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Introduction: 
From the old SCA 2 seam T tunic to loaner clothing to buying clothing online, our new members and those who help 

clothe them have many options.  This class will use the example of a tunic to talk about how we talk to new members 

about their SCA clothing needs and assist them explore the options and paths available to them.  

When we help new members explore the options open to them for the historic garments they need to participate in the 

SCA, we find echoes of advice that have lingered in our groups and online communities for many years.  One pattern 

many of us have noticed is that the sage SCA wisdom of the past can find itself quite outdated yet unquestioned.  So we 

often see new members that have received advice or even patterns for their early garments that, quite literally, traces its 

origin back to the 1980’s or earlier. 

The world of historical reenactment has gone through dramatic and revolutionary changes in the 50 plus years of the 

Society.  Our access to primary source information has exploded, our ability to find quality materials from around the 

world lies at our fingertips and the number of retailers ready to assist our members has grown.  In response, how we talk 

to our new and potential new members should also evolve.  This doesn’t mean that we throw away everything from the 

past, but that we can assess what we tell people and discover the best practices moving forward. 

When our new members join us they often travel down one of four commonly tread paths for their first garments.  They 

can borrow something from a friend or the loaner pile the group owns, they can have something made for them, they can 

make something, or, now more easily than ever before, they can buy something.   

The hypothesis that I originally started out to test with this project was this: Has 

the range and low cost of historic clothing online replaced or at least matched 

the value of the old wisdom of beginner clothing.  Although this class is 

focusing specifically on an extra-large basic tunic as an example, the ideas 

covered in it apply to dresses and other garments as well.   

Beyond this basic question I also hope to reiterate the point that the assistance 

we offer to potential or new members is not one size fits all.  Instead of the 

knee-jerk response of ‘make a T tunic,’ we should be responding with a 

conversation to ensure we are matching the needs of the newcomer. 

Key Points when Helping New Members 
Anyone who has dealt with me much at all soon realizes that I feel there are 

some key underlying ideas that help form the best practices when dealing with 

new members in the SCA.  There are some specific ones tied to this topic as 

well.  

There is more than one way to play – Some people will enjoy making clothing, 

others just want to clothes so they can play.  Some will want roman, or simple tunics, some will want late period.  The 

diversity in the SCA is our strength and this extends to the many ways people will start out in the SCA.  

Not everyone starts out in the same place – Some people will come to us with years of costuming experience, others have 

never touched a sewing machine.  We wouldn’t treat these people the same because they clearly are starting at different 

points on their journey towards historic clothing.   

Figure 1- Two Seam T Tunic 
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Their fun may come from exploring – If someone’s enjoyment in the game is going to come from exploring and creating 

historic clothing I don’t want to take that fun from them.  If someone doesn’t care about the clothing at all then handing 

them a tunic so they can get started doesn’t take away from their experience. 

Getting them to the events and meetings is critical – Sometimes we can get bogged down in the elegant or best solution to 

getting someone in the historic clothing they want, but we can’t lose sight of the power of community and personal 

connections.  We have often seen that newer members don’t really understand what the SCA is until we get them to 

events so they can experience it.  And we can tell them this.  We want to get you to an event so you can really understand 

what it is about, and once you get there you might decide that you like a completely different style.  Your first clothing 

just gets you in the door to start your adventure.  

Keep focus on improvement over time and having fun- We emphasize to people that we are here to have fun.  Show up, 

have fun.  The fun and the interpersonal connections is what cements someone in as a member.  We have time to improve 

the clothing.  Improvement over time, at the pace that is right for you.  This should echo in many of the things we do.  

De-emphasize comparison to others and emphasize how far they have come- Of course the person who has been in for 40 

years has amazing clothing.  Of course the person who has lots of money can buy all the things.  A more sustainable way 

to play is to focus on how you have improved over time, not how you compare to others.  

Making mistakes is ok – Coming from a science background, we know that mistakes and failures are going to happen.  

They have to if we are going to learn anything.  Making a piece of clothing and saying, “that didn’t work, but I see what I 

will do on the next one” Is how learning happens.  However, spending four times as much on a clothing item than they 

need to is a mistake that can keep someone from being able to afford attending an event.  And some fantasy clothing may 

leave someone feeling they have been made a fool.  Simply telling them that any attempt is fine might not always be the 

best route.  Sometimes it’s ‘any attempt is fine, but do you realize that one is total fantasy or very overpriced, here are 

some other choices you could ‘ is a better response.  

 

The Tunics to Make 
For generations of SCA members, the advice they received for making their first tunics or tunic dresses stated with 

folding fabric in half and in half again, laying a tee-shirt on the fabric, tracing out an arc and cutting.  Two seams up the 

side later and hey-presto, the SCA 2 seam t tunic. 

It is easy.  It is fast.  There is no disputing that.  A rough neck hole and the 

two side seams yield a tunic shaped object.  But now that we have been at 

this a few years we can honestly look at this.  Is it anywhere near an 

authentic object?  I might be wrong, we are learning of new discoveries all 

the time, but as far as I know – no.  It’s not really a Coptic tunic so it’s not a 

real thing, it’s just a really easy thing.   

Does it work?  Sort of?  It can produce a wearable tunic until the point when 

you have access to a better made, more accurate garment.  Then you find 

that it doesn’t fit well in the arms and tends (in my humble experience) to 

wear out more quickly than many of our more historically based choices 

because of the poor fit.  We find out there were reasons they did things the 

way they did things back then. 

It certainly is easy to pattern and cut out.  Those four sweeping chunks of 

scrap you cut off go into the garbage, or maybe you try to turn them into 

additions to the sleeves or gores.  But then the complexity goes up. So you 

end up wasting a lot of fabric.   

So is Vincent saying to never teach people how to do the old 2 seam t tunic?  

Well, no.  Would I ever make one?  Not likely, but I have been at this for a Figure 2 Birka style tunic 



while. I would make someone a more authentic tunic.  Would I ever teach someone to make one?  Yes, actually.  If and 

only if it was the right thing to do.   

When is the 2 seam t tunic the right garment to teach?  If the person making it is working on their first sewing project. It is 

instant success.  If I wanted to teach someone the basics of using a sewing machine and we wanted something quick and 

easy- assuming that they didn’t know where they wanted to go next.  If they wanted something that a cote or cotehardie or 

a specific tunic as a better fit for, then we could take the extra time.   

Geometric Tuncis  
Geometric tunics like the modified Birka tunic has been my go-to basic tunic for many years.  If I need a tunic where most 

would make a 2 seam, I go for this.  And there are specific reasons.  In the most common form of the 2 seam t tunic, there 

is the neck hole, hem and 2 seams.  In the most common layout of the modified Birka tunic that I am familiar with there is 

the neck hole, hem and between 8 to 11 seams, but all of the seams are short straight seams with specific points where the 

geometric pieces align.  More to sew, but not much more complex. 

You can show the new person that the pattern is taken from specific sources even if it is modified slightly.  We are a 

historic recreation organization that should try to be welcoming while upholding the nature of the hobby, this can be a fine 

line.  By switching away from something that is not historically based to something that is historically based, especially 

when there is little to gain by not switching and if the person has the skill to do so – then it is a better match to our goals. 

If you opt for the version with the under arm gusset or the variation where you fake the under arm gusset, the increased 

range of motion in the arm makes the tunic more comfortable and less likely to rip a seam.  If you opt the do the not so 

period thing of angling in the armscy seam, you can fit the tunic so that the shoulder 

length better matches the wearer and the shoulder seam doesn’t fall down to the 

bicep.   

Another gain is the extreme efficiency of the cut of the pattern.  You can end up with 

next to no waste when cutting out many of these geometric garments.  So for a given 

size of finished tunic, the geometric cut wastes less so it costs less.  Or you can buy 

slightly better fabric and get more value out of it.   

For means of comparison for this project I made two tunics out of similar fabric, one 

cut in the style of the classic SCA 2 seam tunic and the other a Birka style.  To match 

the tunic purchased online they were sewn to be about 40 inches long with a chest 

measurement of 54-56.   

The 2 seam tunic was sewn as cut with ¾ sleeves (although this could have been 

pieced to be full sleeves with the addition of a few more seams) and the tunic used 

84 inches of 54 inch wide fabric. A piece of the waste side cut was then used to 

finish the neckline. 

In comparison, the Birka style tunic ended up with full length sleeves while using 

only 72 inches of fabric.  The waste was significantly less and it used about 15% less 

fabric when measured off the bolt.  It should make sense that the more historically 

based process would use the expensive resource of the fabric more efficiently.    

When comparing the time needed to finish the projects, since the neck treatment was 

the same on both and the hems were the same on both, the difference comes down to 

laying out the cuts and assembly.  Completing a tunic with 2 main seems took me 

about 50 minutes (of distracted tv watching time) and 11 seams on the Birka style 

took me 60 minutes of similarly distracted sewing time.  Although not a scientific 

comparison, I feel it is a reasonably representative result.  
Figure 3 Comparable tunic from 

linengarb.com 



The Purchasing Option 
The tunics that we make have assumptions.  One is that we have the 

hands on time to make a tunic.  Hands on time is different from time 

before an event.  We may have a week before an event, but to make 

the tunic, that one would think would be the fastest choice.  Two, this 

assumes that we either have the fabric on hand or that we can get it.  

When we are in rural areas, we have very limited choices for fabric.  

Ordering it online would probably be the cheaper route, but can add a 

week to the construction time.  And three, you may still need to find 

the time to get together and sew the tunic.  The construction time of 

either the 2 seam t tunic of any of the basic period tunics is on the 

order of one evening, assuming that you can get together.  If I am 

helping someone to get historic clothing, they might live a couple 

hours away, half way across the state.   

Another choice open to the modern potential member of the SCA is to 

buy historic clothing.  One of the biggest changes in the world of 

reenactors is the availability of resources, both good and bad.  From 

research material to patterns, from fabrics to accessories. There are 

large numbers of sites that cater to helping people participate or get 

closer to their goals.  We will look at some specific online examples. 

These purchases also assume that we have the money to take advantage 

of these vendors, or does it?  The reason that a tunic was chosen for this 

project was to not only pick a basic beginner unit of clothing, but also be able to account for the cost.  Many of the basic 

tunics I make take in the range of 2 -3 yards of fabric.  Checking this week, 3 yards of linen from Jo Anne’s, (nice weave, 

medium weight, limited colors) regularly $21.99/yard, coupon game brings it down to $8.80/yard (if you can catch it with 

the right coupons) 3 yards for $26.38.  Jo Anne’s linen/rayon blend (limited color, even weave, medium weight, good 

drape and durability but warmer than linen, very limited colors) regularly $12.99/yard, coupons on this occasion to 

$5.20/yard, 3 yards for $15.59.  Linens-store.com, luck of the draw today LI019 natural linen on sale for $10.43/yard. Add 

an average $1/yard shipping, $11.43/yard, total of $34.29. 

So based on these examples taken from some random 

week out of the year, our tunic raw materials are in 

the range of $12-$34 to make this “XL” tunic.  There 

isn’t much cost difference between the two I made 

including thread the geometric tunic about $12 and 

the 2 seam tunic is about $14.  This price doesn’t 

include the gas money to drive to the store or the cost 

of the time to make it.  

The hypothesis that we are testing is that a well-

placed online purchase can be pretty much equal in 

value to our home made tunics.  

Linengarb.com is a commonly utilized resource for 

those in the SCA who don’t sew.  It works as a base 

of comparison that many people are used to.  As far 

as I can tell their product that most closely matches 

this project is the “Go-To” linen tunic.  On the day I 

checked the price for an XL was $75.  

Figure 4 Museum Replicas version of the tunic 

Figure 5 Calvina Tunic Figure 6 Calvina's enthusiastic model 



My personal experience with this vendor is that, yes, 

they use linen.  They are sewn adequately, not well, 

but adequate.    

 There are other options out there as well.  If we went 

to the more LARP or Ren Fair side of the road we 

could look at the Museum Replicas website.  Their 

“Huntington” tunic is cotton and has some weird 

lacing around the neck, but clocks in at $48.95.  The 

items that I have seen made by them seem ok.    

A company out of Turkey has some interesting 

products they are selling through Amazon.  I was able 

to get this tunic delivered in about 3 days.  The Tunic 

is a heavy cotton and is $30.99.  It seems fairly well 

put together and easily passes as a basic tunic.    

byCalvina - Calvina Costumes 

Calvina Costumes Odin Medieval, Viking and 

LARP Undertunic Made in Turkey - $30.99, 

Amazon ASIN: B07DJVST4X  

Another Amazon find advertised as a linen tunic, the main part of it is a natural 

fabric, but the decorations are screen printed on polyester.  The fabric is exceedingly 

thin and feels like it would tear easily.  It was $22.99 for the “XXL” which was more 

of an XL.  Yes, it’s an attempt at historic clothing, but not a great choice. This also 

seems to be a Chinese rip-off of another sites product, just done very poorly. 

Karlywindow Mens Medieval Renaissance Tunic V Neck Viking Pirate Cosplay 

Costume Shirt, Amazon ASIN: B07V2KLJVB 

The “Blessume” tunic at $19.85.  Polyester and sporting an interesting cut and some 

poor reviews.   

BLESSUME Medieval Viking Pirate Tunic LARP Halloween Cosplay Costume Shirt  

$19.85, Amazon ASIN: B07FNF2RNY 

I didn’t bother with ordering this one as they are upfront about it being polyester. 

Again, an attempt, but probably a mistake.   

One suggested by an experienced member as a web site they have shopped at before 

was Garb the World (https://garbtheworld.net/).  Any time I see a chiton or peplos 

made out of poly cotton sold by a vendor for over $100, I would start to wonder 

about their thoughts of quality and value.   

For comparison I looked at their Black T-Tunic with Celtic Knot Trim.  It has trim 

where the others do not, but it is also almost $130 for a cotton tunic.   

https://garbtheworld.net/collections/medieval-iron-age-viking-saxon-jute/products/black-t-tunic-with-celtic-knot-trim-

perfect-for-sca-larp-viking-saxon-faire?variant=31177503014974 

Moving Forward 
If we are attempting to address the needs of the potential members we meet at the points where they are now, perhaps the 

best practice for getting them starting clothing is no longer just telling them to make the 2 seam t tunic.  There are people 

coming to us with more experience from the realms of crafting and cos play.  They can easily handle more advanced 

Figure 7 Karlywindow Tunic online Figure 8 Tunic after arrival 

Figure 9 Blessume polyester tunic 
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garments than the 2 seam t tunic, because many of the geometric tunics, cotes and dresses really aren’t much more 

advanced, but are far more accurate and produce longer lasting garments. 

It is the people who have no sewing skill that the creation of the super simple tunics might be reserved, but only if they 

want to make their garments.  Many of those who join us are not looking for their adventure in creating clothing, but in 

the many other paths of learning and adventure in the SCA.  Odds are that what they need is direction to one of the 

vendors who are trustworthy and can give them value for an initial purchase.  So is it that we need a vetted list of trusted 

vendors broken down to a couple price point categories.  To a new person starting out $75 could mean just a tunic, but it 

could also mean a tunic, pants and a belt, or more importantly, a tunic and site fee.   

One of the other long stated needs that has been theorized are more clear examples showing what the SCA community 

views as acceptable minimum standards.   

Conclusion 
It would seem that the hypothesis can be accepted.  Even if you look 

at the $30 Amazon tunic compared to the $14 geometric tunic, if you 

factor in the cost of the time to make it as well as the gas money to go 

after the fabric, they are close to the same in value. Maybe there 

could be some savings if you assembly line constructed the tunics, 

but for many of our people who just need something to show up to an 

event, in this case, it’s a wash.  

The tunics, dresses and other historical clothing items we help new 

members to find are not one size fits all.  The way we help them to 

find their clothing doesn’t have to be one size fits all either.  If we 

talk to the new and potential members to find out where they are, 

what they want and what resources they have access to, we can point 

them towards the best solution for them. They have many choices 

now open to them, more than ever before.  Some of the choices are 

clearly bad, some seem ok until you spend the money on them.  But 

there are also a range of ‘ok’ choices that are comparable in cost, 

quality and really, how long it would take to get the completed item 

in your hand.  

The bigger picture is that we could move away from the one size fits 

all response to people asking where they should start.  We know there 

are the four common routs, borrowing, buying, making and having 

something made.  By talking with our new and potential members, 

explaining the options open to them and emphasizing that they are at 

the start of a journey, they have time to improve, we can help them 

find the best answer for them.   We don’t always like when an answer 

is not definitive, but this might be best as a series of options rather 

than telling them what they must do.  

Figure 9 Blessume tunic.   

Figure 10  $127 T tunic, but it has trim, shiny plastic trim 


