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Textile Archaeology in Roman 

Background

from the 1st 

production and trade of wool and woollen fabrics 
played a primary role in the economic system of 

, area large part of the Augustan Regio 
X
The topography and natural resources must have 
contributed positively to the emphasis on sheep 

coastal salt works.
The PhD research presented here is one of a long 
line of studies developed by scholars of Padua 
University over the last two decades. Comprehensive 

literary and epigraphic evidence of textile processing 

topographic approach aimed at identifying the 
routes of transhumance and the relationship between 

which culminated in the years 2004-2010 with the 

2012; Busana et al. 2012).

only archaeological traces left by textile processing 

now: Gleba 2012).

 (the 

in order to collect data for further investigations on 

aspects of textile craft. 

PhD research
Within the same TRAMA 

and to build a plausible framework for textile making 

of provenance (Fig. 1). 

nd 
century BC to the 5th 

degree of reliability.

a comprehensive database using open source software 
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one another: a ‘Site Table’ (where data was collected 
about the discovery and the context) and a ‘Finds 

was then documented using photos and sometimes 

perform statistical and spatial analyses.
After a general overview of the chaîne opératoire of 
textile processing and a focus on the ‘textile industry’ 
of the investigated area from ancient sources and 

particularly on their functional and morphometric 
parameters.

Textile tools 
The shears class in the database includes only two 
items. Finds of shears are rare in the Roman period in 

of ancient recycling. This contrasts with the data 

were made mostly of wood and bone and are therefore 
subject to problems of conservation and recognition if 
they only survive in a fragmentary condition.

the larger class of recorded objects is that of loom 

perhaps for technological reasons.
 Quantitative analysis carried out on measurable 
parameters allowed us to identify particular 

measures. 

six morphological categories. The discoid-shaped are 

shaped and the spheroid ones. Other morphologies 

and the hemispheroid spindle whorls appear in lesser 
numbers. The majority of items weigh between 15 g 
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Fig. 1. Area of research and classes of tools recorded (Illustration by author, Photos: courtesy Ministero dei 
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Amongst the loom weights it is possible to distinguish 
two morphological macro-groups: the discoid-shaped 

three variants related to shape and size of the lower 
base:

1. 

2. truncated pyramidal with a thin rectangular 

3. 

loom weights when they are hung side by side on the 

woven (Mårtensson et al. 2007; Mårtensson et. al. 2009; 

The truncated pyramidal loom weights with 

700 g.

weight dates past the 2nd

a decline in this period of the use of the warp-weighted 

Considering the physical and functional parameters 
of objects is a fundamental step that highlights the 
high degree of standardisation of a lot of implements 
and reveals the presence of tools specialised for the 
production of particular types of fabric.

Conclusion

indicate a production of yarns and fabrics in the Roman 
 

does not contradict what is known from the ancient 
literary sources that tell us about a sort of Cisalpine 
primacy in the production of coats and blankets (in 
Latin gausapa lodices and trilices): not characterised by 

and heaviness.
A further stage of research has considered the 
parameters of the weight of spindle whorls and loom 

or urban. Both classes of tools are heavier and more 
standardised in the countryside than in the cities. 

represents an index that can reveal a varied yarn and 

social and economic classes. The rural areas seem 
instead to have been engaged in intense textile 
production at a slightly lower qualitative level.

i.e. 

miniature looms as grave goods in the burials of the 

in Roman times when the weaving activities were 
removed from the purely domestic sphere of women 
and in all likelihood implemented at a larger scale 
and carried out in appropriate workshops by male 

innovative and systematic analytical approach to 

have not survived. The inspiration was provided by 
studies carried out by the Centre for Textile Research 

this work stands as a possible model for the study 

potentially be useful in other spatial and chronological 
contexts.
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