figure 
79.  

The first issue is the fact the gable goes so far back, which is not represented in the portraits.  
Further the cap section is too small in order to line up with the gable when attached.  After much 
contemplation, it dawns on me.  What if like many of the pieces of the Tudor gown, this was 
actually two separate pieces, or hats, that were joined at the end similar to the overgown?  

 
Figure 78: Tie knots 

 

 
Figure 79: Hat Template modification 
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Voila!  Using this theory 
in a mock up, I produce 
much better results.  In 
Figure 80 you can see 
the different views of 
the mock up where the 
gable is designed with a 
ridge to support the 
jewels and a separate cap 
is created.  You can see 
where it was originally 
much smaller than its 
now 6½  inch square to 
accommodate the gable 
from the first attempt. 
(This becomes 
important later.) 

What is also interesting 
is that by treating it as 
two separate pieces, I 
have created a higher 
peak in the back by the 
tip of the cap.  This peak 
is clearly seen Figures 27, 
48, & 58, telling me I’m 
on the right path.   

Once the mock up was 
acceptable, it was time to actually construct the hat.  Starting with the cap, I cut out the square shape 
from unicorn buckram.  Since this was a bit thin, I decided to double it up to give it more structure.  
Also, since the gable was too wide to have the cap simply attach and resemble the portraits, I opted 
to make the cap with an attached “bridge” so it would go over the back of my head and still be able 
to attach to a narrower gable.  The bridge is the longer two walls of the box, which forms the cap, as 
seen in Figure 82.  

It became very apparent at this point that my box was a bit flimsy 
and it would take much to crush it out of its shape.  The best fix for 
this was to add a wire frame in order to help the box keep its shape. 
Using 16 gauge wire I bought from JoAnn’s I fashioned an 
appropriate frame, seen in Figure 83.  I then sewed the frame into 
the buckram box, as shown in Figure 84.  All that was left was to 
cover the outer portion with black wool and line the inside with 
linen. 

 
Figure 80: Final mock up of hat 

 
Figure 81: Wire frame for cap 
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Now that the cap was finished, it was time to start on the gable.  Wires were cut and twisted to 
provide the support and shape of the gable, as seen in Figure 83.  It is worth noting that they are not 
the same length on purpose.  This is to allow the shaping of the flare at the bottom and to mimic the 
narrowing seen at the bottom of the gable.   

Once the wires were ready, I cut out two pieces of the unicorn buckram, using my cardboard gable 
pattern. I stitched them 
together and then made 
channels in which to 
insert my wires.  One 
the wires were in place, 
I bent them to shape, 
following the guides on 
my paper pattern.   

 
Figure 84: Cap with wire support 

 

 
Figure 83: Gable wires - Front and back 

 

 
Figure 82: Form of Cap with “bridge” 
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The next 
step was to 
cover the 
gable, as 
seen in 
Figure 85.  I 
started with 
my linen 
and cut out 
two pieces 
bigger than 
my pattern 
in order to 
cover the 
frame.  I 
then used 
iron on 
fleece 
batting to 
pad the 
gable.  This 
provided 
the 
thickness 
shown in 
the portraits 
and also 
provides 
some comfort for the gable resting on head and particularly around the ears.  The fleece was 
trimmed off the bottom portion of the gable, where it clearly is thinner in the portraits.  The back of 
the gable covering was left open to allow the bridge of the cap to be attached directly to the gable.  
Once this was complete, the remainder of the opening was sewn shut.  The completed step can be 
seen in Figure 86.   

 
Figure 86: Gable base 

 

 
Figure 85: Hat - multiple views of gable and cap attached 
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Having now married the gable to the cap, I moved onto the band.  Using silk and my “cloth of gold 
fabric”, as well as some more of the fleece batting to give the headband thickness, I sewed it into a 
large tube and turned it right-side out.  I then carefully tacked it into place, being sure to but it up 
along the top corner in order to recreate the diamond shape on the forehead.   

After debating on whether the band should stop at the side of the gable or continue around, I 
decided it would flow better if it continued around. See Figure 85.  I was pleasantly surprised when, 
not only did this work nicely in attaching it, but had the added benefit of helping to hold the hat on.  
This was especially true when I fashioned my hair in braids and wrapped them around the back of 
my head.  The headband slipped underneath and nicely held everything in place, no additional pins 
or combs needed. 

Now that everything worked, it was time to accessorize.  The covering of the gable was my first step.  
I cut out my decorative fabric, first by 
folding it in half, and cutting it to the 
appropriate length, playing a bit by 
laying it on the gable and folding back 
the edge to ensure it was long enough 
and marking the appropriate place to 
cut it.  After determining the proper 
length, I also tapered the ends in order 
to match the portraits.  To create the 
mysterious white strip that appears 
when the decorative cover is pinned 
back, I cut a small strip of white silk 
and attached it to one side of my decorative fabric.  I then attached the other side, creating a large 
tube. 

After turning it right sides out, I pressed the tube so the white strip was only on one side as seen in 
Figure 87.  The decorative fabric was then attached to the gable, with the white strip down and to 
the back.  It was then lifted along the sides and folded, with the ends tucked under the fabric at the 
back, thus revealing the white strip. 

Next, I attached my Swarovski crystal jewels and pearls to the edge of the gable by stringing a bead 
then tacking the pearls down I would string the bottom row of pearls in place, tacking them down.  
I would then go back to the next bead and start over again.    

Going back to the black wool, I cut four strips, each 6½ inches wide in order to make the veil.  Ok, 
here I was not thinking clearly.  I should have either cut two strips at 12½ inches wide, or the four 
strips at 7 inches.  As it was, after I sewed two strips together, with a ¼ inch seam allowance and 
pressed, my strips for the veil were ½ inch shy of covering the cap.  Normally, I would have 
addressed this right away.  However, I was running out of time and still had a lot to do to have it 
ready for its début, so I attached it as it, knowing I was coming back to it.  This is an ever constant 
reminder not to rush.  Eventually, I will learn this. 

 
Figure 87: Gable Decoration 
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Jewels 

When possible I tried to buy jewels, case in point 
with the Swarovski crystals.  However, I ran into 
difficulty finding ones large enough to balance well 
on me or ones that had the right period look.  I 
eventually came up with the idea of constructing my 
own when I came across some silver picture frame 
beads. 

First, I removed the plastic picture protector placed 
in the corners.  Then, using liquid gold paint, I 
painted the silver beads to make them gold.  
Toothpicks were used to ensure the bead holes 
remained open and to allow me to easily pick up the 

beads for painting, as seen in Figure 88.  After letting them dry, I used priming liquid on the surface 
of the bead where the picture was supposed to go to allow enamel to better adhere, then I used 
black opaque glass enamel to fill the well of the bead to make it flush with the frame portion. 

The only problem with this was that the beads have small corners cut out at the edges to allow the 
tips of pictures and the plastic “protector” to slip into.  On my test piece it didn’t present a problem.  
Once I went into full production however, the enamel spilled out of some of them before it fully 
dried, causing the underside to be un-neat and have a bit of enamel stuck to it.  Luckily, a good 
portion were OK and those that had spillage only needed a little more enamel to make them flush.  I 
just had to be sure to be choosy when picking which jeweled piece would be used where on the 
gown. 

 When I created more I was sure to use a small dab of jewelers glue in the corners to prevent the 
enamel from leaking out.  Finally, I used a gloss to help give sheen to the black enamel.  The new 
jewels look great and I’m thrilled with the outcome.  It’s always nice when a plan comes together!  

As for putting them together, please read on to the various takes.  I’m grateful that the jewelry is not 
a part to be judged for more than affect! 

As for rings, if I can’t make a necklace or a girdle, metal smithing is definitely beyond me.  I have 
purchased some accessory rings for this purpose, with man-made gems and sterling silver to keep 
them cost effective.  As a note, my wedding ring is not period, but I refuse to change it.  Oddly 
enough, my thumb ring, which reads Love, Loyalty, and Friendship in Gaelic is a good 
representation of a posey ring.  It was even given as a gift by my husband when we were in Scotland. 

Shoes 

I obviously do not have period shoes.  In looking at the requirements for a complete outfit, I was 
grateful to learn I was not required to learn cobbling.  I have a feeling this would have ended badly 
and with very sore feet.  I have been looking to purchase a pair, but haven’t found ones I like the 

 
Figure 88: Jewels in process 
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feel of in my size.  I have therefore opted for an alternative black slipper shoe with a more squared 
toe, although not as square as was in period. 

Blackwork  

It is sad to say that while I’m known for my embroidery, I do not have more on my gown than this 
small bit on the sleeve.  However, as it is the only part that would be visible that isn’t already 
covered in jewels, it will do.  I plan on eventually adding more below the small line I have, but that 
will wait. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 89: Blackwork in progress using reverse running stitch 
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Take One 

Not the worst first attempt ever.  Some 
obvious improvements are needed.  First, 
let’s start with the smock showing.  Not 
good.  While looking at the neckline, my 
sleeves, or more appropriately the full 
bodied kirtle I am wearing does not match 
the just to the edge look of the gowns in 
the portraits.  And since the shoulder 
straps for both the kirtle and the pair of 
bodies are showing, they need to go.  As it 
would be equally appropriate to have a 
kirtle skirt and since my full kirtle is 
showing when it shouldn’t, it seems 
appropriate to alter it to just the kirtle 
skirt.   So I will make adjustments.   

The bodice was designed with a middle 
front lacing closure as suggested in The 
Tudor Tailor, and then the front placard 
pinned in place.  Literally pinned on both 
sides with very large pins under the theory 

that the gold dots on the side of Figure 1, 
Figure 35 and Figure 36 are pins holding 
the placard in place.  First, while very easy 
to get into by myself, with the exception 
of the placard, the bodice is not as stiff as 
it should be.  As you can see in Figure 90, 
the front lacing is evident even though it is 
covered by the placard, which of course is 
not seen in any portrait.  Also, it is too 
long as is wrinkling around the waist. To 
add to this, the jeweled neckline would not 
work well with this configuration if it is 
attached to the overgown, as it would need 
to be if eliminating the bodice section of 
the kirtle.   

Moving along, I’m of course missing the 
inset sleeves – an ongoing issue as you will 
see.  Since I needed this for the costume 
contest, I ran out of time to assemble the 

jeweled neckline, because of the need to manufacture my jewels.  I’m also missing a jeweled belt, and 
decoration along the opening of the skirt.  Also, the kirtle, while nice, is a bit short and plain.  The 
overgown skirt is a bit long in the front peaks. 

 
Figure 90: Full length view from 10/31/2009 
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 When looking at the back as seen in Figure 91, a couple more 
adjustments become evident.  The box pleats I’ve put in look nice, but 
don’t look like the elongate pleats shown in Figure 28 and Figure 29.  
Again, the strap from my pair of bodies is showing and needs removed.   

Also, the sleeves have been sewn too far and aren’t creating the loop as 
shown in the previously mentioned figures.  I mention this when looking 
at the back rather than looking at the front since the reason for the 
problem is evident.  When looking at the front it could have just been 
how I moved before the picture was taken. 

The hat, as shown in Figure 92, is pretty decent; however the band that 
goes along the forehead doesn’t quite have the stripped look of those in 

the portraits, even though it’s 
made of the stripped “cloth of 
gold” silk used in the sleeves.  
The stripes are simply too small.  
Also, it blends with the fabric of 
the gable, which I’m not as 
happy with.  The hat also appears 
to be sitting too far forward on 
my head, nicely covering my hair, 
but not quite right.  A final 
adjustment will need to be made to the pearls, which are a 
glowing white. 

You don’t see it in the pictures; however the cap part is also 
flimsy.  The original construction using wire and a light 
buckram produces a decent look, but isn’t very sturdy.  Also, 
it is not supported with what little we know on the 
construction of the hat, having the only wiring found be part 
of the white gable and not the boxed cap.  It doesn’t really 
show in the pictures, but the veil of the hat is about half an 

inch too small to completely cover the black cap and doesn’t have the decorate cap seen in Figure 

28.  It is however the right length. At this point, the veil is black wool.  As will become more 
evident, I’m also missing the coif. 

 
Figure 92: View of hat on 10/31/2009 

 

 
Figure 91: Back view from 
10/31/2009 
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Take Two 

Based on the observations from Take One some adjustments were made.  Starting with the hat - the 
cap portion was removed and replaced with a heavily quilted box made from wool.  This provided a 
much more stable cap and is more consistent with extant finding on cap construction, i.e. no wire 
for the back cap.  The veil still wasn’t adjusted, so it’s still wrong and the cap has no decoration. 

The bridge between the gable and cap was shortened 
allowing the hat to sit further back on the forehead, see 
Figure 93 and Figure 94.  While my hair was showing as it 
would due to my hairline (I refuse to pluck), I did overdo 
the push back.  The hat now slips back and I was 
constantly adjusting it to make it stay.  I’m also not as 
happy with the color of the band under the gable the 
more I look at it.  I’m going to try and find some fabric 
that has the black and red stripes that is common place in 
the portraits.  So this gets added to the adjustment list. 

On the plus side, I 
dyed the glass pearls 
used in the hat, along 
with the ones I was 
planning on using in 
the partlet, the kirtle, 
and for the belt in 
order to give them a 
softer look than the 
startling bright white, 

as was suggested by Mistress Juliana.  I used RIT dye in ecru 
first.  This made them a greenish tint. To fix this, a little yellow 
was added, along with scarlet.  I kept playing with weak dye vats 
until satisfied with a slight rosy, tan color was achieved.  It 
definitely helped to soften the pearls and not make them so 
obviously fake. 

The smock is still showing – I haven’t fixed it yet.  While 
speaking of the unmentionables, I have made adjustments to the 
pair of bodies.  First, I eliminated the straps.  They simply got in 
the way and with the extreme neckline were bound to show.  
I’m not sure if this would have been realistic in period.  
However, in looking at the portraits, with as far out as the 
shoulders of the gown went, I’m not sure how they would have 
had straps for anything, so I didn’t feel bad doing so.  Also, my 
icky shoe laces have been replaced with a luceted cord out of 
cotton.  Yea! 

I have made an adjustment to the closure of the overgown.  I 
removed the front lacing section and separate panel and  

Figure 93: Full side view on 
02/13/2010 

 

 
Figure 94: Partial length view on 
2/13/10 
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replaced it with a panel flap that is laced on the side.  Decorative gold thread was used to secure the 
lacing strap and sew the other side of the panel in place.  The velvet somewhat obscures the stitches 
in gold thread to create the look of the gold dots in portraits, but it is there.   

This method produces a nice closure, but is time consuming and difficult to get in and out of, 
especially because of the need to attach the top part of the skirt.  Not to mention the exceptionally 
long cord that must now be dealt with.  If that wasn’t all, as you can see in Figure 93 and Figure 94 
the lacing is visible.  As this is not the case in any portrait, I will change this.  It was suggested to use 
a cord that matches my fabric better, but quite frankly the lacing was such a pain it’s better to just go 
with Plan C. 

While having the bodice portion 
pulled apart, I added additional 
quilting to the wool to increase the 
stiffness both around the body and 
the placard.  Also, two strips of 
plastic boning were added along 
the back V to help keep the 
shoulder sections from pulling 
under the weight of the sleeves.  
The shape was altered to create a 
more dramatic V instead of the 
soft U shape from the initial 
attempt. 

Also, the sleeves have been 
adjusted to achieve a more squared 
and broad shoulder appearance, so 

they look more like they are coming out from under the arm than simply attached to the gown, thus 
creating the look of broader shoulders.  (Not that I have a large issue with broad shoulders.)   

I have also added the jeweled neckline, placing it on the inside of the finished overgown.  In 
prepping my jewels and pearls for the gown I encountered a devastating issue – I was a few short on 
my perfect sized pearls for the partlet.  While you might think it is easy enough to simply run back 
out and pick up another pack, unfortunately this was not possible.  I had purchased these pearls 
from Michaels and cleared them out of all they had.  Honestly, in making any SCA outfit I don’t find 
this hard to do.  However, Michaels apparently decided not to restock this particular size of pearls.  
All other pearls I have and/or could find to purchase have been too small or too large.  I was forced 
to use smaller ones to supplement and simply try my best to hide them in the back part of the 
partlet. 

After all my worrying on the size of the pearls, the overall effect wasn’t too bad.  It still needs some 
adjusting.  First the silk I used to back it was opaque, and in the portraits, it usually appears more 
translucent.  I also don’t have the decorative lace.  In placing the jewels behind the dress, the slight 
gap from the sleeve alteration is evident, which I don’t like.  See Figure 95.  Also, while I have 
achieved the more open effect of the neckline, my sleeves slip and stretch from the weight of the 
sleeve bottoms and that of the jeweled partlet.  Since I don’t have any inner lining in my sleeve to 
help prevent this, I need to add a strip of non-stretchy ribbon/fabric/tape between my outer fabric 
and lining to correct this problem.   

 
Figure 95: Close-up view on 02/13/2010 
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The sleeves are also safety pinned in place.  It’s OK, but they 
slip and the safety pins pop under the weight.  Since I had 
already separated the bodice from the skirt, I made some 
adjustments to the skirt as well.  Rolled pleats replaced the 
boxed pleats, producing the proper drape from the back view of 
the gown as shown in Figure 95 and Figure 96.  This is good.  
The bad is that now the front of the skirt is pulling and looking 
very awkward as shown in Figure 94.  Once again, the skirt is 
going to need adjusted. 

Still no sleeve insets, matching jewelry, belt, or coif, and this 
time I’m not wearing the petticoat – it was so hot! 

 Moving to the bottom half, while I was initially concerned that 
doing just a skirted kirtle would have similar effects as discussed 
earlier, I quickly learned that by tying the kirtle to the pair of 
bodies in place of where I initially connected my petticoat, it 
stayed in place quite nicely and did not slip or show the pair of 
bodies when moving around.  I have also pearled the kirtle 
front, which provided a nice accent and I’m quite happy with it. 
Also, in loping off the top portion of the kirtle I managed to 

lower the kirtle skirt so it is no longer too short. In Figure 93 
you can clearly see the flattened front and triangular effect of the bodice and pair of bodies.   

However, it was very disheartening to see how most of the “improvements” actually made the gown 
worse.  When I realized that for each step I took forward I took at least three back at other points, I 
was ready to take the whole gown and throw it in the nearest bonfire or in this case out the window 
on my way home from Val Day.  Luckily, I talked myself out of it after all the work I put into it and 
after all the compliments I got on the gable hat (although for the life of me I don’t know why after 
looking back at these photos). 

 
Figure 96: Back view on 
02/13/2010 
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Take Three (and a kid later) 

The first thing about Take Three is 
the importance of the pair of 
bodies.  There is no way I would 
have been able to fit into this in 
May after having my daughter in 
November had it not been for the 
pair of bodies.  Due to the 
extremely fitted nature of this 
dress, just a slight change in shape 
alters everything.  Luckily the pair 
of bodies put it all back and was 
even forgiving of the couple of 
extra pounds that were coming off 
in February of 2010 and decided 
that after having a child didn’t 
want to melt away again by May 
2011.   Of course the bad part of 
a couple of extra pounds was that 
the lovely luceted cord I had broke 
while tightening it, so I’ll need a 
new cord.  Luckily, we were able to temporarily fix it so I could wear the dress. 

Also, I apologize for not having some 
clearer pictures of this stage.  For all the 
wonderful compliments I received, I had to 
beg a friend to take a picture of me in the 
gown.  By then I was roasting, slightly slap 
happy, and my husband was ready for me 
to be out of my pretty dress and into 
something more mobile since our 6 ½ 
month old wanted Mom.    

So, after that caveat, what has changed 
now?  Start with the hat – I re-lengthened 
the bridge from the gable to the cap.  This 
was a big help to allow the hat to stay in 
place.  I also changed the band to a larger 
contrast and bolder strip pattern.  While 
not the red and black that is in the 
portraits, it looks much more like it.  I had 
attempted to dye this with a red in order to 
create the effect.  It looked perfect.  
Unfortunately, when rinsing the dye, it all 
just came out.  It still has a slightly reddish 
color, but nothing like it did initially.  
Having not been able to find a suitable  

Figure 97: Waist up photo from 5/28/2011 

 

 
Figure 98: Close up photo from 5/28/2011 
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fabric to recreate the band, I decided 
to go with what I had as an acceptable 
substitute. 

I’ve also made improvements to the 
cap.  The wool veil portion was 
replaced with velvet and gives it a 
richer look.  Also, I have recreated 
the folding pattern on the cap, 
including the button.  This was done 
in a series of folds, some real and 
some artificial.  I feel confident that 
the original was done by folding, but 
since I don’t do well with basic 
origami, this particular exercise was 
winning.  I’m now very happy with 
the results of the hat.   

Moving to the overdress, I have 
added some reinforcements to the 
sleeves to prevent them from 
stretching and looking sloppy.   They 
still seem a bit further out on my 
shoulders and feel like they’re 
slipping, so I’ll have to ponder how 
best to fix that.    

I have also made several changes to 
the decorative partlet.  First, I placed 
the jewels on a sheer organza instead 

of the white silk taffeta.  I have also added the decorative lace along the top.  Before placing the 
jewels on the strips, I also included a thin velvet ribbon to cover the raw edge.   I then added the 
jewels.  

Before tacking the partlet down, I applied a thin gold decorative ribbon to mirror the look in Figure 
42 and Figure 45.  I also added a jeweled pendent.  These additions provide a smoother look to the 
jeweled partlet than I had before and assist in creating a more authentic look.  The jewels across the 
front are a bit crowded, however.  Obviously my jeweled pendent is not real, but the cost of such 
jewelry in the real stones, enameling, gold, and custom design would be outrageous.  This was a 
clearance piece I found at JoAnn’s for $2, and I couldn’t have asked for a better color combination 
to go with this dress. 

 
Figure 99: Back view photo from 5/28/2011 
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SO, the look is now better, but some changes are still 
going to be needed.  First, I applied this as solid piece 
with the corner being held in place with hooks and eyes.  
This worked great, but was extremely difficult to get 
into, especially since I am broad shouldered.   Moving 
on, I now have a decorative belt, which helps complete 
the look.  I have also added decorative gold trim to the 
opening of the skirt.  I really like the effect, although 
for some reason it looks like its pulling and it wasn’t 
doing that when I applied it.  That will need addressed.  
While talking on the skirt, I also made some 
adjustments, creating small gathers for the skirt front, 
where its “flat”.  This stopped the awful pulling seen in 
Figure 93 and Figure 94.   

I have noticed that I have a line where my pair of 
bodies is spreading away from my hips.  I have some 
theories on this.  First, since having my daughter, I have 
some additional (stubborn) weight that the pair of 
bodies has to push around one way or another to make 
me the proper shape and size forcing the bottom of the 
corset to fan out further.  Second, the pair of bodies is 
made of reed.  As discussed above this is great for some 
breathability and movement since it does conform to 
the body it is considerably more comfortable than 
alternatives.  The bad part is it conforms and bends 
away from the body at the hips due to bending, sitting, 
and movement in general and stays there.  Whalebone 
would not have done this.  Finally, and of small 
consequence, I’m not wearing a petticoat – too hot!  
The petticoat would add additional weight to help push down on the pair of bodies.  With this in 
mind, I’ll have to figure out some way to help pull these back into submission so I don’t have the 
awful line pushing out.  On the plus side, no changes to the kirtle. 

Finally, there are the sleeves.  Obviously, no sleeve insets.  I’m getting to them, honest.  My 
oversleeves are still pinned.  I’m still not satisfied with the look of this.  Based on Figure 28 and 
Figure 29 and comparing that to my gown, I’m convinced this is in fact sewn in place to create the 
tubular sleeve effect.   

It is apparent that I’m in desperate need of some jewelry as well.  I had started a choker for this, but 
it broke as tried to put it on.  I’ll need to look into some help on jewelry making from some fellow 
apprentices… 

 
Figure 100: Full length photo from 
5/28/2011 
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 Take Four 

Still no changes to the kirtle, and now, no changes to the 
hat.  Yea for no changes!  Unfortunately I can’t say the 
same for the rest of the gown.  The major change here is, 
once again, the partlet and the gown where the partlet 
attaches.  The latter is a result of going back and looking 
as some of my inspiration and research.  This is of 
course a good time to mention that this exercise 
reminded me of the importance of constantly referring 
to the initial research to make sure I stay on track.  
Luckily I needed to make changes anyway, so it didn’t 
create a major hassle or heart break.  

After removing the partlet and the gold trim, I opened 
the sleeves in order to inset the ties needed for the sleeve 
inset.  I did promise I would get to it.  The “cord” is 
from some orange wool I finger braided and cut to 
length.   

Once I closed the sleeve cap, I partially 
removed the back part of the sleeve and an 
attached the lining and outer fabric of the 
bodice at the shoulders so I could attach the 
canvas quilted “wings” I created to help pull 
the sleeve back onto the shoulder.  As you can 
see from Figure 102, I over did the quilting a 
bit (there is in fact additional quilting in cream 
thread that doesn’t show in the picture.  This 
was done to add additional stiffness to help 

keep the proper shape at the back and to support 
the jeweled partlet.  These were then attached to 
the bodice. See Figure 101.  Additional velvet 
and silk lining was added to cover the “wings,” 
after which the sleeves were reattached.  Not 
only did this fix the issue of the sleeves pulling 
off the shoulders, it also fixed the gap, seen in 
Figure 95, where the sleeve and back met by 
creating a smooth line to form a tapered V. 

 
Figure 101: Attached Shoulder Extension 

 

 
Figure 102: Quilted shoulder extension 
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Before reattaching the partlet, I rewired the 
“jewels” and tacked them to the partlet, which is in 
turn tacked to the outer dress.  Instead of following 
the neckline all the way to the back, as I did in 
Figures 96 and 99, I have now stopped at the back 
V, creating the flat bottomed V with the partlet as 
shown in the sketches by Holbein in Figures 28 and 
29. 

My corset also has a new string, which I have finger 
loop braided from a cotton No. 10 variegated 
thread.  I can find nothing that would indicate they 
used variegated thread.  However since it’s not hard 
to produce108 I don’t see any reason they wouldn’t 
have.  Since it is fun and no one will see, I’m going 
with it! 

I have also wired the belt to prevent the stretching 
that was occurring with the beading thread.  During 
this exercise I have learned that jewelry making 
done well looks easy.  However, when you are not 

so skilled in the fine arts of jewelry making, it can 
be quite disastrous.  The wire crimps easily and 
while I’m prepared for it in my embroidery, I was 
not so prepared when trying to get it to tighten 
when using a small crimp bead.  This lead to several 
not so nice words and a greater appreciation for 
those who do it so well.  I eventually did beat the 
wire into submission and am proud of my newly 
completed belt.   

Likewise, the necklaces proved equally difficult 
trying to figure out how to create the desired look 
with the smaller jewels that imitate the ones on the 
partlet.  I thank my friend Gwyndellen for showing 
me how to get my idea to work properly.  The 
lengthening of the wire on the beads allowed them 
to sit properly and not force the whole thing out of 

                                                        
108 This could be created by taking a length of string, looping is around and then dipping it into dye baths of 
the desired color at the desired intervals. 

 
Figure 103: Front and back views of gown 

 

 
Figure 104: Mid view of gown 
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wack.  Not to mention the wire is much sturdier than my 
string version, which broke before I even got to wear it, and 
looks more professional. 

My pride in the necklace and belt however were not to last 
long.  The dangle part of the belt broke in transit, requiring 
me to repair and shorten it to wear.  The rest of the belt held 
well, but could of course be a ticking time bomb.  Likewise, 
the necklace completed the look, but the weaker wire easily 
came unhooked under weight or a bit of pressure, then 
exploded once my husband helped.  The belt and necklace 
should be redone since both broke to varying degrees.  My 
apprentice sister Phoebe gave me several suggestions on how 
to improve, so back to the drawing board on those. 

I’m also proud to show that I have finally finished the sleeve 
insets.  The insets use a beautiful silk charmuse to create the 
flowing sleeve and matching jewels to the parlet and belt.  I 
absolutely love the fabric of the insets.   I have also partially 
sewn the oversleeves into place, being sure not to go as far as 
I did in Take One. 

I still need to embroider the cuffs of the sleeves and am thinking of remaking the petticoat since 
about the only function it serves is warmth.  I 
am also considering beading the sleeve insets.  
Even with the jewelry malfunction, I am feeling 
much happier with the results of these 

 
Figure 107: Side/Back view of hat and 
gown 

 

 
Figure 106: Close up of hat and necklace 

 

 
Figure 105: Front and back close up 
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improvements and more inspired to fully complete them.  I am even happy that I neither threw the 
gown in a bonfire or into the snow bank after Val Day two years ago. 

 

 
Figure 110: Full front view of gown 

 

 
Figure 109:Close up of Sleeve insert 

 

 
Figure 108: Close up of back of gown 
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Fifth Time’s a Charm 
 

At this point the only changes are minor.  The first change is that my jewelry, the necklace and belt, 
have been redone by my apprentice sister Phobe (PJ).  The skill and jewelry making knowledge 
necessary to fix them properly would take considerably more time to master and require purchasing 
additional equipment.  Therefore, I have bow to those with more knowledge and allow them to do 
their thing!  Honestly, I think they look better now. 

I have also added some minor embroidery at the cuffs.  I will likely add additional black work 
embroidery to the cuff later, but as time was becoming scarce, a little goes a long way. 

What is also new at this point are the official stockings, garters, and coif, all of which were talked 
about earlier.  I don’t think my plan for the knot on the coif works very well.  At least not when I try 
and do it, so a square know will suffice.  It definitely helps hold the hat on a better, but with my silk 
smooth hair, it still pulls back slightly with the hat be adjusted to be worn further back. 
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