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This dress and accessories would have been worn by an upper-class woman in the second half of the 
16

th
 century in England, perhaps when out visiting friends or entertaining in her home. 



Isabel de Valois, c.1560s 
by Alonso Sanchez Coello 

Sleeve example:  Detail of The Pelican portrait. 
Queen Elizabeth I attributed to Nicholas Hilliard, oil on 
panel, circa 1575. © Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool 

The Dress 
 
I modeled this dress loosely on the dress shown at right.  I noticed that 
it is common to see recreations of this style dress lace up the back.  
However, I saw numerous dresses in portraits that make me believe 
that they closed down the front, particularly since the trim across the 
top and down the middle frequently continue on as if a single piece.  I 
therefore made my dress open in the front, fastening with hooks and 
eyes to obtain a tight closure which would not be overly obvious. 
 

I used Simplicity 3782 (left) as the 
basis for my pattern, but modified it 
so significantly (for example, moving 
the opening from the back to the 
front) that in the end, very few actual 
pattern pieces were used.  
 
First of all, as is a common mistake 
when making this style of dress, the 
pattern had the “puffy” part of the 
sleeve up as a strap on the 
shoulder, and the back neckline was 
far too low.  Every single portrait I 
saw shows the “puffy” part of the 

sleeve being just that—the top of 
a sleeve.  It does not belong up on 
the shoulder at all.  The pattern 
also only had the puff being on top 
of the shoulder instead of going all the way around the arm, so I added 
pieces to make a complete ring.  In addition, it appears to me as 
though the narrow sleeves were not sewn to the puff but were either 
part of the partlet or attached somehow underneath near the shoulder.  

The lower part of the puff does not appear to be fastened to the sleeve at all.  While I did opt to sew the 
undersleeve to the puff at the top near the shoulder for ease of wear, I did not attach them at the bottom.  
I attempted this earlier and found that it did not look right.  I also opted not to stuff the puffy part, as I 
found that I did not like the look and instead preferred the more relaxed look as shown in the portrait of 
Isabel de Valois.  I made the puff with several pieces of fabric with rounded sides so that when they were 
sewn together, they would curve properly, then used ribbon to hide the seams and to add decoration.  

However, if I were to make this again, I believe I would either use a 
simple strip of fabric and gather the top and bottom, as appears to be the 
case in the portrat of Isabel de Valois, or fasten strips of study ribbon to a 
sleeve base and join them together with embellishments, as appears to 
be the case in the portrait detail below (which also demonstrates puff 
placement and detachment of the puff from the undersleeve). 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Details of one of the Valois Tapestries, 
depicting a ball held by Catherine de' Medici at 

the Tuileries Palace, Paris, in 1573. 

Another modification I made to the 
pattern (left) was to raise the back 
neckline.  As I have previously 
learned, the only way to make a 
neckline that reaches from 
shoulder point to shoulder point 
stay on the shoulder is to have a 
neckline in the back that goes nearly 
straight across at the shoulder.  I 
therefore changed the back piece to 
have a higher neckline.  I was also fortunate enough to find an example of the 
back of this style dress in the Valois tapstries, which I believe verifies my 
assumption of a higher back neckline.  On further reflection, I believe I may 
have raised my back neckline a little bit too high, and it could probably stand to 
drop about an inch. 

 
I put a lace ruff at the sleeve cuff.  Initially, I thought I might just gather it, but when I was trying to figure 

out how much I needed, I folded some over in the following pattern:   When I did 
this, I found that it made the same pattern as I had seen on many ruffs in portraits, so I used this pleating 
method on both the cuff and the neck ruff on the partlet.  I sewed the lace ruff to the end of the sleeve, not 
only for ease of wear, but also because it looked to me like that is what was depicted in the portrait of 
Isabel de Valois, although it is difficult to tell for certain. 
 

Both the underskirt and the overskirt in the pattern 
also had a ridiculous amount of gathering (see image 
left).  When I looked carefully at the dresses I was 
attempting to emulate, the did not have anywhere near 
that much gathering and were much more loosely 
gathered (see image right).  This used considerably 
less fabric, and therefore cost considerably less 
money to make.  I therefore used a simple skirt pattern 
from another pattern as my guide.  The front panel was made out of 
the cotton damask fleur-de-lis fabric, while the two back/side panels 
were made from inexpensive pongee (a synthetic lining-type fabric).  It 

seems to have been common in period to attach a fancier forepart to a plainer fabric skirt, as the plain 
skirt fabric would never be seen
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.  I did not use a period fabric for the hidden panels because I had the 

pongee on hand, and, as previously mentioned, it would never be seen.  The forepart and the outer dress 
would more likely have been made of a finely woven wool or silk brocade in period, but finding brocades 
in those fibers is difficult and expensive.  I gathered the waist line from the center back to the side front, 
leaving the front part ungathered so that it would lie flat.  For the overskirt, I cut rectangles of the correct 
length, gathered them, and sewed them to the bodice, which was lined with muslin.   
 
As I acquired the fabric I used for the sleeves and forepart as a Yule gift, I had difficulty in finding a 
coordinating fabric.  I felt that the design did not lend itself to an outer dress, but would work well for 
sleeves and underskirt.  However, it was an interesting combination of a unique shade of turquoise woven 
in one direction, with silver woven in the other direction.  My study of portraits led me to believe that the 
under dress was always either lighter or a similar darkness as the outer dress—it was never darker than 
the underdress.  This meant that I could not use a silver brocade for the outer dress.  I eventually opted 
for browns and tans but had difficulty finding a nice brocade that used silver with brown rather than gold, 
brown and gold being much more commonly seen together.  In the end, I had to settle for a synthetic 
fabric in a nice damask that looked appropriately period with a nice light tan and a turquoise that, while it 
didn’t match, was at least close enough that they looked decent together.   
 
 
 



Finding appropriate trim in the necessary width was also a challenge.  As I was unable to find trim in the 
right width (which I had determined by measuring the scale in various portraits that it should be the length 
of my thumb, or 2 ¼ inches), that was also in the right colors and in the right style, and the amount of 
embroidery that would be required was excessive, particularly given my lack of skills in that area, I 
therefore found it necessary to create my own trim by piecing together different ribbons and trims.  This 
gave me the power to incorporate the different color elements from both fabrics, making it look more 
cohesive. 
 
The Partlet 
 
I opted to make a very simple partlet using some silk that I 
had on hand and the same lace that I used on the sleeves, 
which I also pleated in the same way.  Silk seems to have 
been a common fabric for partlets as well as other garments, 
and lace would likely have been purchased from the lace 
makers’ guild.  While it does not appear to fit around the 
neck of my dress form, my neck is smaller, and it fits quite 
well.  I used the instructions found at margospatterns.com
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to make my partlet, which I wanted to look similar in cut to 
the one in the portrait on the right, which also shows a 
necklace being worn over the partlet.  I fastened it at the 
neck with hooks and eyes, although I may wear it open on 
occasion. 

 
The Underpinnings 
 
I based the corset on the Dorothea corset from Janet Arnold’s Patterns of Fashion c 1560-1620, except 
that I made it strapless.  I made it from heavy canvas for support and boned it with cable ties, which I 
have been told work similarly to modern rigalene boning for a fraction of the price.  I am also given to 
understand that they are similar in flexibility to whalebone.  Obviously whalebone was not an option, as it 
is not available.  I did not know enough about reeds to know where to get them or what to use, and rope 
would be too thick.  I found, as a small-busted woman, that it works quite well, giving structure, while still 
being somewhat flexible so that movement is not restricted.   
 
The pattern showed a space for a busk, and I was tempted to just use more cable ties instead, but 
decided to see if I could make a wooden busk.  As I wanted it to be only ¾ inch wide to be sure that it 
could fit into the one inch space allowed, given the thickness of a busk, I would have to make it myself, 
because busks that narrow are not commercially available.  The woods used for busks then were oak, 
ash, and walnut
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.  I was unable to find any wood that was thin enough to use for a busk, and I do not 

have the wood-working tools or skills to make it the right size.  Instead, I used ¾ inch pre-glued red oak 
veneer.  I cut five pieces to the right shape and size with scissors and ironed them together to activate the 
glue, thus creating a very sturdy ¾” wood busk without needing any woodworking skills at all.  It is also 
stronger than if I had used a solid piece of wood, as using several plies is stronger than a single solid 
one.  
 
When I tried the corset on with the dress, I found that it was too tight, as I had not taken into account the 
corset’s thickness when I took my measurements for the dress.  Since the bodice of the dress was boned 
as well, I tried on the dress without the corset and decided that the dress had enough structure without 
the corset, and therefore I did not need it.  After making the dress, however, I discovered that boning the 
bodice of a dress was not typical, so I removed the boning from the dress.  Once I did that, the corset and 
the dress worked together wonderfully. 
 
 
 
 

Sketch of 12 or 13 year old Mary, Queen of Scots, 
by Francois Clouet, c1555. 



The Kitchener Portrait of Queen Elizabeth I 
1585-1590.  Artist Unknown. 

Mary Tudor by Hans Holbein 

I also used a simple bum roll, made of muslin, stuffed with polyfill, and using ribbon to 
tie it In front.  I initially thought that it could use a little bit more puff in the sides, but 
after making a second, larger one, I found that it was much too big for the silhouette I 
was trying to achieve and decided to use the first one, after all.  After looking more at 
the portraits, I actually suspect that the bum roll might have sometimes been more of a 
smooth transition from waist to padded hip, possibly even combined with the farthingale 
into a single piece, as some of the portraits do not depict a pronounced “shelf” at the 
hip. 
 

For the farthingale, I figured out roughly what dimensions I wanted the 
hoops to be, then created a skirt panel pattern that would accommodate 
the hoops.  The pattern I made is similar to the Alcega farthingale pattern 
from 1589
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.  I made vertical lines on the panels every 8 inches to allow for 

tucks to be created, which would contain the hoops.  In the Alcega 
pattern, they were 5 ½” apart, but I did not feel I needed that many hoops 
to create the right shape.  I used muslin for the fabric and 3/32” braided 
wire cable for the hoops.  In period, they would have user osiers (willow 
branches), bents (reeds), or whalebone
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, none of which were available to 

me.  However, I found that when I put the hoops in, they would curve in in 
a couple of places, giving me a very strange silhouette.    I found that part 
of the problem was that I had not overlapped the ends, but instead 
fastened them together end-to-end.  When I overlapped the ends of the 
hoops by a few inches, I found that the curving in problem was greatly 
improved.  I still had a slight issue with it in one spot, however, and I 
therefore decided to use millinery wire for the uppermost and lowermost 
hoops.  For the top hoop, I replaced the cable, and for the bottom one, I 
added it to the two layers of cable.  This gave me the shape that I wanted.  
I opted to use a ribbon through a casing to tie it on, similar to the method 
used in The Tudor Tailor 
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. 

 
The Hat 
 
When I pictured the entire outfit in my head, the hat that 
“wanted” to go with it was the dreaded “attifet.”  However, I 
had major difficulties in finding accurate information on how 
it was made.  It seems there has been much confusion 
regarding this style of headgear, starting with Norton’s 
description of just the wire front of the hat as the attifet, 

which was later incorrectly 
interpreted as referring to the 
entire hat.  I very much like 
the look of heart-shaped 
bonnet, but was not certain 
how to recreate it, and most 
of the “patterns” and re-
creations I looked at did not look like the portraits.  I 
found one source online
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 which was of the opinion 

that it was simply a wired cowl.  However, several of 

the portraits I looked at appeared to be showing a 
bag in the back, which held the hair.  
 

I also found instructions for the heart-shaped bonnet in The Tudor Tailor 
2
, but that 

picture showed the top of the heart going straight up about an inch above the head, 
while the portraits showed it pointing down toward the forehead.  I therefore tried to 
combine the two ideas, mainly following the instructions from The Tudor Tailor, but 
leaving out the “headband” part and making the brim larger to compensate.  I made 

Frances Kingsmill, 
Mrs. Croker by 

Nicholas Hilliard, 
1585. 



Portrait of Elizabeth I of England, 
at Jesus College, Oxford 
Inscribed Anno 1590 

Detail of a miniature oil 
painting portrait of 
Queen Elizabeth I 

the hat with silk around a buckram base covered with bamboo batting, as recommended by The Tudor 
Tailor.  The bag is lined with muslin.  I believe that all of these materials, with the exception of the 
bamboo batting, which was not then available (I imagine they likely would have used wool, as that was 
widely available on a variety of weaves which are no longer available), would have been used in period to 
make this hat.  If I were making this again, I would probably make a bigger bag, and might even include 
the headband mentioned in The Tudor Tailor, as the bag on my hat is not nearly as large as those 
depicted in the portraits.  I sewed the millinery wire to the buckram and bent it down in the middle so that 
it would lie down on the forehead.  The entire buckram brim is encircled with wire, so it is my belief that it 
will not lose its shape in the rain should the buckram get damp, as the wire should keep it from losing its 
shape.  I have not, however, had the courage to test this theory.  The hat itself is fastened on with hat 
pins through the hair in the bag portion, which seems to be demonstrated in the portrait of Mary Tudor 
above, although I have also opted to put one in the middle of the heart to help hold it down in front.  I also 
beaded a piece of wire and sewed it to the edge as a billiment, using beads which coordinated with the 
dress and other jewelry. 
 
The Jewelry 
 
I saw several portraits which portrayed necklaces worn either outside of a closed partlet or inside of an 
open partlet, as well as a few which showed simple pearl drop earrings.  Since I enjoy making jewelry to 
match my outfit, I opted to create these items, as well as a beaded belt to go around the waist.  For the 
necklace, I used metal findings and silver and natural stone beads on a waxed string, knotting in between 
the findings.  I used a silver hook and eye style clasp.  The necklace was inspired by several portraits, but 
most specifically the portraits below, the one on the left depicting natural stone beads of alternating sizes, 
and the one on the right showing elaborate metalwork and a pendant with a pearl hanging from the 
bottom of the pendant. 

 
                                                                     
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The earrings I saw in the portraits were typically a single pearl drop.  
However there was one portrait which showed something slightly more 
elaborate, and I chose to make a variation on that, using three colored 
pearls, which coordinate with the beaded belt and the billiment, above the 
white pearl drop. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

George Gower 
The Plimpton "Sieve" Portrait 

of Queen Elizabeth I, 1579 
Oil on panel 



The Kitchener Portrait of Queen Elizabeth I 
1585-1590.  Artist Unknown. 

"The Red Sieve Portrait", 1579. 
Attr. to George Gower. 

Private Collection. 

The belt was based on the picture on the left.  I 
had difficulty creating the same cross pattern with 
the pearls and eventually opted to simply string 
them straight, with a spacer bead that would be 
underneath the center bead in the cross.  I then 
sewed the string onto the dress at the seam 
connecting the bodice to the waist, by creating a 
sort of  “belt loop” with the three beads that make 
up the cross-piece.  To make sure the string 
stayed in place, I also stitched the string down 
around the larger light blue stones.  While the 
beaded belt in the portrait does not have a piece 
which hangs down the front of the skirt, this 
feature did occur in several other portraits, and I 
thought it would look nice on my dress.  I only had 
three of the large blue stones left, however, so I 
created a pattern that would look nice, coordinate 
with the other beaded items, not require more 
beads than what I had, and be an adequate 
length.  While the groupings of pearls are not the 
same as in the main belt, I did see a grouping on 
another belt (below) similar to the one that I used. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I opted to sew the dangling part of the belt onto the bodice in such a way that it fell precisely in the middle 
of the two sides of the belt when the bodice was fastened, because there was no other way to hang it, 
since the rest of the belt was a separate piece sewn to the dress.  Looking at the Kitchener portrait, it 
looks as if the belt must have been sewn to the dress, as how else would it stay in place?  However, the 
belts which dangled down in front were more likely a single belt which simply rested on the waist seam, 
the weight of the dangle giving it the necessary point in front.  The reason I did not do this was because I 
could find no other way to create the cross pattern as shown in the Kitchener portrait without sewing the 
belt in place. 
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