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Fig. 1. Trindhoj.

Men’s costumes.,

Fig. 2. Borum Eshdj,

BRONZE AGE CLOTHING
PRESERVED IN DANISH GRAVES

By Johannes Brondsted

Jobannes Bréndsted is professor of prebirtoric archaeology at the University of Copenbagen, Denmark,
and one of the most distinguished prebistorians in Europe.

HE WOOLLEN GARMENTS AND CLOTHES

from the earlier part of the Danish Bronze

Age, dating presumably from a time shortly
before 1000 B.c. and now belonging to the out-
standing treasures of the National Museum, Copen-
hagen, ate priceless direct witnesses of the primitive
Scandinavian textile art as it presents itself after its
earliest development, not yet quite free from de-
pendence on its models.
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What then were these models? Apparently skin
costumes. Facing the fact that such skin clothes have
never, up to now, been found in Danish Stone Age
or Bronze Age graves or settlements, this idea of
skin types as models for the Danish woollen cos-
tumes is, so we must admit, nothing more than a
theory, though, as I think, a very sensible one.

To this we shall return below. First let us give a
brief summary of the Danish Bronze Age textile
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finds, with some illustrations from the collections of
the National Museum.

All the textiles come from the so-called “bole-cof-
fins,” i. e, split and hollowed pieces of oak trunks
used for the interment of adults or children and
placed on stones in the bottom of large earthen
(turf) barrows or grave mounds. Under certain cir-
cumstances, hard layers of clay in the mound held
enough water, more or less, to preserve the cofhn
from mouldering away and so
preserve its contents of of-
ganic matter, textiles as well
as wooden objects.

In seven cases, all from bar-
rows in the Jutish peninsula
(Jylland) which forms the *#
western (greater) part of the
Danish kingdom, a complete
woollen dress in this way was
saved to posterity, so that now
the National Museum in Co-
penhagen possesses four com-
plete men's costumes (from
the following barrows: Bo-
rum Eshéj—z, Muldbjerg, and
Trindhdj} and three com-
plete women’s dresses (Bo-
rum Eshdj, Egtved, and Skrydstrup). In addition, four
other grave finds (Guldhdj, Jels, Dragshéj, Toppeho;j )
have yielded different parts of men’s costumes.

This much about the archaeological material.*
Now we proceed to the famous dresses themselves.

In FIGURES 1 and 2 are shown two men's costumes,
from Trindh6j and from Borum Eshdj. The dress
consists of two main pieces, the cloak and the gown.
The loosely hanging shoulder cloak, of oval or bean
shape when outstretched, is a rather large piece of
fabric, the Trindhdj specimen being a little under
two and a half meters in length, 1.25 meters in
breadth. The sleeveless gown, used as an undergar-
ment, consists in the Trindh®j costume of several
pieces sewn together and has two narrow flaps act-
ing as suspenders and fastened on the back by means
of leather straps and some sort of round bronze but-
tons (furuli). In the Borum Esh®] dress, however
(FIGURE 2), the gown is more primitive, in fact
nothing more than a kilt leaving the chest uncovered.
A woven band {(FIGURE 1) or a simple cord (FIGURE
2), used as a belt, held the gown together.

Further, as belonging to the man's costume we
have to mention the round woollen cap presenting

Fig. 3. Man’s

Spring 1950

cap, Muldbjerg.

itself in two types, a rather tall one (FIGURE 1)
made of a round top piece with 2 cylindrical side
piece sewn on, and a more semicircular one (FIGURE
3) carefully and well done with lace stitchings in-
side and a covering pile of short woollen threads
outside, a little masterpiece.

The finds have yielded a few strips of cloth put on
the ankles and the feet as some primitive kind of
stocking and, in one grave only, a bit of a cloth shoe.
Thus, the dress of a fully
equipped Bronze Age man
comprised also stockings and
shoes (cloth or leather). Fi-
nally, one noteworthy though
negative fact should be
stressed: No trousers what-
ever were known.

S REMARKED ABOVE, OUR
knowledge about the
woman’'s costume in the
Bronze Age is based upon
three grave finds: the Egtved
and the Skrydstrup graves,
each containing the remnants
or traces of the corpse of a
young girl about twenty years
old, both of which were thoroughly investigated by
the staff of the National Museum, Copenhagen; and
the Borum Eshdj find, the grave of an elderly woman
(in the fifties), found many years ago and not
scientifically excavated. We start with the Egtved girl.
In FIGURE 4 we are looking at the costume of this
young person. As a fillet around the short-cut hair
she used a simple three-ply cord. Then comes the
jacket with short sleeves and with some strips of
cloth sewn on below to lengthen it all around. Such
a jacket was found in each of the three women’s
graves and so we must believe that it was a regular
part of the Bronze Age woman’s dress.

Round the waist the Egtved girl had 2 woven gir-
dle ending in a tassel, the purpose being to hold the
jacket together and to carry the circular bronze disc,
this characteristic ornament of the Danish Bronze
Age woman,

The most startling part, however, of the Egtved
dress is the corded skitt, shown in FIGURE 4 and in
greater detail in FIGURE 5, 2 refined piece indeed of
textile art and quite new to the archaeologists when
the find was made in rg9z20. Since then we have been
able to find several traces of such a skirt type in other
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Bronze Age graves; and the little figurine of bronze -

from Faardal (FIGURE 6), dating from the middle of
the later Danish Bronze Age, shows how this corded
skirt was still in use several centurjes after the time
of the Egtved girl.

This skirt is made of cords hanging down from a
woven girdle mote than two meters long, both ends
of which are free to be tied together, as the illustra-
tions show. The cords are held together at the bot-
tom by a hotizontal twisted string just over the loops.
This skirt was wrapped twice around the waist, rest-
ing on the hips, and is about o.40 meters long, thus
reaching almost over the knees. That this js a most
charming piece of clothing for young girls was shown
by one exhibited in Copenhagen on a living model
(FIGURE 11).

But the young Bronze Age girl in Denmark did
not always wear the short corded skirt. This was
learned from the last of three finds of women’s cos-
tumes, namely Skrydstrup. As the coffin of this grave
was very much decomposed it became necessary to
transport the dead body, lying calm and untouched
in its plastered-up frame, from the grave mound in
Jutland to the Copenhagen Muscum. After the re-
moval of two covering woollen blankets the Skryd-
strap gir! appeared (FiGURE 7). She did not wear
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Fig. 4 (left). Girl's dress, Egtved.

Fig. 5 (above). Girl's corded skirt, Egtved.

Fig. 6.
Bronze statuette

Woman with
corded skirt

Faardal

the short corded skirt; on the contrary, she had a very
large piece of cloth wrapped around the body, reach-
ing from the waist to the feet. This “long skirt” was
in fact extremely long: four meters, to about one and
one half meters in breadth. The question which we
shall touch upon later is this: Was this great piece of
cloth, sewn together and laced in by a woven girdle
to which was tied a comb of horn, a real long skist
worn by the living woman, or was it a sort of swad-
dling-cloth only for the dead body?

The jacket of the Skrydstrup gitl was nicely deco-
rated with embroideries on the sleeves and a care-
fully sewn trimming around the neck opening.
Around the ears she wore gold rings and her large
claborate coiffure was covered and held together by
a net of horsehair intertwined into rhombic checks.
Under her head were found the remnants of a hood,
skillfully made of two-ply wool in a very nar-
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As to the third wom-
an’s grave, the Borum
Eshdj find, it is enough
to say that the woman
from this grave, who
was between fifty and
sixty years old, seems to
have worn both the
short and the long skirt;
she also had the short-
sleeved jacket and a
broad girdle, nearly two
and 2 half meters long,
ending in magnificent
tassels. A hair-net of
fine two-ply wool, in an
open “Sprang” pattern
(see TFIGURE 9), ad-
mired for many years in
the National Museum,
also comes from this
grave, which unfortu-
nately was not scientifi-
cally investigated.

AVING NOW FIN-
Hished our survey
of the Danish Bronze
Age costumes, we should
add some remarks on the
position of these dresses
seen against the back-
ground of the general
development of costume.
Here it seems to me as if
the Danish and South
Scandinavian man’s dress
were a little more primi-
tive than the woman’s.
This trouserless costume,
consisting in its main
parts of cloak and gown
only, and so fitting itself
in very well with the
rather warm climate of
the time, appears in fact
to have been nothing else
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Fig. 7. Gitl's grave, Skrydstrup.,

tlafl & SKALL di€ss TOUgLLY
transferred into a textile
technique. FIGURE 1
thus clearly shows on
the outside of the cloak
the remnants of a pile
sewn on apparently in
imitation of an animal’s
long hairs; and 2 paraliel
observation can be made
of the cap, FIGURE 3,
which is undeniably an
imitation of fur. Con-
cerning the gown in FiG-
URE 1, with its suspend-
er-like flaps, the form
is evidently modeled on
an animal’s pelt, with a
foreleg and a hindleg
still attached and used to
fasten it. ‘Thus this
Bronze Age man's dress
is from a textile point of
view not a very far de-
veloped type.

As to the woman's
costume, however, the
situation is different. The
jacket, for instance, hav-
ing of course the world-
wide skin poncho as a
rather near ancestor, is
nevertheless a proper
piece of woollen cloth
with real textile cut (yet
we must understand the
strips sewn on below as
reminiscences from a re-
mote time when the
jacket-poncho made of 2
single pelt was not
long enough). And the
corded skirt, this mas-
tecly little performance
of textile ability, has
nothing whatsoever to
do with the skin dress;
its type should rightly be
derived from vegetable
plaiting and twining
work. So the Bronze
Age woman’s costume
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appeats to us more developed and more independent .

than the man’s, and no wonder. Let us not forget
that the textile art is the woman’s business, and let us
note the skillfulness and independence of such pet-
formances as the hairnets and the hood from the
graves of Borum Eshéj and Skrydstrup.

Now, how shall we understand the two skirts? Did
the short corded one belong only fo young gitls,
while the long skirt was worn by elderly women? We
cannot admit this, remembering that the long skirt
was used by the young Skrydstrup girl while the ma-
tute woman from Borum Eshdj had, as it seemed,
both sorts of skirt. Shall we believe, then, that the
short corded skirt was for summer, while the long one
was ‘used mostly during the cold winter weather?
This, 1 think, is the better theory, all the more as in

Fig. 8.

Braided hood
from girl's grave
at Skrydstrup

MODERN COPY

the coffin of the short-skirted Egtved girl was found
a milfoil flower, showing that the burial took place
in the summer. Whether the Borum Eshdj lady, wear-
ing the short skirt and the long skirt, was perhaps a
bit susceptible to cold, we cannot know.
Well—someone would rightly object—we still
have no decisive answer to our problem: Was this
so-called "“long skirt” really a skirt, or was it a mere
swaddling-cloth for the dead? This is a rather
delicate matter and, I think, not to be answered with
certainty now. Even if BroHoLM and HaLD are

e

‘Fig. 9. Braided hair-net from woman’s
grave at Borum Eshdj.

right—and I am not sure they are—in arguing that
the Skrydstrup “long skirt” was impossible to wear
as such, and even if this “skirt” through future finds
should turn out to be a swaddling-cloth, it would be
highly probable, nevertheless, that it reflects a real
piece of the woman’s dress, used in life but not yet
found in the graves. To this, as well as to other
problems concerning these unique and exciting Dan-
ish Bronze Age costumes, we can only hope that the
future will show the way to clear solutions.

* As to literature, it should be sufficient to mention the
main result of the lucky collaboration between the archae-
ologist, Dr. BROHOLM, and the textile expert of the Na-
tional Museum, Miss MARGRETHE HavLp: H, C, BRoHOLM
and M. HaLp, Costumes of the Bronze Age in Denmark,
Copenhagen and London 1940; a very thorough investi-
gation. For another recent activity of Dr. BroHOLM, see
pages 61-62 of this issue.

order.

The illustrations on the facing page were received at the
moment of going to press, after the previous pages had been
composed, and therefore appear here out of the expected
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Fig. 10. The man’s
costume from the
Muldbjerg burial,
on a living model.
{A note trom the
author attached to
this picture says
“*The model is now
Iceland’s ‘rigsan-
tiqgvar’ in Reykja-
vik.”—Ed.)

Fig. 11. The wom-
an’s costume from
the Egived burial,
ont a living model.

Fig. 13. The oak coffin
of the Egtved girl, ly-
ing unopened in the
Bg 12. The oak coffin of a barrow.
mmea’s grave, as it appeared in
the barrow before opening.
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