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Textile tools, and the textiles produced by them, are an important topic to study, as they provide evidence of technological innovation by their technical development, of social complexity with textiles’ different functions, and of the individual behind the textiles and tools themselves.   

[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ]Early textiles are a challenging topic in archaeology, as there is limited material culture available to study.   Clues can be gathered from different sources, such as iconography - with styles of clothing evident from wall paintings in the Aegean (Barber 1994: 110), Cypriot figurines wearing garments (Bernard Knapp 2013: 391), Cypriot Cradle Figures of babies swaddled in highly patterned fabric (Morris 1985: 152), depictions of textile manufacturing in Egyptian Middle Kingdom tombs (Barber 1994: 188/189), ceramics, and on Mesopotamian cylinder seals (Barber 1994: 180) to name a few examples; material culture – which usually means spindle whorls, loom-weights, possibly styluses or weaving picks, and combs in the majority of excavations because of the problem of perishability of other textile tools (the spindle itself and distaff are usually made of wood), although a few wetland sites have provided examples of fabric, fibres and tools (Must Farm 2019; Barber 1994: 90/91); ethnographic studies of techniques such as uses of primitive looms (H Ling Roth 1934); and historic texts and myths describing weaving and spinning (Barber 1994: 235/239).1 - Terracotta lekythos, ca 550-530 BC, Acc. No. 31.11.10 (Gallery 154, The Met Fifth Avenue, Metropolitan Museum of Art)


Textile tools themselves can provide information about the types of fibre used, and their morphology may display patterns.   The characteristics of a spindle whorl, such as its diameter and weight, can determine the fibre used which will provide information about the use of plant or bast fibres (linen, nettle, elm and willow) or animal fibres (wool) (Andersson Strand 2012).   There is a correlation between the properties of the thread produced and the type of spindle whorl (Andersson Strand 2012).   

By focussing on the textile tools found in south-west Wales, I hope to investigate the types of tools found in a circumscribed area and to identify any patterns evident from those tools, such as patterns of distribution, with particular reference to size, shape, context, and decoration.   In designing and developing a database of these tools, I hope to provide a corpus of information which will help in the study of the development of textile technology in south-west Wales, and in elucidating a textile production chaîne opératoire. 

As my database requires data obtained from the textile tools themselves, I have started by contacting the local regional museums to gain access to their collections.   So far, I have visited the Ceredigion Museum in Aberystwyth, the Carmarthen Museum in Carmarthen, and the Tenby Museum in Tenby.   I have approached the Pembrokeshire Museum at Scolton Manor and Swansea Museum, and have also contacted the Dyfed Archaeological Trust (DAT).   The DAT have provided me with a Historic Environment Record list of sites and finds pertaining to textile tools.   Another source of sites with information about material culture is the list of Key Sites from the Research Framework for the Archaeology of Wales.   

My first visit (to the Ceredigion Museum in Aberystwyth) has highlighted potential problems in my data gathering.   Although the museum does have spindle whorls available to handle and measure, the majority of them are donated with no context as to their age, so trying to map a pattern with an accurate age or culture or context will not be possible.   However, [image: ]there is information about location of finds and I was able to gather data about raw materials, weight and height, decoration, and style.   The majority of the whorls are stored in a box in a cupboard with some missing from the list provided, which seems to indicate a general disregard for these items – as a visitor, I was not asked for identification and was left alone with the box which seems overly trusting.   My impression is that these tools are viewed as mundane and domestic and therefore of limited value – perhaps there is also an element of “women’s work” showing a gender bias in the original collections.   I have a further visit timetabled for Ceredigion Museum, and a visit to the Tenby Museum, which contains spindle whorls from specific excavations so those tools will have context.   As I collect further data, I plan to evaluate how the individual museums treat their artefacts following my experience at Ceredigion Museum.2 - Unusual spindle whorl with four additional perforations reminiscent of a tablet used in tablet weaving, Ceredigion Museum on loan from Carmarthen Museum, Acc.  No. CM 060 (Photo: K Davies)


Once I have collected as much data as possible, I intend to compare the results of spinning different fibres using spindle whorls recreated from the information gathered, specifically with regard to weight and size, and any ratio between height and diameter.   I am in the process of retting nettles to produce fibre and hope to obtain flax fibres.   The Soay breed of sheep is considered to be an unrefined breed with fleece similar to that used for textile processing in prehistory (Ryder 1981) and this will be the wool that will be used.   I hope to test which fibres are best suited to which whorl ratios and weights.   

It will be interesting to review the characteristics of the textile tools found, particularly the raw materials from which they are made.   So far, the majority have been made of stone and there appears to be a limited number of them.   Is this an example of indifference on the part of antiquarian excavators?   Are they too mundane or domestic? Or is it an example of gender bias?   Perhaps the answer is purely a hostile topography for terracotta or clay artefacts?   Many thousands of highly decorated terracotta whorls were found in Schliemann’s Troy indicating how pervasive textile production was in everyday life, so where are the Welsh spindle whorls?   
[image: ][image: ][image: ]
[image: ]                         3 – Examples of decorated terracotta whorls (Troy and its Remains by H Schliemann 1875, reprinted 1976).
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Nos. 201, 202. Little Decorated Whorls, of a remarkable shape (6 m.).
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