
Basic Dress Standard

Since its inception the MSS has always aimed at a fairly authentic dress standard, and 
is 
always striving to improve its living history standards.

This dress standard has been written as guidance for new members to the MSS. It is not 
possible to cover all aspects of medieval clothing in this outline and it does not address 
the garb of monks, jesters, nobles et al; nor does it go into detail on military 
requirements. This standard provides a basic starting point, but you may soon find that 
you will want to begin to research your clothing options. To avoid any Hollywood Horrors 
(and potentially wasting lots of money), talk to people in the society and read around the 
subject. One of the best and most fun ways to be sure your clothing is correct is to look 
at original illustrations for yourself. 

This guide is not exhaustive, and you may want to wear something not covered by it. If 
you can provide two pieces of contemporary evidence for a piece of kit (evidence from 
the 15th century!) the committee will be happy to consider its authenticity.

Think about who you would like to portray – keeping it in context of the society – and 
then 
consider the clothing that they would need. Keeping this is mind when you get your kit 
together will mean that you don’t end up being a bill man in noble’s clothing!
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Why you should bother:-
1. If you don’t you are marring the effort of all your fellow members. Some of the 
general public or members of other societies are much more likely to comment on, 
and remember, just one obvious anachronism than dozens of correctly attired 
medievalists. 
2. If you don’t get to an acceptable standard within six months the Committee will 
discuss the matter with you. At first this will be in a charming and encouraging 
manner but it will then be in more strident & dictatorial tones!

The following is the standard that will apply. It is deliberately as unrestrictive as 
possible while still giving useful guidance. If you have any queries, please ask.
General
The accoutrements of modern life – car keys, mobile phones, cigarettes and lighters 
etc need to be carried in a suitably medieval bag, pouch, basket or box. Likewise, 
flasks, cool boxes, food packets and drink cans need to be hidden. Only get out these 
modern items in the plastic camp site or other ‘out’ areas.

Spectacles
Either medieval styles or contact lenses. Simple wire framed specs are not as good 
but are just about acceptable. Polychromatic lenses and modern fashion frames are 
not 
acceptable.

Jewellery
Modern jewellery items are to be avoided. Some pieces of jewellery may also be 
dangerous in a combat situation. It is recommended that you do not wear rings while 
taking part in hand to hand combat, as hand injuries can cause fingers to swell. 
Likewise, ear and nose jewellery should be removed as it can be easily caught.
Facial piercings are obvious and obtrusive. Please avoid wearing them.
There are traders who sell medieval style jewellery, and this can be a great way to 
express your individuality. Exercise caution though and make sure that what you 
chose to wear is both authentic and appropriate to the character you are portraying.

Make up
Should be kept to an absolute minimum. Nail varnish is to be avoided as it is a real 
intrusion – remember your toe nails too if there is any possibility of you taking your 
shoes off in public.

Children’s Clothing
The smallest babies and children of either gender can be dressed in simple mid calf 
shifts, soft boots, a plain coif and a broad brimmed hat – which will help protect from 
the sun. For warmth, a loose gown can be worn over the top. Larger children dress as 
adults – but in smaller sizes!

Instead of shoes, pattens can be worn. Some makers of medieval style footwear may 
offer a scheme where you can change your children’s footwear for another size as 
they grow.



Headwear
Head coverings are a must. Only women of loose virtue or girls of marriageable age 
(and remember in the 15th century this was much younger than it is today!) would have 
their hair uncovered. Today, head coverings will disguise modern hair cuts and colours.
Simple head cloths are made of linen. These can be plain square tied around the head 
(see middle image below). There are many styles you can chose from – have a look 
around and see what you like! Again, ask other members of the society if they are 
wearing something that you like the look of. Hoods are made of wool or linen, and lined 
in linen. There are a wide range of hats available – for example, a very English hat was 
the truncated hennin. This is made of linen with a stiff leather lining to keep the flower 
pot shape (see first image below) Another favourite is the begin hood, which is very 
easy to wear. Many medieval style hats are secured onto suitably dressed hair or foun-
dation bands (called fillets).

See previous contemporary images in this document for other examples of head cover-
ings

Belts, bags and purses
Belts, bags and pouches / purses should be made of leather or suitable 
fabrics. 
Belts are quite narrow (unless they are over a gown, when they are wide 
to hold the shape of the gown in place). Narrow belts are worn long and 
looped over at the front.
There is NO place for modern handbags. Larger bags can be of canvas 
or linen. Baskets with a simple cloth tucked over the top are good for 
transporting a multitude of goods and keeping inauthentic items hidden.

If you are planning to cook, or do other potentially messy activities 
around the camp, it is advisable to 
wear an apron. A simple rectangle of 
linen will suffice, tied around the waist. 

Hair
Head coverings must be worn by everyone. As well as considering the convention of 
the time, they are vital in covering entirely inappropriate modern hairstyles and 
colours.

Clothing colours
Stay clear of modern vibrant colours of a synthetic type. Generally you are safer with 
natural tones: blues, greys, browns, greens, dull reds etc especially at the lower end of 
the social scale. Posher folk could afford deeper and brighter colours. In the 15th

century, black was an expensive colour – it wasn’t until the 16th century that it was 
produced cheaply and therefore more commonly worn.

Fabrics
For most pieces of clothing, fabrics used should be wool or linen. Calico can be a 
cheaper substitute for linen (as a lining fabric it will not be overly noticed), but it is not in 
period so try to minimise using it.
Wool and linen can be sourced at reasonable prices from the re-enactment markets 
typically held in autumn and spring – prices generally start from £5 metre.
For richer clothes, cotton velvets and brocades may be appropriate. Silk is also 
possible for the very rich. Avoid crushed velvets, nylons and other synthetic fabrics as 
they look, feel and move in the wrong way. Synthetic fabrics may also be 
hazardous near campfires as they can catch fire and burn very quickly. 
If in doubt about a fabric to use, talk to someone in the society.

Sewing
Wherever possible, visible stitching should be done by hand. Machine stitched 
internal seams are acceptable as they will not be seen.

Clothing Care
Medieval people cared for their garments differently to us. Linen was washed 
regularly, but outer layers of wool (or brocade etc) clothing would have been brushed 
down and rarely, if ever, washed. Clothes were not ironed so stiff creases in your linens 
should be avoided. 
Repairing clothing was much more common: patching and replacing worn areas. For 
example, replacing sleeves and hems on kirtles and / or gowns is a cheap and easy 
way to re-vamp an existing outfit.

With thanks to Historic Enterprises for the use of their images.



Men’s Clothing
Don’t panic, you don’t need everything immediately – some of it maybe never, 
depending on the character you chose to play. For men the minimum kit is shoes or 
boots, shirt, hose and some sort of head covering fol-
lowed by a doublet.

Shirt
In linen in a medieval style. 
These garments are of an extremely simple untailored 
cut, full in the body. 
If you wear split hose you will require a longer shirt to 
cover any 
potential 
embarrassment – for joined hose normal 21st century 
length is about right.

   

Braies
In linen.
Braies are essentially medieval boxer shorts. They are 
vital under single leg hose, and are a good idea under 
joined hose in case of tearing! They can be made 
longer than those in the illustration if necessary for 
underneath single leg hose.

Hose
In wool or possibly linen, tight fitting to the leg.
You must cut the fabric on the cross or diagonal otherwise there will not be enough 
stretch in the fabric for movement. A good quality wool should have 
reasonable stretch in it.
There are two distinct types of hose.

Open / split hose are two separate legs held up by points (laces) tied 
over a belt or joined to the doublet or pourpoint. These hose are 
appropriate to the earlier part of our period and by the mid 15th century 
are somewhat out of date, however they can be found in later 
illustrations being worn by labourers. There should be more than one or 
two points per legs for 15th Century split hose, with the top of each leg 
going almost all the way around the body – split hose held up by single 
points are much earlier than our period.
See contemporary illustration above for hose being rolled down for working.

Gown
Wool, brocade or other ‘posh’ fabric (see fabric section) 
trimmed with a contrasting fabric or fur.
The ordinary woman’s gown is an outer garment 
designed for smartness and / or warmth. It is worn over 
the smock and kirtle, and is much more 
practical than a cloak as it keeps your 
arms free.
There are a variety of gown designs, but 
one of the more common ones is a 
burgundian. It is a loose fitting garment 
that is belted just above the natural waist. 
The neckline is usually a deep V coming 
down almost to the top of the waistband.

Cloak—mantle
Wool, lined in linen
Cloaks can be somewhat impractical and they can restrict 
movement, and they are becoming less popular by the end of 
our period, although they could have been worn while travelling 
or in bad weather. However, as already stated, they do double 
up well as bedding!

Footwear
Flat soled pointed or semi pointed shoes or short boots made of leather in the medieval 
style. Pattens as described for men in the footwear section. Women’s shoes were very 
similar to men’s especially at the lower end of the social spectrum. A bit higher up, shoes 
with a bar across the instep were popular.
As before, bad shoes will ruin the whole look of your outfit. Don’t think that bad or 
modern shoes will be hidden underneath your kirtle!



Women’s Clothing
The basic starting kit for a woman should be a smock worn with a kirtle over the top, and 
shoes or ankle boots. Smocks should not be worn by themselves! A woman wearing a 
kirtle would be working – if she went out, she would wear a gown over the smock and 
kirtle in much the same way as we put on a jacket today.

Smock
Linen, in medieval style.
A woman’s smock, or chemise, is very similar in design to a man’s shirt 
being a loose untailored garment – the only real difference is length. The 
smock comes anywhere between mid calf and ankle. They are never 
sleeveless and should not be cut too low. 

Kirtle
Wool or linen.
The medieval shape is lean, long and smooth – this is 
achieved by fitted panels and never by darting. It can be 
waisted or cut in full panels, with back, front or side 
openings that are laced or hooked. Length depends on 
status – the richer you are, the longer it is (but no shorter 
than just above ankle length)

Sleeves are fairly tight but can be buttoned or laced to the 
elbow so they can be rolled up for working. Alternatively, 
they may just reach to the elbow with a second part that 
pins or points on to form the full sleeve – often in a contrasting fabric.

Hose
Fine wool or linen
Footed and gartered with cord just above the knee, and / or a 
buckled strap garter just 
below.
As with men’s hose these will need to be cut on the diagonal, or 
bias. It can be difficult to find the right material – most women go 
bare legged in the summer.

Closed / joined hose are a pair of legs joined with a 
gusset and with a codpiece flap at the front. The  
codpiece should be well  fitted but not padded. 

Pourpoint
In wool or linen.
A sleeveless plain necked sort of waistcoat often with a 
short skirt to it (shorter than that on a 
doublet). The top of the skirt has eyelet holes for 
attaching the hose. The pourpoint can be 
fastened by points, medieval style buttons or 
hidden hooks. It should be firmly lined in linen to stop 
the points pulling through and tearing the fabric.

Doublet
Wool or linen.
Sometimes a more luxurious fabric like brocade may be used but be aware of the status 

of the character you are portraying. 
A front opening fitted jacket, waisted and with a short skirt the top of 
which has holes for attaching hose. The front closure may be by 
points, medieval style buttons or hidden hooks. Sleeves can be 
plain or made fuller at the shoulder by pleating. The cuff can be 
slashed and then laced or buttoned. The doublet should be lined in 
linen.



Gown
Wool.
Gowns need to be lined in linen. Look around carefully at styles and 
designs of gowns as they should not be confused with earlier period 
garments. They tend to be for richer people, so having a gown to mid calf 
rather than full length is a good plan. They are full and belt into pleats, 
with full sleeves that can be slashed to show the doublet underneath.

Cloak
Wool.
Although not essential, a cloak can be useful on cold nights and can 
also double up as extra bedding! They should be cut as full as possible 
and be lined throughout in linen. They may have hoods and can close 
with points or buttons. Cloaks were used mostly for bad weather and 
ravelling, and are not easy to work in.

Footwear
Leather, in medieval style.
Footwear is really important and should be one of the first things you purchase. An 
inauthentic pair or boots can ruin the whole look of your outfit. 

Pattens are a medieval style wooden sole that is generally worn over shoes or boots to 
keep your footwear out of the mud! Although not essential they are a good way to 
protect the leather soles of your shoes or boots from modern hard surfaces.

Headwear
In medieval style and an appropriate fabric for the style.
Coifs are made of linen and are worn underneath other hats – rarely by themselves.
There is a large choice of hats and hoods available to you – just a few are illustrated 
below. This is a good area to be a bit more individual again, but remember to 
research your chosen head gear and make sure it is authentic and appropriate!

See various contemporary images throughout this document for examples of head coverings.

Belts
Medieval design in leather, sometimes tablet woven braid.
Belts were worn in varying thicknesses, often long and looped over at the end and left 
to dangle. Try to avoid hanging too much from your belt as contemporary sources 
show a few items, but not ‘The Christmas Tree Look’ favoured by some. A purse or 
pouch, small knife in sheath and one or two other items is generally 
sufficient. Soldiers in the 15th century are rarely shown with anything hanging from 
their belts other than weapons.

Pouches and bags
Leather, in medieval style.
Pouches and bags come in many styles and designs – a few are illustrated below. As 
with headwear, pouches and bags are another good way to express your individuality. 

Remember, medieval men had no pockets! Think about what you really need to carry 
and then find what works best for this. 


