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Editorial 
 

EMILY LYLE 

 
 
This double issue took its rise from a conference on “Weaving and 

Cosmology” held at the University of Edinburgh on 23-25 June 2005.  

It was organised by Karen Bek-Pedersen who herself contributed a 

paper on the Norns which she is publishing elsewhere in revised 

form. All the papers published here were delivered by their authors at 

the conference except for those by Chantal Huckert and Daniela 

Cottica who had hoped to attend but were unable to be present. The 

coverage is extensive; the first part of the issue deals with the  

Americas while the second part concerns the Old World and has a 

particular focus on Classical times. Two poems on the theme of 

weaving have also been included in the issue. 

Material already in preparation will form a miscellany and an 

issue centred on symbols on stones. The present double issue, though 

having the cover date 2004, is being issued in the autumn of 2006. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1. The Shrine of the Wa-Xo’-Be: the woven mat that wraps the holy 

hawk.
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The Rush Mat of the Wa-Xo’-Be:   

Wrapping the Osage within the Cosmos 
 

ALICE BECK KEHOE 
 

 
The wa-xo’-be is a hawk representing the Osage man’s valour, and 
the hawk-skin is kept rolled up in a small rush mat (Figure 1) referred 
to as a shrine which is woven especially for it by a woman who has 
purchased the right to perform this ritual act (La Flesche 1930: 694).  
The design on the mat represents the cosmos; thus each Wa-xo’-be 
shrine (war medicine bundle) represents the Osage man’s valour 
wrapped within the cosmos. We owe our information on this to 
Francis La Flesche (1857-1932), an educated Omaha who became an 
ethnographer with the Smithsonian’s Bureau of American Ethnology.  
As Omaha and Osage are closely related, La Flesche was privileged 
to record ritual texts from the last Osage priests. 

A figurine discovered in a village temple near the 11th-13th-
century capital, Cahokia, in the US Midwest may represent the 
Weaver for the Wa-Xo’-Be shrine and, if so, links the historic Osage 
Nation to prehistoric Cahokia as does a striking burial pattern at this 
site. Before turning to the ritual itself and these archaeological 
indications of it, I shall sketch in the background of twined and 
woven objects in North America. 

 
 

EARLY NORTH AMERICAN EVIDENCE OF TWINING AND WEAVING 
 
Twined and woven fabrics date back to the Terminal Pleistocene in 
North America.  A fragment of twined mat in Fishbone Cave, 
Nevada, is dated to 11,250 years ago, and twined basketry, sandals, 
and cordage in Fort Rock Cave, Oregon, are probably comparably 
old.  Spirit Cave, Nevada, had this variety of fabrics radiocarbon 
dated to 9400 BC (calibrated): 

 plain-plaited mats and bags with paired cordage wefts;  
 close plain-twined fringed bags with cordage warps;  
 open plain-twined mat with cordage warps;  
 open plain-twined mats with whole-bulrush-stem warp;  
 a twisted rabbit?-skin robe.  
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Decoration on the fringed bags includes inserted feathers and 
interwoven leather strips and a band of juniper or sage cordage 
(Fowler, Hattori and Dansie 2000: 123, 133).  The cordage wefts 
appear to be dogbane (Indian hemp), sagebrush, and possibly juniper 
(Fowler, Hattori and Dansie 2000: 126, 134).  The Spirit Cave fabrics 
are complete, large, and of exquisite workmanship, unquestionably 
the finest and most ancient textiles so far discovered anywhere in the 
world. The decorations suggest the possibility – given the signi-
ficance of decorative design ethnographically – that the weavings 
carried meaning to the Paleoindian community.  

Andrews and Adovasio (1996: 45), reviewing evidence, claimed 
that plaiting, twining, and knotted netting can be established in 
eastern North America by the beginning of the eighth millennium BC 
– contemporary with some of the earliest range of fabrics in the Near 
East (Schick 1988).  By the third millennium BC, Late Archaic, 
plaiting (i.e., weaving or interlace fabric) became popular in the 
Southeast, while twining continued to dominate to the north.  This 
distinction holds for the specimens I will discuss: first, twined bags 
from northern nations, and second, woven mats that form the Osages’ 
Shrines of the Wa-Xo’-Be. 

 
 

TWINED BAGS 
 
Alanson Skinner remarked (1921: 230): “It is truly astonishing that 
the ability of the Woodland tribes in the matter of textile arts has been 
so little recognized by students.”  Ruth Phillips, an exception, notes 
that “a number of the bags were found in their original contexts as 
containers for medicine bundles” and adds: 
 

[T]wined bags constitute one of the richest iconographic 
complexes in all of Great Lakes Indian art.  Many early bags 
are adorned with beautifully rendered images of Thunderbirds 
and Underwater Panthers. (Phillips 1986: 27) 

 
Making a twined bag is a serious undertaking.   
 

Weaving a hemp bag is time-consuming and can take an entire 
year.  Gathering and preparing twine takes as long as weaving 
the bag itself.  Tall, straight stalks of Indian hemp . . . are 
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highly valued. . . . Gathered late in the fall, the fiber must be 
shredded, softened, and twisted into cordage.  Bags are then 
tightly woven and imbricated with designs of dyed corn husk. 
(Chamberlain 1997: 7B) 

 
Two Karuk basketweavers spoke of the plant materials as living. 

 
[T]hese plants were among the Ikxareeyav, the spirit beings of 
the time before humans, and she added that that these plant 
Ikxareeyav were female, corresponding to the women’s sphere 
within which baskets are constructed and used.  Through many 
stages of the plants’ maturation, weavers check on their 
progress, praying each time for their proper growth.  . . . All of 
these cyclical changes are then ever-present in the finished 
basket . . . the basket “helps you know how time is governed by 
the cycles of the seasons.” . . .  While weaving the basket, 
weavers relive each of these direct spiritual contacts with 
nature. . . . the connections that arise from remembering the 
plants whose fibers compose the basket – both during their 
growth, harvesting, and processing before the basket is woven 
and during the subsequent life of the basket as it is used and 
appreciated, drawing many people together in its orbit.  
(Cohodas 1997: xiv; quotes are from Josie Lewis, 1992 
interview by Cohodas)  

 
The art of making twined bags is nearly dying out except among 

Plateau nations.  Women there continue to make these bags to carry 
as they dig camas and other tubers and roots that have been 
traditional staple foods.  

 
Those who gather and prepare the food for the feast . . . begin 
each day of gathering with songs of prayer.  The songs are 
handed down from mothers to daughters to granddaughters. . . . 
The day of the feast, . . . digging sticks and root bags are set 
aside in a place of honor (Schlick 1994: 53-4). 

 
Blackfoot, who gave up making twined bags over a century ago, buy 
these bags from Salish women.  The bags are usually used to hold 
paraphernalia such as rattles and sweetgrass that go with a medicine 
bundle. 
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Andrew Whiteford found a curious difference between indigenous 
soft, pliable bags twined of “finely spun buffalo wool, moose hair, 
apocynum [dogbane], nettle fiber, and more rarely with finely sized 
bast fibers or cotton twine,” decorated with power animals, and bags 
twined with European wool made from the mid eighteenth century 
(Whiteford 1977a).  The European wool bags were usually construct-
ed with native warps and imported-wool wefts in a full-turn twining 
technique not previously used in the Eastern Woodlands, although 
used west of the Rockies, and they had geometric decorative designs 
rather than animals (Whiteford 1977b). 

 
 
OSAGE WA-XO’-BE SHRINES 
 
A principal ritual of nineteenth-century Osage, fighting for their 
homeland against United States expansion, was the Wa-xo’-be A-wa-
thon, “first in the order of the seven tribal war rituals as observed by 
the Tho’-xe (Buffalo Bull) gens of the Tsi’-zhu [Sky] moiety.”  The 
Wa-xo’-be is a hawk – a peregrine falcon – “symbol of the courage 
and valor of the warrior” (LaFlesche 1930: 529).  It was kept wrapped 
inside a small rush mat, along with a pipe and deerskin tobacco 
pouch, in a deerskin bag inside a bag woven of bison wool tied with a 
bison-hide rope to which an eagle leg and a human scalp are attached.  

In 1910, the Osage priest Tse-zhin’-ga-wa-da-in-ga described the 
Wa-xo’-be A-wa-thon  to La Flesche.  When a new man was to be 
initiated into the priesthood, the assembly, the House of Myster-
iousness, of priests from each of the nation’s twenty-four clans sent 
its official messenger, the Sho’-ka, to a woman empowered, by 
purchase of the right, to create a new cosmos for the hawk.   

 
The ancient Non’-hon-zhin-ga have likened the arch of the sky 
to a great head in which are contained all of the things above; 
within this head life is conceived and put into bodily forms of 
all kinds.  This thought is symbolized by the shrine 
ceremonially made of woven rush for the safe-keeping of the 
Wa-xo’-be, the symbol of the courage of the warrior . . .  . The 
upper part of the shrine [rush mat] is made to symbolize the 
arch of the sky with all that it contains, the figure woven on the 
flap represents the single stars, the stars that move in groups, 
like the Three Deer (Orion’s Belt), the Litter (the Big Dipper), 
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the Deer’s Head (Pleiades), and the Path of the Ripening of all 
Fruits (Milky Way).  . . . The space between the upper and the 
under parts of the shrine [mat] which represents the space 
between the sky and the earth is called “cavity of the mouth”.  
The under part, the pocket of the shrine [where the hawk is 
placed], symbolizes the earth where life takes upon itself 
bodily forms of all kinds (La Flesche 1930:530-1).1 

 
The woman Weaver sings the Recitation of the Rush naming  

phases of night, the sun and the sky, each symbolised by one coloured 
line in the mat (La Flesche 1930: 697-8):  

 
1 the yellowish line along the eastern horizon at coming of the sun;  
2 the moon;  
3 the “pallid hue that succeeds the yellow” as dawn develops;  
4 the crimson line along the horizon as night departs;  
5 the sun full upon the horizon, deep red;  
6 the blue sky of day “Whose border is like that of a flower”;  
7 the blue-black line along the western horizon as the sun goes 

down.  
 
Overall, half the mat is light-coloured, representing the day, and half 
is darker with diamond design, representing the earth, night, galaxies 
and clouds (Fig. 1).  Her Recitation concludes:  “Verily, here lies a 
new shrine, they exclaimed,/ A new shrine wherein shall lie, unharm-
ed, the sacred emblem, they exclaimed.” (La Flesche 1930: 699). 

The ends of the earth/night lower portion of the mat had been 
ritually perforated with awls, seven on the Hon-ga end where the 
hawk’s head will lie, six on the Tsi’-zhu, feet end, these two ends 
representing the Osage moiety division.2  By drawing a cord (made of 
nettle) through the two sets of end perforations, a pouch was made for 
the hawk, pipe and tobacco pouch.  The upper, day half of the mat is 
rolled around the pouch and the bundle tied.  The shrine was used in 
war ceremonies and carried into battle (La Flesche 1930: 716-7, 726). 

The weaving was done on a loom which was quite different from 
the exceedingly simple two-stick looms used for making twined bags; 
it resembles portable horizontal pegged looms used by Andean Indian 
women (see Fig. 2).3 The Sho’-ka presented the Weaver with a black 
bearskin (black bears are symbolically female) to kneel on as she 
worked, and the officiating priest recited the Recitation of the Green 
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Cattail (which would be used for the weft) and the Recitation of the 
“Linden” (pawpaw) – although nettle was actually preferred and used 
for the warp.  The old rush mat shrine was put into a kettle and given 
to the weaver, who returned with it to her house.   She would wear no 
ornaments, nor any paint except a daub of earth on each temple, 
representing the two moieties, these earth-paintings being a sign she 
was keeping vigil.  She worked for four days from dawn (rising of the 
Great Star) to dark in a secluded room or house, doing nothing else, 
and not allowing the ignorant to see her work on the loom.  During 
these days, the man initiate came to the woman’s door at dawn, put 
on the earth-paint as she did, and then began a wail as she recited a 
Lamentation for the Dead and the Recitation of the Rush.  He then 
went out on the prairie to keep vigil until dark, when he returned to 
her house and the two, who had fasted all day, ate a supper prepared 
by a relative of the woman, after the Weaver had recited verses 
containing symbols of old age, i.e., long life. (La Flesche 1930: 687-
99) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Fig. 2.  Bonifacia Quispe, an Aymara Indian woman in highland Bolivia, 

weaving on a small horizontal loom. (Author’s photograph.) 
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE FROM CAHOKIA 
 
The Keller Figurine 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3.  The Keller figurine from the outskirts of Cahokia.  (Courtesy of the 

Illinois Transportation Archaeological Research Program, Univ. of Illinois.) 
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The red flint-clay Keller4 figurine (Fig. 3) was found in two pieces, 
one in a shallow pit in a building (Structure 87) that is likely to have 
been a temple in a village (Site 11-Ms-595) a couple of kilometers 
northeast of the city of Cahokia, across the Mississippi River from 
present-day St Louis, Missouri.  The second piece of the figurine lay 
in a trash pit outside the building to the south.  The village dates to 
AD 1100 (Pauketat 2005: 204).  The presence of red cedar, mica, 
galena, Datura, and Ramey Incised fine ceramics, and the absence of 
domestic debris, in the building imply it was a temple (Emerson 
1989: 49).  A second red flint-clay female figurine was buried in a 
small pit outside the building to the east; this figurine, known as 
Birger, seems apt to represent Old Woman Who Never Dies, mistress 
of plants, and her consort the feline-headed serpent Underwater 
Panther (Bowers 1965: 334). 

Keller has none of the mythic signs of Birger.  Keller wears only a 
simple skirt.  She kneels on a thick folded pad with bear paws along 
the edge, like a folded bearskin.  Her arms are outstretched, her 
surviving hand grasping a rod-like object that could be a weaving 
sword or batten, and beneath it a rectangular box-like object with 
vertical stripes.  This object could be a foreshortened horizontal loom 
(Kehoe 2000).  Keller’s face is upraised and her mouth open as if 
singing. 

Especially given Keller’s association with a building and objects 
suggesting ritual rather than domestic status, I consider it probable 
that she stands for the ritual person described by Francis La Flesche 
as the Weaver of the Shrine of the Wa-Xo’-Be. 

 
The burial in mound 72 of the great plaza  
 
The Keller figurine is only one archaeological object from Cahokia 
that can be interpreted through La Flesche’s Osage and Omaha 
priestly texts.  The extraordinary burial of approximately 266 men 
and women in the small Mound 72 south of the Great Plaza mirrors 
the Osage ritual description of a war party’s campaign, killing first 
the enemy’s young men, then their maidens, then their men with 
military honors, finally their women who have borne children.  
Beginning with the man laid on the shining shell-sewn robe in the 
shape of a hawk with folded wings (Fig. 4), laid in the southeast end 
of the mound where the Hawk would be if a Wa-xo’-be shrine were 
open, sets of persons corresponding to each enemy group were placed 
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in order finishing with the women at the farther end (Fowler, Rose, 
Vander Leest, and Ahler 1999).  Mound 72 appears to be a Wa-xo’-
be Shrine brought to life and death. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4. The central burial from 72Sub1 (Burial 13) at Cahokia.  The arrow 

points to Grid North. The strings are on grid lines at 50 cm. intervals. (After 

Fowler et al. 1999: 8.) 

 
Cahokia had at least two circles of huge wooden posts in plazas 

beside mounds, resembling the circles of posts around which people 
dance, in sixteenth-century engravings from early colonial 
explorations in the United States Southeast (de Bry 1591), and the 
Lone Man post in the centre of the plaza in Mandan towns (Bowers 
1950).  The Omaha myth of the finding of their Venerable Man, the 
pole called Umon’hon’ti,5 recorded by Fletcher and La Flesche (1911: 
217-19), could have been enacted in an arc of posts with a massive 
central post, such as the Cahokian so-called “Woodhenge”.   

Most intriguing is the set “Songs of the High Hills” recorded by 
La Flesche (1925: 349-55).  The Osage priest told La Flesche that  
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“the high hills” are a metaphor for “the clouds that appear along the 
horizon like lofty hills”  (La Flesche 1925: 349).  The first song 
invokes the clouds to march in and “move apart from each other as 
they come”.  Then is sung: 

 
Behold the beauty of yonder moving black sky. 
Behold the beauty of yonder moving gray sky. 
Behold the beauty of yonder moving white sky. 
Behold the beauty of yonder moving blue sky. 

 
The word mon-xe (sky) “is used as a trope for clouds” in this song.  

The last song “is expressive of the awe that arises in the mind of the 
warrior as these colored clouds gather together and in angry turmoil 
approach, sweeping through the sky in a swift, undulating 
movement.”  La Flesche states: 

 
Four of these standing clouds are spoken of as being the 
greatest in mystery.  In these two songs the word for the 
standing position, “mon’-gthe,” is used for the clouds rather 
than the ordinary name [for clouds], “mon-xpi’ ”.   

 
The great mounds ringing the plazas in Cahokia may represent these 
thunderclouds; Cahokia, at the junction of the Missouri and 
Mississippi Rivers, is prone to stupendous thunderstorms. 

 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

Few anthropologists have given attention to the fabrics woven by 
American Indians east of the Rockies, although Spanish and French 
explorers commented favourably upon the quality and variety of 
fabrics encountered in the Southeast (Whiteford 1977a: 54-5).   The 
silent witness of twined bags bearing designs of thunderbirds, 
panthers, and deer, and the Osage and Omaha priests’ texts recorded 
by Francis La Flesche indicate that Eastern Woodland women 
invoked cosmological power through their art of making textiles.   
 

University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 
and Marquette University 
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Notes 
 
1 The wording of a note has been incorporated in the text and some Osage 

names have been omitted. 

2 The numbers six and seven relating to the moieties frequently occur 

together (see Bailey, index p. 320; e.g. 13 o-don’ war honours, 6 + 7; cf. 

the  70 and 60 sets of kettles and awls in the Wa-xo’-be ritual (which 

doubled, which they are, = 260).   

3 La Flesche collected a Wa-xo’-be loom in 1917 from the elderly 

initiated Weaver Hon-be’-do-ka, who feared that when she died “harm 

should come to [her grandchildren] through inadvertence or misuse of 

the sacred articles”) (La Flesche 1930: 694). 

4 The designation “Keller” was derived from the Mr Keller who was the 

tenant farmer using the site. (Thanks to T. E. Emerson for this 

information.)  

5 Umon’hon’ti, the Venerable Man, was cared for in his own tipi by a 

clan of the Hon’-ga moiety (Fletcher and La Flesche 1911: 221). He 

symbolises the supernaturally-granted authority of the Seven Chiefs of 

the nation, and he also “stands for the men of the tribe, the defenders 

and the providers of the home” (Fletcher and La Flesche 1911: 243).  

His observances are divided into two parts, the first conducted by a man 

and the second centring on a woman who “shot the arrow along the bow 

[the Pole itself], simulating the shooting of the buffalo, to secure the gift 

of abundance” (in “shooting” she actually thrust the arrows by hand)  

(Fletcher and La Flesche 1911: 242, 247).  Thus, says La Flesche, the 

complete ceremony enacts the “union of the masculine and the 

feminine” (Fletcher and La Flesche 1911: 243). 
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Into the Beads: Dreams as Source of 

Knowledge for Craft Production. An 

Ethnographic Account from the Sioux Country. 
 

HELENE WALLAERT 
  

 
CRAFT PRODUCTION AS A GIFT RECEIVED FROM DOUBLE WOMAN 

 
This article explores the work of Joyce Kitson whom I have known 
for many years. She was born around 1954 on Standing Rock 
Reservation, part of the Sioux Nation. Joyce is part Lakota 
(Hunkpapa-Dakota) on her mother’s side and part Hidatsa-Crow on 
her father’s side. She was separated at a very early age from her 
father and was raised mostly by her maternal grandparents. As she 
describes it, she experienced a very simple life in the back country 
outside Fort Yates:  
 

We picked wild berries, gardened sweet corn, picked plums, 
ate fish and deer. Buffalo hunting season was always a very 
busy time because of skinning of animals  . . . it is still a busy 
time for me as for hide tanning. 

  
Joyce grew up within a family that was heavily involved in craft-

work. Her grandfather was a traditional singer, a drum maker and a 
porcupine quill roach maker who spent most of his life following 
powwows, making regalia and performing. Her grandmother was also 
a well-known beadworker, making tents of hides and touring 
powwows to sell her pieces as well as producing regalia for dancers. 
It was with her grandparents that Joyce entered the world of 
beadworking.  At the age of sixteen, she moved to Bismarck speaking 
only broken English. She described that period as very lonely and a 
hard struggle. Early wedded, widowed, remarried and widowed 
again, Joyce supported her five children with beadwork, illustrating a 
common pattern in Lakota social organisation.1  

Joyce was twelve years old when she actively started producing 
beadwork, but she had been observing her grandmother at work for 
many years, participating in tanning and smoking hides as well as 
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making sinew thread. She describes her childhood as being filled with 
many hours sitting next to her grandmother, watching how she was 
making things. She recalls helping with the chores, imbuing herself 
with the idea that hide preparation and beadwork were hard work 
requiring a lot of motivation, patience, commitment and obedience to 
elders. Sometimes, her grandmother would give her a piece in 
process, telling her:  

 
“Finish this one.” . . . I would then have to figure out by myself 
how to do it . . . recalling and reconstructing what my grandma 
would have done . . . it was not easy.  

 
It seemed to Joyce that her world evolved around beadwork as her 

grandparents were always working on a piece, since both of them 
were powwow circuit people. From information collected through 
interviews, it appears that Joyce experienced a ten-year 
apprenticeship period, mainly under the supervision of her maternal 
grandmother. Her learning process was organised around several 
distinc stages, some revolving around a passive absorption of conduct 
(from six to twelve years old), some implying a reconstructive pattern 
from observation, others a strict duplication of technical gesture, 
while there were also periods of trial and error. Even if apprenticeship 
mainly took place in a close familial context, a series of other people 
intervened in passing on their knowledge. Joyce would, for example, 
spend time with a blood relative on her mother’s side as she was 
tanning hides following the classic Sioux technique she describes:  

 
First, the hide is stretched onto a wooden frame, and flesh and 
hair is removed with an elk horn scraper. A mixture of brains is 
rubbed on the surface to tenderise it. Then the hide is soaked, 
wrung free of water and stretched again, this process being 
repeated several times. Hides can be smoked with oak or 
cottonwood to preserve them. Sometimes sweet grass and sage 
are used to give a pleasant smell.  

 
Joyce learned to tan buffalo, deer, elk and antelope hides using 

only a bone scraper (Fig. 1). As far as her beadwork techniques go, 
she mastered the interweaving, lazy stitch, appliqué, edging and rope 
stitches techniques learned during late childhood. She still uses sinew 
thread and bone awls exclusively even though she admits switching 
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to metal needles once in a while. Her porcupine quillwork skills were 
forged with her grandmother, but perfected in adulthood with an 
Oglala woman from Wounded Knee.  

Joyce still belongs to a guild of quillworkers, similar to those 
described in early ethnographic accounts (Kroeber 1902-7) , and she 
still discusses her production with other members before carrying it 
out. 

 
 
 
      

Figure 1. Elk bone scraper, 

part of Jane’s tools set. 

Photograph by Hélène 

Wallaert-Pêtre, 2004. 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Porous buffalo bones 

used to apply colour in the 

making of pare-fleche. 

Photograph by Hélène 

Wallaert-Pêtre, 2004. 
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CRAFT PRODUCTION 
 
Joyce manufactures a great variety of objects, all reflecting traditional 
Sioux techniques, using sinew and old-time beads such as the greasy 
yellow or cranberry white-heart. These products include not only 
umbilical-cord pouches, moccasins, robes, beaded dress yokes, 
cradles, various pouches, knife holders, hair ornaments, brooches and 
dolls, but also rawhide parfleches bearing geometric designs painted 
with mineral pigment made from crushed rock mixed with water and 
fruit juice. The paint is applied with a porous buffalo bone (Fig. 2).  

Joyce constructs her designs with geometric patterns and does not 
use anthropomorphic or even zoomorphic elements. She suggests that 
these should only be handled by men, repeating an idea on labour 
division often relayed in the literature, but that, based on 
ethnographic evidence, should probably not be taken for granted 
(Schneider 1983: 108).  

The Double Woman or Winyan Nunpa design, abundantly used by 
Sioux beadworkers, refers to a mythic and supernatural figure that 
inspires beadworkers through dreams. In fact, she empowers women 
to do craft-work once she appears in dreams. She is credited with the 
discovery of quillwork and was, in the past, related to women’s 
production of petroglyphs (Irwin 1994: 215; Sundstrom 2002: 104-6): 

 
Double Woman is a complex supernatural being representing a 
set of dualities linked to womanhood.  . . .  Double Woman is 
the inventor of quillwork and is a source of artistic talent 
among women. She is the benefactor of women artists and 
quillworking societies. Although less well documented, Double 
Woman also played a role in the production of petroglyphs in 
the northern Plains. (Sundstrom 2002: 100) 

 
Joyce describes her as having a double face, half of which 

represents a beautiful young woman, and the other half an older, 
hideous figure. She would symbolise the mirror reflection of the dual 
relationship between natural and supernatural worlds.  

Double Woman is all about opposition: good and evil, woman and 
child-like behaviour, commitment to work and laziness. This 
personage is sometimes referred to by mothers who feel they need to 
correct misbehaving children. It is believed that “bad children” run 
the risk of being stolen away by Double Woman (Red Shirt 1998: 22-
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3). But here again, it seems that this role is more often played by 
Hinhan-Kaga the Owl-Maker or Anuk Ite Double Face, Double 
Woman being too preoccupied by her artwork or her chase after men 
to take notice of children. This is why, in many accounts, dreamers of 
Double Woman who become craft-workers do not marry and do not 
have any children: 

 
The dream seems to have allowed the girl or woman – or less 
often a male dreamer – free choice in the life she would pursue. 
Some chose the less honorable path and were thereafter 
regarded with fear and suspicion by the others of their camp. 
These women imitated the evil side of Double Woman, 
wandering about the camp talking loudly and laughing 
raucously. They might dwell together, but generally did not 
marry or have children. (Sundstrom 2002: 103) 

 
Thus, Double Woman’s dangerousness is expressed by the fact 

that a beadworker could easily “lose herself and her mind” if she let 
herself be influenced by the wrong side of Double Woman (Young 
Bear and Theisz 1994: 25). So, dreamers always retain the free will to 
choose which of the paths proposed by Double Woman they want to 
follow. That choice involves either an honourable industrious path or 
a less honourable way leading to poor moral conduct, even though 
accompanied by the gift of beadworking talent.   

People who dream of Double Woman are also believed to be 
especially powerful ritually. It is said that men who encountered her 
would lose their minds or have to become berdaches (Bowers 1965: 
165). 

 
  

VISIONS AND DREAMS TO ACHIEVE THE CREATIVE PROCESSES 
 

Joyce has always strongly believed in visions and dreams, having 
experienced them since childhood. At that time, her grandfather 
would help her understand their meaning, but basically encouraged 
her to “pray as dreams usually clear up by themselves”. Joyce 
differentiates what she calls “random visions”, “sought visions”, and 
“dreams”. By visions (random or sought), she means a “waking 
experience”. This appears to be similar to events observed, among the 
Dene Tha, by Goulet (1998: 267).  
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“Random visions” can occur at any time and in any place. Alone, 
or while in the company of other people, she sees and hears things 
that remain nonexistent to others. Joyce feels these experiences are 
unpredictable and unsought. They can last a few seconds or several 
minutes and appear as clear as reality. Actually, to Joyce, they 
represent one aspect of real life – a state of altered awareness – that 
should be considered as authentic as any other experience.   

Joyce considers this ability to dream and have visions to be a gift 
passed on to her from her ancestors. It allows her to be in contact with 
the elders’ spirits, who intervene in her life to direct her actions, but 
who also give guidance to the entire Sioux community and as a 
matter of fact to anyone who wants to listen to them. During random 
visions, spirits of elders usually express metaphorically their concern 
about the loss of respect for ancient traditions, give warnings about 
the danger of ignoring their advice, and offer visionary images that 
need to be decoded in order to foresee what the future might bring.  

Joyce’s experiences belong to a long-lasting tradition among the 
Sioux, even if the distinction between dreams and visions has not 
always been fully clarified by anthropologists who recorded these 
events (Devereux 1969; Price-Williams 1998: 246-9). Descriptions 
offered by “dreamers” express that confusion: 

 
It’s like this: it isn’t a dream. At night you go to bed and think 
hard on something. Like say, just anything, a car probably. 
Think hard on it, worry about it, and in a dream you will dream 
about a car. It’s not like that, the visions come, whether you’re 
thinking about a car, a horse will appear, or something 
different, you know what I mean. It’s like looking out in space 
and suddenly somebody shows you a picture. It’s like that. 
(Oglala Sioux recall in Powers 1977: 137)    

 
By “sought visions”, or “crying for a vision” as described by 

Black Elk (Brown 1953), Joyce means a voluntary event, a journey of 
the soul sought through fasting and prayer (Sundstrom 2002; Tedlock 
1987). In her case, these visions usually occur as part of a healing 
process. In that sense, she relates herself to a long tradition, widely 
described in the literature, of spiritual practitioners who possess 
curing abilities, not to be assimilated with the over-used concept of 
shaman (Albers and Medicine 1983; Amiotte 1982; Kehoe 2000; 
DeMallie and Parks 1987; Goulet 1998; Horse Capture 1980; Irwin 
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1994; M. Powers 1986; W. Powers 1982; Price-Williams 1998; 
Tedlock 1987; Wissler 1916).  

By “dreams”, Joyce suggests an induced state that occurs while 
relaxing but that can also be deliberately sought for. Then it becomes 
a condition of physical relaxation but also of intense mental 
concentration that leads to a “sleep-like” state during which 
decorative patterns and colours emerge before her.  

Induced dreams imply a state of intense mental concentration but 
physical relaxation associated with a deep sense of isolation or 
dissociation from the outside world. She never tried to reach that state 
of mind in an outside natural environment, such as Bear Butte for 
example (Fig. 3). In her dreams, Joyce sees parts of design patterns, 
colours, and details of pieces, parts of production processes, but 
rarely a complete object or process. It is like a puzzle that she has to 
reconstruct to be able to visualise the whole picture. She describes her 
creative process in this way: 

 
To create a piece, I have to put myself in the right state of 
mind, I need this quiet and secluded place . . . this is why I do 
not tell where I live . . . this space has to remain free for 
creation . . . I sit in my armchair . . . I open my mind and I 
concentrate on beadwork . . . I become very relaxed and I fall 
asleep but it is not like when you sleep at night . . . I sleep and I 
don’t really sleep . . . I let things come to me . . . and I start 
visualising piece of hide, parts of object, colours and shapes. 
Sometimes it takes days or weeks before it makes any sense to 
me and before I foresee the object I have to make. This is why 
I cannot work on commission . . . I do not know what I will do 
next. It is not for me to decide. 

 
 

THE MAKING OF THE BEAR-BUTTE POUCH 
 
It is through a similar process that Joyce constructed the Bear-Butte 
pouch that I acquired after she detailed every aspect of its making 
(Fig. 4). The pouch is made of two pieces of smoked, brain-tanned 
deer hide. The back panel is made out of an oval piece whose one end 
folds and serves as closing flap. The front is made of a rectangular 
piece whose base is rounded. These two pieces are sewn together 
with buffalo sinew.  
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Figure 3. Bear Butte, Black Hills. Photograph by Hélène Wallaert-Pêtre, 

2004. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Bear Butte vision’s bag in the making. Photograph by Hélène 

Wallaert-Pêtre, 2004. 
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Figure 5. Bear Butte vision’s bag. 

Photograph by Hélène Wallaert-

Pêtre, 2004. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6. Detail of the Bear Butte vision’s bag. Photograph by Hélène 

Wallaert-Pêtre, 2004.   
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The pouch measures 14 centimeters wide by 17 centimeters long. 
Calico cotton has been used for the inside lining. The closing strap 
and hanging strap are decorated with brass beads and silver tin cones. 
The beads used on this piece are old-time pony beads (the greasy 
blue, white, cranberry white-heart, Sioux green and northwest cobalt 
blue but we also find silver-grey and gold beads from the former 
Czechoslovakia. Porcupine quills dyed in red are also used (Fig. 5). 

The closing flap is ornamented with a border of red, blue and 
white triangles, a separation line of gold beads punctuating the 
design. For Joyce, these triangles usually symbolise the tipi motif, but 
here they illustrate mountains. The same meaning is attributed to the 
Sioux-green triangles found on the border of the pouch’s front piece, 
while the greasy-blue triangles symbolise the sky touched by 
mountains, the sky being, in Lakota symbolism, the mirror image of 
the earth or mountains. 

The main design on the bottom part of the front piece represents 
Bear Butte seen as a giant woman asleep, ready to give birth to 
hundreds of spiritual children. These children are illustrated by the 
white beads on the green background. Linéa Sundstrom mentioned to 
me the Blackfoot tradition that equates stars, falling stars and babies’ 
spirits as does Joyce’s depiction.  

 
Also, Lakota people used to place rocks on this site, in crotches 
of branches in commemoration of their ancestors’ spirits who 
were thought to linger around Bear Butte. So, to the extent that 
these rocks represent individual souls, the design on this bag 
makes perfect sense. (Sundstrom, personal communication) 

 
Bear Butte, a laccolith2 located northeast of the Black Hills, is 

considered to be a sacred place for vision seekers of most Northern 
Plains communities, as for the Lakota people who gather at Bear 
Butte to hold a meeting after the summer solstice (Goodman 1992). It 
is also said that Bear Butte, like other sacred sites, has a cave inside 
which spirits live and where animal spirits dwell like babies in a 
womb (Schlesier 1983, 1994). 

Joyce is in the habit of visiting Bear Butte when seeking for a 
vision and a solution to problems, hoping to receive knowledge from 
elders, in a way very similar to the Cheyenne tradition. To Joyce this 
behaviour is not contradictory to the fact that she might have random 
visions at Bear Butte. Visions can be sought for, through prayers and 
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fasting, but they can also happen randomly and impose themselves on 
her. In either case, they are different from induced dreams when 
Joyce let herself develop a state of relaxation combined with an 
intense concentration in order to create a piece of art.  

The gold and silver lines marking the top of the butte design refer 
to a process of purification needed to reach holiness (the silver line) 
which means getting rid of all defects in order to become holy and 
achieve the golden state. The butte itself is coloured green as a sign of 
both life and vegetation. Joyce regularly visits Bear Butte when she 
feels the need to connect with spirits, but she has never mentioned a 
specific link between that natural feature and the presence there of 
petroglyphs related to Double Woman (Sundstrom 2002: 109-10).   

The centre front of the pouch bears a representation of Double 
Woman because she is connected to the Holy Spirit (Fig. 6). The 
vertebrae symbol in white and northwest cobalt blue illustrates the 
belt of Double Woman. From more detailed interviews on the 
meaning of that “belt” design, it appears to be related to the link 
connecting the dual personalities of Double Woman. Depictions of 
this concept can also be found on various visual images produced by 
the Sioux (Penney 1992; Sundstrom 2002: 103). The short quill line 
is a life symbol, but also a representation of the blood line linking 
Joyce to Double-Woman. It is not to be confused with the life symbol 
associated with the colour green. 

This pouch is the result of a random vision that occurred a year 
before the actual production of the bag and several induced dreams 
that Joyce experienced in the weeks preceding the making. She 
recalls her vision in this way: 

 
I was on a trip in South Dakota with Rene, a friend from 
Holland, and one of my daughters . . .  It was about one year 
ago . . . I felt the need to pray and fast for my People, I was 
touring different places that are sacred to us . . . we passed in 
front of Bear Butte, I had a vision . . . the mountain appeared to 
me as a pregnant woman ready to give birth to thousands of 
spiritual children . . . who were coming out of her . . . these 
were the children our People need to regain respect and fight 
the oppression. 

 
This vision reveals the coming of a new era, when Native People 

will take responsibility for themselves and start fighting against 
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oppression, organising themselves to contest the way they are treated. 
To do so, there will be a need to regain pride and confidence. As 
Joyce saw these images appear before her, she felt wide awake and 
asked her companions if they were seeing the same things, but they 
were not. She kept the memory of this vision, not knowing how to  
implement it.  

During the following year, Joyce had many more visions, but most 
of them were dark and seemed to give bad warnings, announcing 
difficult times and even catastrophes.  

Joyce believes that by producing this bag, she will pass on and 
share the content of this positive vision she had at Bear Butte, to 
cheer up people about the final outcome of the struggle. Still, she 
does not explain how the display of her vision on a pouch, with its 
very secretive content not shared with everyone, would help people 
be more aware of their future. There seems to be a contradiction 
between the secrecy of the symbols she uses and her will to play a 
very visible and active role in the propagation of these symbols which 
remain meaningless to most, even in her community.  

As a matter of fact, the social structure which would have allowed 
these visions and dreams to be shared and explained among members 
of the community has largely vanished. Joyce is living in town, 
separated from members of her family and even from the rest of her 
indigenous social network. Her role as vision seeker has shifted to a 
personal level instead of serving the community in which she was 
born. As Irwin noted (1994: 189): 

 
When a dreamer brings a unique experience into the general 
discourse, it might have many or few immediate symbolic 
correlates. Nevertheless, it participates in a shared symbolic 
system that is given heightened meaning through both the 
general mythic discourse and the shared ceremonial practices 
adaptable to the individual vision . . . dreaming has a 
determinative power both individually and socially. 

  
In Joyce’s case, the social dynamic around the dreaming process 

has largely disappeared preventing the content of her dreams and 
visions from fully playing their part in the social order. Still, she feels 
she has no choice but to follow the life that Double-Woman has given 
her: praying, fasting, seeking or encountering dreams and visions, and 
inserting all these elements into her beadwork.     
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
The use of dreams and visions in craft-production processes was 
noted very early on by travellers and anthropologists involved in 
Northern Plains studies. This contemporary ethnographic account 
shows that this practice is still very much alive today. Joyce’s artistic 
behaviour relates to an old Sioux tradition that considers beadwork an 
activity empowered by the mythic figure of Double Woman. Every 
object carries symbolic representations brought through dreams 
and/or visions and reflects interactions with elders’ spirits, who pass 
on their knowledge through beadworkers. Today, the social impact of 
this art form is diminished by the disturbance of traditional familial 
patterns, as beadworkers have largely lost their public platform to 
share knowledge. Still these creative processes seem to perpetuate 
themselves on a more personal level, guiding the life and actions of 
beadworkers and their immediate families, if not their entire 
community from whom they are often socially disconnected.     
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Notes 
 

1 As Pickering notices (2000: 77), an average of more than 30 percent of 

households in South Dakota’s reservations are composed of female 

only, with no husband. 

2 Bear Butte is made of magma that never reached the surface to generate 

an eruption. The magma intruded to a shallow level and then stopped, 

cooled, crystallised, and solidified. Erosion then stripped the overlying 

layers of rock away. Bear Butte is at the east end of a linear belt of 

volcanic centres that continues westward about 60 miles to Devil’s 

Tower. 
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The resist-dye technique of tie-dye, also known as plangi, was one of 
many decorative techniques used to embellish cloth in the prehispanic 
Americas, including the southwestern United States. The technique 
first appears in the archaeological textile record of the Southwest in 
the late AD 1100s or 1200s. Fifteenth-century mural paintings from 
Arizona and New Mexico that date just prior to Spanish contact 
depict ritual personages wearing elaborate textiles, some of which 
appear to have been decorated with tie-dye or other resist techniques. 
These murals and other evidence suggest that tie-dye was one of a 
variety of techniques used to decorate cloth for ritual garments. An 
applied form of decoration unconstrained by the weave of the cloth, 
tie-dye was well suited for executing some of the prevailing 
iconographies of the times, linking concepts of serpents, maize 
agriculture, precious blue-green stones, moisture, and fertility.  

One of the primary motifs produced by the tie-dye technique, the 
dot-in-square, appears by the tenth and eleventh centuries on pottery 
in many areas of the Southwest and Northern Mexico. The motif also 
appears in petroglyphs, on painted wood and stone, and mural 
painting. In historic Pueblo painting and Hopi katsina doll carving 
traditions, its most common interpretation is ears of maize.  

In this article, we will review New World evidence for tie-dyed 
textiles and review the contexts and meanings of the textiles, and of 
the dot-in-square motif in other media. Finally, we will speculate 
about the range of meanings assigned to this motif and their 
cosmological importance for the Southwestern Pueblos, especially 
Hopi. We link the motif to an ancient, pervasive Middle American 
symbol set focusing on dynamic connections among reptiles, maize, 
blue-green stones, water, fertility, and ritual and political authority. 
We interpret the tie-dye technique as a vehicle for expressing this 
ritual iconography on cloth.  
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THE TIE-DYE TECHNIQUE 
 
Tie-dye is a resist-dye technique that involves wrapping sections of a 
woven fabric before immersing the cloth in dye (Anawalt 1990; 
Buhler 1954; Kent 1983). The process produces a negative design 
where the dye is unable to penetrate. The dyer first gathers small 
sections of the cloth and wraps them tightly with string. After all 
elements of the design are gathered and wrapped, the cloth is 
immersed in a dyebath. When the cloth is dry, the wrapping material 
is removed, leaving the previously wrapped areas as a negative 
pattern of light-coloured elements on a darker-coloured background. 
Often the tip of each section where the dyer grips the cloth is left 
unwrapped, producing a small dot at the centre (Fig. 1). The simplest 
and most common motifs produced by this technique are the circle 
and diamond. Because woven fabrics tend to stretch along the bias 
(diagonal) when pulled, tie-dye is poorly suited to producing a true 
square with sides parallel to the warp and weft (Anawalt 1990: 298). 
Rather, the technique typically produces an obliquely arranged 
square, or diamond, with corners aligned to the warp and weft.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 1. Close-up of diamond figure rendered with the tie-dye technique, from 

a blanket from Lake Canyon, southeastern Utah. Courtesy of the University 

of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, catalog 

number UM 29.43.183. Photo by Laurie Webster. 
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TIE-DYE AND THE DOT-IN-SQUARE IN THE ANDES AND 

MESOAMERICA  
 
New World tie-dye textiles and the associated dot-in-square motif 
first appear in the Andes and Mesoamerica. In Peru, tie-dyed cotton 
and camelid fiber fabrics appear on the southern and central coasts 
(e.g., Crawford 1916: 153-4, figs 28, 29; D’Harcourt 1987: 68-9, pls 
49, 52; King 1965: 132-5, fig. 30; O’Neale and Kroeber 1930: pl. 27). 
They appear to be associated with the Wari empire and the period of 
Wari expansion. Anita Cook (1996) interprets certain styles of Wari 
tie-dyed tunics as emblems of provincial power worn by persons of 
high rank, including the sovereign Wari ruler. The most elaborate of 
these tie-dyed fabrics were woven in such a way that they could be 
dyed, taken apart, and reassembled to produce a complex patchwork 
of designs (Cook 1996: figs 2 and 3; Stone-Miller 1992: pl. 21a, b). 

The two most common motifs found on Andean tie-dyed fabrics 
are the circle, which may have had calendrical significance (Cook 
1996: 101, n. 5), and a concentric diamond with a prominent diamond 
at its centre. Cook (1996: 95-8) views this latter “diamond in a 
square” motif as a powerful symbol among the Wari, restricted to 
elite use. Following the decline of the Wari empire, the motif is found 
on high-status Chancay and Inca garments, suggesting the 
perpetuation of this ancient prestige symbol by later political groups. 

 Tie-dye and the dot-in-square motif were also associated with 
high status and ritual figures in Mesoamerica. Classic period 
depictions on lowland Maya ceramics, painted murals, and carved 
stone suggest tie-dye decoration of robes, kilts, hipcloths, and 
loincloths in by the AD 700s (Coe and Kerr 1998: fig. 44, pl. 34; A. 
Miller 1986: fig. 42; M. Miller 1986: 60, 155, pls 4, 7). An eighth-
century vase from Altar de Sacrificios depicts the “old way” spirit, 
Buchte Kan, wearing a kilt with a dot-in-diamond design (Coe and 
Kerr 1997: fig. 44; Davis 2002: 52; Schele and Mathews 1998: 83, 
fig. 2.24). He dances with a boa constrictor, suggesting a relationship 
among serpents, tie-dye, and this motif.  

The dot-in-square or diamond motif on other media, such as 
pottery, extends back at least as far as the Pre-Classic period, over 
three thousand years ago. The earliest example we know of is an 
Olmec ceramic bowl from San Lorenzo with four rounded triangles 
filled with dots-in-diamonds, perhaps representing ears of corn 
(Taube in press; Lara Silva and Guevara Muñoz 2002). There is no 
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necessary textile connection here, but we have no textiles preserved 
from this period. 

In Classic period Maya art, dot-in-square or dot-in-diamond motifs 
were commonly used to depict the scaly skin of reptilian figures 
central to the Maya cosmology, including crocodiles, alligators, 
turtles, and serpents (see Anawalt 1990: 302-3, fig. 13; Deckert and 
Anders 1975: 74). In one example from Palenque, the Maize God is 
reborn from the shell of the Cosmic Turtle, which is depicted with the 
dot-in-square motif (Schele and Mathews 1998: 37, 117, fig. 3.24). 
These motifs were also used to depict clothing and headdresses of 
rulers associated with the Maize God and the Feathered Serpent 
(Schele and Mathews 1998: 252-3, figs 6.50, 6.51). Two jade mosaic 
vessels from Tikal depict rulers Ah Cacau and Yaxkin clad in such 
shirts; each mosaic square bears a tiny incised dot at its centre (A. 
Miller 1986: 61, fig. 31, see also fig. 42).  

Dotted squares and diamonds were also used in highland Mexico 
to represent serpents and alligator skin. Aztec codices depict deities 
and deity impersonators wearing skirts, tunics, or cloaks decorated 
with what appear to be tie-dyed designs (for examples, see Pasztory 
1998: fig. 63; Diaz and Rodgers 1993: xvii, xxi, pls 11, 18, 21, 27, 
39-40, 71; Nowotny and de Durand-Forest 1974: 26; Anawalt 1990: 
298, fig. 5; Anderson and Dibble 1950-1982, Part II, pl. 41). Fray 
Bernardino de Sahagún provided a linguistic clue that confirms the 
technique as tie-dye: he recorded the Nahuatl name for the design as 
xiuhtlalpilli, a combination of xihuitl, precious turquoise stone (the 
colour blue-green, referring to indigo dye), and tlalpilli, something 
tied or knotted (Anderson and Dibble 1950-1982, Part IX: 24; 
Anawalt 1990: 298; 2000: 220). 

The Nahuatl goddess of weavers and spinners, Xochiquetzal, has a 
particularly close connection with the dot-in-diamond motif. She is a 
water-related, earth fertility deity through whom women are 
venerated as creators of life and weavers of cloth (Byland 1993: xix; 
Davis 2002; Nicholson 1971: 421; Quiñones Keber 1995: 187). In a 
sixteenth-century codex, she wears a skirt decorated with red dot-in-
diamond designs (Fig. 2). She kneels on a snake, with which she is 
often associated (Quiñones Keber 1995: 187-8, f. 22v). Virginia 
Davis associates the tie-dye pattern on her skirt with the patterning of 
snakeskin (2002: 52). Many other Nahuatl female deities who are 
associated with water, serpents, maize, and flowers often bear this 
motif as well (Nicholson 1971: fig. 11; Quiñones Keber 1995: 139, 
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162, 186, ff. 1r, 8r, 21v; Anderson and Dibble 1950-1982, Part 2: 13, 
pl. 29, right).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. The Aztec goddess Xochiquetzal, sixteenth-century Codex 

Telleriano-Remensis, from Quiñones Keber 1995: f. 22v. Courtesy of the 

Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris.  

 
Textiles with dot-in-square or diamond designs were also worn by 

elites, including Aztec emperors. Sahagún associated the blue tie-
dyed cape, or xiuhtlalpilli, with the Toltecs, an earlier empire centred 
at Tula, north of the Aztec capital. Patricia Anawalt (1990: 291, 298, 
figs 6, 7; 2000) interprets this garment as a heraldic, genealogical 
emblem worn by Aztec rulers to convey their descent from the royal 
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Toltec line. Based on her analysis of Aztec tribute tallies in the Codex 
Mendoza, Anawalt argues that virtually all tribute textiles decorated 
with the dot-in-square motif were acquired from provinces formerly 
part of the Toltec empire. In particular, tie-dye and other resist-dye 
techniques seem closely associated with the Otomi, an ethnic group 
centred in the former Toltec area. Historic Otomi manuscripts use the 
dot-in-diamond motif to depict the opening of the cave from whence 
the Otomi people began their migration; to decorate the tunic of 
Xochiquetzal, shown inside the cave; and on what appears to be a tie-
dyed cloak worn by a high-status individual. The prehispanic Codex 
Xolotl, also from north central Mexico, depicts important caves and 
hills with the dot-in-diamond design. 

Archaeological evidence of the motif and the technique also 
extends south and east of Mexico City. The only archaeological 
example of tie-dyed cloth is an indigo-dyed cotton fabric decorated 
with small white circles with centre dots from Don Bonfilio Cave in 
the Tehuacán Valley of Puebla (Mastache de Escobar 1974). The 
motif also appears in Tlaxcala on a fifteenth-century mural painting 
dedicated to the Feathered Serpent (Contreras 1991; Davis 2002: 52). 
In Oaxaca, the motif occurs on the cloak of a female deity from 
Monte Alban (Bernal 1958: pl. IX; Davis 2002: 52) and on the elite 
style of Postclassic/early Colonial pottery, Pilitas Polychrome (Lind 
1994: 81, fig. 18c). Historic Mexican examples of tie-dye are known 
from Tehuantepec, Veracruz, Hidalgo, Queretero, and Zacatecas 
(Buhler 1954: 3741; Davis 1996, 2002: tables I-III; Kent 1957: n. 
130).  

Although the metaphorical meaning of the motif in the Andes is 
still unclear to us, the dot-in-square and dot-in-diamond were widely 
used in Mesoamerica to depict the skin of crocodiles, alligators, and 
serpents, figures central to Mesoamerican cosmology and the creation 
of the world. These creatures travel freely between the levels of the 
world and were metaphorically linked to water and fertility, rain and 
maize, earth and caves. Tie-dyed fabrics, often in blue and green 
colours, probably referenced jade, water, maize, reptile skin, and the 
deities associated with them. By wearing tie-dyed fabrics, rulers sought 
to achieve supernatural sanction and legitimacy by wrapping themselves 
in these powerful symbols.  
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TIE-DYE AND THE DOT-IN-SQUARE MOTIF IN THE SOUTHWESTERN US 

AND NORTHERN MEXICO  
 
Although a number of resist-dye techniques are known worldwide, 
only one – tie-dye – has been documented for the American 
Southwest. Fourteen archaeological examples of tie-dye are known, 
all worked on loom-woven cotton cloth (Fig. 3). Their distribution 
points to the Kayenta and Sinagua regions of northern Arizona as 
important centres of production. Only two examples are known in 
central and southern Arizona, and no definite examples of tie-dye are 
reported from New Mexico. All but one example appear to date to the 
AD 1200s, or a little earlier. The latest example, from Canyon Creek 
in central Arizona, dates to the fourteenth century (Kent 1957: 569, 
Appendix C, Chart 9a).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3. Tie-dyed cotton plain weave fabric fragment from White House cliff 

dwelling, Canyon de Chelly, c. AD 1200s. Courtesy of the American 

Museum of Natural History (catalog no. 29.1/7541). Photo by Laurie 

Webster. 

 
The scarcity of tie-dyed cloth from the Hohokam area of Southern 

Arizona may be due poor preservation. Most of the perishable 
artifacts from Casa Grande ruin, south of Phoenix, were burned, but a 
fragment of blue-and-white cotton resist-dyed cloth survived in an 
unburned condition. The motif on this small fragment is not a small 
dot-in-square, but a larger design of some kind, suggesting the use of 
a resist technique other than tie-dye. The blue in this fragment might 
be indigo. Given that the Hohokam likely conveyed several other 
Mexican textile techniques north to the Sinagua and Kayenta regions 
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(Kent 1983; Teague 1998), this culture is also the likely source of the 
tie-dye technique for the Northern Southwest (Webster 2003: 194-5).  

The only complete example of a tie-dyed textile is the blanket 
from Lake Canyon, north of the San Juan River. In this blanket, the 
dot-in-diamond motifs are evenly distributed into horizontal and 
vertical rows. This is a more static approach to design than the 
oblique and four-fold designs we see in the fifteenth century kiva 
murals (Hibben 1975: figs 2, 45, 47, 74, 75, 86; Smith 1952 : figs 
24b-f, 82b, 88c). Fragments of tie-dyed cloth from the Kayenta and 
Sinagua regions have hook-like motifs or oblique lines of diamonds 
that more closely resemble textiles depicted in murals (e.g., Kent 
1983: figs 122, 133a, pl. 16). 

Other colouring techniques such as negative painting, and 
probably other resist techniques, were also used to produce negative 
designs on plain-weave cloth in the prehispanic Southwest (Kent 
1983: 195-8). The closest antecedent to the black, negative-patterned 
garments in the kiva murals is a dark brown shirt from the Kayenta 
site of Poncho House, decorated with white grid designs and two 
prominent white circles, dated to about AD 1250 (Guernsey 1931: 52, 
102-3, pl. 63; Kent 1983: 197, fig. 122; cf. Hibben 1975: figs 30, 74, 
94; Smith 1952: fig. 80b). A few fragments of tie-dyed cloth were 
also found in the same context as the shirt. Although Kate Peck Kent 
interpreted the shirt as negative painted, the use of another resist 
technique is possible. Textile artist and scholar Virginia Davis, who 
worked with Patricia Anawalt (1990; 2000) to replicate the Aztec tie-
dye cloak we showed a moment ago, believes that at least some of the 
fabrics identified by Kent as negative painted might have been 
produced by a resist process instead, perhaps one akin to the West 
African mud-cloth technique of Bokolanfini (personal 
communication with Laurie Webster).  

Tie-dye, negative painting, and other resist techniques were 
particularly well suited to expressing the Pueblos’ dynamic and 
sometimes asymmetrical design system inspired by lightning, 
meteorological events, serpents, clouds, rainfall, and fertility. 
Because tie-dyed and painted motifs can be placed anywhere on a 
piece of cloth, these techniques were ideal for rendering oblique 
hooks and frets and finite designs in four-fold rotational symmetry, 
the popular designs and symmetries of the times (Teague 1998: 149-
50, fig. 6.10).   
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Figure 4. Tie-dyed clothing and the dot-in-square motif in Ancestral Pueblo 

kiva murals at Awat’ovi, Room 529, c. AD 1400-1500, from Smith 1952: fig. 

50c. Reprinted courtesy of the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and 

Ethnology, Harvard University. 

 
Painted dry fresco murals in ritual structures called “kivas” at four 

fifteenth and sixteenth century pueblo village sites (Awat’ovi and 
Kawayka’a on the Hopi Mesas in northern Arizona; Pottery Mound 
and Kuaua near Albuquerque, New Mexico) all depict negative-
patterned costumes with black-on-white designs (Fig. 4) (e.g., Dutton 
1963: figs 35a, 56, 68; Hibben 1975: figs 2, 14, 16, 30, 45, 47, 60, 74, 
75, 86, 91-4, 99, 100; Smith 1952: figs 24b, c, f, h, 80b, 81a, b, 82b, 
88c; Webster 2007). These appear to be decorated by tie-dye, 
negative painting, or another resist-dye technique. Given the fact that 
imitation tie-dye textiles are known to have been produced in the 
Southwest, and that no examples of tie-dyed or negative-painted 
fabrics have been identified from any sites in this time period, 
probably due to poor preservation, it is impossible to know for sure 
which techniques the painters were attempting to depict.  

Although nearly all known examples of tie-dyed fabrics come 
from Kayenta and Sinagua sites in northern Arizona, their potential 
importance in southern Arizona, New Mexico, and northern Mexico, 
at Hohokam and Mimbres sites and at Paquimé, respectively, should 
not be dismissed, given the fact that unburned textile remains are rare 
in these areas. At present, there is little to suggest that tie-dye was 
used in the Mimbres area, but resist-dye techniques may have been 
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practiced in the Hohokam region and at Paquimé in Chihuahua. One 
Hohokam resist-dyed textile is known, and the dot-in-square is also a 
significant element of Hohokam pottery design. Although no 
examples of tie-dyed cloth have been identified in the poorly 
preserved textile assemblage from Paquimé, human effigy vessels 
appear to depict tie-dyed or other resist-dyed clothing in the form of 
negative circles on skirts (King 1974: 108, Teague 1998: 149).  

A likely scenario, then, is that tie-dye spread from Peru into 
Mexico and the Southwest and entered Hohokam societies with a 
suite of other Mexican influences. From there, it probably spread 
north into the Sinagua and Kayenta regions, becoming widespread by 
the AD 1200s. Although the technique may have reached Paquimé via 
the Hohokam, it also might have entered the region via the eastern 
slope of the Sierra Madre (see also Kent 1957: 569; King 1974: 108). 
It appears to have reached Eastern Pueblo villages along the Rio 
Grande by the fourteenth or fifteenth century, either through 
interactions with people in the Little Colorado or Hopi regions, or 
with other influences from Paquimé, including Horned Serpent 
imagery, or both. Resist-dye techniques other than tie-dye appear to 
be common in the Pottery Mound murals near the Rio Grande, so 
Paquimé may have been the source for these techniques. We lack 
textile evidence to test these hypotheses, but ceramics and other 
media provide valuable clues to the spread of the tie-dye technique 
and its related dot-in-square iconography in the Southwestern US. 

 
 
THE DOT-IN-SQUARE IN SOUTHWESTERN CERAMICS 
 
In the Southwest, the dot-in-square motif appears first in the 
Hohokam region, on red-on-buff pottery (Gladwin 1965: pls CLIXd, 
CLXXVIIIb'; Haury 1976: fig. 12.99, no. 104). Prior to AD 900, 
examples are mostly dots in checkerboards rather than dots in open 
grids, and the checkerboard without the dot is far more common 
(Gladwin 1965: fig. 111; Haury 1976: fig. 12.99, no. 105). After 900, 
the dot-in-square appears on bowls as an allover checkerboard design. 
Blanket-like designs on large jars bear a closer resemblance to tie-dye 
(Gladwin 1965: pls CXLIXh, CLg). Throughout the sequence, grids 
without dots appear on carved stone effigies and palettes; square grids 
depict the shells of turtles, and diamond grids represent the scales of 
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serpents and horned lizards (Gladwin 1965: pls LXVa, b, LXXIVb, 
CIIb). 

In Classic Mimbres Black-on-white pottery (AD 1000-1130) from 
southwestern New Mexico, the dot-in-square motif is infrequent and 
varied. Dotted squares appear on the bodies and tails of birds and 
animals (Bradfield 1931: pls 77, 78; Brody 1977: figs 164, 169; Davis 
1995: 131, 132; Fewkes 1923: figs 29, 99). In one case, a human-like 
female figure has a double band of dotted squares across the face 
(Brody 1977: fig. 175). Horned serpents wear dot-in-square face 
decoration and necklaces (Fewkes 1914: fig. 28, Brody 2004: fig. 
175). One bowl shows an embryonic human emerging from dot-in-
square-filled half-circles (Brody 2004: fig. 212), a scene reminiscent 
of the Maya Maize God’s rebirth from the Cosmic Turtle shell. In 
Mimbres pottery, the dot-in-square pattern might therefore represent 
beads, mosaic, animal skin, bird feathers, snakeskin, teeth, or all of 
these.  

Toward the end of same time period, between about AD 1090 and 
1150, the dot-in-square motif appears frequently in eastern Pueblo 
pottery – a region in which we have poor textile preservation. It is 
especially frequent in Chaco Canyon, a settlement and ritual centre 
which maintained some kind of long-distance relationships to Mexico 
and to the Hohokam and Mimbres areas. The pattern and shape of a 
Pueblo Bonito cylinder jar with the dot-in-square pattern (Fig. 5) 
resembles a turquoise mosaic-encrusted basket cylinder (Brody 1984: 
13) from the same site. Dotted squares also appear on Chaco mugs, 
and a bowl with a textile-like offset quartered layout (see Brody 
1984: 13; Brody 2001: 151; Judd 1954: pls 6, 49; Judd 1959: pls 21, 
27d; Lekson 2001: 219; Windes 1985; American Museum of Natural 
History catalogue nos 3260, 3529). 

By the 1200s, the dot-in-square appears fairly frequently on 
pottery from northern Arizona (see for example Smith 1971). These 
are contemporaneous with the tie-dye textile fragments we discussed 
from the same area. Perhaps significantly, contemporaneous redware 
pottery rarely bears textile-like patterns, and the dot-in-square motif 
is virtually absent on redware. Western Puebloan black-on-white 
pottery frequently bears textile designs from the 1100s onward. In the 
Kayenta area, the colour and patterns of black-on-white pottery, 
especially water jar forms, may have invoked cotton textiles, clouds, 
and water. Redware pottery, mainly bowl forms, may have had other 
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referents, primarily plaited yucca sifter baskets, earth, dry sand, and 
corn meal (Hays-Gilpin in press). 

By the 1300s, the dot-in-square is often associated with 
anthropomorphic figures. For example, two bowls from the Mogollon 
Rim area of north-central Arizona have the dot-in-square pattern on 
the body in one case, and across the face in another (Ferg 1982: fig. 
2a, b; Martin and Willis 1940: pl. 1; Hays-Gilpin 2000: fig. 14.9). 
One of these has female genitals, a textile-like design on the body, a 
band of dotted squares across the face, and small black dots on her 
white chin. The dark chin on one and the dotted chin on the other 
figure recall Pueblo ritual personages whose dark painted chins 
reference the dark, moisture-laden undersides of rain clouds. These 
figures might represent katsinas (ancestors who return as rain clouds), 
corn maidens, corn mothers, or all of these.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5. Chaco-McElmo Black-on-white cylinder jar, Pueblo Bonito, Chaco 

Canyon, c. AD 1090-1150, American Museum of Natural History H/3260. 

Photo by Laurie Webster. 

 
In northern Chihuahua, the dot-in-square motif is common element 

on Ramos Polychrome. On human effigies, the motif often appears in 
bands that suggest jewelry, sashes, belts, and headbands. Rows of dotted 
squares encircle the neck, head, wrist, or waist (i.e. Stuhr 2002: 62); 
they frame or decorate the human face. Most of the probable resist-dye 
designs on the effigy figures appear as negative circles or dots on skirts. 
The motif also appears as bands around the necks of other effigy life-
forms, including macaws, woodpeckers, turtles, badgers, fish, frogs, and 
snakes. The dot-in-square has a close association with Horned Serpents 
and snakes, where it often defines wide collars and broad decorative 
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bands (Fig. 6). Sometimes, the gridded collar, with or without the dot, is 
combined on the body of the snake with large negative circles with a 
central dot (Di Peso 1974: vol. 6, figs 290-6(26); Stuhr 2002: 44-5). On 
one vessel, a broad zigzag marked with grids and these large circles 
may be an abstracted serpent. Christine VanPool (2003: 710-11; colour 
photos 3, 4) argues that bands of large dotted circles are shorthand 
expressions of serpents.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6. Ramos Polychrome jar with a painting of a horned serpent with two 

horns and a wide dot-in-square collar, c. AD 1200-1450. Courtesy of the 

Museum of Indian Arts and Culture/Laboratory of Anthropology (catalogue 

no. 8313/11). Photo by Curtis Schaafsma. 

 
 
THE DOT-IN-SQUARE IN SOUTHWESTERN ROCK ART 
 
The dot-in-square motif and related textile patterns also appear in 
petroglyphs, most often in the Puebloan area, and especially in the Little 
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Colorado region of northern Arizona (McCreery and Malotki 1994: fig. 
7.12,; Schaafsma 1987: 26). Some of these compare well with the 
thirteenth-century textile examples, with which most are contemporary, 
or with designs on kilts and mantas pictured in the fifteenth-century kiva 
murals (Hibben 1975: figs 74, 75, 93, 94, 99, 100). Most petroglyphs 
with the motif, however clearly represent textiles. In a few instances, 
checkerboard bands incorporating the dot-in-square define the body 
pattern of serpents or surreal creatures (McCreery and Malotki 1994: 
fig. 7.15).  

Depictions of textiles are unusual in fourteenth- and fifteenth- 
century Pueblo rock art, but there are a few relevant examples. Human 
heads are shown above blanket-like textiles in a petroglyph near Cochiti 
Pueblo (Schaafsma 1975: figs 49, 65). The zigzags of dots with large 
circles in the remaining space are patterns also seen in kilts, mantas, and 
wall hangings in the Pottery Mound kiva murals, where the “dots” are 
seen as tiny squares or the dot-in-square motif itself. One Southern Tiwa 
petroglyphs in Petroglyph National Monument near Albuquerque has a 
similar, but unbounded, textile pattern made up of rectilinear 
arrangements of dots, and an additional example appears with a horned 
serpent near the mural-rich sites of Awat’ovi and Kawayka’a (Webster, 
Hays-Gilpin and Schaafsma 2006).  

 
 

THE DOT-IN-SQUARE AS CORN 
 
The dot-in-square seems to take on the meaning of corn only late in 
the sequence. In the sixteenth-century Awat’ovi murals, it is one of 
three conventions used to pattern ears of corn (Hays-Gilpin and 
Hegmon 2006; Smith 1952: fig. 18). The others are closely related 
patterns: dots without squares, and grids without dots. In historic 
times, dance wands were given to the young Hopi women initiates of 
the Mamrawt, a women’s ritual society that dances at harvest time. 
These depict upright ears of coloured maize by filling oval shapes 
above the handle with a dotted grid pattern (Fig. 7). The Hopi 
Dictionary Project (1998: 457) identifies this pattern as qa’öveni, 
corn-marking. The dot in the square is called “soona’at”  “germ of 
life” or “living germ in the heart of the kernel”. This term refers to the 
edible part of a corn kernel, to sustenance generally, and to the black 
dot in the middle of each square in qa’öveni painted on dance wands.  
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Figure 7. Hopi women’s painted wooden dance wands with dot-in-square 

pattern in depictions of ears of corn near the handles. Drawings by Kelley 

Hays-Gilpin. 
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THE MULTIPLE MEANINGS OF THE DOT-IN-SQUARE MOTIF IN THE 

SOUTHWEST 
 
The tie-dye textile pattern probably originated in South America, and 
more proximately, Mesomerica, where the pattern referenced 
snakeskin and the skins of other powerful reptilian creatures. One of 
the most important personages in the Hopi pantheon is Paalölöqongw, 
the Water Serpent, who moves underground water to the sky where it 
falls as rain. Traditional histories of the Hopi Water Clans recount 
Paalölöqongw’s gift of a piece of his own skin, to be used when the 
people needed rain. The other pueblos have similar water serpent 
figures and this figure is old and widespread in the Southwest and 
Mesomerica. Associations between corn and serpents, especially 
rattlesnakes, are widespread in Mesoamerica. Mesoamerican 
rattlesnake rattles were sometimes depicted as ears of corn, and maize 
gods there have feathered serpent attributes. Karl Taube (2000) 
associates corn and jade, and corn and feathers, in many 
Mesoamerican traditions from the Formative period to the historic 
Aztec. For example, the Aztec maize goddess, Chicomecoatl, “Seven 
Serpent”, wears elaborate textiles, flowers in the form of rayed 
circles, and maize ears adorned with feathers. If serpent skin, maize, 
and jade or turquoise beads and mosaics were associated in Formative 
period Mesoamerica, and all could be referenced with the dot-in-
square motif, these concepts might well have spread to 
Mesoamerica’s northern frontier, the American Southwest, along the 
same routes as maize, pottery, cotton, and a variety of portable trade 
goods. 

In Ramos Polychrome pottery from Chihuahua, the dot-in-square is 
closely associated with horned serpents. Gridded or checkerboard 
collars on horned serpents also occur widely beyond the Casas 
Grandes region, in the rock art of the Jornada Mogollon and Pueblo 
region (Schaafsma 1980: fig. 187; 1992: fig. 118; Hibben 1975: fig. 
34). The meaning of this serpent has multiple parallels with 
Quetzalcoatl, the feathered serpent, in Mesoamerica. Although the 
meaning of the symbolism may have changed regionally or through 
time, the motif itself remains relatively constant.  

The problem is how to distinguish between a mere decorative use of 
the motif, a simple signification (as in beads, for example), and 
meaningful symbolic content. In the case of the serpent, this may be 
possible. The Horned Serpent has a key role in Hopi and Zuni rituals 
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involving maize (Titiev 1944: 123, n. 83; Stevenson 1915: 99). Whereas 
maize kernels may be suggested in the pattern on the neck of the Pueblo 
serpents (Schaafsma 2001: 143-8), there are other possibilities as well, 
especially in the Chihuahuan examples. In Mesoamerica, reptilian 
supernaturals, including powerful deities such as Quetzalcoatl, are 
linked to leadership roles. Horned Serpent iconography at Paquimé may 
have a link to social institutions and leadership, thus explaining the use 
of the dot-in-square patterns on human effigies (Schaafsma 1998; 2000; 
VanPool 2003: 171). VanPool sees a link between shamanic ritual at 
Paquimé and political structures of Mesoamerica. If jade, maize, and 
rulership were backed with supernatural reptilian authority signified by 
the dot-in-square motif in Mesoamerica, it should not be surprising that 
this element is present with related implications among the less complex 
societies in the Southwest, especially at Paquimé. 

When modern Hopi people see this symbol today, they identify it 
as qa’öveni, corn markings. Other modern Pueblo people also 
associate this motif with corn. If the dot-in-square pattern in earlier 
material culture referred to reptile skin, textiles, jade and turquoise 
mosaics, beads, feathers, and other forms of adornment, how did it 
come to mean corn to Hopi ancestors by the 1500s? The answer may 
lie in the ancient Mesoamerican connection among corn, serpents, 
and green stone (Taube 2000), or it may lie in the metaphor of corn as 
and the treatment of perfect ears of corn as bodies, as Pueblo Corn 
Mothers, and as Hopi tiponis (and similar items from the other 
Pueblos), special ears of corn used as symbols of a religious leader’s 
authority. Many Pueblo rituals require perfect ears of purely coloured 
corn that are “dressed” to honour them, just as human bodies are 
dressed, for ritual occasions. The literal dressing of ears of corn in 
cotton textiles and yarn and the metaphorical dressing of pottery 
vessels by painting them with textile designs might have opened a 
way for the qa’öveni pattern to transfer its meaning from tie-dye or 
painted cotton textiles with serpent patterns to ears of corn. Such a 
transfer would have been a “good fit” with Hopi language and 
ideology because the dots in the squares can easily be interpreted as 
the “germ” in the corn kernel, the soona’at. 

The dot-in-square probably had a broad range of meanings for 
Hopi and other Puebloan ancestors who migrated throughout the 
southwestern United States and northern Mexico for thousands of 
years. Geometric dot-in-square patterns that represent corn from the 
sixteenth-century murals at Awat’ovi to the present day may have, in 
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earlier times, referenced a multitude of ideas – textiles, snakeskin, 
and mosaics, as well as corn. These multiple meanings might have 
conflated at Hopi in the Protohistoric period, when people of many 
different language groups aggregated in large villages and the present 
day ceremonial calendar began to coalesce. Because the use of the 
element is so varied in the Southwest and elsewhere, we suggest that it 
had more broadly symbolic than specific representational value. 
Whatever meanings it held for people in the American Southwest, it 
achieved such importance that late prehispanic societies chose to 
incorporate this iconography into their cotton textiles and other media, 
embracing tie-dye as a primary means of rendering this imagery on 
cloth. 
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A Mesoamerican Cosmological Model  

on the Clothing of the Smiling Figurines  

of the Gulf Coast of Mexico 
 
CHANTAL HUCKERT 
 
 
The ancient cultures of central and south-central Veracruz on the Gulf 

Coast of Mexico (Fig.1) have produced figurines that are 

distinguished by their facial traits – open mouth, visible dentition and 

almond-shaped eyes – interpreted as the expression of a smile, and 

the kinetic feature of raising one or both arms. They have become 

famous under the name of Smiling Figurines. The examples dating 

from the late Classic, between the sixth and ninth centuries CE, show 

garments that yield particularly detailed designs or figures. This 

article is part of a larger study that aims at: 1) identifying the textile 

figures and referring them to the symbolic system to which they 

belong; 2) deepening understanding of the figure named 

Xicalcoliuqui through etymological and semantic approaches; and 3) 

contributing to the researches concerning the function of figurines 

found in archaeological contexts in general.  In this paper I emphasise 

the connections of the figures on the garments with the “Meso-

american Rain-Moisture-Agricultural Fertility complex” (Nicholson 

1971b: 410-24). Within Mesoamerica, the region of the Gulf Coast  

had been recognised as a wealthy place, a model of this complex. 

This is frequently mentioned by the sixteenth-century chronicler Fray 

Bernardino de Sahagún. He introduces his reader to this region 

inhabited by the “Olmeca, Uixtoti, Mixteca” and conveys the 

prevalent opinions of his Highland Nahua informants. Due to its rainy 

climate and fertile earth, it is a place of abundance (1997: 224):   
 

[T]here was all manner of food; there grew the cacao bean, and the 
“divine ear” spice, and wild cacao, and liquid rubber. There the 
magnolia and all different kinds of flowers grew. And there were 
the beautiful feathers, the precious feathers… Also green stones, 
fine turquoise, were found there. Also gold, silver were found 
there . . .  . 
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The Gulf of Mexico is located on the eastern shore of the country, 
bathed by the Atlantic Ocean. Sahagún speaks of its fame and 
concludes: “it was a good, a beautiful place. The people of old gave it 
the name of Tlalocan, which is to say, ‘place of wealth’”. (Sahagún 
1961, bk. 10, ch. 29, par. 12).1  

We are in Tlalocan, the ever-green paradise of the Storm War 
God, Tlaloc, the god of rain, moisture and agriculture, thought to 
extend to the eastern side of a cosmos structured according to the four 
cardinal directions layout. The Americanist, Jacques Soustelle, 
explains that the ancient Mexicans espoused the notion that Mount 
Tlaloc, to the east of the vicinity of Mexico City, contained this 
netherworld garden (Soustelle 1940: 48). The Mexica rulers and their 
allies travelled on pilgrimage to the temple-cave built at the summit 
(Nicholson 2003). Indeed, codices depict Tlaloc and his consort, 
Chalchiuhtlicue, in their mountain-cave temple, where they produce 
and store respectively the celestial rains, and the “water on the 
surface of the earth”, according to Hasso von Winning’s terminology 
(von Winning 1987: 2.7). From Mount Tlaloc, the priests observed 
the various mountain peaks towards the east, i.e. the Gulf of Mexico. 
These constitute the orographic horizon that enabled sunrises to be 
watched so as to determine the beginning of the yearly Nahua 
calendar, and also enabled the onset of the rainy season to be 
calculated from the movements of the clouds, and so set the 
agricultural calendar (Iwaniszewski 1994; Morante 2001, 2003).2  

 
 

Fig. 1. Map of Mexico 

and the Gulf Coast 

showing the area of 

study. Prepared by Carlos 

Sánchez Velasco (2005). 
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Soustelle holds that the Gulf Coast, and even beyond, was another 
location of Tlalocan, pointing out that, “for the Aztec of the fifteenth 
and sixteenth century, the paradise of fertility, the land of rain, was 
identified with the Hot Countries of the East, eternal garden under the 
heavy tropical rains” (Soustelle 1940: 48).3 The ocean and the 
mountains are linked in a single system of rains and waters. Ancient 
Nahua thought, certainly shared by Mesoamerican people in general,4 
conceives of the seas, ilhuicaatl, “water which reaches the heavens”, 
as the limits of the earth, cemanahuac, a name which means “that 
surrounded by water” (Nicholson 1971: 403). They delimit the 
borders of the lands and run upwards to meet with the heavens 
(Sahagún bk. 11, ch. 12; 1963: 247). The circulation of waters is 
explained by the theory that the seas fill springs and rivers as well as 
mountains and other natural recipients of water: “for the sea enters 
within the land; its water passages, its ducts stand... It goes in all 
directions within the land in the mountains.” (Sahagún bk. 11, ch. 12; 
1963: 248). Sahagún’s chapter on bodies of water is organised around 
the pre-Hispanic classification. The first entry concerns the ocean, 
and how its waters expand; the second deals with the process of how 
these spread out of their orographic storage places:  

 
[T]he people here in New Spain, the people of old, said: these 
[rivers] come – they flow – there from Tlalocan; they are the 
property of, they issue from the goddess named Chalchiuhtlicue. 
And they said that the mountains were only magic places, with 
earth, with rock on the surface; that they were only like vessels or 
like houses; that they were filled with the water which was 
there…”. (Sahagún  bk. 11, ch. 12; 1963: 247)  
 
The elements I have presented find a continuity in the regional 

ethnography. The oral accounts gathered in Veracruzean villages state 
that the rains are brewed in the ocean, from which they travel inland 
(Williams García 2004: 198-200; Ichon 1990: 131; Sandstrom 1991: 
249-50). The Pico de Orizaba, Peak of Orizaba, also known in the 
Nahuatl language as Citlaltepetl and Poyauhtecatl,5 would have been 
thought to generate the rains transported by these clouds (Morante 
2001).6  
 

It is my contention that the cosmovision described above provides the 

background for a study of the smiling figurines. These late Classic 
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mould-made clay figurines were found within, or in the vicinity of, 

burials.7 The artifacts selected here come from Los Cerros 

(excavations by Alfonso Medellín Zenil, fieldwork  1953), along with 

one example from Nopiloa (Medellín Zenil, fieldwork 1957-58) and 

two examples from El Zapotal (excavations by Manuel Torres 

Guzmán, fieldwork 1971-74). With regard to the Gulf Coast objects 

he excavates, Medellín Zenil notes that it is an extremely delicate 

matter to explore the identity of the figurines in the light of the 

Mexican Highland Nahua late Postclassic cosmology, and to name 

them after its deities. Nevertheless, he judges that this is the correct 

approach. He is convinced that in fact the Highlanders had adopted 

their forerunner Gulf Coast divine entities and cults, and seeks to 

establish the diffusion of the latter throughout the early and late 

Postclassic Mesoamerican cultures (Paz and Medellín 1997: 44). 

Morante expresses the view that, in the variety of headdresses of the 

figurines, “a message can be read – this is one related to the specific 

view point in the conception of the world and the religious spirit these 

ancient people possessed” (Morante 2004: 33). I argue for an ancient 

pattern of thought, or vision, that has imposed a multiplicity of forms, 

a conclusion I reach through the analysis of the figures on the 

garments. I have selected the figurines on the basis that their 

garments all display the motif of the step fret or step meander, the  

name of which in the Nahuatl language is Xicalcoliuhqui. Sahagún 

registered the presence of a garment with this motif in his list of the 

noble ladies’ garments: xumoiuiuipilli xicalcoliuqui cueitl quinamiqui 

“Duck feather shift with step meander skirt”. (Primeros Memoriales 

1993, fol. 56r; 1997:205). It was recurrent in the native women’s 

clothing of the Mexican Altiplano or Highlands and in the 

iconography in general. It is included in the section on cloaks in 

Codex Magliabechiano (1970, fol. 6), where the scribe’s gloss reads: 

“Cloak of the twisted gourd” (Fig. 2). Its occurrence in the Gulf Coast 

iconography is pre-eminent, not only through its representation on 

garments but also in the monumental art in the late Classic 

Veracruzean site of Tajin, where it is displayed reiterated on the 

façades of buildings. 

There are many, but a finite number of, combinations and 

ensembles of figures that form a theme around the motif of the 

Xicalcoliuhqui. For the purpose of classification, I have organised the 
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study around four groups in keeping with the order of the 

arrangement of figures on the skirts.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2.  “Manta de xicara tuerta.” Codex Magliabechiano (1970, f. 6). 

 
Groups 1, 2 and 3 follow the same model, or distribution (Figs 3a, 

10, 14a): the upper section has a central panel flanked by lateral 
panels. It has a tendency towards verticality, to the point where it can 
reach the size of the two lower sections combined. The middle and 
the lower sections bear a design that extends in the manner of a 
horizontal band. Group 4 is distinguished by the inversion of the 
upper section (Fig. 15a); in fact, the distribution of the motifs 
converts it into the middle section of the other three groups.  The 
three sections in this group are equivalent in size. Low relief 
horizontal ribbons, at times obviously shown as ropes, divide the 
three sections horizontally, and also serve as a vertical frame. They 
are part of the whole design. Clearly they respond to a convention and 
to a figurative programme that requires figures to be divided and 
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organised. I propose that the centrality of the motif reflects a specific 
position in the textile model, so that ultimately it dominates the 
intended theme, and lays down the direction for a reading, if we agree 
that the figures are the signs of a textile language.  

 
GROUP 1 
 
Group 1 is defined in the upper central section by the presence of a 

composite being, and by a motif of Xicalcoliuhqui, reduced to a 

stairway and an arm, in the lateral panels, in the middle section by its 

stepped meanders, and in the lower section by horizontally aligned 

volutes (Figs 3a, 5a, 7a).  
 
 

Fig. 3a. PJ3619, Los 

Cerros, Museum of 

Anthropology of Xalapa 

(MAX).  
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Fig. 3b. Detail of Fig. 3a; my drawing. 

 
In Fig. 3a, in the central upper section of the skirt, when the figurine 
is turned horizontally with the feet facing to the right, the head glyph 
of a theriormorph can be seen; it has an eye and a supraorbital plaque 
(Fig. 3b) – supraorbital plaques are the diagnostic sign of an ophidian 
being. It is flanked in its lower part by a volute with a hook; the hook 
continues into an arm, the segment called by Herman Beyer “center”, 
and the beginning of a step. It seems to me that it is not a 
Xicalcoliuhqui, because it does not have the full stepped appendage, 
or zigzag. The eye takes the shape of the Maya sign Ik, T503. The 
latter designates the day sign Ik in the Maya divinatory calendar, or 
Tzolkin. Ik is associated with the signification of wind, breath, and 
with the Wind God (Montgomery 2002: 94). In the Maya codices, it 
occurs as the eye of the Postclassic Storm God B, according to the 
nomenclature established by Paul Schellhas (1904: 17-8), or Chac 
(Taube 1992: 17-8). Chac is the forerunner and equivalent to God B 
in the Classic and Late Classic periods (Taube 1992: 17; cf. Brasseur 
de Beaubourg 1869-70: 117, and Seler 1886).  

The same glyph Ik can occur as the eye in the name glyph of regal 
personages who lived in the late Classic, for instance, the name glyph 
of the ruler depicted on stela 14 at Uxmal (Taube 1992: 18-9; cf. 
Kowalski 1985, n. 15). In the corpus of Gulf Coast figurines available 
to me, I have found the Ik-shaped eye in one other example, a 
representation that I identify as a crab (Fig. 4). I propose that the 
entity under scrutiny (Fig. 3a) is associated with the wind. 
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Fig. 4.  On display in Room 4, MAX; my drawing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5a. PJ11912, Gulf Coast, 

MAX. 

 

Fig. 5b. Detail of 5a; my drawing. 
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In Fig. 5a the head glyph of a theriomorph with a quadrangular 
eye has been placed in the central upper section of the skirt (Fig. 5b), 
to be observed when the figurine is standing upright; I identify it as 
the Maya sign of the Waterlily Serpent, since it bears the Maya 
logogram T501, read nahab, “waterlily”, on the upper section of the 
head. It shows an avian beak; the latter and a serpentine body are 
proper to its Maya cognate (Miller and Taube 1993: 184). In the 
Maya example in Fig. 6, a tubular bead has been inserted between the 
nose and the curved-down lip, provided with a fang. Volutes adorn its 
upper register, and it has an earplug; its lower jaw is composed of 
paired volutes. The head of an ophidian theriomorph adorned with a 
waterlily is classified as the glyph T1031a: it reads ja’ and signifies 
“water” (Montgomery 2002: 110). This entity (Fig. 5b) is an aquatic 
monster. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Fig. 6. A late Classic Maya vessel that bears a Waterlily Monster with the 

glyphic logogram read nahab, “waterlily”.  Hellmuth 1987: v. 2, fig. 78c. 

 
Fig. 7a features a male figurine holding a rattle in his left hand; the 

headdress is a cap with a scroll motif and a lateral tuft, the former 
named “comma” by Medellín Zenil (1987: figs 64-65). The central 
panel of the skirt bears a theriomorphic head glyph with a supra-
orbital plaque, a discoidal eye, and a downward-curving beak; it 
features a composite with both ophidian and avian traits (Fig. 7b); the 
three pronged elements are the teeth. It bears a headband knot. As I 
reviewed a paper by archaeologist and Zapotec epigrapher Javier 
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Fig. 7a. El Zapotal, Osario, MAX. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 7b. Detail of Fig. 7a; my drawing. 
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Urcid on stone monuments from the site of Nopiloa, I was struck by 
the likeness with Zapotec Glyph U. Urcid confirmed the identific-
ation (Urcid, personal communication, 2005). In Zapotec culture, the 
glyph holds both a calendrical and iconographic function. Three 
iconographic variants have been listed, one of which is a celestial 
icon referred to as “Sky Mouth” or “Jaws of the Sky” – depending on 
translation. The author cites Garth Norman for pointing out its 
antiquity rooted in Olmec and Izapan  traditions. He mentions that it 
corresponds to the Maya character known as Principal Bird Deity. 
Likewise the latter is the product of an ancient tradition, dated from 
the Middle Preclassic. It is also present early on in several central 
southern sites of the Gulf Coast, for instance it is included in the 
paraphernalia of the lord depicted on La Mojarra Stela 1 (second 
century CE). The Principal Bird Deity is linked to the mise en scène of 
rulership, while Glyph U is recorded in the context of elite burials 
(Urcid 2001: 205-6; 216, Fig. 4.115; cf. Norman 1976: 319, Fig. 6.35; 
Taube 1987: 8; Marcus 1983: 191). I have compiled five examples of 
this glyph in the basic form described above, supraorbital plate, 
knotted headband, discoidal eye, avian beak, and teeth (Fig. 8); with 
the exception of the one from El Zapotal placed on a skirt, all are 
found on a loincloth.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 8. Detail of PJ3378, Los Cerros, MAX; my drawing. 

 

The central section of the first and third figurines (Figs 3a and 7a) 
bears to the side a motif of the Xicalcoliuhqui that transforms into a 
horizontal band of stepped meander split into three bodies, which I 
identify as a water band. The central section of the example with the 
Water Monster (Fig. 5a) shows only the stepped meander or water 
band without the Xicalcoliuhqui on the side.  

The lower section has a design of water scrolls that extends 
horizontally covering the whole surface.  
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GROUP 2 
 
Group 2 is defined by the presence, in the upper central section, of 

vertically heaped U-shaped motifs. The Xicalcoliuhqui motif is in the 

upper lateral sections complete with hook, arm and step (Figs 10, 11, 

13a).  

The U-shaped design has been interpreted by Medellín Zenil as 
the “serpents rattles” (1960: 80); cf. the drawing of a plumed serpent 
shown in Fig. 9. The Teotihuacan and Maya iconographies in general 
allow us to determine immediately the species of rattlesnake based on 
how the rattles are featured (Fig. 9).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 9. Plumed Serpent with rattles from Santiago Ahuizotla. Drawing by 

von Winning  (1987: v. 1, ch. 10, fig. 2a). 

 
The motif of the Xicalcoliuhqui has a diagonally reticulated 

texture in the bend of its step, and a water scroll in its lower part. The 
middle section has the following three variants: 

The first consists of ropes with disks or round beads that frame the 
level horizontally (Fig. 10); the figure of the Xicalcoliuhqui is 
repeated, and each time inserted within a cartouche, while a vertical 
lattice covers the bend of the step.  

The second variant is an ophidian eye with a supraorbital plaque 
that repeats, each time also inserted into a cartouche (Fig. 11). As it is 
framed, I am of the opinion that the eye takes on the quality of a 
glyph. This eye with a supraorbital plaque is recurrent; for instance, it 
appears as the only design on the edges of a skirt (Fig. 12), and often, 
as is the case in Fig. 11, the upper eyelid bears a motif of oblique or 
vertical stripes. An eye with a supraorbital plaque is the description 
that the Mexicanist, Eduard Seler, gave to a Teotihuacan glyph – that 
also exists at Xochicalco (Langley 1986: 280; cf. Seler 1915: 484) – 
that later on Beyer named “Reptile Eye glyph” (Beyer 1921). At the 
moment, it seems to me that one must distinguish between these two, 
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since the investigation with regard to the identification of the Reptile 
Eye glyph has not been concluded. 

The third variant is a single ophidian head that occupies the whole 
middle section (Fig. 13a); it has the supraorbital plaque, the nose with 
tubular and discoidal beads, and an elongated mouth that ends in a 
row of teeth (Fig. 13b). I have found two examples of this character 
in the storage room of the Museum of Anthropology of Xalapa, 
provenanced from Los Cerros. A similar ophidian – with elongated 
maw and teeth – exists at Tajin, south column (Ladrón de Guevara 
1999: 78, K, bottom register, South Column; Castillo Peña 1995: 381, 
bottom register, between H and I, Item No. 001).   

In the lower sections of the three variants, there is a water band 
design. In Fig. 10, the water band is adorned with water scrolls placed 
along the rope and is surfaced with a diagonal grid.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 10. PJ3621-1st, Los Cerros, MAX. 
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Fig. 11. PJ3618-1st, Los Cerros, MAX. 

Fig. 12. PJ4382, Nopiloa, MAX. 
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Fig. 13a. PJ3618-4th, Los Cerros, MAX. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 13b. Detail of Fig. 13a, my drawing. 



Chantal Huckert 72 

GROUP 3 
 
Group 3 is defined by the presence of the head glyph of the Celestial 
Dragon in the upper central section (Fig. 14a). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 14a. PJ3385, Los Cerros, MAX. 

 
The head glyph can be observed when the feet of the figurine are 

turned to the right. The space allotted to the eye takes on an oblong 
shape, and a volute adorns the nose (Fig. 14b). The toothy stretched 
out upper lip includes a triangular fang, and the beard that runs below 
the lower jaw confirms that we are in the presence of the head of the 
Bearded Celestial Dragon. The superior eyelid bears six quadrangular 
markings in relief; John Carlson thinks that they possibly are Venus 
markings, in which case the head would be that of the half-star 
glyphic variant of the planet. In Maya iconography, this dragon  is 
bicephalic; the second head bears the Sun glyph, as occurs in 



A Mesoamerican Cosmological Model  73 

Building E, in the Palace at Palenque (Carlson, personal commun-
ication). An earplug adorns the head. The lateral panels have the 
Xicalcoliuhqui, without the hook, and are surfaced by a diagonally 
reticulated texture in the bend of the step and in the area around the 
arm.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 14b.  Detail of Fig. 14a; my drawing. 

 
In the middle section, there are three examples of the glyph with 

the eye with a supraorbital plaque. Each one is placed within the maw 
of the zoomorphized heaven,9 of which we see the teeth and lateral 
fangs. The archaeologist Alfonso Caso named this element, fauces de 
cielo “sky mouth”. (Taube 1995, n. 40; cf. Caso, 1928). It is 
understood that the maws are of a celestial nature due to their location 
in the upper register (Fig. 14c). The Venus glyph points to the war 
and sacrifice complex (Carlson 1991). Moreover, due to the presence 
of the Xicalcoliuhqui and of a water band, an area of which is 
partially surfaced with a diagonal grid and adorned with round beads 
in the inferior section, this character is associated with the 
iconographic complex of rain and abundance in agriculture. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 14c. Detail of Fig. 14a; maw of the zoomorphised heaven.  
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GROUP 4 
 
Group 4 is defined by its middle section with a central panel that 
bears the head glyph of a theriomorph with a lanceolated topknot, the 
motifs of the Xicalcoliuhqui and the water band (Fig. 15a).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 15a. PJ12359, El Zapotal, M2, TIX, offering #2, MAX. 

Fig. 15b. Detail of Fig. 15a; my drawing. 
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I have found two examples with this motif, one fragmented from 
Los Cerros, and the other complete from El Zapotal. In the latter, the 
frontal plaque of the headband holds the image of a monkey. The 
being in the central panel is an ophidian with a jaw that is adorned at 
its back and front with scrolls, and has a row of square teeth (Fig. 
15b). The lateral panels shelter the stepped segment of the 
Xicalcoliuhqui motif. The left side of the skirt shows a complete 
Xicalcoliuhqui, whereas on the right-hand side, there was only space 
to design the step, as a consequence of the addition of a vertical 
lateral panel that occupies this whole side, which in turn shows a 
motif of Xicalcoliuhqui and an incipient stepped meander, or water 
band. The inferior section also carries a motif of a water band.  

 
 

THE WATER GOURD 
 
At the start of the twentieth century, Seler identified the duck 
feathered blouse and the skirt with the motif of the Xicalcoliuhqui, 
xicalcoliuhqui cueitl quinamiqui, as the dress proper to the Water 
Goddess (Seler 1992: 3.14). In reference to the Xicalcoliuhqui on the 
headband worn by Quetzalcoatl in Codex Borgia, he expressed the 
opinion that it “characterizes the whirling movement of the wind” 
(Seler 1980: 2.70). 

The Mexicanist, Herman Beyer, published in 1924 his compilation 
of Mesoamerican step-fret examples. Reviewing the previous studies 
to his own, he mentions that researchers who found the identification 
of the motif in the imitation of nature have seen it as a sign, symbol, 
or emblem, of the wind, water, cut conch shell, spiral, cloud terraces, 
and serpent. He refers to Marshall Saville for his work dedicated to 
the art of the goldsmith in prehispanic Mexico in which he asserts, 
when it comes to the design of the Xicalcoliuhqui, that the term 
means “twisted or double gourd” and originated in the “guaje or 
calabash”. Beyer himself derives the fret from the meander, drawing 
upon its form which he sees as the common property of the “wave, 
whirl, cloud, serpent”. He proposes that it originated from an overlap 
between all of these entities, and translates Xicalcoliuhqui as “gourd 
volute”. His typology distinguishes four main components of the 
figure: “Simple Form, Double Step, Step without Wall, Step without 
Hook”. He introduces a list of variants for the Simple Form, and 
treats the elements “centre” and “hook” pointing to the large 
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sampling of forms for the tip. He concludes that its usage is limited to 
the depiction of gods related to “fecundity, life, richness, play, 
diversion, and things of the like” with the implication that it refers to 
“abundance, exuberance, happiness” (Beyer 1965).  

On the basis of the presence of a hook, it has also been said to 
feature a stylised ophidian eye; Medellín Zenil points out that “Dr. 
Alfonso Caso demonstrated the evolution of the fret starting from 
naturalist forms that represent serpent heads, until it reached this level 
of abstraction” (Paz and Medellín Zenil 1997: 44; cf. Caso, but does 
not give a reference). The author notes that in the head-dresses of the 
smiling figurines, the motif occurs together with a “small comma”. 
Juan Valenzuela proposed that the design shows a cipactli, or caiman 
(McBride 1971; cf. Valenzuela 1945: 86). It is one of the Teotihuacan 
notational signs (Langley 1986: 336).  Returning to the question, I 
revise the etymology of the name itself, which my predecessors did 
not do, except for Saville and the scribe in Codex Magliabechiano, 
who asserted that the design refers to a gourd, or a calabash, which I 
judge to be an unavoidable indication of its meaning.  

Xicalcoliuhqui is composed of the morpheme xical and coliuhqui: 
“Xicalli: gourd, a kind of a wooden vessel used to drink (xícara)” 
(Siméon 1963: 693). The Mexica, Acolhua, Tepaneca Lords drank in 
“tlaçotli xicalli, precious vessels” (Primeros Memoriales 1993, f. 60v 
col. A; 1997: 225). Xicalli is formed by two morphemes: xi and calli. 
Xi “is a syncopated form of xictli, ‘navel’ . . . that designates the 
depression on the circular rim that unifies the gourd to the tree 
through a ‘navel’, or ‘stalk of the jícara’” (García Zambrano 2000; cf. 
Robelo s/f.: 414-5 in Luján-Muñoz y Toledo-Palomo 1986: 17).  Calli 
means “house, chest, box or receptacle” (García Zambrano 2000). 
With regard to the meaning of the element coliuhqui, I cite the 
linguist and nahuatl specialist, Joseph Campbell: “Co:lli is a neat 
morpheme. On one hand, it looks so obvious and sort of jumps out at 
you since it means ‘grandfather’ (something bent and curved), but it 
is responsible for a family of children and grandchildren – all kinds of 
derivatives, including ‘colotl’, ‘scorpion’. Its initial path into the 
derivations is through forming a verb with ‘-hui’: ‘colihui’ ‘it bends’ 
– then it adds causative (transitivity) and gives ‘(qui) coloa’ ‘he bends 
(it)’”. (Campbell, personal communication) The dictionaries by 
Molina and Siméon both leave out the original signification that 
mothered the term. To conclude, Xicalcoliuhqui means “the gourd 
curved or bent”, by analogy a person who is bent by age.  
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Spherical gourds that come in one piece and are used to store food, 
are usually of regular form. The bottle gourd (Fig. 16), also known in 
the literature as the water gourd, allows for the transportation of 
liquids, and it brings in the connection with the second part of the 
term xicalcoliuhqui, that is coliuhqui. It is characterised by its belt or 
throat, by which it is supported, while the lower and upper parts are 
shaped like a bulb. A Veracruzean informant reported to me that his 
grandfather would tell him that the xical serves to store water, to 
transport it and to water plants, pouring water at the foot of each one; 
he also would say that the xical the upper part of which is elongated, 
and forms a hump “looks similar to the elderly, these from before, 
that is, its hump is like the body of someone older” (López Vázquez, 
personal communication). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 16. Bottle or water gourd.  My photograph. 

 

Robert Rands observes that, in the Maya codices, the rule is to 
feature the deities sprinkling rain water in a bending over position 
(Fig. 17). The author suggests that a systematic correspondence 
between sprinkling rain water and the bending torso of the 
protagonists may be an expression indicative of the “production of 
[rain] water” (Rands 1955: 279, 311-12). The transfer of the 
perception of the bending gourd onto a late stage in human life is 
confirmed in the ethnography since the supernaturals in charge of 
emptying the water gourd over the corn fields are seen as elderly 
figures. In Yucatan, in the village of Chan Kom, the Chacs are 
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expected to be “old men who ride on horses which are seen as cloud”. 
(Rands 1955: 347; cf. Redfield and Villa 1934: 116).  It is noteworthy 
that this is a general view amongst the people of Yucatan who 
imagine the Chacs as “old, white-haired men, often bearded, and in 
the opinion of a few people, tall. I think that it is taken for granted 
that their features are human.” (Thompson 1990: 252).  In reference 
to the same region, Tozzer mentions that the Nucuch Yum Chacob, 
Storm Gods, “carry out the commands of the god of the seventh 
heaven” and says they are “old, white haired and have beards; they 
are fond of smoking” (Tozzer 1966: 138, n. 639). Bishop Diego de 
Landa, whose account was written c. 1566, reported that four officials 
were appointed with the name of Chacs; these were “four old men” 
(Tozzer 1966: 112, 152-3, n. 514). In the Nahua village of Amatlán, 
in the state of Veracruz, the rain dwarfs are named pilhuehuentsitsij, 
“the honorables little old ones”. These are “elderly little men . . . who 
wear fine black clothing . . . and who carry walking sticks” 
(Sandstrom 1991: 249-50).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 17. Maya Storm God, Chac, bending over while he pours from his water 

gourd.  Codex Dresden (1975: 61). 
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The gourd, a companion of human kind, has also played the role 
of model for the location and name of human habitats. Ángel García 
Zambrano describes the various usages of gourds, which served to 
store all classes of products in Prehispanic times, and up until 
recently, to further establish that people have selected the location of 
their villages based on features of the landscape that emulate the 
capacity of the gourd as a container. They have also given toponyms 
that either refer to the plant or recall by analogy its abundance. In 
addition, due to their often uneven shapes, there exist numerous 
toponyms that relate to physical traits such as “irregular, bent, twisted 
or turned upside down”. The irregularity of gourds, according to 
García Zambrano (2000, 2001), is projected onto the toponymy.  
Moreover, the concept of a body, “small, and misshapen”, is proper 
of another class of storm-related beings, the Tlaloques, the dwarfish 
helpers of Tlaloc (Soustelle 1940: 47) that transubstantiate into hills 
and peaks.   

The vine plant that belongs to the “family of the Cucurbitaceae 

encompasses a hundred of genus and fewer than a thousand species; 

almost all are tropical” (Heiser 1979: 5).  One, the bottle-shaped 

gourd belongs to the genus lagenaria, from lagena “bottle”. It is often 

referred to as Lagenaria siceraria “drinking vessel” (Heiser 1979: 72). 

“We are in the presence of one of the vegetable world marvels: the 

plant that gives bottles.” (Heiser 1979: 71; cf. Villanueva 1962). 

Previous to clay manufacturing, it was without doubt the essential 

utensil. “It may have been the world’s most widespread cultivated 

plant in Prehistoric times.” (Heiser: 1979: 71). The many gourd 

species and genuses precede the phase of an agricultural economy, 

and it is possible that the bottle gourd was one of the plants that was 

responsible for this level of development and knowledge in America 

(Heiser 1979: 89-90). This is the opinion of anthropologist Donald 

Lathrap who argues that it has played a preeminent role amongst the 

plants that contributed to the birth of agriculture on the continent 

(Heiser 1979: 109-10; cf. Lathrap 1977). García Zambrano proposes,  

on the basis of archaeological data, that most clay containers initially 

imitated the shape of a gourd (García Zambrano 2000, 2001). There is 

also a calabash tree that produces fruits that at simple sight and 

manipulation do not differ from the gourds of the Cucurbitaceae 

family, except usually in the thickness and inner texture of the rind 
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(Heiser 1979: 24-5). This tree, Crescentia cujete, is “a native of 

tropical America, [that] belongs to the family of the Bignoniaceae” 

(Heiser 1979: 7-8, ch. 2). The calabash has a large number of 

vernacular names, including jícaro. The terms jícaro, jícara, xical, 

derive from the Nahuatl, xicalli (Heiser 1979: 17). 
In particular, the bottle or water gourd suitable for containing 

liquids played an essential part in prehispanic rituals, as is evident 
from the late Postclassic and ethnography sources. Rands asserts that 
“the existence of a Mesoamerican belief according to which rain is 
poured from containers is clear and unequivocal” (Rands 1955: 344). 
He notes that the ethnohistoric sources provide many references to 
the widespread use of containers in the economy of rain water. The 
sixteenth-century ethnohistoric source, Historia de los Mexicanos por 
sus Pinturas, tells that “when the God of Water sent them [his 
helpers] to irrigate any special places, they started off with their 
boxes and sticks, and let fall the water where they were directed, and 
when it thunders, the noise is caused by their striking the boxes with 
their rods, and when it lightnings it comes from within these boxes . . 
. and that from these earthen vessels they cast down the rain, . . . and 
that the lightning flashed from these vessels” (Rands 1955: 344; cf. 
Philipps 1884: 618, 638). 

These climatological theories have stayed alive. The native people 
from Mexico, Guatemala, and Honduras maintain their conceptions 
about the storage as well as the distribution of the rains and the 
handling of kindred phenomena. Chac’s magic accessories are, “the 
wind bag, and the water gourd, his axe and his drum” (Rands 1955: 
346; cf. Thompson 1930: 149); see Figs 18-20. The Chacs receive the 
name of ah-hoyas and ah-hoyaob, “Sprinklers” (Rands 1955: 346; cf. 
Villa 1945: 102).  J. Eric S. Thompson compiled a number of the 
titles attributed to these entities in the ethnohistoric sources. I present 
here two that exemplify the relation between the artifact, its usage 
and Chac: ah buleb caan Chaac, “he of the Vessel, celestial Chaac”; 
ah t’oxon caan Chaac, “he who sprays [liquids], celestial Chaac” 
(Davoust 1995: 91; cf. Thompson 1970). The Mayanist  epigrapher, 
Michel Davoust, associates the latter with the descriptive title the god 
receives in the Dresden Codex, Plate 66b: akan o ayan ti caan Chahc, 
“he had sprayed [liquids] in the sky, Chahc” (Davoust 1995: 91). 
(Fig. 20). 
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Fig. 18. Chac with a drum. 

Codex Dresden (1975: 34c).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 19. Chac holds an axe.      

Codex Dresden (1975: 34c).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.20. Chac with a water gourd. 

Codex Dresden (1975: 66b).  
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THE LIGHTNING 
 

The Xicalcoliuhqui prolongs into an obliquely oriented segment that 

stretches in the manner of a zigzag or step, in Beyer’s typology  (Fig. 

2 above). I argue that the latter is inspired by the nature of lightning 

and the cultural traditions derived from it. In the system of rain and 

water, lightning is a tool, weapon and one evocation or aspect of the 

Storm Gods. Typically, in Teotihuacan representations, the Storm 

War God, carries a vessel in his effigy, with water flows, water 

scrolls, shells and the lightning serpent, depicted twisting and 

zigzagging like the lightning bolt in a storm (Fig. 21). Lightning 

shown in the form of a dart, a sinuous serpent, or else a rod (Fig. 22) 

– the notational sign 84 in Langley – together with the paired goggles 

over the eyes and the paired whiskers, “bigotera” – animated in the 

form of two serpents in the Postclassic – constitute the deity’s 

diagnostic traits. The sign is analysed by von Winning as the 

“combination of a weapon and lightning . . . expressing the concept of 

a warrior who causes lightning” (Langley 1986: 335; cf. von Winning   

1987, 1: 68). 
 
 
 
 
       

Fig. 21.  Storm 

War God with 

lightning 

serpent. 

After Miller 

1973: 168, fig. 

360. 
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Fig. 22. Storm War God with lightning rods. After Séjourné 2002: Fig. 

V.115; col. Diego Rivera.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 23. Goddess O, Maya demiurge, with lightning rattlesnake.  Codex 

Madrid (1967: f. 32b).  
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An irresistible force, lightning takes on the quality of a weapon. 

Soustelle interprets the serpents as the representation of “both 

lightning and water” (Soustelle 1940: 47). The Maya God B, or Chac, 

is portrayed empowered with axes, and water and lightning serpents 

in the Maya codices, and Goddess O (according to the nomenclature 

established by Paul Schellhas in 1904) is depicted with a lightning 

serpent in Codex Madrid, M32 (Fig. 23).  
Taube points to a continuous tradition regarding the connection of 

serpents with lightning that encompasses the Southwest American 
Indian cultures (Taube 1992: 19). Lightning’s epiphany is ophidian 
and igneous: serpents, rods, axes, and composites such as an axe 
fused with a serpent, emitting flames or smoke. The Maya fire glyph 
consists of paired volutes; it is the affix T122, that signifies “smoke 
or flame” (Stuart 1987). Elsewhere flames are shown in a stylized 
fashion but naturalistically enough to appear like flame (Fig. 24). In 
addition, heat and light are represented as a zigzag-like element at 
Teotihuacan.  Von Winning distinguishes two variants of a sign that 
operate in the Fire God, as well as in the Storm God, iconographic 
complexes.  These are indented stripes which he demonstrates 
“connote the radiating heat or luminosity”: one sign is indented 
irregularly, which he designates as “Indented-ray A”, while he tags 
the other, indented regularly, “Indented-ray B” (von Winning 1987: 
2.16-7).  

Linguistics supports the iconographic evidence; for instance, 
Cocijo, the name of the Zapotec Storm God means “lightning”,  
(Sellen 2002) as does that of Chac in the Chol language spoken in the 
region of Palenque (Thompson 1990: 251; cf. Aulie and Aulie 1978; 
Taube 1992: 22). Terms proximate to Chac mean thunderbolt in the 
Tzeltal and Tzotzil languages; the Yucatecan expression tun lelem 
Chaac “Chac is flashing”  designates lightning (Taube 1992: 22).  

A search through ethnographic data confirms that the Storm Gods 
are isomorphic to lightning, and, in general, are associated with the 
notion of an igneous quality. Since the Spaniards brought metal tools 
that replaced native flint and obsidian ones, the machete “cutlass” has 
taken over the role of the obsidian axe. I mention only a few 
examples rooted in the native cultures of Mexico and Honduras. In 
Chan Kom, it is said that the Chacs “carry an object similar to a 
machete named lelem that produces the lightning”. (Rands 1955: 347; 
cf. Redfield y Villa 1934: 116) In Santiago Nuyoo, a Mixteca town in 
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the state of Oaxaca, the word for machete is yuchi, which originally 
designated the “obsidian knife” (Monaghan 1995: 109; cf. Alvarado 
1962). Lightning amongst the Jacaltec and Tojolabal, is a “fire 
serpent” (Taube 1992: 19; cf. Spero 1987: 172, with citations from 
Lenkersdorf 1979, and Montejo 1984) and amongst the Guatemalan 
Highlanders, lightning bolts are thought to be “fire-animals” 
(Navarrete 2002: 41, and S/f). In the Chorti context, the celestial giant 
serpents, Gods of Rain and of Thunder – Chicchan – take on the 
name of “Lightning makers” (Thompson 1990: 263; Wisdom 1940: 
392-7). The Nuyootecos classify the distinctive phenomena that 
accompany rains; for them, the ñivi savi “rain people” manifest in the 
form of lightning bolts (Monaghan 1995: 105-6).  In San Pedro 
Chenaljó, a Tzotzil village, lightning is the wayjel, the animal double, 
and weaponry of the ‘Anjel, denomination of the Storm god (Guiteras 
Holmos 1996: 231-3). The Historia de los Mexicanos reports that 
lightning is stored in containers jointly with the rains.  

A representation that combined the bottle or water gourd with 
lightning would have been a particularly powerful means of invoking, 
summoning and attracting the rains.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 24. Chac holding flames.  Codex Dresden (1975: f. 37b).  

 
 
CONCLUSION 

 
The scholars Medellín Zenil and Rubén Morante cited above have 

proposed a typology for the Smiling Figurines and, when possible, 
after classifying the images in the headdresses and the appropriate 
diagnostic features, were able to correlate them with divinities in the 
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Post-Classic Mexican Highlands pantheon. My contribution to the 
study of these figurines lies, for one, in showing the relevance of 
other cultures also, including Teotihuacan, the Maya, the Zapotec, 
Late Classic Tlaxcala (Cacaxtla Xochitecatl, not mentioned in this 
essay) and the cultures of several other sites of north-central 
Veracruz. The diversity of origins of the figures is a reflection of the 
diversity of the components of a late Classic Mesoamerican world. In 
addition, for the first time, the iconography of the moulded figures 
displayed on the clothing is being studied in a systematic way. Their 
identification widens and secures our knowledge of the message of 
which the figurines are the bearers and of the function of these 
figurines in late Classic Veracruz society.  

Specifically, these representations of textile arrangements in clay, 
while not narrations, compose true scenes in relation to the Meso-
american paradigm of rainmaking and thus fertility in general. The 
xical or water gourd, together with the wind, clouds and lightning are 
epiphanies of the Storm and Water gods and goddesses. The container 
and its contents are depicted: their rain waters have become rivers, 
shown as meandering water bands that are eventually marked with 
jade beads and water curls. The Xicalcoliuhqui, accompanied with 
vertical wavy stripes and horizontal water bands on the skirt of the 
Maya Goddess O, is equivalent to the Veracruzean textile figures 
(Fig. 25). The Mesoamerican cosmological models can vary, but they 
are consistent in the aim they pursue – the fertilisation of the earth, 
and of the waters, both fresh and salt, and in the supernatural powers 
involved. 

The entities from the heavens and the “underwaterworld” 
(according to Nicholas Hellmuth’s terminology, 1987, v. 2, figs 50-2) 
that are shown on the central panel of the figurines’ skirts bear the 
diagnostic traits of ophidian beings. In Mesoamerica, there is 
iconographic evidence of the presence of ophidian composites, e.g. 
the Olmec Dragon (Joralemon 1971) and the Avian Serpent (Taube 
1995), also in some cases identified as a Fire-Serpent (Taube 1995: 
cf. Flannery 1968), from the times of the Olmec culture, some 1200 
years BCE.  
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Fig. 25. Goddess O, accompanied by a dwarf-like Chac; her skirt bears the 

design of the Xicalcoliuhqui framed by water bands. Codex Madrid (1967: f. 

30b).  

 
Notes 
 
1 The Primeros Memoriales, and the Florentine Codex, are sixteenth 

century ethnohistoric sources resulting from the ethnographic work 

conducted by Fray Bernardino de Sahagún (1529-1590) in specific 

localities of Nahua-speaking populations. The affirmation that the rainy 

season is announced by clouds that come from the eastern direction 

finds support in the role attributed to the wind: “from four directions it 
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came. . . . The first place whence it came was the place from which the 

sun rose, which they said was Tlalocan.” 

2 Anderson 1988; cf. Sahagún 1953, bk. 7, ch. 4: 14. The Meso-american 

people thought that the eastern direction where the sun rises is a place of 

wealth. For instance, the Popol Vuh, the Maya Quiche epic, states that 

the ancestors came from the east, a land that bore corn and fruits of all 

kinds (Navarrete 2002: 36, n. 1; cf. Villacorta 1962: 218).   

3 This mythical otherworld place is named Quetzalcallan “The House of 

Green Feathers”. (Soustelle 1940: 48) 

4 To the question: “How is the world” by anthropologist Calixa Guiteras 

Holmes, to Manuel, her Tzotzil informant from San Pedro Chenaljó, a 

village in the Highlands of Chiapas, he answers: “there is water on each 

side”. (Guiteras Holmes 1996: 132) 

5 Citlatepetl translates as “star mountain”, while Poyauhtecatl would 

translates as él que se junta cuando despeja, “the one that gets together 

when it clears” (Morante 2001). 

6 In my own ethnographic fieldwork in Tlaxcala, I have found  informants 

who tell how the mountain La Malinche and Mount Xochitecatl are 

filled with water, and La Malinche in particular is said to own and send 

the rains (Starr 1901: 117; Huckert 2002; n.d.). 

7 The late Classic in Nopiloa and in Los Cerros is included in the Superior 

Remojadas period and in the cultural phase Cerro II (Peterson and 

Medellín Zenil 1954). These two sites are located in the Municipio or 

subarea of Tierra Blanca, and El Zapotal in the Municipio or subarea of 

La Mixtequilla, both in the “cultural area of Río Blanco-Papaloapan”. 

Works by both anthropologists are listed in the bibliography. 
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Miniature Textiles in Andean Cosmology  

and Ritual  
 
KARON WINZENZ 
 
 
INTRODUCTION  
 
This paper presents research on the ritual functions of miniature 
textiles in Pre-Columbian Andean cultures and their continued use in 
the present. Since 1954 several human sacrifices from the Inca culture 
have been found on the frozen peaks of the Andes (Fig. 1). 
Invariably, diminutive figurines clothed in miniature textiles 
accompanied these sacrifices. A related practice described by 
anthropologist Catherine Allen (and others) occurs during the annual 
Qoyllur Rit’i (Star-Snow) pilgrimage to sacred mountain peaks in the 
Ausangate region of Peru. It is undertaken by Quechua inhabitants of 
villages in the valleys near Cusco, the heartland of the former Inca 
Empire.  On the ascent, women stop at the shrine of the Virgin of 
Fatima where they set up tiny looms (Fig. 2) and weave miniature 
textiles to be left as offerings (Allen 1988: 168). Although separated 
by five centuries, these examples demonstrate the continuity of a 
world-view that involves the ritual use of miniature textiles at the 
critical interface between the human and supernatural realms. 

Here I attempt to discern the symbolic and ritual functions that are 
suggested by the contexts in which miniature textiles appear. The 
following theoretical interpretations are proposed.  First, that a causal 
connection between microcosm and macrocosm underlies the creation 
and ritual manipulation of miniatures. Second, because of the implied 
human presence that clothing evokes, and the ability of clothing to 
function as a metaphor for the human body, I suggest that offerings of 
woven clothing, both miniature and full-scale, may have been 
symbolic substitutions for actual human sacrifice.  Finally, I argue 
that the intrinsic value and ritual efficacy of miniatures may have 
been enhanced rather than diminished, when compared to their full-
scale correlates.  
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Figure 1. Inca 

sacrificial 

offering found 

on Cerro El 

Plomo, Chile.  

Drawing after 

photograph by 

Loren McIntyre 

(McEwan and 

Van de Guchte, 

1992, fig. 5). 

 

All drawings are 

by the author. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Figure 2. Young women setting up miniature loom during the pilgrimage of Qoyllur 

Rit’i. Drawing after photograph by Johan Reinhard (1992: 97). 

 



Miniature Textiles in Andean Cosmology and Ritual 99 

MICROCOSM, MACROCOSM AND MINIATURE TABLEAUX 

 
There is a centuries-old tradition involving the creation and ritual 
manipulation of miniature tableaux, as the following examples from 
both the Inca and their descendants illustrate. The underlying belief 
system is one in which the microcosm does more than merely 
substitute for the macrocosm; it exists as a kind of parallel universe 
that is structurally identical and through which the invisible forces of 
the cosmos can be influenced by ritual action.  Two decades after the 
conquest, Cieza de Lėon (1959: 147) wrote of an incredible “garden 
of gold”, a miniature tableau with plants, corn, llama and their 
herders in a patio of the Sun Temple in Cusco, surely the most 
important religious structure of the Inca. This miniaturised double 
appears to be an expression of the Inca’s need to control the 
unpredictable macrocosm upon which they depended by creating a 
timeless and unchanging model (McEwan and Van de Guchte 1992: 
364).  

More ephemeral mini tableaux continue to be created by 
contemporary Andean peoples. During the Qoyllur Rit’i pilgrimage 
and near the shrine of the Virgin of Fatima, Quechua villagers use 
stones to construct miniature house compounds and corrals complete 
with domestic animals represented by tiny pebbles (Allen 1988: 
168).1 Conklin (1996: 423) described a similar annual practice by 
indigenous locals on the huaca Cerro Baul north of Cusco, a sacred 
mountaintop site near an ancient Huari settlement. “This microcosm 
serves further as the locus of repeated offerings as propitiations to 
ensure fecundity and the health and survival of their crops and 
animals.”   

Such contemporary practices call to mind the Inca’s Saywite 
Monolith, a huaca (holy place) connected to the Apurimac oracle 
about 110 miles from Cusco (Paternosto 1996: 123-4; figs 15, 16). 
This monumental boulder, nine feet long and eight feet high, is 
intricately carved with a miniaturised landscape that includes 
buildings, agricultural terraces, and irrigation channels that paralleled 
those in the physical world. The channels are cut so that water poured 
at the top of the rock is directed downward and eventually falls to the 
ground beneath, much as rain is channelled to agricultural fields. The 
monolith is clearly an incantation in stone for life-giving rain.  
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The operating principle behind such practices appears to be the 
belief that what is ritually done to the microcosmic model has a like 
effect in the physical world. Thus for the Inca and their descendants 
miniaturised objects and tableaux are visual prayers of supplication to 
the invisible powers of the cosmos to ensure fecundity, fertility and 
the continuation of human life. I suggest that this pan-Andean 
concept of the causal relationship between miniatures and their full-
scale analogues also informs the ritual manipulation of miniature 
textiles.2 

 
 
THE IMPORTANCE OF TEXTILES IN THE INCA STATE 
 
Keeping this in mind, I now turn to the role of textiles in Inca state 
rituals in which fine textiles and clothing (both full-scale and 
miniaturised) were used in the contexts of offering and sacrifice. 
Ethnographic literature written shortly after the conquest of the Inca 
Empire in 1534 documented the quintessential importance of textiles 
in every aspect of Inca life. As in other pre-industrial cultures, textiles 
were primary indicators of ethnicity, wealth and social status and 
were a dominant feature in burials. The Inca also used textiles as a 
substitute for currency in the form of taxation, as payments to soldiers 
and labourers, as a way to store wealth, and as prestigious gifts. “No 
political, military, social or religious event was complete without 
textiles volunteered or bestowed, burned, exchanged, or sacrificed.” 
(Murra 1989: 293).  Spaniards were amazed that retreating Inca 
soldiers sometimes left behind hundreds of llama, as well as gold and 
silver objects, but burned entire warehouses filled with textiles rather 
than let them fall into enemy hands (Murra 1975: 159).  

Textiles clearly functioned as agents of Inca state religion. Writing 
several decades after the fall of the Inca, the Jesuit priest Bernabé 
Cobo included an extraordinary number of references to highly prized 
textiles as the most valued of ritual offerings. He states that the 
amount of finely woven clothing that was burned far exceeded the 
amount offered to idols and to mummified ancestors (Cobo 1979: 
117). Huge quantities of fine textiles (called cumbi, to distinguish 
them from coarser cloth) were specifically made to be burned as 
offerings to the sun and were likely woven by the acllakuna, the so-
called “chosen women”, housed in the capital. As Stone-Miller 
indicates, “This practice cements the integral relationship of fiber to 
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cosmic forces and accentuates the great status of the medium, since a 
people sacrifice what is most important to them in order to propitiate 
the supernatural realm most effectively.” (1992: 18). 
 
 
MOUNTAINTOP SACRIFICES 
 
Father Cobo (1990) also devoted several chapters to the ceques, a 
system of ritual pathways that radiated from Cusco connecting sacred 
natural sites and shrines constructed by the Inca. References to 
miniature clothing offered to these huacas (holy places) abound.3  
Although long since destroyed, Bauer (1990: 28) suggests that the 
miniature textiles offered to ceque shrines were quite similar to those 
found at sacrificial sites on the summits of mountains, long regarded 
as the most sacred places on the landscape. In such sacrifices 
miniature figurines dressed in meticulously crafted garments that 
mimicked full-scale Inca clothing accompanied the poignant 
sacrifices of young children. The earliest discovery, in 1954, of this 
well-preserved offering type is from the peak of El Plomo in northern 
Bolivia and has been widely published (Fig. 1). Since the mid-1980s, 
similar sacrifices have been discovered on or near Andean mountain 
summits including four sites in Chile, two in Peru, and four in 
Argentina, all once part of the Inca domain.  

The sacrifice of children was part of the Inca state ritual called 
capac hucha, meaning “royal obligation”, an indication of the 
reciprocal relationship between ruler and the ruled (McEwan and Van 
de Gutche 1992: 360-2). This annual ceremony involved the selection 
of the most beautiful children aged nine to eleven from each subject 
community. State priests led them to Cusco in ritual processions and 
upon their arrival the Inca ruler supervised a symbolic marriage 
between pairs of boys and girls. The chosen children were taken back 
in processions to their communities, greeted with joyous celebrations, 
and taken to the most sacred peaks of each region. Here they were 
drugged or intoxicated by priests, strangled or bludgeoned, and buried 
with diminutive offerings.  

Interpretations of mountaintop sacrifices have changed through 
time. Once thought to be part of the Inca state cult of the sun, current 
scholarship stresses pan-Andean mountain worship. John Reinhard, 
who has discovered and researched several sites, convincingly argued 
that these sacrifices were specifically made to sacred mountains 
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believed to be the source of rain, a theory now widely accepted. 
Dransart (2000: 82) has identified highly abstracted double-headed 
serpents and zigzagging lines on miniature shawls and dresses as 
symbols of rain and lightning. Bastien (1978) considers mountain 
worship to be of great antiquity and the keystone of Andean 
cosmology.  Although they occur during Easter week and are overlaid 
with Catholic symbolism, mountain worship clearly underlies today’s 
Qoyllur Rit’i pilgrimages as well. 

The tiny figurines found with Inca mountaintop sacrifices were 
probably given to the chosen children at the Inca capital and travelled 
with them back to their final resting places (Fig. 3). This would 
explain the consistency of their pose and scale, generally four to six 
inches high, as well as their extraordinary craftsmanship. Gold and 
silver statuettes were probably made by Chimu metal workers who 
were forcibly resettled in Cusco after the capture of their capital. 
Miniature garments were very likely woven by the acllakuna who 
were gathered from across the empire and cloistered in Cusco’s 
famous Acllawasi, a structure as finely constructed as the royal 
palaces. They also wove the clothing of the reigning Inca (a new 
outfit each day, it was reported) and created the fine textiles that were 
ritually offered or burned.  

The miniature garments on statuettes faithfully imitate those worn 
by the Inca elite at the time of conquest. Male garb included long 
tunics, loincloths and capes. Women wore a rectangular cloth 
wrapped as a skirt and fastened with paired tupu pins connected by an 
elaborate cord, while a third tupu fastened a shawl worn around the 
shoulders. A broad belt with tasseled ends and a cap with fringes 
completed the ensemble. Cobo (1979: 236-7) recounts the Inca 
practice of raising young girls chosen as acllas until they were 
thirteen or fourteen, then using the most perfect for sacrifice. A young 
maiden of about this age who was sacrificed on Nevado Amputo was 
dressed in stunningly beautiful clothing (Fig. 4). Conklin considers 
her shawl to be the finest Inca women’s textile in the world (Reinhard 
1996: 71-3). The figurine that accompanied her wore a miniaturised 
version of her garments.4  
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Figure 3. Miniature female figurine 

from Inca offering on Mount 

Copiapó, Chile, c. 6 in. H. Drawing 

after photograph by Johan Reinhard, 

Collection of the Museo Regional de 

Atacama, Chile. (McEwan and Van 

de Guchte, 1992, fig. 8).    

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4. Reconstruction drawing of 

sacrificed maiden found on Mount 

Ampato, Peru. Redrawn after 

illustration by Christopher A. Klein 

(Reinhard 1996: 73). 
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Another indicator of the strong connections between weaving and 
cosmology is the fact that the Inca also applied the term capac huaca 
to the finely woven clothing that dressed sacred sites, and to the 
“highly valued cloth, gifts of the Inca, that had traveled the pathways 
between Cusco and local shrines” (Abercrombie 1999: 188). In the 
second half of the sixteenth century Polo Abornónz wrote, “It must  
be known that the majority of wak’as, apart from their properties, 
have clothing of cumbi that they call capac huacas, of the same 
grandeur as the wak’as [themselves]” (cited in Abercrombie 1999: 
188). Abornónz advised that all relics of such finely woven cloth/ 
clothing be destroyed because it was the practice to “dress any stone 
they like with it”. Polo Abornónz specifically used the terms 
“clothing” and “dressing” in his description of huaca offerings. This 
suggests that sacred places on the landscape were anthropomorphised 
through clothing. Abercrombie (1999: 400) concludes that wak’as 
(huacas) were actually made sacred by clothing them in precious 
cloth. So finely woven clothing was not merely sacrificed to huacas, 
cloth may have been the very agent of the sacred. The sacredness of a 
site was not an a priori condition; rather it was the accumulated 
offerings over time that made it so.5  In this cosmological paradigm, 
finely woven clothing, both miniature and full-scale, was the primary 
medium of transformation. 
 

PRE-INCA MINIATURE CLOTHING FROM THE PERUVIAN COAST 

According to Bruce (1996: 191) the tradition of miniatures is at least 
as old as the Paracas culture (c. 600-175 BC) and possibly older.6 
Miniature clothing from pre-Inca cultures recovered by archaeologists 
on the desert coast of Peru are associated with three contexts:  
shrines, burials and caches. Examples of each are discussed below. 

A set of miniaturised male clothing formed an offering to a shrine 
on the summit of Cerro Blanco built between 850-1000 AD (Rowe 
1984: 104-5).7 The highest point overlooking the then deserted 
Moche Pyramids of the Sun and Moon, Cerro Blanco was surely one 
of the valley’s most sacred locations. The set included a gauze-like 
tunic, loincloth, two padded hats and a large pillow that may have 
supported a missing figurine (see Rowe 1984: figs 86, 87). Although 
the constraints of miniaturisation resulted in slightly different 
proportions and construction, the group replicated burial sets of full-
sized male garments from the same period found on the central and 
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northern coasts (Rowe 1984: 96-106). Most importantly, the Cerro 
Blanco discovery indicates that mountaintop offerings of miniature 
textiles predated the Inca by several centuries.   

Radiocarbon-dated between 1000-1350 AD, a huge number of 
miniature textiles were professionally excavated from an urban and 
ceremonial centre on the north coast at Pacatnamu, a site founded 
toward the end of the Moche period but occupied until the conquest 
(Bruce 1986: 183-204). Of the 125 items recovered from the Major 
Quadrangle, over half were sleeveless female tunics (see Bruce 1986: 
figs 8, 9). Other diminutive clothing included male tunics (also 
referred to as ponchos), loincloths, rectangular and square cloths, 
headgear, bags and a pillow – none found with figurines (Bruce 1986: 
figs 11, 12). The Quadrangle had been severely looted and most 
miniatures were scattered about, but some were found in their original 
locations, folded, then bound or placed in bags. All appeared to be 
related to two burial groups. The one in the audencia may have been 
associated with the building’s dedication. A larger group of 
miniatures likely came from Mound 1 and the graves of two females, 
which also contained yarn-covered spindles and evidence of a large 
number of full-scale textiles that had been previously looted. Bruce 
(1986: 192) suggested that miniature textiles were burial offerings of 
less affluent families yet the Major Quadrangle is attached to the 
largest pyramid at the site and was clearly an elite compound. In this 
case, perhaps the quantity of miniatures was an indicator of wealth.8 
Stone-Miller (1992: 159) appears to accept Bruce’s earlier contention 
that more humble miniatures were made as substitutes for full-scale 
garments with their size, quality, and opulence scaled down for 
middle status burials. Like Bruce she makes a connection between the 
quality of the miniature burial textiles and the quality of the clothing 
the deceased may have worn in life.  

A small Chimu-style sleeved tunic (Fig. 5) has feathers, precious 
metal plaques and metal tinklers attached to a plain-woven cotton 
ground. Although this may have been the funerary offering of a male 
infant, as Brinkerhoff (1999) suggests, miniatures often accompanied 
adult burials and are much too small to be worn, even by infants. 
More common are pairs of tiny shoes with metal plaques and soles 
that appear to indicate a standardised offering type for elite burials of 
the Chimu (Fig. 6).9 In this civilisation precious metals and exotic 
feathers were only available to, and perhaps restricted to, the noble 
class.  
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Figure 5. Miniature tunic, woven cotton with feathers, precious metal 

plaques and tinklers, Chimu, c. 1000-1476 AD. Drawing after Brinkerhoff  

(1999, cat. no. 59). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6. Miniature boots, woven cotton with attached precious metal 

plaques and soles, Chimu, each l0.2 cm. H. Drawing after Stone-Miller 

(1992, Plate 42). 
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The following two examples show that the quality of miniature 

textiles varied to the extreme. Although their original contexts are 

undocumented, they were likely created as burial offerings. A tiny 

Tiwanaku-style tunic (Fig. 7) exhibits the technical virtuosity and 

intricate tapestry technique that characterised the finest full-scale 

textiles from the Huari and Tiwanaku cultures in the Middle Horizon 

Period (c. 500-900 AD). A much more modest tunic (Fig. 8) is 

stylistically related to the Rimac culture of the Late Intermediate 

Period (c. 900-1400 AD). Comparisons of their sizes, thread counts 

and patterning represent two very different labour investments that 

likely reflect the relative prosperity of the deceased. The width of the 

first is 30 cm. while the second is a diminutive 12 cm. Their relative 

sizes are approximated in the sizing of the illustrations. Thread counts 

are 31.5 per cm. (80/inch) compared to 10 per cm. (25.5/inch). So 

coarse is the weave of the second example (Fig. 8) that the threads 

can be seen even in greatly reduced scale. And finally the Tiwanaku 

tunic has a very time-intensive tapestry technique done in an overall 

design while the second contains a single band of inlaid brocade, a 

less time-consuming method of decoration. It is quite possible that the 

Tiwanaku-style tunic was created by a specialised artisan while the 

Rimac-style tunic was the product of a domestic weaver. 
 
 
MINIATURE TEXTILES AS CACHED OFFERINGS 
 
Offertory caches provide another context for miniature textiles. 
Diminutive feathered tunics have been reported from at least three 
caches on the southern coast of Peru; none were excavated by 
archaeologists. These distinctive miniatures are attributed to the Huari 
occupation of the coastal Nasca in the Middle Horizon (500-900 AD). 
Several feathered miniatures in the collections of the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art (New York) and Dumbarton Oaks (Washington D.C.) 
formed part of a spectacular cache from Ullujaya in the lower Ica 
Valley. It was reported to have at least 24 miniature male tunics with 
U-shaped yokes (Fig. 9) and 43 tiny garments of various designs, of 
which 37 had a stepped design and may have been female garments 
(see Conklin 1996, fig. 154). A piece in the exhibition catalogue by 
Brinkerhoff (1999, cat. no. 58) for the Bruce Museum of Arts and 
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Science (Greenwich, Connecticut) is likely from the same cache. Like 
others in this group, it has a black feather at the neck edge that 
functions as a symbolic opening.10 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7.  Tiwanaku-style miniature tunic, 22.1 x 31 cm. (12 ¼ x 8 ¾ in.).   

Photo © Brooklyn Museum, accession no. 71.180.   

 

Figure 8. Miniature Tunic, 

Peruvian (Rimac), Late 

Intermediate, AD 1000-1476, 

cotton and wool plain weave 

with supplementary weft 

patterning, 15 x 12 cm. (5 ⅞ x 

4 ¾ in.). Photograph © 2006, 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 

accession no. 78.97. 
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Figure 9. Miniature feathered, male tunic, period of Huari domination of 

south coastal Peru, c. 500-900 AD,  32.5 x 35 cm. (13 ⅞ x 13 ¾ in). 

Photograph © Dumbarton Oaks, Pre-Columbian Collection no. B-523.  

 

Such miniatures were probably manufactured in the Ica Valley 
using feathers of tropical birds native to the Amazon.  Both the rare 
materials and the extraordinary number of miniatures in these caches 
indicate an elite context. In fact, the later Inca valued feathered 
garments above all else and had sumptuary laws restricting their use. 
With few exceptions the tiny clothing replicates the designs, formal 
canons and construction of their full-size prototypes. Of particular 
interest are their gender distinctions. The miniature replicas of female 
tunics (sometimes called dresses) have horizontally oriented warps 
with horizontal slits centered on the top edge for the neck opening, 
and on the top corners for the arms. In contrast, miniatures with U-
shaped yokes bear features of full sized men’s tunics including a 
vertical slit for the neck and arm openings at the upper side seams. 
The diametrically opposed position of warp directions – horizontal 
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for female and vertical for male – is surely an expression of 
male/female complementarity, a fundamental feature of Andean 
social structure.   

Stylistically related, but from a different cache, are feathered 
tunics published by Hughes (1995, fig. 28). None of the extant 
feathered miniatures were created as clothing for votive figurines. 
Many do not have actual openings for heads or arms (these features 
being suggested by contrasting coloured feathers or by tiny slits in the 
fabric), and those published by Hughes even lack backs. He called 
them miniature “effigy” tunics. Rowe (1984: 150-60) has also applied 
the term effigies to miniature burial textiles. Significantly, this 
suggests that they were not seen as substitutes for, but as symbolic 
referents to, their full-scale analogues. 

To summarise, the ritual functions of the miniatures discussed 
herein are clearly connected to offertory practices, be they sacrifices, 
burials or caches. In the Inca state ritual of capac hucha both children 
and clothed figurines were sacrificed. In burial contexts miniature 
textiles are routinely described as “burial offerings”. And finally, the 
large caches of miniature, feathered textiles suggest a conspicuous, if 
not competitive, offering practice.  
 
 
CLOTHING, HUMAN PRESENCE AND HUMAN SACRIFICE 
 
What did miniaturised clothing mean for ancient Andean peoples? Is 
it possible that both full-scale and miniature clothing were seen as 
metaphors or even as substitutes for the human body? Dransart (1992: 
146) indicates that “Inca clothing served as an outer skin for the 
wearer and . . . stood in a metonymic relationship to the self”. The 
following examples suggest a mentality in which clothing embodies 
the essence of the being wearing it.  In The Expiation of Idolatry, a 
seventeenth-century handbook that details the “pagan” practices of 
indigenous peoples, the author advised that all textiles associated with 
ancestral Inca mummies be destroyed along with the mummies 
themselves, since the clothing alone might become the focus of 
continued worship (Arriaga 1986). In his study of the contemporary 
cargo-fiesta system of the K’ultas (Aymara speakers near La Paz, 
Bolivia), Abercrombie (1999: 399-400) concluded that clothing was 
regarded as an extension of being – able to embody the essence and 
power of a deity or a saint. In one K’ultas ritual the miniature 
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clothing on small saint statues is regularly changed by designated 
custodians. The full-scale clothing or cloth that wrapped the bundle 
containing these miniatures is removed and worn by participants as a 
way to embody the extra-human and authoritative qualities that this 
cloth has absorbed through contact with the saint. And finally, 
Bastien (1978: 111) relates a poignant scene of a father ritually 
sharing coca with the hat of his son, disappeared and presumed dead, 
a victim of the Shining Path (a guerilla group that terrorised Peru in 
the late twentieth century). Clearly the ability of clothing to embody 
the essence of a being lies behind both ancient and modern practices.  

There appears to be a web of associations connecting humans, 
ritual clothing and sacrifice. Allen (2002: 148) describes two modern 
Quechua rituals that are related to this conceptual complex. One ritual 
involved the dressing of llama with human clothing prior to their 
being sacrificed to sacred places and cosmic forces. In another ritual 
participants appear to project their own images/identities onto a 
sacred bundle that was to be burned as an offering to sacred places on 
the landscape. Allen describes this as a symbolic self-sacrifice. In the 
first ritual we see a substitution of animal sacrifice for human 
sacrifice and in the other a symbolic human sacrifice is expressed 
through the burning of bundled cloth that embodied human essences. 
Likewise, the Inca practice of burning finely woven clothing may be 
seen as a surrogate for human sacrifice. Likely thought of as living 
things, woven clothing was ritually killed through burning. The above 
examples suggest a close conceptual relationship between human 
presence and clothing and support my argument that the offering of 
both full-scale and miniature clothing was a symbolic substitute for 
actual human sacrifice in certain circumstances.11  

 
 
CRAFTING, TRANSFORMATION AND MINIATURES 
 
I now return to a discussion of the value that ancient Andean peoples 
may have placed on miniature textiles. Mary Helms defines fine 
crafting as “ basically conducted by the ritually defined manipulation 
of intangible forces aided by application of personal qualities and 
skills believed themselves derived from outside forces or beings” 
(Helms 1993: 18). She writes of the transformation that many pre-
industrial cultures attribute to skilled crafting – a process that invests 
the object with a magical, even supernatural, character (1993: 16-23). 
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Finely crafted objects played a major role in the political and 
ideological strategies of ancient rulers in Mesoamerica and the Andes 
by supporting their claims of privileged access to the supernatural 
realm upon which their authority rested. 

According to Allen (1988: 33-4) the modern Quechua view 
crafting as a process in which the universal animating spirit, called 
sami, is channeled by the maker into the object. When inspired, the 
Quechua craftsman is said to be samiyuq, meaning that he or she 
possesses sami. A related phrase, santuyuq, means “possessing a 
saint”, suggesting that the skilled craftsperson actually embodies the 
saint credited with inventing a specific skill. Thus for the 
contemporary Quechua crafting is still invested with an aura of the 
supernatural. 

In the ancient Andean world-view, ritual efficacy was particularly 
powerful when objects were crafted with technical redundancy, that 
is, when the chosen method of crafting was not the simplest way to 
achieve the object’s appearance. In her discussion of the labour-
intensive techniques that dominated Andean metallurgy, Lechtman 
(1984) suggests that such preferences may have been driven by a 
conceptual requirement for the internal character and structure of an 
object to match its outer skin. Mary Frame (1986) extended this 
concept to complicated textile techniques such as discontinuous warp 
or weft, tapestry, and layered cloth. In these techniques the hidden 
interior structure supports what is visible on the surface, even though 
a simpler technique could have achieved the same appearance. Since 
weaving was practised by women at all levels of Andean society, 
textiles crafted with complexity and virtuosity would have held an 
intrinsic value that was commonly understood.  

As discussed previously, some scholars have suggested that 
miniature textiles were of a lesser value than their full-scale 
counterparts. In earlier publications, Stone-Miller (1994, 1992) 
appeared to concur with Bruce’s assessment of miniature clothing as 
a substitute for full-scale clothing in mid-status burials. But more 
recently she appears to have reevaluated her position. In Seeing with 
New Eyes she characterises nonfunctional versions of full-scale 
objects as embodying a “condensation of meaning”, and suggests that 
it is more enlightening “to think of miniatures as concentrated 
essences of the things they miniaturize” (Stone-Miller 2002: 209; 
emphasis mine). She also notes that miniatures are often more 
technically challenging, particularly when they are done with fidelity 
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to their full scale correlates, and thus might have been viewed as 
“embodying supernatural intervention to ensure their success”.   

Were miniatures seen by ancient Andeans as less valuable and less 
ritually effective than their full-scale prototypes? The huge cache of 
tiny, feathered tunics from Ullujaya may yield some answers. The 
cumulative labour and materials that went into the production of its 
67 tiny garments may well have equalled the production of a full-
sized one. Then why not make one? It is entirely possible that 
miniature textiles, especially those that were finely crafted of the 
most precious materials, were viewed as even more powerful 
offerings than their full-scale prototypes. One could assert that this 
cache represented a much greater offering because each miniature 
contained a more concentrated essence, and that cumulatively the 
group was more powerful than a single full-scale tunic, even though 
the time and materials consumed may have been equivalent. 
Although of more modest craftsmanship and materials, the same 
might apply to the very large group of miniature burial offerings 
recovered at Pacatnamu. 

I can only conclude that the decision to use miniatures was not 
driven by social or economic factors, although their quality surely 
was. As we have seen, there is a wide range of craftsmanship, 
materials and contexts that suggest a range of wealth and social 
standing. Thus miniature textiles cannot be dismissed as a poor man’s 
substitute for full-scale garments. I propose that the long history of 
miniature clothing in ritual contexts is based on the perception that it 
was the concentration of sami, or life-essence, that made them more 
powerful offerings than their full-scale analogues.  
 
 
MODERN RITUALS INVOLVING MINIATURE TEXTILES 
 
Today miniature clothing continues to be woven for small saint 
statues in Peru and Bolivia. A nineteenth-century miniature saint’s 
poncho from Bolivia (Fig. 10) has spilled candle wax and one pink 
weft stripe that indicates its ritual function and likely relates to rituals 
described by Abercrombie (1998: 394). A “clothes changing 
ceremony” called Isi Turka is a cargo ritual of the K’ultas of northern 
Bolivia. Sacred bundles containing a large number of miniature items 
of clothing are kept by the current custodians of a portable saint 
statue, who change its miniature clothing twice monthly.12  
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Figure 10.  Poncho from a saint’s statue, Lake Titicaca region, Bolivia, 20.3 

x 14 cm. 

The ritual use of miniature textiles continues among contemporary 
Quechua living in Cusco and adjacent valleys (Allen 1988; Heckman 
2002). As mentioned in the introduction, during the Qoyllur Rit’i 
pilgrimage to venerate sacred mountains, women and girls set up tiny 
looms (Fig. 2) before the shrine of the Virgin of Fatima who is called 
upon to bless their craft (Allen 1988: 168). The minuscule weavings 
they make are left as offerings to the Virgin who is called awaq 
mamacha, the “little weaving mother”. This practice recalls their Inca 
ancestors who offered miniatures on mountaintops, at other sacred 
places on the landscape, and before the shrines of their deities and 
ancestors.  

In a parallel from western Mexico, Schaefer (1993: 124) reported 
that a Huichol woman who desires to become a master weaver 
undergoes five years of intensive training during which she weaves 
miniature textiles for each of the gods or saints that she has prayed to 
for success in her endeavour. Examples from Oaxaca and highland 
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Guatemala confirm that Andean miniature textiles are just one 
expression of a much wider contemporary, indigenous tradition that 
appears to have ancient and widespread roots. The power that the Pre-
Columbian world ascribed to ritual clothing, even in miniature form, 
has survived to this day.   
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
For ancient and contemporary Andeans, symbolic manipulation of 
miniatures was believed to be ritually effective and thus used to exert 
influence over a universe experienced as hostile and unpredictable. 
The tradition of creating and offering miniature woven clothing 
surely has a similar metaphysical basis and has played a major role in 
Andean ritual behaviour involving sacrifice, burial and caching. I 
have argued that the offering of clothing, both miniature and full-
scale, may have served as a proxy for human sacrifice. There is ample 
evidence from several periods that confirms the intimate relationship 
between body, being, essence and clothing – a concept that appears to 
be deeply embedded in the Andean conceptual framework. It is this 
relationship that allowed clothing to be one of the most potent 
offerings to the invisible forces upon which human life depends. 

Miniaturising is a way of thinking and of knowing that is 
profoundly connected to Andean cosmology.  The creation of 
miniatures can be seen as an attempt to give visible form to the 
invisible, transcendent reality beyond the physical realm, thus 
rendering it more concrete, more comprehensible, and more 
controllable. Miniatures are not of lesser value or less ritually 
effective. In the Andean world-view all things great and small possess 
sami, and miniatures may have possessed a concentration of essence 
that made them even more powerful.  

For the Inca, finely woven cloth and clothing was more than the 
quintessential sacrificial offering to huacas, mountains, ancestors and 
supernatural powers. Textiles were the physical substance through 
which specific huacas, natural or man-made, were made sacred. Thus 
woven clothing, both miniature and full scale, was an agent of 
transformation and a mediator between the human community and the 
cosmos. 

University of Wisconsin – Green Bay 
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Notes 
 
1 In the past few decades, modern technology and its attendant 

materialism has become more intrusive. Some pebbles were said to 

symbolise trucks, sewing machines and televisions. More recently it was 

reported that objects like small plastic trucks were replacing pebbles to 

make supplications more specific. Heckman (2003: 122) reported that 

during Qoyllur Rit’i, Quechua and Aymara vendors flock near the last 

station of the cross, selling miniaturised objects to facilitate the 

supplications of pilgrims. 

2 A similar conceptual relationship underlies miniaturised items and the 

small figurines of Ekeko, the “magical mestizo trader” laden with 

miniaturised currency and valuables sold at the Alasitas fair in La Paz. 

When such miniatures are blessed, given offerings, and supplicated, it is 

believed that the full-scale versions that they represent will materialise 

(Abercrombie 1998: 36). My thanks go to Alice Kehoe for recommend-

ing this source. 

3 Chapter 14 (pp. 65-9) contains detailed descriptions of the offerings to 

huacas of the Antisuyu quadrant and mentions four huacas that received 

small textiles offerings. Chapter 15 (pp. 70-7) mentions an additional 

four huacas in the Collasuyu quadrant that received the same.  

4 Dransart (2000: 86) suggests that miniature figurines may have been 

conceptualised as the “children” of the Inca ruler just as human subjects 

were. Since he was believed to be an incarnation of the sun, this could 

explain the headdress of golden feathers arranged in a sun-like corona 

on both the figurine and the sacrificed youth. Other scholars describe 

clothed figurines as “replicas in miniature of the cosmos of the Inca 

King, his subjects, and his material possessions” (McEwan and Van de 

Gauche 1992: 366).  

5 The ancient Maya believed that a temple’s sacredness accumulated over 

time through continued rituals, a power considered so dangerous that 

termination rituals were enacted to deactivate the power of temples that 

were to be replaced. 

6 For a partial list of archaeological reports of miniature textiles see Bruce 

(1996), Van Stan (1961) and Rodman (2000). In an email dated 11 May 

2004 sent to this author, Rodman listed a number of sites where 
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miniatures had been discovered, including one on the north coast of 

Chile clothing a figurine and dating to c. 800 BC.  

7 Time periods are based on Stone-Miller (1995) as follows: Post 

Conquest, after 1534; Late Horizon, 1438-1534 AD; Late Intermediate 

Horizon, 900-1400 AD; Middle Horizon, 500-900 AD. 

8 Having seen miniatures as well as a miniature loom in several Peruvian 

collections, Bruce speculated that their use in burials on Peru’s northern 

coast may have been commonplace (1986: 193). 

9 See Tushingham, 1976, catalogue nos 248-9, for a similar set of 

miniature boots. 

10 Miniature garments of similar construction thought to be from yet 

another cache are part of the collection of the Textile Museum, 

Washington. Four pieces are said to be from Ullujaya and one from 

Ocucaje. A single feathered miniature was discovered by Uhle at 

Pachacamac from Cemetery 1, which includes a wide range of deposits 

from Middle Horizon Epoch 2 through Late Horizon (Conklin et al. 

1996: 419). 

11 Although I had arrived at this hypothesis before reading Abercrombie 

(1999), this author also sees textiles as metaphorically equated to 

sacrifice (see pp. 357, 376, 392, 394-5, 396-401). Juan Schobinger 

(1991) also suggested that where Inca mountain offerings  lacked human 

sacrifices but contained miniature clothed figurines these miniatures 

were “offered in place of real sacrifices”.  

12 Similar ceremonies exist among the Maya cofradias of highland 

Guatemala and Chiapas. In ceremonies viewed by the author, the saint 

statues of the Tzotzil of Chamula are about half life-scale and their 

garments are not true miniatures. However, there is also a tradition of 

producing true miniature clothing for saint effigies (see Robbins 1986). 
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Visual and Verbal Art: Weaving and Poetry  

in Classical Greek and Old Norse Narratives 
 
LENA E. NORRMAN 
 
 
WEAVING AS TEXT 
  
Far removed as we are today from the daily chores of spinning and 
weaving in the Middle Ages and antiquity, we hardly see the 
connection between textiles and texts, between cloth and language. 
We look at weavings, embroideries, and cloth, but we do not read 
them in the same way as we read written text. Instead, we see them as 
made for practical use but without a practical meaning. The modern 
examination of ancient textiles and images as containing meaning is a 
rather new area of inquiry, and my aim in this article is to determine 
if we can read images as text. Do textile images tell the same story as 
texts? Did women tell “their” stories in woven textiles and 
embroideries because patriarchal societies did not allow them to pass 
on their narratives within domains and genres traditionally reserved 
for men, for example, within the public sphere of oral story-telling? 
But what would a text then be without a text-maker? This question is 
thoroughly discussed by Milman Parry and Albert Lord, who 
conclude that (2000: 4-5):  

 

The singer of tales is at once the tradition and an individual 
creator. His manner of composition differs from that used by a 
writer in that the oral poet makes no conscious effort to break 
the traditional phrases and incidents; he is forced by the 
rapidity of composition in performance to use these traditional 
elements. To him they are not merely necessary, however; they 
are also right. He seeks no others, and yet he practices great 
freedom in his use of them because they are themselves 
flexible. His art consists not so much in learning through 
repetition the time-worn formulas as in the ability to compose 
and recompose the phrases for the idea of the moment on the 
pattern established by the basic formulas. He is not a conscious 
iconoclast, but a traditional creative artist. His traditional style 
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also has individuality, and it is possible to distinguish the songs 
of the singer from those of another, even when we have only 
the bare text without music and vocal nuance.  

 
Thus the text-maker or weaver puts the signature on the 

commonly shared knowledge of narratives in circulation. These 
narratives can be performed in any way the performer wants, and not 
only orally, but also visually.   

Before comparing texts and textiles, we first need to understand 
what text is. For example, Gregory Nagy discusses the etymology of 
the English word text, as being from the Latin textus, and makes the 
point that “the metaphor of ‘weaving’ is still alive in Latin textus 
(from texô ‘weave’), but is dead in the English text” (1996: 64-6). 
Meanwhile, Roland Barthes argues that the word text means tissue, 
meaning that text derives from perpetual interweaving (1975: 64).1 In 
his The Pleasure of the Text, he elaborates on the etymological 
meaning of the word “text”: 

 
Text means Tissue; but whereas hitherto we have always taken 
this issue as a product, a ready-made veil, behind which lies, 
more or less hidden, meaning (truth), we are now emphasizing, 
in the tissue, the generative idea that the text is made, is 
worked out in a perpetual interweaving: lost in this tissue – this 
texture – the subject unmakes himself, like a spider dissolving 
in the constructive secretions of its web. Were we fond of 
neologisms, we might define the theory of the text as an 
hyphology (hyphos is the tissue and the spider’s web). (1975: 
64) 

  
In Barthes’ reading, the web dominates the spider, and weaving is 

chosen over the weaver, the “author,” i.e., the binary oppositions are 
broken down, and the “author is dead” (1975: 64).2 Emphasis is then 
moved from the text-maker to the text or textile itself and the process 
of fabrication – weaving.  Barthes argues that the web is chosen over 
the spider, which, for Barthes, is female.3 In so doing, he then shifts 
emphasis from agency to representation, i.e., the reading of the 
weaving is more important than the discussion of the weaver’s 
identity. This argument is especially interesting in relation to the 
question of how text (or language) and weaving (or textiles) are 
closely connected. The verb to weave does not only mean creating a 
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textile; it also suggests any act involving creativity, i.e., to construct 
or to weave.  

The Greek word for weaving is mētis, and the word tekhne refers 
to skill, craft and art. Thus, a weaver does not just weave but also 
constructs or composes text (cf. technē rhētorikē = the art of speech) 
(Ong 1982: 9). Mētis is, according to Joan Newlon Radner, “a 
common phenomenon in the lives of women, who have so often been 
dominated, silenced, and marginalized by men” (1993: vii).4 Textiles, 
according to Kathryn Sullivan Kruger, were in early cultures an 
“important signifying practice”, which carried meaning integral to a 
culture’s customs and beliefs (2001: 12). Elizabeth Wayland Barber 
writes that “clothing, right from our first direct evidence twenty 
thousand years ago, has been the handiest solution to conveying 
social messages visually, silently, continuously” (1994: 148).  

Can we then argue that cloth is text? Yes, I believe so. The art of 
writing was not invented until circa 5,500 years ago. It featured a 
script so complex that it could be mastered only by a few. This 
mastery was not possible for most ordinary individuals. Thus, anyone 
who could read and write possessed more power than those who 
could not. The interpretation of images was more immediate and less 
mediated than the interpretation of the written word since written 
words had “to be related somehow, directly or indirectly, to the world 
of sound, the natural habitat of language, to yield their meanings” 
(Ong 1982: 8). Images were then used for communication in a more 
widespread way than written text, since only an exclusive group was 
literate. Writing could, however, be compared to weaving or sewing. 
In these activities, different parts are stitched together for a distinctive 
design. A text is traditionally built on words already uttered, just as 
visual images are built upon already-seen images, although modern 
and postmodern authorship has problematised these direct 
correspondences. If we put text and textile together in a certain way, 
we get a specific design, forming new designs and patterns (i.e., new 
narratives).5 

Since one function of cloth is to signify meaning, the differences 
between texts and textiles become hard to distinguish, and “we cannot 
consider the heritage of the written text without including in this 
history its ancestor, the textile, and that the ancient production of text 
first occurred in the form of textiles” (Kruger 2001: 13).6 Thus, the 
weaver’s task was not only to weave fabric or cloth, but also to weave 
meaning. 
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WEAVING AND GENDER 
 
Although weaving has been a male occupation in some cultures,7 it is 
often associated with women exclusively, and this is the case in the 
Indo-European culture to which both the Greek and Norse weaving 
traditions that I am studying belong. The loom in use was the single-
beam warp-weighted loom.  In the following passage Preben 
Meulengracht Sørensen defines the division of gender and labour and 
indicates that any woven representation by men would have been 
connected with unmanliness in the Norse context (1983: 20): 

 
[A] necessary condition for linking the sexual and moral 
concepts is that the antithesis between masculine and feminine, 
the basis of sexual symbolism should be understood. The 
polarity must reflect the actual state of affairs, if contravention 
is to have the desired symbolic effect; any representation of the 
femininity must be equated with unmanliness when attached to 
a man. This prerequisite was fully met in Icelandic (and 
Norwegian) society in the Middle Ages, where the conduct and 
social functions of a man were in almost all respects clearly 
demarcated from those of a woman. A woman’s work was 
housekeeping, care of children, and other jobs within the home, 
such as those to do with milk and wool.  

 
Weaving as an activity in both the ancient Greek and the Viking 

Age Nordic worlds could be read as ungendered literature, where the 
gender of the weaver, or text-maker, is of less importance than the 
reading itself. But is it really true that the gender would be of less 
importance? In ancient texts from these cultures, we find that both the 
metaphors of weaving and the depictions of the act always describe 
women as those who weave. This description of gender division may 
indicate the social order in which men fought or verbally 
communicated and in which women silently wove. Greek literature 
treats women who abandoned their loom as creating disorder in 
society. This escape from the loom keeps men busy trying to get their 
women back behind the loom in order to restore both the hierarchy 
and, as argued by Patricia Klindienst Joplin, a “gender status quo” 
(1984: 48). 

Is there a link between weaving and storytelling? Do women only 
weave to fulfil their domestic duties, or is weaving a way to express 
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themselves? What does weaving stand for as expressed in literature, 
myths, and narratives in circulation? Can women’s weavings bear 
meaning? An answer to these questions might be that there are 
several intended meanings, e.g. the recording of historical events, or 
the transmission of information about the mythological order in a 
culture, or for magical purposes such as protection, divination, or 
cursing.  These meanings in weavings do not have to be, and 
generally are not, structured around syntactic patterns as they are in 
writing, and the weavings’ messages would also inevitably be read 
differently by different audiences.   

Each weaver would weave with patterns familiar for the audience 
she intended to reach. Thus, the textile code would be obvious for the 
intended “reader”. These textile messages would not only be 
signalled in cloth used for clothing; rather, decorative textiles would 
also fill the same function in signifying language. Hanging textiles 
could be used as decorative art, but they could also be used to show 
that a place was sacred (Gittinger 1977: 28). In warmer climates, 
textiles could be hung to form shade-providing pavilions, and in the 
colder climates like that of Scandinavia, textiles could be hung on the 
walls inside a house to prevent a draft from the arctic wind in 
wintertime.  

The range of uses can be illustrated from Navajo culture, where 
woven textiles or blankets could be used for both practical and 
decorative purposes. Some of the blankets were used as bedcovers or 
as drapes to cover open doors. Thus, “the blanket was experienced 
much like a painting, as it also was on the upright loom” (Kahlenberg 
1972: section III). Among the Navajo, weaving explicitly bears 
meaning. Women put their “souls” into the weaving, and each woven 
blanket has its own design and signature. The soul would later have to 
be ritually restored since the woman had spent too much time 
weaving, and thus had “lost her soul”. Kahlenberg argues that the 
Navajo blanket design “gains power with contemplation and reveals 
the nature of the individual weaver” (1972: section I). Thus these 
blankets would signal the weaver’s status. For example, in a Navajo 
legend, we are told that “spider woman instructed the Navajo woman 
how to weave on a loom which spider man told them how to make.” 
(O’Bryon 1956: 56). Women wove their experiences and passed on 
the knowledge to their daughters through a spider’s web, “which is 
woven at the mouth of some hole, you must take it and rub it on the 
baby’s hand and arm. Thus, when she grows up she will weave, and 



Lena E. Norrman 126 

her fingers and arms will not tire from weaving.” (O’Bryon 1956: 
56). 

Records of pictorial and mythological history survive around the 
world, where illiterate people wanted to tell their stories. Greek 
culture further builds on pre-existing Indo-European metaphors. Poets 
and prophets are described as “sewing” and “weaving” words.  And 
in Greek the utterance of poetry or prophecy is described as 
“weaving” (Nagy 1996: 63-4; 2001: 56-7). Thus poetic and prophetic 
activities are described in terms of what is originally and literally 
women’s work par excellence, according to Ann L. T. Bergren, who 
writes that the woman’s web would seem to be “metaphorical 
speech”. She asks which is the original and which the metaphorical? 
“Is weaving a figurative speech or is poetry a figurative web?”, she 
continues (1983: 72). I argue that it may well be both true speech and 
a representation of true speech, i.e., passing on stories in a domestic 
setting. 

In a time when weaving and storytelling were equally important, 
female participation was not thought of as being subcultural, nor as 
beneath or marginal to culture, but as equal to culture. In the Heian 
culture (794-1185 AD Japan), for example, women gathered in the 
salon, where they produced both texts and textiles. In her research 
about this culture, Carole Cavanaugh found that “if the Heian 
woman’s first text was textile, female authority in the one culturally 
important activity may have sponsored authorship in the other” 
(1996: 612).  In women’s weavings, both political and personal 
messages are woven, and the differences between texts and textiles 
fade away.  

In most Old Norse narratives, women had the knowledge of 
weaving words; they could pass on this knowledge to men. We can 
find one example of that knowledge in Sigdrífomál, when Sigdrífa, a 
Valkyrie, tells Sigurðr upon his initiation about the runes: 
 

Málrúnar scaltu kunna, ef þú vilt, at mangi þér 
heiptom gialdi harm; 

þær um vindr, þær um vefr, 
þær um setr allar saman, 

á því þingi, er þióðir scolo 
í fulla dóma fara. (12) 
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Speech runes learn thou, to spite no one, 
lest out of the hate he harm thee: 

these wind thou, these weave thou, 
and gather them together 

when men to moot are met at the Thing, 
and all Thing-men are there. (13)8 

 
The term Valkyrja refers to the woman who chooses the warriors 

who will fall in battle; she is a supernatural being in the shape of an 
earthly  woman dressed in armour, in the service of Óðinn, the god of 
war and death (Andersen 1993: 403-4). Thus, the Valkyrie is present 
both on the battlefield and in Valhöll. In the stanza above we can see 
a powerful female character using the metaphor of weaving to 
instruct a man about the power of speech and rhetoric. The 
relationship between weaving and language is discussed further by 
Kruger, who argues that weaving was a harsh reality in ancient times. 
We rarely think about the work behind the production of textiles. In 
post-industrial societies, cloth is mostly factory-made, and, therefore, 
we do not need to think about how long its production takes, let alone 
how long it took to produce in the ancient world. Weaving was time-
consuming and labour intensive. Therefore, cloth was extremely 
valuable, and “whether decorating floors, walls or bodies, cloth was 
woven with attention to intention, communicating not only cultural 
meaning, but also bestowing (or preserving) power” (Kruger 2001: 
11). Indeed, the historical and etymological relationship between 
“texts” and “textiles” in a particular culture can be traced by 
“reading” its records of textiles. This reading is not much different 
from reading a written manuscript, except that letters are replaced by 
the “semiotics” of the cloth, depending on how the weaver chooses to 
design her web, e.g., what colours or material to use.  

Also future events can be “read” in textiles. Mattiebelle Gittinger 
found textiles in Sumatra where the panels are gendered, and, further, 
the designs of the female panels “are ‘read’ by a knowledgeable 
person when this cloth is made to be given to a daughter pregnant 
with her first child. It is the daughter’s ulos ni tondi, or ‘soul cloth,’ 
and the designs encode her future” (1977: 25). Walter Ong argues 
that “oral expression can exist and mostly has existed without any 
writing at all, writing never without orality” (1982: 8). A visual text 
or narrative can also exist without the written word. It cannot, 
however, exist without the spoken word passing the narrative on to an 
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audience. Kruger suggests that “the older tradition of weaving . . . had 
influenced the newer one of writing” (2001: 12), but the tradition of 
reading textiles has not been entirely replaced by writing. Swedish 
national costumes, for example, tell about geographical origin and 
social status. Differences in costume designs (colours, patterns, 
accessories and so on) are specific to regional identities and in the 
case of women’s folk costumes they distinguish between married and 
unmarried status.9  

When looking at literary history, including women’s weavings as 
text, we can see a new group of “authors”, i.e., women storytellers 
and perhaps even mythmakers. This group can be seen as independent 
of and equal to male authors, and not as a mere sub-division. Literary 
history can thus be traced back to the first texts appearing in textiles 
produced in ancient times. Kruger argues that “weaving stories in 
which the difference between a text and a textile becomes blurred” 
can be seen when female weavers transfer their stories into textiles 
through mere domestic chores (2001: 13). Weaving could also have 
been a way for a woman’s silent voice to have been “heard”, seen, 
and read by her contemporaries – and to have been interpreted and 
understood – when telling “her own” story, which otherwise would 
not have reached the audience.  

In a larger sense, women can be both passive objects (silent) and 
active agents (weavers) at the same time, depending on the 
interpretation of their work. According to Claude Lévi-Strauss, for 
example, women are like words, as communicated by men in 
marriage exchange. But Lévi-Strauss further suggests that women 
cannot be seen as “just signs and nothing more”, since they are the 
“generator of signs”, and use signs in communication with men. 
(1969: 568-70). This two-fold Lévi-Straussian idea supports my own 
argument of women as being central to two kinds of acts: the 
representation of true speech (passing on stories within the domestic 
sphere) and the imitation of true speech, or mētis (skill, cunning), 
weaving visual representations. Mētis, weaving’s intellectual 
counterpart, can, in addition to imitation (see note 4),  be the “trans-
formative power that is a ‘strategy of deception’, the plot itself, and 
the mental ability to devise one” (Bergren 1983: 73). 

  If we are familiar with the plot of the narrative, we can look at 
any part or image of the text and immediately understand its meaning 
in the context as a whole. Again I argue that representation and 
cultural production can be powerfully linked through weaving. 
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Geoffrey Hartman sketches a “playful poetics” in his article “The 
Voice of the Shuttle: Language from the Point of View of Literature” 
(1970). By “playful poetics”, Hartman means that metaphors are 
brought together according to a literary pattern used by Aristotle in 
The Poetics (tr. Janko 1987). These patterns consist of a sequential 
and rulebound beginning, middle, and end. If we try to see these 
patterns clearly, the mind, freed from the struggle of interpretations 
following a certain order, starts to use metaphors associate more 
freely. Hartman notes (338-9): “The more clearly we see them [the 
patterns], the stronger the metaphor which collapses that chain, makes 
a mental bang, and speeds the mind by freeing it from over-
elaboration and the toil of consecutiveness.”   

 A verbal addition to the metaphor gives us inspiration and clarity, 
and we are ready to take the necessary time to read the text. But do 
we then need this consecutiveness when reading visual language? 
Archetype, according to Hartman, “is a part greater than the whole of 
which it is a part, a text that demands a context yet is not reducible to 
it” (1970: 338-9). Hartman’s argument is interesting, but he speaks 
with a male voice and only sees the voice of the shuttle as a literary 
device divided into “tropes”. He does not discuss the reason for the 
shuttle to speak and what story the shuttle will help the weaver to tell. 

Manuel Aguirre argues that the outcome of weaving will predict 
the outcome of the story/myth (2002: 30-1). In the Old Norse 
material, for example, Brynhildr returned home after having met 
Sigurðr and now spends her time on weaving: “lagði sinn borða með 
gulli ok saumaði á þau stórmerki er Sigurðr hafði gert, dráp ormsins 
ok upptöku fjárins ok dauða Regins” (“She was working her tapestry 
with gold thread and embroidering on it the great deeds performed by 
Sigurd, the slaying of the dragon, the seizure of the treasure and the 
death of Regin.” Völsunga saga 42).10 As foreseen by Brynhildr, 
Sigurðr, after being exposed to witchcraft, instead marries Guðrún. 
When Brynhildr learns that Sigurðr is her “real” husband, who came 
to her in disguise, she now needs to take revenge on both betrayers, 
Sigurðr and Gunnarr: “ok eigi mun ek eiga tvá konunga í einni höll” 
(“Nor will I have two lords in one hall”. Völsunga saga 56). She also 
needs to avenge herself on Guðrún, who married the man with whom 
Brynhildr had made vows. She said, “Sér þat mestan harm at hon átti 
eigi Sigurð. Hon settisk upp ok sló sinn borða svá at sundr gekk, ok 
bað svá lúka skemmudyrum at langa leið mætti heyra hennar 
harmtölur” (“Her deepest sorrow lay in not being married to Sigurd. 
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She raised herself up and struck her tapestry work, tearing it apart, 
and then she ordered the door of the apartment opened so that her 
lament could be heard afar off.” Völsunga saga 54). Sigurðr´s destiny 
is then sealed by the torn tapestry.  

Brynhildr uses the shuttle as an instrument for her anger, damaged 
honour, and lost love. Brynhildr says “deyr . . . ok brann þar með 
Sigurði, ok lauk svó þeira ævi” (“[Brynhildr] died and was burnt there 
with Sigurd, and so their days ended.” Völsunga saga 61), leaving 
Guðrún devastated.  She travels to Denmark, spends time with Þóra, 
Hákon’s daughter, and “sló borða fyrir henni ok skrifaði þar á mörg 
ok stór verk” (“wove a tapestry for her and wrote on it many and 
great deeds”. Völsunga saga 62). On the weaving, she writes a new 
narrative, her story. Guðrún here writes (skrifaði) heroic deeds on the 
tapestry. Thus, we are reading the woven images.  

We should see women who use the shuttle as creators of stories, 
myths and culture.  
 
 
WEAVING AS A LITERARY TECHNIQUE 
 
The idea of weaving in Homer, both in terms of its use as a literary 
technique and as a metaphor of composition, suggests a comparison 
between weaving in Greece and weaving in the Nordic world. In 
Classical Greek culture, where women lacked voice in the public 
sphere, their weaving could be seen as “metaphorical speech”, i.e., 
substituting for women’s lack of verbal art. Bergren states that: “in 
Greek the utterance of poetry or prophecy is described as ‘weaving’”, 
itself a silent substitute for verbal speech (1983: 72). Ancient Greek 
women did not possess an official public voice. They wove, and the 
woven textile could then be used as a memory peg when telling about 
important events in women’s lives to coming generations.  

Gregory Nagy has discussed the idea of weaving in Homer, both 
in terms of its use as a literary technique and as a metaphor of 
composition. Drawing on a synchronic/diachronic distinction, he 
argues that a synchronic analysis can succeed only if poetry is viewed 
as a system rather than a text (2001: 55). Nagy continues (2001: 58): 

 
The work of a singer is metaphorically interlaced with the work 
of the fabric-worker. A prime example is the singer who 
performs for the Phaeacians, Demodokos, who is described as 
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beginning the first of his three performances in Odyssey viii by 
starting from a thread, oimê, much as a fabric-worker might… 
What connects the Homeric usage of humnos to the idea of 
weaving is a preoccupation with beginnings. The word 
humnos, as I will now argue, is concerned primarily with the 
choice of an ad hoc beginning, of an ad hoc point of departure. 

 
The Odyssey can be classified as an epic because it has a long, or 
macro, narrative ornamented by various small and independent 
stories, or micro narratives (such as the Cretan lies), which are 
inserted into the macro narrative. It might have been sung, recited, or 
experienced visually, possibly viewed in statues or in miniature 
frescoes, before it became a written text. There is no single indication 
of how this narrative was originally transmitted to its audience; 
rather, there are several possibilities. Joseph Harris argues that a 
similar phenomenon can be seen in the Nordic tradition, in which 
micro narratives called þættir (þætta = plait) are inserted into a longer 
text, the saga. Harris “recognizes among several meanings of þáttr 
two that are relevant: 1) an integral part of a narrative whole and 2) a 
more or less independent short narrative” (1975: 431). Harris further 
argues that þáttr was only one term given to a specific genre of 
narratives inserted in a larger context (e.g., manuscripts, stories, or 
history) and that the purpose of the shorter stories might have been 
didactic, with a sense of comedy, where the audience might question 
the point of the story, while the plot might indicate the outcome of the 
larger narrative (1976: 1-18; see also Harris 1972, 1991). 

Calling these shorter stories interlaced narratives, Carol Clover 
stresses that the macro- and micro-narratives work to achieve an 
overall effect. A feature of micro-narratives is that they could be seen 
as separate stories, and the same micro-narrative can appear in 
different contexts and be told from different perspectives (1982: 32-
7). Thus, micro narratives, or images, can also be visually read as 
separate stories, and together they can make a “whole” story. Stephen 
Mitchell argues for the use of similar techniques in prose narratives 
built around heroic themes, which were in circulation as oral 
traditions and known to a broad audience (1991: 27).  

The prosimetrum of the Icelandic narratives can be seen as another 
kind of interlaced or interwoven combination of verse and prose. 
Harris argues that prose is narration where verse is used to express 
the voice of the main characters in the plot, or “express their attitudes, 
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feelings, and moods”. Thus a narrative might consist of two modes; 
the “narrative” and the “expressive mode”. Prose is free, and verse is 
fixed before the stage of the writing of prosimetric texts and “finally, 
the narrative function of prose is taken over by verse, and the fully 
fledged epic in verse is born. Reichl and Harris, however, argue that 
this model is problematic since verse can be defined in other ways 
than by its metre. Instead, they suggest replacing the verse and prose 
dichotomy with a definition of the verbal (textual) form and the 
manner of the performance (e.g. singing, marked and unmarked 
language)” (1997: 4-5). Kristin Hanson and Paul Kiparsky define 
prose in literature as the marked form in the discourse, further saying 
that verse and prose cannot have the same status in a literary tradition 
or in a literary work. This then leads to literary works being defined 
as “verse as the dominant form, with interlaced prose, or prose as the 
dominant form, with interlaced verse” (1997: 36). Harris asks if “the 
extant prosimetrum is a phenomenon pertaining only to the written 
stage, or whether it reflects a life-form of the poetry in its oral stages” 
(1997: 133). The prose could have been added to the verse to explain 
its content to an audience in an oral performance or the verse could 
have been used as a “footnote” or evidence in the prose.  

Snorri Sturluson writes in Heimskringla, the history of the 
Norwegian kings:  

 
Bók þessi lét ek rita fornar frásagnir um höfðingja þá, er ríki 
hafa haft á Norðrlöndum ok á danska tungu hafa mælt, svá sem 
ek hefi heyrt fróða menn segja, svá ok nökkurar kynslóðir þeira 
eptir því, sem mér hefir kennt verit, sumt þat, er finnsk í 
langfeðgatali, þar er konungar eða aðrir stórættaðir menn 
hafa rakit kyn sitt, en sumt er ritat eptir fornum kvæðum eða 
söguljóðum, er menn hafa haft til skemmtanar sér. En þótt vér 
vitim eigi sannendi á því, þá vitum vér dœmi til at gamlir 
fœðimenn hafi slíkt fyrir satt haft. (Aðalbjarnsarson 1961: 3) 
 
In this book I have had written down old accounts about the 
chieftains who had dominion in the North and were speakers of 
the Danish tongue, basing myself on the information given me 
by well-informed men; also, on some of the genealogies 
according to what I have learned about them, some of which 
information is found in the pedigrees which kings or other 
persons of exalted lineage have about their kin; and still other 
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matter follows ancient lays or legends people have entertained 
themselves with. And although we do not know for sure 
whether these accounts are true, yet we do know that old and 
learned men consider them to be so. (Hollander 1999: 3) 
  

Snorri concerns himself with “weaving” the poems into the prose 
to get the historical facts correct, to say that this is “real history”,  but 
interlacing or intertextuality can also be seen as a way to put a 
signature on a text or a weaving, indicating that this is “my story and 
this is how I will present it”. 
 
 
VISUAL POETRY 
 
Classicists have recently made a comparison between visual images 
that tell about Greek pre-history and those with poetic themes. In her 
studies of Minoan frescoes from Thera (Bronze Age) Sarah Morris 
has tried to interpret these miniature frescoes as being the story of 
Odysseus. In her analysis, Morris interprets the frescoes as portraying 
“real” history that, based on a narrative in circulation, has become art. 
In the case of the miniature frescoes, Morris’s conclusion is that even 
if they are small in form, they are big in content, and the Odyssey is to 
be found there, i.e., we can “see” the story, and history (1989: 515). 
“No matter how late one places ‘Homer,’ these images offer visual 
formulae that, when elaborated with specific names and places 
missing in Aegean art, developed into epic stories,” states Morris 
when pointing out how “archeological instincts” may prevent an 
appreciation of themes “re-deposited” from earlier cultural levels 
(1989: 515). The crucial point is that we move away from the 
disciplinary constrictions viewing archaeological findings as isolated 
from literary history. As Vermeule has pointed out (1987: 145-6): 
 

An archeologist is permitted by his colleagues to deal only with 
quantified, anonymous people, estimated consumers of barley, 
occupants of graves graphed on computers for place and time. 
He is not permitted to deal with individual yellow-haired chiefs 
of the Argives. He must subdue his private fictions to evidence 
photographable in the dirt, and should ideally publish his 
results as mathematical formulae. There is a clash of principle 
between archeological reconstructions of the Bronze Age and 
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Greek literary reconstructions of the same scene. Yet 
sometimes the two sides may offer mutual assistance.  

 
In order to understand the narrative of frescoes, one must know 

about an entire narrative tradition, in this case the epic about 
Odysseus. At first glance, the frescoes portray scenes of different 
activities from everyday life. If, however, one examines all of the 
scenes together, one sees them as separate micro narratives that, as a 
whole, tell of Odysseus’s adventures.  

Those images strengthen the argument for the onset of an epic 
tradition in the early Mycenaean era (Morris 1997: 323). In 1816, 
Karl Lachmann introduced his Liedertheorie, in which he argues that 
epics, poems, and legends all contain elements of real history because 
of their use of historical names and people well-known to a broader 
audience. At the same time, R. Bentley suggested that epics originally 
were composed as short lays, or songs, and later transformed into 
their longer versions. This later collection would then be the reason 
for discrepancies in time and lacunae (Thorp 1940: 12-44). 

Another example of the use of miniature images in telling a story 
is Athena’s warning to a weaver who tries to challenge the gods and 
break hierarchical boundaries. As related in Ovid’s Metamorphoses: 

 
The work has Victory’s ultimatum in it, 
But that her challenger may have full warning 
What her reward will be for her daring rashness, 
In the four corners the goddess weaves four pictures, 
Bright in their color, each one saying Danger! 
In miniature design. (Humphries 1986: 6.81-86) 

 
Athena is here weaving her words of warning, assured that her woven 
images will be read and understood by the receiver. 
 
 
LITERARY IMAGES OF WOMEN AS WEAVERS 
 
Athena and Arachne 
 
Weaving, as opposed to spinning, was Athena’s special skill. 
Wherever divine weaving was performed, Athena was present. In 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, the most famous story of Athena’s weaving 
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involves Arachne, the motherless daughter of a wool dyer, who 
boasted that she could weave more skilfully than even Athena. 
Athena overheard the boast, became angry, and challenged Arachne 
to a weaving contest. Arachne, born in the lower classes of society, 
had gained fame for her work.  Everyone who saw her working 
thought that Athena must have taught her weaving. Arachne, 
according to Ovid, wove scandalous stories about the deities’ love 
affairs, such as Zeus being unfaithful, and how Poseidon, Apollo, 
Bacchus, and Hades shifted shapes in order to seduce young maidens. 
Athena, on the other hand, wove stories of mortals who lost battles 
against deities. Arachne loses to Athena and the maiden tries to hang 
herself. Athena pities her and transforms her into a spider. She is thus 
forced to hang, and to live, and 
 

                  her hair  
Fell off, and nose and ears fell off, and head  
Was shrunken, and the body very tiny,  
Nothing but belly, with little fingers clinging   
Along the side as legs, but from the belly  
She still kept spinning; the spider 
Has not forgotten the arts she used to practice.  
                                                (Humphries 1986,  6.141-7) 

 
Weaving is a metaphor for human ingenuity, and Athena personifies 
skill and cunning, since the central female skill is weaving. The 
thread was the symbol for one’s lifespan, and the Moirai formed this 
thread at birth. Thus, weaving can be seen as the symbol for what one 
does in life, the choices of the individual. Throughout the Odyssey, 
Athena weaves plans for Odysseus’s rescue in dangerous situations, 
and at the very end of the epic, it is Athena, who says that “without 
blood, you can settle everything” (Lattimore 1999, 24.532). She then 
weaves the peace.  
 
Penelope  
 
Penelope, Odysseus’s wife, has many characteristics in common with 
those of Athena. Penelope also uses weaving to extract herself from 
tricky situations, but her weaving signifies wifely virtue as well as 
cunning, which is Athena’s mētis. Mētis, like cunning, involves a 
passage from the subconscious to the conscious, according to Kruger. 
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Kruger argues that the circumstances around Athena’s birth (her 
father, Zeus, had swallowed her mother, Mētis, who then gave birth 
to Athena inside Zeus’ body), demonstrate mētis as residing in the 
subconscious as energy waiting to come loose (2001: 80). The three 
main characters in the Odyssey easily deal with the problems they 
encounter, using a plan for rescue formed in the subconscious, 
something we would call intuition or instinct today. These 
subconscious plans usually emerge fully formed, as in the case of 
Athena’s birth.  

The Odyssey tells how Penelope sits in her chamber with her 
maids, weaving and unweaving as she waits for Odysseus’ return. We 
are not told what Penelope weaves, although it could be a story about 
her loss and twenty-year separation from her husband. Her unweav-
ing, on the other hand, is clearly a delay strategy to put off the suitors 
who come to the Palace trying to seduce Penelope and replace the 
long missing Odysseus. Penelope very reluctantly leaves her chamb-
er, covered with a veil. Telemachos, her son, says that Odysseus 
might not return, and that she should return to her chamber: “Go 
therefore back in the house, and take up your own work, the loom and 
the distaff, and see to it that your handmaidens ply their work also; 
but the men must see to discussion, all men, but I most of all. For 
mine is the power in the household.” (Lattimore 1999: 1.345-64). 
Penelope returns and weeps.  But she also takes up weaving again, a 
process-oriented weaving making up for her loss of speech and 
allowing her to grieve. Her weaving must constantly change to avoid 
having suitors come close to her. Weaving becomes a metaphor for 
Penelope’s (i.e., for a woman’s) thought process, and she uses the 
shuttle as an instrument to control time and her will. Women weave 
plots as well as garments. Kruger argues that garment production 
functions as part of the plot (2001:54). The weaving and un-weaving 
of the web thus buys Penelope time during her wait for Odysseus.  
 
Helen, Guðrún, and Brynhildr 
 
Helen takes us again to weaving in Homer, but to the Iliad  not the 
Odyssey.  She becomes, as Bergren states, “both woven and the 
weaver of speech, both subject of the song and figure within the text 
for the poet’s own activity” (1983: 79). Thus, her weaving is 
analogous to Homer’s weaving of the epic itself when her shuttle 
moves across the loom, depicting warriors traversing the battlefield. 
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Homer tells about Helen in the act of representing her own story 
when she is weaving a tapestry of the nine-year war caused by her 
infidelity. Helen thus both passively and actively takes part in the war 
by weaving its emblem and being its observer. Helen is in a position 
of power since weaving storytelling-cloths was both exclusive and 
important. Cloth contained signs of important political and spiritual 
messages. As Kruger writes: “in this scene, Helen’s art is elevated to 
the level of Homer’s, for like poetry, a storytelling cloth bestows 
honor and ‘eternal’ fame” (2001: 77). The goal of the Homeric 
tradition is to keep glorious events about a hero alive, and this task 
can be accomplished through both visual and written text. 

A parallel to the literary image of women as weavers is found in a 
still-existing storytelling tapestry – the Bayeux tapestry, embroidered 
by William the Conqueror’s wife Matilde and her maidens in the 
years 1067-82.11 The tapestry provides information about the 
historical events of the conquest of England by William, Duke of 
Normandy, 1066 AD. The advantages of a visual presentation of this 
story, based on oral tradition, was that a tapestry could be transported 
and hung in different places, so that an illiterate audience could learn 
of William’s great deeds. Matilde, William’s wife, could also make 
certain that the “right” version of these events was told for both 
contemporary audiences and future generations. The style “closely 
resembles drawn and painted manuscript illustrations of the 
Romanesque period from both sides of the English Channel – a style 
known as Anglo-Norman” (Rud 1994: 9; Hoskins 2000: 79). The use 
of this contemporary style means that style was as important as 
message in making the story accessible to the contemporary audience. 
Katherine McCormack argues for a reading of the tapestry as an oral 
epic turned into embroidery, not a historical document (1985: 95, 
103). 

In the Nordic tradition, the goal is the same as it is in the Homeric 
epic: to keep the reputation of a hero alive, and to tell about his great 
deeds. Guðrún, like Penelope and Helen, lamented sad events, for 
example when her brothers killed her husband Sigurðr. 

Guðrúnarqviða in fyrsta (The First Lay of Guthrún) tells how she sat 
next to Sigurðr’s body but did not cry. When tears finally flow:  enn 
regns dropi rann niðr um kné (a rain of tears ran to her knees) (15: 
lines 5-6).  

Now Guðrún faces the same situation as Matilde. How is the 
“right” story about Sigurðr going to be immortalised? Guðrún travels 



Lena E. Norrman 138 

to Denmark, where she works on the tapestry: “skrifaði þar á mörg ok 
stór verk ok fagra leika er tíðir váru í þann tíma” (“wove a tapestry 
for her, showing on it many great deeds”; Völsunga saga 62). Thus, 
through female activities such as weaving and lamenting (cf. 
Auerbach 1989: 27), heroic deeds were immortalised, referring to the 
time before Brynhildr when she, Guðrún, was betrothed to Sigurðr. 
“[O]k huggaðisk Guðrún nú nökkut harms síns” (“Guðrún was now 
to some extent comforted in her grief”; Völsunga saga 62). In 
Guðrúnarqviða önnor (The Second Lay of Guthrún), we are told that 
Guðrún’s mother “brá borða” (17) (“quickly took down the web”),12 
since she, the mother, had woven her own plot for revenge. In this 
plot Guðrún was to marry her rival’s brother, Atli, who eventually 
kills her brothers, who had killed her first husband Sigurðr. Guðrún is 
now trapped in a cycle of revenge and retaliation. As was the case for 
Helen, Guðrún’s weaving connotes the narrator’s voice “telling” the 
poem: 

Höfðo við á scriptom, þat er scatar léco,  
oc á hannyrðom hilmis þegna,  
randir rauðar, recca Húna,  
hiordrót, hiálmdrot, hilmis fylgio.  

Scip Sigmundar scriðo frá landi,  
gyltar grímor, grafnir stafnar;  
byrðo við á borða, þat er þeir börðuz,  
Sigarr oc Siggeir, suðr á Fióni. 
                         (Guðrúnarqviða önnor 15-16)  

In gold she embroidered to gladden me, 
Danish swans and Southern halls; 
kingly war play the cloths did show, 
our handiwork, and hero’s thanes; 
red shields of war eke, ready henchmen, 
helm-clad, sword-girt Hunnish war host; 

Seaward sailing, King Sigmund’s ships, 
with golden dragons and graven stems; 
in the web we weaved the wars which they fought, 
Sigar and Siggeir, south by Funen.  
                                (The Second Lay of Guthrún 15-16)  
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The use of the pronouns we (við) and they (þeir) in the poem indicates 
the gender division of the labour at hand; we (women) weave and 
they (men) fight.  

Sigurðr wakes her up and, in their conversation, Sigurðr 
challenges both Brynhildr’s wisdom and courage “engi finnsk þér 
vitrari maðr, ok þess sver ek at þik skal ek eiga, ok þú ert við mitt 
œði.” (“no one is wiser than you,” said Sigurðr, “and I swear it is you 
I shall marry, and we are ideally suited”; Völsunga saga 40). 
Brynhildr answers, “Þik vil ek helzt eiga, þótt ek kjósa um alla menn” 
(“I should wish to marry you,” she answered, “even though I might 
have the choice of all the men there are”; Völsunga saga 40). 
Brynhildr’s sister in-law, Oddrún, remembers the passionate first 
meeting between Brynhildr and Sigurðr:  

 
Brynhildr í búri borð racþi, 
hafði hon lýði oc lönd um sic; 
iorð dúsaði oc uphiminn, 
þá er bani Fáfnis borg um þátti.  

(Oddrúnargrátr 17) 

In her bower Brynhildr gold braids did weave, 
as lady lorded it o’er land and folk; 
the earth quivered, and all the sky, 
when Fáfnir´s slayer first saw her hall.  
                                           (The Plaint of Oddrún 16) 
 

It is love that makes Brynhildr return to the domestic sphere, 
where she weaves Sigurðr’s deeds. Brynhildr’s story, just like 
Guðrún’s, has a sad ending. Sigurðr is tricked by Grímhildr into 
marrying Guðrún, something predicted by Brynhildr in her 
interpretation of Guðrún´s dream: “Till ykkar mun koma Sigurðr, sá 
er ek kaus mér til manns. Grímhildr gefr honum meinblandinn mjöð 
er öllum oss kemr í mikit strið. Hann muntu eiga ok hann skjótt 
missa” (“Sigurd, whom I chose as my husband, will come to you. 
Grimhild will give him drugged mead. This will bring great sorrow to 
us all. You will marry him and soon lose him”; Völsunga saga 46).  

Brynhildr marries Guðrún’s brother Gunnarr whom she thinks the 
bravest of all men since he apparently rode through the flames, 
although this was actually Sigurðr in disguise. Through passion, 
deceit, and revenge, Brynhildr is the one who incites the murder of 
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her great love, Sigurðr, by her husband Gunnarr. When Sigurðr is 
dead, Brynhildr slays herself at his side. Before she dies, she says:  

 
Nú scolo ganga, þeir er gull vili 
oc minna því at mér þiggia; 
ec gef hverri um hroðit sigli, 
bóc oc blæio, biartar váðir. 

(Sigurðarqviða in scamma 49) 
 
Now shall hither my handmaids come 
if gold they wish, and wealth from me; 
gilded trinkets I give to each, 
broidered bedclothes, bright-hued raiment.   

(The Short Lay of Sigurth 48) 
  
The passage further makes an explicit connection to fabric by stating 
that Brynhildr lies “in linen dight” (Unz hyggiandi hörscrýdd). 

Throughout the narrative, Brynhildr is surrounded by weaving as 
practice and metaphor. The reduction of her empowerment as a 
female warrior to a domestic chronicler of heroic deeds by men leads 
her to patiently wait for Sigurðr’s return. She, however, is left 
dishonoured since Sigurðr marries another woman. Actively she takes 
revenge and in death she is finally reunited with Sigurðr, her own 
body wrapped in linen. The weavings are woven, the story is told, 
Sigurðr’s reputation is now immortalised and his destiny is sealed by 
the female poet.  
 
Philomela  
 
Most of the stories referring to weaving tell a tale about passion and 
love, or a story about heroic deeds. Ovid, however, in his 
Metamorphoses, describes the most brutal of all weaving stories: that 
of Philomela. In the first part, the reader encounters Philomela, her 
sister Procne, and Procne’s husband Tereus. As war hero, Tereus 
drives the barbarians from Greece and preserves Athens, which does 
not offer any support to Tereus (Humphries 1986: 6.423-721). 

Pandion, the King of Athens, offers his daughter, Procne, in marriage 
to Tereus. The gods are absent from this marriage, indicating that 
something has already happened, but not what. This something could 
constitute the failure of Athens to provide for its own defence while 
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willingly forming the alliance with Tereus, as Kruger suggests. She 
also speculates that Tereus and Athens constitute contrasting realms, 
i.e., Tereus represents the barbaric and Athens the civilised (2001: 
59). In a culture in which women do not have citizenship, Procne can 
do nothing but agree to wed Tereus.  Procne and Philomela could be 
seen as property that could be exchanged to strengthen the 
relationship between these men. The sisters and their societies would 
thus be synonymous with a pure and beautiful Athens, and the 
barbaric Tereus would violate this body politic through intermarriage.  

In this tragedy, we are given an example of a woman who uses the 
shuttle as her voice to communicate/weave her sad story. Tragedy 
starts when Procne asks her father to send her sister Philomela to her 
for a visit. Metamorphoses relates how Tereus is sent to take 
Philomela back to Thrace, and before parting Pandion says to Tereus: 
“I beg you, by your honor and our kinship,/ Protect her with a father’s 
love” (Humphries 1986: 6.503-04). The moment they are on alien 
ground, Tereus, who finds Philomela irresistible, rapes her and cuts 
out her tongue so she cannot reveal the crime. This rape breaks 
several taboos: not only is it a violation of her body, but it is also an 
adulterous act and a rape (Kruger 2001: 59). Philomela is then locked 
away, and Tereus tells Procne that she died on the way from Athens.  

The second part of the myth tells the story of revenge and how the 
sisters plan to prepare for Tereus a fate as obscene as Philomela’s. 
Since Philomela cannot tell her story, she uses her shuttle as a form of 
voice, and instead she weaves her story, which takes about a year. 
The weaving separates the two parts of the myth, and it constitutes 
peace as opposed to violence. And by weaving, as it is related in 
Metamorphoses, Philomela “had a loom to work with, and with 
purple/ on a white background, wove her story in,/ Her story in and 
out” (Humphries 1986:  6.578-80). It is the story, however, that gives 
the “voice of the shuttle” its meaning, because if we, the audience, do 
not know the story, then we do not know how to read the visual text. 
During this year Philomela has to remember, recollect, and repair her 
story; she must also send it to Procne. Ovid only spends a few lines 
on Philomela’s weaving, but the scene portrays a uniquely feminine 
performance: heroic weaving. She has only two colours, white and 
purple (red), signifying virtue and royal blood. Here the colours are as 
important as the images she will weave; for it is crucial for her 
rescue, and for her revenge, that Procne is familiar with what both the 
colours and images signify. Once the tapestry is read and understood, 
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Philomela has her victory, and “her voice is restored through art”, 
states Geoffrey Hartman (1970: 351). 

In order to take revenge, Procne must sacrifice the son she bore to 
Tereus, so that Tereus’s lineage will end. This cruel revenge appears 
to be barbaric within the frames of our standards for civilised 
behaviour today, but it must have seemed appropriate for the 
audience at the time. The story might be seen as a warning against 
uncivilised behaviours like adulterous rape, but it was probably also 
designed to maintain as much independence for the city state as 
possible.  

Kruger interprets Philomela’s weaving as a bridge, or link, 
between the myth’s two parts. She takes part in divinity for a 
moment, when she “triumphs over a terrible doom, yet the 
recognition she brings about continues a tragic chain of events” 
(2001: 60-1).  
 
The weaver who utters “Darraðarljóð” 
 
Another example of weaving associated with violent actions is found 
in Brennu-Njáls saga, in “Darraðarljóð” (“The Song of the 
Valkyries”).13 The poem concerns the Battle of Clontarf on Good 
Friday 1014 and uses weaving as a metaphor for defeat and death. 
The weavers are not explicitly named Valkyries in the text which 
says: “þar váru konor inni” (“there were women inside” [454]), but 
we can reasonably infer that they are Valkyries since they were the 
women who picked up dead bodies from the battlefield.  

 
Vítt er orpit 
fyrir valfalli 
rifs reiðiský, 
rignir blóði; 
nú er fyrir geirum  
grár upp kominn 
vefr verþjóðar, 
er þær vinur fylla 
rauðum vepti 
Randvés bana.   
  (Sveinsson 454) 
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Blood rains 
From the cloudy web 
On the broad loom 
Of slaughter. 
The web of man, 
Grey as armour, 
Is now being woven; 
The Valkyries 
Will cross it 
With a crimson weft.  
  (Magnusson and Pálsson 349) 

 
The most interesting part of this poem is the message delivered by the 
weaver at the poem’s conclusion. This message is an exact statement 
of what the weaver does; to learn the song, poem, narrative, and to 
describe it through weaving:  
 

Vel kváðu vér, 
um konung ungan, 
sigrhljóða fjölð, 
syngjum heilar!  
en hinn nemi,  
er heyrir á  
geirfljóða hljóð,  
ok gumum segi!  

(Sveinsson 458) 
 
We sang well  
Victory songs 
For the young king; 
Hail to our singing! 
Let him who listens  
To our Valkyrie song  
Learn it well 
And tell it to others.  

(Magnusson and Pálsson 351) 
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WOMEN WEAVING TEXTS AND TEXTILES 
 
One could argue that once a weaving is completed the poet is silent, 
the story is told. In literary weaving it is still the literary poet’s voice 
telling the story/poem through the female weaver, and in most cases 
the literary poet is a man, as is true in the Homeric tradition. The 
moving back and forth of the shuttle in Homer’s narratives signifies 
the moves back and forth by the female characters as they are 
portrayed by the male performers/composers, but a distinction can 
also be made between different sorts of weaving, for example 
between Helen’s and Penelope’s weavings. Helen weaves a story the 
audience never gets to see the end of, because as long as she weaves 
the war will not end. She uses the shuttle to move “between two 
sides, two possibilities, two lives” (Kruger 2001: 81-2).  Penelope, on 
the other hand, weaves, and re-weaves, while waiting for her husband 
to come back for ten more years after the end of the war; yet she, like 
Helen, cannot finish her weaving since “she would become just 
another object of [marriage] exchange in this society.” Kruger argues 
that since Homer does not indicate what Penelope is weaving, she 
weaves a textile, not a text, keeping herself occupied with female 
chores that will never come to an end, i.e., cooking, sewing, and 
weaving (2001: 81-2).  

Bishop Odo, William’s half-brother, who wanted the correct 
version of Anglo-Norman events to be told, might have, together with 
Matilde, ordered the making of the Bayeux tapestry. He himself acts 
as one of the central figures in four of the scenes in the tapestry. He 
was also highly praised and rewarded by William (Rud 1994: 35). 
The secularity of the tapestry might indicate that he wanted it to hang 
in a more private setting than the Cathedral. The question is whose 
story is told in this tapestry, since it is ultimately stitched together by 
William’s wife Matilde with her maidens. Maybe she wanted to be 
sure that her version of this story would be told as the art-historical 
document we have today.  

In the Nordic world, the literary weavers might have had another 
voice besides their own, i.e., we do not know who composed the 
poems, myths, or narratives in circulation. But as for the Viking Age 
women who wove, we do know that they told their “own” versions/ 
stories about myths or historical events with silent voices. A twelfth-
century poem by Master Wace states: “It is the pen gives immortality 
to men.” Nancy Arthur Hoskins has neatly rephrased the quotation to 
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read: “it is the needle, not the pen [that] gives immortality to men.” 
(2000: 80).  

Thus, in both the Classical and Nordic mythological world views 
we see that there is a vast narrative of women as weavers and voice-
givers who are collectively creating order and patterns.  
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Notes 
 
1 The Old Norse word bók means “book” but also has the meaning of 

“precious stuff, a textile fabric with figures, or perhaps characters, 

woven in it” (Cleasby and Vigfusson 1957). One example given of bók 

as a weaving with figures in the Icelandic-English dictionary is “bækr 

þínar enar bláhvitu ofnar völundum” (Hamðismál 7). The Old English 

verb wefan, for example, means to form cloth by interlacing strands, to 

intertwine, to combine elements elaborately, to unite a coherent whole, 

to direct in a winding course (Toller 1991). From Latin texō, meaning 

both 1) to make a fabric, to embroider 2) to form wreaths etc. by plaiting 

or twining 3a) to put together or construct with care 3b) writings 4) to 

direct movements. Textor means (male) weaver (putting text together 

(my emphasis) while textrix is a female weaver. Textum is both 

weavings and rhetorical style. Textus is pattern or style of the weaving 

or the fabric made by joining words together, the “body of a passage” 

(Glare 1973). 

mailto:norrman@umn.edu
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2 The plot, however, and the characters in a myth or a narrative in 

circulation usually consist of binary oppositions such as death/life, 

successful/unsuccessful and dark/light.  

3 Although Barthes assumes that spiders that spin are female, there are 

male spiders that spin, albeit for shorter periods and with smaller webs. 

4 Mētis means skill, cunning, wisdom, craft, or, as a second meaning, a 

plan or enterprise (Liddell and Scott 1991). The arts and craft of mētis 

are known as the intellectual counterpart to weaving in Greek. Mētis can 

also be seen as imitation in the example of Rhea giving birth to Zeus. It 

substitutes the child with a stone wrapped in cloth as discussed by  

Bergren (1983: 74). 

5 In her article, “Sew to Speak: Text and Textile in Eudora Welty”, 

Géraldine Chouard discusses quilts as texts, to be read in both social and 

literary contexts (1998: 7-26).  

6 Cf. the recent re-dating of the first weavings. The earliest dated woven 

fragment is from south central Turkey, c. 8,000 years ago. Four clay 

fragments with patterns of woven textile or basket are dated to between 

c. 26,980 and c. 24,870 years ago (Kruger 2001: 22). 

7 Before the conquest of America, women on the North American 

continent were generally in charge of the household and men of hunting 

and the religious life, but traditionally men were the ones who spun and 

wove when back from the hunts. Women took care of raising the 

children and the construction of buildings. However, this division of 

labour changed after the European colonial conquest of America when 

new and more traditional western gender patterns were established 

(Gutiérrez 1994: 47-64).   

8 Quotations from the Poetic Edda are from Neckel and Kuhn (1983) and 

translations are from Hollander (1999). 

9 I base this argument on the training I received at St Göran’s gymnasium, 

in the program for dressmaking. One part of the training was to learn 

how to distinguish the different costumes, but also to learn the history of 

fashion. 

10 Translations and quotations from Völsunga saga are from the facing-

page translation by Finch (1965). The Scandinavians, and above, all, the 

Icelanders, had an in-depth knowledge of weaving. The Icelanders did 

not have a source of silver large enough to maintain a metal-based 
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economy: pure silver was replaced with alloys and the new currency 

was based on homespun wool (Karlsson 1997: 13, 15, 19, 49).  

11 It is possible that this tapestry was commissioned by William’s half-

brother, Bishop Odo. Elisabeth van Houts argues that objects, pictures, 

and stories were used in the Middle Ages not only to pass on stories to 

coming generations but also to recall past events. She writes that: “they 

functioned as pegs for collective memory as well as being symbols for 

the transmission and memory of rights” (1999: 93). The tapestry is a 

unique “peg for memory”. Van Houts states that “the Bayeux tapestry is 

unique on account of its survival”. Further she argues that tapestries 

connected with women in “their roles as rememberers of the past” have 

not survived, but Bishop Odo’s commission of the Bayeux tapestry 

made it into a “peg for memory” hung in  Bayeux Cathedral for a public 

audience to see (1999: 101). According to Rud, however, William’s 

wife Matilde was involved in the making of the tapestry (1994: 9-11). 

Thus, the female rememberers of the past are found in both the weaving 

and embroidering of the tapestry and in Matilde’s approval of what 

story was told about William.  

12 My own translation. See also Sigurðardóttir (1969) for a discussion of 

brá borða.  

13 The importance of weaving in “Darraðarljóð” and the facts that the 

poem is inserted into Brennu-Njáls saga and was known in Iceland from 

around 1200 are discussed by Jochens (1995: 136-9). See also Flint 

(1991: 226-31, 238-9) and Guðjónsson (1983:185-97).  
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The Tapestry of Philomel 
 

GAIL McCAIL 

 

 
Here all the music of my pain 

Lies silent, here the scarlet thread 

Of futile thought that weaves in vain 

Its subtle patterns through my brain 

In piercing loops of fire lies dead. 

 

And since I have no voice to raise 

Against the indifferent stars my cry, 

With restless finger here I blaze 

My anguish so that men may gaze 

Upon a soundless agony. 

 

Edinburgh 
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Athena’s Peplos: Weaving as a Core Female  

Activity in Ancient and Modern Greece 
 
EVY JOHANNE HǺLAND 
 

 
A peplos (dress) was presented to Athena Polias (i.e. “of the city”) at 
the Panathenaia (i.e. “the Festival of all the Athenians”), which was 
held in the summer, by the middle of August, and was the most 
important festival of the Athenian ritual year. This age-old annual 
festival, as well as the quadrennial eight-day long festival of an 
historical date dedicated to Athena,1 was the appropriate occasion for 
the peplos to be presented to her. During the ancient festivals, the 
gods and goddesses were dressed in their most beautiful garments, or 
they were offered new clothing, on a calendrical basis. The annual 
gift of Athena’s peplos formed the focus of the Panathenaic festival, 
and marked the beginning of the new Athenian year. Such a 
presentation also required a suitable procession, which would bring 
the dress to the goddess, and the most important festival day, 
representing the original version of the festival, was called “the 
presentation of the peplos” (Parke 1986: 33). 

Presenting a textile was appropriate, for Athena was, among other 
things, the goddess of weaving. In her “home” on the Athenian 
Acropolis, terracotta dedications showing women weaving were 
dedicated to her, probably by women. Athena also had loomweights 
dedicated to her and on one of these loomweights Athena herself 
appears in the form of an owl, her sacred bird, spinning wool from a 
wool-basket in front of her (Barber 1992: 106f.). Athena was also 
given cloths on other occasions, as when Homer describes Hecuba (Il. 
6.269-311) going to the temple to lay the most gorgeous robe in her 
possession on the knees of Athena’s statue in supplication during 
dark days at Troy. 

The arts of weaving belonged primarily to women and were the 
principal vehicle for demonstrating their various roles as mother, 
provider, worker, entrepreneur and artist, and so the production and 
ritual dedication of the peplos demonstrate the importance of 
women’s responsibilities. 
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THE PRODUCTION OF THE PEPLOS 
 
Since the peplos was the dress for the goddess, it was a very special 
object whose production was surrounded by ritual. The material used 
was wool, the traditional stuff of early Greek clothing. The accounts 
of the making of Athena’s peplos tell us that the combing, spinning, 
and weaving of the wool involved young girls, older girls, and 
married women (cf. Fig. 1).  

The warp was set on the loom on the last day of the month 
Pyanepsion (i.e. October-November), around the time of the sowing 
of grain and the gathering of the olive crop, on the festival of the 
Chalkeia, which honoured Athena as goddess of handicrafts (Fig. 2).2 
This was approximately nine months before the Panathenaia. The 
work of setting up the loom was done by the priestess of Athena 
together with the Arrēphoroi. These were two or four little girls 
between the ages of seven and ten or twelve, selected on the basis of 
good birth, who were specially dedicated each year to the worship of 
Athena.3 The young Arrēphoroi, while weaving Athena’s peplos, are 
preparing themselves in general terms for their future female tasks.4 
They also serve to guarantee the purity of Athena’s robe, the garment 
which, in turn, possesses the cultic value of renewing the power of 
the goddess at her Panathenaic festival. The peplos was woven by a 
team of maidens, the Ergastinai (i.e. Workers), who were chosen 
from the aristocratic families of Athens.   

The design of the peplos of Athena was executed in bright colours: 
yellow and hyacinth (blue) are mentioned, in addition to murex 
purple, the most expensive and sought-after dye. But the dominant 
colour, the colour of the ground-weave, was saffron-yellow. The 
“saffron peplos” of Athena (Eur. Hec. 465-74) is of a colour, which 
was part of a very old Aegean tradition intimately connected with 
women5 and their special goddess. Early sources like Homer (Od. 
15.250) and Hesiod (Th. 381, cf. also HHA 226) regularly use epithets 
like “saffron-robed” for female deities and heroines, from obvious 
ones like Eos (Dawn) to miscellaneous giantesses, nymphs, and 
muses. Aristophanes in his comedies invariably bedecks in saffron 
clothing the men he portrays as effeminate and those who are 
masquerading as women. Parts of the text of Thesmophoriazousai, 
“the women celebrating the Thesmophoria festival”, are full of 
yellow gowns (Thesm. 939-46). We also meet the colour in the 
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Figure 1. a) The weavers on the warp-weighted loom in the painting, had to walk to 

and fro as they passed their bobbins through the threads of the warp.  

 b) Shaking blankets, and folding them was then, as now, a vigorous task. 

The painting also shows women spinning and preparing yarn. Paintings (copied from 

an lekythos, oil flask, c. 560 BC) in the Museum Mesogeia Attica History and 

Civilisation, November 2005.  (All photographs are by the author) 
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tragedies: when Iphigeneia was offered as a sacrifice in Aulis, she 
was wrapped in saffron-coloured robes (Aesch. Ag. 238 f.). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Terracotta relief plaque with “Athena Ergane”, c. 500 BC. 

Acropolis Museum, Athens, 13055; August 2005.   

 
The time-consuming decoration of the weaving with story material 

was important. According to E. J. W. Barber (1991: 365-72, cf. 
1992), the motifs of the Geometric vases (cf. Fig. 3) may indicate 
how Greek women used weaving to tell stories long before the 
Geometric period. She argues that many motifs in early Greek art can 
be shown to have come down from the Bronze Age, when textiles 
were at the heart of the Aegean economy, and shows that the tradition 
of making story-cloths such as the peplos of Athena must have come 
down from that era too. The scenes on the peplos were shown in a 
traditional European weaving technique of supplementary weft-float, 
developed in the Neolithic and Bronze Ages.  Barber asserts that any 
designs put into Athena’s peplos will not have been true tapestry 
(1992: 109) since tapestry and pile knotting require an immobile warp 



Weaving as a Core Female Activity in Ancient and Modern Greece 

 

159 

under extremely high tension and cannot be done on the warp-
weighted loom traditional to Europe (Barber 1991: 91-113). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3. a) Dipylon funeral vase; b) detail of painted scene. National 

Museum of Athens; winter 1992. 

 
The traditional subject mentioned repeatedly in ancient authors 

was Athena’s exploit in overcoming Enkelados in the battle of the 
Gods and Giants.6 The Giants were the mythological monsters that 
attached the Olympian gods, trying to dethrone them (Apollod. 1.6,1-
2), and the victory over the Giants was one of the motivations for the 
Panathenaic Festival (cf. Arist. Fr. 637). Giants and the Titans, 
although generally distinct, are often mentioned indiscriminately as 
equivalent by the ancient sources. Some allusions to gigantomachy 
weavings in the tragedies of Euripides suggest that the peplos of 
Athena is meant: In the Hecuba, the Trojan women lament that, as 
captives:  

 
Perhaps I shall come to live in Athena’s city,  
And there on the saffron peplos of Pallas (i.e. Athena),  
Weaving bright threads in a flowery pattern,7 
Yoke the horses to her glorious chariot; 
Or depict (weave) the race of raging Titans 
Quelled by Zeus, son of Kronos, 
With the flame of his lightning. (Hec. 465-74, tr. Vellacott) 

 
In Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris (222-4), Iphigeneia, longing for 

her distant home, laments that she will never weave Athena and the 
Titans like the other women. These descriptions by the lamenting 
heroines indicate that Athenian women wove figured dresses for the 
great goddess Pallas Athena. The Battle of the Gods and the Giants 
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had been  represented on the pediment of the temple destroyed by the 
Persians and was a popular subject on Attic vases8 particularly after 
the Persian wars had ended victoriously for Athens, but the written 
sources indicate that the subject was also popular on perishable 
woven materials, associated with women.  

Displayed in their threads was Athena’s part in the Battle of the 
Gods and Giants. Thus, the story woven into the dress was a renewed 
thank-offering to the patroness of Athens for saving the city from 
destruction. When the Ergastinai had finished their task, Athena was 
offered her new peplos during the Panathanaia.  
 
 
THE RITUAL DEDICATION OF THE PEPLOS 
 
The holiest of all the images of Athena was Athena Polias’ wooden 
statue on the Akropolis, according to Pausanias (1.26,6), who also 
tells that rumour says it fell from heaven. This highly revered statue 
of olive wood formed the centre of devotion on the citadel. The 
tradition of its heavenly origin may suggest that no maker for the 
image was known, and it certainly added to the cult’s venerability. 
The wooden image looked so obviously ancient that tradition 
supported its remote past by associating it with mythological figures, 
like Kekrops, a legendary king of Athens; its vesture ceremony and 
the washing of its clothing were connected with Aglauros, one of 
Kekrops’ daughters, since it was said to have started when she was 
made priestess of Athena. The peplos was borne to the Akropolis and 
presented to the goddess by the Praxiergidai, an Athenian clan whose 
ancestral privileges included the washing of the cult statue and its 
garments. 

The procession-day, on the 28th of Hekatombaion (July-August), 
Athena’s birthday, was the climax of the festival. Ancient sources 
(Schol. Pl. Resp. 327a) tell that on this day, the Panathenaia was 
celebrated with a procession to the Akropolis that carried a peplos 
through the city up to Athena. The procession of the peplos took 
place on the Street of the Panathenaia, which served as the sacred 
way of Athens. The procession began at sunrise, and it was dedicated 
to Athena Polias in the Erechtheum (cf. Fig. 4).9 

The procession is shown on the Parthenon frieze. The Ergastinai 
lead it. Since their work is finished, they are empty-handed. Now, that 
their work is completed, they are given the place of honour at the 
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head of the procession when the peplos is presented to Athena. When 
the procession came up to the Akropolis, it culminated by presenting 
the peplos (Figs 5a, b), i.e. the rectangular cloth, which is illustrated 
on the frieze10, to the life-sized cult statue. The goddess was dressed 
in her new peplos. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. “The Olive Tree Pediment”, c. 550 BC: Athena Polias (i.e. “of the 

city”) in her temple. Acropolis Museum, Athens, 52; August 2005.   

 
The aim of the procession was to dedicate the sacred peplos to the 
virgin goddess, and to confirm the pact between Athens and Athena 
Polias that could be argued had the form of a marriage settlement 
since the peplos was a common wedding present. The procession was 
led by the female weavers, and the dedication was the climax of the 
festival (Fig. 5b). In other words, we meet the importance of a 
female-dominated activity, through the weaving of the peplos,  and a 
female divinity that has dedicated to her the completed cloth, which is  
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Figures 5a, b. Copies of the “peplos ceremony” from the Parthenon frieze (the 

originals, c. 480 BC are in the British Museum, London), central group showing the 

receiving of the peplos. New Acropolis Museum, Athens; August 2005.   
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also a wedding dress. Through the symbolism in connection with the 
little Arrēphoroi and the central ritual when the peplos is dedicated, 
we meet the importance of marriage  in the festival.  

The wedding goddess, Hera, also had cloths dedicated to her, and 
the gifts were always woven by women, as in the epigram, praying:  

 
Hera revered, who oft descending from heaven lookest thy 
Lacinian shrine fragrant with frankincense, accept the linen 
garment which Theophilis, daughter of Cleocha, wove for thee 
with her noble daughter Nossis. (AP. 6.265).  

 
At the sanctuary of Hera at Elis, in Olympia, the same 

arrangement prevailed as in Athens, since a college of Sixteen 
Women was charged with the weaving of a robe offered to Hera 
(Paus. 5.16,2).  
 
 
THE YEAR CYCLE AND THE LIFE CYCLE  
 
Athena had several festivals dedicated to her throughout the year, 
which were important in connection with the olive crop that came 
under her protection, and several rituals during her festivals were also 
important in connection with the rite of passage undergone by girls at 
puberty to prepare them for marriage (Håland 2004: chs 5 and 6). The 
ritual of making the Panathenaic peplos has strong connections with 
women’s rites of passages, as is generally the case during the festivals 
of Athena. Accordingly, it is not accidental that it takes nine months 
to weave the peplos for the virgin goddess, and that young girls play a 
role. The time frame also matches the period of gestation before the 
birth of the goddess (cf. Scheid and Svenbro 1996: 178 n. 43; Nagy 
2002: 88).  

The period from the Chalkeia, the day on which the priestesses 
together with the Arrēphoroi warp the peplos, around the time of 
sowing and the gathering of the olive crop, until the completed robe is 
cut in the middle of the summer, is a parallel to the yearly calendar of 
the Kabyles in Algeria (North Africa). Here, the “calendar” of the 
women’s work complements the farming “calendar”, since the 
assembly of the loom, is followed by the start of weaving at 
ploughing and sowing time, and the woven cloth is unfastened, cut 
and removed around the time of the grain harvest (Bourdieu 1980: 
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410, figs 2 and 5). Weaving is the winter activity, which ends with 
the wet season in May. According to the male presentation of Pierre 
Bourdieu, this women’s work is completed when the mistress of the 
house unfastens the woven cloth at the time of harvest, an activity 
which has to be completed around summer solstice, at the highest 
point of the “male period”. When the cloth has been removed, the 
loom is dismantled and put away for the duration of “the death of the 
field”, i.e. the period lasting from the completion of the grain harvest 
until the start of ploughing and sowing (cf. Håland 2005; Bourdieu 
1980: figs 2 and 4, 408 ff.).  But, the work, or the production is done 
in the wet and “female” part of the agricultural year – the gestation 
period. Contrary to the representation of Brinkley Messick (1987), 
Bourdieu (1980: 364) argues that the weaving activity is a “veil”, 
behind which the women can isolate themselves, at the same time as 
they have the excuse of an activity, which is always available. He 
gives an account according to which the result of the production is 
reaped in the “male period”. However, the work of production, which 
is necessary to complete the woven cloth as well as ensuring the crop, 
is mainly carried out in the period which is connected with the 
“female”, “productive part” of the agricultural cycle. From another 
perspective, we get another interpretation, emphasising this fertile 
period. In short, like Mother Earth who performs the eight months’ 
labour necessary to produce Demeter’s grain, women carry the long 
burden of human generation. Women civilise Demeter’s wheat, 
turning it first into flour, then into bread; it is women who nurture and 
train children. They also weave their cloths. 

The discourse of women’s domestic weaving in North Africa 
embodies a distinctively female world-view. The rituals these women 
perform in connection with the aztta, or the loom, parallel those of 
birth, child rearing and death, and men are required to leave the room. 
Women straddle the prepared loom as if giving birth, beat the 
stretched warps as they do their male children to give the loom “fear”, 
and mimic Muslim death rites by daubing water across the warps 
while uttering a testimony of faith before cutting off the finished 
cloth. The life-cycle is represented in the rituals surrounding the 
loom, and the relation with hieros gamos or the sexual act is implied 
by an analogy, since the warp symbolizes the penis, while the weft is 
a feminine word for “food”. Ancient Greek parallels are illustrated in 
the holy phallus as well as the woman’s comb, symbolising the 
female sex organ, which were worshipped at the Mysteries at Eleusis 
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(Clem. Al. Protr. 2.18P f.; Tert. Adv. Valent. 1.3, cf. symplokē, 
designating both the union of the masculine warp and the feminine 
woof in weaving, Pl. Plt. 281a and the sexual union of man and 
woman Symp. 191c). 

 Such a conscious structuring of what Messick (1987) calls a 
“world-frame constituted by women” within an ostensibly male-
dominated society offers a suggestive parallel for how ancient Greek 
women may have viewed their own position in society, since most of 
them did not know the “male” art of writing. The process of weaving 
represents in miniature and symbolic form women’s relations to the 
life-cycle and particularly to men, as infants, boys, adults, and finally 
deceased. Women, in a sense, enclose men’s lives: They bring them 
into being and through their performing of the death-rituals, they 
ultimately send them into the next world, and have, because of their 
double consciousness about their own existence and about men’s 
representations of it, a more comprehensive understanding of men 
than men have of women. 

It is also important to recognise that there is a female world-view 
and language, which differs from men’s. In African and 
Mediterranean societies, as well as in modern and ancient Greece, we 
meet an official male cosmology, which differs from an unofficial 
female cosmology, where fertility is connected with female powers of 
the earth (cf. Jacobson-Widding and van Beek 1990: 26; Messick 
1987: 210-25). 

Sources written by men express a certain uneasiness towards 
weaving women.11 This is particularly illustrated through the three 
spinning goddesses the Moirai or Fates, who weave their net and spin 
the thread of life, as illustrated by Aeschylus (Eum. 334 ff.). The very 
weapons Clytaimnestra uses to overthrow her husband Agamemnon 
are female: the carpet and the net (cf. Aesch. Ag. 1125-9). She 
weaves her intricate threads into the path that leads him from the 
outside world of men and light to the dark, inner chamber (cf. below 
for thalamos) of the palace (Aesch. Ag. 906-13, 956-72, 1343, cf. 
above for Bourdieu 1980: figs 2 and 5) where women ply the art of 
weaving that belongs to them as it does to the Fates and the goddess 
Athena (see also Alexiou 1974: 116). In vengeance for her murder of 
Agamemnon, she is murdered by her son Orestes (Aesch. Cho. 930 
ff.). Afterwards, the dancing Fates are weaving or spinning their 
laments for their double, the dead Clytaimnestra. The connection 
between women, laments and weaving is important in Greek society 
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Today, moirologi (i.e. moirolo[g]i, dirge, lament[ation], bewailing, 
funeral song) is the general word for the laments for the dead, and the 
song to Fate is assumed to be the origin of the modern moirologi 
(Alexiou 1974: 110). The Ancient Greek word moira signifies Fate or 
destiny, and logos signifies speech or word. In other words, to lament 
is to sing or weave a person’s fate. Moirologi is particularly sung at 
death, and avoided on other occasions as ill-omened. This is due to 
many of the oldest and most fundamental associations of moira. 
Three years after death, the bones are still exhumed (cf. Fig. 6). At 
the churchyard, the assembled women examine the unusual “seams” 
(rafšj) on the forehead of the skull. While doing this, they murmur to 
each other: “Look, this is where the Moira wrote his fate!” (Alexiou 
1974: 116, cf. Danforth 1982: pls 27-31). According to Margaret 
Alexiou (1974: 116) “this fusion of writing and weaving is used of 
the Moirai as early as the Greco-Roman period”, as in the inscription 
found in Peek (1955: 1029.3-4) telling about: “The Fates, having 
written . . . wove.” (i.e. Mo‹rai … šklèsanto … gray£menai). 
According to LSJ s.v. Øfa…nw means to “weave” and klèqw (cf. 
Klotho, one of the Moirai), means “twist by spinning, spin”. 
Accordingly, it is probably better to say that we meet a fusion of 
writing, spinning and weaving, or wool-working. Alexiou (1974: 229 
n. 46) further adds that “the concept can be traced back to Homer”, 
while giving several references (Il. 20.128, 24.210, Od. 7.198). Il. 
24.210, however, tells about the destiny the Moira worked 
(™pšnhse) for him “with her thread”. Further, Achilles, after his 
fight and slaying of Hector, “will suffer whatever Fate worked for 
him with her thread at his birth,” according to the prophesying 
goddess, Hera (Il. 20.128), while the third reference tells about the 
thread of destiny spun (LSJ s.v. n»qw, spin) by the Spinner (i.e. 
klōthes in Od. 7.198), On the other hand, an anonymous fragment 
(AF 1018) invokes, the three Moirai who “… weave (Øfa…nete) on 
adamantine shuttles … .” 

The archaic lawgivers (Plut. Sol. 12 and 21) attempted to curb 

women’s rituals where their connection with birth and death or the 

mysteries of life was prominent, but it seems that Athenian male 

attempts to curb women’s festivals and laments which posed a threat 

to  official society were only partly successful since the same process 

was repeated in the Byzantine and modern periods when new 

attempts to curb women’s laments became important. The picture 
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from the Christian era is not very different from its forerunners: 

women were still lamenting, and the female laments have continued 

up to our own days, since women’s laments and other rituals 

remained essential parts of the death-rituals of rural Greece. 
 

Figure 6. Bones exhumed at the 

cemetery in Serres, Northern 

Greece; March 1992.   
 

 

 

 

 

Contemporary Greek laments have survived by oral transmission 
from Homeric times (Alexiou 1974; Danforth 1984; Holst-Warhaft 
1992; Håland 2004. Cf. Hansen 1990). Lamentation is essentially a 
female art form, that gives women a means to express not only pain, 
but frustration and anger. So the art of lamentation gives women 
considerable power over the rituals of death, and women’s laments 
became “Dangerous Voices” in ancient Greece (Holst-Warhaft 1992). 
Traditionally, ritual lamentation has been women’s way of 
articulating themselves in public. Women’s prominence in the death 
rituals and their use of the public forum of the funeral to express 
anger and grief have presented a powerful challenge to established 
social order both in ancient and modern Greece, and women’s 
mourning ritual have been characterised as a weaving conflict, i.e. 
women’s cultural resistance as they weave together diverse social 
practices through their mourning ceremony (klama), for example in 
opposition to Men’s Council (gerondiki) in modern Mani in the 
southern Peloponnese (Seremetakis 1991: ch. 7), where I have 
experienced ritual lamentation during my own fieldwork. The 
moirologhistra, the great singer of laments in the modern Greek 
village, is rightly regarded by men with a certain fear. She has an 
authority that is recognized by all around her to communicate with 
the dead. She is poet and priestess, spellbinder and exorciser of spells. 
It is females who have traditionally, by the authority of the Fates, 
controlled the great mysteries of birth and death.  
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CLOTH-PRODUCTION AS WOMEN’S WORK 
 
In Greek tradition there is a close social connection between women, 
cloth and clothing. The deep connection between women and 
weaving is illustrated with the divine representative of the principle 
of weaving, Athena. In the story of Pandora, Athena is the goddess 
who teaches her womanly skills: “needlework and the weaving of the 
varied web” (Hes. Op. 60-4). Athena also provides the first woman in 
the world, Pandora, with suitable clothing: “And the goddess bright-
eyed Athena girdled and clothed her with silvery raiment, and down 
from her head she spread with her hands a broidered veil, a wonder to 
see”. (Hes. Th. 573-5). Ovid  (Met. 6.1-145) tells the story of 
Athena’s contest with Arachne, who transformed the unfortunate girl 
into the first spider, doomed to spin and weave forever.  

Spinning was so gender-stereotyped that, even in burials if the 
Dark Ages (c. 1200-800 BC), spindle whorls served to identify 
corpses as female (cf. Fig. 7). Later, Plutarch (Mor. 241d9) tells about 
“a woman from Ionia who showed vast pride in a bit of her own 
weaving, which was very valuable.” According to Xenophon (Oec. 
7.6) a fourteen-year-old bride of a wealthy friend “knew no more (of 
the world other) than how, when given wool, to turn out a cloak, and 
had seen only how the spinning is given out to the maids”. Wool-
working was not confined to the wealthy, and Homer paints a picture 
of a poor woman in one of his similes (Il. 12.433-5): “a careful 
woman that laboureth with her hands at spinning, holdeth the balance 
and raiseth the weight and the wool in either scale, making them 
equal, that she may win a meagre wage for her children”. 

Women and weaving are so closely connected that the actual 
relationship may be used to show the division of work between men 
and women, both by women, such as Sappho (Fr. 135, cf. 134) and 
men, such as Aristophanes (Eccl. 556, 654, cf. 88 ff.).  Accordingly, 
it is important to give priority to skills that were passed down from 
mother to daughter, and the typical female works, such as weaving, 
also an important “language” (cf. Bergren 1983) within the female 
sphere. Women are first and foremost to be found in the female 
sphere, which is not necessarily inside the houses, and women are 
among women. Traditionally women have used weaving to tell 
stories, such as Sappho, the “weaver of tales” (Fr. 28). The Classical  
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Figure 7. Loomweights and spindle (19-22) and double conical spindle (23) 

from ceramic workshops, 5th and 4th centuries BC. Museum Mesogeia 

Attica History and Civilisation; November 2005.  

 
Greeks had inherited a 7000-year tradition of weaving (Barber 1992: 
103), and weaving is a metaphor for birth and the rebirth of the world. 
Through women’s laments, festivals and daily life we find a “female 
universe”, where female activities exclude men, where the frame of 
reference is not their male relatives’, but rules and criteria established 
within this female universe. Weaving is a sort of  “female speech” 
associated with girdles and hairnets, typical female symbols (Sappho 
Fr. 83, 133; Plut. Mor.154a-b). A woman may give another 
evaluation of the process of weaving than men (Sappho Fr. 135). It 
represents an essential part of women’s female knowledge. The act of 
weaving, thus represents an important means of manifesting “a 
poetics of womanhood”, according to which the essential thing is to 
“be good at being a woman” in Greece (Dubisch 1995 on modern 
Greek material; Håland 2001, 2003, 2004 for modern and ancient 
material), for example when performing fertility-rituals in 
agricultural or procreation contexts, using magic such as in healing 
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contexts, nursing children, performing death-rituals. In ancient 
Greece, women had important ritual roles in village and family life, 
and one of the female responsibilities and central ways of manifesting 
womanhood were demonstrated through spinning and weaving cloths, 
such as the weaving of cloths for their own family-members and the 
weaving of robes for female divinities.  

In ancient Greek tradition, mostly sources written by men, the sign 

of the female, first and foremost, is weaving, since women do not 

speak, they weave. According to Plato (Leg. 806a), girls are not only 

working wool, they are also “weaving” their life. In reality, male 

authors, such as Plutarch generally does not seem to understand 

women. This is discerned in his presentation of the maiden, Eumetis. 

Despite of all her learning and wisdom (Mor. 148c-e), it seems that 

Eumetis should not be taken seriously, when “weaving her riddles” 

(154a-b). It is interesting to note that Eumetis’ wisdom is most often 

expressed by way of riddles and compared to weaving (154b). The 

female speech of weaving is connected with both a female way of 

handling things and female cunning (cf. Plut. Thes. 19.1). 

Lysistrata applies terms used in wool-working when describing 

her plan of how she will unite Greece in peace (Ar. Lys. 567 ff.). 

Homer (Il. 3.125-8) describes Helen weaving battle scenes and 

Andromakhe weaving talismans, or “flowers of varied hue” (Il. 

22.440 f., for Il. 3.126, 22.441 cf. LSJ s.v. œmp£ssw, sprinkle in or 

on, i.e. weave rich patterns in a web of cloth), and show Penelope, 

holding her suitors at bay for more than three years while she wove a 

figured funerary cloth, unravelling it every night (Od. 2.94-110, 

19.139-151, 24.139 f.). Penelope at her loom (cf. also Od. 1.356-8) is 

further illustrated on a vase-painting (ARV 1300,2).  By weaving 

pictures in a robe (Apollod. 3.14, 8; cf. also Ov. Met. 6.412-674 [571-

586]) and sending it to her sister, Philomela uses her “female speech” 

to tell Procne about her rape by Tereus. The myth exposes the 

magical power of a silent web to speak, and women’s weaving 

implies a “writing”, or graphic art, a silent material representation of 

audible, immaterial speech.  
Thus, the poems of Ancient Greece preserve an old tradition for 

both the weaving of story-cloths and the habit of women offering 
textiles to the goddess, who had successive temples on the Akropolis 
from the Mycenaean period. The entire ritual of presenting the pre-
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Hellenic deity Athena, with an ornate new dress, was a local relic of 
the Bronze Age (Barber 1991, 1992). 

 
 

CONTINUITIES FROM THE PAST 
 
Today, rural women like those in the villages of Olympos and 

Diaphani on the island of Karpathos engage in wool-working in ways 

very similar to those of the past (cf. Fig. 8).  They take their spinning 

with them as they carry on the numerous tasks of farm life, for 

example tending their goats, since it takes many times as long to spin 

a pound of fibre as to weave it. Barber (1994, Figure 1.1.) presents a 

seventeenth century woodcut of women in the Balkans spinning while 

travelling. We meet a parallel in Herodotus’ (5.12) tale about the 

woman on her way “to draw water, bearing a vessel on her head and 

leading a horse by the bridle on her arm and spinning flax the while.” 

A walking spinning woman is also illustrated on a vase-painting 

(ARV 403, 38). The similarities between women’s work in Homer and 

in the rest of the Mediterranean world, even today, need to be 

emphasised. 
In the ancient world, several caves were dedicated to nymphs and, 

according to popular religious belief, the nymphs were sitting in their 
caves working at their looms: In the Odyssey we learn about the 
“shadowy cave sacred to the nymphs that are called Naiads”. 
“Therein are . . . ever-flowing springs”, and other important elements 
associated with maidens, such as bees and honey. “And in the cave 
are long looms of stone, at which the nymphs weave webs of purple 
dye, a wonder to behold” (Od. 13.103-109). Kirke also dwells in her 
cave, “singing with her sweet voice as she went to and fro before the 
loom, weaving with a golden shuttle” (Od. 5.57-62, cf. Fig 1). Today, 
many caves are transformed to chapels dedicated to the Panagia (the 
Virgin Mary).  

According to popular religious belief on the island of 
Mytilini/Lesbos, the Panagia is sitting at the loom weaving golden 
textiles (Makistou 1970: 111 f.) in the thalamos (chamber), the 
modern equivalent to the ancient “women’s apartment or bridal 
chamber”.12 On Mytilini, the thalamos is the cave deep under the 
Akklēsoudi, the little church/chapel dedicated to her, where her 
Dormition is particularly celebrated (Makistou 1970: 111 f.).  
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Figure 8. a) Weaving woman, 

painting from the showcase 

containing the findings of the 

Byzantine period (i.e. objects 

of domestic use from the 

excavations at St Peter’s 

Church Spata: Loom-weights, 

etc., 7th-13th centuries AD). 

Museum Mesogeia Attica 

History and Civilisation; 

November 2005.     

 

 

b) Weaving woman, in the 

village of Diaphani on the 

island of Karpathos; October 

1991.  

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
The peplos ritually presented to Athena, is paralleled by the woven 

offerings (Fig. 9) dedicated to Panagia today at the festival 
celebrating the Dormition of the Panagia on 15 August on the Aegean 
island of Tinos. In addition, the motif of the island’s miraculous holy 
icon (image) said to have been made by St Luke is the Annunciation, 
which announces conception. According to Foskolos 1996 (i.e. the 
pamphlet distributed by the Church of the Annunciation of Tinos), the 
icon portrays the Panagia wearing a golden-yellow-green dress. 
Today, the icon is covered with offerings of gold and precious stones 
(cf. Fig. 9), and it is not possible to see what it portrays. Like her 
mother Agia (i.e. Saint) Anna, and other female saints, Panagia gets 
textiles, particularly shawls (Fig. 10), headscarves, tablecloths and 
handkerchiefs. In Euripides’ Ion (1141-65), Ion, a temple servant, 
fetches a large number of story-cloths from the temple storerooms in 
order to set up a huge outdoor pavilion for a feast. As on modern 
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Tinos (Fig. 11), the cloths had been left as dedications (cf. also Ar. 
Plut. 844 f.).  

 
Figure 9. The carpet under the 

miraculous icon representing the 

Annunciation is one of the many 

woven offerings dedicated by 

women to the Panagia today on the 

Aegean island of Tinos. The 

monastery of Kekhrovouno; July 

2005.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 10. Panagia receives 

dedications of cloth, particularly 

shawls, as in the village of 

Olympos on the island of 

Karpathos; April 1992.  
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Figure 11. Pilgrims leave their 

(mostly) black pilgrimage 

cloths (i.e. penitential robes), as 

dedications on modern Tinos, 

either to the icon or, as here, on 

the ruins of the Byzantine 

Church, in the chapel dedicated 

to Agia Pelagia; August 2005.  

 

 

 

 
 
Women in Ancient Greece devoted most of their time to preparing 

textiles and food. Accordingly their main gifts to the divinities were 
food and clothing, and these gifts were also given on other occasions. 
Greek funerals evidently made use of ornate cloths. As already 
mentioned, Penelope at her loom (Od. 2.94-110) was for instance 
weaving a funerary cloth for her father-in-law, Laertes. The practice 
of laying a story-cloth over the body during the funeral and 
eventually the coffin (cf. Fig. 12) is attested.13 The painted scenes on 
sarcophagi and on the Dipylon funeral vases (Figs 4 f.) seem to be 
another way to accomplish the same ritual ends. Nevertheless, 
legislators tried to restrict women’s gift-giving to the dead, as well as 
their laments which were characterised as excessive. According to a 
funeral law from the late 5th century BC, which is a copy of an earlier 
Athenian law:  

 
The dead shall be buried as follows: in three or fewer white 
cloths – i.e. a spread, a shroud and a coverlet – the three worth 
not over a hundred drachmas. They shall carry him out on a 
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simply-wrought bed and shall not cover the bier with cloths. . . 
. They shall carry home from the tomb the bed and the spreads.  
(SIG³1218).  

 
 
Figure 12. A clay model of an 

ekphora (burial procession). 

Over the bier is a shroud, 

beneath which is the body. 

National Museum of Athens; 

winter 1992.  

 
 
These and other restrictions (Plut. Sol. 21.4 f., cf. 12.5) against 
women’s traditional rituals for the dead, were repeatedly stated in the 
ancient world, a fact that illustrates that women were still carrying out 
their rituals. They were (often in a competitive way, cf. Håland  2001) 
offering cloths to their dead, thus paralleling their offerings dedicated 
to their weaving goddess on the Acropolis of Athens. 

Bergen, Norway 
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Notes  

1 The sources distinguish between the “yearly” and the “great” festival. 

The quadrennial “great” Panathenaia, modelled on the Olympic games 

founded by 776 BC, was celebrated with special pomp from its 
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foundation c. 566 BC until AD 410. See Håland 2004: ch. 5, also for 

further discussion of the festival.  

2 Cf. Paus. 1.24,3 for Athena Ergane, i.e. Athena “the Worker”. Cf. 

Ridgway 1992: fig. 92. See also Il. 5.733-735 where Athena herself had 

wrought and her hands had fashioned her soft robe, richly broidered. 

3 Cf. Paus. 1.27,3, see also Ar. Lys. 641-8, discussed in Håland 2004: ch. 

5. See also Plut. Mor. 839c. Arrēphoreō, i.e. serve as arrēphoros, Ar. 

Lys. 642; the Arrēphoros at Athens, i.e. maiden who carried the symbols 

of Athena Polias in procession, Paus. 1.27,3. For Arrēphoroi and 

Ergastinai, see below; see also Deubner 1932: 9-36. 

4 The profusion of spinning and weaving implements found at the 

sanctuary of Artemis at Brauron (including a child-sized one), point to 

some not inappropriate training in womanly skills during the period the 

little Athenian girls “tended the shrine”, as Bears (Ar. Lys. 645). The 

Lysistrata (641-648) tells how the Athenian girls moved up from 

behind-the-scenes preparation for the Panathenaic festival to actual 

participation in the procession: “When I was seven, I was Arrēphoros. 

At ten I was Aletris (i.e. grinned grain for the sacred cakes for Athena); 

then I wore the saffron to be a bear for Artemis of Brauron. Next, as a 

fair young girl, I was Kanephoros (i.e. bearer of basket)  . . .  .”  

5 In the Aegean Islands saffron is still considered a medicine against 

menstrual ills.  

6 Cf. Schol. Pl. Resp. 327a; Eur. Ion. 209-210; ABFV 121,1,2.  

7 Or: “Figuring it (i.e. the peplos) with intricate flower-dyed wefts.” Eur. 

Hec. 465-474. While comparing his poem to the peplos, Verg. Ciris, 20-

23 (cf. 35 ff.), tells about a story woven on the peplos: “but I should 

weave a story into an ample robe, (…), such as is borne in Erechthean 

Athens, (…) to chaste Minerva, (…).” See also 29-34, for its design and 

colour, cf. Håland 2004: ch. 5. Cf. Euripides (IT. 222-224, Ion. 1417-

1424) showing his heroines discussing the myths they wove into their 

cloths as young maidens. Iphigeneia tells about Athena and the Titans, 

while Creusa (in her dialogue with Ion) tells about “a Gorgon in the 

mid-threads (….) fringed with serpents-with the Aegis-fringe.” 

8 See for example ABFV 206=ABV 363,45; ARV 417,1, 589,1, 602,24, 

1344,1. 
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9 There are several interpretations of “The Olive Tree Pediment” (c. 550 

BC) from the Acropolis museum of Athens, see Hurwit 1999: 113-15: 

Perhaps it is a generalised image of the Panathenaic procession nearing 

its conclusion at the temple of the goddess. The female figure may, in 

that case, perhaps be one of the Arrēphoroi, perhaps even bearing the 

sacred peplos itself on her head. Since the Arrēphoroi were little girls, 

and this seems to be a woman, I would rather suggest that it may be an 

earlier representation of one of the Ergastinai than the one given at the 

Parthenon frieze from c. 432 BC (see infra), or for example the priestess 

of Athena Polias, the most prestigious religious function an Athenian 

aristocratic woman could obtain. One may also suggest that this is the 

goddess in her temple waiting for the procession. 

10 See for example Parke 1986: pl. 12, see also pls 13-19 for the frieze (pl. 

13 showing the maidens at the head of the procession).  See also Barber 

1991: 361 fig. 16.1, 1992: fig. 72 for the peplos ceremony. The 

controversy of the frieze and the Panathenaic peplos or peploi is 

discussed in Håland 2004, ch. 5, see also Neils 1992a: 26; Barber 1992: 

113-14 (“first and second form of peplos- offering”). 

11 Cf. the image of Zeus as weaver and the male-oriented discussion in 

Scheid and Svenbro 1996. 

12 In ancient Greek q£l©moj signifies an inner room or chamber, 

surrounded by other buildings particularly in Homer (Od. 23.183-204, 

chiefly 192). Generally, thalamos signifies women’s apartment, inner 

part of the house (Il. 3.142); a special chamber in this part of the house, 

bedroom especially of the lady of the house (Il. 3.423). It also signifies 

bed (cf. the important “sign” in Od. 23.183-204), store-room (especially 

for valuables, Od. 21.8). The modern and ancient thalamos is discussed 

at length in Håland 2004: ch. 6, see also for example Detienne 1989: 

216 (la chambre nuptiale), cf. supra, cf. also Loraux 1985: 51-3 (dans le 

thalamos: mort et mariage) for the ancient material.  

13 Barber 1991: 358-82 and figs 7.11-13, 16.15. Cf. Kurtz and Boardman 

1971: pl. 16. See also pls 4 f. for the following. 
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Diary of Flora Baum: March 1, 2003 

 

        Feriae Marti 

        Iunoni Lucinae Exquiliis 

       quod eo die aedis ei dedicata est per matronas 

 

JULIA BUDENZ 
 

 

Who weaves a web large as a double mantle 

Marbled to gleam and purpled glittering? 

 

She is in Troy, behind the walls of Troy, 

Behind the walls of Troy’s high-chambered palace, 

Behind the walls of her own palaced chamber, 

Weaving the battles and the battlefields, 

Weaving the flowers. Deep within the halls, 

Fashioning, fingering, art, she does not know 

The present future or the present past 

Near, close, soon, now, without. She lives within 

Her past and future present, memory 

And making, feeling fingers fashioning 

What mind keeps meditating. She is Helen 

Before her husbands’ match, Andromache 

After her husband’s death. Messengers come. 

 

Who leaves a web large as a twofold cloak 

Purpled to darkly dark and marbled hard? 

 

Cambridge, Massachusetts 
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The Symbolism of Spinning in Classical Art 

and Society 
 
DANIELA COTTICA 
 
 
SPINNING IN RELIGION AND MYTH: AN OVERVIEW  
 
It is well known that spinning played an important symbolic role in 
Greek, Hellenistic and Roman religion and myth. In the case of 
goddesses such as Aphrodite/Venus, Athena (especially Athena 
Ergane)/Minerva, Artemis, Dea Syria/Atargatis, Kybele and the 
Moirai/Parcae, spinning implements (usually spindle and/or distaff) 
appear, in written and pictured representations, in the process of 
being used by the divine female, or held in the goddess’s hand(s).1 In 
addition, several female mythological figures and heroines were 
equally associated with spinning tools, as in the case of the Nereides 
(Cavalier 1996),  Ariadne (Gullberg and Ǻström 1970) and Omphale  
(Fig. 1).2 In ancient religious sphere, spinning was a powerful 
metaphor of fertility and of capability of giving birth, ensuring the 
continuity of human gender. On the other hand, it was as a symbolic 
representation of control over human destiny, depicted as a thread.  

In  Homer mo‹ra (moira) is an abstract concept of destiny, while 
Mo‹ra (Moira) is a chthonian goddess bringing death, in turn 
perceived as an aspect of human destiny (De Angeli 1991: 105-6).  
However, in Hesiod a different picture is given: in his text the Mo‹rai 
are three goddesses with individual names (Klotho, Lachesis and 
Atropos), daughters of Night (Hesiod, Theogony, 211-20) or, in the 
Olympic genealogical variant, of Zeus and Themis (Hesiod, 
Theogony, 901-6).3  

By the time of Hesiod, the Moirai are “officially” inserted in the 
Greek pantheon, a fact that brought about a redefinition of their role 
and function. As underlined by De Angeli (De Angeli 1991: 106-7), 
from now onwards they are perceived not only as linked with 
humans’ death, but with human destiny as a whole (Hesiod, 
Theogony, 905-6). Subsequently, Greek philosophy further elaborated 
on this subject, emphasising the cosmic connotation of the Moirai. In 
Plato they spin the spindle of Necessity/Ananké, which moves the 
spheres of the Universe: in doing so, they rule upon human destiny 
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(Plato, Politics 10, 616-17). It is in this new perspective that the 
Moirai are present at the most significant moments of life (birth, 
marriage and death) of Gods and heroes.4  According to our sources 
Moirai were present at: 

 
a) The birth of Athena and Aphrodite  (in turn spinning goddesses 

themselves), Dionysos, Asklepios and Hercules,5 

b) The marriage of Peleus and Thetis,6 Zeus and Themis, Zeus and 
Hera,7 

c) The death of Icarus and Meleager,  

d) The creation of man by Prometheus (Fig. 2).8 

 
In literary sources the three Moirai/Parcae are clearly associated 

with the process of spinning9 and Klotho usually holds a spindle in 
her hand.10 However, we should note that the origin of such a 
symbolism goes far back in time than Greek art and mythological 
speculation. In the ancient near East, the spindle and distaff already 
appear as attributes of divine females:  Ištuštaya and Papaya,11 Hittite 
goddesses of destiny, are described in documentary sources while 
“spinning the life of the King” (Schwartz 1947: 23-55). Furthermore, 
some scholars (Haas 1994; Cecchini 1991: 9; Cottica and Rova  
2006) have already noted that in ancient texts, Ištuštaya and Papaya 
are often mentioned in conjunction with other Hurritic and Hittite 
goddesses, whose influence extends to the domestic sphere and 
especially to the moment of birth (Haas 1994). On the other hand, the 
symbolism of spinning is not originally embodied in the concept of 
moira: it was transferred to, or absorbed by, the Moira from older 
goddesses of destiny attested in Minoan and Mycenaean mythology.12 

In Roman representations of Moirai/Parcae13 the spindle tends to 
disappear: instead other objects, such as a volumen (book) and a 
globe, become widely used. The change in attributes finds an 
explanation in the new role that the Moirai acquired, once assimilated 
with the Latin Dea Parca, a goddess traditionally associated with 
birth, and Fata Scribunda.14 This syncretism led to the formation of 
the Tres Parcae, whose attributes, in Roman iconographic tradition, 
are usually linked with the process of writing and reading destiny 
(Van der Host 1942; Weiss 1992; De Angeli 1991, 1992).15  
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Figure 1. Hercules and Omphale exchange roles. Naples National Museum, 

1st century AD (Boardman 1994: cat. 23). 
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Figure 2. Sarcophagus from Arles with the myth of Prometheus (De Angeli 

1992: no. 54).  

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Tintinnabulum with wool-working scenes from Bologna (Torelli 

1997: figs 47-8). 
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Figure 5.  Red-figured hydria by the 

Orpheus Painter with spinning bride 

(Keuls 1983: fig. 14.33b). 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4. Statuette of 

spinning woman from the 

Artemision in Ephesos 

(Akurgal 1961: fig. 155). 
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Figure 6. Greek lekythos by the Amasi Painter with wool-working scenes 

(Braniquet and Mintsi 2000: figs 1 and 3). 

 
A popular theme in Roman biographical sarcophagi is the 

presence of Moirai/Parcae in scenes representing the infancy of the 

deceased, and especially the first ritual bath, which traditionally took 

place at sunrise in the dies lustricus. This was a key event in life: after 

rituals of purification, the newborn baby received a name, while his 

destiny (written by the Fata Scribunda) was evoked.16 Of special 

interest is a fragmentary sarcophagus from the Museum Chiaramonti, 

Vatican, dating between 170/180 and 200 AD (De Angeli 1992: cat. 
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no. 41). It shows the three Moirai/Parcae, presumably in the dies 

lustricus of the deceased,17 standing at his first ritual bath: their 

attributes are a globe, a volumen and a spindle respectively. In this 

iconographic scheme the archaic symbolism of spinning is combined 

with metaphors of destiny of more recent formation, such as writing 

(volumen) and reading in the stars (globe). The monument testifies to 

the fact that the Moirai/Parcae had acquired a cosmic symbology as 

goddesses capable of predicting the future of human beings.  
 
 

SPINNING IN EVERYDAY LIFE   
 
In ancient societies, textile manufacture and trade played a significant 
role in economy and in everyday life (Barber 1991, 1994). Written 
sources of the Classical period attest that the process of spinning, 
along with carding and weaving, was a popular female activity, 
carried out within the domestic sphere.18 Indeed,  wool-working 
(lanipendium) became a synonymous of  women’s laboriousness and 
domestic virtue, a topos used to describe (and depict) Greek and 
Roman aristocratic women in literature (as in the case of Lucretia, 
Livy, I, 57, 9), art and funerary epitaphs.19 As Torelli underlines, we 
should not forget that spinning and lanipendium, as symbols of 
female domestic virtue, generated in aristocratic contexts, where 
women played a central role in the house, in family and society, 
ensuring, through marriage,  the continuity of the clan. Therefore, in 
Etruscan (Fig. 3),20 ancient Greek and Roman archaic society wool-
working symbolism acquired a strong ideological component (Torelli 
1997: esp. fig. 57). 

Spinning tools became powerful symbols of gender:21 spindles and 
distaffs often  appear in funerary contexts,22 in rituals of fertility23 and 
in mythology,24 as indicators of feminine gender, expressed as 
capability of giving birth through the sexual act. The latter in 
literature and ritual formulae is symbolically represented by the act of 
spinning and/or weaving. Indeed, mythology and art do not conceive 
natural processes but offer interpretations, conveyed through 
symbolic representations. Accordingly, in the metaphor of spinning 
the final products, fabric and textiles, stand for family and society 
(Magris 1984: 52). As a consequence, spinning implements acquired 
a role in archaic rituals and offerings connected with fertility and 
birth (Fig. 4).25  
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In this perspective, in socially structured communities spinning 
implements had a symbolic role at wedding rituals. In the early 
Roman period the ceremony known as deductio required the bride to 
approach her husband’s house carrying a spindle and distaff, being 
surrounded by three children (Torelli 1984: IV). In visual art, a bride 
is represented as seated, wearing the bridal tiara and spinning, by the 
Orpheus Painter on a red-figured hydria representing preparations for 
wedding (Fig. 5). In addition wool-working was a favourite theme to 
decorate wedding gifts, as in the case of the throne from a funerary 
context at Verrucchio, a masterpiece of Etruscan art depicting 
lanipendium scenes.26 A Greek lekythos with wool-working scenes 
taking palace inside the gynaikonitis, attributed to the Amasis Painter 
(6th century bc) has also been interpreted as a wedding gift (Fig. 6).27 

 
 

SOME NOTES ON THE ICONOGRAPHY OF SPINNING 
 

In Greek and Roman art, spinning tools may accompany 
representations of goddesses and heroines28 and other females.29 
Whereas Roman art rarely shows the actual process of spinning,30 the 
implements are often represented in funerary reliefs in the Eastern 
Empire (Figs 7-13),31 especially in Anatolia,  the Aegean and Syria.32 
Some authors have noted that the basic schemes for such 
representations, along with their symbolism, were already present in 
Syro-Hittite and early Greek art (Fig. 14).33  

In the Roman period, spinning tools mostly appear in a few 
standardised iconographic schemes, variously combining spindle, 
distaff and a wool-basket (kalathos/quasillum), or  depicting only one 
of these objects, usually the kalathos (Fig. 11). Scholars generally 
interpret spinning tools in funerary art34 as indicators of gender and 
status in society (i.e. high rank lady,35 wife and mother).36  

However we believe that the symbolism of spinning in (eastern) 
Roman funerary art needs further consideration. Funerary monuments 
communicated through written words (the epitaph) and pictorial 
elements (see Hope 2001, esp. ch. 2, and Zanker 2002: VII). 
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Figure 7.   Tombstone of BLTYHN, wife of Zabda from Palmyra (Tanabe 

1986: cat. no. 275). 
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Figure 8.  Bust of G(S)N’, from Palmyra  (Tanabe 1986: cat. no. 347). 
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Figure 9. Tombstone with spinning implements, 2nd century AD (Pfuhl and 

Möbius 1979: cat. no. 1142). 
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Figure 10. Tombstone with spinning implements, 3rd century AD (Pfuhl and 

Möbius 1979: cat. no. 2295). 
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Figure 11. Tombstone with kalathos, second half of 3rd century AD 

(Couilloud 1974: cat.  no. 469).   
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Figure 12. Tombstone with spinning implements, 250/251 AD (Pfuhl and 

Möbius 1977: cat. no. 1138). 
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Figure 13. Tombstone with spinning tools (Pfuhl and Möbius 1977: cat. no. 

1154).   
 

Both components were carefully chosen in the self-representation 
of the deceased. In Roman society, gender, like age, was a fixed 
element of individual identity, influenced by flexible elements such 
as legal status, rank, social prestige and wealth. Undoubtedly these 
latter categories of elements played a role in the choice of symbols in 
the representation of the deceased. However, we should not forget 
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that the objects in question were in the first place conceived, and 
represented as, divine attributes, then transferred to heroines and 
subsequently adopted to depict aristocratic women. Indeed, it is 
sometimes difficult to establish if a spinning female figure on a Greek 
painted vase is a goddess, a mythological figure or an aristocratic 
lady in her household.  

As remarked by Zanker: “Ancient myth allows a plurality of 
meanings, and the context for which images have been created, 
together with the circumstances of the viewer, are crucial for its 
meaning.” (2002: x, 210, author’s translation). Funerary art appears 
as a privileged space, where various aspects of the symbolism of 
spinning could meet in a special context, linked with religion, 
funerary rituals and still connected to everyday life, since the Roman 
funerary monument was especially designed for the viewer. The fact 
that spinning tools are so widely used in eastern Roman funerary art, 
and scarcely encountered anywhere in the West, underlines the 
special meaning they should have carried in this part of the Empire 
and the persistence of a well stratified symbolism.   

The semantic value of a metaphor when transferred from the 
religious/mythological sphere to individuals  and society37 is altered 
but this does not necessary mean that it turned into a commonplace. 
Indeed, the basic elements of identity  (name, gender and legal status) 
were clearly stated  in the funerary inscription, often accompanied by 
a pictorial representation of the deceased. Therefore, the insertion of 
further objects/symbols (i.e. the spinning tools) had to add further 
information, we believe, on the deceased female and her social role in 
family and society. As we have seen, spinning is a metaphor of 
ancient origin, representing the feminine principle in its skills of 
weaving destiny through its capability of giving birth.  In other 
words, the symbolism of spinning embodies:  

. . . that biological vision that characterises the primitive 
representation of destiny. Besides, this does not exclude wider 
meanings: to the interlacing of the parents, from which derives the 
body tissue of each individual, we should add the interlacing of 
families . . . and the multiplication of relations that form the social 
fabric. (Magris 1984: 52; author’s translation).  

Indeed, the Hittite word for spindle (GIŠhuiša) derives from the verb  
huiš (to live). (Tischler 1983: 268-9). 
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Figure 14.  Funerary relief from Maraš (Bontaz 2000: pl. XX, C59). 
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Figure 15. Mosaic with wool-working Mary from S Maria Maggiore in 

Rome (Grabar 1966: fig. 161).  

 
Women, as guarantors of continuity, had a special role in the 

destiny of  the clan and society at large; the death of a female 
threatened social continuity and stability and was a loss for the whole 
community, while a marriage was a feast. It is significant that in 
funerary art only  spinning implements appear and not the process 
itself, whereas the activity is well represented in wool-
working/textile-making scenes on wedding gifts.38 In our opinion, the 
implements depicted without the process symbolise the end of a 
biological process, made of single parts/moirai (i.e. birth, life and 
death) woven together. Women are the agents of this process, as the 
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spinning Moirai move the spheres of the Universe and rule over 
Destiny.  

The presence of spinning tools among the icons that transferred 
from pagan to Christian art, is a further proof of the persistence of 
spinning as a complex metaphor of destiny. As an example we may 
quote a tombstone where spindle and distaff appear above  two births 
on a vine tree: a symbolic representation of the destiny of the 
deceased’s soul, which reaches Paradise in the afterlife. Early 
Christian iconography retained the symbolism of wool-working even 
in public art. In the mosaic with the Annunciation scene in the 
Basilica of S Maria Maggiore in Rome, Mary sits on a throne with a 
kalathos at her feet.39 This representation carries a special message: 
the Virgin is about to conceive the Saviour/the Divine Incarnation. 
The iconography stresses Mary’s role as agent of God’s will: here the 
symbolism of spinning appears, once again, in its religious, divine 
connotation and yet linked to birth, life and death.  
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Notes 

 
1 Cf. Suhr (1963 with illustrations; Meillier 1970 with illustrations; 

Cavalier 1996: 40; Luc., De Dea Syria, 32). On relationships between 

the ancient  Eastern goddess Kubaba, whose cult is attested on the 

Euph-rates since the first half of the 2nd millennium BC and the Great 

Mother/Kybele of the Classical world cf. Cottica and Rova (2006).  Cf. 

De Angeli (1991; 1992) for Moirai/Parcae.  

2 Cf. Boardman (1994). The iconography of Eracles and Omphales is 

analysed in  Cottica (2006) and Cottica and Rova (2006). 

3 Significantly, according to this version the Moirai and the Horai be-

came sisters. 

4 Dietrich (1965: 78-82). An excellent view on the Moirai can be found in 

Magris (1984). Moirai were also present at key moments of human life: 

Greek documentary sources (De Angeli 1992: 637) and Roman  

funerary art (see below) testify to the active role of the Moirai in  rituals 

of birth and marriage (often in association with Artemis and Aphrodite). 

mailto:cottica@unive.it
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5 For literary and iconographic sources cf. De Angeli (1991: note 17), and 

De Angeli (1992: catalogue 13-22). 

6 The event is well attested in Greek art, cf. De Angeli (1992: catalogue 

24-5). Here they predict/sing the destiny of Achilles. The link between 

predicting and singing destiny in reinforced in Plato (Politics 617c) 

where the Moirai in harmony with the Sirens, sing past, present and 

future.  A Siren appears with one spinning Moira, Demeter and Kore, on 

an Corinthian alabastron dating to the second half of the 7th century BC 

(Callipolitis-Feytmans 1970: fig. 5). 

7 As testified respectively by Pindaros (Pind., Fr., 30) and Aristophanes 

(Aristophanes, The Birds, 1731-5). The Moirai control sexuality only 

through the institution of marriage; on this topic cf. Magris (1984: 49-

50). 

8 Cf. De Angeli (1992: catalogue 53-57). 

9 This is especially true of the Moirai as we can clearly appreciate from 

the passage by Plato mentioned above (Plat., Pol., 10, 616-617). 

10 On the iconography of the Moirai in Greek art, see De Angeli (1992: 

catalogue 1-31). 

11 For goddesses of pre-Hittite origin, cf. Haas (1994: 373, 475 et passim).  

12 This applies to figures such as Ilizia, Rapsò and the Klothe. Cf. Stella 

(1983; Magris 1984: 50). 

13 On the iconography of Moirai/Parcae in Roman visual art, cf. De Angeli 

(1992: catalogue 32-61). 

14 The Goddesses embody the metaphor of both writing and reading 

destiny (the world fatum = destiny in Latin is the past participle of fari = 

to tell). 

15 For a cross-cultural overview on the relationships between spinning, 

writing and reading and the symbolic connection destiny/birth, cf. 

Badalanova Geller in this volume. 

16 This is the process of assigning (social) identity.  For some iconographic 

representations, cf. De Angeli (1992: catalogue 38-45).  

17 For this interpretation, cf. De Angeli (1991: 118-20).   

18 The motif was popular in Latin written sources cf.  Svet., Aug., 73; 

Livy, I, 57; Catul., Epith., 64, 303-81; Colum., 12, 3, 6; Ovid., 

Metamorphoses 6, 55; Martial, 4, 19, 1; Tib., Eleg., 1, 3, 83-89. 

19 This topic has been widely addressed in scholarly literature. Cf.  Keuls 

(1983: 221 with reference to Greek painted vases);  Larsson Lovén 
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(1998); Cavalier (1996); Cecchini (1991: 9); Cottica (2006). The 

spinning (or weaving) woman is a typical feature on Greek painted 

vases depicting gynaikonitis scenes, cf. Keuls (1983 with illustrations). 

Cf. Vérilach (1985) for Greek funerary epigrams and Larsson Lovén 

(1998) for the Roman formula “lanam fecit” in Roman funerary 

inscriptions.  

20 The scenes represented on the well-known tintinnabulum from Bologna 

should be interpreted from this perspective. Cf. Torelli (1997: 60-1). 

21 Cecchini (1991); Cottica and Rova (2006). 

22 For a survey in the available archaeological evidence, cf. Cottica (2003). 

23 The association spinning tools/feminine gender is already attested in 

some Sumerian incantations against difficulties in childbirth and in 

Hittite rituals against sexual impotence. Moreover spinning tools in 

funerary rituals are attested by a well-known Hittite text, describing  

rituals to be performed on  the occasion of the king’s death.  Cf. 

Cecchini (1991, 7-13) and Cottica and Rova (2006), where the subject is 

dealt with in detail. 

24 As in the scene with exchange of roles between Hercules and Omphale; 

cf. Cottica (2003: fig. 1a). 

25 In the spinning female figurine from the Artemision in Ephesos we can 

recognise one of such offerings  (Hogarth 1908: fig. 30; Akurgal 1961: 

fig. 155). 

26 Torelli (1997: 52-86, figs 45-6, 49-50, 55).   

27 Cf. Breniquet and Mintsi (2000). In Homer Helen received a golden 

spindle as a wedding gift (Iliad III, 125-7 ). 

28 Cf. notes 1-2 above.  

29 As in the case of  several spinning women depicted on Greek painted 

vases (for some examples cf. Keuls 1983) and of many Palmyrenian 

ladies portrayed with spindle and distaff on Roman funerary tombstones 

from Palmyra (Figs 7-8) (Tanabe 1986; Ingholt 1928). 

30 Cf. a relief in the forum transitorium in Rome (representing Athena 

Ergane/Minerva Operaia, cf. Weinberg 1956: tab. 34.1-3) and a mosaic 

from a Roman villa at Tabarka (Tunisia) dating to the 5th century AD 

(Dunbabin 1978: 12 and pl. XLIV). 

31 Only a few examples are known from the western Roman provinces (cf. 

Cottica 2005: notes 38-40; on the iconography of spinning tools cf.  
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Cottica and Rova 2006). The iconography of spinning in Roman 

funerary art is the subject of a forthcoming publication by the author. 

32 Pfuhl and Möbius (1979: nn. 548, 637, 638, 793, 924, 931, 1138, 1142, 

1154, 1155, 1159, 1636, 1709, 1712 etc.) , Couilloud (1974: nn. 131, 

154, 160, 469 etc.; 1974b: nn. 6 and 11), and Parlasca (1981, table 117 

n. 4, table 10 nn. 1-2, table 12 nn. 1-2, table 18 n. 1 and 3). 

33 Cecchini (1991: 7-13); Cottica and Rova (2006). Cavalier (1996: 43); 

Bontaz (2000: 126-8). 

34 These can be present as physical objects resting inside the grave, or as 

representations on its exterior. 

35 This interpretation has been suggested for a number of  spinning ladies 

depicted on Greek painted vases. Cf. Keuls (1983). 

36 Inter alia cf. Larsson Lovén (1998); Cavalier (1996; especially on the 

iconography of calathos for adult married females and/or mothers); 

Cecchini (1991: 9). 

37 As in the case of funerary art, where the symbolic message of the 

iconographic symbols is meant to be understood by the passerby. 

38 In funerary contexts, the process of spinning is represented only on 

objects interpreted as wedding gifts. 

39 The mosaic, a masterpiece of early Byzantine art, is dated to the reign of 

Justinian and stands in the triumphal arch of S Maria Maggiore in Rome 

(Grabar 1966: fig. 161). 
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of the Annunciation 
 

FLORENTINA BADALANOVA GELLER 

 
       

BETWEEN CHRISTIAN ICONOGRAPHY  
AND SLAVONIC ETHNO-HERMENEUTICS 

 
This article focuses on medieval Slavonic iconography of the 
Annunciation, with particular emphasis on the image of the spinning 
Virgin Mary. It is based on iconographic material representing 
religious art of the European Christian domain in the Middle Ages, 
along with supplementary data from the Mediterranean region 
(Coptic Egypt) and the Caucasus.  It further includes iconographic, 
linguistic, ethnographic and folklore data from the Balkans from the 
period of the National Revival (18th-19th centuries), along with oral 
tradition collected during the 20th century (including the period of the 
communist regime). Having once been a vital part of the Byzantine 
commonwealth, this region represents an interesting case for our 
study, as it provides data revealing some of the popular dimensions of 
the cult of the Mother of God, a cult which is still flourishing there, 
representing one of the most vital components of folk Christianity.1 In 
this, the vernacular background of spinning, weaving and other 
textile-creating activities are taken into consideration. 

Some specific issues related to the cultural milieu of the Byzantine 
commonwealth are also explored in this connection, especially with 
regard to Pax Slavia Christiana, where the Virgin has been praised for 
centuries – not only by men of letters, but also by illiterate believers – 
as “Bogoroditsa” (i.e. “the Theotokos”, the “God-Bearer”). The first 
use of the appellation “the Theotokos” appears twelve years after 
Christianity was legalised by the Emperor Constantine the Great; it is 
dated to 325 and is attributed to Alexander of Alexandria (d. 328) – 
one of the most zealous defenders of Orthodoxy at the Council of 
Nicaea (O’Carroll 1983: 13-14); subsequently, the appellation “the 
Theotokos” was upheld and confirmed at the Councils of Ephesus 
(431) and Chalcedon (451).2 As George Dennis points out in a study 
of “Popular Religious Attitudes and Practices in Byzantium”, the 
actual term “Theotokos” was originally used by ordinary people, and 
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only later “taken up by the clergy” so that “[p]opular religion thus 
became official religion” (Dennis 1996: 246-7). 

In this study, the iconography of the spinning Virgin Mary, and of 
the Annunciation, is also compared with, and contrasted to, the 
iconography of another spinning woman, that of “the mother of all 
living,” Eve, after the expulsion from the Garden of Eden. This 
juxtaposition, in turn, allows us to envisage how the theological 
doctrine of Mary as the New/Second Eve3 – which was first 
formulated in patristic writings – was spelt out in Christian 
iconographic tradition. The concept was set out as a theological 
framework of the cult of the Virgin Mary by one of the first Christian 
philosophers, St Justin Martyr (d. 165), in his “Dialogue with 
Trypho”. While contemplating the ways in which Jesus Christ has 
revealed to us “all that we have understood from the scriptures by His 
grace”, Justin Martyr meditates over the question of how “He became 
incarnate by the Virgin” (trans. Williams 1930: 208). He subse-
quently reflects on the symbolic meanings of the Annunciation as a 
portent of the forthcoming salvation of mankind.  Justin emphasises 
that Jesus Christ “has become man by the Virgin in order that by the 
same way in which the disobedience caused by the serpent took its 
beginnings, by this way should it also take its destruction” (trans. 
Williams 1930: 210). The following passage is considered to be the 
initial kernel of the Eve-Mary parallel as a theological issue:  
 

For Eve, being a virgin and uncorrupt, conceived the words 
spoken of the serpent, and brought forth disobedience and 
death. But Mary the Virgin receiving faith and grace, when the 
angel Gabriel brought her the good news that the Spirit of the 
Lord should come upon her, and the power of the Highest 
should overshadow her, wherefore also that Holy Thing that is 
born of her is Son of God, answered, Be it unto me according 
to Thy word  (trans. Williams 1930: 210). 

 
In the second century, St Irenaeus of Lyons elaborated further on 

the Eve-Mary parallel. In his work Against Heresies: On the 
Detection and Refutation of the Knowledge Falsely So Called  (Book 
III), he contemplated the idea of the “Incarnation-as-a-recapitulation” 
and concentrated on “the recycling that Mary effected for Eve”: 
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For what has been tied cannot be loosed unless one reverses the 
ties of the knot so that the first ties are undone by the second, 
and the second free the first: thus it happens that the first tie is 
unknotted by the second and the second has the place of a tie 
for the first (trans. Grant 1997: 140). 

 
The Eve-Mary parallel was further developed by Tertullian in the 

third century, in his De Carne Christi, where he made a significant 
contribution to the dogmatic definition of the Marian doctrine and 
contemplated extensively the theme of the “virginal conception”   
(Bettenson 1956: 174).  

The Eve-Mary parallel was later explored in Medieval Slavdom by 
the “ideographic language” of Christian iconographic tradition, and 
further conveyed, in the Byzantine and post-Byzantine periods, as a 
palpable visual metaphor. In this the image of the spinning Virgin 
Mary as the Mother of Christ, together with that of the spinning Eve 
as “the mother of all living”, stand for emblems of (both celestial and 
terrestrial) motherhood while the act of spinning is recognised as 
tantamount to the act of  (pro)creation. Correspondingly, the fabric of 
the body of Christ, as “spun and woven” by Mary, the New Eve, is 
regarded as “seamless cloth” in which both human and divine are 
wound up into one.4 At the same time, the body of “the New Adam” 
is regarded as being of a “cloth-like” substance, a substance which is 
related to the bodies of the offspring of the first Eve. Thus the artistic 
devices of Christian iconography, having tacitly accommodated the 
rhetoric of patristic writings, and indeed the ethno-hermeneutics of 
Slavonic and Balkan oral poesis, “inscribe” into the collective 
memory of illiterate believers not only Eve-Mary parallelism, but also 
the Eve-Mary antithesis. This vernacular Marian exegesis has been 
accompanied by an elaborate system of folk rituals, songs and 
narratives which are usually considered by those performing them as 
verbal commentaries on the events rendered on the icons of the 
Virgin in the local churches and monasteries.5 In this, storytelling and 
singing are regarded as sacred activities through which an enduring 
verbal icon of the Mother of God is being re-assembled at each new 
performance of “her” customs, songs and legends. On the other hand, 
the homology between the iconography of “the spinning Mary” and 
that of “the spinning Eve” indicates that the medieval icon painters 
from Pax Slavia Christiana, just like the Early Church Fathers, 
interpreted the Annunciation scenario as a contraposition to the Fall, 
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while the image of Mary the Mother of God was understood as both a 
“reversion” and a “counter-point” of that of the “mother of all living”, 
Eve (see further Meyendorff 1983: 146-7).  

While analysing the “Eve-Mary” parallelism, many scholars also 
find it necessary to point out that, in Western tradition, it is 
considered significant that on the day of the Annunciation, the Angel 
greeted the Virgin Mary by saying Ave (Latin for “Hail”) – which is 
the reverse of the name of the first woman, Eva. Accordingly, the 
greeting of the Archangel Gabriel – “Ave Maria!” – was believed to 
have “neatly reversed the curse of Eve” (Warner 1976: 60-1).  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1.  “The Annunciation to the Spinning Virgin”: a stone relief from the St 

Anne’s portal of the Notre Dame de Paris Cathedral (12th century). 

All photographs by the author unless stated otherwise. 
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Fig. 2. “The Annunciation: the Holy Theotokos spinning”, a detail from the 

murals in the Church of Saint Elijah (“Sveti Iliia”) in the city of Boboshevo, 

Kyustendil district, Western Bulgaria , 17th c.  
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SPINNING THE LOGOS 
 

The Russian scholar Nikodim Kondakov, who died in exile in Prague 

in 1925, was among the first European art historians to produce an 

extensive compendium of iconographic patterns and artistic devices 

employed in visual renderings of the Annunciation theme. In his 

fundamental work on the “Iconography of the Mother of God” he 

offers abundant information about Early Christian (Roman, Greek, 

Armenian, Georgian and Coptic) iconographic traditions, as well as a 

comprehensive analysis of symbolic types of representation of the 

image of the Virgin Mary in the Byzantine commonwealth (including 

Pax Slavia Christiana). The first two volumes of this monograph were 

published in 1914-1915 in Russia, while the manuscript of the third 

volume (still unpublished) is kept in the archival collection of the 

Vatican. It is regrettable that many contemporary art historians from 

Western Europe are not familiar with his work. Modern Western 

scholarship anchors iconography/iconology studies around a number 

of (predominantly) Western authors, such as Erwin Panofsky, whilst 

Nikodim Kondakov remains virtually unknown, absent from 

theoretical debates and scholarly discussions. I draw on his work in 

the present article.6 
According to conventional iconographic devices observed in the 

early Middle Ages in both Western and Eastern Europe, the scene of 
the Annunciation was to follow a particular pattern. Mary was usually 
portrayed winding yarn – often wielding a distaff, or holding a 
spindle with a roll of red (or purple) thread upon it, or a skein of red 
(or purple) fibre for the curtain of the Temple of Jerusalem.  Red and 
purple are the predominant colours of the yarn spun by the Virgin. It 
has been commonly accepted among art historians that the “red” 
signifies the Virgin’s flesh and blood, whereas the “purple” refers to 
her status as an offspring descending from the royal lineage of David. 
In some cases, however, the yarn spun by the Mother of God is white. 
Considered to be the colour of purity and chastity, “white” can be 
interpreted here as an allegorical expression of the idea of “the 
Theotokos-as-ever-Virgin”. The Virgin was depicted either sitting on 
a high stool (usually with a basket full of yarn next to it), or standing 
up, with the Archangel Gabriel graciously gliding from above (or 
swiftly walking towards her) and saluting her. The Lord’s messenger 
could also be rendered standing upright in front of the Mother of God, 
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or else kneeling before her; he was depicted blessing (or saluting?) 
her with his right hand, while the Holy Spirit was descending from 
above with a ray of light following on to the Virgin’s head.  

After the first half of the 13th century, however, in Western 
Europe the image of “the spinning/weaving Mary” was gradually 
replaced by the image of “the reading Mary” (McMurray Gibson 
1990: 47; Biscoglio 1995: 168; Vaz da Silva 2004: 280), whereas in 
Eastern Europe, and in particular in the Balkans, the iconography of 
the Annunciation continued to follow both patterns. As B. Young 
points out (1990: 41-3), holding a scroll on which the words of the 
depicted character are written out is one of the most widespread 
artistic conventions in Occidental iconography, employed by 
medieval artists in visualising “speech”; “talking” might thus been 
depicted as “holding a scroll or a book”.  Not only the Virgin Mary 
but also the Archangel Gabriel can be depicted “carrying his story on 
a scroll”, as is the case with the stone carving on the capital in the 
Abbey church in Conques (Young 1990: 42).  

According to The “Painter’s Manual” of Dionysius of Fourna 
(1730-1734)  – which was initially composed in the 12th century in 
Thesaloniki  and later copied by Dionysius – the scene of the 
Annunciation of the Mother of God is to be depicted as follows: 

 
Houses, and Holy Virgin standing before a chair, with her head 
slightly bowed; in one hand she holds a spindle with a roll of 
silk thread upon it, while she stretches out her right hand 
towards the Archangel Gabriel who stands before her, blessing 
her with his right hand and holding a lance in his left. Above 
the house is heaven and out of it comes the Holy Spirit with a 
ray of light on to the Virgin’s head (tr. Hetherington 1996: 32). 

 
One of the earliest representations of the Annunciation with the 

spinning Virgin is to be found on a 5th-century sarcophagus from 
Ravenna, known also as Sepolcro di Braccioforte (Fig. 3), where the 
Mother of God is portrayed seated, with her head covered (a detail 
indicating her marital status).  In front of her there is a basket full of 
yarn, and next to it stands a distaff from which the cord is being spun. 
The face of the Virgin is turned towards the winged Archangel  
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Fig. 3 (above). “The Annunciation to 

the Spinning Virgin”: a stone carving 

on a 5th century sarcophagus from 

Ravenna (known also as Sepolcro di 

Braccioforte).  

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4 (left). “The Annunciation to 

the Spinning Virgin”: an ivory relief 

on the Throne of Maximian (now in 

Museo Arcivescovile), Ravenna, 

Italy; mid 6th-century.  
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Fig. 5. “The Annunciation to the Spinning Virgin”: a fragmentary wooden 

relief of the Virgin of the Annunciation from the Louvre (the Department of 

Egyptian Antiquities, Coptic art), 5th-6th century. 
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Gabriel, who is holding a sceptre in his left hand, while saluting her. 
His right hand is raised, which, according to medieval iconographic 
conventions was an indication that the sculptor was showing an act of 
speaking (see Young 1990: 41). The basket and the distaff with the 
fibre streaming from it are depicted between the Virgin and God’s 
Messenger, thus marking the axis of the composition, its vertical 
median. Indeed, the thread spun by the Mother of God functions as 
the structuring centre of this composition (in terms of its spatial 
organisation, and the configuration of the images of the protagonists).  
By depicting the Virgin and the Archangel with the distaff and the 
basket of yarn between them, the artist also refers, quite evidently, to 
a certain symbolic nexus of “sub-textual” meanings attributed to the 
image of the Mother of God as a spinner, and indeed to the actual 
conceptualisation of the Annunciation as an act of spinning in which 
the very fabric of the body of Christ – who is entering the “terrestrial” 
world  as Man among men, dressed in human flesh – is being 
produced.  

Another early representation of the Annunciation with the 
spinning Virgin is to be found again in Ravenna (Fig. 4); this is one 
of the ivory reliefs on the Throne of Maximian (now in Museo 
Arcivescovile), which most probably dates from the mid 6th century 
(Bovini 1990: 14). The Virgin is depicted seated in a throne, with a 
portico in the background.  She in holding spindles in her left hand, 
with her right hand stretched out (or perhaps pressed against her 
breast?), as a sign of greeting the winged Archangel Gabriel. He is 
standing before her, saluting (and blessing?) her with his right hand, 
while holding a sceptre in his left hand.  The basket is depicted next 
to the throne of the seated Virgin, between her and the Archangel. It 
is important to point out at this point the fact that “the basket of the 
Virgin” was considered to be one of the most venerated relics before 
which pilgrims used to kneel while visiting the Holy Land. Thus the 
Martyr Antoninus, himself being a pilgrim, reports as follows:  

 
When we came from nearby Ptolemais to Galilee to the city 
called “New Caesarea”, we bowed before and kissed 
(adoravimus pro veneratione) the bucket and basket (amulam 
et canestellum) of the Holy Mary.  At this same place, there is 
also a chair (cathedra) on which she sat when the Archangel 
Gabriel appeared before her (Kondakov 1998: 2.145).   
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The above indicates that the iconography of the Annunciation was 
an integral part of a much broader socio-cultural milieu.  It is as if, 
while depicting the details surrounding the encounter between the 
Mother of God and the Archangel Gabriel, the icon painters and 
sculptors were inscribing the story of the Annunciation in their works, 
via the “ideographic language” of Christian iconographic tradition, 
thus turning Mary’s abode into a “tangible” sacred sight.  Hence, the 
visual contact with the icons of the Annunciation was experienced as 
peregrination to the Holy Land. Not only the icon painters, but also 
the icon worshippers were transformed into virtual pilgrims 
“absorbing” the palpable traces of Mary’s life with their own eyes, 
following in her steps with their own feet, touching her habitat with 
their own hands and breathing in the air of her presence with their 
own breasts. The miracle of the Annunciation was becoming a 
palpable instant, as if the Immaculate Conception was taking place 
here and now, as if happening in front of the eyes of the believers, 
themselves becoming witnesses of the Annunciation; the work of art 
was thus turning them into beholders sharing the life of Mary. As the 
above quoted testimony of the Martyr Antoninus indicates, the basket 
of the spinning Virgin Mary was considered to be one of the most 
important objects of worship in the sacred domain of the Holy Land.  

On the other hand, as the vernacular folklore tradition (and in 
particular the ethnolinguistic data from Bulgaria) indicates, the image 
of the basket is often allegorically intertwined with the image of the 
womb; the pregnant woman is metaphorically described as a 
“brimming basket”, whereas the laying-in woman is compared to a 
“loosed basket” (Badalanova, forthcoming, No. 88). At the same 
time, the story of the infant-hero found in a basket (registered in the 
biblical account of Moses and, in Bulgarian folklore, in narratives 
about Krali Marko) recalls the same mythological pattern. In this, the 
basket is imagined as a container of life, a metaphorical “uterus” from 
which heroes emerge. Obviously, from the point of view of the 
“unlettered believers”, the basket motif was considered to be of 
crucial importance. In it certain profoundly significant sub-textual 
links were enfold and intertwined, thus allegorically reassembling the 
archetypal tale of the miraculous birth of a wondrous child-saviour. 
The fact that the icon painters persisted in depicting the Virgin’s 
basket as a necessary attribute of the Annunciation settings is 
therefore indicative. It could be argued that “the basket” was in fact 
considered to be one of the allegorical  images of the Virgin herself 
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(along with her image as a textile-loom , for instance);  by depicting 
“the basket full of yarn” within the framework of the Annunciation, 
along with  mandatory paraphernalia of this scene, the icon painters 
were hence conveying the visual metaphor of the Virgin as “the 
basket of the flesh of Christ”.   

Similar iconographical devices were employed in the depiction of 
the Annunciation scene on the mosaics on the upper level of the 
triumphal arch of the Santa Maria Maggiore Cathedral in Rome (5th 
century).  The Virgin is depicted spinning, with a basket next to her 
chair (see Cottica in this volume, Fig. 15). The same pattern is 
observed in one of the earliest representations of the Annunciation 
theme in the Coptic art (from the 5th-6th century). The fragmentary 
wooden relief of the Virgin of the Annunciation from the Louvre (the 
Department of Egyptian Antiquities) shows her seated on a high 
stool, with the mandatory basket next to her (Fig. 5).  

The oldest depictions of the dialogue between the Lords’ 
messenger and the spinning Virgin within the context of Slavonic 
iconographical tradition are the mosaics at the St Sofia Cathedral in 
Kiev, from the eleventh century (see Karger, ed., 1963: pl. 5). The 
image of the spinning Mary serves also as the focal point of the 
mystery of the Incarnation in the “Annunciation of Ustiug” type of 
icon from Medieval Russia (one of the earliest copies is dated 
between 1119 and 1130). Theotokos, with the baby Jesus depicted 
inside her womb, is shown holding a ball of red thread and spinning 
while listening to the Archangel Gabriel who enters from her right 
side (Fig. 6). 

The Eastern Orthodox iconographical representation of the scene 
of the Annunciation with the spinning Virgin corresponds with 
Western tradition. Interesting examples are the twelfth-century 
frescoes in the Church of Sopre, Spain, where the magnificent image 
of the Mother of God is depicted in the middle of the composition – 
she stands next to the Archangel Gabriel, holding a spindle in her 
hand (Baring and Cashford 1991: 560). Thought-provoking allusions 
to both the “Annunciation of Ustiug” iconographical type and the 
frescoes from the Church of Sopre are found in the masterpiece “The 
Virgin Mary Spinning”, a work from the beginning of the fifteenth 
century, attributed to the Upper Rhenish Master; it represents the 
figure of the Virgin with a baby Jesus inside her. She is depicted 
seated, next to the distaff, while spinning a thread that crosses her 
womb (Baring and Cashford 1991: 561). 
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Fig. 6. “The Annunciation of Ustiug: the Holy Theotokos spinning”: a 

Russian icon from the city of Novgorod, 1119-1130 (now preserved in the 

Tretiakov Gallery, Moscow). After Gosudarstvennaia Tretiakobskaia 

Galereia: Katalog Sobraniia (Drevnerusskoe Iskusstvo X- Nachala XV vv.) 

(1995), Vol. 1, p. 49. 
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At the same time, the image of the spinning Virgin relates, of 
course, to the apocryphal Protevangelium of James,7 according to 
which, on the Day of the Annunciation, Mary weaves the purple veil 
of the Temple (Schneemelcher 1991: 430-1): 

 
10.1. Now there was a council of the priests, who resolved: 
“Let us make a veil for the Temple of the Lord.” And the priest 
said: “Call to me the pure virgins of the tribe of David.” And 
the officers departed and searched, and they found seven (such) 
virgins. And the priest remembered the child Mary, that she 
was from the tribe of David and was pure before God. And the 
officers went and fetched her. 
10.2. Then they brought them into the Temple of the Lord, and 
the priest said: “Cast me lots, who shall weave the gold, the 
amiant, the linen, the silk, the hyacinth-blue, the scarlet and the 
pure purple.” And to Mary fell the lot of the “pure purple” and 
“scarlet”. And she took them and went away to her house. At 
that time Zakharias became dumb, and Samuel took his place 
until Zakharias was able to speak (again). But Mary took the 
scarlet and spun it. 
11. 1. And she took the pitcher and went forth to draw water, 
and behold, a voice said: “Hail thou that art highly favoured, 
the Lord is with thee, blessed art thou among women”. And she 
looked around on the right and on the left to see whence this 
voice came. And trembling she went to her house and put down 
the pitcher and took the purple and sat down on her seat and 
drew out (the thread). 
11.2. And behold an angel of the Lord (suddenly) stood before 
her and said: “Do not fear, Mary; for you have found grace 
before the Lord of all things and shall conceive of his Word.” 
When she heard this she doubted in herself and said: “Shall I 
conceive of the Lord, the living God, (and bear) as every 
woman bears?” 
11.3. And the angel of the Lord came and said to her: “Not so, 
Mary; for a power of the Lord shall overshadow you; 
wherefore also that holy thing which is born of you shall be 
called the Son of the Highest. And you shall call his name 
Jesus; for he shall save his people from their sins.” And Mary 
said: “Behold, (I am) the handmaid of the Lord before him: be 
it to me according to your word.” 
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12.1. And she made (ready) the purple and the scarlet and 
brought (them) to the priest. And the priest took (them), and 
blessed (Mary) and said: “Mary, the Lord God has magnified 
your name, and you shall be blessed among all generations of 
the earth.” 
12.2. And Mary rejoiced.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 7. “The Annunciation to the Spinning Virgin next to a stream”: a 12th- 

century icon from the Monastery of St Catherine’s, Mt. Sinai, Egypt. After 

K. Weitzmann et al. (eds), Ikoni ot Balkanite: Sinai, Gārtsiia, Balgariia i 

Iugoslaviia (1966, Plate 30). 

 
It should be noted, however, that the image of “the spinning 

Mary”, together with the image of “the reading Mary”, were not the 
only types of representations of the Annunciation theme known to 
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have existed in the Middle Ages in Pax Slavia Christiana. In fact, 
they co-existed with a variety of other visual representations of the 
Annunciation theme. One is “the Archangel Gabriel talking to the 
Virgin”, i.e. Mary conceives via her ear, that is, the Word of God 
enters her body while she listens to the Archangel Gabriel (cf. 
Dragomanov 1894: 33; Badalanova 2003: 179-82; Vaz Da Silva 
2004: 280-1).  Another is “the Archangel Gabriel giving the Virgin a 
flower”, i.e. Mary conceives while smelling it, that is, the Holy Spirit 
enters her body through her nose, cf. the concept of “conceiving via 
one’s nose, by smelling a flower”, as registered in Indo-European oral 
heritage (Dragomanov 1894: 33). The image may be related to 
Slavonic folklore tradition, where a woman between menarche and 
menopause is often compared to a blossoming flower; the ability to 
conceive and bear a child is metaphorically described as 
“blossoming”. In Bulgarian there exists even a proverb stating that “If 
there is no bloom, there will be no world; if there is a bloom, there 
will be world” (“Ako niama tsviat, niama i sviat, ako ima tsviat, ima i 
sviat”). In this the “blossoming” is symbolically equated with  
“(pro)creation” – of both the man and the Universe, that is, of both 
the microcosm and the macrocosm. Thus the image of the 
“blossoming woman”, often represented only by the icon of the 
flower itself, becomes  an epitome of fertility. In some villages of  
Bulgarians a connection is made between the concept of the flower 
and the concept of spinning for it is believed that the flower which the 
Archangel Gabriel gives to the Virgin Mary to smell so that she may 
conceive is called  “(H)urkite”, which means  “distaff”. Thus in 
March 1989, in the village Kliment, Karlovo area, Central Bulgaria, I 
recorded the following legend from a 67-year old woman by the name 
of Velika Marinova Tsankova, born in the same village in 1922: 

 
God was born of the Urkite (“Distaff”) flower, that’s how we 
call this flower. Some call it iris (Lilium candidum), but we 
call it “the Distaff flower”. The Holy Bogoroditsa (Theotokos) 
conceived from an iris, yes; but once people used to say that it 
was not the “iris”, but the Urkite (“distaff”) flower. The Holy 
Bogoroditsa  had smelt some Urkite (“Distaff”) flower... 
Eventually, she gave birth to Isus Khristos (Jesus Christ).   

 
Besides, while depicting the scene of the Annunciation, the icon 

painters from Pax Slavia Christiana further elaborated on some 
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specific details, obviously significant from the point of view of local 
ethno-hermeneutics, such as depicting (the spinning) Virgin next to a 
well or spring or a stream; according to some scholars this type of 
iconography has its roots in Byzantine tradition from the period of the 
dynasty of the Komnenoi (Weitzmann 1966: XVI; see Fig. 7). Similar 
iconographic patterns exist in the Caucasus (Figs 9 and 10) and 
Mediterranean region as well. These details were obviously 
“anchoring” the Annunciation imagery to the implicit sub-text of 
inborn ethnopoetics, embedding them within the indigenous context 
of local popular traditions.  It can thus be argued that such 
components, like the case of the image of “the spinning Virgin”, 
could have originated from either apocryphal tradition (such as the 
Protevangelium of James), or indeed from ethnopoetics, i.e. from folk 
imagery of popular Christianity. Besides, oral tradition was often 
bolstering the imagery born of apocryphal literature and vice versa. 
One such example provides the iconography of the so-called “first 
Annunciation” which, according to the apocryphal Protevangelium of 
James (11:1; see Schneemelcher 1991: 430), takes place next to the 
well / fountain / spring”; in this the image of the well as “axis mundi” 
(connecting “the beyond” with “our world”), was blending and 
merging with the image of the spring as a life-giving source.  

Ethnographic sources indicate that among the Balkan Slavs, at 
least up to the beginning of the 20th century, it was believed that 
there exists a certain magic substance known as “living water”, or 
“water of life” (“zhiva voda”) which  comes from a wondrous spring, 
situated somewhere at the end of the world (Marinov 1981: 82). The 
location of this spring is known only to the Sun (Marinov 1981: 45); 
every year, on Midsummer Night (“Eniovden”), the Sun goes there to 
bathe itself in this “living water” in order to rejuvenate itself; that is 
why the Sun is eternal and never grows old (Marinov 1981: 653). 
There exists also a cycle of folk legends maintaining that Alexander 
the Great was among the very few mortals who had found this water; 
however, those responsible for using it to wash his body after his 
death failed to fulfil the task, which is why Alexander did not become 
immortal.8 

This mythopoeic imagery is evidently related to the iconographic 
pattern of the “Virgin Mary as a Life-Giving Spring/Fountain” 
(“Bogoroditsa Zhivonosen Iztochnik”; see Kondakov 1998: 2.372-8, 
and Gerov 2002: 34-6; see Fig. 8); hence the blending of the cult of 
the Virgin Mary with the local folklore cults of healing springs and 
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holy wells (see Kondakov 1998, 1: 347-50; 2: 372-7). At the same 
time, within Slavonic ethnopoetics, the spring is often perceived as 
the ultimate source of eternal life, “the cosmic vagina” bringing forth 
life and health. Some Slavonic and Balkan hydronyms betray the 
same mythopoeic pattern: springs, wells and fountains may be 
denoted by words which in local dialects mean “vagina”. See for 
instance the appellation “Baba Pizdra” (i.e. “Granny Vagina”) used 
by the local people to designate the fountain near the village of 
Govezhda in North-Western Bulgaria (Mikhailova 1984: 78), as well 
as the hydronym “Pizdeiyo” (from the local “pizda”, meaning 
“vagina”)  which is used by the people living in the village of 
Leskovets, North-Western Bulgaria, to denote the local well 
(Mikhailova 1984: 119). Quite indicative in this respect is the 
extremely popular appellation “Pizditsa” (a diminutive of “pizda”) 
attached to a number of wells and springs all around Bulgaria (see 
further, Badalanova 1996: 234-45, 319-20, 380). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Fig. 8. “The Virgin Mary as a Life-Giving Spring”, 1885; a mural painting in 

the open gallery (narthex), on the eastern wall of the Church Of St Dimitar 

in the village of Teshevo, Gotse Delchev area, South-Western Bulgaria.  
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Fig. 9. “The Annunciation to the Spinning Virgin next to the well”: an 

Armenian illuminated manuscript of a Gospel from the 13th century. After 

L. Durnovo and R. Drampian (eds), Armianskaia Miniatiura (1967, Plate 

48).   
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To understand what is at stake here, we must turn  
once more to the ethnolinguistic data from Pax Slavia Christiana. 
Thus in some Slavonic dialects the lexemes denoting “spring” (Russ. 
“rodnik”, “rodishche”) (Fasmer III 1987: 492) are cognate with the 
verbs denoting “to give birth”, “to create” (Old Church Slavonic 
“roditi”) and the nouns denoting “origin”, as well as “kinship” (Old 
Church Slavonic “rod’”, Bulg. “rod”, Czech, Slovak and Polish 
“ród”, etc.)  (Fasmer III 1987: 490-2). Significant in this respect is the 
fact that the Old Church Slavonic lexeme denoting “Nativity” – 
“Rozhd’stvo” (which is used to translate Greek γέννησις) has the 
same origin and belongs to the same semantic cluster (Fasmer III 
1987: 493). Thus the iconographic pattern of the “Virgin spinning 
next to the well” encompasses not only the Apocryphal Gospel of    
St James (11.1) relating the so-called “first Annunciation” 
(Schneemelcher 1991: 430), but also the manifold concepts of birth, 
creation, origin, as revealed by indigenous mythopoeic imagery.  

 
 

Fig. 10. “The 

Annunciation to the 

Spinning Virgin next 

to the well” (above) 

and “The 

Candlemas” (below)  

from the Armenian 

illuminated 

manuscript known 

as “The Palace 

Gospel” (1336).  

After V. Kazarian 

and S. Manukian 

(eds), Sokrovishcha 

Knizhnogo Iskusstva 

v Sobraniiakh SSSR: 

Matenadahran (Tom 

1). Armianskaia 

Rukopisnaia Kniga 

VI-XIV vekov (1991, 

Plate 388) 
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THE SPINNING MOTHER: IMAGE-TYPE AND ARCHETYPE 
 
It has been maintained by many scholars that the “spinning = 

conceiving” mythological pattern forms the substructure of the story 

of the “Annunciation to the Spinning Virgin”, as revealed in the 

Protevangelium of James (11: 1-3); often it is interpreted within the 

framework of the archetypal image of Great Mother, who spins her 

progeny out of herself, thus giving form to and clothing incarnation 

of the mankind (Baring and Cashford 1991: 559-61). Many Slavonic 

riddles play with this archetypal metaphor, showing the distaff as an 

allegorical image of the mother who is spinning the thread of life, 

while the yarn on the spindle is considered a child growing in her 

womb: “The mother shrinks, the child grows. What is it?” The answer 

given is “Spinning” (Stoikova 1970: 375; cf. Drettas 1980: 244-6). In 

a number of similar riddles the distaff is also allegorically described 

as a mother who is spinning her offspring’s life into form out of her 

own body: “As the mother grows slimmer, the child gets plumper” 

(see Stoikova 1970: 375), “The mother thins out, the child grows” 

(ibid), “While the mother gets poorer, the child gets richer” (ibid; see 

also Drettas 1980: 245), “The calf gets fatter while the cow gets 

thinner” (see Stoikova 1970: 375), etc. The allegorical image of the 

“mother-as-a-distaff”, together with that of the “child-as-the-yarn-on-

a-spindle”, shape the metaphorical representation of “life-span” as a 

“yarn-spun”. This folklore imagery correlates with the classical Greek 

and Roman mythopoeic representation of the three goddesses of fate 

who were spinners and/or weavers. Indeed, the indigenous Balkan 

oral tradition still preserves the dormant memory of them in many 

narratives and songs relating to the theme of destiny as a “thread spun 

on the divine distaff”. Here it is important to point out that, among the 

Southern Slavs, the “thread” (“konets”) concept is symbolically 

associated with the perception of human life as a yarn which is spun 

by the three wise divine women. In Bulgaria these female mythical 

beings are called “orisnitsi” (related to the Greek ορίζω), as well as 

“narechnitsi” (var. “narāchnitsi”), “rechenitsi”, etc. (Marinov 1981; 

Arnaudov 1969: 614-20).  The lexemes “narechnitsi”, “narāchnitsi” 

and “rechenitsi” are related to the Bulgarian verbs “naricham”, 

“nareka”, meaning “to name”, “to call”; they are derivatives from the 

verb “reka”, which means “to speak”, “to say”, “to utter”; hence the 
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Fig. 11. “The Annunciation: the Holy Theotokos spinning”, a detail from the 

murals in the Monastery Church of Saint Demetrius near the city of 

Boboshevo, Kyustendil district, Western Bulgaria, 1488. 
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Fig. 12. “The Annunciation: the Holy Theotokos spinning”, the Altar Gates 

of the Monastery Church of Saint Demetrius near the city of Boboshevo, 

Kyustendil district, Western Bulgaria, 1488 (repainted at the end of the 17th 

c.); now preserved in the KRYPTA MUSEUM, Old Bulgarian Art National 

Gallery, Sofia. Photo F. Badalanova Geller, with the kind permission of the 

KRYPTA MUSEUM. 



Florentina Badalanova Geller 

 

234 

 

 

Fig. 13. “The Annunciation: the 

Holy Theotokos spinning”  

(dated 1598), a detail from the 

mural painting in the altar space 

in the Church of Saint Petka in 

the village of Vukovo, situated 

in the surrounding area of the 

city of Boboshevo, Kyustendil 

district, Western Bulgaria.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 14. “The Annunciation to 

the Spinning Virgin Mary”, a 

detail from the Altar Gates of 

the Church of Saint Trifon in 

the Hilandar Monastery 

(painted by Djordje 

Mitrofanovic, dated 1621). 

After K. Weitzmann et al. 

(eds), Ikoni ot Balkanite: Sinai, 

Gārtsiia, Balgariia i 

Iugoslaviia (1966, Plate 211). 
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belief that the name contains the fate of the person to whom it is 

given. In Serbian the three divine spinning women are known as 

“orisnice”, “sudjaje”, “sudjenice” (Kulišić, Petrović and Pantelić 

1998: 339, 427-8). In both Bulgaria and Serbia it is believed that they 

visit all new-born children no later than the third night after their birth 

and determine their life while spinning. Respectively, the spindle 

(Serb. and Bulg. “vreteno”, Russ. “vereteno”) and the distaff (Serb. 

“preslica”, Bulg. “khurka”, Russ. “pialka”) are regarded as their 

constant attributes. The length of the thread spun next to the baby’s 

head embodies his/her destiny (“pisano”, i. e. “that what is written”); 

it is also believed that everything they say is “written on the child’s 

forehead” (Marinov 1981: 254-5; 1984: 58) and those “letters” are 

actually the lines found on one’s skull when one dies (Tsepenkov 

1894: 119-20, text No 1 in Section No 7). In this, the act of divine 

spinning is regarded as interchangeable with the act of divine writing; 

that is, “textile” (i.e. “texture”, “cloth”, “yarn”, “fabric”, “fibre”, etc.) 

means “text” (i.e. “wording”) and vice versa.  
It is my conviction that this kind of folklore evidence – if taken 

into consideration while analysing the text of Holy Writ – can be used 
as evidence further broadening biblical hermeneutic. In this particular 
case, the above quoted oral accounts clearly show what was the basis 
for the thesaurus of artistic devices, i. e. they spell out the symbolic 
language of the icon-painters portraying the spinning Virgin. Also, 
they indicate what was meant to be depicted by the icon-painter and 
how it was supposed to be represented, so that it might be seen and 
understood by all those who contemplate the mystery of the Divine 
Incarnation, regardless of whether they are illiterate or learned. In 
other words, it is again oral hermeneutics that can make it possible to 
interpret the coded patterns that the early Christian Fathers would 
have taken for granted but which the latter-day Bible-readers appear 
to be unable to recognise.9 

As already mentioned above, Bulgarian masters have occasionally 
portrayed not only the Virgin Mary with a spindle and/or distaff as 
her attributes (Figs 11-14), but Eve too, while Adam is depicted 
digging or ploughing (Figs 15-18). 

On the Occidental iconography of the primal patterns labouring, 
see Pelta (1995: 79-86). According to the “Painter’s Manual” of 
Dionysius of Furna (which is representative of Byzantine and post-
Byzantine iconographic devices) the earthly life of Adam and Eve is 



Florentina Badalanova Geller 

 

236 

to be depicted by the icon-painters in the following way 
(Hetherington, trans. 1996: 18): “Adam tilling the earth. Adam 
holding a double-pointed mattock, digs in a field, and Eve, seated 
opposite holds her distaff and spins.”  

Correspondingly, in the traditional folklore culture of Pax Slavia 
Christiana, the image of the ploughing woman (and/or the image of 
the spinning man) signify the “reverse Universe”. Indicative in this 
respect are some Slavonic ritual practices performed during periods 
of crisis (for instance, drought and/or an outbreak of an epidemic 
disease). In traditional societies, the “time of disaster” portends the 
“collapse of the World”. In order to be recreated, the Universe needs 
to be turned upside down. Accordingly, men and women have to 
exchange their social and gender roles too – while “turning round” 
the macrocosm, the microcosm inverts as well. These ritual strategies 
are believed to bring forth “restoration” of the harmony in the 
Universe. Thus, according to Slavonic and Balkan folklore tradition, 
while praying for rain during the time of drought, women have to 
perform ritual ploughing; i.e. they have to act like men. For further 
details, see S. M. Tolstaia (1986: 18-22; Tolstaya 2001); see also S. 
M. Tolstaia  and N. I. Tolstoy (1978: 121-3; 1994: 246-7). 

The iconographical scene of the ploughing Adam and the spinning 
Eve is amongst the most popular components of the compositions 
interpreting the first few chapters of the Genesis. These are usually 
painted on the plinth panels under the iconostasis, or wood-carved  on 
them (see Iwanowa and Koewa 1979: 256-7). The “spindle” and/or  
“distaff” were generally considered classical emblems of both 
“Mother of all the living”, Eve, after her expulsion from Paradise, and 
the Mother of God during the Annunciation, thus putting a particular 
emphasis on the interdependence of these two events. Yet by the act 
of portraying the “Mother of all the living” on the base of the 
iconostasis, under the main line where the images of the Virgin Mary 
and her Son Christ the Logos are placed, Slavonic icon-painters spell 
out, in terms of Church architectonics, the definite and essential 
position of Eve in the history of the Creation of the world. At the 
same time, the higher position of the icon of Theotokos which has to 
be placed above the depiction of the “First Eve”, symbolises, through 
the language of the church interior, the Incarnation of the Word and, 
therefore, the new and eternal covenant between the Lord and the 
mankind. In this, the image of the spinning Eve signifies the Creation, 
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Fig. 15. “Hexameron”, an 

eighteenth century four-icon 

ensemble. The fourth piece 

represents the themes of the 

“Expulsion of the First 

People from the Garden by 

the Fiery Angel” (Gn 3: 8- 

24), “Adam and Eve driven 

from the Garden of Eden and 

lamenting over the Paradise 

Lost”, the “Expiation of the 

First People: Adam is to 

work the land whereas Eve is 

to spin” and last, “Cain and 

Abel”. The icon is preserved 

in the Ilarion Makariopolsky 

Museum of Bulgarian 

National Revival in the city 

of Elena, Bulgaria. Photo: 

Courtesy of the Ilarion 

Makariopolsky Museum of 

Bulgarian National Revival 

in the city of Elena, 

Bulgaria. 

 
 

Fig. 16. “The Spinning Eve”, 

detail from the illuminated 

manuscript, written and designed 

by Priest Puncho from the village 

of Mokresh, Lom area, North-

Western Bulgaria, in 1796; page 

281a. The manuscript is preserved 

in the Sts Cyril and Methodius 

National Library of Bulgaria 

(Sofia) under signature No 693. 

Photo St. Badalanov, with the 

kind permission of the Sts Cyril 

and Methodius Bulgarian 

National Library.   
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Fig. 17. “An Angel Teaches Adam and Eve how to work “, a plinth panel of 

the iconostasis of the  Church of the Holy Archangels Michael and Gabriel 

in the village of Arbanasi, Veliko Turnovo area, Northern Bulgaria (19th c.).  

 
Fig. 18. “Adam and 

Eve After the 

Expulsion” (“Adam 

tilling the earth and 

Eve spinning”), an 

icon from the Church 

of St Nicholas in the 

village of Musomishte, 

Gotse Delchev area, 

South-Western 

Bulgaria, late 19th c. 

The inscription on the 

icon reads: “The 

bodies of Adam and 

Eve learn to work”. 

Photo St. Badalanov. 
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while the image of the spinning (or reading) Virgin Mary on the 
Royal Doors stands as an emblem of Salvation.10 Thus, not only the 
contrast but also the correlation, between the two matriarchs is 
viewed. 

It is significant in this respect that the initial semantics of the 
lexemes “text” and “texture” in many European languages are similar 
– thus in Latin “texo” means “weave”. Therefore the act of spinning 
(as an element of the process of making fabrics = texture, i.e. text) 
appears to be identified with the act of reading (i.e. coming into 
existence of the text, its verbal manifestation). Hence, it becomes 
quite obvious why the Virgin Mary conceives her Son the Logos by 
spinning or reading: in terms of mythopoeic imagery both actions are 
considered synonymous. Hereby the image of the “spinning” (or 
“reading”) Mary as the Second Eve corresponds to the image of the 
First Eve who also has to be depicted with a spindle and a distaff. 
Thus the parallelism between the First and the Second Eve is further 
developed and spelled out through not only the poetic language of 
literary and oral tradition, but also the language of visual art, where 
the image of a “spinning woman” is regarded as an icon of 
motherhood. In this, the image of the “spinning Eve” functions as an 
implicit prototype of the image of the “spinning” or “reading Virgin 
Mary”. 

At the same time, according to some traditional Slavonic and 
Balkan aetiological legends, the Universe may be described either as 
a divine manuscript or scroll or book (Soloshchenko and Prokoshina 
1991: 34-48) written by the Hand of God, or, alternatively, as a cloth 
woven on His heavenly loom. Furthermore, in folk riddles (dealing 
with ethnocosmology and ethnocosmogony) these two images, that of 
the writ and that of the cloth, may be interchangeable. The image of 
the Universe as a “scripture written with no human hand” is thus 
intertwined with that of the Universe as an “unwoven shirt” (“robe”, 
“mantle”, “shroud”, “swathe”, etc.) which covers the Earth and 
belongs to God.11 On the other hand, the concept of the Universe as a 
“cloth” (i.e. “textile”) and/or a “text” corresponds to some passages 
from the Book of Revelation as well. Thus the verbal description of 
“heavens receded as a scroll” (Rev. 6:14) resembles not only the “text 
= textile” parallel, but also the image of the World as a manuscript, 
that is, as the universal metatext of divine origin; and this concept 
defines not only the expressive devises of the Orthodox 
iconographical representation of the scenes illustrating the Book of 
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Revelation, but also the very content of the pictures. An excellent 
example of this is offered by the murals (dated 1476) which are 
painted in the narthex of the church in one of the Bulgarian 
monasteries near Sofia, dedicated to “Sveta Bogoroditsa Vitoshka” 
(“The Holy Theotokos of Vitosha”), in the village of Dragalevtsi. The 
fresco shows an angel holding the scroll on which the disappearing 
sun and scattered zodiac are drawn. In this, the heavens are depicted 
as a piece of cloth “shaken of a mighty wind” (Rev. 6:13). Similar 
iconographic representation of the motif of “heavens receded as a 
scroll” can be found on the mural paintings in the Monastery Church 
of Saint Demetrius near the city of Boboshevo, Kyustendil district, 
Western Bulgaria, dated 1488 (Fig. 19). 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 19. “Heavens receded as a scroll”, mural paintings in the Monastery 

Church of Saint Demetrius near the city of Boboshevo, Kyustendil district, 

Western Bulgaria, dated 1488.  
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STORYTELLING ICONS: WORDS DEPICTED 
 
For our purposes it is sufficient to notice that the homology between 
icons and words, between painting and writing, between the visual 
and the verbal is well attested in Slavonic languages. As the linguistic 
data indicates, not only are the Holy Scriptures “written”, but so also 
are the icons. For instance, the icon-painter (Russ. “zhivopisets” 
and/or “pisateľ”, the latter meaning “writer” as well) – does not paint 
icons, he writes (“pishet”) them (see Uspensky 1976: 9-10). 
Correspondingly, the word denoting “icon-painting” (in Bulg. 
“ikonopis”, in Russ. “ikonopis’”) is a compound, formed by joining 
two independent roots referring to the lexemes “an icon” (“ikona”) 
and “to write” (Russ. “pisať”, Bulg. “pisha”, etc.). The verbal cliché 
denoting the actual process of “superimposing a new picture, very 
often of identical content, on an old icon” (Russ. “zapisyvanie 
ikony”) relates to the notion of icons as a “written text” likewise. On 
the other hand, interesting in this same connection are the materials 
presented by I. Sreznevskii in the second volume of his Prolegomena 
to the Dictionary of the Old Russian Language according to the Data 
from the Written Monuments (1895). Thus, as stated in some sources 
from the eleventh century, the noun “pisatel’” used to denote “an 
icon-painter” (“zhivopisets”), while the verb “pisati” stood for 
“scribere” (“pisať” = “write”) and “paint” (icons), “decorate”, 
“portray”, “depict”, “draw” (Sreznevskii 1895: 936-7). As B. 
Uspensky points out,  
 

the semiotic, i.e., lingual, nature of the icon was clearly 
realized and even proclaimed as dogma by the Fathers of the 
Church. Particularly characteristic in this respect are the 
comparisons made, from extremely ancient times (in fact, 
almost from the epoch of the birth of the icon), between icon 
painting and language, and between the icon and the verbal 
text. Thus, St Nilus of Sinai wrote as early as the fifth century 
that icons are placed in churches ‘so that illiterate who are 
unable to read the Holy Scriptures, may, by gazing at the 
pictures, become mindful’ of the faith (Uspensky 1976: 9-10). 

 
A similar idea was formulated by St Gregory the Great  (d. 604)  

in his letter to Serenus, the Bishop of Marseilles (Gardner, ed., 1911: 
Bk 11, epistle 13), who was one of the most zealous adversaries of 
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pictures “painted in venerable places”. While adhering “the pictorial 
representations which had been made for the edification of an 
unlearned people in order that, though ignorant of letters, they might 
by turning their eyes to the story itself learn what had been done”, St 
Gregory points out that by impugning these images, the Bishop of 
Marseilles “acted inconsiderately on the impulse of his feelings” thus 
offending his flock and scattering it instead of gathering it together:  

 
For to adore a picture is one thing, but to learn through the 
story of a picture what is to be adored is another. For what 
writing presents to readers, this a picture presents to the 
unlearned who behold, since in it even the ignorant see what 
they ought to follow; in it the illiterate read. Hence, and chiefly 
to the nations [i.e to the unlearned], a picture is instead of 
reading. And this ought to have been attended to especially by 
thee who livest among the nations, lest, while inflamed 
inconsiderately by a right zeal, thou shouldest breed offence to 
savage minds. And, seeing that antiquity has not without 
reason admitted the histories of saints to be, if thou hadst 
seasoned zeal with discretion, thou mightest undoubtedly have 
obtained what thou wert aiming at, and not scattered the 
collected flock, but rather gathered together a scattered one; 
that so the deserved renown of a shepherd might have 
distinguished thee, instead of the blame of being a scatterer 
lying upon thee. But from having acted inconsiderately on the 
impulse of thy feelings thou art said to have so offended thy 
children that the greatest part of them have suspended 
themselves from thy communion. When, then, wilt thou bring 
wandering sheep to the Lord’s fold, not being able to retain 
those thou hast? Henceforth we exhort thee that thou study 
even now to be careful, and restrain thyself from this 
presumption, and make haste, with fatherly sweetness, with all 
endeavour, with all earnestness, to recall to thyself the minds of 
those whom thou findest to be disjoined from thee. 

 
The above statement suggests that St Gregory the Great did not 

envisage “reading” as an act based upon the knowledge of letters 
exclusively. His Homo legens is not necessarily “learned”.  One can 
read in icons too, argues the saint.  Without being familiar with the 
alphabet, believers can read scriptures by gazing at the icons.  
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Moreover, in the above epistle icons are in fact envisaged by St 
Gregory as Holy Writ depicted; he thus maintains that if for “men of 
letters” the process of reading requires knowledge of letters as such, 
for the scattered flock of Sirenus (and many other like him) it is 
obviously not the case.  In his epistle pictures “painted in venerable 
places” are likened to silent storytellers revealing the Scriptures to all 
those “ignorant of letters”; furthermore “the story of the picture” is 
regarded as a text laid open on the walls of the Church thus inviting 
the illiterate to read in it. Plainly, icons are letters enlightening 
unlettered who are thus able to learn “through the story of a picture”. 
Accordingly, the icon is thought as a written, i. e., verbal text 
composed in an ideographic manner.  

On the other hand, the analysis of traditional vocabularies related 
to the weaving techniques and decorative patterns of Carpathian and 
Balkan areas shows that some of the ornaments with geometrical 
forms are called simply “icons” (“ikonici”); thus “carpets with icons”, 
“carpets-in-icons”, “icon-like carpets” (kilimi na ikonice). This, in 
turn, suggest that the act of carpet-weaving is regarded as the female 
counterpart of icon-painting which is considered to be a male-only 
activity. That is, the carpet is an “icon painted/written by a woman”. 

Furthermore in Slavonic tradition it is attested that the patterns of 
the textile (i.e., the ornaments which are woven, embroidered, etc.) 
are also imagined as “written” (i.e. “subtly fashioned”)12 – and as 
such it is regarded as a “sacred text”. Indicative in this respect are 
some formulaic expressions used to describe female beauty in 
traditional Bulgarian (and in other Slavonic and Balkan) Christmas 
carols, such as “pisani poli” (“embroidered” and/or “multicoloured 
skirts”), “pisani rākavi” (“embroidered” and/or “multicoloured 
sleeves”), “pisani pazvi” (“embroidered and/or “multicoloured 
necklines”), etc., which are likewise associated with the semantics of 
“written”. Moreover, each ornament is regarded as a letter, and as 
such – just like it is with the letters of the Cyrillic (and also in the 
Glagolithic for that matter) alphabet – it has its own name (Koev 
1948: 98-103); further, every dialect has its own vocabulary of textile 
related terminology in which each pattern has its own designation.13 
As Ljiljana Tojaga-Vasić points out, in some areas of Serbia, the 
“embroidery with silk” is simply called a “(cloth that has been) 
written (and/or made) with letters” (“pismarka”) (1999: 212). 
Significantly, the word is a gender-inclusive one, and is feminine. 
Respectively, the act of producing an ornament – through the process 
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of weaving, sewing, embroidery or any kind of decoration with 
needlework – is considered to be equivalent to “writing”. The same 
stereotype is to be found in some Russian and Belorussian dialects as 
well.14  

At the same time, the Old Church Slavonic verb “p’sati” (“write”) 
and its cognates (Bulg. “pisha”, Serb. “pisati”, Russ. “pisať”, Polish 
“pisać”, Czech “psáti’”, etc.) are related to the Slavonic words 
denoting “multicoloured”, “pigmented” (Russ. “pëstryi”, Ukr. 
“pistryi”, Bulg. “pāstār”, etc.) on the one hand (Fasmer III 1987: 
251), and to the Greek “ηοικίλος” (“multicoloured”, “subtly 
fashioned”, as applied to embroidery, metalwork and painting) and 
Latin “pingo” (“colour”, “depict”, “paint”, “adorn”) on the other. 
These forms also correspond with the Sanskrit “pēças” and Avestan 
“paēsa” denoting “form” (“shape”, “configuration”, “appearance”, 
“pattern”, “model”), “type” (“kind”, “sort”, “class”, “category”, 
“set”), “adornment” and “colour” (Fasmer III 1987: 251, 266), which 
suggest that there was a strong inter-relationship between the archaic 
notions they spelled out. In other words, the semantic shift of 
“written” within the context of Indo-European languages suggests 
that this concept encompasses a cluster of notions referring to various 
activities, some of which are connected not only with decoration, but 
also with the idea of creation itself. 

It is evident that, according to the traditional vocabulary of Slavia 
Orthodoxa, the cloth-creating female activities, such as spinning and 
weaving, knitting and sewing, as well as embroidering – which are 
often defined by lexemes denoting “writing” and/or “icon-paining” – 
are considered to be the classical female hypostases of labour, 
signifying birth/rebirth mysteries. On the other hand, spinning/ 
weaving/producing cloth and reading/writing (i. e. “producing text”) 
seem to go together in a universal system of symbols, standing jointly 
as synonyms for Divine Incarnation. Thus the Eastern Orthodox 
iconographical tradition of depiction of spinning or reading Mary as 
the central image of the Annunciation composition appears natural 
indeed. In this, the parallel between the semantics of “spinning” and 
the “divine Incarnation”, is emphasised once again. 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 

At the beginning of this study we pointed out that in our analysis will 
consider vernacular counterparts of the theological doctrine of Mary 
as the New/Second Eve. And here I cannot resist the temptation to 
refer to John Henry Newman’s essay on “Our Lady as the Second 
Eve” in which he suggested that the doctrine of the Fathers about the 
Blessed Virgin,  

 
was the received doctrine of their own respective times and 
places; for the writers after all are but witnesses of facts and 
beliefs, and as such they are treated by all parties in 
controversial discussion. Moreover, the coincidence of doctrine 
which they exhibit, and again, the antithetical completeness of 
it, show that they themselves did not originate it. The next 
question is, Who did? for from one definite organ or source, 
place or person, it must have come. Then we must enquire, 
what length of time it would take for such a doctrine to have 
extended, and to be received, in the second century over so 
wide an area” (Newman 1952: 17).  

 
This essay is an attempt to broaden, as Henry Newman once 

suggested should be done, the quest for the origins of this patristic 
doctrine; in fact, it is a search for a new discourse. A further 
anthropological exploration into the popular traits of the veneration of 
the Mother of God may illustrate how certain dogmatic concepts were 
transmitted between the “high” ecclesiastical canons and the “low” 
system of popular faith. Thus the folklore hypostasis of the Spinning 
Virgin, which anthropologists encounter when engaged in present-
day field-research, may be considered as a vestige of certain archaic 
ideas that both preceded the theological definition of Mary as a New 
Eve, and epitomised different stages in the evolution of the cult of the 
Mother of God as a divine figure.  

Recent field-research amongst the rural communities in Eastern 
Europe, and in the Balkans in particular, further indicates that the 
folklore dimensions of her veneration still “remember” not only the 
sub-apostolic age, but also the pre-Christian epoch. Moreover, one 
may legitimately approach these folklore dimensions as an 
exemplification of certain concepts, whose ascent and metamorphosis 
from oral tradition into written canon, and/or descent from the 
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theological doctrine into mythopoeic imagery, paved the way towards 
the inclusion of the Virgin Mary in the topic of theologica.  

It could be argued that the vernacular Marian exegesis, as affirmed 
in ethno-hermeneutics (and attested in popular religious beliefs of 
what was once the Byzantine commonwealth), might provide not 
only new material, but also new methodology for searching into this 
direction, opening further discussions related to the focal question, 
Who did?, as formulated by Henry Newman more than fifty years 
ago.  
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Notes 

 
1 On the cultural and socio-political framework of popular religion in 

Medieval Slavdom, see Obolensky (1982: 43-54); on the problems of 

the adoption of the religious culture of Byzantine and Latin 

Christendom by the Slavs, see Floria (1996: 273-6), Ivanov and Turilov 

(1996: 276-98), and N. Tolstoy (1998: 30-42, 49-63); further on 

methodological problems arising in the process of studying the system 

of traditional religious beliefs among the Slavs, with special regard to 

“folk Christianity”, see Antonić (1992: 227-33), Buchowski (1979: 93-

111), Czarnowski (1956: 88-108), Ciupak (1973),  Kasprzak (1999: 37-

61), Kovacheva-Kostadinova (1994: 44-58),  Kwaśniewicz (1983: 25-

39), Tomicki (1981: 29-70). An extensive analysis of confessional 

stereotypes in traditional Slavonic culture is offered in a series of 

articles by N. Tolstoy (1996: 145-60),  Vinogradova and N. Tolstoy 

(1996: 196-222),  Toporov (1996: 160-74) and  Levkievskaia (1996: 

175-95). 

2 On the origin and further distribution of the appellation “Theotokos” 

within the terminological and philosophical framework of patristic 

tradition and Byzantine thought, see Meyendorff (1983: 39, 123, 147-9, 

155, 165), Constas (1995: 174-6; and particularly footnotes 18-21 and 
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24-25) and bibliography in O’Carroll (1983: 342). Further on the 

liturgical celebration of the Theotokos in the Byzantine heritage, see 

Samaha (1997: 338-42).   

3 For a general survey of theological discussions related to the evolution 

of the idea of Mary as the “New” or “Second Eve” see O’Carroll (1983: 

139-41); on Eve-Mary parallelism as a subject of patristic teaching see 

Graef (1963: 37-100); on the typology of speaking about Mary as “the 

Second Eve” as an extrapolation from the classic Pauline definition of 

Christ as the Second Adam, see Pelikan (1996: 14-15, 39-52), Warner 

(1976: 59-61, 245, 254); on the “Second Eve” theme in the cultural and 

religious life of Constantinople in late antiquity see Limberis (1994: 90-

1, 102-7); on the concept of the “New Eve” in the patristic tradition in 

the Byzantine period, see Meyendorff (1983: 146-9); on the soterio-

logical dimensions of the biblically based Mariological themes in the 

Byzantine liturgy, with special regard to “Eve-Mary” parallelism, see 

Samaha (1997: 341); on the parallelism Eve-Mary as a concern for both 

Christian theology and cultural anthropology see Benko (1993: 18, 168-

9, 195, 229-62), Baring and Cashford (1991: 537-9), Badalanova 

(2003). 

4 On the conventional image of the Virgin as “the textile-loom”, see  

Constas (1995); the image was set out by Proclus of Constantinople 

(sed. 434-46). Further on the iconographic development of the 

Annunciation theme in Medieval art, with special emphasis on the 

image of the spinning/weaving Virgin, see McMurray Gibson (1990), as 

well as Pentcheva (2000: 44-5).  On the iconography of the spinning 

woman in the European Middle Ages, see Biscoglio (1995: 163-76).   

5 On vernacular religious attitudes and practices in the Byzantine 

commonwealth, with special regard to popular devotion to the Virgin 

Mary as the Mother of God, and the veneration of her icons, consult  

Kondakov, Vol. 2 (1998: 19-391); see also  Poselianin (1909) and 

Voronov and Sokolova (1993).  As for the general theological 

framework of the cult of the Virgin Mary in Slavia Orthodoxa, the 

works of Berdiaev (1989: 33-5), Fedotov (1982: 219-40; 1991: 49-57, 

65-78) and Bulgakov (1991: 253-76) are most significant. Of particular 

importance in this respect is also Uspensky’s analysis of the interplay 

between the image of the Mother of God and the image of Mother Earth, 

with Russian tradition as a primary model (1996: 83-107). On the image 

of the Virgin Mary as a spinner and/or weaver, and its symbolic 

representations in Eastern Orthodox Christianity, with special emphasis 

on popular religious culture, see Bernshtam (1999: 224). Further on 
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Marian piety in Pax Slavia Christiana, see Nikita Tolstoy’s article on 

“Bogoroditsa” (“The Theotokos”) in the first volume of the 

Ethnolinguistic Dictionary of Slavonic Antiquities (1995: 217-19), as 

well as Tsvetana Romanska-Vranska’s monograph on the representation 

of the image of the Virgin in Old Church Slavonic (Bulgarian) 

apocryphal tradition and folklore (1940). For empirical evidence 

regarding the cult of the Virgin (with Bulgarian traditional culture as a 

primary model), extensive data can be found in D. Marinov’s works on 

popular faith (1981: 360-2, 368, 490-2, 618, 686; 1984: 493-5). The 

specific folklore dimensions of the East Orthodox paradigm of the 

veneration of the Theotokos, as registered in traditional Serbian culture, 

are examined in Petar Petrović’s  entry “Bogoroditsa” in his (together 

with S. Kulišić and N. Pantelić) Serbian Mythological Dictionary (1998: 

42-3). An extended analysis of a number of customs and beliefs related 

to the veneration of the Mother of God among the Slavs – with special 

regard to the theme of her encounters with various “blessed” and/or 

“cursed” animals – can be found in  Gura’s monograph  (1997) on 

animal symbolism in traditional Slavonic culture.  

After the collapse of communism, a series of articles on the cult of the 

Mother of God (with special regard to the folklore aspects of her 

veneration) appeared in Ukraine; among them are the articles by Katrii 

(1997: 54-7), Styshova (1997: 60-6), Radzykevych (1997: 67), Ivankiv 

(1998: 86-92), Muzychka (1998: 92-5), Selians’ka-Vovk (1998: 95-7) 

and Luzhnyts’kyi (1989: 99-104). 

As far as Slavia Catholica is concerned, there exists a deep-rooted 

tradition of studying popular Marian piety. An extensive bibliography 

on the subject is provided by  Sokolewicz in her article “The Madonna 

in Polish folk culture of the 19th and 20th centuries: selected problems 

of sources and arising questions” (1988: 289-303). On the popular 

veneration of the Mother of God and the significance of her cult in the 

system of traditional religious beliefs which frame the substructure of 

Polish “folk Catholicism” as a cultural phenomenon, a significant 

academic contribution is made by  Grąbczewski (1984: 157-67) and N. 

Kasprzak (1999: 52-5). A general analysis of “Marian Christophany” 

(“Chrystofania Marii”) as a religious phenomenon, with special regard 

to the Middle ages, is offered in the study of  Dobrzeniecki (1965: 7-

120); of particular importance in this respect is also the collection of 

articles on the image of the Virgin in the Catholic tradition (ed.  

Pzybylski) “Gratia Plena: Theological Studies on the Theotokos” 

(1965), as well as the survey of publications on Polish Mariology, as 

produced at the beginning of the twentieth century by V. Brukhnal’skii 

(1904).  
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An interesting approach to the verbal and ritual “thesaurus” of 

traditional folklore imagery involved in the veneration of the Mother of 

God in popular – as opposed to official – Catholicism (with Italy as a 

primary model) can be found in Carroll (1992). 

6 In my analysis I refer to the 1998 Russian reprint (by the Palomnik 

Publishing House, Moscow) of the first two volumes of Kondakov’s 

monograph. For his observations on the Annunciation iconography, see 

Kondakov (1998, vol. 1: 25-8, 58, 110-11, 180-1, 191-5, 197-201, 206-

9, 212-8, 340 and vol. 2: 75, 370-1, 374, 420, 434). For discussions on 

medieval representations of the Annunciation theme, with special 

emphasis on the image of the spinning Virgin, see Vassilaki, ed. (2000: 

10-11). Of particular interest in this respect are the contributions to this 

volume by Brigitte Pitarakis (269) and Marie-Helene Rutschowscaya 

(270-1), who also provide extensive bibliography on the subject. On 

conventions for representing the Annunciation theme in medieval 

Occidental stone carving, see Young (1990: 42-4).  

7 For general discussion and references regarding the apocryphal (dated to 

the mid-second century)  Protevangelium of James as a work reflecting 

popular trends see Graef (1963), O’Carroll (1983: 39-40), Benko (1993: 

18, 38, 196-7), Limberis (1994), Pelican (1996: 46-8), Warner (1976: 

244-5), Khristova (1992: 21-6); see also the English translation with 

commentaries and bibliography in Schneemelcher, ed. (1991: 1.421-37). 

As far as Slavia Orthodoxa is concerned, the earliest copy of the 

translation of the text of the Protevangelium of James appeared, 

according to some scholars, in Medieval Bulgaria, in the ninth-tenth 

centuries. See further, Khristova’s monograph The Protevangelium of 

James in Old Bulgarian Literature (1992; in Russian). 

8 See in this connection the legend entitled “Tzar Aleksandr” in the 

Bulgarian Folk Songs collection published by the Miladinov brothers in 

Zagreb (Miladinovtsi 1861: 526); I recorded versions of this legends  in 

1975 and 1976 in the regions of Thrace and Sakar Mountain, South-

Eastern Bulgaria.  

9 The way in which I approach the iconography of the Annunciation in 

my study leans, to a certain extent, towards the particular type of 

scholarship outlined by Edmund Leach in his introduction to 

Structuralist Interpretations of Biblical Myth (Leach and Aycock 1983), 

a collection of essays whose principal task is to make explicit coded 

patterns of the sort that the early Christian Fathers took for granted but 

which many latter-day Bible-readers seem to be unable to recognise 

(1983: 3). 
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10 As Paskaleva points out, “the Annunciation scene was commonly 

featured on the so-called ‘Royal Gates’ of the iconostasis of Eastern 

Orthodox temples” (Paskaleva 1987; see her commentaries related to 

Plate 23); see also Figs 12 and 14. 

11 Thus in some Christmas carols the Universe is metaphorically described 

as a “blue cloth”, or a “blue robe” which God puts on before setting off 

on a journey in which he encounters the sinners suffering in the beyond 

for their wrongdoings committed on earth. See for instance the 

Christmas carol sung among the Bulgarian Diaspora in the Berdiansk 

region (former Tavricheskaia Guberniia of the Russian Empire), now in 

Ukraine (Crimea), which was published in 1910 by one of the local 

teachers by the name of Atanas Vārbanski.  The collection was reprinted 

in 2002 in Bulgaria (and our reference follows this edition). The song in 

question is published as text No 32, on pp. 38-9. 

12 See in this connection Russian, Ukrainian and Belorussian folklore data 

presented by Bernshtam (1999: 192, 200-01, 238-9). 

13 Interesting material offers Bratislava Idvoren-Stefanović’s work on 

folklore terminology related to text-producing activities (1999: 221-6), 

Jadranka Djordjević’s work on the traditional Serbian folk embroidery 

on the wedding towels in the villages of Vransko Pomoravlje (1999: 

203-7), as well as Ljiljana Tojaga-Vasić’s work on embroidery on the 

folk costumes of the area of Svrlig (1999: 209-14). 

14 See in this respect the materials published in the fourth volume of The 

Dictionary of the Turov Area Dialects (Kryvitski, Tsykhun, Iashkin, 

Mikhailaū 1985: 52). 
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Studia Indo-Europæa: Revue de mythologie et de linguistique comparée.  

Société Roumaine d’Études Indo-Européennes,  Bucharest.  ISSN 1583-

3518.  Vol. 2, 2002-5.  255 pp. 

 
This recently established international journal publishes articles in French, 

English,  German, Italian and Spanish.  It has sections on Mythology and 

Linguistics and also gives a place to general surveys, such as the substantial 

history of Indo-European studies in Romania being published in parts by the 

editor, Andrei Timotin.  In the first volume, dated 2001, the editor explained 

the genesis of the new journal. It looks back to a proud tradition of 

Romanian scholarship on Indo-European matters which was abruptly cut off 

in the latter part of the twentieth century. It is good to see the re-

establishment of this tradition. The equal emphasis on mythology and 

linguistics is an interesting and welcome feature. The editor hopes to see 

fruitful interchange between these disciplines while feeling that 

archaeological studies lie outside the scope of this journal.  In the present 

volume, two French scholars, Bernard Sergent and Frédéric Blaive, write 

interestingly on the taboo on writing among Indo-European peoples and on 

the three sins of Aeneas.  Celtic concerns are represented by Claude Sterckx, 

with an article on “Meadhbh de Connaught et Baudouin de Bretagne”, and  

by Chris Lynn and Dean A. Miller, with a joint study called “Crossing 

Boundaries: Literary and Archaeological Evidence for Early Irish Royal 

Inauguration Rites and Sites”. In this volume, Romanian scholars have 

contributed to the linguistic section rather than to the mythological one that 

is of special interest here.  The volume includes eight substantial reviews in 

addition to fifteen articles.  (Emily Lyle)    

 
 
 
Christopher Partridge (ed.). UFO Religions. London, Routledge. 2003.  

ISBN 0-415-26324-7.  xvi + 383 pp. (pbk) 

 

This is an attractive and accessible volume that will be a useful resource for 

undergraduates in Religious Studies, Sociology of Religion and Folklore and 

Ethnology. It consists of seventeen chapters on various aspects of UFO 

religion/s, covering a fair range of geographical locations (Germany and 

Finland, and some Melanesian comparisons, alongside more familiar Anglo-

American locations). Just over half of the collection (Part 2: nine chapters) is 
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given over to detailed descriptions of individual groups and movements, 

followed by seven thematic treatments in Part 3, informed by perspectives 

such as psychology, cultural history and discourse analysis. These two parts 

follow the balanced overview provided in the editor’s introduction, 

“Understanding UFO religions”, which forms Part 1. Here Christopher 

Partridge gives an attentive and informed account of the rise of UFO 

religions in the post-world-war II period, from the classic 1947 report of 

“flying saucers” (p.5) up to the recent genre of alien abduction narratives (or 

“abduction spiritualities”, p. 26 ff.), and with reference to the theosophical 

pre-history of UFO religion. He also provides a typology of UFO religions 

based on a “physicalist” scale (pp. 21-2) which is, however, left somewhat 

undeveloped. 

The collection’s strength lies in its detailed descriptions of beliefs and 

ideas, since much of Part 3, as well as Part 2, is descriptive rather than fully 

analytical. Although some of this description would be enhanced by a fuller 

sense of what practitioners actually do as well as believe (only one 

contribution, by Diana Tumminia on the Unarius movement, is strong in 

ethnography), we get a good overview of UFO “worldviews” from 

experienced scholars on new religions like George Chryssides (the 

Raelians), James Lewis (Heaven’s Gate) and Mikael Rothstein (a 

comparative survey). The volume also contains some discussion of the 

interface between UFO religion and science (Brenda Denzler) and popular 

culture (Daniel Wojcik). Other chapters, such as Simon Smith (on the 

Aetherius Society) and particularly Sarah Lewis (on Urantia), are over-

reliant on internal movement literature. 

The collection’s chief weakness, however, is its lack of sustained 

theoretical or meta-theoretical analysis of the groups and movements it 

enthusiastically documents. This preference for phenomenologically-

oriented description and overview can be a feature of Religious Studies 

collections on new religions, where descriptive “mapping” comes to be seen 

as not just one part of the job, but as an end in itself. Of course, a good 

measure of controlled, detailed description is vital, particularly in the case of 

new or hitherto marginal subjects, where gathering a first haul of 

information is a task in itself; and certainly, there is not a vast amount of 

concentrated academic publishing on UFO religions (a notable exception is 

James Lewis’s edited collection The Gods Have Landed: New Religions 

from Other Worlds, 1995). A more troubling consideration, however, is that 

the disinclination to theorise the subjects with the same seriousness of 

purpose that we might find elsewhere in the history, anthropology or cultural 

study of religions, may give a mixed message about the relative importance 

of studying these religions in the first place, and arguably encourages a kind 

of “butterfly collecting” approach to UFO religions, treating them as 
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religious “exotica” rather than fully social and material fields of practice. 

Certainly there is some engagement by individual contributors with 

particular theoretical resources, such as Max Weber’s theories of charisma 

and the legitimation of authority (Tumminia and James Lewis, again), 

discourse analysis of alien abduction narratives (Jodi Dean), Jung’s view of 

UFOs (Robert Segal), and some interesting comparative discussions by Gary 

Trompf and Mikael Rothstein (on Melanesian “cargo cults” and on UFO 

beliefs as modern mythic components in religions). But there is, overall, a 

tendency to treat UFO religion as a more-or-less self-contained, sui generis 

phenomenon with a weak, undeveloped relationship with other forms of 

religion and, most importantly, with history and society at large. For 

example, despite some scattered references, there is no thorough 

examination of the politics and psychology of the cold war period within 

which UFOlogy was conceived, nor of the correlation of standard socio-

demographic variables (class, ethnicity, gender, age) with UFO participation. 

Again, although there are plentiful isolated references to Spiritualism, I 

could find no developed discussion of the incubation of UFO discourse in 

Spiritualist groups in the 1950s, such as the Heralds of the New Age in New 

Zealand, whose bulletins are full of detailed communications from the 

“space brothers” to its mediums. The name of this group also highlights the 

fact that post-war popular discourse on “New Age” was first generated 

within intertwining networks of Spiritualists and UFOlogists, shown by the 

early history of the celebrated “New Age” colony at Findhorn, north-east 

Scotland. Similarly, despite the fact that Paul Heelas highlights the issue 

prominently in his foreword, there is no comparison and contrast of UFO 

religiosity with mainstream (Christian) religion (in terms of congregational 

practices or practitioners’ subjectivities); nor is Partridge’s fascinating 

observation taken up, namely that UFO folklore represents “the modern 

sacralisation of the extraterrestrial” (p.7) – an appropriate meta-discussion 

for the volume as a whole.  

In sum, the volume maps out its subject effectively and attractively, but 

seems unsure – in both editorial design, and to a lesser extent in individual 

chapters – how to place and explain the material in wider theoretical-critical  

contexts. It is a very handy compendium of historical and contemporary 

descriptions of beliefs and ideas, and as such will make a useful teaching 

resource in undergraduate programmes, but it will need to be used in tandem 

with sharper theoretical tools for more substantial results.  (Steven Sutcliffe) 

 

 

 


