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Medieval textiles from the
necropolis of Dmitrov Kremlin,

Russia

Fragments of garments with gold thread have been
found in kurgan burials and cemeteries of the 11-14th
centuries in many regions of Russia (Samokvasov 1916;
Sheliapina 1973; Fechner 1993; Darkevich and Borisov
1995; Sedova 1997). The collection of the State Histori-
cal Museum in Moscow, which includes 63 such finds,

is among the best investigated (Fechner 1993). As a rule,
archaeological investigation of gold thread has concen-
trated on the questions of dating and provenance of gold
textiles found in the territory of Rus. However, only very
few publications include analyses of gold threads and
metal composition investigations (e.g. Pogodin 1996).
During archaeological excavations in the territory of the
Dmitrov Kremlin, which were undertaken in connection
with building works, several burials were discovered
near the Dormition Cathedral. Based on the typology

of finds and stratigraphy, the burials are dated to the
12-16th centuries. Of great interest are 5 burials, which
contained fragments of garments made of silk and gold
threads. Table 1 summarises the finds.

Gold and silk bands from burials No. 36, 56,
17 and 18

All of the investigated fragments of bands were woven
with silk and gold threads. The widths of the bands are

Table 1. Objects of investigation.

1.3-3.0 cm. The patterns are generally geometrical (braid,
herringbone, diamond) and small, except in the first
find, which has a complex pattern with a warp repeat

of 7 cm (Fig. 1). Two types of binding were used in the
ground weave: warp-faced rep (Fig. 2) and 2/1 warp-
faced twill (Fig. 3). In every case, silk warp threads
almost completely cover the silk weft threads and create
a ground weave on which gold thread weft forms the
pattern. The gold threads are connected to the ground
weave by the warp threads in twill or tabby, depending
on the pattern. In all cases, warp threads are made of
thick S2z-plied yarn. The ground weave has the same
yarn type in three cases (Nos. 1, 3, 4), but in band No.

2 the weft is formed by a single-spun yarn, albeit of the
same thickness as the plied warp. In all cases, the thread
count of the ground weave weft is equal to the gold-
thread count. The gold thread is of the file type, with
silk core. The analysis of the metal shows that the metal
strip in find No. 1 is two-layered. In the remaining finds,
gilded silver thread was used (Orfinskaya et al. 2002). In
all samples, the gold strip is s-twisted around the core.
The core was made of silk of possibly red colour (Enga-
vatova et al. 2005).

Burial No. Sex Age (in years) Description Band No.
36 M undeterminable | Fragment of a trimming, possibly from a sleeve. Consists of wide and |1
narrow gold-woven silk bands.
56 M 25-30 Collar made of a silk ribbon with gold embroidery. 2
17 F 9-12 Collar with buttons. Consists of a gold-woven silk band, decorative 3
cord and base textile.
18 F(®) undeterminable | Collar sewn from a gold-woven silk band. 4
61 F 20-25 Headgear of silk textile and metal appliqués (type 2). Remains of a col- | -
lar on a bark base, with metal appliqués (type 1) and beads.
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Table 2. Technical characteristics of gold-woven bands.

Band no. Band Pattern Repeat pat- | Binding Warp Ground Thread Gold thread
whidth tern length/ (silk) twist | weft (silk) count type
(cm) width (cm) twist (+ gold
thread)
1 3 diamonds, |7.0/3.0 warp-faced | S2z S2z 83/28 +28 | Filé (metal and
crosses tabby silk),
s-twisted
Double metal
layer
2 1.3 braid 0.3/1.0 2/1 twill S2z z 46/28 + 28 Filé (metal and
silk),
s-twisted
Gilded silver
3 25 braid 0.8 /0.7 warp-faced | S2z S2z 66/ 28 +28 | Filé (metal and
tabby silk),
s-twisted
Gilded silver
4 1.5 herringbone | 0.5/2.5 2/1 twill S2z S2z 40/40 + 40 Filé (metal and
silk),
s-twisted
Gilded silver

One of the most important but least investigated ques
tions is the origin of production of gold-woven bands.
Analysis of the investigation results permits several
observations. All finds are made of silk, and silk objects
were imported to Rus. Gold threads of the filé type

with a silk core are typical of western textiles of the 10th
century, while in the East, technologically different types
of gold threads were used during this period (Lantratova
2002). Mariya Fechner (1982; 1993) proposed two pro-
duction areas: Byzantium and Spain. The investigated
material appears to fit into the group of the Byzantine
imports; however, in order to get a definitive answer re-
garding the production location of gold-woven textiles,
a much more substantial work on the surviving mate-
rial must be carried out, based on specific technological
criteria.

The patterns of the bands are characteristic of the Byz-
antine area. Braid pattern (Fig. 4) is among the most
common motifs. This may be explained by the relatively
simple repeat pattern. Herringbone pattern, like the
braid, is also common and relatively simple in execu-
tion. More complex is the diamond pattern, which has a
repeat pattern consisting of three elements (Fig. 5). We
were unable to find direct comparisons to this pattern,
however its style is similar to the diamond patterns in
other examples in the collections of the Moscow State i e, = x
Historical Museum (Fechner 1993). The binding type Fig. 1. Band 1.
also does not give an answer to the question of origin.

The ground weaves used in the bands are tabby and
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Fig. 2. Band 1. Schematic drawing of the warp-faced
tabby: a — warp; b — weft; c — gold weft.
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Fig. 3. Band 2. Schematic drawing of 2/1 twill.

2/1 twill and this choice is probably connected to the
width of the band. The twill binding is more complex;
the narrow twill band is prevented from twisting due to
the changing direction of twill lines at the borders and
in the centre (Fig. 6). The widest band No. 1 has a high
warp density, which probably prevents it from deforma-
tion during stress. This combination of tabby and twill
is particularly useful for the production of bands. The
choice of ground weave hence is unlikely to be con-
nected with the production centre; rather, it is connected
to the function of the item. The combination of gold with
red colour was regarded as prestigious and was common
in many areas, including Byzantium and Rus. Based on
this information, we would attribute all four finds to
Byzantine production.

In our opinion, an interesting element of these bands is
the division of the sleeve trimming (burial 36) and collar
(burial 17) into two unequal parts along the band. In the
first case, the division is obtained by the use of two dif-
ferent bands with different widths. In the second case, a
cord was sewn onto the wide band, dividing it into two
unequal parts with a ratio 1:2. Such asymmetrical divi-
sion of collars and sleeve trimmings may be due to the
influence of contemporary fashion or, alternatively, has a
symbolic meaning.

In addition to the bands, the silk fabric used as base for

Fig. 4. Band 3. Pattern imitat-
ing a braided band.

the collar band (No. 3) was investigated. The textile is a
tabby, woven of untwisted flat silk yarn with a thread
count of 22/30 thread per cm (Fig. 7). While such simple
tabby textiles could have been produced anywhere, the
absence of twist in the yarn indicates an eastern origin,
e.g. Central Asia or the Far East (China).

Burial 56 also contained a collar made of silk fabric with
gold thread embroidery. The textile is a samite (Fig. 8)
and its binding, thread thickness and twist direction
correspond to the numerous well investigated finds of
Mediterranean origin (Fechner 1993). The embroidery is
made with a gold thread of filé type with an undyed silk
core, although the gold has almost completely disap-
peared. Another thread used for the embroidery was
made of dark-brown silk. Both silk and gold threads
were used in
embroidery in
ancient Rus.
Historical sources
tell us that the
sister of Grand
Prince Vladimir
Monomachos
(1053-1125), Anna
Vsevolodovna,

in 1086 opened a
school in the St.
Andrew’s mon-
astery in Kiev to
teach girls gold
and silver em-
broidery. Further-
more, embroider-
ies from Rus are
mentioned in
monastic records of the 12th

Fig. 5. Band 1. Draw-

ing of pattern of band
1, consisting of three ~ century on Mount Athos
elements. (Novitskaya 1956; Fechner

1993). The embroideries in
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edges, twill has Z direction, while in the centre it has
S direction.

the monasteries were made with silk and gold threads
brought from the west. In burial No. 17, silk threads
were used to attach the buttons to the various collar
parts, which were just like gold threads brought from
the west.

It is known from finds in other medieval necropoleis
that gold-woven bands were usually used as trimming
on sleeves or collars, as well as decorations on garment

warp

weft
] lmm

Fig. 7. Textile of collar lining (band 3), tabby weave.

edges (Fechner 1974). Despite the survival of collars and
sleeve trimming the garments could not be reconstruct-
ed. The collars could have been independent elements,
worn like necklaces (Fechner 1974; Samburova 1976).
This is the most likely interpretation for the collar found
in the girl’s burial No. 17. The length of the collar is 35
cm, which corresponds to a medium size of a neck open-
ing of a shirt of a (modern) adult woman. For a child of
10-15 years, such a collar would have been loose.

The preserved textile fragments indicate that in two buri-
als (Nos. 17 and 18) there were garments with standing
collars sewn of gold-woven bands, while in one burial
(No. 56) the collar was made of embroidered fabric. One
of the burials (No. 36) contained a fragment of a sleeve
trimming made with two types of silk band.

Female headdress from burial 61

Female burial No. 61 provided a unique opportunity for
a detailed investigation of a medieval female headdress.
The investigation of this find followed the stratigraphy
of the burial (Fig. 9). The first layer consisted of very
dark hair and small skin fragments of the deceased,
which were covered with dark soil particles. The hair
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was covered by a thin dark layer “X”, which was best
preserved under the appliqués. At first, it seemed that
these were humified organic remains. However, micro-
scopic examination showed that the layer also contained
silk fibres and threads. This discovery allowed us to
conclude that the headdress consisted of a silk textile,
although the silk thread remains were too decayed to
allow an identification of the weave.

Metal ornamental appliqués (type 2) were preserved on
the skull on top of layer “X”, positioned in a line across
the forehead. The appliqués have a rectangular shape
and measure 1 x 0.6 cm, with a thickness of 0.1 cm. Their
surface is patterned with parallel lines running along the
short side at an angle of 30 degrees. All four corners of
the appliqués have small holes, through which they were
attached to the fabric. Microscopic analysis allowed for
identification of gilding in the grooves, while it is absent
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Fig. 8. Schematic drawing of the silk samite from
burial 56.
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on the convex surfaces of the appliqués. The metal com-
position analysis (Engavatova et al. 2005) indicates that
these appliqués were made of gilded silver.

On top of the appliqués was a layer of a tabby textile,
which may have been a veil or a head scarf. A small
preserved fragment provides an impression of what it
looked like. An irregularity in the weave, which is noted
three times along one weft thread, suggests an intention-
al patterning technique (Fig. 10).

Just below the skull and above the rib, a second row of
appliqués (type 1) was preserved. They were positioned
on a thin layer of birch bark, which was covered with a
1-1.5 mm thick layer of a dark organic substance. Just
like in the case of layer “X”, at first glance it appeared

to be a layer of dirt, but detailed microscopic analysis
identified silk fibre in this layer “Y” as well. Thus, it
appears that a silk textile was in direct contact with the
birch bark, to which appliqués of type 1 were attached.
In between the appliqués were oval glass beads with a
diameter of 1-2 mm. Type 1 appliqués also have a rectan-
gular shape, measuring 0.8 x 0.6 cm and with a thick-
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Fig. 9. Drawing of the head area of burial 61.

ness of 1 mm. However, they have a different decorative
pattern. The appliqués have holes in all four corners and
in one of them remains of a silk thread were preserved,
probably used to sew it to the substrate. The configura-
tion of type 1 appliqués in the burial and their analyses
indicate that they belonged to a collar, which consisted
of silk textile on a birch bark base and appliqués and
beads sewn on the textile.

The investigation of the metal composition and pro-
duction method (Engavatova et al. 2005) permits us to
conclude that type 1 appliqués are made of three metal
layers, which is unusual for this period. Metal analysis
showed that layer 1 was made of almost pure silver,
gilded on both sides; layer 2 was made of gold-silver
alloy and gilded; layer 3 was not as well preserved, but
appeared to be the same as layer 2 and probably also
gilded. The gilding in this case is quite unusual, since the
alloy was covered by almost pure gold.

The reconstruction of the costume detail from burial

61 is presented in Figure 11. The forehead of the young
woman was covered by a silk fabric decorated with
gilded appliqués. On top of that she wore a scarf or head
cover of fine silk with pattern band. This would be in
accordance with the reconstruction of contemporary
female burial costume suggested by Saburova (1988). In
addition, the young woman wore a garment with silk
collar on a bark base, decorated with glass beads and
gilded appliqués. The presence of birch bark indicates
that the collar was stiff and upright.

Fig. 10. Drawings of bindings of the silk head cover:
1) tabby; 2) area with damaged weave; 3) decorative
binding.

Conclusions

Five of the burials of the Dmitrovsk Kremlin contained
fragments of garment elements made of silk: three col-
lars and a sleeve trimming of gold-woven bands and two
collars of silk fabric, one with gold embroidery and the
other with sewn-on gilded appliqués and beads.

In burial 36, a fragment of gold-woven band was found
in a secondary context. It was identified as a sleeve trim-
ming. Sleeve decorations are exceedingly rare in ancient
Russian contexts.

A well preserved cuff of a sleeve was found in the burial
of Vladimir, son of Yaroslav the Wise, who died in 1052.
Culffs are also preserved in the burial of Varlaam of
Khutyn who lived in the 12th century (Yakunina 1955).
Fechner mentions a sleeve decoration in the collection of
the State Historical Museum in Moscow, decorated with
a gold-woven band, which was found in the Moscow
region (Fechner 1971, 219).

Burial 61 contained a burial costume of a young woman
that included a forehead cover and thin, light, semi-
transparent head veil. No direct comparisons have been
found so far but similar light fabrics are known from
other burials. Thus, a thin silk gauze-like textile was pre-
served on the skull in a 13th century burial in Moscow
Kremlin (Sheliapina 1973, 58). Remains of thin textiles
are also known from Old Russian hoards of 12-13th
centuries (Fechner 1974, 69). Such thin fabrics were made
of silk tabby and decorated with in-woven designs, gold
thread embroidery (Mikhailovskij hoard found in 1903)
or gold-woven bands (12th century burial in Smolensk,
church of loann Bogoslov, excavated by Khozerov in
1924). Appliqués from collars and headdresses are ubig-
uitous in the territory of the entire Rus, including pe-
ripheral regions of the 12-13th centuries (Saburova 1976,
229). The appliqués were made of stamped or gilded
silver and various alloys (Kuzmina 2006).

We do not know the social class of the five deceased

in the burials of Dmitrov Kremlin, but certainly their
position was above average. No doubt, gold-woven and
embroidered textiles served as a symbol of higher social
class, and in 1216, before the Battle of Lipovets, prince
Yaroslav Vsevolodovich told his troops: “If the shoulder-
collar is gold-embroidered — kill!” (Katasonova 2006).
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Fig. 11. Two reconstructions of the woman’s headgear from burial 61 (Drawing by Margarita Tokmancheva).
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