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In the Tudor and Jacobean period the type
of clothes a person wore was seen as a true
reflection of his or her position in life. By
the 1550s England became famous as the
place where a man’s clothes, rather than his
birth, defined the status of a ‘gentleman’.
Textiles were extremely expensive and were
probably a person’s most costly and prized
possessions. When painting portraits it
was common for artists to borrow items of
clothing. This allowed them to copy the fabric,
cut and accessories in painstaking detail.

Female Dress
A good example of the various elements of clothing
worn by women at court before the mid-sixteenth
century is seen in the full-length portrait of
Katherine Parr, Henry VIII’s last wife. The artist
demonstrates a particular interest in the exacting
depiction of the cut and pattern of the textiles
and the specific design of the jewellery. Female
dress at this time was characterised by a ‘kirtle’
(a one-piece gown, but later understood as the
skirt alone), a ‘forepart’ (a richly-decorated
triangular piece of cloth attached to the kirtle),
a matching bodice and detachable sleeves.
The queen’s pyramid-shaped skirt was created
by a hooped underskirt called a farthingale which
remained the dominant feature of elite female
dress for more than 50 years. In the 1590s it was
replaced by the wheel-like French farthingale, which
can be seen to great effect in the full-length portrait
of Elizabeth I known as the ‘Ditchley’ portrait
(see Elizabeth I: Likeness and Image).
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Katherine Parr
Attributed to Master John, c.1545
NPG 4451
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Male Dress
The main elements of Tudor clothing for men
consisted of a shirt, a doublet (or tight-fitting
jacket), padded trunk hose (short trousers) and
stockings. As with female dress, the silhouette
of men’s clothing changed during the course
of the sixteenth century.
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In the early sixteenth century exaggerated
masculinity was the dominant image, with wide
shoulders, narrow hips and a padded codpiece,
exemplified by Hans Holbein’s famous image
of Henry VIII. By the 1550s this style had altered
and men’s dress had become more effeminate
and better suited for dancing and the chivalric
rituals of courtly life. The portrait of Robert Dudley,
Earl of Leicester dressed in a red doublet and hose
(his ‘sute of russet satten’) is a good example
of the most popular courtly style of men’s dress
from the 1550s to the 1570s, showing the
elegance of the wearer.
Clothing could also be used to express personal
sentiments and allegiance to others. In a portrait
of 1568, Sir Henry Lee (see detail) wears clothes
representing the personal colours of the queen
(black, white, red and gold). The unusual
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embroidery on his sleeves also has symbolic
meaning and includes lovers’ knots and an
armillary sphere, motifs also used by Elizabeth I.
Both men and women wore black. The amount
of dye needed to make a true black made the
cloth extremely expensive. As a result black
clothes were worn by merchants and courtiers
alike as a way of displaying wealth without
appearing ostentatious.
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Robert Dudley, 1st Earl of Leicester
By an unknown Anglo-Netherlandish artist, c.1575
NPG 447

Detail of Sir Henry Lee
By Anthonis Mor (Antonio Moro), 1568
NPG 2095

This pick-up can also be found on our
website at npg.org.uk/tudor-pickup

