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The Art and Craft of Semstress, Silkwoman,
Cutwork Maker, Bone-Lace Maker,

Embroideress and Laundress

The tailor made both men’s and women'’s clothes until
the end of the seventeenth century, when women took
over the making of clothes for their own sex. However,
women’s work had always encompassed the making
of linen clothing to satisfy the needs of an individual,
male or female, from birth to death. It was made
within the household, whether by servants, family
members or an employed semstress.

Linen

The raw material of linen is a bast plant called flax.
Between its woody core and outer bark are the bast
fibres, which grow in continuous lengths from the
root to the tip of the plant. They are long, measuring
up to 4' (1220mm), strong and glossy; they are a good
conductor of heat and absorb moisture freely. In 1564
Queen Elizabeth’s silkwoman, Alice Montague,
supplied ‘xxiiij elles of Holland for oure Laundresse to
drie our Partettes in’.

As a plant, flax is tolerant and will grow in a wide
variety of soils and environments, but the production
of high-quality fibres for weaving, and also for
sewing, is complex and dependent on considerable
skill and knowledge though all the stages of its
conversion into thread, and then into woven linen.
The purchase and maintenance of linen was always a
major item of expenditure in a household budget,
since everybody needed linen, or a fabric woven from
hemp, a coarser bast plant, or from mixed fibres.
[Linen also varied in quality and in price, depending
on its end-use and the wealth of the prospective
buyer: sackeloth, canvas and the fine lawn of
transparent veils were all made of linen, while many
items of clothing required linen of more than one
weight, as the patterns in this book show.

By the sixteenth century, linen was woven in most
European countries, even when dependent on
imported thread. The major centres were in northern
[taly, which produced a smooth, creamy and closely
woven linen, ideal for openwork decoration; while the
linen of Flanders and the Low Countries was already
renowned for its exceptional delicacy and even
weave, Continental linen was sold by the ell, which
varied in length from country to country, but the
Flemish ell, which was equal to 27", or three-quarters
of an English yard of 36", occurs most frequently in
the records. When the country of origin is not given, it
is impossible to compare prices, especially as selvedge
widths also varied and are seldom mentioned. One
bonus of the patterns is the number of different
selvedge widths they record; they range from 25" [17]
to 414" [22] wide. Some are among the shirts and
smocks, but the largest number is provided by ruff
22, which is made from eighteen selvedge widths,
that, unlike the other ruffs, are cut from eleven
different linens. The heavier linen used for the

neckband is also pieced; it is a good example of
successful frugality.
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I. The story of Gracchus and his virtuous wife Cornelia.
Engraving after Johannes Stradanus, 15678. Douce
Portfolio 139; 795, Ashmolean Museum, University of
Oxford.

I1. Detail of I showing the sewing basket, with threads
and a pair of small shears.

II1. A. Running stitch. B. Back stitch.

The Workforce

Clothes cut and sewn together by the tailor were
often elaborately decorated with embroidery worked
by professional male embroiderers using precious and
semi-precious stones, seed pearls, spangles, beads
and a variety of metal threads, including purl.

The workforce dedicated to the making and
ornamenting of linen clothing was quite different.
Almost exclusively female, it encompassed both
amateurs and professionals; as women, they were
outside the guild system, and although they
established their own, usually small-scale
apprenticeship schemes, they had a built-in flexibility.

The Semstress
She was the key figure, whether amateur or

IV. Three parallel rows of running stitches of equal
length and intervals, to gather into cartridge pleating.

V. A variant of a felled seam. 1. Folded edge fell
stitched from R.S. 2. Fell the turnings on W.S.

VI. A. Felled hem. B. Whip stitch joining two
selvedges.

professional. As her name suggests, the semstress
was responsible for sewing together the component
parts of linen clothes, which she had also cut out.
This she did without the aid of such printed or
manuscript patterns as those available to the tailor.
She relied on inherited knowledge and the use of
differently sized rectangular panels to cut out the
parts required for one or more items of clothing from
a given length of linen. Her skill lay in fine, regular
and strong sewing; working seams of running and
back stitches, and, for greater strength or neatness,
variants of fell seams. She also hemmed the clothes,
worked the cartridge-pleated gathers of simple
smocking to control the fullness of the fabric, applied
facings and attached the neck and wristbands. Small
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ruffles began to be added to shirts and smocks as
linen clothing became more elaborate in the
mid-sixteenth century, but the most spectacular use of
cartridge pleating can be seen in the construction of
the huge ruffs around 1600 [23 & 24]. Her range of
skills expanded as the decoration of linen clothing
became more important. Although samplers remained
throughout the sixteenth century the main means of
exchanging new stitches or new designs, the advent
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VII. Double-running stitch.

VIII. Patterns to be worked in double-running stitch,
Eyn new Kunstich Boich, Peter Quentell, 1527,

IX. Detail of a linen smock embroidered in back stitch

of printed pattern books quickened the spread of new
styles and techniques. The first book was published
in Augsburg by Johann Schiénsperger before 1523,
when his second, dated book was published. The
designs included angular, stepped patterns imported
from Islamic Egypt, where they had been common
since early Medieval times. They were worked over
counted threads in double-running stitch, and were
immediately copied in other pattern books. Their
popularity is shown by examples on surviving clothes
and by their depiction in portraits; the later English
name of ‘Holbein stitch’ is understandable but
inaccurate. Matt or satin stitch is another counted
thread stitch, similarly angular in form, although not
a linear stitch. But both belong to a group of stitches
that are either reversible or equally neat on both
sides. Other examples are true or marking cross
stitch, long-armed cross stitch and two-sided Italian
cross stitch; they answer the needs of clothes where
both sides of the linen are visible.

The semstress was also involved in developments
associated with the use of openwork seams to join
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and long-armed cross stitch, very neat on the W.S.
¢. 1600. Museo del Tessuto, Prato.

X. Patterns for embroidery in matt or satin stitch. A
Schole-House for the Needle, Richard Shoreleyker;
1632. Collection of John and Elizabeth Mason.

sections of clothing together. Their straight edges have
narrow turnings, which in all-white examples have
narrow inner lines of cut and withdrawn threads,
leaving vertical threads that are pulled into tiny
openings by the hem stitches. The linen insertion
stitches are worked into the hems and are sometimes
replaced by narrow lengths of linen braid or by linen
bone (bobbin) lace.

Following these small beginnings, more threads were
cut and withdrawn, guided by the grid of the woven
threads, to create a small open mesh over-sewn with
linen or coloured silk. But as the grid became larger
and the filling of the squares more complex, a new
technique emerged, known in England as cutwork
and in France as point coupé. To what extent some
semstresses chose to specialize in one or other of
these techniques is not known, although it is clear
that their basic skills of fine plain sewing remained
paramount in the production of fine linen clothing.

The Silkwomen
When openwork seams joining sections of linen
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XI. Linear patterns to be stitched or couched. A
Schole-House for the Needle, Richard Shoreleyker,
1632. Collection of John and Elizabeth Mason.

XII. Openwork insertion seam between body, sleeve
and gusset of shirt 2. ¢.1550-60. Bayerisches

clothing together were worked with coloured floss
silk, the semstress either rolled or turned under and
hemmed the edges almost invisibly with fine linen
thread before working over them with coloured floss
in a decorative form of blanket stitch. The sections
are linked most simply by taking a floss thread to and
fro through the floats of the blanket stitches, although
most insertion stitches are more complex. The floss
silk was supplied by the silkwomen, who were quick
to respond to the demand for decorated linen clothing.
They belonged to a long-established group of
independent women, who were never part of the king
or queen’s household, but functioned like members of
a male city company. They worked in the City of
London, importing luxury goods including small
pieces of goldsmith’s work, spangles, metal threads,
linen, linen threads, and raw or semi-processed silk,
which they finished and wove into ribbons, or
converted, using a variety of techniques, into narrow
trimmings, fringes, tassels, fancy buttons and netted
cauls.

From 1562 to April 1581, Queen Elizabeth’s
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XV XIV
Nationalmuseum, Munich.

XII1I. Variations of openwork insertion seams.
XIV. Closed blanket stitch.
XV. Hem stitch, with drawn threads.

XVI. Wrist ruffle of shirt 1. The linear pattern in blue
cross stitch relates to the outline patterns in XI.
¢. 1635-50. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

silkwoman was Alice Montague, who in 1564
‘delivered to Elizabeth Smithson our laundres for our
use three ounces di of silke ... xij Pair of partlet laces
of gold and silver ... One ounce of fine Sisters thred:
Half a varde of fine laune: seven yards of Ruffes of
laune for a partlet wrought with black Spanish worke
and edged with gold bone lace’.

The Cutwork Maker

Among the items Alice Montague supplied in the
summer of 1562 were ‘xxiiij yards of White Cutt work
for ruffes & xvj yards di of Broade Cutt worke ruffes
for a partlett’ and ‘xlvij yards of white Flaunders
ruffes purled, 1ii) Flaunders worke Bandes Raised'.
All are likely to have been imported via Antwerp to be
mounted on the Queen’s linen clothing by her
semstress.

The laborious process by which plain linen was
converted into an open-work fabric of great delicacy
had started with the narrow, open-work hem of the
semstress. Both Venice and Flanders produced white
embroidery and cutwork of great beauty, but the most




A,

XVII
XVII. A. Blanket stitch. B. An eyelet hole worked in
blanket stitch. C. A worked bar.

XVIII. Cutwork design. A Schole-House for the Needle,
Richard Shoreleyker, 1632. Collection of -J. and E. Mason.

detailed account of how the lingerie trade contributed
to the emergence of cutwork is provided by the
archive of Christopher Plantin and his family, now in
the Plantin-Moretus Museum in Antwerp. Plantin
moved from Paris to Antwerp in 1548/49 and
established himself as a printer and bookseller; his
wife, Jeanne Riviére, sold fine lingerie, as did her
daughters, most notably Martine. They sold
plece-goods embroidered with white linen thread in
matt stitch, and increasingly ornamented with
open-work lines involving drawn thread, pulled fabric
work and back stitch. By the 1560s, these were being
worked in double and triple lines, and with larger
openings based on the warp and weft of the woven
linen. It took over twenty years for large-scale
cutwork to replace white embroidery, but on

2 December 1571, Martine dispatched an order for
363 cutwork ruffs to Pierre Gassen, who acted as
their agent in Paris. From the late 1570s onwards,
cutwork dominated ruffs, cuffs, bands, coifs, shirts
and smocks.

Throughout its life, high-quality cutwork kept its
skeletal structure of warp and weft threads, which
gave it a stability not achieved by other means. The
method of replacing the square grid with plaited and
twisted linen threads couched to a parchment pattern
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backed with layers of thick linen produced a less
stable and less fine version of cutwork but it paved
the way for true needle lace, as did the projecting
points worked along the edges of wrist and neck ruffs,
which increased in size as the ruffs grew larger. They
were worked freely, stitch by detached stitch, to form
triangular motifs, which by the early 1570s, are
described in the Plantin records as ‘fraises a lequille’
(points worked with the needle).

The Bone-lace Maker

By the 1560s, outer edgings of bone-lace, made with
fairly thick linen thread, began to be attached to ruffs
or bands of cutwork, and it was bone, or bobbin, lace
that was to be the final stimulus for the emergence of
true needle lace; independent of any geometric grid
and capable of being worked to any design. The use of
bone (later wooden) bobbins to manipulate a variable
number of threads in the making of narrow, open-work
braids was one of the novelties of the second quarter
of the sixteenth century. It probably emerged from
the passementerie industry of Italy or Spain,

almost certainly feeding on the silk and metal threads
entering Europe from East and West. The earliest
reference so far found in England occurs in the
Exchequer Accounts for 1545, when gold bone-lace was
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XIX. A sampler of cutwork, unfinished, ¢.1650-75.
Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

XX & XXI. A bobbin or bone-lace designs from A
Schole-House for the Needle, Richard Shoreleyker;
1632. Collection of -John and Elizabeth Mason.

bought to trim Henry VIII's ‘bonnittes’. The
association of bone lace and linen clothing was
quickly established, as shown by the first account book
kept by the young Lady Cavendish (née Hardwick) in
1548-1550. During the winter of 1548-9, she bought
‘wyte bowene [bone] worke for coufes for my smokes
vs 111jd" and ‘for narowe bown worke for my smokes
colrss, xvjd’; while later 14s were spent on ‘xij yards
of bone work for ij shertes at xiiijd the yerde’. By the
summer of 1549, she was buying coloured silk and
metal threads to have the lace made within her

household:

Payed for halfe a pounde of rede sylke for to worke
bone worke wt xjs

Payed for a nonce of sylvar to worke bonelace wt vjs
Payed for ij ounces of golde to make lace for
ancharchers xijs

Silk and metal threads were sold by weight, because
of their high value. The earliest bone-lace seems to
have been made with silver-gilt filé thread using
paired threads, each pair worked as one to produce a
chunky open braid, as suggested by the heavy
patterns in the appropriately named Le Pompe, the
first pattern book devoted solely to bobbin lace. It was
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XXII. A bone-lace design from Le Pompe, Book 1, 1559.

XXIII. Bobbin lace worked in alternate motifs of pink
silk with silver thread and moss-green silk with
silver-gilt thread, edging a pair of linen drawers [63].
¢.1600. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

printed in Venice by the Sessa Brothers for Matio
Pagano, one of the most prolific publishers of pattern
books; Book I came out in 1557, and Book II with a
different set of patterns in 1560. The only other early
pattern book devoted to bobbin lace was the Niiw
Modelbuch published in Zurich by Christoph
Froschouer in about 1561. The author, known only by
her initials ‘R M’, was a practising lace maker with
twelve years’ experience as a teacher; she provides in
her introduction details of how bobbin lace had been
brought to Switzerland in 1536 by merchants from
Venice and Italy. She preferred linen thread lace, for
its ease in washing, and disapproved of the growing
use of more luxurious materials, although some of her
patterns are marked as silver or gold models. She
provides the number of bobbins needed for each
pattern but also advises how a thicker or thinner
effect can be achieved with a change of thread, or by
adding pairs of bobbins. ‘R M’ recommends linen
bobbin lace as a practical means of decorating
household linens, and also as a way of earning a
living. Bone or bobbin lace proved to be exceptionally
versatile. It could be simple or complex; within the
reach of children and amateurs, or made only by the
most skilled workers. Valuable metal lace, like that
made in the sixteenth century, was by the late
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XXIV. Embroidery design for a Pelican in her Piety. A
Schole-House for the Needle, Richard Shoreleyker,
1632. Collection of John and Elizabeth Mason.

XXV. Pelican in her Piety embroidered on a purse 70.

XXVI. A Pelican in her Piety embroidered in black
silk on a linen waistcoat c.1615-20, showing another
use of a similar design. Victoria and Albert Museum,

London.

XXVII & XXVIIL. Designs for embroidery motifs, A
Schole-House for the Needle, Richard Shorleyker,
1632. Collection of John and Elizabeth Mason.

XXIX. A woman sewing with a pillow on her lap.
There are several rows of parallel running stitches

seventeenth century, under the control of the
professional male Laceman. Only a thinner form of
silver-gilt or silver lace on a par with linen thread
lace remained within the scope of the female

lace makers in London and other major cities. It can
be seen trimming such linen clothing as nightcaps,
coifs, ruffs and waistcoats, as well as gloves, purses
and other accessories. Thread lace, made of linen
thread, was worked domestically and professionally
in many countries, and visitors to England commented
on its presence in Devonshire and the Midland
counties. Shakespeare, who must have seen the lace
makers on his journeys back to Stratford, refers in
Twelfth Night to “The spinsters and knitters in the
sun, and the free maids that weave their thread with
bone’.

In areas where fine thread was available, as well as

visible, as in cartridge pleating. Detail of an engraving
after Johannes Stradanus, 1578. Douce Portfolio 139;
795. Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford.

XXX. The sleeve of a linen smock 1620-30 [78],
embroidered in pink silk, stem stitch with isolated
motifs of plants and animals, including the double snail

skilled designers and makers, the versatility of white
linen bone-lace enabled it to respond to every twist of
fashion and, in many cases, to lead it. It copied
cutwork with ease, but it also showed the way forward
with the beautifully patterned, soft scallops of the
Flemish bone lace of the late 1620s onwards.

The Embroideress

As with other members of the workforce, the
embroiderer of linen clothing was a woman;
sometimes an employed specialist, but often a skilled
amateur. Their names seldom feature in the records,
and the only linen embroideress mentioned in the
Hardwick Accounts is Anne Mylner, who in June 1599
was paid ‘for a pece of worke wrought wt collard
sylkes, thirteen shelling and given her xijd as a
reward [Hard. Ms.8, f.54]. In the sixteenth century,

motif in XXVII. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

XXXI. Running stitches in parallel rows embroidered
in pink silk on a linen smock [83] ¢.1605-15. Wadham
College, Oxford.

XXXII. Motif embroidered in a variation of pekinese

embroidery was still an expected accomplishment of a
well-born woman, and some of the gifts made for the
King or Queen at New Year were worked by the
donors. This was more likely earlier in the century
when among Henry VIII's wives and daughters were
several embroiderers. Katharine of Aragon had ‘two
working stools for gentilwomen’ among her
possessions, which were either low stools on which
they sat when working with a hard sewing pillow on
their knee, or the pillow itself, which sometimes had
a wooden base. Sewing pillows were essential tools
for fine work, whether by semstress or embroideress.
They supported the fabric, which could be pinned
onto it, or secured at one end and held taut to run a
gathering thread, or whip a hem, much as a
sewing-bird or clamp was used in the nineteenth
century. They can be seen in several paintings and

stitch with red silk and silver-gilt thread on a linen
shirt 12/, ¢.1580-1600. Museum of London.

XXXIII. Top: Pekinese stitch. Bottom: Running
stitches in rows, also used for speckling and shading.

XXXIV. Top: Stem stitch. Bottom: Chain stitch.

engravings, including one based on a drawing by
Johannes Stradanus and dated 1578 [I & XXIX],
which depicts one woman seated on a low stool, with
a sewing pillow on her lap, and a second seated
woman resting an embroidery or needlework frame
on the hard pillow. Katharine of Aragon has been
credited with introducing double-running stitch
worked with black silk into England. The stitch may
well have travelled north from Islamic Spain, and she
is likely to have known it. But the term ‘Spanish
Stitch’ was applied to it by Peter Quentell in his 1527
plagiarized version of Schénsperger’s book. In the
1547 Inventory of Henry VIII's goods there is, for
example, a table set of fine linen ‘wrought with red
spanyshe stiche’ and Spanish sewing silk was certainly
important because its dyes were fast and, in particular,
the black dye did not run.




The future Queen Elizabeth was more than a
competent embroiderer; she is believed to have
worked the covers of four books of prayers (three of
which survive) that she had translated to present as
a gift to Queen Catherine Parr in 1546. The cover in
the British Library is not of wrought linen, but is a
fairly early English example of needlework on linen
canvas worked with silk and metal threads in
detached stitches, almost anticipating what was to
occur in embroidery towards the end of her reign. By
then, the divisions between different groups of
workers were breaking down, and large, often isolated
households provided fertile ground for the mixing of
materials, stitches and different skills. The degree to
which those formerly distinct skills had changed is
illustrated by an apprenticeship agreement, signed in
September 1597, by which the young girl, Margeret
Davis, was apprenticed to® Josine Graunger of London
widdowe'... ‘to woorke all manner of Cuttworke
Bonelaces Needlewoorke edginge And allso all
manner of Blackwoorkes And allso to woorke w’th
ooulde and silke and all manner of playne woorkes and
whatsoever elles belongeth to a woorkewoman'. Essex

County Record Office, [D/Dp 226].
Sewing Equipment

Skilled workers have always owned the specialized
tools of their trade. In 1571, for example, the stock of
John Wilkenson, Merchant of Newcastle, included
‘xiij clowtes of talier (tailor) needles xvij s i11jd’, and
also ‘vj clowtes of fine semster nedles viijs’. A
clowte/claite/clout was a cloth into which a thousand
needles were stuck in rows [XXXVI], as they were
later stuck though paper; the cost of the tailor’s and the
semster’s needles was the same per clowte, although
they clearly differed. Coarse needles for unspecified
purposes were only a quarter of the price, while in
1573, ‘xij claites of Spannish nedles’ recorded in the
stock of the Southampton Merchant, Reynold Howse,
cost xxxvjs, more than three times as much as those
of the tailor and semstress. They were probably of
Spanish steel. Thimbles were also specialized to suit
different trades; they were imported wholesale by the
thousand, but could be sold singly in the retail trade;
the stock of the Durham mercer, John Farbeck, in
1597 included ‘xiij dosen and a half of woman’s
thimbles 21d’. Pins were also important tools needed
by the semstress, the setter of ruffs, the lady’s maid,
the bone-lace maker and the domestic sewer. They
varied in length and thickness according to their
purpose. The quantity imported into London on a
single ship The Edward, in 1567, carried a total of
420 dozen clouts, each containing a thousand pins.
The total cost was £20, a very substantial sum.

Linen Clothing

Linen shirts and smocks were worn next to the skin
to protect outer garments from sweat or grease, and
depending on the wealth of the owner, the same shirt
or smock might be worn in bed. The shape of both
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shirts and smocks followed the changing lines of
outer clothing. When tightly fitted two-piece curved
sleeves became fashionable in the 1610s the sleeves
of smocks and shirts became narrower to fit
comfortably beneath them. Conversely, in the 1650s
shirt and smock sleeves grew fuller to fill the slashed
and open sleeves of bodices and doublets [patterns 15

& 85].

Men’s Shirts

Very few plain shirts survive from the sixteenth and
early seventeenth centuries. There was a secondary
use for any sound sections of linen from damaged
shirts, and even the 1547 Inventory of the possessions
of Henry VIII records ‘xxiiij night shirtes of sondrye
sortes some verey meane and worne’ [11604]. The two
examples in this book, 7/8A [pattern not included]
and 15, survive as relics. Shirts are made from the
width of linen with straight side seams, and often
with extra gathering at the neck allowing for chest
and shoulder muscles. There were changes to the
neckline and variations in decoration over the years,
but the basic, straight-sided shape continued well
into the nineteenth century, as confirmed by the
pattern diagrams in The Workwoman's Guide, 1838,
[XXXVII] and other nineteenth-century

publications.

The decoration of shirts was not unexpected in a
period when men took as much pleasure as women in
displaying their fine clothes. Thomas Forster the
yvounger of Ederston, for example, who died at the
age of twenty-eight in November 1587, was proud to
bequeath his apparel to his son Matthew ‘to use upon
himself or his brethren’. It included ‘j shirt, wroughte

XXXVIII

XXXV. Brass needles, pins and thimbles. XXXV1. Brass
pins, some wrapped in a white cloth. Both from the
wreck of a Venetian ship, possibly the Gagiana, near
Gnalic, ¢.1583. Institute for Mediterranean Heritage,
University of Primorska. Three white linen shirts were
among the other goods recovered from the wreck.

with blewe silk and silver’, valued at 22s, which he
had probably worn with his best set of black velvet
venetyans and doublet, worth 4li. He also had
payre of blewe stokinges’ and a ‘jerkyn, garded
with blewe velvet, 10s’. Some twenty-seven years
later, the inventory of the goods of Henry Howard,
Earl of Northampton, Garter knight, and a very
wealthy man, included his apparel with valuations:
‘a couple of verie fine Holland shirtes with an open
lace at 30s a piece iijli’ and ‘12 other plaine shirtes
of Holland at 4s a piece vjli ". Not so much above
that of Thomas Forster’s shirts as might be
expected.

While Henry VIII, Edward VI and later James |
were on the throne, for those not expected to give
plate or purses full of gold coins as a New Year’s
gift, a handsome shirt seems to have been the
preferred choice. In the Gift Roll for 1533/34 a shirt
‘wrought with blacke worke” was given ‘by the
young Lady Guldeford’ (Anne Boleyn), and there
were fifteen more wrought shirts and two
collections of collars and cuffs worked half with
gold filé and half with silver. Later in the same
year, a merchant travelling in the Far East sent
the King exotic nuts, monkeys, and ‘a shirt of fine
cambric entirely wrought with white silk, which is
very fair’. The shirt was also recorded in the 1547
Inventory as ‘a garment of white lynnen clothe of
Indian making enbrawdered with white silke’
[11589]. In 1539 the six-year-old Princess Elizabeth
presented the two-year-old Prince Edward with ‘A
shyrte of cam’yke of her own makynge’. Small
though the shirt must have been, that was quite an
achievement; perhaps even a labour of love.

XXXVII. Layout for the most economical use of fabric
for a man’s shirt. The Workwoman's Guide, by a Lady,
1838.

XXXVIIL. The top of a man’s linen shirt with vertical
lines of needlelace insertions, ¢.1615-35. Victoria and
Albert Museum, London.

Katherine of Aragon had always made Henry VIII's
shirts and continued to do so, even after divorce
proceedings against her had been set in motion.
Almost a century later Brilliana, Lady Harley of
Brampton Bryan Castle, Salop, made shirts for her
beloved son, Ned, a student at ‘Magdaline Hall,
Oxford’. April 22, 1642: ‘I have made 2 shirts for
you ... I purpose to send them this weake’ ... April
30 I haue sent your 2 shirts by your sister and
haue sent for cloth to make you 4 more ... June 4

I haue sent you by this carrier, in a box, 3 shirts;
there is another, but it was not quite made; one of
them is not wasched; I will, an pleas God, send you
another the next weake, and some handcherchers’.
They were sent on 25 June.

Despite detailed descriptions in inventories and
accounts, it is not easy to find images of shirts in
paintings. Where a man is shown without any
outer garment to cover the shirt, and his history is
known, it appears to record a traumatic event and
to be a mark of suffering, illness or distress.

The areas of a shirt most often visible are those
beneath slashed doublets or jerkins where the
embroidery or lace decoration is carefully
positioned to show through [XXXVIII]. The front
opening and neckband also provided an area for
display, and most importantly the neck and wrist
ruffles as they steadily increased in size from the
mid-1560s onwards. They eventually became
detached from the shirt to form a separate item of
clothing, although shirts continued to have neck
and wristbands, as well as the separate ruffs, as a
part of the growing fashion for layered neckwear as
discussed below.



10

XXXIX

XXXIX. The wife of the Lord Mayor of London wears
a shaped ruff. Etching by Wenceslaus Hollar, 1646.
Gallery of Costume, Platt Hall, Manchester City
Galleries.

XL. Pieces of a metal supporter for a shaped ruff or
band. There is a hook at the C.F. of the left side, made
from the wire that goes around the neck, ¢. 162040,
STAM, Stadsmuseum, Ghent.

XLI. Detail of XL showing how the long scalloped
shapes of the supporter are constructed from a
continuous length of wire that s twisted round and
round the neck wire in between the shapes. The wire 1s
flattened for the rounded ends of the scallops.

XLIIL A standing band of imitation lace, made from
stiffened openweave fabric with outlines of applied
paper or parchment. This band is the same shape as
the rebato worn by Elizabeth, Countess of Brunswick

[R1, p34]. Musée de Cluny, Paris.

XLIIIL. Drawings of neckwear from The Academy of
Armory by Randle Holme, 1688. The Society of
Antiquaries of London. The following are the
accompanying texts:

Neckwear

Ruffs

For many people, it is the neckwear, and in particular
the ruff, that epitomizes high fashion during the
second half of the sixteenth and the early
seventeenth centuries. Ruffs were worn throughout
Europe by both men and women, and in a wide variety
of styles. Many were further elaborated with
embroidery, lace and trinkets, bringing down on their
owners  heads the condemnation of Phillip Stubbes

XLIII
1. A plaine Band, with Band-Strings pendant ... This
1s an Ornament for the neck, which is of the finest
white Linnen cloth, as Flaxen, Holland, Lawn, &c: &
15 made by the art of the Seamster, and Washed and
Starched, Slickened and Smoothed by the care of the
Landress. In the begining of the raigne of King
Charles the first, Yellow Bands were much used, which
were Dyed with Safron, and Supported round the neck
by a Picadill, of which see more numb. 7.

2. A Band Laced, (or a Lace Band) the Band Strings
Pendant.

3. A Spanishe Ruffe ...
4, A falling Ruffe, with Strings pendant.

and others, who railed against such finery: ‘clogged
with gold, silver or silk lace of stately price, wrought
all over with the sonne, the moone, the stares and
many other antiquities strange to behold’. Yet, despite
such show, they were all constructed from long
straight strips of fine lawn or cambrie, joined together
and gathered into what are now called cartridge
pleats, and attached to a neckband. The total length
of the joined strips in the seven ruffs charted here
vary from 1%% yards [21] to 19 vards [23], and this
affected the shape, or set, to some extent, but the

3
5. A round Ruff, with Strings pendan ... Three such is
born by the name of Ruffler. Ruffs are generally Cloth
folded by Art into sets, or turning, for two or three
heights or doubling of Cloth.

6. A Woman’'s Neck Whisk ... This 1s used both Plain
and Laced, and is called of most a Gorgett or a falling
Whisk, because it falleth about the Shoulders.

A Night Rail, is a Ladies undress, being made after
the fashion of a Whisk, but with a larger compass,
reaching from the Neck, round about the person to the
middle or wast; it is made Plain or Laced, or Wrought
with Needle Work, according to the Wearer’s Nobility.
A Pinner or Tucker, is a narrow piece of Cloth Plain or
Laced, which compassed the top of a Womans Gown

variety of different forms into which ruffs were
shaped depended primarily on the laundress and her
skill with starch and the poking stick in creating new,
flamboyant sets, or seemingly plain but perfect
figures-of-eight. The laundress could change the
shape of the sets of a single ruff from week to week,
producing a completely different effect. As with other
examples of ‘pure fashion’, they were taken to
extremes, including shaped ruffs, for which the
shorter front section was achieved by tapering the
necessary strip of linen towards the C.F. at the neck

about the Neck part.
In this Square in the Base, is the shape of a Cravait
tved up in a Bow Knott ...

7. A Neck Whisk rounded and lace ... which standeth
round the Neck touching no part of the shoulders, but
is supported by a Pickadil, which was a stiff Collar
made in the fashion of a Band; which kind of wear
was much in use and fashion in the last Age by our
English Gallants both Men and Women, as the
Monuments of that time doth further manifest; for it is
credibly reported that that famous place near St.
James called the Pickadilly, took denomination from
this, that one Higgins, a Taylor, who built it, got most
of his Estate by Picadilles.

edge, so that the outer edge of the ruff was still on the
straight of grain [see pattern 20].

Ruffs attracted satire in words and images, as well as
condemnation, but continued to develop, some ruffs
being made with double, treble and quadruple layers.
Although it is sometimes difficult to explain why
certain fashions arise, there were several factors that
probably contributed to the fashion for the standing
band. At first the starched ruff was partly supported
by small tabs on the collar band of the doublet or
bodice, as on 28, but finally, as it grew larger and
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80A. c. 1622
XLIV

78A. ¢.1625-30

larger, it needed the support of a wire frame. These
underproppers were almost completely concealed
beneath the ruff and it may have been their decorative
quality which resulted in these smooth bands made of
transparent linen or silk bordered with lace, or made
entirely of lace, being worn quite flat, allowing the
shape of the wires to be seen more easily. Much
smaller quantities of fine linen and decoration were
required for these standing bands, and they were
easier to launder than ruffs. They were not
necessarily cheaper, however, because they proved to
be popular with such young men as John Carleton,
who in 1613 was described in a letter written by the
courtier John Chamberlain, in response to an enquiry
from his uncle: ‘I cannot write you much of his courses,
because I have not much of his company, but I see
him very fine and neat, or rather curious, especially
in cutwork bands, wherein our youth are become so
vain, that an ordinary band, with double cuffs, costs
six or seven pounds, and some much more. And upon
speech of this and the like, his father told me that he
had a hundred pounds worth of such wear’. This was
at a time when the highest paid servant in a large
household, usually the steward, was paid £10 a year.
Both ruff and standing band continued to be worn
into the 1620s, as described in A Merrie Dialogve
betvveene Band, Cvffe, and Ruffe, performed at
Cambridge University in 1615. Cuffe chides both
Band and Ruffe for swearing by all the Gumme and
Blew-starch in Christendome’, not to know Mistris
Stitchwell the Semster. ‘I say Misteris Stitchwell the
Semster was the very maker of you both; yet thus
little doe you regard her, but it is the common

i =

9%E. c.1612

- -

o -
38C. c. 1625

7 n

(not shown on page 40)

custome of you all, when you come to bee so great as
you are; you forget from what house you come’. The
rivalry between Ruffe and Band is finally resolved by
Cuffe, who points out that ‘men of Law, which know
right from wrong ... they shall preferre neither, but
vse the kindnesse of you both, wearing both a Band
and a Ruffe’. This layering of neckwear and other
clothing was common throughout the period.

As detailed in his descriptions as Stubbes but for a
different purpose, was Randle Holme of Chester, who
spent over forty years gathering material for his
monumental study, The Academy of Armory or
Store-house of Arms, published in 1688. He deals in
great detail with every object that might form part of
a coat of arms, including clothing and the people who
make and maintain them. His list of neckwear is
helpful in identifying the names given to certain
styles [ XLIII].

Supporters, Pickadils and Rebatos

Although inherently fragile, chance survivors of a
long-gone fashion, the supporters gathered here
provide a rare overview of a little-studied area. The
blue supporter [25] stiffened with whalebones
(inserted between two layers of linen and separated
by backstitched channels as on women'’s corsets) and
the pasteboard pickadils [26, 27 & 28] are almost
certainly tailors’ work.

But the rebatos are particularly intriguing and seem
to have emerged from the head attires and other
confections of the silkwomen; they range from bare
wires shaped to support a shaped ruff or band [XL &
XLI] to wires wrapped with coloured silks and metal

19A. 1620

39A. 1636

u
35E. c. 1628-30

strips, turned into standing bands in their own right
by the addition on one or both sides of a mix of fabrics
and passementerie. Several are of cheap but showy
materials, and two imitate the effects of bone-lace
and drawn-thread work by means of applied paper,
outlines of white thread stuck on with glue and
punched decoration [XLII & 35], anticipating similar
copies in later centuries.

Bands

The linen bands worn by men and women in the early
decades of the seventeenth century are not at first
sight as varied as the ruffs. But more subtle
differences were created by the use of white on white
embroidery, cutwork and bone (bobbin) lace edgings of
various types, qualities and cost, as well as
differently shaped necklines and marked variations
in size. In the opening years of the reign of James I,
some bands were still made in-one with a linen shirt,
smock or partlet [12, 13, 79, 83 & 43], but the more
elaborate examples were already being made as
separate items of clothing.

A rectangular panel of linen continued to form the
basis of the band but this was often obscured by
cutwork, or the addition of deep lace scallops and
borders. The main problems of construction remained
the shaping with darts at the neck edge of the band
and its smooth attachment to the neckband, and the
manipulation of an added border round the two outer
corners so that the lace or linen would lie flat across
the back. This was achieved either by gathering the
lace into the corners, as on pattern 39, or by the use
of inverted pleats on pattern 40.

23D. 1621

15B. 1650
XLIV. The development of the cuff from 1580-1650.
The above cuffs are details of portraits in the colour
seclion using the same number, with their dates. 23D
shows a deliberate gap between the ends of the cuff
where the button-stand of the doublet sleeve is.

Wristwear

Linen wristwear, though small, was important. Wrist
ruffs and cuffs completed a set for whatever form of
neckwear was in fashion. During the two middle
quarters of the sixteenth century, before neck and
wristwear became separated from shirts and smocks,
there are examples of plain neckbands worn with
wrist ruftles and vice versa. After ¢.1565 when ruffs
and bands started to become separate items the most
common combinations worn at neck and wrists were
band and cuffs, ruff and wrist ruffs, ruff and cuffs.
Cuffs were cut on the straight grain, like a ruff or
band, and had single or multiple layers, often worn
together with cuffs attached to the sleeves of the
shirt, smock or partlet. Occasionally they aped
extreme fashion, extending almost to the elbow with
long scallops of lace [80A], but of the few that
survive, most belong to plainer sets as discussed
below. There is, however, an elaborately decorated
rebato with matching cuffs [32], which being sewn to
a wire frame is cut to fit that shape without darts and
regardless of the direction of the grain, as are the
cuffs. Experiments with cutting curved linen items,
such as cuffs, seem to have begun in the 1620s [see
38C above] but were not always successful. The
practice of darting, pleating and gathering straight-
grain linen into the desired shape continued until the
late seventeenth century.

11
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Headwear

Headwear was important throughout the sixteenth
and early seventeenth centuries. Women'’s heads were
always covered when outside or in company, while a
formal code dictated when men should remove their
hats; when in the presence of the King or Queen, for
example, they should be uncovered until given
permission to re-cover.

Coifs

Usually the shape of a coif was drawn out on a
rectangular panel of linen, embroidered, and the
surplus linen was snipped, folded back and sewn
inside the front curved edge needed to frame the face.
The straight top edge was folded in half and seamed
together for a third to a half of its length, leaving a
gap at the back of the head. A variety of means was
used to close the gap. The fullness created at the back
was needed to accommodate the bun of coiled hair
that it covered. Also associated with the bun were the
long strings that survive on some coifs, threaded
through a channel or line of loops along the bottom
edge [61, 52]. The strings were pulled tight and then
tied round the bun on the outside to secure both hair
and coif. This is depicted in meticulous detail on the
tomb sculpture of the two younger daughters of Sir
Thomas Hoby and his wife, Elizabeth Coke, in the
famil chapel, at Bisham Abbey, near Marlow in
Buckinghamshire [51H].

Closely associated with coifs were cross-cloths and
forehead cloths, which were worn to protect the
forehead, then seen as a vulnerable area, especially in
times of sickness. The simple triangular forehead
cloth was usually made to match a coif [XLV]. They
were tied on under the coif and partly concealed by it,
with the long straight edge forming a band across the
forehead. The cross-cloth served the same purpose,
and the names were probably interchangeable. That
forming part of pattern 60 consists of a straight strip
of linen, reduced at its narrow ends by pleats and
attached to tapes, by which it was tied on round the
head. But the young woman hand-shaping a band in
the laundry section [LLX] wears one of a slightly
different shape, as does Lady Constable [51A].

XLVI
XLV. Matching coif and forehead cloth, Middleton
Collection, c.1600-10. Museum of Costume and
Textiles, Nottingham.

XLVI. A man’s embroidered nightcap of a single piece
of linen. Middleton Collection, c.1610. Museum of
Costume and Textiles, Nottingham.

XLVIIL. The nightcap in XLVI with the brim turned up.

Hoods

These were worn over the coifs and, unlike the wired
veils, the linen fell softly over the shoulders. Although
a fair number survive from the later sixteenth and
early seventeenth centuries, it is not easy to find
images of them. Exceptions are the Filmer Memorial
Brass [XLIX] and a now lost monumental brass of
about 1600 of Mary Bussie, from St Peter Mancroft,
Norwich, which survives only as a rubbing [66A]. The
two hoods included in the patterns 56 and 57 differ in
their cut and construction, although both have the
central seam over the head, which is clearly visible on
the brass rubbing.

Nightcaps

Plain linen caps or coifs were commonly worn at
night, but by the late sixteenth century, elaborately
embroidered ones were being worn during the day.
When the new Venetian ambassador was presented
at Court in 1617, his chaplain reported that
‘Occasionally some of the chief lords and the favourite
wear on their heads richly embroidered caps there
(the Presence Chamber) under the pretence of having
some imaginary indisposition’. Many of these
nightcaps survive and are closely related to the
women’s coifs in the style of embroidery, and
trimmings. Like the forehead cloths, their cut and
construction are relatively simple, as shown by the
unfinished cap [XLVIII]. Drawn out on a straight strip
of linen, they have spade-shaped quarters with pointed
ends, and the lower half of the border is embroidered
on the W.S., before being turned up to form the brim.

XLVIII

XLVIIL. The shape of a nightcap drawn out and
partially embroidered on linen. The brim portion of
the linen is turned up, ¢.1600. Victoria and Albert
Museum, London.

XLIX. The daughters of Sir Edward and Dame
Elizabeth Filmer, possibly wearing linen hoods
similar to 56 and 57. Filmer Memorial Brass, c¢.1638.
East Sutton Church.

Phineas Pett wears such a nightecap [26E]. Twenty-two
designs for embroidering nightcaps are included in two
manuscript collections of designs produced by

Thomas Trevelyon in 1608 and 1616. Although rarely
visible, a linen cap was sometimes worn beneath outer
headgear; two such linen caps are among the relics of
Christian IV of Denmark [40C] together with the cut-
velvet caps of a similar shape that he wore with them.

Other Items

Gloves

This pair of linen gloves [62] appears to be unique. In
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a huge
number of gloves were worn or carried, given to
wedding guests and exchanged between lovers, while
visitors from abroad commented on their particular
popularity among the English, yet relatively few
survive. And of linen gloves, although likely to have
existed in some quantity, there is neither visual nor
written evidence. The only distinguishing features of
this pair are the cut and construction, which match
that of soft plain leather gloves, and the applied cuffs
with a distinctive stepped shape that can be seen on
heavier gauntlet gloves from about 1610 to 1640. This
date would also suit the tiny embroidered sprigs and
the black and white bobbin lace.

Drawers

The three examples of linen drawers and breeches for
which patterns are given [63, 64 & 65] display two
different kinds of cut and construction. The drawers
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on pl06 [64] are of a basic shape with the crotch
formed by the addition of gussets in a similar way to
underarm gussets on shirts and smocks and are
probably the work of a semstress. By contrast, the
linen breeches [65] are cut and constructed as
tailored breeches, with a lining and cast curves. The
inclusion of 65 in this book is justified by the use in
Italy of breeches as underwear. Examples include the
painting of a Venetian courtesan wearing breeches
[65D] and the observation by Fynes Morison, when in
[taly, that ‘The city Virgins, and especially
Gentlewoman ... in many places weare silke or linnen
breeches under their gownes’ (Itinerary 1605-17). In
the case of the English, Randle Holme defines
drawers for men as ‘Linnen Breeches worn under the
Breeches which are tied about the Waist and either
above or below the Knees’ in The Academy of Armory,

1688.

Hose

For men, the term hose covered both upper stocks or
breeches and netherstocks or eventually stockings.
Both the tailor and the hosier might be involved, but
the separation of the two crafts developed slowly in
the response to changes of fashion and the increasing
availability of knitted stockings or nether-hose.
Initially all hose were cut on the cross from a variety
of fabries including linen. Henry VIII's wardrobe
accounts for 1535 include ‘for thirtie paire of hose,
and thirty