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Introduction  
 The Garb Guide is a resource that I use in my efforts to aid 

people in joining our game or increasing their enjoyment of their 

participation.  The general intent for usage is to provide visual 

references for those members who may not have the vocabulary to 

describe their clothing preferences and connect them with basic 

information like alternate names for a style, time period, culture, 

relative difficulty, and relatively how real or fictionalized a style is.  An 

image of an actual SCA member and their attempt at a garment as well 

as a supporting historic image and a description of the ensemble is 

included.  Where possible more information about materials and 

patterning resources can be included.  

 

The Garb Guide’s Place in a Larger System 
 There is no single silver bullet to recruitment and retention, All 

of our members and potential members are on different journeys and 

are having their own adventures, but there are often resources that can 

be compiled to assist them.  But there is no resource that works every time.  In recent years we have attempted to 

create an interconnected set of resources that support newer members at many stages of their journey and with 

many of their challenges.   

 

For more information check our classes on 5 stages or Recruitment and Retention, the SCAIowa project, and 

others available on the website listed above.   

 

The Costuming Binder -  
 Starting in 2012, the goal of the Garb Guide was to make a usable tool to assist recruiters in recruitment 

and retention as well as aid our members, new and old, in expanding their knowledge of the historic clothing 

commonly produced and warn around them.  Jacquette de Brackeleire and I came up with the idea behind the 

Garb Guide and created an outline format and example hard copy pages for Clothiers 2012.  We launched the 

project at Clothiers 2013, where some may recall me harassing them for photographs and wavers. We have been 

adding to it since then.   

 

 When we talk to people about joining us in our recreation hobby, there are often times when their vision 

of what we do does not line up with the actual things we do.  One of these cases of discordance can lay with 

historic costuming.  There are people who think we do what some of us would call theatrical costuming, or 

cosplay or LARPing.  Although these are related to what we do, it helps to have an effective way to show the 

differences between what they do and what we do.  By having a source of examples of what we do, we can 

effectively draw distinctions and educate people on our hobby.  Or to state it more simply, these are all different 

games with different rules.  This can help visually illustrate the differences.   

 

There are also those who join with us in our game but who lack either the specific knowledge about historic 

clothing or lack the vocabulary needed to articulate their desires for historic clothing production.  Many of us 
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who do recruiting work have had a new person we are talking to and we ask them what time period or what 

culture they would like to explore and they, on occasion, can not describe what they want.   Although a guide of 

commonly produced fashions does not solve all these problems, it can form another resource in a recruiter's 

arsenal. 

  

There are those who don't know where to start in tracking down patterns and primary sources of information.  

On occasion I have seen an image of someone's historic clothing or an image in a book and thought I would like 

to try that, but I wasn't sure what it would even be called.  Having a well populated guide could also help people 

to be pointed in the direction of at least a few resources.  It will also represent an easy resource for the unsure 

newcomer to point to in order to say 'I'm doing it right. Yes, I will fit in.' 

 

There are times when having examples of specific items of historic clothing could come in handy, sometimes to 

educate the new, sometimes to educated some of us who have been around a while.  There are enough unique 

looks through history that all of us can still learn, and as more examples are submitted, more people will learn. 

 

This project is designed to have a specific scope to it.  It is not the end all and be all of historic clothing guides.  

It is not intended to become an encyclopedia of all knowledge on costuming.  It is also not intended to become a 

pattern book for the production of all historic costuming.  By controlling the content that is submitted as well as 

the format it is in, we hope to direct it to meet our primary goals. 

 

10 Years of the Paper Version 
Submissions were and still are processed with online forms, and each submission was used to generate a 1 page 

(front and back) entry that includes the basic information and at least 2 photos, one of a source example and one 

of a recreated example that someone is wearing around today.  For us it was enough to introduce someone to the 

concept of the clothing component and contain at least a couple resources to direct someone down the path of 

being able to produce the garment themselves. 

 

The entries could then either be printed and put in a binder for use at recruitment opportunities or meetings, or 

viewed on laptops or tablets.   

 

Because of the use of the entries, all photos needed to 

come with photo releases that we may use them from the 

person in the photograph as well as the photographer.  

This was often a sticking point in getting a new entry 

published.  

 

The Website Launch  
With the help of having no events and many hours sitting 

at home during the pandemic Kristine nic Tallieur and I 

(mostly her) were able to get the web-based version of the 

Garb Guide up and running. We were not able to port 

over all entries that we had on the paper version but many 

of the original entries as well as a large number of the 

entries of the Calontir Clothing Challenge were able to be 

added to the website. Obviously having a web-based 

resource makes this infinitely easier to share and use my 

SCA members from around the world. 

 

 As good as it was to get the resource online it did point out to us that many of the entries were very dated, 

showing some inaccuracies based on information that was learned in the last 10 years, as well as very incomplete 



in its scope. As much as we would like this resource to represent all of the different clothing styles used by 

members of the SCA, it really only shows a small fraction of the people who we were 1) able to get a picture of 

2) get to provide any information about their clothing and 3) sign a permission form to use their photo online.  

 

This project is definitely nowhere near done and we will have a lot of work ahead of us as we continue to 

improve and add to this resource 

 

Parts of the Garb Guide 
Disclaimer:  Besides stating what something is, it is often just as important to state what something is not.  So 

the binder starts off with a disclaimer stating that.   

 

Title:  Should represent the most common or most recognizable name representing the garment.  The format we 

have tried to follow includes the traditional gender, relative time frame and identifiable name.   

Entry Number: used to track and identify entries. 

 

Alternative names (also known as):List other common names or specific names for the item 

 

Year: if the entry is inspired by something from a specific year or decade. 

 

Time period / time span:  the general time frame for this garment 

 

Era: the historical time frame the entry was from. – These are falling  more out of fashion but many people still 

use them.  

 

Countries / Culture / region: List what culture or geographic region or regions this item of clothing is 

associated with 

 

Difficulty level: This represents the opinion of the group as far as how difficult this garment is to recreate with 1 

representing something a motivated new seamstress or tailor could make (basic 2 seam T tunic), 3 representing 

something a seasoned costumer may enjoy tackling and 5 representing a mastery level of costuming.  This is 

included to attempt a slight encouragement for people to aim for a successful first project rather than aim too 

high and get frustrated.   

 

Confidence level.  Some items or outfits are more supported by evidence than others.  This is not a statement of 

the value of a recreation attempt, but merely a statement of the degree to which this interpretation of an item is 

supported by evidence.  Any attempt still meets our key requirement of an attempt, and this should always be 

stressed.  If new members are brought up on the key concept of improvement over time at their own pace, they 

should strive, at their pace, for greater accuracy when it is right for them.  

 

 The categories we are breaking it into right now are; 
 

Extant example: An example or remains of an example have been recovered and assessed by historians 

(Saint Louis Shirt) 

 Related to this is when an Extant Fragment of an original garment survived.   

 

Image of example:  No extant item has been found or is known of, but an image of one is known 

(Bliauts on the Chartres cathedral)  
 

Speculative Reconstruction:. This commonly happens on undergarments which are rarely described 

and rarely survive.   

 

Theorized:  No extant example has been found or is known of and no image can be found, but the 



recreator has looked at current evidence and theorized this garment or item must have existed (some of 

the variations of the Norse apron dresses) 
 

No evidence:  Self explanatory 
 

Fantasy Garment:  There is no evidence to support any claim that this item is period in any way, but 

could be included to show a non-period/out of period example or an example of LARP/Ren Fair/Fantasy 

costume. 

 

Out Of Period: often abbreviated by members of the SCA as OOP.  This is to say that something is from 

a time after the 1600’s CE 

 

Example Images: Images of the recreation made for use in the SCA 

 

Introduction: Brief description of item.  1-2 sentences that describe the garment in general terms  

 

Description;  This can include further information including information about variations of this garment, 

descriptions of extant examples, descriptions of the evolution of a garment.    

 

Inspiration Images: Images that inspired or informed the recreator or that allow us to demonstrate that there is 

evidence to support the garment.  

 

Common materials: List of the materials commonly associated with the construction of this garment example 

in period. 

 

Effective Substitutions:  List of materials that can be effectively substituted, to varying degrees of success, for 

materials that are either too expensive or not easily available.  This section can also include materials to avoid.  

 

List of components to ensemble: This list should include all of the parts of the garment needed in order to 

complete the look.   

 

List of common accessories: List of common accessories that someone may wish to obtain that would do with 

the outfit   

 

Source/links:  Any resource links to pattern sources to aid people in construction their own garment.   

 

Photo guide lines:  If at all possible the main target of the photo should be the clothing item itself.   

 

Photo of source (include source info) Photo of the source of inspiration or period example.  This could be from 

an illumination, a painting or from a statue.   

 

Recreation Photo credits - Name of person in photo;  Name of person/s who made item;  Name of 

photographer;   

 

Using the Garb Guide 
How I use the binder or website depends on the situation.  As with many of the tools in the recruitment arsenal, 

parts can be used in a variety of ways.  

 

Use with fully indoctrinated member 
 Just because someone has been playing for a while doesn't mean they don't have something they want to 

learn or even need to learn.  We have used the Garb Guide many times with well-seasoned members and in a 



variety of discussions.  

 Search for the name of a garment by visual look - Many times people will remember a look or style, but 

not the name of the garment or even what culture it belongs to.  We have used this as a hard copy reference to 

look up a style but the look of it to establish the name. 

  

 Search for different clothing direction - With many established members still stuck in the generic 

beginner t tunic zone, some just need a chance to look around and see what it possible in a safe way. 

 

 Assisting with “Ordering” custom clothing – People have used the binder to communicate what one 

person wanted made to the seamstress/tailor.  

  

 Correction of misconception - We have some special, special friends.  And some of them have some 

special, special ideas in their heads.  One way to correct misconceptions in a non-confrontational way is to 

provide a resource for you and your special friend to discover the truth together. 

  

 Matching different ideas with a common image -  One of the ways misconceptions can creep in is 

if well intended people hold different ideas that may both be correct.  This is especially true when talking about 

variations of specific items.  Various neck holes, variations on sleeve cuts, variations on different styles of the 

same general garment type.  Or even as basic as the variations given by different “experts” to the same style of 

garment.  Having a visual resource to refer to can aid in these conversations. 

 

Use with Potential Members on First Contact 
 This really isn't the use this project was conceived for.  Other Recruitment Binders do a better job of 

telling the whole story of the SCA without the risk of someone feeling overwhelmed by feelings of clothing or 

sewing inadequacy.  My general introduction binder has images to inspire as well as reassure that historic 

clothing is within reach.  It contains images of the complex and the simple.  But not all new possible recruits 

come to us with the same blank page background.  I have talked with theatrical costumers, history professors, 

Ren-fair enthusiasts, and so on.  These people already are several steps down the path to joining us. They are 

new to us, but they are not new.  So on occasion, I will use this resource with people on the first contact.  

  

Other uses include;  

 Passive “trap'' at demos or recruitment opportunities – another item to leave out for people to flip 

through.  Often we find ourselves short handed at our demos and resources like these will make the semi-

interested people linger long enough for us to finish with one person and get to them before they wander off.   

  

 Answering questions about historic clothing (especially minimums) for new people – One of the biggest 

misconceptions I have fought over the years has been the myth that only people with completely authentic or 

hand sewn or overly complex items are allowed to participate in the SCA.  One thing I have tried to strive for 

was to get entries that represented all levels of skill and difficulty so as to have examples of how easy it is to 

participate. 

 

 Enticing people who come to us with a sewing/costuming background – Some of the non-SCA 

costumers I have run across have been intrigued with the open ended challenge of the range of possibilities in 

SCA costuming.  For this the binder can show the depth and breadth of what is done, 

 

 Pointing out differences between the SCA and cosplay, LARPing and Ren fairs – Included in our original 

plan for the binder has been the inclusion of “completely wrong” clothing items.  I feel that just as important as 

telling people what we are, is telling them what we are not.  Not in a belittling or confrontational way, but in a 

matter of fact “no, we really don't wear fairy wings and furry tails, but we do wear this kind of stuff” sort of way.  

This goes along with the very important concept that we need to remember an attempt is all that is required and 

that many people are not here for the clothing, they want to explore other crafts or activities.  If we stress that a 

basic attempt is the requirement to attend, even if it is with a furry tail, then stress that over time we like people 



to work at getting more accurate in everything they do, but at their pace.  

Use With New(er) Members 
 The main target audience for this project has always been the newer member who is just beginning their 

adventure with us.  Maybe they have been to one or two events, or they have been around a while.  Maybe they 

are looking down the road to their first event but don't want to use gold key or gold key is lacking in what is 

needed.  For these members who are already a step or two down the road to being fully indoctrinated, there are 

still several different ways we have used the binder.   

 

 Answering questions about historic clothing (especially minimums) for new people – That same old 

question, but with the reinforcement of seeing the answer written down for them.   

  

 Helping new people to choose a look for their first historic clothing– The rating of relative difficulty can 

help newer members find a look that is within reach and within budget for their new game. 

  

 Search for basic resources – Without being able to refine searches and focus in on specific good 

resources, a search of the net can get many responses, but contain much noise of people selling ren fair costumes 

or museum replicas of dubious quality.  More and more there are also very reasonable priced good beginner 

clothing available.  By focusing in on the right name or a reference to a specific manuscript or bit of 

illumination, the search can be restricted to more successful avenues.  Even simply giving them the correct name 

for a garment makes the search process for relevant information far easier.  

  

 Helping new people plan out a clothing progression as they become more involved – I have always said 

that our game is a journey down a path to being more and more historically accurate.  Some just take shortcuts or 

can travel that path faster than others, and some choose to just sit down where they are at.  This journey takes 

time and money and skill, or varying degrees of the three.  Lots of money can make the handicap of a lack of 

skill or money go away.  Lots of skill can be bartered to limit the effects of lack of money.  And time can make 

gaps in skill and money surmountable.  But having a plan on where you are at, and where you want to go can 

help in goal setting.  You might be limited to one t tunic for this event, but by Lilies you might want a couple of 

these, and by the time it gets cold you might want one of those, and maybe you want to do late period eventually, 

but the fabrics for doing mid period clothing is more within reach right now. 

 

 Planning on parts of an ensemble – The classic example of this would be the styles that have layering or 

parts that swap out that can be added to over time.  The Norse styles where you can start out with pants and a 

tunic, and then add an overtunic, and then add different pants, and then add the hat and the cloak and so on.  Or 

planning on the kirtle with the different sleeves and under dresses.   

   

 Avoiding over-reach and overly high expectations and frustrations from avoidable failures – we all know 

the type of member who over reaches and thinks they can pull off this incredible project.  That is one thing for an 

established member, but for one who is new and thinks that a high level of clothing is what they want to reach 

for, initial failures can be devastating, and could even lead to a reduction in their level of participation. When I 

talk to newer members about big projects, I never tell them not to try for the complex one, but I do make sure 

they know what they are reaching for is a challenge.  And that coming up a little short is ok for a first attempt, 

especially if you learn and grow from it.  I also point out progressive steps along the way that they can take.  

Easier examples they could learn from before attempting a more complex example.  Besides, everyone needs 

kicking around cloths. 

 

 Affirmation – Simply the affirmation that yes, your project is looking good.  You are doing it right.  No, 

really, it is meant to look like that.  Knowing that you will fit in and not be laughed at is very important to many 

of the personality styles that our game caters to. 



Summary 
 This binder is a tool.  Like any tool it rarely works well if used ineffectively.  It may work better when 

combined with other tools and it can be used in new and creative ways that my go beyond the ideas expressed in 

this paper.  Some people may not find this resource useful.  Some people are better at making the sale.  In the 

end, it is a resource that I wanted and one that I have found very useful, even in its earliest, very sparse, state. 

 

Where To Next? 
Add more entries – as we have time and as we find people making various garments, we try to acquire the 

entries.  The Single Biggest Failure in this project has been when we have asked people to respond with the bare 

minimum of information (name, time, culture, and description) they rarely follow through.  People are 

enthusiastic at first, but rarely follow through.   

 

Filling in cultural and historical gaps – There are many gaps left to fill in. 

 

Increase accuracy and authentic articles – finding specific projects tied to specific extant finds. 

 

Work on planned compare/contrast pages -  It is my hope to do several pages that will show specific garment 

types shown side by side.  Such as “pants” or “tunics.” By having examples of specific pant/legging examples 

shown side by side, or different tunics based on specific historical examples, we could place their differences and 

similarities in context for people.    

 

More fact checking and expansion of resource information – We all know that facts in the SCA as well as in 

archeological records are up to interpretation and refinement based on the best information available at the 

moment.  And some of our friends are a little loosie goosie with their facts.  I do not claim to fact check every 

entry as we process it.  There are, inevitably errors in the entries.  I will attempt to correct as many of them as I 

can as I have time.   

 

Expanding more into items vs ensembles.   - Pages to compare and contrast the looks of various pants, hats, 

shoes, tunics.  Graphically putting them side by side as well as placing examples in their historic context.  

 

Update the website with more of the supportive blog style documentation as well and more fully integrate it into 

the recruitment and retention resources supported by the SCAIowa Project.  

 

 

 


