Viking Embroidery

By Lady Finna Halfdansdottir

Embroidery in the Scandinavian world can be found as early as the Bronze Age.  While the “Viking Era” is considered to range from the 8th through 11th centuries, the forbearers of that era were using embroidery as forms of seam decoration, construction techniques and beautification long before they became Vikings.  A website that has done some fairly extensive research on embroidery stitches found and then organized them according to stitch then date is: http://www.personal.utulsa.edu/~marc-carlson/cloth/stitches.htm

Based on her research, Mistress Thora Sharptooth of the East Kingdom, has put forth the idea of Western and Eastern style embroidery finds.  Quote “Two distinctive embroidery styles emerged, a style influenced by the lands to the west (represented mostly by finds at Bjerringhoj and Jorvik) and a style influenced by the lands to the east (represented by finds at Birka and Valsgarde.)  The western influenced style might have been learned from the Anglo-Saxons. It was most often composed of fiber-on-fiber stichery and involved stitches that are known in the modern world, such as stemstitch, couching, chain stitch and raised herringbone stitch. Also in the ninth century, the eastern-influenced style of embroidery was on the rise. This style, represented at Birka in Sweden, was more likely Kievan Rus, Byzantine, or Slavic in origin. Like other forms of eastern Viking ornament, it depended heavily on silver wire or thread for its decorative effect. In fact, eastern Viking embroidery (more properly, "textile surface decoration") involved only one or two techniques which are likely to have been worked with a needle, i.e., stemstitch, surface couching, and possibly some forms of ösenstich (mesh stitch), of which several varieties have been identified.  ” end quote.
  While ösenstich was typically done with wire and then sewn to the garment, it was still a form of embroidery.

Evidence shows that the Vikings typically used the same type of embroidery thread on the same type of cloth: wool on wool, silk on silk, and linen on linen.  The range of colors for embroidery thread was as varied as the colors for cloth, which is to say large and colorful.

The stitches this class will concentrate on are:

Stem stitch 

Chain stitch

Satin stitch

Split stitch

Buttonhole (or Blanket) stitch

Herringbone stitch

Feather stitch

Couching (typically done in gold or silver wire since this allowed the maximum amount of thread 

to be seen on top of the cloth.)

Vandyke stitch  (an advanced stitch which requires a little more practice)

All of these stitches were used not only used as practical applications to hold seams or simply for construction techniques, they also served the dual purpose of becoming decorative inclusions on the outer garments.  Hence, they no longer qualify as simple sewing but as decorative Viking embroidery.

One of the most notable uses for embroidery in the Viking culture is the famous Mammen Cloak 
dated to the close of the 10th century. 
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The original Mammen


The reconstructed 

Other reconstructed aspects
Cloak embroidery


version:


of embroidery for the cloak
are along the hem:      
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The full reconstruction:  [image: image5.jpg]



as well as the 

reconstructed tunic beneath the cloak:  

It is important to note that the original embroidery for the Mammen cloak was actually applied to strips of samite (silk) and then the samite was applied to the wool cloak. 

Bibliography

· Bender Jørgensen, Lise. Forhistoriske textiler I Skandinavien (Prehistoric Scandinavian Textiles). Copenhagen: Det Kongelige nordiske Oldskriftselskab, 1986.

· Carlson, Jennifer L. Sewing Stitches Used inMedieval Clothing, 1999,2003

http://www.personal.utulsa.edu/~marc-carlson/cloth/stitches.htm

· Geijer, Agnes. Birka III, Die Textilfunde aus den Gräber. Birka: Untersuchungen und Studien II. Uppsala: Kungl. 1938.

· Hägg, Inga. Die Textilfunde aus dem Hafen von Haithabu. Schleswig, Germany: Karl Wachholtz Verlag Neumunster, 1984.
· Hald, Margrethe. Ancient Danish Textiles From Bogs and Burials. Denmark: Fyens Stiftsbogtrykkeri, 1980.

· Nichols, Marion. Encyclopedia of Embroidery Stitches, Including Crewel, New York, NY: Dover Publications, Inc. 1974

· Preist-Dorman, Carolyn, Viking Embroidery Stitches and Motifs, - 1993,1994,1997

· Walton, Penelope – Textiles, Cordage & Raw Fibres from 16-22 Coppergate, London: York Archaeological Trust for Excavation and Research, 1989

· All photos of Mammen Cloak courtesy of :

Ward, Christie (Mistress Gunnvor silfraharr) – http://www.vikinganswerlady.com/embroid.htm
� Carlson, Jennifer L. – 1999,2003 – “ Sewing Stitches Used in Medieval Clothing”


� Preist-Dorman, Carolyn - 1993,1994,1997 -  “Viking Embroidery Stitches and Motifs”





