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F E A T U R E  A R T I C L E

Making a Tailored SMokkr

Figure 1. Hedeby-style smokkr, fitted
using darts and shaped panels; made by the 

author for Queen Cassandra of Caid.

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 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 trägerrock or 

hängeröcke by archaeologists; 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 Viking Age women’s 
graves contain paired brooches, indicating that the woman was buried wearing a 
smokkr; according to evidence from Birka, 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 (Thunem). There is also 
evidence of a pleated style of smokkr from Køstrup (rasmussen 177). This article 
describes two possible reconstructions based on textile fragments recovered from 
Hedeby harbor.

archeological evidence
Two fragments from Hedeby provide evidence for a tailored smokkr (Hägg 39). 

Fragment A is 16 cm (6.29 inches) wide at the top, and flares to 23 cm (9.05 
inches) wide at the bottom; the fragment is 30 cm (11.8 inches) long. Fragment 
B is 25 cm (9.84 inches) wide and appears to have originally been attached to the 
bottom of the first fragment. Stitch holes are present on both sides of both of the 
fragments, which indicate that the fragments originally were sewn to other fabric 
panels. There is a hole on the top corner on the flared side of Fragment A that has 
been interpreted as an attachment point for one of the straps (Thunem). 

A dart begins 7cm (2.75 inches) from the top seam and runs vertically the length 
of Fragment A and onto Fragment B. The widest part of the dart is about 15cm  
(5.9 inches) from the top of Fragment A and the width of the dart varies between 
2mm and 5mm (0.079 inch to 0.196 inches). The ridge of the dart is on the outside 
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of the garment (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, and 
it appears from Hägg’s placement 
diagram that the flared side was at 
center back (39). Because the dart is 
very narrow and on the outside of the 
garment, its purpose may have been 
primarily decorative, in which case the 
garment fit is due to modification of 
the panel shape: i.e., the curved seam 
at center back.

The two extant fragments from 

width of the fragment is approximately 
22cm (8.66 inches); 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 – between 
the brooches – 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. (ewing 39).

M A k I n g  A  T A I L o R E d  S M o k k R

Figure 2. Diagram of the basic panels required for smokkr. The straight grain is marked by arrows 
and the approximate placement of the darts is indicated by diamonds.

Hedeby demonstrate that this dress 
was tailored using shaped panels 
and darts, but they do not offer 
any specific 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 a large 
section from the 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). The full 

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, indicate that women 
during this period wore at least 
one layer that was ankle or floor 
length and could have a short train 
(Thunem). 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 state conclusively that women in 
these 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 art of the 
period wore this style.

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 (Thunem). 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. Linen was 
dyed blue and red and common colors for dyed wool include red, purple, yellow, 
blue, green, red-violet and brown (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 tabby weave, in which the 
weft thread passes over one warp thread and under the next. Both tabby and twill 
weaves were commonly used for woolen fabric (Thunem). in a twill weave the weft 
thread passes over two warp threads; twill weaves have a visible diagonal pattern.
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construction method #1 
This reconstruction uses modern style darts – with the ridge on the inside – on both the front panel and the back panels and 

provides a very flattering fit for curvy women. This style is pictured in Figure 1. 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** . . . . . . .

Waist . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Hip 

Length*** . . . . . . . . .

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. 

***Can vary from knee length to floor 
length. Measure from the height of the 
top hem – just under your arm – over 
the bust and down to your preferred 
length.

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 . . . . . .

Add seam allowance to each 
measurement above and enter below.

a = Front panel width

b = Side panel width . .

c = Back panel
  ToP width . . . . . . .

d = Back panel
  BoTToM width . . .

e = gore length . . . . . .

f = gore width = approximately 40 cm
  (this measurement can vary based  
  on desired fullness of skirt)

g = length . . . . . . . . . .

using muslin or another even-weave patterning fabric, cut mock-ups of panels A, 
B and C –see Figure 2 for the dimensions of each panel. you do not need to make a 
mock-up of the gores.
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Figure 3. Diagram of assembled smokkr: front and back view. 
Approximate placement of the darts is indicated by vertical lines.

Sew the mock-up panels together as in Figure 3 – Panel A is 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.

Put on the mock-up. Have a friend take in the C:C seam to fit the curve of your 
back – see Figure 4 for an example.

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. See Figure 5 for an example. Then have your 
friend mark one dart on each C panel as in figure 4; then have her place two darts 
below the bust on Panel A as in figure 5.

Remember, this garment needs to come off over your head, so it cannot be TOO fifif ifitted.
Measure from your gore inset point to the bottom of garment and adjust your 

calculated gore length as needed. Carefully take off your mock-up and mark the 
new cut lines and darts in permanent marker. 

As in Figure 6, you will need to adjust the shape of panel C based on your 
mock-up. The shape of the center-back flare will vary significantly based on your 
body type, and the bottom width of panel C may be narrower than the sample 
dimensions. now you have a pattern!

in addition to the five panels you 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-hem measurement, and the width can vary based on how full you would 
like your skirt – a width of about 40cm (15.74 inches) has worked well for me.

Cut all of the pattern pieces from your fashion fabric and assemble as in figure 3.
Trim off the bottom edges of the gores to even out the hem. due to the shape of 
panel C this dress will be longer in the back than in the front; i chose to leave it 
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Figure 4. Fitting example, showing the
C:C seam adjustment and dart placement on 
the C panels.

Figure 5. Fitting example, showing the A:B 
seam split for gore insertion and the panel A 
dart placement.

this way because the shape mimics the short train seen in many images of Viking 
Age women.

For this construction method, sew the darts using standard modern construction, 
which will give a smooth silhouette.

construction method #2 
in the original Hedeby garment, the ridge of the dart was on the outside of the 

garment; Method #2 incorporates this unique aspect of the Hedeby fragments. This 
method does not have darts on the front panel, and the darts on the back panel 
are sewn with the ridge on the outside of the garment. The front of this style is not 
as fitted as in Method #1, but the darts on the back of the dress add an interesting 
decorative element, as seen in Figure 7.

To make this reconstruction, follow the instructions as for Method #1, with the 
following exceptions:

When making your mockup: instead of adding darts to panel A, take in the A:B 
seam until the fit is snug in the underbust and waist.

Make sure that the back darts are narrow – the dart on the original fragment is 
5mm (0.196 inch) at the widest point – most of the fitting should come from the 
shape of the C:C seam.

When you construct the smokkr, add decorative braids to the ridges made by the 
darts to further emphasize the curve of the hips. 

straPs 
you will need four straps, two long and two short. Most extant smokkr straps 

are made of a narrow strip of cloth, folded and sewn on the side or middle of the 
loop (Thunem). Some extant examples are made of a fine fabric – such as silk – 
folded over a stronger core fabric – such as linen (Thunem). 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 brooch location in front to the edge of 
the garment at center back, subtract the height of your brooch pin, then add about 2 
cm (0.78 inches) seam allowance. Cut two narrow strips of fabric, each 4 cm (1.57 
inches) wide and twice your strap length long. Fold the long edges to the center, 
then fold in half long-ways. 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  
7 cm (2.75 inches) long. 

decoration
There are many ways to decorate the smokkr, and i have listed only a few 

historical examples here. 
Braids: The dart on Hedeby Fragment A is decorated with a narrow braid on the 
outside of the garment, which extends above the dart to the top of the garment 
(Thunem). There are also multiple examples of braids sewn along the top edge of 
smokkr found at Birka (Thunem). it is possible that matching braids were also sewn 
to the vertical seams of the garment.
TaBleT weaving: The Køstrop smokkr is decorated with a 14 mm (0.55 inch) wide 
card-woven band located between the brooches (rasmussen 36).
silk Bands: A band of silk fabric was used to decorate the top of a smokkr from Birka 
grave 464, and bands of patterned silk were sewn to the top of a smokkr found at 
Pskov (Thunem). 

These examples demonstrate that the smokkr could be decorated on the darts, 
vertical seams and/or the top hem. in addition, a silver valkyrie figurine from Tuna 
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Figure 6. Sample pattern for panel C. The 
new cut line from the C:C fitting is shown by a 
dashed line. Remember that the shape of this 
curve will vary based on the shape of your body.
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Figure 8. Detail of front strap construction 
and attachment to garment.

Figure 7. Smokkr reconstruction with decora-
tive ridges on the back – as in Construction 
Method #2.

appears to show a decorative band of some sort on the smokkr around knee 
height, which could be a tablet-weaving or a band of silk fabric (Thunem). 

There is no concrete evidence of decoration at the bottom hem because no 
complete smokkr has been discovered, however silk or tablet woven decoration at 
the hem is a reasonable speculative option.

JeWelry 
To wear a smokkr, you must have a set of paired brooches to connect the straps 

at the front of the garment. 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 specific look of one of a 
few select areas, oval brooches should be worn with the smokkr. 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 (roesdahl 192).

The paired brooches are worn high on the breast, and connect the straps of 
the smokkr. Strings of glass, amber and metal beads were suspended between the 
brooches, and small items like scissors, needle cases, combs and keys also can be 
suspended from one brooch (Krupp 49). 

conJecture, hedeby-style 
Since there are no surviving complete examples of a Society period smokkr, 

recreating this style of dress requires conjecture based on the historical evidence 
that is available. This article should give you the necessary information to make and 
wear a Hedeby-style smokkr based on current research and understanding of Viking 
Age clothing.  c
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The sCa produCes Two puBliCaTions: The Compleat Anachronist and Tournaments Illuminated. 
The Compleat Anachronist is a monograph series that extensively covers one topic per 50-60 page 
volume and is published each quarter. A few of the 150-plus topics printed to date have included 
Making Medieval Mead, or Mead Before Digby; Unveiling the Truth: Medieval Women’s Hairstyles, 
Volume I: Hairstyling Tools and Easy Hair Fashions from 600 to 1500; and The Basic Craft of Turnshoes: 
Basic Skills Used to Make Common Turnshoes.

Tournaments Illuminated is the SCA’s quarterly magazine. it contains four to five articles with 
topics on how to thrive in the Society, as well as works of research, and a good portion of the articles 
include “how-to” instructions. it also features a humor column, book reviews, listings of major 
SCA events, an occasional interview column with history professionals, SCA announcements, 
select advertisements, and a column featuring medieval destinations.

Both publications are available by subscription, which you can purchase with your 
membership or at any time during your membership year through the Member Services office 
(membership@sca.org). Some of the articles are also available online free of charge, and back-
issues of many issues of both publications can be purchased through the Stock Clerk.

So where do you find all this treasure?
Start at www.sca.org and look for Publications and/or Shopping!
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