Viking Man’s Kaftan
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Description of Piece:  


This garment is a Viking riding coat, otherwise known as a kaftan.  It’s style is based on burial finds from Tenth Century Birka, Sweden.  This kaftan is made of green wool, hand sewn with wool thread, and held closed by cast pewter buttons and tablet woven loops.  It contains three gores to increase freedom of movement.  Embroidery from the Mammen find decorates the front of the coat.

Period Process:  


The kaftan’s existence in Birka is most likely the result of trading and traveling.  It is thought by several scholars to be the result of influence from Iran and Central Asia, both riding peoples (Geijer, 221).  Kaftans were typically made from coarse wool, fine wool, or linen according to Hägg (208).  Hägg also believed the kaftan to be a regular component of Viking fashion, not just burial attire.  The pattern she reconstructed can be seen in Appendix #4.  Kaftans were often decorated to reflect the status of the wearer (Ewing, 159).


The wool available to Birka during the 10th Century was varied, but the type of wool most likely used for kaftans was worsted wool.  Worsted is made from long hairs and creates a smoother thread than does short and curly wool (Geijer, 210).  The typical fabric used for clothing was a Z-spun patterned twill.  A comparison of finds in Birka (W10) and Palmyra, Syria has led Agnes Geijer to believe that the fabrics used in Birka originated in Palmyra or the Orient due to the identical analyis of the two finds (210).  


Clothing during this time period was mostly usually sewn with the same fiber used to create the fabric.  In this case, wool thread would be used to sew a wool kaftan.  Typically, this meant that the seams would be the exact same color as the garment because that is the most readily available source of thread.  However, contrasting colored thread was sometimes used for the purpose of decoration.  

There was a variety of stitches used in clothing making.  Two typical stitches used in the late 10th Century were the running stitch and the overcast stitch.  Both of these stitches were used in Hedeby, Denmark during this time period (Priest-Dorman, p.9).  See Appendix #1-3 for examples of the running and overcast stitches.  One seam treatment includes both of these stitches.  First, a running stitch is completed.  Then the raw edges are turned inward and then sewn together with the overcast stitch.  This provided a durable seam that would not easily break.  The overcast and running stitches were also used for hems.



The main body of the kaftan was made from a single piece of fabric (Ewing, 109).  The additional pieces cut formed two sleeves and two or three gores.  See Hägg’s pattern in Appendix #4.  A carved figure found in Hunnestad, Sweden helped Hägg reconstruct the pattern for this garment (Ewing, 109).  

A sleeved coat of this kind was found in Birka and exhibited ball-shaped buttons from the neckline to the waist (Geijer, 221).  Buttons have been found made of solid bronze and also of lead (Ewing, 109).  The presence of buttons was typical of a man’s garment.  

The kaftan could also include decorations of several kinds.  Silk trim was found on Birka 944, passementaries were found on a Hedeby kaftan, and silver embroidery was found on a kaftan from Valsgarde, Sweden (Hägg, 212; Ewing, 109).  Evidence of tablet woven bands decorating kaftans has also been found in Viking Age graves (Geijer, 222).

My Process and Explanation for any Differences:


I used green heavy twill wool to construct the body of this kaftan.  Heavy twill wool was used instead of worsted wool because it was the most accessible.  It is also thicker and, therefore, warmer.  I followed the pattern found in Hägg’s book, but arranged the pattern on my piece of fabric in a way to conserve the material and reduce waste.  See Appendix #5 and #6 for this altered pattern.  

Using a yard stick and chalk, I traced out the pattern onto the wool.  Once I cut it out, there were three gores, two sleeves, and a single large piece for the body.  Taking the body piece of wool, I folded the length in half and marked the fold since it was the half way point between the ends.  I then attached the wide end of the sleeves, centered at the mark, to the body piece using modern pins.  I sewed the sleeves to the body using gray S-spun, S-plied, 2 ply wool thread.  I chose gray thread instead of green matching thread in order to make the stitches not only necessary, but decorative.  

Next, I attached one gore to each side of the main body front, then connected the gores to the back side of the main body.  After the seam was completed from the top of the gore to the cuff, the neck hole was then cut out of the center of the fold in the main body piece.  A split was then made up the front piece of the body, from the hem to the neck line, forming the opening of the coat.  Another split was made up the middle of the back side of the body the height of the last gore.  Then the final gore was attached.  

All seams of the kaftan were made by first using the running stitch, folding the excess fabric pieces inward, then stitching them together with the overcast stitch using S-spun, S-plied 2-ply wool.  After the piece was completely assembled, I hemmed all edges, except for the cuffs, by making a single fold then using the overcast stitch to hold it in place.  The cuffs were hemmed using a running stitch due to the thickness of the folded wool.  Next, I marked out the places the cast pewter buttons would go and then sewed them to the right hand side of the coat opening.  Lead-free pewter was used to cast the buttons due to safety issues with lead and pewter being more financially accessible than bronze.  I then sewed wool tablet woven loops to the corresponding areas on the left hand side of the opening, using gray wool again for accent. I used tablet woven trim because it was a product available to Birka in the 10th Century according to Geijer.  Once the garment was complete, I added Mammen embroidery for decoration.  This kaftan was made to fit my husband.
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Appendix:

1.  Seam treatments from the Viking Age.  

The seam used for this kaftan is illustrated on the bottom row center.
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2.  Single-fold hem sewn with overcast stitch from Haithabu.
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3. The running stitch.
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4.  Hägg’s pattern for the Viking kaftan (1984, p. 171).
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5.  The pattern I constructed to conserve material.
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6.  The assembly of pieces from my kaftan pattern.
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