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The purpose of this class is to share historical facts about this common (and oh so comfortable) garment, share some different styles and discuss creative ways to play with the dress.

In definition, the peplos describes the draped garment worn by the Ancient Greeks that was later adopted into Roman and Dark Age cultures. This is often confused with the chiton, which is always a sewn garment. Peplos’ were not traditionally sewn!

The term peplos is also used very generically at times for any outer garment worn by a woman that was made from either a folded piece or a tube-shaped piece of cloth.
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(Image courtesy of Wikipedia)

This is just one way to drape the garment. Most commonly, especially in the SCA where we don’t want to, um, expose ourselves, we will make the tube-shaped garment with a side seam.

The typical way I do it is take two rectangles of fabric together to the desired length at the full bolt width, and fold over the excess from the top and either sew or pin at the neckline. This gives a very drapy “statuesque” look, in my opinion.
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(Images courtesy of http://www.vroma.org/~bmcmanus/clothing2.html)

How about some nifty history?!

I have to admit I was inspired to teach this class not because of the garment, but rather a course on the Classics that I took this past academic year. There was a ritual in Athens during Antiquity in which Athena was dressed annually in a peplos woven by young girls between the ages of 7 and 10., whom were known as the arrêphoroi. The garment was said to be given to the archon basileus, or chief religious officer in Athens, and a ceremony took place in which the previous year’s dress was removed and the new one was placed on which involved a procession to the entrance to the Parthenon, and the dressing of the life-sized statue of Athena, known as Athena Polias.
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(images courtesy of http://depthome.brooklyn.cuny.edu/classics/dunkle/athnlife/peplos.htm)

We know that outside of Ancient Greece, where the garment appeared to cross into Roman clothing and possibly evolved into the stola, which was sewn in a similar fashion only without the fold over, it was instead bloused out with belts to accommodate the wearer’s fitting needs. 

It’s believed that the woven fabric was actually very colorful, as the wearing of just white is a common misconception drawn out by the fact that most sculptural evidence remaining is of white marble, when in fact they were actually more often than not painted, but the color stripped over time.

The statue of the Peplos Kore, found at the Athenian Acropolis and dated to the 6th century BCE, is probably the most well-recognized in this respect, and has been recently restored in color. Visible layers of her garments are now more defined. I am unsure if that is another peplos beneath, or a chiton. Either way it opens doors to all sorts of new embellishment ideas!
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We know that the peplos was taken as far north as Finland and the British Isles as well, and adopted into wear by the Norse, Saxon, and Briton peoples most likely do to it’s versatility, ease of sewing and wear. It’s also highly possible that the garment itself didn’t originate in Greece, but most of my research into earlier cultures has proven inconclusive.

A complete archaeological find in Finland proved the garment’s existence there during the Viking Age in approximately the 11th century.
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(This particular image I BELIEVE is a reconstruction of the find. The source I found for it is entirely in Finnish and I could only get a rickety translation. However the page is REALLY COOL and shows great examples of Finnish garb. It can be found here:
http://www.student.oulu.fi/~jek/liitteet.html)

Archaeological finds of similar design have been found across Northern Europe dating to the Iron Age.

The SCA and the Peplos

In the Society, this is a pretty common garment, and why wouldn’t it be? It’s versatile, covers a wide swath of time, and excellent for hot days (and cold if you layer it on top of something!) It’s practically a wardrobe staple for women across the Knowne World to dress up or down, especially when it’s a very casual event and you don’t want to ruin anything good when you’re camping or cooking, like Pennsic, for example.

Here's a few different examples of pieces that I've made to give you an idea of what you can do with this garment. I'm a fan of the “Party Saxon” look at war when you have a hot sticky night. ;)
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