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Irish Traditional Clothing
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Traditional Irish clothing reflects centuries of rural life, Celtic craftsmanship, and a
climate that demands layers. From the earliest times, the most predominant garments
worn in Ireland were, among the men, the léine (a traditional Gaelic tunic or shirt), brat (a
long broad piece of fabric worn as a cloak), and triabhas (a type of trousers, a common
part of Gaelic Irish and Scottish Highland attire), while the women wore the léine, brat,
and gina, a traditional Irish woman’s dress. These were the traditional items for centuries

and are still worn today by a small number of enthusiasts. However, these native Irish

items were at their height of popularity in the medieval period and went into a slow decline
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after the mid-17th century.
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During the 16th-century Tudor conquest of Ireland, many of Ireland’s clothing traditions
were prohibited as the influence of the English monarchy, government, and laws spread.
Traditional Irish garments became political symbols, gradually replaced as assimilation

policies took hold. Yet their aesthetic and historical significance endure, evoking a legacy
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of national identity and resistance stitched into every seam.
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And so, new styles emerged, including the use of Irish tweed, a type of rough,
woollen, and woven fabric that has been fashionable for centuries. In the past,
much weaving was done at home. Today, a few mills exist around Ireland that
traditionally re-create this tweed. Donegal is still the heartland of Irish tweed, and

Donegal tweed is better known than any other Irish tweed.
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New Styles Emerge

Men would wear heavy tweed jackets and fl
trousers and boots built for countryside work
weather. Women’s fashion began to incorpora
shawls, and bodices, with linen blouses underne
the influence of the ancient Celts evident throu

broidery and cloak fasteners, known as brooch
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Aran sweaters, also known as Aran jumpers or simply geansai in Gaelic, were invent
ed in the early 20th century. In the west and along the coast, Aran sweaters —
hand-knit from undyed wool — were not just practical; each family, or clan as they
were known, had its own special stitch pattern, making them both functional and
symbolic. Aran sweaters are named after the Aran Islands, a trio of islands — Inish-
more, Inishmaan, and Inisheer off the coast of Galway in Ireland. Traditionally,
hand-knit by islanders, often women, as part of their livelihood and proud cultural
heritage, the types of wool varied, but often it was merino wool. These garments were
deeply rooted in identity and survival, protecting fishermen from the chill of Atlantic
winds while also serving as a familial marker should tragedy strike at sea. Today, both
tweed and Aran knitwear continue to symbolize the endurance of Irish craftsmanship

and heritage in the modern world.
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A Modern Revival

Modern revivals of Irish dress tend to appear in dance performances, folklore
festivals, and the realm of high fashion, where designers reinterpret traditional
materials like tweed and wool in more tailored, contemporary silhouettes. These
reinterpretations pay homage to heritage while introducing Irish craft to new

generations and global runways.

Dublin’s Celtic Tweed, a boutique that also offers a behind-the-scenes tour, is
one such place that produces uniquely Irish clothing, blending age-old methods
with a sharp, modern aesthetic rooted in tradition. For more casual wear and
textiles, Cleo Ltd. offers a beautifully curated range of knitwear, sweaters, and

woollen blankets made with Irish yarns and techniques.
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For those looking to invest in something heirloom-worthy,
Kennedy & McSharry in the Powerscourt Centre stands out as
Dublin’s oldest and finest gentleman’s outfitter, offering hand-
made tweed and felt caps, classic scarves, and timeless outer-
wear. Meanwhile, the Sweater Shop and Aran Sweater Market
present a more affordable and accessible collection of Aran
sweaters, flannel garments, tweed accessories, wool hats, and
other knitwear staples, drawing inspiration from traditional

craftsmanship while catering to modern tastes.

To truly understand the roots of Irish fashion, consider joining The Lost
Fashion History of Dublin Tours, led by Dublin fashion historian Ruth Grif-
fin. This immersive walking tour traces the city’s style evolution across vari-
ous quarters, uncovering former fashion districts, influential figures, and the
stories behind Dublin’s historic shopping streets. Alternatively, if you prefer a
self-quided experience, The Way We Wore exhibition at the National Museum
of Ireland, Collins Barracks, offers a remarkable window into the past. Part
of the Decorative Arts and History department, the exhibit displays gar-
ments and jewellery worn in Ireland from the 1760s to the 1960s, revealing
how Irish dress evolved across centuries of shifting identities, social struc-

tures, and craftsmanship.
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