Tablet Woven Fillet
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The aim of this project was to construct a reasonable replica of a fillet appropriate for the wardrobe of a mildly wealthy Scandinavian woman in the tenth century.

Inspirations for this piece include metal brocaded bands from Birka in Sweden, Bjerringhøj Denmark (Mammen), and Bifrons in Kent England.
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Materials

Ground Weave

Extant eighth and ninth century examples of metal brocaded tablet weaving from Birka are prevailingly executed with a ground weave of silk, though some examples are completely devoid of surviving ground weave.  Some partially surviving bands from Birka are believed to have been part silk and part linen (Geijer 218).  A pair of bands recovered from the famous Mammen grave dated to the tenth century feature a silk ground weave (Collingwood 18).  Of the sixth century bands from Bifrons, only the metal survives (Crowfoot).

Size 60/2 spun silk was chosen for this project.  Silk was chosen to be consistent with the Scandinavian finds.  This size of thread was chosen because it was the smallest spun silk the weaver could acquire commercially.  The color of the silk was chosen by the future wearer but purple dyes were available to textile workers of the time (Priest-Dorman).

Brocade Weft

The brocade wefts found at Bifrons consisted of single flattened gold wires (Crowfoot).  The Birka bands featured silver or gold wires often passed in pairs (Geijer 218).  The brocade wefts on the Mammen bands are gold and silver on the same band.  Metal wound around a core of thread was used in some continental bands as early as the ninth century (Collingwood 18). 

Gold and silver remain relatively expensive in the 21st century.  The metallic thread chosen for this project was purchased from a local craft shop.  It is most likely not real silver.  It is, however, a thin metallic strip wound around a core of thread.

Tools

Tablets

The Oseberg ship burial, dated to the mid ninth century, yielded a tablet weaving project on the loom.  It consisted of 52 tablets threaded with warp attached to fragments of what must have been the loom (Collingwood 24).  

The tablets used on this project feature 4 holes and are made of basswood.
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Tablets from the Oseberg ship burial (Lewins)

Looms

The most basic of looms is two fixed points with some mechanism for adjusting or maintaining thread tension.  The fragments of the tablet weaving loom from the Oseberg ship burial consist of a few wooden beams (Lewins).  Other scholars have used these fragments along with a bit of conjecture to reconstruct the Oseberg loom as a pair of vertical beams joined together by one or more horizontal beams.
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Oseberg weaving project on the loom (Collingwood)

The loom used on this project was an inkle loom made of pine lumber, hardwood dowels, and wood screws.  The inkle loom was chosen for its compactness and portability.  Earlier attempts at using the aforementioned reconstructed loom have resulted in projects being destroyed by pets.  The smaller inkle loom allows the project to be stored safely when inactive.

Other tools

The shuttles used on the project were made of basswood.  Small shuttles made from a broken card were used for the brocade weft and a larger shuttle was used for beating and carrying the ground weft.

A stick was used to make a shed for the brocade tie-downs.

Process

Planning

The pattern of the brocade for this project was inspired mainly by two patterns from Bifrons with a bit of influence from the Mammen bands.  The central part of the design was adapted from the Bifrons bands and the stripes along the border were influenced by the Birka bands.
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The patterns of note from Bifrons (Crowfoot)
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Close-up of one of the Mammen bands from the National Museum of Denmark

Note the two-card selvedge and the border stripe.
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The pattern created for this project

Warping

This project was warped with a continuous warp using Linda Hendrickson's method.  The warp thread was split into four balls.  Then the cards were stacked together and the running end of a ball was threaded through one hole in all the cards using a long needle.  This was repeated for the other three holes.  The running ends of the balls, having been passed through all the cards, were tied to a bar on the inkle loom.  After the tension was evened out a bit, a card was removed from the stack and left to stand at the beginning of the warp.  Then all four threads were wrapped around the bars of the inkle loom while passing through all the non-dropped cards.  The process of dropping cards and pulling the warp through the remaining cards continued until there were no cards left to drop.  The last pass of warp was tied to the same bar as the the first and the remainder of the balls was cut from the warp.  Then the ends were untied from the bar and tied together to form a continuous loop around the loom.

Once the warp was free to travel about the loom the cards were arranged into a pack and some flipped to achieve alternating threading of SZSZ.  Then the tension of the threads was made as even as possible by tugging on the whole warp at intervals around the loom.

Plain Weave

The foundation weft was wound onto the shuttle from the leftovers from one of the warp balls.  The end of the foundation weft was tied to the warp behind the knot made to secure the warp.  Then the weft was passed through the first shed and the cards were turned a quarter turn forward.  The process of passing foundation weft and turning the cards was repeated until the width of the band had stabilized and about an inch of good weaving was completed.

Brocade Weave

Previous attempts at brocade were made with these same materials using only one brocade weft per pass of foundation weft.  For this project, much like the Birka bands, the brocade weft was doubled.  Two passes of brocade weft were made for each pass of foundation weft.  The metal in the Birka bands traveled through the weaving as a pair of wires.  The metallic thread for this project was much more flexible and was prone to tangling in such an arrangement.  Therefore, it was decided that the brocade weft would pass in opposite directions.

The ends of the two brocade wefts were placed in the shed and the shuttles were dropped through the opposite ends of the warp 2 cards from the edge.  The foundation weave progressed one weft.  Then the cards corresponding to the first line of the tie-down pattern were picked up and a small stick inserted to keep this secondary shed.  One of the brocade wefts was then passed up 2 cards from the edge, passed through the secondary shed, and dropped through the warp 2 cards from the opposite edge.  The other brocade weft then passed through the same path in the opposite direction.  The foundation weave progressed one weft and the next line in the tie-down pattern was done.  This process was repeated until the desired length was achieved.  There was also an occasional adjustment to the warp tension and two reversals in the direction the cards were being turned due to loom limitations.
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Weaving in progress

Finishing

After the brocade weft was finished another short piece of undecorated band was added for symmetry.  The warp was cut from the loom and the ugly part of the beginning was taken out.  The fringes of warp on each end were roughly halved and tied into loops.  These loops were then wrapped with leftover foundation weft from the shuttle.  Some more leftover silk was plied together to make a cord to be tied at the back of the head.

Lessons Learned

There was some inconsistency in the warp tension throughout the piece but this had the most impact in the central section.  The piece was started with the warp way too tight and that caused the picks to be less dense at the starting end.

As weaving progressed the warp in the two selvedge cards on each side became droopy.  I believe this was caused by the brocaded section taking up more warp than the non-brocaded selvedge.  Perhaps this could be remedied next time by having a central body of a two-thread structure with four-threaded selvedge cards.

There is also a slight cork-screw to the band.  While this is not a problem for a fillet it could cause issues if the band were intended to be used as trim on a garment.  I believe the twist is caused by a combination of over tensioned warp and an odd number of cards.
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