Mammen Embroidery on a 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 10th Century Birka.  Embroidery found in the Mammen find circa 970 adorns the front leg panels.  A ring of acanthus leaves surround a leopard on both panels of the front of the kaftan.  

Period Process and Materials:  


The embroidery evidenced in the Mammen find included fragments of fabric embroidered with acanthus leaves, masks, animals, and human heads (Ewing, 159).  For the most part, the embroidery found was representational and did not have the purpose of being totally accurate in the depiction of the subject matter.  Due to this, the Mammen embroidery exhibits a distinct style.  Oversized eyes and tall, pointy ears are just two of the features from Mammen embroidery.  Acanthus leaves were embroidered around the animals in a circle with a diameter of about six inches.  This is evidenced by fragments of vines curving toward each other (Hald, 104).  Most of the Mammen embroidery was completed on 3-shaft twill wool with z/s spin and 24/16 threads per centimeter (Munksgaard, 162).  Madder, a red dye, was found on the fabric embroidered with the figures thought to be leopards (Walton).  


The fiber used to create the Mammen embroidery was S-twisted, 2-ply wool (Munksgaard, 166).  The stem stitch was used to outline the figures of acanthus leaves, masks, leopards, and birds.  A lighter color would typically be used for outlining.  The stem stitch would also be used to fill in the area within the outline.  A darker color was usually utilized to fill in the motif.  The fill-in embroidery would consist of close-set lines of stem-stitch (Ostergard, referencing C135a).  These parallel lines would allow the motifs to be executed in a more definite way, allowing their shape to stand out against the background of the fabric (Hald, 278).  The other types of embroidery used during the 10th Century, such as chain stitch and herringbone, could not afford such detail in embroidered motifs as the stem stitch attained.  


There was a varied range of colors in wool thread used in the Mammen finds.  The darkest hues were most often the best preserved (Ostergard, referencing C135a).  A red garment from Oseburg evidenced madder as the source of color (Ewing, 159).  The thread used for the Mammen masks and leopards had traces of indigotin, a blue dye, among the fiber.  Two shades of yellow found in the threads of the acanthus leaves suggest a dye similar to weld was used.  The lighter shade was used to outline the acanthus leaves, while the darker shade was used to fill in the leaves (Jorgensen).  Purple made from lichen was also found among the colors used in the Mammen embroidery finds (Ostergard, 138).    


There are several examples of embroidery being used to decorate clothing, including Viking kaftans.  One hundred and forty fragments embroidered with silver and gold thread were found at Birka, Sweden (Andersson, 39).  These fragments included stem stitch, chain stitch, and Slingenstich, which uses metal wire.  Passementarie, or coiled knotwork made of gold or silver wire, also decorated the borders of kaftans (Hägg 1983, 208).  In Valsgarde, Sweden, a collar from a 10th Century garment, most likely a kaftan, was found with silver embroidery (Ewing, 114).  Embroidered clothing was a definitive sign of great status in the Viking world.

My Process and Explanation for any Differences:


I used 2 ply S-spun, S-twisted wool thread for all seams, hems, and embroidery on the kaftan.  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 and affordable wool available.  I chose green instead of madder colored wool because my husband likes the color green and the kaftan is for him.  The only stitch used for the embroidery was the stem stitch, including the outline and the filler.  

I first marked off two circles of  approximately 6 inches in diameter about 5 inches up from the bottom hem of the kaftan’s front.  Using a fabric pencil, I drew acanthus leaves around the circle and then sketched the leopard in the center of the acanthus leaves circle.  I had to guess as to what the front half of the leopards looked like because the front half was not found in the burial finds.  I likened the ears and eyes to those of the Mammen birds.  Then I completed the outline of the acanthus leaves with yellow wool thread using the stem stitch.   The leopard was completed next using gray wool thread to match the seam stitches of the kaftan.  After the leopards were complete, I used the stem stitch to fill in some of the acanthus leaves with a tan colored wool.  I chose yellow and tan thread to mimic the color scheme of the Mammen finds and because the yellow would stand out against the green fabric.  
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Appendix: 

Drawing of the acanthus leaves found in Mammen embroidery.
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Drawing of the hind quarters of a leopard from Mammen.

[image: image3.jpg]



Drawing of a bird’s head that is depicted in Mammen embroidery.
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