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Sorry, Not Sari: 
Basics of Roman Dress 

This handout will serve as an overview of Roman clothing basics for men 
and women, focusing on the earlier Principate era (approx. 1st cent. BCE 
through 2nd Cent. CE) including discussion of fabric and color choices, 
appropriate layers, and patterning basic garments.   

Fabrics 
 In order of common usage when considering the city of Rome and 

nearby areas. There would likely be some difference for places nearer 
areas of production. Cotton may have been more common in Egypt, 
certain areas of Spain were known for their particularly fine linens, 
etc. 

 Wool: Look for lighter, summer weight wools. If you can find 
something that has not been processed with modern chemicals, it is 
less likely to have the itchy feeling that we usually associate with wool. 

 Nettle (somewhat difficult to get modernly as a garment fabric. Sold 
under the name Ramie), Similar in processing and texture to Linen 

 Linen 
 Cotton 
 Silk (pure silk garments would be rare and quite costly.  Silk was often 

blended with other fibers.) 
 These fibers were found blended in just about any combination you 

can make (Wool/Linen, Linen/Cotton, Silk/Wool, etc.) so don’t be 
afraid of blends! Blended fabrics were used both to cut the cost of 
more expensive fibers and to take advantage of the properties of both 
fibers, as we do modernly. 

 While the use of saris to create Greek and Roman clothing is popular, 
most of the modernly available patterns are not at all period. Many of 
the inexpensively available fabrics are also synthetics, so not very 
comfortable, particularly for those who are “Summer Romans” and 
looking for cooler options in the hot weather. As with any garb, I 
would recommend sticking with natural fibers and period 
color/pattern choices, but if saris are what you have available and 
make you feel pretty, then go for it! Just be aware of the potential 
periodness and comfort trade offs you may be making. 
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Colors/Patterns (P – Plautus; O – Ovid) 
 We can thank both Plautus (c. 254 – 184 BC) and Ovid (43 BC – 17/18 

AD) for complaining about women’s fashion and giving us an 
extensive list of colors available at the time. Though Plautus was 
writing earlier that the period I am looking at, the same sorts of dyes 
would have been available later. 

 Ovid: There are many more colours, he says, that he could name, as 
many as flowers that bloom in the spring. 

 Blue  
 sky-blue (P, O) 
 sea-blue (P, O) 

 Green 
 dark green (O) 
 greenish yellow  

 Yellow  
 marigold-yellow (P)  
 golden (O) 
 yellow (O) 
 wax-yellow or pale yellow (O) 

 Red  
 red-orange (P) 
 cherry red 

 Natural, Brown, Black  
 walnut brown (P)  
 dark gray (O) 
 acorn or dark brown (O) 
 almond-coloured or beige (O) 

 Purple 
 Ovid complains of women wearing purple too much 
 amethyst (O) 
 pale pink (O) 

 Other 
 White is rarely mentioned  
 Certain garish colors, such as greenish yellow and cherry-red 

were deemed lower-class by the elite 
 Violet and yellow were associated almost exclusively with 

women 
 Patterns 

 “Women’s garments could also be multicolored. Apuleius speaks 
on a woman’s “bright robe” (vestic florida), and women’s clothes 
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are sometimes described as versicolori, “of many or varied 
colours”  

 Very broad stripes on women’s tunicas are seen in several 
frescos and I have found a few examples of narrower stripes as 
well 

 Examples of diamond twill weave were found in areas of Britain 
contemporaneously with the Roman occupation, though I have 
not found anything conclusive about whether patterns from 
these outlying areas would have been see as “exotic”, like many 
Grecian things, or “provincial”.  

 Fabrics could also be decorated in a range of styles, depending 
on taste and wealth. The very rich could afford things like jewels 
and gold embroidery. There were also painted fabrics from 
Egypt, embroidered and checked cottons from Babylon, 
checked cloth from Gaul.  

 Women’s clothing in general appears to have had more variety 
in decoration and weave than men’s, with the latter seeming to 
generally be solid colored except for when the man was entitled 
to clavi.  

 While clavi are generally 
discussed in reference to 
men’s clothing, you do also 
see them on women, 
particularly when looking at 
sources like the Fayum 
mummy portraits. 

Layers 
 Women 

 Strophium: wrapped breastband, 
apparently worn by nearly all 
adult women 

 Caltula: Not well documented; 
described as “a little mantle 
(paliolum) which women wear 
under their tunics, girded up 
below their breasts” (Olson, 
“Roman Underwear”, 203). 
Possibly a young, unmarried girl’s 
undergarment. 
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 Tunica: What most think of as the roman dress. Made from a 
wide piece of cloth, often purpose woven, sewn into a tube, with 
the shoulders closed by stitching or pinning at intervals along 
the top. Most tunics seem to be about the width of the wearer’s 
arm-span, elbow to elbow, though wider or narrower widths 
would effectively produce different length sleeves, as well as an 
overall more or less voluminous garment. 

 Stola: worn over the tunic by matrons. Though still essentially a 
tube of fabric, the stola had no sleeves and much wider arm 
holes than the tunic, coming down to the waist, with the 
shoulder construction being portrayed in a few different ways. 

 According to many writers of the era, the good wife of a 
Roman citizen wore a stola as an indicator of her status, 
modesty, and chastity, though the preponderance of 
writers lamenting women not wearing it seems to indicate 
it was more of a cultural sartorial ideal, than a garment 
always worn, particularly by the 1st century CE.  

 Palla:  Outermost layer for a matron’s outfit. A 
rectangle of fabric of various sizes, but usually 
“properly” depicted as wide enough to hang to 
between the back of the knee and the ground 
when pulled over the head and long enough to 
drape completely around the body in a number 
of different configurations. 
 Like the stola, the ideal of the palla and the 
palla in practice appear to have been somewhat 
different. Ideally, the palla would have been used 
to veil the head in public, but evidence shows 
that, while it may have been more commonly 
worn than the stola, the palla was often merely 
wrapped around the body. Depictions of women 
in public include both veiled and unveiled in the 
same scenes, indicating that the style was 
probably up to the preference of the wearer. 
There is also the issue of the many very tall and 
elaborate hairstyles that would have been crushed 
had someone tried to wear their palla over their 
head.  

1 Portrait of Faustina the Elder, CE 140‐
160, Getty Villa Museum 
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3 Fresco from the palaestra of the 
Forum Baths in Herculaneum, first 
century CE 

4 Fresco  from the House of the 
Surgeon, Pompeii

2 Shroud of a Woman Wearing a Fringed Tunic,A.D. 170–200, Roman‐Egypt, The Met 
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 Men 
 Underwear: There is no really reliable documentation for men 

wearing undergarments. There is the Subligaculum which is a 
wrapped loincloth, but it seems to have been more of an athletic 
garment than daily wear. 

 Tunic: Men’s tunics can be made essentially the same as 
women’s, but only down to about knee length.  They could also 
have  sleeves either woven onto the fabric or attached as 
separate pieces 

 Sleeves seem to have become more defined as time went 
on, until you get to the longer, sleeved byzantine style 
tunics 

 Clavi: The stripes on tunics were regulated by sumptuary 
laws with people of certain positions or status entitled to 
different widths and colors of Clavi 

 Equestrian: about 1-1.5” wide 
 Senators: up to 3” wide 

 Toga: 
 Required to be worn by all male citizens for official 

events, political, religious, and judicial 
 Prostitutes and women found guilty of adultery put off 

the palla and were made to wear the toga 
 toga praetexta: off-white toga with a broad purple stripe. 

The only adults allowed to wear this toga were magistrates 

5 Subligalculum http://historia‐moda.comocubriruncuerpo.org/tag/subligaculum/ 
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in power and foreign kings found worthy of being 
considered “friends and allies of the roman people”. Also 
worn by children for formal occasions. At adulthood, set 
aside for the toga virilis (men) or palla (women) 

 toga virilis also called toga pura: unadorned toga in the 
off-white color of the undyed wool that was worn by adult 
male citizens 

 toga pulla: dark-colored, worn during periods of 
mourning (this includes both deaths and events like 
national disasters) 

 toga candida: White toga worn by candidates for political 
office 

 toga picta/toga palmata: purple toga embroidered with 
gold thread worn by a victorious general during a triumph 
and later adopted by emperors for state occasions. A 
variant of this costume was the toga purpura, an all-purple 
toga worn by the early kings and possibly adopted by 
some emperors 

 Children 
 Children, by and large, seem to have worn the same garments as 

adults, with the exception of the toga praetexta. 
 

 

6 Fresco Panel with a Meal Preparation,  CE 1‐79 
7 Fresco from Pompeii, now in the Museo Archeologico Nazionale (Naples) 
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8 Caligula Original statue and potential digital reconstruction using photo‐
induced luminescence https://www.vmfa.museum/mlit/caligula‐
conserving‐past‐2/ 

9 Fresco from the Villa San Marco in Stabiae 
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Accessories 
 Shoes 

 Roman shoes came in nearly as wide a range as modern shoes 
do now: Sandals, shoes, boots, slippers, bath sandals. It would be 
difficult to give a thorough summary  of all the possible shoes, 
so I’m going to include a pictoral range of mens and womens 
shoes 

 Socks: While socks were known and worn, they were generally 
considered effeminite or for the aged and infirm, unless ones 
was living in one of the colder provinces that justified needing 
the extra warmth. They could come in many colors, though, 
and serve as a stylish background for shoes with cutouts in the 
leather or an extra splash of color when worn with sandals. 
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 Jewelry 

 Both men and women wore jewelry, though women tended 
towards more and more ostentatious items.  

 It would be impossible to fully catalogue the kinds of jewelry 
available in an overview, but I have a reasonably well curated 
pinterest with boards of different kinds of jewelry, if you would 
like to take a look at a wide range of items 
https://www.pinterest.com/tamarbatavraham/ 

 Men: Primarily wore rings, though torques for both the wrist 
and neck were known. Also wore fibula ranging from the very 
functional to the very decorative 

 Women: In order of the general commonness in finds and 
budgetary availability to people (eg almost anyone could afford 
at least a simple ring and they were quite common, simple 
earrings would cost a bit more, etc.) 

 Hairpins: I do not have data on the number of hairpins 
found in relation to other items, but they range from 
simple with little or no decoration to very ornate. 

 Fibula: As with men, these could be very simple and 
functional or quite ornate and decorative 

 Rings: simple bands, cast/engraved designs, set with jewels 
or intaglio, carved from gemstones 

 Earrings: simple studs, pearls, and gems; wire loops with 
gems or pearls; Crotalia - earrings with multiple dangling 
part that would rattle together, giving this style its name. 

 Bracelets: Bangle and cuff and  styles seem to have the 
most popular 

 Necklaces: Beads and pendants on decorative chains seem 
to have been more common than strung beads, but that 
may be survival rates, rather than reality 

 Diadems: Rare, but seen in representations of upper class 
women 

 Materials/Motifs 
 Gold was a very popular metal, but silver, bronze and 

copper have all been found as well 
 A wide variety of Gemstones (Carnelian, Amethyst, 

Emerald, Beryl, Lapis, Garnet, Jet, etc.) 
 Pearls were very popular and sought after. Amber was also 

quite valuable. 
 Glass, both beads and entire rings and bracelets 
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 Snakes were a very popular motif in rings and bracelets in 
particular 

 
10 Rock crystal ring,1st–2nd century A.D., The Met 

 

 
 
12 Gold finger‐ring decorated with a bust of Isis and a snake's head. 
Culture/period Roman Date 1stC; The British Museum 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11 Finger ring with a branch, 0‐200CE ;  thorvaldsens museum 

13 Necklaces from the Roman Gallery, Altes Museum
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15 Collection of bone hairpins National Roman Legion Museum 

 
16 Cockerel‐shaped Brooch. Romano‐British period. Bronze. Wroxeter. Shrewsbury 
Museums Service 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

14 Gold head of a pin with the figure of 
Nike (Victory),1st century A.D.; The Met 

17 Bronze fibula, 10‐16 CE; The British Museum 
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Hair 
 Men: Men’s hair was generally short, with no part and combed 

forward to create short bangs. 
o Facial hair: Both bare faced and bearded men are seen 

represented, though all should be well groomed, and upper class 
men in particular are more likely to be be clean shaven. Also, as 
emotional distress (mourning, etc.) could be displayed in the 
disarray of one’s clothing, some men would let a beard grow in 
to show their mental state. 

o Women: Women’s hair was styled in a variety of ways, from 
pulled back into a simple bun to intricate braided, curled styles 
requiring  the help of an ornatrix (hairdresser). Styles were 
always symmetrical and either parted in the center, pulled 
straight back, or, occasionally twisted into rows for a “melon” 
style.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

19 Portrait of Cleopatra VII; Marble; 30‐40 BCE Altes 
Museum Berlin Inv. 1976.10 

18 Bust of Julia Livilla (b. 18 BCE d. 41/42 CE) 
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21 Portrait of a Young Girl Roman, approx. 140‐150 C.E. Marble 
The Nelson‐Atkins Museum of Art, 34‐200 

20 Ancient Roman bust of an unknown Roman woman, 
Trajan age (Late 1st, Early 2nd c); National Archaeological 
Museum in Athens 

22 Portrait of a Lady Roman, said to be from Alexandria, Egypt 120‐130 C.E. 
Marble, The Nelson‐Atkins Museum of Art, 48‐9 
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24 Emperor Caracalla (Ruled 198‐217 C.E) Probably from Italy, 
215‐201 C.E. Carrara Marble. Nelson‐Atkins Museum, 47‐65 

23 Marble portrait bust of the emperor Gaius, 
known as Caligula,A.D. 37–41; The Met 

26 Marble portrait bust of a man,A.D. 81–96; 
The Met 

25 Marble portrait bust of a man,ca. A.D. 110–120, 
The Met 
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