
The association between women and textile production has a long and rich history in the western world. The symbolic link between textile production and the moral ideal of a productive and virtuous wife is embedded in Greek and Roman mythology and widely recorded in ancient literature and visual traditions. Archaeological evidence from Greek houses confirms that this symbolic ideal was to some degree founded in cultural reality and textile production was indeed carried out in domestic contexts, at times alongside larger commercial practices. Epigraphic and literary evidence suggest that the symbolic associations between women and wool working were carried over into Roman cultural practice. While early Roman women likely did produce textiles for their families, the symbolic aspect of wool work continued well after the widespread commercialization of the textile industry. In this study I will examine the persistence of this tradition in the Greek and Roman cultures and the shifting relationships between cultural reality, symbolism, and visual representation of women working wool. 


I plan to address this topic thematically, highlighting the contrasts and continuity between Greek and Roman evidence. Wool work appears as an aspect of feminine virtue in both Greek and Roman mythology and history. Arachne's hubris in boasting of her skill at weaving is the driving plot of her mythology; Penelope relies on her wifely duty of weaving a burial shroud for her father in law to buy time for Odysseus's return; and Lucretia's diligence in spinning well into the night is what attracts the ardor of Sextus Tarquinius. The cultural reality of women working wool was likely far less dramatic. In ancient Greece and early Rome, spinning and weaving was likely a necessary and arduous task that consumed women's time. The image of the productive housewife was the root of the symbolic ideal between women and wool work; however, they likely represented only a small portion of the labor force.
 The majority of the labor was done by domestic slaves and servants, the majority of whom were likely women, but male slaves and servants performed some tasks in textile production as well.
  Social class dictated whether the mistress of the household herself was engaged in spinning and weaving or in supervision of slave labor.  Much focus has also been given to the sensationalized group of “spinning hetairai”, courtesans or prostitues who produced textiles for their own personal use or to supplement their income.
 Comercial production of textiles opens up the range of textile workers including men – typically slaves, freedmen, or Persian craftsmen – as overseers, merchants, and weavers amongst other roles.


The use of textile tools as votive offerings at sanctuaries and religious production of textiles form a large part of the symbolic aspect of women and wool working. Although textile tools appear in smaller numbers at temples across the spectrum the pantheon, they are found with most frequency in temples of female deities, particularly Athena, Artemis and Diana.
 Literary sources also indicate that women made votive offerings of home-made textiles at many of the same temples.
 


Both Greek and Roman bridal traditions involve ceremonial textile production.
 Per tradition, women in both Greece and Rome traditionally wove items of their bridal attire themselves as a display of their skill in domestic crafts. In Greece, a woman approached her husband's home in the bridal procession carrying a spindle. The association between votive offerings of textile implements and textiles at sanctuaries discussed above appears to frequently coincide with the transition from maiden to matron on the occasion of her wedding.


Much of our knowledge of specific women and their association to wool working comes from funerary contexts. Epigraphs from memorials reveal two types of associations with wool work. Many symbolic commemorations honor the virtuous housewife who worked with wool. These appear on the monuments of upper class women whose role in the actual production of textiles may have been only nominal. Other funerary inscriptions reveal the slaves and freedwomen who worked professionally in the textile industry and are identified by job titles.
 While symbolic epitaphs are only associated with women, funerary inscriptions identifying job titles in textile production include male slaves and freedmen amongst the ranks of women. Funerary iconography often shows women either working with wool, or depicted with standard attributes of wool working such as the distaff or the wool basket.
 Archaeological evidence reveals the use of spindle whorls, distaffs, and loom weights as grave goods in female burials.
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