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Abstract — A luxurious set of spinning implements was discovered as part of the furnishings in the grave of a woman, unearthed
in the surroundings of ancient Viminacium. A unique amber distaff with the upper part modelled in the form of a female bust
stands out as the most important part of the grave assemblage. Similar artefacts were often misinterpreted, but this specimen

was found together with a spindle, thus confirming that it actually is a distaff. Miniature copies of spinning equipment made out
of precious materials are known from sepulchral contexts, and are described as objects expressing feminine virtue. It is considered
that they were used in wedding rites, thus indicating the possible age of the deceased. Spinning implements can represent useful
tools for studying the life course of Roman women. In this paper, an attempt was made to identify the divinity or person depicted
on the distaff from Viminacium, considering the symbolic nature of these artefacts.
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he broader city area to the east and southeast of

Viminacium’s castrum and civil settlement is

endangered by the expansion of the local strip
coal mine and, for that reason, extensive rescue exca-
vations have been conducted in this area since 2008
(Fig. 1). During several continuous campaigns, nu-
merous archaeological features have been unearthed:
remains of a settlement of an economic-industrial
character, several cemeteries, three villas, three aque-
ducts, two water towers (castellum aquae), as well as
roads that led to the smaller fortifications of Pincum
and Lederata.! Tn one of the trenches, strategically
placed in order to locate the route of the latter road,
five graves were discovered. They were lined up
alongside the northern edge of the section of the road.
Three burials contained remains of cremated individu-
als (two belonging to the type Mala KopaSnica—Sase II

and the third to Mala Kopagnica—Sase 1), while the
remaining two were inhumed deceased.3

Furnishings in one of the inhumation graves fea-
tured luxurious spinning equipment, on which this pa-
per will be focused. The individual was laid on its
back in a plain burial pit, without any evidence of the
existence of a wooden coffin. The left arm was placed
alongside the body, while the right one was bent at the
elbow with the hand placed on the abdomen. The legs
were crossed at the ankles (Fig. 2). It was determined
by the analysis of the skeletal remains that the de-
ceased person was a female, and that she had died

I Jovi¢ié, Redzi¢ 2014, 55; Milovanovi¢ et al. 2018, 43.
2 Josanosuh 1984, 100—103.
3 Redzi¢ et al. 2014, 63-64.

This study results from the project: Viminacium, Roman city and military legion camp — research of material and non-material culture of
inhabitants by using the modern technologies of remote detection, geophysics, GIS, digitalization and 3D visualization (no 7018), funded
by The Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development of the Republic of Serbia.
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Fig. 1. Aerial photo of Viminacium with the location of the discovered grave (Documentation Centre, Viminacium)

Cn. 1. Aepoghoimioipaguja Bumunayujyma ca 1okayujom ottikpugenol ipooa (/Jokymeniiayuonu yeninap Bumunayujym)

during the 4™ decade of her life. She was around 145
cm tall, while the heightened abrasion of the incisors
pointed to her using her teeth as “a third arm” during
day to day activities.

On the right side of the mandible a bone sewing
needle was located (Fig. 3). Given the position of the
object, one can assume that it was used to pin clothes,
as a kind of primitive brooch. It has been attested that
needles were used for this purpose.* Spinning imple-
ments were placed on her chest. An amber distaff was
placed on the left side, while fragments of a bone spin-
dle with a glass whorl were found on both sides. The
spindle was probably originally placed next to the dis-
taff, but was broken and dislocated due to taphonomic
processes (Fig. 4). Next to her feet, the remains of a
small casket were discovered. With all perishable ma-
terials long gone, only the handle and parts of the lock,
both made of bronze, as well as an iron key, were pre-
served (Fig. 5).
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The distaff is certainly the most important part of
the inventory of the grave in question (Fig. 6). It con-
sists of the core, which is a rod made out of bronze,
measuring 19.35 cm in length, and 27 amber seg-
ments, some of which had deteriorated, given their
small dimensions. During the conservation/restoration
of'the artefact it was observed that small sheets of met-
al® were rolled around the core in order to ensure that
the amber beads remained in place.® All segments are
made from reddish-brown amber, and all of them are
perforated along the vertical axis. At the lower end, a

4 MacGregor 1980, 111-112; Petkovi¢ 1995, 28; 46.
5 Physico-chemical analysis of these sheets is required in order
to determine exactly which metal was used.

6 Conservation and restoration of the distaff were carried out
by Robert Koracin of the Institute for the Protection of the Cultural
Heritage of Slovenia, Regional Office, Novo Mesto.
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pear shaped segment was placed, and above it 12
spherical and 12 conical beads alternated, divided in
the middle by a discoid segment. The uppermost piece
of amber is modelled in the form of a female bust (Fig.
11). Taking into consideration the limitations that must
have been imposed on the craftsman due to the size of

the object, it can be said that the represented person
was wearing a stola with a palla draped over the shoul-
ders, or a short-sleeved tunic. The upper parts of the
head are damaged, so information about the coiffure
or the headdress is unavailable, although broad hori-
zontal waves can be observed on the side of the head.

Fig. 2. Grave of a woman buried with spinning equipment (Documentation Centre, Viminacium)
Fig. 3. Spinning equipment laid on the chest of the deceased (Documentation Centre, Viminacium)

Cn. 2. I'pob tiokojuuye caxparene ca upubopom 3a ipegerve syne (LJoxymenidayuonu yeniiap Bumunayujym)
Can. 3. IIpubop 3a iipegerve 8yHe lion0cer Ha ipygu HokojHuye (Jokymeniiayuonu yeniap Bumunayujym)

Fig. 4. Grave inventory: a) Amber distaff, b) Bone spindle with glass spindle whorl, c¢) Needle

(Documentation Centre, Viminacium)

Fig. 5. Grave inventory: Parts of a casket (Documentation Centre, Viminacium)

Cn. 4. Hneenitiap ipoda: a) Ilpecnuya og hunubapa; b) Bpettieno og xocitiu ca iipuivenkom og cimiarkia; ¢) Uina

(Hoxymenitiayuonu yeniiap Bumunayujym)

Cn. 5. Unsenitiap ipoba: genosu kosuescuha ([oxymeniiayuonu yeninap Bumunayujym)
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Fig. 6. Amber distaff

(Photo: Goran Stojic)

Fig. 7. Bust of an unknown woman,
early 3™ century,

Museo Archeologico Nazionale

di Napoli, Italy

(After: Croom 2002, 82)

Cna. 6. Ilpecnuya og hurubapa
(¢otioipagpuja: I'opan Citiojuh)
Cn. 7. Bucina neniosnaiue dcene,
panu 111 gex,

Hayuonannu apxeonowxu mysej
y Haiiywy, Hinanuja

(apema: Croom 2002, 82)

With much caution, this could be associated with hair-
styles typical of members of imperial families in the
last two decades of the 24 century.” While stola and
palla faded out of fashion somewhere around the end
of the 1% century CE, the short-sleeved tunic was actu-
ally worn in the same period as the described hairstyle
(Fig. 7).8

Distaffs in the Roman period

Similar artefacts are known from archaeological
sites across Europe, and mainly originate from sepul-
chral contexts. Their interpretation has long been de-
bated, so they have been seen as scented sticks lit dur-
ing funeral ceremonies or cosmetic rods for applying
perfumes.” Other authors have recognised them as
sceptres, and believed they represented insignia of
power. In several cases they were even interpreted as
hand fan handles!'?, and in very rare examples they
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were identified as spindles, which could simply be the
consequence of unfamiliarity with the wool spinning
process. Today, it is widely accepted that these objects
are in fact hand distaffs.!! The specimen discovered in
Viminacium reinforces this claim given that it was
found together with the spindle, thus completing the
equipment needed for spinning.

Distaffs are a diverse category of artefacts. The
ones that were used in everyday activities were proba-
bly made of wood, and any kind of branch or a stick
pronged at the top could be used for this purpose. Due
to the perishable nature of timber, not a single such
distaff is preserved today, while a fragment of one is
on display in the Louvre Museum.!? This was found in
a grave as well, and it is also unique by virtue of the
fact that a lump of wool is still preserved attached to
the top.!3 Objects that were actually used in the pro-
cess of wool making had to be significantly longer
than those specimens made of expensive materials be-
cause of the need to hold the distaff beneath the left
armpit, and resting it on the waist to reduce the tired-
ness of the arm during spinning. 4

Luxurious specimens manufactured from various
materials discovered thus far are almost exclusively
distaffs of significantly shorter lengths.!> Amongst
them, a further division can be made, recognising hand
distaffs, such as our specimen, and those featuring a ring
in the bottom end, which would enable a better grip
during work (finger distaffs).!® These were manufactu-
red from bone, ivory, glass, amber, jet and bronze. Lone
examples made out of precious metals and wood with
amber and a glass bead on opposite ends are known.!”

Regardless of the material that was utilised, a
broad spectrum of interpretations has been proposed
by different researchers, so that in addition to the

7 Croom 2002, 101.

8 Croom 2002, 80-83.

9 Gagetti 2006, 146.

10° Aurisicchio et al. 2002, 108.

11 Gottschalk 1996; Aurisicchio et al. 2002; Facchinetti 2005,
IManasectpa, Kpctuh 2006, 369. etc.

12 Facsady 2008, 167.

13- Gottschalk 1996, 486.

14 Smith 1859, 565.

15 With the exception of four arm distaff made out of ivory,
two of them unearthed in Cologne, and one in Milano and Selon-
gey, respectively (Facchinetti 2005).

16 Gottschalk 1996, 483.

17 Gottschalk 1996, 483
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Fig. 8. a) Scene depicted on the sarcophagus from Ephesus, b) Spinning equipment found

inside the sarcophagus (After: Trinkl 1994)

Cu. 8. a) Ilpegcitiasa tiokojuuye na caprogaiy us Egeca; b) Ilpubop 3a iipegerse oitikpuseH

yuyiap caprogaia (ipema: Trinkl 1994)

already mentioned explanations they have been recog-
nised as pestles for the grinding of cosmetic and phar-
maceutical products or pigments used by painters,
handles, mirrors, and specimens with figurally model-
led tops as hairpins, votive objects, or even as strigils.!8
There are several confirmations that these are in fact
parts of the spinning equipment. A distaff is represented
on a grave monument located in Izmir, and it features
unspun wool as well as the characteristic ring in the
bottom end!®. A similar representation can be seen in a
scene depicted on a sarcophagus discovered in Ephe-
sus. Interestingly, amongst other furnishings placed
inside this sarcophagus, belonging to a young, preg-
nant woman and a child, there was a bone distaff, as
well as spindle and several whorls (Fig. 8).20 A glass
specimen found in the grave of a cremated woman in
Aquincum, was discovered alongside a bone spindle
and a glass whorl.?!

Amber hand distaffs comprise one of the most nu-
merous categories within this type of artefact. Natural-
ly, one should not forget that the vast majority of dis-
taffs were most probably made out of wood that could
not be preserved to the present day. Also, it is to be
expected that large numbers of these objects were de-
stroyed as a result of being placed on funeral pyres. This
custom is evidenced by at least five distaffs (three made
out of bone, one of amber, and one of glass) originating
from the cemeteries of Viminacium, which displayed
different extents of damage due to exposure to fire.

Several authors have proposed typologies of speci-
mens manufactured from amber, and a brief review of
two of them will be presented here. Raymund Gottschalk,
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in his paper which is one of the most detailed studies
of hand distaffs, divided the amber specimens into
four types:

I. Type Aquileia A is characterised by cylindrical,
smooth beads, with a subtype in which they can be spi-
rally twisted or fluted. End segments can be of various
shapes. This type is the most numerous.

II. Type Aquileia B is characterised by rounded
beads.

II1. Type Aquileia C is comprised of distaffs with
conical and cylindrical beads. The specimen from
Viminacium belongs to this type.

1V. Dorweiler type is characterised by elongated
oval beads which are spirally twisted.?

The most detailed typology of distaffs in general
was presented by Grazia Facchinetti. Based on her di-
vision (Fig. 9), the distaff from Viminacium can be attri-
buted to type 11d5.23 An ascription of our specimen to
this type was made after taking into consideration the
way in which the beads of the body of the distaff were
made. As there are no analogies for the piece modelled
in the form of a female bust, it would only be logical that
it represents a separate subtype.

18 Fremersdorf, Polonyi-Fremersdorf 1984, 111-112; Jespe-
moBuh 1996; Ivéevi¢ 2002, 474; Facsady 2008, 165.

19 Trinkl 2000.

20 Trinkl 1994.

21 Facsady 2008, 165.

22 Gottschalk 1996, 484-486.

23 Facchinetti 2005, 205-208.
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Fig. 9. Tipology of Roman distaffs (After: Facchinetti 2005, 221)

Can. 9. Tutionoiuja pumckux dpecauya (dpema: Facchinetti 2005, 221)
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The accepted dating for amber distaffs places them
in a time span ranging from the reign of Augustus until
the first half of the 3" century.?* Gottschalk moves the
upper date to the second half of the 3™ century, while he
dates the Dorweiler type to the 3" and the beginning
of the 4™ century.

When the geographical distribution of amber dis-
taffs is taken into consideration, one may notice three
areas with a higher occurrence of these artefacts. First
is the city of Aquileia and neighbouring territories with
which it had an intensive trading relationship (Histria,
Emona, Poetovio...). Three specimens originate from
the cemeteries of Emona,?’ and three more from the
necropolis in Ribnica na Dolenjskem (Slovenia).?® In
Poetovio, an amber distaff with an unclear context was
discovered.?” This should not come as a surprise, given
that the city of Aquileia was situated at the southern
end of the European amber road, which led from the
Baltic, and because of this fact workshops specialised
in manufacturing objects from amber were established
right here. There are indications that workshops also
existed in the area of Pompeii and Herculaneum?®®, al-
though they maybe should be ruled out as a place of
provenance of amber distaffs because of their absence
from archaeological records south of the vicinity of
the city of Rome. The second territory with a higher
concentration of distaffs is noted along the Limes Ger-
manicus, while the third region is the province of Pan-
nonia Superior.

In the neighbouring province of Dalmatia, the city
of Salona stands out with several distaffs made out of
amber that have been unearthed there.?? Also, one spe-
cimen was discovered in the grave of inhumed female
individual in Doclea 3

Three partially preserved specimens are known
from the territory of the province of Moesia Superior,
not including the distaffs from Viminacium. Unfortuna-
tely, they all originate from unknown contexts, given
that two of them are parts of the Dunji¢ private collec-
tion, while the third was bought in the territory of Gu-
berevac.3!

Besides the artefact discussed in this paper, two
more amber distaffs have been found in Viminacium.
The first of them was placed inside a Mala Kopasnica—
Sase II grave with cremated remains, which was dis-
covered in the southern city necropolis. The object is
fragmented, possibly because it was placed on a bon-
fire alongside the deceased person, after which the re-
mains were gathered and laid in the grave. It can be
attributed to the type 11d3. The grave inventory also
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included a glass balsamarium and a clay oil lamp,
which had a stamp reading NERI. Lamps of this par-
ticular type are dated to the 2" and the beginning of
the 3™ century.32

The second distaff originates from the eastern city
necropolis. It was discovered inside a vaulted tomb
containing the remains of a wooden coffin. It belongs to
the type 11d3. The tomb was dated by mints of Antoninus
Pius, Faustina Maior and Septimius Severus.

The fact that all three distaffs from Viminacium
were discovered in a funerary context precisely reflects
the situation recorded in the territory of the whole Em-
pire, not only where amber distaffs are concerned.
Specimens found outside sepulchral features are ex-
tremely rare, and a group of eight such objects discov-
ered in a residential area of Ephesus is a unique exam-
ple.3 In order to explain these circumstances, one
needs to reflect on wool spinning and the place it had
in the tradition and ideology of the inhabitants of the
Roman state.

Wool working as a metaphor in antiquity

In order to start spinning wool, several actions
need to have been completed beforehand. The first step
was the shearing of the sheep, after which the wool
was washed and beaten with a specially designed tool
in order to remove any impurities. Next, the raw mate-
rial was combed and in some cases dyed, and only then
was the wool prepared for spinning. Spinning equip-
ment consisted of three elements: a distaff (colus), a
spindle (fitsus)>* and a basket in which the first two, as
well as rovings of unspun wool and balls of yarn, were
kept (calathus).>> Further along the process of spinning,

24 Facchinetti 2005, 201-202.

25 Petru 1972, 74, 122-123; T.XXVII, T.LV.

26 Kriz 2017, 132-133.

27 Jevremov 1985, 423, T.5.

28 Girardi Jurki¢ 2010, 164.

29 Gagetti 2006, 144.

30 TTepmanosuh-Kysmaunosuh et al. 1975, 114-115.
31 Manasectpa, Kperuh 2006, 301.

32 Koraé¢ 2018, 493-494.

33 Trinkl 2005, 301.

34 When compared to distaffs, spindles were a rather less di-

verse group of objects. Mostly they were comprised of a shaft made
of wood or bone, which was weighted by a spindle whorl at one end
in order to stabilise rotation. The whorl was most commonly made
of baked clay, but specimens manufactured from bone, metal, glass
etc. are also known.

35 Facsady 2008, 166.

CTAPUHAP LXIX/2019



Tlija D. DANKOVIC
Burial of a woman with an amber distaff at Viminacium (215-229)

a lump of wool would be attached to the top of the dis-
taff which was held in the left hand, and threads would
be extracted from the lump with two fingers. The right
hand held the spindle on which there was a little bit of
already spun yarn, which would be connected with the
threads. At that moment the spindle would be spun,
and its rotation would catch the unspun threads, thus
making yarn. When the spindle reached the ground,
spun thread would be coiled around it, and the process
would be repeated.3

Wool was of special significance to the Romans.
The fact that the Latin term for this material — lana,
was also simultaneously used for clothes, speaks for
itself.>” It also had a certain religious importance.
Robes of priests had to be made exclusively of wool; it
was used for the weaving of the bands that were tied
around the heads of animals prepared for sacrifice, sa-
cred trees, altars, temple columns etc. Wool symbolises
a good relationship with nature because, unlike leather,
it comes from an animal that continues to live.38

Wool spinning, as well as weaving, was considered
awoman’s job, and it was expected of them to provide
clothes for the family.3 At the same time, it was an
activity that was conducted in the household, so it im-
plied that the woman was taking care of it. Weaving
was probably handed down to younger girls or slaves,
given it required a greater physical investment. Actu-
ally, it was the only labour intensive task expected of
women, according to the treaty agreed after the Rape
of the Sabine Women.*? Besides, weaving required
that the person doing it was bound to one place in the
home, the place where the loom was stationed, most
commonly in the atrium. On the other hand, spinning
allowed mobility, so a matron could oversee all the
other activities in the household, or easily put away
the equipment if her assistance was needed elsewhere.

Over time, spinning became a symbol of feminin-
ity and an expression of female virtue. This was why a
number of epitaphs from the time of the Republic in-
corporated the words lanam fecit. A good example is a
funerary monument dated to the 2"d century BCE,
which informs us that Claudia was married, gave birth
to two sons, was pleasant to talk to, took care of the
household, and that she spun wool.#! So, these were
the qualities that a Roman woman was expected to
have possessed. The truth is that developed industrial
production most likely would have existed by then,
making domestic manufacture completely obsolete.
Even if this was not true, it seems that ladies gave this
job over to servant girls, which was the “problem”
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accounted by Columella in the 1% century BCE. He
says that women gave themselves to luxury and pas-
times, that they even refused to oversee spinning of
the wool, and that their only interest was to buy clothes
for large sums of money.*

By that time, a woman spinning wool had gained
a metaphorical meaning in literary works. The most
famous instance is Livy’s story of Lucretia, whose
husband was absent due to war. During the siege of a
city, he met with other commanders, Etruscan royals,
and the discussion of their wives’ virtues ensued. The
decision was made to pay them an unexpected visit.
They found them engaged in dancing and leisure,
while Lucretia was at home, spinning wool, though it
was late in the evening.*? After a few days, an Etruscan
prince raped Lucretia. She made her father and brother
take an oath to avenge her, then she committed suicide.
This led to an uprising against the Etruscan rule and
the founding of the Republic.** Female virtue, high-
lighted by the spinning metaphor, thus lies in the core
of the story of the birth of the Roman state.

Although men employed in wool production had
to exist, literary sources bring us descriptions which
hold that the involvement in these activities reflected
moral weakness. One samian ware cup depicts Marcus
Antonius in a chariot procession, followed by women
carrying his fan, parasol, basket and distaff. In such a
manner his incompetence to rule over Romans was
highlighted. Another example is brought to us by Dio
Cassius, who mockingly says that Elagabalus likes to
spin wool.*?

As part of extensive reforms that had the goal of
reviving Roman virtue, Octavianus ordered female
members of the Imperial family to take part in spinning
and weaving. Suetonius informs us that he, except on
rare occasions, wore the clothes made by them. Mastery
of these skills became part of an aristocratic upbringing,
and every woman was expected to aspire to them.*¢

36 Facchinetti 2005, 203—204.
37 Larsson Lovén 1998, 85.
38 Sebesta 2001, 47.

39 Allason-Jones 2005, 104.
40 Larsson Lovén 1998, 87.
41 Larsson Lovén 1998, 88.
42 Croom 2000, 19.

43 Thurston Peck 1898, 1526.
44 D’Ambra 2007, 58.

45 Pasztokai-Szedke 2011, 128.
46 Larsson Lovén 1998, 89.
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Spinning was accepted as the symbol of female
virtue across the Empire. Instead of the lanam fecit
formula, depictions of distaffs and spindles appear on
funerary stellae. The actual process of spinning the
wool is never shown, only the equipment.*” On the
aforementioned sarcophagus from Ephesus, a distaff,
spindle, and basket are shown beneath the bed on
which the matron is reclining. Other way in which
these object can be shown is passively, in the hands of
the portrait of the deceased. Lumps of unspun wool can
regularly be seen on distaffs, and coils of yarn on the
spindles. Such representations are typical for the western
parts of the Empire. For example, in Pannonia, spin-
ning equipment is represented exclusively in this man-
ner,*8 but is also very common in the Eastern Aegean,
Syria, Germany, and occasionally in Britain.*

The last method of the symbolic expression of
feminine virtue and care of the household is the cus-
tom of placing luxurious hand distaffs in graves of de-
ceased women.>? It is important to underline that, jud-
ging by their miniature dimensions, and fragile and/or
expensive materials, several authors proposed that
these objects did not serve the purpose of actual spin-
ning.>! This is particularly true for those specimens
made from amber and jet. They are, rather, artefacts of
symbolic and ritual character. The corpus of distaffs
from Viminacium confirms that they were, above all,
used in funerary rites. Of 39 bone distaffs from this
site, as many as 26 were found in graves and a further
9 within the area of the cemetery. It can be assumed
that the latter were dislocated from their original con-
text during the cleaning of the necropolis and the deva-
station of the older strata of the graves by the new ones.
Viminacium has yielded six bone spindles, all from a
sepulchral context. Every single one of the seven glass
distaffs come from graves or cemeteries.’? As has alre-
ady been mentioned, three specimens made from am-
ber were parts of grave furnishings.

The question that needs to be addressed is whether
the luxurious spinning equipment was crafted solely
for the needs of funeral rituals or it was amongst the
belongings of a woman during her lifetime. Mentions of
spinning equipment in literary sources might be scarce,
but they can lead to the sought after answer. During
the wedding ceremony, more precisely in the proces-
sion from her maiden home to that of the groom (de-
ductio in domum mariti) the bride would carry a distaff
and spindle in her hands.>3 Accounts of this custom can
be found in works of Pliny the Elder>* and Plutarch.>3
It can be assumed that costly spinning equipment was
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acquired exactly with the purpose of being used in
such an important life event.’® Its lavishness would
highlight the status and wealth of the family.>’

Later in life, a luxurious distaff was presumably
amongst the most prized possessions of the matron
and it could be used during public appearances to em-
phasise status or in front of guests and clients in the
domus, and to symbolise the care she took of the house-
hold. The group of distaffs unearthed in a residential
area of Ephesus is particularly informative regarding
this matter, given that all of them were found in premi-
ses that had public character.”® Lavish spinning equip-
ment, being objects of a specifically personal nature,
were laid with a woman in her grave after she passed
away. As these artefacts were probably obtained during
wedding preparations, they can be very informative from
the perspective of life course studies. Specifically,
they could point to the particular age group in which
women were married. In the province of Asia Minor, it
is attested that representations of distaffs and spindles
in the hands of women mean that they have entered
into matrimony.>?

Finds of spinning equipment in graves of ten-year-
old girls in Pannonia might be something to consider
further. However, it should be noted that although the
legal age for marriage was 12 years, there are known
cases of girls getting married before fulfilling this re-
quirement.® The discovery of spinning implements in

47 Facsady 2008, 169.

48 Pasztokai-Szedke 2011, 129.

49 Carroll 2013, 301.

30 This tradition probably has it roots in mythical times when
Kings ruled the city of Rome. Namely, a number of 7 century
graves in Latium have yielded spinning equipment (Le Glay et al.
2005, 19)

51 Bir6 et al. 2012, 22; Trinkl 2005, 290-291; The functional
aspects of bone spinning equipment from Vimiancium will be part
of a separate study.

2 Pornkuh 2006.

33 D’Ambra 2007, 75

34 Plin. Nat. VIIL.74.

55 Plut. Quaes. Rom. 31.

36 Facsady 2009, 690.
57

w

Roman poet Ovidius, telling the myth of the origins of amber,
informs us that Roman brides used it to make necklases worn during
the wedding (ITanaBectpa, Kperuh 2006, 22). Girls whose families
could aford to buy distaffs made out of this precious material would
have indirectly been following this ancient custom.

38 Trinkl 2005, 300-302.

59 Facsady 2009, 690.

60 Pasztokai-Szedke 2011, 126-127
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(¢owioipaguja: T'opan Citiojuh)

the grave of a six-year-old girl in France has been re-
ferred to as a way of compensation for an unattained
wedding.®! It is important to stress that not a single
item of spinning tools from the cemeteries of Vimi-
nacium comes from a grave of a subadult individual.

Judit Pasztokai-Szedke®? proposes an alternative
explanation for the nature of the tradition in question,
based on certain observations regarding finger distaffs
with the depiction of a female figure nursing an infant
at the top (Fig. 10). She paid attention to vertical lines
rising from the navel in some of the specimens. After
explaining that until the 19" century Caesarean section
was actually performed in this manner, she suggests
that an unknown deity, the protector of childbirth, or a
woman who survived this extremely complicated pro-
cedure, was represented. Accordingly, she interprets
distaffs as symbols of maternity and fertility, as well as
guidelines for the bride who carries the distaff during
the wedding procession, instructing her to continue the
thread of the family and society itself.

Conclusion

The amber distaff from Viminacium is the single
chronologically sensitive artefact from the inventory
of the grave in question. As was already mentioned,
such objects are dated from the reign of Augustus until
the beginning of the 3™ century CE. Early dates should
be ruled out because there is no archaeological confir-
mation of residential activities in this area from the 15
and the beginning of the 2" century. Also, it is not
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Fig. 10. Bone distaff from unknown site in Pannonia (After: Pasztokai-Szedke 2011, 133)
Fig. 11. Top of an amber distaff from Viminacium modelled in the form of a female bust

Cn. 10. Kowitiana iipeciuya ca netiosnaiiol nanazuwina y Ilanonuju
(ipema: Pasztokai-Szedke 2011, 133)
Cn. 11. Bpx apecnuye og hunubapa uz Bumunayujyma, Mogeiosan y 6ugy i#eHckol ioupcja

likely that the distaff was in prolonged usage given the
personal character of the artefact, which would not be
expected to have been passed down to the next gener-
ation. An important thing to notice is that the produc-
tion of amber objects in Aquileia, the reasonable place
of provenance of the distaff, began to decline towards
the end of the 2™ century.®3

Two graves, located to the west of the burial con-
taining the distaff, were dated by the mints of Hadri-
anus and Antoninus Pius. Based on all the factors, the
narrowest timeframe that can be proposed is the sec-
ond half of the 2" century to the beginning of the 3™
century, which would correspond with the dating of
the remaining two amber distaffs from Viminacium.
Additional confirmation for this claim, although one
that should be taken with caution, is the already men-
tioned possibility that the figural depiction at the top
of the distaff has coiffure that resembles that of the
women of imperial families in the last two decades of
the 2" century.

The miniature dimensions of the segment depicting
the bust of a female (Fig. 11), as well as the damaged
parts of the hair and headdress (?), do not allow us to
make a definitive conclusion about the deity or the
person the craftsman wanted to represent. The first

61 Carroll 2013, 301.
62 pasztokai-Szedke 2009; 2011
63 Tanasectpa, Kpcruh 2006, 77
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step would be to take into consideration the mythical
characters that are known for their ties to wool spinning,
Ananke and Clotho. Ananke was the personification of
natural necessity. In her lap she keeps a diamond spin-
dle around which the whole universe revolves.®* Her
daughter, Chloto, one of three Parcae, spins the destiny
of every human being.®> The custom of depositing dis-
taffs inside graves was explained as part of the Parcae
cult,% but this interpretation is very unlikely, given the
aforementioned evidence.

A certain number of distaffs depict Venus Pudica,
a symbol of modest femininity, but always the whole
body, in a standing posture.®” Analogies for the rep-
resentation of the unidentified female bust can be
found in bone specimens from Sirmium®8, as well as in
three distaffs from Asia Minor, two of which are on
display in the Afyonkarahisar Archaeological Muse-
um®, and the third one originating from Ephesus.”’
Elisabeth Trinkl proposed that the last mentioned
specimen might represent the goddess Minerva, based
on similarities with a spatula with a female bust from
Gaul. In that way, two important qualities of a Roman
matron would have been combined: care of the house-
hold, metaphorically illustrated by wool spinning,
which was only made possible by a proper education
and upbringing, which are symbolised by this particu-
lar divinity.”!

The last explanation, and probably the most plau-
sible is that the represented female is, in fact, an

idealised representation of a Roman matron, which the
owner of the distaff wanted herself to be, and which
society expected of her. This interpretation makes
even more sense if the coiffure of the bust really imi-
tates that worn by women of the royal families at the
turn of the 3™ century. The Empress was mother of all
the citizens of the Empire, a literal embodiment of fe-
male virtue and, as such, the best role model for every
woman who wanted to run a successful household.
Our lady with an amber distaff was buried less
than 100 m from a villa discovered in this area, and it
is safe to assume that this was the household she took
care of. She had to be a member of the family of the
estate owner, because there were not many people who
could afford an object that precious. Even if slightly ex-
aggerated, a passage from the work of Pliny the Elder,
telling us that one small effigy made out of amber was
worth more than an actual human, even one that was
healthy and strong’?, is very informative when it comes
to the price of this material. This is why, at first glance,
the type of her grave, a plain burial, is a bit puzzling,
especially when you bear in mind that most of the dis-
taffs made out of bone, jet and amber come from sar-
cophagi or cists.”> On the other hand, maybe it should
not come as a surprise, and can be viewed as a contin-
ued display of feminine virtue: she was humble during
her life, and remained humble, even in the afterlife.

Translated by the author
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Pesume: NIINJA 1. JAHKOBUWR, Apxeononiku HHCTHTYT, beorpaz

CAXPAHA KEHE CA ITPECJIMIIOM O hMJIMBAPA

N3 BUMNHALIMJYMA

Kwyune peuu — BumuHanujym, GpyHepapHa apXxeoyiorija, mpruodop 3a npeaewne, hnmmodap, CTyauje ;KUBOTHOT TOKa

[Iprmkom 3alITHTHEX UCKOTIaBamha IIHPE TPAJICKe TEPUTOpHje
AHTHYKOT BHMHHAIMjyMa OTKPHBEH je rpo0 )KeHe IPEMUHYIIE Y
TPU/IECETUM TOIMHAMA JKHBOTA, & CaXparmbeHE ca JIyKCY3HHM
npubopom 3a npeneme. [loceOHO ce n3aABaja mpecnuna, Hauu-
HeHa o1 hnnmnbapeKux mepiy HaHM3aHUX Ha je3rpo of OpoHse,
KOjy jeJMHCTBEHOM YMHH BPX KOjH je (PUI'ypaIHO MOJICTIOBaH Y
BUJTY KEHCKOT TI01pcja. MHUHHjaTypHE KOIHUje anara 3a yrpeia-
C ByHE, HAYHU-CHE OJ1 PA3INUUTHX Mareprjaia, Ho3Hare cy ca
TEPUTOPH]je LeJOr PUMCKOT [IapCTBa, K MAaXOM IOTHYY U3 (yHe-
papHor koHTekcTa. ByHa je 3a Pumibane nmana noce6aH 3Hadaj,
0 YeMy rOBOpH I10JIaTaK Ja je JaTHHCKU Ha3UB 3a OBaj MaTepH-
jan — lana — yjemso 6uo u Ha3us 3a onchy. Onopa cBeMITCHUKA
n3pahyBaHa je NCKIbYYHBO OJ ByHE, Ka0 U TKaHHWHE yrnoTpeo-
JbaBaHE Yy PEJIMIHjCKUM puTyanuma. IIpeeme je cMarpaHo
JKEHCKHM TI0CJIOM H O]l JKeHa Ce OYEKHBAJIO Ja OICKpOe mopo-
iy oxehom. ¥V ncro Bpeme To je 6uita akTHBHOCT Koja je 00aB-
JbaHa y OKBUPY JOMalMHCTBA, T€ j€ Y IPSHECEHOM CMHUCIY U TO
3HAYUIIO J]a c€ O HheMy crapa skeHa. C BPEMEHOM je IpeleHme
TOCTAJI0 CUMOOJT XKEHCKOT POfia U U3pa3 XKEHCKE BPIIMHE, & 0CO-
0a Kxoja mperne 10OMIa je MeTaOPUIHO 3HAYCHE Y JIUTEPATYPH.
Marepujanna Manudecranmja CHMOOINKE MPEICHa jecTe JIyK-
Cy3HH IPHOOP ILITO je mosaran y rpoboBe MOKOjHHUIIA.
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AHTHYKH [THCaHU M3BOPU HAC 00aBelLITaBajy Ja Cy HeBe-
CTe HOCHJIC MPECIIHILy U BPETEHO TOKOM CBAaJIOCHE MPOIECH]e
KOja ce KpeTaJia o] ’bUXOBOT JIeBOjadyKor Joma ka kyhu Oymxyher
MyXa. Moxe ce MpeTHOCTaBUTH Jia je YIpaBo 3a Tako OUTaH
JKUBOTHU Jioral)aj HabaBJbaH CKYIOILCHU, PUTYaTHH TPUOOD 32
IIpesierse, Koju OM TOKOM IIepeMOHHMje HaralaBao BHCOK CTa-
Tyc U GorarcTBo. JIyKCy3HE MpEeCILe, Ka0 H3PAKEHO JTHYHH
MIPEAMETH KOj€ Cy JKEHE T0CEeI0Baje Y TOKY KUBOTA, IIOCTajaje
Cy J1e0 TpOOHOT MHBEHTApa, LITO UX YHMHU BEOMa KOPHCHHM
aJaToM ca CTaHOBHIITA CTY/Hja KMBOTHOI TOKa, Oyayhu na
ynyhyjy Ha npuIagHuile KOHKPETHE CTapoCHe TpyIe — yaaTe
HHJIIBHTYE.

ITpuMepak OTKpUBEH y BHMHHALMjyMy MOXKe Ce Ha OCHO-
BY PACIOJIOKUBHX ITOKa3aTesba OMPEACIUTH y eprox kpaja Il
u nouertka III Beka, TO OIrOBapa JaToBamy pUMCKE BUJIE y UH-
jOj je Omu3uHU rpod OTKPUBEH, TAKO JIa CE MOKOJHUIIA MOXKE JI0-
BECTH Y Be3y C IIOPOJUIIOM Y YHjeM C€ BIIACHHIITBY HAJIA3MIIO TO
ra3qUHCTBO. MUHHjaTypHE TUMEH3Hje (UIypalHe MpeicTaBe
HE JIOTYIITAjy Mperu3Ho yTBphuBame OokaHCTBA MM 0CO0e
Koja je mprKasaHa. Y paiy je H3HeTa MPeTIoCTaBKa /1a ce Paau
0 reHepal30BaHoj MPEACTaBH PUMCKE MaTpoHe, IITO je OHO
Hieall KOME je BIIACHUIIA IIPEAMETa TEKHUIIA.
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