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Chapter 6.10

Textile tools from Thebes,
mainland Greece
Maria Emanuela Alberti, Vassilis Aravantinos, Ioannis Fappas,
Athina Papadaki, Françoise Rougemont, Eva Andersson Strand,
Marie-Louise Nosch and Joanne Cutler

The site of Thebes is located in Boeotia, central
Greece, and has been a centre of primary
importance throughout its history, from the
Early Bronze Age to the present day. Parts of
the Bronze Age settlement, which lies under
the modern town, have been brought to light
through a series of rescue excavations by the
IXth Ephorate of Prehistoric and Classical
Antiquities (Archaeological Museum of
Thebes). The excavated plots can only provide
a partial picture of the nature of the Bronze
Age occupation, however. During Mycenaean
times, Thebes was a first-order centre, the seat
of a palatial administration. The whole upper
town was variously involved in storing, craft and
recording activities, and its excavated sectors
seem to have been linked with the palace to
varying degrees. The most well-known and
impressive Mycenaean complexes are located
roughly in the centre of the town: the so-called
“House of Kadmos”, the “Treasury” and the
“Room of the Pithoi” (Fig. 6.10.1).
An international project was initiated in 2006,
with the aim of reconstructing the organisation
of the textile production at Thebes, combining
both textual and archaeological evidence.
Textile tools from various Theban plots were
recorded, and their contexts studied in order to
provide a chronological framework and some

insights into the function of the excavated
buildings.
A total of 236 textile tools from Bronze Age
Thebes are included in the TTTC database.
Two hundred of these are from securely dated
contexts, with 30 objects dating to the Early
Bronze Age and 170 dating to the Late Bronze
Age, i.e. Mycenaean, Thebes (Fig. 6.10.2). All
of the Late Bronze Age tools were recovered
from LH III contexts, with the majority (95)
dating to LH IIIB2 Late. Since there are so few
textile tools from Early Bronze Age contexts,
the discussion below focuses on the Late
Bronze Age material.

Mycenaean Thebes: the included
contexts
The evidence presented here comes from
the Mycenaean levels of various excavated
plots, each plot designated by the name of its
owner, followed by the year of excavation. The
plots considered here are: Christodoulou and
Stamati (1983–1984), Kofini (2005), Loukou
(1980), Pavloyiannopoulou (1963–1964 and
1994–1995) and Soteriou-Dougekou (1970–
1971). In addition, the evidence from the
excavations under Pelopidou Street (1993–
1995) is also presented. The excavations are
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Fig. 6.10.1. Thebes
(Boeotia). Excavated
plots in the grid of the
modern town.
1) “House of Kadmos”
2) “Treasury” and
“Room of Pithoi”
3) “Wool workshop”
(Soteriou-Dougekou plot)
4) “Armoury”
(Pavloyiannopoulou plot)
5) Pelopidou street
6) “Ivory Workshop”
(Loukou plot)
7) Christodoulou,
Stamati and Liaga plots
8) Kofini plot
(plan: courtesy of the
Museum of Thebes).

located in various parts of the Mycenaean
town, spreading from the centre to the
southeast gates, and comprise a series of
functionally different contexts (Fig. 6.10.1).
Most of them are known through preliminary
or partial publications or are still under study.1
In these structures, the large majority of
the pottery assemblage consists of coarse,

medium-coarse and plain fine wares: storage,
cooking, pouring and drinking vessels. This
pattern of shapes fits very well with other
evidence for the apparently utilitarian function
of the associated areas. It seems that these
architectural units were all dedicated to working
(or domestic) activities, with tools of various
kinds, including textile tools, and one or more

6.10 Textile tools from Thebes, mainland Greece
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Spindle whorl Conulus Kylix stem whorl Pierced sherd Pierced disc Loom weight Spool Pointed tool Needle Total

EH I–III
EH II Late
LH IIIA2
LH IIIA–B
LH IIIB
LH IIIB2
LH IIIB2 Late
LH IIIB2–C
LH IIIC Early
LH IIIC Middle
Total

4
13
1
6
3
47
2
5
11
92

1

4
17
7
15
44

1
5

2
2

1

1

1
11

16

1

1

1

1
3

3

1
4

1
2
6

2
1
6

2

11

1
11

1
3
17

1
1
7

5
25
7
6
3
12
95
2
14
31
200

Fig. 6.10.2. Textile tools from securely dated contexts, by type and date.

bath-tubs positioned on the floor. Some of
these units also yielded traces of administrative
(Linear B tablets, inscribed and uninscribed
nodules, seals and sealings) and/or craft
activity, especially ivory working, and were
possibly used as storage area for cereals, craft
products (bronzes, ivories, pottery) or raw
material (wool).
The Christodoulou and Stamati plots
(1983–1984) (Fig. 6.10.1, n. 7) are situated in
the southeastern part of the Kadmeia (between
Oidipodos and Oikonomou streets): they
are part of the same archaeological complex
as the Liaga plot (1981–1983), where many
inscribed and a few uninscribed nodules were
found. They are also close to the ancient
town border and fortification line, in an area
where the Homoloides Gate was traditionally
thought to have been located. Two main
destruction phases have been reported: the
first in LH IIIB1 and the second in LH
IIIB2.2 Only the evidence from Christodoulou
and Stamati is considered here (Aravantinos
1988). The buildings seem to have been used
as storage and work structures rather than as
habitation quarters: there are many large- and
medium-sized containers as well as indicators
of craft activities, including evidence for
textile processing. The Christodoulou plot
also yielded a seal and a sealing.3 Various
assemblages of textile tools were found
in the buildings, including spindle whorls,
spool shaped loom weights, and some bone
implements (such as a needle).
The Kofini plot (2005) is situated between
Pelopidou and Dirkis Streets, in the southeast
part of the Kadmeia, not far from the Elektrai
gate (Fig. 6.10.1, n. 8). The bulk of the material
is dated to LH IIIB2 and the area appears to

have had a utilitarian function.4 The textile
tools mainly consist of spindle whorls (Figs.
6.10.3 and 6.10.4).
In the central area of the Kadmeia, in its
southeastern part, between Pelopidou and
Zeggini streets, a large Mycenaean complex
has come to light through various excavations
of different neighbouring plots (Fig. 6.10.1,
n. 4, 5 and 6). The buildings that have been
uncovered are very probably parts of the same
urban unit, but, because of the physical limits
of the rescue excavations, their relationships
are still not fully understood. The main
excavated areas are: the Pavloyannopoulou plot
(or “Armoury”, 1963–1964 and 1994–1995),
the Loukou plot (or “Ivory Workshop”, 1980)
and Pelopidou street itself, which divides the
two plots, where rich Linear B archives were
uncovered (1993–1995). The “Armoury”

Fig. 6.10.3. Kofini plot:
stone tools and textile
tools (photo: courtesy of
the Museum of Thebes).
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Fig. 6.10.4. Kofini plot:
spindle whorls (drawing:
courtesy of the Museum
of Thebes).

(LH IIIB1 or IIIB2 according to different
scholars) was given its name because horse
equipment and parts of bronze cuirasses
as well as substantial quantities of bronze
weapons were recorded in the course of the
excavations, along with a deposit of Linear B
tablets (TH Ug) and two lead balance weights.
However, many ivory items were also found,
thus connecting this context with the evidence
from the Loukou plot (LH IIIB1 or LH IIIB2),

where evidence of ivory working was securely
identified (for spindle whorls from the Loukou
plot see Figs. 6.10.5 and 6.10.6).5 A large
number of textile tools were recovered from
the Pavloyannopoulou plot, including spindle
whorls, loom weights and bone needles (Figs.
6.10.7 to 6.10.17). It should be noted that one
of the two balance weights from the plot has
a mass roughly similar to the Myceanean unit
for weighing and counting wool: that is, c. 3 kg.

6.10 Textile tools from Thebes, mainland Greece
5
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6

Fig. 6.10.5. (left) Loukou
plot: steatite convex-conical
spindle whorl, view 1
(photo: courtesy of the
Museum of Thebes).
Fig. 6.10.6. (right)
Loukou plot: steatite
convex-conical spindle whorl,
view 2 (photo: courtesy of
the Museum of Thebes).

7

8
Fig. 6.10.7. (left)
Pavloyiannopoulou plot:
bone needles (photo:
courtesy of the Museum
of Thebes).
Fig. 6.10.8. (right)
Pavloyiannopoulou plot:
incised spindle whorl
(photo: courtesy of the
Museum of Thebes).

9
10

Fig. 6.10.9. (left)
Pavloyiannopoulou plot:
clay spool shaped loom
weight (photo: courtesy of
the Museum of Thebes).
Fig. 6.10.10. (right)
Pavloyiannopoulou plot:
clay spool shaped loom
weight (photo: courtesy of
the Museum of Thebes).

11

12

Fig. 6.10.11. (left)
Pavloyiannopoulou plot:
steatite biconical spindle
whorl, view 1 (photo:
courtesy of the Museum
of Thebes).
Fig. 6.10.12. (right)
Pavloyiannopoulou plot:
steatite biconical spindle
whorl, view 2 (photo:
courtesy of the Museum
of Thebes)

284

M. E. Alberti, V. Aravantinos, I. Fappas, A. Papadaki, F. Rougemont, E. Andersson Strand, M.-L. Nosch and J. Cutler

Fig. 6.10.13. (left)
Pavloyiannopoulou plot:
steatite biconical spindle
whorl, view 3 (photo:
courtesy of the Museum
of Thebes).

13

Fig. 6.10.14. (right)
Pavloyiannopoulou plot:
stone conical spindle
whorl, view 1 (photo:
courtesy of the Museum
of Thebes).

14

15

Fig. 6.10.15. (left)
Pavloyiannopoulou plot:
stone conical spindle
whorl, view 2 (photo:
courtesy of the Museum
of Thebes).

Fig. 6.10.16. (left)
Pavloyiannopoulou plot:
stone incised spindle
whorl, view 1 (photo:
courtesy of the Museum
of Thebes).

Fig. 6.10.17. (right)
Pavloyiannopoulou plot:
stone incised spindle
whorl, view 2 (photo:
courtesy of the Museum
of Thebes).

16

17

18

20

Fig. 6.10.18. (left)
Pelopidou street: steatite
conical spindle whorl,
view 1 (photo: courtesy of
the Museum of Thebes).
19

Fig. 6.10.19. (left)
Pelopidou street: steatite
conical spindle whorl,
view 2 (photo: courtesy
of the Museum of
Thebes).

Fig. 6.10.20. (right)
Pelopidou street: steatite
conical spindle whorl,
view 3 (photo: courtesy of
the Museum of Thebes).

6.10 Textile tools from Thebes, mainland Greece
The buildings excavated under Pelopidou
street date to three main phases: LH IIIB2, LH
IIIC Early and LH IIIC Middle. Layers dating
to LH IIIB2 yielded a substantial deposit of
Linear B tablets etc., evidence of large scale
storage and some textile tools.6 The most
extensive evidence for textile activity (most

285
notably a quantity of spindle whorls) comes
from the LH IIIC Early and Middle layers,
which have a more domestic character (Figs.
6.10.18 to 6.10.21).
The Soteriou-Dougekou plot (1970–
1971) is situated in the central part of the
Kadmeia, adjacent to the central square

Fig. 6.10.21. Pelopidou
street: clay spindle whorls
(photo: courtesy of the
Museum of Thebes).

Fig. 6.10.22. SoteriouDougekou plot: stirrup
jar (photo: courtesy of the
Museum of Thebes).
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Fig. 6.10.23. SoteriouDougekou plot: stirrup
jar (photo: courtesy of the
Museum of Thebes).

of the modern city (Fig. 6.10.1, n. 3).7 The
building uncovered (LH IIIB2) yielded possible
washing installations, a clay bath-tub, some
small stirrup jars still in situ on the floor (Figs.
6.10.22 and 6.10.23) and a number of Linear
B tablets recording quantities of wool (TH Of,
Figs. 6.10.24 and 6.10.25). A multiple sealing
was also found (Fig. 6.10.26). The recovered
pottery assemblage included plain drinking
ware and many storage vases, with heavy
traces of burning (which seems to strengthen
the hypothesis that oil was stored there). The
unit has been interpreted as a location for
processing and storing wool or as a clearing
house (Chadwick and Spyropoulos 1975;
Shelmerdine 1997). The presence of the small
stirrup jars in situ on the floor, near the possible
washing installations, could suggest that the
processing of wool included also its treatment
with (perfumed?) oil, a practice that is well
known from the Linear B tablets of Knossos
and from ancient tradition (Foster 1977;
Shelmerdine 1995; Fappas 2010, 255–256).
Textile tools include many small spindle whorls.

Spindle whorls and spinning
Among the Late Bronze Age textile tools are
75 spindle whorls, 43 conuli, a kylix stem whorl
and a pierced bone disc, as well as 14 pierced
sherds. Many of the pierced sherds are irregular
in shape, and have drilled, hourglass shaped
holes; because of this, the spindle would have
rotated unevenly if they were used as spindle
whorls. They would not, therefore, have been
optimal for use as whorls.
Forty-one of the conuli and 51 of the spindle
whorls are made of stone, the remainder are
made of fired clay (Fig. 6.10.27). A variety of
shapes are present among both the conuli and
the spindle whorls, but the majority are conical/
conical concave in form.
Excluding the pierced sherds, 106 whorls
(including the conuli, kylix stem and pierced
disc) had a recordable weight and diameter
(Fig. 6.10.28). The objects classified as conuli
all weigh 10 g or less, but there are a number
of spindle whorls that also weigh 10 g or less,
so there is a degree of overlap between the
two categories.

6.10 Textile tools from Thebes, mainland Greece
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Fig. 6.10.24. SoteriouDougekou plot: Linear B
tablet TH Of 25 (photo:
courtesy of the Museum
of Thebes).

Fig. 6.10.25. SoteriouDougekou plot: Linear B
tablet TH Of 36 (photo:
courtesy of the Museum
of Thebes).

Fig. 6.10.26. Soteriou-Dougekou plot: multiple sealing (photo: courtesy of the Museum
of Thebes).

Sixty-six of the whorls are from LH IIIB2 Late
contexts: 19 from the Kofini plot; nine from the
Stamati plot; 22 from the Pavloyiannopoulou
plot, 12 from the Soteriou-Dougekou plot and
four from the Loukou plot. Of these, 60 had a
recordable weight and diameter (Fig. 6.10.29).
Excluding the Loukou plot, where only two
of the four whorls had a preserved weight (6 g
and 7 g) and diameter, the weight/diameter
of the whorls from the various plots cover
a range, indicating that a range of different
thread types were being spun in each of
these locations. The whorls from the Kofini,
Stamati and Pavloyiannopoulou plots would
have been suitable for spinning threads varying
from very thin to thick. However, in the case
of the Soteriou-Dougekou excavation, the
weight/diameter range of the whorls is much
narrower (but still covering a range); all of the
whorls from this area weigh 13 g or less and
would have been suitable for spinning very thin
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threads. This would suggest that a narrower
range of yarn types was being spun in this
location, perhaps associated with a more
focused production of particular thread types.
The building also yielded other indicators of
possible textile specialisation, as discussed
above.

Fig. 6.10.27. Spindle
whorls and conuli, LH
III: type and material.

Conuli

Fired Clay

Biconical
Concave conical
Conical

2

Stone

Total

1

1

23

23

16

18

Convex
Discord

1

Spherical
Total

Loom weights and weaving

1

Of the 16 loom weights from securely dated
Late Bronze Age contexts, 11 are spool shaped,
two are discoid and three are torus shaped
(Fig. 6.10.31). Seven of the spools are made
of unfired clay, while one of the torus weights
is made of stone; the remaining loom weights
are made of fired clay.
Four of the spools were recovered from LH
IIIB2 Late contexts in the Stamati plot and a
further four are from the Pelopidou plot (one in
a LH IIIA2 context, two in LH IIIB2 contexts
and one in a LH IIIC Middle deposit). Six loom
weights were found in LH IIIB2 Late contexts
in the Pavloyiannopoulou plot (two spool
shaped, one discoid and three torus shaped),
while the remaining two weights (one spool and

0
41

43

Fired Clay

Stone

Total

Biconical

9

10

19

Concave conical

1

9

10

13

30

43

Convex

1

1

Discord

1

1

Conical

Spherical

Fig. 6.10.28. Spindle
whorls, LH III: type and
weight/diameter. Please
note that some markers
represent more than one
spindle whorl.

0

2

Spindle whorls

1

Thirty-eight whorls, all from the Pelopidou
plot, were recovered from LH IIIC contexts
(LH IIIC Early and LH IIIC Middle). Thirtythree of these had a recordable weight and
diameter (Fig. 6.10.30). The LH IIIC whorls
have a weight/diameter range similar to the
LH IIIB2 Late whorls and indicate that a range
of thread types, from very thin to thick, were
being spun in the Pelopidou plot during this
period. However, 24 of the whorls weigh 11 g
or less, suggesting a greater focus on spinning
very thin thread.

1

Total

24

51

75

Overall total

26

92

118
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Fig. 6.10.29. Spindle
whorls, LH IIIB Late:
excavation plot and
weight/diameter.

Fig. 6.10.30. Spindle
whorls, LH IIIC:
excavation plot and
weight/diameter.
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Fig. 6.10.31. Loom
weights from securely
dated Late Bronze Age
contexts, by type and
date.

one discoid) were recovered from an LH IIIB
and an LH IIIB2 context respectively in the
Christodoulou plot.
Thirteen of the loom weights from securely
dated Late Bronze Age contexts had a
recordable weight and thickness (nine spools,
two discoid and two torus shaped). Although
there are only very limited numbers of each
type, it can be noted that while the discoid
and torus weights lie within the overall weight
range of the spool weights, they are thinner
than the spools (Fig. 6.10.32). The spools
weighing less than 50 g (if they were used as
loom weights) would only be suitable for use
with extremely fine thread requiring less than
c. 5 g tension each, or for use with threads
requiring c. 5 g tension, but with less than 10
threads fastened to the spool. The thinner,
discoid weights would be suitable for weaving
fabrics with a higher number of warp threads
per centimetre. The spools would have been

LH IIIA2
LH IIIB
LH IIIB2
LH IIIB2 Late
LH IIIC Middle
Total

Fig. 6.10.32. Loom
weights, LH III: type
and weight/thickness.

Discoid

Spool

1
1

1
1
2
6
1
11

2

Torus

3
3

Total
1
1
3
10
1
16

better suited for producing fabrics with fewer
warp threads per centimetre that may have been
either open or weft faced.
All of the loom weights with a recordable
weight and thickness weigh less than 200 g;
therefore, none of them would be ideally suited
for use with threads requiring a tension of
20 g or more (although it should be noted
that there is one incomplete torus weight
weighing 421 g in an LH IIIB2 context from
the Pavloyiannopoulou plot, which would have
been suitable for use with much thicker thread).
Ten of the loom weights weigh 100 g or less
and would be best suited for use with very thin
thread, requiring up to c. 10 g tension.

Summary
The range of whorl weights indicates that a
large range of yarn types, from very thin to
thick, was being spun at the site in the LH III
period, although the large number of whorls
weighing less than 15 g suggests that there
was a greater focus on spinning thinner thread.
This is true both for LH IIIB2 contexts, i.e.
during the last phase of the Palatial period (see
especially the evidence from the specialised
Soteriou-Dougekou plot), and LH IIIC phases,
i.e. during the Postpalatial period (see especially
the Pelopidou domestic contexts).

6.10 Textile tools from Thebes, mainland Greece
Nearly all of the loom weights from LH
III Thebes are best suited for use with thin
thread types, with most of them being optimal
for use with thread requiring up to c. 10 g
tension; a few would be more suitable for use
with thread requiring c. 15–20 g tension. The
number of whorls weighing c. 15 g or less
would correspond well with the production
of this range of thread types. However, it is
interesting to note that there are a number of
heavier spindle whorls that would be more
suitable for spinning thicker threads, which
would need correspondingly higher tension.
This is true both in the case of the general
weight ranges, and in the case of loom weights
and spindle whorls dating to the same period
from the individual excavation areas. Loom
weights suitable for weaving a fabric with
these thicker threads are not present among
the textile tools from the site (although the
incomplete torus weight weighing 421 g in an
LH IIIB2 context in the Pavloyiannopoulou
area should be noted). It is possible that this is
the result of recovery factors, or that another
type of loom was being used to weave the
heavier fabrics.

Notes
1 For a further discussion of the evidence and on
the organisation of textile and other craft activity
and administration in Late Mycenaean Thebes,
and full bibliography, see Alberti et al. 2012.
2 See Aravantinos 1983 (Christodoulou and
Stamati plots) and Piteros et al. 1990 (Liaga
plot) with references. The material from the
Christodoulou (1983) and Stamati (1983–1984)
plots is presently under study by Françoise
Rougemont and Maria Emanuela Alberti
respectively.
3 Seal: CMS V I B, n° 352, n° inv. 12933; sealing:
CMS V suppl. 1B, n°353, n° inv. 12933. On
sealing practices in Thebes see Aravantinos
1987, 1990 and Piteros et al. 1990.
4 See Aravantinos 2005. The material is presently
under study by Maria Emanuela Alberti.
5 For the archaeological contexts from
Pavloyiannopoulou, Loukou and Pelopidou
see Sampson 1985; Aravantinos 1993, 1994,
1995 and 2000 with references. TH Ug: see
Aravantinos et al. 2002 and Aravantinos 2006.
Balance weights: Aravantinos and Alberti 2006.
6 The archives have been published in Aravantinos
et al. 2001, the pottery in Aravantinos et al. 2006
and Andrikou 2006. The Pelopidou textile tools
were examined by M. E. Alberti and A. Papadaki.
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7 The excavation and the Linear B tablets were
published respectively by Th. Spyropoulos and
John Chadwick (Chadwick and Spyropoulos
1975). More recently, on the TH Of texts, see
Del Freo and Rougemont 2012. Textile tools
and archaeological context were reviewed by
I. Fappas.
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