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Abstract 

Christine de Pizan has attracted recent scholarship as both Europe’s first ‘proto-feminist’ and 

as a prolific medieval writer. Fashion plays a prominent role in both the text and imagery of 

her manuscripts, yet this aspect of her oeuvre has not received in-depth scrutiny. What 

Christine has to say about fashion is informative of fashion’s practical and symbolic 

functions in medieval society. A study of dress in her works also enriches our understanding 

of Christine’s viewpoints. Fashion is represented in two mediums in Christine’s manuscripts: 

through written text and visual manuscript illuminations. By analysing Christine’s advice and 

attitudes regarding female dress in her conduct manual, The Treasure of the City of Ladies 

(Trésor), the first chapter will reveal how clothing was a genuine social concern with 

significant social, moral and economic connotations for women. Fashion functioned as social 

regulation, yet could provide medieval women with the means to express themselves and 

control how they were perceived. The second chapter will draw on the concepts of the first 

chapter to analyse how Christine utilises fashion’s social, moral and economic connotations 

to build her authority as an author. Her attitudes towards the conventions and proprieties of 

fashion in the Trésor inform the meaning of these images and how she wished to be 

perceived. Fashion is a potent source of information about Christine and medieval culture in 

her opus. This analysis proves the worth of studying fashion as an historical source. This 

study of Christine’s oeuvre illustrates how fashion ‘speaks’ and analysing it can enrich our 

understanding of the past. Just as fashion is not merely decorative in Christine’s oeuvre, 

fashion history is not a frivolous field. In this dissertation, fashion history is shown to be a 

legitimate mode of enquiry that has value across a range of historical disciplines.  
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Introduction 
 

Women in the public eye have wielded fashion as soft power since time immemorial. 

From Isabeau of Bavaria to Marie Antoinette, fashion was at the centre of the rise and fall of 

French queens' social and political fortunes. Politically savvy female Renaissance rulers such 

as Eleanor of Toledo and Elizabeth I perfected the art of wearable propaganda. Modern 

women in the public eye find their fashion likewise critiqued, from then-First Lady Melania 

Trump’s ‘I Really Don’t Care’ jacket while visiting Texas shelters to the scrutiny of the 

symbolism of New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern’s outfit while welcoming visitors 

after opening the borders to Australia.1 Whether worn in the public or private eye, clothing 

functions as a vehicle for personal expression and a symbol of societal ideologies. As such, 

fashion is emerging as a source of cultural and social history. Nowhere is this a more apt 

practice than in medieval history. Medievalists have often turned to material culture due to a 

lack of reliable written sources.2 Using clothing as a source opens up a wealth of information 

about medieval culture. Fashion shaped – and was shaped by – medieval people’s daily lived 

experiences, personal values, and societal ideologies. Fashion has much to say about both the 

individuals who wear it and the societies that produce it and should be utilised to the fullest 

as a source. 

This dissertation will use Christine de Pizan’s oeuvre as a case study for investigating 

women’s clothing as an historical source. Christine de Pizan is famed for her unique career as 

a female medieval writer. Both to her contemporaries and in subsequent eras in popular 

imagination, she offers a female perspective among the male-dominated medieval sources. 

 
1 Katie Rogers, “Melania Trump Wore a Jacket Saying ‘I Really Don’t Care ‘on Her Way to Texas Shelters,” 
New York Times, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/21/us/politics/melania-trump-jacket.html;  Peter 
Vincent, “Jacinda Ardern explains hidden meaning behind her outfit,” Daily Mail Australia, 2022, 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-10714631/Jacinda-Ardern-explains-meaning-outfit-leaves-Project-
stars-hysterics.html. 
 
2 For more on the use of material culture in medieval history see Valerie L. Garver, “Material Culture and Social 
History in Early Medieval Western Europe,” History Compass 12, no. 10 (2014): 784-793. 
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As she wrote in her autobiographical Avision-Christine, she presented medieval society with 

the novelty of “chose nouvelles venues de sentement de femme” (“new works written from a 

woman’s perspective”).3 To a fashion historian, her writing on female fashion in her conduct 

manual, The Treasure of the City of Ladies (Le trésor de la cité des dames), similarly 

provides a female perspective on fashion’s role in medieval women’s lives. Christine did not 

take women’s clothing lightly. In the Trésor, she advises her female readership to be aware of 

the moral and social implications of how they dressed. The luxurious depictions of 

aristocratic female dress in her various manuscripts are also a rich visual source for early 

fifteenth-century fashion.  

London, British Library, Harley MS 4431 is one of Christine’s most luxurious, 

complete and well-preserved manuscripts, and it will be used to explore these ideas. The 

depictions within it should not viewed as mere decoration. Christine was closely involved in 

the publishing of her presentation manuscripts, and meaning is conveyed through the visual 

programme of her manuscripts just as it was through the written programmes. The portraits of 

Christine in her manuscripts, in particular, enabled her to establish her identity as an author. 

Examining Christine’s relationship with fashion performs two tasks. First, it deepens our 

understanding of Christine. It enriches our comprehension of the social contexts she 

navigated as a medieval woman. It also augments our understanding of her as an author. 

Second, this analysis also highlights how fashion functioned as a social tool in medieval 

women’s lives. Ultimately, representations of women's dress in Christine’s oeuvre be used to 

understand the role of women’s fashion in medieval society. 

 

 
3 Christine de Pizan, Le Livre de l’advision Cristine, ed. Christine Reno and Liliane Dulac (Paris: Champion, 

2001), 113; Christine de Pizan, “From Christine’s Vision,” trans. Christine Reno, in The Writings of Christine 

de Pizan, ed. Charity Cannon Willard (New York: Persea Books, 1994), 19-20. 
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Historiography  

This dissertation explores fashion as a legitimate source of historical inquiry that 

deepens our understanding of medieval culture and women’s experiences. It is primarily a 

work of women’s history that also draws on the fields of feminist and gender history. John 

Aberth has pointed out the need in medieval women’s history not to superimpose modern 

ideas of gender equality on medieval women and to instead understand how they themselves 

“measured their status and well being”.4 It is important to understand Christine’s viewpoints 

in these terms. As a notable woman and acknowledged ‘prototype-feminist’, Christine is 

easily associated with the celebratory strain of feminist history. However, this analysis will 

concentrate on her as a source of understanding medieval women’s everyday experiences and 

the social frameworks in which they operated. Christine has been a source of interest for 

those “investigating issues of gender, genre, and poetics in the late Middle Ages.”5 Much of 

the twentieth-century scholarship on Christine was “promoted in large part by feminists”.6  

As Barbara Altmann states, “her work presents a unique female voice […] raised in 

counterpoint to the male chorus that dominates the learned discourse of her age”.7 Using 

Christine as a case study fits into feminist interests as her works presents an opportunity to 

explore a woman’s point of view using cultural history methodologies. There has been an 

 
4 John Aberth, Contesting the Middle Ages: Debates that are Changing our Narrative of Medieval History 

(London: Routledge, 2018), 182. 

 
5 Barbara K. Altmann, “Introduction,” in The Love Debate Poems of Christine de Pizan, ed. Barbara K. Altmann 

(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1998), 3. 

 
6 Marilyn Desmond, “Introduction: From Book-Lines Cell to Cyborg Hermeneutics,” in The Categories of 

Difference, x. 

 
7 Altmann, “Introduction,” 3. 
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impetus in cultural history to highlight the significance of marginalised voices in history that 

have long been neglected in favour of big historical events.8 Women’s dress has been 

overlooked as a historical source, but there is now increasing acknowledgement of fashion’s 

cultural and social significance.9 

Postmodernism has influenced approaches to history by questioning grand narratives 

of modernity and emphasising the subjectivity of history. In practice, postmodern historical 

approaches emphasise the interpretative nature of historical analysis. This lends itself to 

gender studies as an analysis of gender applies an identifiable interpretive lens to history. 

Postmodern history has influenced approaches to gender history by viewing “the concept of 

gender” as “a constantly reconstructable performance”.10 This has led to studies of fashion 

and how “people produce their own images of appropriate gender behaviour” through 

clothing.11 The idea of gender and social identity being ‘performed’ through clothing is, 

therefore, a key concept. This is important to this work as Christine de Pizan’s oeuvre will be 

used to understand how women’s fashion operated within medieval society as a ‘social text’. 

As a study of women’s dress, this dissertation sits at the intersection of gender and fashion 

history. Analysing the fashion in Christine’s texts will highlight how fashion history 

methodologies can provide a rich source of information for women’s history.  

 
8 Mark D Steinburg, “Stories and Voices: History and Theory,” The Russian Review 55, no. 3 (1996): 348, 

https://doi.org/10.2307/131788. 

 
9 Fred Davis, Fashion, Culture and Identity (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1992), 4; E. Jane Burns, “Why 

Textiles Make a Difference,” in Medieval Fabrications: Dress Textiles, Clothwork, and other Cultural 

Imaginings, ed. By E. Jane Burns (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 2-3. 

 
10 Deborah Thom, “What Happened to Gender and History?” Revue française de civilisation britannique, XIV-4 

(2008): 5. 

 
11 Ibid. 
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Methodology  

Women’s dress will be analysed within a fashion history framework. Fashion history 

treats clothing as “social sites that stage gendered identities at the interaction of individual 

fantasies, social regulation, and ethical concerns.”12  Essentially, clothing can be read as a 

‘social text’. Fashion can reveal information about medieval social and moral values. 

Clothing can also convey information about the wearer, their values, and how they wish to be 

perceived by others. Both chapters will analyse Christine’s use of clothing within this 

framework to better understand the role of women’s clothing within medieval society. The 

first will examine the textual evidence of Christine’s opus, mainly the Trésor, to understand 

the social and moral functions of medieval women’s clothing. The second chapter will then 

utilise the findings of the first chapter to analyse how these uses of women’s fashion 

materialise in the visual evidence of Harley MS 4431. Griselda Pollock has emphasised the 

social function of art as a cultural practice. Pollock outlines that: “Cultural practices were 

defined as signifying systems, as practices of representation […] They produce meanings and 

positions from which those meanings are consumed.”13 As such, cultural practices are 

informative of the ideologies and everyday practices of the society that produced them. 

Christine has a stake in the meaning conveyed by the illuminations in her manuscripts as they 

were intended for her patrons, whose consumption of her texts dictated her livelihood. 

Analysing visual representations of women’s dress in Christine’s texts has a twofold purpose. 

First, using images as representations of their context can give insight into medieval courtly 

culture in which – and for which – they were produced. The second purpose is that an 

analysis of the meaning produced by dress in Christine’s works can provide a better 

 
12 Burns, “Why Textiles Make a Difference,” 3. 

 
13 Griselda Pollock, Vision and Difference: Feminism, Femininity and Histories of Art, 3rd ed. (London: 

Routledge, 2003), 8. 
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understanding of the social and moral functions of dress in elite medieval society. The 

‘language’ of fashion is therefore central to this dissertation. By understanding this 

‘language’, a greater understanding of Christine’s attitudes and opinions, as well as the 

ideological function of women’s fashion in medieval society will be gained. Crucial to 

fashion history is semiotics, the study of how meaning is created and communicated. A 

semiotic analysis provides the “necessary tools for systematic description of how images or 

languages or other sign systems (fashion, eating, travel, etc.) produce meanings and positions 

for the consumption of meanings.”14 Semiotics involves analysing a signifier, which can be 

an image, object, or idea, to understand the meanings and concepts conveyed by that image, 

object, or idea (what is signified). In this case, women’s clothing will be the signifier. By 

understanding the meanings conveyed by clothing, a better understanding of medieval society 

is reached as the concepts conveyed through garments are informed by medieval societal 

values.  

Analysing the visual sources of Christine’s manuscripts can add to the breadth and depth of 

our understanding of their cultural significance. As the saying goes, a picture is worth a 

thousand words. There has been a recent “visual turn” in cultural analysis, leading historians 

to view images and objects as valid historical sources.15 Sarah Lipton has emphasised how 

this is apt for medieval history as medieval European society had “a highly visual (as well as 

oral/aural) culture” and therefore “[m]edieval images and artefacts thus participated fully in, 

and constitute rich resources for the study of, medieval politics, society, economy, culture 

 
14 Pollock, Vision and Difference, 10. 

 
15 Sarah Lipton, “Images and objects as sources for medieval history,” in Understanding Medieval Primary 

Sources: Using historical sources to discover medieval Europe, ed. Joel T. Rosenthal (London, New York: 

Routledge, 2012), 225. 
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and religion.”16 Nevertheless, it is important to note that the use of manuscript illuminations 

has been criticised. John Arnold has recently stated that they are limited sources for medieval 

history as they were intended only for those wealthy enough to own them.17 This is a fair 

assessment of who had access to medieval manuscripts. However, Arnold’s critiques of 

medieval manuscript illumination show a lack of understanding of medieval culture. For 

example, he critiques the miniature depicting the month of February in Les Très riches heures 

du Duc de Berry by the Limborg Brothers (Figure 1) for showing a medieval woman and man 

with hairless genitalia.18 However, medieval women commonly shaved or plucked their 

genitalia during the medieval era, explaining the lack of pubic hair on the female figure. 

Depilation recipes were one of the most frequent recipes in medieval cosmetic manuals.19 

There are several depictions of the practice of female depilation, such as a c.1185 century 

relief from a former gate in Milan (Figure 2), a similar carving in England, a woodcut by 

Peter Flötner, and a detached leaf which depicts Bathsheba bathing from Los Angeles, J. Paul 

Getty Museum, MS 79.20 Female pubic hair is rarely depicted in pre-sixteenth-century art, 

and it was generally only present to convey negative connotations about a female figure – for 

example, in depictions of Eve.21 Arnold is probably right that the male figure in Figure 1 is 

 
16 Lipton, “Images and objects as sources,” 225. 

 
17 John Arnold, What is Medieval History? 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2021), 47. 

 
18 Ibid., 50.  

 
19 John Block Friedman, “Eyebrows, Hairlines, and “Hairs Less in Sight”: Female Depilation in Late Medieval 

Europe,” Medieval Clothing and Textiles 14 (2018): 82. 

 
20 Ibid., 85, 100-101; Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum, MS 79, detached leaf, recto can be viewed at 

https://www.getty.edu/art/collection/object/1095S8.  

 
21 Penny Howell Jolly, “Pubics and Privates: Body Hair in Late Medieval Art,” in Meanings of Nudity in 

Medieval Art, ed. Sherry Lindquist (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2012), 187. 
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depicted without pubic hair because he is prepubescent. However, his comment that it implies 

that medieval people were “prepubescent for many years” misconstrues medieval artistic 

practices regarding body hair. The Très riche heures depicts male pubic hair in other 

miniatures. An example is Chantilly, Bibliothèque du château, 0065 (1284), fol. 14v.22 In this 

illustration of the Zodiac Man, his pubic hair “confirms his masculinity”.23 Therefore, the 

lack of pubic hair on the male figure in the February miniature in the same manuscript is 

unlikely to imply that medieval people were prepubescent for extended periods. Artistic 

convention prescribed that male body hair was usually used to depict masculinity, while lack 

of body hair connotated age distinction.24 Arnold is however correct that the fact the figures 

are wearing “nothing under their outer garments” is evidence of the fact that medieval people 

did not wear underwear. Their under layer was the linen shift (underdress for men and 

women that protected outer garments from body oils) and hose (stockings or leg coverings), 

which the figures in Figure 1 are wearing. Overall, Arnold’s critique of manuscripts as 

sources of information on medieval culture should be dismissed. The realistic depiction of 

women’s dress and depilation in Figure 1 illustrates the symbiotic relationship between 

medieval culture and medieval art. Medieval art cannot be understood without understanding 

medieval culture. This means that it also serves a dual purpose as a source for medieval 

culture and everyday practices. It illustrates why undertaking a semiotic analysis of 

Christine’s manuscripts can provide us with a rich source of information about Christine and 

her cultural contexts. 

 
 
22 Chantilly, Bibliothèque du château, 0065 (1284), fol. 14v can be viewed as 

https://bvmm.irht.cnrs.fr/iiif/22470/canvas/canvas-2045982/view.  

 
23 Jolly, “Body Hair in Late Medieval Art,” 186-87.  

 
24 Ibid. 
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Figure 1. Les Très Riches Heures du Duc de Berry, the month of February. Chantilly, Bibliothèque du château, 

0065 (1284), fol. 2v. Image: Public Domain. (Source: Wikimedia Commons).  
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Figure 2. Carving of a woman shaving or cutting her pubic hair, originally from the Porta Tosa, Milan, c. 1185. 

Milan, Castello Sforzesco Museum of Ancient Art, no. 528. Photo: © Giovanni Dall’Orto, 2007. Used with 

permission. (Source: Wikimedia Commons). 
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Arnold emphasises that medievalists use images less for the physical depictions of 

medieval life and more to understand “the ways in which images relate to how people 

thought about things”.25 Lipton similarly notes that scholars are less interested in “what 

medieval images looked like” than in the purpose the images served.26 This analysis is 

concerned with both these elements. A preference for one to the exclusion of the other will 

inevitably fail to utilise the full potential of images as sources. The depictions of material 

culture in Christine’s manuscripts, such as items of clothing, have as much to reveal about 

medieval cultural practices and ways of thinking as the purpose her manuscripts served. In 

fact, one informs the other. 

Employing fashion history methodologies can be used to interpret medieval visual 

sources. While there has been some attention paid to dress and other visual elements in 

Christine’s works, there has not been enough nuance or depth applied – especially to the 

manuscripts compiled under Christine’s supervision. Laura Dufresne has analysed the 

clothing of Christine’s author portraits in manuscripts published after Christine’s death. 

Dufresne has also studied dress and social hierarchy in the Trésor, but mostly concentrates on 

visual evidence from later fifteenth-century manuscripts. Charlotte Cooper begins to touch on 

the subject by using fashion in her visual analysis of ambiguous author portraits in 

Christine’s manuscripts. Most notably, the tendency in some of the scholarship to identify 

Christine in her manuscripts only by the colour of her dress is deeply problematic, as the 

work of Deborah McGrady will be used to illustrate below. Another instance of this is 

Dufresne, who states, “In the manuscripts of the text produced under Christine's supervision, 

 
25 Arnold, What is Medieval History? 50.  

 
26 Lipton, “Images and objects as sources,” 225. 
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her gown is always blue”.27 This is incorrect as Christine wears several colours other than 

blue, as will be covered in the second chapter of this dissertation. Dufresne is not alone as 

others such as Barbara K. Altmann also speak of Christine’s “characteristic blue dress”.28 

Cooper alone notes the various colours Christine wears in her manuscripts, problematising 

the general association of Christine with blue.29 Colour is not the only component of clothing 

that distinguishes the identity of the wearer in medieval illuminations. More careful analysis 

of the cut of clothes and in general more detailed analysis of the clothing and their cultural 

context is needed to correctly interpret the identity of figures. The cut of gown sleeves is, for 

example, also an important feature, as long trailing sleeves, dagged sleeves, and fur-trimmed 

sleeves signify rank within Christine’s manuscripts.  

Deborah McGrady’s work illustrates the problems associated with previous analysis 

of fashion in Christine’s manuscripts that lack sufficient depth. McGrady has theorised that 

an unidentified bystander in fol. 48r of Harley MS 4431 should be identified as Christine.30 

She posits that “the blue dress and the cotehardie (a simple headdress and wimple worn by 

the upper class) donned by this woman duplicate the costume of the easily identifiable 

 
27 Laura Rinaldi Dufrense, “A Woman of Excellent Character: A Case Study of Dress, Reputation and the 

Changing Costume of Christine de Pizan in the Fifteenth Century.” Dress 17, no.1 (1990): 147.  

 
28 Altmann, “Introduction,” 58. 

 
29 Charlotte Cooper, “Ambiguous Author Portraits in Christine de Pizan’s Compilation Manuscript, British 

Library, Harley Ms 4431,” in Performing Medieval Text, ed. Ardis Butterfield, Henry Hope, and Pauline 

Souleau (Cambridge: Legenda, 2017), 90-93. 

 
30 London, British Library, Harley MS 4431 fol. 48r can be viewed at 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f048r  
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author-figure in the two miniatures preceding it”.31 However, McGrady’s description of the 

clothing worn by this figure is erroneous. Her terminology is incorrect. A cotehardie is a 

women’s dress, not a headdress. Furthermore, while author-portraits of Christine do depict 

her in the style of dress known as a cotehardie, in fol. 48r the unidentified bystander wears a 

cut of gown called a houppelande, a difference I will return to. The only similarity, therefore, 

between the unidentified woman in fol. 48r and other author portraits of Christine is the 

colour of her dress and the white double horned headdress. McGrady’s theory is wrong as she 

has not used the correct terminology or distinguished between different medieval women’s 

dress styles. While McGrady’s argument that Christine’s author portraits build her authority 

as an author is sound, her methodology is flawed. This emphasises the need to understand 

medieval fashion to correctly interpret the visual evidence in Christine’s manuscripts.  

Medieval women’s outfits were made up of several layers of clothing. Understanding 

those layers and the different terminology used to describe them is essential to analysing 

women’s clothing in Christine’s manuscripts. Both medieval records and modern scholarship 

are not always consistent in their terminology, but modern scholars need to be consistent and 

precise. All the terms used here will be taken from period sources and scholarly consensus. 

The first layer was the shift or chemise, the linen undergarment. The second was the cote. 

The cote was “a tight fitting, low necked gown” that served as the first layer over the shift, 

“normally ankle length and with long tight sleeves”.32 It probably provided bust support. In 

author portraits of Christine, her cote sleeves are always visible under the hanging sleeves of 

her overdress. There were two main styles of overdress depicted in Christine’s manuscripts. 

 
31 Deborah McGrady, “What is a Patron: Benefactors and Authorship in Harley 4431, Christine de Pizan’s 

Collected Works,” in Categories of Difference, ed. Marilynn Desmond (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 

1998), 207. 

 
32 Boucher, History of Costume, 204. 
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The first is the cotehardie, which was of a similar cut to the cote. This is the style of gown 

Christine wears in Harley MS 4431, with hanging sleeves that reveal her cote's long, fitted 

sleeves underneath. The second is the houppelande. 

Houppelandes were “full garments, fitting at the shoulders and with the fabric then 

hanging in loose pleats or folds from the shoulders.”33 Isabeau of Bavaria and her ladies wear 

this style in the Harley Ms 4431 frontispiece (fol.3r).34 Men had corresponding styles of 

houppelandes and cotehardies of shorter length. The difference in these styles is visible, and 

they have different connotations. Houppelandes required more fabric and ergo emphasised 

wealth and opulence. While requiring less material than the houppelande, cotehardies 

required fabric wastage to achieve their tight fit, a different and less ostentatious display of 

wealth. This is why McGrady’s misidentification of the cut of dress in Harley MS 4431 fol. 

48r misses the nuance of medieval clothing styles. 

 It is important to note that while the terminology of dress is present in primary 

sources, it is used less consistently than by modern scholars. French royal accounts reference 

women’s houppelandes from 1387.35 Christine de Pizan herself describes a woman’s “cote 

hardie”36 in the Trésor that has similar characteristics to the gowns of her manuscripts. 

Various French documents also refer to cotehardies, though its use to categorize the fitted 

 
33 Maria Hayward, “Houppelande,” in The Encyclopaedia of Dress and Textiles in the British Isles c.450-1450 

ed. Gale R. Owen-Crocker, Elizabeth Coatsworth and Maria Hayward (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2012), 282. 

 
34 London, British Library, Harley MS 4431 fol. 3r can be viewed at 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f003r. 

 
35 Joan Evans, Dress in Medieval France (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1952), 53-54. 

 
36 Christine de Pizan, Le Livre des Livre des trois vertus: Edition critique, ed. Charity Cannon Willard and Eric 

Hicks (Paris: Champion, 1989), 159; Christine de Pizan, The Treasure of the City of Ladies, trans. Sarah 

Lawson. (London: Penguin, 1985), 116. 
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garment described above may be a modern, not medieval, practice. For example, a cotehardie 

belonging to Christine’s patron Queen Isabeau of Bavaria in 1388 is described in her 

accounts as “long and wide”.37 However, the term cotehardie is used in modern scholarship 

to differentiate the close-fitted style of outer gown from the houppelande’s loose, pleated 

style of outer gown. Precise terminology needs to be used to make accurate statements about 

different silhouettes of medieval fashion. Using art history and fashion methodologies 

correctly will allow for more in-depth examinations of  Christine’s manuscripts, emphasising 

the important function of fashion as a historical source.  

 

*** 

 

The first chapter will evaluate Christine de Pizan’s writing and advice on dress in the 

Trésor and her other works. Christine’s perspective on fashion will be used to understand her 

personal values as well the societal values and expectations medieval society placed on 

women. It will explore the ways clothing was used and valued by elite medieval women in 

their daily lives.  This will consider both the function of fashion in socially regulating women 

and its function as a tool for women’s agency.  

The second chapter will draw on the concepts explored in the first chapter. It will 

analyse the visual depictions of dress in Christine’s manuscripts to understand how Christine 

uses fashion's moral, social, and economic aspects to communicate her social identity. This 

will give a deeper understanding of fashion as a ‘social text’ and how medieval clothing can 

be ‘read’ to understand social information about the wearer. It will also add further depth to 

 
37 Robin Netherton, “Cotehardie,” in Encyclopaedia of Dress and Textiles, 150. 
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our understanding of Christine as an author, which illustrates the benefits of using visual 

sources and fashion history methodologies to understand historical sources.  

Together, the two chapters analyse both the written and visual evidence of women’s 

fashion in Christine’s text. Both the text of the Trésor and Harley MS 4431 were created by a 

woman for a woman. They contain information about female fashion from a women’s 

perspective. This information not only deepens our understanding of the material function 

fashion had in the lives of medieval elite women but also deepens our understanding of 

Christine as an author and woman. To borrow from Sarah Grace’s discussion of sumptuary 

law: “Fashion is theatrical: In order for “conspicuous consumption” to be a tool of social 

advancement, it requires an audience”.38 Christine’s advice on women’s dress in the Trésor 

gives insight into how fashion was codified in medieval society. Applying this code in an 

analysis of dress in her author portraits will facilitate a deeper understanding of Christine and 

the message she communicated through dress to her audience. Furthermore, it reveals 

information about the medieval societal values regarding women and the social frameworks 

medieval women navigated. This emphasises the value of applying fashion history 

methodologies to studies of women’s history to better understand women's experiences in the 

past. Clothing is ubiquitous in human history and deserves more attention due to its ability to 

testify to everyday life and practices. Fashion, driven as it is by ideological forces, can tell us 

a great deal about the social fabric of a culture. 

 

 

 

 
 

 
38 Sarah-Grace Heller, “Angevin-Sicilian Sumptuary Statutes of the 1290s: Fashion in the Thirteenth-Century 

Mediterranean,” Medieval Clothing and Textiles 11 (2015): 81. 
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Chapter 1 

Proto-feminist or pragmatist?: Christine’s advice on 
dress in the Trésor  

 

I am in black arrayed, 

With sorrowful face, and most simply clad;39 

This excerpt from Christine’s Rondeau III, one of a corpus of poems on widowhood she 

penned,40 reveals Christine’s consciousness of her apparel and appearance as a medieval 

woman. Christine’s preoccupation with dress makes her works a rich source for 

understanding fashion's role in medical women’s daily lives. Her advice on dress reveals that 

fashion had a social, economic, and moral function for Christine and her contemporaries. 

Nowhere is this more apparent than in The Treasure of the City of Ladies (Trésor), written in 

1405 following The Book of the City of Ladies (Cité). The latter serves as a defence of “all 

worthy ladies and valiant women”,41  the former as “sermons and lessons of wisdom” to 

“swell the number of citizens of virtue”.42  The Trésor was dedicated to the dauphine of 

 
39 Christine de Pizan, “Rondeau III. I am a Widow Lone,” trans. Charity Cannon Willard, in The Writings of 

Christine de Pizan, ed. Charity Cannon Willard (New York: Persea Books, 1994), 53; “Je suis vesve, seulute et 

noir vestue, / A triste vis simplement affulée; […]” Christine de Pizan, Oeuvres poétiques de Christine de Pizan, 

ed. Maurice Roy, vol.1 (Paris: Librairie de Firmin Didot et cie, 1886), 148. 

 
40 Angus J. Kennedy, “Intratextual Echoes of Christine de Pizan’s Rondeau LXII”, Cahiers de recherches 

médiévales et humanistes 25 (2013): 535;Charity Cannon Willard, “A Fifteenth-Century View of a Women’s 

Role in Medieval Society: Christine de Pizan’s Livre des Livre des trois vertus,” in The Role of Woman in the 

Middle Ages, ed. Rosemarie Thee Morewedge (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1975), 102. 

 
41 Christine de Pizan, The Book of the City of Ladies, trans. Rosalind Brown-Grant (London: Penguin, 1999), 11. 

 
42 Christine de Pizan, The Treasure of the City of Ladies, trans. Sarah Lawson (London: Penguin, 1985), 4. 
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France, Margaret of Burgundy, on her marriage “to prepare her for her future duties” as 

queen.43 Christine describes the Trésor in her dedication to the dauphine as “la doctrine et 

ensignment de bien et deument vivre aux princesses et generalment a toutes femmes”;44 while 

dedicated to Margaret, it is addressed to women of all classes. Of course, as a courtier, 

Christine speaks most accurately to elite women’s experiences. Christine’s practical 

deportment advice to medieval women in the Trésor punctuates the importance of dress in 

women’s lives. This makes fashion a vital element to study in order to understand medieval 

women’s experiences.  

Scholars such as Maureen Quilligan have pointed out the importance of the political 

context that led Christine to write the Trésor. Isabeau of Bavaria had undertaken the regency 

of France in 1402 after her husband’s illness. 1405, the year the Cité and the Trésor were 

published, was a tumultuous year in French politics for Isabeau. Her abrupt change of 

allegiance from the duke of Burgundy to the duke of Orléans was followed by a similarly 

abrupt loss of Isabeau’s enjoyment of good public opinion.45 Quilligan and Mathilde Laigle 

interpret the Trésor’s dedication to the dauphine as an indication that Christine is turning her 

hope from Isabeau to her successor.46 Considering this, Christine’s strictures on female 

conduct stem from a knowledge of the impact Isabeau’s comportment had on the realm’s 

 
43 Willard, “A Fifteenth-Century View,” 97-99; Roberta Krueger, “Christine’s Anxious Lessons: Gender, 

Morality, and Social Order from the Enseignmens to the Avision,” in Categories of Difference, ed. Marilynn 

Desmond (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press), 31; Laura Rinaldi Dufrense, “Christine de Pizan’s 

Treasure of the City of Ladies: A Study of Dress and Social Hierarchy,” Woman's Art Journal 16, no. 2 (1996): 

29. 

 
44 Christine de Pizan, Livre des trois vertus, 3. 

 
45 Maureen Quilligan, The Allegory of Female Authority: Christine de Pizan’s Cité des Dames (Ithaca; London: 

Cornell University Press, 1991), 246-47. 

 
46 Quilligan, Allegory of Female Authority, 248. 
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welfare. The Trésor’s themes of social order and preserving reputation, as will be explored in 

this chapter, therefore reflect Christine’s anxieties about the political situation of France.  

Rosalind Brown-Grant has emphasised the failure of many scholars to study 

Christine’s opus “in its own medieval terms.”47 Attention needs to be given to the nuance of 

how Christine represents and interacts with her contemporary context. Bella Mirabella, for 

example, has interpreted the Trésor as a “survival manual” for fifteenth-century women.48 In 

general, medieval conduct literature provided women with “written texts that systematize a 

society’s codes of behaviour and allow their literate readers to negotiate new sets of social 

possibilities” wherein “a woman’s nature is inherently capable of self-improvement”.49 This 

contrasts with traditional and more misogynistic medieval writers and how, according to the 

medieval “antifeminist tradition”,  they “imagined female nature as inherently abject and 

wayward”.50 Christine’s instruction in the Trésor can be read in this light, where a medieval 

woman’s use of dress can help her navigate medieval society successfully. The Trésor 

continued to circulate as an “important book for royal women of the fifteenth and sixteenth 

century”.51 This suggests that Christine’s advice resonated with the medieval female 

experience. That fashion had such a large role in her advice reflects the importance of fashion 

in medieval women’s daily lives. 

 
47 Rosalind Brown Grant, Christine de Pizan and the Moral Defence of Women: Reading beyond Gender 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999): 129-30. 

 
48 M. Bella Mirabella, “Feminist Self Fashioning: Christine de Pizan and the Treasure of the City of Ladies,” 

The European Journal of Women’s Studies 6 (1999): 9. 

 
49 Glenn D. Burger, Conduct Becoming: Good Wives and Husbands in the Later Middle Ages (University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2017), 4-5. 

 
50 Ibid., 4-5. 

 
51 Krueger, “Christine’s Anxious Lessons,” 34. 
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By the time Christine wrote the Trésor in 1405, medieval fashion had undergone huge 

changes in the preceding century. During the fourteenth century, the “Western fashion 

system”52 emerged, with rapidly changing styles and habits of consumption.53 This can be 

dated to between the 1330s and the 1360s, when written sources began to relate the “sudden 

appearance, all across Europe, of new silhouettes, for both men and women”.54 Earlier in the 

medieval era, clothing had been constructed by sewing together rectangles and triangles.55 By 

the fourteenth century more sophisticated methods were used, and “a number of methods of 

cutting and shaping clothing”56 – that involved wasting fabric – were in use. 57 By the time 

Christine wrote the Trésor in 1405, tailors were “cutting to fit”58 to achieve a shaped 

silhouette. An important innovation was the set-in sleeve, which created a tighter fit and more 

variations of styles so that sleeves could keep up with the fashions.59 An example is the fitted 

 
52 Wilson, Laurel Ann Wilson, “Common Threads: A Reappraisal of Medieval European Sumptuary Law,” The 

Medieval Globe 2, no. 2 (2016): 158-9.  

 
53 Ulinka Rublack, Dressing Up: Cultural Identity in Renaissance Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2011), 3. 

 
54 Emanuele Lugli, “Fashion’s Measure: Preaching, Chronicle-Writing, and the New Look of the 1340s,” 

Fashion Theory, 25:2 (2021): 158. 

 
55 Elisabeth Crowfoot, Frances Pritchard, and Kay Staniland, eds. Textiles and Clothing: Medieval Finds from 

Excavations in London (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2006), 177. 

 
56 Crowfoot, Pritchard, and Staniland, Textiles and Clothing, 177. 

 
57 Susan Crane, The Performance of Self: Ritual, Clothing, and Identity During the Hundred Years War 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 13. 

 
58 Ibid., 13. 

 
59 Jennifer C. Ward, English Noblewomen in the Later Middle Ages (London; New York: Longman, 1992), 79. 
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cotehardie Christine is depicted wearing in Harley MS 4431. In France in particular, as 

Christine notes in the Trésor, fashions “change from one year to the next”, causing clothing 

to become “more and more elaborate”.60 Trends in fashions changed much more rapidly than 

in previous centuries, and “major modifications of the essential silhouette took place every 

few decades.”61  Chroniclers attribute the new fashions to several reasons. Matteo Villani 

wrote that in the aftermath of the Black Death people were “‘finding in foreign clothes both 

unusual fashion and dishonest manners’ [trovando nei vestimenti strane e disusate fogge e 

disoneste maniere]”.62 Other sources ascribed the new cuts of clothing to merchants wishing 

to create profits from the expensive cloth they sold.63 Whatever the exact causes of the new 

fashions were, they spread through the courts of Europe. This is central to the social and 

economic considerations around clothing that Christine discusses in the Trésor, as will be 

outlined in this chapter.   

The social role of fashion: fashion as a vehicle for social regulation and 
expressing social identity in the Trésor 

 
Women’s dress in Christine’s era had significant social connotations. Christine is 

herself preoccupied with this in the Trésor. She writes on the social transgression of “the very 

extravagant head-dresses and gowns that some women wear”, as “[i]t is beyond doubt that in 

the old days duchesses dared not wear the gowns of queens, nor countesses those of 

 
60 Christine de Pizan, Treasure, 117. 

 
61 Rachel C. Gibbons, “The Queen as ‘social mannequin’: Consumerism and expenditure at the Court of Isabeau 

of Bavaria, 1393–1422,” Journal of Medieval History 26, no. 4, (2012): 373. 

 
62 Villani, Nuova Cronica 1:4 in Lugli, “Fashion’s Measure,” 160.  

 
63 Lugli, “Fashion’s Measure,” 159.  
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duchesses, nor ordinary ladies those of countesses, nor young women those of older ladies.”64 

Christine’s description of the faux pas committed by women who wear “oultrageux attours et 

abiz”65 (extravagant head-dresses and gowns) indicates fashion’s role in shaping social 

identity and maintaining social control in medieval society. Social identity is “the 

configuration of attributes and attitudes persons seek to and actually do communicate about 

themselves”.66 This can be conveyed by dress “through predominantly nondiscursive visual, 

tactile, and factory symbols”.67 For medieval clothing, this included cut and quality of cloth, 

as well as direct symbols such as heraldic devices. Fashion in medieval France is often 

associated with social control through sumptuary law. There were no recent substantive 

French sumptuary laws in Christine’s time, the last being passed in 1279 and 1294. Both laws 

assert that they were promulgated for the benefit of the realm.68 They notably “itemize rank 

and socio-economic categories with great specificity”.69 The 1294 law dictated the number of 

“robes” permitted for an individual to own; this number was dictated by rank and income. 

This was regardless of gender as the law stated that the rules applied “les femmes autant” 

 
64 Christine de Pizan, Treasure, 115; “[…] n'est pas doubte que par les belles anciennes coustumes les habis des 

roynes n'osassent prendre les ducheces, ne ceulx des ducheces les contesses, ne ceulx des contesses les simples 

dames, | ne ceulx des dames les damoyselles […]”; Christine de Pizan, Livre des trois vertus, 157. 

 
65 Christine de Pizan, Livre des trois vertus, 157. 

 
66 Fred Davis, Fashion, Culture, and Identity (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1992), 16. 

 
67 Ibid. 

 
68 Jean Dunbabin, The French in the Kingdom of Sicily, 1266–1305 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2011), 249, ProQuest Ebook Central. 

 
69 Wilson, “Common Threads,” 149-50. 
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(“the same for the women”) as for men.70 These laws codified the social “language” of 

clothing and defined the correct usage of costly textiles according to class.71 The fifteenth-

century accounts of a Parisian dressmaker, Colin Gourdon or ‘de Lormoye’ (his native 

region), provide an insight into whether the social conventions of clothing were practised in 

daily medieval life. These accounts span from 1423 to 1455 and show his patrons ranged 

from humble clerics to minor noblemen. They indicate that “Lormoye and his customers 

followed the social rules”.72 They confirm that in medieval society, fashion was a vehicle for 

“social distinction and regulation”.73 Christine clearly had an interest in upholding social 

order through clothing, as expressed in her nostalgia for “les belles anciennes coustumes”74 

(the good old customs). Furthermore, she is also aware of the ability for individuals to convey 

or subvert their social identity through their clothing. For Christine and her contemporaries, 

“fashion is important in the way it defines social class.”75 This was a symbiotic relationship. 

In the context of sumptuary laws, fashion was in many ways defined by social class in the 

eyes of medieval viewers.  

 
70 Jourdon, Decrusy and Isambert, eds., Recueil général des anciennes lois françaises, depuis l’an 420 jusqu’à 

la révolution de 1789, vol. 2: Philippe IV of France [sumptuary law of 1294] (Paris: Belin-le-Prieur 1821-23), 

697-700, cited in Sarah Grace Heller, Fashion in Medieval France (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2007), 136. 

 
71 Sarah-Grace Heller, “Limiting Yardage of Clothes: Sumptuary Legislation in Thirteenth Century France, 

Languedoc and Italy,” in Medieval Fabrications, 129-30. 

 
72 Anne H. van Buren, Illuminating Fashion: Dress in the Art of Medieval France and the Netherlands 1325-

1515 (London: Giles, 2011), 8-9. 

 
73 Dufresne, “A Study of Dress and Social Hierarchy,” 30. 

 
74 Christine de Pizan, Livre des trois vertus, 157. Translation my own.  

 
75 R. Barnhouse, The Book of the Knight of the Tower: Manners for Young Medieval Women (Palgrave 

Macmillan US, 2006), 117, ProQuest Ebook Central. 
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Christine’s strictures reflect the transgression of social order by the wealthy medieval 

French burghers, who mimicked the fashions of the aristocracy.76 She gives a specific 

anecdote: 

No one is satisfied with his social standing, but rather each one wants to look like a king. God 

sometimes punishes such pride severely, for He cannot tolerate it. Is this not truly a great extravagance 

that a Parisian tailor reported the other day? He had made a cotte hardie for an ordinary lady who lives 

in the province of Gâtinais. He had used five ells (according to the Paris measure) of wide Brussels 

cloth in making it. Three quarters of the train touched the ground, and the full sleeves reached to her 

feet, and God only knows how correspondingly large the head-dress is and how high the points are! It 

is actually an extremely ugly and unbecoming outfit, as anyone who really looks at it will agree.77 

Laura Dufrense remarks that “Christine's remarks on proper attire might simply reveal the 

biases of an older woman against current fashion”, though acknowledging that Christine also 

disapproved of how “[p]ride expands from extravagant dress.”78 However, portrayals of 

Christine in Harley MS 4431 and her other manuscripts, as will be discussed in the next 

chapter, are not biased against current fashions. In fact, it is striking how similar the outfit 

described above is to the double horned headdress and long sleeved cotehardie Christine is 

 
76 Rinaldi, “A Study of Dress and Social Hierarchy,” 30. 

 
77 Christine de Pizan, Treasure, 116-117; “Car a nul ne souffist son estat, ains vouldroit chascun ressembler un 

roy ; et sera fort que tel orgueil Dieau ne punisse quelque fois lorde-ment, car il ne le puet souffrir. Et n’est ce 

pas grant oultrage voirement et chose superflue ce que comptoir l’autre jour un taillandier de robes de Paris, que 

il avoir fait pour une simple dame qui demeure en Gastinoise une cote harder ou il a mis ·v· aulnes de drap a 

l’aune de Paris de drap de Bruisselles de la grant moison, et traine bien par terre trois quartiers, et aux manches a 

bombardes qui von jusques aux piéz? Mais Dieux scet se selon cest abit convient large attour et haultes cornes, 

qui rest en verité un tres lait abillement et qui messiet. N’est pas doubte que a qui cler y voit, le moyen est le 

blus bel et le plus plaisant.”; Christine de Pizan, Livre des trois vertus, 159.  

 
78 Dufresne, “A Woman of Excellent Character,” 106. 
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portrayed as wearing in her manuscripts. Furthermore, the sleeves of one of the Three Virtues 

in fol.290r of Harley MS 4431 reaches the ground.79 Along with her crown, this differentiates 

the Virtue’s celestial rank from the figure of Christine, whose sleeves are more moderate. 

This suggests that in the above passage, it is the class of the “simple dame”,80 rather than the 

fashion itself, that defines whether her outfit is “oultrageuse et superflue”.81 The consumption 

of “cinq aulnes de Paris”82 of “drap de Bruisselles de la grant moison”83 exemplifies the 

increased fabric yardage required for new styles. Ells or aulnes were a unit of measurement 

for cloth. The Paris ell was notably the most generous measurement at around 46 inches, 

compared to the English ell of 45 inches and the Flemish ell of 27 inches.84 This considerable 

yardage was required for both the close-fitting cotehardie, which required fabric wastage to 

create its tailored silhouette, and houppelande with its fabric-eating pleats.  Christine’s 

English contemporary, Thomas Hoccleve, in his Regiment of Princes (c.1411-1412 ) spoke 

with derision about this “new fashion” for “a disgusting and excessive waste of cloth”.85 

 
79 London, British Library, Harley MS 4431 fol. 290r can be viewed at 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f290r.  

 
80 Christine de Pizan, Livre des trois vertus, 159. 

 
81 Ibid. Wording of New Haven, Beinecke Library, MS. 427 used for clarity.  

 
82 Ibid. Wording of Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS. Fr D 5 used for clarity.  

 
83 Ibid.  

 
84 Elizabeth Coatsworth, “Ell,” in The Encyclopaedia of Dress and Textiles in the British Isles c.450-1450 ed. 

Gale R. Owen-Crocker, Elizabeth Coatsworth and Maria Hayward (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2012), 189; Lisa 

Monnas, “Some Medieval Colour Terms for Textiles,” Medieval Clothing and Textiles 10 (2014): 45. 

 
85 Thomas Hoccleve, “The Regiment of Princes,” trans. Louise Sylvester, in Medieval Dress and Textiles in 

Britain: A Sourcebook, ed. Louise Sylvester, Mark Chambers and Gale Owen-Crocker (Woodbridge: The 

Boydell Press, 2014), 171. 
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Notably, cotehardies were not subject to the 1350 ordinance of King John II, which regulated 

the cost dressmakers could charge for more traditional garments such as cotes and surcoats.86 

This would partially account for the extravagance of the Parian tailor and his client. This 

speaks to the fast-changing fashions of the era, which outstripped the sumptuary laws 

regulating them. Christine’s use of this anecdote is pointed. Through the design of this 

garment alone, she emphasises ideas of social class and modesty. Her discussion of dress is 

not merely skin deep.  

 There are many details of the simple dame’s dress in Christine’s anecdote that 

have social connotations. The provenance of the cloth is telling. The Low Countries were the 

“most important producers and exporters” of fine cloth such as woollen scarlets.87 

Furthermore, “a superior wool supplied from Brussels called ‘grant maison’” appears in 

Isabeau of Bavaria’s 1394–5 accounts.88 However, the Brussels cloth was less in demand by 

the fifteenth century compared to the “superior quality” of Italian and English wools.89 On 

the other hand, it was not prohibited by legal or social custom to commoners like the other 

fabrics – such as scarlet and silks – of Isabeau’s wardrobe would have been. Therefore it was 

accessible to those of the common class with the financial means to purchase it, even if their 

use of such fabrics was censured by aristocrats such as Christine. That this simple dame was 

using cloth similar to that used by royalty underlines the social transgression she committed 

 
 
86 van Buren, Illuminating Fashion, 3. 

 
87 John Munro, “Scarlet,” in The Encyclopaedia of Dress and Textiles, 479. 

 
88 Gibbons, “Queen as ‘social mannequin’,” 383. 

 
89 H. Van Werveke, “Industrial Growth in the Middle Ages: The Cloth Industry in Flanders,” The Economic 

History Review 6, no.3 (1954): 242. 
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in Christine’s eyes just as much as the extravagant cut of her dress did. She quite literally 

wished to dress like royalty, as Christine described, by wearing the same cloth used by the 

queen of France. Furthermore, the use of fine Brussels cloth by a provincial French woman 

indicates the patterns of international commerce produced by Western medieval society’s 

demand for textiles and the latest fashions despite moralists’ disapproval. Christine’s 

anecdote highlights several aspects of fashion. Christine’s disgust at how this simple dame 

transgresses her social class by dressing extravagantly highlights fashion's role in social 

regulation. On the other hand, eagerness of this simple dame to imitate the fashions of the 

aristocracy also emphasise that clothing had value: it provided social capital. Therefore, 

fashion’s use in both enforcing and transgressing social regulation emphasises its potent 

social power.  

Christine does not only concern herself in the Trésor on how it is in the interest of “good 

public order” 90 for women to wear clothing suited to their rank. She also emphasises how 

women can use the social rules of fashion to generate positive societal perceptions of 

themselves. This is done through conformity to those rules, as women’s manner of dress had 

moral connotations. She describes in her chapter addressed to women of rank: 

how you will keep from rebuke and from getting a bad name, to which point the matter of your 

clothing may be relevant, both in the extravagance or too high a cost and in the sort of fashions. In this 

connection let us suppose, for example, that a woman is of excellent character and without any bad 

deed or thought in her head: but no one will believe it, for she is seen wearing clothing above her 

station. Many bad judgements will be made against her, however good she may really be. It therefore 

behoves any woman who wants to preserve her good reputation to be modest and conservative in her 

clothing. Her garments should not be too tight nor the neckline too low, nor should she take up other 

 
90 Christine de Pizan, Treasure, 132. 
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unchaste fashions, nor new-fangled things, especially indecent ones.91 

This emphasises the moral and economic aspects of fashion as well as its social significance.  

Christine’s warning that “a woman is of excellent character and without any bad deed or 

thought in her head” would not be perceived as such without properly displaying these 

characteristics through dress again emphasises that the connotations of clothing were 

perceived as more than skin deep. That improper clothing could undermine moral behaviour 

and good character emphasises the importance of clothing to medieval women’s reputations. 

Christine was aware of the need to maintain a good reputation, having previously as a young 

widow of twenty-five experienced rumours “throughout the town” that she had lovers.92 This 

seems to have influenced her writing, as she often counselled women to guard their 

reputations. This theme can be seen in Autres ballades XLIII where she writes, “Dames 

d’onneur, gardez voz renommées”93 (Ladies of honour, protect your reputations). This shines 

a light on why Christine’s conduct advice in the Trésor was much more conservative than her 

extolment of often unconventional women in the Cité. Her advice to medieval women in the 

 
91 Christine de Pizan, Treasure, 132-133; “[…] comment vous garderes de blasme et de cheoir en diffame, 

ouquel point se puet encores touchier le fait de voz abis et abillemens, tant en l'oultrage du trop grant coust 

comme en la maniere des façons. En ceste maniere est il assavoir que poson que une femme soit de toute bonne 

voulenté et sans mausvais fait ne pensee de son corps, si ne le croira pas le mond puis que desordonee en abit on 

la verra, et seront faiz sur elle mains mauvais jugemens, quelque bonne que elle soit. Si apertient doncques a 

tout femme quiveult garder bonne renommee | que elle soit honneste et sans desguiseure en son abit et 

abillement, non trop estraincte ne trop grans coléz, ne autres façons malhonnestes, – ne trop grant trouverresse 

de choses nouvelles, par especial cousteuses et non honnestes.” Christine de Pizan, Livre des trois vertus, 178-

79. 

 
92 Christine de Pizan, Livre des trois vertus, 178-9; “Ne fut il pas dit de moy par toute la ville que j'amoie par 

amours?” Christine de Pizan, Livre de l’advision, 103. 

 
93 Christine de Pizan, Oeuvres poétiques, vol 1, 257.  
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above passage to maintain a modest appearance and “garder bonne renommee”94 (preserve 

her good reputation) through being “honneste et sans desguiseure en son abit et abillement”95 

(modest and conservative in her clothing) indicates how the Trésor can be seen as a survival 

manual. Her advice gives her female readership the tools to avoid the “evil and 

unpleasantness” of being “unjustifiably maligned” as she had been.96 To fulfil her social 

responsibilities and as part of her expected conduct within medieval society, a medieval 

woman needed to satisfy social conventions regarding dress.  

The moral fabric of society 

Christine’s advice is not singular. In the thirteenth century, Thomas Aquinas wrote 

that “outward apparel is an indication of man's estate; wherefore excess, deficiency, and 

mean therein, are referable to the virtue of truthfulness”.97 In particular of women’s dress, he 

states that “Now we ought to be guided by the measure in all things appertaining to us: for it 

is written: […] (1 Timothy 2:9) ‘Women … decent apparel, adorning themselves with 

modesty and sobriety.’ Consequently it would seem that sobriety regards not only the interior 

man, but also things appertaining to external apparel”.98 The relationship in medieval society 

made between internal morality, moral behaviour and external appearance as displayed 

 
94 Christine de Pizan, Livre des trois vertus, 179. 

 
95 Christine de Pizan, Livre des trois vertus, 179. 

 
96 Christine de Pizan, Vision, 99; “[…] mal et desplaisir […] diffamer sans cause […]”; Christine de Pizan, Livre 

de l’advision, 103. 

 
97 Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologica, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province (New York: Benziger 

Brothers, 1911-1925), II-II, q. 169, art. 1. 

 
98 Aquinas, Summa theologica, II-II, q. 149, art. 1. 
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through clothing is clear in both Aquinas and Christine’s texts. Aquinas was not the only 

medieval moralist to attack the moral deficiency of extravagant dress.99 Frequently the 

“lengths of trains, the necklines of dresses, and the height of hairdos” were criticised as signs 

of “pride and lust” by medieval moralists.100 This emphasises the importance that was placed 

on clothing and outwards appearance in medieval society, and how its symbolic significance 

was not trivial. The moral weight of clothing could not be ignored in medieval society.   

An example of medieval social and moral conventions regarding female dress can be 

found in an excerpt of Joan of Arc’s trial in 1431. In this excerpt, Joan was conscious of class 

and modesty in her apparel. This contrasts with the woman from Gâtinais whose dress 

Christine criticises in the Trésor. When outlining the type of female clothing she would be 

willing to replace her menswear with, Joan asks: 

Have made for me a long dress down to the ground, without a train, and give it to me to go to Mass, 

and then on returning I will take again the clothes I have now.... Give me clothing such as a daughter of 

a townsman would wear, that is a long houppelande, and I will take it and a woman's hood to go to hear 

Mass.101  

As Susan Crane points out, Joan probably picked a houppelande as it would offer modesty as 

“a particularly voluminous style”.102 Unlike the simple dame from Gâtinais, Joan requests 

that her dress should have no train and for it to be suitable to her social class. This rejection 

 
99 Crane, Performance of Self, 11; Barnhouse, Manners for Young Medieval Women, 118. 

 
100 Murielle Gaude-Ferragu, Queenship in Medieval France, 1300-1500, trans. Angela Krieger (New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 206), 161. 

 
101 Crane, The Performance of Self, 85-6. 
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of a train echoes moralists’ indictment of trains. Her request for a “chaperon de femme”103 

(woman’s hood or hat) also indicates modesty. Married or widowed women and women in 

religious orders were required by custom to cover their hair “as it represented her honour and 

virtue”.104 While Joan was unmarried and not required to cover her hair, her request for a 

head covering completes the modest image conjured by her described outfit. Joan’s outfit is 

in line with Christine’s advice in the Trésor for “virgins who are waiting for the state of 

marriage”105 that “[t]heir clothing should be well made, tasteful, tidy and clean, with no 

indecency. Their hair should be tidy and not dirty or straggling”.106 That Joan and those 

trying her are so preoccupied with her attire emphasises that clothing was no trivial matter.  

While Joan ultimately rejects female clothing, this gives a glimpse into the social and moral 

conventions of clothing for women.  

Though Christine is often moralising in tone when speaking about clothing in the 

Trésor, she is not opposed to fine clothing when appropriate. She relates in her Avision that 

on their presentation to her father’s patron King Charles V, Christine and her family were 

“wearing their richly ornamented Lombard clothing and headdresses customary for wives and 

children of rank.”107 She sees wearing clothing that is correct for a woman’s rank as a social 

 
103 Ibid. 

 
104 Desirée Koslin, “Wimple,” in Encyclopedia of Dress and Textiles, 630. 

 
105 Christine de Pizan, Treasure, 145. 

 
106 Christine de Pizan, Treasure, 145; “[…] leurs abiz et vesteures bien fais, joins et poliz – mais que 

deshonnesteté n'y ait – et nettement tenus; leurs cheveux bien ordennéz et non mie trianans par les joues, ne 

sales […]” Christine de Pizan, Livre des trois vertus, 195. 

 
107 Christine de Pizan, The Vision of Christine de Pizan, trans. Glenda McLeod and Charity Cannon Willard 

(Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2012), 92; “[…] atout leurs abis lombars, riches d'aournement et d'atour selon 

l'uisage des femmes et enfans d'estat.” Christine de Pizan, Le Livre de l’advision Cristine, ed. Christine Reno 

and Liliane Dulac (Paris: Campion, 2001), 96. 
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responsibility for both a medieval woman and her husband. In her Les Enseignments Moraux, 

she advises her son “[t]o the extent that you can, clothe your wife honorably and let her be 

next to you as the lady of the house, not a servant; make your household serve her”.108 For 

Christine, to be clothed honnestement (honourably) and according to station meant not 

dressing below one’s station as much as it meant not dressing above one’s station. A 

medieval woman’s mode of dress, in this context, was part of how she could construct her 

authority in her household and society. As a courtier, Christine would have been highly 

conscious of the importance of maintaining outward appearances. The “cultural prominence 

of luxury clothing […] had exceptional status even within luxury consumption” among the 

medieval elite.109 Displays of luxury dress – such as the one given by Christine’s family on 

their presentation to the king of France – provided the elite with “means of self-definition” as 

a “visible show of wealth and public status”.110 This emphasises how fashion was more than 

skin deep for Christine and her contemporaries. It was a symbol of morality and social status 

and as a source of a woman’s authority. This illustrates how fashion is an important source of 

information regarding societal ideologies and women’s experiences.  

 
 
108 Christine de Pizan, Debate of the Romance of the Rose, trans. David F. Hult (University of Chicago Press, 

2010), 44; “Selon ton pouoir vestz ta femme / Honnestement et si soit dame / De l’ostel après toy, non serve, / 

Fay que ta maignée la serve.” Christine de Pizan, Oeuvres poétiques de Christine de Pizan, ed. Maurice Roy, 

vol.3 (Paris: Librairie de Firmin Didot et cie, 1886), 41.  
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Fashion as social and economic capital  

Christine in her Avision expressed a consciousness of maintaining appearances 

through her clothing. Even after she became a widow and her family lost her husband’s 

income, Christine is careful to “promise you that from my external appearance and clothing 

the burden of my troubles was scarcely discernible among people. Rather under the gray fur 

cloak and scarlet surcoat that was infrequently refurbished but well preserved, I often 

shivered; and in the beautiful and well-appointed bed, I had many a bad night”.111 Her 

description of her clothing speaks to her rank as a courtier and as a widow of a “well-born” 

husband “of a noble Picardian family”.112 A fourteenth-century women’s surcot was an 

“ornate or richly decorated woman’s overgarment”, worn over the cote.113 Like the 

houppelande and cotehardie, it had a counterpart in men’s dress of the same name. To have a 

surcot made from escarlate (scarlet) was a status symbol. Scarlet was one of the most 

expensive and prized cloths of the medieval era, often dyed with expensive kermes, which 

was associated with rank.114 Notably, scarlet was one of the “luxurious French woollens” 

restricted by sumptuary law in Siena, one of the states in Christine’s native Italian 

 
111 Christine de Pizan, Vision, 98; “Si te prometz que a mes semblans et abis pou apparoit entre gens le faissel de 

mes anuys. Ains soubz mantel fourré de gris et soubz surcot d'escarlate, non pas souvent renouvellé mais bien 

gardé, avoie espesses fois de grans friçons, et en biau lit en bien ordonné de males nuis.” Christine de Pizan, 

Livre de l’advision, 103. 

 
112 Christine de Pizan, Vision, 93; “[…] bien né et de nobles parens de Picardie […]” Christine de Pizan, Livre 

de l’advision, 97. 

 
113 Mark Chambers, “Surcote/surcoat,” in Encyclopedia of Dress and Textiles, 566-67. 

 
114 Penelope Walton, “Appendix: the dyes,” in Textiles and Clothing: Medieval Finds from Excavations in 

London, ed. Elisabeth Crowfoot, Frances Pritchard, and Kay Staniland (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2006), 200; 

Munro, “Scarlet,” 477-81. 
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peninsula.115 Similarly, that her coat was lined with gris, “the blue-gray back of the red 

squirrel taken in the winter,”116 is indicative of her status. The use and cost of furs had been a 

cause of concern in sumptuary laws since the twelfth-century.117 It was seen as “a sign of 

wealth and as a means of expressing social rank”.118 Squirrel fur in particular was “popular 

with medieval royalty […] and with the élite.”119 However, that Christine’s expensive 

clothing was “bien gardé”120 (well preserved) corresponds with how Christine’s advice on 

apparel in the Trésor is practical as well as economic advice.  

In the Trésor, as mentioned earlier, Christine states that it is medieval French 

women’s wish to keep up with constantly changing vogues that is unsound economically. In 

contrast, she states that “[i]t seems to us the clothing of Italy especially and a few other places 

is more valuable as far as the cost is concerned, but although they may be of greater 

showiness and covered with pearls, gold, and precious stones, they do not really cost as 

much, for they last for a long time and can be handed on to someone else.”121 Indeed, the 

 
115 Heller, “Limiting Yardage,” 129. 
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118 Maria Hayward, “Fur,” in The Encyclopedia of Dress and Textiles, 221. 

 
119 Maria Hayward, “Squirrel fur,” in The Encyclopedia of Dress and Textiles, 542. 

 
120 Christine de Pizan, Livre de l’advision, 103. 

 
121 Christine de Pizan, Treasure, 117; “comme il nous semble, font plus a priser les abillemens d’Ytalie par 

especial, et d’aucuns aultres lieux, voir quant a la coustange: car quoy que ilz soyent de plus grant veue couvers 

de perles, d’or et de pierreries, si ne coustent ilz pas tant, car c’est chose qui dure, et se puet mettre de robe a 

autre.” Christine de Pizan, Livre des trois vertus, 159. 
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clothing of the elite was often transferred as gifts from patrons or distributed through wills.122 

This indicates the economic and social currency of clothing in a literal sense. When Christine 

notes in the Trésor that if those who dress beyond their means “end up in poverty and 

misfortune, no one should feel sorry for them, for many ruin and impoverish themselves 

through such excesses who would be comfortably off if they lived moderately,”123 she speaks 

from personal experience. Christine in her Avision reflects on the impoverishment her family 

was left in after her father’s death due to the “liberality of his habits”.124 Similarly, her 

husband’s good birth and virtues had “surpassed his wealth”.125 It is therefore unsurprising 

that she emphasises that husbands “must manage the care of their household.”126  

Accordingly, in the Trésor, she advises ladies of the landed class that they should 

“advise and counsel their husbands about their living expenses (that is, that they should not 

try to maintain a grander style of living than their income can support”.127  Like other conduct 

 
122 Françoise Piponnier and Perrine Mane, Dress in the Middle Ages, trans. Caroline Beamish (New Haven & 

London: Yale University Press, 1997), 33; Kathleen Ashley, “Material and Symbolic Gift Giving: Clothes in 

English and French Wills,” in Medieval Fabrications: Dress, Textiles, Clothwork, and Other Cultural 

Imaginings, ed. E. Jane Burns (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 142-144. 

 
123 Christine de Pizan, Treasure, 116; “Et se telz gens ont de la povreté par de cousté, et que mal leur en preigne, 

on ne les doit plaindre; car pluseurs se desertent et mettent a povreté par telz oultrages qui fussent bien aiséz, se 

amodereement voulsissent vivre.” Christine de Pizan, Livre des trois vertus, 158. 
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books, this emphasises what Glenn Burger describes as the “crucial role” a “good wife” 

played in “emerging late medieval/early modern heterosexuality whose foundation lies in the 

lay married estate and the household it established”.128 The social responsibility of both 

spouses is expressed through the provision and wearing of “clothing appropriate to their 

estate”.129 This emphasises Jane E. Burns’ assertion that “[c]onduct books reveal moral 

concerns about the production and consumption of fashionable clothes while also indicating 

that women's management of clothing and linens provided new opportunities for self-

definition.”130 Just as conduct manuals presented women as essential and valued bedrocks of 

the medieval household, clothing was an essential element in medieval women’s lives. 

Materially and symbolically, clothing maintained the image medieval women presented to 

society regarding social class and morality. Luxurious clothing provided social capital as well 

as an economic investment for a courtier.  

Luxury clothing as a source of impoverishment was a common anxiety in the 

medieval era. Hoccleve decries how men who wear extravagant clothing are left “penylees”, 

and “[f]or land, rente, or catel he may go light;/ The weighte of hem shal nat so moche peise/ 

as dooth his gowne.”131 It speaks to the importance of apparel and appearance in medieval 

courtly culture that extravagant clothing was the cause of economic concerns. This was 

certainly case in Charles VI’s court; the extravagance of the king and royal princes brought 
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the kingdom into bankruptcy by 1410.132 That Hoccleve observes that a man’s clothing could 

be perceived as more important than that a man’s estate in terms of social advancement 

speaks to the importance and power of clothing in social perception. That for a lower class 

man to “Usurpe swich a lordly apparaille”133 receives vehement disapproval from Hoccleve 

in his miroir indicates how regulation of clothing in medieval society was due to authorities’ 

social as well as economic anxieties.  

Christine’s advice regarding dress reveals her practical nature with regard to the social 

and economic realities of medieval courtly life. While she cautions against excess spending 

on luxurious clothing, she acknowledges that luxurious clothing can be an economic and 

social investment as displays of luxury could enhance a family’s standing in public. 

Christine’s advice is informed by her lived experiences as a courtier and reveals the 

pragmatism that guides her writing in the Trésor as opposed to the idealism exhibited in her 

Cité. In this analysis of fashion in her Trésor, clothing emerges a crucial element of courtly 

cultural practices and elite women’s experiences – one worth studying as a source of social 

information about medieval culture. 

Christine as a female perspective: a comparison to male authors’ views on 
female fashion  

 
Christine is not the only medieval writer to assert opinions on female fashion. French 

nobleman Geoffroy IV de la Tour Landry in 1372 professed similar sentiments to Christine in 

his Book of the Knight of the Tower, a conduct manual written for his daughters. Like 

Christine’s Trésor, his book enjoyed continued circulation after his death . This is evidenced 
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by William Caxton’s 1483 English translation of his text. As with the Trésor, this continued 

popularity suggests that his advice resonated with the medieval female experience. In it, 

Geoffrey advises his daughters to wear the established fashion of their own country, as 

wearing foreign or new fashions would cause them to be “moquée et rigoleé” (mocked and 

laughed at).134 This reveals that Geoffrey evidently felt the same social anxieties regarding 

reputation and its link to outwards appearance expressed by Christine in the Trésor. It is also 

evidence of the trend in late fourteenth-century and early fifteenth-century France for rapidly 

changing fashions due to the innovations in cut and construction outlined earlier. Those 

changes did not happen by themselves, and they indicate an anxiety among the elite to remain 

fashionable to maintain appearances. Geoffroy is similarly conscious of the importance of 

apparel and appearance in maintaining social identity. While scorning new fashions, Geoffrey 

instructs on the need for his daughters to “vestir sa bonne robe aux dimenches et aux festes’, 

pour honneur et amour de Dieu” (wear your good clothes on Sundays and feast days, for 

honour and love of God).135 This implies that fine clothing was needed to maintain external 

appearances for the elite, in this case as a show of outward piety. Propriety in clothing for 

elite women is again perceived not only as restraining excess finery, but also as wearing 

suitable finery to maintain their rank and image. This emphasises that fashion had a 

significant role in medieval women’s social lives.  

Assessing the differences between Christine’s opinions on clothing and those of male 

writers provides insight into how Christine’s opinions fit within wider medieval perceptions 

regarding women’s clothing. Geoffrey and Christine expressed many similar sentiments in 
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their works. However, a deviation in opinion can be seen in how Geoffrey’s indictment of the 

“vil pechié de luxure”136 (vile sin of luxury) centres on women who dressed in new fashions 

and horned headdresses.137 By the time Christine was writing decades later, these “grans 

cornes”138 (big horns) were an established mode. Christine, who advocated conservative 

clothing in the Trésor, distinctively always wears this double-horned headdress in 

manuscripts produced under her supervision. She pairs the headdress with a wimple, a type of 

veil that modestly covers the hair, neck and chest and was the “requisite headdress for a 

widow”.139 This indicates that by Christine’s time, horned headdresses were no longer a new 

fashion and therefore Christine saw them as appropriate and modest. As discussed earlier, she 

disapproved of the “haultes cornes” (high horns) of the simple dame from Gâtinais. In that 

case it was the social class of the wearer as well as the over-the-top height of the headdress 

that she disapproved of, not the headdress itself. However, strongly conservative moralists 

still disapproved of the hairstyle entirely. The English monk John Lydgate (c.1370-c.1451), 

writing in his ‘Dyte of Womenhis Hornys,” railed that they were “[a] thyng contrarye to 

ffemynynte” worn by “arche wyves”.140 His complete rejection of the horns and “cloth of gret 

dispence”141 (rich clothing) contrasts with Christine’s more pragmatic approach. Christine 
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acknowledges the importance of proper dress. Her advice to her female readers is on how to 

best use the conventions of dress to fulfil their social roles and responsibilities. It is what 

make’s Christine’s Trésor a distinctly female view on dress’s role in medieval female daily 

life. It is also a distinctly elite perspective, as exemplified by the similarities of sentiment she 

shared with Geoffrey de la Tour Landry. The difference in Christine’s and Lydgate’s 

opinions also reflect the difference in French and English fashion. Joan Evans has identified 

that there were distinct differences in styles between English and French women’s clothing of 

the period. In particular, French fashions were more luxurious and changed much more 

rapidly.142 These observations are supported by Christine’s own comments on French 

fashions' fast-changing and extravagant nature. Lydgate and Christine also operated in 

different spheres of society. Lydgate, a religious, excuses himself from giving “offence” to 

“Noble pryncessis”.143 Though he was patronised by Henry V for his poetry’s “potential 

usefulness in consolidating national unity”,144 he spent most of his life behind the walls of his 

monastery, Bury St Edmunds.145 In contrast, while not a princess herself, Christine was a 

courtier patronised by royalty and nobility at the time of writing the Trésor. She was, 

therefore, able to make observations and give advice drawn from her experiences residing at 

the courts of France and Burgundy. Her text considers the realities of princesses such as 

Margaret of Nevers and other medieval female readers to whom the Trésor is addressed. One 
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of those realities was dress's economic, moral, and social importance. For elite women, fine 

clothes were not just a luxury; they were a social responsibility. They are an integral part of 

elite women’s experiences in the period and should not be ignored in studies of medieval 

women.   

Dress in the Cité 

 
The Trésor, as the Cité’s sequel, shares more themes with the Cité than might be 

apparent at first glance. As noted earlier, the purpose of the Cité is to defend womankind 

from misogynistic attacks. There are two ways in which Christine does this that concerns 

women’s dress. First is her defence of women and womanly pursuits, such as spinning. 

Second is in her description of an ideal woman, which heavily references women’s 

responsibilities regarding clothing. 

Christine decries attacks on women’s contributions to society, including spinning, 

twice in the Cité. First, she condemns how “men have made a great deal of mileage out of 

mocking women because of a Latin proverb which says that ‘God made woman to weep, talk 

and spin’”.146 To this Lady Reason responds with regards to spinning:  

 

As for spinning, God made this into women’s natural domain, and it is an activity which is essential for 

serving Him and for the good of all rational beings. Without it, the world would be in a vile state. So 

it’s the height of wickedness to reproach women for something for which they should be thanked, 

honoured and praised.147 

 
146 Christine de Pizan, City of Ladies, 25-26; “[…] hommes me font un grant harnois d’un proverbe en latin que 

ilz tant reprochent aux femmes qui dit: ‘plourer, parler, filer mist Dieux en femme.’” Christine de Pizan, La città 

delle dame, ed. Patrizia Caraffi Earl Jeffrey Richards (Milano: Luni, 1997), 84. 

 
147 Christine de Pizan, City of Ladies, 28; “Quant est du filler, voirement a Dieu voulu que ce leur soit naturel, 

car c’est office necessarie au service divin et a l’ayde de toute creature raisonnable, sans lequel ouvrage les 
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Here Christine not only emphasises the necessary function of clothing, but its function in 

keeping public order. Her statement that “c’est office necessarie au service divin” (it is 

necessary for divine service) ties into her praise of Pamphile’s invention of silk:  “In order to 

serve and glorify God, silk is used to make all manner of robes and vestments worn by 

prelates during divine service. It is also used by emperors, kings and princes […]”.148 This 

emphasises how functioned on more than a decorative level. Fine clothing had a higher 

purpose; to display the rank of royalty and prelates and to emphasise the worship of God 

through religious vestments. The same sentiment was behind Geoffrey de la Tour Landry 

urgings to his daughters to wear their fine cloths to honour God. Christine also makes a 

similar statement later in her text that men criticise women for only providing humankind 

with spinning and children. Reason’s reply is telling: “Now can you understand the terrible 

ingratitude of those men who say such things? It’s as if they’re enjoying all the benefits 

without having any idea of where they come from or whom they should thank for them.”149  

 
offices du monde seroient maintenus en grant ordure. Si est grant mauvaistié de rendre en reproche aux femmes 

ce que leur doit tourner a tres grant gré, honneur et loz.” Christine de Pizan, La città delle dame, 91-92. 
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sont fais les nobles robes et paremens des prelas au divin office et aussi des empereurs et des roys et princes et 

mesmement au peuple d’aucaune terre qui n’use d’autres vestemens par ce qu’ilz n’ont nulles laines et ont 

foison vers.” Christine de Pizan, La città delle dame, 188.  

 
149 Christine de Pizan, City of Ladies, 70; “Or peus tu cognoistre la grant ingratitude de ceulz qui ce dient et ilz 
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Clothing and textiles feature heavily in Christine’s description of an ideal woman in 

the Cité. She outlines the qualities of “prudentes femmes” (“good wives”)150 derived from 

‘The Epistle of Solomon’ (Proverbs 31:10-31):  

 

[…] She looks for and acquires wool, in other words she sets her maid servants a worthy task to keep 

them gainfully employed and her household well stocked, and she herself lends a hand.  […] By her 

efforts, the house is protected against the cold and the snow and her servants’ clothing is lined. She 

dresses herself in silk and purple: that is, in integrity and splendour. Her husband too cuts an 

honourable figure when he is seated in the top ranks with the most venerable people in the land. She 

makes fine linen cloth, which she sells, and wraps herself in strength and glory. [...] Her husband’s fine 

appearance does her credit.151 

 

Most lines of this passage are of Christine’s own composition. She only draws inspiration 

from the original biblical passage, which does have many similar references to textiles. This 

passage emphasises the value of textile and clothing production – and, for Christine’s 

purposes, ergo the women involved in them. This applies to professional contexts as well as 

the domestic context described here as women were employed in textile trades. In fact, the 

gold-spinning and silk and yarn guilds were mainly comprised of women.152  

 
150 Christine de Pizan, La città delle dame, 198; Christine de Pizan, City of Ladies, 80.  

 
151 Christine de Pizan, City of Ladies, 80-81; “[...] Elle quiet et pourchace laines, c’est a entendre, ouvrages pour 

embesonger ses maignees en aucunes ouevres prouffitables, garnist son hostel et elle meismes met les mains a la 

besongne. [...] Sa maison par la pourveance est gardee de froidure er de neges, et ceulx qu’elle a a gouverner 

sont vestus de doubles robes. Elle fait pour soy robe de soye et de pourpre, d’onneur et de renommee. Et son 

mari est honoré quant il est assis des premiers avec les ancians de la terre. Elle fait toiles et linges deliez qu’elle 

vent, et sa vesteure est force et honneur, et pour ce, joye lui sera perpetuelle. [...] Le net aournement de son mary 

lui rent louange.” Christine de Pizan, La città, 200. 
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More importantly, this passage emphasises the key role clothing had in the social 

responsibilities of married a medieval woman in supplying her servants, herself and her 

husband with suitable clothing. Even the allegory an ideal woman, that “[e]lle fait pour soy 

robe de soye et de pourpre, d’onneur et de renommee”153 (she makes her robe of silk and 

purple, that is of honour and renown), emphasises the idea that clothing signifies inner 

qualities and social standing. This allegory is of Christine’s own creation. She combines to 

separate lines from the original passage to create it: Proverbs 30:22, which is “[s]he hath 

made for herself clothing of tapestry, fine linen, and purple is her covering”, and Proverbs 

30:25 , which is “[s]trength and beauty are her clothing, and she will laugh in the latter 

day”.154 Purple, according to Le blason des couleurs, “doibt porter par les roys et évesques, et 

non aultres”155 (must be worn by kings and bishops, and not others). This was also true for 

the original passage. However, Christine has substituted silk for linen, as linen no longer 

connotates high rank as it did in the biblical context. Christine is, of course, not 

recommending non-royals should wear purple or silk cloth, as that would transgress social 

customs regarding dress. In this allegory, she is using silk and purple’s association with 

royalty and prelates to emphasise the qualities of integrity and honour that the ideal woman 

should have which causes her husband to be honoré (honoured). In this allegory, Christine’s 

ideal woman has active agency in how she is perceived. A clear parallel can be drawn 

between it and Christine’s advice in the Trésor about how clothing was important to how 

women could preserve their renommee. The idea of appearance bringing honour is 

 
153 Christine de Pizan, La città delle dame, 200. Translation my own.  

 
154 “Stragulam vestem fecit sibi, byssus, et purpura indumentum eius […] Fortitudo et decor indumentum eius, 

et ridebit in die novissimo.” Swift Edgar and Angela M. Kinney, eds., The Vulgate Bible: Douay-rheims 

Translation, vol. 3 (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2011), 680-81. 
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incorporated in Christine’s description of how an ideal woman’s husband’s appearance brings 

her praise. This is another statement not present in Proverbs 31:10-31, which emphasises 

Christine’s own awareness of the social function of keeping up appearances in her 

contemporary medieval society. This passage in the Cité reiterates the central role clothing 

had in medieval women’s lives and the extent to which it was seen as their social 

responsibility. The power invested in the act of clothing oneself and one's household in this 

excerpt from the Cité compounds how fashion was a social force to be reckoned with.  

Christine’s advice in practice: using Isabeau of Bavaria as a case study  
 

Women’s dress was a common preoccupation of medieval writers due to the 

substantial role it played in women’s lives. Christine’s Trésor was one of several medieval 

miroirs written for French queens and princesses.156 Murielle Gaude-Ferragu has noted how 

“[c]lothing was notably the centre of their attention”.157 The emphasis Christine gives to 

suitably portraying rank and morality through clothing is also present in many of these 

miroirs. But was the advice of miroir authors get heeded by their noble and royal patrons? 

Since her Trésor was dedicated to a future queen of France, Christine’s patron Isabeau of 

Bavaria, queen of France, may be used as an example. Certainly, Isabeau was highly 

conscious of her clothing. Before the future queen’s wedding in 1385, her clothing was 

confiscated due to being “too plain and simple for French taste.”158 As a result, she received 

both more “extravagant garments”159 in a material sense and a lesson in what was expected of 

 
156 Gaude-Ferragu, Queenship in Medieval France, 161. 
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a French queen’s apparel in a symbolic sense. Isabeau’s accounts as queen of France attest to 

her subsequent attention to the “richness of her wardrobe”, which kept up with the latest 

trends.160 Isabeau was the first French queen to have separate accounts from her husband 

after Charles VI ordered in royal letters dated Abbeville, 25 May 1393 that Isabeau should 

“ait son argenterie à part et qu'elle ait pour elle et pour nos diz enfans et les siens dix mille 

francs d'or par an” (have her argenterie [household accounts] apart and that she have for 

herself and for our ten children and hers ten thousand gold francs per year).161 The argenterie 

accounted for all items ordered for Isabeau and her children’s household that was “not 

classed as everyday housekeeping”, similar to the Wardrobe accounts in England.162 Like 

Christine’s Trésor, Isabeau’s argenterie give an insight into the role of fashion in elite 

medieval women’s lives. Purchases of woollen cloth and luxury fabrics make up a large 

proportion of her expenditure.163 “Cutting-up of the above” expensive textiles and “Tailoring 

of garments” make up categories in the queen’s accounts.164 Rachel Gibbons states that the 

contents of these categories indicate that “[e]xtravagance in the choice of fabric was often 

balanced by simplicity in garment fashions”.165 This aligns with Christine’s advice to elite 

 
 
160 Gaude-Ferragu, Queenship in Medieval France,162. 

 
161 Argenterie de la reine, Paris, Archives nationales KK 41, fols. 2r  and 2v, in Marcel Thibault, Isabeau de 

Baviere, Reine de France: La Jeunesse (1370-1405) (Paris: Perrin et Cie Libraires-Editeurs, 1903), 254. 
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women in the Trésor regarding balancing displaying rank and displaying modesty in clothing. 

Furthermore, Isabeau’s expenditure on finery did not exceed that of the king.166 However, she 

was required to have “additional expenditure in entertainment, official gifts and the 

adornment of Isabeau herself and her courtiers” due to her role as regent on behalf of her 

husband, Charles VI.167 Clothing played a material role in her diplomacy. For example, her 

accounts attest that she sent “four black velvet hats lined with satin” in 1395 to Emperor 

Wenceslas.168 This indicates the important role of fashion in Isabeau’s maintenance of social 

and political responsibilities as queen and regent. It was not merely a penchant for finery that 

motivated Isabeau; it was seen as her responsibility to maintain the monarchy's image during 

the instability of the king’s illness and the Armagnac–Burgundian Civil War.  

Isabeau stood both socially and economically above other French women, and 

therefore the extent of her expenditure on clothing is not representative of the average French 

noblewoman. Neither does it wholly live up to the advice in the Trésor – a text notably 

missing from The Book of the Queen (Harley MS 4431) that Christine presented Isabeau with 

in c.1410-1414. However, it was “town-dwellers and women of rank in fine towns” who 

Christine admonished to “not be extravagant, either in the cost or in the fashions” of their 

garments.169 And Christine outlines that “it is quite right that each woman wear such clothing 

as indicates her husband’s and her rank”.170 Considering Isabeau’s husband was of the 

highest possible rank, her expenditure is not wholly contrary to Christine’s advice. 

 
166 Gaude-Ferragu, Queenship in Medieval France, 162. 

 
167 Gibbons, “Queen as ‘social mannequin’,” 392. 

 
168 Tracy Adams, The Life and Afterlife of Isabeau of Bavaria (John Hopkin University, 2010), 9. 
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Even criticisms of Isabeau’s extravagance in dress give insight into perceptions of 

medieval women’s dress in Christine’s contemporary society. As Tracy Adams has pointed 

out, the ‘black legend’ of Isabeau of Bavaria paints her as “a prototype of Marie-Antoinette”: 

a French queen whose self-indulgence and over-spending were at the expense of the French 

people.171 There is some contemporary criticism of the fashions of Isabeau’s court. Due to the 

highly factional political tensions of the Armagnac–Burgundian conflict, Isabeau was subject 

to criticism from pro-Burgundian writers.172 An example is Michel Pintoin, a monk 

commonly known as the Religieux de Saint-Denis (religious of Saint-Denis), in his chronicle 

of Isabeau’s husband Charles VI. Pintoin related a 1405 sermon of Jacques Legrand, a 

preacher patronised by Isabeau’s brother-in-law, the Duke of Orleans.173 Pintoin claimed that, 

in this sermon, Legrand said that “many people” in Paris criticised Isabeau and her court 

regarding the “dissoluteness of their clothing, of which the queen had been a principal 

instigator”.174 However, according to Rachel Gibbons, “even though a common weapon of 

the few surviving contemporary complaints is the subject of [Isabeau’s] personal expenditure, 

the queen's association with state finances is more likely to have been the root cause of 

dissatisfaction”.175 These political attacks on Isabeau contrast with Christine’s flattery in the 

 
 
171 Adams, Isabeau of Bavaria, 39. 
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Cité of the “noble queen of France, Isabeau of Bavaria, who, by the grace of God, is now 

reigning over us” and who has “neither a shred of cruelty or greed in her body nor a single 

evil trait, for she is full of kindness and benevolence towards her subjects.”176 What concerns 

a discussion of dress, however, is the moral weight Isabeau’s detractors give to the fashion of 

her court. In their eyes, the “dissolucionem eciam habituum”177 of Isabeau’s and her 

courtiers’ fashion indicated a moral failing that gave her detractors political fuel. As Christine 

had outlined in the Trésor, a woman’s apparel and outward appearance was indeed critical to 

her reputation.  It is undeniable that clothing had a key role in Isabeau’s life and afterlife, 

justifying the importance Christine placed on clothing and its conventions in the Trésor. The 

fact that fashion was so integral to the political and social manoeuvrings of Isabeau and her 

opponents also highlights why it is a crucial element to consider in the social and political 

history of women.  

Conclusion 

 
Christine and her writing give us an insight into medieval society from a woman’s 

perspective. Clothing could be an investment for elite women, which is nowhere more 

apparent than in Christine’s oeuvre. In medieval society, fashion had such social capital that 

it was subject to social regulation through sumptuary law and customs. In the Trésor, 

Christine’s advice highlights that clothing provided opportunities for medieval women to 

fabricate their social identity. While she warns against transgressing societal rules of female 

 
176 Christine de Pizan, Book of the City of Ladies, 195; “[…] la noble royne de France Ysabel de Baviere, a 

present par grace de Dieu regnant, en laquelle n’a raim de cruaulté, extorcion ne quelconques mal vice, mais 

tout bonne amour et benignité vers ses subgés.” Christine de Pizan, La città delle dame, 422. 
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dress, she also provides her readers with advice on capitalising on the moral and social 

connotations of clothing. This analysis has revealed Christine’s pragmatism and her keen 

awareness of the need to keep up appearances in medieval courtly culture. By recognizing 

medieval attitudes to women’s dress as a social responsibility, we gain a deeper 

understanding of the world Christine and her contemporaries interacted with, what societal 

expectations were placed on them, as well as how they exerted agency. Fashion was evidently 

not trivial to medieval women, and neither should it be trivialised by those studying their 

lives. Ultimately, Christine’s Trésor speaks to the ubiquitous role apparel had in medieval 

women’s lives and serves as a poignant reminder of fashion's symbolic and material power. 
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Chapter 2 

Self-fashioning: the role of fashion in Christine’s 
author portraits 

 
A visual analysis of the miniatures of London, British Library, Harley MS 4431 

shows that clothing is the most important visual signifier in its miniatures. Harley MS 4431, 

as the most complete collection of Christine de Pizan’s works, as well as one of the most 

lavishly illuminated, is an excellent source for visual representations of dress in Christine’s 

oeuvre. Clothing provides context to the social settings of each miniature and conveys 

meaning about the wearers. In particular, an examination of the author portraits of Christine 

in the manuscript show how she carefully crafts her identity and authority as an author. She 

and her painters create an iconographical programme throughout Harley MS 4431 in which 

attire can be read as a ‘social text’.  Christine’s works can have a great deal to tell us about 

medieval society from her perspective as a woman and an author. Using the visual sources in 

Christine’s manuscript will add to our understanding of the cultural significance of 

Christine’s opus. It will further illustrate that fashion has an important role in the 

interpretation of medieval culture as a valuable source of social information.  

Conducting a visual analysis of women’s dress in Christine's author portraits will 

entail analysing illuminations in Christine’s original manuscripts such as the Harley MS 4431 

using iconography, iconology and semiotics. These methods involve understanding the 

meanings conveyed by art, and how those meanings are produced.178 These will be used in 

conjunction with a contextual analysis, which places the art within its context to better 

understand its purpose and meaning.  This analysis will place depictions of women’s dress in 

Christine’s manuscripts within their early fifteenth-century medieval French context, which 

 
178 Anne D’Alleva, Methods and Theories of Art History, (London: Laurence King, 2005), 17. 
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informs the intention behind the manuscript’s illuminations. This will link existing 

scholarship that has established that medieval fashion was used “as a mark of visible wealth, 

social position or class status”179 to the scholarship that has established miniatures in 

Christine’s manuscripts as paratextual to her writing.180 Christine is acknowledged to have 

overseen the publication of her manuscripts, including the illumination.181 Key to this 

chapter’s approach will be how medievalists are now considering the extent to which visual 

images, like written texts, can be used to understand medieval culture.182 Marie Josephe Pinet 

and Charity Cannon Willard have emphasised with regard to Christine’s manuscripts, “the 

decorations must be considered with the text if the value of the production to her 

 
179 Margaret Rosenthal, “Cultures of Clothing in Later Medieval and Early Modern Europe,” Journal of 

Medieval and Early Modern Studies 39, no.3 (Fall 2009): 479, DOI 10.1215/10829636-2009-001 

 
180 These include Laura Rinaldi Dufresne, “A Woman of Excellent Character: A Case Study of Dress, 

Reputation and the Changing Costume of Christine de Pizan in the Fifteenth Century,” Dress 17, no.1 (1990): 

105-117; Sandra Hindman Christine de Pisan’s “Epistre Othéa”: Painting and Politics at the Court of Charles 

VI (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medeival Studies, 1986); Charlotte Cooper, “A Re-Assessment of Text-

Image Relationships in Christine De Pizan’s Didactic Works.” (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Oxford, 

2017); Taylor and Smith, Women and the Book. 
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contemporaries is to be understood”.183 This analysis will involve the concept of mimesis, 

which is a way of interpreting art. In art theory, one aspect of mimesis considers the way in 

which artists portray or re-represent the physical world in their art through imitation – 

imitation that is not always a direct copy, but often references the real world. This will be 

used to understand how the authors and artists of medieval works “perceive and represent 

their world”184 through their art. It is particularly important to understand how medieval art is 

representative of medieval society. As Anne van Buren has pointed out, readers of medieval 

manuscripts would have seen clothing as a “code, a collection of signs read by other members 

of society and exploited by artists”.185 They would have “recognised the extent to which the 

image corresponded to the world they know”, in which dress conveyed information about 

“identity, occupation, and moral character”.186  

Existing scholarship has not analysed the extent to which Christine uses dress in her 

illuminations to signify specific meanings to her readers. Analysing the ways in which 

Christine uses dress will be used to create a deeper understanding of Christine’s works and 

how she conveyed ideas to her readers through visual as well as written mediums. The aim is 

to understand the ways in which medieval women, as exemplified by Christine, used 

women’s dress to convey information to their peers and express their identity. This will 

illustrate fashion’s function as a rich historical source – both in this study of Christine and 

 
183 Charity Cannon Willard, “The Manuscript Tradition of the Livre des trois vertus and Christine de Pizan’s 
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more broadly in gender history. The first chapter established that medieval women could 

utilise dress to convey information about their social identity. This chapter aims to illustrate 

how Christine used fashion in this way in depictions of herself in her manuscripts to construct 

her identity as an author. In line with medieval social custom and sumptuary law which 

defined clothing as markers of identity, the personal and social identity of the women 

depicted in Harley MS 4431 is portrayed through their clothing. By examining these 

illuminations, the role dress had in medieval women’s perceptions of themselves can be 

better understood.  

Methodology  

Clothing is central to the way meaning is conveyed in Harley 4431. To understand 

how this is done, the limitations of using medieval manuscripts as fashion history sources 

will need to be understood. Furthermore, an understanding of medieval colour theory is 

needed. Harley 4431 is suited to an investigation of how Christine used dress to convey 

meaning as a manuscript closely supervised by herself. In her Prologue adreçant a la royne, 

fols. 3r and 3v of Harley MS 4431, Christine takes credit for the writing and illumination of 

the manuscript: “I therefore had it prepared, Madame, as soon as I knew I had to present it to 

you, so that I could completely finish the writing and illuminate it well […]”.187 This attests 

to Christine’s control over the execution of the manuscript. In fact, she copied the manuscript 

at least partially in her own hand.188 While she did not physically enluminer (illuminate) the 

 
187 “Si l'ay fait, ma dame, ordener/ Depuis que je sceus que assener/ Le devoye à vous, si que ay sceu/ Tout au 

mieulx, et le parfiner/ D'escripre et bien enluminer […]” Lori J. Walter, trans., “Christine de Pizan's Prologue 

adreçant a la royne: Translations into Modern French and English,” Edinburgh University Library, 2013, 

http://www.pizan.lib.ed.ac.uk/trans.html. 
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manuscript herself, this dedication suggests that she supervised those who did: the Master of 

the Cité des Dames and the Master of the Duke of Bedford.  

 The illuminations in Harley MS 4431 are an example of how artists in the early 

fifteenth century increasingly incorporated their observations of their world and surroundings 

into their art.189 In particular, the Cité des Dames Master “popularised a new mode of 

illustration”.190 The Cité des Dames Master illustrated the majority of the manuscript, and 

“[h]is style is characterized by well-proportioned figures rendered in bright primary colours 

with many realistic details”.191 His “realistic style” meant he could “evoke the interiors where 

the courtiers lived and the clothing and political emblems that they loved to wear”.192 The 

Cité des Dames Master specialised in European secular works, and “he and his shop typically 

dressed European protagonists, whether contemporary, allegorical or historical figures, in 

French fashions”.193 His illuminations not only accurately portrayed the clothing of his 

period, but also conveyed the same meaning through visual signifiers such as heraldry. This 

makes manuscripts he illuminated, such as Harley MS 4431, an excellent source for 

understanding early fifteenth clothing and its social context.  
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Joyce Kubisci has stated that the art of the period “can be a reliable indicator of 

contemporary clothing” as long as the limitations of art are acknowledged.194 One limitation 

is that detail was often omitted. For example, clothing seam lines were generally not 

included. Another limitation is that artists “altered contemporary dress for iconographic 

purposes”.195 However, as the iconography of clothing is what is important to this analysis, 

this is not necessarily a limitation. Kubisci has emphasised that a “dependable history of 

medieval dress can only be constructed when pictorial evidence is compared with 

archaeological material and written documents.”196 The important written documents in this 

case are Christine’s own texts, as they will inform the meaning that the miniatures in Harley 

MS 4431 convey. What concerns an exploration of how Christine utilises dress in depictions 

of herself and other women in her manuscripts is what the depicted clothing signifies to a 

medieval reader – especially a medieval female reader. Harley MS 4431 is a manuscript 

published by a woman for a female patron. While not illuminated by a woman – though 

Christine states she did employ a female illuminator called Anastasia for some of her 

manuscripts197 – the female context surrounding the production of Harley MS 4431 is 

significant. Christine composed the manuscript for Isabeau’s pleasure, and therefore the 

illumination was made for a woman’s interpretation.  

One of the ways in which meaning was conveyed through clothing in miniatures of 

Harley 4431 was through colour. In medieval society, clothing colours and colour 
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combinations had distinct meanings. The practice of heraldry in particular utilised these 

colour combinations. The “fullest explanation” of medieval heraldic colour theory appears in 

the contemporary Le blason des couleurs.198 This combined two treatises. One was from 

1436, written by a herald to King Alfonso V of Naples and Sicily. The other was a 1460 

treatise by an anonymous herald. Anne van Buren has asserted that while the treatises are 

composed late in the medieval period “the treatises are entirely traditional, and their 

interpretations conform to those in much earlier literary works.”199 Therefore, though they are 

composed after Harley MS 4431 was created, they can still be useful for interpreting clothing 

colour in the manuscript.  

Garment colour was an important consideration in medieval illumination. For 

example, marginal notations in manuscripts survive dictating the colour of garments in 

miniatures. Miniatures often had marginal notations that instructed the painter before painting 

or corrected the painter after they had completed the miniature. These notations could include 

advice on the colour of clothing. An example is Harley 1527 fol. 56, where the marginal 

notation instructed the illuminator to “Fetes a Jhesu robe blanche ici” (Give Jesus a white 

robe here).200 This evidence corroborates Christopher de Hamel’s existing assessment that 

medieval illuminators “evidently cared whether one part of a garment in a miniature was 

shown in one colour and another in a different colour. It must have been the range of colour 

which they wanted to show, conveying hierarchy by the breadth of the spectrum used.”201 

 
198 van Buren, Illuminating Fashion, 5. 
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Anne van Buren has cautioned against applying symbolic meaning to clothing colour 

in medieval manuscripts: “[d]espite the importance of color in society, at least for the high 

nobility, the colors in manuscripts are surprisingly limited. Except in the most luxurious 

books, such as the Très riches heurs (F.74076), the colors are often practically unmixed and 

number as few as three or four for an inexpensive book.”202 However, this does not apply to 

Harley MS 4431. While Christine’s earlier manuscripts that date from before 1402 contained 

minimal miniatures, her later manuscripts were lavishly and skilfully illustrated.  Christine 

was known to have worked with the miniaturists of Paris.203 In the early fifteenth century, 

illuminators from France and Flanders flocked to Paris, forming an “International School”.204 

Christine had access to this ‘International School’ and ergo to some of the best illuminators 

of her time. Harley MS 4431 in particular was magnificently illuminated, as suited the rank 

of its recipient. Christine described how she made sure it was finished “richement”205 

(richly). No expense seems to have been spared, and the Cité des Dames Master and Bedford 

Master who illuminated it were highly skilled. There are less likely to be limitations to the 

colours used. The only limitation to this analysis of the colours in the miniatures of Harley 

MS 4431 is the lack of chemical or analysis to determine whether the pigments have been 

degraded by age. A chemical analysis produces a better understanding of the pigments and 
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techniques used to produce the miniature.206 A spectroscopic analysis could alternatively be 

used. As no such chemical or spectroscopic analysis has yet been conducted, the conclusions 

based on my visual analysis of colour remain necessarily provisional 

Fortunately, medieval colour theory renders identification of precise colour tones 

unnecessary. For medieval people, colour intensity was the most important aspect of a colour 

as in “the economic, social and imaginary systems that derive from medieval color 

perceptions, priority was always given to intensity and luminosity over tone and hue”.207 This 

will be kept in mind when analysing the miniatures in Harley 4431. As noted in the previous 

chapter, Christine often describes the colour and material of her own clothing in her texts. As 

someone astutely aware of the societal meaning invoked by clothing, Christine likely would 

not have ignored the meaning conveyed through the colour of the clothing in her manuscript 

miniatures.  

Christine and her illuminators developed Christine’s persona through her author 

portraits. Clothing is the main signifier of her identity, as well as the identities of other 

figures in the miniatures of Harley 4431. Medieval illuminators paid particular attention to 

the clothing of the figures depicted. There were often detailed instructions on how figures 

should be dressed in written guides to illuminations. One example is Jean Lebegue’s 

fifteenth-century guide to illuminating Sallust’s Conspiracy of Catiline and His Jugurthan 

War. His instructions for a miniature of Catiline and the prostitute Sempronia, found in 

Oxford, Bodleian Library, D’Orville MS 141, fol. 43v, are that Catiline should wear a “short 

pourpoint with long dagged sleeves” and that Sempronia is to be depicted as a “loose woman 
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wearing a chaperon with a cornet in the front” and a “gown close to the body with sleeves 

dagged to the ground”.208 This is evidence that clothing was an important consideration in the 

composition of medieval miniatures and that it was used to characterise the figures depicted 

in them. The cut and colour of Christine’s clothing in her author portraits are important to 

how she builds her authorial image. The colour of Christine’s clothing in Harley MS 4431 

has often been remarked on by scholars as making her recognisable to her readers. While 

Christine is not depicted in one single colour combination of cote and cotehardie in all author 

portraits produced under her supervision, she does wear the same colour combination within 

each individual text. She also consistently wears the same cut of gown, a cotehardie, and the 

same double horned headdress in each author portrait. This cut of gown, as well as the 

constancy of colour combination of cote and cotehardie within each text, does indeed make 

Christine recognisable in her author portraits. Furthermore, the colour combinations she 

wears in each text are for iconographical reasons, as will be explored below. The difference 

in clothing colours can partially be attributed to the fact that each text within Harley MS 4431 

may have been separate volumes compiled together for Isabeau.209 While each text has its 

own iconographical programme, they may have been constructed separately and not as a 

whole. The programme of miniatures in Harley MS 4431 also drew from previous iterations 

of Christine’s manuscripts, which was a common practice. In particular, there are similarities 

to an earlier collection of her works that Christine compiled for Louis of Orléans.210 A close 

 
208 “[…] vestu d'ung pourpoint court ou robe court à longes manches decouspée [...] une gaillarde femme, ung 

chaperon la pate devant, une robe juste ou corps à manches decoupées jusques à terre […]” van Buren, 

Illuminating History, 18.  

 
209 For more on the composition of Harley MS 4431, see Sandra L. Hindman, “With Ink and Mortar: Christine 

De Pizan’s ‘Cité Des Dames’,” Feminist Studies 10, no. 3 (1984): 457–83.  

 
210 Deborah McGrady, “Benefactors and Authorship in Harley MS 4431,” 195. 
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visual analysis of different depictions of Christine within Harley MS 4431, paired with a 

comparison between these different depictions, will reveal the meaning and purpose of each 

depiction. 

Fashion in the frontispiece of Harley MS 4431  

 
The most closely studied miniature in Harley MS 4431 is the frontispiece, fol.3r.211 It 

belongs to a genre of miniatures called presentation miniatures and accompanies Christine’s 

Prologue adreçant a la royne. It is by no means the only presentation miniature in Harley 

MS. 4431 – the other will be revisited later – but is the most prominent. It is also certain that 

it was composed specifically for Harley MS 4431 and not intended for a separate volume. 

The frontispiece depicts Christine de Pizan presenting Harley MS 4431 to its patron, Isabeau 

of Bavaria. The singularity of a presentation miniature populated solely with women has 

given rise to interest in fol. 3r by scholars, Sandra Hindman’s analysis of the iconography of 

the miniature being the most in-depth. Joyce Coleman has explored how frontispieces, 

especially presentation miniatures, act as “visual metatexts” that offer “insight into the 

origins, value, intended audience and other social relationships implicit in the book itself.”212 

Coleman’s framework can be applied to the frontispiece of Harley MS 4431. The mis en 

abyme of presentation portraits, the depiction of the manuscript within the manuscript, creates 

a symbiotic relationship between the represented scene and reality. Painted before the actual 

presentation of the manuscript, the presentation miniature pre-empts and shapes the 

 
211 London, British Library, Harley MS 4431 fol. 3r can be viewed at 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f003r.  

 
212 Joyce Coleman, “The First Presentation Miniature in An English-Language Manuscript,” in The Social Life 

of Illumination, ed. Joyce Coleman, Mark Cruse and Kathryn A. Smith (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), 403. 
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symbolism of the gift-giving of the manuscript. The frontispiece of Harley MS 4431 draws 

on the social context of Isabeau and Christine’s patron-author relationship. It builds 

Christine’s authorial authority through visual signifiers of Isabeau and Christine’s social 

statuses. Notably, it subverts the presentation miniature tradition, and not only through its all-

female cast of figures. Harley MS 4431, as a compilation of Christine’s existing work rather 

than a work executed solely at the direction of the patron, emphasises Christine’s  authority 

as an author throughout the visual iconography of its miniatures.213 The fact that Harley 4431 

is a compilation of Christine’s existing work rather than a work executed solely at the 

direction of the patron, emphasises Christine’s authorial authority over that of her patron. 

This is shown throughout the iconography of the miniatures of Harley MS 4431, particularly 

through the inclusion of other presentation miniatures that depict Christine’s other patrons.214 

Clothing is one of the most important signifiers in all of these miniatures. This is particularly 

true in the frontispiece. It is the main signifier that informs the viewer of figures’ identities in 

the portraits. The heraldry emblazoned on the depicted furnishing textiles provides further 

visual signification. Sarah Hindman has already established that the miniature’s setting 

closely matches Isabeau of Bavaria’s accounts with regards to the room’s decorations, the 

presence of Isabeau’s pet dogs, and the number of Isabeau’s attendants.215 This is important 

to this analysis as it establishes that this presentation portrait by the Cité des dames Master is 

relatively realistic. The clothing worn by the women in the miniature is reflective of French 

court fashion. Therefore, the iconography of the clothing worn is similar to the real-life way 

in which women used clothing to convey meaning about their social identity in early 

 
213 For more on Christine’s patron relationship with Isabeau of Bavaria, see McGrady, “Benefactors and 

Authorship in Harley MS 4431.”  

 
215 Sarah Hindman, “The Iconography of Queen Isabeau de Bavière (1410-1415): An Essay in Method,” Gazette 

des Beaux-Arts série 6, t.102 (1983): 105-6. 

 



 

 

73 

fifteenth-century France. An examination of this presentation miniature can give insight not 

only into the meaning conveyed by Christine in her manuscript miniatures, but also into the 

role of clothing played in conveying social information in medieval society.  

The frontispiece conspicuously conveys Christine’s authority as an author. Christine 

herself is front and centre of the frontispiece, drawing attention to her figure and placing 

importance on her as an author. This is balanced by her subservient position as she presents 

her manuscript to the Queen. Both she and Isabeau occupy the foreground of the miniature, 

their skirt hems touching where they pool on the ground, visually linking patron and author. 

Christine wears a red cote and a blue cotehardie, a colour combination often associated with 

her and Harley MS 4431. Individually, the colours have significance – and not simply in 

terms of heraldry. As “Sicile” points out in his treatise, red was reserved for the nobility.216 

As noted previously, nobility wore red cloth dyed with kermes, the most expensive red fabric 

dye. Therefore the saturated red of Christine’s cote would have signified her aristocratic 

status to medieval eyes. Kermes was also used as a paint pigment, so could perhaps have been 

used in the illumination, though this is conjecture. Blue had strong associations with the 

Virgin Mary. This association gave blue a higher status in medieval society.217 Blue therefore 

signifies prestige. It notably figures in the heraldry of the King of France, the blue cloth with 

gold fleur de lis that can be seen in the background tapestries in fol. 3r. Christine’s blue 

cotehardie visually links her to these tapestries in Isabeau’s hôtel, perhaps therefore linking 

her to her royal patron. Worn together, blue and red signify a “désir de sçavoir” (desire to 

know), according to the 1460 treatise in Les blason des couleurs.218 This is fitting to her role 

 
216 Sicile, Le blason des couleurs en armes, livrées et devises, ed. Hyppolyte Cocheris (Paris: Chez Auguste 

Aubry, 1860), 80. 

 
217 Pastoureau, Blue, 52. 

 
218 Sicile, blason des couleurs, 81. Translation my own.  
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as scholar and author, and builds her authorial authority. She wears this colour combination 

in other portraits that stress her identity as a scholar. An example is fol. 261v, which is 

attributed to the Bedford Master, where she is depicted instructing her son. 219 It accompanies 

her text the Enseignemens que Cristine donne à son Filz. Both blue and red fabrics are 

depicted as being strongly dyed in fol. 3r, indicating their expense as it would require costly 

dyes and more dye baths in order to produce a strong colour that would last longer. 

Therefore, the bright primary colours the Cité des Dames Master depicts Christine wearing 

emphasise her status. 

 Clothing conventions in medieval society make it plausible to theorise that her cote 

and cotehardie are presumably made in wool. It was the most common fibre worn, though 

there were varying qualities of cloth. Linen was typically used for inner garments or linings. 

The type of silk that was used as the fashion fabric for outer garments was often patterned, 

not plain like Christine’s dress, and reserved for royalty or upper nobility. Wool was 

considered to be a “less showy, less sinful” material.220 Therefore wearing a wool garment 

would befit Christine’s ideas of dressing modestly and not above social class.  However, her 

cotehardie is fully lined in white, as the turned-up folds of her hem show. The inclusion of 

this hem detail would have been deliberate, as often the lining of dress hems are not visible in 

Harley MS 4431. For example, there is no lining visible on hems of the four dames 

d’honneur to Christine’s right. This lining could perhaps be a plain silk tartaryn or taffeta. 

They were often used as lining for wool garments.221 Sarah-Grace Heller points out that 

 
 
219 Harley MS 4431 fol. 26v can be viewed at 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f261v.  

 
220 Heller, “Limiting Yardage,” 129. 

 
221 Crowfoot, Pritchard and Staniland, Textiles and Clothing, 93. 
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“plain taffeta-weave cendal” was seen as less ostentatious as other silks, using it as an 

example of “keeping up appearances” without going “too far”.222 This fits into Christine’s 

own ideas about suitable and modest displays of wealth and status. The 1397 inventory of 

Thomas, Duke of Gloucester, included a “longe goune de blu drap de leyne linez de blanc 

tartryn” (long blue gown lined with white tartaryn).223 This similarity to Christine’s gown is 

striking. Whether lined in silk or less expensive linen, fully lining a garment with such a long 

skirt and long sleeves would have cost more, and therefore emphasises Christine’s social 

status. Each detail of the cut and colour of her ensemble establishes her social identity to the 

manuscript’s reader.  

The clothing of each figure in fol. 3r conveys social information. The realism of the 

presentation portrait establishes Christine’s intimacy with her royal patron’s court. The 

depicted luxury imbues her manuscript, and ergo her writing, with value. When her outfit is 

contrasted with the outfits of the queen and her ladies, Christine wears the simplest outfit. 

The modesty of her clothing in comparison emphasises their higher social rank. The fact that 

she is the sole figure wearing a cotehardie distinguishes her from the queen and her ladies. 

They all wear opulent houppelandes that have full pleats belted at the waist and generous 

trains, signifying their ability to purchase the necessary yardage. Isabeau and the lady in 

green both have longer hanging sleeves than Christine, and both are lined with fur. The 

decorations of each of the figure’s dresses indicate their rank. The six ladies probably signify 

 
 
222 Heller, “Limiting Yardage,” 130.  

 
223 Viscount Dillon and W. H. St. John Hope, “Inventory of the Goods and Chattels belonging to Thomas, Duke 

of Gloucester, and Seized in his Castle at Pleshy, Co. Essex, 21 Richard II. (1397); with their Values, as shown 

in the Escheator’s Accounts,” Archaeological Journal 54, no.1 (1897): 304. 
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the six dames de la Reine, with two behind Christine the queen’s dames d’honneur.224 The 

four ladies on the right have plain gowns, without the embroidery on the gowns of Isabeau 

and the dames d’honneur. Isabeau’s status is elevated by her ermine trim, which was reserved 

to be worn only by royalty. Her dress conforms to her accounts, which described several 

vermillion houppelandes embroidered with flowers.225 Scarlet, in particular, was Isabeau’s 

favourite colour, and it was one of the three colours that made up the “court palette” in both 

her and Charles VI’s wardrobe accounts: scarlet, black and green.226 The green dress of one 

of the dames a la Reine, Isabeau’s own green and yellow belt, and that of one of her dames 

d’honneur perhaps reference her motto, Espérance (hope). She and her court were known to 

wear green in reference to this motto.227 Green and yellow in particular symbolised 

“espérence de jouyr” (hope of [eternal] joy).228 Even if the Cité des dames Master did not 

know of the symbolism of the green clothing, his inclusion could perhaps reflect descriptions 

of Isabeau’s clothing given by Christine. Each detail of the clothing in fol.3r conveys 

meaning to the viewer. Not only is the identity and rank of each figure clear from her 

clothing, but Christine and her manuscript are imbued with value through the luxury. The 

obvious pre-eminence of the queen does not diminish Christine’s stature. Instead, it adds 

prestige to Christine and her manuscript by emphasising the royal status of her patron.  

Clothing was not the only aspect of the depicted women’s fashionable appearance that 

signified their social status. Every aspect of a medieval noblewoman’s appearance conveyed 

 
224 Hindman, “The Iconography of Isabeau de Bavière,” 107. 

 
225 Ibid., 105. 

 
226 Gibbons, “Queen as ‘social mannequin’,” 384. 

 
227 Hindman, “Iconography of Isabeau de Bavière,” 106. 

 
228 Sicile, Le blason des couleurs, 83. Translation my own.  
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information about social class as well as her morality, as established in the previous chapter. 

The appearance of the aristocratic French women in fol.3r aligns with medieval beauty 

standards. This is as “[b]y the early fifteenth century, the ideal aristocratic beauty was blonde, 

with thin, dark, arched eyebrows and a white, wide, high, wrinkle-free, somewhat bulging 

forehead.”229 Hairlessness as a signifier of courtly beauty was seen as more than skin deep. 

Body hair was seen as “mannish, infertile, cantankerous, and sexually aggressive”.230 This led 

to social pressure on aristocratic women to remove body hair and pluck their eyebrows and 

foreheads. Hair removal was seen as signifying aristocratic women’s chastity. Therefore, it 

was imperative for aristocratic women to remove it as in medieval eyes “lower-class women 

were hairier than aristocratic ones and far less sexually controlled.”231 Accordingly, all the 

women in fol.3r have ideal aristocratic features. All women have pale skin, in contrast to the 

darker skin of the male courtiers depicted in Harley MS 4431, fol. 58v.232 

 Isabeau, her two dames d’honneur, and two of her dames de la Reine sport another 

signifier of aristocratic beauty: blonde hair. Christine herself asserted in the Trésor that “there 

is nothing in the world lovelier on a woman’s head than beautiful blond hair. St Paul had the 

very same view when he said that hair is the glory of women.”233 Their blonde hair is pulled 

 
229 John Block Friedman, “Eyebrows, Hairlines, and “Hairs Less in Sight”: Female Depilation in Late Medieval 

Europe,” Medieval Clothing and Textiles 14 (2018): 92. 

 
230 Ibid., 101. 

 
231 Ibid., 97. 

 
232 London, British Library, Harley MS 4431 fol. 58v can be viewed at 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f058v.   

 
233 Christine de Pizan, Treasure, 117; “[…] car il n'est ou monde plus gracieux attours a femme que beaulx 

chevaulx blons. Et ce meismes tesmoigne assez meismement saint Pol, qui dit que cheveaux est le parement les 

femmes.”; Christine de Pizan, Livre des trois vertus, 160. 
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up to expose their high foreheads, and topped with the fashionable headdress called a 

bourrelet. The queen’s accounts show that her hatter, Jehan Marteau, created several 

bourrelets in different coloured silks such as a “bourrelet de fine soye vermielle” and “iij 

bourelez de soye noir pour ladite dame: un blanc, un vert, et un noir”.234 This padded 

headdress was often decorated. The queen’s bourrelet in fol.3r appears to be decorated with 

dried wildflowers.235 Christine and the other two ladies have their hair modestly but 

fashionably concealed under the double horned headdress described in the previous chapter. 

These would have been made in plain linen, and therefore are less expensive than a decorated 

silk bourrelet such as the one worn by the queen. Christine’s fitted cotehardie and linen 

headdress, both un-embroidered, emphasise her modesty, and emphasise the higher social 

rank of Isabeau of Bavaria and her ladies. She is still every inch a courtier, with the same pale 

skin, arched eyebrows, and high forehead as the other ladies. Her richly dyed fabrics also 

signify her rank, and she may even be wearing silk in the form of her cotehardie lining. The 

cut and colour of her dress manage to simultaneously emphasise both her modesty and her 

exact social position within Isabeau’s court. Her attire contrasts with the royal magnificence 

of Isabeau’s clothing as an acknowledgement of her royal patroness’ superior rank. As an 

author portrait, the frontispiece conveys social and personal information about Christine to 

her reader through visual signifiers. By conforming to conventions of courtly beauty and 

attire, this portrait of Christine signals her inner virtues. As a presentation miniature, it adds 

to her prestige by emphasising her patron’s eminence and situating Christine as a courtier and 

respected author.  

 
234 “[…] a round burlet of fine crimson silk […]” and “[…] 3 burlets of black silk for the said lady: one white, 

one green and one black […]”; Paris, Archives nationales, KK42, fol. 108v cited in van Buren, Illuminating 

History, 296-97. 

 
235 Hindman, “Iconography,” 105. 
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A comparison of Christine’s clothing in different presentation portraits 

 
Christine uses presentation miniatures throughout Harley 4431 to convey her social 

identity and build her authorial authority. Each fits into an iconographical programme that 

complements the contents of the text it illustrates. An examination each of them will reveal 

the way clothing was read as a ‘social text’ that conveyed the social identity of the wearer in 

medieval society. Apart from fol. 3r, there are two other presentation miniatures in Harley 

4431: fol. 95r which accompanies L’Épître Othéa, and fol. 178r which accompanies Le Livre 

du chemin de long estude.236 By including these presentation miniatures, Christine maintains 

her links with the royal courts of France, emphasising her prestigious career as an author. 

Conspicuously, in all three presentation miniatures, the hem of her dress touches that of her 

patron, visually linking her to her patrons. Both fol. 95r  and fol. 178r are also painted by the 

Cité des dames Master, but vary from the iconography of fol. 3r. One striking difference 

between these presentation miniatures to fol. 3r is that, in the presentation portraits to her 

male patrons, Christine is no longer centred in the miniatures. She furthermore wears more 

subdued colours of cotehardie and cote. While the cut of her outfit and her white linen 

horned headdress are consistent with fol.3r, in fol. 95r, Christine wears black, while in fol. 

178r, she wears a blue cote and grey cotehardie. Both colour palettes align with the 

iconographical programme in each text, L’Épître Othéa and Le Livre du chemin de long 

estude. Fol. 95r takes clear inspiration taken from Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, 

MS français 848, fol 1r, the presentation miniature in the earliest copy of the text. 237 The 

 
236 London, British Library, Harley MS 4431 fols. 95r  and 178r  be viewed at 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f095r and 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f178r.  

 
237 Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS français 848 fol. 1r can be viewed at 

https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b105092969/f9.item.  
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original version of the presentation miniature is a simple line drawing in comparison to the 

richly illuminated version in Harley MS 4431. Harley MS 4431 fol. 95r draws from the 

composition of MS français 848 fol.1r, where Louis of Orléans sits under a canopy of fleur de 

lis with three attendants. The composition of fol. 95r is balanced due to the removal of one of 

the attendants from the gathering behind Louis, where he is placed in MS français 848 fol.1r. 

In fol. 95r he is instead placed in the background between Louis and Christine, who occupy 

the foreground. The clothing of the figures in fol. 95r is updated from that in MS français 848, 

fol. 1r. Christine’s outfit is similar, but her wimple is more fitted, her skirts less full, the 

points of her headdress are higher and the loop of her fillet (the band that helps keep the 

headdress attached to the head) is visible. In fol. 95r, Louis’ houppelande, and that of his 

attendants, have fuller pleats, and their hats are more ornate. Christine does not occupy the 

centre of the miniature, though this is partially due to the reduced size of the miniature. Her 

plain black cotehardie contrasts with Louis’ blue houppelande, which is embroidered with 

gold heraldic devices. But the eye is still visually drawn to Christine and her manuscript, 

highlighted by the background figure pointing to the book. Furthermore, her presence as the 

lone female figure in the miniature highlights her unique status as a woman writer. As 

mentioned previously, Christine herself admitted that her reputation was owed partially to 

people’s interest in the novelty of a female writer.238  

Importantly, L’Épître Othéa was one of Christine’s first long-form prose works, 

compared to her earlier courtly poetry. This presentation miniature represents a formative 

moment in Christine’s career. She is depicted in a way that echoes Rondeau III, where she 

describes herself as a widow modestly clad in black. The vibrant blue and red Christine wears 

 
 
238 Christine de Pizan, Livre de l’advision, 113. 
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in other miniatures were reserved for the nobility, but the black she wears in this miniature 

was not prohibited by sumptuary law to lower classes. It was not a colour without aristocratic 

associations, however, as during Christine’s tenure in the French court black was all the rage 

among princely courts. The cost of oak gall, the only medieval dye that produced the 

saturated black favoured in princely courts would have placed the type of ensemble worn by 

Christine in this miniature out of the financial reach of poorer stratas of medieval society.239 

The 1430 treatise in Le blason des couleurs describes the merits of black clothing: 

Even though the color black seems sad, it is of high standing and great virtue. That is why the 

merchants and rich bourgeois, men as well as women, are dressed and adorned in it… Black is not 

more base nor scorned than the other beautiful colors that dyers make in their ovens and boilers. One 

sometimes even finds black fabrics of a price equal to that of precious scarlets… And even though 

black may only be prized only for its use in funerals, that would be enough to put it in the ranks for 

honor among the colors, because the mourning of princes and high ladies is done in black.240 

Christine’s black cote and cotehardie simultaneously indicate that she is a widow, that she is 

modest, and that she is a courtier. In the context of the presentation miniature, where attention 

is placed on her manuscript, her authority as an author is bolstered through this author 

portrait.  

 
239 For more on black in medieval clothing see Michele Pastoureau, Black: the History of a Color (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2009), 77-111. 

 
240 Pastoureau, Black, 100; “Néanmoins que la noire couleur soit et apparoisse triste, si est-elle de grant dignité 

et estat, et en signe de ce, gros bourgeoys et marchans, hommes et femmes, en sont richement vestuz et parez. 

Le noir se monstre plus degecté et de vil pris en couleurs qui sont faictes sur le feu ès chauldières et fournaises 

des taincturiers, en draps, soyes et velours. Pourtant elles ne sont à despriser, et trouve on souvent les fins noirs 

d’aussi grant pris que peult estre l’escarlate. […] Quant le noir ne seroit honnoré fors seullement à cause qu’il 

est usité ès triomphes funéraulx et lamentables, si esse assez pour l’apprécier et lamentables, si esse assez pour 

l’apprécier et en renc d’honneur mettre. Le deuil des grans princes et dames en est mené et faict; l’office des 

trespassez en est assorty.”; Sicile, Le blason des couleurs, 44-45. 
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Christine’s black outfit in fol. 95r contrasts with fol. 58v of Harley MS 4431, which 

also depicts Christine and Louis of Orléans.241 In this miniature by the Bedford Master that 

accompanies Le livre du débat des deux amans, Christine wears the same red and blue 

ensemble that she wears in fol. 3r. She wears the same outfit in fol.71v and fol.81r.242 The 

former accompanies the text Le Livre des trois jugements and depicts her presenting three 

pairs of lovers to Jean de Werchin, Seneschal of Hainault; the latter accompanies the Livre de 

Poissy and depicts Christine journeying to Poissy with a group  of her fellow courtiers. Both 

miniatures are attributed to the Cité des dames Master. All three of these texts are grouped 

together and iconographically linked by their similar depictions of Christine in courtly 

contexts, clad in red and blue. They belong to a series of love debate poems she wrote 

between 1400 and 1403. Their genre is different to L’Épître Othéa. Therefore, it is fitting that 

Christine’s outfit and iconographical programme is different in fol. 95r. Her different outfits 

help the reader to situate the genre of the text each miniature accompanies.  

An analysis of the third presentation miniature in Harley MS 4431, fol. 178r, further 

highlights how Christine’s outfits fit into carefully crafted iconographical programmes within 

each individual text in Harley MS 4431. It accompanies Livre du chemin de long estude 

(Chemin), a text with heavier themes of philosophy and politics. In this text, Christine 

narrates a dream allegory guided by the Cumaean sibyl that reflects on the characteristics 

needed by the ruler of France. As a text directed to Charles VI during times of civil strife in 

France, it has a pointed message. This presentation miniature has both iconological 

consistencies and deviations when compared to the other presentation miniatures in Harley 

 
241 London, British Library, Harley MS 4431 fol. 58v can be viewed at 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f058v.  

 
242 London, British Library, Harley MS 4431 fols. 71v and 81r can be viewed at 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f071v and 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f081r.  
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MS 4431. The social status of all present can immediately be distinguished by their dress, 

from Charles VI’s crown and ermine trim to his courtiers’ coloured houppelandes. The fleur 

dis lis canopy once again highlight’s Christine royal patronage and her importance in the 

royal courts of France. Christine herself is in a blue cote and grey cotehardie. The heraldic 

meaning of this colour combination, taken from Les blason couleurs, is “venir de povreté et 

richesse ou de richesse en povreté; aussi esse seicheresse de trop sçavoir” (to come from 

poverty to wealth or from wealth to poverty; also the dryness of knowing too much).243 

Seicheresse or “dryness” in this case most likely references the humours. Christine herself 

describes seicheresse as one of the primary qualities of the human body.244 Classical and 

medieval belief held that humours influenced human temperament.245 Seicheresse in this case 

perhaps references how those with melancholic (cold and dry) temperaments were thought to 

be, as stated in Aristotle Problems XXX.1,  “outstanding in philosophy, statesmanship, 

poetry or the arts”.246 Therefore, Christine’s blue and grey outfit fits with the theme of the 

Chemin. It also corresponds with the rise and fall of Christine’s fortunes throughout her life, 

which she often attributes with the Wheel of Fortune – which is depicted in Harley MS 4431, 

fol. 129r – as well as the rise and fall of France’s own fortunes in the early fifteenth century. 

Christine wears the grey cotehardie throughout the miniatures in the Chemin, though her cote 

is changed to a red colour – a red less saturated than the red of her cote in fol 3r. Her cote is 

 
243 Sicile, Le blason des couleurs, 88. Translation my own.  

 
244 Christine de Pizan,  Le Livre du Corps de Policie, ed. Robert H. Lucas (Geneva: Librairie Droz, 1967), 77. 

 
245 For further information on the humour theory of temperament, refer to Robert M. Steluack and Asgtasios 

Stalkas. “Galen and the humour theory of temperament,” Personality and Individual Differences 12, no. 3 

(1991): 255-263. 

 
246 Aristotle, Problems, vol. 2, trans. W. S. Hett (London: William Heinemann, 1957), 154. 
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perhaps incarnate or incarnal, which is described in Le blason des couleurs as red mixed with 

white, worn mainly by “courtisiens et gens qui usent de la plume” (courtiers and people who 

use the pen).247 If this is the correct colour, it is very fitting for Christine as both a courtier 

and author. Both colour combinations validate her identity as an author, bolstering her 

authority.  

The reason for the muted tones Christine wears in the Chemin becomes obvious when 

seen in fols. 192v, 196v and 218v, which depict Christine in the celestial court of Lady 

Reason.248 These miniatures depict the debate of “quatre roynes qui gouvernent le monde”249 

(four queens who rule the world), Chivalry, Justice, Wisdom, and Wealth, regarding the ideal 

characteristics of the ruler of France. They are presided over by Lady Reason. In these 

miniatures, the saturated blue and red worn by Christine in other author portraits is instead 

reserved for the allegorical members of Lady Reason’s court. This reflects the text of the 

Chemin, in which she spends most of lines 2253–2430 describing the ornate clothing of the 

queens of the court. Wisdom, for example, is described as being “vestue richement” (dressed 

richly) in gold and “dysapré” (cloth of silk decorated in flowers or arabesques).250 Wisdom’s 

outfit is completed with a crown inlaid with gems on her blond hair.251 Sandra Hindman has 

 
247 Sicile, Le blason les couleurs, 89, 112. 

 
248 London, British Library, Harley MS 4431 fols. 192v, 196v and 218v can be viewed at 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f192v, 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f196v, and 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f218v.  

 
249 Christine de Pizan, Le livre du chemin de long estude, ed, Robert Pùschel (Berlin: R. Damköhler, 1881), 99. 

Translation my own. 

 
250 Christine de Pizan, Le livre du chemin de long estude, 100. Translation my own. 

 
251 Ibid. 
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stated that the depiction of Wisdom in fols. 192v, 196v and 218v and “accords with the 

description of Wisdom in the text”.252 However, the clothing of Wisdom in fols. 192v, 196v 

and 218v is less detailed than described in the text. In fol. 192v Wisdom wears a dress of 

similar colour to the Sybil’s gown and Christine’s cote, and a ermine lined cloak clasped with 

gold. She has a crown, but it is plain gold with no gems. In fols. 196v and 218v, the colour of 

her gown and cloak are switched, presumably in error. The clothing of one of the other 

roynes similarly has inconstancies between fol. 192v compared to fols. 196v and 218v. Exactly 

why the miniatures deviates from the text is not clear. It cannot be ascribed to a limitation on 

the part of the artist, as Cité des dames Master certainly was able to paint the embroidered 

silk worn by Isabeau of Bavaria in fol. 3r. It certainly seems like a deliberate choice on behalf 

of the artist, perhaps due to time limitations, which the inconstancies between the miniatures 

would support. Regardless of why these changes took place, the main takeaway is that the 

status of figures in these miniatures is conveyed through the colours and colour saturation of 

clothing.  

Other aspects of the virtues’ attire also indicate rank. The crown and the ermine worn 

by Lady Reason and queens of the court (apart from Chivalry, who wears armour) also 

emphasise their celestial rank compared to Christine and, to an extent, her guide the Sybil, 

who are dressed in muted tones and are placed below the court. This is in contrast to the more 

equal footing Christine is portrayed as having with Reason, Rectitude and Justice in fol. 

290r.253 This miniature by the Cité des dames Master accompanies the Le Livre de la Cité des 

Dames, in which these personified virtues come down to Earth to instruct Christine to build 

the allegorical city of ladies. Their elevated rank in this miniature is still conveyed through 

 
252 Hindman, Painting and Politics at the Court of Charles VI, 173. 

 
253 London, British Library, Harley MS 4431 fol. 290r can be viewed at 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f290r.  
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their crowns and long sleeves. However, in contrast to fols. 192v, 196v and 218v, she is placed 

on an almost equal level to these virtues, and she wears the red and blue that characterises 

many of her author portraits. This suits the optimistic subject matter of the Cité, in which 

Christine facilitates the rehabilitation of womankind’s reputation through the building of the 

allegorical city of worthy ladies. In contrast, the Chemin has heavy political themes, and 

Christine is merely a messenger. Therefore, the muted tones worn by Christine in the 

miniatures of Chemin, including the presentation miniature, serve the narrative and subject 

matter of the text. Altogether, an examination of fol. 178r underscores how each presentation 

miniature in Harley MS 4431 carefully constructs an iconographical programme that builds 

Christine’s authority as an author. It further establishes that clothing plays a significant role 

in the visual programme of Harley MS 4431. By examining the meanings conveyed by 

clothing in the miniatures of Christine’s text, a better understanding of her identity and her 

intent as an author can be reached. Furthermore, it enriches our understanding of the way 

clothing was used in medieval society to convey social information and create social identity.  

Fashion as evidence of identity in a disputed author portrait of Christine  
 
 

There has been a dispute about whether the lady depicted kneeling in front of the 

Virgin and Child in fol. 265r of Harley MS 4431, which accompanies Une Oroison Nostre 

Dames (Prayers To Our Lady), is Christine. The cut of the dress differentiates from every 

other depiction of Christine, in all of which she wears a cotehardie. The dagged houppelande 

sleeves and belt worn by this figure does not align with the modesty Christine advocates in 

dress, or her social class. There would need to be strong grounds for why Christine would 

depict herself in this way, as it has significant implications about the message Christine and 

her artist convey in this illumination. This analysis of fol. 265r will establish how clothing is 

an important source for social information and context when interpreting medieval sources.   
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 Charlotte Cooper has already has analysed the dress of the kneeling woman in fol. 

265r and noted that “not only is the pink gown an unusual colour choice, but it is also 

decorated, featuring a grey fur trim around the sleeves and neck, and the gilded belt around 

the waist. If this were indeed an author-portrait, it would represent Christine’s most ornate 

outfit in any of the manuscripts that she supervised.”254 Christine does, in fact, wear pink in 

Harley MS 4431, as she wears a pink cote in fols. 180v, 183r, 188r, 189v, 192v, 196v,  218v, 

though the cote is an under gown and not an over gown like a cotehardie or houppelande. But 

Cooper is correct that the gown cut (houppelande) and decoration are unusual for Christine. 

Further to this, the sleeves on the figure are not simply trimmed with fur, but dagged. 

Dagging was the practice of cutting the sleeves of garments for decorative purposes. This 

waste of fabric was a sign of wealth and fashion. The sleeves of the lady in fol. 56v feature 

the complex dagging style where the dagging is “fashioned to reveal the fur of a lining along 

the edges of pointed or rectangular hem shapes in outerwear”.255 This style of dagging is 

mentioned in the argenterie accounts of Charles VI, where garment hems lined with marten 

fur are described as “decope tout autour” (“dagged all around”).256 Dagging was “excited the 

scorn of moralists both for being wasteful of fabric and for signifying unmerited higher status 

when used in the dress of the lower and middle classes.” 257 Since Christine herself scorned 

 
254 Charlotte Cooper, “Ambiguous Author Portraits in Christine de Pizan’s Compilation Manuscript, British 

Library, Harley Ms 4431,” in Performing Medieval Text, ed. Ardis Butterfield, Henry Hope, and Pauline 

Souleau, (Cambridge: Legenda, 2017), 99.  

 
255 John Block Friedman,  “The Iconography of Dagged Clothing and Its Reception by Moralist Writers,” 

Medieval Clothing and Textiles 9, (2013): 123. 

 
256 Ibid., 131.  

 
257 Ibid., 121. 
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dressing above ones social class, it is unlikely Christine would depict herself wearing 

dagging, let alone a complex style of dagging worn by royalty. While she described herself 

wearing a gris (squirrel fur) lined cloak in the Avison, the use of fur in the garment was a 

practical one as she used it for warmth, unlike the decorative function of dagged fur trim. 

This style of dagging is also depicted in Harley MS 4431 fol. 56v which accompanies 

Christine’s Complaintes Amoureuse and depicts the lover presenting his complaint to his 

lady.258 In this courtly poem, the lover describes the pain “[d]u mal d'amours”259 (of the evils 

of love) to his lover in an attempt to persuade her to return his attention. Dagging in medieval 

art often “designates sexual activity, both in courtship and behaviour less condoned [...] used 

by artists for lovers and more dubious figures.” 260 The extravagant dagged sleeves suite the 

genre of the love poem as well as the description of the lady, who he describes as “Belle 

plaisant, pour qui j'ay douleur mainte” (Beautiful Lady for whom I feel heartache now).261 

While this lavish outfit suits this fictional courtly beauty, it does not align with other 

portrayals of Christine. However, is not likely any negative connotation is intended by the 

dagging in fol. 56v since it accompanies a prayer. It more likely connotates that the depicted 

figure is fashionable and of high social status. These details are not trivial, as it is important 

to understand the moral and social connotations of fashion in order correctly interpret 

medieval sources such as fol. 265r. Identifying whether this miniature is an author portrait is 

 
258 Harley MS 4431 has the only copy of this poem, though Christine has another poem called Complaintes 

Amoureuse; London, British Library, Harley MS 4431 fol. 56v can be viewed at 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_4431_f056v.  

 
259 Christine de Pizan, Oeuvres poétiques, vol.1, 289. Translation my own.  

 
260 van Buren, Illuminating History, 17.  

 
261 Christine de Pizan, Oeuvres poétiques, vol.1, 289. Translation my own.  
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Christine is important. It would have significant implications about her values as she invested 

how she and other women dressed with meaning regarding morality and social order.  

Cooper theorises that fol. 265r is an ambiguous author portrait of Christine, 

representing her as the author but not as an individual. She argues that “the only detail that 

prevents it from being an unambiguous author-portrait is the unusual outfit worn by the 

Christine-figure.”262 Cooper is correct in identifying that the clothing of the figure in fol.56v 

differentiates the figure from the other author portraits of Christine. However, this portrait is 

not necessarily Christine at all. Fol. 56v, where the depicted lady kneels and prays from a 

scroll (presumably the Prayers) before the Virgin and Child, resembles other manuscripts 

where the manuscript's patron is shown in prayer. There are other instances of miniatures 

where patrons were “depicted in books in idealised images of the manuscript in use”.263 Fol. 

56v is extremely similar to London, British Library, Harley MS 2952 fols. 19v and 20r, where 

the female patron kneels in prayer with the open prayer book before her in front of the Virgin 

and Child.264 This lady wears a similar outfit, a brocaded houppelande fastened with a gold 

belt and with dagged, fur lined sleeves. She wears a double horned headdress like the figure 

praying in fol 56v of Harley MS 4431. The manuscript is a book of hours illuminated by the 

Master of the Madonnas of Humility that is dated to central France in the first quarter of the 

fifteenth century. Fols. 18v and 19r of Harley MS 2952 also portray the male patron kneeling 

in prayer in front of the Virgin and Child.265 Other examples of this style of miniature include 

 
262 Cooper, “Ambiguous Author Portraits,” 99.  

 
263 de Hamel, Guide to Manuscript Illumination, 80. 

 
264 London, British Library, Harley MS 2952 fols.19v and 20r can be viewed at 

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=28142.  

 
265London, British Library, Harley MS 2952 fols. 18v and 19r can be viewed at 

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=28140.  
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the Hours of Simon de Varie, Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum, Ms. 7, fols. 1v and 2r, 

which portrays the patron, Simon de Varie, kneeling in prayer to the Virgin and Child, and 

New York, Syracuse University Library, MS 3 fol. 20r which portrays the patrons kneeling in 

prayer to the Virgin and Child.266 

 To further support this theory, Prayers To Our Lady is not simply a personal prayer 

from Christine. The date in which the poem was composed is disputed, but it has been dated 

to 1402-1403 by Maurice Roy and Charity Cannon Willard.267 She first prays for the welfare 

of the royal family, such as Queen Isabeau of Bavaria, the dauphin, and the Duke of Orléans, 

as well as Charles d’Albret. Towards the end, she includes prayers for the “clergy, 

bourgeoisie, and for / Merchants, as well as common men” in the prayers.268 Therefore, it is 

not necessary to portray Christine personally. Christine is not shy in depicting previous 

patrons in Harley MS 4431, so it could be the original patron. In fact, since Isabeau of 

Bavaria features in the Prayers to Our Lady, she could perhaps have been the original patron 

and therefore be depicted. Or, to borrow from Cooper’s theory, it could be an ambiguous 

patron portrait, signifying the reader and the use of the text (prayer) in general, rather than 

specifically. The miniature being a patron portrait would explain why the clothing depicted is 

a departure from the other depictions of Christine in manuscripts produced under her 

 
 
266 Los Angeles,  J. Paul Getty Museum, Ms. 7 fols. 1v and 2r can be viewed at 

https://www.getty.edu/art/collection/object/103S0H and https://www.getty.edu/art/collection/object/103S0J; 

New York, Syracuse University Library, MS 3 fol. 20r can be viewed at 

https://library.syracuse.edu/digital/collections/m/MedievalManuscripts/ms03/020r.jpg.  

 
267 Charity Cannon Willard, “The Life of the Spirit,” in Writings of Christine de Pizan, 318-19. 

 
268 Christine de Pizan, L’Oroyson Nostre Dame: Prayers to Our Lady, trans. Jean Mirashi and Margaret Marks 

(New York: Kurt H. Volk, 1953), 20; “Pour le clergié et les bourgois, / Dame, prière je te fois, / Et pour 

marchans et pour commun, […] Christine de Pizan, Oeuvres poétiques, vol. 3, 7.  
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supervision, where she always wears a cotehardie. Since similar elaborate, fur-lined styles of 

houppelande are worn by the real figure of Isabeau of Bavaria and the fictional lady of the 

Complaintes Amoureuse, the dress worn in fol. 56v is not an anomaly within Harley MS 

4431. This illustrates how fashion is an essential signifier in medieval manuscripts such as 

Harley MS 4431, and it is important to use it to contextualise and interpret manuscript 

illuminations correctly.  

Identifying whether fol. 56v is an author portrait important as it would have serious 

connotations if Christine is depicted wearing such an elaborate houppelande. Christine makes 

it clear throughout the Trésor that she advocates the social regulation of dress. Her derision of 

those who dress above their social class makes it unlikely she would dress in an outfit with 

such elaborate dagging. Christine also emphasises how important wearing conservative 

clothing is for maintaining a good reputation. She is also consistent in portraying herself in a 

modest but fashionable cotehardie in her manuscripts, which often contrasts with the 

elaborate houppelandes worn by her patrons in presentation miniatures.  Fol. 56v is 

incompatible with both the written and visual evidence for Christine’s views on dress, and it 

is therefore illogical to ascribe it to be an author portrait of Christine. Taking the time to 

understand fashion in Christine’s oeuvre and unpack its meaning is important as it has 

significant implications about her values. Fashion occupies an important role in the exchange 

of social information. Therefore, fashion history methodologies are vital to accurately 

interpreting visual sources and their cultural contexts.  

Conclusion 

Clothing is not mere decoration in the miniatures of Harley MS 4431. Clothing serves as 

the main visual signifier in the miniatures of the manuscripts. The cut, colour and decoration 

of clothing were all significant to Harley MS 4431’s iconography. Harley MS 4431, as a 

manuscript published by a female author for a female patron, is of particular interest to a 
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study of early fifteenth-century female dress. The realistic style of its illustrations, especially 

of its frontispiece, gives an insight into the real functions female clothing served in society. 

Christine and her illustrators use fashion throughout Harley MS 4431 to build her authority as 

an author. This analysis highlights how reading fashion as a ‘social text’ can deepen our 

understanding of medieval women and the society they operated within. Fashion was 

evidentially laden with meaning for Christine and her female contemporaries. It was key to 

how they presented themselves and perceived others. Understanding fashion’s functions 

helps us to understand medieval women on their own terms. Fashion is an important part of 

medieval women’s context and therefore it is important for historians to take fashion into 

account in studies of medieval women’s lives.  
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Conclusion 
 

Using Christine as a case study for fashion history methodologies highlights fashion’s 

important role as a source for social, cultural and gender history. Fashion plays a prominent 

role in Christine de Pizan’s Trésor as well as her most well-known manuscript, Harley MS 

4431. Her texts and manuscripts are a rich source for fifteenth-century societal attitudes 

toward fashion. Fashion in Christine’s works – both her written viewpoints in the Trésor and 

imagery of Harley MS 4431 – can tell us a great deal about her values, personality, social 

standing and lived experiences. This investigation of fashion in Christine’s works has aimed 

to explore her opinions in order to understand her experiences as a medieval woman. This 

analysis has also explored the way she conveys information about her social identity and 

build her prestige in her manuscripts through clothing.  

The Trésor functions as a ‘survival manual’ for medieval women. Christine’s advice 

to women to take care in the way they dressed clearly portrays clothing as a social tool 

Christine’s advice is clearly informed by her own experiences as a courtier and widow who 

had experienced many triumphs and trials throughout her career. Christine’s author portraits 

in Harley MS 4431 further attest to her keen awareness clothing’s importance in 

communicating social identity. Christine utilised clothing’s social, moral and economic 

connotations among other beauty ideals to build her authority as an author.  

This examination of Christine’s manuscripts contributes to our understanding of 

Christine’s moral and social attitudes and the discussion around whether her perspectives 

make her a ‘proto-feminist’ or a pragmatist. It also establishes the merit of fashion as a source 

of historical enquiry. I have only analysed a small portion of Christine’s author portraits in 

Harley MS 4431. A comparative study of depictions of other women in Harley MS 4431 as 

well as the author portraits in her other manuscripts would further contribute to the study of 

the role of dress in Christine’s manuscripts. Furthermore, an analysis of men’s fashion would 
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also be constructive. Similarly, the focus of this dissertation has been on Christine’s Trésor, 

and a broader analysis across her varied opus of texts would be beneficial. This analysis alone 

establishes Christine as a multifaceted woman. On the one hand, she is pragmatic about the 

conventions of society. On the other, she is self-conscious about her image and reputation. In 

her oeuvre, fashion is shown to be a potent social force in her life – and in turn it is a potent 

source of information for historians studying her manuscripts.   

Clothing has an important function, acting as a ‘social text’ that can be a rich source 

of information for social, cultural, and gender historians. This dissertation proves that fashion 

history can contribute to our understanding of cultural practices and social ideologies. The 

language of fashion can tell us a great deal about the past. To leave it untapped as an 

historical source is to ignore a key component of human history. Ultimately, fashion should 

not be relegated to the footnotes of history. 
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