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Introduction
A collection of four swords from a necropolis near 
Miletus in Turkey was published by Niemeier (1998; 
1999) (fig. 1). He identified three of them as Near 
Eastern in style, specifically of Hittite origin, and the 
fourth as an Aegean sword (1998, 39; 1999, 153-154). 
One of the Hittite swords is unusual. Instead of taper-
ing to a point as is the more common form seen in 
the complete example, the blade tip appears pinched 
or constricted in profile, giving the appearance of a 
tanged tip. Presumably the unusual tip was assumed 
to be an artefact of preservation, but its rounded edges 
and interrupted blade-to-tip profile in comparison to 
the complete example suggest that the tanged tip was 
a reworking of the original sword form. The tanged-tip 
blade shape, however, is similar to tanged-tip weav-
ing swords that have been found in graves in northern 
and central Europe (e. g. Hoffman 1964; Harrington 
2008) (fig. 2). While acknowledging the chronological, 
geographical and cultural divide between Bronze-
Age Turkey and Iron-Age Europe, the similarities in 
blade shape are striking enough that the possibility 
that the Miletus sword is a weaving sword should be 
considered. 
No Bronze- or Iron-Age weaving sword has yet been 
identified in the archaeological record of the eastern 

Mediterranean, but most loom technologies would 
have necessitated a tool for beating together the weft 
threads. Cross-cultural studies document different 
types of beating tools – including some which are dis-
tinctly sword-shaped – and instances where weapon 
swords were recycled as weaving swords (McGregor 
1985, 188; Harrington 2007; 2008, 29-51). That the 
Greek word spáthē (σπάθη) and the Latin loanword 
spatha, meaning blade, described both a combat sword 
and a weaving tool (e. g. Theophrastus, Characters 
25.4; Parthenius, Love Stories 24; Pollux, Onom. 10.126; 
Seneca, Ep. 90.20) suggests that a sword-like object 
could be construed in different contexts. With this in 
mind, could there be archaeological evidence of weav-
ing swords that has been overlooked?
That weaving and martial contexts are typically 
ascribed to different sexes may compound the 
difficulty in recognising weaving swords in the archae-
ological record. Burials are often assigned to gender 
based on associated grave goods and not on skeletal 
traits (Weglian 2001; Harrington 2007; 2008; McLeod 
2011; Harrell 2014). Thus, a burial is identified as 
‘male’ when a sword is found and ‘female’ when tex-
tile equipment or jewellery is present (eg. Rehak 1998, 
230–231; Whitley 2002; Papazoglou-Manioudaki 2015, 
321). Where swords have been found in graves with 
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positively identified females, the deceased have been 
described as ‘warrior women’ or the burial complex 
reinterpreted so as to disassociate biological sex from 
gender attributes (Rehak 1998, 230, n. 31; Doucette 
2001; Harrington 2008, 29–30; Harrell 2014; Doumet-
Serhal 2014, 32).
The identification of the Miletus sword as a weaving 
sword enables us to consider the possibility of weav-
ing swords among the textile tools in use in the Bronze 
and Iron Age eastern Mediterranean world. Further-
more, acknowledging that some ‘swords’ were used 
as weaving tools suggests a need to be cautious when 
identifying biological sex based on our gendered 
conceptions of grave goods and that we may need to 
revisit some of our previous assessments of gender 
identities.

A Mycenaean-style necropolis at Miletus
A large necropolis of Mycenaean-style chamber tombs 
was excavated by a German team in the early part of 
the 20th century (Wiegand 1908, 3–9; Fimmen 1924, 
15–16, 56, 105; Schachermeyr 1935, 100). The tombs cut 
into the Degirmentepe hillside, approximately 1.5 km 
southwest of the main settlement at Miletus and are 

generally associated with that site. The artefacts were 
brought to Berlin but presumed lost during World 
War II (Mee 1978, 133; Ersoy 1988, 81, n. 197). Some 
of the objects later resurfaced in the Antikenmuseum 
and the Pergamon Museum storerooms (Niemeier 
and Niemeier 1997, 191; Niemeier 1998, 36, n. 29).
The tombs are not fully published but Niemeier (1998, 
36–37) included copies of an original plan and section 
drawing of tomb D 33 and a photograph of some of the 
finds. An additional photograph is published in the 
Antikenmuseum catalogue (Heilmeyer 1988, 24–25, 
obj. nos. 1–16) and a few original plans, drawings, 
and photographs appear as part of the Excavations 
in Miletus website (http://www.ruhr-uni-bochum.de/
milet/in/nekropol.htm). 

Artefact description
The description of the tanged-tip sword is based on the 
photographs (Heilmeyer 1988, 24–25, obj. nos. 1–16; 
Niemeier & Niemeier 1997, 204, fig. 2; Niemeier 1998, 
37, photo 12; 1999, 15.c; 2003, 106, fig. 6) that display 
an assortment of objects from the tombs, including 
four swords. In most respects, the tanged-tip sword is 
similar to a complete sword also depicted. The two are 
comparable in size, measuring approximately 50 cm in 
length, with ribbing down the centre of the blade. An 
incomplete sword is also of similar type. These three 
swords have been identified as ‘Hittite’ in style due 
to the rod-like tang that extends from the base of the 
blade, which is considered to be characteristic of Near-
Eastern swords (Sandars 1963, 141). Niemeier (1998, 
39; 1999, 153-154) compared the swords to examples 
from Tell Atchana/Alalakh, Ras Shamra/Ugarit, Tell 
es-Sa’idiyeh and Egypt. These parallels, however, 
focus on the butt end of the sword – the rod-tang, hilt 
and grip – but ignore the distinction that is evident in 
the tanged tip. 
The abnormality of the tanged tip most likely has been 
viewed as an artefact of post-depositional corrosion, a 
suggestion supported by the discoloration at the point 
of constriction (see figs 3 and 4). However, although 
we lack a detailed analysis of the original burial con-
text, bronze corrosion rates are generally very low, 
especially in relatively dry environments (Scott 2002, 
35-37). Furthermore, studies of bronze objects in dif-
ferent burial contexts have concluded that the original 
object shape is likely to be preserved, even in cases 
of advanced corrosive deterioration (Scott 2002, 39). 
The flaking that can be seen on the surface of the 
Miletus sword is typical of corrosion factors, but the 
constriction along both blade edges is not consistent 
with corrosive deterioration (pers. comm. S. Grieve, 
Director of Conservation, East Carolina University, 

Fig. 1. The four Miletus swords. The top sword is of Aegean type; 
the three others are of Hittite type with similar rod-tanged butts. 
Grips around the rod tangs are preserved on two of the examples. 
The tanged-tipped sword is the second from the bottom. Note 
the corrosive flaking and discoloration at the point of constriction 
(Compilation of individual photographs provided by and printed 
with permission of Antikensammlung Staatliche Museen zu Ber-
lin, Preussischer Kulturbesitz).

ATR59_complete.indb   4 20.12.2017   10:09:49



5Archaeological Textiles Review No. 59

Articles

1 December 2015). Thus the constricted shape is not 
likely to have resulted from corrosion. This leaves 
open the possibility that the unusual tip stemmed 
from tool use or manufacture.
Although tanged-tip combat swords are uncommon, 
a thin tip that is sometimes described as a ‘tang’ is 
found on the Carp’s Tongue Sword (Henderson 2008, 
69; Cunliffe 2013, 271; Brandherm & Moskal-del Hoyo 
2014; Clarke 2014, 197-198). Common to Western 
Europe during the 9th to 7th centuries BC, the Carp’s 
Tongue is known for its elongated, narrow tip that 
can comprise up to one third of the blade length and 
seems to have been intended for thrusting – thus com-
bining in one weapon the attributes of both a slashing 
and a thrusting sword. The elongated tip of the Carp’s 
Tongue Sword, however, is distinctly different from 
the ‘tang’ on the Miletus example (fig. 5). In the former, 
the elongated tip is fashioned through multiple blade 
angle changes that were achieved through the manu-
facturing process (Brandherm & Moskal-del Hoyo 
2014). The tip of the Miletus sword, however, follows 
a single blade-to-tip angle as can be seen in the com-
plete example from Miletus but with the dual-sided 
edge constriction interrupting – but not changing – the 
tip’s angled profile (figs 3 and 4). If it can be assumed 
that these two Miletus swords were originally of simi-
lar type, as suggested by Niemeier (1998, 39; 1999, 
153-154), then the constriction and tanged tip reflect a 
reworking of the blade tip.

Artefact context
The Mycenaean-style chamber tombs from which 
these objects derive were used for multiple burials; the 
original drawings show some clustering of artefacts 
(Forbeck 2002; Benzi 2005, 23 n. 47) but it is not clear 
if the objects presented together in the photographs 
derive from one tomb or reflect finds from different 
locations. A few swords are visible in the drawing of 
tomb D33 (Niemeier 1998, 36 photo 11) but it is not pos-
sible to identify which illustration is of which sword. 
Currently, there is no clear context for the tang-tipped 
sword that can provide information about its function. 

What can be deduced is that it was found in a Myce-
naean-style chamber tomb that has been dated by the 

Fig. 2. An Anglo-Saxon weaving sword with tanged tip, from Schretzheim, 6th century AD (After Harrington 2008, fig. 6).

Fig. 3. Views of both sides of the tanged-tip sword (Compilation of 
individual photographs provided by and printed with permission 
of Antikensammlung Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Preussischer 
Kulturbesitz).
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connection between hilt and blade, suggest that some 
swords were designed more for appearance than their 
ability to maim (Sandars 1963; Kilian-Dirlmeier 1990; 
Driessen 1999, Georganas 2010, 306; Molloy 2010, 412; 
2013, 62-63). Miniature swords also evidence a sym-
bolic function that did not require every example to 
be a functional weapon (Whittaker 2001; Molloy 2013). 
The Miletus sword in question, however, which lacks 
any embellishment and is full size, does not contain 
elements characteristic of purely symbolic weaponry.

Spatha as a weaving sword
Literary evidence for a sword-shaped weaving 
tool comes from the Greek word spáthē (σπάθη; in 
Latin, spatha), meaning ‘broad blade’. Its use-context 
includes, among other things, both combat and weav-
ing activities and thus is similar to the Arabic saif (also 
sef, seyf) meaning ‘sword’ (Crowfoot 1941, 150-151). 
The verbal form spathān is used in weaving contexts 
to mean ‘hit weft home, weave’ (Liddell & Scott 1940). 
Although the Greek word krekein carries a similar 
meaning and is more commonly found in the literature 
on weaving, krekein is associated specifically with the 
kerkis – the small pin beater (Landercy 1933; Crowfoot 

associated pottery to the Late Bronze Age (Mountjoy 
2004, 199-200). 

Non-functional swords
The tanged tip is an unusual feature for a sword-like 
weapon: the narrowness of the blade at the base of 
the tip, which then appears to bulge outward, creates 
a weak point that could easily break upon impact at 
the blade tip (Mödlinger 2011, 164). This blade-to-
tip shape is different than the ‘tongue’ of the Carp’s 
Tongue swords where the manufacture of the elon-
gated tip through blade-angle changes creates an even 
transition and not one weak point. Swords contempo-
rary with the tanged-tip Miletus sword, such as the 
Aegean type F found with it, have relatively parallel 
cutting edges and broadly angled tips, which make 
them effective slashing and penetrating weapons 
(Molloy 2011). The elongated tip of the Carp’s Tongue 
swords adds a thrusting attribute. The constricted 
tanged tip of the Miletus sword would be ineffective 
for slashing or thrusting.
Not all swords, however, were crafted for battle. The 
heavy ornamentation, including decorated blades 
and inlaid and gold covered hilts, and the often weak 

Fig. 4. Close-up of the tanged tip, photographs of both sides. Note the corrosive flaking that is typical of bronze corrosion but is distinct 
from the indenture factors that contributed to the tanged-tip shape (Compilation of individual photographs provided by and printed with 
permission of Antikensammlung Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Preussischer Kulturbesitz).
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Weaving swords played a role in the main loom types 
that were in use in the eastern Mediterranean: hori-
zontal ground, vertical two-beam and warp-weighted 
(Crowfoot 1936/37, 37, fig. 1). The weaving sword 
associated with the horizontal ground loom is more 
widely recognised (fig. 6). It survives in examples of 
Bedouin ground looms that have enabled researchers 
to recognise its reflection in Egyptian representations 
(e. g. Broudy 1993, 39 fig. 3.1). In the horizontal ground 
loom, the weaving sword is introduced to beat in the 
lines of weft thread and/or placed as a semi-perma-
nent fixture between the heddle rod and the finished 

1936/37, 44-46). Literary references suggest that both 
spáthē and kerkis were used with the warp-weighted 
loom, but that Aristotle distinguished between them 
– kerkisis (use of the pin beater) and spathēsis (use of 
the sword) – may reflect that the two tools were not 
functionally interchangeable (Edmunds 2012). It has 
been suggested that spathē, then, refers to the larger 
weaving sword (Barber 1991, 274, 280). 

Weaving swords of all shapes and sizes
A weaving sword is a long, flat, blade-shaped tool that 
compacts the weave by forcing together new lines of 
weft against the already woven edge. Referred to as 
‘beating in’, weaving swords are also referred to as 
‘beaters’ or ‘battens’. These terms, however, cover a 
wide range of variously sized and shaped objects – 
such as pin beaters and combs, as well as sword-and 
spear-shaped implements – that are associated with 
different types of looms, size of textile being woven, 
and the nature of the weaving. The weaving sword 
is the longest of the beating tools (Wild 1970, 66-67; 
McGregor 1985, 188). Its size, ranging from 25 to 75 
cm in length, enables the weaver with one movement 
to beat in a weft row spanning a wide width of weave. 
The long surface enables contact with a large number 
of threads.
Cross-culturally, in both the ethnographic and archae-
ological records, beaters are usually of wood or bone 
but can also be made of metal (McGregor 1985, 188; 
Broudy 1993; Harrington 2007; 2008). A heavy beater 
has certain advantages. The heavier the beater, the 
more force it can apply. A heavy beater would also 
rest more securely in the shed than a lighter one 
(Holmqvist 2013, 60). In experimental work, Anders-
son Strand demonstrated that metal sword beaters 
functioned more efficiently than wooden ones in the 
production of coarse wool fabrics (as cited in Olofs-
son 2015, 34). Resource limitations, however, probably 
impacted material availability. Furthermore, the dis-
advantage of a heavy beater is precisely that it is heavy 
– a problem that would be particularly acute when 
working on a warp-weighted loom where the direc-
tion of force is upward. 

Fig. 5. Example of a Carp’s Tongue Sword, from Veii, Vaccareccia, Tomb XVIII (After Hencken 1956, fig. 14B).

Fig. 6. Using a weaving sword with the horizontal ground loom, in 
Bilbas, Egypt, in 1989 (Image: courtesy of Joy Totah Hilden).
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with differences related to chronological or regional 
variation. 
One of the key differences in shape of the weav-
ing sword for the warp-weighted loom is this 
differentiation between blade and handle. Although 
a handled-tool could be used on a horizontal loom 
(e. g. Crowfoot 1936/1937, 37 fig. 1c; Broudy 1993: 39 
fig. 3.1), most examples document a flat-sided, broad 
board or wooden plank that was gripped at both ends 
and pulled towards the edge of the weave (e. g. Vogel 
1989, 81; Broudy 1993, 103 fig. 6.1). Images of vertical 
looms (e. g. Broudy 1993, 46 fig. 3.11) demonstrate a 
similar technique of seizing the beater with both hands 
along the blade length and pushing down towards the 
weave’s edge. Using this technique with the warp-
weighted loom, however, would require the beater 
to be lifted over-head and thrust upward towards the 
weave edge. This action would decrease the force that 
could be brought to bear on the weave and thus be an 
ineffective method for beating-in. Ethnographic obser-
vations of the warp-weighted loom depict a beating-in 
technique where the weaver stands to one side of the 
loom and grasps the handled-end of the beater with 
both hands (Hoffman 1964, 47 fig. 14). A similar posi-
tion is suggested by the placement of the iron- and 
wood-handled weaving sword illustrated in Hoffman 
(1964, 35 fig. 5); by the size of an Icelandic whalebone 
beater whose handle is described as “sufficiently long 
for it to be held with both hands” (Hoffman 1964, 
118); and further documented in experimental work 
(Hoffman 1964, 135). An alternative use-position is 
proposed by Harrington (2008, 46-47), who suggests 
that the well-balanced weight between handle and 
blade reflects an effective single-handed operation, 
a position demonstrated in experimental work by  
Grömer (fig. 8) and illustrated in Olofsson and Nosch 
(2015, 122 fig. 4.3.6). Both these techniques imply a 
handled tool.
A second difference in blade shape in comparison to 
the weaving sword in use with the horizontal ground 

weave (Crowfoot 1936/37, 37-39; Weir 1970, 18-23; 
Vogel 1989, 81, bottom image; Hilden 2010). In the 
latter placement, the weaving sword performs addi-
tional functions: in a flattened position, it beats in 
the weft; in a vertical position, it provides firm back-
ing against which smaller groups of weft threads 
could be manipulated with a pin beater or beating 
hook. “Flattening or raising the weaving sword on 
end helps separate the warp threads when shifting 
from shed to counter shed and enlarges the opening – 
functions that are particularly helpful in looms with 
a fixed heddle” (Weir 1970, 18, 20–21). Additionally, 
keeping the previous shed propped open with the 
beater enables easy repair of mistakes (Holmqvist 
2013, 60). 
Less well-known is the weaving sword in use with 
the warp-weighted loom. No examples of the warp-
weighted loom survive in the eastern Mediterranean 
as it was mostly replaced in that region by the verti-
cal two-beam loom in the Roman or Byzantine period 
(Crowfoot 1936/37, 40; 1941, 148-149; Wild 2003, 143). 
Ethnographic examples, however, can be found in 
northern Europe that are similar enough to eastern 
Mediterranean iconography to be useful for com-
parative study (Hoffman 1964; Broudy 1993, 28). In 
Scandinavia, where there is an extensive history of 
warp-weighted looms in use until relatively recently, 
it has been possible to study the long-term association 
of weaving swords with that loom type, an association 
that dates to the Iron Age as reflected in the co-inter-
ment of weaving swords and loom weights (Hoffman 
1964, 279–282, 379 n. 4). 
The weaving sword in use with the warp-weighted 
loom differs in blade-shape in comparison to that with 
the horizontal ground loom (fig. 7). Ethno-historical 
sources describe sword- and spear-shaped weaving 
beaters with a differentiated handle or grip at one 
end and sometimes a tongue-like projection or tang at 
the tip (Hoffman 1964, 279; Harrington 2008, 29-51). 
Within this, a range of shapes and sizes is documented, 

Fig. 7. The different parts of a weaving sword (After Harrington 2007, 341).
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the eastern Mediterranean in association with warp-
weighted loom technology (Smith 2001; 2013, 166-168). 
The characteristics of pin beaters – smaller size, easier 
manufacture, and production from raw materials 
such as bone that preserve better in the archaeological 
record – probably contribute to their larger recorded 
numbers than weaving swords (McGregor 1985, 188). 
Pin beaters range in size from 8 to 23 cm with a sharp-
ened or pointed tip (fig. 9). They are multi-functional 
tools but also developed specific functions that 

loom is the addition of a ‘tongue-like projection’ at 
the tip end on some weaving swords that are associ-
ated with warp-weighted loom technology (Hoffman 
1964, 279 fig. 112; Wild & Walton Rogers 2003, 17 fig. 
1.7c; Harrington 2007; 2008, 29-51). The function of 
this extended tip is not known, but Harrington (2007, 
341-342; see also 2008, 47-48) proposed possible expla-
nations for its development: 
First, a specific tip length may have been a means of 
weaving through coarse warp threads, to produce 
manually the required shed for a simple plain weave 
or a simple twill. Second, it may have been a means 
of rapidly producing short widths of cloth using a 
manually picked shed, reducing the amount of time 
required to set up the loom. Once the threads had 
been picked using the elongated tip, the blade could 
be rotated through 90° to open up the warp threads for 
the insertion of the weft. Finally, a specific tip length 
may have been a means of introducing an additional 
thread pattern into the cloth, without changing the 
basic shed pattern.
In the horizontal ground loom, the weaving sword 
performs a secondary function as shed manipulator 
(above), but this would not have been useful with 
the warp-weighted loom where the warp tension is 
provided by the hanging weights on either side of a 
fixed shed bar and the shed is changed by moving the 
heddle bar. In the warp-weighted loom, the weaving 
sword is inserted into the warp on demand (Munro 
2003, 192). The need to continually re-insert is implied 
in representations of the warp-weighted loom where 
the sword is depicted to the side in comparison with 
other loom types where it is held in place by warp 
thread tension (Crowfoot 1936/1937, 37 fig. 1; Hoffman 
1964, 116-117, 138, 147 figs. 53, 54, 60, 66). A tanged tip 
would enable easy darning between the warp threads 
during repeated insertions, especially with woollen 
threads that have a tendency to cling to each other.
Finally, Harrington (2007, 341-342; see also 2008, 
47-48) observed that the alignment of the extended tip, 
often below the centre line of the blade, and the offset 
shoulders on these swords provides a good finger grip 
that enhances control of a long, heavy blade: if sword-
shaped beaters were effectively held with one hand on 
the handle, then the second hand could be used for 
control to prevent the heavy sword from swinging out.

The relationship between pin and sword
In the Bronze and Iron Ages, the pin beater is the 
better-known beating tool; more are found in archaeo-
logical contexts than other beater types (Wild 1970, 66; 
McGregor 1985, 188). It is also the only beating tool 
documented thus far in the archaeological record of 

Fig. 8. Experiment using a weaving sword with a warp-weighted 
loom. Note the position of the right hand with fingers balanc-
ing the tip (Image: courtesy of Karina Grömer, Natural History 
Museum Vienna, Prehistoric Department).

Fig. 9. Bone pin beater, from Enkomi, Cyprus, Late Bronze Age 
(After Smith 2001, 84, fig. 2, courtesy of Joanna Smith).
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changes in the types of cloth woven. Where weaving 
was primarily “reduced to the specialized function of 
weaving coarse blankets”, the smaller pin beater was 
not necessary (Hoffman 1964, 320-321); its functions 
could be taken up by the heavy weaving sword which 
was particularly useful for compacting relatively thick 
threads to produce coarse- to medium-quality cloth 
(Harrington 2007, 342; 2008, 48). Alternatively, “[W]
here the pin beater occurs as a very important tool, it 
may be safe to assume that fairly close-set fabrics were 
woven” (Hoffman 1964, 320-321). This latter scenario 
fits the archaeological record of the eastern Mediter-
ranean, where many more pin beaters than weaving 
swords are preserved. 
In Late Bronze and Iron Age eastern Mediterranean 
and Levantine contexts, the pin beater appears con-
current with a decrease in the size and weight of 
loomweights and the introduction of clay spools 
(Smith 2001, 88; 2013, 165). Smith suggests that these 
changes reflect the introduction of tapestry weaving, 
where individual sections are worked on separately 
so that weaving progresses unevenly across the width 
of the shed. Thus, the long weaving sword would be 
used only intermittently to alleviate buckling or rib-
bing caused by uneven tension across the width of 
the weave. According to Barber (1991, 360 n. 3), in 
true tapestry “the large sword-beater would be use-
less and the small pin-beater would be the weapon of 
choice for hitting home the short stretches of different 
coloured wefts”. In contexts of simple, coarse weaves, 
however, the tang-tipped weaving sword, unique to 
beaters in use with the warp-weighted loom, may have 
developed to better suit the needs of that loom type 
(Harrington 2008). Although some of Late Bronze and 
Iron Age weaving may have focused on producing 
complex patterns, when coarser weaves were desired 
that had no requirements of specialised sheds, a weav-
ing sword with tanged tip could have been used. 

Problems in identifying weaving swords in the 
archaeological record
The shape of the weaving sword should make it an eas-
ily-identifiable piece of loom technology (Hurcombe 
2007, 133; Harrington 2008), yet weaving swords have 
not been found in the archaeological record of the 
eastern Mediterranean. It is possible that the absence 
of weaving swords reflects that they were not com-
mon, however the ethnographic and literary data 
strongly suggests they were used in conjunction with 
warp-weighted loom technology and were part of the 
weavers’ toolkit. Their absence from the archaeologi-
cal record, then, must be due to other causes. 
Most weaving swords were probably made of organic 

depended on loom type, material and weave complex-
ity (Crowfoot 1936/1937, 44; Smith 2001; Edmunds 
2012). Among other uses, pin beaters beat in the weft 
and are particularly useful when working a small area: 
limited sections of warp can be individually lifted to 
create temporary sheds (Barber 1991, 360 n.3; Smith 
2001, 88; Edmunds 2012; 2013, 165-168). The pin beater 
is light and easy to lift over-head but it lacks the heavy 
weight necessary to provide sufficient impact to create 
a tight weave.
The working relationship between pin and sword 
beater – whether they were used singly or in concert 
– is not always clear and points to regional, techno-
logical and chronological differences. Ethno-historic 
descriptions suggest that the two tools were used 
together, performing complementary tasks (Crowfoot 
1936/37, 44-45; Edmunds 2012), but modern ethno-
graphic examples of weaving on the warp-weighted 
loom do not demonstrate this: pin beaters were no 
longer in use in 19th and 20th century warp-weighted 
loom technologies. Beating in was accomplished with 
weaving sword only (Hoffman 1964, 320-321). These 
developments suggest a shift in weaving styles and 

Fig. 10. Wooden pieces of a horizontal ground loom, from Nahal 
Mishmar, Israel, Chalcolithic period. Number 5 is a weaving sword 
(After Bar-Adon 1980, Ill. 55, with permission of the Israel Explora-
tion Society).
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Harrington (2007, 337-338; 346) describes examples 
of converted weaving swords, one where the weap-
on’s sharp edges were rounded and an “elongated 
finger grip” was created at the blade tip, and Wild 
(2012, 453) notes evidence from Anglo-Saxon Eng-
land of “modified iron swords,” which were probably 
used as weaving swords. Harrington (2007) observed 
such close similarities between weaving and weapon 
swords that she postulated a common production sys-
tem and manufacturing location for some of them.
The use of the term spáthē/spatha to describe both 
a weaving tool and a weapon makes possible the 
idea that these artefacts could move between con-
texts, perhaps because function was determined in 
post-production use or that recycled tools could be 
repurposed. Evidence that Bronze Age swords may 
have been mass-produced suggests that some aspects 
of function were defined only in post-production 
processing (Molloy 2011, 77-78). Examples of swords 
where the edges have not been sharpened, such as a 
hoard of metal objects from Ugarit (Schaeffer 1956, 
256) or a sword cache found in Arkalochori cave 
on Crete (Molloy 2013, 62), swords with both edges 
rounded such as one from Sharif Khan (Curtis 2013, 
37 pl. VIII, 97), swords described as “unserviceable” 
(Molloy 2010, 412), and swords lacking evidence of 
combat use (Molloy 2010) may reflect alternative func-
tions for these objects. 

Grave goods and gender identification
Most of the recovered swords are found as grave 
goods in burials that have been identified as male. 
Sexing of burials, however, is often determined on a 
gendered assessment of interred objects (Harrington 
2007, 336-337; McLeod 2011; Harrell 2014; Papazo-
glou-Manioudaki 2015, 321). In a number of studies, 
osteological analyses have overturned initial artefact-
based sex identifications (e. g. Angel 1973; Disi et al. 
1983; McLeod 2011). More often than not, however, 
where positively identified females have been found 
in association with swords, they have been interpreted 
or re-interpreted as knives, or decoded for their sym-
bolic or material value (e. g. Rehak 1998; Harrington 
2008, 29). Furthermore, in multiple burials that 
include individuals of both sexes, swords are assumed 

materials that do not preserve well (McGregor 1985, 
188; Gleba & Mannering 2012, 16) and further-
more may not be easily recognised as weaving tools 
(Hurcombe 2007, 133). Examples from the Cave of the 
Treasure, Gurob and Amarna are exceptions (fig. 10), 
although even these have not been securely identified 
(Petrie 1917, 53-54 no. 136; Peet & Woolley 1923, 69; 
Bar-Adon 1980, Ill. 55.5). The fact that more metal than 
wood or bone weaving swords have generally been 
identified is probably an artefact of the better preser-
vation of the former.
A compounding problem is terminological inconsis-
tency that stems from lack of knowledge of specific 
technologies and tools used (Hurcombe 2007, 133; 
Michel & Nosch 2010, xiii–xiv). While there were 
distinct Greek terms for the pin beater (kerkis) and 
the weaving sword (spathē), these can be confused in 
translation. Preserved classical texts also suggest ter-
minological confusion in textual transmission, most 
likely due to a lack of technical knowledge that is 
compounded by changes in technologies over time 
(Mazow 2014). There may also have been an editorial 
effort to update ancient texts with technologies that 
were more familiar, leaving us with the impression of 
more modern instruments in association with ancient 
scenes and images (Holmqvist 2013).

Re-use, recycle, repurpose
A further issue is the possible misidentification of 
metal weaving swords as combat swords (Harrington 
2008). Although some weaving swords have a tanged 
tip that suggest they were purpose-made objects, oth-
ers share all the characteristics of a weapon sword 
(McGregor 1985, 188; Harrington 2007; 2008). Cross-
cultural examples demonstrate a strong resemblance 
between metal weaving and weapon swords, and 
document the re-use of weapon swords as weaving 
swords by blunting or grinding down the sharp edges 
or re-working the blade tip (Chadwick 1958, 34; Gilm-
our 1984; Harrington 2007, 337-338, 346; Wild 2012, 
453). Chadwick (1958, 34 n. 64) describes a weapon 
sword that was “clearly” ground down and blunted 
to form a weaving sword, and a second example of 
a pattern-welded sword where the tip was produced 
post-forging by folding over a metal strip (fig. 11). 

Fig. 11. Weaving sword made from reworked combat sword, from Finglesham, Kent, Anglo-Saxon (After Chadwick 1958, fig. 7e).
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tool would have been part of a weaver’s tool kit. The 
use of the word spáthē/spatha in classical literature for 
something sword-shaped, whether it be in martial or 
weaving contexts, recognises a strong similarity in 
shape between the two objects and possibly even that 
these sword-shaped tools moved between contexts, as 
exemplified by the reuse of re-worked combat swords 
as weaving swords.
The geographical and chronological distances may 
not be as significant a hindrance as supposed as new 
scientific methods demonstrate long-reaching trade 
connections between Europe and the eastern Mediter-
ranean world (e. g. Kaulet et al. 2014). Combat swords 
tend to be conservative in shape (Kostoglou 2010, 176, 
179) and examples such as the Naue II travelled the 
distance from Europe to the Mediterranean (Kristian-
sen & Larsson 2005, 128-129, 231-236; Peatfield 2008, 
99; Georganas 2010, 306-307; Kostoglou 2010, 176 fig. 
9.3; Molloy 2013). Furthermore, the ethnographic and 
ethno-historical record documents shape consistency 
in weaving swords and other beater types over a long 
time-span and great geographic distance (Broudy 
1993). Weaving technologies, such as the warp-
weighted loom, are also known to have diffused over 
large geographic areas (Barber 1991, 113; Rahmstorf 
2015, 16). Rahmstorf (2015, 16) in particular notes that 
the early and well-documented trade in textiles likely 
also supported an exchange of textile tools and trans-
fer of textile knowledge. 
A greater discussion of the context in which swords 
are found might help determine whether a particular 
sword functioned as a combat or a weaving sword. 
Unfortunately, edges are rarely preserved on metal 
swords (Molloy 2010, 414 n. 102), which limits use-
wear analysis as a viable option. Furthermore, while 
archaeological context is usually the best means of 
identifying tool function, it is not always insightful for 
metal artefacts that are often found in caches that may 
reflect their material or symbolic value rather than 
their use (e. g. Molloy 2013). A similar problem is seen 
with swords in burials where assumptions of gender 
and implicit martiality have led researchers to over-
look other possible associations. 
Although little information can be deduced from the 
context of the Miletus sword, archaeological and tex-
tual evidence documents that Miletus was a textile 
production centre, with a large established wool tex-
tile industry (Gleba & Cutler 2012; Benda-Weber 2013, 
174-175, 178). Also an analysis of the loomweight 
assemblage points to “diversified manufacture of dif-
ferent products” that includes both fine and coarse 
fabrics (Gleba & Cutler 2012, 118-119). While acknowl-
edging the need to be cautious in arguing analogous 

to belong to the male(s) (Rehak 1998, 230 n. 31; Gleba 
2008, 158-159, 173; McLeod 2011, 343; Harrell 2014; 
Doumet-Serhal 2014, 38). 
I am not suggesting that all swords should now be 
considered weaving swords, that the combination 
of sword, dagger and spear as a grave assemblage 
should not continue to reflect a warrior status or that 
women were never buried with combat swords. That 
there is a complicated relationship between pres-
ence/absence of swords and social identity reflection, 
however, is demonstrated by cemeteries where buri-
als include unused swords, others with no sword 
yet the associated human bones display evidence of 
combat, and burials of juveniles with swords (Crass 
2001; Whitley 2002; Molloy 2010; 2013; Focke 2013; 
Doumet-Serhal 2014, 29; Paradimitriou et al. 2015, 
172). Depictions on seals, frescoes, wall engravings 
and ceramic vessels demonstrate swords in combat 
contexts but these figures are not restricted to males; 
seals and frescos of women brandishing swords, 
wielding bows and wearing armour reflect a combat 
role for females (see Harrell 2014, 101 for references: 
Kopaka 1999). However, when osteological analysis 
supports the identification of sex, a pattern of male 
warrior burials – a funerary kit including sword and 
spear – is positively supported as is a positive corre-
lation of weaving equipment with females (Whitley 
1996; Gleba 2008, 173).
Weaving swords that have been found in female 
burials fit a pattern of weaving tools associated with 
women but it is not a simple association (Harrington 
2008). In the Anglo-Saxon sample, weaving swords 
and spindle whorls did not correlate with each other, 
possibly indicating that weaving and spinning were 
separate activities performed by different groups of 
women (Harrington 2007, 344). Alternatively, in the 
Scandinavian Iron Age graves there appeared to be 
a positive association between weaving swords and 
loomweights (Hoffman 1964, 279). Hoffman (1964, 
282-282) also cited a study of graves in Norway 
where weaving swords were found in men’s graves. 
These studies represent the complicated relationship 
between gender identity and its reflection in material 
culture.

Conclusion
The tanged-tip Miletus sword resembles the weaving 
swords found in Iron Age northern European con-
texts. A shape-based interpretation of this Late Bronze 
Age sword grounded only on similarities with these 
examples may be a geographic and chronological 
stretch, but the ethnographic and ethno-historic evi-
dence supports the conclusion that a sword-shaped 
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function of objects that appear similar but are distant 
in time and space, the tanged tip that makes the Mile-
tus sword so distinctive suggests that it was used on 
a warp-weighted loom for the production of coarse 
weaves, a scenario that fits well with the evidence for 
contemporary textile production in the main settle-
ment at the site.
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