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© Rosie Harte


Rosie Harte is a fashion historian and TikTok creator. During lockdown, she began to transfer her knowledge of art and fashion history into bitesize content for TikTok, and now runs a hugely successful account (@theroyalwardrobe) with a worldwide following. She has worked with museums across the country to bring their collections to a new audience and contributed to documentaries on royal life and fashion. She loves to explore the unconventional, the scandalous and the untold, introducing her viewers to the royal family’s rich and fashionable history.









About the Book


Each stitch has a story, you just need to know how to read them.


Fashion for the royal family has long been one of their most powerful weapons. Every item of their clothing is imbued with meaning, history and majesty, telling a complex tale of the individuals who wore them and the houses they represented.


From the draping of a fabric to the arrangements of jewels, the clothing worn by royals is anything but coincidental. King at just nine years old, Edward VI’s clothes were padded to make him seem stronger and more manly; and the ever-conscious Elizabeth II insisted her coronation gown include all the representative flora of the commonwealth nations, and not just that of the United Kingdom.


Original and enlightening, Rosie Harte’s complete history delicately weaves together the fashion faux pas and Vogue-worthy triumphs that chart the history of our royals from the Tudors to King Charles III and our twenty-first-century royal family. Travelling far beyond the bounds of the court, The Royal Wardrobe reveals the economic, social and political consequences of royal apparel, be it breeches, tiara, wig or waistcoat.









For Verity, Sarge, Jess, Grace and Sophie
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BUCKINGHAM PALACE. Sometime in the early 1900s. Christopher, a Prince of Greece and Denmark, has come to visit his aunt Alexandra, the wife of the newly crowned King of Great Britain, Ireland and the British Dominions. He has been summoned to her quarters, where the glamorous royal wife has pillaged the clothing storage at the Palace and laid out on her bed the dresses and accessories that once belonged to her mother-in-law, the late and legendary Queen Victoria.


‘Now, Christo,’ she says to her little nephew, her sharp blue eyes glinting with mischief, ‘you’ve got to put this dress on.’


The dress, which more resembled a ball of frilled tartan taffeta, was once worn for the opening of the Great Exhibition in Paris back in 1855 and had been treasured by Victoria due to the significance of the event. For Victoria, preserving clothes was just as effective a tool for recording important life events as the mountain of diary entries she had made throughout her eighty-one years on earth.


Alexandra helped Christopher into the dress, stuck a bonnet on his head and handed him one of Victoria’s old parasols.


‘You must go down to Aunt Minnie’s room and make her laugh,’ she instructed, proud at her ability to transform the little Prince into the image of the iconic Queen. Christopher, in all his frills, followed his aunt down the long corridors of the Palace, past scandalized courtiers and servants. Alexandra then announced him at the entrance to Minnie’s room as ‘Her Majesty, Queen Victoria’.1


Though Alexandra may have found the whole episode very funny, those who saw Christopher on his procession to Aunt Minnie were divided in their feelings. It was unnerving to see someone wearing the clothes of the late Queen, interfering with the mystical aura that exists about the clothing of a person, especially the clothing of someone with such a powerful legacy.


This power, held in the stitches of Victoria’s gowns, was not simply the product of one woman’s sense of style, or even one woman’s cultural impact, but rather the culmination of generations of careful strategy and showmanship handed down from her royal ancestors. The clothing culture that existed in the royal court was inexplicably linked to power and authority, with the difference between a successful and scandal-ridden ruler often coming down to their ability to dress for the job. The reigning monarch was encouraged to consider their public image from a very early age, with cautionary tales of the ruin that befell slovenly kings and extravagant queens fuelling their desire to get things right. The sentiment held by monarchs of the past was that visually impressing your fellow rulers was the key to earning their respect, and dazzling your public was the most effective tool for asserting your God-given authority over them; ‘We be men and nay angels,’ wrote Thomas Elyot in 1531, musing on the importance of royal splendour, ‘we know nothing but by outward signification.’2 Satisfying people’s expectations of what a powerful ruler looked like was key to the survival of royal power.


The culture of dressing for power was so firmly established in court society that it meant all those in the monarch’s circle could reap the illustrious benefits. When the royal wardrobe had been officially established in the medieval period, it was a department that concerned itself not only with the upkeep of the King and his clothes but also with managing his personal finances. It was a central pillar supporting the royal family, and as such it was a particularly special honour to be associated with the department. Chief Officers of the Wardrobe were often plucked from a high rank in society, laundresses were gifted emerald rings for their services to the Crown, and Ladies/Gentlemen of the Bedchamber, whose job involved assisting the monarch to get dressed, held such an intimate and valuable position at court that they could go on to form powerful relationships, wreck royal marriages and ignite political disruption.


Yet hidden behind all of this sparkle and spectacle there is the personal and the intimate, and this is the beauty of fashion history. It bridges a gap between ourselves and the people of the past in one of the oldest human rituals – getting dressed. Regardless of whether they were the Queen of England or a simple seventeenth-century farmhand, every person throughout history woke up each morning and decided what to wear. The clothes we choose for ourselves are shaped by everything from the jobs we do to the media we enjoy, and ultimately our wardrobes create a collage of our life story. This could not be more true than for those who lived in Britain centuries ago, for whom fashion was a tool with which you could present yourself to the world. It could display faith, class, or even political views, and this was particularly important for women, who had very little opportunity for independent self-expression. I have always found then that fashion is one of the best ways to introduce myself to a figure of the past, as it gives an incredibly intimate glimpse into their life and personality.


When looking at fashion history in general, there is rarely a moment where the royal family are not brought into the spotlight. From Queen Victoria’s revolutionary white wedding gown to Princess Diana’s revenge dress, their impact reaches into all aspects of society and has influenced what we have (and haven’t!) worn throughout history. Their wardrobes continue to fascinate us, the 4-metre-wide hoop skirts of Elizabeth I and the codpieces of Henry VIII seem so foreign and bizarre that we can’t help but wonder what the point of it all was? Despite the wealth of information that we have on monarchs of the past, it can sometimes feel hard to grasp the realities of their lives; yes, they fought wars and established laws, but what were they like as people? The further we look back in time, the more alien the people seem to us, but exploring some of the iconic pieces in their wardrobes can be a great place to start searching for the answers.


Fashion for the royal family has for generations been one of their most powerful tools, and often their most subtle weapon. Carefully, and with no expense spared in terms of time or funds, countless royals have crafted legendary wardrobes that spelt out their propaganda in golden embroidery, but if we read between the lines (or in this case, the stitches), we can tease out the more personal histories of the grand figures who wore them. Royal clothes are imbued with meaning, with history and with majesty, but at their core they tell a story, a story of complex individuals with fears, preferences, demands and insecurities just like us. In telling the stories of the royal family through their wardrobe, I hope to make these remarkable figures so much more tangible for you. I hope it will help you truly visualize and understand the men and women who have shaped our history and see them as more than just their titles.


Their clothes tell a story, you just need to know how to read them.










Part One
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THE TUDORS






ON 28 JANUARY 1457, protected from the cold by the walls of Pembroke Castle, Margaret Beaufort went into labour. This was no normal birth in any sense; outside the castle the country was embroiled in a civil war that would see some of the most bloody and brutal battles to ever take place on English soil. Inside the castle walls Margaret was undertaking a battle of her own. Just shy of fourteen years old and notably petite for her age, the young girl was undergoing a labour that would leave lasting physical damage. This would be her first and only chance at motherhood, but her husband was nowhere to be seen. Twelve years her senior, Edmund Tudor, Earl of Richmond, had died just three months earlier, imprisoned for his role in the civil war and riddled with disease. When the ordeal was finally over, Margaret could hardly have imagined that the tiny baby in her arms would go on to father one of England’s most famous dynasties.


This baby was Henry Tudor, and Henry Tudor was never meant to be King.


The Wars of the Roses, the brutal civil war that plagued Henry’s childhood, was far from a clean-cut conflict. It manifested in various sputtering instalments over the course of the fifteenth century and involved a bitter power struggle between the Lancastrian King Henry VI and his rivals from the House of York. Henry VI’s popularity had suffered many devastating blows, and his enemies had concluded that he was unfit for the role of King. As Henry Tudor grew up, he would have seen first-hand that kingship could be a remarkably frail concept. As a Lancastrian himself, Henry Tudor had two tentative links to the English throne. His father, Edmund Tudor, had been the King’s half-brother, and though the Welsh Tudors enjoyed a good relationship with their royal relatives, it had been made very clear that Edmund and his children had no claim to the throne. Henry’s strongest ties to royalty came from his mother, who was a direct descendant of King Edward III. Either way, it would have been fantasy to assume at his birth that Henry would ever ascend to the throne.


Henry Tudor’s ties to royalty, regardless of how tentative they may have seemed, placed him in a volatile position. When King Henry VI had been overthrown in 1471, the young Tudor fled to Brittany. He had become the Lancastrian supporter’s favourite candidate for the throne, which made him a prime target for the newly crowned Yorkist Kings, Edward IV and his successor, King Richard III. After fourteen years, Henry returned to England, bringing his Lancastrian army to face the forces of King Richard. After a gruelling battle at Bosworth Field on 22 August 1485, Henry Tudor and his ragtag army emerged victorious, and as the conflict came to a close, Richard III was cut down. The golden circlet that had once adorned his helmet was plucked from the thorn bush that it had rolled into and placed upon the head of the victorious Henry.


The Tudor age had begun.










HENRY VII
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NO SOONER HAD that circlet been placed upon his head, Henry and his supporters began the journey to London to have him officially crowned as King. On this journey it would have become abundantly clear that the Battle of Bosworth Field was one win in a long fight to remain King. Henry had been quick to assert his right to the throne by emphasizing his mother’s royal ancestry but there were plenty of others who had potentially stronger claims than his own. At any moment, foreign royalty from Portugal or Castille (who each sported stronger claims to the throne than Henry) could rise up and challenge him. The title of King could be lost just as quickly as it had been won.


Looking back at his half-uncle Henry VI, the new King would have understood that outward appearances could make or break a monarch. Henry VI had been repeatedly criticized for his appearance, often seen in public wearing the same simple blue gown that just did not satisfy the public’s expectations of what a powerful ruler should look like. His consistently disappointing wardrobe ‘lost many and won none’1 of his people’s hearts, and this dwindling public opinion played a key role in the calls for his replacement. Showmanship was an essential quality for the monarchy to have, as a man who was not seen as a king could never even dream of being respected as one. Henry needed to present himself as the true, rightful ruler of England and avoid the errors made by his half-uncle by crafting a flawlessly regal image. Dressing to emphasize power and status was not a new concept at the time, but the fragile situation that had birthed the dynasty meant that the Tudor monarchs would feel a constant pressure to utilize it to its fullest extent, and the three generations of Tudors would revolutionize the way clothes could be used to express an identity, setting a precedent for royal fashion that is still followed today.


When deciding how exactly he should dress himself, Henry looked to his precarious political situation. He was indebted to the nobles who had fought to put him on the throne and reliant on the subjugation of those he had defeated. In order to ensure his ascent to power was as seamless as possible and to enforce the point that he was the natural heir to the throne, Henry prioritized continuity in his wardrobe. He hired the Parisian tailor George Lovekyn to provide his clothing, the same tailor who had served both Edward IV and Richard III, and as a result Henry’s clothes could hardly be differentiated from those monarchs before him. In Henry VII’s reign, men’s fashion was more medieval in style than what we today would consider ‘Tudor’, with heavy emphasis on highlighting the body’s natural shape. The long gown (glaudekin) was the key part of the outfit, falling typically to the ankles and covering a doublet jacket and long hose. Men would wear square-toed shoes and a woollen cap on top of their typically shoulder-length hair.


The first and most important opportunity for Henry to present himself to the public came on 30 October 1485, the day of his coronation. No expenses were spared for this elaborate event, and great care was taken to make sure the proceedings of the coronation mirrored those of his predecessors, particularly of Edward IV. For the event itself, which took place at Westminster Abbey, Lovekyn created the traditional ceremonial robes for the King – a mantle of crimson velvet for his procession to the Abbey, cloth of gold for the ceremony itself, and one of purple velvet for afterwards. The importance of visual spectacle at coronations cannot be understated; the ritual has at its core a physical representation of the power that God has bestowed upon the monarch and, in turn, the monarch’s acceptance of that duty. In order to set himself apart from his fellow man, Henry had to ensure that for this important occasion he dazzled his public, and so he did. ‘With great pomp’ he arrived at the Abbey, and as the golden Crown of St Edward was placed upon his head, his mother, Margaret Beaufort, ‘wept marvellously’.2 Many crucial events would take place in rapid succession after the coronation, including Henry’s wedding to Elizabeth of York, a surprisingly low-key affair. Elizabeth was the daughter of Edward IV, and as an English princess she had a much stronger claim to the throne than her husband. Henry wanted there to be no confusion; he was King in his own right and certainly not because of his wife, and so the wedding ceremony was downplayed significantly. Elizabeth’s coronation was even delayed until after the birth of their first child and heir, Prince Arthur. There would be no upstaging the new King, not even by his Queen.


Elizabeth had expensive tastes, her life as a princess had gifted her a keen eye for magnificence and her brief, previous engagement to the Dauphin of France had left her with an appreciation of popular French fashions. The process of dressing Elizabeth in the morning began with a linen smock and perhaps a quilted waistcoat if the weather was cold. Then she was laced into a kirtle, a close-fitting dress lined with canvas or buckram, with a stiffened bodice to help support the bust and hold the shape of the dress. For a working woman the kirtle would be enough, but wealthy women like Elizabeth would wear a gown on top. These gowns were made of wool or velvet with a long, often cumbersome train that would be looped over the arm to reveal the contrasting fabric of the kirtle beneath. At this time, women were expected to cover their hair for the sake of modesty, and wealthy women would use various elaborate headdresses to do so. The emerging English hood was the predominant style of the late 1400s (alternatively known as the ‘gable hood’, as it resembled the front of a gabled roof) and would have been the preference of Elizabeth; in fact, one of the only extant portraits of Elizabeth depicts her in a headdress of this style. The hood consisted of a structured and heavily decorated front, with decorated strips called ‘lappets’ dangling down the side of the face, and a black veil at the back of the head to conceal the hair. These hoods were worn over a linen coif (cap), onto which they could be pinned to hold them in place, and which ensured that the hood itself was protected from the oils of the hair.


What would it have felt like to wear all of these layers? Not nearly as stifling as you might think. The linen undershirts and coifs were essential; lightweight and breathable, they were the only part of the ensemble that touched bare skin, acting as a barrier between the body and the clothing and soaking up sweat. The silk and wool garments worn by wealthy ladies at court, as well as the expensive fur used to trim them, were delicate and often unwashable, so a protective barrier in the form of a shirt was a necessity. Linen shirts were cleaned regularly, and for women like Elizabeth often changed multiple times throughout the day in order to stay fresh and improve the longevity of outerwear. Though they may not have had a full understanding of the science, the Tudors understood that a bad smell, indicative of uncleanliness, could lead to possible health issues, and endeavoured wherever they could to keep clean and fresh. They were not sweating to an excessive degree, at least not as a result of their clothing, and would have been very comfortable in their layers. For much of the Tudor’s reign, England was experiencing the Little Ice Age, a period of unusually cold weather that would have made heavy dressing a blessing rather than a curse. Even in the summer months, these outfits were not cumbersome, as the light, breathable nature of the natural fibres used kept the wearer well aerated.


Despite their rank, Henry and Elizabeth’s clothes would have been relatively plain in comparison to their children and grandchildren’s. With clothing being made from unpatterned fabrics and fur being reserved largely for ceremonial events, displays of wealth came from the cost of the colour of fabric instead. Most of Elizabeth’s dresses were made of black velvet with contrasting borders and a scarlet underskirt, and Henry too had a fondness for black clothing.3 As King, Henry would have had access to a wider range of colours and materials than the majority of his subjects, but the colour black, which required expensive quantities of madder red dye to achieve, was effective in communicating the wearer’s wealth. As Henry and Elizabeth sat before their court in their moody-coloured clothing, they would have represented their vision for England as a whole – unified, modern and wealthy.


The royal couple shared much more than just a corresponding interest in fashion. Despite their marriage not originally being a love match, Henry and Elizabeth became utterly devoted to one another. With mistresses being a common occurrence for royals of the period, it’s somewhat of a relief to know that Henry VII had no known affairs, and the duo enjoyed a happy married life that resulted in the birth of seven children. Henry was a provider for his family, with most of the clothes for his children being listed in his expenditure. Of their seven children, those who survived past infancy were Arthur, Margaret, Henry and Mary. As the Prince of Wales and eldest son, Arthur had preferential treatment when it came to his clothes and was always dressed appropriately for his station – Henry wanted to ensure that his son’s royal reputation was fully established by the time he became King. Henry would often provide black clothes for his children, keeping in line with his own interests, yet the new generation of Tudors were particularly fond of brighter colours. The sisters Margaret and Mary would often be dressed in the same colourful clothes, such as the time in 1498 when they received matching gowns of green velvet with purple hems.4 Interestingly, the first documented instance of the word ‘orange’ being used to describe a colour was in Elizabeth of York’s wardrobe accounts after she purchased a dress of that colour for one of her daughters.5


Of course, as a doting husband, Henry would occasionally make royal wardrobe purchases for Elizabeth, but these were often only bedding, ceremonial clothes or the odd gift, sweetly documented in official records as for his ‘dearest wife’.6 The majority of Elizabeth’s clothes were paid for out of her own pocket and her expensive tastes often landed her in debt, which Henry would pay off. In a sign of wifely devotion, Elizabeth would in return mend and embellish Henry’s clothes by hand and was able to show off her particularly impressive embroidery skills. This may also have been an act of thrift; despite Henry’s urge to project his kingly magnificence, he was also keen to ensure no unnecessary expenses were made. Henry’s wardrobe moderation meant that following generations of Tudor royals would have ample funds to spend on their own clothing, but for now even his children would have to abide by his frugal ways. Often royal clothes would be repurposed, changing the sizes so that the growing children could continue wearing their clothes and adding or removing fur to make them seasonally appropriate.


English fashion remained largely unchanged in this period – at least until 2 October 1501, when a fashion revolution landed at Plymouth, Devon. This revolution came in the form of the fifteen-year-old Spanish Princess Katherine of Aragon, who had been brought to England to marry the future King, Prince Arthur. One of the first things Katherine would have noticed when she disembarked the boat from Spain was just how differently the women of this new country dressed. The English felt similarly, and eyewitnesses to her arrival looked on in bewilderment at the ‘rich apparel of the Princess’ and the ‘strange fashions of the Spanish nation’.7 A few days before her wedding, Katherine made her entry into London in a grand procession. Since her arrival, she had won the heart of her future husband and the approval of King Henry, who expressed his willingness to embrace her as his own child. This was her opportunity to showcase her Spanish finery to the English public. She rode into London in a loose-fitting gown with a pleated skirt draped over a Spanish farthingale (a series of wooden hoops connected by fabric creating a conical cage that a gown may be worn over). Her hair was kept away from her face by a wide, flat cap so that her piercing blue eyes could be seen by the large crowd that formed to greet her.


No expense was spared for her wedding ceremony, held two days later on 14 November. Henry and Elizabeth both spent a considerable amount of money on the wedding, despite the fact that Katherine’s parents had urged them otherwise, claiming they did not want her to be a burden on the finances of England but rather to be the ‘source of all kinds of happiness’.8 This was just as important an event for Henry as it was for his son, as it was an opportunity for him to broadcast his carefully curated image of the Tudor dynasty on a global scale. Katherine’s wedding dress was a Spanish gown, embellished with pearls and precious stones and made of white satin.9 Her bridegroom, Arthur, wore white robes to match. Katherine’s long, reddish-gold hair hung loose down her back – this would be one of the last times she could wear it down in public. Once she became a married woman, society dictated that she must hide it beneath a hood, except for on rare ceremonial occasions.


Katherine, perhaps begrudgingly, would have to change her wardrobe now that she was Princess of Wales to express her allegiance to her new country. She would have to part with the pleated skirts and elaborate headdresses of her homeland in favour of the English gown and gable hood. Eventually, the women of England would be influenced by their brief glimpse at continental fashion and slowly adopt the Spanish farthingale and sleeves, but for now Katherine would have to make do with her new English gowns and hoods. Leaving Spain had been a distressing experience for Katherine, and this did not escape King Henry’s notice. To distract the young Princess from her sadness, he allowed Katherine to select a ring from the royal jewellery collection – just a taster of the finery she could expect in her time as Queen. Katherine would always be partial to jewellery, and this gesture from King Henry was very successful in calming her post-nuptial nerves. Soon after the wedding, Arthur and Katherine relocated to Ludlow, Wales, to hold their own court and practise governing before they ascended to the throne. Despite Arthur’s poor health and Katherine’s severe homesickness, the two took to holding a court with ease. They were popular in Wales, and their marriage was happy and harmonious. But in March 1502, both the Prince and Princess of Wales were struck down with a mysterious illness. The couple were kept separate, and Katherine made a full recovery; her husband, however, would not be so lucky. On 2 April, the Prince of Wales succumbed to his illness after six months of marriage. He was just fifteen years old, and Katherine, herself no older, suddenly found herself a widow.


Henry was inconsolable after the death of his son, and likely concerned for the future of the Tudor family. He had lost an heir to the throne; what if he ran out of sons to continue the dynasty? A traditional mourning period was observed by all members of the royal court, during which it was compulsory for all those in attendance to dress in black mourning clothes. Unfortunately for the King, yet another tragedy would strike when, just one year later, his beloved wife, Elizabeth, died from childbirth complications at just thirty-seven years of age. Henry was crippled by this second death, and in his grief broke royal mourning protocols. Traditionally a mourning monarch would wear dark blue, so that they would still stand out from those in their court, but Henry, who now lived a solitary existence, could only bring himself to dress in black. On 21 April 1509, Henry himself would pass away, leaving the Crown to his fiery second son, Prince Henry.










HENRY VIII
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IN 1506 THE SPANISH PRINCESS was struggling. As a widow, Katherine was no longer the Princess of Wales and found herself in a state of limbo. Both she, her ladies-in-waiting and the rest of her household had been moved to Durham House in London after a grieving King Henry VII had stopped providing financial support. Behind the scenes, her father was working hard to secure her another English royal marriage, but this was a complicated process and Katherine was running out of time. She had run low on money to feed and clothe herself and had been reduced to begging the King for money, which he was reluctant to give. Since the death of her husband, she had received only two new dresses and those she had brought with her from Spain no longer fit; in a letter to her father she confessed that she had had to sell some of the family jewels in order to purchase a new dress for herself. In a sign of her compassionate nature, Katherine admits that she is most concerned with seeing her ‘servants and maidens so at a loss’ as a result of her financial hardship.10


Eventually, a new marriage for Katherine was agreed upon and she was betrothed to Arthur’s younger brother, Henry. Henry had always treated Katherine with respect and saw her sharp mind as an equal to his own, but there was, of course, the issue of the Bible. Canon law dictated it was unlawful for a man to marry his brother’s widow, yet after careful investigation and a great deal of tact from Katherine, it was agreed that her first marriage had not been consummated, thus making it invalid and allowing her to marry Prince Henry. The marriage between the two young royals took place at a private ceremony on 11 June 1509, shortly after Prince Henry had ascended to the throne and become King Henry VIII, and Katherine, undoubtedly still shaken by her precarious situation over the previous years, was keen to put no foot wrong. She chose to wear a virginal white wedding dress with her hair loose and exposed.11 Going without the hood that was expected of married and widowed women was a symbol of her purity, reinforcing her claim that her marriage to Arthur had never been consummated. At the time, it must have seemed a great relief to Katherine, who after so many years of turmoil could finally feel secure in her position. She could not have known at that point that she was to be the first of six wives fated to suffer at Henry’s hand.


The seventeen-year-old King that Katherine married that day was nothing like the grotesque, corpulent figure we associate with an older Henry VIII. Like his father before him, Henry was never meant to be King but thankfully had been blessed with a boisterous and jovial temperament that won him the affection of many, including his new wife. He was unusually tall for his time, probably about 6 foot 2 inches, with a fine head of short, red hair. He had a fondness for sporting events that gave him a lean, athletic figure and a shapely set of calves of which he was exceptionally proud. Luckily for Henry, he would have ample opportunity to display his fine legs, as the length of male gowns shrank significantly in his early reign. The hemline of Henry’s gowns would fall somewhere between mid-thigh and knee, and the gathering of the fabric made the ensemble seem boxy. This would have complimented Henry’s tall figure, and with the increased interest in surface embellishment, he would have made an imposing and glittering regal figure. Henry was deeply inspired by the magnificent European courts of the time and wanted to be taken seriously for his fashionable endeavours. He made sure to have new clothes for every holy day, experimented with styles from far-off countries, covered himself in heavy jewellery and every square inch of his clothing was embroidered with gold or silver thread. His efforts were evidently successful, as he was once described as ‘the best dressed sovereign in the world’,12 a title which he surely relished.


Unfortunately, all that glitter and finery could not conceal the King’s more unsavoury characteristics; despite his typically amicable personality he could be incredibly short-tempered and prone to jealous outbursts. No one was allowed to upstage their King in any endeavour, especially not in fashion, and Henry was quick to make it quite literally impossible to do so. In 1510, just one year after his Coronation, Henry delivered his first Act of Parliament, which legally dictated what clothes could and couldn’t be worn by members of the public. Legislation like this wasn’t anything new: laws restricting fashionable dress had become particularly popular in fifteenth-century Europe as the emerging merchant class began to amass more money and were able to dress similarly to their aristocratic counterparts. To prevent confusion, ‘acts of apparel’ or ‘sumptuary laws’ were implemented, mostly to help enforce class boundaries by creating a visual distinction between ranks. Henry enacted four main sumptuary laws in his reign that used income, class and profession as the means to separate society.13 Certain furs such as sable were to be worn only by those with the title of Earl (or higher), velvet and satin were off limits to those below the rank of government servant, and there were harsh restrictions on who could wear imported goods. Certain materials were reserved for royalty – purple silk, cloth of gold, and black-and-white ermine fur were to be worn by the King’s family alone. Breaking these rules was punishable by heavy fines and they were followed closely by members of the royal court who did not want to anger their King. Interestingly, Henry’s acts of apparel rarely applied to the clothing of women, and as such the ladies of his court easily outshone their male counterparts.


Katherine of Aragon took to the role of Queen like a duck to water. She had particularly traditional views of how a Queen should present herself, and these manifested through her clothing; where the King’s wardrobe was filled with vibrant, bright colours, Katherine gravitated towards the deep and sumptuous shades favoured by the court of Henry VII. Despite these differences, in their early reign the King and Queen would occasionally be seen in matching ensembles, and they presented themselves as the model royal couple. Katherine was intelligent and resilient in nature, and over the course of her first few years as Queen she would become increasingly pious and turn to religion for comfort. Underneath her regal gowns she wore the habit of St Francis and dressed modestly in private as a sign of humility. Under the pressure of the royal court, she took a step back from pageants and entertainments and became a spectator rather than a participant in the events her husband so passionately enjoyed. Katherine and Henry were slowly drifting apart.


The first significant blow to their marriage came in 1511. Katherine had given birth to a son and heir on New Year’s Day, but by the end of February the child had passed away. Katherine would experience multiple miscarriages and stillbirths over the course of her life, and her only surviving child was the young Princess Mary – not good enough for Henry, who had inherited the anxieties of his father and was desperate for a son to continue the Tudor dynasty. He was beginning to grow anxious; the possibility that he was trapped in a fruitless marriage was hauntingly apparent.


Katherine was five years older than Henry, and the stress of her royal duties caused her to age significantly faster. By 1525, Katherine was dressing to compensate for this, wearing the many jewels she had inherited as Queen, favouring ropes of pearls and large, religious brooches for her gowns – made of heavy velvet with a long court train. She overwhelmingly wore gowns of an English style but resorted back to Spanish fashions when it was prudent to do so – such as to secure favour from overseas allies with connections to her homeland. Surrounding her at all times were her ladies-in-waiting, a group of beautiful and stylish women from noble families who attended the Queen and kept her company. These glamorous young women did little to help the Queen’s tumultuous marriage, as they were prone to distract from her. Henry’s head was often turned by the sprightly characters and modern dresses of the ladies of Katherine’s court, many of whom became his mistresses and bore him illegitimate children. That year, Henry’s head was turned by a shiny new addition to his wife’s entourage: Anne Boleyn.


By Tudor standards, Anne was no great beauty. She was short and slight, with a slender face, in a time where buxom figures were considered desirable. And while contemporary opinion praised the fairest of features, Anne’s eyes and hair were the deepest brown, and her complexion sallow. Despite all of this, Anne electrified the Tudor court with the way she presented herself. In her youth she had spent a great deal of time in the French royal court, which had shaped her into the powerhouse of a woman that she was. Wit and humour came naturally to her, she was particularly fond of hunting and cards, and her skills in music and dancing were unmatched. The women of the French court had left an impact on Anne: from Queen Claude she had learnt to be dignified in all aspects of life, and Margaret of Alençon had encouraged her to pursue her own academic interests and remain well versed in contemporary issues. Above all, Anne had mastered the refined courtly art of flirtation, using both her physical and intangible assets to attract attention. Anne was praised in the French court for the ease with which she adopted their preferred style of dress, and it’s not hard to imagine how alluring she must have looked in her revealing French gowns with her long hair laced with diamonds. In France, Anne had been considered stylish. In England? She was a fashion sensation. On her return in 1522, Anne brought with her the styles of the French court, popularizing the French gown, which was considerably less conservative than its English counterpart, and the French hood, a crescent-shaped headdress that sat far back on the skull to scandalously expose the hairline.


By the Christmas of 1525 the thirty-four-year-old King was infatuated with the twenty-four-year-old Anne and began his usual process of courting a mistress. Anne, however, was not easily swayed. Her sister, Mary Boleyn, had also been in the service of Queen Katherine and had become the King’s mistress shortly before Anne returned to England. Anne had seen first-hand how quickly Henry’s affections could wane and did not want to risk her chances of a proper marriage. Henry, who was used to his romantic pursuits being accepted readily was for the first time quite unsure how far his feelings were reciprocated. In February 1526, he made his first public display of affection towards Anne. He partook in a jousting tournament and had a new uniform embroidered with burning hearts and the motto ‘Declare I Dare Not’, a sign to all those in attendance that the King was pursuing a new mistress.14 Unbeknownst to the public, Henry had declared his love to Anne, but she had refused to become his mistress. This did little to dissuade the King, rather it turned his affection for her into a rampant obsession. Henry was quick to bestow a great deal of gifts on Anne in an attempt to curry her favour; these included fabric for clothes, jewels and even the title of Marquess of Pembrokeshire, which Anne accepted heartily. Anne eventually returned Henry’s affection but made it clear that she was saving herself for marriage.


A seed had now been planted in the King’s head. In order to have the one thing he truly wanted, Katherine would have to go. As she approached forty, the chances of her producing an heir were diminishing and Henry used this as the driving force behind his argument for divorce. In May the following year, Anne and Henry made their first public appearance as a ‘couple’, and Anne’s ensemble was notably impressive. She was draped in the many expensive jewels that she had received from the King and wearing a gown of the most luxurious fabrics. She was beginning to push the boundaries of what was acceptable for a woman of her status to wear, and the perceptive Queen Katherine would have realized by now that Henry was taking his relationship with Anne far more seriously than she had first thought. Anne was dressing for the rank she wanted, not the one she currently held.


On 22 June 1527, Henry came to visit Katherine in the Queen’s apartments, bringing with him news that she had been dreading. He informed his wife that he believed their marriage to be invalid and was petitioning the Pope for a divorce. Katherine was inconsolable; after so many years of dedication, how could he so cruelly dismiss his wife like this? But the Spanish Princess had been raised for the role of Queen of England and was not prepared to abandon her marriage without a fight. Her royal upbringing had taught her the symbolic power that clothes held and she intended to utilize this to its fullest advantage. That year, Katherine began spending more money than ever before on her wardrobe, dressing with unusual luxury in an attempt to cement her position as Queen above Anne.15 This may also have been a final attempt by Katherine to rekindle her marriage by appealing to Henry’s love of finery, but this would unfortunately be a fruitless endeavour.


Despite all the chaos, Katherine was determined to carry on as if nothing had changed; she had done no wrong and saw no reason why the divorce should be granted. So she continued with her wifely duties. One such task was making Henry’s shirts, a garment considered intimate and therefore a wife’s job to create for their husband. Katherine had taken this role seriously throughout her marriage and took great pride in embroidering complex black patterns around the cuffs and collar – this ‘blackwork’ was a Spanish trend that she had introduced to England and it had become a fashion staple during her reign. All through this turbulent period she secretly continued to make Henry’s shirts, a clear sign that she still viewed herself as his wife. Katherine’s shirt-making continued until Christmas in 1530, when Anne Boleyn discovered a servant bringing her a delivery of linen to make the shirts. She flew into a terrible rage that Henry himself had to placate, as she could not stand that Katherine was still insisting on her place as the King’s wife. From that point onwards, it became Anne’s duty alone, although rather than make the shirts herself, Anne had them made by an expert tailor on her behalf.


By this point, Anne was Queen in all but name. Her clothing was now financed and organized by the royal wardrobe department, and she frequently wore gowns of sumptuous purple fabric or glittering cloth of gold, colours only to be worn by the immediate royal family. Henry made these exceptions for Anne and kept supplying her with finery to keep her keen whilst the complicated divorce proceedings played out. The process was long and not going in Henry’s favour, largely because Katherine had taken to appealing for supporters and made some powerful allies in her fight to keep her title. In retaliation, Henry made a particularly low blow in an attempt to undermine Katherine’s efforts: he sent the Duke of Norfolk to confiscate the Queen’s jewels. Throughout her time in England, Katherine had amassed a fine collection of jewellery. Some she had brought over from Spain, some had been handed down from Queen to Queen, and others were gifts from Henry himself. When Katherine wore these jewels, it was a sign of her status, and they would have brought her comfort as a reminder that she had not yet lost this marital battle. When the Duke delivered the King’s instructions, Katherine was angry, and rightfully so, for the King intended for the jewels to be brought to Anne Boleyn to keep her satisfied. ‘It is against my conscience,’ the Queen exclaimed, ‘to give my jewels to adorn a person who is the scandal of Christendom!’16 But Katherine quickly realized that this was not a request but a demand, and, ever the dedicated wife, she surrendered each and every piece.


The cold January air pierced its way into the King’s Chapel at Whitehall Palace. Inside, the King was ecstatic: he had finally managed to secure the divorce from Katherine. It may have taken breaking England from the Catholic faith and establishing the Church of England to give Henry total control, but he had achieved his goal in the end. Outside the Chapel, Anne Boleyn, already in the early stages of pregnancy with the King’s child, prepared to walk down the aisle. With Katherine sent away from the court forever and Princess Mary stripped of her title, the Crown was Anne’s for the taking. Henry married his long-time mistress in private in the early hours of 25 January 1533. He had his ex-wife out of his life and a child – now legitimate – on the way. He had all he’d ever wanted.


Plans for Anne’s coronation could now commence. Anne would have sensed the gravity of the event; this was to be England’s first major ceremonial event since separating from papal authority and it needed to assert England’s independent power. Anne herself may have been the one to plan the extravagant pageants and celebrations for the event, but she clashed with her father on how she should dress herself for the occasion. By June her pregnancy would be well underway, and she requested extra fabric to be added to her gown to disguise it, but her father thought she should be flaunting her condition. Anne had very few supporters as she came into power, but her one trump card was the chance she was carrying England’s much-needed male heir. Her father tried to convince her to appear in an unlaced gown to draw attention to her belly and perhaps win extra support, but ultimately Anne won out.17 On 1 June 1533, she appeared at Westminster Abbey for her coronation in a shimmering dress of white cloth of gold trimmed with regal ermine fur, her dark hair loose down her back and a gold circlet atop her head. Her gown was in the French style and Anne, independent and strong willed, would continue to dress like this throughout her reign. That is not to say she never wore English styles, for the next year a series of commemorative medallions were made in honour of Anne’s coronation depicting the Queen in an English-style hood. Though Anne would always favour her French fashions, she knew it could be beneficial to adopt local garments to enforce her position as Queen of England.


When Anne arrived at the Cathedral, Henry embraced her and asked what she thought of the celebrations she had passed on her journey. ‘I liked the city well enough,’ she replied, then added with disappointment, ‘I saw a great many caps on heads and heard but few tongues.’18 The crowds that had gathered were there not to support Anne but rather jeer at her, even joking that the interlocking HA initials that were embroidered throughout the decorations could be read as ‘ha ha!’, like laughter. Removing one’s cap was a basic sign of respect in Tudor England, and when her public refused to do so, Anne realized that she would have to work extra hard for her people’s approval.


As Queen, Anne was a fierce presence in the royal court. She was outspoken, politically astute and encouraged her ladies-in-waiting to be well read and follow her lead. According to legend, Henry wrote the famous song ‘Greensleeves’ for his beloved Anne, and she certainly did enjoy dressing in that colour. In 1530, Henry purchased a gown of green damask for Anne, and in 1535, he gifted her an incredible amount of green satin and green cloth of gold. In the Queen’s quarters, Anne decorated her bedding and furniture with the same colour and purchased green clothing for her daughter Elizabeth.19 This may have been personal preference but it may also have been in homage to her new position as Tudor Queen, as green and white were the Tudor house colours.


Anne is also closely associated with the famous ‘B’ necklace that she is depicted wearing in her most famous portrait. Women in the sixteenth century were particularly fond of jewellery that incorporated their initials, either to display their family heritage or their titles, and Anne was no exception. Prior to her marriage she had a B, an A and an AB pendant, and once she married the King she may have adopted an interlocked HA (Henry and Anne) and AR (for Anne Regina, Regina meaning Queen).20 As for the now-exiled Katherine of Aragon, who had been demoted to Dowager Princess of Wales, she refused to accept that she was no longer Queen and would continue to have her clothes embroidered with her and Henry’s initials until her death in 1536.21


Anne’s time as Queen was not without its challenges. She amassed a great number of enemies in the brief time she was on the throne, many of whom began plotting to remove her from power. She was a politically outspoken woman, had earned the wrath of passionate Catholics who saw her as the reason the King had broken from the Catholic Church, and many members of the public felt she was to blame for Katherine of Aragon’s mistreatment. Furthermore, the child that Anne had been pregnant with at the time of her coronation was not the boy that Henry had been hoping for but rather another daughter – Princess Elizabeth. Like Katherine before her, Anne suffered many miscarriages and again Henry’s patience ran thin. He had been convinced that his marriage to Anne would produce the male heir he desperately needed, but Anne was struggling, quite literally, to deliver.


In 1536, the Queen’s enemies approached Henry claiming false charges of incest, adultery and treason against Anne (one such claim was that she laughed at the King’s clothes behind his back) and an enraged Henry was ready to be rid of her. On 2 May that year, Anne was informed of the charges, and she immediately retreated to her chambers. Once in the safety of the Queen’s apartments, Anne changed into an impressive gown of crimson velvet and cloth of gold.22 She knew that now more than ever she needed to assert her position as Queen in order to make it through the upcoming trial unscathed. Anne had seen her clothes fill many roles in her life but now they would become her battle armour as she fought to retain her title and her life.


Despite Anne’s best efforts, she was found guilty and sentenced to death. On Friday, 19 May, a scaffold was erected at the Tower of London ready for the Queen’s execution, and as she was marched to her fate, the two-year-old Elizabeth would have been her main concern. For such an outspoken woman, Anne’s final words were somewhat timid and made no attempt to defend herself, for if she defied the King now it would be little Elizabeth who would face the consequences. Instead, she made her final thoughts clear through her clothing, choosing to wear a grey damask gown over a scarlet petticoat, draped in a mantle of ermine fur and finished with an English hood.23 The colour scarlet was closely associated with martyrdom, and ermine fur was restricted by law to members of the immediate royal family. This, combined with the English-style hood voiced Anne’s belief that she was the rightful Queen of England and was being unjustly sent to her death. After her final speech to the crowd that had gathered, she removed her hood to reveal a netted coif, knelt before the block, and in one swing of the swordsman’s blade, Anne Boleyn was dead.


That same day, one of Anne’s ladies-in-waiting was busy making plans for her wedding dress. She had not yet been formally proposed to, but it had become common knowledge in society circles that the King had been courting her for a while now and would likely make her his next bride. This woman was Jane Seymour, and she was right to be making wedding plans. Just one day after the death of Anne Boleyn, Henry proposed, and within a few weeks’ time the two would be married at York Place. For his third wedding, Henry chose to dress in white, the colour of purity. He wanted this marriage to be a clean slate; he had rid himself of his previous brides and wanted this to be seen as his first legitimate marriage.


Jane Seymour was twenty-seven when she married Henry, who was now forty-five. She came from a noble family and had first caught the King’s eye when she was lady-in-waiting to Queen Anne, but it had not been her physical appearance that drew the King to her. Jane was not renowned for her beauty; she was of average height with exceptionally pale skin, a long face and small eyes and lips, but her demeanour was everything Henry was searching for. Perhaps growing tired of Anne’s outspoken and fiery personality, the King was undoubtedly attracted to Jane’s reserved demeanour; he now desired above all else a submissive wife who would fulfil her singular duty of providing an heir. Almost certainly Jane would have been anxious about marrying a man who had so mercilessly discarded two of his wives already, and so she strategically played into Henry’s desires for a demure English bride to ensure her survival.


The clothes that made up Jane’s royal wardrobe were significantly different to those found in Elizabeth of York’s. Similar to how men’s fashion had become more experimental, women’s clothes were now significantly more detailed. Influenced heavily by the European styles of Katherine of Aragon and Anne Boleyn, the average woman at court would wear a low-cut gown of French inspiration with long, trumpeted sleeves that would be folded back up the arm to reveal the contrasting lining. On the forearms, interchangeable sleeves were pinned to the gown, and they would often be made with expensively decorated fabric. The bodice of the gown was laced up the front, and a panel of fabric called a placard was pinned over the laces to cover them; this placard would often be structured with whalebone to create a supportive yet flat silhouette. The skirt of the gown would typically open at the front to reveal the forepart – a panel of contrasting fabric worn underneath the gown. Beneath all of these layers a roll of stuffed fabric was worn around the waist to create volume in the skirts, and the ensemble would be finished with a considerable amount of jewellery and the still-fashionable French hood.


When Jane became Queen, she made the controversial choice to dictate to her ladies-in-waiting what they could and could not wear. Anne Bassett, for example, was a keen and fashionable young girl who upon being accepted into the Queen’s service in 1537, was told in no uncertain terms by the Queen that she did not approve of her new French wardrobe. Frantically, Anne turned to her family friends at court to lend her the appropriate clothes, and a letter to her mother reveals: ‘the Queen’s pleasure is that Mrs. Anne shall wear no more her French apparel, so she must have a bonnet or two with frontlets [English-style hoods], an edge of pearl, a gown of black satin, and another of velvet’ and that she should have extra fabric added to the low necklines of her gowns.24 Anne and the other ladies of the court were not thrilled to have to dress in such an outdated style, but they had to please their Queen regardless. It’s not known for certain why Jane enacted these rules, but it was most likely her attempt to stabilize a court still reeling from the loss of two queens, spurred by her desire to not become the third such loss. By enforcing a more formal and certainly more English code of dress for herself and her ladies, Jane would be able to present an image of a unified English court that was distinctly separate to the one presided over by Anne Boleyn. Jane’s preference for an overtly patriotic style was strong, her wardrobe was vibrant and contained a much wider variety of colours than the Spanish Katherine of Aragon, preferring the rich, bright colours now popular in England. Her sleeves, of which she owned many pairs, were often embellished with embroidered strawberry leaves – a symbol traditionally associated with England.


The motto that Jane adopted as Queen was ‘Bound to Obey and Serve’, and that was exactly the way she lived her married life. Subservient in all ways, Jane managed to keep the increasingly temperamental King sweet on her, ultimately allowing her to gain favours for her family and even to restore Katherine of Aragon’s daughter, Lady Mary, back into favour. Jane was in all ways Henry’s perfect bride and likely soothed his fiery temper, but for Jane things would quickly take a turn for the worse. In late May 1537, the court was overjoyed to see Queen Jane in an open-front gown, indicating that she was pregnant.25 This open-front gown was favoured by expectant mothers, with the placard sitting behind the gown laces rather than being pinned in front, allowing them to be tied looser and the dress to expand as the pregnancy progressed. As Jane rose each day, her ladies would tie her gown looser and looser, exposing more of the placard; this acted as a visual countdown to the birth. On 9 October, Jane began a three-day labour, and it was not certain that she would survive. To Jane and Henry’s great relief, she eventually delivered a healthy baby boy, Henry’s heir to the throne, Prince Edward. A few days later, at Edward’s christening, a still recovering Jane received guests whilst sitting in her bed of crimson and cloth of gold. She wore her fair hair loose about her shoulders and was draped in a crimson mantle trimmed with ermine fur. With Henry sitting proudly beside her, she would have looked every bit a powerful Tudor Queen.


But not all was well with Jane. The birth had been traumatic, and she had developed an infection from the resulting complications. A few days later, the infection brought about a severe fever that left the Queen bedbound, and on the night of Wednesday, 24 October, Jane Seymour passed away. Henry was left devastated by Jane’s death and entered a period of intense mourning in which he wore exclusively black for three months; the royal court were required to observe mourning traditions until Easter the following year.26 But despite Henry’s grief, he now needed to be on the hunt for another bride, and since he had no current mistress to turn to, he had to actively search for his next Queen. This might seem bizarre, but Henry knew from his own father’s experiences that just one son would not be enough. He had the heir, now he needed a spare. The King turned his gaze overseas, sending his court painter Hans Holbein to capture the image of the eligible women of European royalty in the hopes he might secure a marriage that was politically beneficial, as well as romantically.


One tiny, circular portrait that Holbein created stunned the King like no other. Encased in a frame carved as a Tudor rose, the woman that gazed out at the King was devastatingly beautiful; her soft, heavy-lidded eyes complimented the gentle roundness of her nose and the sweetness of her pink lips, and the heavily jewelled bodice of her Netherlandish gown gave her an air of regal brilliance. This woman was Anne of Cleves, a princess from the Duchy of Cleves in modern-day Germany. Though Cleves was not a particularly wealthy region, a marriage alliance would be politically beneficial for England, and so for Henry, she was an obvious choice. In December 1539, Henry’s bride-to-be arrived in England but she didn’t exactly overwhelm her new subjects. She came equipped with a wardrobe of her country’s favoured styles and it seems the gowns were just slightly too foreign for English eyes. Described by onlookers as ‘monstrous’, her gowns featured a rounded skirt without the long train popular in England and draped in the masculine golden chains typical of Dutch bodices.27 Whatever physical beauty she was said to have was entirely eclipsed by her foreign dresses, and no one dared to tell the King of this disappointment.


Henry himself was in high spirits as he awaited Anne’s arrival; he anticipated a marriage that would bring him untold joy and rode quickly to greet his new bride. Despite now nearing fifty, the King still saw himself as the charming monarch of his youth, and he decided to surprise Anne in an act of typical English pageantry. On the journey to meet her, Henry switched his regal attire with the plain clothes of one of his gentlemen attendants. Inspired by tales of chivalric knights and handsome kings of times past, he believed that Anne would see through the ruse and easily identify her true love, triggering the start of a passionate marriage. Unfortunately, Henry’s dream was not to be realized: Anne, understanding very little English language and even fewer English customs, saw the King’s plain clothes and did not recognize him.28 Henry was devastated, leaving the room to change into a regal coat of purple velvet and returning to a deeply embarrassed Anne. The king was enraged, and in his anger forgot to give Anne the furs he had bought for her. In a matter of moments Henry’s opinion of his betrothed had changed dramatically; he no longer desired to be married to her. There was just too wide a cultural divide separating him from his foreign bride.


On 6 January 1540, Henry and Anne married in matching golden gowns. They were trimmed with black fur and heavily embroidered with flowers made of silver thread and pearls.29 The splendour of their wedding day helped to mask Henry’s displeasure, and indeed Anne herself would remain unaware that she did not please him until six months into their marriage, when he asked for an annulment. Unlike Katherine of Aragon, the significantly less confident Anne of Cleves did not put up much of a fight and stepped away from the Crown quickly. Henry rewarded her obedience, and she was given an honorary position in the royal family, as well as a great deal of land and money from the Crown. Anne retreated to her new home at Richmond Palace, where she lived happily as one of the wealthiest and most important women in the country. It was reported that each day she had a new gown to wear, most of which were in the styles popular in England.


The King knew exactly who he wanted as his next bride. While Henry’s advisors worked hard to secure his annulment from Anne of Cleves, his heart had been stolen by one of her ladies-in-waiting. This lady was the charming Katheryn Howard, and the court looked on as the King bestowed upon her gifts of land and luxurious fabric, falling for her in a way he had not done for ‘any other woman’.30 It is not known exactly when Katheryn was born, but she may have been as young as fifteen when Henry began courting her. She was short and decently pretty, but like her cousin Anne Boleyn, she won Henry’s heart with her witty personality, and by July 1540 she was married to her ageing King.


As Queen, Katheryn appointed the same tailor as all of Henry’s previous wives, John Scut. Behind her vivacious exterior the new Queen hid an anxious heart; as a very young woman with little experience at the royal court, she would have found it comforting to be guided through her wardrobe choices by such a knowledgeable man. As her confidence as Queen began to grow, Katheryn would begin to take a more active role in the creation of her clothes. She was a stylish girl who gravitated towards French fashions and was known to have her motto ‘No Other Will But His’ embroidered on her sleeves, and on multiple occasions Katheryn provided specific instructions on how her jewellery and clothes should be made.


There are a few paintings that might depict Katheryn, but none have been officially identified as her. One of the most likely candidates is a small miniature of a woman in a tawny gown with silver sleeves and a heavily jewelled headdress. The woman’s soft features and auburn hair match contemporary descriptions of the Queen, but it’s her jewellery that gives her identity away. Around her neck she wears a stunning necklace laden with pearls that also appears in a Holbein portrait of Jane Seymour and, along with the pearled trim around the edge of her hood, matches the description of items given to Katheryn as a wedding gift from her new husband. It seems Henry was passing on the belongings of one wife to the next.


Henry’s fifth wife has gained a reputation as a spoilt young Queen who had little in her head except vanity and a love for material things, but though it was rumoured she had a fresh new gown each day, she also had a charitable streak. She was moved by the suffering of prisoners in the Tower of London and often acted to improve their conditions. After hearing that the elderly Countess of Salisbury had gone two years in the Tower with no suitable clothing for cold weather, Katheryn instructed her own tailor to make the countess a wardrobe of winter clothes and nightgowns that she paid for out of her own purse. Katheryn’s actions towards the incarcerated reveal to us a sensitive and astute young woman, a side of her personality that has since been overshadowed by the controversies of her later life.


Henry presented Katheryn with many jewels and a great deal of clothing throughout their marriage; he was utterly besotted by his young bride and hoped that her youth would increase his chances of having another child. Though it was claimed Katheryn’s presence took years off the King’s age, it was abundantly clear that – fast approaching fifty – he was not the man he once was. A suit of armour made for the King at this time measures 54 inches around the waist; a jousting accident a few years earlier had left him with an infected wound on his leg, preventing him from engaging in the sports that had kept his figure trim in his youth. The injury caused him constant pain, making him more unpleasant in temperament as the days went on, and the infection left a lingering smell of rotten flesh wherever he went.


On 1 November 1541, the Archbishop of Canterbury left a letter on the King’s pew at the Chapel Royal, Hampton Court Palace. The contents of this letter would horrify the King. In it, the Archbishop explained how Katheryn Howard had slept with two men prior to her marriage to Henry and had recently begun an affair with one of his favourite young courtiers, Thomas Culpeper. Henry, reluctant to believe that his rose without a thorn was capable of such treachery, ordered an investigation into the affair. The exact nature of the young Queen’s relationship with Culpeper is uncertain, but she explained in detail the way in which she had been groomed as a child by two men in the household she had been raised in, even making it clear that the choice to sleep with them had not been her own. Today we would view Katheryn’s tragic childhood with sympathy, but to those in the Tudor court, she had committed a great crime against her husband by not disclosing her premarital status. Katheryn was arrested, banished from court and at Henry’s request her beautiful clothes and jewels were seized. He gave exact orders on what clothes she should be permitted to wear – precisely six gowns and hoods, all in sombre colours, and none of the fine jewels she had become used to as Queen.31 In February 1542, a terrified Katheryn was informed that she was accused of treason and manhandled by guards into the barge that would take her to the Tower of London. Here Katheryn was last seen by the public stepping off the boat in a gown of black velvet, one of the few she had been allowed to keep by her husband.32 A few days later Katheryn, requiring the assistance of her ladies-in-waiting to walk, stepped onto the executioner’s scaffold. A single swing of the axe was all it took to sever her little neck, and she was laid to rest in the nearby Chapel of St Peter ad Vincula near her cousin Anne Boleyn. She couldn’t have been any older than twenty when she was killed.


Back at court, rumours were flying. Would the King take another wife? It was no secret that he was past his prime, yet he was still in need of another son. For a brief moment it was thought he might remarry Anne of Cleves, but instead the ailing King turned his attention towards the recently widowed courtier Katherine Parr, sending her sleeves and Italian dresses to declare his intentions.33 Katherine’s role as Queen and wife is often reduced to that of a humble nurse for an ageing King, yet in reality she was an extraordinarily glamorous woman. Most of her life had been spent in and around the royal court and so she would have confidently understood the role fashion could play in demonstrating one’s place in the social hierarchy. In her first year as Queen, Katherine gravitated towards crimson and cloth of gold, but as she grew more assured in her position she turned to purple – the colour of royalty. Made using a mixture of expensive indigo and cochineal red dyes, the production process ensured that only the very wealthiest could afford to dress themselves in purple, and with the colour still firmly enshrined by sumptuary laws, its use by Katherine was a powerful statement of her position as a member of the royal family. Other colours, such as crimson, black, gold and silver, were similarly attributed to the elite, as they too were difficult and expensive to produce in textiles, and there was also white, whose elite status stemmed from its impracticality – indicating that the wearer did not need to engage in labour and could afford to replace their clothes regularly.


Symbols of royal strength were a key element in Katherine’s wardrobe, and she played into her husband’s desire for a united Tudor family by purchasing matching gowns for her immediate royal relatives. For the New Year’s celebrations of 1544–5 she appeared alongside her stepchildren Mary, Elizabeth and Edward in matching gowns of glittering silver, going a step further by including Anne of Cleves in her display of royal unity, purchasing a silver gown for her to wear too.34 At no point in his reign did Henry’s anxieties about the future of the Tudor dynasty wane; he feared that he might undo all that his father had done to bring their family to the throne, but Katherine’s strategic wardrobe choices helped to soothe him.


This was a smart move, and her focus on a united royal family led to Katherine restoring Princess Elizabeth to her father’s favour; as a result, Katherine became an important maternal figure in the young girl’s life. She was worldly, a keen writer and in fact the first woman to publish a book in English. Her wardrobe reflects this, as she kept her finger firmly on the beating pulse of European fashion, adopting items such as the ostrich feather fan or Spanish farthingale as soon as they became popular. Her writing revolved around her personal opinions on religion, which some of her enemies at court branded heretical. In 1546, a warrant was issued for her arrest on the grounds that she was a dangerous religious reformist but, exercising great tact and flattery, the sharp-witted Queen Katherine managed to sway her husband into dismissing it. To apologize for the trauma he had undoubtedly caused his wife, Henry ordered five jewellers from across Europe to bring to court jewels, gowns and furs ‘as they shall think best for the pleasure of . . . our dearest wife’.35


By 1547 King Henry was a sickly man. It became abundantly clear to him that his time with the living was running out and he began preparations for his death. He asked to be buried beside Jane Seymour, his ‘one true and loving wife’, yet he did not forget his devoted Katherine Parr.36 She had diligently been dispelling any rumours of the King’s ill health from court, but on the night of 27 January, Henry called her to his bedside. He informed Katherine that after his death she would be cared for as if she were still Queen, with a generous yearly salary and her pick of his clothes, which she could sell for a fine sum of money. Henry was evidently thankful that in his final years of life he had such a devoted wife and calm marriage.


Henry VIII died in the early hours of 28 January, as a result of complications from his leg injury.
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