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Embroidered Medieval Linen Shift  
Online Course 

 

Module 2: A Brief Introduction to the Linen Shift  
You may find it helpful to view the Module 2 video before reading this PDF as the video includes a 

full introduction to the linen shift, medieval clothing and the place of the linen shift in the medieval 

wardrobe.  This PDF provides further information to support any other research you may wish to 

undertake. 

Linen in the Medieval Outfit 
 

We can see some fascinating examples of medieval dress for both the rich and the poor in the 

Luttrell Psalter, a famous medieval manuscript which features rich illustrations of everyday life in 

the Fourteenth Century.  The manuscript was commissioned by wealthy northern landowner, Sir 

Geoffrey Luttrell, and is one of the jewels of the British Library.  

  

In this scene the woman has her hair 

uncovered, suggesting that she is at 

home.  Her garment may, therefore, be 

her chemise and not her outer wear. Is 

she brandishing her distaff at her errant 

husband? 

 This woman is barefoot and wearing a chemise, 

head covering and apron, all probably made 

from linen cloth, with an outer robe that is likely 

to be made out of woollen cloth.  She is 

multitasking and both spinning flax and feeding 

the chickens. 
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These women are wearing the full medieval outfit, even whilst catching rabbits! 

 

 

And these women are wearing their best white linen head coverings whilst they are harvesting 

corn! 

 

 

In this gold coach the royal women are wearing very similar layers of clothing in their medieval 

outfits as the peasant women that we have seen in previous images, however, the diaphanously 

thin veils suggest they may have been made from silk rather than the linen head cloths of the 

peasant women. 

 

http://www.bl.uk/turning-the-pages/?id=a0f935d0-a678-11db-83e4-0050c2490048&type=book
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There are more manuscript images of linen shifts in the video. 

It is often difficult to see the images properly in small photographs and sometimes even in the 

manuscript itself, so we would suggest visiting the British Library website whose Turning The 

Pages project makes many manuscripts available digitally for detailed study.  You can find the 

project by clicking here. 

 

Sumptuary Laws 
 

From the early middle ages, society was highly stratified. Dress indicated social and marital status. 

Clothing came to be defined by law, in a set of laws called the Sumptuary Laws. In these laws we 

can clearly see that linen was more than a fabric. It was an indicator of status.  

 

 

 

One of the first laws (1337) protected the English woollen industry by prohibiting the wearing of 

fabrics not woven in England and restricting furs. In 1355 a statute regulated the dress of 

prostitutes (a striped hood). 

The Black Death (1347-51) caused a shortage of workers and the lower classes were able to 

charge more for their services and, therefore, able to afford to wear better clothing. As social 

status in the middle ages was indicated by the quality and type of clothing that an individual wore, 

the upper classes became increasingly concerned that the lower classes might be able to afford to 

dress like they did, blurring the distinction between the classes, and so the Sumptuary Laws were 

written in order to maintain the social hierarchy as displayed through dress.  

Sumptuary Laws regulated diet as well as clothing and there were many written over several 

hundred years. 

http://www.bl.uk/turning-the-pages/?id=a0f935d0-a678-11db-83e4-0050c2490048&type=book
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Rosalie Gilbert summarises the Sumptuary Laws as follows:  

1363 - Statute Concerning Diet and Apparel 

- Lords with lands worth £1,000 annually and their families: no restrictions 

- Knights with land worth 400 marks. ie £266 13s 4d annually and their families: may dress at their 

will, except they may wear no weasel fur, ermine or clothing of precious stones other than the 

jewels in women's hair. 

- Knights with lands worth 200 marks. ie. £133 6s 8d annually and their families: fabric worth no 

more than 6 marks ie £4 for the whole cloth: no cloth of gold, nor a cloak, mantle or gown lined 

with pure miniver, sleeves of ermine or any material embroidered with precious stones; women 

may not wear ermine or weasel-fur, or jewels except those worn in their hair. 

- Esquires with land worth £200 per year, and merchants with goods to the value of £1 000 and 

their families: fabric worth no more than 5 marks. ie £3 6s 8d for the whole cloth; they may wear 

cloth of silk and silver, or anything decorated with silver; women may wear miniver but not ermine 

or weasel-fur, or jewels except those worn in the hair. 

- Esquires, gentlemen with £100 per year, and merchants with goods to the value of £500 and 

their families: fabric worth no more than 4 1/2 marks, £3, for the whole cloth; no cloth of gold, silk, 

or silver, no embroidery, no precious stones or fur. 

- Yeoman and their families: fabric worth no more than 40s, ie £2 for the whole cloth, no jewels, no 

gold, silver, embroidery, enamelware or silk; no fur except lamb, rabbit, cat or fox; women not to 

wear a silk veil. 

- Servants and their families: fabric worth not more than 2 marks for the whole cloth; no gold, 

silver, embroidery, enamel or silk; women not to wear a veil worth more than 12d. 

- Carters, ploughmen, drivers of ploughs, oxherds, cowherds, swineherds, dairymaids and 

everyone else working on the land who does not have 40 shillings of goods: no cloth except 

blanket and russet at 12d per ell*, belts of linen (rope). 

* An ell is an Anglo Saxon unit of measurement of 24 inches.  

https://rosaliegilbert.com/sumptuarylaws.html 

 

The mysterious lack of evidence for medieval underclothes  
“Exciting new archaeological finds in 2010 have uncovered what appears to be the first examples 

of existing medieval underwear other than the smock or chemise. These finds come from Castle 

Ling mountain near Nikolsdorf in East Tyrol. On the first floor in the south wing of the castle, filling 

was removed which, among other things, consisted of textiles dating from the 14th to 16th 

centuries. Among these textiles were items of underwear dating to the late 15th century. 

References and images of women's underclothing are scanty at best, with it generally being 

thought that women wore nothing at all under their dresses other than the chemise or smock 

which was made of plain, white linen. 

https://rosaliegilbert.com/sumptuarylaws.html
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There are, however, a few small references here and there which leads to the belief that items of 

underclothing were indeed worn…”  

Underwear by Rosalie Gilbert 
 https://rosaliegilbert.com/underwear.html 

 

“Until 2008, no garment which may have fallen into the category of medieval bust support had 

been found. In July 2008 investigations for reconstruction were carried out at the Castle Lengberg 

in Nikolsdorf, East Tyrol, Austria. … Astonishingly, clothing fragments were found which dated to 

around 1480. ….  

Beatrix Nutz was part of the archaeological team who investigated the 

textile fragments, and wrote an astonishing account of her findings:  

 

The textile finds consist of some hundred fragments as well as of few 

almost completely preserved pieces. Amid them were several nearly 

complete linen bras and fragments of corselettes, some rather 

coarsely made others more elaborately decorated with plaited borders 

and sprang worked parts. One of the bras even has a rather modern 

look.  

The use of the words bra and corselette are, of course, our modern 

words. The garments would most likely have been known under different names at the time of use, 

although to the best of my knowledge, I have no real idea what they might be. Another bra which 

was found in the vault is similar to our modern bikini top with similar straps.” 

It seems to be generally accepted as "one of those things that everybody knows" is that medieval 

women did not wear underpants. This is not so. 

To women of child-bearing ages, this would certainly not be an appealing thought, especially when 

considering certain times of the month. To date, I have only seen two clear images of a woman 

wearing underpants in art, one a woodcut from Boccaccios Famous Women dated 1474, now in 

the Bavarian State Library.” 

Breast Coverings and Medieval Bras by Rosalie Gilbert  
https://rosaliegilbert.com/bras.html    

 

 

Among the finds [in 2008 at Nikolsdorf] were a pair of linen underpants … identical to those shown 

being worn by men in illustrations in many artworks. Beatrix Nutz was part of the archaeological 

team who investigated the textile fragments, and wrote of her findings supporting the dating of the 

underpants to approximately 1480. … 

The question of whether the underpants found were worn by a man or a woman is not 100% 

conclusive but due to the fragments of hose found with them, Beatrix Nutz, the archaeologist who 

has studied them, believes that they were worn by a man. It is interesting to note that the 

underpants were found along with items of breast support which we would call bras and 

https://rosaliegilbert.com/underwear.html
https://rosaliegilbert.com/bras.html
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corselettes today. Although probably worn by a man, they give a great insight into what may have 

been available to the medieval woman at that time. 

The question of whether the underpants found were worn by a 

man or a woman is not 100% conclusive but due to the 

fragments of hose found with them, Beatrix Nutz, the 

archaeologist who has studied them, believes that they were 

worn by a man. It is interesting to note that the underpants were 

found along with items of breast support which we would call 

bras and corsolettes today. Although probably worn by a man, 

they give a great insight into what may have been available to the medieval woman at that time.  

…. Perhaps there is no mention of women's underwear in household accounts because most of 

the records and rolls were written by male stewards who did not bother with such trifling and 

unimportant items. Perhaps the items were of very little value and were not recorded for this 

reason. Perhaps it was not an area any man wished to enquire about. It was then, as it was during 

the following centuries, private and "unmentionable". 

It is also possible that ladies' underpants do not rate a mention because they were actually not 

worn at all and that in images underwear was painted in for modesty's sake. … 

As a woman, I find this insistence at the lack of underpants to be a little perplexing. ... I feel some 

kind of underpants must have been worn, at least during some times of the month.” 

Medieval Womens Underpants by Rosalie Gilbert  
https://rosaliegilbert.com/underpants.html  

 

Further Information 
For more information about linen in medieval clothing here are just three places to start, click on 

the image to go to the website and click on the link to go to our recommended webpage:  

 

The British Library  

The British Library holds one of the world’s largest collection of medieval 

manuscripts in the world, with many of them digitised and available to browse 

online. This is fantastic resource is perfect for anyone who would like to research 

medieval dress further.    
https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/welcome.htm?_ga=2.214376788.232615572.1596138882-

1391109077.1596138882                                            
 

Rosalie’s Medieval Woman  

Rosalie’s Medieval Woman is a treasure-trove of 

research and practice from reenactor and 

needlewoman Rosalie Gilbert. It includes a 

section on the chemise. 
https://rosaliegilbert.com/chemises.html 

https://rosaliegilbert.com/underpants.html
https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/welcome.htm?_ga=2.214376788.232615572.1596138882-1391109077.1596138882
https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/welcome.htm?_ga=2.214376788.232615572.1596138882-1391109077.1596138882
https://rosaliegilbert.com/chemises.html
https://www.bl.uk/
https://rosaliegilbert.com/
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The Medieval Tailor’s Assistant  

by Sarah Thursfield. Second edition, 2015.  

This is the ‘Go To’ book for amateurs and professionals looking to re-

create the clothing of Medieval England from 1100 to 1480. It includes 

advice on planning outfits and materials, a range of projects and designs,.  

There is also a fascinating chapter about linens.  

Sarah has a website which you can visit here and she also runs a number 

of courses in medieval dress. 

 

St Louis Shirt 

For more information on St Louis’ shirt mentioned in the video you might 

like to check out Another Look at St Louis’ Shirt by Heather Rose Jones  

 
http://heatherrosejones.com/stlouisshirt/ 

 

 

Course Task 

If this module has given you a taste for some historical research of your own then please use the 
references in this PDF, books, the internet, and any other suitable sources, to find out more about 
the linen shift and medieval clothing.   

We would love to know what you have found out in your research so we can share it with others 
so please email any interesting information to share to stella@heronmill.org  

We will post any suitable personal research on the Embroidered Medieval Linen Shift webpage on 
the Heron Corn Mill website here. The page is available to everyone so please also check out the 
results of fellow course participants’ research. 

Regrettably we will only be able to share images taken from the internet if they are copyright free 
and have a web address attached, but we will be able to create links to images so please send us 
web addresses for any interesting images.   

Contacting your Course Tutors 

Your tutors will be available to offer support via email at stella@heronmill.org and 

susan@heronmill.org and we will endeavour to answer any questions as promptly as possible.  

However, as we both only work on a part-time basis we won’t be available every day. 

 

 

https://www.sarahthursfield.com/
http://heatherrosejones.com/stlouisshirt/
mailto:stella@heronmill.org
http://www.heronmill.org/projects/embroidered-medieval-linen-shift-online-course/
mailto:stella@heronmill.org
mailto:susan@heronmill.org
http://sarahthursfield.com/
http://heatherrosejones.com/stlouisshirt/
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Suppliers 

If you are having difficulty sourcing 80/2 linen thread a 90/2 linen thread is also suitable for 
working both the sampler and for stitching your shift. 

We have some more suppliers that we would recommend: 

Linen cloth can also be purchased from: 

 Mallon Linen, https://mallonireland.com/pages/linen  for uk grown and processed linen 
cloth. 

 Gudrun Sjoden https://www.gudrunsjoden.com/en-gb/home/fabrics/product-100182-natural-
one-size  coloured linen cloth 

Linen thread can be purchased from: 

 Makit Lace,  https://www.make-lace-with-
us.co.uk/shop/index.php?route=product/category&path=1_16 lace making weight 80/2 or 
90/2 (A new website with up-to-date info will be launched next week.) 

 Jo Firth https://www.jofirthlacemaking.co.uk/shop.php?category_id=110&filter=category 
lace making weight 80/2 or 90/2 

Photo Credits 

Images from the Lutterell Psalter  
http://www.bl.uk/turning-the-pages/?id=a0f935d0-a678-11db-83e4-0050c2490048&type=book   

 

‘Merlin reads his prophecies to King Vortigern’ British Library MS Cotton Claudius B VII f.224, 
Geoffrey of Monmouth's Prophetiae Merlini. (1250 - 1270) Wikimedia Commons  
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cotton_Claudius_B_VII_f.224_Merlin_Vortigern.jpg 

 

Lengberg Bra, 15th Century, East Tyrrol, Beatrix Nutz 
https://rosaliegilbert.com/bras/LengbergBra_15thC_EastTyrol_BeatrixNutz_uniInnsbruck.jpg 

Underpants, 15th Century, East Tyrrol, Beatrix Nutz 
https://rosaliegilbert.com/underpants/15thCUndiesGerman.jpg 
 

Les trésors de Saint Louis dans le trésor de Notre-Dame de Paris, photographed 12 May 2018, 

photographer Schweiz41,  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tr%C3%A9sors_de_Saint_Louis_dans_le_tr%C3%A9sor_de_Notre-
Dame_de_Paris_2018-05-12.jpg  
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