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Introduction 
 
This is one of a series of instructions for turning your four-panel fitted dress mockup into 
something that you can wear. 
 
This tutorial was written with beginner to intermediate-level sewers in mind. If  
something in these documents is unclear, please contact me and I will try to clarify or 
correct the instructions. There are often many ways to skin a cat. I am presenting 
techniques which work for me and for those who I’ve helped construct a gown. 
 
I have provided a bibliography of main sources at the end, but quite a bit of this tutorial is 
the result of knowledge accumulated throughout years. These instructions are not heavily 
footnoted, as they’re more of user’s guide than formal documentation. Many of the 
references can be found in other papers located at my website. If you need your own 
documentation I’d suggest checking out the books in my bibliography. They’re excellent 
sources, and are good foundation books for anybody interested in knowing more about 
the period. 
 
Handfinishing neckline, sleeves, internal seams, facings 
 
If your garment is unlined, or even interlined, you can use facings to hide some of the 
raw edges, and lend strength to areas that will need it. Extant finds show a tabby woven, 
on-grain, silk facing used around the neck, and at buttonholes and eyelet holes1. Silk is a 
very strong fabric, and would lend strength to areas weakened by buttonholes. If silk is 
beyond the class of your impression, it would make sense to use another common fabric 
such as linen. Remember, it might have been easier for a lower class person to have some 
silk threads or a little silk ribbon, than to have an entire silk outfit. 
 
At the end of this document, I’ve included example images of some of my gowns. 

                                                 
1 For more information, see Crowfoot, Elisabeth; Frances Pritchard; and Kay Stanilans, Textiles and 
Clothing: c. 1150 – c.1450, vol. 4 of Medieval Finds from Excavations in London, 2nd ed., Suffolk, Boydell 
Press, 2001 
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Neckline Treatments 
 
When working around curves with an on-grain strip of fabric, it is easier to maneuver if it 
is fairly narrow. Never underestimate the power of a good steam iron! Around the 
neckline, the on-grain silk facing can keep the fabric from stretching on the bias. I’ve 
heard tales of necklines that stretch when under stress, and having the facing on-grain can 
help prevent this.  
 
Cut a long, narrow strip of silk, on-grain. Pin the strip to the right side of the neck, and 
sew. Fold down and over the seam allowance, and whip stitch2 it to the dress. Very close 
to the edge of the neckline, sew a running stitch to hold the edge very flat.  
 

 
Figure 1: A facing strip is applied to the right side, then stitched down to the wrong side 
of the fabric. An additional line of stitches is at the edge of the neckline. 
 
If the dress is bag-lined, I like to do a top-stitch around the neck hole. This helps make 
the edge flat, and keeps the lining fabric from sneaking out and showing. Period 
examples of unlined dresses have a facing stitched down, and additionally top-stitched, so 
I don’t consider topstitching a lined dress to be a-historical. A little bit in from the edge, 
do a running stitch. I keep my stitches small, and almost invisible from the outside.  
                                                 
2 Throughout this document, I’ll refer to a running stitch and a whip stitch. A running stitch is 
interchangeable with a back stitch and a half-back stitch, depending on the strength that you want in the 
seam. Frequently, I’ll put four or five running stitches on the needle for each pass, then add in a back stitch 
when I start the next pass. This is very fast, and adds in just a little bit of additional strength. There are 
plenty of internet sites with pictures and even video to show you these stitches. 
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Facing the Front Opening 
 
A facing on the front opening can lend strength to the eyelet holes, which are under a 
great deal of stress. You’ll need a facing wide enough to contain the eyelets, but again, 
narrow enough so that curves aren’t a chore. I usually have about a 3/4" facing, plus seam 
allowances on either side. It appears that in period, facings were an on-grain strip of silk. 
If the curves of the front opening are very steep, I’ve found that allowing the strip to be 
slightly off grain can help go around the curves, but doesn’t have significantly less 
strength. Again, a steam iron can be quite helpful. 
 
Sew this strip to the right side of the dress. Fold the end under, so that there isn’t a raw 
edge, if you’ve already faced the neckline. Fold the strip down and over the seam 
allowance, and whip stitch it to the wrong side of the dress. Because of the eyelets, 
there’s no reason to have a running stitch close to the edge. The eyelets will keep the 
facing flat. 
 

 
Figure 2: A facing strip is applied as at the neckline, and eyelets are added. This strip is 
wide enough to accommodate the eyelets. 
 
If you are planning on having buttoned sleeves, you can include a strip of facing at this 
opening as well. Often, I don’t line my sleeves, and the extra layer of material from the 
facing makes the buttonholes sturdier. 
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Finishing Seams 
 
If you have interlined your dress, or have left part or all of it unlined, you have raw edges 
to deal with. The easy, modern way, of course, is to just zig zag is or serge it by machine. 
But you’re not reading this because you want to do everything the easy, modern way3. 
 
The first question is whether or not you need to finish the seams at all. What fabric did 
you use? Is this a supportive dress? If you were making a warm overgown from fulled 
wool melton, the raw edges are unlikely to ever fray, and you don’t need to finish your 
seams at all. You can even leave your hem raw. If you have lighter weight wool, you 
might not need to fold everything over twice, hiding the raw edges, but you’ll likely at 
least want to stitch the raw edges down. If you’re using something that comes unraveled 
easily, or any linen whatsoever, you’ll want the seam finishing to completely hide and 
protect the edges. 
 
How you finish your seams depends on what you want the seam to do. A flat-felled seam 
adds strength, but will still show a line of modern stitching on the inside of the garment. 
A butterflied seam isn’t very sturdy, but hides all modern stitching.  
 
Flat felling 
 
A flat felled seam lends strength to seams that are under stress, and is therefore my 
choice for fitted dress bodice sections, and tight sleeves. A flat felled seam is actually two 
seams in one. There are a couple of methods for doing this seam, but this is the easiest to 
do once the fabric has already been sewn. It’s important to leave yourself at least a half 
inch seam allowance when doing this seam, especially when sewing many layers.  
 
Cut off half of the seam allowance (SA) on one side. Press the seam to one side, with the 
long SA on top of the short SA. 
 

 
Figure 3: The seam allowance is cut in half on one side. 

                                                 
3 To be honest, I do plenty of things the easy, modern way. My personal standard is to do everything visible 
by hand. Anything else I might do by machine. You don’t have to do all of these techniques, or do them all 
by hand. 
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Fold the long SA around the short SA. Press. 
 

 
Figure 4: The folded seam allowance. 
 
Stitch the seam allowance down to the side. You can use a running stitch or a whip stitch 
for this. 
 

 
Figure 5: The finished seam, cross view, with both whip stitch and running stitch, 
respectively. 
 
 
When completed, from the wrong side you’ll see the original seam, and the flat felled 
seam allowance. On the outside, you’ll just see a line of stitches to one side of the seam. 
 

 
Figure 6: Finished seam, wrong side of the fabric, using a whip stitch. 
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Butterfly Seam 
 
Butterflied seams are simple and fairly fast, but don’t make for a strong final product. I 
like to use these on long skirt sections that won’t see a lot of stress. 
 
After sewing the main seam, press the seam allowance open 
 

 
Figure 7: After sewing the main seam by machine or hand. 
 
Fold each side of the seam under, hiding the raw edges, and sew down using a whip stitch 
or a running stitch. If you’re using a fabric that doesn’t come unraveled easily, you may 
wish to just tack it down without folding the raw edge under.  
 

 
Figure 8: Fold under or leave flat, depending on the fabric type. 
 

From the wrong side of the fabric, 
the original seam will be hidden, and 
you’ll see the whip or running 
stitches. From the right side of the 
fabric, you’ll see a line of stitches on 
either side of the seam. If you’ve 
machine sewn the first seam, that 
will be completely hidden. 
Unfortunately, if the original seam 
breaks, you cannot get to it to easily 
fix it. In this case, I usually just use a 
small whip stitch to attach the two 
sides to each other.  

 
Figure 9: The butterfly, shown from the wrong 
side of the fabric.  
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Hemming 
 
Hems are simple. Again, depending on your fabric, you might not even need to hem. A 
well-fulled wool will wear pretty well unhemmed. Many wools can be turned up once 
and stitched down, using a whip stitch or a running stitch. For linen, silk, or a wool that 
comes unraveled easily, fold it twice before stitching.  
 
Of course, this is just a small sample of the possible hand stitch types used in period4. It 
can be a great deal of fun to try a new type, and see how well it works for certain 
applications. You can try techniques such as attaching a tablet woven piece to the edge of 
the front opening. There’s even a stitch that will sew together your main pieces, your 
lining pieces, and attach them to each other in one go. The two finishing techniques 
above will serve you well enough to finish a dress. 
 
 
Additional Images 
 

 
Figure 10: Where the back seam meets the neckline. The back seam has been flat felled, 
held down by a whip stitch. The neckline is faced with a narrow strip of silk, held down 
by whip stitch. I’ve omitted the additional line of stitches at the edge of the neck on this 
garment. The neckline is dirty at the edge, but the rest of the dress is very clean, as I 
always wear it over a linen smock. 
 
 

                                                 
4 For more information, see the article Archaeological Sewing at 
http://www.virtue.to/guest_authors/archaeological_sewing.html 
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Figure 11: The same section of dress as in Fig. 10, on the right side of the fabric. The flat 
fell stitches just show on one side of the seam. If I’d used a closer color, they would only 
show as little divots in the fabric. 
 
 

 
Figure 12: The neckline of another dress. Instead of using a facing, I just folded the 
neckline down twice. It’s held down with a whip stitch, and there’s a line of stiches to 
keep it flat at the very edge. I have buttonhole stitches at the top of the front facing, 
because I wasn’t sure how to finish that edge. Generally, I now fold it into the neck 
facing or edge. 
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Figure 13: The right side of the neckline, of the dress shown in Fig. 12. The stitches 
showing on this side are larger than I generally make now (this dress is over five years 
old, and was my first attempt at many of these techniques). 
 
 

 
Figure 14: I know this is hard to see, but this is where the back seam meets the neck edge 
on a heavy wool dress. The neck edge is turned down once, whip stitched, and has a 
flattening running stitch near the edge. The flattening stitch can make a nice difference 
when using a very heavy fabric. The seam on this is just pressed open, because this wool 
is unlikely to ever unravel. As it’s an over gown for keeping warm on cold days, it also 
rarely gets washed. 
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Figure 15: The front facing, on the heavy over gown. Even though the edge of the fabric 
didn’t need protection, the facing makes the eyelets sturdier. Notice the large stitches 
holding the facing down. These stitches will have barely any stress, and I was in a hurry 
making the dress. Let go of your ideas of perfection, when you look at period examples, 
the eyelets look uneven and imperfect, and not everything is as well-finished as you 
might imagine. Also note that the facing is a bit wrinkled from the curve. Steam the 
facing into submission! 
 

 
Figure 16: A butterflied seam meets a hem on an interlined dress. I used a stitch to 
flatten the hem, which can be nice with certain fabric, but was probably overkill in this 
situation. 
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Figure 17: The butterflied seam, from the right side of the fabric. There’s a line of 
stitching on both sides of the seam. 
 
 
Continue to Lesson 4: Eyelets and Lacing 
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