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Studying the Viking Age 
Recreating Viking age clothing can be exciting, but it can also be very frustrating. Fabric does not survive 
well in the Scandinavian climate, so archeological textile finds are rare and fragmentary. Some 
information can be gleaned from contemporary depictions of women’s clothing, which include 
tapestries, picture stones and “valkyrie” figurines. However, the style of artwork from this period is very 
stylized and most figures are shown wearing a cloak or shawl that hides much of the upper body. 

 
What is a smokkr? 

The smokkr is typically called an apron-dress in the SCA and a suspended dress by archeologists, 
however it appears that smokkr was the contemporary name (Ewing 37). It is likely that the smokkr 
descended from a peplos-style dress that was worn in Iron-Age Scandinavia (Ewing 23). Many (but not 
all) Viking-Age women’s graves contain paired brooches which indicate that the woman was buried 
wearing a smokkr. According to evidence from Birka, only about 50% of women wore the smokkr (Ewing 
39). Various scholars have theorized that this garment was the mark of a free woman, a married woman, 
or a noblewoman. I agree with Ewing’s assertion that the evidence from Birka indicates that this style 
was worn by married women (42); obviously the value of each woman’s brooches was directly related to 
her wealth and rank. 
 
The archeological record indicates that multiple styles of smokkr were worn during the Viking Age. 
Smokkr fragments from Birka do not appear to have been tailored, which is in contrast to the garment 
from Hedeby. There is also evidence of a pleated style of smokkr from Køstrup (Rasmussen 177). In this 
class we will focus on the smokkr style represented by a fragment found in Hedeby harbor. 
 

Archeological evidence 
Two fragments from Hedeby provide evidence for a tailored smokkr (Figure 1). Fragment A is 16cm wide 
at the top, and flares to 23cm wide and the bottom; the fragment is 30 cm long. Fragment B is 25 cm 
wide and appears to have originally been attached to the bottom of the first fragment (Lewins, 
Thunem). Stich holes are present on both sides of the fragments, which indicates that the fragments 
were sewn to other fabric panels. There is a hole on the top right corner of Fragment A that has been 
interpreted as an attachment point for one of the straps. A very narrow dart begins 7cm from the top 
seam and runs the length of Fragment A and onto Fragment B. The widest part of the dart is about 15cm 
from the top of Fragment A (Thunem). Based on the width of the fragment, the size of the darts, and the 
strap attachment, Hägg concluded that this fragment is from the back of the garment (Hägg 39, 
Thunem). It appears from Hägg’s placement diagram that the flared side was at center back. 
 
The two extant fragments demonstrate that this dress was tailored to the body at the center back seam, 
but they do not offer any information about the front of the garment. The front of this reconstruction is 
based on commonalities between other smokkr fragments, including examples from Birka and Køstrop. 
Fragments from Birka grave Bj. 597 include the entire front of a smokkr, which is comprised of a single 
piece of fabric that continues horizontally past the brooches; there is no vertical seam in the fragment 
(Ewing 29). Based on scale drawings, the fabric was pulled tight between the brooches (actual size is 
approximately 16cm between the brooch centers). The full width of the fragment is approximately 
22cm, however both sides are torn so it is impossible to determine more about the original shape of the 



panel. The smokkr found at Køstrop includes a seam along one side of the garment, outside of the 
brooch (Rasmussen 177); again, the front of the smokkr was a single panel. Since both the Birka and 
Køstrop examples had a single front panel I decided to use a single front panel for my reconstruction, 
and I included a narrow side panel based on the seam placement from Køstrop. 
 

 
 
 

Pictorial evidence 
None of the archeological evidence gives an indication of the appropriate length for this dress, so I 
examined various contemporary images of women. Most representations of women, including the 
Oseberg tapestry, picture stones and various metal figurines (Figure 2, 3 and 4) indicate the women 
during this period wore at least one layer that was ankle or floor length and could have a short train. It 
seems likely that these illustrations show women of high rank or in a formal setting, as a train would not 
be conducive to any type of physical work. It is impossible to conclusively state that women in these 

Figure 1: Smokkr fragments from Hedeby, with proposed original placement of fragment (Hägg 39). 



illustrations are wearing smokkr because they are shown wearing a cloak or shawl that would hide the 
straps and brooches. However the prevalence of brooches in women’s graves implies that many adult 
women wore a smokkr, so it seems likely that the women represented in period art wore this style. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Construction 
Because of the darts and shaped panels, you will need a friend’s help to adjust the final fit of your 
pattern. I suggest making a mock-up before cutting into your fashion fabric. 
 
To make this garment, first take the following measurements: 

Bust = 

Front bust* = 

Back width** =  

Hip*** = 

Full Length (top to hem)**** = 

Waist to hem =  

*The front bust measurement will be the width of the smokkr front panel. The start and stop points 
should be about halfway between the armpit and the outside edge of the brooch. 
**The back width is the full width of the back, from armpit to armpit.  
***If your hip measurement is larger than your bust measurement you may need to adjust the shape of 
panel C on your mock up (see below) to ensure that you have enough room around the hips 
****Can vary from knee length to floor length. Measure over the bust from the top of the garment to 
your preferred length  
 

Left - Figure 2: Detail of the Oseberg 
tapestry (Roesdahl  47). 

 
Right - Figure 3: Silver figurine from 

Kinsta, Sweden  
(Ewing 49). 

 

 



 

Now, do the following calculations: 

Front panel (front bust) = 

Back panel TOP* (back width / 2) = 

Back panel BOTTOM* (back panel top x 1.5) =  

Side panel (bust – front bust – back width) / 2 = 

Gore length (waist to hem) =  

Gore width = 40 cm (can vary based on desired fullness of skirt) 

*If your hip measurement is larger than your bust measurement, the back panel on your mock up should 

be a rectangle with the top and bottom = hip / 3. You will have more fabric waste at the mock up stage, 

but it is important that the center back seam fit your body. 

 

Add seam allowance to each measurement and enter below. 

a = Front panel width = 

b = Side panel width =  

c = Back panel TOP width = 

d = Back panel BOTTOM width =  

e = length =  

f = gore length =  

 
Using muslin (or other patterning fabric) cut mock ups of your five body panels (see figure 4).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

A 
X1 

 

B 
X2 

   

  C 
   X2 X2 

Figure 4: Diagram of the basic panels required for smokkr. Approximate placement of the 

optional dart is indicated by a vertical line. 
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Sew the mock-up panels together as follows: Panel A in the center flanked by the B panels. The straight 
sides of the C panels are sewn to panel B and the flared sides of the C panels are sewn together (you will 
not need gores for your mock-up).  
 
Put on the mock-up. Have a friend take in the A:B seam from the waist to the top of the garment to fit to 
the bust and underbust measurements. Next have her mark where the top of the gores should be 
inserted into the A:B seam (split the seam up to that point before placing the darts to ensure a proper 
fit). Then your friend will take in the center back (C:C) seam to fit the curve of your hips. If desired, your  
friend can add a very small decorative dart on each C panel (optional) – the approximate dart positions 
is noted as a vertical line in Figure 5.   
 

 
 
**Remember, this garment needs to come off over your head, so it cannot be TOO fitted** 
 
Last, measure from your gore inset point to the bottom of garment. Carefully take off your mock-up and 
mark the new cut lines and darts in permanent marker. 
 
Now you have a pattern! 
 
In addition to the five panels your cut for the mock-up, you will need two gores, which will be inserted 
into the A:B seam. Your gores will be the length of your gore inset to bottom of garment measurement, 
and the width can vary based on how full you would like your skirt – a width of about 40cm has worked 
well for me. 
 

Fabric & Color 
Wool and linen are the primary fabrics used in Scandinavia during this period, and there are examples of 
smokkr made from both fabrics. The texture of the cloth is more important than the fiber in 
distinguishing social class; fine wool and linen fabric would be worn by the rich and coarser fabrics by 
the poor (Ewing 13). Fabric used for outer garments, such as the smokkr, was often dyed. Common 

Figure 5. Fitting example, showing the 
C:C seam adjustment and dart 

placement on the C panels. 
 

Please note that this mock up ideally 
would have a little more room in the 

hips to create a smooth curve. 
 



colors for dyed fabric include red, blue, yellow, violet and green (Priest-Dorman). Silk was a luxury 
import fabric that was used as a decorative accent, or for small items like hats or scarves. 

 
Most linen and silks 
fabrics from the Viking 
Age were plain (or 
tabby) weave. Tabby 
weave was used for 
woolen fabric but twill 

weaves –particularly 
2/2 twill – were also 
fairly common. 

 
 
 

Straps 
You will need four straps, two long and two short. Most extant smokkr straps were narrow and made 
from the same fabric as the dress. Based on the Hedeby fragments, I suggest attaching the long straps to 
the center back of the dress (one on each back panel) so that the straps pass diagonally over each 
shoulder.  
 
To make the back straps, measure from the edge of the garment in front to the edge of the garment at 
center back, subtract the height of your brooch, then add about 2cm seam allowance. Cut two narrow 
strips of your smokkr fabric, each 4cm wide and twice your strap length long. Fold the long edges to the 
center then fold in half long ways (like you are making bias tape). Sew along the open side using whip 
stitch and attach both ends to the inside of the dress. To wear, you will hook your brooch pin through 
the loop created by the strap. 
 
The front straps are constructed the same way, except they only need to be about 7cm long.  
 

Decoration 
There are several great documentable options for decorating the smokkr. 
 
Braids: The dart on Hedeby Fragment A is decorated with a 1-2mm braid on the outside of the garment, 
which extends above the dart to the top of the garment. You can also couch braids to the vertical seams 
of the garment. There are also multiple examples of braids sewn along the top seam of smokkr found at 
Birka (Thunem). 
 
Tablet weaving: The Køstrop smokkr is decorated with a 14mm wide card woven band located between 
the brooches (Rasmussen 36). 
 
Silk bands: The Oseberg boat burial includes many narrow (2cm) strips of patterned silk fabric that were 
used to decorate a garment (Christensen). Strips of patterned or plain silk fabric were also used to 
decorate garments found at Jorvik, Mammen and Dublin (Priest-Dorman).  
 

Left – Figure 5: Diagram of tabby 
weave fabric (Scott “Textiles”) 

 
Below – Figure 6: Diagram of 

various twill weave fabrics (Scott 
“Textiles”) 

 



These examples demonstrate that the smokkr was decorated on the vertical seams and/or the top hem. 
In addition, a silver valkyrie figurine from Tuna (Figure 4) appears to show a decorative band of some 
sort on the apron-dress around knee height, which could be a tablet-weaving or a band of silk fabric. 
 

Brooches 
To wear a smokkr, you must have a set of paired brooches to connect the straps. By far the most 
common type of paired brooches is the oval, or tortoise, brooch; oval brooches have been found in 
every part of Scandinavia. Therefore, unless your goal is to re-create the look of one of a few select 
areas, oval brooches should be worn with the apron-dress. Notable exceptions are the animal-head 
brooches worn on the Swedish island of Gotland, and pairs of round brooches worn in Finland and 
northern Sweden. 
  
The paired brooches are worn high on the breast, and connect the straps of the apron-dress. Strings of 
glass, amber and metal beads were suspended between the brooches, and small items like scissors, 
needle cases, combs and keys can be suspended from one brooch.  

 
Conclusion 

If you have any questions on the material covered in this handout, please feel free to contact me at 
ciar@sanbornresearch.com 
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