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Erin Griffey, 
Amsterdam 

University Press, Amsterdam, Netherlands, 
2019, Works Cited, Index, 11 Colour 
Illustrations, 67 Black and White Illustrations, 
344 pages, Hardback, £94.00. 
 
 
Just before she proceeded to the marriage altar 
in 1475, Hedwig Jagiellon of Poland was 
ushered into a side chapel where her ladies in
waiting removed some of her clothes and 
placed a thin veil and crown on her head. They 
then added a broad braid headband decorated 
with pearls, and plaited her hair. Only once 
these women had dressed Hedwig according to 
their own German customs was Hedwig thought 
fit to marry George the Rich, Duke of Bavaria. 
An eyewitness noted that Hedwig wept greatly at this costume change.  
  
Clothes, we learn from this edited collection, spoke volumes for Early Modern 
women in positions of power. Edited by Erin Griffey, 

brings together 12 chapters covering the late fifteenth to late 
seventeenth centuries, across a range of countries including Sweden, England, France, 
Germany, Italy, and Spain. Building on literature about the importance of visual and 
material magnificence in courtly display, this volume shows how clothing and jewellery 
were on full view in Early Modern courts across Europe, and that women who wore 
them were closely observed. Courtiers, family members, ambassadors and the wider 
public reported on what queens, princesses, and mistresses wore, and read profound 
meaning in their sartorial choices. 
 
Women like Hedwig were not fashion victims or living dolls, but learned how to 
become agents of fashion by successfully deploying the materials, colours, and shapes 
of their dress to speak on their behalf. As this collection makes clear, clothing was a 
particularly important political tool for noble women, because they usually moved to 
the court of their husband upon marriage, and so brought their natal nationality, 
confessional identity, and social standing into a new court context. Whether they 
chose immediately to adopt the fashions of their new marital home, or promote their 
former national styles, such decisions spoke eloquently about how these women 
deployed their power, reminding their new spouse and his court of their political 
prestige, familial ties, and moral preferences. For women like Elizabeth I and 
Christina of Sweden who ruled alone, clothes could reinforce their legitimacy as 
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female rulers in patriarchal society. Clothes and accessories communicated emotions 
and allegiances, helping women to negotiate tricky dynastic shifts in power, and 
enabling them to walk the fine line between virtuous decorum and alluring beauty. 
 
The majority of chapters in this volume focus on individual case studies of powerful 
women. We discover in Julia s contribution how Christina of Sweden (called 
King, not Queen, for the male title alone could convey her ruling status) used clothing 
as a cultural legitimiser. She could not be a warrior like her father, so strengthened 
cultural links to Paris and had clothes made in a hybrid French/Swedish style. Her 
success in making her female monarchy acceptable is suggested in the fact that the 
coronation robes made for her, which still survive, were reused by her male 
successors. In another example from the seventeenth century, Laura Oliván 
Santaliestra explains how Mariana of Austria used the farthingale to show her 
adoption of Spanish fashion, but also to conceal her body to reduce speculation about 
pregnancy. Catherine of Braganza, born in Portugal and married to the English king, 
Charles II, promoted Portuguese style through her dress and negotiated her place as 
queen distinct from mistress through a careful balance of style and modesty, 
Maria Hayward argues. Erin Griffey shows that Henrietta Maria, another consort of 
an English king, used mourning dress as part of a strategic campaign to promote the 
restoration of the Stuart dynasty. 
  
In a chapter on  depiction of women at court, Robert I. Lublin suggests 
that the stakes of sartorial politics were understood and reached a much wider 
audience than just the dynastic families, courtiers, and ambassadors who populated 
European courts. Most tantalising is a chapter by Juliet Claxton and Evelyn Welch on 
an unidentified  Wom  who sold chintz, porcelain, and drinking chocolate 
to the court of Charles II, and left behind a rich inventory of goods and debts owed 
by well known court women, including the  mistresses. These chapters hint at 
the possibilities for further scholarship about the   of women, not 
just as wearers but producers and critics or readers of dress. How did women further 
down the social spectrum use clothing strategically and politically?  
 
This volume will be of interest to scholars of court culture and dress history, but it 
should also be taken seriously by political historians and gender scholars. This is a 
cross cultural and multi disciplinary collection full of bold new claims about court 
studies and fashion history, and is an asset to the catalogue at Amsterdam University 
Press, which is gaining a much deserved reputation for their Visual and Material 
Culture 1300 1700 series. Several chapters are translated into English, happily 
making French, German, and Spanish scholarship accessible to a wider audience. 
The series publishes stellar scholarship which enhances the field, but here I make a 
plea that they take seriously their own claims that the series should be a  for 
innovative research on the role of images and objects.  Only 11 of the 78 images are 
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in colour, inserted as plates in the middle of the volume, which makes for 
uncomfortable reading, flipping back and forth. The majority of monochrome 
reproductions hinder the reader from fully engaging with the rich visual arguments 
made in the chapters. Reproductions need to be well printed in full colour to clearly 
convey the arguments of their authors, relying as they do on nuanced close reading of 
images and objects.  
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