The story of the tartans

What’s a tartan?

The Scottish kilt is known all over the world. Perhaps is it the most famous Scottish thing. It has become synonymous with Scotland and the Scottish clans.

The kilt, or the tartan, is a knee-long deeply pleated skirt made of checked wool material. The fit and the length of the tartan are very important. The tartan should just touch the ground when a man bends down on his knees. In a man’s tartan there are at least 8,5 yards of cloth.

There’s also tartans for ladies. The lady tartan, often called ”kilt shirt” has fewer pleats than the man. The number of pleats depends on the figure of the lady. Usually there are around a dozen. There are no laid-down number of pleats for a mans tartan. The number of pleats depends on the pattern, the size and the waistline. There are normally between 25 and 34.

The ladies apron also opens the opposite way. The men open his tartan from right to left, the ladies from left to right. Although this is not a firm rule.

The number of different colours used in a tartan is, as a rule, no more than six. This is because of the number of shuttles in the traditional loom. Some of the tartans may do have more.

There are numbers of colour effects in describing colours in a tartan. The most used are modern, ancient, weather and reproduction. Except for the modern, the attempts are to reproduce the colour of old vegetable dyes with today’s aniline ones.

Who wears the tartan?

In addition to the rug, the tartan is the main component of the male Scottish highland costume. Both of the garments are really simple. They consists of a simply piece of material that drapes around the body. The tartan keeps together by a big safety pin. The rug carries over the left shoulder. Both men and women wear the tartan.

The original tartan’s components were drawn from elements in daily use within the Scottish highlands. Today the tartans have become rationalised for use in modern life and tailored fashions. 

The tartan is specific for a clan, family or district. Also the regiment have their own tartan. Originally the tartans were a style of cloth intended to be decorative. They had patterns that were popular in a certain district of manufacture and were made of the local coarser type of wool. Therefore it’s most likely that the clan tartan we know today evolved from the district tartan.

The wearing of the tartans is intended for everyday use and informal occasions. There are tartans for hunting, tartans for dancing and other ordinary occasions. However the tartan is mostly used on special occasions.

With the growing feeling of nationalism in Scotland, the kilt is being worn more often than in the last 100 years. Many Scotsmen are rediscovering their roots and beginning to show great interest in reviving some of the old traditions and customs of the highlanders.

A commemorative tartan was created upon the wedding between Prince Charles and Lady Diana in July 1981. This tartan is called Lady Diana’s Plaid. 

 Long history

Originally the word ”tartan” described the way the tread was woven to make the cloth. Today it has become to mean the whole ”skirt”.

The oldest known piece of tartan was found buried in the ground near Falkirk. It is thought to be about 1700 years old. The piece was quite different from today’s colourful tartan. It was rather colourless, probably made of undyed wool.

You can say that clan tartans were established and named towards the end of the 18th century. Prior that time, when clan, district and tartan were often closely associated, the idea of a single uniform clan tartan had not yet emerged. However the patterns were not created at this time. 

The wearing of Highland dress was forbidden, in the act of proscription of 1747, for 35 years after the battle of Culloden. The parliament thought that this would contribute to the eradication of the clan system. 

The tartan manufacture survived only in the hands of the military and their lowland suppliers. Efforts to restore the spirit and culture of the highlands after this lengthy period of repression, were encouraged by the newly formed highland societies in London 1778 and Edinburgh  1780.

The tartans became fashionable after King George IV wore a tartan during a visit in the highlands in 1822. Also the Queen Victoria encouraged the use of tartans. 

The pattern of woven coloured stripes has become an important part of the Scottish cultural identity. The interest for the tartans has started to grow stronger, especially among Scotland’s younger population. 

The Scottish Tartan Society

The Register of All Publicly Known Tartans was set up by the Scottish Tartans Society. Sir Thomas Innes of Learney, Lord Lyon King of Arms, found the society in 1963. The register for all publicly known tartans has existed since 1985. 

The late Sir Iain Moncreiffe chose the Scottish Tartan Society’s motto, ”Bring forrit the tartan”.

The register has the following functions:

· Register tartans by noting, registering and accrediting their design, history and status.

· Providing a public place for the referencing of registered tartans and related information.

· Providing a worldwide reference service to reduce confusion in and the trivialisation of tartan.

· Supporting the professional use of registered tartans with a range of services and products.

· Providing a commercially independent design service.

The register’s most important work is to record as many publicly known tartans as possible. Today there are more than 2500 tartans, both historical and new designed, on the register. 

In recent years the corporate tartans have become popular where an institution or company adopts a tartan design and uses it in merchandising. 

The tartans don’t have to be recorded. There’s no statutory to control them. However the tartans in the register are protected by the civil law of copyright, design act and in rare cases patents or trademarks.

If a family doesn’t have a clan tartan they can develop their own new family tartan. The manufacturers often offer a given tartan design in a variety of colour effects, so you don’t have to design your own pattern if you don’t want.

There’s no legal control of tartans so a person may wear whatever tartan they like. Social convention has laid down guidelines that moderate it uses. These conventions have originated from and are a part of Scottish culture. 

Källor

Internet:
www.house-of-tartan.scotland.net

www.lindaclifford.com/tartan.html

www.reconstructinghistory.com/kilts/clantartans.htm

www.tartans.scotland.net/docs/tartan
