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A STUDY TO DETERMINE THE PLACE OF ICELANDIC
MEDIAEVAL COUCHED EMBROIDERIES IN
EUROPEAN NEEDLEWORK

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

This study was concerned with a group of little known
embroideries; the laid and couched ecclesiastical embroideries
of medlaeval Iceland, attempting through analysis of technique
and comparison of design to determine thelr place in European
needlework of the middle ages. Special studies of these
embroideries, valuable but of limited aspects, were made by
Wandell and Kalr;z while Engelstad? and Digby* referred to
them for comparison in their work on, respectively, Norwegian
mediaeval wall hangings and the Bayeux tapestry. No compre-

hensive study of the embroideries was available, and it was,

lGertie Wandel, "To Broderede Billedtaepper og Deres
Islandske Oprindelse,” Fra Nationalmuseets Arbejdsmark
(Kobenhavn: Gyldendalske Boghandel, 1941), pp. 71-82.

”g, 7. Kalf, "Een Interessant Borduursel in het
Rijksmuseum Twenthe," Textilhistorische Bijdragen, 1:50-70,
1959,

Helen Engelstad, Refil, Bunad, Tjeld; Middelalderens
Billedtaepper i Norge (Oslo: Gyldendal Norsk Forlag, 1952),

117 pp.

AGeorge Wingfleld Digby, "Technique and Production,™
The Bayeux Tapestry. Frank Stenton, editor. (New York:
Phaidon Publishers Inc., 1956), pp. 37-55.




therefore, necessary to collect basic data for a thorough
description of the group, if the purpose of this paper were
to be achieved.

The embroideries, twelve in all, the dates of which
are belleved to range from the 13th century to the middle of
the 16th century, are kept today in the National Museum in
Reykjavik, the National Museum in Copenhagen, the Cluny Museunm
in Paris and the State Museum in Enschede, Holland. They form
a natural group for study; since all were worked in the same
general technique with only slight variations in the comple-
mentary stitching. They also form the largest single group
within the mediaeval embroideries of Iceland, comprising
perhaps more than half of all the embroideries still extant

5

from that period. This alone, while rendering them

20ther Icelandic mediaeval embroideries known to this
author are eight in all. Of these, five are altar frontals,
four of which are in the National Museum in Reykjavik (inven-
tory numbers 1997, 2371, 4797, and 10885) and one in the
National Museum in Copenhagen (inventory number 15313, 1855).
They are all worked predominantly in darning stitch with the
exception of one which is appliqued. Besides these there are ,
in the National Museum in Reykjavik an altar cloth worked in
outline stitch, and a burse worked in-chainm stitch (inventory v« ‘7
numbers 2028 and 11008); and the National Museum in Copenhagen
possesses another Icelandic burse (listed in the inventory (asife< i
number 909, 1813) which appears to be worked in split stitch. <.li
Two other Icelandic embroideries could belong to the
mediaeval period but are of uncertain date. One is an altar
frontal in the National Museum in Reykjavik (inventory number
3552) referred to in the museum catalogue merely as being old.
The other, also an altar frontal, is in the National Museum
in Copenhagen (inventory number 153137-1855) and has been
dated there 16th or 17th century Both these embroideries
were worked in darning stitch.

‘,“)‘ ?J. (¥ ng
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interesting to the native Icelander, might not, however, suffice
to make a study aimed at foreign readers worthwhile were it not
for the fact that they were worked in the laid and couched

technique (refilsaumur) of the Bayeux tapestry, a technique

rarely found on embroideries of the mediaeval periocd. Apart

from the Icelandic group of embroideries6

and the Bayeux
tapestry, there are known fragments of only three Norwegian
mediaeval embroideries done in this technique, the largest of
which is dated as being from about 1200.7

In order to realize the objectives of this study it
appeared feasible to touch briefly upon the history of mediae-
val Iceland, its culture and its relation to foreign countries.
Documents, for the most part church inventories, were searched
for information regarding couched embroideries, in an attempt
to establish their number and their distribution within the
country.

Before proceeding to describe the embroideries, it was
found necessary to define clearly the terminology to be used
with regard to embroidery stitches. Each piece of embroidery

was then described in as great detall as the avallable data

6rwo Icelandic laid and couched embroideries, not in-
cluded in this study because of their late date (17th century)
are shown and described briefly in the appendix (pp.lél, 162,
Figures 78, 79; p.163 , Figure 80.)

b

7Engelstad, op. cit., pp. 80-82, 100-101.



allowed. The pileces in the National Museum in Reykjavik

and the two small fragments of the church hanginge in the
National Museum in Copenhagen were examined in the hand. The
other embroideries in Copenhagen could be examined only
through the glass of their cases in the museum. For informa-
tion on the two embroideries kept in the Cluny Museum and

the Museum in Enschede, secondary sources had to be relied
upon entirely since there was no opportunity to see them.
Upon the completion of the description of the Icelandic
pleces, related embroideries of other countries were men-
tioned and described briefly.

In the discussion which followed, findings on the pos-
sible origin and diffusion of laid and couched work in mediae-
val times were examined. The Icelandic embroiderlies were com-
pared among themselves and to related foreign embroideries as
to material, technique, and design. Similarities in design
shared by the Icelandic embroideries and foreign mediaeval art
in general were pointed out and discussed.

The author 1s aware that the study here presented is not
as inclusive as the material warrants.9 It is presented, how-

ever, in the hope that it may prove of use in future studies

8cr. Figure 11, p. 30.

9For example, the basic work on Swedish mediaeval
embroidery by Branting and Lindblom could not be obtained.



of historic embroidery by making more readily available infor-
mation about the laid and couched embroideries of mediaeval

Iceland.




CHAPTER II
THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

In studying the Icelandic laid and couched embroideries
of the middle ages and attempting to find their place among
European embroideries, it 1s of importance to examine the
various influences introduced into Iceland during that period.
These furnish clues to, or evidence of, possible relationships
between Icelandic and foreign embroideries whether in the
nature of design, technique or material employed in their pro-
duction. The following, therefore, is a brief account of the
various connections Iceland had with the rest of Europe during
mediaeval times, giving first some highlights of the history of
the country and adding notes concerning native art and artists
of the period.

Iceland was settled largely from Norway in the period
from 874 to about 930 A.D. At that time the first republic
was established, lasting until 1262, when the Icelanders sub-
mitted to the king of Norway. Iceland remained under Norwegian
rule until about 1380, when together with Norway it became sub-
Ject to the Danish Crown. Acquiring partial autonomy in 1918,
it was not until 1944 that Iceland gained complete independence
from Denmark with the establishment of the second republic.

Christianity was adopted as a state religion in Iceland
in the year 1000. A bishopric for the country was established



in 1056 at Skalholt; a second bishopric for northern Iceland
was founded at Holar in 1106. Iceland remained catholic
until the middle of the 16th century, but since 1550, when
the last catholic bishop wes behééded, the state church has
been Lutheran. The date 1550 marks the termination of the
middle ages in Iceland.

It 1s generally considered that the majority of the
settlers of Iceland were from Norway; others came for the
most part from the Scottish isles and Ireland. Scholars
do not agree on the extent of Celtic racial and cultural
influences in Iceland; evidence from customs, language, and
raclal traits, however, point to a considerable admixture of
Celtic blood in that of the early Icelanders.t

There were several channels through which foreign
influences might and did reach Iceland during the middle
ages. One of these was through trade and travel. At first
the Icelanders owned ships themselfes on which they crossed
to Norway, the British isles; and the Continent to seek fame
and fortune, as it was called, i.e., to trade, to obtain
admittance to the courts of kings or nobles, or to take part
in viking raids. Travels abroad of this kind were at that

time considered part of the necessary education of young men

1

Knut Gjerset, History of Iceland (New York: The
Macmillan Company, l§2b), PDe 23-26,

Jon Johannesson, Islendinga Saga (two volumes;
Reykjavlik: Almenna Bokafelagid, 1956, 1958), I, pp. 27-38.




of quality. From the early 1llth century, i.e. with the advent
of Christianity, young adventuresome Icelanders also joined the
Varangian guard in Constantinople and, later the armies of the
Crusades.?
With no lumber for shipbuilding available in the country,
the acquiring of new ships was difficult, and by the 12th cen-
tury the Icelanders had all but ceased owning ships.3 They
became almost entirely dependent upon others for supplying their

country with necessary tradegoods as well as for panage to and

from the country. For the remainder of the middle gges only
a very few Icelanders owned ships. According to annals of
the 13th and lith centuries, as well as later sources, the
bishoprics‘of Skalholt and Holar each owned one ship for part
of the time at least; only three chieftains were known to
have been shipowners between 1412 and 15h7.“

Until the beginning of the 15th century the Icelanders
traded primarily with Norway and Norwegian merchants, although
there are records of some direct trade with England and the

Continent during the 1llth and 12th centuries.5 Evidence of

direct trade wlith England during the 13th century was not found,

2Johannesson, op. cit., I, p. 188.
3Ibid., I, pp. 118-119, 4Thid., II, pp. 152-153; 185;

°Diplomatarium Islandicum (Copenhagen and Reykjavik:
Hid Islenzka Bokmenntafelag, 1857-), I, p. 48l. This reference
is hereafter referred to as D. I.; Johannesson, op. oty Xy
pp. 368, 388.
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but it might be noted that all through that century as well as
eaflier, trade flourished between England and Norway.6

At the beginning of the 15th century English merchants
began to sail to Iceland to brade.7 The German (Hanseatic)
merchants who during the previous century had bought Icelandic
export goods (mainly dried fish and fish 0il) through Norway
(Bergen), soon followed suit.8 The trade in Iceland during the
15th and the early 16th century thus became guite lively, with
even a few Dutch merchants entering into the picture.9 The
English continued to trade in Iceland in the early 16th century,
but the German (Hamburg) merchants steadily galned power, and
during the first half of the century Hamburg was the center of
connections with Iceland.lO In 1547, however, the king granted
the city of Copenhagen permission to trade with Iceland; in an
effort to curb the power of the Germans, This action marked

the beginning of the decline of the Hanseatlic trade in Iceland.ll

6

Aron Andersson 1lish Influences in Norwegian and
Swedish Figure Sculpture ig Wood 1220-1270 TEtocEEo%E: no
publisher, 97, p. 98.

Johannesson, op. c¢it., I, pp. 373-387.
Cf. also p. 1I3, note 13.

7Johannesson, Ob« 6165, "IT; Ppe- 152, '
8Ivid., pp. 139, 152. 9Ibid., p. 170.
i 101bid., p. 197.

llIbid., P. 184; Arnor Sigurjonsson, Islendingasaga
8 (AkureyrI: Thorsteinn M. Jonsson, 1948), p. 146.
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Directly and indirectly the catholie church must be
considered the major factor in bringing foreign influences
into Iceland during the middle ages. In the late 10th cen-
tury missionary efforts were carried out at various times by
four missionaries, two of whom were Icelanders who had traveled
extensively abroad and received baptism; the other two were of
German origin, a missionary bishop and a priest. The main
E power behind the Christianization of Iceland was, however, the
Norwegian king, Olaf Tryggvason.l2 In order to aid the strug-
gling Christians his successor, Olaf Haraldsson (Saint Olarf),
sent an English bishop to Iceland,13 probably around 1020.14
In the early days of Christianity the few priests in Iceland
were all foreigners, and till the end of the seventh decade of
the 1lth century a number of foreign missionary bishops, Eng-
lish, Irish, and German found their way to Iceland,i’ They
brought with them varied foreign influences. In the earlier
part of the 1lth century English influences predominated within
the church although little by little they were in some instancés
superceded by German inrluences.l6

From the founding of the bishopries until 1238, the
bishops of Iceland were Icelandio; elected by Icelandic

12Gjerset, op. cit., pp. 49-62. 13Ibid., pp. 64-65.
Lrohannesson, (e ol Lok R pGehs gl U
Lo1bid. I, pp. 169-72. 161pid., I, pp. 172-73.
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chieftains and clergy. After 1238 and until about 1380 the
bishops of Iceland were elected by the archbishop and the
cathedral chapter in Nidaros in Norway,l7 while from about

1380 to the middle of the 15th century the pope appointed the
bishops.18 From 1238 to 1380 there were eight Norwegian bish-
ops in Iceland as compared to six Icelandic. During the period
from 1380 to about 1450 Skalholt had one bishop each from Nor-
way, England, Holland, Germany, and Iceland, besides four
Danish bishops. At the same time at Holar there were three

English and two Norwegian bishops.l9

From then on, to the end
of the middle ages, the Icelanders were again permitted to
elect their own bishops, during which period all bishops, with
the exception of two from Norway, were natives.zo
As Christianity established itself in Iceland it became
customary to go abroad to study at the European universities.
In the earlier middle ages, i.e., the 1lth and 12th centuries,
such travels were not limited to bishops and higher ecclesias-
tics but included also monks and laymen, who later devoted
their learning and ability to teaching and writing in the

monasteries or on their estates.?l Some studied in Germany,

17sonannesson, op. cit., II, pp. 110-13.
181pid., II, p. 1l15. 191bid., II, p. 114.
20Loc. cit. 2lgjerset, op. cit., p. 133.
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France, and England, some perhaps in other countries.22
Most if not all, the bishops of Icelandic nationality had
studied abroad, often for many years, and some even in more
than one country, The first bishops at Skalholt and Holar
organized schools at the bishops' seats,?3

During the times of the forelgn bishops the custom of
studying abroad ceased, to be revived only in the latter part
of the 15th century.zh The“foreign bishops, as a rule, took
little interest in the education of the clergy, even to the
extent that the cathedral schools were closed for long periods
of time, the school at Skalholt from 1236 to 1491 and the
school at Holar for several decades during the 13th century.25
Fortunately the schools at some of the monasteries remained
open, giving instruction for both clergy and laymen.26

As elsewhere during the middle ages, the Icelandiec
monasteries were centers of culture, learning, and artistic
activity, and played an important part in diffusing foreign
influences, Ten monasteries and two convents were established,

the first in 1133, the last in 1493.27 They followed either

22Johannesson, opatolt L DL 18T,
cit

23Gjerset, op. ., DP. 66, 68. 2hIpia., p. 252.

25Loc. cit. 26Johannesson, OpVEOLEs IS He 2354

27‘I'he monasteries were the following: Thingeyrar (1133),
Munkathvera (1155), Hitardalur (about 1168), Thykkvibaer (1168),
Helgafell (1184), Keldur (late 12th century), Saurbaer (about
1200), and Skrida (1493). The convents were these: Kirkjubaer
(1186) and Reynistadur (1296). Cf. Johannesson, op. cit., I,
pPp. 228-36. -
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the Benedictine or the Augustinian rule. None of the Icelandic
monasteries was directly connected with foreign houses, but
abbots and monks might travel abroad, and sources relate in-
stances where foreign monks and nuns entered monasteries and
convents in Iceland.?8 The monasteries at Thingeyri,
Thykkvibaer, and Helgafell were most renowned as centers of
learning.29

Still another important link wrought by the church be-
tween mediaeval Iceland and continental Europe was the pilgrim-
ages, which became popular at an early date. Pilgrimages were
made to various shrines ih Europe such as the shrine of Santi-
ago of Compostella or the grave of St. Thomas a Beckett at
Canterbury, or to Rome, Constantinople, and even to Jerusalem.
The pilgrims traveled either through France or Germany and
found lodgings in religious houses along the way.30 Thus for
instance thirteen Icelandic pilgrims, men and women, apparently
stopped at the monastery at Reichenau on the Rhine in the 12th
century.31 In the 12th century also the abbot of Thvera monas-
tery had a guide written for pilgrims traveling to the Holy
Land. Pilgrimages are mentioned in sources from the 13th

century as well as the li4th and 15th centuries.>?

T RTINS U i N Ty

29Gjerset, op. eit., p. 253; Johannesson, opa ol bty el
P. 229.

3oJohannesson, op. c¢it., I, p. 188, 3Loc. ecit.
3% jerset, op. cit., pp. 176, 194-95, 250-51.
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Inventories and extant ornaments from Icelandic churches
of mediaeval times provide evidence that all through the period
great importance was placed upon decorating the churches and
providing fine vestments for the clergy. These ornaments were
both Icelandic and foreign, and there can be no doubt that the
imports served the native artists as inspiration and models.
The Icelandic artists of the middle ages seem predominantly to
have been clerics, monks or priests, working in the monasteries
or under the patronage of the bishops, although lay artists
are also mentioned.33 Thus a saga of an Icelandic bishop tells
of a priest decorating with paintings the ceiling and gable of
a new bell tower at Skalholt about the year l200,3h and of his
contemporary, a renowned carver of wood and walrusbone, who was
the wife of a priest at the same bishop's seat.35

In another bishop's saga a cleric of the first half of
the 1li4th century is mentioned as having been proficient in
both goldsmithing and engraving as well as drawing,36 while

documents from the same time reveal the existence of a lay

3BMatthias Thordarson, "Islands Middelalderkunst,"
Konst. Nordisk Kultur XXVII, Haakon Shetelig, editor (Stock-
holm: Albert Bonniers Forlag, 1931), p. 336.
Halldor Hermannsson, Icelandic Illuminated Manu-
scripts (Copenhagen: Levin & MunkSgaard, 1935), D. 1k.

3krhordarson, "Islands Middelalderkunst,” op. cit.,
p. 336.

BSIbido' DPDe 229-300

36g1gfus Blondal and Sigurdur Sigtryggsson, Alt-Island
im Bilde (Jena: Eugen Diederichs, 1930), p. xi.

7 D I Qi
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artist who worked as an illuminator and painter in both Ice-
land and Norway.37 The i1llumination of Flateyjarbok, one of
the finest extant Icelandic manuscripts (cf. Figure 52, p.117)
is known to have been executed by a certain priest toward the
end of the l4th century.38 There also exists an Icelandic
sketchbook from the first half of the 15th century, belleved
to have been the work of a cleric, perhaps a monk. This book
contains models for illuminations, paintings, engravings and
embroideries.

From the preceding it is evident that during the middle
ages Iceland had more or less constant connections of one kind
or the other with parts of Europe, predominantly with Norway
but also with England, Germany, France, Denmark, and the Low
Countries, and, to a lesser extent, even with Spain, Italy,

Byzantium, and Palestine.

"mhoraarson, "Islands Middelalderkunst," op. cit.,
pPp. 340, 349.

38Ibid., p. 340; Hermannsson, op. cit., p. 22.
39Thordarson, "Islands Middelalderkunst," op. cit.,

p. 337.

Kristjan Eldjarn, Ancient Icelandic Art (Reykjavik:
Almenna Bokafelagid, 19573, p. 10,

The sketchbook is the only mediaeval one extant in
Scandinavia. It was published in 1910, of. Harry Fett,
En Islandsk Tegnebog fra Middelalderen (Christiania: Jacob
Dybwad, 1910), 29 pp.




CHAPTER III

DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE OF LAID AND COUCHED EMBROIDERIES
IN ICELAND

Written sources about mediameval church furnishings in
Iceland consist predominantly of church inventories\yriéten
or collected at the instigation of the biShOpS.l iéiurches
were small (cf. Figure 1) but comparatively numerous in mediae-
val Iceland,2 the inventories representing in all about 450

ohurohes.3

The inventorles date back to the days of the first
republic, to the beginning of the 12th century; these early
inventories are not very numerous, however.h The largest
number of extant mediaeval inventories date from the l4th
century, while fewer have survived from the 15th and 16th
centuries.’

The furnishings listed in the inventories were rarely

described; if they were, the description was very brief and

IMatthias Thordarson, "Islands Kirkebygninger og
Kirkeinventar i Middelalderen,” Nordisk Kultur XXIII (3Stock-
holm: Albert Bonniers Forlag, no date), pp. 288-280.

2Ibid., p. 289.

F. B. Wallem, De Islandske Kirkers Udstyr i Middelal-
deren (Kristiania: Grondahl og Sons Bogtrykkerl, 1910), p. 8.

AOnly somewhat over fifty in all. cCf. ibid., p. 8.

’Loc. cit.
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uncertain. For this reason it has often proved difficult

or impossible to identify extant objects with articles listed

in the 1nventories.7

embroideries, which, although certainly from mediaeval times,
were not found in inventories of the period. The only known

mxd({‘. ﬂ,_!.'f.-tl"z(...‘('
Icelandichord for laid and couched embroidery, refilsaumur,

first appears in an inventory from the cathedral church at
Holar in 1550,8 the year which terminates the middle ages in

Iceland. The word refilsaumur literally means embroidery on

& hanging, refill.

From the earliest days wall hangings were a part of
the interior decor of Icelandic secular dwellings.9 With
the advent of Christianity this custom was commonly adopted
in churches as well, and all through the/middle ages hangings
of various types, such as refill, bordi%;ﬁakur, and tjald,

were listed in the inventories. From the usage of the terms,
tjald seems to have been an inclusive term for different kinds

of wall hangings, while dukur© in this connection may have

6Thordarson, "Islands Kirkebygninger og Kirkeinventar
1 Middelalderen," op. cit., p. 289,

TLoc. cit. 8p. I. XI, pp. 852, 853.
9Blondal and Sigtryggsson, op. cit., p. xi.

Hjalmar Falk, Altwestnordische Kleiderkunde
(Kristiania: no publisher, 1919), p. 201.

10pukur is (mainly) a general term for cloth; cf.
altarisdukur: altarcloth.

Such is the case with the laid and couched
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Figure 1. Church at Vidimyri in Skagafjordur County built
1834 . Photo: Gunnar Runar.
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been a more or less plain hanging draped below a dééééétively
woven or embroidered ggggifﬁf reri11.t! Apparently bokh bordi ,fret
and refill were long, narrow horizontally emphasized wall-
hangings; it has been suggested that bordi was narrower and
decorated with woven designs, while refill was embroidered.12
It seems rather likely that bordi'? and refill were used about
Similar hangings worked in different techniques, although

research in this matter has not been conclusive.

As mentioned above the term refilsgumur was not found

used until 1550, while other types of embroidery were mentioned

earlier.™™ This absence of the term refilsaumur might indicate
llFalk, op. cit. s PP 201, '29[;.- o) p-\ o J

: Engelstad, op. cit., p. 19. In three instances a
refill decorated with pictures was found listed in the Icelandic
Inventories, in 1360 a refill with pictures from the story of
Charles the Great (D.I. III, p. 174), in 1406 a refill with pio-
tures of St. Nicholas (D.I. III, p. 710), and another with pic-
tures of St. Martin (D.I. IIX, p. ZF). Y

12gngelstad, o Clbe ) ppdT. 80,

Falk, op. cit., pp. 202, 214-15. Falk does not make
distinction between refill and bordi as to the one being em-
broidered, the other woven. :

Wandel, op. cit., p. 80, believes that refill was
more likely embroIdered than woven.

1iBorai was found mentioned in only five instances
(Falk, op. cit., p. 202, quoting Njal's saga, chapter 3; p. 215,
_Quoting a bIshop's saga. D. I. III, pp. 289, 517 41394 , and
. 566 /I3947); in none of these the techniques used In its decora-
- tion was indicated.

 isuoh as sprang and glit, terms which in mediaeval
times in Iceland probably indicated respectively white cut or
drawn work and colored embroidery worked in a darning stitch.
Glit: D. I. III, p. 108 (1355); D. I. IV, p. 78 (1397); and
DT, XIII, p. 553 (1548). Sprang: D. I. III, p. 482 (1392);
D. I. X, p. 629 (1541). Other embroideries mentioned were
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that before 1550 the technique had been called by a different
name or been grouped with other techniques under a joint
heading.

However, a third explanation is perhaps the most likely.
It was observed that in the inventories there was never a hint
of a technical description used in conjunction with the word
refill, although other church textiles listed at the same time
were to some extent described as to technique. This fact and

the emergence in 1550 of the term refilsaumur may indicate

that this embroidery technique was so intimately tied in with
the refill, that no term was needed to describe it; i.e. that
the word refill in itself implied a wall hanging executed in
laid and couched work,

This explanation does not satisfy the complete lack
of technicel description indicating laid and couched altar
frontals in the inventories. But as already mentioned, the
most common form of the inventories was a simple enumeration
of items; only occasionally were descriptions of apparently
exceptional pleces found. Of the altar frontals, therefore,

none rated speclal description except those of rarity and high

veandasaumur (darned embroidery imitating weaving?), cf.

D. I. V, p. 283 (1470); silkisaumadur (embroidered with silk),
ef. D. I. IV, p. 99 (1397); D. I. V, p. 283 (1470); and
%tgxnsaumadur (embroidered with gold}, cf. D, I. IV, pp. 139(/%
L L t must be noted that no conclusive study of old
Icelandic embroidery terminology exists.

i?)
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value, such as frontals of fine foreign stuff, silk embroidered

15

or laid with gold braid. Altar frontals executed in native

wools in a common technigue were of no such importance and may
therefore have remained anonymous until the close of the mediae-
val period, When at that time inventories beoame more detailed,

,' YN, " £ s

more dascrlptive, the word refilsaumur,| probably in oral use ee

earlier, found its way into the written language.

A search through Icelandic church inventories from the

_reformation until the early 19th century revealed that for

various lengths of time at least twenty-seven churches pos-

16 4180

sessed one or more laid and couched embroideries.
laid and couched work exists from two churches, the inventories
of which did not 1list them.l7 Altar frontals were most fre-
guently mentioned but other church textiles such as wall hang-
ings, superfrontals, dossals, and riddles were also listed.

It is of interest to note that twenty-five, out of a
maximum of twenty-nine churches, belong within the see of
Holar. Investigations into post-reformation inventories have
not progressed far enough to allow conclusiocons to be drawn

from the findings. As yet several possibilities are indicated.

One is, that a center for or a school of embroidery

15Falk, op. cit., pp. 220-21, lists a variety of altar
frontals found In DIplomatarium Islandicum.

16

Cf. Table I in the appendix.
17L0c, cit.
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Speclalizing in laid and couched work was located in the ses

RSV o

of Holar during the later middle ages, perhaps in the convent

e g

at Reynistadur, perhaps at the bishop's seat itself.

f However, the reasons for more evidence of laid and

couched work in the see of Holar than in the see of Skalholt

may be of quite a different nature. It is generally contended

[ that in the see of Skalholt a much more widespread destruction

E V of pgpish church furnishings took placg in the years following

\{9 the reformation. Still another factor, perhaps of great
importance, may be the climate of northern Iceland, which is

: much drier than other parts of the country. These climatic

conditions which are generally accredited with the superior

preservation of the old turf-and-wood built farm buildings

and churches (Figure 1) in northern Iceland; would without

doubt also have influenced the breservation of interior fur-

nishings, laid and couched embroideries included.
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CHAPTER IV
DEFINITION OF TERMS

The embroideries under discussion in this paper were,
as mentioned previously, worked mostly in couching of a cer-
tain kind with the addition of five different stitches used
for outlining and occasionally for filling in small areas as
well, |

As the study progressed it became evident that authori-
ties differed in the terminology used to designate identical
stitches found in these and related embroideries. In order
to avoid confusion it therefore appeared feasible to define
and illustrate the meaning of terms to be employed before
proceeding to describe each pilece of needlework in detail.

For this purpose several authoritiesl on stitches

and historic embrolderies were consulted, their definitions

1Mary Symonds Antrobus and Louisa Preece, Needlework
through the Ages (London: Hodder and Stoughton, Itd., 1928),
TR

Mrs. Archibald Christie, Samplers and Stitches: A
Handbook of the Embroiderer's Art Ifgndon: B. J. Batsford,
Lta., /1920/, pp. 7, 38, LO, 50, 129, 133,

Engelstad, op. cit., p. 80.

Agnes Geijer, "Broderi,” Kulturhistorisk Leksikon for
Nordisk Middelalder zKobenhavn: Rosenkilde og Bagger, 1957),

Renate Jaques, Deutsche Textilkunst (Krefeld: Scherpe
Verlag, no date), pp. 62, 139-4/.

Betty Kurth, "Mediaeval Embroidery," Ciba Review,
50:1799-1800, December, 1945.
Louisa F, Pesel, Stitches from Eastern Embroideries
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examined and'compared,2 and the following terminology decided

upon.,

Laid and Couched Work

Differentiation between two kinds of couching was neces-
sary: the couching found on the Icelandic embroideries and
the couching of the German mediaeval woollen embroideries.3

For the couching on the Icelandic embroideries, refilsaumur,

it was decided to use the term laid and couched work. The

method of working this stitch, which is shown in Figure 3;
is as follows: A thread is laid from one side of the design
to the other, back and forth covering the ground completely,
small stitches being taken at each side to fasten it down

(Figure 2,a).LP Across this ground other rather evenly

(second edition; London: Percy Lund, Humphries and Co., Ltd.,
1921), Plates 47, 55, 56, 61.

Louisa F. Pesel, Stitches from 0ld English Embroideries
(second edition; London: Percy Lund, Humphries and Co., Ltd.,
15331 plates 1, 2. 1L, 16, 17518 21,

Digby, op. cit., pp. 38-40, 42, 54.

Mary Thomas, Dictionary of Embroidery Stitches (New
York: William mOrrowTEEE“UETTK1§§5), pp. 32-33, 5L-56, 154,
186, 189"90 .

2cf. Table II in the appendix, p.1l59,

30, 'D.105%

LIt should be pointed out that in the couching of the
Icelandic mediseval embroideries which could be examined
closely, the ground threads are laid in one procedure, not in
two as done in some couching, where alternate ground threads
are laild going one way, the spaces being filled up coming
back (ef. Figure 2,b). Only in one instance is this latter
type of couching observed in Iceland: in the laying of the
silk ground of the crucifix of a chasuble from 1677 (cf.
appendix, Figure 80, p.163 ).



Figure 2, a and b.

in laid and couched work.

25

Methods of laying ground threads

Figure 3. Laid and couched work.

Figure 4. Roumanian couching.
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spaced threads are laild and fastened down at intervals with

small, somewhat irregularly spaced, stitches (Figure 3).

Roumanian Couching

For thé couching on the German mediaeval woollen em-
broideries to which reference will be made; the term Roumanian
couching was decided upon. In German this stitch is called
klosterstich. The stitch, shown in Figure 4, is worked in

the following manner: A thread is laid from one side of the
design to the other and is sewn down with loose slanting
stitches which become almost indistinguishable from the thread
they are fastening down. The procedure is repeated, care

being taken that the threads cover the ground closely.

Other Stitches

Another filling stitch, surface satin stitch (Figure 5)

was in a few instances found covering small areas. In addition,
four types of outlining stitches, used variously for outlines
or small area fillings were observed in the Icelandic embroi-

deries. Three of these, chain stitch, split stitch, and couch-

ing used as outline (Figures 6, 7, and 8) together with the

surface satin stitch presented no difficulties as far as ter-
minology was concerned.

The fourth outlining stitech, the two variations of
which are shown in Figure 9, a and b, was found, however, to

be called variously stem stitch, outline stitch, crewel stitech
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Figure 5. Surface satin stiteh,

Figure 6. Chain stitch.

Figure 7. Split stiteh.

Figure 8. Couching used as outline.

Figure 9, a and b, Stem stitch.
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or stalk stitch.5 For the purpose of this paper, it was
decided to use the term stem stitch. As indicated by the

diagram, the stem stitch is worked with the thread lying at
the_same side of the needle whethe; to the right of the
Léft, and the needle should emerge from the cloth at the
point where it entered in the preceding stitch.

5Christie, Samplers and Stitches, %g. BIUSGDe 7o

Pesel, Stitches from 01d English Embroideries, op. cit.,
Plates 1, 2.

Thomas, op. cit., pp. 154, 189-90.

See also Table I in the appendix, p./53.




CHAPTER V

EXTANT ICELANDIC LAID AND COUCHED MEDIAEVAL EMBROIDERIES

Wall Hanging from Hvamaur

The wall hanging (refill) shown in Figures 10 and 11 .
is from the church at the farm Hvammur in Dalir county in
Western Icelend. It is now preserved in the National Museum
in Copenhagen; its inventory number is CLII, 1819.

No reference to a hanging in laid and couched embroidery
has been found in inventories from the Hvamﬁur church or
neighboring churches. All thet is known of its history is that”
in 1819, following a request from the Danish archaeological /!
commission, it was sent from Hvammur to the museum in Copen-

\f l/(lﬂﬂr?i/ € e Ylh H’p et A
hagen where it has remained since.[7 ,gl/mnﬁuzz,r“ ».v;fﬂ”‘

) A ¥V an & L

The hanging is believed to date from the lBth or the
lhth2 century. Its main design consists of fantastic animals
(such as lions, a horse or unicorn, a griffin, and a stag)
framed by circles which are linked together by smaller circles.
Along the lower edge runs a border of small strange creatures

3
framed with half circles. The border at the upper edge, now

lMiddelalder %§ Nyere Tid. Nationalmuseets Vejledninger
(Copenhagen: no publisher, 1938), p. 27.

2Blondal and Sigtryggsson, op. cit., p. vi.

3Whether part of the lower border is missing at the
left corner is not known; detalls of the design leave the
impression that the border originally consisted of half cir-
cles rather than full circles (cf. Figure 10).



Figure 10.
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Wall hanging from Hvammur; the two main

parts. National Museum, Copenhagen.

Figure 11l.

Wall hanging from Hvammur; the two small

pleces. They may belong together. National Museum,

Copenhagen
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partly destroyed, is formed by leaf scrolls. Scrolls of foli-
age also fill the spaces between the circles and, to some ex-
tent, the spaces within the large circles.

The hanging 1s not complete either in height or width.
It is preserved in four parts, two of which are exhibited in
the museum (Figure 10). These two have a maximum height of
about 65 cm. (25 5/8 inches) and a length respectively 80
and 255 em. (31 1/2 and 100 5/8 inches). The two other pieces
(Figures 11 and 12), which are kept in storage, measure about
34 x 36 em. (13 1/2 x 14 1/4 inches) and 30 x 23 cm. (11 7/8
x 9 1/8 inches).

The ground fabric of the hanging is blackish brown
natural (saudsvart) wool, rather loosely woven in an extended
tabby with two concomitant single Z spun threads in both warp
and weft (i.e. basket weave). It has a thread count of 9.5
x 8 per cm.? (24 x 20 per square inch), the warp threads being
the lengthwise threads of the cloth. The left side of the
smaller of the two exhibited pieces appears to be the original
termination of the hanging. Whether the lower edge at the
left side corner is original as well is not certain.

The hanging is partly covered with embroidery, the back-
ground being embroidered while the design 1s left void. The
embroidery is worked entirely in wool of a grey color, origin-

ally natural white wool.



e

Figure l2. Detail of the wall hanging from Hvammur.

National Museum, Copenhagen.,
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Figure 13. Detail of the wall hanging from Hvammur

(Figure 11). National Museum, Copenhagen.
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Figure 1i. Detail of the wall hanging from Hvammur, showling

the reverse of Figure 13. National Museum, Copenhagen.
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All fillings are executed in laid and couched work,
the first stage of which is worked with coarse loosely spun
two-ply, S spun and Z twisted yarn, while the second and
third stages are worked with finer and more highly spun two-
ply, 2 spun and 8 twisted yarn. The threads of the second
stage are closely although irregularly spaced with an average
of about 0.25 cm. (less than 1/8 inch) between the threads.
The stitching of the third stage is very irregular although
closely spaced also, averaging five stitches to the centimeter
(3/8 inch).

The outlines, which are sewn before the filling, are
worked in couching, coarse loosly spun threads laid and fas-
tened down with finer, more tightly twisted yarn. The stitches
are irregular but on the whole rather close. The yarns used
for the outlines appear to be of the same kind as those used

for the filling.

Altar Frontal from Reykjahlid

Figures 15 and 16 show an altar frontal (altarisklaedi)

from Reykjahlid at Myvatn in Sudur-Thingey County in northern
Iceland which is preserved in the National Museum in Copenhagen.
Its inventory number is CLv; 1819.

This altar frontal is first mentioned in an inventory

of the church at Reykjahlid from about 1661.4 In 1819 it was

&Bps. B, III, 6. (Footnotes of this kind refer to docu-
ments /church inventories7 in the Natlonal Archives in Reykjavik.)
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Figure 15. Altar frontal from Reykjahlid.

National Museum, Copenhagen.
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Figure 16. Altar frontal from Reykjahlid. National

Museum, Copenhagen.
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removed from the church and sent to Copenhagen where it was
deposited in the National Museum.

A definite date has not been affixed to the altar
frontal, although it is most often attributed to the 14th
century.5 The main design of the frontal is made up of
nine roundels, each depicting en episode from the l1ife of the
Virgin Mary, while at the bottom are found barts of three
roundels with follage designs. The tangent points of the
roundels are covered with smaller circles decorated with
rosettes, and the spandrels are filled with stylized rediating
leaf and flower designs. Borders with follage scrolls frame
the frontal on all sides. The eplsodes shown from the life
of the Virgin are the I‘ollowing:6 (1) The birth of the Virgin;
(2) the presentation of the Virgin in the temple; (3) the

betrothal of the Virgin to St. Joseph; (4) the Annunciation;

’Middelalder og Nyere Tid, op. oit 2
Ti4, . PN o P e s
Blondal and 3ig ryggsson, §§. cit., p. 6, date the
frontal as not later than the l4th century.
Wandel, op. cit., p. 81, would like to place this
frontal as early as the first quarter of the 12th century.
That this date is too early is indicated by the crown worn A v
: by the Virgin; the custom of deplcting the Virgin CrownedéU&'Qému@uﬁ
the elild did not appear in western art until the 13th century. of. ¥
- Joseph Pijcan, An Outline History of Art, Arts of the Middle
Ages 1n Europe, of lslam, 1n the Far Bast, and of the American
Indians (Chicago: University of Knowledge, Incorporated, 1938),

De 232.

6In the accustomed manner, here and in the figures
following, the roundels are listed from left to right, and
from the upper to the lower rows.




99

Figure 17. Detail of the altar frontal from Reykjehlid.

National Museum, Copenhagen.
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(5) the Nativity of Christ; (6) the angel announcing the Nativ-
ity to the shepherds; (7) the presentation of Christ in the tem-
ple; (8) the adoration of the Magi; and (9) the flight into
Egypt. el

The frontal has a maximum height of iOOwom. (39 3/8
inches), its maximum width beingﬁéé cm. (33 3/4 inches).
The coarse ground fabric is uﬁﬁigééﬁed Iinen of an extended
tabby weave with two threads concomitant in both warp and '
weft (i.e. basket weave).7

The altar frontal is completely covered by embroidery.
All areas are executed in laid and couched work, with the
exception of faces and hands which are worked in stem stitch
and7w1nwawrewwplaoes; in-split-stitch., The couching is worked
rather carefully with even spacing of the laid threads of the
second stage and-quite regular stitches of the third. All
outlines are done in couching.

The embroidery is executed in two-ply woollen as well
as single and two-ply linen yarn.8 Only white lirnen thread
is found;? BUt 15 naeditn a1l wilte areas, most notably the
backgrounds of the roundels, and in outlines. It also'“ &)
appears to be used frequently in the second and third stages,

as well as the third stage only, of the blue areas. Whether

TThe frontal could be examined through glass and from
the right side only; information on the threadcount and pres-
"ence of selvage was not available. fo-11 X iz-14p e’

8Wandel, op. cit., p. 71. 9Loc. cit.

i
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this thread was originally white, or blue faded to white on

YO AP

the surface is not known. The woollen embroidery yarns are .

of five colors: natural blackish brown (saudsvart), yellow,

red, green and blue.ll

Altar Frontel from Grenjadarstadur

The frontal shown in Figure 18 1s from Grenjadarstadur
in Sudur-Thingey County. It is now preserved in the Cluny
Museum in Paris; having been transferred there from the Louvre
Museum sometime after 1941.12

In old inventorlies from the church at Grenjadarstadur,
the frontal can be traced back to 1659.13 In the Inventory

r
from that year are mentioned a frontal and a dossal

(brikarklaedi) executed in laid and couched work. It is

likely that these are the same ones mentioned in inventories
from 1595 to 1631'although no reference is made to their being
embroiderad.lh In the irventory from 1748 the dossal is said

10ce, pp. 58, 70, 79.

llWandel, op. cit., p. 71, distinguished between two
blue colors, a dark blue and a light blue. She also noted
that the green had faded to medium blue on the surface.

121b14., p. 73.
Kristjan Eldjarn, "Marteinsklaedl fra Grenjadarstad,"
Timinn (Icelandic daily newspaper), Sunday, December 23, 1956

13Bps. B, III, 6. As mentioned earlier, however, a wall
hanging with pictures of St. Martin, i.e. Marteinsrefill is jas i
listed 11 the inventory from lhOé»(D I III' e bl e ek

J i,\‘:-_f' L U— ug

!‘ toyeld
l“Bps. B o1IT, 2yige gi and Bps. B, III, 5; pp. 15-16,
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Figure 18. Altar frontal from Grenjadarstadur.

Cluny Museum, Paris.

sl gl oo il Al







L3

to be used as a wall hanging.l5 The hanging in laid and
couched work is last mentioned in 1787.16 In the next inven-
tory, from the year 1811, it has disappeared; whereas the church
has acquired a cushion with a cover; the top of which is execu-
ted in laid and couched work,l7 for use in a new confessional
installed in 1775.18 The top of this cushion cover may have
been made from the dossal (hanging). The cushion and the altar
frontal are last found mentioned in 1828.19 The cushion appar-
ently disappeared, while the frontal was acquired in 1836 by
the French traveler, Paul Gaimard, and bhrought to France.?0
Exactly how the frontal found its way to the Louvre Museum is
not known,since it was listed there as having been purchased

I .
e\)'x-'t

le A
from M. Revoil in 1829 and exhibited as a German tapestry.Zl“

2Boe ., HTIT; 16

. léKirkjustoll Grenjadarstadar 1768-1826 (church inven-
tories in the Natlonal Archives, Reykjavik), XIX, 9, A, 1z
D Loble

(0. 74
YIb1a., p. 65,3

18Kirkjustoll Grenjadarstadar 1747-1846, XIX, 9, fir B s
pe 43,b.

191pia., pp. 88,b - 89,a.

2OEldjarn, "Marteinsklaedi fra Grenjadarstad," op. cit.
The frontal, although somewhat mistakingly rendered,
is pictured in Plates 122 and 122 bis in Paul Gaimard, Voyage
en Islande et Groenland. Atlas Historigue (/Paris: A. Ber-
trand, §§3§7), and described as being a tapestry from the
church at Grenjadarstadur.
s‘g\”\la\j 21
Wandel, op. eit., p. 74.
iélib ‘;::; A n. 19

’ ';'} 3
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The date of the altar frontal from Grenjadarstadur has

been set as the 13th century.22

The main design of the frontal
consists of twelve roundels each depicting an episode from the
life of St. Martin, bishop of Tours and patron saint of the
church at Grenjadarstadur. The tangent points of the roundels
are covered with small roundels with rosettes; the spandrels .
being filled with stylized radiating leaf and flower designs

of slightly varied forms. A chevron border frames the frontal
on three sides. The episodes shown from the saint's life,
which follow the story as it is related in the mediseval Ice-
landlec version, are the following: (1) St. Martin gives a beg-
gar half of his cloak; (2) Christ appears to St. Martin in a
dream, wearing the part of the cloak which St. Martin had given
to the beggar; (3) the baptism of St. Martin, (4) St. Martin
reises a man from death; (5) St. Martin revives a slave who

had hanged himself; (6) St. Martin is consecrated bishop of
Tours; (7) and (&) St. Martin removes his tunlc and gives it

to a naked man; (9) St. Martin, while preaching to the heathen,

raises a mother's only son from death; (10) St. Martin exorcises

“2Louis De Farcy, La Broderie du XI Siecle Jus§u'a
Nos Jours (two volumes; Angers: Belhomme, LIibralre-&d eur,
18907, II, Plate 24.

Museum officlals in the Louvre, cf. Wandel, op. eit.,
Pe ' tlha

—————

Ibid., p. 81, would like to affix an earlier date

- (i.e. 12th century) to this frontal as well as to the frontal

from Reykjahlid (ef. p. 38). /However, the angels in the twelfth
roundel appear to be wearing papal tiaras of a type which did
not come into use before the 13th.century./ Cf. Herbert Norris,
Church Vestments (New York: E. P, Dutton and Co., Inc., 1950),
p. 110 and Figure 142. B i
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an evil spirit (the devil) from a cow; (11) St. Martin drives
away cormorants from a river where they were feeding on the
fish; (12) the death of St. Martin,2>

This altar frontal? is the second ;grggst extant Ice-
léndic mediaeval fro§tal, its height being‘gg‘ém;.(37wi/2
inches), 1its width fég cm. (50 1/2 inches).?? The coarse
ground fabric is of unbleaéhed linen loosely woven in an ex-
tended tabby with two concomitant threads in both warp and
weft (i.e. basket weave).26 L

The frontal is completely covered with embroidery;
with the exception of a few places where the stitching has
worn off, for instance in parts of the right half of the
lower border. The main areas are executed in laid and couched
work, while faces, most hands, and some uncovered body areas

are done in stem stitch and possibly split stitch.27 The

couching is worked with evenly laid threads in the second

23Wandel, op. cit., pp. 75-78.

Rhppe description of the frontal from Grenjadarstadur
is based entirely upon secondary sources and examination of
black and white pictures of the right side of the embroidery.
The information available was very incomplete.

25According to a letter from the Cluny Museum,dated
April 21, 1961. The measurements were inside measurements of
the frame; one to two cm. should possibly be added to the
above figures.

26Wandel, Op.

oit., pp. 71, 74; Kalf, op. cit., pp.
59-60; De Farcy, op. CLE.. ik Vi :
oit

T B P he

2TWendel, op. Sy DOLC7L, Tl Kalfs 'op. oite, ps 60,
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stage, and closely spaced stitches in the third. All outlines
are executed in couching.28

The embroidery yarns used are wool and linen.29 The
colors are the same as those found on the altar frontal from
Reykjahlid; the wool yarns are natural blackish browm
(saudsvart), yellow, red, green, dark blue, and light blue.30
Only white linen thread is used; it is found in the back-
grounds of the roundels, in unclothed body areas, and in some
outlines.31 The triple outlines around the inside and outside
of the roundels, where not worn off, are worked in wool and
linen, one wool thread couched between two couched linen
threads. 32

The color distribution3? in the frontal is largely as
follows. The frames of the large circles are red, outlined
with blue, and enclosing varicolored designs on off-white back-

grounds. The small connecting roundels are medium blue with

S ot SR
29Wandel, Ope. edb., pp. 71, 74,

30Loc. plt.s er. ip,

3lKalf, Gl n - 60, 32Loc, cit.

33Related in a private letter dated May 27, 1961, from
Blanche Payne, Professor in Home Economics, University of Wash-
ington, who had just examined the embroidery in the Cluny
museum. The information was received after the completion of
this study but before its final processing.
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rosettes of alternating dark blue and greyed yellow petals.
The ground of the spandrels is greyed yellow, with foliate
ornaments in tones of blue. The small circles in the upper
spandrels are red, outlined with white, and enclosing a white
star. The border at the bottom consists of three green tri-
angles alternating with three brown ones on the outside edge;
the triangles on the inside are white. On the side borders

the outside triangles are blue, the inside ones white. The

colors used in the scenes are white, red, purple (reddish

purple), blue green and brown.

Altar Frontal from Svalbard

Figures 19 and 20 show another altar frontal with

designs in roundels. It is originally from Svalbard on
Svalbardsstrond in Sudur-Thingey County, but is now preserved
in the National Museum in Reykjavik, where its inventory num-
ber 1s 10933, /Aﬁﬁ/éa

The earliest certain mention of é%e frontal is found in
an inventory of the Svalbard church from/ 1674.2% In 1847 it
was sent to the National Museum in Copenhagen35 where it re-
mained until it was returned to Iceland in 1930 and deposited
in the museum in Reykjavik. The 1lith century is the date set

V2T AR

Qé@mﬁﬂiézfé L T 2009
FLaYs
SBps. B, III, 6.7/

35Cf. the inventory of the National Museum, Reykjavik.
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for this altar frontal.36 The design of the frontal consists
of twelve roundels joined together by small roundels containing
rosettes of slight variations. The spandrels are decorated
with stylized radiating foliage designs. A chevron border
apparently framed the main design on three sides, although
parts are now missing.

The pictures in the large roundels had never been satis-
factorily explained;37 until recently; when it was suggested38
that they, or at least some of them, depict the story of St.
John the Apostle and Evangelist,39 patron saint of the church

at Svalbard.40 From available references the pictures in the

36Thorkell Grimsson, Summary Guide to the Exhibition
Rooms (Reykjavik: The National Museum of Iceland, 1960}, p. 28.
L The inventory of the museum gives the date of the fron-
f tal as not later than the 15th century.

37In the inventory of the museum they were partly unex-
plained, partly described as depicting soenes from the Nativit
(Roundels 5 and 6) and the Passion of Christ (roundels 2 and 3{,
and scenes from the life of a bishop (roundels 910 vand-11).
Wandel, op. cit., p. 79 and Figure 6, described the pictures as
belng scenes from the life of an unknown female saint. None of
these explanations seemed convincing.

f 381 a private letter, dated April 4, 1961, from Gisli
Gestsson, Curator at the National Museum, Reykjavik.

39To the author the pictures had appeared to show scenes

from the life of a youthful, male saint. Because of the cock
held by the saint in the first roundel, the possibility that the

ictures illustrated the story of St. Vitus was being considered
%the cock is one of St. Vitus' attributes), especially since
some of the other scenes also apparently coincide with the legend
of that saint. For lack of time and Icelandic references, fur-
ther research into the matter had been suspended, when the above
mentioned information was received.

40Gudbrandur Jonsson, Domkirkjan a Holum (Vol. V, 6 of Safn
til Sogu Islands: Reykjavik: no publisher, no date), pp. 29-55.
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Figure 19. Altar frontal from Svalbard.
National Museum, Reykjavik, Photo: National

Museum, Copenhagen.
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Figure 20. Altar frontal from Svalbard.

National Museum, Reykjavik.
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following roundels ocan be identified with episodes from the
life of St. John the Apostle: (4) St. John is boiled in oil
before the Porta Latina at Rome, without suffering injury;

(5) St. John raises Drusiana from death; (6) St. John converts
the robber (?); (7) and (8) St. John changes stones and fagots
into gold for the young men who regret having given up their
worldly riches to follow him; (12) instead of dying, St. John
descends into an open grave (where he lies down in sleep).hl
Two attributes of St. John appear on the frontal, the eagle
in roundels six andLaiée and the cup with the consecrated

wafer in the twelfth roundel.4?

The maximum height of the frontal is 90 ecm. (35 5/8
inches), the maximum width 415 cm. (45 1/2 inches); the lower
half has been mutilated by cutting. The ground fabric is un-
bleached tabby-woven linen with a thread count of about 12 x ll
per cm.2 (30 x 28 per square inch). Warp and weft cannot be
ascertained as there 1s no selvage present (the edges are all
unfinished), but the finer threads, running‘lengthwise in’the
frontal are most likely the warp. The linen lining is not
original; it was added to support the embroidery which is worn

and broken in places.

blclara Erskine Clement, A Hendbook of Legendary and
Mythological Art (Boston: Houghton MiffIin and Company, 1881),

pp. 153-155.
"John the Evangelist," The Catholic Encyclopedis
(New York: The Encyclopedia Press, TIPS H N PR T it T Y o
L2Loc. cit.

ey 1 ) - ." % 5
) Oblatn pe C ndfnl
(T * v/ ¥

§e



52

The frontal is covered almost entirely with embroidery,
the main areas being executed in laid and couched work. Many
Small areas, however, are worked in parallel rows of chain
stitch, a few even in stem stitch. Probably by accidental
omission, a few small areas have been left void of stitching,
such as the cap of the man to the left in the third roundel,
one of the bishop's hands in the eleventh roundel, and
several others. The outlines, which are worked before the
filling, are all couched, the couching stitches so closely
placed as to cover the laid thread almost completely.

While wool is used for all outlines, the filling is
worked in both wool and linen. The entlre background as well
as the hands, faces, and other white details are done in
linen, the remainder in wool. The linen threads used are
rather coarse, two-ply, 2 sSpun and S twisted.

Six different colors of woollen yarn are used in the
embroldery: dull yellow (appearing as tan on the surface),
red, blue, blue green, green, and reddish purple. The purple,
which is used in parts of the design in the twelfth roundel

has faded on the surface to a yellowish tan.

Altar Frontal from Draflastadir

In 1893 an altar frontal from Draflastadir in
Fnjoskadalur, Sudur-Thingey County, shown in Flgures 21 and 22,
was acqulired by the National Museum in Reykjavik. Its inven-

tory number in the museum is 3924,
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Figure 21, Altar frontal from Draflastadir.

National Museum, Reykjavik.







Sk

FigureAZZ. Altar frontal from Draflastadir.
National Museum, Reykjavik.
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Mention of an altar frontal in laid and couched work.
at Draflastadir is found in inventories from 163143 to 1828.44
In the inventory from 1748 the couched altar frontal 1s de-
scribed as having a canvas lining.45

The frontal is dated as being probably from the 1l4th
c:ent:ury.‘+6 The main design consists of nine barbed quatre-
folls enclosing pictures of the Virgin and Child, saints, and
sainted (?) bishops. The spandrels are filled with rosettes,
and different kinds of leaf and scroll borders frame the
frontal on all sides. The pictorial content of the barbed
quatrefoils is as follows: (1) St. John the Baptist and an
unidentified bishop; (2) the Virgin and Child and St. Cath-
erine of Alexandria (?); (3) the Virgin and Child and St.
Anna; (4) St. Andrew and St. Paul; (5) the Virgin enthroned;
(6) St. John the Apostle and Evangelist and St. Peter, (7)
unidentified saints, perhaps the @Z)Nrgecg{/g.cég) saints Hallvardur
and earl‘ﬁagnus (8) unidentified bishops, perhaps the Ice-
landic saints Jon and Thorlakur (or Jon and Gudmundur); and
(9) St.Dorothea and St. Catherine of Alexandria,

The frontal 1s almost square in shape, its maximum

height being 109 em. (43 1/8 inches), its maximum width 117 ecm.

L3Bps. B, III, 5; p. 31l. LhBps, ¢, I, 1; p. 70.
boBps. B, III, 16; p. 12.

héKristjan EldJarn Ancient Icelandic Art, op. cit.,
Figure 56.
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(46 1/4 inches). The ground fabric which is unbleached, tabby-
woven linen, has a thread count of 9.5 x 9 per om.% (24 x 22
per square inch). Very uneven selvages are present at both

the upper and lower edge of the frontal, whereas remnants of
narrow hems, 0.3 cm. (1/8 inch) wide, appear on parts of both
side edges.

Remains of a canvas lining (the one mentioned in the
inventory from 1748 ?) appear in the lower left and upper
right hand corner. The natural colored canvas 1s tabby- :
woven with a thread count of 12 per cm. (30 per inch) in
both warp and weft. The edge of the canvas is folded under
and sewed to the frontal with natural white two-ply Z spun
and S twisted woollen thread.

On the reverse of the upper right hand corner there
are remnants of a loop braided of three strands of woollen
yarn; Two of the strands consist of two two-ply, S spun
and Z twisted yarns.

The frontal is covered entirely with embroidery. All
fillings are done in laid and couched work executed mostly
in wool. The outlines, which are sewn prior to the laid and
couched work, are worked in chain stitch with the exception
that the outlines of the third and sixth frame are couched.

The embroidery threads vary greatly in fineness. The
first stage of the laid and couched work is laid with two

coarse single yarns threaded in the needle at the same time;



i

Figure 23. Detail of the altar frontal from
Draflastadir, showing the third barbed quatrefoll with the
Virgin and Child and St. Anna. National Museum, Reykjavik.

Figure 24. Detall of the altar frontal from
Draflastadir, showing the reverse of Figure 23.

National Museum, Reykjavik.
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only occasionally a heavy two-ply thread is used. When the
ground has been laid with the coarse threads, the second and
third stages are worked with very fine two-ply threads, used
singly or two together in the needle. More often than not
the second and third stages are worked with the same color
yarn as the first, but sometimes contrasting colors are used.
The single woollen yarns are mostly Z spun, the two-ply yarns
Z spun and S twisted. Some of the yarns used in the border
around the main design are, however, S spun and Z twisted.

Linen yarn is used only in the white areas of the main
design of the fronbal; and in the second and third stage in
the couching of 8t. Dorothea's basket (in the ninth frame)
as well as in small parts of the third and the eighth frame
band. In these latter places the thread, originally blue,
has faded to near-white on the surface. The linen thread
is of even fineness, two-ply and Z spun and S twisted.

Nine colors of wool yarn are found on the frontal:
natural colored blackish brown (saudsvart) and White (appear-
ing as light tan on the surface), yellow (faded to tan on the
surface); red, yellowish brown, dark blue, light blue, dark
green and light blue green. While the yellow forms the
ground color of the main design of the frontal, the natural
white is used for background in the borders;h7 on the surface

the difference between the two colors has become very slight.

47The border at the upper edge 1s similar in color to
the one at the lower edge.
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Altar Frontal from Hpafnagil

Figures 25 and 26 show an altar frontal generally con-
sidered to be from Hrafnagil in Eyjafjordur County. It is
preserved in the National Museum in Copenhagen, its inventory
number being 15379, 1856.

This frontal may not have belonged to the church at
Hrafnagil originally, although it was sent from there to the
museum in Copenhagen in 1856. No alter frontal embrolidered
in laid and couched work is listed in the inventories of the

church, only a frontal in darning stitch (glitsaumur), which

is listed as early as 166248 and as late as 1761.49 The only
laid and couched embroidery listed in inventories from

Hrafnagil is an o0ld superfrontal (altarisbrun) attached to
50

a printed altar frontal; it is listed butonce, in 1761.
In the inventory from 1833 an old altar frontal executed in

nun's stitch (nunnusaumur) is listed.’l This entry probably

refers to the altar frontal in darning stitch listed in 1761.

Admittedly, the meaning of the term nunnusaumur 1is not certain,

but from the way it is used in the inventories of seven other

churches, where it has been observed,52 it seems to be a term

4L8pps, B, III, 6.

498ps, B, III, 17; pp. 27h=75. OLoc. cit.
51K1rkjustoll Hrafnagils 17,9-1839, VIII, 12, 4, l.
St 4481 Wk1igaraur (1761), and Modruvellir

(1769), a1l in Eyjafjordur County, Reynistadur in Skagafjordur
County (l742), Hals in Fnjoskadalur (1760, 1786, 1796, 1828,
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Figure 25. Altar frontal from Hrafnagil.

National Museum, Copenhagen.
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Figure 26. Altar rrohtai'from.ﬂrafnagil.

;, T National Museum, Copqﬁhﬁgen.v | :
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applied in the 18th and 19th centuries to old embroideries of
various techniques; probably believed to have been worked by
nuns in the convents of mediaeval times. In inventories of
four of the seven churches the term seems to refer specific-
ally to embroideries described in other inventories as worked
in laid and couched work;53 this may perhaps be indicative of

the term being mainly used synonymously with refilsaumur, but

this cannot be ascertained.

Surmising that the altar frontal listed in the inventory
from Hrafnagil is not the one in the Danish National Museum,
where, then, did the frontal originate which was sent to Copen-
hagen in 1856%? It may have come from the church at Mikligardur,
a neighboring church to Hrarnagil.5h Six successive inventories
for that church, from 1685 to 1758;55 list an altar frontal in

1849) and Muli in Adaldalur (1804), both in Sudur-Thingey
County, and Thykkvibaer in Vestur-Skaftafell County (1848).

53In the three other instances the term nun's stitch
seemed to refer once to darned embroldery, once to cross
stitch embroidery, and in one instance to embroidery in
general,

54Hrafnagil was the seat of the archdeacon in the dis-
trict, and since it was customary for the archdeacons to ship
the church treasures requested by the Danish archaeological
commission, it would seem natural that the frontal be sent from
Hrafnagil, even 1f it belonged to the church at Mikligardur.

551685: Bps. By Bl 9 5 pai 5y by
1695: Bps. B, III, l1; p. 50,a.
17483 Bpass BRo T T Tl Sniip. 174 . b.
1731: Profastsvisitazia 1725-1747, XVIII, 1, A, 1.
1749: Bps. B, III, 16; p. 298.
1758: Profastsvisitazia 1752-1762, XVIII, 1, A, 2.
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laid and couched work having a fringed superfrontal with embroid-
ered lettering. In one dated 1761 an old altar frontal worked
in nun's stitoh is listed; in another dated 1791 an altar fron-

tal is recorded as a very old tapestry (tjaldvefnadur)56 with

pictures of people and a fringed superfrontal with lettering
attached to the upper edge. It seems most likely that the
altar frontals listed for 1791, 1761, and earlier, are one and
the same,57 and the descriptions fit the Hrafnagil frontal
exactly. Supporting the above is the fact that the church at
Mikligardur was consecrated to All Apostles, while the
Hrafnagil church was consecrated to St. Peter.58
The frontal dates from the 15th century.59 Its main
design consists of six roundels with two apostles in each.

The tangent points of the roundels are covered bxxornaments

some of which are reminiscent of the fleur-de-lis while others

are more like wide decorated bands. The spandrels are fllled
with more or less stylized leaf designs, the two spandrels
near the centre of the embroidery containing masks as well.

A leaf scroll forms & border at the lower edge while at the

upper edge a fringed superfrontal with a band of lettering

56Literal translation: ¢tjald = hanging; vefnadur =
weaving, textile.

57This would not be the only instance of mistaking the
lald and couched work for tapestry; cf. p.43.

58Jonsson, op. cit., pp. 29-55.

>Middelalder g% Nyere Tid op. eit., p. 56
Wendel, op. cit., p. 7Tk«
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is attached. The inseription, which is in Latin, reads as

follows: Zn oem tram exnat son eoy: Z in finis orbis terre,

i.e., in omnem terram explanatur sonus eorum et in finis

(f. - es) orbis terre (f. - ae), from the Epistle to the 4
60

Romans, Chapter 10, Verse 18.

The roundels depict the following apostles: (1) St.
John and St. James Major, (2) St. Peter and St. Paul, (3)
St. Andrew and St. Bartholomew, (4) St. Jude (Thaddeus) and
St. Thomas, (5) 8t. Philip and St. James Minor, and (6) St.
Simon and St. Matthias. { Melth s

The frontal which as already indicated is actually a
combined frontal and superfrontal; has a maximum height of
96 em. (37 7/8 inches), of which the super frontal accounts
for about 10 cm. (4 inches). The maximum width of the frontal
is loy-cm. (41 inches). The ground material is unbleached
linen of tabby weave. It consists of at least two pleces of
fabric; the ground of the superfrontal being a separate piece,
apparently of the same fabric, however, joined to the top of
the frontal proper. ?The ground fabric of the lower border
may also be a separage piece.ﬂ“j

The frontal is completel} covered with embroidery, with

the exception of a narrow strip at the seam below the super-

frontal. The void strip has originally been covered by

[91¢ Mb.
6OCatalogue in the National Museum, Reykjavik, of Ice-
landic articles in the National Museum, Copenhagen.
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fringe, 6 cm. (2 3/8 inches) wide, now worn off to a great
extent. All areas of the embroidery are executed in laid and
couched work; outlines are done in couching. The laid and
couched embroidery appears to be somewhat carelessly worked.

The spacing of the threads in the second stage is uneven, and
their direction, for instance in the frames of the roundels,
shows little attempt at the uniformity so evidently aimed at

and achieved in the frontals from Reykjahlid and Grenjadarstadur,
and even from Svalbard.

The embroidery is done mainly in wool, linen and gilt
metal thread being used only for outlining the pictures of the
apostles. In those outlines the threads, whether linen or
metal, are lald double and fastened down with a linen thread.
Woollen outlines are couched down with wool threads. The
fringe consists of linen and, predominantly, woollen yarn.

In the embroidery only white linen thread is used,
while there are six colors of wool yarns: grey (originally
natural white), natural blackish brown (saudsvart), yellow,
red, green blue and dark blue. The colors are unusually

bright .61

Altar Frontal from Hofdi

Figures 27 and 28 show an altar frontal from the .

S M(f taof — 75 Gx\ajﬂ

church at Hofdl in Hofdahverfi in Skagafijordur County. It

e,
O

61The frontal had been cleaned recently, when examined in
1956. This may account for some of the brightness of the colors,
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Figure 27. Altar frontal from Hofdi in Hofdahverfi,

after the restoration in 1960.

National Museum, Rehkjavik.

Figure 28. Altar frontal from Hofdi in Hofdehverfi,

before the restorestion in 1960.

National Museum, Reykjavik.
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is now preserved in the National Museum in Reykjavik; its
inventory number is 10886.

With certainty this frontal can be traced back in old
inventories of the church to 1665 when it is mentioned as an
altar frontal of blue linen embroidered with laid and couched
work, worn but in usable condition.®? The inventory from 1715
relates that the figures from the old couched frontal navé
been appliqued on to a new frontal of yellow linen (Figure 28).63

In 1819 the frontal; by request from the Danish archaeo-
logical commission, was shipped to Copenhagen where it remained
in the keeping of the Danish National Museum until it was re-
turned to Iceland in 1930. 1In 1960 the frontal was restored
to what was possibly its original look (Figure 27); the embroid-
ered figures and the tablet woven band which formed its lower
border were transferred to a somewhat larger blue linen ground,
while the brocaded tablet woven bands (Figures 28 and 29) at
the top were removed to be exhibited separately, as they showed
no evidence of having been part of the frontal prioxr to 1715.

The original pieces of the altar frontal probably date
from the 15th century.éh The design shows Christ on the Cross
with the Virgin and 8t. John. The greater part of the oross

2808, B, ITT, &: ps 91

O3Bps. B, TTT,. 135 b 30 8

6hEldjarn,Ancient Icelandic Art, op. cit., Figure 45.
In the inventory of the National MuSeum in Reykjavik
the date is given as not later than the 15th century.



68

hes been lost as have parts of the cruciferous nimbus around
the head of Christ. Leaf and scroll borders terminate the
frontal on either side, while; as already mentioned, the bot-
tom edge is finished with a woven band.

The altar frontal as it hangs today measures 94 cm. (37
inches) in maximum height and 127 em. (50 1/8 inches) in width, 65
The original blue linen ground is of tabby weave with a thread
count of 20 x 14.5 per cm.? (50 x 36 per square inch). As
there is no selvage present warp and weft cannot be ascertained,
but the finer threads which run lengthwise in the frontal (i.e.
across the width) may be assumed to be the warp threads.

In this frontal, only the design is embroidered, the
ground being left void. The'filling is done in laid and couched
work, whereas all outlines are stem stitched. The embroidery
threads-are mostly woollen, linen being used only for unclothed
body areas, as well as for the second and third stage of part
of the couching of the Virgin's mantle (i.e. the lower right
side).

The embroidery yarns used vary greatly in fineness.
Coarse threads are used for the first stage of the couched and
laid work. Comparativély fine threads, frequently two strands
threaded in the needle simultaneously, are used in the second

and third stages of the couching.

65Before the restoration it measured 90 cm. (35 5/8
inches) in maximum height, 115 cm. (45 1/2 inches) in maximum
width, cf. the inventory of the National Museum in Reykjavik.
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Figure 29. Detail of the altar frontal from Hofdi

in Hofdahverfi, before the restoration in 1960. National

Museum, Reykjavik.
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On the surface (the reverse side was not accessible
for comparison) the wools appear yellowish brown, reddish
brown, and dark brown, green and green blue of varying kinds.
The linen thread used is white and blue. The white is employed
in all exposed body parts, the background area between the
Virgin's face and left hand (filled in by mistake?), and a
narrow band around the Virgin's left wrist. The blue linen
thread (faded to a near-white) is found only on a part of
the Virgin's mantle as already mentioned.

The tablet woven border at the bottom of the frontal
is woollen, 9 em. (3 1/2 inches) wide, striped and slightly
patterned in blue, black, and light, medium, and reddish
brown. Although the band is belleved to have belonged to the
original altar frontal, it may not have been designed for 1it.
It has been suggested by Matthias Thordarson66 that the border
is of an earlier date than the frontal and was originally made

and used for some other purpose.

Altar Frontal from Stafafell

The altar frontal shown in Figures 30 and 31 is from the
church at Stafafell in Lon in Austur-Skaftafell County. It is
now preserved in the National Museum in Copenhagen, its inven-

tory number being CXCVIII, 1820.

66Cf. the inventory of the National Museum, Reykjavik.
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Figure 30. Altar frontal from Stafafell.

National Museum, Copenhagen.
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Figure 31. Altar frontal from Stafafell.

National Museum, Copenhagen.
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The inventories from the church at Stafafell from
16h167 and 167768 both list an altar frontal executed in laid

and couched work (refilsaumur). In the inventories from

170669 and 172770 an altar frontal with bresk(s)saumur is

listed. This word has not been found elsewhere, but it may be
presumed, in view of the evidence afforded by the extant fron-
tal, that this term 1s used in reference to laid and couched
embroidery. The altar frontal is not mentioned in later inven-
tories. It was sent to the museum in Copenhagen in 1820.

The frontal dates from the lith century.7l The design
consists of an archade with four columns. Under the centre
arch the Virgin Mary sits on a cushioned chair nursing the
Child. The two apostles, St. Peter and St. Simon, stand under
the left and right arch, respectively. The columns at the
sides are surmounted with towers. At the upper edge the fron-

tal is finished with a band of Latin inscription which reads:
S PETRUS APLS SCA MARIA MR XPI S SIMON AP, i.e. Sanctus Petrus

apostolus Sancta Maria mater Christi Sanctus Simon apostolus.72

67Bps. AT, 105 pe 33,8

%8ppa. A, II, 11; p. 209.

69Bps. A, II, 15; p. 104 in the first part.
7OIbid., p. 31, in the second part.

71Middelalder og Nyere Tid, op. cit., p. 26.

721nventory of the National Museum, Copenhagen.
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The altar frontal is much worn, large pleces are missing
in the upper part as welllgsvalong the bottom. The maximum
height of the frontal is géﬂom. (36 1/4 inches); the maximum
width fg% cm. (41 3/8 inches). The ground fabric is tabby-
woven, unbleached linen., Neither the threadcount nor the
.presence of selvage on the ground material is known.73

The surface of the frontal is entirely covered with
- embroidery. All areas are executed in laid and couched work
except the hands of the figures which are worked in parallel
rows of stem stitch, and the swaddling bands of the Child and
the hair of the apostles which are worked in close rows of
couched outlining, the rows following the outlines of the bands
and the waves of the hair. All outlines are done in couching,
the laid threads being fastened down in most places with very
closely spaced stitches, |

The embroidery is executed in linen and wool. All white
areas are done with linen thread, the rest with wool. The out-
lines are mostly woollen; only the white outlines which are
found in several places running parallel with the wool outlines
for emphasis, are linen. Seven colors of wool yarn can be
distinguished in the embroldery; natural medium brown and

hlackish brown (morautt and saudsvart), yellow (now faded pre-

dominantly to tan), red, light blue, dark blue, and green.

73No information on the matter was available and the
embroidery could be examined only through glass and from the
right side.
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Altar Frontal from Holar

The altar frontal shown in Figure 32, now in the
National Museum in Reykjavik, was originally from the cathedral
church of the bishop's seat at Holar in ng%ﬁ;dal in Skagafjordur

g:

County. It was acquired by the museum in’;9lﬂf its inventory
number is 4380,b.

¢ 54 B, | S Rniss N D (e

Mention of this particular altar frontal was not found 
in the inventories from Holar. The inventory from 15507A
lists seven altar frontals and six wall hangings executed in
lald and couched work, but none of these is described as to
design. In succeeding inventories couched altar frontals and
wall hangings are listed without further specifications.75

The frontal has been dated variously as being from the
14th century,?® from probably the 15th century,77 or not later
than the 15th century.”’® The design shows the three Icelandic
salnted bishops, Beate Gudmundur, 8t. Jon, and St. Thorlakur,
between two censing angels. The design is framed by a chevron

border at the sides and the lower edge, while the upper edge

UMD T, XLy vy Bhp 4 UThin 18- bho earllest Lonnd Fatars
ence about refilsaumur, cf. p.17.

75Research on church furnishings from Holar could not
be completed for this study, however.

76Grimsson, op. c¢it., p. 26.

77Eldjarn, Ancient Icelandic Art, op. cit., Figure 67.

78Blondal and Sigtryegsson op. cit., Figure 77.
Matthias Thordarson, LeiéarvisIr. Thjodmen jasafn

Islands (Reykjavik: Joh. Johannesson, 1914), p. 6.



76

Figure 32. Altar frontal from Holar.

National Museum, Reykjavik.

~ Figure 33. Altar frontal from Holar, partly
folded to show the change in color through fading of
the right side. National Museum, Reykjavik.
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is finished with a band of lettering with the following Latin

inseription: : angelvs : dni : beate gudmvnde : sancte:iohannes

ora : p : n : sancte;thorlace : or : angel, i.e. angelus Domini,

\J

Beate Gudmunde,.Sancte Johannes, ora pro nobis, Sancte Thorlace,

ora /pro nobis7, angelus.’?

The Holar frontal is the largest extant Icelandic mediase-
val frontal, its maximum height being 99 cm. (39 1/8 inch), its
maximum width 182.5 em. (72 1/8 inch). The ground fabric is
unbleached linen of tabby weave with a thread count of 8 to
9.5 per cm.? (20 to 24 per square inch) in both warp and weft.

A selvage 1s bresent at the lower edge and most likely also

at the upper edge although this could not be ascertained.

The frontal is faced with a narrow strip of linen fabrie across
the top; tattered remnants of lining appear at the other edgeg.

The frontal is completely covered with embroidery except
for three minor places. The main body of the embroidery is done
in laid and couched work predominantly with woollen yarn.

Linen thread 1is used in the following places: all faces, the
gloves and white sleeves of the bishops, and the alb of St.
Jon; it is also used in the second and third stages of couching
all blue areas. The elight small jewel like spots on the mitre
of St. John are worked in surface satin stitch with four wool-

len threads in the needle simultaneously.

79%.0c. cit.
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Two kinds of outlining stitches are employed, stem
stitch and couching. Stem stitch of both VariationsBO worked
at times in wool, at times in linen, occurs in most of the
outlines. The stem~stitched outlines are worked before the
laid and couched embroidery; threads of the latter frequently'
split or pass over the stem stitching.

Wherg couching is used as outlining, it, in most places,
supplements an outline of stem stitch, lying either beside the
stem stitching or on top of it. The couched outlines are
worked in gilt metal thread of the kind where a narrow strip
of metal is wrapped around a core of thread. Two gilt threads
are lald side by side and fastened down simultaneously with
white linen thread. This.couching is used to emphasize the
outlines and designs of the pictures of the three bishops:
the bishops' halr, the chasubles; mitres, maniples, and heads
of crosiers, as well as the ends of the stole of St. Jon and
the apparel on his alb.

The woollen embroidery yarns used appear to be of two
kinds: single S spun yarn and two-ply Z spun and S twisted
yarn. They vary considerably in fineness but are on the
whole rather coarse. For working the first stage of the
couching four single threads are apparently sometimes used

in the needle at a time (cf. Flgure 32@. 30

80ce, pp. 26, 28.
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The linen embroidery threads are two-ply, Z spun and
3 twisted, and qulte coarse. They are of two colors, white
and blue. The white linen is used in the white, the blue
linen in the blue areas as already mentioned. It must be
noted, however, that the blue linen thread has faded to white
on the surfacs.

Eight colors (cf. Figures 32, 33, and 34) of woollen
yarns are used: medium brown and blackish brown natural
colored wool (morautt and saudsvart), natural white (appearing
as light tan), yellow (faded to tan on the surface), red,
slightly green blue, slightly red purple (faded on the surface
to a very greyed red); and slightly yellow green (changed to
blue on the surface).

The green is used only in the first stage of the laid
and couched work on the erosier of bishop Gudmundur. The
purple is found on the mitre, the infula, and the ends of
the stole of St. Jon, on the infulag and maniples of bishop

Gudmundur end St. Thorlakur, and the book held by the angel

£t P
pond il S84
*HNb

standing beside St. Thorlakur. AT
As mentloned previously, the frontal is completely

covered with embroidery except in three small places: the

tip of the mitre of St. Jon (cf. Figure 34) and the rings

on the hands of 38t. Thorlakur and bishop Gudmundur. These

three places show no traces of embroidery, but on the reverse

side, especially on the tip of the mitre, the linen appears to

have darkened and to be perhaps somewhat worn. It does not
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seem unlikely that originally jewels were set in these places,
having been removed perhaps during or after the reformation
about 1550.

The frontal 1s finished on all four sides with a narrow
woollen band having the appearance of woven braid (cf. Figure
33), So far as is known, it is the only altar frontal finished
in this way and the edge finish seems to be original with the
frontal rather than a later addition.al

The width of the band is 0.6 em. (1/4 inch). It is
produced by a method combining weaving and sewing. Into a
warp consisting of eight threads, alternately natural brown
and white, two-ply wool yarn, a white or brown weft thread is

woven., The weft, threaded into a needle is inserted into

the warp in tabby weave from one side only; the needle with

the weft then passes back through the cloth at a distance from
the edge slightly less than the width of the band. On the sur-
face the warp covers the weft completely. In this way the i

braid is woven and attached to the edge at the same timse.

This method of edge finishing 1s called slznging.82

81lAan edge finish of this kind appears to have been
added to a mediaeval orphrey of foreign make, preserved 1n
the National Museum in Reykjavik (inventory number 699).

82This technique may be unique for Iceland; it has not
been found described elsewhere. It was used on insoles up to
the present time.
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FPigure 34. Detail of the altar frontal from

Holar showing change of colors from fading.

National Museum, Reykjavik.
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Figure 35. Detail of the altar frontal from

Holar. National Museum, Reykjavik.

Figure 36. Detail of the altar frontal from

Holar, showing the reverse of Figure 35.
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Altar Frontal of Unknown Provenance

The altar frontal shown in Figures 37 and 38 is pre-
served in the Twenthe Museum (R1jksmuseum Twenthe) in Enschede,
Holland, where it is exhibited as having originated in one of
the convents in Lower Saxony. In a recently published study,
Baifds Kalf,83 however; arrives at the extremely plauéible con-
clusion that the embroidery most likely is of Icelandic origin,
belonging to the group of Icelandic mediaeval laid and couched
altar frontals. The embroidery, which was purchased from a
private owner in Munster in Westphalia in Germany, was acquired
by the museum in 1933 or 1934; nothing is known of its earlier
history.

Assuming the embroidery to be Icelandic, where would
be its place of origin in that country? As mentioned earlier,8k
a number of churches possessed eltar frontals of laid and
couched embroidery.which, it seems, have not survived to the
present day. Indications point to the church at Muli in
Adaldalur in Sudur-Thingey County (noﬁ far from Grenjadarstadur)
as the most likely place of origin. A laid and couched altar
frontal was listed in the inventories there as late as 1828,85

and in mediaeval times the church was consecrated to Our Lord,

84

83kalt, op. cit. 0B, Bp. 21,

85Kirkjusboll Mula 1 Adaldal, 1748-1849, XIX, 10, A, 1;
D. 8k, 8,
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Figure 37. Altar frontel of unknown provenance.

Twenthe Museum, Enschede, Holland.

Figure 38. Altar frontal of unknown provenance.

Twenthe Museum, Enschede, Holland.
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the Virgin Mary, and St. Nicholas.86 Other churches, such as
Mi%&}bqgr ip Blonduhlid 1n Skagafjordur County and Storidalur
in Eyjafjordur County must also be considered as possible
places of origin. Since, however, conclusive evidence cannot
as yet be produced, further discussion of the possible prove-
nance of the altar frontal in the Twenthe Museum will not be
attempted.

In the museum in Enschede the frontal is dated as being
from the l4th century.87 Kalf88 does not seem to refute this
date openly, although she apparently considers other, later
dates probable. Judging from a detail of the design on the
frontal, i.e. the longsleeved coat or gown with the wide flat
collar worn by God the Father, the date of the frontal cannot
be set earlier than about 1485, the date of the earliest
appearance of a garment of this cut in western fashions.89

The main design of the frontal shows the Trinity, the
Father supporting the crucified Son, with the Dove flying be-

tween them. The Father has a cruciferous nimbus around the

867onsson, op. clt., pp. 29-55.
The church at Muli is not far from Grenjadarstadur.
Could it be that Gaimard (cf. p. 43 )Jacquired two laid and
.couched altar frontals on his travels in Iceland in 18369

87Kalf, opecit.y ~pi b3

88Ibid., p. 66. Kealf's discussion of the dating was
not quite clear to the present author.

89Millia Davenport, The Book of Costume (two volumes;
New York: Crown Publishers, 1948]), I, p. 343. Cf. also p. 389,
Figure 1031.
C. Willett and Phillis Cunnington, Handbook of English
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head; the throne is decorated with leaf ornaments. This picture
is enclosed by a lozenge shaped band, which again is placed in

a square frame. In the four resulting triangles are the signs
of the Evangelists, St. John, St. Mark, St. Luke, and St.
Matthew. The frontal i1s framed on all sides by a border with
the following Latin inscription: Venite : benedicti : Patris :

mei : possidete i : paratum : vobls : regnum : acon, i.e.

Venite benedictl Patris mel possidete paratum vobis regnum acon

‘[Scilicet: a constitutione mundi/, from the Book of St. Matthew,

Chapter 25, Verse 3&.99

The frontal’l is ;6 cm. (35 5/8 inches) high and ;é:cm.
(29 7/8 inches) wide. The ground fabric is coarse, loosely
woven linen of a tabby weave (Figure 39).%2 The surface of
the frontal 1is completely covered with embroidery. All fillings
are executed in lald and couched work, with a spacing of about
0.5 om. (less than 1/4 inch) between the threads of the second

stage. The outlines are couched.93

Mediaeval Costume (Philadelphia: Dufour Editions, Albert
salfer, 1952), p. 142.

99Kalf, op. cit., p. 56.
910f necessity the following description of the frontal

is based upon the study by Kalf, op. clt., pp. 54-59, combined
with the examination of pictures of the embroidery.

92Neither threadcount nor presence of selvages was men-
tioned.

| 9Kalf, op. cit., p. 57, states that the outlines are
embroldered after the laid and couched work. Cf. pp. 35, 52,
56, 78;
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FPigure 39. Detaill of the altar frontal in Figures

37 and 38, showing reverse of the upper left hand corner.
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The embroidery threads used are of wool and linen. The
color range is coaparatively limited, consisting in all of only

five colors. Blackish brown (probably saudsvart), rose,_mgdi

oy

blue, and dark blue woollen yarn is used, beside tanh(origin—
ally white?) linen thread. In Figure 38 the distribution of

the colors is clearly discernible.

b nenkét
Superfrontal from Miklibaer

Figure 4O shows an altar cloth (altarisdukur), a super-

frontal (altarisbrun), and an altar frontal joined together to

form a single altar covering. This covering, which is from
Miklibaer in Blonduhlid in Skagafjordur County, is now in the
National Museum in Reykjavik, the inventory number being 10895.
The three parts do not seem to have belonged together origin-
ally; and laid and couched embroidery is found only on the
superfrontal while the altar cloth and frontal are executed in
other techniques (stem stitch, mostly).

In the inventories from Miklibaer the superfrontal can

be traced back only to 1781,91+

when also is found the last men-
tion of an altar frontal in laid and couched work, first listed
in 169395 or, possibly, in 1663.96 However, in an inventory

from 175777 of the neighboring church at Vidivellir, a

%pps. B, III, 17; p. 433
95Bps. B, III, 10; p. 53,b.
96Bps. B, ITII, 6. Cf. p.158.
97Bps. B, III, 17; D+ Sk
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Figure 40. Altar covering from Miklibaer,
consisting of a superfrontal joined to an altar cloth

and an altar frontal. National Museum, Reykjavik.
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superfrontal joined to a frontal and c¢loth is found mentioned,
the description of which fits the altar covering from Miklibaer.
The superfrontal is mehtioned as early as 1677,98 and in 168599
it is listed as attached to a yellow altar frontal embroidered
in stem stitch. The use of the church at Vidivellir was dis-

continued in 1765;lOO

and in the inventory from Miklibaer from
1781 there is mention of a chasuble from Vidivellir. In view
of the above it seems plausible that the superfrontal from
Miklibaer originally belonged to the church at Vidivellir.
The combined altar covering was sent to the National Museum in
Copenhagen in 1826, but returned to Iceland in 1930.

The date of the superfrontal (and ﬁhe altar cloth) has
been estimated as not later than the 16th century.lol

The design of the superfrontal consists of a small

central roundel with the letters ihs; the roundel is flanked

by the Latin inscription: sancta trinitas, both words followed

by a small cross. This main design is framed by a border of

flower and leaf scrolls.

98Bps. B, III, 6.
99Bps. B, ITII, 9; p. 30,a.

1003 veinn Nielsson, Prestatal og Profasta a Islandi
(second edition; Reykjavik: Hid Islenzka Bokmenntafelag,

1950), p. 250.

lOlInventory of the National Museum, Reykjavik. The
altar frontal is there attributed to the 18th century, while
in the inventory in the National Museum, Copenhagen, it was
placed tentatively in the 17th century.
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The superfrontal, attached at the upper edge to an
altar cloth and at the lower edge to an altar frontal (see
Figure 40), has a maximum height of 18 cm. (7 inches) and a
meximum width (length) of 100 cm. (39 3/8 inches). The ground
fabric is a tabby-woven, unbleached linen with a thread count
of 15 x 14.5 per cm.2 (38 x 36 per square inch). A selvage is
present on the left edge; the right edge is finishéd with a
narrow (0.3 em., 1/8 inch) hem. Part of the embroidered border
on the right side is missing, part of it is folded into the
hem., The original edge has apparently become worn at some
time and been refinished in this ZAenner, nerrowing the width
of the superfrontsl somewhat, or perhaps it was fitted to the
frontal in this way. Besides this, the lower right hand corner
has been patched with a piece of tabby-woven linen, 6 cm.
(2 3/8 inches) high and 4 cm. (1 5/8 inches) wide. It has a
threadcount of 15 x 11 per cm. (38 x 28 per inch); with the
finer threads, probably the warp threads, running lengthwise.

The superfrontal is only partly covered with embroidery,
the design being embroidered while the backgiound is left voiad.
Only in the roundel in the centre is the ground filled in with
Stitching. The embroidery is executed in laid and couched work,
stem stitch (of both variations), and chain stitch. The letter—}
ing and the crosses on either side of the central roundel are
worked in wool in laid and couched embroidery, stem stitch be-

ing used only in the outlines and for filling in narrow parts.
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The central design of the superfrontal is worked in
wool and silk with chain stitch for a filling stitch, and stem
stiteh in all outlines with the exception of remmnants of a
fine chain stitch outline in linen inside the outer line of
the roundel frame. The outlines of the letters in the centre
as well as the ground around them are worked in wool, whereas
8ilk is used in the filling of the letters and the main out-
frontal is embroidered with stem stitch in wool (except for
some minor reparations worked in linen).

The woollen embroidery yarns used are two-ply, mainly
S spun and Z twisted, although yarn of the opposite spinning
direction does occur. The embroidery silks are two-ply also;
Z spun and S twisted. The linen found in the outline of the
roundel is a single S spun thread of a light tan (originally
white?) color.

2 . Fe&g@%olors of silk threads can be distinguished,

el :
brown in the outlines of the letters, brownish red in the
& : ,

outlines of the roundel, -and green (changed to yellow green)
and light blue (changed to light blue green) in the filling

of the letters. The main colors of the woollen yarns which
vary considerably in shades and intensity, are the following:
rose, blue, blue green, light and dark green, and orange. f
The distribution of the colors in the lettering 1s quite
irregular; in the border the leaves are blue, the flowers

red and green.

lines of the roundel. Thefborder framing the entire super- J:ﬁigp

yellow, light tan (natural white originally %), greyish brown, o/
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Altar Frontal from Klausfﬁrhoigr

The frontal shown in PFigure Alloz is from Klausturholar
in Arnes County in southern Iceland. It is now preserved in
the National Museum in Reykjavik, where its inventory number
is 4279. No reference to this altar frontal has been found in
the inventories of the church. The frontal differs from other
Icelandic mediaeval laid and couched embroideries in that it
is worked entirely in silk with the exceptions of a few out-
lines executed in metal thread. Ol s il B

The altar frontal is dated as not earlier than the 14th "%

St

century.lo3 The design of the altar frontal consists of a / suwsl

ik G0
large central roundel and four small roundels, one in each cor- dux
. 4 - }ir):&@"‘m

ner, all of which are framed by leaf scrolls twining around %ﬁﬁf?
7 v 0

i

narrow bands. On the four sides, between the small roundels,_gﬁy

&,

the spaces are filled with leaf scrolls and large fantastic }:P*fm

Faeer b Selh

flowers. The design in the large roundel shows the Virgin ;f??wﬁa
AR

as the Queen of Heaven, standing on the crescent moon, crowned‘ﬂ}
as a queen, with a nimbus and five stars over her head, and
surrounded by a radiance. The four small roundels contain ;he
symbols of the four Evangelists: St. Jéhn, St. Mirk, St. Lﬁke,
and St. Maé%hew. The maximum height of the frontal is 91 cm.

(35 3/4 inches), its maximum width 95 cm. (37 1/2 inches).

102 por o clearer picture, cf. Eldjarn, Ancient Icelandic
Art, op. cit., Plate 5.

103 1oc. cit. In a new revised edition of this book, Ice-
landic Art {Wew York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., no date), Plate 5,
the author has changed the dating of the frontal to the lith hip o ]
century or earlier. L1 /

TAA

@ yadaal
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Figure 41. Altar frontal froam Klausturholar.

National Museum, Reykjavik.

Figure 42. Detall of the altar frontal from

Klausturholar. National Museum, Reykjavik.
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Actually it consists of an embroidered center panel framed on
all sides with pleces of a woollen, twill woven fabric with a
printed floral design. The woollen cloth is not an original
part of the frontal. The embroidered panel has a maximum size
of 62.5 x 69 om. (24 5/8 x 27 1/8 inches).

The ground fabric of the embroidery is tabby-woven
linen with a thread count of 22.5 x 21.5 per om.% (56 x 5
per square inch), the higher count threads running lengthwise
in the frontal. These may indicate the warp, but no selvage
is present. The whole of the frontal is lined with light
blue, tabby woven linen with a thread count of 1L x 13 per cm.2
(35 x 32 per square inch). The lining consists of three ver-
tical panels: a wide centre panel and narrower side panels.

The centre panel, the maximum width of which is 64 cm. (25 1/8

inches), has selvages on both sides where it 1s joined to the
side panels.

In this frontal the design 1s embroidered while the
ground is left void. The embroldery is quite worn; in many
places the stitching has disappeared exposing tracing of the
design on the ground fabrie. Laid and couched work is used
predominantly, with the threads of the second stage being
spaced closely, at intervals of about 0.25 cm. (less than 1/8
inch). A number of areas are worked in split stitch, such as
the Virgin's tunie, hair, aﬂa nimbus, and the radiance sur-
rounding her; also the uncovered body parts of the Virgin and

the Child, the circles in the frames of the five roundels, the
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flower stems, and parts of the signs of the Evangelists. The
split stitches are quite long, about 0.5 em. (somewhat less
than 1/4 inch), and irregular, appearing frequently as stem
stitch. Small areas, for instance in the signs of the Evangel-
ists, are worked in surface satin stitch. The hair of the
Child 1s worked by fastening down tightly twisted (coiled)
loops of silk of irregular length.

A few outlines and areas are worked in couched outlining
stitch with gilt or silver metal thread, consisting of a strip
of metal wrapped around a core of silk. The areas worked with
metal thread are the crown of the Virgin and the halos of the
Evangelists' symbols. The outlines, worked with two strands
of metal threads couched down with silk thread Simultaneously,
are found on the bhalo and around the garments of the Virgin
as well as the yellow rays of the aureole. The twisting leaf
scrolls on the five roundel frames were apparently also thus
outlined originally, although only traces remain in a few
places. The stars over the Virgin's head are outlined with
silver thread.

The silk embroidery is worked in silk floss except the
hair of the Child which is executed in tightly twisted two-ply
silk. Ten colors of silk thread are used: white (cream),
yellow, red, purple red, light blue, medium blue, blue green,
light green, light brown, and dark brown.



CHAPTER VI
OTHER COUCHED WOOLLEN EMBROIDERIES OF MEDIAEVAL EUROPE

Laid and Couched Embroideries

The Bayeux Tapestry. As mentioned in the introduction
very few mediaeval laid and couched woollen embroideries are
known to have survived outside of Iceland. Of them only one,
the Bayeux tapestry, is complete (or nearly complete), while
the others, all Norwegian, are extremely fragmentary.l

The Bayeux tapestry (Figures .43 and 44) is the earliest
known laid and couched embroidery. It is now generally dated
between 1066 and 1082, but it has not been possible to deter-
mine whether it is of Norman or English workmanship.2 The
story which it relates, 1.e. the story of the battle of
Hastings 1066 and the events leading up to it? makes its
French origin more likely, while for instance design details,

lThat the technique was known in mediaeval Sweden 1is
indicated by one (Figure 81, p. 164 ) or possibly two extant
Swedish laid and couched embroideries from the late 16th cen-
tury. Cf. Ingegerd Henschen, Svenska Broderier (Stockholm:.
Forum, 1950), pp. 48-49, and p. 46 (cf. Digby, p. 54, note 29).

2Francis Wormald, "Style and Design," The Bayeux
Tapestry, Frank Stenton, editor (New York: Phaldcn lishers,
Inc., 1556), pp. 29, 33-34.

3A short, clear resume of the story is given in Eric
Maclagan, The Bayeux Tapestry (Penguln Books, 1953), 32 pp.
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Figure 43. Part of the Bayeux tapestry.

Frank Stenton, general editor, The Bayeux Tapestry

(London: Phaidon Press, 1957), Plate 13.

Figure 44. Detall from the Bayeux tépestry.
Stenton, op. cit., Plate 29. Phaidon Press.
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strongly linked with English illuminations of the time and
English influence in some of the inscriptions indicate that
it 1s English.”

The Bayeux tapestry, worked in wool on tabby-woven
linen, measures 70.34 m. x 50 ocm. (230 feet 10 1/4 inches x
19 3/4 inches).” Only the design is embroidered, the ground
being left vold. While laid and couched work is used for all
fillings, stem stitching is employed in the outlines. The
number of colors has been scmewhat disputed; most frequently
eight are recorded: buff, yellow, terra cotta red, blue green,

sage green, dark green, blue, and dark blue.6

Norwegian Mediaeval Laid and Couched Embroideries.

As stated earlier, there exist five fragments from three Nor-
weglan laid and couched woollen embroideries; all are belleved
to be from mediaeval times.’ Three pieces are from the Urnes
church in Sogn, possibly from a pictorial hanging called
locally "The Loom of Signe."8 The pleces measure 23 x 15 cm.
(9 x5 7/8 inches), 5 x 6 1/2 em. (2 x 2 5/8 inches), and

Miormalda, op. cit., pp. 29-33.

5No information was available about the threadcount of
the ground material.

°Digby, op. cit., p. 40.
TEngelstad, op. cit., pp. 100-101.

8From the romantic legend of Hagbart and Signe; ibid.,
Pase b
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18 x 17 em. (7 x 6 5/8 inches). Of the last piece (Figure 45)
only the embroidery remains, the ground having disappeared
completely. The two other fragments have a ground of un-
bleached linen woven in an extended tabby with two concomi-
tant threads in warp and weft (i.e. basket weave). The thread-
count of the fabric is 16 x 14 per cm.? (40 x 35 per square
inch). The embroidery is worked with two-ply, S twisted wool-
len yarns in laid and couched work outlined with stem stitch.
The colors used are yellow; brown, red, blue, yellow green,
and natural dark brown.?

Also from the Urnes church in Sogn is a fragment from
another embroidery executed in laid and couched work as well
as darning stitch and stem stitch (Figure 46). The design of
the darned embroidery consists of enlaced geometric patterns,
while the laid and couched work and the stem stitching form
a colored background for voided animal or foliage designs.lo
The fragment which measures 17 x 13 cm. (6 5/8 x 5 l{S inches),
has a ground fabric of fine unbleached linen woven in an ex-
tended tabby with two concomitant threads in warp and weft
(i.e. basket weave). The threadcount of the fabric 1s 38 x 24
per cm. ? (95 x 60 per square inch). The embroidery is executed
in fine two-ply,S twisted woollen yarns, in red, bluse, yellow

green, and dark natural brown colors.ll

9Ibid., pp. 100-101. 10Ibid., p. 101.
l1oc. cit.
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Figure 45. Fragment of laid and couched embroidery

from Urnes church in Sogn, Norway. Engelstad, Refil, Bunad,

Tjeld, op. cit., p. 79, Figure 57.
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Figure L6. Fragment of embroldery from Urnes church
in Sogn, Norway, partially executed in laid and couched
work. Engelstad, Refil, Bunad, Tjeld, op. cite, Ds 80,

Pigure 58.
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The third Norweglan laid and couched embroidery is a
very mutilated fragment of a presumably horizontal wall hang=-
ing (refill) from the Ron Church in Valdres (Figure h?).lz
It has been dated to about 1200.13 The design shows parts of
two pictures divided by a tree. To the left is the front part
of a mounted horseman, to the right seven slain (%) men, one
of whom wears a bishop's mitre. Parts of three swords are
seen at the lower right. The piece measures 64 x 63 em. (25 1/8x
2L 3/L inches). The ground is a coarse, unbleeched linen fab-
ric of an extended tabby weave with two concomitant threads in
warp and weft (i.e. basket weave). The thread count is 12 x 9
per cm.? (30 x 22 1/2 per square inch).* The laid ang
couched work is done in two-ply woollen yarn in several colors
(dull yellow, brownish red, dark reddish brown, and dark blue).
The outlines are executed in couched outlining with unbleached
linen threed.l?

In addition to the laid and couched embroideries a
small fregment with outline couching exists from the Borgund
church in Sogn. It is dated as 12th to l4th century. The
piece which measures 9.5 x 7 cm. (3 3/4 X 2 3/4 inches) is

121pig., p. 81. Y1oc. oit,

llkl,oc., cit, bt -y pude]. ;/;‘Jﬂf‘f—'«:i_‘..u

l5Loc. cit. Some outlines, such as details of faces
‘and of the leaf border at the lower edge are worked in colored
wool in an outlining stitch, perhaps back stitch. No informa-
tion about this was given.
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Figure 47. Part of an embroidery from Ron church
in Valdres, Norway. Presumed to be from a horizontal wall

henging (refill). Engelstad, Refil, Bunad, Tjeld, op. cit.,

Plate 3.
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embroidered with two-ply Z twisted wool yarn of a brownish
red color. The;gfound fabric 1s an extended tabby weave with
two concomitant threads in warp and weft (i.e. basket weave) ;

it has a thread count of 16 x 16 cm.? ( 4O x 4O per square

i,

inch) . ¥or ; 7 i

Embroideries Executed in Roumanian Couching

Closely related to the laid and couched embroideries
are the mediaeval German woollen wall hangings executed in

Roumanian couching (klosterstich).__16 These hangings, some of

ke
Yoo i g Al TS

which are long and horizonéélﬂwhile others are rectangular, ﬁg{?
were produced mostly in convents 1n northern Germany from the
early lith to the 1l6th centuries.l7 Perhaps the best known

works came from the convents Wienhausen and Lune. The rectan-
gular hahgings, some of which are of a spectacular size,18 are
frequently divided into horizontal bands one below the other,
while at times the designs are in roundels (Figure ig). Most

of the embroideries are decorated with pictorial renderings of

saints' lives or romantic legends. They are all worked on

16¢cr, Figure 48; p. 26; and Figure 4, p. 25,

17Marie Schuette, Deutsche Wandteppiche (Leipzig:
Bibliographisches Institut A. G., 1938), pp. L48-50.

laA Tristran's hanging from Wienhausen, about 2.30 x 4 m,
(7 feet 6 1/2 inches x 13 feet 1 1/2 inches) may be considered
average. Cf. Marie Schuette, Gestickte Bildteppiche und
Decken des Mittelalters (two volumes; Lelpzig: K. W. Hierseman,
1927) I, Plate 7.
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Figure 48. Detail of wall hanging from the convent
/’77445 ’ L‘Mjgf ol fhe /5% coan '{CMQ 3 ' '
Wienhausen, Germany.’)Jaques, op. cit., p. 151, Figure 93¢,

n A%,

Figure 49. Wall hanging from the convent Ebstorf,
Germany. 13th or lith century. Jaques, op. cit., p. 62.

Figure 38.




b

A DR g’
it




107

coarse linen fabric with slightly twisted woollen yarns of

various colors.l9

lgSchuette, Deutsche Wandtepplche, op. cit., p. 48.




CHAPTER VII

COMPARISON OF THE ICELANDIC EMBROIDERIES UNDER STUDY
WITH EMBROIDERIES OF OTHER EUROPEAN COUNTRIES,
AND POSSIBLE SOURCES OF TECHNIQUE
AND DESIGN

The Origin of Laid and Couched Work

As stated earller, the Bayeux tapestry is the oldest
known extant laid and couched embroidery. The origin of this
technique has not been established. It has been implied that
it was a method common to all nations,l that little laid and
couched embroidery survived the ravages of time, and that at
the end of the Romanesque period it declined in favor of
Roumanian couching.?

On the basls of the provenance of laid and couched
woollen embroideries, and the traditions related in the Ice~
landic sagas of using long horizontal, pictorial hangings
{refill) in secular dwellings and churches in Scandinavia, it

has, however, also been suggested that the technique executed

1pighby, op. cit., clting Antrobus and Preece, op. 8it.
p. 175. Antrobus and Preece, in discussing laid work, include
all forms of couching, not only laid and couched work as here

defined (cf. pp. 24, 26, 159).
“Digby, op. eit., pp. 41, 51.
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in wool was characteristically Viking, Anglo-Saxon or Norman,
or common to the Norse peopls.

The simplest form of couchingh

was known and used by the
Copts in Egypt; an example worked in colored wools on linen
exists.? The various techniques of couching are especially
well suited and therefore much used for gold embroidery.
Byzantine textiles and embroideries of gold and silk began to
come into north western EBurope during the Viking age. Perhaps
in this way the technique of laid and couched work first became
known to the northern people, who found it expedient also for
work executed in their native materials, linen and wool. Laid
and couched work executed in gold and silk is found in subsid-
jary parts of English 15th and 16th century church vestments
and it occurs in ecclesiastical embrolderies of the Netherlands,
France and Italy during the 16th and 17th centuries. However,
an eastern origin of the technique seems to be supported by the
fact that from the 16th century onwards, lald and couched

silk embroideries were executed in Turkey.6

3Ibid., pp. 48-52; cf. also Phyllls Ackerman, Tapestry
the Mirror of Civilization (New York: Oxford University Press,

19337, pp. 43-52.

“0f the kind shown in Figure 8, p. 27, i.e. couching
used for outlining, called 'laid work' by Antrobus and Preece,
.020 Citl’ pl 128.

5Ibid., p. 128 and Plate XVIII, 3.

6G. von Palotay, "Turkish Embrolderies,"” Clba Review, 102,
Figure on p. 3665.

A. J. B. Wace, Mediterranean and Near Eastern Embroider-
ies (two volumes; London: Halton and Company, Ltd., 1935), p. 39,
and plates CXVIII, CXIX, CXX, and CXXI.
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Comparison of the Various Icelandic Laid and Couched Embroideries

Although the embroideries described earlier have charac-
teristics of their own, a close study shows that each has some
details in common with one or more of the others, thus uniting
the pieces into a group. Only the frontal from Klauﬂturholar
seems to stand somewhat apart from the rest. When the dates
attributed to the individual pieces are compared, it appears
as if in a few instances they might be somewhat arbitrary. Thus
it would seem that the frontals from Reykjahlid and Gren jadar-
stadur should be placed in the same century, perhaps in the 1Lth
century rather than the 13th; at least not earlier than 1250.7

In comparing the design these are the two frontals which
seem to be most closely related. The roundels are linked with
small circles decorated with similar rosettes, the radiating
leaf and flower ornaments in the spandrels of the frontal from
Reykjahlid is repeated in some of the spandrels on the Grenjadar-
stadur frontal. The borders differ, however. Foliage scrolls
similar to the borders on the Reykjahlid frontal are found on
the hanging from Hvammur and the frontals from Draflastadir and
Hofdi, while the chevron border on the Grenjadarstadur frontal
is repeated on the Svalbard and Holar frontals. Again most of
the spandrel ornaments on the Grenjadarstadur frontal may be

seen on the Svalbard frontal, although clumsily traced and

70f. pp. 38, Lh.
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executed. In both the Grenjadarstadur and the Svalbard frontals
the hand of God in benediction is dericted, although more fre-
quently in the latter. The frontal from Draflastadir also ties
in with the one from Grenjadarstedur in minor detaills such as
the trees in the third barbed guatrefoll and the seventh roundel.
Again, the frontal from Stafafell shows close relationship with
the Reykjahlid frontal, for instance in the rendering of the
Virgin in the eighth roundel.

As could be expected, the sizes of the frontals varied
somewhat, especlally in width, whereas the height of eight of
ten frontals lay between 90 and 100 cm. (about 35 1/2 and 39 1/2
inches).8 The available threadcounts revealed a considerable
variation in fineness of the fabrics used; only two frontals,
those from Holar and Draflastadir, had a somewhat similar
threadcount. The fabric used for all the frontals except two
was tabby-woven linen. The‘Reykjahlid and Grenja@iarsbadur

Lol e { B
frontals were made of liren fabrics woven in extended tabby M e

;\ 4~"'.va;¢-
(i.e. basket weave), and the Hvemmur hanging of woollen fabric‘ﬁéf

&t f<<,£i:gﬁ,.
of the same weave. The threadcount for the material of the b

Sl
3 “{
frontals from Reykjahlid and Grenjadarstadur was not available; £y

therefore no comparison with the fabrics of the Norwegian laid

and couched embroideries was possible.

8Where the frontals could be examined it was found that
their height equalled the width of the fabric.
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¥ The color schemes of the frontals were simple and did

not vary greatly from one piece‘to the other., It was interest-
ing to note that in perhaps the oldest frontals, those from
Reykjahlld, Grenjadarstadur, Svalbard, and Stafafell,white

linen thread was used for backgrounds. Wool of a yellow color
was used for backgrounds on the Holar and Draflastadir frontals.?
Gray or tan wool, probably natural white originally, formed the
background of the Hrafnagii frontal and the frontal preserved

in Holland, the two which may well be the most recent ones of

the wool embroidered pieces.

Comparison of the Designs of the Laid and Couched Embroideries

with Icelandic Illuminations

Before attempting a comparison of the Icelandic laid and
couched embroideries with foreign embroideries it is of inter-
est to note their close relationship in design w;th Icelandic
{1luminations of the 14th and 15th century. Most likely in Toe-
land, as was the case, for instance, in Englandlo and Germany,ll
artists undertook to draft embroiderylpatterns; 1lluninated

manuscripts also served as pattern books, from which

9These two frontals, which were both examined in the
hand, also appeared very similar in the execution of the em-
broidery, and the coloring of the yarn.

lOAlfred Frank Kendrick, Exhibition of Embroidery
Executed Prior to the Middle of the XVI Century (London: The
Burlington Fine Arts Club, 1905), pp. 16-17.

llKurth, "Medieval Eabroidery," op. cit., p. 1813.
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1llustrations of Gospel history and saints' lives were copied.
Icelandic illuminations are considered to show little origin-
ality, being mostly imitations of foreign illuminations,
although skillfully mede.1? They are said to show traces of
early 13th century French influences (through Norway), and
similarities with English illuminations, although direct influ-
ence cannot be ascertained.l

The following Icelandic illuminations, all from the
14th century, show a few instances of similarities between the
illuminations and designs of the lald and couched embroider-
ies. In Pigure 5014 compare the rendering of Bathsheba(?)
with the Virgin in the Hofdi frontal, the grotesques with the
fantastic animals in the lower border of the Hvammur hanging.
In Figure 5115 compare, for instance, Isaac's chalr with the
thrones in the Stafafell and Reykjahlid frontals, and the
lion with the fantastic lions of the Hvammur hanging.

12Hermannsson, op. cit.;, p. 14,

131vi4., p. 1.

Trygevl J. Oleson, "Book Collections of Mediaeval
Icelandic Churches," Sgeculum, 32:503, July, 1957, states,
however, that the considerable number of English books listed
in the Icelandic church inventories, assembled in the year
1318 by bishop Audunn at Holar, testify to close relations
between Iceland and England at the height of the middle ages,

lL'Heu:'mealnnsson, op. cit., Plate 27. Stjorn, AM. 226, fol.
Second half of the li4th century.

151bid., Plate 18. Stjorn, AM. 227, fol. 1ith century.
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Figure 51. Icelandic illuminated manuseript page.
l14th century. Hermannsson, op. cit., Plate 18.
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x5 53,17 5&,18 and 5519 contain many details of

Figures 52,
which similarities are to be found on the embroideries, such
as leaf scrolls, fantastic animals, and details of furnish-
ings and architecture.

In the early 15th century Icelandic sketchbook, men-

20 many points of likeness to the embroideries

621

tioned previously,
may also be observed. For instance, in Figure 5 scenes
from the Creation are enclosed by barbed quatrefoils of the
kind found on the frontal from Draflastadir; in addition, the
spandrel ornaments are similar: lﬁetails of furnishings and AL
architecture in Figure 5722 resemble details in the frontal

from Stafafell and in the fourth and eighth roundel of the

frontal from Reykjahlid.

167088 1 Plate b, Fiateyiadiok, oL, Kels Sl 1005,
fol. 1387 to 139.4.

171bia., Plate 8. Jonsbok (Svalbardsbok), AM. 3.3,
fol. First Half of the 1l4th century.

181 id., Plate 28. Stjorn, AM. 226, fol. Second half
of the 14 century.

191pid., Plate 24. Stjorn, AM. 226, fol. Second half
of the 14th century.

A8 i s
2lpett, op. cit., Plate 32.
22Ipid., Plate 25.

44
ety
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Figure 52. Details from Icelandic illuminated

manuscript pages, 1387-1394. Hermannsson, Op. gite,

H
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Figure 53. Detalls from Icelandiec illuminated
manuscript pages. First half of the li4th century.

Hermannsson, op., cit., Plate 8.
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Figure 54. Icelandic illuminated manusci'ipt page.
Second half of the 1l4th century. Hermannsson, op. cit.,
Plate 28.
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Figure 55. Icelandic illuminated manuscript page.
Second half of the 1lith century. Hermannsson, op. cit.,
Piate 2L.
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Figure 56. Page from Icelandic sketchbook;

15th century. TFett, op. cit., Flate 32.
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Figure 57. Page from Icelandic sketchbook;
early 15th century. Fett, op. cit., Plate 25.
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Comparison of the Designs of the Icelandic Embroideries with

Other European Designs

The design feature immediately noticed with respect to
the Icelandic laid and couched embroideries is the repeated
roundel with pictorial content. This type of design is
usually assoclated with Byzantium, its fine brocaded silk and
gold'fabrios with roundels enclosing biblical scenes or real

23

and fantastic animals. This form of ornamentation was also
carried out in Byzantine embroideries, an example of which is
the early 1llth century gold-embroidered mantle of Henry II,

Holy Roman Emperor,.showing mounted horsemen in roundels.®4

The tangent points of the frames are covered by small decorated
roundels, a manner of joining roundels frequently seen in Byzan-
tine fabrics.

Of the five Icelandic embroideries with roundels, three
heve roundels joined in this manner, i.e. the frontals from
Reykjahlid; Grenjadarstadur, and Svalbard. On the fourth,
the Hrafnagil frontal, a decoration different from the small
roundel is used,?5 while on the fifth, the hanging from Hvammur,

the roundel frames are linked together by small circlets.

23cf. Ethel Lewis, The Romance of Textiles (New York:

........... sty N

The Macmillan Company, 1953), pp. 107-110.

2l*Theodor Muller, Erich Steingraber, and Sigrid Muller-
Christensen, Sakrale Gewander des Mittelalters (Munchen:
Hirmer Verlag, 1955), p. <20, Figures 19, 20, 21, Plates II, III.
The mantle is preserved in the cathedral treasury at Bamberg.

_5¢cf, p. 63.
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Designs 1n roundels may be seen on both German and
English mediaeval embroideries as well as on a few Swedish
pileces, but the modes of joining the circles are different
from those found on the Icelandic embroideries. In the
German mediaseval embroideries, the white linen work of the
13th and 1l4th centur13526 and the multicolored woollen hang-
ings of the lith to 16th centuries,*! the roundels are
placed side by side without being held together, as in Figure
58, or they are linked either in the manner shown in Figure
59, or by placing small roundels between the large ones. 1In
the English embroideries the roundels are usually placed side
by side, occasionally joined by an ornament placed between
them (Figures 60 and 61). In the Swedish embroideries the

roundels are either separate or joined by small interspersed

W e b ¢ Com

roundels. <€ It(éééms;”therefore, that in the mode in which
the roundels are joined on the frontals from Reykjahlid, Gren-
Jadarstadur, and Svalbard, these Icelandic embroideries are
directly influenced by Byzantine models, rather than inter-
mediaries.

In search for a design comparable to the linking of the

roundels in the Hvammur hanging, no embroidery or textile was

26Cf., for instance, Jaques, op. cit., Figure 37.
27cr. p. 105.

280f., for instance, Henschen, op. cit., Figures on
pp. 1k, 37.
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Figure 58. Altar frontal from the Bamberg qqthedral,
gl FOU Y ptat
Germany. It i1s executed iIn multicolored silk in satin
stitch. 1l4th century. Jaques, op. cit., pp. 138-139,

Figure 85.

Figure 59. Wall hanging from Wertburg, Germany,
from the third quarter of the 1l4th century, sxecuted in
Roumanian couching in wool on linen. Jaques, op. cit.,

p. 161, Figure 100.
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Figure 60. Reconstruction from fragments of an
apparel of an alb., Vestments of bishop Walter de
Cantaloupe. English, early 13th century. Christie,
English Mediaeval Embroidery, op. oit., Plate mb/)(
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| ) 8o

found resembling it. An Icelandic illumination depicfing
Christ in Majesty (Figure 55)29 showed the same manner of
linking. The only true counterpart of this design element was
found in a Norwegian mediaev%l church fresco (Figuge 62),30
which no doubt shows an ofggégﬁfgi(refiiiﬁ§drm%%g££ng plain
draperies. In two French miniatures’?! frém about 1230 large
roundel frames were directly linked with each other as were

the frames of the barbed quatrefoils on the Syon cope, which
dates from about 1300.3%

Ornaments resembling those used to cover the tangent
points of the roundels on the Hrafnagil frontal were observed
in the woven design of the English Saddlers' pall, made of late
15th century Florentine brocaded velvet.3> Similar orngments

were seen on an English 16th century hanging or carpet.Bh{

i

29¢f. p. 120, and note 19, p. 116.
300bserved by Engelstad, op. cit.,pp. 21 and 23, Figure 7.
31Jacques Dupont and Cesare Gnudi, Gothic Painting

(Geneva: Skira, 1954), Plates on pp. 28, 29. From the Psalter
of Blanche of Castile.

VR T Christie, English Medlaeval Embroidery
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1938), Plate XCV,

3kxhibition of English Mediaeval Art (London: The
Board of Education, 1933), Plate 96, About 1500.

Antrobus and Preece, op. cit., p. 237.

Wandel, op. cit., p. 7%, remarked upon the strong
resemblance between these ornaments and Italian 15th century

brocades.

3bpntrobus and Preece, op, cit., Plate XXXIX,
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Figure 62. Wall painting in Nes church in Telemark,

Norway. Mediaevai. BEngelstad, Refil, Bunad, Tjeld, Op. cit.,

Figure 7.







130 L oh « A

A design resembling the lower border of the Hvammur
hanging, i.e. fantastic animals in half circles, was not found
in any foreign embroidery. Borders made up of half circles
enclosing busts of angels or apostles, were, however, ob-
served on two German arm reliquaries and a casket, dated from
about 1175 to 1200,2° and a border of half circles with follage
designs was found in an interesting church wall painting in
Sweden from the year 1323 (cf. Figure 63).36 The wall painting
consists of long horizontal bands with figurative scenes and
apostles under Gothic arches, divided by a leaf scroll and
finished at the lower edge by the aforementioned border of
half circles. Below the border are painted draperies as in
the Norwegian church mentioned above; likely the pictorial
bands represent long wallhangings.

Outside of Iceland; the closest parallels to the fantas-

tic animals in the roundels and half circles of the Hvammur

hanging were found in English embroideries and other art

35Hanns Swarzenski, Monuments of Romanesque Art
(Chicago: University of Chlcago Press, 1954), Figures 496-498,
4L99.

Middelalder og Nyere Tid, op. cit., Plate 8.

36Andreas Lindblom, Sveriges Konsthistoria (three volumes;
Stockholm: Nordisk Rotogravyr, 1944), Vol. I, Plate facing
p. 225, pp. 212, 225.
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Figure 63. Wall painting in Sodra R3da church,

in Varmland, Sweden, from the year 1323.
Plate facing p. 225.

Lindblom, op. cit.,
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objects (Figures 6&,37 65,38 60,39 6649) Nothing comparable
to the creatures with human hands and animal claws of the
type indicated by the design in the last roundel of the hang-
ing (Figure 10) and the two small fragments (Flgure 11) could
be found. The grotesque animal shown in Figure 671*l has, how-
ever, some points of likeness to them, especlally the large
hands. This feature is also found on the two centaurs in the
Bayeux tapestry (Figure L3, p.98); the centaurs may further-
more be compared with the creature in the eighth half circle
of the hanging.

As already mentioned the various stylized foliage orna-
ments in the spandrels of the roundel patterned frontals varied
somewhat; on the whole, however, they seemed to be most closely
related to English design. Compare for instance the spandrel
ornaments on the Reykjahlid frontal with the tile design in
the right center row of Figure 65,a, or some of the spandrel

designs on the Hvammur hanging with those on the amice in

37Lawrenoe Stone, Sculpture in Britain. The Middle

Ages (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1955), Plate 31, B. Early
2th

century.

3BE. Eames, "A Decorated Tile Pavement from the Queen's
Chamber, Clarendon Palace," The British Museum Quarterly,
22: Plate XII, February, 1960. 1250 to 1252.

90t tp. 126
kOstone, op. cit., Plate 144, B. About 1386 to 1393.
hlGeoffrey Webb, Architecture in Britain. The Middle

Ages (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1956), Plate 40,B, First
quarter of the 1l2th century.
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Figure 64. Stone font from Topsham in Devon,
England; early 12th century. Stone, op. cit.,
Plate 31, B.







Figure 65.
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Parts of a decorated tile pavement from

Clarendon palace, England. 1250-1252. Eames,'_g. edt.,

Plate XII.
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Figure 66. Misericord from New College, Oxford,
England, from about 1386-1395. Stone, op. cit., Plate
VR

Figure 67. Capital in the Canterbury cathedral from
the first quarter of the 12th century. Webb, op. cit.,
Plate 40, B.
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Figure 61, p.127. The leaf and flower motif in the lower span-
drels on the Hrafnagil frontal show considerable resemblance

to those on the alb apparel in Figure 60, p.126. Again the
formal mask and follage design of the centre spandrels of that
frontal was not found, but masks, set at junctions in arcade'
designs, were observed on English embroideries from the first
quarter of the 1l4th century.“z Lions' masks were also found
incorporated in the designs of two Venetian silk fabrics from

the first half of the l5th cent:ury.LF3

The small, stylized flower ornaments in the spandrels
of the Draflastadir frontal were rather vague in design, and

none exactly like them was observed elsewhere. The arrange-

ment of the barbed qqurefoils, already found in Icelandic
illumination (ecf. p.J%% ), was, however, found in French
miniatures from 1350 to 1380.4%

Of the frontals executed in wool on linen only the one
from Hofdi had a blue background completely vold of embroidery.
It has been suggested that early (Romanesque) laid and couched
embroideries were executed in this manner, i.e. without embroid-

ery in the background (cf. the Bayeux tapestry and the piece

k2christie, English Mediaeval Embroidery, op. cit.,
Plate IXXX, showing a cope from about 1300; Plate CXXVI, show-
ing a cope from the first quarter of the 1l4th century.

43
Ernst Flemming, An Encyclopaedia of Textiles (London:
Ernest Benn, Limited, no ate), Plate 77. ~ — — — R

4hpupont ana Gnudi, op. cit., Plates 4O, 4l.
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from Ron), while the filling in of the background was a late
develoPment.h5 The current dating of the Icelandic frontals
does not corroborate this theory, with the Grenjadarstadur
frontal dated as 13th century and the Hofdi frontal as 15th
century. In general composition, however, the design of the
Hofdi frontal is reminiscent of a group of English orphreys
and panels from about 1300, 46 especially of the one shown in
Figure 68. 47 The crucifixion scene on the Agnani cope from
the late 13th century bears perhaps still greater resemblance
to the Hofdl design in the renderings of the Virgin and St.
.Tohn."’8 Kalff’9 however, gives an example of relationship of
the Hofdi design with north German art of the late 13th century.

The frontal from Stafafell found its closest counter-
part in the embroidery shown in the upper half of Figure 69,50
a portion of an orphrey from the second quarter of the 13th

45Englestad, Refil, Bunad, Tjeld, op. cit., p. 80.

L6ohristie, English Mediaeval Embroidery, op. cit.,
Plates CVI, CVII,

47Catalo%ue of English Fcclesiastical Embroideries of

the XII to enturies (London: The Board of Education, 1930),
Plate XI.
“SChristie, English Mediaeval Embroidery, op. cit.,
Ll Plate BELI 1511 20

thalf op. cit., pp. 66 and 67, Figure 13. (A north
German silver hostie from about 1280 with an engraving of the
crucifixion on the 1id.)

5OChristie, English Mediaeval Embroidery, op. cit.,
Plate XXX. (Pigure shows the upfer two thirds of the plece.)
Note also the border of contrasting triangles of the type

found on three of the Icelandic frontals,
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Figure 68. Embroidered panel showing Christ on
the Cross with the Virgin and St. John. English, from
about 1300. Catalogue of English Ecclesiastical

Embroiderieqirgg. cit., Plate XI.
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Figure 69. Part of an orphrey (upper two thirds)
from the second quarter of the 13th century. English or
‘Frenoch. Christie, English Mediaeval Embroidery, op. cit.
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century, believed to be elther English or French. 1 The
resemblance of the frontal to French church embroideries of
the 13th and 1l4th centuries had earlier been commented upon.52
A small detall in costume, the pointed elongations of the
sleeves of the Virgin's tunic,was not observed in any western
fashions of mediameval times. One instance of a comparable
sleeve was observed in an illugination from Czechoslovakia

?

from the first half of the iigﬁwcentury, deplcting elaborate
dresses of young women.53
The date of the frontal preserved in Holland was dis-
cussed earlier, and was set tentatively at about 150005“
However, as early as the 1l2th century the frontel's framework
of design was observed in a textile (Figure 70),55 and its
main composition, the Trinity, was rendered in art in the same
general manner®® (Figure 71). 1In forelgn renderings of this
motif God the Father most frequently supports the @ross in

the manner shown in Figure 72,57 while in some he holds

511bia., p. 76.

525y Wandel, in Ellen Andersen, Gertie Wandel and T.
Vogel-Jorgensen, editors, Berlingske Haandarbegds-bo (three
volumes; Kobenhavn: Berlingske Forlag, 1943), Vol. I%, P« 92.

53013& Sronkova, Gothic Woman's Fashion (Prague: Artia,
1954), p. 37, Figure 15.

5ACf. P. 85, 55Ackerman, op. cit., Plate V.

56Kalf, R okt by 68y

5Trhe Luttrell Psalter. Introduction by Eric George Mil-
ler (London: The British Museum, 1932), Figure (J)f.L4L4L. About
1340,




Tl

Figure 70. German tapestry in the Halberstadt
cathedral from the 1l2th century, showing Charlemagne

and four philosophers. Ackerman, op. cit., Plate V.

Figure 71. TFrench miniature from the second half of
the 12th century, showing the Trinity. Emile Male, L'Art

Religieux du XII® Siecle en France (Paris: Libraire

Armand Colin, 1953), p. 183, Figure 140.
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Figure 72. Miniature from the Luttrell Psalter,

English illuminated manuscript from about 1340. The
Luttrell Psalter, op. cit., Figure (J) f. 44.

Flgure 73. Late 15th ceﬁtury English alabester

retable. Exhibition of English Medlaeval Art, op. cit.,

Plate 67.
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up ﬁié hands in Benediééibh; }he Cross standing in front of
Him (Figure 73).58 Tﬁe coﬁbined gesture of Benediction and
support of the Cross was found only on the altar frontal and
in one, perhaps two, Icelandic 11luminations.”? In an 1llum-
ination from 1363 the details are not entirsly clear (Figure
74),% but there can be no doudt about Figure 75,51 although

the arms of'God are drawn rather awkwardly.62 On the

neay

ently)peculiar to

frontal another feature of design, /appar
Iceland, was noted, the human face on the winged lion, symbol

of St. Mark. This was found in'the illumination referred ta

i

&AL
above (Figure 75), but was Seenjnowhere else in European art.63

*8Exhibition of Mediaeval Art, op. cit., Plate 67.

; 591n addition the motif, the Trinity, was found in Ice-
land engraved on a paten from the late 13th century, and in an
illumination from the early 15th century (cf. Eldjarn, Ancient
Icelandic Art, op. clt., Plate 57; Fett, op. cit., Plate 187.
In both instances God the Father supports—ghe—ﬁFoss by His
hands.

60Hermannsson, op. cit., Plate 60, Jonshok (Skardsbok) ,
AM. 350, fol. 1363.

6l1pid., Plate 79, a (right half), Jonsbok, AM 43, 89,
1507. e

62kalf, op. cit., pp. 67-68, suggested that the artist
had had two models Tor the composition of the frontal, one of
the Trinity with God holding the Cross, and one of Christ in
Majesty. She compared the design of the frontal with an English
illumination from 1020 of Christ in Majesty (p. 68, Figure 14).

63Hermannsson, op. cit., p. 15, mentioned that in Ice-
landic illuminations fantastlc creatures ("nondescripts®) with
human faces were seen more|than in manuscript illuminations

elsewhere. +g§ah&@
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Figure 74. Icelandic illuminated manuscript page

with initial showing the Trinity. 1363. Hermannsson,

op. cit., Plate 60.
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Figure 75. Miniature from an Icelandic manuscript
showing the Trinity in a mandorla with the Evangellists'
symbols in the spandrels; rrém 1507. Hermannsson, op. cit.,

Plate 79,8 (the right half).
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The general design of the frontal from Kféﬁééﬁ;gglar,
i.e. a large central roundel placed in a rectangle with four
smaller roundels, one in each corner, was observed, for in-
stance, in the centre panel of a lith century Swiss altar
frontal embroidered in silk on linen (Figure 76). The most
distinctive feature of the frontal, the large fantastic
flowers encircled in meandering vines, &s well as the leaf
serolls twined around the roundel frames, both appeared to
belong to the ornamentation found in embrolderies and illum-
ination in western Europe from the fifteen century through
the first half of the sixteen century, perhaps more to the

latter part of that period (Figure 77).64

6koe, also Figures on pp. 1812 and 1813 in Kurth,
"Medieval Embroidery," op. cit., showing two 16th century

Swiss worsted embroiderlies.
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Figure 76. Part of a Swiss 1li4th century altar frontal,
embroidered in silk on linen. Antrobus and Preece, op. cit.,

Plate XXXIV (centre part).
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Figure 77. German 16th century linen hanging
embroidered with gold, silver, and silk thread.

Antrobus and Preece, op. cit., Plate XLVIII.
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CHAPTER VIII
CONCLUSIONS

From the comparison of the extant Icelandic mediaeval
st e »’ Hee

‘‘‘‘‘‘

laid and couched embroideriss it seems apparent that they
belong together in a group, being perhaps examples of the
production of one locality (or even centre) over a period
from approximately 1250 or 1300 to about 1550, The entries
in the inventories and the original distribution of the em-
broideries provide evidence that this centre ;ﬁ;t hé;;fgéen
in northern Iceland, perhaps as already mentioned, in the
convent at Reynistadur or at Holar.l

The saga of the first bishop of Holar relates how, at

{

7, A L 2
about - the year 1200 a woman named Ingunn attended the school

at the bishop's seat. She stayed on there teaching Latin ang
correcting Latin books which were read to her while she em-
broidered, wove, or in other ways wrought pictures of the
lives of the saints.? Thus a tradition for native pictorial
church embroideries may have been established at the bishop's

Sseat at Holar in the very beginning. With the establishment

lce. pp. 21-22.

: 2Thordarson, Islands Middelalderkunst, op. cit.
Pe bk #

3
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of the convent at Reynistadur near by in 1296, the nuns no
doubt carried on and developed any such tradition, acting as
teachers for lay women as well.

The forelgn influences discernable in the designs of
the embroideries could be due to the use of foreign art ob-
jects and, especially, illuminations in foreign manusecripts
for patterns or inspiration for patterns. These influences
might also to some extent have resulted from direct contacts
made by Icelandic artisans with the arts of other countries
through travels and studies abroad.

Although the majority of the extant laid and couched
embroideries seem to belong to a closely interrelated group
produced’in the see of Holar, needlework of this technique
was in all probebility also practiced elsewhere in the
country du{ing mediaeval times, such as in the convent at
Kirkjubaer. It was suggested early in this study that the
Icelandic word refill might in mediaeval times have meant,
specifically, a wall hanging decorated with laid and couched
embroidery; this seemed to be supported by the fact that the

Icelandic word for the technique is refilsaumur.3 The wora

refill apparently was used in medlaeval inventories from all

parts of the country, although this premise cannot be sub-
stantiated since specific studies of the diffusion of the

3ef. p.20.



151
word remain to be made. As already mentioned; the effects of
the reformation together with climatic conditions may have
been responsible for more destruction of laid and couched
embroideries in southern than in northern Iceland.’

In this study it was hoped to establish the place of
Icelandic mediaeval couched embroideries in European needle-
work by comparing them with the embroideries of other countries
of that period. It was observed that of the extant embroider-
ies from mediaseval times, the Bayeux tapestry and a few Nor-
weglan fragments, possibly from wall hangings, were executed
in the same general technique and material, while only a few
points of similarity in design were noticed. In northern Ger-

many a large group of extant embroidered wall hangings, from

2

Zanadmpy LBrgy Ay
VA 7 =

roughly the same period as the Icelandic.ones; were found, some
showing similarities in general design, and all executed in
the same material but in a different, although related, tech-
nique. All of these examples seemed to indicate a common north
European practice of executing large embroideries (wall hang-
1néé§quﬁcoarse woollen couching, the Germans having preferred o
onewteohnique, the Norse people another.

The use of the Byzantine (Near Bastern) design feature
of repeated roundels enclosing plctures, much favored in the

Icelandic embroideries, was seen frequently in mediaeval Ger-

man, English, and Swedish needlework. As was pointed out,

bere, p. 21.
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however, the mode of joining the roundels in the Icelandic
embroideries might indicate direct Byzantine influence rather
than an influence coming through other countries.

Extant English mediaeval embroideries (other than the
Bayeux tapestry 1f this be regarded sas EnglishS) were minutely
executed in the fine media of silk and gold. This resulted
in works of a delicate appearance very different from the
Icelandic embroideries, although various couching techniques,
at times even laid and couched work, were employed in their
making. In comparing design elements 1t seemed apparent
from the sources consulted, that the Icelandic embroideries
showed, on the whole, a closer relationship to English
embroideries and other pictorial art than to those of other
European countries.

In spite of the various similarities with foreign works,
the study made it very clear that as a group the Icelandlc laid
and couched ecclesiastical embroideries stand alone, that the
manner in which material, technique, and design were utilized,
combined to produce needlework of a kind found nowhere else.

It remains for future studles to disclose the exact
extent and nature of foreign influences on Icelandic embroid-
eries as well as the specific channels through which these

influences reached Iceland.

Sct. pp. 97-98.
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APPENDIX

TABLE I

ICELANDIC CHURCHES LISTED IN INVENTORIES AS POSSESSING
LAID AND COUCHED EMBROIDERIES FROM 1550 TO ABOUT 18408

i

As in Kelduhverfil in Nordur~Thingey county
Bakki in Oxnadalur in Eyjafjordur county

Bard in Fljot in Skagafjordur county
Draflastadirb i% Fnjoskadalur in Sudur-Thingey county
Grenjadarstadur® in Sudur-Thingey county

Grund in Eyjafjordur county

Grytubakki in Sudur-Thingey county

Hof in Hofdastrond in Skagafjordur county

Holt in Rangarvelllr county

Holar in gjaltadalur in Skagafjordur county
Hrafnagil® in Eyjafjordur county

HofdibP in Hofdalverfi in Sudur-Thingey county
Hofdi in Hofdastrond in Skagafjordur county
Hoskuldsstadir in Austur-Hunavatn county -
Ljosavatn, in Sudur-Thingey county

Miklibaer® in Blonduhlid in Skagafjordur county
Mikligardur in Eyjafjordur county

Munkathvera in Eyjafjordur county

Mulic¢ in Adaldalur  in Sudur-Thingey county
Modruvellir in Eyjafjordur county

Osland in Oslandshlid in Skagafjordur county
ReykjahlidP in Sudur-Thingey county

Reynistad%r in Skagafjordur county

Stafafell® in Lon in Austur-Skaftafell county
Storidalur in Eyjafjordur county

Svalbard® in Svalbardsstrond in Sudur-Thingey county
Vidivellir in Skagafjordur county

8This table is based on preliminary investigations. It must
not be considered final. Consult the map (Figure 82) for
locations.

bl,aid and couched embroideries are still in existence from
these churches. In addition, there exists laid and couched
work from Hvammur in Dalir county and Klausturholar’in
Arnes county; they were not found listed in inventories.

CThe laid and couched embroidery preserved in Enscheae in
Holland is possibly from this church.

g
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TABLE II

COMPARISON OF TERMINOLOGY USED BY AUTHORITIES TO DESIGNATE
LAID AND COUCHED WORK, ROUMANIAN COUCHING AND STEM STITCH®

AUTHORITIES® COUCHED WORKP  COUCHINGP STEM STITCHP
Antrobus Laid and
Couched Work®
Christie Laid and Roumanian Stem Stitch
Couched Work® Couching Crewel Stitch
Outline 3titch
Engelstad Dobbel Leggsom’ Leggsome€ Kontourstingf
Refilsom Refilsom
Geijer Dubbel Laggsom Laggsom Stjalk Styng®
Taques Klosterstich! Stielstiochl
Kurth Arabian Convent Stem Stitch
Technique Stitch
Pesel Filling Laid Laid Oriental Stem Stitchk
and Couched by filling Crewel StitchKk
& couched Outline Stitchl
thread
Italian couch-
ing 2
Mantarle workd
Digby Laid and Laid Oriental Stem Stitch®
Couched work Stitech Outline Stitch
Convent Stitch
Thomas (Not listed) Roumanian Stem Stitchk K
Couching Crewel Stitcﬁ
Laid Oriental Stalk Stitch
Stitch Outline Stitcht
Figure Stitch
fos s s s S A = . e e e ]

a/
&For complete references on authorities cited see note 1,
Chapter IV, p. 23.

brerminology adopted for this paper. Cf. pp. 24-26.
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CAntrobus and Christie use this term as a general term including
all couching, give no specific term for this particular type.

d1n English translation:
©In English translation:
T1n English translation:
€In English translation:
hIn English translation:
itn English translation:
Jworked in Macedonia

Double couching
Couching
Outline stitch
Stem stitch
Convent stitch
Stem stitch

KThe thread is kept to the right of the needle
lphe thresd is kept to the left of the needle
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Figure 78. Portrait of Thorlakur Skulason, bishop
at Holar 1628 to 1656. The embroidery, worked in wool, linen,
silk, and metal thread on linen, is executed in laid and
couched work, Roumanian couching, stem stitch, split stitech,
(Pt atty ab- [t 50k 1656 7"
and, possibly, chain stitch. BSecond-guarter-of-the 17th
century (embroidered by the bishop's daughter). National

Museum, Reykjavik; inventory number 3110.
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Figure 79. Reverse of portralt of bishop Thorlakur
Skulason, shown in Figure 78.
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e
CYS» OF ‘b 3 Qu:, A
Figure 80, Chasuble with embroidered crucifix,

executed in silk and wool on linen in laid and couched
work (ef. p. 24, note 4), stem stitch, chain stitch, and
satin stitch. 1677. National Museum, Reykjavik;

inventory number 4500.
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Figure 81. Detail (centre part) of a valance from
Delsbo Parish in Halsingland, Sweden. It is believed to have
once formed part of the decoration of an altar. The laild and
couched embroidery is worked in unbleached linen and colored
wool on a woollen ground, the couched outlines consisting of
narrow strips of leather. 16th (or 17th) century. Emilie
von Walterstorff, Swedish Textiles (Stockholm: Nordiska

Museet, 1925), pp. 59-60; Plate 147.
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Figure 82. Map of Iceland. Dqts mark the churches
possessing laid and couched embroideries. Encircled crosses
mark the bishops' seats at Holar and Skalholt. A heavy
broken line marks the boundary between the sees. The map
was prepared from the map in Erik Andersen and others
(editors), Island (Copenhagen: Norden, no date), p. 10,

and Westermann's Atlas zur Weltgeschichte. Tell II.

Mittelalter (Braunschwelg: Georg Westermann Verlag, 1956),

p. 57.
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