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This is primarily a style for noblewomen, especially at the French royal court, but wealthy 

women in cities and towns would have worn similar. The origins of this style lie to the East: 

from the Ottomans, the Persians, the Mamluks, and perhaps Chinese, but my focus is on the 

headdress worn by noblewomen in France in the 1470s.1 

Broadly speaking there are 4 main parts to this headdress, though not all are present in every 

single instance:  

1) A fillet, which held the hair in place and helped anchor the turret. This fillet appears in 

artwork but I do not know of any clear textual evidence for this specific item, possibly 

the terms bout, touret, or chapelet may have been applied to this item.2 

2) The turret itself, also called a haut bonnet, or a chaperon à cornette. I think it is more 

likely that the term hennin was used for the earlier horned headdress which went out of 

style by the 1450s.3 

3) The frontlet, a rectangular band worn on top of a headdress, framing the face or wrapping 

around to the back of the head. Young girls could wear the frontlet on its own directly 

over their hair. In many images, particularly illuminations, the difference between a 

frontlet and the fillet mentioned above is ambiguous. 

4) A veil, quevrechief à baniere, worn over the turret and trailing down behind.  

Materials 

The complete materials list is lost to history and will always be a matter of some conjecture. It is 

also likely that bonnet makers used a range of materials depending on their habits, location, and 

variations in style.  

The text references to turrets that I am aware of are mostly orders for royal wardrobes, so the 

base material for the turret is not given, only the outer fabric and lining. A typical lining would 

be black silk taffeta or satin.4 For the outer fabric, velvet, damask, and satin were typical 

coverings for expensive headdresses throughout the 15th century.5  

 
1 Jirousek, “More than Oriental Splendour: European and Ottoman Headgear, 1380–1580.” 
2 All terms in italics used here are from the Glossary of Illuminating fashion: Dress in the Art of Medieval France 
and the Netherlands, 1325-1515 by Anne van Buren and Roger Wieck. 
3 The only known usage of the term “hennin” was in a source from 1453 recounting an incident in 1428. 
Headdresses in 1428 were horned rather than a single turret. See the entry for “Temples” on p. 317 of Illuminating 
Fashion. 
4Illuminating Fashion, under the listings for “Frontlet”, p 304; and “Turret”, p 319. 
5Illuminating Fashion, see “Burlet”, p 296, for velvet and silk as coverings for women’s headdresses in the early 
part of the 15th century, and “Turret”, p 319, for the same materials in use toward the end of the century. 



Because the costly lining and covering fabrics were purchased separately and given to a tailor or 

bonnet maker, it is possible the base materials were manufactured by someone else as hat blanks 

and sold wholesale. This was certainly the case several decades later, when pastewives produced 

glue-stiffened cardboard or buckram bases for French hoods.6 

Other possibilities for bases include willow, cotton and wool batting, woven straw, wire, wool 

felt whether sewn, knit, or blocked, vellum, paper, leather; all of which were in use for various 

hats in Western Europe in the 15th and 16th centuries.   

The frontlet was invariably black, usually of velvet but a plain black silk was also acceptable.7 

For my turret I used buckram as a base, because I wanted a material that would be easy to sew 

into. The top and bottom edges are reinforced with wire. I sewed the cone together with a 

combination of whip and running stitches, because it is a hard shape to sew.  

The outside fabric is a handwoven silk brocade with metallic threads from my scrap drawer. I 

turned the raw edges into the inside of the hat and covered them with the lining and sewed it in 

place with tiny whip stitches. For the lining I used black silk taffeta. 

My frontlet is a large, deep rectangle of black velvet. It wraps around the bottom edge of the 

turret and is stitched together at the nape of the neck. I made the rectangle very deep to be able to 

fold it back into a kind of brim. This is simple but effective, and replicates some of the same 

details seen in art.  

Fillets rarely appear in images, and when they do, it is often on the heads of saints and woven 

with gold, or on young girls in plain black. So it is a matter of judgement whether women wore 

the same thing but as a base layer. In some illuminations, a black edge is visible at the base of the 

turret, but it is unclear whether it is on top of or underneath the turret. This is where the 

difference between a frontlet and a fillet/headband gets ambiguous. I think both are plausible and 

I’ve found that the friction of a black velvet band worn under everything else keeps the whole 

headdress on my head.  

Another feature of women’s headdresses of this period is a black loop sitting right at the peak of 

the forehead. This loop should be attached to the fillet. 

Details from The Life and Miracles of Saint Godelieve, by the Master of the Saint Godelieve 

Legend, Netherlandish, in the Metropolitan Museum: 

 
6 Schuessler, p 151. 
7 Illuminating Fashion, “Frontlet”, p 304. 



   

I made my loop by sewing velvet ribbon around a wire and then sewing that covered wire onto 

the inner edge of my fillet. 

Veils from this period were often of linen, but I have used silk both for its sheer effect and 

because this is meant to be an expensive headdress. I do not know of any specific text evidence 

as to the fiber of these veils. But earlier medieval silk veils survive from Burgos in Spain.8 

I have not intentionally deviated from historical materials, and any deviation would be down to 

the fact that no originals survive. 

 

Tools/Equipment 

Everything is made with basic handsewing tools: needles, thread, scissors, rulers, chalk, etc. The 

tailors who received lengths of velvet and taffeta to make these headdresses would have used 

similar tools. I used basic pliers and wirecutters for the wire. 

Possible differences in equipment would come from the manufacture of the hat base. Mine is a 

flat buckram sewn into a cone, but blocking is another possibility, and would require difference 

equipment like hat blocks and sources of steam. 

My main aim for this project was to experiment with the pieces of the headdress and how they fit 

together and stayed on the head, and also trying to match proportions from artwork. Producing 

all the raw materials for the hat is outside of the scope of this project. 

How to wear: 

1. First I tape my hair at the crown of my head. A bun will also suffice. Young girls are 

shown with ponytails. 

 
8 Dahl et al. 



2. I pin the velvet fillet around my head, smoothing my hairline as much as possible. 

Women in period waxed and plucked their hairlines.9 A tightly pinned velvet fillet can 

help give this illusion. 
 

3. I put the turret through the frontlet, which is permanently sewn to fit around. The frontlet 

can be fixed to the turret with pins or stitches. I use pins if necessary so I can take the 

frontlet and turret apart for storage. 
 

4. I fold the edge of the frontlet back to form a brim and show the forehead loop and 

hairline. From a ¾ or side view, the folded edge gives the impression that the frontlet is 

made up of multiple pieces, similar to the effect in several portraits, such as those of 

Maria Portinari which I will discuss below. 

 

 
9 Friedman, “Eyebrows, Hairlines, and ‘Hairs Less in Sight’”. 



 

 

 

 

Here is the fillet with the wired loop, and the frontlet, which is folded in half for storage: 



 

Here is a view of the frontlet from the back, to show the tacking at nape of neck: 

 

A view of the turret, and showing the black silk lining: 

 



Note the view from the back, which shows a split at the nape of the neck. From the front, it looks 

like a solid veil. But several illuminations show a split open back. Detail from Jean de Courcy, 

Chemin de vaillance, London, BL Royal MS 14 E ii, fol 194, c. 1479. 

 

The veil is silk gauze with a rolled hem by hand. It gets pinned up the center back. It can be 

pinned on to the turret or the underside of the frontlet. 

 



Below is a donor portrait of Maria Portinari and her daughter, in a detail from the Portinari 

Altarpiece by Hugo van Der Goes in the Uffizi Gallery, 1475-1476. On Maria, note the black 

loop at her forehead, and how the brim appears to be folded back from her face. 

Her daughter wears no turret, just a frontlet, and possibly a fillet underneath, since a loop is just 

visible at her forehead. It is difficult to reproduce fine detail, but when zoomed in, the fillet does 

appear folded back from her face, since a double thickness and edge is visible towards the top of 

her head. It appears pinned or tacked at the nape of her neck, with her hair coming out in a sort 

of ponytail through the opening. 

 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art has another portrait of Maria Portinari, c. 1470, by Hans 

Memling, detail shown below. Her turret in this portrait may even be the same as the one in the 

altarpiece above, since it originally had the same pattern of pearl embroidery, but was ultimately 

painted over.10 

 
10 https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/437056 



A particularly wonderful detail in the Met portrait is that a sliver of white can be seen at the back 

of her neck-the frontlet is clearly divided: 
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