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The association between women and textile production has a long and symbolically rich history in the western world. The symbolic link between textile production and the moral ideal of a productive and virtuous wife is widely recorded in ancient Greek literature and visual traditions. Archaeological evidence from Greek houses confirms that textile production was indeed carried out in domestic contexts, and that this symbolic ideal was to some degree founded in cultural reality. Epigraphic and literary evidence suggest that the symbolic associations between women and wool working was carried over into Roman cultural practice. While early Roman women likely produced textiles for their families, the symbolic aspect of wool work continued well after the commercialization of the textile industry. In this study I will examine the persistence of this tradition from 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 ardour of Sextus Tarquinius. The gendered attributes of spinning are often also utilized in depictions of Achilles on Skyros to emphasize the hero's feminine disguise. 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, however they likely represented only a small portion of the labor force. Social Class dictated whether the mistress of the household herself was engaged in spinning and weaving or in supervision of slave labor. In addition to domestic slaves and freedwomen, other producers of textiles likely included the sensationalized group of “spinning hetairai”, and the commercial spinners and weavers of Rome. Men can also be found amongst the ranks of slaves and commercial workers in wool as well.


Much of our knowledge of specific women and their association to wool working comes from ceremonial contexts. Epigraphs from memorials reveal both symbolic commemorations portraying the virtuous housewife who worked with wool and the slaves and freedwomen who worked professionally in the textile industry. 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 these same items as grave goods. These objects are likewise found at temples as votive offerings. Literary sources also indicate that women made votive offerings of home-made textiles. Another ceremonial relationship between women and textiles revealed in literature is evident in bridal traditions. Evidence from these ceremonial contexts contributes significantly to the construction of woolworking as a symbol of women's virtue in Greece & Rome.


The relationship between women and woolworking in the Greek world has been widely published in the scholarly discourse. Most notably, Elizabeth Barber efficiently breaks down the central role that women played in the early development of textile production in her 1994 book Women's Work.
 The ample iconographic evidence of women spinning found on Greek vases has inspired a plethora of analyses of both the domestic economy of Greek wives
 and the sexualized nature of the 'spinning hetairai'.
 Analysis of artifacts in Greek houses has been used to locate women through the presence of spinning and weaving tools.
 Research on textile production in the Roman world, however, has primarily focused on commercial production and trade.
 Lena Larsson Lovén
 and Suzanne Dixon
 have approached the issue of women in wool working using primarily funerary epigraphic and iconographic sources, but do not include archaeological sources in their analysis. Daniella Cottica discusses the symbolic relationship between women and wool working in Rome including the deposition of spindles as grave goods;
 however, she does not have the space to fully analyze these materials in her eight page article. Penelope Allison has included weaving implements in her analysis of the material culture of Pompeiian households, yet this domestic data has yet to be applied to the discourse on domestic textile production in Rome.


The contribution that my research will make would be in a thematic approach that cross-analyzes the various ways that women have been associated with wool work in the Greek and Roman worlds and how the symbolic aspect of women and wool work persisted even within the changing political and economic environments. I will draw information from literary, epigraphic, iconographic and archaeological sources.

-Chapter breakdown

· Mythological and historical associations of women and wool work : Arachne, Penelope, Lucretia, Achilles on Skyros

· Cultural realities of women working wool : Domestic economy, Spinning Hetairai, commercial spinners/weavers

· Funerary associations of women and wool working : epigraphs, funerary iconography, spinning/weaving implements as grave goods

· Religious/Ceremonial associations of women and wool working : votive offerings of spinning/weaving implements, votive offerings of home-made textiles, relationship between weaving and bridal traditions

· Woolworking as a symbol of women's virtue in Greece & Rome, the ideal of the productive housewife
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