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Preface


When the original book was published in 2001, it was the product of ten years’ study and experiment. That work did not end when we went to press, and after more than another decade there is much I should like to share with the many existing users of the MTA as well as newcomers to medieval clothing. I am delighted to have the opportunity to revise the original work and to present much new material. This revised edition of The Medieval Tailor’s Assistant is a different book for a new generation of readers, but I hope it still reflects the desire for clarity and accuracy which the editor Ruth Bean and I applied to the first edition.


The intention is still that an absolute beginner can use this book to make an outfit based on historical evidence (with the proviso that you will have to refer elsewhere for basic dressmaking skills). The reader follows a progression from undergarments to outerwear as with the original book, but here I have offered a greater range of projects and alternative designs to choose from.
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Twill cote and bias-cut hose: practical working dress from the twelfth or thirteenth centuries.





In the 380-year bracket covered (1100–1480), there was a clear division between early and later tailoring methods, which is why cotes and surcotes are now placed together and the fitting of blocks follows later. The earlier opening date of 1100 also reflects the greater emphasis on the cutting of those pre-1300 garments which are so often dismissed as ‘primitive T-shapes’ but which actually represent a long and highly-developed tailoring tradition. Conversely the end date of 1480 recognizes that garment shapes underwent a major change in the last quarter of the fifteenth century which is better left to Tudor specialists.


The emphasis in the book is on the common civilian clothing of lowland Britain, and I include comments on current practice among British re-enactors. England, Wales and lowland Scotland had continuous trading and cultural links with the Northern European areas of modern France, Belgium and Holland and tailoring methods appear to have been shared widely, producing a similar (though not identical) look, while the dress of the remote lands of southern Germany, Italy and Spain was distinctively different so are not covered here.


In the twenty-first century the collective knowledge and experience of many enthusiasts worldwide has contributed to a greater understanding of our subject, and the internet has revolutionized how we share our expertise, as well as giving access to a vast store of information which used to be hidden from all but the most determined researchers. For that reason I refer in the text to some of the better-known original garments and sources, though this book is still not a referenced history. The internet also provides a global market for specialist products from fine textiles to handmade shoes, so the list of ‘recommended suppliers’ has gone from the back pages, although the old-fashioned book list remains, however you access the books listed.


When you come to make your garments remember that it is not about ‘How authentic can I be?’ but ‘What can I reasonably achieve?’ Track down the best materials you can afford; get to know the patterns and garments of your chosen period; take time to appreciate and develop your skill in hand sewing, including neat mends; and whatever you do, enjoy making your garments and look forward to the pleasure you will have in wearing them and in showing others how we used to dress.




Introduction


This book aims to provide answers to two questions, the historical ‘What should I be wearing?’ and the technical ‘How should I make it?’ The answers to both questions will depend on what you want the clothes for. In a fantasy role you can wear whatever you like, but if you set out to represent a specific period in history for public display or education then you should make a real effort to honestly represent that precise period, and your character within it.


Some people go further and insist that their kit is ‘totally authentic’, but this is a delusion: we do not have the information, the skills or the materials to re-create the clothes exactly, and we have to recognize that today we are both physically and mentally different from our forebears. Actually, if you are serious about historical accuracy the most important part is in your head: the best historical interpreters are not always the best-dressed, but they succeed because they understand what they are representing and wear their clothes as a part of this interpretive process. Accept that we cannot escape the twenty-first century and that everything we make or do is a compromise, and it will be easier to make realistic choices based on your budget and abilities, the climate you live in, or the difference in physique between a chronically malnourished peasant and a well-fed office worker.
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A study in linens!





Know who you are dressing


If you are starting out, zealous for authenticity, there are two very important things to understand. Firstly, most of what you know about medieval dress is probably quite wrong and based on nineteenth-century romance rather than medieval evidence. And secondly, all the evidence available is only a fraction of what we would need to know for truly accurate reconstructions. Imagine having about one-tenth of the pieces of a vast jigsaw puzzle, many of those pieces battered or incomprehensible and few of them joining together, and you can see why we could spend our lives studying the subject and still not have the answers.


The garments and patterns in this book are conjectured reconstructions, not replicas: I use all the sources of information available, but sometimes it is still necessary to guess. Historians do not use guesswork and they do not always see eye to eye with re-enactors, who want definite answers. Even the physical survivals of preserved garments and archaeological fragments must be treated with caution. It is tempting to take them as archetypes, but they can only tell us about themselves; relying on them too much can lead to the absurdity of earnest Saxon warriors wearing painstaking copies of some fourth-century German trousers and an eleventh-century Swedish shirt. To convey a convincing medieval persona it is far less important that your underwear is hand sewn and your cote is 100 per cent wool than it is to understand that it was not ‘period costume’ to the original wearers: it was just their clothes. Dress is a vital form of social communication governed by precise but unwritten rules, simultaneously self-conscious and subconscious. Consider what you wear every day, and then look at what other people wear that you would really rather not – and ask yourself why not. Even with the much more limited choice available six or eight hundred years ago the messages of clothes, which are chiefly about authority, status and sex, were carefully constructed by people fully aware of their actions. To dress the part you have to know who you are dressing.


Notes are given in the book to flesh out the various medieval specialists who originally made and supplied the clothing we are trying to reconstruct, and the text includes some pointers to the sources used for reference. There are photographs of many of the garments, always as complete outfits, often on people who wear the clothes as their own: like the patterns these are individual examples, not templates to be copied exactly, but they will help you to plan your look.


You then need to put on the mindset along with the clothes, by conforming to the unwritten rules that applied to them. Modern casual attitudes to dress are completely inappropriate: what we find acceptable would look shockingly negligent even fifty years ago, let alone five hundred. Always cover your body linens, because they were next to nakedness. If you are a woman, put your hair up and wear something over it; if you are a man, understand that you might go out without your hose on but not without your coat. Accept that medieval rules can be difficult for us, such as the presence of the codpiece or the absence of women’s underpants; nobody (I hope) is going to check on the latter, but when asked by the public your answer should be based on historical evidence, not modern squeamishness. If you wear your outfit while going about your duties with a medieval mindset, then machine stitching will not be noticed. When planning your outfit, read the text in full to understand the nature of each garment and its place in a complete ensemble. Recognize that each garment type was made by a different sort of worker, each using appropriate materials and methods; doublet and hose were never made from the same cloth with the same seams, any more than jeans and T shirts are.


The cut of the garments is by far their most important aspect, so put your time into the pattern and the fitting rather than hand-stitching every seam (and avoid committing the common offence of outlining every seam with huge running stitches). The sewing instructions are based on using a sewing machine only where it will not show and does not compromise the construction method, but if your hand sewing is wobbly then remember that most onlookers will never notice the stitching. Do try to improve your hand sewing by practice, however, and if you are demonstrating clothes or needlework to the public you should aim for a high standard of hand finishing inside and out.


How to use this book


The objective of the book is to help you re-create the basic garment types of the centuries between 1100 and 1480 AD. Tailoring methods changed radically during that time, so the date you are presenting will determine what you make.


For each garment start by reading the chapter’s introductory advice.


Planning your garment will identify the garments you will need. Materials discusses the textiles available – then and now. Methods includes the measurements required for all wearers, as well as how to use the layouts and patterns and the key techniques used to make the various garments, sometimes offering a choice between quick methods or more ‘authentic’ ones.


Those with no previous sewing experience are advised to refer to a modern dressmaking manual or, better still, the guidance of a teacher. It is best to begin with the key garments described as ‘plain’ or ‘basic’, and note that some patterns and projects are explicitly aimed at the more experienced worker. Be realistic about your abilities – and be aware that if the instructions seem difficult to follow, that is because some of the processes are difficult! There is no shame in having to read them twice or to tick off each step as you go. There is no quick and easy route to a really good doublet pattern or even a good linen hem, but console yourself as you struggle that after a couple of seasons’ practice many an absolute beginner has become proficient at cutting and stitching.


Please note that the patterns and layouts are in specific sizes, not for scaling up and using as they are but as examples for guidance to help you plan your own, starting with a fitted toile (see Chapter 7) if appropriate.




SUMMARY




	Identify the garments you need, based on the date you are presenting, your age and your character’s status and activity;


	Read about materials and assess what is appropriate;


	Then read pages 28 and 29 for measuring and preparation.








PLANNING YOUR OUTFIT


Our knowledge of dress and its construction in the medieval period is scarce since there are so few surviving garments. Attempts at reconstruction have to rely on interpreting visual sources, on archaeological finds and on scholarly research. The more you can find out for yourself about your chosen period, the better you will understand the dress and social context (see Further Reading for books I have found particularly useful and reliable). The dates given for the various styles and patterns are intended for guidance and should not be taken as historical absolutes.


Sources of information


You can never have too much background information on your period. Good visual sources include illuminated manuscripts, paintings, memorial brasses and effigies, and much is available on the internet.


However there are pitfalls. Many of the manuscripts and paintings of the period in British collections are from other European countries with different fashions. Historical characters shown in manuscripts might be clothed in garments of the illustrator’s times rather than their own; and some miniatures show fashionable bodies as distorted as a modern airbrushed size zero. Religious figures were painted in ‘antique’ dress, which might include turbans and other exotic head-wear, or long, flowing sleeves emerging from short tight ones. It is worth remembering that the minor figures – soldiers, peasants and onlookers – were usually dressed in current styles, as were the donors who paid for the painting, sometimes seen kneeling in the foreground.


Memorial brasses and effigies offer useful and accessible records of British dress, but may be stylized and misleading in date. Lack of colour and detail, particularly on brasses, can make it difficult to distinguish between layers of clothing.


Even though every tiny fragment of information is valuable, it is never straightforward. All these visual sources were carefully constructed images with a message: they are wedding photographs, not snapshots. Written sources are full of traps for the unwary, from the language they use to the purpose for which they were written. The contemporary garment names are sometimes misused in modern histories, and I have highlighted some problems with these where they occur.


For the newcomer the information available is bewildering, but the key is to find the provenance. Real evidence can be traced back via careful references to its medieval source, but re-enactment (and costume history!) is full of anachronisms which persist because nobody has bothered to check their facts. The internet has made reliable information wonderfully accessible, but it also perpetuates old errors and inaccuracies and nourishes new ones. Never be afraid to ask people where their ‘facts’ come from.


Establishing the date for your outfit


This is the key decision. It is best if you work to an exact historical date or at least a decade; at most, select a halfcentury and keep within that. It is important that all the component garments belong together, so do not be tempted to wear something out of period just because you like it or it is more convenient.


Only the undergarments were virtually unchanged over the period covered in this book; others, especially headdresses and outer garments, changed frequently. It is always safer to go for an earlier style: garments for best might be worn by at least two generations, while working clothes were generally very plain shapes. There was a lively trade in used clothing.


Defining the wearer


Two main factors need to be taken into account in deciding what dress is appropriate: status, and age of the wearer. In addition, remember that dress is related to activity: workers had Sunday best, as well as working clothes; a lord did not wear velvet when travelling, and the grandest lady did not put on her elaborate headdress before breakfast.


WEALTH AND STATUS


Dress was an important indicator of income and status. The dress of the aristocracy and gentry demonstrated that they were not subject to the hardships of normal work, and had the leisure and servants required to dress them. Society was much more rigidly hierarchical than today, so even the wealthiest merchants kept to plainer materials than their aristocratic customers.


Visual sources show that male manual workers wore their clothes around knee length for convenience and might strip off their outer clothes in hot weather, while professionals such as lawyers and doctors wore sober calf-length garments of finer quality, and full-length robes were worn by senior clergy, noblemen and royalty.


Women’s clothes were long, but working women might tuck up their skirts above their ankles, while grander ladies wore them trailing over their feet. A rural worker would usually be limited to the cloth available in the local market and the skills of a village tailor, who was less likely to learn new styles than his urban counterpart. Towndwellers had a wider choice, but their clothes would still be made to last, so they tended to be plain and substantial. The nobility and gentry would use finer fabrics with richer adornments, reserving their finest and most elaborate for ceremonial occasions. They had exclusive access to a range of luxury imports and to innovative craftsmen.


AGE


Even today, each generation tends to keep to its own styles, and it has always been so. Young men wore short outer garments, but older men wore them calf-length or longer. Unmarried women could wear their hair loose and their necklines low; married women were expected to cover their hair and be more modest, while widows often dressed plainly and in earlier styles. Be careful to dress for your age and use the differences to underline relationships within a group.


Selecting your garments


Whatever your chosen period and character you will need a layer of body linens, one or more body garments, something on your legs, something on your head and probably a belt and something to carry your personal possessions in. Here is a ‘thumbnail’ guide to the different garments, each of which is described in detail in its own chapter later in the book.


Body linens, 1100–1480


This is medieval underclothing, a layer of washable linen between the body and the outer clothes. The plain shapes are suitable for any date. Even if it cannot be seen, the shirt or smock helps the other garments to hang well and will save on dry-cleaning bills. Medieval women wore nothing under the smock, but modern women must decide for themselves, bearing in mind that a bra will affect the line of the outer garment. Men should wear the appropriate style of breech for their hose.


Body linens
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Large breech 1100-1350
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Short breech 1400 onward
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Breech with gusset 1100-1450
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T shaped shirt 1100 onward
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Plain smock 1100 onward
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Fine shirt 1100-1200
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Smock with neckband 1100 onward
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Gored shirt 1100 onward





Body garments, 1100 to later 1300s


The body garments of the High Medieval era were usually loose-fitting, cut by the division of the cloth into simple shapes and without obvious differences between male and female shapes. Although the new cutting methods began to appear by 1340 the older styles persisted for at least one and possibly two generations after that date.


COTES


Both men and women wore a cote of some kind as their main – possibly their only – garment. The basic cut remained the same throughout the centuries, but fashionable wearers had access to finer cloths and more elaborate cutting of gores and especially sleeves. Cotes were normally, though not essentially, worn with a belt.


Cotes
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Woman’s cote with long gores 1100-1400
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Batwing cote 1200-1280
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Man’s short cote with gores from waist 1100-1400
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Woman’s cote with gores from waist 1100-1400







[image: image]


Man’s short cote with gores from underarm 1100-1400
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Sleeveless surcote based on the cote 1200-1400





SURCOTES


Although not essential, a surcote adds warmth or status to a cote. There were various forms in use from c.1200, some of them intended to function as additional overgarments.


Surcotes
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Sleeved surcote based on the cote 1200-1400
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Sleeveless surcote with centre seams 1180-1400
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Gardcorp 1180-1340
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Short tabard 1250-1350





HOSE


Hose were made from sewn cloth, most commonly as separate stockings. These were worn by women with garters and by men supported by the breechgirdle or, later, by tying to a long doublet. Men’s joined hose appeared around 1380 and were tied to a shorter doublet. Whatever the date and type of hose, the means of support should be hidden by the outer clothing except during heavy exertion.


Hose
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Man’s long separate hose
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Women’s short hose







[image: image]


Joined hose, 15th century





Body garments after 1340


This is the date after which shaped, fitted garments began to be worn over the linens, first by men and later by women. To make these you will need a personal block pattern (see Chapter 7). The doublet and kirtle were normally worn as a base layer underneath one of the outer garments below.


DOUBLETS


About 1340 men started wearing the doublet, and by 1400 it was in general use: the hose were fastened to it. The length of the doublet was related to the style of hose.


Doublets
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Basic doublet, mid-14th century onwards
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Fashionable doublet, 1430 onward
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Quilted paltok 1360-1400
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Double armholed doublet c1380 onward





FITTED DRESSES


By 1370, if not before, women were wearing the kirtle, and it was widely adopted by the early fifteenth century. The fitted dresses with waist seams developed to support the bust under the gown; the tight dress was a fashion for unmarried girls of the upper classes.


Fitted dresses
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V-Front kirtle c1430 onwards
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Kirtle with waist seam c1440 onwards
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Basic kirtle, c1370 onwards
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Flat-fronted kirtle or petticote, c1450 onwards
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Tight dress or cotehardie, c1380 onwards





Outer garments after 1340


This is the third layer of the outfit and, together with the headwear, the defining feature. Several different styles were in use at a time, and all but the very poorest people would have clothes for both ‘working’ and ‘best’. Read about the different garments in the relevant chapters to identify the correct ones for your role.


Outer garments, later fourteenth century
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Woman’s ceremonial open surcote, mid- fourteenth century on
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Woman’s buttoned gown 1370-1390
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Man’s eight-panel gown 1350-1410
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Men’s cotehardies, 1340-1390
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Woman’s cotehardie, 1370-1390





Houpelandes and gowns, fifteenth century
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Men’s short gowns, 1390 onwards
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Fashionable gown, end 14th/early 15th century
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Man’s pleated gowns, 1420 onwards
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Woman’s flared gown, 1430 onwards
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Woman’s fitted gown, 1470 onwards
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Pleated jacket, 1450-1470





Working outerwear, fifteenth century
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Belted frock, fifteenth century
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Overkirtle, 15th century
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Sleeveless jacket, c1440 onwards







[image: image]


Livery





Headwear


Men wore a hood or a hat, or sometimes both. Most women just wore a kerchief, sometimes with a veil or hood over it, but headdresses for the wealthy became increasingly complex from the mid-fourteenth century.


Men’s headwear
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Felt hat
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Fur hat
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Straw hat
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Basic hood, 13th and 14th century
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Knitted cap
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Coif
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Hood worn as a hat, mid-14th to mid-15th century







[image: image]


Chaperon, mid-15th century





Women’s plain headwear
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Wrapped linen kerchief, 1100 onwards
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Knotted linen kerchief, 15th century
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Linen coif, 14th century
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Linen kerchief with pinched wimple, 15th century
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Open hood, mid-15th century
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Buttoned hood, 14th century





Women’s fashionable headdresses
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Plaits, 14th and early 15th century
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Barbette and fillet, 13th and early 14th century
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Frilled veil, second half of 14th century
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Padded roll, early to later fifteenth century
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Pair of tires, mid-15th century
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Cap and wired veil, c1470-1480





Accessories


A belt and a pair of shoes are vital for every outfit. Notes on shoes are included under Hose, but making them is not covered in this book. Belts, purses and other items such as aprons and mittens indicate status and will enhance your finished outfit.


Cloaks were worn throughout the period but are not essential for your outfit.


Accessories
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Man’s belt with purse and knife
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Woman’s drawstring purse
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Split mitten
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Woman’s apron
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Basket





Children’s wear


Children’s clothes would normally reflect the status of their family or, for adolescents, their employer or master.


Children’s wear
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Cote and surcote, 14th century
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Boy’s gown, fifteenth century
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Girl’s kirtle and V-fronted gown, 15th century





Wearing your outfit


Your clothes only become fully ‘yours’ by using them. Get used to putting them on layer by layer, and practise pinning the kerchief and draping the hood, as well as everyday movements like lifting objects and climbing steps. Workers and soldiers need clothes which ‘work’ with them, and women need to know just where to hitch up the skirts for free movement. Ladies who need to practise walking without hitching their skirts up might try the following exercise: with arms loose at your sides grab the outer skirt in each hand and lift it forward until the front is clear of your feet. Kick forward as you walk to keep the bulk moving, but remember not to stride – ladies do not have to hurry!


Learning how to move in them andhow to keep your headdress in place will enhance your confidence and enjoyment. For each historic role you will need to assume a different comportment to match the clothes, for example a consciousness of rank which makes you deferential, or superior, in a way that is unknown today.


Care and storage


Always repair any damage promptly and as neatly as possible. You can renovate old garments, or cut them down for children, as would have been customary.


Wash all body linens regularly. If you are a purist you will use pure soap or ecological detergent, without modern synthetic fragrances. Shirts and smocksdo not need ironing, but neck- and head kerchiefs should be freshly pressed or even ‘pinched’ into neat folds.


Your outer clothing should rarely need washing or cleaning if it is well dried and aired. Brush off dried mud, and clean off grease. Wear an apron for cooking or dirty work.


Store heavy garments laid flat, or folded: if left on a coat hanger they may droop out of shape. If they are not used regularly put them in a plastic bag, or wrap them in an old sheet or muslin, to keep out moths. Medieval pest controls such as rue, lavender or rosemary smell better than camphor mothballs, but are less effective. You should take clothes out regularly to give them a shake and check for moth grubs.








	
Chapter 1
Materials


	1







Most textiles in the Middle Ages were made by specialized craftsmen, so the quality was generally good. Even cheaper cloths were evenly spun and densely woven; more expensive ones were distinguished by finer spinning and brighter colours.


Wool and linen were the mainstay of most people’s wardrobes, with silk becoming commoner in the late Middle Ages. Methods of production were changing throughout the period so different types of material were available at different times: what follows is a brief summary of these changes, and some advice on what to look for today.


WOOL


Woollen textiles have been produced from prehistoric times, and worn as outer clothing. Until the fourteenth century the fleece was generally combed before spinning, which laid the fibres parallel to spin a fairly smooth yarn, often highly twisted. Much of this yarn was woven into twill or more elaborate weaves.


By the end of the thirteenth century, cloth production in England had dropped off and cloth was being imported from the Low Countries. This was the new ‘broadcloth’, woven using thread which was carded instead of combed, then spun on a wheel to give a soft, fluffy thread. When the cloth was fulled the fibres felted themselves together to give a firm, even surface. The surface was often made still smoother by raising a nap and shearing, and it was this ‘finishing’ which distinguished broadcloth.
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Fig. 1.01 Wool textiles. A selection of modern all-wool textiles comparable to medieval types. They are graded roughly from cheapest (top right undyed plainweave) to finest (bottom left). Most are natural fleece colours. The lozenge twill, bottom right, was a twelfth-century fashion. The check resembles a fourteenth-century fragment found in London. From blue to green, upper left, are fulled broadcloths of fifteenth-century type.
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Tabby or plain weave
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2/2 twill
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3/1 twill
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Satin





Fig.1.02 Weave structures.


Broadloom weaving itself was introduced to England during the 1330s, replacing the older upright looms.


Combed yarns continued to be used to weave the fine, smooth fabrics called worsteds, and plain weave cloths remained in production for cheaper clothing. These might be woven from ready-dyed yarns to produce stripes or checks, while broadcloth was usually dyed after weaving. The most expensive dyes were used only on the finest cloths, and many cheaper materials were used undyed.


Choosing your material


A wide range of pure wool fabrics is still made, but blends of wool and polyester are often cheaper. If a cloth looks right for a garment then a small synthetic content may be irrelevant, although for safety around fires pure wool is less flammable, and cloth for hose should be pure wool as it has more stretch. Wools and wool blends are almost always woven to the traditional broadcloth width of 140– 160cm.


There are three main types.


Woollen cloth: Any woollen cloth or blend with a visible weave, tabby or twill and a more or less hairy surface. The threads should be well packed together, though cloth intended for lining can be flimsier. A density of 6– 15 threads per cm is typical for a working garment: a higher density is for finer garments. Use the coarser cloth for cotes and surcotes, for cheaper garments of any period, and for linings. Fine quality twill cloth is best for hose, and thick, hairy cloth makes warm cloaks.


Broadcloth: This is likely to be pure wool, and more expensive. Here the weave structure is not visible, and the surface is either smooth and felt-like (Melton type) or with a fine velvety pile (faced cloth). Use broadcloth for good quality outer garments of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and especially for fifteenth-century gowns. Heavy Melton makes excellent cloaks.


Worsted: A lighter, smoother fabric made with combed yarn, often blended with polyester. Worsteds may come in tabby or twill weave or even with a satin finish. Use them for better quality cotes, doublets and kirtles, and lightweight gowns for warm weather.


Colours


Woollen cloth can be found undyed in the natural cream, brown or grey of the fleece: this is ideal for peasant clothing. Otherwise almost any colour can be used except bright pinks and mauves. For ordinary clothing blues, greens of any shade, yellow, orange and pink as well as drab colours are suitable. Black and red were expensive to dye so should only be used for better quality clothing. Look out for striped cloth, which is rare now but was fashionable in the mid-fourteenth century.
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Fig. 1.03 Linen textiles. A selection of linens photographed with a measure for scale and a black ground to compare their opacity. Top left Denselywoven vintage sheeting. Top centre Half-bleached modern linen suitable for shirts and smocks. Top right Modern fine ramie fibre comparable to fine linen. Middle left The nastier sort of modern linen with uneven thread, open weave and too-white bleach for such poor quality. Lower left ‘Red edge’ linen canvas, ideal for hardwearing undergarments. Lower right Coarse flax ‘tow’ or hemp canvas suitable for low-status undergarments, aprons and packaging.





LINEN AND CANVAS


The use of vegetable fibres for textiles is even more ancient than the use of wool. Linen is made from the stem fibres of the flax plant, and canvas from those of hemp. Both produce smooth fabrics which absorb water freely without shrinking, so are washable. Neither takes dye as readily as wool or silk, so they were most often used undyed and often unbleached. Canvas could not be spun as fine or bleached as white as linen so it was used by poorer people for clothes, and for tents, sails and packaging.


Linen and canvas were often woven in plain weave and in narrow widths (50–114cm) to suit their intended use. Fine linens for kerchiefs and veils could be woven with frilled selvedges; these could be seen from about 1300 and were particularly popular in the later fourteenth century. Both fabrics were used for body linens (shirts, smocks and breeches) depending on the status of the wearer, and finer linens were used for women’s headdresses. Heavier linens and canvas were used for lining, interlining and stiffening in tailored garments. None of these materials seem to have been used for visible outer garments such as surcotes or gowns, but were probably used for some kirtles and doublets. Both linen and canvas were made in England during the Middle Ages, but the best linen was produced in the Low Countries and large quantities were imported.


Choosing your material


Although linen and canvas are specified, modern fashion linens tend to be light and flimsy; good cotton may look better than bad linen. Whichever you buy, closely-packed threads will wear better than loosely-woven fabrics. Polyester-cotton blends are not satisfactory as they are too shiny and do not crease enough, but blends of linen and viscose can look and feel like pure linen. For body linens and headdresses a firm cotton sheeting or bleached calico will do very well, or a cotton lawn for best.


All these fabrics may be found in widths from 90cm (especially the finer ones) to 150cm, or even more if they are woven for sheeting (see A note about selvedges below).


Linen tailoring canvas is still made in various weights, but at a price; for interlining unbleached calico is much cheaper. Heavy cotton canvas is useful for stiffening collars and the bodices of later kirtles.


Colours


These fabrics were commonly used undyed and unbleached. Linen and hemp are brown or fawn-grey, and only the finer grades were bleached for headdresses and finer undergarments. Blue linen was sometimes used for peasants’ shirts in the fourteenth century. Black linen was used for linings in the fifteenth century. Other colours were produced, but apparently not in quantity.


COTTON AND FUSTIAN


Raw cotton was imported for padding quilted garments and bedding; cotton textiles had to be imported and were not common, although ‘sindon’ or ‘muslin’ may indicate fine cottons used for high-grade kerchiefs.


Fustian was a hardwearing cloth with linen warp and cotton weft, often with a raised nap. It was imported in quantity in the fifteenth century and used particularly for doublets. The modern moleskin is a good equivalent, or strong flannelette sheeting.


Colours


Many doublets are shown as black, or else natural undyed colour.


SILK


Silks were already reaching the British Isles in small quantities during the Dark Ages. Although the quantities later increased, silk remained a luxury which even the wealthiest people kept for best. Plain silks in tabby, twill or satin weave were used for linings and facings on good quality garments.


Patterned silks were elaborate and varied. Examples from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries include circles or geometric shapes enclosing birds, beasts or castles; large scenes of angels, hunters with hounds, or animals; and all-over scrolling leaf designs. Silk takes dye readily, so the colours were varied and bright.


By the late thirteenth century Italian weavers had developed the technique of silk velvet weaving. The first record of velvet clothing in Britain appears in the trousseau of Isabella of France in 1307, but it was extremely rare and expensive. During the fourteenth century Italian silk weaving continued to progress and by the fifteenth an assortment of sumptuous fabrics was available. These included damask, a monochrome or two-coloured fabric with a subtle pattern in the weave; brocades with additional threads forming the design; velvet upon velvet, with the pattern in cut and uncut pile; and cloth-of-gold with the pattern worked in a looped pile of metal thread, sometimes combined with other techniques. The designs themselves could be very large, with meandering stems and stylized leaves.


The finest of these fabrics were extremely expensive and were worn for ceremonial occasions by nobility and royalty. Damasks and simpler patterned silks were a little more common, though more likely to be seen as a doublet or kirtle under a plain gown than as the gown itself. Silk was used more widely for trimmings and accessories.


Velvet gowns remained rare in the fifteenth century, but velvet was used for hoods, frontlets and purses by the wealthy. Plain and patterned silks were used for more elaborate headdresses, and for lining. Silk was also used to make braid and ribbon, hair nets, tablet-woven belts and purse-tassels, and silk thread was used for embroidery.


Choosing your silk


Plain silks are generally easy to find and relatively cheap, so do use real silk rather than imitations – but avoid lumpy doupions. Use any firm, plaincoloured taffeta, habotai or fuji for linings and facings on better quality garments, and use the off-cuts for purse bags or headdress components. Use satin, especially black, for richer doublets of the later fifteenth century. Use white silk organza for fine veils on fifteenth-century headdresses.


All silk and half-silk velvet are still made: use these for richer ladies’ hoods, for purses, frontlets, collars and cuffs. Good synthetic dress velvet may also do for these but avoid furnishing and crushed velvets.


Patterned silk must be chosen with care to match the historical examples, but look for small patterns with a single repeated motif or all-over lattice, or a simple spot motif. Indian silk saris can be suitable, and often have splendid borders which can be made into belts, but avoid ‘pine-cone’ designs. For patterned or imitation silk: if in doubt, do not use it!


BUYING FABRICS


Most modern textiles are massproduced for short life and low cost. From fibre sorting to dyeing, they are made by different processes and are usually much lighter than medieval cloths. There are no ‘authentic’ fabrics, although some specialist mills come close. If you want good materials for regular use, be prepared to spend time and money. Look beyond your drapery store. Remnant and factory shops often have lengths of fabric, which may be flawed but are still usable. Specialist mail order suppliers are more reliable, though also more expensive: this is something the web has made much easier to locate. Charity shops often sell old sheets, useful for making toiles and trying out patterns, and blankets, which are suitable for interlining; you may even find a linen sheet or a piece of new cloth there.


Materials to avoid




	Any knitted (T-shirt) fabric;


	Anything with big lumps in the spinning;


	Anything more hole than thread;


	Shiny synthetics in place of silk;


	Poly/cotton and poly/viscose;


	Printed textiles;


	Lurex metallic fabrics;


	Furnishing textiles.





A note about selvedges


On a traditional loom the weft thread is continuous. Where it returns round the outer edge of the warp threads it forms a firm ‘self-edge’, sometimes called the ‘list’. This selvedge plays an important part in constructing simple garments, so it is worth looking for wools, and especially linens and cottons, with true selvedges. Unfortunately modern fabrics of all kinds are woven on the industrial jet-loom, where each weft thread ends in a fringe caught together with a row of stitching along the edges of the piece. It need not stop you buying an otherwise suitable material, but it may affect how you make it up.


FUR


Fur was commonly used as a warm lining for outer garments such as surcotes, gowns, cloaks and hoods. The furs used included squirrel and weasel for finer garments, with rabbit, lamb and cat for plainer clothes. Some garments were only edged with fur and ladies’ gowns of the mid-fifteenth century could have a fur collar and cuffs.


Choosing fur


The use of real fur is now widely condemned as well as being expensive, though a furrier will sell you sheets of fur ready to cut, or make up a lining for you. An option is to buy second-hand fur coats, or ask among your older relatives. Modern coats are often from larger animals with less flexible skins, which can make the garment very stiff, but rabbit and musquash are suitable. Lining a full-length garment will require several coats. To get the same effect, interline the garment with heavy blanket to give it bulk and put the fur round the edges. To check whether a coat is of real or imitation fur, blow gently on it. The pile of real fur will fan out into a circle, unless it is heavy beaver lamb.


High-quality acrylic fur fabrics are now available by the metre. Avoid cheaper fur fabrics intended for stuffed toys.


THREADS


The thread used by a medieval tailor depended on the task. Plain woollen cloths could be sewn with wool yarn, but stronger linen thread was needed for stitching broadcloth. Linen thread was generally unbleached or dyed blue; it was used for hidden seams, while a silk thread matching the fabric was used where it was visible. The linen seamstress used linen thread, which could be spun very fine. Embroidery was worked in wool, silk or gilt metal thread.


Choosing threads


HAND SEWING


For early garments in plain woollens you may be able to use a thread frayed out of the cloth, but first test its breaking strength. If this is inadequate, or you want a contrasting effect, use a fine crewel wool. For linens, quilting cotton (Gutermann or Mettler) is better than machine thread. For very fine work, or if you want to use real linen thread, lace-making suppliers sell fine cotton and linen. Linen thread is difficult to use: it frays easily and needs smoothing through a block of beeswax before use. For the visible hand finishing on outer garments you can use the same thread as for machining, or Gutermann sewing silk in a matching colour.


MACHINE SEWING


Use any all-purpose machine thread. If it will not be seen the thread need not match. For finishing visible areas, silk thread may look better.


HANDMADE BUTTONHOLES AND EYELETS


A heavier thread is best. Use Gutermann polyester ‘topstitch’ or any buttonhole twist. Gutermann also make a heavy linen thread which is ideal for plainer garments. For really high quality work, find a heavy plied silk thread: this is both beautiful to sew with and historically accurate.




TOOLS FOR DEMONSTRATING SEWING


Living History participants who demonstrate skills such as sewing and braid making to the public will look for convincing replicas of period tools. Tools were precious in medieval times and would be kept together in a box or basket. Many can be obtained from re-enactment traders.


Cutting


Spring shears of iron or bronze date back to the Iron Age, but hinged scissors are rare before the fourteenth century.


Pins, needles and fastenings


Pins were generally of brass or bronze, and modern brass lacemaking pins are suitable. Contrary to popular belief iron or bronze needles were commonly available in a variety of sizes. Store them in a needle case. A stiletto for making eyelets was usually of hardwood or bone. Thimbles were cap-shaped or open-ended.


Marking up


Necessary equipment for a tailor or seamstress included chalk and charcoal for marking, a yardstick marked with divisions down to 1/16th and thread wound on a bone or wooden spool.


Small decorations


Making cords, braids or nets requires various small implements made of wood, bone or horn. Fine threads and yarns should be used for these, not thick, lumpy ones. The spinners were highly skilled too.
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We have discussed choosing the appropriate garment and material, and it is time to look at the medieval methods of garment making: ways of cutting, assembling a garment and sewing, along with specific subjects such as linings, facing and interfacing, finishing openings, collars and cuffs, working with fur, and completing the garment with fastenings and decorations.


WAYS OF CUTTING


There are two very different techniques used for cutting body garments, but the measurements you must take will serve as the basis for both.
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Fig. 2.01 A late medieval sewing box showing a range of appropriate tools and findings – and two items for the modern worktable.





Planning directly from personal measurements


This method is used for the simple shapes of linen undergarments, cotes and surcotes. It consists of planning the pattern pieces from a set of personal measurements, and is explained in detail in the relevant chapters. The pieces may be cut in paper or calico first, though experienced workers may prefer to work directly on the cloth.


Using a personal block


The block is a personal bodice pattern, giving an exact fit from neck to waist or hip, combined with a set-in sleeve. The doublet and kirtle are based closely on the block, and the outer garments are developed from it. Chapter 7 explains fitting blocks for men, women and children and how to draft patterns from the block.


Taking measurements


To ensure accuracy the individual being fitted must be measured by someone else. Not all the measurements listed are needed for every garment, but it is useful to have a full set for reference. The measuring process will also help you observe the wearer’s physical characteristics. Once you have the list you can either go directly to the chapters covering garments planned, or to Chapter 7 for the various stages of producing a personal block.


Using the patterns and diagrams


Patterns and layout diagrams are shown with a scale. Fitted garments are shown on a grid scale: the original block appears in fine outline with the adapted pattern sections on top in heavier outline. Fine straight lines are used for construction lines. Heavy broken lines indicate alternative shapes. The straight grain is shown by arrows.


Please note that layout diagrams in chapters 3, 4 and 5 include seam allowances in the dimensions. However, pattern and layout diagrams for garments from blocks do not include seam allowances. Letters indicate joining or measuring points, and short marks on seam lines show balance points. ‘Fold’ outside the edge of a grid indicates the fold of the fabric. ‘Fold’ inside the edge of a pattern piece indicates that the edge should be placed on folded fabric and cut in one piece.




PATTERN ABBREVIATIONS






	CB


	Centre Back







	CF


	Centre Front







	BP


	Back Point







	SP


	Shoulder Point







	NP


	Neck Point







	UP


	Underarm Point







	FO


	Front Opening







	FL


	Front Line







	FP


	Front Point







	AL


	Arm Length











ASSEMBLING THE GARMENTS


The working methods you choose will depend on the degree of authenticity you want in your clothing. The basic tools – scissors, needles and thread, pins – are unchanged since the Middle Ages, but the modern sewer has many new aids, from iron-on interfacing to overlockers (sergers). Some of these are useful time-savers, but other tasks are still best done by hand. This chapter concentrates on hand methods that are not covered in detail in modern sewing manuals.


Details about making up will be found in the text and captions for many individual garments, in particular for those earlier ones planned without a block.


Order of assembly


For fitted garments made from a personal block, the usual assembly sequence is:




	Identify the cut pieces, marking them on the wrong side with chalk;


	Attach any interlining to the parts;




	Make up the body by sewing the centre front and back seams, then shoulder and side seams, leaving an opening for putting the garment on where necessary;


	Make up and attach the collar (if any);


	Make up and set in the sleeves;


	Finish with lining, hem and fastenings.





Waist seams


The hip sections of doublets are sewn onto the body sections before the body is made up, whereas the skirts of kirtles with waist seams are made up and sewn to the completed body.


Setting in sleeves


Most set-in sleeves in this book are made from the sleeve block and have the seam at the back. First pin the seam to the back point on the armhole and to any other balance points. Starting from the back point pin the lower armhole curves, then up over the shoulder, easing in the sleeve.


Some coat and gown sleeves have the seam at the underarm. These can be made up and set in to the finished armhole, or sewn flat to the garment after sewing the shoulder seams and before the side seams.


Remember to match fitting lines, not edges. Adjust if necessary before tacking and stitching.
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Fig. 2.02





MEASUREMENTS FOR MEN


Copy the list below and enter the measurements against each dimension. Measure the vertical distances on the side of the body, except the back length which is measured down the spine. The body rise measurement is needed only for a fitted breech; take it while the subject is seated on a hard flat surface.


The dotted lines show the positions of the armholes on a block. The upper end, above the ball joint of the shoulder, is the starting point for measuring the long arm length for the block sleeve. For sleeves of garments not planned from a block, measure the arm length from the tip of the shoulder.


Chest (with lungs filled)


Waist


Seat


Back length (nape to waist)


Waist to knee


Waist to ankle


Thigh (at widest point)


Base of neck


Long arm length (over shoulder joint)


Arm length (from tip of shoulder)


Top arm


Wrist


Hand (smallest loop that will fit over)


Body rise (for fitted breech)
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Fig. 2.03
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Fig.2.04





MEASUREMENTS FOR WOMEN


Copy the list below and enter the measurements against each dimension. Measure the vertical distances on the side of the body, except the back length, which is measured down the spine. The second bust measurement is taken under the breasts, and used for more fitted kirtles. The dotted lines show the positions of the armholes on a block. The upper end, above the ball joint of the shoulder, is the starting point for measuring the long arm length for the block sleeve. For sleeves of garments not planned from a block, measure the arm length from the tip of the shoulder.


Bust (round the breasts)


Bust (under the breasts)


Waist


Hips


Back length (from nape to waist)


Waist to hip


Waist to floor


Base of neck


Long arm length (over shoulder joint)


Arm length (from tip of shoulder)


Top arm


Wrist


Hand (smallest loop that will slip over)
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Fig. 2.05





MEASUREMENTS FOR TIGHT SLEEVES


These may be needed for men’s or women’s garments.


Shoulder to elbow (over shoulder joint) Elbow to wrist


Round bent elbow joint


Round forearm


MEASUREMENTS


Metric units: metres (m), centimetres (cm) and millimetres (mm) are used throughout the book.


To convert to inches, use a tape measure marked with both scales. Use 1in = 2.5cm as a rule of thumb.
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