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The relative rarity of textiles in the archaeological record makes this a fascinating area of
research not least because the technology is well understood but also because, in many
cases, little changed over time. Traditional methods of felting, spinning, weaving and sewing
are commonplace activities undertaken by many amateurs and professionals worldwide
providing a vast range of ethnographic evidence in all of these disciplines (Barber 1991;
Hodges 1971; Renfrew and Bahn 2008; Wild 1988).

My work has been inspired by some of the most remarkable
‘ ‘ . textile finds - those in the Pazyryk kurgans (burial mounds) -
My aim was to n ,
oo specifically the felt shabraks (horse blankets). The detailed,
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human hair and horse

hair. In the numerous descriptions and analyses (Barber 1991, 199-

222; Renfrew and Bahn 2008, 66; Rubinson 1990; Azarpay
1959; Balalinka et al 2006; Polos’'mak 1996) of these practical and ornamental items, there is
no mention of what fibre (thread) has been used to sew the cut outs onto the base fabric
other than Parker Pearson’s ambiguous reference stating that “locks of human hair were
found sewn into pieces of leather and felt” (Parker Pearson 2003, 63). Barber makes reference
to human hair as well as horse hair being used in textiles but also makes no mention of
whether these were an integral part of fabric or utilised as a sewing thread (Barber 1991, 30).

Of course, there are a number of possibilities regarding the thread in this context; finely spun
wool, although this seems unlikely given that the most abundant textiles found in the Pazyryk
contexts are unspun felt; silk is a possibility as there are some woven silk artefacts in the
kurgans which have been attributed to indirect trade with China; plant based fibres such as
flax or hemp are also candidates but there is no mention of these. With this gap of knowledge
in mind, the idea for this project developed.

My aim was to test the viability and ease of using two different thread types for sewing felt on
felt; human hair and horse hair.

Methodology

| realised very soon that, the felt would have to mimic that of the shabraks as closely as
possible. This meant making the fibre felt 'rather than buying it premade. To this end, |
sourced two types of sheep wool (Lincoln and Blue Faced Leicester) already carded and
combed, some of it dyed red, yellow and blue with natural pigments, namely madder, weld
and woad respectively (See Figure 2).



In terms of human hair, there is no evidence to suggest that the Pazyryk's were ungroomed or
didn't have clean hair and so the sewing could be carried out with my own hair (which isn’t
coloured or treated with any chemicals), collected from a hairbrush over a number of weeks
(See Figure 3). The horse hair (See Figure 4) was sourced by a kind friend and is believed to be
the result of standard grooming.

After much consideration, | decided that a metal needle could be used as there is no reason
to believe that the needle workers responsible for the workmanship of the shabraks did not
have access to bronzesmiths and consequently bronze needles (Hodges 1971, 233).

The experiment

The first step was to make the felt. The process is to separate and spread the wool in layers,
alternating the layers at right angles to each other to add strength to the finished fabric (See
Figure 5, 6 and 7).

The wool is then made wet and both pressure and friction are applied. This causes the fibres
to bind together and form a stable fabric. Once the fibre has bonded, excess water is
removed and the felt bashed about to further strengthen the bonds. Barber describes the
process as it is currently practised in India and Asia, on larger scale fabric, as “...rolled, re-
rolled, kneaded, beaten, stamped on, dragged about and otherwise subjected to as much
friction and pressure as possible...” (Barber 1991, 216).

This process was repeated five times to make five pieces of felt in different colours (See
Figure 8).

The second step was to cut out some shapes ready to sew onto background felt (See Figure
9).

The final steps were the sewing - firstly with human hair and then with horse hair.

Results

In simplistic terms, it is both feasible and plausible to appliqué felt on felt using both human
hair and horse hair. However, as will be explained, it requires a certain degree of skill and
patience to overcome a number of challenges involved.

Felt

While making the felt was not the focus, it was necessary in order to provide some
authenticity. The one thing we know with certainty is that fibre felt was abundant in the
Pazyryk kurgans and was the material often used for making the shabraks. While | made the
felt without recourse to hot water or soap (both of which are known to aid the process) | did



have to use tap water from my bathroom, as well as make the felt in small pieces in a metal
tray rather than in large sheets on the ground. The quality of the finished felt is not of
particularly high standard but it was sufficient.

Human hair

The first challenge was encountered immediately. Without natural light it was almost
impossible see the individual strands of hair even while wearing my glasses. Realising that it
could prove difficult to even thread the hair through the eye of the needle, | positioned myself
near a window so that | had the benefit of natural light (See Figure 10). The next hurdle was
anchoring the hair into the felt, not only was it difficult to see but it was almost impossible to
feel the strand against the felt to enable me to hold an end in place so that it could be over
sewn and anchored (tying a knot had proved impossible!). This was compounded by the
needle continually ‘'unthreading’ because | often ‘lost’ the hair and so was unable to hold it
securely. However, perseverance paid off and after about half an hour | had completed a
small row of stitches and secured the end of the hair to prevent the work unravelling. After a
small rethink, | decided to try combining first two and then four strands of hair together to
obtain a more visible thread. The challenges grew exponentially in that | now had multiple
strands of hair that were individually presenting the same challenges. Refusing to be
disheartened, | reverted to the single strand and after a bit of practice | managed to make
good progress and got the result | was hoping for (See Figure 11 and 12).

Horse hair

This proved easier from the start. The individual hairs were easier to see and because they
are of a coarser texture than human hair, they were easier to feel. These two factors made it
easier to both thread the needle and anchor the thread into the felt (see Figure 13). However,
the ‘'springy’ texture and also the shorter length of the strands made it challenging to keep the
stitches in place until the thread was fastened off into the back of the felt again. Because it
was easier to securely anchor the hair, it made it possible to use a running stitch as well as
over sewing to appliqué the cut outs onto the background felt (See Figure 14).

Conclusion

As can be seen from Figures 15, 16, 17 and 18, the human hair provides a finer stitch.

Some expertise and good eyesight are required to produce results, but there is no reason
why either of these threads could not be used for sewing felt on felt. Both of these fibres are
usable as threads and it is certainly possible that either may have been used in a society that
was not producing spun thread. Given the apparent high status of the shabraks, | would
suggest that if either of these fibres had been used, it would be human hair.

PHOTOS BY M. LAMBOURNE



1 Fibre felt is made from unspun wool and is the traditional method used in the steppe-lands. Woven felt, as
the name implies, is made from spun, woven wool and is often seen in Scandinavian contexts (Barber 1991,
216-217).
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FIG 1. FELT SHABRAK DECORATED WITH FELT CUTOUTS. FROM KURGAN 5, PAZYRYK; MID-1ST MILLENNIUM BC
(RUDENKO 1953, PL. CL [1970, PL160]), (BARBER 1991, 219)
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FIG 2. WHITE LINCOLN TOPR, BLUE FACED LEICESTER WOOL (NATURAL OATMEAL) AND RED, BLUE AND YELLOW BLUE
FACED LEICESTER BATTS READY FOR FELTING
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FIG 3. HUMAN HAIR COLLECTED FROM HAIR BRUSH
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FIG 4. HORSE HAIR
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FIG 5. SEPARATING A BATT READY FOR LAYERING
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FIG 6. LAYERING THE FIBR
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FIG 7. BLUE FACED LEICESTER READY FOR FELTING
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FIG 8. DRY FELT READY FOR CUTTING AND SEWING


https://www.exarc.net/sites/default/files/figure8_kopie.jpg
https://www.exarc.net/sites/default/files/figure8_kopie.jpg

FIG 9. CUTOUTS READY FOR SEWING
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FIG 10. NEEDLE THREADED WITH SINGLE STRAND OF HUMAN HAIR
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FIG 11. MULTIPLE STRANDS (4) WHILE MORE VISIBLE PROVED VIRTUALLY UNMANAGEABLE
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FIG 12. FINALLY MAKING PROGRESS
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FIG 13. NEEDLE THREADED WITH SINGLE STRAND OF HORSE HAIR
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FIG 14. MAKING SWIFT PROGRESS WITH HORSE HAI.
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FIG 15. TWO CUTOUTS STITCHED TO FELT BACKGROUND WITH HUMAN HAIR
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FIG 16. CLOSE UP VIEW OF STITCHES MADE WITH HUMAN HAIR
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FIG 17. TWO CUTOUTS STITCHED TO FELT BACKGROUND WITH HORSE HAIR
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FIG 18. CLOSE UP VIEW OF STITCHES MADE WITH HORSE HAIR
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