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Sara Danius’s Nobel Gowns 

Cilla Robach
Head of Collection Unit

Fig. 2 Model and cut by Pär Engsheden (b. 1967), sewn by Margareta Webrink, 
(b. 1956), Gown, 2015. Silk gazar, printed rubber pattern, 154 x 80 x 118 cm 
(h x w x d). Gift of Sara and Leo Danius. Nationalmuseum, NMK 194/2019. 

Fig. 1 Model and cut by Pär Engsheden (b. 1967), sewn by Margareta Webrink, 
(b. 1956), Gown, 2016. Silk, zibeline, printed pattern, 158 x 150 x 130 cm 
(h x w x d). Gift of Sara and Leo Danius. Nationalmuseum, NMK 195/2019. 
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strategic tool. Aided by the gowns, Danius 
took her place as a leader with integrity 
and drive, not that of a woman who was 
dressed to please others. As in the French 
novels, Danius and Engsheden used 
fashion to visualise character. No detail 
was left to chance. All the elements – 
fabric, silhouette, arms, buttons, pleats, 
seams, accessories, hair and make-up – 
were selected with the greatest care. The 
details made the whole, or “the look” as it 
is called in fashion-speak.
          Pär Engsheden works with couture. 
He drapes the shape of the garment 
straight onto the person wearing it. First 
he creates a toile, a model for the finished 
gown, from unbleached cotton fabric. This 
is draped, folded, shaped, cut and pinned 
together until the designer has found the 
shape he wants to achieve. Pattern parts 
are created using the toile, and then cut 
from the garment fabric.
          The first Nobel gown that Pär 
Engsheden created for Sara Danius in 
her role as the Swedish Academy’s per-
manent secretary is sewn in black gazar 
with a pattern of raspberry red roses, 
screen-printed in rubber (Fig. 2). Gazar is a 
silk fabric with a special bind, developed in 
1958 by Spanish fashion designer Cristóbal 
Balenciaga (1895–1972) and a Swiss textile 
company, Abraham. Balenciaga wanted to 
create sculptural garments and needed a 
fabric that would hold its shape well. 
Engsheden’s floor-length creation has 
long narrow arms, high neck and a train. 
According to Pär Engsheden in 2015, 
one explanation for its popularity in the 
media was the excellent collaboration 
between him, Sara Danius and seamstress 
Margareta Webrink.4 
          Sara Danius sat on chair number seven 
at the Swedish Academy, the same chair 
that was once occupied by the academy’s 
first female member, Selma Lagerlöf. 
Therefore, a starting point for the first 
Nobel gown designed by Pär Engsheden 
for Sara Danius was the one worn by 
Selma Lagerlöf when she received the 
Nobel Prize in Literature in 1909. Another 
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          Sara Danius, professor of comparative 
literature and aesthetics, as well as the 
first female permanent secretary of the 
Swedish Academy (2015–18), understood 
all of this. In her literary research on 19th 
century French realism, she conducted 
detailed studies of the function of fashion. 
Classic novels such as Madame Bovary, 
Lost Illusions or In Search of Lost Time 
contain many descriptions of embroidered 
cravats, shirts decorated with lace, cash-
mere trousers with rosettes, fluttering 
hat ribbons, billowing skirt hems, black 
buttoned boots, long stockings in Scottish 
wool and leather shoes with silver buckles. 
Many readers may well have found these 
details boring, but Danius saw their true 
meaning. She established the significance 
of fashion in her analysis of Stendhal’s 
novel The Red and the Black: “Clothes 
are not shallow things. They are life and 
death.”2 
          Fashion functioned as a marker 
of social status in a strictly regulated 
class-based society. A society which, after 
the French Revolution of 1789, was shaken 
to its foundations by the growth and un-
restrained commercialism of the bourgeoi-
se. Naturally, the fashion-conscious upper 
class wrinkled their noses at the tasteless 
excesses of these upstarts, but they refused 
to accept their place and, like Madame Bo-
vary, consumed luxuries far beyond their 
assets, challenging class codes that were 
both economic and visual. Danius wrote:
          First we see, then we hear. The eye can 
work at a distance, whatever the circum-
stances, but not always the ear. This is 
generally the way things are. Therefore, if 
you want to govern how the world reads your 
social status, it is definitely your clothing 
you should manipulate.3

          With her four gala creations, Danius 
succeeded in the creation of her role as the 
first female permanent secretary of the 
Swedish Academy at the Nobel festivities 
of 2015–2018. The fashion designer Pär 
Engsheden and Sara Danius developed a 
close cooperation, through which the 
design of these creations became a 

Fashion is a significant part of our 
visual and material culture and, in 2019, 
Nationalmuseum decided to include 
fashion in our mission to collect applied 
art and design. The collection will include 
21st century Swedish fashion that pos-
sesses a high artistic quality. In modern 
day Sweden, few garments have aroused 
as much interest as Sara Danius’s four 
Nobel gowns, which were designed by Pär 
Engsheden. Nationalmuseum has received 
these gowns with deep gratitude, thanks 
to a generous donation by Sara Danius and 
her son Leo Danius, with the support of the 
Barbro Osher Pro Suecia Foundation.
           Nationalmuseum has also, with 
happiness and gratitude, received four 
portraits of Sara Danius wearing the 
gowns. The Swedish photographer Carl 
Bengtsson has been working with fashion 
photography since the 1980s. His imagery 
is poetic and sensual with reference to 
artists such as Vermeer, John Bauer and 
the romantic touch of the Pre-Raphaelites 
in the 19th Century England. The model 
is often alone in Bengtsson’s images and 
it is around her that he creates his visual 
story, usually with a tone of melancholy 
and contemplation. In the portraits of Sara 
Danius dressed in the four Nobel gowns 
there is a monumental stillness. The pho-
tos express sensitivity and responsiveness, 
as well as integrity and strength.         
          The concept of fashion is ephemeral 
in its nature, and thus reminiscent of the 
elusive concept of art. The phenomenon 
of fashion relates to bodies, clothes, 
consumption, identity and power.1 Fashion 
is the art of surprise and its changeable 
nature makes it hard to define. Fashion 
is something more than the physical gar-
ment. Ordinary clothes aim to protect our 
bodies from the elements, while fashion is 
intimately linked to who the wearer is or 
wishes to be. Fashion is valued by how inn-
ovative it is. It has change and renewal at 
its heart. But it is not enough for a designer 
to just come up with something new, for a 
garment to be “fashion” it must also have 
relevance in a contemporary context.
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of the previous year”.5 But such repetition 
would not have been fashion, indeed it 
would have gone against the very essence 
of fashion itself – to renew and to astound. 
Danius reflected on this in her analysis of 
fashion in 19th century French literature.
          Ugly or beautiful, it makes no differen-
ce. What counts is whether the clothing is 
old or new, outmoded or modern. We thus 

inspiration in the gown’s design was 
Marcel Proust’s series of novels, In Search 
of Lost Time. 
          Perhaps many of us were surprised 
when Sara Danius made her entrance to 
2016’s Nobel banquet in a creation diame-
trically opposed to the black and red gown 
she wore in 2015. Danius has said that it 
was tempting to “stick to the magnificence 

find ourselves in the domains of the fashion 
system, in a world already dominated by 
innovation.6

          2016’s gown is sewn in zibeline, a 
flowing silk fabric in twill weave, which 
makes the shiny threads of silk reflect the 
surrounding light (Fig. 1). The pattern 
consists of huge roses in green and black, 
printed on a white background. Sara 

Fig. 3 Model and cut by Pär Engsheden (b. 1967), sewn by Margareta Webrink, 
(b. 1956), Gown, 2017. Silk gazar, printed pattern with white Swarovski crystals, 
dupioni silk (pink), 155 x 140 x 115 cm (h x w x d). Gift of Sara and Leo Danius. 
Nationalmuseum, NMK 196/2019. 

Fig. 4 Model and cut by Pär Engsheden (b. 1967), sewn by Margareta 
Webrink, (b. 1956), Gown, 2018. Silk taffeta. Two parts, gown and cape, 154 x 
130 x 130 cm (h x w x d) strapless gown, 154 x 130 x 165 cm (h x w x d) cape. 
Gift of Sara and Leo Danius. Nationalmuseum, NMK 197/2019. 
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at the top and wide at the bottom, as well 
as a magnificent bright pink, floor-length 
cape with a train, folded at the front like a 
ruff and attached with a large bow, in a nod 
to Danius’s pussy bow blouses, a garment 
she often wore and that became significant 
for her (Fig. 4). This creation is sewn from 
25 metres of silk taffeta, a classic couture 
fabric that rustles slightly as its wearer 
moves. The cape is reversible, pink on one 
side and cognac on the other. This gown 
expressed courage!

Notes:
1. Dirk Gindt and Louise Wallenberg, “Inledning”, 
in Mode – en introduktion. En tvärvetenskaplig 
betraktelse, Dirk Gindt and Louise Wallenberg 
(eds.), Stockholm 2009, pp. 7–8.
2. “Kläder är ingen lättsinnig sak. Det är blodigt 
allvar.” Sara Danius, Den blå tvålen. Romanen och 
konsten att göra saker och ting synliga, Stockholm 
2013, p. 134.
3. “Först ser vi, sen hör vi. Ögat kan arbeta på håll, 
oavsett omständigheter, men inte alltid örat. Så 
brukar det i regel vara. Alltså är det i högsta grad 
klädseln man bör manipulera om man vill styra hur 
omvärlden avläser social ställning.” Danius 2013, 
p. 135.
4. Agnes Grefberg Braunerhielm, “Pär Engsheden 
om Sara Danius nobelklänning: Den skulle visa 
hennes fantastiska personlighet”, Rodeo 11/12 2015.
5. Sara Danius, “Klädd för stol nr 7”, in Couturens 
hemligheter, Ulrika Kyaga (ed.), Sven Harrys 
Konstmuseum, Stockholm 2018, p. 37.
6. “Ful alternativt snygg är ovidkommande. Det 
som räknas är huruvida klädseln är gammal eller 
ny, omodern eller modern. Därmed befinner vi oss 
på modesystemets domäner, det vill säga i en värld 
som redan är behärskad av innovationstänkande.” 
Danius 2013, p. 187.
7. Danius 2018, p. 38.
8. Danius 2018, p. 38.
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Danius described the gown as “an upside-
down champagne coupe”.7 A flowing skirt 
and train contrasts with a tight bodice, 
bare shoulders and slouching, soft puffed 
arms. The shirt is cut as a circle, giving 
it a generous volume, measuring about 
20 metres around the lower hem. On her 
neck, she wore a choker in wide black silk 
with a dark green silk rose with sequins 
and crystals, as well as leaves in black 
organza and dark green taffeta. 
          In 2017, Sara Danius entered in grand 
style. Her white dress is sewn in silk gazar 
with a pattern of printed black roses and 
glittering Swarovski crystals (Fig. 3). This 
design is the most complicated of Pär 
Engsheden’s four Nobel creations for Sara 
Danius. To create a pillar-like silhouette, 
the entire front section, from the neckline 
to skirt hem, has been cut as a single piece 
of fabric. The neckline is a simple V, which 
enhances the effect of the tall, narrow 
puffs on the shoulders. These are cut as 
circles and have a supporting “wing” on 
the inside, even if their shape primarily 
comes from the durable quality of the 
gazar. A softly pleated cape, lined with 
fuchsia pink dupioni silk, is attached to the 
round of the yoke. The same fabric is found 
in the oversized bows on the long, narrow 
arms. The skirt has a flowing train and, 
on the inside of the lower hem, a braided 
band of horsehair helps the train keep its 
billowing shape. With this creation, Danius 
wore a pair of pink suede platform shoes 
from Miu Miu, with large silver-coloured 
metal buttons on the front of the sole, and 
a pair of spherical sequinned earrings from 
Prada. Danius said that he cape and the 
intense pink colour were “a free interpre-
tation of the pope’s clothing” but that the 
creation in its entirety was a celebration of 
the author Virginia Woolf, particularly her 
book A Room of One’s Own.8

          Sara Danius participated in 2018’s 
Nobel festivities in her role as a member 
of the Nobel Committee, after being 
unseated as permanent secretary in April 
2018. She entered in a full-length, cognac-
coloured, strapless gown, with soft pleats 




