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DRESSED FOR POWER: THE WORLD OF MIDDLE AGES
CLOTHING FOR NOBLES

The Middle Ages, a millennium of profound social hierarchy, was
a period where clothing was far more than mere protection from
the elements. For the nobility, what they wore was a declaration
of status, a display of wealth, and a potent political tool. In a
society rigidly divided by birthright, Middle Ages clothing for
nobles was governed by strict sumptuary laws and dictated by
the availability of rare and expensive materials. To understand
the noble class is  to understand the very fabrics,  colors,  and
silhouettes that adorned their bodies. This article delves deep
into the intricate world of aristocratic fashion, exploring how silk,
fur, and jewels transformed cloth into a symbol of unassailable
power.

THE UNSPOKEN LANGUAGE OF FABRIC AND COLOR

Before  examining  specific  garments,  one  must  understand  the
fundamental  principles  that  governed  noble  attire.  In  the
medieval  mind,  clothing was a direct  reflection of  one's place in
the  Great  Chain  of  Being.  A  peasant  in  rough wool  was  fulfilling

his God-given role just as surely as a king in velvet was fulfilling
his.

The Sumptuary Laws:
Fashion as Legislation
Perhaps the most explicit evidence of the importance of Middle
Ages clothing for nobles comes in the form of sumptuary laws.
These were legal codes, common throughout Europe from the
13th century onward, that dictated exactly who could wear what.
They were designed to maintain social order by preventing the
lower classes from "dressing above their station."

Fur Restrictions: Only royalty and the highest ranks of
nobility could wear ermine and certain types of sable.
Lesser nobles might be permitted fox or otter, while
commoners were often restricted to lamb or rabbit.
Color Controls: The most expensive and coveted colors
were strictly regulated. Bright crimson (from the kermes
insect) and deep purple were often reserved exclusively for
royalty and high-ranking church officials.
Metallic Threads and Precious Stones: The use of cloth
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of gold, silver thread, and pearls was typically limited to the
uppermost echelons of society.

Breaking these laws could result  in heavy fines, the confiscation
of the garment, or even public humiliation. This legal framework
ensured that Middle Ages clothing for nobles  remained an
exclusive, visible marker of their unassailable social position.

The Power of Pigment: Why
Red and Blue Ruled
Color was not just aesthetic; it was chemical and economic. The
vibrant hues seen in noble garments were incredibly difficult and
expensive to produce.
Scarlet  and Crimson:  The  most  prestigious  of  all  medieval
colors was a deep, rich scarlet. This was achieved using kermes,
the dried bodies of a scale insect, or the even more expensive
Polish cochineal. Producing a single bolt of scarlet wool required
millions of insects. A nobleman in a bright red gown was not just
wearing clothing; he was wearing a fortune equal to a peasant's
yearly income.
Ultramarine  Blue:  This  heavenly  blue,  used  for  the  Virgin
Mary's robes in paintings, was made from ground lapis lazuli, a
semi-precious  stone  imported  from  Afghanistan.  While  more
common  in  art,  it  also  appeared  in  the  finest  textiles.  A  more
affordable  but  still  prestigious  blue  came  from  woad,  a  plant-
based  dye.

Deep Black: While often associated with mourning today, a true,
deep, fast black was difficult to achieve. The Burgundian court in
the 15th century made black a high fashion color for nobles, as it
required skilled dyers and multiple expensive baths to create a
rich, non-fading shade.

THE SILHOUETTES OF STATUS: MALE ATTIRE

Men's fashion in the Middle Ages underwent dramatic shifts, but
the underlying principle remained constant: exaggeration of the
male form and display of fabric volume.

The Tunic and the Rise of
the Pourpoint
Early in the period, the basic garment for men was the tunic, a
long shirt that fell to the knees or ankles. Over time, this evolved.
By  the  14th  century,  the  fitted  pourpoint  emerged.  This  was  a
padded, short jacket that was buttoned or laced tightly to the
torso, creating a slender, streamlined upper body. It was often
worn  over  a  shirt  and  under  a  more  formal  cotehardie  or
houppelande.
The  pourpoint  is  a  perfect  example  of  how  Middle  Ages
clothing for nobles  became more tailored. It  showcased the
body,  a  concept  that  was  less  common  in  earlier  "bag-like"
fashions. It was often made of luxurious velvet or silk and heavily
embroidered.



Middle Ages Clothing For Nobles 3

3

The Houppelande: A
Garment of Exaggeration
Perhaps the most iconic noble garment of the late Middle Ages
was  the  houppelande.  This  was  a  full-length,  floor-sweeping
over-gown with  enormous,  voluminous  sleeves.  It  could  be  a
simple circle of fabric with a hole for the head, or it could be
intricately pleated and fitted at  the shoulders.  The sleeves were
the  real  statement.  They  could  hang  to  the  ground  in  great
"bagpipe" shapes, or be dagged (cut into elaborate, decorative
scalloped edges).
Wearing a houppelande required immense amounts of fabric. A
single garment might use 10-15 yards of expensive wool or silk.
The weight and grandeur of the houppelande made the wearer
appear  larger,  more  imposing,  and  more  powerful.  It  was  a
garment designed for court ceremony and grand entrances.

Headwear: The Crown and
the Hood
No  nobleman's  outfit  was  complete  without  headwear.  The
chaperon  was a versatile hood with a long tail  (liripipe) that
could be draped, wrapped, and styled in elaborate ways. By the
15th century, it had evolved into a complex, turban-like structure.
For the highest nobles, the coronet or circlet was the ultimate

symbol of rank. While kings wore full crowns, dukes and earls
wore simpler gold bands often set with gems. The type of metal
and number of pearls or stones were strictly regulated by rank.

FASHIONING FEMININITY: THE NOBLEWOMAN'S
WARDROBE

As with men, women's Middle Ages clothing for nobles was
defined  by  an  evolving  silhouette  that  emphasized  different
aspects  of  the  female  form.

The Kirtle, Gown, and
Surcote
The foundation of a noblewoman's outfit was the kirtle, a close-
fitting  dress  that  served  as  an  undergarment.  Over  this,  she
would wear a gown  or a cotehardie,  which was often laced
tightly down the front or back to emphasize the bust and waist.
This tight lacing created a fashionable "S-curve" posture.
A distinctive garment from the 12th to 14th centuries was the
surcote, particularly the surcote ouvert. This was a sleeveless
over-dress with large armholes that exposed the kirtle beneath.
Sometimes these armholes were cut so large that the surcote
was barely more than a front and back panel held together at the
sides. This style, sometimes called the "sideless surcote," was a
daring fashion statement that  proudly displayed the luxurious
fabric of the kirtle and, often, the belt worn at the hips.
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The Hennin and the
Wimple: Framing the Face
Female headwear was extraordinarily varied and often extreme.
The most famous is the hennin, the tall, conical hat of the 15th
century, often topped with a wisp of a veil. It could be as high as
two feet. Behind it, a long train of silk or linen would flow to the
ground.
Before the hennin, married women were expected to cover their
hair. The wimple was a piece of white linen that covered the
neck and chin, worn with a veil over the head. A crespine was a
decorative hairnet, often made of gold thread, that encased the
hair  in  a  cage-like  structure at  the sides  of  the head.  These
accessories were not just modest; they were opportunities for
embroidery  and  fine  craftsmanship,  making  them  a  key  part  of
Middle Ages clothing for nobles.

Belts and Girdles: More
than Just an Accessory
The belt, or girdle, was perhaps the most personal and important
accessory for both genders. For a noblewoman, it was worn high
on the natural waist or low on the hips. It was made of leather but
covered in silk, silver, or gold. At its end hung a purse, a dagger
(more common for men), keys (for the lady of the manor), or a

pomander filled with sweet-smelling herbs.
Men's belts were equally elaborate. A knight's belt might hold his
sword and be studded with silver. A nobleman's belt was a major
investment, often passed down as an heirloom. The quality of the
buckle and the metalwork clearly announced the wearer's wealth.

THE MATERIAL WORLD: FUR, SILK, AND GOLD

The specific materials used in Middle Ages clothing for nobles
were what truly separated them from the common cloth of the
peasantry.

Fur: The Warmth of Wealth
Fur was not just for warmth; it was the ultimate signifier of status.
The interior of a noble's robe would be fully lined with fur, making
the garment incredibly heavy and warm. The type of fur was a
direct indicator of rank:

Ermine: The white winter coat of the stoat, with its
distinctive black tail tip. It was exclusively for royalty and
high nobility.
Vair: The grey and white fur of the squirrel. The backs and
bellies were used separately to create a characteristic blue-
grey and white pattern, often seen in heraldic designs.
Marten and Sable: Dark, glossy, and incredibly valuable,
these were luxurious furs for the highest ranks.
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Silk and Velvet: The East
Meets West
Silk  was  the  most  desirable  imported  textile.  Originally  from
China, it was woven in luxury centers like Lucca (Italy) and later
in Venice and Flanders. Velvet, a complex silk weave with a soft,
dense pile,  was invented in the 14th century and became an
instant sensation. A nobleman in a doublet of deep red velvet
was  the  medieval  equivalent  of  a  modern  celebrity  in  haute
couture.
Cloth of Gold (Tissue)  was the absolute pinnacle  of  textile
wealth. This was a fabric where the weft or warp was made of
actual gold or silver thread wrapped around a silk core. It was so
expensive it was often listed in royal treasuries alongside jewels.
Wearing cloth of gold was a statement of nearly unimaginable
wealth.

REGIONAL VARIATIONS ACROSS EUROPE

While  there  were  cross-border  trends,  distinct  regional  styles
emerged,  affecting  the  look  of  Middle  Ages  clothing  for
nobles  in  different  courts.

The Burgundian Splendor
The court of the Dukes of Burgundy in the 15th century was the

fashion  capital  of  Europe.  Their  style  was  characterized  by
extreme opulence, dark colors (especially black constructed from
the best  dyes),  and the elaborate,  massive houppelande and
hennin. The Burgundian court was a theatre of fashion, where
dukes used clothing to project power and intimidate rivals.

Italian Elegance
Italian city-states like Florence and Venice had a slightly different
aesthetic. While also wealthy, the Italian style of Middle Ages
clothing  for  nobles  was  often  more  tailored  and  form-fitting,
showing  a  greater  influence  from  classical  Roman  statuary.
Colors  were  brighter,  and  fabrics  were  lighter,  suited  to  the
warmer climate. Florentine men favored shorter, more practical
cuts, while Venetian noblewomen were famous for their towering
platform shoes (chopines) and huge sleeves.

The English Court
English noble fashion tended to follow French and Burgundian
trends  but  with  a  time  lag  and  a  tendency  toward  more
conservative cuts. The English love of hunting and the outdoors
meant  that  practical  riding  clothes  (short  tunics,  close-fitting
caps) were also part of the noble wardrobe. However, for state
occasions, English nobles spared no expense, importing the finest
silks and furs from across the continent.

CONCLUSION: THE LEGACY OF


