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Abstract  
 

Henry VIII of England and Francis I of France, two monarchs from the sixteenth century 

ruled alongside each other for the majority of their reigns. The two men were extremely similar, 

which sparked an obsession, that would remain until the kings died in 1547. The centre of their 

fixation on one another was on their appearance, specifically on the clothing they wore. Henry, 

in particular, was intrigued because he wanted to dress the part of the most powerful monarch in 

Europe, as he dreamed of conquering France. Analysing the two kings’ side by side it is possible 

to see that both men were patrons of the arts, and passionate about their clothing, which led to 

England and France moving out of the Medieval Period into the Early Modern Period. From 

records, paintings, and letters, it is possible to compare the similarities in appearance between 

these two kings and to see that Henry did incorporate aspects of French dress into his court, 

despite trying to create his own appearance for England to mark his reign. 
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Introduction  

    While Henry VIII was King of England, he tried to establish greatness and dominance 

for his country. One element Henry wanted to create for England was a sense of English dress. 

Despite his attempt to develop an all English dress, he was still attracted to fashions from other 

countries and other monarchs, especially from his rival, Francis I of France. Throughout their 

reigns Henry and Francis cultivated an obsession for each other. This was centred around the fact 

that the two men were extremely similar. They were around the same age, neither were expected 

to become king, they were Renaissance men, and they were both remarkably ambitious. Most of 

all, Henry became fixated on French dress because he wanted to assert his power and dominance 

by being the best dressed monarch in Europe in order to show that he could even be the king of 

France like he dreamed of being. Evidence has been gathered from ambassadors’ reports that 

kept Henry informed of the appearance and location of Francis, from Henry’s wardrobe accounts 

in which French garments were recorded, and from portraits which have shown the similarity of 

dress between the two monarchs. This dissertation will compare the dress of Henry and Francis 

and discuss how clothing was used to assert authority and symbolise magnificence throughout 

the monarchs’ reigns in sixteenth century Europe. 
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Literature Review  

 Unfortunately, it is impossible to look at actual articles of clothing that belonged to 

Henry VIII or Francis I, or frankly any garment that is from the sixteenth century, because the 

bulk of sixteenth century garments have not survived. Material was expensive to buy, so it was 

usually unstitched, and recycled into new garments. The very rare garments that do exist from 

the sixteenth century are typically in poor condition and require a significant amount of 

conservation, which can change their original appearance. The only physical items that exist are 

suits of armour that belonged to Henry and Francis and a glove which may have belonged to 

Henry. The physical items that exist, reveal the size of the kings, in particular how their body 

grew over time. Instead, information about the garments that were worn during the sixteenth 

century must come from other sources, especially when studying Henry and Francis. 

 The primary sources used in this dissertation are portraits which were painted during the 

lives of Henry and Francis, letters written by Ambassadors, Chronicles written by historians 

during the sixteenth century, and inventory records. The best resource for understanding how 

garments looked and how they were worn is from paintings. Various portraits of Henry and 

Francis exist that were painted between 1509 and 1547 by their court artists. Portraiture does 

have to be viewed with caution, as they do not always depict the complete truth of the sitter. 

However, for the purpose of this dissertation portraiture demonstrates the symbolism, authority, 

and power of the monarchs through the dress worn in their paintings. Court artists like Hans 

Holbein and Jean Clouet knew their kings more personally, as they spent time at court, which 

allowed them to become more familiar with the appearance and characteristics of Henry or 

Francis. Another primary source used in this dissertation is a variety of letters that were written 

by different ambassadors of the French and English courts and a variety of other courtiers. In 
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these letters the dress of the monarch is often described, especially between the French and 

English courts. These documents are important because they reveal the obsession that Henry and 

Francis had with one another, as they constantly wanted to be updated on the actions, appearance 

and location of their rival. Published work of scholars and academics from the sixteenth century 

is used as well, for example, Halls Chronicle by Edward Hall, The Education of a Christian 

Prince by Erasmus and The Courtier by Baldassare Castiglione. Hall’s work recounts various 

events that happened in England in the fifteenth and sixteenth century, while Erasmus and 

Castiglione’s work provides insight on how scholars believed kings should act and how a court 

should appear. 

 A variety of secondary sources were used in this dissertation including books, academic 

journal articles and podcasts. Considering that this dissertation covers the history of two 

monarchs, two countries, historical dress and portraiture, a mixture of historians were used to 

develop a better understanding of the dress during the sixteenth century in England and France, 

the political connections to dress and the role Henry and Francis played. Works written by David 

Starkey, including Henry: The Prince Who Would Turn Tyrant and Henry VIII a European Court 

in England were used to gain a deeper understanding of the person Henry was. Starkey is a lead 

Tudor Historian who has published multiple works and hosted various television programs about 

Henry. He has also published works regarding the Inventories of Henry. In particular The 

Inventory of King Henry VIII: Volume II Textiles and Dress, was pivotal in the research for this 

dissertation. One of the volume editors for this book was Maria Hayward, another specialist on 

Henry VIII, in particular in regard to his dress.  

 Maria Hayward, in particular two of her books and one journal article are extremely 

important in the progress of this dissertation. Hayward extensively covers the role dress played 
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in the court of Henry VIII in her book, Dress at the Court of King Henry VIII. She provides the 

reader with information about the styles, construction, and hierarchy of clothing in sixteenth 

century England, along with the detailed 1521 Inventory of the Royal Wardrobe. Her other 

works, including, Rich Apparel: Clothing and the Law in Henry VIII's England and journal 

article “Crimson, Scarlet, Murray and Carnation: Red at the Court of Henry VIII” provide more 

detail on the power that dress symbolised at Henry’s court. She also refers to Francis in a variety 

of her different chapters, where she briefly compares the way the two men dressed. Another 

Tudor Dress historian used was Eleri Lynn, Tudor Fashion: Dress at Court, looks at the entire 

dress at the court of Henry and not just on the royal family. Lynn is a curator for Historic Royal 

Palaces and works first hand with the material from the sixteenth century which deepens her 

knowledge and expertise of Tudor dress.  

 Documentation and analysis of Francis’s wardrobe does not exist like it does for Henry. 

Instead a detailed version of Francis’s inventory of decorative arts was used to gain a further 

understanding of the impact the Renaissance movement had on Francis, and how that influenced 

his style and passions. The Collection of Francis I: Royal Treasures by Janet Cox-Rearick shows 

in detail the quality of Francis’s collection. Leonie Frieda’s biography of Francis, Francis I: The 

Maker of Modern France was recently published in 2018 and provides an excellent background 

on Francis. The majority of Freida’s work has been on figures in the Italian Renaissance. 

Therefore, as a result of her academic background she is very familiar with the role of the 

Renaissance and was able to place Francis within the Renaissance appropriately. Another French 

work used as the PhD dissertation by Pauline Antonini Le costume à la cour de François 1er 

which was published in 2013. This PhD dissertation looked exclusively at the dress of Francis 

and how his interest in fashion impacted French culture. Literature which focused solely on the 
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dress of Francis was difficult to locate. Historians have tended to fixate on Francis’s interest in 

the arts and his collection of objects more than his wardrobe. 

 James Laver’s book, Le Costume des Tudors a Louis XIII, looked at both the dress of 

Henry and Francis. As a result, when he discussed the dress of the two men they were being 

analysed by the same individual. Laver is a well-known dress historian whose work is highly 

respected. Also, there is the benefit that the book is written in French, so it adds another 

perspective to the literature written on the dress of Henry and Francis since it is written in 

French. 

 To understand the ideas, meaning, and trends of dress in the sixteenth century, two main 

works were used, Renaissance Clothing and the Materials of Memory by Ann Rosaline Jones 

and Peter Stallybrass and Handbook of English Costume in the Sixteenth Century by C. Willet 

Cunnington and Phillis Cunnington. The Handbook of English costume provided insight on how 

fashions changed throughout the sixteenth century, and what certain garments physically referred 

to. Renaissance Clothing and Materials of Memory looks at the importance of the change of 

dress during the Renaissance, understanding how fashion reflects social change. Books defining 

fashions and styles were used to understand what the garments were like that are mentioned in 

letters, inventories and to better describe what the kings are wearing in portraits.  

Altogether, this collection of primary and secondary sources are used to analyse the dress 

of Henry VIII of England and Francis I of France, to understand how the design of garments was 

used politically and symbolically to help further the authority and power of each king throughout 

their reigns. 

 
 
 
 



 10 

Chapter 1: Two New Kings (1509-1520) 

Introduction  

 While Henry VIII entered his sixth year as King of England, he became faced with a new 

rival, a king of equal stature, intelligence, and determination, Francis I of France. The coronation 

of Francis on January 25, 1515 sparked an instant rivalry between the two young kings that 

would last until both men died in 1547. Throughout the first half of the sixteenth-century the 

rivalry between Henry and Francis transformed into an obsession between one another, which 

would go on to affect their reigns, and many of their decisions were dependent on the actions of 

the one another. 

 Despite the conflict shared between Henry and Francis, the two kings shared many 

similarities, both political and personal. One critical parallel was that both of their coronations 

marked pivotal moments of well-anticipated change in both England and France. Suddenly, two 

educated, powerful, handsome young princes had become the monarchs for England and France, 

becoming the idols that both countries desired. England and France were beginning to step out of 

the Medieval period, towards new ideas and social changes of the sixteenth century, which 

included the Renaissance and the Reformation. Henry and Francis both shared dreams of being 

heroic kings, as they desired to create change and provide good fortune in their countries, Henry 

dreamed of being like Henry V and Francis was inspired by Charlemagne, two previous heroic 

kings of their countries.1 Their rival, Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor, held the most 

significant power in Europe at the time, undeniably Henry and Francis desired to be as powerful, 

                                                        
1 Henry V was the King of England from 1413-1422. He is known for his successful campaigns in France, 
and his marriage to the French Princess Catherine of Valois. Charlemagne was the King of France from 
800-814. He is known for uniting much of central Europe (including Italy), by expanding the Frankish 
Empire into the Carolingian Empire. Charlemagne was also known for being a patron of the arts. 
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well known, and respected as Charles was.2 Henry and Francis did not only, aspire to be like 

Charles V, but they both also had ambitions of taking control and occupying other countries as 

well. In particular, they each had a goal, Henry wanted to dominate France and Francis wanted to 

take Italy. These desires were parallels for the kings, which lead to Henry and Francis being 

extremely competitive between each other. This competition would develop into an obsession of 

constantly being aware of the appearance, business and location of the opposing king, which 

eventually lead to the demise of both Henry and Francis.  

 

Two Young Renaissance Princes  

 In addition, Henry and Francis shared yet another similarity that is crucial to their rule as 

kings. Neither king was expected to inherit the throne. This is important because it meant that the 

education of Henry and Francis differentiated from the normal schooling of an heir to the throne. 

Typically, an heir to the throne would learn about politics, legislation, and warfare. Growing up 

at the turn of the sixteenth century, their education was influenced by the Renaissance. The 

Renaissance, the “rebirth” of the study of ancient Classic Greek and Roman philosophy, 

literature and art, started in the mid fourteenth century in Italy.3 The teachings and ideas of the 

Renaissance spread across Europe and began to influence a wide variety of people, including 

scholars, theologians, and monarchs. One academic genre that developed by means of the 

Renaissance was Humanism. Humanism was a new approach to thinking, by recognising the 

potential in mankind and celebrated human achievement, in particular looking for answer in 

                                                        
2 Charles V was the rule of both the Holy Roman Empire and the Spanish Empire between the years of 
1516- 1558.  
3 Patrick Lee-Browne. The Renaissance: English Literature in its Historical, Cultural and Social 
Contexts. (Evans Brothers: New York. 2003) 4. 
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knowledge rather than theology.4 Different humanist scholars like: Thomas More, Desiderius 

Erasmus, Castiglione and Guillaume Bude, focused on literature, music, poetry, and culture. 

These scholars taught and influenced Henry and Francis they helped establish the way the men 

would come to think, which led to new approach of governing their countries, and new ideas on 

how they needed to present themselves. Castiglione was so impressed with Francis, with his 

interest and knowledge or art and education thought he would be the perfect prince, who would 

make France known for letters and only war.5 For example, In More’s, Utopia, he discusses his 

opinion on how to counsel a prince, he believes that kings only want to start wars and spend 

money and should focus more on their people and education. In Erasmus’s book, The Education 

of a Christian Prince, he discusses how a good prince should, shepherd his people, should be a 

good soldier, should foster education, help in the establishment of schools.6 These were concepts 

that Henry and Francis would both follow, as they both were determined to be heroes for their 

people. However, on the basis of dress Erasmus believed princes “should be simple in his 

dress.”7 Since both Henry and Francis neglected this detail of Erasmus’s beliefs, it showed that 

they were more both more materialistic and focused on their image, than solely being a good 

Christian king.  

 Humanist scholars were not the only teachers who influenced young Henry and Francis, 

their mothers both played important roles in their education as well. The education of an heir 

traditionally was in the hands of the father, or another male superior. For example, Henry VII 

spent time with his first son, Arthur in London, while Henry was educated alongside his sisters, 

                                                        
4 Lena Cowen Orlin. The Renaissance: A Source Book. (Palgrave MacMillan: London. 2009) 2. 
5 Russell. 3. 
6 Desiderius Erasmus. The Education of Christian Prince. (Octagon Books. 1965) 87-88. 
7 Erasmus. 88. 
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Margaret and Mary at Eltham Palace, in Greenwich.8 Elizabeth of York, Henry’s mother spent 

time educating her children, and it is even believed she taught Henry how to write. Francis’s 

mother, Louise of Savoy, also directed the education of her young son, which like Henry was 

influenced by humanist scholarship.9 It was not traditional for a mother to educate an heir to the 

throne, as this was generally the role of the father. Education for females was different at the 

time, as women focused on studying the arts, in order to be a well-rounded and educated wife. 

Presumably, the influence of a woman at a young age for both princes would have altered the 

view point of both men, providing them with a more feminine insight of the arts. 

 Henry’s future altered from his academic and theological studies in 1502, when his elder 

brother Arthur, the heir to the throne died unexpectedly at the age of fifteen. Under different 

circumstances, Francis I was the son-in-law of the French King Louis XII, and a distant cousin to 

the king through the Angoulême branch of the Valois family. Through Louis’s three marriages 

only two daughters survived to adulthood, the eldest being Princess Claude, Francis’s wife. In 

France the law is that women were not allowed to inherit the throne, so the throne was passed to 

Claude’s husband, Francis, which led to the creation of Francis I of France. Furthermore, Francis 

mounted the throne with great enthusiasm, like most men would have dreamed to do.10 

 As Francis took to the throne he remained fixated on the Renaissance, he “happily 

stabled? and began the task in this noble realm of bringing good letters to a new birth and 

flower.”11 He aspired to build a Classical College and educate the country of France. Throughout 

his life, Francis would continue to surround himself in the company of well-educated men, as he 

                                                        
8 David Starkey. Crown & Country: The Kings and Queens of England. (Harper Press: London. 2010) 
280. 
9 William Heubi. Francois 1er et le Movement Intellectual en France. (Librairie F. Rouge: Princeton 
University, 1916) 1. 
10 Heubi. 1. 
11 W.L. Gundersheimer. French Humanism: 1470-1569 (London. 1969) 9. 
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wanted to show himself as a great patron of learning.12 Francis’s preoccupation with the 

Renaissance was enforced because of the Italian Wars led by Kings Charles VIII and Louis XII; 

which Francis chose to continue fighting throughout his reign.13 As Francis continued to enter 

different parts of Italy he became enthralled with the clothing, architecture, art, and education he 

witnessed. Glimpses of the Renaissance had already influenced France, prior to the Italian Wars. 

The Renaissance had emerged in France as a part of a religious movement, which began to alter 

the culture within court.14 Throughout Francis’s reign his passion for the arts never ceased. 

Francis became the first French monarch to present himself as a patron of the arts; as his 

predecessors had shown little if any interest in the Humanist movement and the Renaissance 

culture.15 

 

Importance of Dress 

 When Henry and Francis came to the throne, people were ecstatic. Primarily, because of 

their appearances; Henry and Francis were both the ideal image of a king. They were handsome, 

tall, athletic, and intelligent. Henry was known for being as handsome as his material 

grandfather, Edward IV, who was often referred to as the most handsome king of England.16 He 

was a tall man with an athletic build, broad shoulders, and muscular calves. Like Henry, Francis 

was of taller than average height, handsome and of an athletic build. He was a keen huntsman 

                                                        
12 R.J. Knecht. 135. 
13 Henri Loyrette. All of the Louvre. (BeauxArts Edition: Paris. 2017) 100.; The Italian Wars, were a 
series of conflicts from 1494 to 1559, between the city-states of Italy, the Papal States, the Republic of 
Venice, France, Spain, Holy Roman Empire and England. These wars were fought for the purpose of 
various countries trying to gain more power and territory. 
14 Musee Nationale de la Renaissance. Fiches Pedagogiques: La Vie de Cour a la Renaissance. 5. 
15 Leonie Frieda. Francis I: The Maker of Modern France. (Orion Publishing Group: London. 2018) 85. 
16 Maria Hayward. Dress at the Court of Henry VIII. (Maney Publishing: New York. 2007) 1. 



 15 

and became a champion jouster, though perhaps not the exceptional calibre of Henry VIII.17 The 

comparable appearance between the two men is discussed in multiple letters, documents, and 

treaties. The visual comparison is even visible in certain portraits that were painted in the 

sixteenth century.  

 The way they dressed and displayed themselves in court and to the public was essential to 

both kings, as they felt it was a part of their role. Clothing was not only to keep a body warm, but 

it acted as a symbol for social standing and social connections, especially during the reigns of 

Henry and Francis.18 By the sixteenth century, there was “a close link between the clothing and 

the manners of a person with a certain social standing.”19 The image of the king became the most 

important, as they needed to look the part of a king, the wealthiest and best dressed man at court. 

There are various records of both men wearing their expensive and elaborate clothing, in one 

record Henry wore, “Riche clothes, riche furres, other than be wonned to fall vndre theyerely 

charges off his wardrober, rich stones... and other juels and ornaments conuenyent to his estate 

roiall… and do other such nobell and grete costes, as bi sitith is roiall mageste.”20 Throughout 

the reign of each king their appearance was not fixed, it would change over the course of their 

lifetime, as their image and reputation changed.21 Henry and Francis both faced more pressure 

than usual for a monarch, since they both came from new branches of the royal family. Henry’s 

father, Henry VII, had come from Wales to defeat Richard III at the Battle of Bosworth Field in 

                                                        
17 Glenn Richardson. Renaissance Monarchy: The Reigns of Henry VIII, Francis I and Charles V. 
(Arnold Publishing: London. 2002) 12. 
18 Maria Hayward. Rich Apparel: Clothing and the Law in Henry VIII’s England. (Ashgate: Surrey. 2009) 
109. 
19 Ulrike Ilg. Clothing Culture, 1350-1650 “Chapter Two: The Cultural Significance of Costume Books in 
Sixteenth-Century Europe.” (Routledge: London. 2016) 45. 
20 C. Plummer. Sir John Forescue on the Governance of England (Oxford. 1885) 125. 
21 Kevin Sharpe. Selling the Tudor Monarchy: Authority and Image, in the Sixteenth-Century (Yale 
University Press: London. 2009) XXVII. 



 16 

1485.22 Even though Henry VII’s victory ended the War of the Roses his claim to the throne was 

still disputed.23 Henry VIII was determined to strengthen the image of the Tudor Dynasty, to 

prove that they were the rightful heirs to the throne, and his appearance would help his image. 

Francis inherited the throne because of his father-in-law, Louis XII, making him the first of his 

dynasty. Being the first King of the House of Angoulême, Francis wanted to make his mark and 

assert his new power as king, and his appearance was the perfect place to start.  

 In particular, one aspect both men wanted to display was the idea of appearing 

magnificent. The term “magnificent” became an important description that kings wanted to be 

described as. Coming from the Latin word “Magnificentior” meant great, elevated, noble, 

distinguished, and was often used to describe spectacles and gifts.24 The term became popular in 

Florence during the fifteenth century, and became a crucial part of both king’s life, as this was a 

description they strove to achieve.25 Henry and Francis are both described in various situations as 

appearing magnificent. For example, Francis enjoyed dressing extravagantly, if it was for a 

ceremonial event, or just an everyday occurrence, “he could be linked to a magnificent bird.”26 

Or in Henry’s case, “the very best materials were used to make Henry’s clothes function as a 

                                                        
22 Henry VII (Henry Tudor) was the son of Edmund Tudor and Margaret Beaufort. Edmund’s mother was 
Catherine of Valois, the widow of Henry V. Through a bastard line of John of Gaunt, the third son of 
Edward III and Catherine Synford.   
23 Sharpe. 61.; The War of the Roses was an English Civil War fought between 1455-1487 between the 
House of Plantagenet/ House of Lancaster against the House of York. The War ended when Henry Tudor 
(Henry VII) defeated Richard III at the Battle of Bosworth field in 1485 and married Elizabeth of York, 
creating the Tudor Line. 
24 James R. Lindow. The Renaissance Palace in Florence: Magnificence and Splendour in Fifteenth-
Century Italy (Routledge: London. 2007) 1. 
25 Peter Howard. Renaissance Quarterly, Vol. 61, No. 2. “Preaching Magnificence in Renaissance 
Florence. (2008)327. 
26 Frieda. 83. 
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visual expression of his magnificence.”27 When Henry and Francis entered a room, they felt it 

was necessary to appear as the most noble and significant individuals in the room.  

 The book The Courtier written by Baldassare Castiglione published in 1528, provided 

details of how he believed a court should appear, and how a king should dress. Despite the fact 

that this is a fictional story, Castiglione was in fact part of the Italian court, and the book was so 

popular in Europe in the sixteenth century that it created the image of how a Renaissance king 

should appear. Castiglione said that people are fond of the company of well-dressed men and 

goes on to discuss how a Courtier ought to dress, in the custom of the majority, a costume that is 

suitable to his position and bodily adornment.28 He goes on to describe that men have variety in 

following which dress they would like to wear, describing the French, Spanish, German and 

Turkish dress, but does not mention English dress. This in an example of how England is not 

known for a sense of dress, that they have acquired different fashions from various countries. He 

also uses the term magnificence when talking about colours, how bright colours like red or 

purple are worn to be showy and display magnificence.29 

 While establishing their appearances as kings, both men began to change the fashions in 

the court, to suit what they interrupted as Renaissance dress. Fashions in this context is dress in 

which the key feature is rapid and continual changing of styles.30 One way to show the 

development of dress in Henry’s court is to compare Henry with his father, Henry VII. Henry 

VII had not grown up in the English court, like most monarchs; instead he had grown up 

secluded from his family, except his uncle Jasper Tudor in Wales. So, when it came to clothing 

                                                        
27 Maria Hayward. Clothing Culture, 1350-1650. “Chapter Eleven: Fashion, Finance, Foreign Politics and 
the Wardrobe of Henry VIII” () 166. 
28 Baldassare Castiglione. The Book of the Courtier (Scribner’s” New York. 1903) 102. 
29 Castiglione. 103. 
30 Ann Rosaline Jones and Peter Stallybrass. Renaissance Clothing and the Materials of Memory. 
(University of Pennsylvania. 2001) 30. 
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he was not knowledgeable on the subject. His predecessors, Richard III and Edward IV both had 

employed a French clothing maker in their court, so Henry decided to follow in their footsteps. 

He employed George Lovekyn, a Parisian, as his tailor who presumably influenced his more 

French style of clothing.31 The French dress at the end of the fifteenth-century was designed 

from a medieval and traditional perspective, garments that fit the body loosely.32 A letter from 

November 17th, 1497, Andreas Francisicus described how the English dressed, “they dress in the 

French Fashion, except that their suits are more full, and, accordingly, more out of shape.”33 

England not having their own sense of style assimilated them with the rest of the European 

appearance. Henry VIII decided he wanted to create an English sense of style, to prove the 

individuality of England.  

 It is also possible to see the differentiation of dress in France in the midst of the 

Renaissance. The debut of the sixteenth century marked a rupture of the old fashion and the 

creation of new fashion that was influenced by Francis.34 From the influence of Italy, the male 

French style adopts clothing that is fitted to the body, felt hats with a wide brim, closed shoes, 

and boots, and throughout Francis’s reign, the fashions continue to be influenced by Italy. The 

dress during this period was its most sumptuous that France had ever seen, in particular when it 

came to ceremonial outfits and what the king wore. Dress began to play an even more important 

role in French culture, and the French court when Francis became king in 1515, “Francis hoped 

to establish himself as one of France’s greatest kings, there was much interest in both his 

                                                        
31 Eleri Lynn. Tudor Fashion: Dress at Court. (Yale University Press: London. 2017) 63. 
32 Lynn. 63.  
33 Hayward. Dress at the Court of Henry VIII. 11. 
34 Pauline Antoine. “Le costume à la cour de François Ier, luxe et apparat à la Renaissance” Les Journal 
des Arts - N 397. September 2013.  
 “Le costume au XVIe siècle est un sujet nouveau qui bénéficie d’une bibliographie récente.” translation 
by author. 
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appearance and character.”35 Francis’s style was very different from previous kings like Charles 

VIII and Louis XII; his style brought in slashed and puff sleeves, and breeches of various 

colours.36 

 Not only were the garments that Henry and Francis wore important, but also the colours 

in which the materials were made out of symbolised status and importance.  are you saying the 

same thing in the previous sentence? For example, the colour purple represented the royal 

family, dating back to the Romans this colour signified power and authority. The colour red also 

symbolises strength, power and war, qualities a Renaissance king ought to possess. Not only was 

the colouring of garments symbolic but also the colours of liveries and heraldry. The colours of 

heraldry, different devices or badges also symbolised the power of the kings.37 In regard to the 

liveries, green and white were the colours of the Tudor Liveries, and Francis’s liveries consisted 

of the colours purple, yellow and carnation.38 Liveries were important because they were the 

identifiable uniform of the people who represent the monarchs, so their appearance was needed 

to be prominent and easily identifiable.  

 The coronation of each monarch was the key activity in where the monarch would 

display to their families, court and countries that they were suited to be the king. On January 25, 

1515 at Reims Cathedral, Francis officially became the King of France. For his coronation he 

was dressed in jeweled cloth of silver, with a crown filled with rubies, emeralds, and sapphires, 

he also carried the sword of Charlemagne.39 His display of expensive material and jewels 

                                                        
35 Frieda. 83. 
36 James Laver. Le Costume: Des Tudor a Louis XIII. (Horizons de France: Paris. 1950) 65. 
37 John Gage. Colour and Culture: Practice and Meaning from Antiquity to Abstraction. (Thames and 
Hudson: Singapore. 1993) 81. 
38 Antonini. 5. 
39 Georges Bordonove. Les Rois qui ont fait la France, tome 4, p. 65: « Et lui, percevant cette montée 
d'amour, saluait, souriait, jetait à poignée les piécettes ».; Seward. Prince of the Renaissance (Editions 
Pygmalion: Paris. 1988) 40. 
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symbolised his noble status. Cloth of silver, like cloth of gold was reserved for the royal family. 

The fact that he chose to wear cloth of silver over cloth of gold, shows that he was a member of 

royalty by wearing the two both expensive fabrics available. Francis carrying Charlemagne’s 

sword is an important detail because it shows that Francis aspires to be a great king like 

Charlemagne.  

 Henry’s coronation was held on June 24th, 1509, at the age of seventeen, two months 

following the death of his father. The entire coronation was a grand affair; Westminster Abbey 

was filled tapestries and rich cloths.40 Henry wore “his upperst apparell a robe of Crimosyn 

Velvet, furred with Armyns, his jacket or cote of raised gold, the placard embroidered with 

Diamondes Rubies, Emeruades, greate Pearles, and other riche Stones, a greate Bauderike aboute 

his neck, of greate Balasses.”41 The clothing worn by Henry showed that he was dressed to be a 

king, wearing crimson red symbolised his power of being an English monarch and having a 

jacket that was raised in gold and lined with ermine, further defined this. Certain furs were 

reserved for certain levels of society, ermine for example was reserved only for the royal family. 

Ermine was expensive because the animal itself is so small that multiple ermines are required to 

line or decorate a garment.  

 To enforce the social status of garments, sumptuary laws were put in place in both 

England and France. Sumptuary Laws, legislations which dictated who was allowed to wear and 

own what garment had been around since the Romans but continued to be implemented in 

various courts across Europe.42 “Clothing could be used as security for a loan” which proves the 

value of the clothing that was worn, so kings felt it was important to control who could own 
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what.43 Henry in particular created Sumptuary laws for the English to follow. He passed his first 

towards clothing in 1510, “An act agaynst wearing of costly Apparrell.” This act was similar to 

an act passed previously in 1483, which outlined the “grading of ranks and classes and in the 

various articles of apparel prohibited to each.”44 This proves that Henry was so focused on being 

the best dressed person in England that he took control over what everyone else was allowed to 

wear. However, despite his own selfishness in his appearance, sumptuary laws did create a 

mould for the English to follow, which would work to create an English style, more of a sense of 

a cohesive nation.45 

 

Before the Two Kings Met  

 When Henry married off his sister Mary to the French King, Louis XII, in 1514 a peace 

treaty was signed between the two kings, however that peace treaty was set to expire in January 

1516, a year following the death of Louis, so it was important for France and England to meet 

and renegotiate their treaty. Despite Francis inheriting the throne in 1515, it would take five 

years for the two monarchs to finally meet. This anticipated encounter, emphasised the pressure 

towards the relationship of Henry and Francis, which compelled the continuous fixation on one 

another. Henry presumably initiated this obsession with Francis, as he had a desire to conquer 

France. 

 Henry in particular was intrigued with Francis mainly because he wanted to be Francis, 

he desired to be the King of France. He was not the only English monarch who had dreamt of 

                                                        
43 Hayward. 110. 
44 Wilfrid Hooper. The English Historical Review, Vol. 30, No. 119. “The Tudor Sumptuary Laws” 
(Oxford University Press.1915) 433. 
45 Roze Hentschell. Clothing Culture, 1350-1650 “Chapter Three: A Question of Nation: Foreign Clothes 
on the English Subject.” (Routledge: London. 2016) 52. 



 22 

possessing France, England’s desire for the ownership of France goes back to the fourteenth 

century, following Edward III who claimed the French throne because he as the nephew of the 

last Capetian king, Charles IV. This claim led to the various battles of the Hundred Years Wars, 

which took place between 1337 and 1453, which Henry dreamt of continuing in order to 

conqueror France.46 Within the first few years of Henry’s reign, he had joined the War of the 

League of Cambrai or the War of the Holy League. During this time Henry went to war with 

France, in an attempt to gain French territory for his own. Henry was victorious in the Battle of 

Spurs in August 1513, which lead to Henry becoming overconfident in his combat abilities, 

fulling his heroic aspirations of overtaking France. Only two years later the coronation of Francis 

I would hinder this dreams, and Henry’s fixation on Francis would begin. 

 One of the main ways the two men would remain aware of what the other was doing was 

through the use of their Ambassadors. Ambassadors, diplomats sent by their monarch to 

represent their country in another court were used throughout the sixteenth century in all 

European courts. The Venetian Ambassador visited the English court on St George’s day in 

1515, and on this visit, he made a detailed observation of what the king was wearing. “He wore a 

cap of crimson velvet, in the French fashion, and the brim was looped u all around with laces and 

gold enameled aigrettes. His doublet was in the Swiss fashion, striped alternately with white and 

crimson satin, and his hose scarlet, and all slashed from the knees upward… round his neck he 

had a gold collar, from which there hung a rough cut most beautiful and very large pearl. His 

mantle was of purple velvet lined with white satin, the sleeves open with a train verily more than 

four Venetian yards in length. This mantle was made in the front like a gown, with a thick gold 

cord, from which there hung large garlands entirely of gold, like those suspended from a 
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cardinal’s hat; over this mantle was a very handsome gold collar, with a pendant of St. George 

entirely of diamonds… Beneath the mantle he had a pouch of cloth and? gold, which covered a 

dagger.”47 From the Venetian Ambassador’s records, it is possible to see that Henry was dressing 

in French fashions, like Francis would have. Henry was also dressed in expensive fabrics, and 

jewels, which would have stood out in his magnificence. The Venetian Ambassador also said, 

“He is much handsomer than the King of France; very fair, his whole frame admirably 

proportioned.”48 Henry would have felt that it was important to look majestic for he knew the 

other monarchs would receive word on his appearance.  

 Henry was as fixated on Francis, as he was on portraying his own appearance. In a letter 

from the 3rd of May 1515 Henry asks “the king of France, is he as tall as I am? Is he as stout? 

What sort of legs has he?”49 Henry Claimed that he was fond of the King of France, and that he 

had gone over to France various times, but the king never would allow himself to be seen.50 This 

shows that Henry was interested in every detail of Francis’s appearance, and not just what he 

wore. Seemingly, Henry was measuring himself against Francis, analysis the competition he had 

with the French king. 

 In the 1510s there were various attempts to have Henry and Francis meet, following their 

announced treaty of Peace in 1516, it started to become comedic that the two kings would never 

actually meet. In 1519, before the event of the Field of the Cloth of Gold was officially planned, 

Francis had wanted the meeting to take place at a time that did not suit Henry and Wolsey. In a 

letter Henry wrote to Sir Thomas Boleyn in August 1519 he said “as a proof of the king’s desire, 

he had revealed to wear his beard till the said meeting. To requite this token of his affection, 

                                                        
47 Venetian Diplomat P. Pasqualigo in 1515. English Historical Documents. 388. 
48 Sebastian Giustinian, Venetian ambassador writing on September 10, 1519 
49 Venetian Diplomat Letter II. EHD. 390-391. 
50 Venetian Diplomat Letter II. EHD. 390-391. 



 24 

Francis “laid his hand on his beard, and said surely he would never put it off till he had seen 

him.”51 The growing of beards symbolised the two men were respecting one another and 

acknowledging that they would eventually meet. However, in 1519 Henry shaved his beard 

which showed that Henry did not have faith in his encounter with Francis. Catherine of Aragon, 

Henry VIII’s first wife, was not impressed with her husband’s beard, and eventually convinced 

him to shave it off. In the Portrait of Henry VIII (Figure 1), by an unknown artist, c. 1520 located 

at the National Portrait Gallery in London, Henry is depicted with a beard, when he had not been 

in previous portraits. 

 

Figure 1. King Henry VIII. c. 1520. Unknown Anglo-Netherlandish artist. NPG 4690. 

 
 The construction of the meeting between Henry and Francis came down to Cardinal 

Thomas Wolsey. Wolsey had helped Henry triumph in France in the Battle of the Spurs, earning 

Henry’s trust, which evolved to him becoming Henry’s righthand man.52 Wolsey was able to 

give Henry what he wanted, Glory and War. Henry still had the ambitions of conquering more of 
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France, even if it was a difficult task. “France was three times the size of England and Wales 

(177 000 square miles against 55 000) and had over five times the population (15 million against 

2.75 million).”53 Understanding these odds, Henry and Wolsey came to terms that a treaty 

between the two countries presumably would be a beneficial decision for England. Initially the 

meeting had been scheduled for 1519, but was repeatedly postponed, for diplomatic and political 

reasons in both countries. When more effort was placed into planning the event Francis trusted 

Wolsey, as he assisted both kings in their private affairs, and advised them in service and 

Christendom.54 As Wolsey began to plan the meeting of the two men, and after five long years, 

the event of the Field of Cloth of Gold began to unfold. 

 

The Initial Encounter: The Field of Cloth of Gold 

 The event of the Field of the Cloth of Gold was a long-anticipated event that took place 

in June 1520. Henry and Francis’s meeting was a symbolic gesture of peace between England 

and France, after centuries of combat between the two countries. The two men were expected to 

create a peace treaty between England and France, while hosting the events of jousting, wrestling 

and celebration. “It was one of the earliest modern summit conferences.”55 As the event turned 

into a spectacle between the two countries, or in other words, an excuse for a party of the 

grandest scale.56 The region that was occupied for the event, was decorated with the most 

expensive fabrics, which led to its legendary name, the Field of Cloth of Gold. “The event of the 

Field of Cloth of Gold became a legend in its own day and has remained one ever since.”57  
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 The location for the event needed to be on balanced grounds, as a predated medieval 

custom, in order for the two kings to have equal status.58 This meant that they needed to choose a 

location where both kings felt secure and could retreat to their own territory if they felt 

threatened. The location of Guines was selected, as it was on the continent in France, but on 

English soil.59 After Henry had gone to war against France in 1513, he had gained a portion of 

land in the North East of France. The location was precisely in the midst of an English and a 

French base, so if the event turned out to be unfavourable between the two men, they had 

territory close to the meeting spot. The event began the 7th of June 1520 and lasted for two 

weeks until the 24th of June. According to Hall’s Chronicle, the two kings met in a valley called 

the Golden Dale which lay midway between Guines and Ardes where the French king had been 

staying.60 The moment when the two men officially met was orchestrated so that both men came 

over the hills at the same time, at the same height, and they both met in the centre at the same 

time, as if they were going to joust, yet they both turned their horses as they became in proximity 

of each other. Between the two kings, and the entourage that accompanied them to the event a 

temporary town had been built for the event, for the over one thousand French and English 

people who came. Wolsey had an entire temporary palace built for Henry, along with 820 

lodgings (each for three to four people), fountains of wine, and tents for activities. The French 

had 400 tents built, but Francis’s tent was extravagant like Henry’s’ palace. The tents that were 

made used 35,143 aunes of canvas and were made of lightweight linen that had windows of 

holland.61 Some of the tents were designed with the colours of Francis, using the livery colours 

of black, white, purple and tawny, Francis’s tent consisted of a central pavilion made from 32 
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panels with tour galleries, with a basic canvas structure covered in blue velvet and cloth of gold, 

covered with fleurs-de-lis.62 There was also a life-sized figure of Saint Michael Michel? placed 

on the highest point of the tent.  

 Rules were put in place for both countries to follow. First of all, the event was to have 

combat, and they were allowed to harm one another, but there were to be no fatalities.63 

Secondly, Henry and Francis were not allowed to compete against each other by any means. The 

two kings both needed to portray a heroic image, and one was not to be viewed as more powerful 

than the other. Thirdly, the two kings and their entourages had sumptuary laws to follow, so that 

one country and king did not appear wealthier than the other. Nonetheless, Henry and Francis 

still felt the need to wear expensive fabrics, jewels, and have their attendants dressed in their best 

clothing as well.64 Henry even gave out expensive clothing to some of his men to increase the 

image of power that he portrayed when he met Francis. He gave out a variety of expensive 

fabrics which included sarsenet, damask, and satin, which his people used for coats and linings 

of other garments.65 

 When the two kings first met on the field, they were both dressed in similar garments. 

Francis wore “Clothe of silver, culpond (cut) with clothe of gold, of damask… and garden on the 

bordours.. and over that a Cloke of broached fatten with gold purple coloure, wrapped about his 

body… ceded from the shulder to the waste… this said Cloke was richly set with peaks and 

precious stones.”66 Henry was dressed just as elaborately as Francis wearing “Clothe of silver, 

and feathers on his head, with a jewelweed collar of great value around his neck in lieu of a 
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chain, besides which he had a girdle of great price. He rode a very beautiful horse with trappings 

like those of the most Christian King (Francis), and perhaps more richly jewelled.” They wore 

their wealth on their sleeves, dressed in expensive garments that other people were not allowed 

to wear. In particular, Francis wearing the colour purple symbolises his power of being king, and 

a ruler, which was important to him because he was not a direct heir to the throne, he inherited 

the throne though marriage. Purple is a difficult colour to make since the colours comes from a 

specific mollusc, so purple dye was extremely expensive and remained only available to the 

wealthiest and most powerful individuals.  

 Not only was the display of clothing worn at the Field of Cloth of Gold important, but it 

was also used as gifts. Francis gave Henry four items, “a gowne of purpull volute lined with 

white tissewe… a Cloke of tissue lined with purpll cloth of gold of damask… a shamer of cloth 

of tissue lined with cloth of gold of damask welted with white cloth of tissue… and a frocke of 

black volute and cloth of gold tissue lined with purple sarcenet.. set with payr of aglitter of gold 

besides the goldsmiths werke.”67 These articles of clothing are all made of expensive materials, 

so it was a polite kingly gesture for Francis to have made, kings often would give each other 

beautiful and costly gifts. These gifts were also given to Henry following the wrestling match 

between Henry and Francis, where Henry was defeated by Francis, much to his demise. The two 

kings were not supposed to fight, however, Henry broke that rule and challenged Francis to a 

wrestle. Following this apology, Henry presented Francis with a ruby collar.68 This symbolised 

Henry accepting Francis’s apology for defeating him in the match. Francis’s apology was a 

chivalrous act, representing the heroic tradition of a king. Another way clothing was used at the 

Field of Cloth of Gold was in masques. Masques happened on various evenings, which involved 
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of dressing up, an event that Francis had brought in from his visits to Milan. Dressing up as 

characters from history and mythology, which shows the influence of the Renaissance which had 

been bestowed upon them. Following all the events that occurred, by June 20th, 1520, Henry and 

Francis walked away from The Field of Cloth of Gold as friends, or in Henry’s words 

“brothers.”69 

 Twenty-five years following the event of the Field of the Cloth of Gold, an unknown 

artist created a painting of the event. The painting The Field of Cloth and Gold which is currently 

on display at Hampton Court Palace. The fact that this artwork was painted twenty-five years 

later, in such esteem proves that the event of the meeting of the two kings was an influential and 

legendary event among the English. The painting displays the magnificence of the event of the 

meeting of the two kings in 1520. All the people who came to support their kings, the elaborate 

castle that was constructed, the fountain that produced wine, the two kings in their legendary 

wrestling match, and of course Francis’s tents that were made of Cloth of Gold. In the painting, 

Henry is shown riding on a white horse behind his men that are leading him into the camp of the 

event. Despite what earlier accounts of the Field of Cloth and Record, Henry is wearing an outfit 

of cloth of gold, and crimson. Henry wearing garments of “fresh colours” like yellow, white, 

orange and carnation.70 The outfit is almost identical to the clothing Henry wears in the portrait 

of Henry VIII and his Family, painted by Hans Holbein in the same year, instead of the clothing 

Edward Hall described him wearing in his Chronicle. The choice is clothing shows Henry’s 

magnificence, wearing his favourite colour of crimson red. He is also riding a horse that is 

different from what Hall describes, but instead the white one depicted again looks more 

magnificent. 
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Conclusion 

 To conclude, Henry and Francis both started off their reigns as vibrant, intelligent, 

handsome and young heroic men. Dress played an essential role in both of their courts as they 

used it to define their image of being king and created laws for their courts to follow. They also 

used ambassadors to capture details of the opposing monarch to keep tabs on their appearance 

and what they were wearing. Francis was inspired by the Italian styles from the Renaissance 

movement, and Henry was trying to establish a new English style which differentiated from his 

father's French fashion. When the two men eventually met at the Field of Cloth of Gold, their 

competitiveness was put aside as they had agreed to follow rules which were established for both 

kings to appear the same. Following the event of the Field of Cloth of Gold, the two countries 

would remain civil for a very brief time before the tables turned for both men. 
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Chapter 2: Two Renaissance Kings (1521-1547) 

Introduction 

 Following the initial meeting of Francis and Henry at the Field of Cloth of Gold in 1520, 

in defiance of the event ending positively, peace between the two monarchs was short lived. 

Over the next twenty-seven years, England and France would face each other on the battlefield 

three more times. The relationship between Henry and Francis became turbulent very quickly, as 

Henry signed the Treaty of Windsor with Charles V in 1522, followed shortly by the English 

attacking France in July of 1522, only two years after they had pledged allegiance to each other. 

The collapse of Henry and Francis’s alleged “brotherhood” was not the only aspect of Henry and 

Francis’s lives that deteriorated. Throughout the next twenty-five years, until their deaths in 

1547, Henry and Francis’s appearance, reputation, and heroic ideas slowly dissolved. Their 

attempts to conquer more territory was unsuccessful and they each faced a disaster. Francis was 

held captive in Milan for a period of time, and Henry broke with the Church of Rome in order to 

divorce his first wife, Catherine of Aragon, which was then followed by a jousting accident 

which created physical difficulties for the rest of his life. The dress of both men also changed 

over time as they grew older and larger, from the once young athletic men they were. 

Unfortunately, neither of the kings had been successful in their heroic conquests of new territory, 

so instead they decided to put their focus elsewhere. Henry and Francis both decided to focus on 

improving their countries through means of intellectual and ecclesiastical innovations, by 

continuing to bring ideas from the Renaissance into their countries, and Henry became 

preoccupied with ideas from the Reformation as he formed his own church. In this chapter, 

through the use of portraits, letters, inventories and other works of art it is possible to understand 

further the dress of the two monarchs. Their style of dress changed as the two kings grew older 
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and altered their goals, from being dressed as heroic kings to being dressed as important and 

intelligent Renaissance kings. 

 

The Appearance of the Two Monarchs  

 Throughout Europe, fashions changed during the sixteenth century, not solely in England 

and France. Typically, when fashions change, it is a reflection of a social change. In this case, 

Europe was moving forward from the Middle Ages into the Early Modern Period as a result of 

the impact and influence of the Renaissance and the Reformation Europe had begun to change. 

Amid these movements, England and France were both influenced by a variety of other 

European countries when it came to appearance and fashions. For both kings, Henry and Francis 

understood how precious and expensive clothing constructed an image of magnificence, alluring 

people that they were the most powerful men in their countries. Using this, both men took pride 

in displaying the best clothing they could.  

 Even before Francis had become king “France had been the source and centre of fashions 

that were distributed over most of northern Europe, along with the French language.”71 The 

location of France helped develop a significant style, as they were close enough to other 

countries that they were able to incorporate new trends easily, countries like and Italy bordered 

France. However, Francis was even a bigger influence for French style. Francis was inspired by 

the dress of the Italians. He had silks and velvets imported from Italy, to wear himself and for his 

court.72 France was importing enough silk that one member of the Medici bank in Florence spoke 

fluent French was solely responsible for the sale of silks to France.73 The French fashion altered 
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after Francis became king, from that of his father in law. Men began to wear outer garments that 

were shorter. Two pieces in particular were established in Francis’s court, “the chamarre, which 

was open in the front, lined with fur or contrasting silk, and with sleeve openings circled with 

puffed wings, often decorated with coloured braid, and the casque, an unbelted overcoat slit at 

the sides and fastened with bows.”74 He brought in the style of coloured hose from Venice, and 

he also made the slashing of garments more popular and the wearing of codpieces, both of which 

were styles which had German influence.75 

 The English dress throughout Henry’s reign had been a period of transition for England.76 

Henry, in particular, was attentive of fashions especially the garments that were worn in the 

French court. Like Francis, Henry also had goods imported into London from Italy, which shows 

that he too was interested in the Italian fashion like Francis had been. The records do not show 

Henry importing in jewels earlier in his reign, so it is possible he had followed Francis’s idea. In 

1544 the Italian merchant Cristofor Carcano imported “one martron skynne with the head and 

claws of gold, the head garnished with iii emeralds, ii diamonds and iii rubies. A carcan of gold 

garnished with iiii great table daimonds, iiii great rocke rubies, viii great pearls and a pearl 

pendant, a chain, a girdle, two crosses and two rings.”77 Henry’s clothing was accessorised with 

a significant number of jewels attached to all of his garments, as jewellery was used as a 

mechanism to visibly show off the amount of wealth one had.  

 By the end of Henry and Francis’s reigns the basic male dress consisted of; the doublet, 

hose, jacket, bonnet, and codpiece. Previously, the clothing of the late fifteenth century was 

simple and fit the natural shape of the human body, “with clothes tailored to the natural shoulder 
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and waist lines.”78 The design of doublets changed throughout the sixteenth century in both 

England France. During the earlier part of the sixteenth century, the neckline was cut relatively 

low to the chest, and a significant portion of the sleeve was visible. It was in the 1530s that the 

doublet was designed to create the sizeable shouldered image. It was also during this period that 

the doublet began to have a skirt attached to the bottom, and a doublet was shorter in length. 

Another prominent clothing article from the sixteenth century was the codpiece. A garment that 

was worn at the top of the male hose to cover the male genital, as the style of the doublet 

shortened. The codpiece was typically heavily padded and decorated, a generally flashy device. 

 Like in the early days of the rule of the rule of Henry and Francis, they continued to keep 

an eye on one another. They mutually were constantly curious about the appearance and 

activities of one another, especially as the men aged.The French Ambassador, Charles de 

Marillac wrote to Francis in 1543, “he is already very stout and daily growing heavier, much 

resembling his maternal grandfather, Edward IV, being at his age, in loving rest and fleeing 

trouble. He seems very old and grey since the mishap of his last Queen.”79 Henry and Francis 

would only see each other once more, when then met in Boulogne in October 1532.  

 

Portraits of Henry and Francis 

 Portraits are used to compare the two men due to detailed visual reference of what dress 

looked like during the sixteenth century. It provides both a colour and visual reference of the 

texture of the clothing to understand which fabrics were used to make clothing.80 Unfortunately, 

physical garments that belonged to the two kings do not exist, other than their armour and a 
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glove that possibly belonged to Henry. At this time material was extremely expensive to buy, for 

example, clothing was so expensive it was often used as collateral for loans. Material would be 

unstitched and sewn into new garments as fashions changed, until it could not be used any 

further. With this being said, portraits are then the best existing source to use to understand what 

clothing looked like and how garments were worn in the sixteenth century. However, one issue 

with the portraits of Francis and Henry is that the majority of them are only from the torso up, so 

it is not possible to gather the full impression of their entire outfits. In portraits during the 

sixteenth century men and women would wear their best formal dress and courtiers would dress 

in court dress, this was no exception for kings who would also dress in their best clothing for 

portraits.81 Also, there are no portraits of the two men where their backs are exposed. The 

information obtained from portraits is taken from face value, and with the understanding that 

most likely the kings wore their best outfits for the portraits and not their everyday attire. The 

sitter of the portrait typically would wear the more significant clothing so that viewers would 

think of them in that manner.82 

 Throughout Henry’s lifetime, there were multiple portraits of the king painted, but there 

are seven images that have been repeated and copied during his lifetime and after his death.83 In 

Henry’s court, the most prominent portrait artist was the German painter, Hans Holbein the 

Younger. Holbein first stepped foot in England in 1526 where he stayed for two years, and then 

returned in 1531 until his death in 1543.84 Holbein was known for being a “highly sophisticated 

and realistic painter,” which earned him the reputation being the most accurate representations of 
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Henry VIII.85 Throughout his time at86 court, he painted roughly one hundred and twenty 

portraits of the royal family, nobles, and unknown English citizens. Henry himself used 

portraiture to send abroad to different monarchs, including Francis I, as a diplomatic currency. 

He would have received portraits in return as well. For example, in 1526 Francis sent Henry two 

miniature portraits of himself and later of his sons to Henry. Henry returned the gesture in 

January 1527, as he tried to marry off his daughter Princess Mary to the Dauphine Francis. He 

sent a portrait of himself along with one of Mary to Francis. The sending of portraits was 

practiced between the monarchs, undoubtedly, kings would want to be portrayed wearing their 

most decorative and expensive garments to show off their style, rich fabrics, and jewels to appear 

like powerful monarchs.  

 Holbein was responsible for the Whitehall Mural of Henry and his family, which 

included his father Henry VII, Mother Elizabeth of York, and his third wife Jane Seymour 

(Figure 2).87 In this painting, Henry is seen in what would become known as his most popular 

stance. Dressed in a large doublet, and coat, that made his torso become shaped like a triangle. 

This appearance on the broad shoulders and wide stance was to boost his masculinity and 

authority of power. The design of the doublet he is wearing is similar to that worn by a French 

ambassador, Jean De Dinteville in the 1533, The Ambassadors, painting by Holbein (Figure 3). 

The dress of the ambassadors Francis sent to Henry’s court presumably would have influenced 

Henry, he would have wanted the French Ambassadors to write back to Francis saying that 

Henry was dressed equally to Francis. Especially in contrast to his father, Henry VII, who is 
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standing behind him wearing a medieval coat, looks more fragile and passive than his son Henry. 

Henry had this image of himself copied and sent out as gifts to his friends and various 

ambassadors. In a similar painting, The Family of Henry VIII, Henry is depicted similarly as he 

sits in upon his throne in the centre of the painting, surrounded by his children, and Jane 

Seymour again (Figure 4). In this portrait Henry and Jane are both wearing cloth of gold and red, 

once again advertising his role as king. Henry liked the use of the colour red as it is recorded in 

various shades: crimson, scarlet, murrey, and carnation.88 The colour of red reflected the power 

and authority of being king. Henry’s codpiece is also visible in this portrait, boasting his 

masculinity, and that he was finally able to produce a male heir, Prince Edward, who is standing 

to Henry’s right in this portrait. Ironically, when the originals of both these portraits of Henry 

were painted he was not at his prime. The once vibrant, powerful and determined young king 

injured himself in a jousting accident in 1536 which led to his physical downfall. The king 

transformed into an overweight, injured, and unhappy king. The portrait of Henry that Holbein 

painted in 1542, The Castle Howard Portrait, shows the ageing, distressed, and obese man 

Henry became. In this portrait, Henry stands facing forward with a staff in his left hand (Figure 

5). The staff is a reminder of his jousting accident which permanently damaged his leg and his 

altered his ability to walk. Henry’s dress no longer shows his broad shoulders and athletic calves 

like pervious portraits. Instead, to show his authority as the King of England, he is wearing red, 

cloth of gold, and ermine fur all symbols of power for the British Monarch, and the most 

expensive fabrics available.  
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Figure 2. The Whitehall Mural, by Geoge Vertue c.1737, a copy of the original by Hans Holbein c.1537. RCIN 452658. 

 

 
Figure 3. The Ambassadors. c. 1533. Hans Holbein. The National Gallery. NG1314. 
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Figure 4. The Family of Henry VIII. Unknown Artist (probably Holbein) c.1545. Hampton Court. RCIN 405796. 

 
Figure 5. The Castle Howard Portrait. c. 1542. After Hans-Holbein. 

 
 The first portrait painted of Francis was created by Jean Clouet, an artist from Antwerp, 

who came to France in the 1520s. Clouet’s work was forgotten until the nineteenth century, with 

much of his work being confused with that of his son Francois Clouet. Jean Clouet became the 

court painter of Francis and was known for creating a French portraiture style, as very little was 
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known about portraiture in France before Clouet.89 The portrait that is most famously associated 

with Clouet of Francis is the portrait painted c. 1535 and is on display at the Louvre (Figure 6). 

During the Renaissance, portraits became an important promotional tool because they were able 

to show the public what the monarchs looked, but monarchs, more importantly, were able to be 

portrayed with symbolism and idealistic views of what the image of a good king should appear 

like.90 In this portrait of Francis by Clouet, Francis is displayed with his well-known features: 

dark hair, strong nose and beard. For his clothing, he is wearing a black bonnet with an ostrich 

plume, a doublet, and coat all made from dark green, gold, and champagne coloured satin, he 

wears underneath a white linen shirt with blackwork embroidery. The dress is richly Italian, and 

uniquely Francis does not bear the attributes of being king, the sceptre or crown. In this portrait, 

which allows the viewer to get a better view of his clothing, reveals that even though he does not 

have his royal attributes he still looks like a powerful king based on his dress. Francis’s portrait 

was developed in a very different way from that of his rival Henry VIII. Jean Clouet created an 

informal, half-length portrait of Francis that was used both for portraits and official documents. 

In contrast, Holbein developed a distinctive image that came to typify Henry’s portraiture, it did 

not replace the formal portraits of the king found in government documents and on the Great 

Seal.91 
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Figure 6. Francois 1, King of France (1494-1547) c. 1530. Jean Clouet. The Louvre. Collection of Francois I. Inv. 3256. 

 Holbein and Clouet both lived and worked for the kings during the same time and had 

very similar relationships with the kings. Both painted the kings having prior knowledge of how 

the king’s themselves behaved, and how they displayed themselves on a daily basis as both men 

spent time in the Royal Courts. It is even believed that Clouet and Holbein met at some point in 

1530. “Holbein travelled through France twice, and probably met Jean Clouet, who may well 

have taught him the techniques of drawing in coloured chalk and painting in miniature.”92 Both 

artists are credited with having captured accurate representations of the kings and created the 

most well-known images of Francis and Henry. In both paintings, the elaborate dress of the 

monarchs is captured. In the two portraits painted during the same time, the kings are dressed 

similarly, which displays the same taste and the influence in fashion.   

                                                        
92 Foister.48. 
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Contrary to Holbein and Clouet whom each painted one monarch, there was one artist 

who did paint portraits of both Henry and Francis, Joos Van Cleve. Van Cleve was a Flemish 

artist who painted portraits of both kings between 1532-1535, depicting them in a very similar 

manner. He was known for being “the most able at portraiture from life” giving him the credit 

that the portrait of Francis is an accurate representation of the king (Figure 7).93 The portrait he 

painted of Henry is more questionable, because there is no record of Van Cleeve ever being in 

England, or meeting with the king of England (Figure 8). The portrait of Henry is too vague and 

generalised to have been done in real life; historian Scaillierez believes that these two portraits 

were done in honour of the 1532 meeting of Henry and Francis at the meeting in Calais-

Boulogne.94 There are also theories that the two portraits are to commemorate their initial 

meeting at the Field of Cloth of Gold in 1520, the first time they met, and there were laws in 

place that the two kings needed to be dressed in similar fashions, just like the portraits. The 

portraits are also fascinating because they are painted as if they are pendant portraits like most 

married couples are. The two men have the same background of green velvet and are positioned 

in a very similar stance. In the portraits, they are dressed very similarly. Both men wear black 

bonnets with an ostrich plume on the top. They are both wearing a doublet, linen shirt, are 

wearing a large fur, and have an item in their hands. It is also questionable if they are wearing 

similar fashion because they dressed the same or because of Van Cleve’s design of the two 

paintings. Possibly, Francis wanted to make a statement that he was aware Henry followed what 

he wore and wanted to make a statement against Henry by having portrait painted of the two men 

dressed the same.  
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Figure 7. Portrait of Francis I. C. 1532-1533. Joos Van Cleve. Philadelphia Museum of Art. Cat. 769 

 

Figure 8. Henry VIII. c. 1530-1535. Joos Van Cleve. RCIN 403368. 
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Renaissance and Reformation  

 Henry and Francis were both highly aware of the role of art, architecture and clothing in 

their courts, and how these items could be used as a vital tool for propaganda, to enhance their 

authority and image. Through the ideas of the Renaissance that spread from Italy, both men 

would alter the traditions at court in their countries. Henry also took the alterations at court to a 

new level for England as he also joined the Reformation movement in the 1530s and broke with 

Rome and created the Church of England. Various decisions and new creations built by Henry 

and Francis during their reign impacted England and France permanently.  

 Francis was unable to be the hero that he dreamed of being for France, so he turned to the 

Renaissance to make his mark on France. This continued to be influenced by his obsession with 

Italy, and his dream of being in power of Italy. It was during this time that he brought in 

significant Renaissance artists like Leonardo Da Vinci to France, he started creating new 

buildings, writing more, and he even started his school at Fontainebleau. As the Renaissance 

progressed and he focused on constructing new architecture in France, creating a library and 

inviting Italian artists into his court, the dress remained an essential detail to him. In French 

history, the study of dress in the sixteenth century is a newer subject and Francis was the first 

monarch who demonstrated the importance of French fashion; the incorporation of the 

Renaissance styles from Italy with that of the traditional medieval fashions.95 “Francis himself 

wore a wide range of colours, according to the rare accounts that remain for his reign (1536 and 

1541): white, black, red, tanned, purple, grey, blue or yellow, and of course, gold and silver. He 

sometimes wore clothes in his personal colours (black, white, sometimes tanned) that must be 

distinguished from the colours of his livery, raised by his pages, singers, madmen, musicians, 
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 45 

servants and servants (purple, yellow, crimson).”96 His appearance was important to him, as it 

was to any king. The connection to Francis wearing colours that symbolise his family reflect on 

his claim to the throne, and that even though he was from a different French branch than the 

previous monarchs he was still the rightful king of France.  

 Francis was not exclusively interested in dressing himself well; he was also concerned 

about the appearance of his court. He invested in fashions for the people of his court, in 

particular women. Like Henry, Francis was also infamous for his relationships with women, and 

he was infamously known for his love affairs and mistresses that surrounded the court. With his 

infatuation of particular women, he took pride in constructing their appearance to what he 

wanted. “Francis was most anxious that the ladies of his court should keep abreast of current 

fashions south of the Alps.” 97 He had Federico Gonzaga bring in dolls that were wearing the 

Mantuan fashions for the women in the French court to copy for their own dress. 98 As dolls were 

used as a mechanism for women to see a way in dressing themselves.99 Francis’s interest in 

making sure that the people around him dressed well shows the importance that clothing meant 

to him, and he wanted to be surrounded by people whom he had the power over to dress in the 

manner he desired. In regard to other members of the court, like Francis, Henry also wanted his 

entire court to appear dignified in their dress. Members of the royal household were all dressed 

to Henry’s careful regulations, as he had clothing distributed to them every year in uniform styles 

and standard colours.100 As Henry had six different wives throughout his reign, female fashions 

                                                        
96 Ibid. 
97 R.J. Knecht. Renaissance Warrior and Patron: The Reign of Francis I. (Cambridge University Press: 
London, 1994) 125. 
98 Knecht. 125. 
99 Susan Hopkins. Counterpoints, Vol 29, Pedagogy, Technology, and the Boyd “Chapter 2: Living Dolls: 
Femininity, subjectivity, postmodernity.” (Peter Lang AG. 1999) 49. 
100 Joanna Marschner.“Vestments for Candlesmas and Henry VIII and Dress in the Mid-Sixteenth 
Century” The Court Historian. (1997) 21. 



 46 

did change throughout his reign. “Henry VIII was also concerned that his wives should dress to 

reflect their station.”101 The dress of his various wives shows the contrast between what women 

were wearing in England, versus what women were wearing in the other European countries. 

Francis’s second wife, Eleanor of Austria, also chose to continue to wear Spanish fashions as a 

way to mark her identity and state that she was firstly a Spanish princess.  

 Overseas in England, compared to Francis, Henry was not as focused on the aspects of 

the Renaissance, his attention was focused on the Reformation movement. Henry broke with the 

Church of Rome to obtain a divorce from his first wife Catherine of Aragon, to marry Anne 

Boleyn in hopes of having a male heir to the throne. Despite Henry’s actions, his faith was still 

vital to him, as he created his church in place of being connected to the Church of Rome. Henry 

had grown up presuming that the church was to be his future, theology was an essential part of 

Henry’s life, and he often worshipped multiple times a day. The church was so essential to Henry 

that he wore new clothes every Holy day.102 Henry would also make special provisions within 

the great wardrobe for Candlemas, Palm Sunday and Maundy Thursday.103  

 

The Royal Inventories  

 Shortly following the death of Henry, and inventory was drawn up of everything that 

belonged in his wardrobe. The inventory recorded was the largest and most complete list of 

possessions on an English King.104 The fact that Henry cared so much to have detailed accounts 

of his records enhances the importance that clothing played to him on a personal level. From 
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looking at the records it is possible to see the large collection of clothing that Henry owned, and 

the variety of fabrics and colours that were worn by the king. Henry had less defined everyday 

clothing and more spectacular garments for formal occasions.105 It is also possible to note that 

even as he grew old and larger, he still retained his interest in clothing, as he continued to order 

more garments each year. During the sixteenth century, a wide range of fabrics was used to make 

garments, different types linens, wools, and silks were used and mixed to create the different 

fabrics. Silks like velvets, satins, and damasks were the most expensive materials; thus, the 

majority of Henry’s clothing was made from a variety of these materials.106 Despite complete 

garments not surviving from the sixteenth century, there are still a variety of textiles that are in 

museum collections today, which provide insight into what the fabrics worn at Henry's court 

would have physically looked like. Looking at the royal inventories of Henry, the focus is to 

highlight garments with earlier provenance, that have possible French influence. 

 In the 1516 Wardrobe Accounts recorded by James Worsley in December 1516.107 

Worsley was the “Yoman, Lordes Robes & Keeper of his said warderobe” a noble and respected 

position at court.108 He created an extensive list of the clothing owned by Henry, and garments or 

fabrics that he gifted to others. A large portion of fabric was gifted to Richard Gibson, who was 

also a yeoman and clothing maker of the king, but there are a few examples of items being sent 

to George Lovekyn, cloth of silver damask, cloth of gold damask.109 This shows that he still had 

a french man making his clothing at court. There are also records of a few french items that 

Henry had in his accounts. Item French Ambassadors brought blue satan for Henry from the 
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french king,110 black damask and black sarcenet came from Paris to make a frock and doublet for 

Henry,111 and a doublet of crimson red also came from Paris for the king.112  With the records 

stating that there were garments and fabrics that had come from France or made my a french 

maker show that Henry was wearing french fashions while at court.  

 In Maria Hayward’s book, Dress at the Court of Henry VIII, she looks at an overview of 

Henry’s Great Wardrobe Accounts between 1510 and 1545. The accounts reveal the quantity of 

garments Henry ordered and what was ordered for other personnel in the court. This reveals how 

courtiers dressed, which was also crucial to explaining the complete image of Henry’s court. One 

item in the inventory that is recorded to have the significance quantity is the doublet. In 1510 

Henry ordered 23, and in 1543 he ordered 53 new doublets. Typically, each year he ordered 

between 8 and 29 before 1543, presumably, the reason for requiring more doublets was because 

of the kings growing size meant that he no longer fit in his previous doublets. Also, doublets are 

the item on the top layer of an outfit, so the more doublets that one owned would create the 

appearance of having more outfits, as shirts and hose would have been mix and matched. The 

popularity of doublets also increased throughout his reign, and he would have been significantly 

better dressed than anyone else in his court. The colouring of the doublets varies, but there is a 

significant amount that are in different shades of red, purple, and cloth of gold. Damask is also 

purchased frequently, which is comparable to Francis who imported from Italy. In the portraits of 

Henry and Francis, that doublets that they are wearing are typically made from different colours 

of damask as well, once again showing that Henry followed the trends set by Francis. 
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 One observation in his wardrobe is that as he got older in the 1540s, he began to order 

more and more hose. In “1539, Henry VIII’s hosier, William Croughton was paid 40s for twelve 

pairs of linen hose and 13s 4d for four pairs of quilted linen hose, while in March 1542 he was 

paid 10s of lining with linen ten pairs of knitted hose and working them with ‘oilet holes to take 

the strings to tie them up.”113 It is possible to see that he always ordered hose in vast quantities, 

in 1531 he ordered 110 pairs and in 1537 he ordered 322 pairs. It is likely that he ordered a 

significant amount of hose because of his injury from his jousting accident because his leg was 

infected and presumably the hose would have constantly been changed due to this wound on his 

leg. This important because it a representation of the kings decline through the clothing he 

purchased. 

 In regard to accounts under Francis, there are limitations. There are a few accounts of his 

that exist, a silverware account of 1514, two small accounts one from 1536 and 1541, and a 

silverware account of Francis’s second wife, Eleanor of Austria.114 There are a few details about 

textiles that are included in the silverware account, but unfortunately, there are not enough 

sources available to make a complete observation of the royal wardrobe of Francis. From the 

different fabrics that are recorded, Francis had garments that were made in crimson, red, purple, 

cloth of gold, cloth of silver and fur. It is also known that he created the position of “maitre de la 

garde-robe” the “master of the wardrobe” and the first individual to fill that role was Jean de La 

Barre.115 On account of Francis creating a position for an individual to record and guard his 

wardrobe, reinforces the concept that clothing was valuable to him.  
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 However, the accounts of his art collections exist in detail. Even though records of what 

clothing he owned do not exist, the collection of his artifacts, paintings, sculpture and literature 

can still help to understand his style of dress. The portraits he had commissioned convey the 

clothing he wore, but also items, including sculptures help provide information about this 

appearance. At Chateau Fontainebleau, in the Francis I gallery, there is a sculptured bust on 

display of Francis (Figure 9). On this bust Francis is dressed similarly to his earlier portraits by 

Clouet and Van Cleve. He is shown wearing a bonnet with jewels and an ostrich plume, and a 

doublet. On the doublet there is a scallop, which is the symbol of St. James, St. Augustine and 

the Holy Pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela. The symbolism towards the bust shows his 

connection and the importance that the Church of Rome was to him. Francis was an extremely 

religious man and often referred to as “The Most Christian King” which was a title often 

associated with the French Monarch.116 Francis would have wanted himself portrayed in a 

particular manner, to show his dedicated to the Church, especially contradicting the actions of 

Henry breaking with the Church of Rome. This would have been to show that he was the more 

respectable king. 
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Figure 9. Bust of Francis I. Chateau Fontainebleau, Francois 1er Gallery. Photo by Author. 

 

Conclusion 

 To conclude, following the meeting between Henry and Francis at the Field of Cloth of 

Gold in 1520, the two monarchs did not remain friends for long, and neither Henry nor Francis 

reached their goal of conquering new lands. However, their image, and the clothing they wore 

remained a critical part of their reign. The importance of their dress is depicted through the use 

of portraits, written records, and inventories. Portraits have revealed what the clothing they wore 

looked like on each king, while the written records provide more detail of their appearance as 

letters were passed between monarchs by their ambassadors, and the royal inventories reveal 

what was in Henry’s wardrobe when he died in 1547, and the inventories of Francis reveal the 

interest and importance of his art clothing and portraiture that he commissioned and collected. 
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Conclusion 

 In the end, Henry and Francis died within two months from one another. Henry died on 

January 28th, 1547 and Francis died on March 31st, 1547. The two men had spent thirty-two years 

ruling side by side. Surprisingly, despite being enemies for the majority of their reigns, in 1546 

the Treaty of Ardres was signed, which restored peace between England and France. This meant 

that the two kings died as allies, in contrast to spending the majority of their reigns fighting 

against one and other. Henry and Francis had both lived through turbulent reigns, however, they 

both made their mark on history. Henry and Francis were both monumental monarchs, as they 

moved their countries out of the Middle Ages and into the Early Modern period. It is evident that 

both monarchs chose to show their greatness through the means of their dress. Henry and Francis 

purchased exquisite fabrics to have magnificent garments made for them. Francis’s influence for 

his dress came from his interest in Italy, and the exotic fashions he was exposed to while he had 

gone to battle to capture Italy. Meanwhile, Henry was primarily influenced by the dress in the 

French court, as he held on to his dream of being the King of France. It was not a new concept 

for England to be influenced by French dress, due to previous kings, like Henry VII, employing 

French clothing makers at court.  

Through the use of portraits, letters from ambassadors, chronicles, and inventories it is 

evident that Henry and Francis shared an obsession with one another. The two kings were 

extremely competitive and wanted to prove their dominance and achievements to each other. 

Henry in particular was fixated on becoming the King of France, so adopting French garments 

into his court was a mechanism to show that he could look the part of a French king. Francis’s 

influence from Italy, importing Renaissance trends, rich silks and jewellery, was also picked up 

by Henry, as he began to import goods of his own. Both men kept strict laws in their countries on 



 53 

what garments were allowed to be worn by whom in order to secure their appearance as the 

greatest. This proved the control they had over clothing, and that enhancing their own 

appearance by limiting the fashions of others was crucial to them. Through the use of portraits, it 

is possible to get a sense of what the elaborate garments Henry and Francis wore looks like. The 

large doublets, the black jewelled bonnets, jewellery, and the colours of red, purple, and gold the 

men often wore. The garments that helped Henry and Francis make their mark on history for 

being two of the best dressed sovereigns in Europe.  
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