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Abstract
On 12 June 2021, I conducted a field test of a sanitary belt prototype recreating the menstrual
clout, a menstruation management garment, based on historical documentation and the
archaeological record. The primary objective of this pilot experiment was to determine the
feasibility of a sanitary belt configuration for utilizing menstrual clouts in fifteenth century
Europe.

This second edition revisits two sections: The Clout and Appendix A, expanding upon the
discussions of the use of menstrual rags in period and the allegorical importance of underpants
in the context of gender norms.
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Introduction
Medical compendiums and manuscripts of the middle ages did not shy away from discussions
of menstruation.  In fact, it would seem that the prevailing medical thought of medieval western
europe could not stop talking about menstruation.  From concepts of wellness, fertility, balancing
of the humors, to sex and marriage practices, medieval medical manuscripts and women’s
manuals are highly focused on menstruating.  Despite this ubiquitous obsession with the
biological function itself, there is little to no record of how people who menstruated managed
their menses on a day to day basis.  The sparse evidence for menstruation management most
often discusses the menstrual clout, but what is that and how would it have been used? In the
following pages, I provide a curated summary of the body of knowledge available on medieval
menstrual garments, put forth a hypothetical prototype for a menstrual clout model garment, and
record an archaeological experiment testing the feasibility of my hypothesis.

The Clout

The clout, or cloute, refers to a simple rag, often used for domestic cleaning, mending, or any
number of other mundane tasks.1 Clouts were commonly (although likely not exclusively) made
of linen, which may be a popular material for sanitary and medical clouts due to the concept that
linen wicks moisture.2 Old garments may have been upcycled into domestic and sanitary clouts.
For example, Lady Anne Clifford wrote in her diary on 13 December 1619, “My Lord gave me
three shirts to make clouts of.”3 Interestingly, some documentation indicates that men’s old
garments could be recycled into clouts for any use; however, due to the perception of menstrual
blood as venomous and squalid,“women’s linen or shifts, notwithstanding they are frequently
wash’d; and that by reason of the virulency of the menstrual blood.” could not be recycled into
clouts used for dressing wounds.4 One common sanitary use of clouts is as a menstrual clout, a
clout used to absorb menstrual flow. Document evidence for menstrual clouts span antiquity, the
medieval period, and the early modern period.

Looking first at the classical world, Hypatia (360-415 CE) was a philosopher, astronomer,
mathematician, and menstruator living in Roman Alexandria.  According to Damascius, a man
attending one of Hypatia’s lectures attempted to seduce her, and she tried to soothe his lust for
her by playing the lyre. When this proved unsuccessful, she rejected him directly, and displayed

4Ramazzini, B. (1705)
3 Clifford, H. (1992)
2 Crawford, P. (1981))

1 Oxford English Dictionary defines clout as: piece of cloth ( esp. a small or worthless piece, a "rag");
a cloth ( esp. one put eo mean uses, e.g. a dish-clout).



her menstrual rags, saying “This is what you really love, my young man, but you do not love
beauty for its own sake.” This approach proved more successful for Hypatia.5

Turning our attention to the Bible, the reader will find references to menstrual clouts with clear
moral overtones. Sarah Read discusses the following observations based on an analysis of
Isaiah from the 1560 Geneva Bible:

The main English Bible of choice in the earlier part of the period was the Geneva Bible,
which included marginal notes explaining some of the biblical ideas to the reader. Isaiah
30:22 in the 1560 Geneva Bible reads: “And ye shall pollute covering of the images of
silver, and the riche ornament of thine images of golde, & cast them away as a
menstruous cloth, and thou shalt say unto it, Get thee hence.” The marginal annotations
explain that: Ye shall cast away your idols, which you have made of golde and silver with
all that belongeth unto them, as the moste filthy thing and polluted [.] Shewing that there
can be no true repentance except both in the heart and dede we shewe ourselves
enemies to idolatrie.” The origin of this simile likening a false idol to a menstrual cloth is
found in the translation of the feminine Hebrew noun “njdh,” which is transliterated as a
feminine noun “niddah,” meaning “impurity,” “filthiness,” as well as “menstruous” and “set
apart.”

Read continues:

In the Geneva Bible Isaiah 64:6, the image of a cloth with menstrual blood on it as
disgusting is highlighted by the sixteenth-century marginal notes. The verse reads: “Our
righteousnes and best vertues are before thee as vile cloutes” and, as previously cited,
the marginal comments explain “or, (as some read) like the menstruous clothes of a
woman.” This example highlights that the translation to “menstruous” from “filthy” was
subjective and was clearly influenced by the cultural context of the translation, and was
not necessarily the meaning ascribed by the author of the book of Isaiah.6

St. Birgitta of the fourteenth century seems to reference the above passage in Isaiah in her
revelation: “like the sound of colliding stones, and they will be thrust away with loathing from
God’s sight like an abortion or an unclean menstrual cloth.”7

Additional documentation supporting menstruation management through clouts shows up in
records for the Nunnery of Sonnenburg.  The 1453 sumptuary law from the Bishop of Nicholas
of Cusanus reads, “Each and every one is to be given a Chorkutte (frock to wear in church), a
frock for the day, a long fur (coat), a Kursen (fur frock or gown), two night gowns, a scapular for
the day, a scapular for the night, veils and kerchiefs as they need; and if they have the female

7 Searby (2008) The Revelations of St. Birgitta of Sweden, Vol. II, p. 302
6 Read (2008)

5 The Life of Hypatia from Damascius's Life of Isidore (written c. 520-530) , reproduced in The
Suda; translated by Jeremiah Reedy



sickness they need linen shirts and linen sheets as long as the sickness lasts. They may have
bedclothes according to the rules and customs of the order…”8

Religious court testimonies likewise provide archival evidence for menstrual clouts. In fourteenth
century Montaillou, France, Beatrice de Planissoles was interrogated regarding objects believed
to be in connection to witchcraft. Among those objects were menstrual clouts.  From the record:

Certain objects, strongly suggestive of having been used by her to cast evil spells, were
found among her affairs, and she acknowledged them as hers, such as: two umbilical
cords of infants, found in her purse, linens soaked with blood which seemed to be
menstrual, ...-- because of these objects there was a strong suspicion that this Beatrice
was a witch and familiar with casting spells. She was asked by my lord bishop for what
purpose she possessed the above mentioned articles and replied as follows:

...These linens stained with blood are the menstrual blood of my daughter Philippa
because this baptized Jewess told me that if I were to save her first blood and give it in a
drink to her husband or another man, he would never care for any another woman. This
is why a long time ago, when my daughter Philippa, who was young, had her first period,
I looked at her face and seeing that she was flushed, asked her what the matter was.
She told me that she was losing blood through her vulva. I remembered the words of the
baptised Jewess and cut a morsel of the undergarment of my daughter, which was
stained with blood, and since there did not seem to be enough, I gave my daughter
another morsel of linen so that when she had her period, she would stain and fill this
material. This she did, then I dried this fabric, with the intention, when her husband
would wed her, to give it to him to drink, by expressing it from the cloths, which I would
soak. Philippa wedded that year and I intended to give it to her fiancé to drink, but I
thought that it would be better to await the consummation of the marriage, and that it
should be Philippa herself,who should give it to drink to her husband. And since, when I
was arrested, the marriage between Philippa and her husband had not yet been
consummated, and we had not had the wedding, I did not give it to him to drink.
I did not put these cloths with grains of incense with a view to casting spells”9

Medical treatises, while having much to say about menstruation rarely discussed the clouts
themselves. One rare example is what McClive10 refers to as the “linen test.” This test, put forth
by the late thirteenth/ early fourteenth century french physician Bernard de Gordon,11 stipulates
that a woman bring her menstrual clouts to the physician for him to diagnose the humoral
imbalance responsible for her state of illness according to the color of the dried secretions.
Seeing as red secretions indicated too much sanguine, I surmise that an overabundance of
sanguine was a common malady of Gordon’s patients.

11 Gordon (1495)
10 McClive (2004)
9 San Jose State University (n.d.)
8Hallauer (2002) and Torggler (2015)



Menstrual clouts even made appearances in comedic poetry.  John Wilmont, Earl of Rochester,
was known as a playboy and raunchy poet whose writing was passed among his aristocratic
libertine friends.  In 1680, a collection of his poetry was published posthumously.  In this
collection of poetry, the reader finds multiple mentions of menstrual clouts.  One example, a
ballad titled “Song” or “Against the Charmes our Hallocks Have,” he tells the story of a man who
claims to be disgusted by a prostitute yet unable to resist her.  The narrator plays on the trope of
writing love letters in one’s own blood by describing the relationship between this man and his
prostitute as being so unsavory that he will “write upon a double clout | And dip my pen in
Flowr’s” (lines 7-8), referencing using her menses to write on her absorptive clout.12

Analysis of the documentation for menstrual clouts may inspire more questions than it answers.
Is a menstrual clout the equivalent of any other clout that may be used for domestic chores or
personal hygiene, or is it distinct? How does the wearer secure it in place? Is it worn externally
or internally? In the following section, I will present a variety of potential models for absorptives
for mitigating menstruation, and discuss the potentiality for each accordingly.

Menstrual Absorptive Models

Sanitary Belt Model
The Sanitary Belt model describes my primary hypothesis for how a loose clout might be
secured in place on the wearer. I named this model based on the sanitary belts of the modern
era, primarily worn during the mid-twentieth century, which it resembles in concept.  This
hypothesis is based on a combination of documentation, archaeological evidence, and
deductive reasoning.

The archaeological evidence supporting this model comes from the Herjolfsnes site in
Greenland, ca. 1420-143413 CE.  The Herjolfsnes site was first excavated in 1921 by Poul
Norlund and team.  Upon excavation of a set of human remains, fragments of a unique
undergarment were discovered.  This undergarment consisted of a twisted wool cord wrapped
around the waist, fastened to which was a length of sealskin that ran between the legs from the
pubic area to the tailbone. On the inside of the sealskin was found additional sheep’s hairs, wool
fibers, plant fibers (hemp like), moss, and human pubic hairs.  The bast fibers were hemp or
hemp related. The wool fibers and sheep’s hairs were varied, as in they had come from different
sources, such as potentially different layers of wool or different fabric.  The moss was mixed in
with the wool and sheep’s hairs.  The sealskin also showed signs of wear and tear.14 These
remnants were categorized with the bioarchaeological remains, rather than textile finds, and, as
such, were shipped “home” to Denmark for examination and interpretation by Professor of
Anatomy, Fr. C. C. Hansen. The assemblage was interpreted as a sealskin sanitary pad held in

14Norlund, P. (2009)

13 Ostegard, E. (2009), pg. 146 refers to the radiocarbon dating of two garments, generating the latest
date documented from the site.

12 Vieth (1962)



place by a belt to serve as mitigation for incontinence. Despite the lack of direct connection to
menstruation, this provides strong support for the sanitary belt model of menstrual clouts in
period.

In the published archaeological report from the Herjolfsnes excavation, Hansen writes (as
quoted in Netherton, emphasis mine):

I mention this latter fact [referring as a feature which hypothetically might perhaps be
related to the peculiar finding in the pelvic bones of this woman which will be described
in more detail below. For it could be shown that a piece of sealskin had been lying
from the front of mons pubis between the femora, passing before genitalia and
anus up behind os coccygis to the sacral region, remains of sealskin being found
adhering to these places (in addition to human perineal hairs), together with the
remnants of a twisted woollen cord (or string) which had evidently been fastened
to the sealskin in front on mons pubis and behind in the sacral region. Besides
loose hairs of undyed light sheep's wool the remains of fibres of plant substance
were also made out. It is an obvious explanation that the woman may have worn a kind
of protective bandage before pudenda and anus perhaps to soak up secretions during a
possible incontinence. Otherwise we know nothing about a special article of clothing for
this region among the women of the time…

On a small perfectly well-preserved bone (by os sacrum), which could be clearly
recognized as the 2nd vertebra coccygea, fitting against the also quite uninjured and
well-preserved 1st vertebra coccygea subsequently found, was found adhering to the
posterior surface a piece of sealskin  with the hairs on; in this little piece of
sealskin were the remains of a little twisted rebrown woollen cord or string with
the remains of a strongly twisted knot. As on os pubis this cord was very frail and
crumbled easily. ... When this little piece of sealskin with remnants of a small
twisted woollen cord with a knot, has remained quite firmly attached to so small a
bone as the 2nd vertebra coccygea, which like the 1st vertebra coccygea was perfectly
well-preserved and uninjured, the reason must be as follows:--  When the body was laid
in the grave there must have been lying on the back of os coccygis ... a strip of
sealskin to which was fastened a redbrown woollen cord to keep the sealskin in
place, while in front on mons pubis it was also kept in place by a couple of
woollen cords which probably passed up to a cord or belt about the hip-region,
thus representing a kind of bandage passing from mons pubis between femora
down before pudenda and anus and up between nates in the sacral region. As the
body was laid on its back in the grave the point of the sealskin with the woollen cord was
wedged into sulcus inter nates and secured in its position to os coccyis where, as its
shown by the state of these bones as well as of os sacrum, which is well-preserved, the
putrefaction and destruction was least, and when the cold subsequently increased, so
that the earth became permanently frozen, just these small bones were preserved
with cohering remains of hair, sealskin, and woollen cords. We must assume that
even more remained at the exhumation than we



now possess, but that most of it decayed or crumbled away before it reached the
Museum of Normal Anatomy. Finally fibres of a plant substance (resembling hemp
microscopically) were found close by, and in the layer beneath the sealskin on the
symphysis were found, besides the human pubes hairs, loose hairs of sheep's
wool of a light colour or only slightly pigmented, and lastly, small leaves of moss,
this latter perhaps an accidental admixture(?).

There was a mix of different types of sheep hair among those  found, some
pigmented and others not. (Perhaps a combination of rags/bits from different
sources?) The sealskin was apparently old and long-used; its hairs were in bad
shape, unlike the human hairs next to them. Also:  In addition to the animal hairs, well
preserved threads occurred, and on other skeletons remnants of cloth[,] made of
coarse-fibred plant substance. Those from the present case have already been
mentioned. The examination showed bast fibres quite similar to hemp (not flax).
Finally we note that particles of moss evidently from the same period were found
lying here and there under fragments of skin, between these and the bones, but as
a rule mixed with wool.15

Additional support for this model can be found in late medieval documentation, further tying it to
menstruation. Read uses the term “girdle” to refer to the belt-like article to which folded clouts
were potentially fastened.16 In some late period documentation, the reader will find examples of
girdles referenced in the context of menstruation.  In one such example, Nicholas Le Strange,
as quoted in Gowing, describes a “mad knave” at a masquerade who finds a girdle that has
fallen off of a guest and onto the floor, and mistakes it for a horse’s surcingle.17 In his error, he
circulates among the party guests, waving this “certain thing… which monsterous [i.e.
menstrous, or menstruating18] women used to wear;” asking whose horse dropped their girdle.19

Menstrual Apron
The menstrual apron appears post period, in the 18th century. It is my position that the
menstrual apron represents the probable evolution of the sanitary belt model, and therefore,
supports the primary hypothesis for menstrual management during the Middle Ages.

The menstrual apron made its way into court records during the 1733 murder trial of Sarah
Malcolm. Malcolm, arrested for triple murder, takes the stand in her own defense. She counters
the evidence against her that hinges on her bloody garments after the throat of one of the
victims was slashed.  The following is Malcolm’s experience as a menstruating woman, in her
own words:

19 Gowing, L. (2003)

18 "Monstrous" as a pun on "menstruous" addressed by Jane Sharp (1671) in The Midwives Book, or the
Whole Art of Midwifery Discovered; ed. Elaine Hobby; New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1999. p.215

17 Surcingle: horse’s girdle placed around the animal’s girth for training
16 Read, S. (2008)
15 Netherton, R. (2006)



Modesty might' compel a Woman to conceal her own Secrets if Necessity did not oblige
her to the contrary; and 'tis Necessity that obliges me to say, that what has been taken
for the Blood of the murdered Person is nothing but the free Gift of Nature. This was all
that appeared on my Shift, and it was the same on my Apron, for I wore the Apron under
me next to my Shift .... [A]nd Mr.]ohnson who searched me in Newgate has sworn that
he found my Linen in the like Condition. · If it is supposed that I kill'd her with my Cloaths
on, my Apron indeed might be bloody, but how should the Blood come upon my Shift~ If
I did it in my Shift, how should my Apron be bloody, or the back part of my Shift~ And
whether I did it dress'd or undress'd, why was not the Neck and Sleeves of my Shift
bloody as well as the lower Parts~20

Insertables
There has been some speculation on insertable absorbing solutions for menstruating in the
Middle Ages. In exploring this possibility, several models emerge: the sponge, lint, pessary, and
tampon.

It is my conclusion that all of the inserted models for mitigating menstruation are highly unlikely
due to the medieval concept of the nature of menses and role of menstruation in the health of
women.  It is well documented that menstruation was putrid undigested excrement, venom
capable of giving men whole body cancer, and a source of leprosy in infants and men’s genitals.
As such, menses were to be expelled from the body.  Despite having no discernable taboo
against inserting things into the vagina (quite the opposite- the documentation overwhelmingly
supports that they LOVED putting things in their vaginas), plugging up the vagina during
menstruation, and retaining the menstrual blood by absorbing it within the vaginal canal, would
have been counter to sound medical advice spanning the medieval period. This position is well
supported and based upon the collective reading of The Trotula, Albertus Magnus, midwifery
manuals such as Jacob Rueff, and modern analyses such as John Riddle, Audrey Eccles, and
Norman Himes.

Sponge
The vaginal sponge is well documented; however, documentation does not support vaginal
sponges used as a menstruation absorptive.  Rather, vaginal sponges are frequently
documented as either medicinal vaginal suppositories or for contraception.  Regarding
medicinal uses, wool or “lint” appears to be the preferred material for absorbing and
redistributing liquid medicine to the vagina, cervix, and uterus.  For treating hemorrhage of the
uterus, Soranus recommends a series of inserted medicines, one of which is a “sea sponge
which is small and oblong and soaked with the same substances should be inserted as far
inside as possible.”21 The repeated reference to the vaginal sponge as a “sea sponge” by
Soranus and others fosters confidence that the documentation does, in fact, refer to a sea

21 Temkin, O. (1991)
20 Ordinary’s Account; Sarah Malcolm. Oldbaileyonline.org



sponge rather than another material referred to a “sponge” colloquially.  Regarding the vaginal
sponge as contraceptive, documentation dates as far back as ancient Egypt and the Talmud.22

One outlier among the documentation surrounding vaginal sponges has been the intersection of
menstruation and prostitution.  Revisiting John Wilmont, that playboy poet Earl of Rochester, is
the piece “Song” (“By all Loves soft, yet mighty Pow’rs”). In this, Wilmont writes of sex during
menstruation. Wilmont, maybe just a little bit kinky, suggests that a lack of personal hygiene is
the norm for the women with whom he chooses to fuck.23 He laments, despite her use of clouts,
she is not as clean as he would prefer, and if she would just use paper when she uses the toilet,
and a sponge to absorb her menstrual flow during coitis, then he would have a more
pleasurable experience.

Fair nasty Nymph, be clean and kind,
And all my joys restore
By using Paper still behind,
And Spunges [sic] for before24

Later, he expresses that most men would find menstruation such a turn off that only a naive,
inexperienced boy would be able to achieve an erection while his partner were menstruating.
“None but fresh Lovers Pricks can rise, at Fillis in foul linnen”25 but to solve this problem, he
would recommend the sponge be used during their dalliance.

Lint
The Ebers Papyrus, a compendium of medical writings dating at least from 1550 BCE, contains
perhaps the first reference in writing to a medicated lint insertable designed to prevent
conception: “Beginning of the recipes made for women in order to cause that a woman should
cease to conceive for one year, two years or three years: Tips (?) of acacia | Triturate with a
measure of honey, moisten lint therewith and place in her vulva.”26 Despite the presence of
insertable lint in the archival record, the focus for inserting lint is consistently for contraceptive
purposes, and I have not yet found a single reference to vaginal lint to manage menses.

Pessary
I would be remiss not to  mention the medicated pessary in a discussion of menstrual
absorptivity.  A pessary is a medicinal vaginal insert. It is typically made of medicinal herbs
rolled into a piece of wool or linen cloth, wrapped with a string, occasionally dipped in a resin or
liquid (also medicinal), and inserted into the vagina.  This system was exclusively used as a
modality for delivering medication directly into the vagina, and not to absorb menses. Similar to
lint described above, I have never found a reference to a pessary being used to absorb menses.
Further, the conception of menstrual flow as venomous, and the expelling of menses being tied

26 Himes, N. (1963) p.64
25 Vieth, lines 15-16
24 Rochester, “Poems on Several Occasions” p.72, lines 5-8
23 “Fuck” is period.
22 Himes, N. (1963)



to health and wellbeing, it would be counter to medical understanding of the day to plug up the
vagina during menstruation.  In keeping with this, some pessaries were even formed into donut
shapes using honey and cork for this very reason.  William Sermon’s The Ladies Companion
describes how to make a pessary for supporting a prolapsed womb. The pessary was molded
from cork covered in wax, emphasizing the importance that a hole be left in the center to
facilitate the egress of the menstrual blood.27

Hippocratic Tampon
One particular historic example of a tampon that seems to surface regularly is what I have
named the Hippocratic Tampon. I call it this due to its attribution to Hippocrates, and the modern
assertion that his compendium, Corpus, was the first record of a tampon. This classical tampax
is described as a stick or twig wrapped in wool lint or a small rag, and inserted into the vagina.
Reader, this is a cultural meme gone amuck.  I have personally scoured the internet, books, and
medieval archives to find the source of this rumor, but all sources cited for this description are
tertiary at best.  No origins could be found, and I have searched for years.

Dr. Helen King, a subject matter expert on menstruation in ancient and classical Greece,
addressed in her blog post “The History of Tampons” the source of this rumor: an old Tampax
advertisement.28 What Hippocrates did describe was a tampon, or tamp (tent), which is a cloth
type that opens like a tent or umbrella when absorbing liquid to be used in the battlefield for
wounds.  Thanks, Tampax marketing department, for your contribution to our field of research.

Free Bleeding
Lastly, I will address the concept of free bleeding. This is the idea that women before the
modern era simply bled unrestricted and unmanaged when menstruating. Any menstruating
person reading this is likely thinking about how unhygienic, messy, and impractical that is.
Where is the source for this idea then? It seems to me, based on my reading and research
devoted to this topic for nearly a decade, that this idea comes from men who do not menstruate
throwing their hands up in defeat as they cannot find any easily identified and definitive
explanation in the archival record for how women dealt with their menstruation. Therefore, the
obvious answer is that they simply did not. They did not manage their menses.  One such
historian to  publish this determination was Edward Shorter in Women’s Bodies: A Social History
of Women’s Encounter with Health, Ill Health, and Medicine, originally published in 1940.29

Disappointingly, modern historians, even women, are citing this opine as evidence that women
historically practiced free bleeding.  I call on my fellow researchers to do better.

29 Shorter, E. (1991)
28 King, H.
27 Sermon, W. (1671)



Formation Processes and Archaeological Experimentation
Before discussing the field test of my fifteenth century sanitary belt, let us briefly discuss the
nature of experimental archaeology and the formation processes impacting the artifact upon
which my prototype is based.

Both natural and cultural formation processes impact the lack of menstruation products in the
archaeological record.  Cultural formation processes likely have the most significant impact on
the lack of documented menstruation history.  Menstruation is both taboo and mundane. Many
of the things that were simply known (taught by parents and guardians to children) regarding
hygiene and “creature comforts” (nurishment, hydration, sleep, etc) were not directly and
unambiguously documented. Further, when looking towards the bioarcheology of grave sites,
menstruators are not likely to have been buried while wearing menstrual products.  Indeed, in
the case of the Herjolfsnes example, the exemplar is interpreted as a product to mitigate
incontinence, rather than menstruation, which may be due to the perceived age of the person
buried or may be due to archaeological field work at the time being closed to women in the field.
Archeological sites are above all remnants of human behaviors: what is thrown away, what is
reused, what is ceremonialized, and what is documented.

Turning towards natural formation processes, the decomposition of the bioarchaeological
remains and the textiles further diminish what researchers can glean from the site. The
deterioration being ongoing, samples were further compromised in excavation, transit, and
storage, as documented by Norlund and Hansen.30

Through experimental archaeology, the field of study attempting to test archaeological
hypotheses by replicating historic tasks, researchers gather additional information on the
feasibility of the field’s perception of historical objects, use, actions, and materials. This is
precisely my approach in examining the feasibility of my prototype sanitary belt for menstruation,
as it is my determination that this model is the most feasible menstruation mitigation object
based on the archival and archaeological records.

Caveats
Experimental archaeology by its very nature is speculative. Unlike controlled studies,
researchers are incapable of reproducing the past or replicating biases, conceptualizations,
worldview, emotions, and education of the people in history whose tasks are being recreated.
Experimental archaeology as an approach is merely a best guess for testing a hypothesis
formulated from more best guesses. The value of its determinations relies on the diligence
practiced in the critical analysis of the archival record, scrutiny of exemplars, criticism of
excavation practices and site interpretations, and execution of the field test itself.

30 Norlund, P. (2009)



Effectiveness and Accuracy
Through utilization of documented materials and technologies applicable to fifteenth century
western Europe, I have attempted to accurately recreate the Herjolfsnes sanitary belt, utilized
here for menstruation management. My model, which I refer to in this document as the
prototype, is merely a working reconstruction of my interpretation of the object and its use. A
true reconstruction of past menstruation mitigation products and their use is not possible based
on the available body of knowledge.

My approach is best described as an actualistic experiment, as described in Outram (2008),
Mathieu (2002), and Comis (2010). Comis describes such experiments as “the most imitative in
that they try to assess the importance of unknown variables and set of protocols.”31 She
continues:

In actualistic experiments an attempt is made to encompass all the variables that would
be involved in a real life activity in the past. In this phase, then, we need to stay as close
as possible to the original procedure as it might have been. These experiments are very
difficult to control but they are needed to assess the procedure, the meanings and
relationships between the variables involved. They can be used to design hypothesis
testing experiments (“second generation”) in which variables can be actually tested. This
does not hinder the scientific value of pilot and actualistic experiments: the fact that they
are not viable to obtain an actual falsification of the hypothesis under scrutiny does not
mean they have to be devoid of careful designing.

These initial pilot experiments, though uncontrolled by nature, provide for a better
understanding of the procedure under investigation, and inform future research and
experimentation. This first field test allows for troubleshooting of the problem that seeks to be
solved before tackling the solving of said problem.

Methodology
“Having a Period in Period” is a qualitative analysis of the feasibility of my hypothetical model of
a medieval sanitary belt as used for menstruation management.  Through experimental
activities and demonstration of medieval technologies in textiles and clothing, I attempted a
simulation of managing a biological function while actively experiencing my menses. My pilot
experiment as described herein took place on 12 June 2021.  My primary objective was to
enhance my own interpretation of the archaeological and archival records, lacking as they are,
surrounding the absorbing menses and daily management of having a period by testing the
feasibility of my primary hypothesis through a prototype that I recreated.

31 Comis, L. (2010)



The prototype32 consists of one woven belt fastened around the waist, and one clout folded into
a rectangle and fastened with pins at the mons pubis in front and sacrum in back, passing
between the legs and resting against the pubic area, vulva, perineum, and glutes. The clout was
draped over the belt on one end, and the opposite end secured to the belt by tucking or pinning.
For the belt, I utilized a narrow, inkle woven belt that is 79 inches long, and half an inch wide.
Clouts were made from medium weight white linen cut to 85 inches long and 13 inches wide.

On 12 June 2021, I wore the prototype from 8:00am to 6:00pm eastern daylight time while
staffing a virtual SCA event (Knowne World Sciences Symposium x University of Atlantia).  This
field study provided an opportunity to test not only the prototype itself, but the wearability of the
prototype in the context of the accompanying medieval garments that would likely have been
worn together. Due to the virtual nature of the event, much of my day was spent sitting, with
limited walks around my home office, kitchen, yard, and so on through the execution of my daily
domestic routine. My menstrual flow was consistently heavy throughout this field test, providing
a useful working context for observing the parameters and potential limitations of the sanitary
belt model.  Photo documentation of the experiment below.  Please see Appendix C for field
notes.

Content Warning: The following images
document the effectiveness of the

menstrual clout prototype, including
photographs of menstrual blood.

32 See also, , where I first demonstrated this prototypeVirtual Atlantia - Meet, "Where's the Midwife?!"
on 29 June 2020.

https://youtu.be/8rVqe-V96q8


Inkle woven belt to show
width

Inkle woven belt, folded in
half to show length

Linen clout, showing width

Clout, folded in half once to
show length

Step 1: Fold clout in half once Step 2: Fold in half once in the
opposite direction



Step 3: Place middle of the
belt across the midpoint of
the folded clout

Step 4: Fold clout over belt.
The clout is now 8 layers
thick.

The size of the clout when ready to
wear. This was the right size for me.
Your size needs may vary.

Clout width ready to wear.
The clout is now 21” x 7”

Me wearing the clout on 12
June 2021: Front

Wearing the clout: Back

Wearing the clout: Profile Me wearing the clout on 12
June 2021: With the chemise
on, the clout is very discrete!

Me wearing the clout: from the back.



I took photos of the fit and
orientation of the first clout without

leggings. Those images are
available to select audiences upon

request. I reserve the right to control
viewership of these images, and
local copies will not be provided.

Please contact Esa for more
information:

scott.rachelanne@gmail.com

Me wearing the clout: front
full length view

Me wearing the clout: profile
full length view

12:00pm First Clout Change



Clout 1: Inside of clout.
Deceptively full.  I had a very
heavy flow from 8am to noon.
The fit remained very good, it
felt dry against my skin, and I
had no transfer of blood onto
skin or my chemise.

Clout 1: Outside of clout.
Despite some visible “bleed
through” on the outermost
layer of linen, this was dry to
the touch (yes, I touched it to
be sure). There was zero
blood transfer onto legs or
chemise.

Clout 1: Some cold water and all
traces that this linen was used as a
menstrual clout is nearly gone. One
hour soaking in cold water with a
little hand soap, and the clout was
entirely clean and unstained.

6:00pm Second Clout Change

Clout no. 2: Inside of Clout. I
used a tighter fit for this clout,
and I think that helped
contain the flow into the
center of the clout. I felt very
secure, and didn’t have any
discomfort. The clout stayed
in place well, and again, I had
no bleed through and no
transfer onto skin or chemise.

Clout no. 2: Outside of Clout White cotton kitchen town on my
desk chair. While I staffed the virtual
event, I was seated most of the day.
I sat on this towel all day to ensure
that I could catch and document any
bleed through during the day. At
6:00pm when this image was taken,
the towel is still clean.



End of Day: 6:00pm
The front of my chemise still
looks clean and the clout
stayed in place and discrete
all day!

End of Day: 6:00pm
The back of my chemise.
Impressively, despite sitting
all day, there is zero blood on
my chemise!

Results and Observations
I required two linen clouts to make it through the duration of the field test.  For this pilot
experiment, I chose not to test the limitations of the clout to the point of failure, since the amount
of absorption per clout was not an objective of this field test.

I found the clout belt model to be more comfortable than modern alternatives, and equally
effective at absorbing menses. I experienced no bleed-through onto my chemise, despite sitting
throughout the day and observing blood on the outermost layer of linen. Unlike modern
menstrual pads, the clout is without a plastic or otherwise liquid proof barrier to prevent liquids
from moving through the fabric at the point of saturation and transferring onto the clothing or
skin, making this observation a useful one in the context of the wicking characteristics of linen,
and specificity of linen clouts in the archival record.

The 12 June 2021 pilot experiment is a valuable use case for pins. Initially, I set out to not use
pins, but rather, employ some tucking techniques based on artwork of women tucking their skirts
while doing agricultural tasks.  That was quickly abandoned, as within one hour, I almost
completely lost the clout from the belt the first time I sat down and stood up again.  Adding pins
was the needed adjustment that secured the clout in place for the remainder of the field test.
Unsure of what pins would have been most appropriate for a fifteenth century undergarment, I
rather utilized modern safety pins with the intent to revisit this element of the prototype in a
secondary experiment.

The initial clout was folded over the belt in the front and secured (tucked or pinned) in the back.
I saw the error of my ways at the first urination break of the day.  By orienting the clout on the
belt such that it could only be loosed and refastened in the back, I had doomed myself to pull
the clout out of the way to void my bladder in such a way that I either had to orient the clout



upside down while using the toilet, or fold the clout onto itself, transferring blood to parts of the
clout, both of which are less effective at containing the mess.  When I changed to the second
clout, I folded the clout over the belt in the back and fastened in the front. This was a paradigm
shift in facilitating bathroom breaks while wearing the prototype.  This allowed me to unfasten in
the front and hold it out to the side while voiding, perfectly containing any mess and staying
clear of hands, clothing, and surroundings.  One important note about this approach is that I
have no indication as to how the clout was fastened to the belt in period. My decision to fold the
clout over the belt on one end rather than pinning or tucking both front and back was personal
preference. This way, it laid flatter, stayed in place well, was less bulky at the waist, and overall
more comfortable. It is also less of a strain on resources with fewer fasteners needed. Putting
the clout on and off was simpler, as well.  Attempting to hold the clout in place while securing it
initially was very difficult, leading to this approach.

Conclusions
The field test achieved my primary goal of testing the feasibility of the prototype sanitary belt.  It
is my determination that this approach to menstruation management is not only feasible based
on my initial experience, but more accommodating than I originally anticipated.  The level of
comfort was a pleasant surprise, and the absorption ability of linen provided protection
throughout the day, while giving the wearer a dry feeling against the skin and no blood transfer
to the next layer of clothing (in this case, my chemise).

Next Steps
To build on this model, I would like to refine a second generation experiment with two changes:
period appropriate pins and more rigorous activities. Period appropriate pins for fifteenth century
fastening of clothing will require further research. My level of activity, however, is easier to
achieve.  My goal is to attend a medieval style camping event while menstruating.  I hope for
Pennsic 2022 for this additional field test, should my uterus decide to cooperate.

Additionally, I am exploring ways to recreate the Herjolfsnes incontinence sanitary belt,
specifically.  This would require a “sealskin” alternative for the outermost moisture barrier, moss,
hemp, and wool fibers.

Finally, in a tangentially related endeavor, future experimentation with menstrual clouts may
scope historical cleaning techniques.  I am in early discussions with another researcher who
focuses on historical cleaning about a joint project.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Underpants (Braes) for Women
The problems presented by the concept of a loose clout (not held in place by a belt or other
garment) has a tendency to lend a modern reader to presume that women wore underpants.
Some artwork, documentation, and artifacts of ancient and medieval Europe may appear to
support this assumption on the surface. If one examines deeper, however, it becomes far less
probable that women wore underpants, but rather, what the modern eye is overlooking is the
broader cultural context and social mores that likely dictated the circumstances and informed
the interpretation of these historical examples.  Looking at the existing evidence for women’s
underpants in period, it is most probable that underpants were exclusively a men’s garment.
For the sake of completeness in my examination of medieval menstruation management, I will
briefly summarize the common examples of women’s underpants in history, and provide
additional context to inform my interpretation.

Looking first at classical Europe, the subligaculum is often cited as supporting evidence that
women wore underpants.  The subligaculum was an undergarment worn in ancient Rome, and
is shaped similar to modern shorts or a “diaper” style wrap.  This garment was worn by all
genders.33 A popular depiction of this garment is the colloquially named the “bikini mosaics” of
the Piazza Amerina depicting women in the subligaculum and stophia. What the viewer is
seeing here is classical Roman athletic apparel.  This garment is also popularly depicted on
gladiators and stage performers.  Much like swimsuits and gym wear today, context informs our
interpretation.  While researchers cannot prove a negative, and it is possible that a menstruator
in 4th century Rome may  have used their subligaculum as period panties, it is not probable, nor
does the context support that interpretation.34

The extant example above is a leather
subligaculum, excavated in London (Museum of
London collections).

Mosaic, Villa del Casale, Piazza Armerina, Sicily, Italy.
From Le Musee absolu, Phaidon, 10-2021; wiki commons

34 For more on Roman subligaculum, see also:
Yates, James (1875). "Subligaculum". In Smith, William (ed.). A Dictionary of Greek and Roman
Antiquities. London: John Murray. p. 1075.
"Leather bikinis". Living in Roman London. Museum of London. Archived from the original on 18
December 2010.
"subligaculum". Cómo se cubrió un cuerpo (in Spanish). Retrieved 10 June 2018.

33 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subligaculum



Moving forward into the middle ages, let us refer to medieval artwork depicting women wearing
what appear to be braes, or similarly structured modern underpants.  I will focus on Europe in
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, as that is most relevant to my pilot experiment.

Henpecked Husband by artist Israhel von
Meckenem35

This engraved work is satirical and comedic,
depicting a wife beating her husband with her
distaff.  Much like political cartoons of our day,
taken as a whole (rather than the often
selectively cropped image that circulates the
internet), we see a clear message here: she
“wears the pants'' in the family! She is using a
symbol of feminine virtue to beat the man of the
house. In the husband’s hands, we see a winding
frame for wool and spindles; items depicting
women’s work.  While all of this is going on, the
wife is in the process of pulling on her husband’s
braes. Taken together, it is obvious that the
husband and the wife are trading symbols of
gender roles.  In that context, the underpants are
reinforced as a men’s garment.

35 http://inpress.lib.uiowa.edu/feminae/DetailsPage.aspx?Feminae_ID=30960

http://inpress.lib.uiowa.edu/feminae/DetailsPage.aspx?Feminae_ID=30960


Similarly, this excerpt from Horas de Alonso
Fernandez de Cordoba36 (ca.1465)
marginalia has surfaced repeatedly since my
first edition of this analysis.  Most commonly,
this marginalia is depicted out of context and
scoping only the woman pulling on braes.
Just as the ‘henpecked” example above, this
illustration is part of a larger context that,
when taken as a whole, is clearly allegorical.
Commonly referred to as “world turned
upside down,” this is another example of
women putting on men’s braes to represent
trading gender roles. This is made clear when
looking at the man in the marginalia wearing
a wimple and spinning.

Let us turn to some of the most famous underpants of recent
archaeological significance: The Lengberg Castle braes;
fifteenth century Austria.

If taken in the context of the archaeological site at Lengberg
castle midden, these braes were not found situated with the
cupped chemise, as they are often erroneously presented.
Further, examining artwork from the same time and place
that these underpants were worn, we see strong support for
an interpretation as a men’s garment, and come up empty
handed for the same artwork supporting an interpretation of

women’s underwear.  The following collection of artwork was compiled by Marion McNealy for
the 11 June 2021 Livestream focused on the Lengberg underwear on her youtube channel.37

37 500 Year Old Underwear? The Truth About the Lengberg Underwear
36 Horas de Alonso Fernandez de Cordoba (ca. 1465); Manuscritos iluminados Libros de horas; pg. 100

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A7ruZ7ToA5A
http://bdh.bne.es/bnesearch/detalle/bdh0000037323?fbclid=IwAR2tg_2BJXgsbs2BOZtSWjlV1S-EbjkBOIqpQUGuZTQh1V5vYj3L6LRfuHg


The Crucifixion of Christ, ca.1460 by The
Salzburger Master 15th c, Kunstmuseum
Basel, Depositum der Gottfried
Keller-Stiftung, Bundesamt für Kultur,
Bern 1897 Inv. 474

The Men's Bath, 1496-1497 Albrecht
Durer, Rijksmuseum Collection,
RP-P-OB-1468

Compare this work to the women’s
bathing to the right.

The women, by contrast, are wearing no
braes.

Bathing Women, Sebald Beham
1510-1550; Rijksmuseum Collection;
RP-P-OB-21.568

Clear side by side of a man and a
woman. Note his braes and her lack
thereof.

Detail from Designs for Goldsmiths,
Israhel van Meckenem , Met Museum
NYC, Harris Brisbane Dick Fund, 1929
Accession Number: 29.16.7b

The Fool and the Woman, with a coat of
arms; [Le Fou et la femme à l'écusson];
Master E.S.; 1450-1470; Gallica
National Library of France

Battle for the Pants or the The Evil
Woman, Israhel van Meckenem, 1475 -
1503; Rijksmuseum Collection;
RP-P-OB-1133

Again, we see Mechenem and his theme
of “evil” or otherwise outlier women
going after braes (as opposed to
respectable or commonplace for
women).

http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb43


History of the Seven Masters, Augsburg
Published Aug. 11, 1480; [Historie von
den sieben weisen Meistern - Ink.54.2];
Dresden SLUB Collection

Taken collectively, the above shows multiple examples of men’s undergarments that look
strikingly similar to the Lengberg underpants. On the contrary, the women above are only
depicted wearing the underpants when they serve as a symbol of an outlier; a cautionary tale, or
representing the antithesis to the feminine ideal.  This indicates to me that, while some women
may have made the personal choice to at times wear men’s underpants, it would not have been
considered appropriate, common, or respectable.

Continuing the discussion of women in underpants, let us consider the often cited woodcut from
Boccaccio’s Semiramis and Her Son Ninias,38 from De Mulieribus Claris from 1474.

Who was Semiramis, and why does it
matter? Semiramis was a character in
Assyrian myth, the wife of Onnes and Ninus,
the latter of which was her son. She would
become queen of Assyria in the Movses
Khorenatsi fables.  During the medieval
period, Semiramis became an archetype
symbolizing promiscuity, lust, and incest. The
invention of the chastity belt is attributed to
the relationship between Semiramis and
Ninus, depicted here.  Further, Semiramis is
named among two other women, Byblis and
Myrrah, who make up a bastardized trinity of
“evil love.”  Semiramis appeared in many
plays of the middle ages, including Voltaire,

which indicates that her archetype, character, and story is likely to have been known to a
common audience.39

39 For more on Semiramis, see also:
Elizabeth Archibald (24 May 2001). Incest and the Medieval Imagination. OUP Oxford. pp. 91–93. ISBN
978-0-19-154085-1
Glenda McLeod (1991). Virtue and Venom: Catalogs of Women from Antiquity to the Renaissance.
University of Michigan Press. p. 66. ISBN 0-472-10206-0.

38 Woodcut illustration of Semiramis and her son Ninias - Penn Provenance Project.jpg; Public Domain

http://digital.slub-dresden.de/id378630636
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Semiramis


This overview of Semiramis tells me two potential interpretations for the woodcut often cited for
ladies’ underpants. First, the three women depicted may be nodding to Semiramis, Byblis, and
Myrrah, the trilogy symbolizing evil love. This interpretation further supports my theory above
that women are depicted wearing [men’s] underpants when they represent women as outliers or
antithetical to respectable, feminine ideals.  Second, the people in the foreground may not be

wearing underpants at all -- they may be wearing chastity belts.
The image to the left provides an example of artwork
contemporary to this woodcut that depicts a woman wearing a
chastity belt.40 The shape of the chastity belt here is very similar
to the shape of the “underpants” being worn by the three
women in Boccaccio’s woodcut.

This one woodcut provides infinite opportunity for a research
path in and of itself. Avoiding scope creep for this specific
appendix, I will conclude the discussion of this piece of artwork
with my position that the multiple other interpretations, all of
which indicate again the women characters being outliers, and
these characters in this piece of art should not be called upon in
support for women wearing braes.

Lastly, I will address the french tailor ordinance, Ordonnance,
issued to Tailleurs et Cousturiers from 1350 cited in Newton41 in
which women’s underwear are addressed. Newton writes
(emphasis mine),

No  more than eight deniers could be charged for making a woman’s chemise, and for
robbes-linges, which were presumably linen underpants, the price was to be the usual
for one masculine underpants of the normal style- ‘une robbe-linges homme d’oeuvre
commune’; does this mean that women wore them too?

Due to the speculative nature of this tertiary source, I do not consider this compelling support for
women’s underpants at this time.  I would like to explore a deeper analysis of this source,
author, and consult with a researcher familiar with middle French who can address the primary
source and its cultural context.

41 Newton, Stella Mary; Fashion in the Age of the Black Prince: A Study of the Years 1340-1365; p.38;
retrieved from:
https://books.google.com/books?id=7bHfAEt1tzsC&pg=PA38&lpg=PA38&dq=robbes-linges&source=bl&o
ts=xxM8UVdtUK&sig=ACfU3U29lclC077PbouY0IA0fGf2qJobfA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwit7tamvN7x
AhXHEVkFHTqDDOMQ6AEwEHoECCoQAw#v=snippet&q=robbes&f=false

40 Unmentionables: A Brief History of Underwear by Elaine Benson and John Esten ISBN 0-684-82266-0
1996 etc., Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=738878



Appendix B: Herjolfsnes Archived Historical Costuming Forum





Appendix C: 12 June 2021 Field Notes


















































