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The SCA has progressed considerably since its start in the 1960s - we now have tournament fields 
surrounded by canvas dayshades and pavilions, elegant chairs, tables, and even entire buildings at 
longer events like Pennsic.

It is relatively simple to furnish a pavilion or dayshade for the SCA, but what often happens is that a 
Viking chair and an Italian Renaissance carpet are put together, or Medieval English banners and a 
modern folding table share space under one tent, resulting in an effect that is uniquely Scadian, but not 

very authentic.  The budget, availability of items, and the 
level of knowledge of each person varies, and affects the 
look of the dayshade or tent.

No-one is expected to furnish a perfectly authentic tent, 
but if you want to keep your furnishings consistent with 
your persona, it pays to research the kinds of furniture 
available in your period.  It's not just the wooden chairs and 
tables that can give things a period air - soft furnishings like 
hangings, cushions and carpets all contribute to the 
atmosphere, and for many people, the soft furnishings are 
an easier and more affordable place to start, so we will talk 
about those as well.

The temporary nature of SCA sites means that there are some unique requirements for our furniture - it 
has to be able to break down for travel and storage, not be too heavy to life, sturdy enough to stand up 
to repeated set-up and take-down, reasonably weather-proof, and of course, not  too expensive to buy 
or make.  Fortunately, you don't need too much furniture to make a tent comfortable.

The Elizabethans had large and heavy furniture in their homes - they didn't 
fill their homes with lots of occasional pieces or seating areas like we do 
today, and the size of large houses meant that tables were huge.  Smaller 
houses had very limited furniture, mostly restricted to tables and backless 
stools.  The military men did furnish their tents when on campaigns, and 
they also had seating and tables.  The best model for moveable furniture in 
the Elizabethan era is the tavern.
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Taverns tended to be furnished with simple stools and trestle tables - the tables 
could be set up or taken down depending on what was happening, and trestle 
tables are ideal for SCA events, being not only simple to put together, but pretty 
simple to make.  They can be made of cheaper wood, since they were often 
painted in bright colours, and covered with cloths.  Benches can also be made 
pretty simply - 90% of the seating in Elizabethan houses was stools - chairs and 
armchairs were reserved for more important people.

In Atlantia, the Glastonbury chair and the Savonarola chair have become 
popular - they are more comfortable for modern people, since we are 
used to sitting in chairs with backs, but keep in mind that they originally 
were used in churches, and were collected by the nobility of England 
during the dissolution of the monasteries.  Aristocrats often had several 
of them (Penshurst House in Kent, seat of the Sidney family, has a set of 
ten Glastonbury chairs), but they were curiosities, not standard seating.  
Look through books on furniture to get a feel for the kinds of chairs that 
were more common - you might be surprised at the kinds of seating 
available at the time!

Tables and chairs are really all the hard furniture you need for a day event, but longer events like 
Pennsic are an opportunity to make other furniture in a period manner, if you are so inclined.  A bed, a 
dressing table, extra benches for interior seating - these all help to create an authentic atmosphere for 
camping.

The easiest and cheapest thing to do for a day event is to put down a carpet of some sort and set out 
large cushions for everyone to seat themselves on, and lay out food on the ground.  However, this isn't 
comfortable (or even possible) for some people, and so your only option may be chairs that aren't quite 
period.  Here is where soft furnishings come in.

The Elizabethans didn't just sit in drafty rooms on hard furniture; 
they put fabric hangings on the walls for warmth and decoration, 
even using curtains to close off part of a room.  The rich used 

tapestries, the middle classes used painted or stamped fabrics.  
Chairs and stools were softened with cushions, floors were 
covered with matting, and tables were covered with carpets or 

soft wool or velvet cloths.  These things can all be created for 
events; cushions are very versatile, and painted hangings 
transform the inside of a tent.  A non-period chair or table can 

be covered with an attractive cloth, and modern items like coolers 
can be hidden behind a decorative curtain at the back of the tent.
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One of the most common floor coverings was braided rush matting, which is still available today, in a 
slightly modified form.  Most matting today is made of jute, rather than rushes, but the effect is very 
similar.  Look at carpets and table carpets in paintings, and look for similar patterns in thrift stores and 
discount stores.  

Hangings can be decorated easily; the lining of our tent at Pennsic is simply 
cotton sheeting stamped with a design cut from foam.  It is attached with 
tapes (in our case, Velcro tapes for 
convenience).  Creating an interior 
ceiling can really make a pavilion 
special, and is relatively simple to 
make, since it is the same pattern 
as the pavilion roof.  It is more 
work to put up a pavilion with a 
lining, but the overall effect is 
worth it, especially for a special 
event. 

 Originally, tents for the nobility were lined with a separate interior not only for decoration, but to 
provide extra insulation - the dead air space between the two walls is excellent insulation.  Our tent is 
cooler during the day and warmer at night when we put in the lining.

Cushions are also simple to make - either a square or a rectangle 
(known as a long cushion), sewn together and stuffed with batting.  
Cushions tended to be larger and shaped to the size of the chair, as 
they were for sitting on, not decoration.  We have found that one of 
the best ways to make a flatter bench cushion is to fold up cotton quilt 
batting four or five times, and use that to stuff the cushion.  Flatter 
foam is also available at most fabric stores, and you can have it custom 
cut to the size you want for cushions.
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Tables were always covered with cloths when people were 
using them - the white damask linen only came out when it 
was time to eat, but a cloth of wool, velvet, or decorative 
weave was on the table all the time.  This tablecloth makes 

the area underneath your table a great place to conceal 
modern items and you can buy lengths of cloth on sale.  Table carpets were thinner carpets made of woven wool or 

silk.  Carpets in general were expensive enough that they 
were hung on walls like tapestries, or put on tables as 

coverings rather than walked on.  It is quite hard to find carpets suitable for the table, since today's 
carpets are all heavier with a thicker pile, to withstand being walked on.  Sometimes you can find a 
throw or woven fabric that imitates a table carpet, so keep an eye out.

Decorating the soft furnishings adds the ultimate touch of luxury - the Elizabethans were mad for 
fringe and tassels, and both can be purchased cheaply and added easily to home-made or purchased 
tablecloths, cushions, wall hangings, and cloth throws to cover modern items.

Furnishings can be as simple or elaborate as you like - start with the things you can easily afford and 
work your way up to bigger things.  Check thrift stores for cheap carpets, and if you can't make your 
own furniture, look for pieces like three-legged stools.  Look for nice fabrics to make cushions - prom 
dresses are often big enough to make a couple of cushions, and very cheap.  Bedspreads and curtains in 
beautiful designs can make good throws for non-period items, or hangings to dress up your pavilion.

Lush fabrics, or good imitations, will help you 
to create a beautiful period effect even if 
you don't have much furniture, or are 
sharing a pavilion with people who have 
different furniture from yours.  Think small 
to start so you don't get overwhelmed, and 
take your time collecting the things you 
want.  Don't settle for the first thing you find 
if it isn't quite right - it's a waste of money, 
and you'll end up replacing it anyway.

Lastly, a personal request from Laura:  Please don't use those nylon chairs that are popular for sporting 
events.  Yes, they're cheap, easy to transport, and comfortable, but they're ugly, completely modern, 
and if you buy the ones with footrests, you cannot disguise them in any way to make them look period.  
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It's your choice, of course, but they are really jarring.
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