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The National Museum of Iceland located in Reykjavik houses a rich collection of
embroidered church and secular textiles from the late Middle Ages to early mod-
ern times. The collection contains objects of cultural and historical significance
including altar cloths and valances or wall hangings. The majority are needlework
on lérept or literally ‘linen’, a general term referring to tabby woven fabrics made
of plant fibers. The collection is unique, not only beause of the age of the textiles
and their abundant colorful embroidery with figurative and narrative elements,
but also that they are embroidered and not patterned by weaving techniques,
which was more common in similar textiles made by local women from other
regions of contemporary Scandinavia. Previous research suggests that Icelandic
church textiles were made of imported flax fabric rather than being grown and
woven locally, also that a lot of the needlework was carried out by local women.
In this research selected accessions were analytically investigated with microscope
techniques using the “three-stage procedure” to identify the botanical origin of
the plant fibers yarns. Our investigation shows that the foundation fabrics were
made of either flax or hemp, and that we cannot rule out local production of plant
fiber yarns and fabrics.
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Introduction

Previous research regarding the collection of Ice-
landic needlework at the National Museum of
Iceland in Reykjavik was carried out based pri-
marily on stitching techniques and cultural con-
texts, and to some extent textile raw materials
which are mostly wool or silk and plant fibers,
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and in some cases include metal threads (Guo-
jonsson 2006, p. 13). No conclusive fiber analyses
were carried out to ensure the botanical affili-
ation of the plant fiber fabrics and yarns. One
likely reason is the general misassumption that
the Icelandic term lérepr or linen is synonymous
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with flax (Linum usitatissimum). Lérept, which is
spelled in different ways depending on its Nor-
dic origin, used alone refers to a tabby fabric
woven of plant fibers (Skoglund 2022b, p. 4). A
suggested origin of [érept is the ancient German
term leinwandbindung or French roil which de-
notes a plain, tabby weave cloth (Geijer 1979,
p. 17). In this study, our aim is to examine the
plant fiber yarns at the fiber level to form a
deeper understanding of which plants were used.

Since in Iceland there are no archaeologi-
cal finds of excavated plant fiber textiles, the
general perception is that plant fiber textiles
were uncommon in pre-history, and therefore
were imported (Smith 2019, p. 110). The lack
of evidence is not remarkable as there are only
very few underground plant textile finds from
neighboring countries. Cellulosic structures of
plant fibres decompose quickly when buried un-
der acids soils, only in exceptional circumstanses
have they been preserved in archaeological sites
(Nockert 1996, p. 66). In contrast, sheep wool
does not easily decompose and is frequently rep-
resented among Icelandic archaeological finds.
Wool fabrics were one of Iceland’s main trade re-
sources, spun and woven by local women (Smith
2012). Also, several of the Icelandic needlework
textiles found in churches were embroidered
by Icelandic women, as supported by written
sources (Gudjonsson 1963, p. 2006).

Also archaeobotanical evidence of pollen,
seed or fibers supporting cultivation of hemp
(Cannabis sativa) is lacking, and there has been
only one find of flax pollen from Iceland’s Mid-
dle Ages (Larsson et al. 2012, p. 77). In contrast
there are plentiful plant finds of the common
nettle (Urtica) such as seeds, and those finds have
been interpreted as indications of textile produc-
tion during the Middle Ages (Kristjansdéttir,
Larsson & Asen 2014, p. §73). However, nettle
seeds cannot prove cultivation, nor textile pro-
duction, because nettles commonly grow wild
in disturbed habitats and the seeds are easily
spread by birds. Nettle is difficult to cultivate for
homogenious textile fibers and the stems have
limited fiber content compared with more pro-
ductive and predictable hemp and flax, which is
always cultivated (Skoglund 2022Db, p. 30).

Indications of local textile plant cultivation
Despite the lack of pre-historic textile plant and
textile finds, there are some indications of Nor-
dic textile plant cultivation, such as place names
with the prefix lin (flax), for example Linakrada-
lur (flax field valley) or Lineyjar (flax islands)
which have been interpreted as places where
flax cultivation took place (Larsson et al. 2012,
p- 77)- However, from the Icelandic Middle Ages
until modern times /iz was not used to denote
flax, rather the term hor which is the ancient
Nordic word for flax and still used in Denmark
today (Stromberg et al. 1974, p. 49). In Scandi-
navia, during historic time ‘lin’ was a collective
term and designation for several textile plant
fibers including hemp and hop (Humulus lupu-
lus) (Olavius 1770, pp. 67-73; Schening 1910,
pp- 13-14; Smidtnielsen 1926, p. 4). Moreover,
in Finland the related term /liina, originates
from linteum (cloth) denoted nettle, flax, or
hemp (Suomela et al. 2018, pp. 412-413). In sum,
through old Nordic written sources we do not
know if ‘lin’ means flax or other textile plants,
and if place names in Iceland with this prefix are
simply an indication of textile plant cultivation.

Beside place names there are more indica-
tions such as buried finds of textile tools for the
preparation of bast fibers (Larsson et al. 2012,
p- 77). Those are important indications of cul-
tivation and preparation of bast fiber textiles,
but often they are assumed to be linverktyg or
flax tools, even if it is not possible to distin-
guish flax tools from hemp tools. The same sort
of hackles, scutching knifes and spindles were
used all around Europe from the Middle Ages
until recently (Skoglund 2022a, pp. 46-47). An-
other indication of plant fiber fabric production
on Iceland is a written source mentioning that
as early as the 10™ century women treated the
lérept or linen by washing and bleaching in a
hot spring or stream (Smidtnielsen 1926, p. 6).
This observation refers to bleaching fabrics, a
procedure which did not only make the fabric
white, but also soft and stain repellent. It is
the final step in the process of making lérepr or
linen, and may indicate local weaving (Skoglund
20222, p. 49).

If flax and hemp were grown on Iceland
during the Middle Ages, it was most likely in
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kitchen gardens. 18™" century written sources
concerning vegetable gardening show that both
hemp and flax were grown at this time, and
that the seeds were sown at the end of May and

harvested in August (Olavius 1770, pp. 67-73).
Another source mentions that during the same
century hemp was grown on the west side of
Iceland, where it “matured” (Smidtnielsen 1926,

Table 1. Textiles investigated in this study with results of fiber identification.

Fig. Acc.  Time Sizeincm: Fibers Yarns/cm, Sampling type  Analysis notes
No. period height x warp and weft  (All yarns are
width Z-spun except
Acc. No. 2371)
1 10940 1617  98x 88 Flax ¢9x13 Fabric S-orientation. Polygonal
shapes in cross-sections.
2 647 1600 65X 110,5 Flax 12 X 10 Fabric S-orientation. Polygonal
shapes in crosscuttings.
3 2371 1400- 88x127,9  Flax 11-12 X 9-10 The center fabric S-orientation. Polygonal
1550 Flax 9x10 part, weft yarn  shapes in crosscuttings
S-spun. The left  (weft yarn several kidney
smaller fabric shaped fibers).
part
4 10885 1500 99X 97,5 Flax 12 x10-11 Fabric S-orientation. Polygonal
shapes in crosscuttings.
5 404 1694 99X 115 Flax 13 X 11-12 Fabric S-orientation. Polygonal
shapes in crosscuttings.
6 10886 1400- 97,7x118,5 Flax 20x13 Fabric S-orientation. Polygonal
1500 shapes in crosscuttings.
7 1997  1400— 91X 9O Flax 13x13 Fabric Fabric: S-orientation.
1700 Hemp Blue dyed em-  Polygonal shapes in cross-
broidery yarn cuttings (in warp yarn,
(2-plyed SZ) kidney shaped fibers.
Blue embroidery yarn:
Z-orientation. Irregular
and large shapes in cross-
cuttings.
8 10 902 1600 77 X 445 Flax 15-16 X 14 Fabric S-orientation. Polygonal
shapes in crosscuttings.
9 337 1700- 58,5x380  Flax 8-9x5-6 Fabric S-orientation. Polygonal
1800 shapes in crosscuttings
(weft yarn kidney shaped).
10 160 1700- 68,5x368  Flax 11x11 Fabric S-orientation. Polygonal
1800 shapes in crosscuttings
(warp yarn both polygo-
nal and kidney shaped).
11 161 1700- 60X 346 Hemp 10-11 Fabric Z-orientation. Kidney
1800 shaped in crosscuttings.
12 1149  1600- 64X 110 Flax  13x9-10 Fabric (broader  S-orientation. Polygonal
1700 edge) shapes, some with long lu-
mens in crosscuttings.
13 1727 1600- 57,5 X 366 Hemp 13-14x13-14  Fabric Z-orientation. Strongly
1700 irregular shapes in cross-

cuttings.
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p- 10). It is not clear whether “matured” means
the blooming of male hemp plants, or the rip-
ening of the seeds of female hemp plants. In
any case lérept or linen fabrics were extremely
important because they were used to pay taxes
to the many priests on the island, and to wrap
the deceased’s body for mortuary rites (Dennis
2006, p. 26). This meant that large volumes were
required, and previous researchers assumed that
lérepr or linen fabrics were imported. In fact, it
is possible to obtain relatively large quantities of
fabric from only 100 square meters of a textile
plant fiber field. When compared to other coun-
tries in traditional Europe, such a hemp field can
bring in 30 meters of linen (about 50 centimeters
in width) of different qualities (Skoglund 2022,

p. 41).

Materials

In this study 13 Icelandic needleworks on lérepr
or linen foundation fabrics embroidered from
the 15™ to early 19™ centuries were investigated
and analyzed to identify the botanical affiliation
of the plant fiber yarns, also an embroidery yarn
of plant fibers (see table 1). Seven are distinctive
church textiles such as altar cloths or front pan-
els (figs. 1-7). The other six are wall hangings
or valances (bed curtains) that may have served
in either church or secular contexts (figs. 8-13).
Valances usually measure about 350 to 400 cen-

Fig. 1. Altar cloth from Hals church, No. 10940.
Photo: National Museum in Reykjavik.

timeters in length and 50 to 6o centimeters in
width, the embroidery yarn is of wool and the
needlework technique produces the same effect
as the Swedish weaving technique dukaging
(Guojoénsson 1963, p. 13). We do not know when
the foundation fabrics of these needleworks were
woven, they could have been made considerably
carlier than the needlework.

1. Altar cloth from Hals church, No. 10940

This needlework from year 1617 has served as an
altar frontal in Hals church, northern Iceland
(fig. 1). It is one of the oldest known to have car-
ried a date as well as a name of a contemporary
person (Gudjonsson 1963, p. 17). The embroidery
yarn is wool. The plant fiber fabric is woven of
rather uneven spun yarns.

2. Altar cloth from Gréf chapel, No. 647
This rectangular textile is from the 17 century
(fig. 2). It has last served as an altar frontal in

Fig. 2. Altar cloth from Gréf chapel, No. 647.
Photo: National Museum in Reykjavik.

Fig. 3. Altar cloth from pre-reformation time,
No. 2371. Photo: National Museum in Reykjavik.
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Fig. 4. Altar cloth from Kalfafell church, No. 10885.
Photo: National Museum in Reykjavik.

Fig. 6. Altar cloth from H6fdi church, No. 10886.
Photo: National Museum in Reykjavik.

Grof chapel, north-western Iceland (Gudjonsson
2006, p. 21-22). The embroidery is of wool yarn.
The plant fiber fabric is loosely woven.

3. Altar cloth from pre-reformation time, No. 2371
This altar cloth has no known origin but was
embroidered between 15 to 16™ century (fig. 3).
It is an example of pre-reformation needlework
(Guojoénsson 2006, pp. 22, 24) embroidered with
wool yarn. The full textile is sewn from three
pieces of plant fiber fabrics joined along the sel-
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Fig. 5. Altar cloth from Lauféis church, No. 404.
Photo: National Museum in Reykjavik.

Fig. 7. Altar cloth with geometric patterns, No. 1997.
Photo: National Museum in Reykjavik.

vages. The textile was sampled from the middle
and left panel.

4. Altar cloth from Kalfafell church, No. 10885
This 16™ century altar frontal is from Kalfafell
church, north-western Iceland (fig. 4). The cen-
tral motif is embroidered with silk and metal
threads, and the surrounding pattern is of wool
yarn (Gudjonsson 2006, p. 24). The plant fiber
fabric is loosely and evenly woven with relatively
fine yarns.
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Fig. 8. Wall hanging, No. 10902. Photo: National Museum in Reykjavik.

Fig. 9. Valance from Kirkjubzr, No. 337. Photo: National Museum in Reykjavik.

5. Altar cloth from Laufis church, No. 404

This altar frontal was made year 1694, as a gift
to Laufas church, northern Iceland (fig. 5). It car-
ries an inscription which states that the needle-
women presented the frontal to the church
(Gudjonsson 2006, p. 58). The embroidery yarn
is wool. The fabric is evenly woven but of dif-
ferent yarns in warp and weft. The weft is more
yellow in colour than the warp.

6. Altar cloth from Héfdi church, No. 10886
This altar frontal from Hofdi church, western
Iceland is from the 15 or 16™ century (fig. 6).
The textile is fragile and broken, and only rem-
nants of the plant fiber foundation fabric re-
main. Compared to the other textiles the yarns
in this accession are finer, and accordingly the
fabric has up to 20 threads per centimetre in the
warp. The embroidery yarn is wool. Samples for
analysis were taken from the framing panel on
the right side.

7. Altar cloth with geometric patterns, No. 1997
The origin of this altar frontal is unknown but
dates to the 15 to 18" centuries (fig. 7). It dif-
fers from the others because the pattern is not
figural, and it is almost entirely covered with
embroidery. The textile is comprised of three

panels, a large one in the middle and narrow
ones along each side. The blue-colored embroi-
dery yarn is made of two-ply plant fiber yarn,
while the other yellowish, red and brown yarns
are wool. The plant fiber fabric is a balanced
tabby. The right side panel was sampled, as well
as the blue-colored embrodery plant fiber yarn.

8. Wall hanging, No. 10902

This needlework of unknown origin is from the
17t century. It was sent by Bishop Steingrimur
Jonsson to the museum in Hofn on the east coast
(fig. 8). The embroidery yarn is wool. The textile
is made of one piece of relatively densely woven
fabric.

9. Valance from Kirkjubzr, No. 337

This valance from Kirkjuber in eastern Iceland
belongs to the collection of long embroideries,
made of two fabrics sewn together, with needle-
work of colorful embroideries with the same
technique and were likely produced during the
same period, although the place of manufacture
is unknown (fig. 9). It was donated to the mu-
seum in the late 18™ or early 19" century and
compared to the others is woven of coarser plant
fiber yarns.
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