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Introduction

For some time I have been interested in the life of the Norse Greenlanders, 

i.e. the Icelanders who founded a colony in Greenland at 1000 AD, which lasted for 

about 500 years. Reading the sagas transported me mentally to their time and place, 

and I marveled at their tenacity to cling to their agricultural lifestyle, their massive 

churches and barns and their intrepid sea voyages between Norway, Iceland, 

Greenland and Vinland to trade goods they depended on but could not be obtained 

in Greenland (iron, timber, fine cloth). My way of getting closer to them was to create 

an outfit that includes as many items as possible (though much is still missing), trying 

to use their techniques as correctly as I could. I am the first to admit that there is 

always room for improvement. 

I started this project by reading academic publications and Icelandic sagas, 

joining serious Facebook groups, browsing museum databases and taking a look at 

how others did it. 

This article is a description of what I did and how, interspersed with 

suggestions in italics of what to do or to avoid. I want to encourage reenactors to 

take their time and get the historical facts straight, read scholarly publications, study 

museum websites and picture databases, discuss with fellow reenactors and become 

proficient and knowledgeable in some handicrafts. Being able to answer curious 

market visitors’ questions makes the experience all the more enjoyable if you know 

what you are doing and why, and fill out your persona. Learn from the things you 

made and improve each time you create something new. Learn new techniques. 

Research your time and place and use new information for future projects. Museums,  

picture databases, academic research, groups that strive for authenticity are all good  

points to start. 
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Height

Viking Age and medieval skeletons show that Greelandic women had the 

average height of 156–161 cm1, which seems to be typical average height in 

Scandinavia for women. Based on Scandinavian finds, one can say that the majority 

of the female population had the height between 145–170 cm. Even though it is 

often claimed that Greelandic population was smaller during later centuries, gradual 

skull size reduction is the only body change we can observe.2

Underdress (Icel. serkr)

Seeds and pollen3, fragments of linen textiles, some hemp threads, a piece of 

an implement that maybe was used for scutching indicate that flax and hemp were 

grown in Greenland for some time until about 1250, when the climate deteriorated.4 

Indeed, most of the linen fragments were found at the longhouse at the Farm 

Beneath the Sand (GUS), built by the settlers around 1000 AD. They were Z/Z spun 

and tabby woven with a thread count of 20/18.5

The female underdress was a linen or woolen shift, tabby, plain or pleated. 

Pleating was done by gathering the fabric with a needle and thread, pulling it tight, 

moistening the fabric and leaving it to dry before removing the thread. The pleats are 

only 4–5 mm wide.6 Holes from stitching, pleats and seams in general indicate the 

existence of fine metal sewing needles, even though none have been found in Norse 

Greenland excavations.7 Sewing needles were most important, kept safe in needle 

cases of bone, wood or metal, accompanied by a whetstone.8

The archaeological material gives no information about the length of the 

underdress. From my experience a floor-length linen garment is highly impractical in 

rain or snow because it absorbs humidity, so my linen underdress is only about mid-

calf length. Calves are protected by handwoven wrappings (Fig. 2). 

1 Based on Bennike 1985, Lynnerup 1998, Steffensen 1958.
2 Lynnerup 1998: 72–73.
3 Seaver 1996: 48.
4 Østergård 2004: 25.
5 Østergård 2004: 31, 77.
6 Østergård 2004: 99.
7 Østergård 2004: 111.
8 Østergård 2004: 113.
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The neckline could be a wide oval opening or a small neck opening with a 

front slit. If you are breast-feeding, make sure the slit is long enough and close it with 

straps or a small brooch beneath the chin (see fig. 1). The neckline could be used to 

hide things in the space above the belt (“out from her underdress she takes a big 

necklace”, Heiðarvíga saga 23).9

Behind every garment, there were many, many hours of work: preparing the 

fiber, spinning on a hand spindle, weaving on an upright loom, tailoring, hand sewing 

and finishing. With that in mind, I chose a pattern which left virtually no waste except 

for the neckline cut-offs and when aligning the hem. My linen fabric was 70 cm wide 

and 3 m long, enough for an ankle length shift with long sleeves, no shoulder seams, 

and side gores.10

Fig. 1 : Julia Kovalevskaya and her versions of underdresses with long slits.

The left dress can be fastened with straps, the right one with a small brooch.

9 “Hún…tekur úr serk sér steinasǫrvi mikið.”
10 Thursfield 2001: 72.
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Overdress
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The number of medieval garments excavated in Greenlandic and their 

excellent preservation in permafrost soil is unique in Europe. The churchyard of 

Herjólfsnes comprised 69 garments, hoods, stockings and more, which are 

radiocarbon dated to 1180–1530. For my recreation I chose the woman’s dress 

Nørlund No. 38 (Museum No. D10580) from Herjólfsnes, a rather close fitting 

garment with twelve gores and a great hem circumference. The original dress had a 

dark grey warp and a light grey weft. I used Icelandic commercially spun white yarn 

and dyed it brown with parmelia saxatilis. The colour is uneven because I did not 

have a pot big enough to dye yarn for 8 meters of fabric and had to dye in batches. 

The fabric is hand woven in 2/1 twill and has a thread count of 9/7 / cm2. Since I used 

commercial yarn, the spinning direction is Z/Z for both warp and weft, while the 

original has Z/S.

Bearing in mind the many hours of labour to produce a fabric, I looked for a 

cutting sequence that was economical with little waste and yet achieved the close fit 

characteristic of the late-fourteenth-century fashion. Netherton’s approach11 

provides just that: instead of odd-shaped pieces, squares and rectangles are cut and 

assembled, the only off-cuts are from trimming the side seams to achieve a close fit, 

cutting the head and arm openings, shaping the sleeves and evening out the hem 

line. What’s more, the sewing can be done with no tools other than shears, a sewing 

needle and a string for taking body length. Though we don’t know if the 

Greenlanders constructed their gowns in this way, Netherton’s approach results in 

exactly the combination of pieces seen in the Herjólfsnes twelve-gore gowns, the 

orientation of the fabric faces and grain angles.

The Herjólfsnes dress (Fig. 3) was the first garment in my Greenlandic 

portrayal and it certainly has many authentic features. Construction and sewing 

technique are close to the archaeological finds. But I also made some hasty decisions 

which could have been avoided by more research and much more labour. The 

spinning direction is not authentic (spin your own), I did not reinforce the edges with 

tablet woven bands but finger looped ones, and there is no singling, a special 

Greenlandic way of reinforcing edges.

11 Netherton 2008.
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Fig. 2 : The dress based on finds from Herjólfsnes.



Pile weaves

A pile weave or rǫggvarfeldur (RF) is a cloak made of vaðmál with tog locks (the 

coarse long straight outer hair of the Icelandic sheep) woven or knotted into the 

fabric at regular intervals. Though a RF looks like an imitation of an animal fur, it has 

some clear advantages. It fits more snugly over the shoulders than a fur, unlike 

leather it stays soft when wet and then dried, it keeps warm even when wet, and 

lastly, there is no need to kill the animal.

Pile weaves have a long tradition in Scandinavia and Northern Europe and 

were an important export article in 11th and 12th c. Iceland. In Grágás, the oldest 

Icelandic collection of laws, the standardized size of a RF was four þumalálnir (204,8 

cm) by two þumalálnir (102,4 cm). The law prescribed thirteen locks across the 

width, which were brushed to one side, so that they would lie in thirteen horizontal 

rows when the cloak was worn and covered the entire surface of the RF.12

Three fragments of pile weave were found in Greenland, all woven in 2/2 

twill. To add warmth, the weft was twice as thick as the warp and only lightly spun 

(10–20°). The RF from Narsaq (Ø17a) and from Narsarsuaq (Ø149) were dyed with 

purple lichen; warp, weft and pile were all made of sheep wool. The RF fragment 

from the Farm Beneath the Sand (GUS) from the 11th c. is interesting because the pile 

is made of black goat hair. The warp threads were dark grey, the weft lighter grey. 

The whole piece was dyed with tannin of unknown origin.13

My RF is a 2/2 twill, woven from Icelandic commercial yarn, warp/weft Z/Z, 

thread count 10/10. It measures 1,0×1,7 meters and weighs 1 kg. When the RF was 

woven, the tog locks were simply laid in the shed (knotless pile) instead of being tied 

around the warp threads (knotted pile).14 It was assumed that the pile would be 

securely locked into the weave by washing and light felting, but this proved to be an 

error. The straight and slick tog fibers have a tendency to slip out of the weave, so 

the extra effort to knot them around the warp thread is definitely worth it. Learn 

from your mistakes and you will improve each time you create something.

Pile weaves make excellent use of the two hair types of the Icelandic sheep. 

The outer hair tog is straight and long and when used as pile makes a fairly water 

12 Guðjónsson 1962: 69.
13 Østergård 2004: 73.
14 Guðjónsson 1962: 65.
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repellent garment. The inner, soft and curly hair þel adds warmth and insulation. I 

find my RF a very useful item; at night it makes a warm blanket, during the day I like 

to sit on it. 

Surcot

After having attended a few medieval markets in northern Iceland, I felt the 

need for a really warm outer garment that would not restrict my arm movements 

during work or demonstrations. There are no textile finds in Greenland that can be 

identified as outdoor garments,15 but the need for warm protective outer clothing, 

whether of wool, fur or both, is obvious. When I looked at contemporaneous 

material from Norway16, I found that a fur-lined surcot, a sleeveless outer garment, 

was exactly what I needed. As mentioned below, the Greenlanders used a variety of 

furs, none of which were available to me, so I resorted to an old fur coat that had 

been lying in my chest for years. Also I had three meters of medium weight, indigo 

dyed woollen fabric (the colour could pass for woad), tabby, with a thread count 

12/12. From these two materials a fur-lined surcot was hand sewn.17 Weighing 

almost 2,8 kg, it is heavy, but it is also very warm, does not hinder my arm 

movements, and doubles as a sleeping bag. The armholes are big enough to tuck my 

arms in and reach for my knife or purse hanging from my belt. 

Another material a reenactor might consider is down feathers. Although no 

down fillings in outer clothing are documented for Norse Greenland, eiderdown was 

definitely collected in both Iceland and Greenland and some textile fragments - 

mainly bed clothing and stuffed garments - associated with down were found in 

Haithabu and some rich Viking Age graves in Norway.18 Eiríks saga rauða mentions a 

cushion that was stuffed with chicken feathers.19

My fur-lined surcot (Fig. 4) is an extremely practical, warm and beautiful 

garment but the reality is that no outdoor garments whatsoever have been found in 

Greenland. My surcot is inspired by numerous depictions of fur lined surcots from 

15 Østergård 2004: 130. Andersson 2006: 326, 330
16 Andersson 2006: 326, 330.
17 Thursfield 2001: 122.
18 Hägg 1991: 62; Ingstad 2006: 227–229. 
19 Eiríks saga rauða 4.
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Europe. If there are no finds of an item you need, make a well founded decision by 

looking at finds from related time periods and areas.
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Fig. 4: The fur-lined surcot.



Belt and buckle

Several belt buckles were found in Greenland, both in the Western Settlement20 and 

the Eastern Settlement21. Materials used were walrus tusk, bronze and maybe 

brass.22

My belt buckle interpretation: I chose the plain and undecorated belt buckle 

from the ruin group Ø34 as a model. Interestingly, the original had broken while 

being made and was discarded, which may prove that it was made in Greenland. It 

was made of walrus tooth, which was unobtainable to me, so I compromised on beef 

bone. Because I am a wool worker I had a hand carved replica made by a bone 

worker. She did an excellent job, and the belt buckle did not break!

My belt (Figs. 2, 5) is a leather strip 1,5 m long and 1,5 cm wide, the 

measurements being purely speculative since no belts are preserved. Sometimes a 

simple braided cord of woolen yarn would do.23 Þorbjǫrg lítilvǫlva, the seeress in 

Herjólfsnes, wore a ”hniósku-linda”,24 a belt made of touchwood (fomes 

fomentarius).25 This unusual material gives food for speculations – did Þorbjǫrg use it 

for fire making, or for medicinal purposes (touchwood is anti-hemorrhagic)26, or 

because some times it is self-luminous?27 If you cannot do an item yourself, buy or 

trade. Not only will you get the quality you require for your reenactment, but also 

you give someone the chance to sell their work and make a livelihood from their 

handicraft.

20 Østergård 2004: 109f.; Sandnæs (V51), Umiiviarsuk (V52a), Nipaatsok (V54).
Roussell 1941: 256ff, Figs. 161, 164; Kangersuneq.

21 Østergård 2004: 110, Fig. 80, 81; Qorlortup Itinnera, Ø34.
22 Østergård 2004: 110.
23 Østergård 2004: 229. Leather belts with metal components are rare in Viking Age Scandinavia. 

Most probably, women usually used woollen bands done with plaiting, finger woven, sprang or 
tablet weaving techniques; see http://www.medieval-baltic.us/vikbuckle.html (accessed 
8/14/2017).

24 Eiríks saga rauða 4.
25 de Vries 2000: 136, 244.
26 See http://botit.botany.wisc.edu/toms_fungi/dec2001.html (accessed 8/14/2017).
27 Mitchell 2011: 250, footnote 150.
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Fig. 5: The belt with accessories.



Shoes

Make them big enough. Bigger. Shoes too small are guaranteed to give you 

cold feet! You will need extra space for hose, wrappings or nålebound socks, maybe 

also wool, grass or other plants for extra insulation in cold conditions. Indigenous 

people in circumpolar areas traditionally used various kinds of plant material in their 

footwear to protect and insulate the foot. The Sami used water sedge (Carex 

aquatilis) and bottle sedge (Carex rostrata), which was beaten with a wooden club to 

soften it.28 The Inuit in Greenland used various grasses (Calamagrostis langsdorfii, 

Elymus mollis and Alopecurus alpinus) as well as leaves of crowberry, blueberry and 

heather. Small feathers and down were also used.29 Though archaeological evidence 

is lacking, these are cheap, renewable materials, easily accessible in many areas and 

effective in keeping your feet warm. 

Though no longer practiced in Iceland, there are proverbs that show that 

Icelanders once did so: “hann gekk eftir henni með grasið í skónum” ("he went after 

her with grass in his shoes”) and “hún gaf honum undir fótinn” (“she gave him under 

his foot”).

Archaeological evidence of Norse Greenland footwear is sparse, so any 

recreation is hypothetical except for what can be deducted from a few remains. 

Several soles from various periods are preserved, but only one upper, dating back to 

landnám (settlement period). It is made from well-tanned leather, with some parallel 

incisions near the upper edge. Since proper tanning was difficult or impossible for 

the Norse Greenlanders because tannin from vegetal sources like bark was not 

available, the leather may have been tanned somewhere other than 

Greenland.30Insufficient tanning methods of the Greenlanders caused the leather to 

separate into different layers or rot away completely, leaving no archaeological 

trace31.

The Icelandic sagas mention a variety of shoe types32, but since there is no 

pictorial evidence of what they actually looked like, a reenactor might search 

28 See http://www.siida.fi/contents/for-children-and-students/theme-of-the-season/archive/shoe-
grass-a-smi-survival-strategy (accessed 8/14/2017).

29 Fredskild 1989: 181, 182.
30 Carlson 2001.
31 Carlson 2001.
32 Carlson 2001.

13

http://www.siida.fi/contents/for-children-and-students/theme-of-the-season/archive/shoe-grass-a-smi-survival-strategy
http://www.siida.fi/contents/for-children-and-students/theme-of-the-season/archive/shoe-grass-a-smi-survival-strategy


museum databases from other Norse finds like for example Oseberg33, York or 

Haithabu34 or Bergen35. 

My shoe interpretation. I decided on a pair of shoes dated to the 13th c. that I 

had found on the website of Bryggens Museum in Bergen, Norway36 and 

commissioned a copy from a maker of medieval shoes (Fig. 6). They are laced low 

turnshoes, with three narrow leather straps running along the edge of the instep. 

They correspond to the fourth of the basic shoe styles in Greenland proposed by 

Carlson.37 The shoes are tied on the inside of the foot with a leather strap. The upper 

is made of goat leather, the sole from cowhide. I was wise enough to have them 

made a bit larger than my actual size, in order to have room for nålebound woolen 

socks and sometimes grass or wool as insulation. I usually have warm feet even when 

they are wet.

Few remains of shoes in Greenland make any realization speculative. My 

decision on a pair of shoes from Norway from the same period also reflects the 

trading connections between Norway and Greenland via the Hanseatic League, of 

which fashion impulses certainly were part.

When there are no actual finds of an item you need, search in places that are 

related to your time and area through trade, cultural or other connections.

33 Hald 1972.
34 Groenman-–van Waateringe 1984.
35 Larsen 1992.
36 See http://www.vikverir.no/ressurser/bryggen_bergen_no/?dir=&page=all (accessed 8/14/2017).
37 Carlson 2001.
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Fig. 6: Shoes based on a find from Bergen, together with a pair of nålbound socks.



Mittens

For obvious reasons, Norse Greenlanders must have worn mittens in their 

harsh environment, but unfortunately not a single fragment of a mitten has been 

found so far, neither of skin, vaðmál or nålbinding (no fragments of nålbinding at all, 

for that matter).38

I am presenting here examples of mittens that are likely to have been used in 

Norse Greenland, depending on the skills of the maker, the activity of the wearer, 

and the temperature of the environment.

A vaðmál mitten was found at the farm Garðar, in Akranes, in West Iceland. 

Garðar is a landnámsjǫrð, i.e. a farm dating back to the Icelandic settlement period, 

and the mitten was found in the oldest stratum. It is woven in vaðmál or 2/2 twill, 

the warp yarn is finely spun, and the weft yarn is rather thick. Its present colour is 

brown, but it was possibly originally dyed with the lichen (Parmelia saxatilis). It is a 

left hand mitten consisting of three parts, the thumb, the main piece and a cuff that 

was worn over the sleeve in order to retain body heat and to protect the sleeve. The 

cuff is now short and torn, but from the sharply widening angle it is clear that it was 

once much longer and wider. The mitten is 28 cm long; the circumference of the 

thumb is 11 cm.39A pair of vaðmál mittens, belonging to a child and connected 

together by a braided band, was found in Heynes. The pair is dated to 10th – 12th c.40

A left nålbound mitten was found at Arnheiðarstaðir in East Iceland, also 

dated to the early settlement period. It is made of rather coarse two-plied woolen 

yarn, 26 cm long, 22 cm around the wrist, and the thumb measures 10 cm.41 The 

mitten is done in the so called Oslo stitch or UO/UOO according to Hansen’s 

connotation.42

In an arctic climate fur-lined skin mittens are your first choice. The 

Greenlanders used skins of caribou, seal, polar bear, bison, ox, and goat, as well as 

cat skins.43 In Eiríks saga rauða, Þorbjǫrg the seeress’s outfit is described in detail, 

and she is said to wear mittens of white cat-skin (“She wore on her hands cat skin 

38 Østergård 2004: 111.
39 Pálsson 1895: 34, 35.
40 Guðjónsson 1994.
41 Hald 1949: 73.
42 See http://www.en.neulakintaat.fi/71 (accessed 8/14/2017).
43 Østergård 2004: 120.
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mittens which were white and fluffy inside.”)44 The non-plus ultra protection from 

the cold must have been mittens padded with down, bordering on pampering (“In 

my youth I was bored sitting inside by the fire place, warm maidens’ rooms and 

down filled mittens.”)45

A reenactor thus has the option of mittens in nålbinding made of handspun 

wool, or woven and sewn from vaðmál, or made from skin and even with a down 

lining. A reenactor can choose from different techniques according to their sewing 

abilities, and which ever you choose, you are historically quite correct. 

My mitten interpretation: in the absence of actual finds, I turned to the 

written sources and made mittens of white cat skin like Þorbjǫrg and another pair of 

distaff spun and plied white Icelandic wool. Wherever you can, use historically correct  

methods and material, in my case I used cat skin and the distaff spinning method.

It is not surprising that the garment with a hem circumference of more than 

four meters and cowhide medieval turn shoes influence posture and gait. The slippery  

soles and masses of fabric require a very different way of walking and sitting down 

gracefully. Look at medieval depictions of sitting people and you can see the carefully  

arranged volume of their garments.

Colours

Using different wool colours in the warp and in the weft can make interesting 

coloured garments. Tog is usually darker than þel; a fact the Greenlanders put to 

their advantage to weave attractively patterned fabrics. Some had a light grey warp 

and a white weft (Nørlund No. 33)46 or a grey warp and a light grey weft (No. 40,43), 

others were completely black (No. 41,58), white (No. 44), brown (No. 45,64) or dark 

grey (No. 60). Greenlanders preferred pigmented wool rather than white, which 

counted for less than 35% of the examined wools.47 Patterning by using natural 

colours rather than dyeing white wool was more economic on resources because 

dyeing requires great quantities of fire wood. Apart from the natural fleece colours, 

the following dyestuffs were available to the Norse in Greenland.

44 Eiríks saga rauða 4: “Hún hafði á hǫndum sér kattskinnsglófa og voru hvítir innan og loðnir.”
45 Haraldskvæði 6: “Ungr leiddisk eldvelli ok inni at sitja, varma dyngju eða vottu dúns fulla.”
46 Østergård 2004: 155ff.
47 Østergård 2004: 89.
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Purple 

People through the ages have been especially attracted to the colour purple. 

Purple can be obtained from various natural sources: snails (like Murex) that live in 

the warm Mediterranean Sea; lichen (for example Ochrolechia tartarea, traditionally 

used in Scandinavia); and dog whelk (Nucella lapillus), a small purple snail that lives 

on North Atlantic shores. Irish monks used dog whelk purple pigments to illuminate 

their manuscripts.48 Dyeing with dog whelk was never practiced in Iceland or in 

Greenland, but purple lichen was used with great skill based on a long tradition.

Unlike Tyrian purple, which had an exorbitant symbolic and economic value 

among the Roman aristocracy, signifying power and prestige and allowed only to the 

upper class, purple dyeing in Greenland and cloth production in general was done on 

individual farmsteads from local resources for household consumption, not for profit 

or export. 

Some textiles from the early Norse farms at Narsaq (Ø17a), Herjólfsnes and 

Narsarsuaq (Ø149)49 were dyed in rich, deep purple colours that can be obtained 

from various lichen (Evernia, Ochrolechia, Parmelia and Umbilicaria).50 Ochrolechia 

tartarea L. is quite common in W-Greenland51 and seems to have been used 

frequently. In one case, the thread for stitching was dyed with purple lichen.52 

Applied on brown or grey wool, purple lichen dye becomes darker and more 

intense.53 By adding wood ash water as an alkali modifier, the colour can be altered 

into a blue tone.54 A mordant is not necessary. 

For a reenactor it can be daunting to identify the correct lichen species, but 

there is a simple test: scratch the surface of the lichen with the point of a knife and 

put a few drops of household bleach on the scratched area. If it turns red or purple, 

the lichen will give a purple colour.

Ochrolechia tartarea was an export article in medieval Norway. In the 17th c., 

the procedure is described as follows: dry the lichen, grind it fine as meal and put it 

48 Henry 1952.
49 Østergård 2004: 89.
50 Walton Rogers 1993: 58.
51 Hörður Kristinsson et al. 2009: 56.
52 Walton Rogers 1993: 57.
53 Walton Rogers 1993: 57.
54 Dean 2014: 35.
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in a vessel. Keep in a warm space and add urine every second or third day for three 

weeks, or until a red colour has developed and make round cakes of the mass.55 In 

Iceland, the botanist Oddur Jónsson Hjaltalín observed the tradition of dyeing with 

purple lichen as late as 1830.56

Seven purple lichen dyed textile fragments were found in Greenland; a child’s 

hat, two pile weaves and several unidentified fragments. The great quality of the 

dyes reflecting the settlers’s intimate knowledge of their environment and a long 

tradition of the craft, which they brought with them from their homeland in 

Norway.57

I suppose that dyeing with lichen was popular in Greenland, because the 

lichens are kept in urine, which is abundant and free and requires no heat from 

precious firewood except for a very short while at the end of the process. Urine was 

not a waste product but a multipurpose liquid, collected in barrels outside the farms 

and used for dyeing, washing wool and also people’s hair.

The purple lichen dyed fragments from Narsaq inspired me to spin, dye and 

weave a shawl with the same parameters. Z/S in warp/weft, thread diameter ½ –1 

mm, thread count 14/12. I soaked lichen Ochrolechia parella in urine for 4 months 

until it had turned from brown to orange-red, magenta and finally purple. The 

mixture should be stirred daily to add oxygen. Best is to use a glass jar with a lid, the 

jar should be big enough because the lichen expand as they absorb the liquid.58 The 

limited light-fastness of purple lichen dyes can be improved by letting the yarn dry 

before rinsing. Only 10–25% of the dyestuff is needed, and the dye bath can be 

stored and reused several times until exhausted.59 I heated the strained liquid and 

simmered my hand spun for about 15 min. Exhausted dyes gave additional shades of 

purple yarn, which was then woven in 2/2 diamond twill. The technical parameters 

such as thread count, spin direction and weave are very similar to the textile 

fragment No. 22 from Narsaq. 

Making an item using period tools, techniques and materials will give not only  

55 Engelstad 1953: 107, 108.
56 Oddur Jónsson Hjaltalín 1830: 348.
57 Østergård 2004: 89.
58 Casselman 2001: 26.
59 Dean 2014: 136ff.
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a correct result, but also an appreciation for the labour and skills of the historical 

craftsperson. It was an eye-opener for me to find and identify the correct lichen type, 

I spotted them quicker every time where before had had not noticed. 

Blue and Red 

The blue colorant indigotin from woad (Isatis tinctoria L.) was identified in 

two textile fragments from the Western Settlement (Narsaq and Sandnes (V51); it is 

not clear whether woad balls or ready dyed fabric were imported from Norway. Also 

in the Western Settlement, one imported fine 2/1 diamond twill textile dyed red with 

madder (Rubia tinctorum L.) was found.60 What is more, a polar bear fur found in 

Herjólfsnes was also red coloured.61

The Norse Greenland reenactor therefore should rather not use red and blue, 

because woad and madder were imported dye stuffs and not commonly used by 

everyone. The serious reenactor should represent the average rather than the 

exceptions to make their kit as authentic as possible. Rare “one off” finds are not 

representative and should generally be avoided. Although modern eyes want colour –  

respect the majority of the finds of your time period and region and direct your 

research there.

Brown

Another dyestuff readily available in Greenland is litunarmosi (Parmelia 

saxatilis), a lichen growing on rocks which gives many shades of beautiful brown 

tones and a pleasant earthy smell that lingers in the cloth for a long time. The 

mentioning of litunarmosi or brúngras for dyeing in the Icelandic sagas62 reflects a 

long tradition in Scandinavia, which was continued by the Norse in Greenland.

Litunarmosi needs no mordant and can be placed directly into the dye pot 

together with the fibers. One can achieve several brown tones in one dye bath by 

taking the skeins out of the dyeing pot in intervals of say 15–30 min. Simmering the 

fibers for up to 4 hours dyes a very dark brown. Do not be alarmed about the little 

pieces of lichen seemingly entangled in the yarn – they can easily be shaken out of 

60 Østergård 2004: 90.
61 Seaver 1996: 47.
62 Finnboga saga ramma 3.
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the skeins once they are dry. Alternatively you can put the lichen in an old nylon 

stocking, for example. Dyes from Parmelia bleach very fast. 

Tannin

Tree bark and plants like heather and crowberry contain different tannins, 

which can be used as a mordant or as a brownish, yellowish or reddish dye, 

depending on the tree species. In Finland (and probably elsewhere in Scandinavia), 

dyeing red with tannins has been practiced at least since the late Iron Age.63

Tannins can be used as a mordant in order to intensify the subsequent dye, 

or, as in Greenland, to dye white wool brown or to darken grey and brown wools. 

Tannins occur in birch bark and willow bark and was identified in at least five 

Herjólfsnes garments.64

Iron

Rivers in Greenland are rich in iron, and the Greenlanders invented a method 

now lost to us how to dye textiles a distinct red or maroon colour.65

Yellow 

No evidence. Yellow dyes have not been analyzed in Greenlandic textiles.

Green

No evidence. Green is not obtained from a single plant, but is achieved by 

over dyeing blue on yellow or vice-versa. Since woad cannot grow in the arctic 

climate, I argue that green is not an option for the Greenland reenactor.

Plant dyed yarn or fabric has a very different look than chemical dyes and 

should be used when ever possible. Use colour only as far as it is represented in 

actual finds of your time and area. It is better to use undyed fabric rather than 

incorrect colours.

63 Vajanto 2011: 28–30.
64 Østergård 2004: 90.
65 Østergård 2004: 90, 91.
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Colour preferences 

Most of the colours of the Greenlanders’s clothing comes from the natural 

fleece colours white, grey, moorit (brown) and black, and their respective shades; 

also red from tannin and iron, purple from lichen, brown from Parmelia saxatilis 

lichen. 

Certain colour preferences can be observed in Herjólfsnes. Men preferred 

dark brown-black colours; children often wore white or light grey, while women liked 

their garments with contrasting colours in warp and weft.66 They spun the long outer 

hair tog, which is often darker than the soft under wool þel, into a strong and smooth 

warp thread, whereas þel was spun loosely for a soft weft, resulting in a strong, 

dense and warm fabric of two colours.

The first settlers used plants they knew from Iceland, but as they became 

familiar with their new environment, they invented a method to dye wool red by 

using water from iron-rich streams.67 This calls for further investigation by the 

academia and investigative reenactors alike.

66 Østergård 2004: 89.
67 Østergård 2004: 92.
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Fig. 7: A kitchen cookware set.
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Fig. 8: The complete costume.
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Fig. 9: The complete costume.
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