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A noblewoman in the middle of the 15

th
 century in 

northern Europe would have worn an outfit like this 
to show how wealthy she was.  It would consist of 
the following: 
 

• A smock made of linen. 

• A fitted underdress to provide bust support, 
also made of linen. 

• A houpelande made of fine wool or silk 
brocade, or another fine fabric.  As the dress 
requires significant yardage, and this would 
show off the woman’s wealth. 

• A hat, often either a variety of henin or a “roll 
hat” occasionally shaped into a crescent 
shape.  Hair would be rolled up tightly on the 
sides of the head, or would be completely 
hidden by the hat.  Also seen on occasion 
were turbans and a handful of other more 
obscure hats such as this one.  Most hats 
were accompanied by a veil, although there 
are exceptions. 

• Hose and shoes (outside the scope of this 
project).
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The Dress 

As there are no existing 
houpelandes, we can only guess as 
to how they were made by looking 
at portraits.  After researching many 
different theories regarding 
houpelande construction, most 
notably Cynthia Virtue's

1
, and 

discussing it with Mistress Kasilda 
Kubasek, OL at Laurel’s Prize 
Tourney, I made my own design for 
my houpelande.  I modeled my 
dress’s body after the painting of 
Mary Magdalene reading a book 
(shown right).   

 
The Fabric 

Now, it is known that houpelandes 
require large amounts of fabric, and 
thus were the clothing of the 
wealthy.  These wealthy women 
further flaunted their wealth by 
using very fine fabrics.  Frequently, 
the fabrics used were fine wool or 
silk brocade.  For my dress, I 
wanted to achieve the look of an 
expensive fabric without the cost.   I 
was also concerned about the heat 
factor, living in a very warm climate.  
While searching for an appropriate 
fabric to use for this project, I found 
a 100% cotton red damask print 
online.  As it was an online 
purchase, I was unsure if it was 
really a damask fabric (i.e. whether 
the pattern was woven in, showing 
the opposite pattern on the back) or 
if it was just a print.  I was also not 
sure about the weight.  However, it 
said it was good for quilting 
projects, and the zoomed-in image 
looked like it could possibly be woven, so I decided to risk it.  When it arrived, I was disappointed to see that it 
was indeed a print, and the pattern was not actually woven.  However, as the design and color were exactly what 
I wanted, the weight was ideal for my purposes, and it was difficult to tell that it was merely a print when only 
looking at the right side, I opted to use it. 
 

Construction 
As Cynthia Virtue mentions, most paintings depicting houpelandes show gathering at the shoulders, not at the 
neck.  Rather than following her idea of making a “circle skirt” with the shoulders as the “waist,” I followed the rule 
of thumb of “what is easiest is most likely the most accurate.”  For medieval tailors as well as today, time is 
money, and I do not believe that they would have spent their time in elaborate construction techniques when 
simple ones would suffice.   
 
I therefore used simple rectangular construction techniques to make my houpelande.  To make the gathering at 
the shoulders, I simply made the shoulder seam very long and gathered it, using a piece of scrap casing from a 
different project to secure the gathers in place.  
 
 
 

(above) The Magdalen Reading (fragment of an altarpiece), 
Rogier van der Weydan, c. 1438 
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Since very few portraits show the backs of houpelandes, and since I believe it 
would look odd for there to be gathering/pleating at the shoulders but NOT the 
neck in the back, I also made the back neckline gather as well.  While 
researching my hat after creating the dress, however, I found the portrait on the 
left, which showed the back of the dress, and it had the same V style as the 
front.  If I were to make this dress over again, I would make the back the same 
as the front, as shown in this portrait. 
 

Instructions: Dress Body 
For the front, I measured the shoulder from neck to shoulder point and multiplied 
it by three, to allow for gathering.  For the v-neck, I decided that a defined 
neckline was unnecessary due to the fullness of fabric.  I measured in front from 
shoulder to floor and cut a rectangle of that length, being sure to add in seam 
allowances.  I drew a diagonal line from the shoulder measurement along the 
top of the rectangle to the selvage edge, with the diagonal line being the same 
length as the front straight edge (see diagram below).  I repeated the process in 

reverse to make the other side.  This shape not only gives the dress a “circle skirt” feel, but it also conserves 
fabric.  I had no scraps left over after constructing the body of the dress.  
 
For the back, I simply cut a rectangle the length of my back from shoulder to floor plus eight inches for a slight 
train.  However, as stated above, if I were to make another houpelande, I would repeat the process in the 
previous paragraph for the back. 
 
After cutting out the front pieces, there were two 
remaining triangles, which had the pattern going 
upside-down.  I made these pieces the side gores, 
which extend from the armpit to the floor.  I had 
three reasons for using these pieces as I did:  
1. I do not believe people wasted fabric back 

then. 
2. I believe that people were not concerned 

about whether the patterns on their fabrics 
were pointing in the same direction.  

3. I have read about extant garments where 
patterned fabric was not all pointed in the 
same direction. 

 
Next, I sewed the pieces together at the shoulder 
seams and gathered the shoulder seams and also 
the back of the neck.  I used some boning casing 
left over from a different project to anchor the 
gatherings at the correct lengths.  I marked the 
bottom of the armscye on the sides and attached 
the tops of the side gores at that point, sewing 
down to the bottom. 
 
At this point, the dress was mostly together.  I put 
the dress on my dress form and used a piece of 
wide jacquard trim that went very well with the 
dress fabric to fasten the dress at the underbust.  
This trim was later sewn to a long piece of scrap 
dress fabric (leftover from cutting out the sleeves) 
to form a tube, with a piece of belting in between 
for structure.  A hook and eye was fastened to it 
so that it would function as a belt.  The belting was 
necessary at this stage to see how the skirt would 
hang.  I pooled the fabric outward in a somewhat 
circular shape and cut the edges where the seams 
met so that it would drape in a pleasing manner. 
 
To finish the seams, I put fray-check along the non-selvage edges of the fabric to prevent fraying. 
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Sleeves 

I wanted a sleeve that was mostly open, similar to trumpet 
sleeves, but clipped together just above the elbow.  Although 
most of the v-necked houpelandes that I saw represented in 
paintings had narrow sleeves, and the ones with the long 
trumpet sleeves usually had a high collar, I did see a small 
number of paintings that showed what I believe to be 
transitional dresses where there was a v-neck as well as long 
trumpet sleeves (see image left).  Therefore, the time period I 
believe my dress would fit best is roughly 1450, when the 
high-collared houpelandes with the long trumpet sleeves were 
transitioning to the v-necked houpelandes with the narrow 
sleeves.  I also put dagging on the sleeve edges, as this was 

sometimes done to embellish the trumpet sleeves (see image right). 
 
I cut out my sleeve pattern similar to some sleeve designs I found on 
Mistress Corisander Seathwaite’s web site

2
 (see diagram below).  As the 

sleeves are not as wide as the fabric, I had some fabric available to cut 
out more gores, which I put in the front and back. 

 
 

 
Dress and sleeve linings would have been either 
silk in the summer or fur in the winter.  Most of 
the portraits I saw appeared to depict fur linings.  
However, I did not want a thick fur lining, as that 
would be far too warm for our climate.  Silk was 
out of my budget, and I found that I was not 
happy with the look of the silks which I could 
afford.  I found some gold decorator fabric in a 
cotton/poly blend that had a nice weight and 
looked like silk with a slight sheen to it.  I chose to 
use this fabric for my sleeve lining and to line the 
neck edge, and opted not to line the rest of the 
dress so that I would be able to stay cool on 
warm days.  I used some inexpensive costume 
satin for a guard for the underside of my skirt to 
add weight to the skirt and disguise for the fact 
that my dress fabric is a light-weight cotton print 
and not a real damask fabric, to protect the dress 
fabric from wear as it is dragged along the ground 
while walking, and to give it that little bit of 
contrast at the hem line where the fur lining in the 
portraits is so often visible.  The costume satin 
looks decent and is a very inexpensive fabric 
which can be easily replaced when necessary.   
 
I used a blind hem stitch to attach the satin 
guard; however, in retrospect, it probably would 
have been easier to hand-sew the blind hem, as 

it is very easy to miss the folded fabric when machine stitching a blind hem, and in addition to the actual 
hemming, I had to baste it first, then remove the basting stitches after hemming.  Hand-stitching a slipstitch every 
half-inch would have been faster and more precise.   

(above left) from a picture of Saint George, from the French Book of 
Hours by the Falstaff Master. 
 
(right) Marie de Gueldre depicted as the Virgin Mary / Woman in a 
houpelande, 1415, Unknown illuminator, working at Marienborn, near 
Arnhem, Netherlands. 
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The Hat 
 
I am not particularly attracted to the henin, which appears 
to be the most common hat of the time period.  
Therefore, when I saw the image on the left, a sculpture 
depicting of one of the weepers from Isabella of 
Bourbon’s tomb, c. 1400, I liked it immediately.  I found 
only one other picture of a hat like this (shown previously 
at the top of page 2).  I found images of turbans worn in a 
similar fashion, but they had a rounded top, whereas 
these two images show a definite edge.  I am unsure if 
this is a variant of a henin or a turban, or simply a hat that 
was never very popular.  These two pictures show that 
the hat was worn with both the tight-sleeved, v-neck style 
of dress and the high-collared, trumpet-sleeved style 
dress, which makes it appropriate for my transitional 
dress. 
 
To make this hat, I started with six trapezoidal pieces of 
plastic canvas, stitched together at the sides with yarn.  I 
then cut long, 4” wide strips of wool felt and wrapped 
them around the plastic canvas to give it padding, tacking 
it down periodically to keep it in place.   
 
Using the same pattern as the plastic canvas, but 
adjusting for the padding, I cut out six panels of gold 
brocade and six panels for the lining.  I sewed these 
pieces together along the sides then sewed the brocade 
to the lining along the bottom edge so that I would be 
able to wrap the cover around the felt-covered canvas hat 
base. 
 
I made adjustments to the cover where needed, then 
sewed the pearls and garnets onto the front piece of 
brocade to enhance the brocade design.  Next, I pinned 
the lining to the brocade around the hat base and hand-
sewed the top edge together.  After that, I sewed the 
pearls in lines along the seams.  When I was finished, I 
made two strings of beads to droop down from the hat 
front in the center.  For this, I used gold tiger tail and 
crimp beads, even though these materials would not 
have been available, because I felt that it would look the 
best and would be sturdier.   
 
I have read several theories regarding the loops at the 
front of henin-style hats, usually asserting that the loops 
were a stiff wire intended to help the hat stay on.  In this 
case, however, there appear to be two loops, which look 
to me like pearls or beads.   
 

Both of the images of this style hat show a barbette underneath the hat.  I am uncertain of its purpose other than 
as an additional item of friction and thickness to keep the hat on, as I cannot conceive of a way to pin the hat to 
the barbette. 
 
Lastly, I made a silk veil to wrap around the hat and head in the manner shown in the image.  
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The Underdress 
 

The white underdress was made as part of an earlier project, as the underdress for a cotehardie.  However, it was 
intended to be a versatile underdress which could go underneath either a cotehardie or a houpelande, and, being 
white, it goes well with the pearls. 
 
With the help of H.L. Alexandria Doyle, we pinned some heavy canvas on my torso and used that for the pattern.  
As this was an underdress, I made it just barely long enough to reach the floor, as I did not want it to be visible 
below any overgown I wore.  I also chose to lace it closed instead of using buttons, which would have caused 
bumps to be visible if worn under another gown. 
 
Due to heat concerns, I only lined it to the point where it was necessary for construction, rather than lining the 
whole dress.  Therefore it is only lined to approximately the waist, with the front lining going slightly lower to 
accommodate the front opening.  The sleeves are only lined a few inches from the cuff, which is also not buttoned 
for comfort reasons. 
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The Jewelry 
 
At Laurel’s Prize Tourney, I had the opportunity to talk to Mistress Kasilda Kubasek, OL about costuming.  To 
encourage me to continue creating, she gave me two strands of pearls and a strand of garnet beads.  As soon as 
I saw them, I remembered some pictures of necklaces I had seen and saw in my head the necklace I wanted to 
make.  This necklace became the inspiration for my houpelande. 
 

The necklace is loosely based on the attached pictures of 
necklaces.  The time period is a bit late to go with my houpelande, 
and necklaces appear to be seldom worn in the 1450’s, and 
rarely, if ever, with houpelandes, but I like to wear jewelry when I 
dress up, so I decided to put them together anyway.  The earrings 
were fashioned to match the necklace. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Inspiration for Project 

(above) Albrecht Durer, Portrait of a 
Young Venetian Woman, 1505. Detail. 

(right) Sebastiano Mainardi, Portrait of a 
Young Woman, 1490. Florentine school. 
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