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Module 4: How to design and cut out a Medieval Linen Shift  
In this PDF you will find a step-by-step guide to designing and cutting out a medieval style linen 

shift, and also some modern style alternatives. You may find it helpful to first view the introductory 

video for module 4 which you can access here using the password Linen Shift 4.  

The course tasks for Module 4 are entirely optional, but we hope that you will be inspired to design 

and cut out your own unique shift.  

 

The Medieval Method for Designing a Linen Shift 
 

The starting point is a length of fabric 

woven to the width of the body.  

The front and back of the shift are one 

length of fabric, with a hole cut out for 

the head.  

The neckline is usually round but can 

be T- or V-shaped.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://vimeo.com/469239690
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The next step is to cut gores, which will 

allow for ease of movement.  

Cut another piece of fabric the length of 

the gore, then cut it in half diagonally to 

make two long triangles.  

 

 

 

 

      

  

 

 

 

Add one triangle to one side.                                     Add the other triangle to the other side.  
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Cut another length of fabric for a sleeve.  

Depending on the measurements of the 

fabric and the chosen design, sometimes it 

is possible to cut the length of the sleeve 

from the width of the fabric. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

One piece of fabric can make the sleeve, with a 

small square of fabric forming an underarm 

gusset for ease of movement.  

 

  

Or the top of the sleeve can be shaped.  
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There are many variations. The garment can be short or long. Gores can be up to the waist, up to 

the arms or full length up to the shoulder. There can be one or two or even more gores on each 

side. The neckline can be T-shaped, round or V-neck. The sleeves can have a little shaping or be 

straight with an underarm gusset.  

 

 

 

The image above shows the individual pieces that are needed to make a full-length shift with two 

waist length gores at each side. 
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This image shows the same pieces laid end to end. In all, such a garment uses about four body 

lengths of body-wide fabric. The only spare fabric is the hole cut for the head.  

Course Task 1 
Your first optional course task for this module is to design your 

own linen shift using the medieval method, adding any extra 

design features that you like to make your shift unique.  

To begin designing your shift you will need to work on a scale 

outline, you can find a printable scale outline at the end of this 

PDF.  You might also find squared paper helpful and you can 

find some that is printable at the end of this PDF. 

If you choose to design either a scale or full-sized medieval line 

shift then it’s now up to you to make the design decisions – long 

or short? How many gores? Neckline round, T- or V-shaped? 

Sleeves ruched or straight? You can try out as many designs as you like using the body outline 

template. 

If you are planning to make a full-sized linen shift we suggest that you create your design and 

work out the approximate amount of fabric required on a scale model, using the method shown in 

this PDF. You can check it again at full-size using spare fabric such as an old sheet or even 

newspaper, allowing the normal 5/8” seam allowance.  

We would love to see your designs and will post any suitable drawings and photographs in the 

dedicated course section of the Corn Mill website which can be found here  

 

Course Task 2  
Your second optional course task is to work out the pattern layout for the width of fabric which you 

have chosen for your full-scale linen shift, and to then cut out your shift. This also might be easier 

to work out on a small scale before cutting into your beautiful linen cloth, to make sure you make 

the best use of your fabric when cutting out the pieces.  

http://www.heronmill.org/projects/embroidered-medieval-linen-shift-online-course/
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Today, most fabric is woven to standard widths the most common width being 115cm wide. Using 

115cm wide fabric, if you don’t mind wasting some fabric, then the front and back can be cut 

traditionally as one piece with the shoulder on the fold, in which case the amount of fabric required 

is simply twice the length of the garment because the sleeves and gores can be cut from the 

remaining width of fabric.  

The image below shows a possible cutting layout for 115cm wide fabric. This layout also allows for 

the side gores to be cut out already attached to the main body, however they could still be cut 

separately in the traditional way. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, for more economical use of modern material the front and back may have to be cut as 

separate pieces as shown in the image above.  
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Using a Paper Pattern  

If you would feel happier working with a paper pattern, 

then we would recommend Burda 7977, however please 

be aware that it is more of a dress than an 

undergarment.  This pattern has the central panel and 

very full gores for width, and hints at a period a bit later 

than 1220. The lacing on the back and sleeves place it 

somewhere between later medieval and fancy dress, but 

overall it’s one of the more authentic patterns.  

Burda 7977 is easy to find using an online search. 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Other published paper patterns  

    

Paul Meekins Military and History Books stock a range of historical patterns including Period 

Patterns 16: Tunics, c.650 -1310 which you can find here  

They even stock a pattern for the Moselund tunic which is a rare and famous 11th century garment 

from Denmark, with full-length gores and also gores dividing the skirt, suggesting that it might 

have been used for riding a horse. You can find this pattern here   

 

https://www.paulmeekins.co.uk/product/52706/PERIOD-PATTERNS-16-TUNICS-C-650-1310.
https://www.paulmeekins.co.uk/product/26414/RH011-THE-MOSELUND-TUNIC-CIRCA-1045-1155-
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And here are some modern examples, from fashion and fancy dress.  All of these patterns are 

easy to find using an online search. 

 

 

Sewing Your Linen Shift 
We don’t recommend that you sew your shift just yet, because you might want to 

embroider some parts of it before sewing it together.  You will learn about some 

embroidery stitches and techniques that may have been used to decorate a medieval linen 

shift in Module 6.  

In Module 3 Stella introduced a range of stitches known as ‘plain sewing’ – seams, hems, etc. We 

hope you will ‘have a go’ at hand sewing your linen shift in the traditional way, but machine sewing 

is, of course, fine on a full-sized linen shift. 
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A scale-sized figure  

This is the figure that we used for pattern designing on a small scale. You can print it, cut it out 

and trace around it to design your own shift. You might like to cut one out of light weight card such 

as a cereal packet, so that it is more durable. Printed 16.5cm (6½”) tall, it will be 1/10th of 165cm 

(5’5”).  
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You might like to print out this squared paper to help with the pattern cutting.  
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 Further Information 
 

You can learn more 

about designing and 

cutting out a medieval 

linen shift in both 

Perfect Linens Plain 

and Fancy and The 

Medieval Tailor’s 

Assistant both written 

by Sarah Thursfield. 

Sarah has a website 

which you can visit here 

 

 

 

 

And also on Rosalie’s Medieval Woman website which you 

can find here 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Medieval Renactor Greydragon shares 

some detailed desing and layout 

information for original medieval linen 

shifts in an article which can be found 

here 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.sarahthursfield.com/
https://rosaliegilbert.com/patternsdiy.html
https://www.greydragon.org/library/090801%20PW%20XXXVIII%202009%20-%20Underwear%20II.pdf
http://sarahthursfield.com/
https://rosaliegilbert.com/
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Medieval Scissors 

 ‘Spring scissors’ shown in the video are available 

from historic re-enactor suppliers such as Jelling 

Dragon which you can find here 

or Southern Swords which you can find here  

 

   

 and modern versions are also available such as these 

Japanese scissors which you can find here  

 

 

 

Sharing Your Work 

We would love to see, share and celebrate your achievements and so there will be a gallery of 

work on the Embroidered Medieval Linen Shift page on the Heron Corn Mill Website.  If you are 

happy to share your creations with us, please email images of your samplers and shifts to 

stella@heronmill.org  

Contacting your Course Tutors 

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

baskets@pettmanwillow.co.uk 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. 

 

© 2020 Stella Adams-Schofield and Susan Jones, 1220 - 2020 Flax Project, Heron Corn Mill, 

Beetham, Cumbria 

 

 

https://jelldragon.com/collections/viking-scissors-snips-shears/,
https://www.southernswords.co.uk/medieval-hand-forged-thread-snips-scissors.html
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Traditional-Japanese-Tailors-Scissors-Wrapped/dp/B001W102F4/ref=asc_df_B001W102F4/?tag=bingshoppinga-21&linkCode=df0&hvadid=&hvpos=&hvnetw=o&hvrand=&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=e&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=&hvtargid=pla-4584138858853028&psc=1
mailto:stella@heronmill.org
mailto:stella@heronmill.org
file:///F:/HCM%20Flax%20Project/Medieval%20Linen%20Shift/Module%204/PDF/baskets@pettmanwillow.co.uk

