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Northern   European   societies   seem   to   have   employed   wall   hangings   and   curtains   to   help   curtail 
draughts,   as   well   as   to   decorate.      We   have,   from   Anglo-Norman   and   Norse   contexts,   particular 
evidence   of   a   common   style:   a   narrow   (approx   1-m   wide),   long   weaving   hung   around   the   edge   of 
a   room.      Decorated   with   figures,   either   on   the   loom   or   off,   they   often   tell   a   story   with   pictures, 
much   in   the   style   of   a   modern   comic   strip.      As   they   were   made   by   women,   we   can   assert   with 
some   justification   that   these   represent   the   earliest   narratives   we   can   attribute   to   women   authors. 
(Lena   Norrman,   “Viking   Women:   The   Narrative   Voice   in   Woven   Tapestries,”   Cambria   Press, 
2008) 
 
At   least   one   of   these   ‘tapestries’   is   actually   an   embroidery   (the   Bayeux);   however,   in   appearance 
and   function,   it   is   quite   similar   to   the   woven   tapestries. 
 
Known   Tapestries 
 
Oseberg 

 
The   Oseberg   tapestries   survive   as   decayed   fragments.   It   may   have   looked   something   like: 
 



 
 
Region :   Oseberg,   Norway.   Part   of   the   Oseberg   Viking   ship   burial   finds. 
 
Dates :   The   burial   is   dated   to   834   CE. 
 
Size :   Unusually   narrow,   at   16   -   23   cm   wide.   Length   unknown,   but   if   they   were   woven   on   the 
small   frame   loom   in   the   burial,   1   -   1.5   m   long. 
 
Materials :   Different   websites   say   different   things,   and   I   haven’t   gotten   ahold   of   the   canonical 
book   for   this   find.      Either   the   warps   were   of   a   vegetable   matter   that   disappeared   (linen,   hemp, 
nettles)   or   wool.   Sources   seem   to   agree   there   were   about   10   warps   per   cm.      There   was   a 
vegetable   fiber   ground   and   figures   done   in   colored   wools. 
 
Technique :   Again,   nobody   seems   to   be   able   to   agree.      I’ve   read   brocading   (supplemental   wefts 
laid   over   the   ground),   “tapestry   weave”   (see   the   Baldishol   tapestry,   below)   with   soumak   edges, 
and   one   woman   who   has   worked   with   the   pieces   who   thinks   they   may   be   embroidered   like   the 
Bayeux   tapestry. 
 
Subject   Matter :   A   procession   of   women,   warriors,   horses   and   carts,   thought   at   various   times   to 
represent   a   procession   for   Odin   or   Freya. 
 
Sources : 
http://www.forest.gen.nz/Medieval/articles/Oseberg/textiles/TEXTILE.HTM 
http://www.absolutetapestry.com/en/history/oseberg 
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/110418325/the-oseberg-tapestry-from-a-crafters-point-of-vi
ew 
 
 



Overhogdal 
 

 
 
Region :   Overhogdal,   Sweden.   Thought   to   be   of   local   make. 
 
Dates :   The   tapestries   are   carbon   dated   to   800   -   1100   CE   with   the   soumak   tapestries   (human 
and   animal   figures   running   horizontally   in   the   image   above)   being   earlier   and   the   double-weave 
tapestry   (vertical,   on   the   right)   being   latest. 
 
Size :   Approximately   1-m   wide 
 
Materials :   Linen   and   linen/hemp   ground   in   an   even   weave;   wool   is   used   to   create   the   figures. 
The   wool   is   two-ply   in   blue,   red,   yellow   and   (I   think)   green.      I   know   less   about   the   double-faced 
tapestry. 
 
Technique :   The   figured   tapestries   are   done   in   soumak.      It   was   initially   thought   that   they   were 
embroidered   in   stem   stitch,   but   the   fact   that   the   wool   working   thread   never   pierced   a   linen 
warp/weft   thread   led   researchers   to   believe   that   the   wool   was   laid   down   as   the   fabric   was 
woven.      The   wool   is   brought   across   6   or   9   warp   threads   on   the   top   of   the   weaving,   then   brought 
(or   snared)   back   for   2   or   3   threads,   then   brought   forward   for   another   6   or   9.      This   can   also   be 
reversed,   which   gives   a   stripe   effect   on   the   top   of   the   weaving.  
 



Subject   Matter :   Greatly   debated!      It   may   show   scenes   from   Germanic   mythology   (Gunnar   in 
the   snake   pit;   Brynhild   on   a   pyre;   Guthrun   lighting   Attila’s   hall   on   fire),   from   Norse   mythology   (Loki 
bound   with   snakes,   Fenris   wolf,   Yggdrasil),   or   Christian   saints’   lives.  
 
Sources 
Andersson,   Ulla.       The   Överhogdal   Weaves .      Jamtli,   1994.      English   translation   of   16-page 
pamphlet   from   Jamtli   Museum.      This   has   one   really   great   picture   of   the   reverse   of   the   tapestry, 
too,   which   was   a   big   help   to   my   understanding   the   soumak   technique. 
 
“Brenda,”   “Överhogdal   Tapestry   Technique   -   Sample   1,”   29   June   2010. 
http://thepassingstranger-brenda.blogspot.com/2010/06/overhogdal-tapestry-technique-sample-
1.html   ,   The   Passing   Stranger   weaving   blog. 
 
Jamtli   Museum   website.      “The   Överhogdal   tapestries,” 
http://www.jamtli.com/english/8826.the_overhogdal_tapestries.html  
 
G.   Skoglund,   M.   Nockert   &   B.   Holst.      “Viking   and   Early   Middle   Ages   Northern   Scandinavian 
Textiles   Proven   to   be   made   with   Hemp.”   In:   Nature,   Scientific   Reports   3,   Article   number:   2686. 
Online   at:   http://www.nature.com/articles/srep02686 
 
Bayeux 
 

 
 
Region :   Probably   made   in   southern   England.   It   is   named   for   Bayeux,   France,   where   it   has   been 
kept.  
 
Dates :   Approximately   1070   CE 
 
Size :   50   cm   wide,   70-m   long.   Not   a   typo,   seventy   meters. 
 
Materials :   Linen   tabby   ground   with   wool   embroidery   in    terracotta   or   russet,   blue-green,   dull   gold, 
olive   green,   and   blue,   with   small   amounts   of   dark   blue   or   black   and   sage   green.   Later   repairs   are 
worked   in   light   yellow,   orange,   and   light   greens. 



 
Technique :   Famously,   figures   are   outlined   in   stem   stitch   and   filled   in   with   laid-and-couched 
work.      This   is   the   only   one   of   these   tapestries   that   also   includes   extensive   text   -   there   are   brief 
captions   for   nearly   every   scene.      (Baldishol,   below,   has   the   names   of   two   months.)   Also   of 
possible   interest:   all   of   the   earlier   Norse   tapestries   feature   processions   of   people   or   creatures 
from   right   to   left,   while   the   Bayeux’s   action   proceeds   from   left   to   right.   Baldishol,   which   is   later, 
also   has   its   characters   oriented   towards   the   right. 
 
Subject   Matter:    Why   Harald   Godwinson   Is   a   Lying   Doody-Head   and   William   of   Normandy   Is   the 
Rightful   King   of   England.   Also,   Bishop   Odo   is   Awesome.      (Odo   figures   so   prominently,   some 
think   that   he’s   the   one   who   commissioned   the   tapestry.) 
 
Source 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bayeux_Tapestry 
http://www.bayeuxtapestry.org.uk/ 
http://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/la_tapisserie_de_bayeux_en.html 
 
Baldishol 
 

 
 
Region :   Found   in   Baldishol   Church   in   Nes,   Norway.   May   have   been   made   in   England,   Norman 
France,   or   Norway. 
 
Dates :   Carbon   dated   to   1040   -   1190.   Generally   considered   to   be   late   12th   cen. 



 
Size :   118   cm   wide,   203   cm   long.      It   shows   two   panels   representing   April   and   May   (the   names   of 
the   month   are   in   each   panel),   suggesting   that   the   original   weaving   had   all   12   months   of   the   year. 
If   two   months   are   2-m   long,   it   seems   reasonable   that   the   original   weaving   was   12-m   long. 
 
Material :   Wool,   both   in   warp   and   in   weft.   Warp   is,   unusually,   undyed   white   wool.   Warp   colors 
are   red,   yellow,   green,   dark   and   medium   blue.   White   linen   yarn   is   also   used   in   the   weft   for   white 
areas. 
 
Technique :   This   is   the   only   tapestry   I   can   say   for   certain   uses   the   tapestry-weaving   technique   of 
the   later   middle   ages   and   Renaissance.      There   is   no   base   weft   in   linen,   like   the   other   tapestries. 
Instead,   the   colored   wefts   are   applied   directly   to   the   warps   using   an   over-under   weaving   pattern. 
The   resulting   fabric   is   weft-faced,   so   that   the   warps   are   not   seen   at   all. 
 

 
 

Subject   Matter:    The   months   of   the   year:   April,   with   the   arrival   of   migratory   birds,   and   May,   with   a 
solider   taking   the   field   at   the   start   of   campaign   season. 
 
Sources  
http://www.drakt.org/Baldishol.html 
http://www.aldus.dk/baldishol/default-eng.html 
http://www.aldus.dk/baldishol/technic-eng.html 
 
 
  



Later   Tapestries 
 
I   haven’t   done   much   or   any   reading   on   these   two   tapestries,   but   they   showed   up   during   my 
preparation   of   this   handout.   So   I   thought   they’d   include   them. 
 
Grödinge   tapestry:    1400s,   Sweden,   double-faced   weave.  
By   total   coincidence,   I   picked   a   griffon   design   from   this   tapestry   for   a   silk   painting   class   I   took   a 
few   years   ago.  

 
 
Skog   Tapestry :   late   1300s,   Sweden.   Although   later,   it   is   old-fashioned:   wool   soumak   on   a   linen 
ground,   showing   a   procession   of   people   and   animals.   There   is   even   a   re-appearance   of   a 
‘devouring   beast’   with   large   jaws   that   looks   quite   like   one   in   the   Overhogdal’s.  

 


