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This article focuses on the underdress, or serk as it seems to have been called in old Norse
(Ewing 20086 p. 37). Just as for other Viking garments, the archaeological evidence is
fragmentary, and the scholars do not agree on the interpretation of what little evidence exists.
My intention with gathering different archaeological facts and interpretatioosnake my

own best guess, which of course may differ from yoQrs :
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Facts: Archaeological evidence

Birka

The main excavation of Birka was conducted in the 1870s by Hjalmar Stolpe, yielding a large
amount of textile material from the 9th and 10th century. The textile fragments were stored,
and later analysed by Agnes Geijer (1938, summarized in Hig$ and1983 and Inga

Héagg (1974 1983 1996.

According to Hagg (1974, p. 12) thed material at Birka indicates that the serk was made

from linen. She identified possible serk fragments in 52 of the female graves. The fragments
are mainly preserved under the edges of the brooches, along the brooch pins, on the outside of
the brooch ath sometimes on a pair of scissors or other implements hanging from the

brooches. Unfortunately, the fragments are small and thus give little information about the cut
of the garment.

Av den sark eller skjorta, som bars narmast kroppen, finns inte myckatbebirkagravarna. Fragmenten

visar, att den var av linne (jfr. Birka Ill, s. 138 f.). <...> Under spannbucklornas brattekanter sitter ofta rester av
linne fran sarkens framsida, men av baksidan rakt under spannbucklan finns inga spar. Den hasigefidanait
centrum for férmultningen och helt saknat kontakt med metaller.

Det linne som finns kvar i spannbucklorna harrér tillmycket stor del fran hangselkjolens linnedglor och mera
séllan fran sarken. Enstaka ganger har sarklinnet av en tillfallighesats in mot botten av spannbucklan,

varvid storre stycken kunnat bevaras. For ovrigt aterfinns rester av sarken i regel pa foljande stallen: a) mot
undersidan av spannbucklornas bratten eller kanter; b) mitt pa jarnnalen i spannbucklorna, mellarjdiéngselk

ovre och nedre 6glor och pa den sida av nalen som varit vand in mot krogdjisd pa utsidan; c) emellanat

som det yttersta textillagret pa kniv, sax etc., vilket burits utanpa drékten och vars rost trangt igenom de narmaste
textilskikten, dvs fan kjolen, och utanpa dessa bundit ett til flera lager av det darunder befintliga plagget, sarken.
De jamférelsesvis ogynnsamma bevaringsomstandigheterna har medverkat til att sarken hor till de mindre val
kjanda plaggen i Birkas kvinnodrékt.

Hagg 1974, p12

Plain and pleated linen

There appears to have been two different types of serk in use at Birka (Hagg 1974, p. 12). The
majority ofthe graves (31 of 52) contained serk fragments of plain linen, while 21 graves
contained linen or traces of linen that had been pleated. Both types have been found in graves
with a small brooch placed at the throat, and in graves without such a broaaveédowhile

the plain serk appears to be equally prevalent in graves from the 9th and 10th century, this is
not the case for the pleated serk. Only three of the 21 graves with traces of a pleated serk are
from the 9th century, indicating that the pleasedk became more common in the 10th

century (Hagg 1974, p. 19 fig. 10).

Det vi faktisk vet och som Geijer varit forst att notera ar, att séarklinnet varit dels slatt, dels plisserat eller rattare
fint goffrerat (...). Birkasarken ar goffrerad efter en ndetmm aterkommer i betyrdligt senare

folkdraktsammanhang i sydostra Finland, sarskilt Karelen, och i Estland, framfor allt p& Dago, daremot inte i
Sverige. Goffreringen gar sa till att tygdinne séval som ylle rynkas i sma veck,-3 mm djupa, med Bjp av

nal och trad. Rynktradden dras at hart, varefter plagget fuktas, stracks och laggs i press, tills vecken permanentats.
Sedan dras tradden ur tyget. Pa detta sétt bildas laga, rustdadekav en helt annan typ an de hart tilplattade
liggveck,som ustar vid plissering med pressjarn.

Hagg 1974, p. 12
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Rester av sarklinne finns i dryft 50 av Birkas kvinnliga skjelettgravar. Ett trettiotal ganger kommer de fran den
slata sarken, 6vriga ganger fran den goffrerade (...). Bade typerna forekommer sas@imzan

sprundspanne.

Hagg 1974 p. 19

The pleats are small, with a depth of abo@tram, and are rounded. Hagg proposes that they
were created by the same method as is known from later period folk costumes in Finland and
Estonia: the fabric is gatherédhtly with a needle and thread, then it is moistened, stretched,
pressed and left until the pleating is permanent (Hagg 1974, p. 12).

Grave517 contains the largest pleated serk fragments found in the Birka material. The
fragments were mainly preservetthin the two oval brooches, but there were also traces of
pleated linen on a pair of scissors placed at waist height. One of the oval brooches appears to
have moved during the deterioration, resulting in some shifting of the serk fragment within.
The linen appears to have been undyed. A small round brooch was found high upon the chest,
but it had no textiles adhering to it.

Eva Vedin, SH

Hagg 1974, p. 123

517.De storsta sammanhangande styckena goffrerad linnevav i hela birkamaterialet kommer fran
spannbucklorna i denna grav (...). Goffrerat linne férekommer &ven pa ena skdrdkekat, som lag ungefar i
midjehdjd. Linnet &r numera rostfargat men kan ha varit vitt eller naturfargat. Vid behandling FHEBTIAg
forsvagas den rostbruna fargen nagot, men eftersom linnet ligger i direkt kontakt med jarnnalen i bada
spannbucklornair det mycket hart rostbemangt. De goffrerade vecken ar tata, jamna och omkring 2 mm djupa.
En del veck av sekundar karaktar har dessutom uppstatt i graven, nar tyget pressats in i spannbucklorna.

Det ar tydligt, att sarklinne odiingseldglor inte befinner sig i ursprungligt lage i den ena spé&nnbucklan.

Kjolens 6glor har forskjutits frAn nalfastet mot mitten av nalen, och en del av det goffrerade linnet har vikts rakt
upp. Spannbucklan har av ndgon anledning kommit at glida eitersvnagot under ett sa tidligt stadium av
formultningsprocessen, att 6glorna fortfarande satt stadigt fast vid kjolen. Hogt uppe pa brostet 1&g ett litet runt
spanne. Det & numera helt utan textilier.

Hagg 1974, p. 15
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When comparing the fragments déated linen on the various oval brooches, there appears to
be a tendency for the pleats to run in parallel with the pin in the brooch, and then bend
towards one side of the brooch (Hagg 1974, p226

Unfortunately, Stolpélid not record which brooch was placed on the left and which on the
right side of the body when he was excavating the graves. This means that there is no way to
identify the lefthand and righhand brooches, and consequently no way to learn whether the
bending of the pleats always pointed towards the shoulders, always towards the throat or
differed from one serk to another.
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Illustration: Hagg 1974, p. 27. Red lines added to emphasize the probable continuation of the pleating.
Shape of the serk

Several of the graves (e 80A, 464, 550, 551, 552) have preserved fragments believed to
belong to the serk inside the oval brooches. The warp of these fragments runs in the same
direction as the longitudinal axis of the brooches (Hagg 1974 -p514rhis indicates that

the body of the serk was cut on the grain. One of the clearest examples of this #5drave
where a plain, relatively fine linen has been preserved inside the right oval brooch (Hagg
1974, p. 14).

464.1 hoger spannbuckla finns linnafyment fran sarken pa flera stéllen. <...> Linneresterna finns pa spannets
botten (jarnnalen ar helt bortkorroderad), under brattet och éver en av hangselkjolens oglor (...). Linnevavens
tradriktning ar enhetlig och foljer i stort sett spannets langdaxet. Sarken i denna grav var av slat, relativt fin
linnevav (FH1 eller 2) och fran bérjan troligen vit eller naturfargad.

Hagg 1974, p. 14

In grave791pleated linen from the serk is found attached to metal scissors lying at the hip of
the body in the give, demonstrating that the serk reached at least this far down the body
(Hagg 1974, p. 16).

791.Rikligt med goffrerad linnevav fran séarken pa en sax, som lag vid kvinnans hogra hoft i graven. Ett litet runt
spanne hogt uppe pa brostkorgen bor ha Hbettisprund i sarken.
Hagg 1974, p. 16



Grave60 A has several fragments of the same quality of s oY aihe "7
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The grave also contained a small round brooch where twc ~ _ v J’/ =
fragments, each with a folded eddiad been preserved ont gop ¢ " | \’, i

back. The edges meet behind the brooch, but do not over

and the pin pierces the cloth on both sides of them. This
indicates that the small brooch was closing the slit of a ke, .....
neckline. Finally, linen fragments were peeved on a pair of scissors (Hagg 1974, p. 14).

60 A. Fran graven kommer linne av tre olika typer, FH 8, FH 10 og FHBAde FH 10 och FH 11 ar (numera)
blafargade. Vid behandling av den ena spannbucklans textilfragment i oxidlosande EDTA forbl&fdegein
opaverkad av l6sningen, vilket kan tyda pa at linnet ocksa ursprungligen haft denna farg. FH 10 finns pé flera
stéllet i botnen av spannbucklan samt over nal och nalfaste. Tradriktningen sneddar mot spannets langdaxel.
Tyget tycks inte nagonstamara gjenomstunget av nalen, men textilpartiet kring nalfastet ar hart bundet i
korrosion och det &r inte mgjligt att t.ex. vika undan de 6vre skikten for att kontrollera detta férhallande och
studera underliggande lager. De utgjors dock med storstalidmmtav en eller flera 6glor fran kjolen. En sadan
linnedgla ar synlig upptil kring nalhallaren i samma spanne. Det ar alltsd uppenbart att dessa linnerester harror
fran sarken. Spannbuckla nummer tva ar numera sa godt som helt utan textilier.

FH 10 finns vidare pa saxen, dar linne fran sarken emellanat kan utgora ett eller flera av de fastrostade
textiliernas yttre lager, utanpa eventuella lamninger av kjolen. Interessant &r, att FH 10 aven aterfinns pa
baksidan av et litet rundt spanne, 60 AF24a vikta kanter av linnet méts utan 6verlappning bakom néalen, som
sticker igenom tyget pa bada sidor. Framsidan av samma spanne finns avbildad pa en aldre teckning. Av
teckningen framgar, att det tidligare méaste ha funnits en storre yta bevarad asdimhatt dess tradriktning
Overensstammer med den hos spannbucklornas sarklinneréstar.over graven saknas.

Kvinnan i denna grav har altsa under hangselkjolen haft en slat, kanskje bla, sark av linne med sprund i
halsdppningen, som hélls sammandedt litet rundt spénne.
Hagg 1974, p. 14

*Numbered in Agnes Geijers' report Birka Ill. Textiles made from flax or hemp cannot be identified as one or the othreakegtege, thus the use
of FH to signify "Flax or Hemp".

Keyhole neckline

Several graves contained a small brooch, found in a position close to the throat, probably
closing an opening in the serk. As mentioned above, the brooct -
grave60 Aindicates the existence of a keyhole neckline.

Further evidence for such a neckline tanfound in e.g. graveb4, :;/\ 554 1
where welpreserved folded edges from the slit is attached to th P AT

back of a little round brooch. The folded edges are narrow, ca. - ‘ FM
wide, and may have been created by folding the fabric twice (H
1974, p. 15).

lllustration: Hagg 1974, p. 124



554.Ett litet runt spanne var enda spannet i graven. Nalen ar nastan helt bortkorroderad. Den har genomstungit
tva fallkanter av linne fran ett lodratt sprund i sarken. Kanterna ar val bevarade, ca 4 mm breda 554:1. En snodd
har vart fast vid den skadade bronséglan nedtill pa spannet, 554:2.

Hagg 1974, p. 15

In grave762 a fragment of linen with a folded edge is pinned to the little round brooch. The
pin in the brooch pierces the fragment in two places, one of them close to the folded edge, a
position that indicates that the brooch once held together the slit in a &eyesiing (Hagg
1974, p. 16).

While almost all fragments of the serk is linen (or hertige two fibres are difficult to tell
apart), gravé44 Bcontains the fragment of a folded keyhole slit that is made from a very
fine weave of linen, or possibly silkhis edge is also 4 mm wide (Hagg 1974, p. 16).

644 B.Tva vikkantar av ovanligt fin, ljus linnevéav (eller eventuellt siden?) pa baksidan av ett litet runt spanne,
644:1. Fallvikningen &r ca 4 mm bred. Kanterna har hallits samman i en lodrét, spramdkikippning av den

nu férsvunna spannenalen. Aven et trastycke (?), mot vilket spannet legat pressat i graven, har rester av sprundet.
Sark med (sidenkantat?) halssprund och litet runt spanne.

Hagg 1974, p. 16

Sleeves

There is little evidenceegarding sleeves. In four gravé9{, 980, 1062and1159 a metal
artefact (scissors or key) with pleated linen fragments attached are lying close to the arm of
the body. It is possible that the linen on these artefacts come from the sleeve of time serk.
gravel062a pair of scissors was lying alongside the left arm. The linen attached to the
scissors had pleats running across the scissor blades (Hagg 1974, p. 17).

901.Fran graven kommer slatt linne i tva strukturer, en grovre och en finare, saret@dffine, sannolikt fran
sarken. Slatt linne av bada slagen finns pa bygeln till en sax. Ovriga delar av saxen &r tackta av mycket veckrik,
delvis tydlig goffrerad linnevav. Saxen torde ha legat ungefar vid kvinnans hégra dverarm, jfr planen.

1062.Enjarnsax fran graven har ena sidan tackt av goffrerad linnevav, vars veck tvarar dver skanklarna. Linnet
torde komma fran sarken, som daremot inte lamnat nagra spar i spannbucklorna. | gaven fanns tva saxer av jarn,
den ena till hdger och den andra till gégr om den déda. Den higra saxen ar numera férsvunnen, medan den
bevarade med linneresterna lag tisammans med en pincett langs vanster arm. Det goffrerade linnet skulle alltsa
kunne harrora frn en arm.

Hagg 1974, p. 17

Colour

Most of the linen serk fragments appears to have been undyed, although some of them are
currently discoloured by rust or by the decomposition of the body in the grave. There is
however one gravé€0 A, where the serk fragments are currently blue. The feagsdo not

lose their colour when being treated by a solution that dissolves some of the metal corrosion
salts, indicating that the linen might originally have been dyed blue (Hagg 1974, p. 14).

Furthermore, there is gravé2 The grave has been idergd as a child's grave. It contained

a small round brooch with heavily rust coloured linen on the back. Treatment with a rust
dissolving solution does not remove the colour, and thus may indicate that the linen originally
was dyed in a reddish colour. Theve also contains a knife with bright reddish linen fabric
attached (Hagg 1974, p. 16).



762.Barngrav med ett litet runt spanne med linnerester pa baksidahiing.fanns aven pa en kniv (...): "Beim

Messer sind Reste von noch deutlich zu erkennegid&hmassig hellroter Leinwand gleich FH Ritinet pa

spannets baksida ar numera starkt rostfargat. Om &ven detta fran borjan varit rétt (?), har inta kunne faststéllas
vid behandling av fragmentet i rostlosariel@TA. En del rost kunde lakas ur det, utan att den kraftig brunréda

fargen forsvagades. Det ar alltsa mgjligt, at linnet pa kniven och pa spannets baksida kommer fran ett och samma
plagg. Linnet pa spannet ar genomstunget av nalen pa tva stéllen, osticea fallkant, som ligger tilbakavikt

Over nélfastet. Spannet har alltsa hallit samman ett loddratt sprund i tyget.

Hagg 1974, p. 16

An inner serk or underclothing?

One of the grave$87, has evidence thatightindicate that some kind of undergarrhen
occasionally was worn under the serk. The serk from this grave was pleated, but there was a
plain and fairly coarse linen fragment found in the layer under the serk (Hagg 1974, p. 17).

987.0ver och kring nél och hangseléglor i esmiinnbucklan, mycket veckrik, sannolikt goffrerad linnevav fran
sarkenOver det goffrerade stycket, ett mindre stycke slatt, grovt linne, vilket bor komma fran ett plagg eller
annat textilskikt, som burits under sarken och narmast kroppen. Hogt uppisis, tt litet runt spanne.

Hagg 1974, p. 17

Haithabu

Various excavations of the former Viking settlement of Haithalear Schleswig Holstein in
Germany, have yielded a large amount of 10th century textile material. A majority of the
preserved fragments were found in the harbour. These fragments were the remains of clothing
that had been torn up, coated with tar, aretluss ship's caulkingdégg 198J. Excavations

also uncovered textile fragments from the settlement and graves of Haithidmu99).

Many of the garments found at Haithabu appears to have been cut to fit the body. Hagg (1984,
p. 214) points out that not only does each garment fill a specific function, but the tailoring

craft is more advanced than earlier. Pattanesno longer solely based on the rectangular

fabric coming off the looms, but instead uses pieces cut on the diagonal, in curved shapes etc.
to create garments tightly fitting the body. The many remnants -@fffsutonfirms the

impression of more sopltisated cuts and shaping.

De manga efter kroppens former snavt skurna plaggen i Hedeby, t.ex. skjortan och byxan i mansdrakten eller
tunikan och hangselkjolen i kvinnodrékten, visar att den drékthistoriska utvecklingen nu natt en niva, dar
draktens olikalelar genom tillskarning och sémnad givits olika, mycket bestamda funktianer.

Kladesplagg, som huvudsakligen ar sammansydda av stdrre och mindre fyrsidiga tyglangder kan i och for sig
vara funktionsbestamda, men kan inte betecknas som produkteaaamcerad tillskararkonst. | sddana fall

baserar sig monstret pa den i vavstolen givna formen. Nar emellertid inte de fyrsidiga och ratvinkliga
tyglangderna bildar utgangspunkten foér monstret utan kroppens former, sa att stoffytorna maste skaras till pa
diagonalen, i bagform, i kilstycken osv. uppkommer en i princip helt ny uppbyggnad av snittmonstret. De har
analyserade ménstren vittnar om stor erfarenhet i tillskarningskonsten: saval fastheten som elasticiteten, olika pa
tygets olika ledder, har utnydtis maximalt i hangselkjolen, att ddma av de bevarade fragmenten (NB)14A

<...>

Exemplen av detta slag ar manga, de har anférda torde racka till for att visa, att drakten i Hedeby befunnit sig pa
ett hogt utvecklat stadium. De manga resterna avdiltshgsspill bekraftar detta intryck.
Hagg 1984, p. 214
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Serk remains in the graves

Only 1% (16) of the examined graves at Haithgkaveyard contain oval brooches. This is a
clear indication that while the dress suspended by these brosamae( Ewing 2006, p. 37)

was still in use, it was definitively not the only type of garment worn by the Haithabu women
(Hagg 1991). However, dsese graves contained the most metal, they are also the ones most
likely to have preserved traces of the serk.

According to Hagg (1991 p. 227) the Haithabu serk was made of very fine tabby woven cloth.
It was usually plain and undyed, as shown in &g grave complex 18285/1960, where a
woman's burial with two oval brooches contained small fragments of a fine linen tabby (z17
F/10mm x z12 F/210mm) from the serk.

Sarken under hangselkjolen var av mycket fin, tvabindig vav, for det mesta omonstsdét ¢ith182

185/1960) men i nagra fall bla med fin rutmoénstring (27/1963). Det finns ocksa spar efter en goffrerad sark
(5/1964) av utomordentlig hog kvalitet. Emellanat sitter ett litet runt spanne i sarkens halséppning (188/1960)
men annu vanligare sa#is spanne.

Hagg 1991, p. 227

In some graves (e.g. gra¥88/1960 a small brooch was found close to the throat, probably
closing the slit in a keyhole neckline (Hagg 1991, p. 178). However, more often than not there
was no brooch, indicating a different neckline (Hagg 1991, p. 227).

Vermutlich aus diesem Grab kommheiGruppe von Schmuckobjekten, darunter eine Terslevfibel aus Silber

mit Filigran, auf deren Riickseite zwei Reste eines sehr feinen Leinengewebes festkorrodiert sind. Durch das
Gewebe stecken Reste der Nadel aus Eisen sowohl beim Dornkopf als auch balimaldadLeinengewebe

und Fibel durften deshalb in der Tracht zusammengehdren. Wahrscheinlich handelt es sich hier um Bruchstiicke
vom Halsschlitz eines Hemdes mit Fibelversluf3.

Hagg 1991, p. 178

A pleated serk
There is a single example of a pleated s€nave

5/1964contained pleated linen of exceptionally high
quality, which probably belonged to a pleated serk.

Py
%
o

The pleats had mostly been crumpled and fixated ir{'
with several layers of fabric on top of each other, but there is one fragment wiere se
parallel, wavy pleats, with a depth of about 2 mm can be
observedThe pleating is very fine and seems to have been
created by making a fold at every sixth thread of the cloth
(Hagg 1991, p. 210).

Illustrations: Hagg 1991, p. 209

This is, as far as | know, the only find of a pleated serk

=~ similar to the Birka finds, budutside of Birka. With only one
find however, it is impossible to know whether the pleated
serk was common in Haithabu.

Von auRRerordentlich hoher Qualitét ist auch die fein geféltelte Leinwand
aus Kammergrab 5/1964 (Abb. 9€). Das Gewebe, mit berechemén
Fadenzahlen an acht Eisenblechfragmenten von der Truhe noch




erkennbar, zeigt eine nahezu ausgeglichene Einstellung der Webfaden. Die Faltchen sind tiberwiegend
zerknittert und in mehreren Stofflagen Ubereinander in Rost fixiert, doch bei einem ShixckL08 4a) noch
einigermalfien intakt erhalten. Bei diesem Stick liegt der geféltelte Stoff in zwei Schichten, die obere Schicht in
etwa sieben parallelen, ganz feinen, wellenférmigen Faltchen, deren Tiefe nur rund 2 mm erreicht. Eine neue
Falte folgt bei ¢dem sechsten Faden (Abb 103 4b). Die Garnstéarke betrégt in beiden RichturAg8mn2

Hagg 1991, p. 210

Checked linen of high quality

Finally, there was evidence of serks made froné_ﬁigl;;gag = hj%'ﬁd b 5
linen fabric that had been woven with dyed thri Bt vg«rhnil TRHEIB R B

LIV (WENE
=3

to create a check pattern. Grzﬁlﬁ1963containec} espetsgaisge]
fragments of linen cloth that had been woven =] 5:",::".3;&
pattern with small blue squares surrounded by--TE—rHaHam
white boder. The linen fabric had one white iffj}fﬂjfg
thread (zspun) for every tenth blue thread (z 3 EAF t'?{‘;{ ]
spun) in both directions. The resulting blue che{ 41 _ﬁ"’ { Py
were 4 mm wide in either direction (Hagg 19917 1F= Fa FH P B YRRy R PR
212).
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Bei der Leinwand aus Grab 27/1963 wechseln je zehn blgedmte Faden mit einem weil3ergedrehten

Faden in beiden Richtungen ab. Die dadurch gebildeten Karos sind in Richtung der SchuR3faden 4 mm breit
ebenso wohl in der anderen Richtung. Dieser Stoff diirfte von einem Gewand, wahrscheinlich einem Hemd,
stammen.

Hagg 1991, p. 212

lllustration: Hagg 1991, p. 213 (blue added for emphasis)

These fragments were preserved on a bronze ring used to fasten a whetstone. The rest of the
grave goods (bead string and amulet holder) indicates a female burial. The linen belonged to
the garment directly under the whetstempeobably either the smokkrr ¢he serk but as

there are no oval brooches in the grave, it is interpreted as a serk (Hagg 1991, p. 212).

Gravel59/1960also contains checked linen. This is a girl's grave, with oval brooches, a
knife, and a square brooch placed between the ovathesoA fabric loop was found
fastened to the square brooch, indicating that it once held together an outer garment.
Underneath were traces of a tabby woven garment (probably a smokkr) and a very fine,
checked bluish linen cloth (probably the serk).

Justlike in grave 27/1963, the blue linen background appears to be divided into squares by a
thread of a different colour. In this case the thread is redus). Unfortunately, the number

of blue threads between the red threads cannot be determined, libeasigéace of the best
preserved fragment is partially covered by corrosion and body wax (Hagg 1991, p. 212).

Um das material eines hemdes handelt es sich bei der Leinwand aus grab 159/160. Auf dem blauen Grund
zeichnen sich-gedrehte, rote Faden abedlas Gewebe in beiden Richtungen in kleine Karos unterteilen. Die
Anzahl der blauen Faden zwischen den roten I&3t sich nicht feststellen, da die Oberflache des am besten
erhaltenen Fragmentes teilweise von Korrosion und Kdérperwachs bedeckt ist.

Hagg 1991p. 212

Die Ose muR deshalb an dem Gewand befestigt gewesen sein, das mit der Rechteckfibel zusammengehalten
wurde. Unter der Ose mit dem dazugehorigen Gewand folgt ein Bekleidungsstiick aus Gewebe in Tuchbindung
das offensichtlich tiber einem zweiten Gediaus sehr feinem, kariertem, blaulichem Stoff getragen wurde. Bei
der Lage der Rechteckfibel zwischen den beiden Schalenfibeln dirften diese Bekleidungssticke Tragerrock und



Hemd gewesen sein, wobei der etwas grobere, insgesamt aber noch sehr feurmarSioéfigerrock und das sehr
feine karierte Gewebe vom Hemd stammen wirden.
Hagg 1991, p. 144

While the colour of the pattern threads differs from each other, the two checked linen fabrics
seem to have a similar weaving density and similar ratios between the warp and weft.

Piercing the serk as part of the burial custom

The serk was worn closestttte body and is usually found as fragments on top of the smokkr
fragments inside the oval brooches. However, while piercing the serk with the pin from the
brooches isn't normal practice, evidence of it has been found in two graves in Haithabu (Hagg
1991,p. 278). Hagg suggests that the purpose was to keep the brooches stable when the dead
women were carried to their graves, fully dressed and on display.

Som exempel pa egenheter som har med gravskicket att gora, kan slutningen namnas tva kvinnoghader. Har
spannbucklornas nalar tratts genom framstycket till underliggande plagg, dvs sarken (...). P4 sa sétt holls spannen
med parlsnoddar och annat péa plats i drékten trots att den déda befann sig i liggande stallning. Detta
arrangemang ar onédigt om det waeningen att den déda bare skulle placeras liggande i graven men inte om

hon bars dit pakladd och synlig for alla.

Hagg 1991, p.278

Serk remains found at the settlement
All finds from the settlement are stray finds. Thus, identification of which gaseatch

fragment belong to are based solely on their shape. Furthermore, even when a garment can be
identified, we do not know whether the wearer was a man or woman.

There are some large fragments of lin8BX

2 A-K) that probably belong to an inner garment,
ossibly a serk. Unfortunately, not enough has
“survived to make a conclusive identification of
he garment.

The linen is a fine tabby structured weave
similar to the linen in th&iborg shirt
Comparing the patterns of the weave in the
different fragments and matching areas with
similar thread rios, allows us to determine

relative positions of some fragments.

Fran boplatsen kommer i 6vrigt bara tre fragment med garn av lin: ganska stora delar av en sark(?) av fin
strukturmoénstrad tuskaftsvav av samma slag som i Vibkjgrtan <...>
Hagg 1991p. 275

There are similarities between fragments A, B, C and D, and between these and fragment E.
The thread pattern of fragments E and J is also similar, while H has a more uniform structure
with coarser threads. Unfortunately, this method cannot gevexhct position of the pieces

in relation to each other. Still, laying the fragments with similar structured weave pattern side
by side results in a piece of fabric roughly 40 cm wide and 17 cm long (Hagg 1991, p. 39).
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Illustrations: Hagg 1991 p67, p. 42

There are several seams on the fragments. Fragment H has two fell seams running at right
angles to each other, and both A and B are composed of a large and a small section joined by
a seam. The small sections are fixed in pleats/small wrinklésgbseams, with the warp

running transverse to the warp in the smooth sections (Hagg 1991, p. 39).

Pskov

A woman's grave from the mitOth or early 11th century in Pskov were found to contain
oval brooches, and the deceased may thus have been a Norar,w0 a woman wearing
Norseinspired clothing (Zubkova, Orfinskaya, Mikhail@210.

The grave had been plundered and no traces of a body remained. However, a block of sail
from under the floor of the grave contained several textile fragments, two oval brooches and
the remains of the base of a bitehrk container reinforced by wood. Tlextiles had

probably been stored together with the brooches inside the container and placed in the grave
(Zubkova et. al. 2010, p. 29192). This protected the textiles from the deteriorating body and
meant that more than usual of the surface of the gasmeare in contact with the

preservative metal of the brooches. However, without knowing where the fragments would
have been positioned on the body it is harder to identify the garments they belonged to.


http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#zubkova

There were in total 11 fragments of thin blue lingpby and silk (Zubkova et. al. 2010, p.

297). Although the linen was heavily degraded and mostly present as a black crust, it was
possible to determine that it had originally been folded in several layers, and that it had made
up the main bulk of the faiz inside the container.

The silk fragments were covered on the reverse side by a thin layer of degraded linen, except
for the tucked in edges and connecting seams. Together with traces of sewing threads, this
indicated that all the silk parts originalyere sewn onto linen as decoration (Zubkova et. al.
2010, p. 292).

Zubkova, Orfinskaya and Mikhailov (2010, p. 292) concludes that the fragments belonged to
two separate garments made from linen and faced with silk. One of these was identified as a
serk.

Remains of the serk

A fairly large fragment of the neckline of the linen serk had been preserved in the grave. It is
presently the largest piece of a potential Norse serk neckline that has been found, and is thus
of interest even though the location bétgrave raises the question of whether the serk is
indeed Norse, or more influenced by Russian clothing of the time.

After the complete disassembling of the blo
of soil with the remains of textiles, 11 eleme
of clothing made of linen and silk tebes were
identified. Their careful examination allowec
us to suggest the presence of an ensemble
female garment consisting only of two articl
These two were both sewn from thin blue
linen.

The first is an underdress to which details n
3,5, 7 ad 10 may be related. The two latter
are the remains of a collar, which was turne
inside out along the edge of its neck, cut ou
and gathered in fine pleats. In front, there w
an upright slit in the middle. The folds were
fixed with a thin band, whichulled together
the edges of the collar.

Zubkova et. al. 2010, p. 297

Width of piece: Probably 40 cm; a seam
joining two sheets runs at the centr of bodic
<..>

Collar design: Folds and a sewn cord. Ther
is a central slit (selvage). The neck wiasl up
with the cord. The gown probably had
shoulderpieces.

Orfinskaya and Pushkin2011, p. 48

Photograph: Zubkova et. al. 2010, p. 292

The slit in the front of the neck line ishare two selvedges meets, indicating a serk that was
created from two linen pieces being sewn together lengthwise.


http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#orfinskaya-2011

The pleats are gathered by a thread (A) and then fixed permanently k
stitching them to a thin linen band. The band acts as a closuhefserk,
allowing it to be tied closed at the neck (Orfinskaya and Pushkina 2014
48, Orfinskay&2014 p. 263).

lllustration: Orfinskaya 2014, p. 263 K

Zubkova et. al(2010, p. 297) refers two fragments (detail no 7 and 10) that are remains
from the neckline of the dress. One is shown in the photograph (detail no 7) while there is no
further description or photo of the other (detail no. 10).

The grave also contained two fragments of silk cuffs, made from a
redviolet silk samite (detail no 3 and 5). The length of the
complete cuff was 12.5 cm and the width near the wrist would
have been 10 cm when folded. The lower hems of both cuffs were
- _4trimmed with a narrow band of silk cloth while the upper edges

" _Fwere rolled inside out. The cuffs would have been sewn onto the

t -dlinen sleeves of the serk, and still carry traces of degraded linen on
¢ their reverse side (Zubkova et. al. 2010).

Photograph: Zubkaw et. al. 2010, p. 296

The trim of the cuffs was made by laying a 3 cm wide piece of samite si

onto the right side of the piece that was trimmed, overlapping it 1 cm fro L_r_,,_
edge and then stitching it in place with running stitch. The hem of the e
trimming piece was then folded over to the reverse side, while the oppo [/
edge is tucked in and fixed in place on the front side with back stitch, crt—;»’f
a trim ca 0.5 cm wide (Zubkova et. al. 2010, p. 296). ',fj J

." }'
Illustration: Zubkova et. al. 2010, p. 295 d

In addtion, some 4.5 cm wide reddistiolet samite strips were found as part of the textiles

from the grave. These had been trimmed at one side by the same method that was used on the
cuffs. The reverse side of the strips was covered by remains of linentimglitet they had

been sewn onto the hem of one of the linen garments. Unfortunately, it cannot be determined
which of them (Zubkova et. al. 2010, p. 292, 294). Either way, this is one of the few instances
of evidence we have for decoration along thedmtof a Norse garment.

Minor finds

Vegetable fibres, like linen and nettle, tend to deteriorate quicker than wool in most soil
conditions. Thus, the only traces of linen serks are often a black crust left on other textiles, or
tiny linen fragments that arard to interpret. The grave at AdwiekStreet is an example of

the latter, where there were found small fragments of a garment that had been worn beneath
the smokkr. It is believed to belong to a serk, although one of much coarser weave than the
onesfound at Birka (Speed & Walton Rogé1803.

On both brooches the uppermost layer is a flat area of relatively coarse textile which must represent the
innermost garment as worn. The textile is woven in tabby (plain weave), figgarZyarn, with threadounts

of 12x9 per cm offbrooch 1]and 14x9 pecm on[brooch 2]. There are further traces of a similar textile on one
face of the knife AF, where it lay against the upper arm of the body. The fibre is a fully processed plant fibre,
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either lowgrade flax or hemp. <...> The loops and the coarser irarenant are likely to have been a natural
white.
Speed & Walton Rogers 2003, p-76

However, even when a black crust is all that is left, it may yield information. In Kaupang
graveC27997 Cblack crust from deteriorated vegetable fibres (probably linadffered to

several textile fragments, including broken diamond twill fragments interpreted as the lining

of a cloak. One of the crusts still held an impression left by one of the armlets of the deceased,
indicating that the linen garment had long sledWagstad1999 p. 242).

Til enkelte av diamantkypetekstilene [fra kappen] festet det noen svarte skorper som ma antas a veere rester
etter et na forsvunnet liplagg, kanskje en skjt& med lange ermer, som har ligget i beragring med foret i

kappen. En av disse skorpene har form etter et av armbandene, og her sees tydelig trader av vegetabilske fibre.
Ingstad 1999, p. 242

Grave B 4864 at Hyrt

Grave B 4864 at Hyiih Voss, Hordaland, in Norway, Bfaggil

contained two oval brooches and the remains of a thoop..\ /.

brooch. Most of the textiles has been stored separat /

from the brooches, but by using old photographs anc ‘ \

mar ks made from the bro: xtiles
(2011, 2015 were able to reconstruct the position of 1

textiles inside each brooch.

M | 5\ | ek Tabby

Both oval brooches had preserved savagments of ¢ | | e e imunic 1 2/5 twil

blue tabby with vegetable fibres (probably linen) fron e e TGl B i i
the layer closest to the boady. Lukégovsg (201
proposes that they belong to a blue serk.

'l Tustration: Lukegovg 2011, p 158. Modi fied by addin

Lukegovs8 | ater examined 23 graves from weste
them. All the fragments that were identified as part of a serk were tabbies, mainly made from

plant material. The thread count of these fragments is higher cairtpatee thread count of

the outer garments in the same grave (Lukego

!IHIIIIIIIIHIIIII|IllllllllI'IIII'I!lI|Il|I|IIIl‘lllllllll!lII|IIIII|IIHIIIII|l|||||||l||||l||l|l|

'l lTustration: L uk e g20W, .,284 SFeagnventsiob linen Ranlgaave B 4860 | s t
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Grave ACQ at Kgstrup

A small graveyard in Kgstrup, Fyn in Denmark was excavated in-1980. One of the
graves, ACQ, contained oval brooches and several textile fragments. The grave was dated to
960990 by Lindblom £993, and later reclassified by Delvaux2017) to between 85@60.

The grave contained three groups of fragments oflifies tabby (1&4/18 threads per cm)
potentially belonging to the serk (Wielarid8Q p. 198199). Some tiny, completely
mineralized fragmentx$42) were foundnmostin one of the oval tmoches X505),

underneath fragments of a dyed woollen smokkr. On top of the same brooch was another
linen fragmentX525). Finally, some tiny, mineralized linen fragment544) were found

within the other oval broochx$01).

The Kgstrup find is interesig because some of the possible serk fragments are found in an
unusual position, inmost in one of the brooches (furthest away from the body). This leads
Wielandt (1980, p. 19394) to interpret the linen inmost in the brooch as a smokkr, where
only fragmets k542 andx544) survive. She believes the linexb@5 on top of the oval

brooch may come from this smokkr or from a shawl. Thus, her conclusion is that the woman
in the grave were wearing two smokkrs; a dyed woollen smokkr (with wool loops) worn next
to the body, and a linen smokkr (with narrow linen loops) worn on the outside.

Rasmussen and LgnbortPO3 175176) Left broach (x505)
interprets the find very differently. They = :
propose that there was an undyed linen
underdress (serk) worinsidea woollen
smokkr.

The stratigraphy inside the oval brooch x50
where the wool is closer to the body than tr
linen, works againshis interpretation.
However, they believe that the pin of the
brooch was stuck through the serk, resultin

Right brooch {x501)

a piece of serk linen being pushed intothe ———— wood E=)
brooch. The woollen fragments of the smok . Waol EZZ4
could then be folded on top of it during the Down [
decomposition Linen EHER

T Unknown T3

lllustration (slightly modified): Rasmussen and Lanb
1993, p. 176 e

A couple of other examples of piercing the serk to keep the jewellery in place when
displaying the body for burial is known from Haithabu (Hagg 1991, p. 278). Rasmussen and
Lenborg futher interpret the layers of wool, down and feathers and the linen fragment on top
of brooch x505 as a duvet or a cloak of some kind (1993, p. 178). RirhS&®I $upports

their interpretatin of the linen as a serk, commenting that it is unlikely that the dyed and
pleated woollen smokkr would have been hidden beneath an undyed linen smokkr. However,
she proposes that the linen fragment on top of brooch x505 is from the serk (folding itself
over the brooch as the body deteriorated) and not from a duvet20)19
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Grave B 5625 at Vangsnes

The fragments from grave B 5625 was first interpreted as potential serk fragments, and later
reinterpreted as belonging to the smokkr. | include it here for reasons of comple&nass
potential a serk it would have been a very significant find.

A woman's grave at Vangsnes in Norwd/ %6259 contained several fragments of a tabby
wool. Three of the fragments were evenly pleated wishn2m deep pleats. The remaining
fragments are plain. This may be due to the pleating having disappeared in the graye or
- A asa indicate that only part of the
garment was pleated (Hotm
Olsenl976 p. 201).

Tre fragmenter av et toskaftstoff, B
5625 Vangsnes, er plisserte.
Plisseringen er jevn og regelmessig
ogtilsvarer helt den Agnes Geijer
har beskrevet fra Birka. Foldene er
to-tre mm dype, og de framstar i
tverrsnitt som en sammenpresset
balgelinje (Geijer 1938, 16). <...>
De gvrige fragmentene av
toskaftstoffet fra B5625 Vangsnes
viser ikke spor av plissarg. Om
dette kommer av
bevaringsforholdene, eller om bare en del av stoffet opprinnelig var plissert, er vanskelig & avgjere.
Holm-Olsen 1976, p. 201

Photograph: HolmOlsen 1976, p. 202

Holm-Olsen (1976, p. 203) notes that the pleating is similar to the Birka finds, and that the
fragments may thus possibly belong to a woollen pleated serk. However, she does not
mention any other fragments from the grave, e.g. that could belong to a smuoklover the
serk.

Underkjolen er det i vestlandsmaterialet bare usikre spor etter. Det eneste i materialet som kanskje kan tolkes
som rester etter et slikt plagg, er det plisserte stoffet fra B 5625 Vangsnes. Er dette restene av en underkjole,
adskille den seg fra underkjolene i Birka ved at den er i ull.

Holm-Olsen 1976, p. 203

Some years after Hoh®lsen's work, pleated wool, with pleats of similar depth as B 5625,
was discovered in grave C27997 C at Kaupang (Ingstad 1999) and grave ACQ at Kgstrup
(Rasmussen and Lgnborg 1993, Thurg&h. The Kgstrup fragments clearly belong to a
woollen smokkr that has been partly pleated in the front. The fragments from Kaupang are
also interpretd as part of a smokkr. In light of the new evidence, it is likely that the pleated
wool from grave B 5625 also belongs to a partly pleated smokkr, instead of a serk (Ewing
2006, p. 33).
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Peripheral finds

Most of the archaeological evidence for clothing from the Viking Age is fragmented and hard
to interpret, and this is definitively the case for serks. As the finds are so few and small, it is
useful to consider other Viking Age garments when trying tongcoct the cut of the serk.

Of course, the evidence is too scant to allow for certainty, but it is likely that it was
constructed with similar techniques and underlying patterns as the Viking Age dresses and
tunics.

Haithabu harbour

Due to the presencé tar, Haithabu harbour yields unusually wetkserved textile

fragments. However, the harbour finds provide no information on the position of each
fragment on the body. Thus, identification of which garments each fragment belong to are
based solely on #ir shape.

Linen garments seem to not have been used as caulking, or if they were, they haven't survived
in the harbour. However, there are woollen tabby fragments that probably belonged to several
undertunics. These appear to have been constructed from seversicpietefit the body,

with the addition of gores to achieve extra width (Hagg 1984 p. 213).

The find material further indicates that there was an overtunic of similar design, although it
was usually made from twill instead of tabby (Hagg 1984 p. 213, RiEgg (1984, p. 218)
also finds it likely that there were linen garments of a similar cut in use.

Undertunikan var av tuskaftat ylle och tillskuren p& samma satt som de grénlandska kjortelplaggen, dvs i
separata, efter kroppens former avpassade stgéf&mn Den fick 6kad vidd i nederdelen genom infallade
kilstycken. Overtunikan hade i princip samma snitt.

Hagg 1984, p. 213

Redan vid systematiseringen av fyndmaterialet visade sig, att de olika textilfunktionerna i 6verraskayred hog
motsvaras av bestamda bindingstyper. Sa var t.ex. undertunikan eller skjortan/sarken vavd i tuskaft, enkel
diagonalkypert anvéandes i sdval massm kvinnodraktens overtunika.

Hagg 1984, p. 215

Pafallande ar det dock att de drakter som nu kunnasgsivHedeby i sig masta vara ganska kompletta med ett
tiotal plagg i mansoch atminstone fyra i kvinnodrakten. Linneplaggen, som man ju maste rakna med har
funnits, har av allt att doma inte varit mycket annorlunda i formen eller i placeringen i duddaten
huvudsakligen avvikit ifrdga om materialet.

Hagg 1984, p. 218

Fragments of the undertunic

Several fragments from the undertunic have been found in the harbour, all made from woollen
tabby of different qualities. The fragments appear to have besh @iwo fragments have

been analysed further, allowing for the detection of dye extracted from walnut shells. Along
with its aesthetic function, the walnut dye also has an antibacterial effect; a clear benefit for
garments worn close to the body (Hagg 19841L75).

The undertunic fragments vary in coarseness, but even the coarser weaves could not have
been inferior material, seeing as they were dyed, and show no traces of having been mended
before they were used as caulking (Hagg 1984, p. 50).



Fragment H72C is part of a tunic (or dress) made

coarse woollen tabby with a fabric thickness of 0, Y
cm. The fragment is 28 cm long and 29 cm wide. A !
Several of the edges of the fragment are original, N,
although very worn. There are traces of a shouldt &
seam alonghe 7 cm long upper edge of the fragm .3; s o
where it would have stitched together the front ar “- B oo D 3
back of the garment. "3 B 8 BT ey T
5 B 7)) S

lllustration: Hagg 1984, p. 48 iﬁz - P 4 o
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Even taking into consideration that the edge has “‘“’L\ ST ﬁte o
frayed later, the neckline appears to have been w B e ol

and dep. The armholes, however, seems to have tightly enclosed the upper arm and shoulder.

It is possible that the fragment originally was cut along the bottom edge (if so, it would have
been attached to a second piece with a waist seam), but it is too lagdly o ascertain if

this is the case. It is also uncertain whether the frayed edge on the left side of the fragment is
original (indicating that it was attached to a similar piece with a vertical seam), or the result of
deterioration (Hagg 1984, p. 45,)49

Fragment H73is another tunic fragment made of coa s i,
woollen tabby with a fabric thickness of 0,2 cm. The e Ok g, sl
fragment is 28 cm long and 24 cm wide. It is, overall, s A
well preserved thakl72C. Due to the wear and fraying {

of the edges, the pattern da@ interpreted only in gene !»b,
terms. It is therefore not possible to determine wheth 3 0
H73 and H72C are from the front and back of the sar " 7,’;
tunic, or if they belong to two different tunics (Hagg s A
1984, p. 49). \

lllustration: Hagg 1984, p. 48 p

The original sape of the neck opening is uncertain. T A ey
fragment is wider at the shoulder and it has a sharpe AL . Y
curvature of the armhole than H72C. However, the fe.... 7 '
guality of the two pieces is almost identical.

Fragment H72C and H73 both belong to a type of tuitic simple, fairly large pattern parts

that are tailored to the body. Front and back were connected by shoulder seams, and the neck
opening appears to have been rounded. The wide necklines may explain why, unlike Birka,
very few brooches are found closehe neck in the Haithabu graves. The armholes were
sharply curved, allowing for fitted sleeves. Finally, the circumference of the garment may

have been reduced with the use of darts (Hagg 1984, p. 50).

Der Zuschneiderest (Fragment 8), die Schultertéitagmente 72 C, 73) und das Stlick mit den Abnahern
(Fragment 40) sind deutlich miteinander verwandt. Sie gehdren alle zu einem Gewand mit einfachen,
groR¥flachigen Musterteilen, die nach dem Korper gemodelt sind. \fardémRiickseite waren durch
Schultern&ite miteinander verbunden. Die Halsoffnung war rund, die Armeloffnungen waren tief geschnitten.
Der Umfang ist mit Abnahern verringert worden.

Hagg 1984, p. 50



A differently constructed type of tunic may be represented by fragdfeEhandH55A.

These pieces consist of ribbbke strips that are sewn together along the sides. Both
fragments are torn (or cut) at the waist, possibly indicating that this kindiofrtad an upper
and lower part connected by a waist seam (Hagg 1984, p. 50).

Dieser Gruppe stehen einige andere Fragmente gegeniber. Das eine (Fragment 18) stellt den Abschnitt von der
Taille bis zur Schulter eines sehr eng geschnittenen Gewandes dardeias (Fragment 55 A) stammt vom

Unterteil eines gleichfalls sehr eng geschnittenen kleidungsstiickes. Die Musterteile bestehen hier aus
bandartigen Streifen, die seitlich miteinander verndht sind. Au3erdem haben die beiden Fragmente noch
gemeinsam, dafie an der Taille abgeschnitten sind. Dieses Hemd war also zweiteilig, wobei einem Oberteil ein
unterer Schurzteil angenéht war.

Hagg 1984, p. 50

"7 Fragment H18is identified as a front or back piece of a tightly fitted
¢ = _ tunic of fine woollen tabby, with torsided pile ("Faserflor”). It is
4773 dyed, and has a height of 39 cm, a width of 15 cm and a thickness of
Jff _= _+ 0,2 cm. The fragment consists of two different pieces that are sewn
L -~ together by a vertical seam, and it appears to have been torn or cut at
h = roughly the vaist level.

The fabric around the shoulder area has been gradually stretched by

h the wearing of the garment. Finally, the rather ragged edge, which was
> o ' $ ) apparently facing the body, represents an original cutting edge (Hagg
7 §1984,p. 42).

i A lllustration: Hagg1984, p. 43

S JerdETP s Fragment H55A is from the bottom of a tunic. The fragment is about
31 cm long, 16 cm wide at the top and 37 cm wide at the bottom. It is
torn along the bottom edge and cut or torn at waist level.

The fragment is pieced together from five sapa
pieces; a tiny fragment, two trapezoidal pieces tha
widens towards the bottom, flanked by two gores
(which demonstrates that gores were used to wide
these garments). The pieces have been cut so tha
warp runs from top to bottom. One of the gdagsis
made of a 2/1 twill, all other pieces are from a finel
woven tabby. The fabric has a thickness on 0,1 cnr
(Hagg 1984, p. 42).

lllustration: Hagg 1984, p. 46

Between piece c (a fowwided piece) and d (a gore) there is a part (6 cm long) whesalthe

seam has been left open. Along the opening, the edges of ¢ and d has been folded and stitched
in place. The short row of stitches is still attached to tiny remnants of a material which

probably covered the "side slit" created by the opening. Thentuovier of the edges may

indicate that the slit could be an opening to a pocket (Hagg 1984, p. 43).

Hagg (1984, p. 50) believe that the top of fragment 55A may have covered a quarter of the
waist of the wearer. Extrapolating from that, the tunic would have a total circumference of
about 2 meters at knee height. The sharply increasing diameter caused\bgening of the



gores and fousided pieces makes it unlikely that this particular tunic was longer. This also
fits with contemporary illustrations of male tunics reaching to the knee.

Fragments of the overtunic

o N Fragment H57is an almost complete ske&s made of medium fine
/,q\\r/ﬂ" 2/2 woollen twill. The top and bottom of the sleeve are tight (width of
L o \ ca. 21 cm) and felted, while the widest part has a width of 30 cm. The
) = denser warp threads at the top and bottom indicate that the variations
\-E & \ \ in width are causkby using the sleeve as caulking. A comparison of
\ ' - | | the number of warp threads in the two parts shows that the sleeve has

Voo "““shrunk by about a third at the top and only about a quarter at the
\' '} [ bottom, so that the original dimensions at the top and bottom should
' have been about 29 and 21 cm, respectively. Thus, the sleeve
originally had a fairly uniform width, slightly decreasing towards the
bottom (Hagg 1984, p. 55).

The sleeve has a fitted shape that would fit well with the curved
armholes seen in some of tlnledertunic fragments. It is 58 cm long and have been pieced
together from three pattern pieces. The largest piece is made fromeoligited wool, while
the two minor pieces (rightmost in the illustration) are of a darker colour. The sewing threads
alongall seams are similar. This indicates that the two darker pieces were part of the sleeve
originally, although the possibility that they were added as replacement parts at a later date
cannot be ruled out (Hagg 1984, p. 55).

lllustration: Hagg 1984, p. 59

Fragment H6A andH6B are two long strips (30 cm and 81 cm long respectively) of woollen

twill that have been dyed and fulled. The longest of the strips exhibited a slight curving, and
have stitches used to fasten a lining, and stitches that may havedaateim. Hagg (1984,

p. 51, 53) interprets the strips as the bottom edge of a garment and believe that they come

from a floor length overtunic.
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The Viborg Shirt

Large parts of a linen shirt were found in a post hole, at Vlbq_ N )y
Swgdersg in Denmark. Colour analysis showed that the linen ~__ \
not dyed (Fen4i987, p. 24). The shirt is dated to around 105( _T!

1 P/
andis ca. 95 cm long (Dsterga2®04 p. 124). | i”J\_&"
Although many of the pieces had come apart or deterioratec _{f{" ‘*ﬁ"
enough was recovered to give a clear picture of what the sh IV! JJ
originally had looked like. The bgdvas cut from a single piec B,

However, the upper body of the shirt was two layers thick; and

the inner layer was "quilted" to the outer layer with running stitches. The neck opening is
squareshaped with an asymmetric slit. It is edged with a narrow atiipen that extends
into two ties (Fenz 1987, p. 29).

lllustration: Fenz 1987, p. 27

front lining

B

Illustration: Fenz 1987, p. 33

The shirt was sewn together with eight different types of seams B8z p. 28).

Interestingly, even though the shirt body is continuous from front to back, there are seams
along the shoulders that not only attaches the inner layer, but also have been created in a
manner that gives the impression of shoulder seams.idé®are split below the waist.

Looking at the development of tunics over time, @stergard (2004, p. 124) finds the narrow cut
of the Viborg shirt reminiscent of the much earlier Thorsberg tunic.

The shirt has no shoulder seam, and its cut, with strargég &nd long added sleeves without doming, is in
principle a repetition of the 80@earolder shirt or gown from the famous find in Thorsbjerg Bog in Schleswig
just south of the present Danish border.

@stergard 2004, p. 124

i The Kragelund Tunic

il

| I The tunic was found on a male corpse in the Kragelund Bog

. < south of Viborg in Denmark. It is sewn from woollen twill and
1 \~=I __have been radiocarbon dated to 10455 AD. It reached to the
= o -JH 1_ ';_|l . middle tigh of the deceased and is ca. 114 cm long (Dstergérd
Hrf\f-— | v [ <[~ 2004,p.13).
" |~
! |-
:\ ;I . lllustration: @stergard 2004, p. 125. The front middle gore (which is split) up
:I' . II"*. P ‘.1 is on the bottom left.
"—JL, Al L _!| It
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Like the Viborg shirt, it has no shoulder seams. The body of the tunic is cut in a single piece
and supplied with waidteight gores at the sidesoit and back. The frontal gore has a slit in
the middle, allowing for even more mobility for the wearer. The sleeves are sewn together
from several pieces.

The Moselund Tunic

A male corpse dressed in the tunic was found in Moselu
Bog, south of Viborg in Denmark. The tunic has later bes
radiocarbon dated to 108055 AD (Qstergard 2004, p.
135).

The Moselund find was in many pieces, since all the see
had come apart. In 193ll the pieces were sewn together
according to the best knowledge available to create the
presenday appearance of the tunic (Jstergard 2004, p.

Like the Haithabu tunics, the Moselutnhic has shoulder
seams connecting a front and back of the garment. Ther ,:,—:8 m D
several gores increasing the width of the tunic towards ti

bottom. Furthermore, it appears to have had a slit both ii : :

front and back of the skirt, increasing the mobitifythe

wearer (and allowing e.g. for riding). The sleeves are shi
to fit the curved armholes of the tunic.

Illustration: Carlson'Tunic- Moselund'

According to @stergard (2004, p. 98gtcontemporary tuni
of Kragelund and Moselund demonstrates how both tuni
based on geometric shapes and the more fitted styles ar
present at the same time, in a transitional period.

During a transitional period both types, the geometrical and tkd fivere in use, as can be illustrated by two

Jutland garments. The Kragelund garment has a geometrical cut, where the added width is achieved by means of
breadths set into it at the middle and the middle back, and in the side seams, and a rather peitkitpening.

The contemporary garment from Moselund, on the other hand, is cut to fit with huge armholes and domed
sleeves. Further, the garment has a small, finely formed neck rounding with a short slit in front. Narrow sides

give the garment width balv. The new style that Moselund represents also found its way to Herjolfsnaes a

couple of centuries later.

@stergard 2004, p. 95

The Skjoldehamn Tunic

A body dressed in several garments and wrapped in a woollen blanket was discovered in a
bog on Andgya, Nwvay. In 1986 the blanket was radiocarbon dated to -1P80 AD. A

new radiocarbon dating carried out in 2002, placing the find att928 AD (Lgvlid2009 p.
21-22).

Thegenderspecific parts of the skeleton are missing, but the slight build of the skeleton and
lack of Y-chromosome in an DNAnalysis has led several researchers to suggest that the
deceased may be a woman (Levlid 2009, p. 20, 22). The §seuific genetienarker was

not found, but Sami identity is not only a matter of genetics (Gotherstrom, in Lavlid 2009, p.


http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#carlson
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22). Finally, there are several similarities between the decoration of the Skjoldehamn clothing
and Sami clothing (Levli@010.

The uncertain ethnicity of the deceased means that the find must be treated with caution when
using it to interpret Norse clothing. However, even if the

| /clothing should turn out to be closer to Sami fasttiam

\ fNorse, it demonstrates tailoring techniques that would have

/ been observed by the Vikings.

lllustration: Carlson 'Kyrtles/Cotes/GownsSkjoldehamn'

The tunic body is cut in a single piece, with no shoulder
seams. Like the Kragelund tunic it widengith gores in the

side and front, but ulike the Kragelund and Moselund tunics
there is no split in the front or back. The sleeves are geometric,
decreasing in width toward the wrist and have small gussets
under the arms.

-
4

Eura

Finnish finds are usually h@ good source for the reconstruction of Viking clothing, due to

the marked differences in Finnish and Norse dress of the period. However, as the pattern for
reconstructing of an underdress from gr&@eén Luistiariin Eura is popular among some
reenactors as an alternative serk pattern, knowing what was found in the grave can be helpful.

Grave 56contained a woman who had died in the early part of the 11th century.

The fabric inside the bracelets was dark bluéplaave woollen cloth. The cloth found with the brooches and
chains was greenish feghaft twill, and rather similar material but of a lighter shade was found in connection
with the spiral ornaments of the apron. So apparently there had been blue slegees,dress encircling the
trunk and a light green apron.

LehtosaleHilander 1984 p. 48

The blue tabby underneath the bracelets is likely to be sleeve fragments. Blue tabby was not
found elsewhere in the grave, indicating that the sleeves did not belong to an outer garment (if
so, it should have left traces on the outer surfaces of the jewellery or other metal artefacts). It
is possible that the green twill garment (probably a dresk}leaves constructed of a

different material, but it is more likely that the dark blue tabby belonged to sleeged
undergarment. The tabby had been dyed with indigotin, probably from woad, and had been
cut with the warp running parallel with the a(behtosaleHilander 1984, p. 481).

Interpreting the facts

That is the end of the hard evidence, and we're entering the land of interpretations. From the
archaeological material it seems that only small fragments of serks have been found. This
means that when we want to reconstruct the garment we must combaneltheological

evidence for serks with the evidence we have for similar garments, and with other (and less
reliable) sources, like poetry or illustrations.
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Neckline

20 of the 52 Birkayraves containing fragments of the serk also held small round brooches. In
nine of the graves, fragments of the serk were still attached to the round brooch, and in the
case of grave 554644, 762 and60 Athese fragments had narrow (4 mm wide) folded edges,
evidence for some form of a keyhole neckline. Furthermore, in Gi@&yethere were

identical fabric on the oval broochasdthe round brooch, showing that whatever was
attached to the round brooch was the serk (Hagg 1974, p. 14, 19).

In Birka graves that do not contain oval brooches (where the deceased probablyngidmot

the smokkr), the position of the round brooch varies, with the majority being placed on the
centre of the chest. However, when oval brooches are present, the little round brooch is
usually (75% of the time) found beneath the chin. This indicateasitpmned to a garment

worn beneaththe dress suspended by the oval brooches, namely the serk, and needed to be
placed high on the chest to avoid being hidden by the front of the smokkr (Hagg 1974, p. 19).

The brooch being placed beneath the chin indécateeckline that probably ran close to the
throat. Furthermore, the lower placement of the brooch in the absence of the smokkr may
indicate that the slit was relatively long (Hagg 1974, p. 22). This would e.g. have allowed for
easy access when breast fegca child.

Evidence for serks with a keyhole neckline is also present at Haithabu {(§&\1€60

where a small brooch held the serk closed at the throat (Hagg 1991, p. 178 skalat

where the pleated serk had a slit in the front of the opening (Zubkova et. al. 2010 p. 297). It is
possible that some of the pleated serks at Birka (assumed by Hagg 1974, p. 36 to have been
imported from Kiev) had a similar neckline as the Pskov serk, but as no large fragments from
the front of these serks have been preserved it cannot be determined for certain.

The keyhole neckline is, however, unlikely to have been the only type of openisg for

the serk. Roughly 30% of the 163 female skeleton graves from Birka contained the small
round brooch (Hagg 1974, p. 19). Also at Haithabu, graves with a third brooch beneath the
chin was less common than those without (Hagg 1991, p. 227). Probasti\serks were no
more dependent on a slit and brooch than later medieval tunics, with their variation of neck
holes Hagg (1974 p. 286). Instead, they may have had triangular or rounded necklines large
enough to allow the head to pass through (sindldheHaithabuandSkjoldehamrtunics), or
closed with linen ties (as exemplified by tdorg shirt) that usually would have left no
evidence in the graves.

Gores

Little is known about the shape of the serk, due to only small fragments being preserved.
There is, for example,anserk fragments being identified as gores.

However, it is likely that the serk used many of the same construction elements as the tunics
and dresses. Gores have been used in the Kragelund, Moselund and Skjoldehamn tunics, and
fragmentH55A from Haithabu harbor, to widen the lower part of the garments. Most of the
gores in these finds start at the waist, but the Moselund tunic also have a couptengthll

gores starting at the shouldersislbasic tunic construction also survives in underdresses in
Swedish folk costumes, leading Hagg (1974 p23%to suggest that the Birka serk used

gores to widen the garment.
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lllustration: Liber Vitae in the British Library, found at Wikimedia Common:

Ewing (2006 p. 80B0) proposes an alternative interpretation, cg S o
the shirt found in Bernuthsfeld, Germany, from the start of the e ( )
Viking Age, and the Viborg shirt from Denmark dating to the e@e E4c (e /
of the period, both tight and without gores. He suggestsgores [T+ .
may have been a European invention that was not used by th e
Vikings, and that the finds from Haithabu is a mix of Europear A
Norse clothing, which may explain the gores found there. He .
further theorizes that the wide tunic shown in e.g. thistitation o
above of the Danish King Knut in the Winchesdt#er Vitaecoulc L DN A 4
have been made as a tpart construction with pleated skirts se e 3
to the upper part of the tunics at the waist.

In my opinion, the Kragelund, Moselund and Skjoldehammics, | :

whereof two were found in central Denmark, provide proof that gores were also used by the
Norse. Of course, this does not conclusively prove that they were used in the serk, but it is a
reasonable assumption unless new evidence surfaces.

Sleeves

The best evidence for the serk as a Islegved garment comes from Pskov, with its silk cuffs
sewn to the linen sleeves (Zubkova et. al. 2010). It is of course possible that the Pskov serk is
influenced by Slavic clothing tradition instead of Norse, lilioagh it is scarce, evidence for
long-sleeved serks are also found within Scandinavia.

In four graves at Birka901, 980, 1062and1159 a metal artefact (scissors or key) have
ended up alongside the arm in the grave, preserving fragments from a péztsigeve.
Gravel062contains the fragments that are most likely to originate from a sleeve, and the
pleating in this case appears to have been perpendicular to the arm.

Finally, graveC27997 Cat Kaupang have a black crust fragment (from deteriorated vegetable
fibres) with an impression of a bracelet worn by the deceased.

All of the preserved sleeve fragments from Birka are pleated. It is unknown whether this was
also the case for theerk sleeves at Pskov and Kaupang, given that all that is left is of the
linen is a black crust. The Pskov serk appears to have been pleated or gathered towards the
neck, but we do not know if these pleats extended further. The predominance of pleated line
in the preserved serk fragments may be coincidence, given the extremely small sample size,
or may be due to pleated linen being easier to distinguish and thus easier to identify as
belonging to a serk (Hagg 1974, p. 22). A third alternative, raised bygH2006, p. 567)

is that long sleeves were only used in conjunction with pleated serks.

Ewing turns to the descriptions in the poem Rigspula, noting that thestaigis woman,
Modir is described as having a bldged serkwith pleated sleeves

...bu the lady of the house was thinking of her arms, smoothing the linen, pleating the sleeves. A bulging faldr, a
clasp was on her breast, a full sleedr, a4olyed sark...
- Translation: Ewing 2006, p. 41
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In the case of Amma, the wife of a free farnteg poem does not explicitly mention a serk
(although it uses the term "cloth at her neck").

Sat par kona... sveigr var a hofoi, smokkr var a bringu, dikr var & halsi, dvergar a 6xlum.
- Rigspula

There sat a woman... a svewgas on her head, a 'smock' on her chest, a cloth was at her neck, 'dwarf' brooches at
her shoulders.
- Translation: Ewing 2006, p. 37

...en hiskona hugadi at 5rmum, strauk of ripti, sterti ermar. Keisti fald, kinga var a bringu, sidar stsdur
blafaan...
- Rigspula

While Modir is explicitly described as having sleeves, the slave girl in the poem has tanned
(and therefore bare) arms. No mention is made of either sleeves or arms in regard to Amma.

Although Ewing cautions against reading too much into the brief phrases of the poem, he
argues that it is possible that Amma is wearing a large neck cloth instead of a serk. Or that if
she is wearing a serk, then it may have contrasted with Modir's lap$le@ace of pleats and

long sleeves (Ewing 2006, p. 56).

While Ewing's theory is interesting, it is very Birkantric. Except for a single find (grave
5/1964in Haithabu), the pleated serk has not been found in Scandinavia outside of Birka.
Thus, there is0 reason to believe that the absence of a garment, worn by a small group of
women in Sweden, would have signaled a lower social status in the rest of Scandinavia, or
that Norse women in Norway and Denmark did not wear sleeves because their serks were
mace of plain linen.

The archaeological evidence provides no clues regarding the construction pattern of long serk
sleeves. However, inspiration may be taken from the geometric tunic sleeves of e.g. Viborg,
Kragelund, and Skjoldehamn, and the more fittedv@s from Haithabu harbour (fragment

H57) and Moselund.

Examples of variations in the reconstructions of serk sleeves

74
P

"Blouse sleeve" reconstruction, "Straight sleeve" reconstruction,
Historical museum in OsldNorway museum at Trelleborg, Denmark
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Shape of the serk

The fragments that are left of the serk are too small to provide us with a conclusive picture of
the whole garment. What the archaeological evidence can tell us is that it reached at least to
the hip and had various necklines. There is also evidenceetmes and gores, although not

all experts agree on their interpretation.

The Birka material

There were two serk types in use at Birka; one made of plain linen and one that was pleated.
While the plain serk was in use throughout the whole period, theeglsatk became more
popular during the 10th century (Hagg 1974, p. 36).

| enstaka 80Qalsgravar finns rester av den goffrerade sarken. {t83gravama blir den betydligt vanligare och
forekommer lika ofta som den sléta sarken.
Hagg 1974, p. 36

The "sainding pleats" of the pleated serk does not appear in earlier clothing from the Nordic
area, nor does it appear to have influenced the clothing that came after, as one would expect if
it had been woven, cut and sewn, or pleated, locally. However, thinglesthnique is

prevalent in the Slavic clothing tradition, indicating that the pleated serks may have been
imported as finished garments to Birka, probably as part of the Norse travels and trading

along Dnjepr and Dnjestr. It is worth noting that theap#e serks is at its most popular in the

10th century, at the same time as there is increasing evidence of Norse presence in the area
around Kiev (Hagg 1974, p. 32, 36).

Att en goffrerad sark férekommer i Birka utan kanda forstadier pa nordisk markascforttevande traditioner

i senare tiders allmogedrakt tyder p&, att den under en mycket begransad tid, pa ena eller andra séattet, hamtats
utifrén. Ettersom den goffrerade sarken inte heller satt ndgra spar pa andra hall i det vasteuropeiske
folkdraktmateialet, torde den héra hemma inom en annan kulturkrets, alltsa rimligen den Gsteuropeiska. Det
forefaller ganske sannolikt, att inte bara den frammande tekniken utan &ven snitt och detaljutformning, m.a.o.
hela sarken i fardigt skick, importerats fran sigdslaviska omradet. Denna import bor sattas i samband med
vikingarnas farder dsteoch sdderut langs Dnjepr och Dnjestr framfér allt, eftersom dessa fardleder skar igenom
sjalva karnomradet for den sydslaviska goffrerade sarken. Det ar sldande afffrdeadposarken framfor allt
forekommer i kvinnogravar fran 9@alet, da det nordiska inslaget var sarskilt starkt i Kievomradet <...>

Hagg 1974, p. 32

There has been more discussion regarding the origin of the plain serk. Hagg (1974, p. 36)
believes thawhile the linen probably was imported, the serks were cut and made in Birka
according to local clothing tradition. Geijer (1983, p. 89) disagrees, suggesting that the plain
serks are simply pleated serks that have lost their pleating due to washing, fibwvgever,
disputed by Hagg (1983, p. 205), who notes that the clear chronology to the fashion in serks
confirm that the plain and pleated serks were two different types of garments. Otherwise, the
increasing popularity of the pleated serk in the 1etitury would indicate that people

stopped washing their serks after 900, something that is unlikely to have happened.

This surmise tallies perfectly with a recent suggestion by Inga Hégged on ethnological material from

Slovakian territory to the effect that the pleated shirts worn by the women of Birka were imported from Kiev.

My only objection to this suggestias that all the linen remainraot only the pleated onesvere probably

imported in the same condition, pleated and ready to wear, and that in the cases where the fabric is smooth, the
garment may simply have been washed or exposed to rain, therelgyitsgfeating.

Geijer 1983, p. 89



Spar av den slata sarken finns huvudsakligen i de aldre gravarna och av den goffrerade i de yrresp (800
900-talet). Att de tva sarkarna kan skiljas at kronologiskt bekréfter, att det maste réra sigadikettgper och
inte, som ocksa havdats om en och samma mgmligen den goffrerade <...> Om ett sddant antagande

verkligen stimde maste man ju dra slutsatsen, att goffrerade sérkar, eller "rynckveckade", for att anvanda en
term denna forfattare numer@édrar, inte langre tvattades efter ca 900!
Hagg 1983, p. 205

The plain serk

The numerous small brooches beneath the chin confirm that the keyhole neckline (running
close to the throat) was usual in the plain Birka serk. Furthermore, examination c#ritagm
of the serk inside the oval brooches reveal that their thread direction runs along the
longitudinal axis of the brooches, indicating that the serk was cut on the grain and flowed
from the shoulders towards the bottom. The amount of folds that agmesosme of the

scissors indicates that the serk had some width (Hagg 1974, p. 22, 25).

JE —r—T ~1In several instances, identical serk linen is found on brooches on
| | L " the upper part of the body, and on scissors or other metal artefacts
L Y YL on the lower part of the body. From this we may conclude that the
R serk wasot constructed along the principle of latet-part
— — shirts, where the upper (visible) part is made of finely woven
| ! linen, and the lower part (hidden beneath other clothing) is made
i| } of a coarser linen.
e __t__...J lllustration: Hagg 1974, p. 21. Example of a tpart serk from Estonia
Instead, it is likelyhat the serk body was cut from a sing T

piece. Hagg (1974, p. ZZ6) proposes a construction patt .
based on a serk and shirt from a Swedish folk costume |
is believed to have preserved the pattern used during tf |
medieval period. This serk has a bauy in a single piece, ".||
without shoulder seams, widened with gores and gusse \
and with long sleeves. The pattern follows the same

principle as the Kragelund and Skjoldehamn tunics, S
although these were not dated to the Viking Age at the |_ \
Hagg was workig with the Birka material.

Illustration: Hagg 1974, p. 24, example of a gpiece serk from SR —.—!\ L \
Vingaker

I |
Tradriktningen tycks overalt vara likartad och relativt enhetlig 6ver || '
spannenas hela baksida. Vavriktningen har uppenbarligen foljt kro,
langdriktning. P& den del av framstycket, som tackts av spannbuck
sneddar tradriktningen nagot, troligen till foljd av tygets sluttande f
Over axlarna. Att doma dels av veckbildningen, dels av det mycket
veckrika linnet pa en del saxar, bor sarken ha hafieeiska generos L
vidd.
Hagg 1974, p. 22

Av sprundspénnen och sprundfragment framgar, att sarken atminstone i ett stort antal fall haft sprund, och detta i
sin tur medger slutsatsen, att plagget natt upp under hakan. Vavriktning odtogdinerester under
spannbucklor och pa saxar i gravarna visar, att tyget fallit fritt och ledigt 6ver axlarna i stort sett i vavens
langdriktning som péa en helskuren sark. Plagget har natt ned atminstone til hoften, troligen betydligt langre.
Nagra gager har det kunnat konstateras att linnet varit detsamma i sarkens évra och nedre partier, vilket



innebar, att det rort sig om ett helskuret plagg, inte om sark av 6verdelstyp. Belagg for langa armar saknas, men
det behdver inte innebara nagot negativibedrmfragan.
Hagg 1974, p. 25

The pleated serk

Like the plain serk, there is evidence that the keyhole necklines (closed with a brooch) also
was usual in the pleated serks, and that it reached at least to the hips.

Given that the pleated serk was pably imported as a finished garment, the interpretation of

the garment should be based on what is known about the shape and construction of serks in
the south Slavic area. Unfortunately, there appears to have been two different types of serks in
use at theéime. The early version of both types is pictured on the Trajan monument in
Adamklissi, Romania (Hagg 1974, p.-33).

"Faltenkleid" type: pleats run towards the
shoulders. Pleats on the sleeve are perpendicu
to the arm.

Dacian-Slavic type: pleats gathered towards the neck.
Pleats on the sleeves run parallel to the arm.

Returning to the Birka evidence, it is clear from the fragments left on the oval brooches that
the pleats ran lengthwise, in parallel with the bropich and then bent towards one side of

the brooch. However, as it was not documented which brooch was on each side of the body,
they cannot be used to determine whether the pleats were collected towards the neck opening
(as in the Daciatslavic type), outwards over the shoulders (as in the Faltenkleid) or if both

serk types were present at Birka (Hagg 1974, 82 &35).

There is a sleeve fragment with pleats that might have been running perpendicular to the arm
found attached to a scissor in Birka grd@2 possibly indicating a Faltenkleid serk, while

the serk found @skovappears to have been of the Daesdavic type. However, these finds

are too few to provide a conclusive answer.

Nor does the pictorial evidence settle the question conclusively. Figurines of valkyries and
other female entities in Viking art are by theature difficult to interpret. Their significance


http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#1062
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is lost to time, and we do not know if the clothes they are wearing resemble the everyday
clothing worn by the Norse, or even if all of them are meant to represent women.

Kopinge (left) and Grodige (right) Sweden,  Revninge, Fyn, Galgebakken, Denma

Gabriel Hildebrand, SH Denmark (Natmu3
(possibly a man
(Archaeology

Some of the figurines appear to have pleats running toward the throat, while others have
sleeves with perpendicular pleating. Furthermore, it is unclear whether these garments are
serks, or dresses. The question of what type of serk was prevalent anBgktnerefore be

left open.

An alternative interpretation

A radically different interpretation of the plain and pleated serks is suggested by Ewing (2006,
p. 5657) using contemporary literary sources.

He proposes that the serk could be a garrsiemtar
to the nursing robes illustrated in the niamtury
Italian 'Augsburg Gospel book'. These garments ¢
loose robes that are open in front to below the bre
and have no sleeves (although they are full enouc
cover the upper arms).

lllustration: Ewing 2006, p 57

S
A pleated uppeclass version of this garment would| [>~—<=,
have a reduced fullness, making it necessary to add
sleeves. The plain lowalass version would give a semblance of4sédkeves, giving more
protection against the sun and weathean was afforded a slave, while still not being proper

sleeves as worn by Modir in Rigspula (Ewing 2006, p. 56).

While this would explain why the few sleeve fragments at Birka are pleated, it is as
mentioned above a very Birlaentric theory. The looseaursing robes in the gospel are

unsuited for being worn under other garments, especially e.g. the shaped dresses and tunics
from Haithabu. Nor do the theory account for the pleated serks probably being an imported
garment, and thus belonging to a differelothing tradition than the plain serks used in Birka
and the rest of the Nordic area.
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The Haithabu material

Despite the rather large linen fragmer881 AK) preserved fronthe settlement, the

Haithabu finds give little information about the shape of the serk. There is evidence of
keyhole necklines (e.g. gral&8/1960), although most graves did not contain a small brooch
near the throat, indicating a different type of neckline. There is also a single find of a pleated
serk (graveb/1964, but the fragmentare so tiny that they give even less information than the
Birka material in regards to the shape of this serk type.

, It is however, likely that the plain Haithabu serk was created along a
2 " similar construction pattern as the tunics and dresses, wheeeefdte
Lol 1) several preserved fragments. Some of these garments had wide, rounded

" necklines (fragmerti72C andH73), others (fragmerti18) show a more
v-shaped opening. They had shoulder seams connecting the front and
back of the garment, sharply curved armhol€s2C andH73) and fitted
sleeves (fragmerii57). The lower part of a tuni¢d55A) also

~ demonstrate the use of side, frontal and/or back gores to widen the

circumference of the garment.

While the Haitlabu serk probably had shoulder seams and fitted sleeves, we don't know how
many pieces went into the construction of the body of the garment.

It may, like the tunics thai55A andH18belonged to, have been constructed as an upper part
joined to a lower skirt by a seam along the waist (1). Additionally, there might have been a
seam (2) running vertically down the middle of the front and back, as was also possibly the
case foH55A andH18. However, given the current evidence, it is equally likely that it was
cut as two fairly simple, large pieces, joined at the shoulders and fitted around the arms.
Given that it was an undergarment, it may have had only side gores, instead of gares in th
sides, front and back.

The Pskov material

Although the oval brooches and smokkr was not the only garment worn by Viking women, it
is believed to have been a unique Scandinavian garment, not worn by other cultures. Thus,
whenever oval brooches are foutttky are interpreted as signifying the Scandinavianness of

the wearer, in addition to her social class and position (B&sich p. 9597).

In the diaspora, it is assumed that they signify the Scandinavianness, or at least a Scandinavian affiliation, of the
wearer, particularly in those contexts, such as England or Russia, where there were also indigenous inhabitants
from whom the wearer miglmiave wished to distinguish herself.

Jesch 2015, p. 967

Thus, while the clothing stored with the brooches may have beerl® I
influenced by local fashion, it is likely to have had some Norse k
characteristics. As shown by the neckline fragment, the Pskov s¢

was pleated around the neck. The pleats may have run fdaver,

similar to the Birka serks, but as only part of the neckline survive

this cannot be determined. The serk had long sleeves ending in :

cuffs. It may have had silk trim along the bottom. '

lllustration: Zubkova et. al. 2010, p. 298 (modified towtonly the serk)


http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#ev-haithabu-settlement
http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#188
http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#5-1964
http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#H72C
http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#H73
http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#H18
http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#H57
http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#H55A
http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#jesch

Unfortunately, aside from the neckline and sleeves there is no archaeological evidence for the
shape of the Pskov serk. Zubkova et. al. (2010 p. 298) has sketched it as a basic, wide,
garment, based on the shape of later Russian ghitthas not added seams or information

about the cut of the garment.

The Eura material

The only thing left of the underdressgrave 56was a few fragments of the sleeves. The
evidence indiates that the sleeves were narrow at the wrists, widening slightly upwards, and
were long, extending outside the bracelets on the hands. As there were no fragments left of
the body of the undergarment, the shape and pattern of the dress remain unknown.

LehtosaleHilander (1984, p. 51) suggests that the underdress

may have been constructed along the same logic as a much

earlier garment, a leather tunic from a Danish Iron Age bog

: find. Using this she constructs a pattern that permits the

. sleeves to be cyttarallel with the warp (as in the find), and
where very little material is wasted.

lllustration: LehtosaleHilander 1984, p. 50

The sleeves extend to the neck so that there are no seams on
B the shoulders, and the body part is formed of a front, a back
and two long side gores, extending to the wrists. The pattern
can be laid out so that no fabric is wasted, and that the selvedgeg anthe end of the
sleeves and the hem (Lehtos&lbander 1984, p. 51).

Although the proposed pattern does not conflict with the evidence in grave 56, it is mostly
built on speculation. This is a natural consequence of the tiny amount of evideralel@wai

the grave and in similar graves. However, it means that the interpretation is not a good source
for the Norse serk, especially given that the jewellery and preserved fabrics in grave 56 show
that the other garments worn by the deceased womamweate according to a clothing

tradition that differs significantly from the Norse.

Some thoughts on the length of the serk

The length of the serk cannot be determined solely from archaeological evidence. The metal
artefacts preserving fabric are placedtom upper part of the body, and the furthest down that
serk fragments have been found are on scissors lying at the hip 1§fateBirka). Some
fragments that might be from the bottom of anraw@c 6A and6B) were recovered from
Haithabuharbour However, as stray finds their identification is uncertain, and furthermore
give little information regarding the lengthwhatever garment they belonged to.

Turning to the pictorial evidence, most of the figurines and picture stones are hard to interpret
regarding what they are wearing, and whether it was meant to resemble clothing worn by
living persons of the time.

One depiction of what might be a serk is the carving on a rune stone in Hunnestad, Sweden,
that shows the Jotun Hyrrokin riding a wolf with snakes for reins, on her way to the funeral of
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Balder. She is wearing a simple garment with a keyhole necklineavathg slit, and long,
narrow sleeves. The garment stops above her knees.

lllustration: Picture stone from Hunnestadikipedig.

It is possible that Hyrrokin's serk (if that is whaiit
is drawn as extra short to demonstrate the indece
a Jotun. However, it may still reflect something tha
was worn in everyday life. Possibly a short serk
(although perhaps slightly longer) was suitable for
slaves or used as wadtothes for the e farmers
(Ewing 2006, p. 43).

Although one should be very careful applying our =

modern day "common sense" to dress codes from{
past, the temperatures in Scandinavia means that| =
unlikely that all serks were short as the one worn k=
Hyrrokin. s

¥ s e =
Thefragmentary figure of a woman on a picture stone from Labro Stora Hammars in Gotland,
may present a more representative picture of serks worn as part of finery. She appears to be
wearing a short overdress and a possible long pleated serk. Her serk reggmhints
identified as 'backcloths' on other woman figures (e.g. the picture stone from Alskog and the
metal figurine from Tuna), raising the possibility that these also represent pleated serks.

Picture stone from Alskog Silver figurine from Tuna,  Picture stone from L&bro, Sweddtieated
Gotland. Woman with forecloth Sweden, possibly wearing a serk (Ewing 2006, p. 37)

and possibly a pleated backclot suspended dress and a

or serk. pleated backcloth or serk.
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What material was used?

The numerous graves with archaeological evidence for the serk, BitckeafHagg 1974),
Haithabu(Hagg 1991)Pskov(Zubkova et. al. 2010Hyrt ( L u k e g o K@strup0 1 1) ,
(Rasmussen & Lagnborg 1993), afsdwick-le-street(Speed & Walton Rogers 2003), all

contain serk fragments identified as linen tabby. Unfortunately, while fibres franakni

(wool, fur and hair) can easily be distinguished from plant fibres in general, it is very difficult
to distinguish between different plant fibres like e.g. flax and hemp (Skoglund2813|p.

2). This is why Geijer (1983, p. 87) chose to use the term Flax/Hemp for all the plant fibre
textiles from Birka.

It was the difficulty involved in firmly distinguishing between the two bast species that led me to employ the
cryptic designation FH (Flax/Hemp) in the original classification. Such finds were made in abofittorty
graves.

Geijer 1983, p. 87

According to Skoglund et. al. (2013, p. 2), fragments made of plant fibres have often been
identified as flax purely based on examinations with standard, white light, compound

microscopy, something that is not enough to secure a propeficin. The tests required

to distinguish between flax and other plant fibres are, however, destructive and thus cannot be
used routinely on all finds (Lukegov§ et. al

There is evidence for both flax and hemp being grown in Scandinavia dugingkihg Age,
although there is not conclusive proof that they were used for textile production instead of
food or oil. Both fibres have also been found in fine textiles from Viking Age Scandinavia
(Skoglund et. al. 2013 p-4). However, an analysis of/& serk finds from Western Norway,
identifies all of them as being made of linen (flax). It is possible that this indicates a
preference for using linen instead of hemp in serks, or that it is a reflection of what was
available in the0ladp.e8). (Lukegovsg et. al

Nine samples were identified as fldxrum usitatissimum ).. One sample could only be identified as bast fibre.

A recent investigation has shown that hemp has been used for fine textile production in Viking Age Scandinavia
(Skoglund etl., 2013). The finds that we have examined stem largely from rich graves. Our results suggest that
the preferred material for plant fibre clothes and accessories of high ranked people in Merovingian Period and
Viking Age Western Norway is likely to haveén flax. Hemp fibres can be as fine as flax fibres (Catling,

Grayson, 1982; Wiilfert, 1999), so fibre quality alone cannot explain this. The reasons may be related to material
availability and local tradition. A full explanation will require a systemati@stigation of all Merovingian

Period and Viking Age textile finds preserved in Scandinavia.

Lukegovg8 et. al. 2017, p. 284

One point to keep in mind is that all of the clearly identified serk fragments have been found
together with oval brooches, a foohjewellery that is believed to have been worn by the

social stratum of prosperous farmers (Lgnborg 1999, p. 267, Jesch 2015, p. 97). It is possible
that the less prosperous would have worn undergarments of wool instead of plant fibres (Hagg
1996, p. 13).

Ocksa bondhustruns hangselkjol var oftast av ylle i diamantkypert eller ripsartad tuskaftsvav medldrand
prydnadssnodd langs sommar och fallkarfersark eller undertunika bars under hangselkjolen. Den kunde vara
bade av fint ylle och av linne iiskaftsbindning.

Hagg 1996, p. 13

At the same time, an edict of Diocletian from the late Roman period lists coarse linen as
cheaper than fine wool, leading Ewing (2006, p. 13) to argue that common farmers, and even
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slaves, could have been using coarsenlinndergarments. The lack of evidence from graves
of the lower social strata, due to few or no metal artefacts that preserve textiles, means that
there is no conclusive archaeological evidence for either theory.

Ewing (2006, p. 13) also mentions that pledrom Gotland and western Norway might have

used less linen than the rest of Scandinavia, as the elesamtilry writer Adam of Bremen

remarks that the Norwegians rely upon their flocks for their clothing. This is however, not

reflected by the archaeagjical evidence in regard to serks. The serk fragments preserved

along with the oval brooches in several graves from western Norway are all made of plant
fibres (I ngstad 1999, Lukegovs§ 2015, Lukegov

Dyes and other decoration

Most Viking Age textiles are different shades of brown when they are found. Chemical
analysis is necessary to detect whether a fragment is dyed, and if so, determine what dye has
been used. This procedure is used sparingly, as it is costly and destroys a tiny part of th
textile. There is thus no systematic analysis mapping the frequency of dye appearing in
Viking Age textiles.

What we know is that unlike wool, plant fibres like flax or hemp, are difficult to dye with
most plant dyes and the colour fades quickly. Theeption is woad (or indigo), a dye that do
not penetrate the fibres, but paints their surface blue.

It is thus not surprising that most serk fragments appears to have been left undyed. There is a

red serk fragment in grav&2 at Birka, but it has not been conclusively determined whether

the colour is the result of dyeing or discoloration by metal salts from the nearby brooch (Hagg
1974, p. 16). The rest of the dyserk fragments; grav@A at Birka (Hagg 1974, p. 14), the

Pskovfind (Zubkova et. al. 2010, p. 297), and gr&d4864at Hyrt (Lukegov§g§ 2C¢C
are blue. The two serks made from checkered linen also have a blue background, divided into
checks by a single thread of a different colour (white in ga¥&£963 red in gravel59/1960

Hagg 1991, p. 212).

Dyed linen would probably have signaled wealth and status. The poem Rigdpulze story

of the god Rig's visit to mankind, describing three couples belonging to distinct social groups;
thralls, free farmers, and a highatus couple. Rigspula likely presents a simplified view of a
more nuanced social stratification, but ist8l interesing that it is the higbtatus woman

(Moair) that is explicitly mentioned wearing a blue serk (Ewing 2006, p. 41).

The blue linen serk at Pskov had been even further decorated with silk cuffs and silk strips
that may have been sewn along blettom hem (Zubkova et. al. 2010 p. 292, 294). It is,
however, the only known example of a serk decorated in this manner.

My interpretation

When talking about reconstructions people mean different things. Is it a reconstruction only if
the same measurentsrhave been used, or can you adapt it to fit your own body better? What
about using different fabric? Or a different dye? Must it be worn and torn in the same places

as the original to be a proper reconstruction? Use the same stitches? Of coursecavhes it
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to the serk, the fragments are so small, that no matter which stance one takes, getting from the
evidence to a wearable garment will involve a lot of guesswork.

All the practical issues aside, there is a larger one concerning how we reenactassoaynd h
nerds look as a group. If we all strive to our outmost to only copy exactly what is found, we
will each of us be as historically correct as possible. Put us together however, and we will
give the impression that the Vikings all wore uniforms. Wit in mind, | study the

evidence in order to understand the range of alternatives | have to play with, and then create
my own garments inspired by the finds.

Based on the archaeological evidence | have chosen to use undyed linen tabby for almost all
my srks. Some are of fine machine woven linen, that matches the thread count of some of the
finer linen fabrics from the Viking Age, others of a coarser (but handwoven) linen. The single
exception to the linen serks is a thin undyed woollen serk that | wehe anmost layer at

winter events. Also, after several years of trying to get mud out of the bottom of my serks, all
of them have been cut to a length that reaches to my-bokkes or right above them.

A serk inspired by the Birka evidence

Ewing (2006, p. 5&7) raises an interesting argument for wide robes without gores and
sleeves. However, | believe that it rests too much on pictorial evidence and too little on
archaeological finds. The cut of the Kragelund, Moselund and Skjoldehams shioi that

gores were used by the Norse. It is reasonable to assume that they were also used in the serk,
although the preserved serk fragments are too small to prove it.

Although Swedish folk costumes may be a less reliable source
to medieval patternthan Hagg (1974, p. 245) presupposes,
the pattern she chooses for the Birka serk is in principle the
same as used for the Skjoldehamn and Kragelund tunics.
Furthermore, it fits the limited archaeological evidence of
serks from Birka; the upper and lowmart of the serk is made
_ from the same type of linen, the grain of the fabric ends up
D parallel to the length of the body, and there are long sleeves.

| have chosen to follow the basic, geometric type of pattern,
suggested by Hagg (1974, p. 25), cutting Itledy as a single
piece without shoulder seams and with straight armholes. As it
is an undergarment, | use only side gores, but the total number
. of triangles that make up the side gores vary between two and

' - four, depending on the layout | choose in eaaedo reduce
waste.

Shape of sleeved’/ery little is known of the shape of the sleeves. | decided on relatively
narrow sleeves, as depicted be picture stone from Hunnestad. When creating the pattern, |
decided to build on extant tunic sleev€soosing between the tunics without shoulder seams
or fitted sleeves, | decided to avoid the Skjoldehamn tunic (as it might be of Sami origin) and
chosethe sleeve from the Viborg tunic over the Kragelund tunic purely for aesthetic reasons.

Neckline: | chose a keyhole neckline, with narrow folded edges, whose use appears to have
been well established at Birka. Out of the 52 graves where Hagg (1974} sqrér



fragments, 20 contain a small round brooch that probably was used to close the slit of such a
neckline.

As mentioned above, the placement
the round brooch on the centtthe
chest (when there are no oval
brooches) may indicate that the slit i
the keyhole neckline was relatively
long. | have made both a serk with &
relatively short slit in the keyhole
neckline, for everyday wear, and on
with a longer slit, for breaseéding.

When wearing a smokkr together wi
the serk with a long keyhole slit (clos
with a brooch at the throat), the smo
covered the openingufficiently to
keep me warm and preserve my
modesty. Whenever | needed to feed the baby, | just sat down, opened the oval brooches and
pulled the smokkr down towards my stomach so that | could get at the opening in the serk.

The long slit in the serk cadre closed with a brooch at the centre when not wearing a smokkr,
although, it isn't quite closed enough for me to feel entirely comfortable (but then again, |
have modern sensibilities to nudity). When the kids grew, | simply sewed the slit closed.

A serk inspired by the Haithabu evidence

While the linen serk fragments from Itt@abu give little information about the construction of
this garment, much can be gleaned from the woollen tunic fragments.

A = Using fragmenH72C andH73 from the harbour as a point of
! 7 departure, | decided to make a serk with shoulder seams,
' curved armholg, and an upper part shaped somewhat to my

! body.
)
.____J_"' —____Ithen had to choose whether | wanted to construct the body of
[ / ___f the serk with a vertical seam running down the middle of the

fﬁ‘_‘h )/ kf;/fj: front and back. Fragme#rt72C andH73 is torn here, and it
cannot be determined whether it is because there originally

was a seam, or the fabric has simply been torn. Alternatively,

there could have been a seam at the waist, as with fragment

H55A. As the evidence is inconclusive, and furtherenthe

serk is an undergarment, | chose the simplest pattern, where

the body of the serk is made from two pieces, plus side gores.

Shape of sleeved:made one serk where | used the same cut as the sleeve fragsiént (

from Haithabu harbour, includingitting the sleeve as two pieces instead of one. This proved
to be challenging, as it is somewhat unlike a modern sleeve, but | finally managed to get the
shape right.



| chose to place the sleeves so that the small sleeve piece runs along the outsidergf my
where it could have been placed as a patch on a sleeve that had been worn through at the
elbow. However, it is uncertain from the evidence if the small sleeve piece was a patch, or if it
was constructed as part of the sleeve from the start. The chiftarence between the two

pieces that was found indicate the former, while the fact that all seams have been sewn with
similar thread indicate the latter.

The serk is an undergarment and may have been partly shielded from wear and tear by a dress
or tunic. Therefore, | have also chosen to make a Haithabu serk with a simplified sleeve made
from one piece instead of two.

Neckline: Using fragmentH72C andH73 as a point of departure | chose a rounded neckline.
A keyhole neckline is also possible, giveer #vidence, but | wanted to emphasize the
difference between Birka, where the keyhole neckline was usual, and Haithabu where it
appears to have been less in use.

Other reconstruction patterns

As demonstrated by the extant tunics, there is a wealth abj@osariations over the two
basic patterns used for the plain Birka and Haithabu serks. Two such variations are suggested
by PriestDorman

(leftmost) has a front and bac H1_ : ..-'F .

panel cut in one piece, but m
have different necklines. . ] _
Trianguar gores are added fc— T TN . P
additional width in the skirt J e ' !
area. Sleeves may taper l ) L T _
towards the wrist as shown ir Bl 5 | }\ f
'\\ i

The basic Birka serk pattern ] P |_ - -
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the drawing, be formed as a N / |
straight rectangle with no /'t O\ e PN T
tapering, or have a more “ P L

complex (but still geometric) pattern as e.g. the Kragelund
sleeves.

Illustration: PriestDorman

The Haithabu serk differs from the Birka serk mainly by having rounded armholes for fitted
sleeves and twpiece body construction with shoulder seams. This pattern uses a simplified
version of the sleeves, and have a roundszkline. Gores are used to widen the garment
toward the bottom.

Stepby-step instructions for the basic geometric tunic or dress are providdddyyie Forest
andCynthia Virtue Both can be used as a departure point for a Birka type serk or Haithabu
serk.


http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#dorman
http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#forest
http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#virtue
http://www.cs.vassar.edu/~capriest/viktunic.html
http://www.cs.vassar.edu/~capriest/viktunic.html

The pleated tunic

There are several reconstructions the pleated serk, with different interpretations of the existing
evidence.

The DaciarSlavic dresses considered t
be a potential origin of the Birka serks |
Hagg are first reconstructed by Floresc
(1965, referred itHagg 1974, p. 34).

His reconstruction (leftmost) suggests ¢
simple rectangular, dress body, that is
gathered towards the neck. The sleeve
sewn to the body along part of their

length, and gores provide added width.

Illustration: Hagg 1974, p. 34 (leftmost), Rushwortt030p. 5 (rightmost)

Rushworth 2005 p. 5) proposes a variation (rightmost) of Florespattern, suggesting that
the longer sleeves of e.g. Birka would have needed gussets under the arm to function

properly.

The reconstruction dflistoriska vérldacombines elements seen in the
DacianSlavic serk (pleats running along the arm) with elements seen in the
Faltenkleid (pleats running towards the shoulders).

Illustration: Historiska varldar

Their reonstruction consists of seven pieces that are sewn together and
pleated. To achieve the pleating small stitches are sewn horizontally through
the fabric and pulled tight. The garment is then soaked in hot water and
dried, before the stitches are removeldey have added an extra piece over
the shoulders, to make the garment hang better, but state that there is no
archaeological evidence for such an inner layer.

A very different approach is chosen gra Heil Jenseider
reconstruction is inspired by an Egyptian linen serk (3400
3100 BC), leading her to only pleat theper (visible) part of
the serk.

Photograph:Archaeology Egyptian dress

The pleated part of Heil Jensen's reconstruction follows the
same logic as the Faltenkleid. The pleats are running towards
the shoulders, and the sleeves have pleats running across the
arm instead of along it, conforming to the sleeve fragment
found in grae 1062at Birka (Hagg 1974, p. 17). No traces of

a pleated piece sewn to a plain piece have been found within
the oval brooches at Birka. However, the preserved fragments


http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#rushworth
http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#historiska
http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#heil-jensen
http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#archaeology-mag
http://urd.priv.no/viking/serk.html#1062
http://www.alternaliv.se/histvarld/draekter/vkvinna/sark.html
https://www.archaeology.org/issues/215-1605/trenches/4349-trenches-egypt-predynastic-period-tarkhan-dress

