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Tudor Dress and Dance

Glynis Riddle and David Riddle

The History Society Meeting on 11th April 2024 provided a rather different
and fascinating talk exactly described by the title. Glynis and David used
practical demonstration to give their audience an amazing insight into how
Tudor people clad themselves and how dancing was a major source of
relaxation for that era.

Glynis and David were dressed in beautiful Tudor style costumes, which they
made by hand themselves. They also set out a range of clothing, again
handmade, and using demonstration, showed their audience how the Tudor
generations mode of dress, would have looked. Glynis explained that for
their talk, referral would be made to age group and to how style of dressing
could be dictated by position in society.

Choice of Tudor clothing they explained was dictated by being able to buy
what was liked, as well as by place in society, so the demonstration began
with how the babies of the upper classes would have been clad. It was
interesting to hear that boys and girls were all dressed in exactly the same
way until they were five and then they were clad in replicas of what mum and
dad would wear.

Initially babies would have been swaddled in wrappings to maintain warmth.
The ones used for the babies of wealthy families would usually have lace or
black edging. The use of black edging for a baby, which sounds so
inappropriate now, was a very expensive option and therefore announced
that this baby’s family were of the upper classes and could afford to provide
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such lavish embellishment. The use of black to make a statement of position
in society continued throughout life for men and women.

Below the outer swaddling clothes the baby would have usually had ‘tail
clouts’ which were often lined with dried moss, and as these were
sometimes called diapers, we will understand their function. The babies of
poorer families tended to have such available materials as rabbit skins to
provide warmth while the upper classes opted for little caps, jumpers and
scarves made from wool. Once the child could move and walk, then both
sexes wearing dresses as toddlers, made it easier to change the clouts.

Glynis demonstrated the complete outfit for a wealthy boy which she had
made for her grandson. The description is exactly that of an adult outfit and
the point was made that outer clothing was not washable and this had
impact on how underwear had to be used.

Women began dressing by putting on their stockings while they could bend
to pull them on. Once dressed bending was not really possible.

They had underwear, including knickers formed from two triangles of cloth,
chemise and petticoats. The chemises could be changed two or three times
a day as they could be soaked in perspiration and were washable. The next
layer was a stomacher (corset) with very strong bones including a central
bone which had a ribbon at the top to allow removal when necessary.

Breast bags were then positioned above the top of the corset facilitating
feeding babies if necessary.

The ‘kirtles’ (skirts) whichever were fashionable at the time, were secured at
the waist and had a separate piece of material, called a ‘forepart’ inserted at
the front. The top was then put on and secured to the waist. The sleeves
were separate and tied at the shoulder, they also had slashes to show a
forepart layer usually matching the skirt insert. Clothing, which was very
heavy, was secured by tying or lacing, both of which could be extremely
uncomfortable, and caused the need for help with dressing.Ladies wore
belts to carry reticules used to carry essentials and to carry keys.

Head dresses for women varied throughout the Tudor era. The gable hood
worn by Catherine of Aragon, which covered the hair completely, moved on
to the French Hood with Anne Boleyn who wanted her hair to be seen and
which was initially considered a shocking choice! Fashions moved on and
the reign of Queen Mary favoured the heart shaped hood which was the
queen’s preference. The long hair of all women, was put into the black velvet
tube attached to the back of the headdress, unless the lady was wearing a
bonnet with her hair covered by a snood. By the time Queen Elizabeth1
ascended to the throne she liked to show her hair and did so.
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The men of Tudor times also began their dressing by putting on stockings
and then Venetian trousers, often with decorative slashes showing a different
colour. At the beginning of the era trousers would have had practical gaps, in
the appropriate places, simply covered by pieces of cloth. By Henry VliI’s
later reign this had developed into a ‘cod piece’ designed to be a
compliment by showing how very large the ‘pot piece’ needed to be to
demonstrate virility! At a practical level it also made a good purse and could
be used for hiding jewels and money, but it could not be worn on horseback!
And possible not in other circumstances! It quickly went out of fashion after
Henry VIl died and was gone by the reign of Elizabeth |.

Shirts were to be worn covered by a top, sewn or laced to the trousers.
Sleeves were separate, laced in at the top and could be removed for work if
that was needed. Men’s shoes were flat and were laced, the laces having
‘aglets’ at the ends. Men’s hats were flat bonnets which could be made of
velvet, silk, taffeta and wool. Decorative jewellery could be used to pin the
brim of the hat to the crown, and various other decorations could be used
where that was wanted.

During Tudor times the process of dressing could take an hour and required
assistance. The materials were heavy and so the multiple layers of clothing
resulted in being dressed being very tiring, at least for the wealthy. For
example ladies could vary the number of petticoats worn and using two or
three often made in red was a popular fashionable choice. Red was the
colour which showed so strongly when Elizabeth1 was ill. lllustrations of the
situation show that she was in bed wrapped in red covers and the room was
draped in red.

Fashion undoubtedly came from the Royal Family and passed through the
class system in strict levels of what could and could not be accessed.
barons could wear taffetas, silk and brocades; merchants wool or linen only;
working class cotton and basic skins. Colour was also controlled, starting
with purple being the colour permitted only for the Royal Family. Under
Henry VIl there were actually Sumptuary laws related to clothing, stating
what was allowed at different class levels. The law was very strict and at its
most severe carried a death sentence for disobeying! This seems incredible
but so it was!

Clothes definitely demonstrated the level at which people were in life.
Jerkins were used by the rich to demonstrate their wealth. Black would be
chosen as much as possible and gold would also be used. Poorer people
did not waste money on underwear and this became evident when after the
Tudor period Oliver Cromwell destroyed the use of “evidence knickers” for
burial as he, in theory, set out to remove the class system.
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Some fashions came and went rather as they do now. Ruffs, which looked
wonderful but were definitely not practical, restricting head movement, did
not last. Other fashions, such as as warm lined cloaks and flat shoes, which
were practical, survived much longer.

There were expensive extras available, for those who could afford them,
such as glasses, recognisable now as spectacles, although then held on by
Venetian strings not the ear supports used now. Hobby materials could also
be an item only for those with money to spare. A popular choice of
relaxation was french knitting, for which yarn such as ’'Lucette’ cost as much
as two shillings a yard (about £50) now!

Glynis and David, having described how heavy Tudor clothing was, then
went on to speak about Tudor dancing being a favourite occupation and how
people managed to engage in it, despite the clothing related restrictions of
movement. Three dances were demonstrated by Glynis and David, the first
dance was to the tune ‘Ding Dong Merrily on High’. It was very slow and
dignified with no physical contact with partner. For this dance Glynis and
David were joined by volunteers from the audience, Joan and Stefan. No
previous rehearsal had taken place so we were all so impressed! It was
super!

Glynis and David then went on to demonstrate “the Washerwoman” a French
dance and a pavane called “Pass Time in Good Company” These were so
interesting and enjoyable to watch, giving an insight into how the people of
the Tudor Era liked to spend their spare time.

This talk and demonstration was a fascinating glimpse of the Dress and
Dance of the Tudor period. Many thanks to Glynis and David for such an
enjoyable experience to listen to and to watch.



