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The main problem concerning 13th c. costume is that we are still researching for it. The work is far 
of being done. These researches are less than 2 centuries old. It went out of nothing, and took, 
unwillingly, a lot of wrong directions.

Moreover, things have been enhanced by 19th c. art. The interest for Middle Ages was real. 
But the images provided weren't.

The first phase is a medieval version of neoclassicism, known in France as « peinture 
troubadour ». Needless to say costumes appear totally inacurate nowadays. 

For a huge majority of people, medieval costumes and fantasy costumes are the same thing. 
The impact of paintings and movies upon our vision of Middle Ages is so deep that it is almost 
impossible enter the period without going through the fantasy first.

But we must say that with experience, knowledge is growing. With the internet, sources are 
easier to find, but this doesn't mean that they are better analyzed. Methodology is better too. The 
necessity of multiple sources, and of a rigourous analysis is now clear for any serious researcher. 
Without this, no understanding of the 13th c. costume can be possible. No correct costume can be 
made. And traps are numerous.

TYPES OF SOURCES

Archaeological and textile remains. 
To understand medieval costume, we must admit that we are not very helped by remains. They are 
often fragmentary, they mostly come from funerary or/and religious contexts. So, we have to 
analyze them carefully, and compare, again and again, to judge about their reliability. But we can 
always collect some useful informations.

Images.
They are the main source of information. They are the best point of comparison. They are our worst 
friend or best enemy. They are the Medieval images...
The Medieval image is, by its very own essence, to be read with an incredible care. It plays with 
symbols, with notions like typology, analogy, anagogy, it plays with tradition and conventions. 
Almost every reenactor will say, wisely, that Medieval image is not a photography. But the very 
same can say that it works like a comic. Medieval image is not a photography. It is neither a comic 
book. It is not an illustration. It is a language. What Jacques Le Goff called the « artistic text » 
compared to the « litterary text ». This language is not yet fully understood. It takes more than a 
lifetime to understand it. And costume is an incredibly important part of this language. Costume is a
key of reading. Unfortunatly, a huge part of the mistakes seen in reenactment comes from a litterary
reading of this artistic text, without rigourous analyze, without a « raisonnnée » approach. It leads to
disaster. Almost 95% of costumes pretending to be correct are in fact wrong. 

To put a long story short, to be able to compare archaeological remains with images, we have to be 
able to understand what is on the picture. We have to be able to recognize convention from reality, 
as both can be found on a single person. Medieval people lived in their world. They were able to 
understand, to make the difference. We don't. We have lost the perception, we have lost the 
understanding. We don't know what was true. A main part of the researches is about looking for 
medieval reality. Is about understanding the costume. Understanding its meaning. Understanding its
social role. Understanding what it is made of, and why. 



Texts
Texts are of great importance and bring a lot of information which help us to define the costume. 
There are two main kinds of texts :

Litterature : fiction,lais, tales, romance, dits, etc. 
There are more or less reliable. Some are indeed realistic, while other explain us that such a 
beautiful fabric was made by fairies. It is necessary to be able to judge the reliability of a text. 
Which means that it is better to read the whole story and not only an abstract.

Other are neutral : accounts, inventories, wills, legal texts, etc. They provide informations about 
materials, ornementation, price, quantities But shapes are seldom mentionned.. They are helpful to 
learn about the weaves, the colours, the names available at one date or another. These are the most 
neutral informations about fashion.

And there is a third kind of texts, between the two main categories.
Didactic manuals, written for a new kind of people... new money. They dknow how to make money 
but lack all the social codes. They don't know how to behave. They don't know how to dress. They 
have no notion of good and bad taste.  
Exempla, stories used by predicators to complete their sermons. They include devils, visions of hell 
and purgatory. The emotions of monks and predicators are a good barometer of new things, and 
how they were consider. 
At last, we have biographies. Sometimes, we find precious nuggets into them.

All these is not only imortant for clothing. They are also helpful for accessories, which often are 
« the touch  of class ».

It is only by considering all these sources and by a rigourous analyze, by asking the good questions, 
that we can hope to have a decent idea of what 13th. c costume looked like, and what was in, what 
was out, what was scandalous, what was new money, what was bad taste, what was good taste, and 
what wasn't available for a huge majority of people, even wealthy ones. And of course, all this is in 
the limit of our knowledges, which can change next week, due to some incredible new discovery in 
a lost monastery. 
The life of reenactment costumes is totally connected with merciless informations and the advance 
of researches. What we thought right 5 years ago is now totally out of date. Because of new 
informations, datas known only by few which are now available by more, like, for instance, the 
dimensions and shape of St Louis shirt or the dimensions of St Clare's dress.

We will now consider a woman costume, without forgetting the importance of the circonstances. 
When can we be dressed that way ? Are there notions of intimacy and public life in the 13th c. And 
do they have an impact on clothing ?

UNDERDRESSES
Theorically they can not be shown. It is a mark of shamelessness, the sign of vulgarity. In most 
circonstances, to be seen wearing only a shirt is worth than being naked.
A woman is wearing a shirt, in linen or hemp. She puts it on when she leaves bed. 
In some cases, the shirt can be partly, or totally seen, while working, for execution, or when there is 
no other way, like running in the stairs. 
But in most of the cases, to be seen in shirt outside privacy is a sign of bad life. 
The legs of a woman are covered, until the knees, by hoses, usually in wool.

The proportion of images showing undergarment is low. Anyway, the obsession of having a decent 



look appears often in texts.

Other underdresses existed, to be worn between the shirt and the cotte. They were worn to get 
warm, and are far of being sexy. The pelisson included fur, the auqueton was a kind of civilian 
gambeson. Both covered the torso and the thighs. As for st Clare so-called « intermediate shirt », a 
fascinating patchwork of different wools, we don't know its whole size.

THE COTTE
It is the basis of both male and female costume. For women, it is extremely long and falls on the 
floor. 

The length of the cotte is a very important aspect, which used to be neglected. The only cotte, in a 
good state of conservation, is St Clare's dress. With this dress we have the whole length. 
Dimensions were hard to find, but the nuns of Assisi provided useful informations. A close look at 
the dress is a real shock. It is incredibly huge. 170 cm. In front, 175 in the back. As Clare's body is 
preserved, almost intact, we knew she was about 160 cm tall. Which means the dress is really 
higher than the size. 

These informations did, of course, have a huge impact on how we make our dresses. Which mean 
that we had no other choice than a whole renewal of wardrobe... Our ancient robes, too short only 
have one use now : to show what we must not do ! 155 cm 6 years ago. 200 cm now...

The other main information with Clare's dress was the front/back difference. It seems the dress had 
a small train. Trains had a bad reputation in medieval texts, particularly in exempla. Long trains. A 
small train like Clare's is in fact useful. We find the explanation in didactical texts. When someone 
leans over, the back of the dress is going up, revealing what musn't be seen : heels, ankles... or 
more. The train is a good way to hide this when leaning. Fashion, target of the exempla, only 
exagerates what was a necessity for decent women.

The width is also very important. By enlarging the dresses we are now close to what can be seen on 
art work, when we put aside all artistic considerations. 

Using Clare's dress as a source is of course a problem. Can a nun dress be considered as a reliable 
reference ? 
Clare's dress seems close to the 13th c fashion. One important aspect is there, typical. The sleeve. 
The shape is almost similar to what can be seen on St Louis shirt, and on art works. Litterature 
gives us a lot of indication about how sleeves were important in 13th c fashion. Clare seems to have 
kept few aspects of her former life, and we cross them in the length, the width, and the sleeves.
Another point speaks for the reliability of Clare's dress : the quantity of fabric. Even for a modest 
dress, there is a lot of it, due to the proportions. We can compare this with accounts to have an idea 
of the quantity of fabric needed for a lay costume. English accounts are the most useful, thanks to 
the Magna Carta, which indicates the width of the English fabrics : 2 ells. Specialists don't really 
agree about the 2 ells. Anyway, it is somewhere between 180 cm and 220. With this information and
the details of English accounts which indicate what was made with such a quantity of fabric, and for
who, we can figure what was needed for a king, a princess, future impress, and lower ranks. It 
seems that a 3 pieces female costume made with 12 m. of fabric is far much more modest than a 
future impress costume. The only way to transform the fabric in the accounts into a costume would 
be into cottes and surcots more than 700 m. wide. And very long. The 12 m. of fabric would be 
enough for a king's costume. Males clothings are shorter. So everything must have been in the 
width. Even for a tall man. 

The cotte needs to be accessorized. The brooch (fermail), closes the front slit. The belt to which the 



almpurse is tied. These are what a woman, in the city, can wear. Other accessories, apart from rings,
are against the skin, and hidden, or in the purse. The thing is that in the middle of the century 
predicators attacked the waist. The waist, and the belt, have to be hidden too. The cotte is bloused 
out. Only a part of the belt can be seen. 

How and when to wear a cotte ? 
To wear only it is called, in French, to be « en corps » « in body ». This is extremly important, as we
can not appear so in public. The cotte can not be worn alone when the woman as enough wealth. 
Litterature helps us there, by providing details of everyday life. 
For instance, in Galeran de Bretagne, to indicate a lady's high emotion, the author, Jean Renard, 
writes that she opens her room door without wearing a mantle. Shame. This shows where begins 
public life : when a woman opens her door, she must be ready for her public appearance. It is before
the doorstep. 
The bedroom is the intimate place. It is where we can be only « en corps », but it is also where 
everything connected to beauty is hidden. The acts of making up, combing the air, looking into a 
mirror, are confined to the bedroom. The products have to be hidden and mysterious, as the beauty 
of a woman must be. It seems that it is only in the middle of the 14th c that some objects of beauty 
are displaied. This is connected with the Black Death. People show they were healthy, and 
superstitions rose. For the 13th c, all objects connected to beauty remain in the bedroom.

When can we wear only a cotte ?
Sometimes, we can find images of women wearing only a cotte. 
But they are maiden, or allegorical figures, or poor people : peasant or worker. Images can also play
with costumes to show the ranks : the low rank woman is showed with no other clothing than a 
cotte, while the richest is wearing a mantle or a surcot. When a woman works at home, the cotte is 
acceptable. Outside, workers in cotte are usually women who work in the street, and have a lot of 
nice accessories which make them desirable, loosing all mystery...
It seems that when a woman makes her costume, she can not consider that a cotte will be enough.

SURCOT
So a decent and honest woman must wear something on her cotte when she opens the door. A 
second layer, even a third one, is an obligation. One of these layers is the surcot. 
There are different kinds of surcot, and it is very complicated to associate names and images. It 
seems there are also differences between countries, like France and England. The surcot can have 
sleeves, or not, and some sleeves can be removed. 

The shape is similar to the cotte, but it is longer. It can also be narrower than the cotte, as its main 
purpose is to keep the warmth. 

The surcot is worn in public, outside the house, and also during the meals. For male and female.

As it is very long, it must be carried while walking. The fact of using the hands to carry it is a mark 
of status. A working woman can not wear such a costume when carrying a basket, for instance. If a 
wealthy has something to carry, she has a servant maid to do it. 

One very important point is that, except may be for working women, who need their hands, the 
surcot is worn without a belt. One of its purpose is, indeed, to hide the waist. 
Wearing the surcot is also a way to play with the belt of the cotte, the purse, and the lining.

This surcot (reconstruction proposed) is special by the way it is closed. 2 brooches with stones on 
the shoulders.  The source is the Roman de Galeran. This tale is supposed to be very realistic by the 
critics. Informations about daily life and costumes fit with what we know by other sources. 



Furthermore,  no fairy has been exploited to weave a fabric ! It is extremly dangerous to use only 
one reference, but, with a close study of the text, and other Jean Renard's writings, it seems possible
to make this, even if it remains risky. 

MANTLE
It may be worn instead of the surcot while entering the public world, or with it. The shape is a half-
circle, typical of the 12th and 13th c. It is also lined with fur, or silk. Like the surcot, the lining is here
to be shown. The woman is supposed to display it and to act like a peacock. The mantle is closed by
a tie, the « las », which needs to be hold, with distinction. Once again it is a way to show the status 
and the fact that one don't have to work.
For men, romances seem to indicate that wearing the mantle has some rules. Different texts mention
the fact that a man put of his mantle in front of his liege. This is a point to be studied closer as soon 
as possible. 

HEADDRESSES
It is better, for a married woman, to wear something on her head. There are a lot of possibilities in 
this century. The headdresses are often white, as they are frequently washed. Anyway, we may find 
some cloths tied with saffron, an expensive, smelly and fashionable excentricity the Church hated. 
There are some mentions of golden thread on nobility veils. 

It is possible to wear a crêpine, an hairnet, which, in the 13th c is of natural colour, in linen or silk, or
dyed in brown, and, following the fashion, may be in saffron. Some hairnets are also embroidered, 
this time with colours. The 13th c hairnet stitches are in fact very small. 

The most basic headdress is the coif, now nicknamed of St Brigida, because of the archaeological 
object, dating from the 14th c but similar to the 13th c examples. The coif can be embroidered in 
white. White embroideries are better to avoid dyeing accident.

OTHER ACCESSORIES
GLOVES. There are rules. Different gloves for different uses : for riding, for hunting, for working, 
for the city. It is better to wear the good one for the good occasion, as the 13th c is so mercifulless 
with fashion faux-pas and bad taste.And everything is full of subtility.
Gloves are often white, as a reminder of the white skin, mark of beauty and nobility. There are 
codes. Chic consists by wearing only the left one, and carrying the right one in the left hand. One 
musn't touch someone while wearing a glove, except when there is no time to put it away. One 
doesn't enter a church with gloves on, except religious men, or kings on some occasions. When 
gloves are not worn, they are carried on the belt, but the servant's or the squire's, who is, in fact, 
playing the role of a handbag. Gloves can also be worn on a messanger's belt, as a mark of the 
identity of the sender. The glove is a very important symbol. 

PURSES 
13th c purses are rather small, less than 15 cm. One must be very careful with it as it is another 
meaningful object. It is even the less innocent one. It is connected with money, and sex.

FABRICS, COLOURS, ORNEMENTATION
Cotte, surcot and mantle are part of what was called a robe, a set of pieces of clothings. Each of 
them was called a « garnement », something the English language remembers well, with the word 
«garment ». The robe is the best way to display the wealth. It is better to have a robe made of the 
same fabric, wether it is wool or silk, as it means that one is rich enough to buy the quantity of 
fabric for all the garments at the same time. Of course, it is later possible to mixt garments to have a
multicoloured costume.  



Fashion is a real phenomenon in 13th c. costume. We can date a costume by the type of fabric used 
to make it. The textile revolution put an end to the reign of twills, like diamond and herringbone, 
which will disappear from the nobility « shopping lists », except when it comes to cloth servants. 
New kind of fabrics, softer, heavier, are now prefered. The new fashion could be one explanation to 
the new artistic way to represent cloths. The passage from the Muldenfaltenstil to the Block style.
Fashionable colours are red and various shades of red. Blue and green are rising. Yellow, on the 
other hand, is rather rare in accounts. 


