






























































SUMMARY 

Straps and Trains m the Viking Age: Birka's Female Costume m a 

New Light 

Since 1938, when Agnes Geijer presented her theories on female costume in the Viking 
town of Birka (I), scholars and illustrators have generally worked on the basis of the same 
elements. 

The Finnish-Baltic hurstut dress was the model for the reconstruction attempts, and 

compared with the female figures from the Gotlandic picture-stones and small bronze and 
silver figures, two main forms of costume reconstruction have resulted (fig. I). 

In 1974, Inga Hagg published her doctoral thesis, Kuinnodrakten i Birka, which is a new 
study of the Birka material seen from the viewpoint of costume history, With this thesis the 
Birka textiles have in an exemplary manner been made accessible to others for evaluation 
and possibly new interpretations (2). 

Fig. 2 shows an attempt at a visual presentation of Inga Hagg's theory, in which the 
strapped dress, in relation to earlier reconstructions, is completely closed, and two new 
garments, the tunic and the kaftan, have been added. 

A common feature of all the reconstructions is the idea of the shift as a long t-rain-like 
garment. Most scholars, including I. Hagg, (3) have found support of this idea in their 
interpretation of the contemporary illustrations. 

Fig. 3 reproduces the best known, and, in this connection, most significant figurative 
representations. Clearly, all the figures, except for f, bear a train, but the train seems to be 
formed of different garments. The figures d and g show unbroken lines from the front of the 
woman and to the back in a train. Only a little triangle of the undergarment remains 
visible in front. On top of these two garments, a sort of shirt is worn. In fig. e, the lines 
leading to the back are interrupted in the train with a hanging length of cloth in front. In 

fig. f, h, and i, the train hangs down from the shoulder area and not from the front of the 
woman, as for the figures mentioned earlier. The silver figure f clearly shows a shoulder 
train, in front of which hangs a length of cloth, and an undergarment may be discerned. In 
fig. h and i, there is a train which, especially in i, is clearly worn on top of another garment 
with ornamental barders (see fig. 4). In both cases, and seemingly also in c, a garment 
hangs down in front, but is not as long as the train. Finally, on the front of the gold game
piece, fig. j, there is a hanging garment (4). 

These examples show that the normal interpretation, with the long trailing shift, can at 
the most find support in fig. d and e, which are dated to the 8th century. Not one of the 

figures provides proof for the type of reconstruction showing a strapped gown with an 
opening in one side. Fig. f clearly shows a rear part which extends higher up the back than 
a strapped gown would do; the front and the train of fig. h and i vary in length, which 
invalidates the idea that the two pieces belong together as one garment. It is also worth
while remarking that there seem to be two different types of trains: first, d, e, and g, which 
are fastened at same place on the woman's breast, and which open in front at the bottom 
when she walks; second, f,h, and i, which hang freely from the shoulders. 

These differences from the usual reconstructions provided the impetus to seek other 
possible reconstructions of the Viking Age strapped gown (5). Inga Hagg's treatise forms 
the basis for the analysis in connection with a new theory, and certain published finds, 

from Vernes, Norway, Barshalder, Sweden, and Kjuloholm, Finland, have also been taken 
into consideration. 
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THE STRAPS 

The tortoise-shaped fibulae m the women's graves of Birka contain well-preserved frag
ments of the straps which held up the gown or gowns. 

As apparent in fig. 5 a-b, the lower straps come from the garments at the wearer's front. 
In cases where the cloth from the upper edge of the gown has been preserved, it is usually 
placed within the edge of the fibula. 

The fragments of straps at the top of the tortoise-shape fibulae usually extend all the 
way to the edge of the fibula and probably fastened one or more garments at the woman's 
back. 

The straps were primarily intended to hold up the garments, but certain straps, which 
at the bottom extend all the way to the edge of the fibula, or which are of a different 
material, may be interpreted as bands from which scissors, knives, and keys were hung. 

Formerly, only two strap combinations were considered, namely: one strap below and 
above; and two straps below and above. Inga Hagg, who also considers only these two 
combinations, attributes the uneven number of straps to poor conditions of preservation. 

Study of all the data from the graves with tortoiseshaped fibulae resulted in the identifi
cation of four strap combinations, as shown by fig. 5 b and the diagrams in fig. 6 (6). With 
this categorization, we can greatly reduce the number of cases of missing straps in relation 
to the earlier interpretation, with a maximum of 33 against a maximum of 52. The 
diagram in fig. 6 includes only the graves which with reasonable certainty may be said to 
indicate a strap combination. Implements which required some sort of method of hanging 
are included together with information about overturned tortoise-shaped fibulae (7). 

THE TWO GOWNS 

As until now only single straps or double straps have been considered, attempts at recon
structing the clothing have been focused on one or two nearly identical garments. As 
mentioned in the introduction, particular attention has been paid to the Finnish-Baltic 
hurstut gown, worn in Finnish Carelia and Ingermanland in the last centuries (fig. 17). 

This dress consisted of two square pieces of cloth. One of the pieces, the hurstut, was 
wrapped around the left hip with the open side towards the right. The upper corners of 
the cloth were connected with a strap resting on the right shoulder. The second piece of 
cloth, called the aanua, was wrapped in the opposite direction and held up by a strap on 
the left shoulder. The hurstut gown, could be glimpsed through the open left side of the 
outer gown (8). 

Earlier reconstructions have attempted to make this dress type correspond to the I: I 
and 2:2 strap combinations of the Birka fibulae, by giving both the undergown and the 
overgown four straps in all. 

These two dresses are described by I. Hagg as an undergown of linen and an overgown 
of wool, probably closed at the sides (9). 

Hagg rejects the comparison between the hurstut garment and the Birka gown (10). 
Her reasoning is that the hurstut gown with its single strap suspension is a more simple 
garment than the Birka gown, with two straps in each gown. She points out that as a rule 
the historical development of a costume starts with a garment consisting of a square piece 
of cloth with varying functions and evolves into more complicated tailored forms, which 
give the garment a specific use. 

Hagg believes that the step towards a closed dress had already been taken in the Birka 
gowns; therefore, the earlier assumption of a connection to the hurstut type is not valid. 
1nstead she claims that the costume-historical basis for the Birka strapped gown is the 
costume which had existed for centuries in the North, namely the tubular closed Huldre
mose dress (12). 
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This theory is based upon two factors: that the outer gown was closed; and that a closed 
gown rather than an open one corresponds more closely to the clothing type of the lron 
Age. 

To address the last point first, I will mention the views of the costume historian A.O. 
Heike! ( 13), regarding the garments whose basic shape is the rectangle. For him, it is of 
little importance whether the "locking thread" of the tubular cloth had been removed, 
thus making it a rectangular piece of cloth, or whether it is used with the "locking thread" 
as a sort of peplos. The basic shape, the uncut square cloth, is the most important form in 
the perspective of costume history. 

This means that it is permissible to seek parallels to the Viking Age female clothing in 
the various types of dresses and skirts which are more or less open. 

One of Hagg's reasons for interpreting the Birka gown as a closed gown is her claim that 
the uppermost edge seam on all the dress fragments lies in a straight line along the entire 
width of the tortoise-shaped fibula, and that the straps are fastened at somewhat of a 
distance in on the seam of the gown. 

As far as I can see, this claim is based on finds from ten graves ( 15): graves 464 and 597, 
see later; graves 465, 511, 606, 838, 849, 973, where the placing of the fragments in the 
fibula are reconstructed in the publication; and graves 550 and 839, which have poorly 
preserved edge seams. 

On the sketch in fig. 7, it may be seen that on the basis of the dress fragments mentioned 
there is not necessarily a large "flapping" corner at the upper edge of the dress. From the 
strap of the dress and out to the edge of the fibula, there is a distance of only about 2 cm, 
and the upper edge of the dress is reinforced by folding, edging, and sometimes lining with 
another material. 

THE THREE GARMENTS: RECONSTRUCTION 

Fig. 9 shows the Birka female costume in the new reconstruction with the strapped gown 
open in front. In contrast to earlier reconstructions, the long straps start at the same point 
on the back edge of the gown and go diagonally up over the shoulders. This practical detail 
is known from the cultural area which seems to display similarities to another costume. 
(see fig. 18). 

The strapped dress 

The most essential difference from the reconstructions based upon the research of Agnes 
Geijer is the manner of wearing the dress - the strapped gown has been turned a quarter of 
the way around so that the side opening becomes a front opening. 

This way of wearing the gown has obvious ad van tages in relation to the old reconstruc
tion seen in fig. Ib. Tortoise-shaped fibulae of bronze are rather heavy, and when 
embellished with diverse chains, beads, and pendant implements, a connection between 
the front and the back would be necessary. 

It is logical to imagine that the tortoise-shaped fibulae were a necessary part of the 
costume itself, because in various situations they could fasten both the strapped gown and 
the train, which could only be fastened in this way. 

If the strapped gown were closed in front but worn together with the strapped apron 
and the train, then the tortoise-shaped fibulae would still be a necessary part of the 
costume. However, the idea of the strapped gown opening in front is supported by such 
factors as the nature of the textiles found on the suspended implements. 

Fig. 10 shows the graves whose implements were found with fragments of a linen shift 
( 17), with an indication of their position, together with an indication of whether textiles 
other than the linen fragments were also found. 
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In determining the position of the various implements in the graves and the consequent 
possibilities of close contact between the implements and the individual layers of cloth, it is 

necessary to imagine how the costume would lie when the deceased lay on her back. For 
the open strapped gown, supplemented with the strapped apron, the dress would undoub
tedly slide down to the sides, thus revealing the shift or tunic underneath. 

Graves 465, 515, and 517 have shift fragments directly on the implements, with no 
traces of dress textiles. All three graves contain the strap combination 2:2, and the cos
turnes therefore, as in the earlier reconstructions (fig. l a  and 2), would be completely 
closed with two layers of strapped gowns over the shift. As grave 51 7 contained pleated 
shifts, the linen fragment cannot be explained as a gown fragment. Both in grave 515 and 

grave 517, the implement is found on the right hip, just where the strapped gown and the 
strapped apron would divide and reveal the shift if the strapped gown were of the open type. 

The suspended implements with shift fragments support the theory of an open-dress 
type. Two other related aspects ought to be mentioned here: the tendency of the tor
toiseshaped fibulae to overturn on gown types A and D, and the use of the tunic as a visible 
decorative garment. 

Tortoise-shaped fibulae in secondary positions: In a total of 33 graves, one or both of the tortoise
shaped fibulae had slid down next to the deceased, so the fibula now lies on edge or is 

complt>ti>Jy overturned. Graves which clearly show that the deceased had lain on her 
side are excluded from this survey (see fig. 6a and 6b). 

The overturned fibulae are apparently distributed on dress types A and D, which is 
probably because a relatively heavy fibula not fastened over the breast with a chain or 
strapped apron would quite easily slide off the deceast>d and overturn. 

Revealed tunic: The tunic garment described by Hiigg to have been worn between the shift 
and the strapped gown has been identified in 22 indisputable cases (22). The use of the 
tunic apparently coincides with dress types A and D, that is, the strapped gown when it is 
not covered by the strapped apron (see fig. 11). This magnificant silk tunic, with a tablet
woven edging across the breast, was visible in the open strapped gown. 

The other graves with dress types A and D, 20 in all, Jack the remains of a tunic. In six 
of these graves, (550, 5 73, 645, 835, 966, and I 081) the deceased definately wore no tunic, 
as on the reverse sides of the tortoise-shaped fibulae, the remains of the linen shift lie 
directly against the metal. 

Thus, the result is that we have one group of 22 with tunics, and another group of 20, of 
which 6 Jack tunics. 

Fig. 12 shows the dominance of the caftan in the dress type C. In 6 cases, both tunic and 
caftan are used. 

The strapped apron 
In three cases, the cloth not only lies beneath the fibula but also extends beyond it (graves 
464,597, and 511). 

Grave 597 contains a large fragment covering the breast between the tortoise-shaped 
fibulae and moreover extends 1.5-2 cm. beyond the edge of the fibula at the woman's right 
side (fig. 8). The grave has a strap combination of I :2, which in my interpretation belongs 
to dress type B (see fig. 9). As the preserved fragment, 22 cm wide, covers the entire breast 
area, it may be considered to be representative of the strapped apron. 

Grave 511 contains a fragment of the edge of the dress, maximum JO cm long, but quite 
narrow, lacking a precise position in relation to the tortoise-shaped fibula (24). 

Grave 464 cannot, on the basis of the information at hand, be considered important (25). 
Only the remains of one strap have been preserved, at the bottom in the right fibula. 
/\bove this, and thus closest to the body, there was little piece of linen, which can bt> 
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interpreted either as the remains of a shift, of a linen dress, or of its strap (fig. 13 a). The 
fabric beneath the right-hand tortoise-shaped fibula extends about 4 cm beyond the left of 
the fibula (seen from the front) and ends there in a sort of fold 7-8 mm before an uneven 
ragged edge (fig. 13b). The line is either the trace of a seam or of a secondary folding-over. 
The excavator H. Stolpe has demonstra.ted four versions of the positions of the fibulae and 
the chains in relation to one another. 

Displacements of the fabric or the straps: A smal! part of the 22-cm-wide woollen fabric from 
the strapped apron in grave 597 was found under the right-hand tortoise-shaped fibula: 
the rest of the preserved piece, about 12 X 10 cm, was folded up over the shell of the fibula, 
where it enclosed a piece of the edge of a caftan (26). 

Grave 517 probably contains dress type C, that is, the strapped gown, the strapped 
apron, and the train. The straps in the one tortoise-shaped fibula were displaced towards 
the rniddle of the fibula; according to I. Hagg they were twisted and shifted in an early 
stage of the mouldering process. 

The disturbances in the embedding mentioned here could best be explained if instead of 
a closed overgown, the costume consisted of loosely hun strapped aprons and a train. 

The train 

In the Birka material, there is no direct evidence of a train, only straps found higher up, in 
the tortoise-shaped fibulae. The theory of a strapped train is based upon an interpretation 
of the contemporary depictions in fig. 3, in which 3 figures, f, h, and i, can hardly be 
interpreted otherwise. On these figures, the train seems to be pleated, but this may be a 
way of showing light folds in the fabric. 

CEREMONIAL COSTUMES - WORK CLOTHES 

The new costume reconstruction with the open gown and a loosely-hanging apron allows 
for a great freedom of movement, in walking and sitting positions, but for everyday 
working movements it is just as impractical as earlier reconstructions. A belt around the 
waist would hold in the apron and at the same time prevent the straps from which 
implements were hung from twisting round one another. 

The use of belts cannot be demonstrated with certainty in the Birka material (28), and, 
as seen in fig. 3, in most cases the figures wear loose costumes. The garments of the finely
worked silver and gold figures must probably be interpreted as ceremonial costumes, 
which is also a relevant point to consider in the case of the grave clothes. 

The costumes worn for work and those worn for ceremonial events may very well have 
consisted of the same basic elements. Many costume fibulae are badly worn and must thus 
have been in everyday use, but for working the train was probably eliminated and the 
gown held together by a belt. 

OTHER LOCALITIES 

Some of the localities most often named in connection with Viking Age women's costume 
will be described here to either support or invalidate the theory presented here. 
The Vemes find from Norway (30) indicates nothing about the distribution of the straps, as 
neither of the two tortoise-shaped fibulae have preserved straps by the needle holder at the 
top. Two twisted strings were both fastened at the bottom of the fibula (31). 
The Barshalder find from Gotland (32) is dated to the end of the Viking Age. At this time the 
tortoise-shaped fibulae had gone out of use in the Nordic region, and been replaced by 
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other fibulae. The gown in this find is not strapped. Two animalheaded fibulae are 
fastened on the breast with two strands of beads between them. The author mentions, as 
one of several possible reconstructions, that the two fibulae and the strands of beads 
between them comprise a unit fastening a garment which is completely or partially open in 

front. The find circumstances do permit this reconstruction, but the author herself selects 
another interpretation, with a closed coat shape. 
The cemetery on Kjulo, Finland (33) contains beautiful apron edgings of sewn-on bronze 
spirals, about 30 cm wide, from graves dated to 975-1025 (34). In comparison with Birka's 
grave 597, the width of the apron fits neatly. 

RESEMBLANCES 

Archaeologists have sought support for their reconstructions in the costume material of 
recent times, but generally costume historians have instead tried to trace the lines of 
development in costume history on the background of archaeological reconstructions. 

This procedure entails a number of dangers, as it is not unusual for an original folk 
garment to be adopted as a fashionable garment, changed, and then distributed in the 
areas where traditions of the same sort were found. (38). 

The cultures upon which costume historians have to date focused, the Finno-Ugric and 
the South Slavic areas, evince tendencies in customs of dress which may have a bearing on 
the present reconstruction. 

J.G. Georgi's drawing of a hurstut gown from lngermannland 1776 (fig. 14a) accords 
better with the Birka dress than the earlier-mentioned hurstut dress (see fig. 17). Two 
garments are wrapped about the hips, overlapping in back, but open in front. This 
opening is covered by an apron (40). 

Manninen writes that the open dress is characteristic for the Slavic peoples, the Great 
and the White Russians, the Ukrainians, and the Southern Slavic peoples, One example 
named is the Russian Panjova (fig. 14b). Here the dress is wrapped around the body, with 
an opening either by one hip or in front, covered by an apron. In time, the apron was held 
together by the wrapped dress and became a closed skirt ( 41), which is also the case in 
Finland and Estonia. 

Max Tilke illustrates two costumes from the Little Russia area (fig. 15 a and 15b}. 15b 
is used by I. Hagg as an argument for the folded/pleated shift in the Birka material, but 
15a has been overlooked (42). This Slavic costume displays an astonishingly strong 
resemblance to the new reconstruction, the long-sleeved shift and the dress open in front, 
covered by an apron. Even the caftan is present. 

Fig. 16 shows three dresses with a wide geographical distribution, (44), but all show 
vertical seams on the front of the dress. This can perhaps be explained as a combination of 
the open dress and the apron. 

The apron in fig. 18 has preserved its opening in front, but here it fits together and can 
be buttoned. 

Rectangular pieces of cloth not fitted to the shape of the body by cutting or sewing are 
unspecialized garments, which often have several possibilities of use. The dress worn as a 
cape is known in various areas, such as Lithuania, where the "zapaska", which was open in 
front, could also be pulled up over the shoulders or the head (45). The Birka strapped 
dress with a train can also be thought to have functioned in this way. 

It is more difficult to find parallels to the train, but here we may point to the South 
Slavic costume worn by the woman from Bistritz in Siebenbiirgen (see fig. 19). 

Relics of the open-fronted dress with an apron are also known in the Scandinavian 
region. From Norway there are several 18th-century examples (46-47); and from Sweden 
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there are also bodice dresses from Vastra Vingåker and Østeråker in Sodermanland, worn 

together with aprons ( 48). 

A new reconstruction of the Viking Age strapped dress in Birka has been presented here. 
The evidence indicates that it was open in the front, with the opening often covered by a 
strapped apron, and that the back sometimes held a train. Whether this reconstruction is 
valid for the Viking Age wom"an's costume in Scandinavia as a whole cannot be deter

mined at present. Local variations of the costumes may well have existed. Yet the tortoise

shaped fibulae which are so essential to this costume abound in the North and in the 

Danelaw in England. Birka must be considered the trading place which was most open to 
new costume influences from the east and southeast due to the trade which flourished 
along the Baltic coasts and the Russian rivers, the Dnieper and the Volga. 

Flemming Eau 

Forhistorisk Museum, Moesgård 

Tegning: Forfatteren 

Oversættelse: Barbara Bluestone 
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IV, Helsingfors 1909, p. 9-17.
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16) I. Hagg 1974 p. 44.
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