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Abstract: A small ivory rod decorated with geometrical patterns was unearthed 

during older excavations at Istros and it was published in 1989 by R. Florescu and I. 
Miclea as an "ivory hand for scratching". This paper aims to reassess the role of this 
object which fits into the category of instrumenta domestica being a specific type of 
distaff known as “Fingerkunkeln”, “ring distaff” or under the more common name of 
“finger distaff”. On the basis of both the archaeological rich evidence of similar artefacts 
and the iconographic representations of such tools on the funerary reliefs in the ancient 
Roman world, it is hypothesised that finger distaffs were strongly connected in a symboli-
cal way with spinning, being an indication of the high status and virtuosity of their 
owners, which were often buried with them. Additionally, their practical utility will be 
questioned. Furthermore, the presence the above-mentioned distaff in Istros will be dis-
cussed in the context of the recent progress in the field showing clear patterns of circula -
tion of such goods along the Empire. Therefore, we hypothesise that this find has the po -
tential to show close links with the Aegean world due to the identification of direct 
analogies in Samothrace, Greece, pinpointing Scythia Minor on the regional distribution 
map of these tools and integrating the site in the circulation patterns that marked the 
Roman world in the first three centuries AD. 
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A richly decorated rod made out of ivory dating from Early Roman times is 
currently kept in the collection of the local museum of the archaeological site of 
Istros. The object was discovered during older excavations and regrettably all the 
information about the exact place of discovery on the site or its vicinity is lost 
today. To the best of our knowledge, the object is not mentioned anywhere in the 
old registers of finds, a fact confirmed also by the museum’s curator.  

The only note that is written on the object itself is the accession number 
B.170, and the lack of other details makes a certain identification of the context 
very difficult as without additional documentation to complete this note, it is of 
not much help. However, this accession number bear a close resemblance to the 
inventory numbers written on pottery sherds originating from the Lambrino 
excavations1, so there are great chances that the distaff was discovered during the 
research undertaken on the site by the Lambrino family, between 1927–1942. 
Despite the missing details about its discovery, this artefact is indubitably worthy 
of attention, especially that such objects are rather exceptional finds at Istros 2.  

The principal aim of this paper is to offer an extensive description of the 
object, to question its previous publication as a “hand for scratching” and to 
argue in favour of the distaff function – a textile tool closely connected with the 
feminine universe in the Roman times. Furthermore, a detailed technical analysis 
on the material, the manufacture techniques and use wear traces by the second 
author offers additional information about how it was produced and it gives more 
clues about its actual functionality.  

 
Description of the object 
The object consists of a shaft having a looped end and a pinecone at the 

opposite side. Despite that it was partially damaged in Antiquity, only little 
fragments are missing from the top pinecone and the bottom finger ring without 
causing much loss to the general form (Fig. 1). In its actual state of preservation, it 
has the following dimensions: preserved length – 156 mm (and around 185 mm in 
the original state), shaft diameter – between 9 mm at the bottom up to 11 mm at 
the upper part. The maximum diameter of the top cone measures 9 mm. The inner 
and outer diameter of the fragmentary circular ring can be approximate as 

 
1 See an explanation by Marcelle Flot-Lambrino regarding the inventory system applied to 

older and newer finds on the site (with special regard to pottery): “Vases et fragments portent le 
numéro qu'on leur donne en sortant des fouilles ; il constitue en même temps leur numéro 
d'inventaire. Les fragments accompagnés de la mention << Ancien fonds >> désignent ceux que 
Vasile Pârvan avait laissés pour étude” (LAMBRINO 1938, p. 7). 

2 The only other possible Roman-era distaffs known from Istros are three bone objects 
preserved in a fragmentary state, initially published as “bone pins” (SUCEVEANU 1967, p. 250, 
Fig. 6.3-5, unscaled, no rings preserved) and later interpreted by N.F. Fedoseev and 
O.D. Chevelev as Venus-type distaffs (FEDOSEEV & CHEVELEV 1999, p. 181) and a fragmen-
tary distaff made out of glass recently reported in the literature (see PETCU & PETCU-LEVEI 
2022, p. 172, note 60). See also a mention about some “baguettes en ivoire découvertes á 
Histria” by VAULINA & WASOVICZ 1974, p. 172, n. 78, later interpreted as distaffs, without 
any details about their actual identification numbers, no illustration or information about their 
morphological features (WASOVICZ 1987, p. 269–270, n. 15).  
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follows: outer diameter around 22 mm, inner diameter around 17 mm, width 
5 mm (see the complete measurements in the technical section). 

Even in this incomplete state of preservation, the object maintained its 
overall features and almost all decorative parts. The shaft is richly embellished 
with geometric patterns and the partially preserved ring bears a very schematic 
vegetal motif in form of a leaf. On the basis of similar analogies, we can certainly 
say that the ring should have had an identical vegetal motif on its right side and it 
is quite possible that some additional decoration which once existed on to top of 
the pinecone disappeared too (see below the analogies for this find, especially the 
distaff W12-9b from Samothrace, Greece and another distaff from the area of the 
Kosmaj mountain, central Serbia, which have some protuberances on the top of 
their cones, both illustrated below (Fig. 10. c-d) and the hypothetic reconstruction 
of the distaff from Istros (Fig. 2).  

The ornamentation of the shaft consists of wavy lines in its lower part and 
rhomboidal motifs displayed towards the top. These two parts are separated by 
three groups of parallel grooves that show a slight variation of design. The lower 
part is longer than the upper one giving an elegant, slender look to the object. It is 
decorated with oblique wavy lines forming a spiral-like pattern. However, the 
lines are not equally spaced – a typical feature for all the distaffs made out of 
bone or ivory which bear a similar ornamentation on their shaft.  

According to some scholars, this spirally decoration symbolise the way in 
which the fibres are twisted during spinning3 and it might have had the practical 
role to prevent the wool fibres to slip off the distaff while the spinner is working 4. 
The upper part is smaller, being embellished with rhomboidal motifs formed by 
crosshatched incisions. On the edges, some of the incised motifs are not full 
rhomboids, but rather triangular motifs as they fit better on the margins.  

The lower part is delimited by the finger ring through a succession of three 
grooves, while in its upper part it is separated by the superior one through a more 
complex design consisting of more grooves and a trapezoidal ornamentation. 
Between the superior part and the top cone there is another group of grooves5.  

 
Technological Analysis: Material, Production, Use Wear 
General aspects. It should be noted that the data, observations and consider-

ations presented here are based on the images (photo overview, macro and micro 
details) provided by the first author of this paper. Consequently, some aspects 
may be subject to modifications and further revisions to the extent that the piece 
will be examined directly and detailed observations will be made with the occa-
sion of a future study. Therefore, the morphometry of the various elements of the 
piece is around 90% accurate, as it is their quantification (e.g., the number of 
rhombuses and the exact number of engraved grooves).  

The description, which is apparently arid, consist of necessary notions, 
making use of standardised data and terminological conventions, acronyms and 

 
3 KOVANCALIEV 2019, p. 127. 
4 DANKOVIĆ 2020, p. 90. 
5 A more detailed discussion about the techniques and tools employed to manufacture 

these decorative elements is given below, in the technical section. 



ALINA IANCU, CORNELIU BELDIMAN 

 

130 

numerical codes used in the analysis of artefacts made out of animal hard materi -
als. The precise definition of the parts, segments and morphological elements 
which by articulation form the distaff is necessary in order to decipher every 
technical detail, to specifically and completely identify it on the object or in the 
provided illustration. 

Such an approach, which included microscopic analysis of surfaces in order 
to identify, analyse and interpret traces of manufacture and use wear, has been 
previously applied in the case of a fully preserved bone finger distaff unearthed 
in Capidava6. The paper would have provided numerous elements of comparison 
for the piece discussed in this paper especially that detailed approaches with use-
wear analysis of finger distaffs are not common at all in the literature in Romania 
or elsewhere. However, for various reasons the final results of that analysis were 
not included the published article7. On the other hand, the technological aspects 
of the processing of animal hard materials in the Roman times benefit from a very 
rich literature8.  

Raw material. Most probably the distaff from Istros was made out of ele-
phant ivory, a common but expensive and appreciate raw material in the Greco-
Roman World. Several details observable in the photographs support this iden-
tification: the texture of the material, the dense and compact appearance on the 
fracture surface, fracture morphology, colour and the uniform glossy sheen of 
the finished surfaces. 

The following technical description makes use of the conventional defini -
tions of parts, segments and morphological elements of the piece, designated by 
acronyms and numerical codes which will be referred to in the text and illustrated 
in Table 1 and Figs. 3–4. The upper side (convex at the level of the ring and the 
segment above it) and the lower side (opposite) are distinguished. 

The analysed object is a straight elephant ivory distaff in form of a shaft with 
a ring at the base and a distal end formed as a stylised pinecone. It was obtained 
by processing the raw material on a lathe and by hand carving and finishing with 
hand tools in a meticulous manner, with fine and precise execution of details, 
indicating that the maker was an experienced craftsman. The morphological parts 
(also called segments or elements) of the piece are described from the ring (proxi -
mal part) to the distal end (of the fractured pinecone). In total there are 5 parts, 13 
segments and 38 morphological elements. Each is designated by a composite acro-
nym and a numerical code (Table 1). 

The piece is nicely milled and finished on a large part of the surfaces (a fine 
polishing was obtained by rubbing it with a piece of leather), with a lustre typical 

 
6 BELDIMAN 2016. 
7 RAȚIU 2016. 
8 For the use of the hand lathe in the Roman world see MÜLLER et alii 2021 (with further 

references), BERTRAND 2008 (with further references). The lathe manufacture of spindles and 
spindles whorls from wood or animal hard materials is illustrated, among others at MÉDARD 
2021. For the various technical solutions applied in the processing of animal hard materials and 
typology of artefacts, etc. in the Roman times cf. MacGREGOR 1985; BÉAL 1983; DESCHLER-
ERB 1998; BERTRAND 2008; BARBIER 2016. For Romania (ancient Roman Dacia and Scythia 
Minor), see CIUGUDEAN 1997; NUȚU et alii 2014a; NUȚU et alii 2014b; BELDIMAN et alii 2015 
(with further references). 
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of ivory, a raw material which lends itself very well to the application of such 
mechanical treatments, with the observation that some parts have a matt appear-
ance, being unfinished (roughly milled, see below), preserving traces of engraving 
(grooves), lathe cutting or abrasion applied with a file.  

Definitions, parts, segments, morphological elements, acronyms, codes and 
their hierarchical articulation are given in Table 1 and Figs. 2–4. The standardised 
notions of proximal (closer to the hand), mesial (intermediate position) and distal 
(further from the hand), employed in the analysis of the artefacts made out of 
animal hard materials, used also in this study, are frequently used being 
borrowed from descriptions used in anatomy (skeletal parts closer to or further 
from the head).9 
 

Table 1. Table summarising the descriptive parameters of the ivory distaff from Istros 
(parts, segments, morphological elements), including abbreviations and codes. 

Parts Codes 
Seg 
ments 

Abb 
Morphological 
elements 

Codes Abb Codes 
Number 

of 
elements 

PE 1 S1 
PE-
S1 

Protuberance left 1 PE-S1-P1 1-1-1 1 
Protuberance 
central 

2 PE-S1-P2 1-1-2 1 

Protuberance right 3 PE-S1-P3 1-1-3 1 

PP 2 S1 
PP-
S1 

Protuberance left 1 PP-S1-PL1 2-1-1 1 
Protuberance right 2 PP-S1-PL2 2-1-2 1 

Groove left US 3 
PP-S1GL-
US1 

2-1-3 1 

Groove right US 4 
PP-S1-GR-
US2 

2-1-4 1 

Groove left LS 5 
PP-S1-GL-
LS1 

2-1-5 1 

Groove right LS 6 
PP-S1-GR-
LS2 

2-1-6 1 

Finger ring 7 PP-S1-FR1 2-1-7 1 

MP 3 

S1 
MP-
S1 

Protuberance/ring 
1 

1 MP-S1-P1 3-1-1 1 

Protuberance/ring 
2 

2 MP-S1-P2 3-1-2 1 

Groove 1 3 MP-S1-G1 3-1-3 1 
Groove 2 4 MP-S1-G2 3-1-4 1 
Groove 3 5 MP-S1-G3 3-1-5 1 

S2 
MP-
S2 

Helicoidal grooves 1 
MP-S2-
HG1-1-19 

3-2-1 19 

Helicoidal ribs 2 
MP-S2-
HR1-1-19 

3-2-2 19 

S3 
MP-
S3 

Protuberance/ring 
1 

1 MP-S3-P1 3-3-1 1 

Protuberance/ring 
2 

2 MP-S3-P2 3-3-2 1 

Protuberance/ring 
3 

3 MP-S3-P3 3-3-3 1 

Groove 1 4 MP-S3-G1 3-3-4 1 
Groove 2 5 MP-S3-G2 3-3-5 1 
Groove 3 6 MP-S3-G3 3-3-6 1 

DP 4 S1 DP- Truncated cone 1 1 DP-S1-T1 4-1-1 1 

 
9 CAMPS-FABRER 1974, p. 109; BELDIMAN 2007, p. 62–65. 
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S1 

S2 
DP-
S2 

Truncated cone 1 1 DP-S2_T1 4-2-1 1 

S3 
DP-
S3 

Helicoidal grooves 
left 

1 
DP-S3-
HGL1-8 

4-3-1 8 

Helicoidal grooves 
right 

2 
DP-S3-
HGR1-10 

4-3-2 10 

Rhombs 3 
DP-S3-R1-
x 

4-3-3 ? 

S4 
DP-
S4 

Truncated cone 1 DP-S4-T1 4-4-1 1 

S5 
DP-
S5 

Protuberance/ring 
1 

1 DP-S5-P1 4-5-1 1 

Protuberance/ring 
2 

2 DP-S5-P2 4-5-2 1 

Protuberance/ring 
3 

3 DP-S5-P3 4-5-3 1 

Groove 1 4 DP-S5-G1 4-5-4 1 
Groove 2 5 DP-S5-G2 4-5-5 1 

S6 
DP-
S6 

Truncated cone 1 1 DP-S6-T1 4-6-1 1 

S7 
DP-
S7 

Truncated cone 1 1 DP-S7-T1 4-7-1 1 

DE 5 S1 
DE-
S1 

Protuberance/ring 
1 

1 DE-S1-P1 5-1-1 1 

Protuberance/ring 
2 

2 DE-S1-P2 5-2-1 1 

Protuberance/Con
e 

3 DE-S1-P3 5-3-1 1 

Groove 1 4 DE-S1-G1 5-4-1 1 
Groove 2 5 DE-S1-G2 5-5-1 1 

 
The following description makes current reference to Figs. 2-3. 
The proximal end (PE-S1; 1-1) of the piece is represented by a protuberance 

(probably trilobed, unpreserved) placed on the long axis of the piece (PE-S1-P1, 
P2, P3; 1-1-1, 1-1-2, 1-1-3). The proximal part (PP-S1; 2-1) (Fig. 5) is formed by the 
ring (PP-S1-FR1; 2-1-7) which had the role to allow a better grip for the spinner 
who placed it on its finger ring. It is preserved in a fragmentary state, being 
fractured in Antiquity about 1/4 on either side of the base of the shank; the right -
side segment (on the upper face) preserves the protuberance (PP-S1-PR1; 2-1-2) 
and oblique groove (PP-S1-GR-US1; 2-1-4) showing what is thought to be a 
stylised leaf; the same on the lower face (PP-S1-GL-LS1; 2-1-5). The grooves have 
asymmetrical V-shaped sections and are made by notching and engraving. 
Originally, the leaf motif was placed symmetrically at the base of the shaft (see 
the reconstruction in Fig. 2), as the analogies show. The ring is circular in shape, 
with an estimated outer diameter of about 22 mm and an inner diameter of about 
17 mm, it is about 5 mm wide and has triangular symmetrical sections. The sur-
faces are smooth, shaped and finished with a high lustre.  

The middle part (MP-S1, S2, S3; 3-1, 2, 3) (Fig. 7) - consists of a shaft of 
generally truncated conical elongated shape, with the longest length in relation to 
the total length of the piece, symmetrical oval sections in the proximal third and 
circular in the rest. Three straight segments of different morphology can be distin-
guished on it: at the proximal end, there is segment MP-S1; 3-1, oval in section, 
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decorated with three parallel grooves, made on the piece fixed on the lathe, ar-
ranged transversely to the long axis of the piece, deeply engraved, placed at 
relatively equal distances, with U-shaped sections (MP-S1-G1, 3-1-3; MP-S1-G2, 3-
1-4; MP-S1-G3, 3-1-5), preserving two annular protuberances (MP-S1-P1, 3-1-1; 
MP-S1-P2, 3-1-2).  

At the central part of the mesial part there is a sector (MP-S2, 3-2) decorated 
with about 19 rectilinear, deeply engraved grooves, arranged in a twist or helicoi -
dal shape to the right on that surface, at about 45 to the long axis of the piece, 
parallel to each other, placed at slightly unequal distances, with U-shaped sec-
tions (MP-S2-HG1-19; 3-2-1-19), preserving between them about 19 ribs with the 
same twisted morphology (MP-S2-HRi1-19; 3-2-2-19). These grooves were made 
using probably a metal tool with a narrow-rounded end. Presumably the shaft 
was fixed in the lathe and rotated slightly. The last segment of the mesial part 
(MP-S3; 3-3) has a morphology similar to that of MP-S1; 3-1, with three grooves 
engraved transversely to the lathe (MP-S3-G1, 3-1-4; MP-S1-G2, 3-3-5; MP-S1-G3, 
3-3-6), preserving three annular protuberances between them (MP-S3-P1, 3-3-1; 
MP-S3-P2, 3-3-2; MP-S3-P3, 3-3-3). Therefore, the craftsman's aim was to create 
symmetry. The surfaces were nicely finished, retaining a glossy lustre, excepting 
for the inside area of the grooves, which have a matt appearance.  

The distal part (DP-S1, S2, S3, S4, S5, S6, S7; 4-1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7) (Figs. 8–9) - 
consists of seven segments, including the pinecone rendered in an extremely 
stylized form. The proximal segment (DP-S1-T1, 4-1-1) is a truncated cone-shaped 
with the base upwards, with flat matt surfaces (on which shallow transverse fine 
grooves, typical of lathe processing, are visible) and circular sections, and it was 
made on the lathe; its distal end preserves small initial shiny surfaces of the shaft 
unaltered by turning. Above this segment there is another truncated conical seg-
ment with an upward base (DP-S2-T1, 4-2-1), with concave surfaces and circular 
cross-section, shaped on the lathe, on which also transverse striations specific to 
lathe processing were observed.  

The central sector of the distal part (DP-S3; 4-3) has a relatively cylindrical 
form, circular cross-sections; being nicely finished. It has shiny surfaces similar to 
those of MP-S2. Its decoration consists of about 18 parallel, intersecting, straight, 
lathe-engraved grooves arranged in a twist or helicoidal pattern at about 45 to 
the long axis of the piece, in opposite directions (about 8 to the right and about 10 
to the left) at slightly unequal distances, with U-shaped sections: DP-S3-HGL1-8; 
4-3-1-1-8; DP-S3-HGR1-10; 4-3-2-1-10. The intersection of the grooves preserves on 
the surface small asymmetrical rhombuses of slightly different sizes (DP-S3-Rh1-
x; 4-3-3-1-x). Above segment DP-S3, there is the segment DP-S4-T1; 4-4-1, which 
has a similar morphology to DP-S2-T1 in terms of symmetry, being truncated 
conical with the base downwards, with matt concave surfaces, on which trans-
verse striations specific to lathe processing can be seen.  

The truncated conical segments DP-S2-T1 and DP-S4-T1 form the ends of the 
decorated segment DP-S3, which were shaped on the lathe after the decoration 
was made. Above this segment, there is segment DP-S5 which is morphologically 
similar to segment MP-S3. It has two transversely engraved grooves (DP-S5-G1, 4-
5-4; DP-S5-G2, 4-5-5), preserving between them three annular protuberances (DP-
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S5-P1, 4-5-1; DP-S5-P2, 4-5-2; DP-S5-P3, 4-5-3). The last two segments of the distal 
part (DP-S6-T1, 4-6-1 and DP-S7-T1, 4-7-1) form an asymmetrical double trun-
cated cone element with shorter proximal and longer distal segments, represent -
ing the stylised pinecone and having undecorated matt surfaces, both with convex 
surfaces preserving traces of shaping (at the lathe and then by axial scraping with 
a knife blade or by transverse abrasion with a file) and polygonal sections.  

The distal end (DE-S1) of the part (Fig. 9), which overlapped the pinecone, 
i.e. the segment DP-S7-T1, was fractured in ancient times on an oblique plane 
with a concave surface; this terminal segment was most probably constituted, as 
seen in some analogies of the piece, by at least three overlapping protuberances, 
two of which are annular (DE-S1-P1, 5-1-1; DE-S1-P2, 5-1-2), of different sizes, 
progressively tapering from the proximal to the distal end, and a conical protu-
berance (DE-S1-P3, 5-1-3), with a rounded tip, separated by two transverse 
engraved grooves (DE-S1-G1, 5-1-4; DE-S1-G2, 5-1-5).  

 
Stages in the manufacture of the piece (Fig. 5). The stages of manufacture of 

the distaff are proposed on the basis of observations made on photographs (some 
of them taken with a Dino-Lite Digital Microscope AM4515ZT) of the morphologi-
cal elements and according to a logical model in terms of technique. The follow-
ing interpretation must be considered keeping in mind the lack of direct observa-
tions on the object itself which may undergo slight changes in the description of 
the technological steps below. 

1. cutting - by hand: a piece of ivory is extracted from the tusk (plate) by 
cutting with a saw; it was probably parallelepipedal in shape (a thin plate with 
straight parallel edges and flat surfaces) (Fig. 5.1).  

2. carving - in several stages, using hand tools and a lathe:  
2.1. by hand - thinning of the plate thickness, using the rasp (Fig. 5.2);  
2.2. by hand - removal of the traces of the operation by finishing (rubbing 

with a piece of leather), on about 1/2 of the surface, on the portion reserved for 
the ring and the proximal part of the shaft; 

2.3. by hand - cutting out the initial plate with the saw, obtaining the shape 
of a square plate with a long squared-section shaft (Fig. 5.3);  

2.4. using the lathe - shaping the blank obtained by shaping the squared-
section shaft (the middle and distal part of the finished part, segments MP-S1-S3 
and DP-S1-S7) into the shape of a cylindrical shaft (Fig. 5.3); 

2.5. use of lathe - finishing: obtaining a smooth surface by removing traces of 
the turning operation (rubbing with a piece of leather) along the entire length of 
the cylindrical shaft; 

2.6. using the lathe - making the helicoidally decoration of the MP-S2 and 
DP-S3 segments (in the latter case first the grooves to the left were made, DP-S3-
HGL1-1-8, then the grooves to the right, DP-S3-HGR1-1-10) by engraving the 
piece fixed in the lathe and rotated slowly, using a blunt thin-pointed metal tool 
(Fig. 5.4); 

2.7. using the lathe - successive shaping of truncated conical and transversely 
engraved segments as well as the double truncated cone (the stylised pinecone): 
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MP-S1, MP-S3, DP-S1, DP-S2, DP-S4, DPS5, DP-S6, DP-S7, DE-S1; the surfaces re-
mained roughly milled, i.e., unfinished, having a matt appearance (Fig. 5.5); 

2.8. by hand - shaping by saw-cutting, chipping, file abrading, engraving, 
finishing, of the outer shape of the finger ring with stylised leaf decoration (PP-S1, 
EP-S1) (Fig. 5.6); 

2.9. manual - shaping by punching, chipping, file abrasion, finishing, of the 
inner part of the finger ring, at PP-S1 level (Fig. 5.6). 

 
Use-wear traces. The details observed on the photographs and micro-photo-

graphs, show that the upper (distal) segment of the finger ring show, on both 
sides, traces of intense polishing, as well as micro-striations due to specific use 
(Fig. 6). The shallow polishing and rounding of the edges of grooves on the MP-
S2 and DP-S3 may also be an indication of use, being produced by repeated 
fixation of the bundles of wool (Figs. 7–8). 

Fracture of the ring and the distal end (segment DE-S1) could also have 
occurred during use (Figs. 6, 9). The existence of the fractures, as well as the lack 
of traces of burning, may be possible indications of the piece's provenance outside 
a funerary context. 

All the parameters analysed here suggests, according to the second author of 
this paper, that the distaff from Istros is an imitation product coming from a 
specialised provincial workshop (e.g., from Istros). According to other authors, at 
least some of the finger distaffs made out of animal hard materials discovered in 
regions outside Mediterranean might be brought in these distant provinces by 
means of trade or human mobility from Mediterranean workshops.10 Anyways, 
since a complete inventory of finds with the exact description of their type, mate-
rial and detailed information on the manufacturing technique was never under-
taken, it is not an easy task to certainly establish if the finger distaffs discovered 
in the Pontic area were imported, if they arrived with their owners or if these 
tools were locally produced in provincial workshops where bone and ivory was 
processed in order to obtain such implements and other tools or accessories (e.g. 
spindles, spindle whorls, hair pins) with a high popularity in the epoch (see 
below the richness of types and subtypes clearly showing that the production and 
consumption of finger distaffs was part of a trend the marked the first four 
centuries AD). 
   

 
10 Alexandra Wasovicz hypothesized that the distaffs circulating in the Roman times were 

produced in Greek workshops in the Mediterranean world, from which they spread in all the roman 
provinces (WASOVICZ 1987). A similar opinion is shared by Lorant Vass (see VASS 2013, p. 66).  



ALINA IANCU, CORNELIU BELDIMAN 

 

136 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 3. Technical abbreviations 
DE Distal end 

FR Finger ring 
G Groove 
GL Groove left 

GR Groove right 
HG Helicoidal groove 
HR Helicoidal rib 

L Left 
LS Lower side 

MP Medial part 
P Protuberance 
PE Proximal end 

PL Protuberance left 
PP Proximal part 
R Right 

Rh Rhomb 
Ri Rib 
S Segment 

T Truncated cone 
US Upper side 

Table 2. Ivory finger distaff from Istros. Dimensions 
Parameters Value (mm) 

Total (original) length 185 
Length preserved 156 
Length PE 5.5 

Length PP 23.5 
Length MP 87 
Length DP 56 

Length DE 10 
Exterior diameter finger ring 22 
Interior diameter finger ring 17 

Width finger ring 5 
Thickness finger ring 3 
Diameter proximal part shaft 9-10 

Diameter medial part shaft  10 
Diameter distal part shaft 11 

Width grooves  1 
Depth grooves 0,7 
Width ring-shape protuberances  2-3 

Hight truncated cones DP-S1, DP-S2, DP-S4 4-5 
Hight truncated cones DP-S6, DP-S7 5-14 
Hight distal end cone 8 



AN IVORY FINGER DISTAFF DISCOVERED IN ISTROS 
 

137 

Typology 
Bone and ivory finger distaffs were discovered in many regions influenced 

by the Romans, dating especially from the first three centuries AD, while few 
others were recovered in 4th century AD contexts11 or even as late as the 6th cen-
tury AD12. The up to date published archaeological data suggests that one of the 
most popular type is the distaff with the top embellished with a feminine figure 
thought to represent Venus goddess in various hypostasis: sometimes as Venus 
Pudica, while other times the goddess is accompanied by a child13.  

The majority of the finds shows that the shaft of this type usually remain 
undecorated14. Such objects were found in vast areas of the ancient Roman world, 
including Scythia Minor (Dinogetia15, Capidava16 and Halmyris17; see also some 
potential fragmentary distaffs from Istros18), Dacia (see a fragmentary distaff at 
Porolissum19), Moesia Superior (Viminacium20), Pannonia (on the archaeological 
sites of Tordas, Dunaújváros, and other unknown sites in the region21), în the 
occidental part of the Empire (see Noricum, at Lauriacum22 and Haselbach23), 
Raetia (Zurzah24), in Thracia (Varna25), the Italic space (Aquileia26), Gaul 
(Béziers27), Dalmatia (Salona and Stobreč28), Pantikapaion and other sites around 
the Cimmerian Bosphor29. Other distaffs of Venus type were reported from many 

 
11 FEDOSEEV & CHEVELEV 1999. 
12 RAȚIU 2016 (a second century AD distaff unearthed in a 6 th century AD context at 

Capidava, Romania). 
13 PASZTÓKAI–SZEÖKE 2011, p. 132. 
14 The majority of the Venus type finger distaffs do not bear any kind of ornamentation on 

their shaft (IVČEVIĆ 1999–2000, p. 474). Thus, in most of the cases the only decorative elements 
embellishing these tools are Venus figurines placed in the top (sometimes accompanied by 
children) and some schematic vegetal motifs in form of leafs near or on the finger ring. See the 
majority of the Venus distaffs cited in this paper. Additionally, see some distaffs of unknown 
provenience (PASZTÓKAI–SZEÖKE 2011, p. 133, fig. 8).  

15 ȘTEFAN 1937–1940, p. 414, p. 417, fig. 22. 
16 RAȚIU 2016, p. 137–142, pl. II-III. 
17 STANC 2017, p. 144–145, fig. 2A. 
18 SUCEVEANU 1967, p. 250, fig. 6.3-5. Alexandru Suceveanu described them as bone 

pins, while N.F. Fedoseev and O.D. Chevelev interpreted these objects as Venus distaffs (see 
FEDOSEEV & CHEVELEV 1999, p. 181). 

19 VASS 2013, pl. 4. 
20 SPASIĆ–DJURIĆ 2002, fig. 82. 
21 BÁNKI 1967–8, p. 237, fig. 13.3a-b; VASS 2013, tab. 2/5; BIRÓ 1994, pl. LXXXVI.851, 

PASZTÓKAI–SZEÖKE 2011, p. 133, figs. 6–8). 
22 KLOIBER 1962, fig. XXIX.2–2a. 
23 FARKA 1975, fig. 5.3. 
24 KÖNIG 1987, 134, fig. 117а, 136. 
25 RAUH 2006, p. 116. 
26 GIOVANNINI & FEUGĖRE 2000, fig. 1. 
27 See a fragmentary distaff kept in the collection of the Museum of Biterrois in Béziers, 

France (https://artefacts.mom.fr/en/result.php?id=QNL-4007&find=distaff&pagenum= 1&affmode 
=vign accessed 20.12.2022). 

28 IVČEVIĆ 1999-2000, p. 478, fig. 1–4. 
29 Distaffs discovered in the area of the Cimmerian Bosporus are currently kept in the 

collection of more museum (Kerch Museum, Odessa, Hermitage and Louvre, see FEDOSEEV & 
CHEVELEV 1999, p. 179).  
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sites in Asia Minor (e.g. Ephesus30, Kütahya31, Manisa32, Sagalassos33, Sardis34, 
Adana35, Afyon36, Pessinus37) and further in Egypt (Madytos38).  

 Many of these objects were found in sepulchral contexts, sometimes 
lying next to spindles and spindle whorls, a fact that determined some scholars to 
argue for their symbolic role, and thus to interpret them as implements with a 
powerful symbolical meaning, closely associated with women, motherhood, 
marriage and virtuosity39. Moreover, their wide distribution and the identification 
of analogies in distant areas (see, for example, a Venus distaff unearthed in 
Pantikapaion with an analogy at Madytos, in Egypt40 or a distaff unearthed in 
Porolissum with analogies in Dinogetia and Lauriacum41), confess either about the 
large circulation of this goods or about a popularity of style and motifs replicated 
locally, showing in any case the relations that might existed between these 
(sometimes very distant) regions.  

Another common type is represented by the distaffs ending with a simple or 
more elaborate pinecone42 - a symbol used in many ancient cultures, thought to 
represent fertility, rebirth and eternal life. The pinecone distaffs usually have their 
shafts decorated either exclusively with spirally patterns or with an alternation of 
geometric motifs grouped in two or more decorative parts. However, exceptional 
examples of pinecone distaffs have a simple shaft.  

 
30 TRINKL 2000; SCHINTLMEISTER 2013, Fig. 56–57. 
31 See a distaff preserved in the Kütahya Archaeological Museum, Türkiye 

(https://artefacts.mom.fr/en/result.php?id=QNL-4007&find=distaff&pagenum=1&affmode=vign 
accessed 20.12.2022).  

32 See a distaff in the collection of the Archaeological Museum of Manisa, Türkiye 
https://artefacts.mom.fr/en/result.php?id=QNL-4007&find=distaff&pagenum=1&affmode=vign 
(accessed 23.12.2022). 

33 POBLOME et alii 2012, fig. 3.  
34 See a distaff in the collection of the Archaeological Museum of Manisa, Türkiye 

https://artefacts.mom.fr/en/result.php?id=QNL-4009&find=distaff&pagenum=1&affmode=vign  
See also some composite distaffs from Sardis with Venus Pudica inaedicula with Serapis 

(https://artefacts.mom.fr/en/result.php?id=QNL-4015&find=distaff&pagenum=1&affmode=vign ac-
cessed 09.04.2023) and Minerva (https://artefacts.mom.fr/en/result.php?id=QNL-4014&find= distaff 
&pagenum=1&affmode=vign accessed at 09.04.2023). 

35 A Venus type distaff is currently kept in the Collection Veysel Köse, Türkiye 
(https://artefacts.mom.fr/en/result.php?id=QNL-4009&find=distaff&pagenum=1&affmode=vign 
accessed 28.12.2022). 

36 Museum of Archaeology in Afyion, Türkiye, is keeping in its collection a Venus distaff 
(https://artefacts.mom.fr/en/result.php?id=QNL-4009&find=distaff&pagenum=1&affmode=vign 
accessed 17.12.2022). 

37 DEVREKER & VERMEULEN 1993, p. 279, fig. 4. 
38 CREMER 1996, Figs. 3–4. 
39 IVČEVIĆ 1999–2000; PASZTÓKAI-SZEÖKE 2011. 
40 FEDOSEEV & CHEVELEV 1999, p. 177. 
41 VASS 2013, p. 66. 
42 The cones are fashioned in many styles, they can be longer or shorter, simpler or more 

elaborate, covered in geometric decorations like crosshatched or linear patterns or entirely 
undecorated (see for example Fig. 11 below). Similar cones were also used to embellish other 
objects, as are for example the hair pins (CIUGUDEAN 1997, p. 160, pl. X; RODET–BELARBI & 
DIEUDONNÉ-GLAD 2008, Fig. 12). 
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Such objects are known from Scythia Minor (see the distaff from Istros 
discussed in greater detail in this paper, with its shaft decorated with a spirally 
pattern43), Dacia (Apulum, a distaff with a similar shaft, the wavy lines are more 
dense44 and Sucidava – a single find with a more complex design at the top cone 
and a simple, undecorated shaft45), Moesia Superior (Viminacium, multiple finds 
fully or partially preserved, with spirally shafts46, Scupi, at least two finds – a 
fully preserved and one fragmentary – with spirally shafts47 and Novae, at 
Čezava, one fragmentary finds with spirally shafts48), Macedonia (Stobi, more 
distaffs preserved fragmentary, with spirally shafts49 and Samothrace – two 
distaffs having spirally shafts50), Thracia (Chatalka, Kiustendil, Plovdiv in 
Bulgaria, six distaffs in total, one with a simple shaft, four with spirally shafts and 
the last one with the shaft embellished with parallel circles51 and Kosmaj 
mountain in central Serbia – at least two distaffs with sketchy spirally design 
incised on their shafts52), Gaul (Lyon, a fragmentary distaff, spirally shaft53, Saint-
Fréjus at Marennes – a fragmentary find, spirally shaft54; Rom – two distaffs, only 
the cones are preserved55), Italy (Rome, one distaff with a simple shaft56) and Asia 
Minor (Ephesus, one object with spirally shaft57 and Afyon, two distaffs, simple 
shafts58).  

Even if most of the times the material in which they were fashioned is 
reported as bone (Table 4), no systematic technical discussion on the material, 
manufacture and the eventual use wear identified on the shaft of these distaffs is 
available, especially since many of them are scarcely mentioned in older 
publications and did not benefit of in debt study.  

 
43 FLORESCU & MICLEA 1989, pl. 134, discussed in greater detail in this paper.  
44 BLEOANCĂ 2017. 
45 FILIP 2018. 
46 PETCOVIĆ 1995, pl. XVIII, no. 7-9; DANKOVIĆ 2020, p. 85, 91, fig. 6, fig. 10, fig. 11. 
47 JOVANOVA 2013, p. 907; See also PETCOVIĆ 1995, pl. XVIII, no. 11 for another frag-

mentary distaff which has lost its top decoration. 
48 PETCOVIĆ 1995, pl. XVIII, no. 10. 
49 KOVANCALIEV 2019, p. 123, fig. 3. 
50 LEHMANN 1953, p. 35; DUSENBERY 1998, p. 493. 
51 NIKOLOV & BUYUKLIEV 1970, p. 55, fig 5.a; RAUH 2004 with further references on 

various distaffs types discovered in Bulgaria. 
52 These distaffs are currently exhibited at the National Museum of Serbia in Belgrade, in a 

display narrating about the life of Roman women (see one of them illustrated below, fig. 10.d). 
53 See a photo by Y. Teyssonneyre showing a pinecone distaff unearthed on the Edmond 

Locard Street, 86-92, Lyon, France https://artefacts.mom.fr/en/result.php?id=QNL-4013&find= 
distaff&pagenum=1&affmode=vign accessed 21.12.2022. 

54 See a photo by Chl. Landrieux showing two pinecone distaffs unearthed in a funerary 
context at Saint-Fréjus, France, on the platform Artefacts: Encyclopédie collaborative en ligne des objets 
archéologiques (https://artefacts.mom.fr/en/result.php?id=QNL-4013&find=distaff&pagenum =1& 
affmode=vign accessed 20.12.2022). 

55 RODET-BELARBI & DIEUDONNÉ-GLAD 2008, p. 150, fig. 15. 
56 VIERNEISEL 1978, p. 189, Abb. 278; CREMER 1996, p. 137, fig. 5. 
57 TRINKL 1994, p. 82, fig. 1. 
58The distaffs are kept in the collection of Archaeological Museum of Afyon, Türkiye 

(https://artefacts.mom.fr/en/result.php?id=QNL-4013&find=distaff&pagenum=1&affmode=vign 
accessed 29.01.2022). 
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Other types known from the literature were never or very rarely noticed in 
Scythia Minor or in Dacia. For example, bone or ivory distaffs with their tops 
embellished with animals (dogs, felines or other animals59 and birds60) are not 
known in the region (even though distaffs made out of glass and decorated with 
birds were discovered in Moesia Inferior being recently reported in the litera-
ture61), while distaffs with more composite decoration seem to be rather exceptional 
finds62. In other cases the bad state of preservation of some of the finds does not 
allow specialists to assign a specific form or type (see a fragmentary distaff from 
Apulum with missing top63, and another one from Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa 
having only a part of the shaft and of its finger ring preserved 64).  

Even if it is beyond the scope of this paper to offer a complete inventory of 
all known types and subtypes, it is worthy to mention that the up-to-date archae-
ological evidence suggests that the Venus and pinecone finger distaffs are by far 
some of the most popular types worked in bone and ivory and both of them are 
attested in Scythia Minor. It is not excluded that the pinecone type to be much 
more widespread than currently believed, but since its design is not so spectacu-
lar, specimens of this type were probably less published in comparison with their 
Venus counterparts.  

However, future discoveries and the publication of older finds might update 
this overview in the future, defining in greater detail the patterns of distribution 
of the finger distaffs types made out of bone and ivory across the vast regions 
controlled and influenced in Antiquity by the Romans. Additionally, considera-
tion on the material and technique used to produce them, especially a more cau-
tion technical analysis and a clear differentiation between the nature of the mate-
rial (e.g. bone or ivory) will definitely shed a new light over the main trends. 

Therefore, the find from Istros is not at all a surprising discovery, pinpoint -
ing the site on the regional map of distribution of Roman finger distaffs but also 
possibly connecting Istros with the Aegean world, since the closest analogies for 
the pinecone distaff from Istros are to be found in Greece. In 1952 on the Island of 
Samothrace two distaffs having similar but not identical design with the one from 
Istros (Fig. 10.b-c) were discovered in a rich tomb known as “the tomb of the 
diadem”, dated around 130 AD on the basis of a gold disk found in the grave65.  

One of them (W12-9a) is damaged at the top cone while the other (W12-9b) 
partially lost its bottom ring. The one with the complete cone ends with some 

 
59 For a Roman distaff with the top embellished with an animal (dog?) in the Hermitage 

Museum see pl. 24 in the Atlas of the Compte rendu de la Commission Impériale Archéologique: pour 
l'année 1875; for dogs on distaffs in Türkiye see ÜNAL & ÇAKMAKÇI 2021. For lions, panthers 
and bears see KOVANCALIEV 2019, p. 127 with further references.  

60 A bone distaff embellished with a top bird is currently exhibited at the National 
Museum of Serbia in Belgrade, in a display narrating about the life of Roman women (not 
illustrated in this paper). 

61 PETCU & PETCU-LEVEI 2022.  
62 FILIP 2018. 
63CIUGUDEAN 1997, p. 33; CIUGUDEAN 1997, p. 76, 177, no. 443, pl. XXVII/6; 

BLEOANCĂ 2017. 
64 ALICU & NEMEȘ 1982, p. 353, p. 360, no. 52, pl. IV/1.  
65 LEHMANN 1952, p. 35. 
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protuberances and it may indicate that the object from Istros had similar motifs to 
embellish the cone, which unfortunately was broken in Antiquity. The two 
distaffs from Samothrace are strikingly similar with the find from Istros and they 
show only a slight difference of style summarised below:  

 
• The wavy lines forming the spirally pattern in the lower part of the shaft 

show some variation in the number of lines, they are not equally spaced and their 
thickness varies – a normal characteristic for the objects manufactured by hand, 
worked in hard materials which cannot be perfectly replicated with traditional 
tools and methods.  

• The upper part covered in crosshatched incisions is delimited in both 
distaffs from Samothrace by two incised lines encircling the shaft, while such 
delimitations are missing from the distaff discovered in Istros. Additionally, they 
are very well separated through deeper grooves. 

• Slight variation of style can be observed also in the grooves that separate 
the different parts as well as in the way of representing the vegetal motifs on the 
ring. The finger ring of the distaff W 12-9a from Samothrace is decorated with 
leafs in its upper part, while the other one (W 12-9b) has three protuberances that 
might also represent stylized vegetal motifs at the bottom. In the case of the 
distaff from Istros, the only surviving leaf is incised directly on the both sides of 
the ring, without exceeding too much its margins (see the proposed reconstruc-
tion above, in the technical section). Unfortunately, the lower part of the ring, 
which could have been simple or with some protuberances, is currently lost.  

 
Despite these differences, the resemblance between the distaff from Istros 

and the ones from Samothrace is remarkable and this remain to the best of our 
knowledge the closest analogy. On the basis of the chronology of the finds from 
Samothrace, the distaff from Istros can be securely dated in the second century 
AD. Therefore, it is worthy to question if all these three distaffs originated in the 
same workshop or at least they were manufactured in the same region, presuma-
bly in the Aegean space, from where at least one of them arrived by means of 
trade or human mobility in the Pontic region. Another possibility is that the 
design circulated in the epoch being replicated locally (see the opinion shared by 
the second author in the technical section).  

Another similar find denoting a more simplistic design, but keeping the gen-
eral aesthetic elements was found in a funerary context in the region of Kosmaj 
mountains, central Serbia (Fig. 10.d). This distaff is kept in the collection of the 
National Museum of Serbia in Belgrade being currently exhibited in a special 
display narrating about women lives in Roman times, next to other three distaffs 
of various designs (not illustrated here). Its upper part is similar with the distaffs 
from Istros and Samothrace, being covered in crosshatched incisions and having a 
smooth cone that ends in six rounded protuberances.  

On the other hand, the lower part which generally keeps the proportions, 
being much longer than the upper one, is ornamented with a few sketchy oblique 
lines. This design looks simpler in comparison with the finds from Istros and 
Samothrace, which incorporate a much more detailed and rich decoration on this 
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part of their shaft. Therefore, this object is probably a local imitation or it repre-
sents a simpler version of this pinecone subtype that was popular in the region 
during first centuries AD. Nevertheless, the lack of in debt research regarding the 
technical features of all these objects does not allow us to undertake a detailed 
comparative analysis which could bring a clearer answer.  

Variations of the distaff with pinecone top and spirally shaft were identified 
on other sites too: see, for example, a distaff discovered at Ephesus having the 
shaft divided in three equal segments embellished with spirally patterns, ending 
with a crosshatched pinecone. Crosshatched pinecone (or crosshatched upper part 
and simple or more elaborate cone) and spirally shaft can also be seen on some 
distaffs discovered at Viminacium66 and the same design is present on some 
distaffs unearthed in Stobi67, Scupi68, Chatalka,69 and Apulum (Fig. 11, illustrating 
some of them). Even if they resemble in some aspects, these distaffs have major 
distinctive morphological features demonstrating the wide differences of taste 
and style that marked the production of such tools in the Roman times.  

 
A few considerations on the functionality and symbolic meaning of finger 

distaffs  
Spinning was an essential step in textile production since prehistory, through 

which raw fibers were spun into yarn. Even if there are many techniques of 
spinning documented for the antiquity70, most often it was performed with the 
help of a toolkit consisting of a spindle and a distaff as this was one of the most 
efficient techniques71. Since spinning tools carved in hard materials are rather 
exceptional finds, it is believed that the vast majority of ancient distaffs were 
made out of wood (simple rods or sticks of various sizes were probably very 
efficient instruments, depending on the type of the fibers which were spun) and 
therefore they perished in time leaving no traces in the archaeological record72, 
while more fortunate is the case of spindles that often left behind the whorls 
made out of pottery, stone, bone, ivory, rock and other materials.  

In the ancient Roman world spinning was an indispensable craft associated 
mainly, but not exclusively, with women and it required endless hours of activity 
to ensure the garments necessary for the family and the fabrics used for furnish-
ing the house73. Therefore, beside its domestic and economic importance, spinning 
became a symbolic craft used since early times in literature, art, funerary epitaphs 
and funerary reliefs in connections with the high morals and virtuosity of wom-
en74. Pre-Roman distaffs unearthed in the Italic space and later the Roman-era 
distaffs were fashioned in many different styles and sometimes artisans opted for 

 
66 DANKOVIĆ 2020, p. 91, fig. 6, fig. 10. 
67 KOVANCALIEV 2019, p. 123, fig. 3. 
68 JOVANOVA 2013, p. 907. 
69 NIKOLOV & BUYUKLIEV 1970, p. 55, fig. 5.a. 
70 BARBER 1991, p. 39–42; ANDERSSON STRAND 2015, p. 44. 
71 ANDERSSON STRAND 2015, p. 44–45. 
72 BARBER 1991, p. 69. 
73 PASZTÓKAI–SZEÖKE 2011, p. 127–129; HARLOW 2021. 
74 See PASZTÓKAI–SZEÖKE 2011 for the epigraphic, literary and archaeological evidence 

on the topic. 
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precious, hard materials like amber, bone, ivory, glass and metal75, mainly for 
those which were placed into graves76. Sometimes archaeologists failed to recog-
nise their functionality, especially when it comes to the very specific class of 
finger distaffs which started to be widely used beginning with the first century 
AD in vast areas controlled by the Romans, reaching places far beyond the 
Mediterranean space.  

In the past such objects in the form of ʿshort sticks with looped end77ʾ were 
misinterpreted as toiletry spatulas and cosmetic rods for oils and perfumes, 
pestles for the grinding of cosmetic and pharmaceutical products or pigments, 
mirrors, strigils, fan handles, sceptres, spindles (or distaff-spindles – a type of tool 
which does not even exist)  78, elaborate hairpins79, styli80, handles81, rattles82, perfo-
rated spoons83 or even as hands for scratching, as it is the case of the object from 
Istros discussed in this paper84. Due to these confusions, it is rather difficult to 
compile a comprehensive survey of all the finds and thus to have an updated 
image of their distribution through time and space.  

Nonetheless, in the last decades a constant effort has been made to better 
document their real function through a more cautious interpretation of their 
morphologic features and a careful analysis of the archaeological contexts which 
show that most of the times finger distaffs were discovered next to spindles and 
spindle whorls, mainly in graves85. Likewise, the rich iconographic evidence 
showing representations of finger distaffs particularly in Asia Minor 86 but also in 
other regions closer to Dacia and Scythia Minor, like Pannonia 87, support that the 

 
75 GLEBA 2008, p. 109; FACSÁDY 2010; PASZTÓKAI–SZEÖKE 2011, p. 127 with further 

references.  
76 GLEBA 2008, p. 121. 
77 TRINKL 2007, p. 84. 
78 DANKOVIĆ 2020, p. 86 with further references; SOKOLSKII 1971, p. 220; KADEEV 

1996, p. 193. 
79 LEHMAN 1952, p. 35; NIKOLOV & BUYUKLIEV 1970, p. 55; DANKOVIĆ 2020, p. 86 

with further references. 
80 POPILIAN & BONDOC 2012, p. 251, pl. CXCV/6; PREDA 1980, p. 63, 159, pl. XXIX/pas. 1. 
81 PREDA 1980, p. 63, 159, pl. XXIX/pas. 1. 
82 ALEXANDER 1925, p. 183; DEVREKER & VERMEULEN 1993, p. 279, fig. 4. See also 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/251507?rpp=90&pg=165&ft=glass&pos=1480
8 accessed 21.09.2022. 

83 ECKARDT 2014, p. 134, p. 141. 
84 FLORESCU & MICLEA 1989. 
85 Since Early Iron Age spinning tools (distaff, spindle and spindle whorl) became 

common funerary offerings deposited in the burials of women in the Italic space, the finger 
distaffs becoming some of the most often used for these purposes. PASZTÓKAI–SZEÖKE 2011; 
GOSTENČNIK 2012; DANKOVIĆ 2019, p. 219. 

86 See a sarcophagus discovered on the coast of the Izmit Bay showing a spindle, a distaff 
and a kalathos (TRINKL 1994, p. 86, fig. 2). Other certain representations of finger distaffs in 
funerary art are, for example, the marble funerary stele 1843,0531.3 from Crete, currently kept 
in the collection of British Museum, showing a woman with spinning equipment. The looped 
distaff bearing wool can be seen to the left of the figure (200 BC-50 BC) and the funerary stele 
MA 337 from Louvre Museum showing spinning equipment, including a finger distaff 
(3rd century AD). 

87 PASZTÓKAI–SZEÖKE 2011. 
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role of these objects was to keep the bundles of wool while spinning (Fig. 12 
showing a Palmyrene funerary relief of a lady who holds a finger distaff and a 
spindle in her left hand). Therefore, nowadays it is widely accepted that they are 
strongly connected with the craft of textile making and with the universe of the 
virtuous Roman women.  

Finally, a close examination of the objects themselves which bear exquisite 
decoration and incorporate lavish materials and much manufacture skill 
highlights the fact that the finger distaffs were some of the most precious items 
from a woman’s textile kit in the Roman times88 and their often presence in graves 
shows the importance of these instrumenta as items desirable to accompany the 
worthy women in the afterlife, a fact which suggests their symbolical value in the 
narratives of the Roman society.  

Despite the rich and diverse evidence which connects these objects with the 
craft of spinning, the practical functionality of finger distaffs, including the ivory 
and bone pieces which are discussed in greater detail in this paper, was the 
subject of a long-time debate among scholars89. Some authors still consider that 
they are rather symbolic and display tools, without a practical role because of 
their small dimensions which presumably makes them fragile (a presumption 
which is rather valid for the glass specimens) and due to the precious materials 
that they incorporate90. On the other hand, part of the features of these objects 
seems to have a practical function: their looped ends matches the size of the ring 
finger, thus the ring seems to be meant to secure a better grip during spinning, 
while their often decorated shafts prevented the unspun wool fibres to fall of the 
distaff91. We should note, however, that at least in the case of ivory and bone 
objects, not all the finger distaffs have their shaft embellished with incised decora-
tion. This characteristic is well known for the objects with their tops decorated in 
a simpler manner, for example through a pinecone92. However, the shafts of the 
bone and ivory finger distaffs which have their tops embellished with sophisti-
cated representations like the so-called Venus type, or the ones with animals 
generally remain undecorated93. This observation may imply either that the 
spirally decoration that we see on some of the finger distaff shafts was not 
necessary determined by ergonomic aims related to the functionality of these 
tools or at least that, if used, the distaffs with undecorated shaft had the potential 
to keep in place the wool if the roving was placed on it by an experienced spinner.  

Notwithstanding the fact that the majority of ivory and bone finger distaffs 
are known from sepulchral contexts where probably they were placed as new, we 
are aware of some discoveries which confirm that bone and ivory finger distaffs 
were at least sometimes used for actual spinning: a first case of study is repre-
sented by a Venus distaff unearthed in a young girl’s burial at Zurzach in 
Switzerland for which the chemical analysis showed the presence, both inside the 

 
88 KÖNIG 1987, CREMER 1996; TRINKL 2004; GOSTENČNIK 2012. 
89 COTTICA 2003; COTTICA 2014, p. 224; TRINKL 2007. 
90 DANKOVIĆ 2020, p. 90–93. 
91 DANKOVIĆ 2020, p. 85, p. 90; PETCU & PETCU–LEVEI 2022, p. 168. 
92 See above the inventory of these finds with details about their shafts.  
93 IVČEVIĆ 1999–2000, p. 474. 
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finger ring and on the shaft, of some organic matter from the skin of the hand, 
which suggested the repeated use of the object for a long time. Based on these 
results, G. G. Könik hypothesised that the object was used for a long time in the 
same position, being held with the left hand (as we see in the funerary relief of a 
woman and two children from Palmira illustrated above), with the face of the 
goddess towards the spinner94.  

Another well-known case is a recent find from Capidava – a 2nd century AD 
distaff discovered in a 6th century AD domestic context, bearing visible use traces 
on the finger ring95. Use-wear was also identified on a few bone finger distaffs 
discovered at Magdalensberg (Austria)96. Recently, an AHRC-funded project at 
the University of Kent, ManMet, and the Petrie Museum focusing on the investi-
gation of Roman and late antique artefacts from Egypt and aiming to update the 
basic information and provide further details on some of the more understudied 
objects in the Petrie Collection, highlighted that the distaff UC71153 decorated 
with a Venus figurine bear clear use wear on the main shaft, where cross hatched 
lines have been smoothed away to form a shiny surface, while the inner surface of 
the loop is also shiny indicating that it was regularly worn on the finger while 
spinning97.  

Regarding the distaff from Istros, the technical analysis shows explicit use 
wear traces visible on the ring and the upper part, consisting of blunt areas and 
glossy, polished surfaces around its upper part and towards the finger ring. Most 
probably, these were obtained during the repeated use of those parts of the 
implement, where the bundles of wool were placed and the distaff was held (see 
above the technical section). This is a strong clue that the distaff from Istros came 
from a domestic context and not from a grave, or at least that its primary use was 
to be employed in actual spinning and maybe later it was reused as a grave 
dedication.  

To all this evidence, we must add that more than 50% of the finger distaffs 
mentioned in this paper are preserved in a fragmentary state, which is an 
additional argument that they could have been utilized in the past (see the section 
dedicated to the typology of Roman finger distaffs). Therefore, it is not risky at all 
to conclude that at least some of the bone and ivory finger distaffs that have 
circulated in vast areas of the Roman Empire during the first three centuries AD 
have been actually used for spinning. However, for the moment the debate 
regarding a more widespread custom of spinning with them remains open until a 
systematic survey of finds and a comparative discussion on the archaeological 
contexts and use wear traces still visible or absent on the distaffs body will be 
made and – why not? – experimental studies with replicas will be conducted for 
better understanding of their actual role(s). 

 
94 KÖNIG 1987; BOZU 1993, p. 208; PETCU & PETCU–LEVEI 2022, p. 169. 
95 RAȚIU 2016. 
96 GOSTENČNIK 2012, p. 70. 
97 See the official site of the University of Kent summarising the investigation of the 

Roman and late antique artefacts from Egypt in the framework of an AHRC-funded project 
(https://blogs.kent.ac.uk/egypt-artefacts/2018/05/11/identifying-mystery-artefacts/ accessed 
23.12.2022). 
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TABLE. 4. Pinecone distaffs across the Roman world, table summarising the up to date known subtypes 
(including number of finds, state of preservation, reported material – under the reserve that confusions 
might exist in the literature –, place of discovery, context and date of the finds).  
  

SUB TYPE NUMBER OF 
FINDS 

MATERIAL PROVENIENCE CONTEXT DATE REFERENCES 

simple 
pinecone, 
spirally 
shaft 

single find, 
fragmentary 

ivory Istros unknown 2nd century 
AD 

FLORESCU & MICLEA 
1989, pl. 134. 

simple 
pinecone, 
spirally 
shaft 

single find, 
fully 
preserved  

bone Apulum domestic 3rd century 
AD 

BLEOANCĂ 2017. 

composite 
pinecone, 
simple shaft 

single find bone or 
ivory 

Sucidava funerary 3rd century 
AD 

FILIP 2018. 

simple or 
crosshatche
d pinecone, 
spirally or 
linear 
pattern on 
the shaft 

 multiple 
finds 

bone Viminacium, 
Moesia 
Superior 

amphiteatr
e, funerary 

1st – 3rd 

centuries 
AD 

PETCOVIĆ 1995, 

pl. XVIII, no. 7–9.; 
DANKOVIĆ 2020, 
p. 85, 91, Fig. 6, 
Fig. 10, Fig. 11. 

simple 
pinecone, 
crosshatche
d shaft 

single find bone Castrum 
Novae, 
Moesia 
Superior 

tower 5 2nd century 
AD 

PERTOVIĆ 1995, 
pl. XVIII, no. 10. 

simple or 
waived 
pattern on 
the 
pinecone, 
spirally 
shafts 

four finds bone Stobi, 
Macedonia 

1-destructuion 
layer,  
3-funerary 

2nd – 3rd 

centuries 
AD 

KOVANCALIEV 
2019. 

spirally or 
crosshatched 
pinecone, 
spirally 
shafts 

three finds, 
two of them 
fragmentary, 
another one 
fully 
preserved 

bone Scupi, 
Macedonia 

funerary 1st – 2nd  
century AD 

PETCOVIĆ 1995, 
pl. XVIII, no. 11; 
JOVANOVA 
2013:907. 

simple 
pinecone, 
spirally shaft 
and 
crosshatched 
upper part  

two finds bone or 
ivory 

Samothrace, 
Macedonia 

funerary 2nd century 
AD 

LEHMANN 1953, 
p. 35; DUSENBERY 
1998, p. 493. 

simple 
pinecone 
and simple 
shaft or 
simple 
pinecone 
and spirally 
or linear 
pattern of 
the shaft  

four finds, 
two of them 
fully 
preserved, 
another two 
fragmentary 

bone Chatalka, 
Thracia 

funerary 2nd century 
AD 

NIKOLOV & 
BUYUKLIEV 1970, 
p. 55, Fig 5.a. 

simple 
pinecone, 
spirally shaft 
and 
crosshatched 
upper part 

multiple 
finds, only 
one is 
pinecone 
type 

bone Kosmaj 
Mountains 
region, 
Thracia 

funerary 1st-3rd 
centirues 
AD 

Possibly 
unpublished . 

spirally single find bone(?) Gaul, Lyon funerary unspecified https://artefacts.mo
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pinecone 
and spirally 
shaft 

m.fr/en/result.php?
id=QNL-
4013&find=distaff&
pagenum=1&affmo
de=vign accessed 
21.12.2022. 

crosshatched 
pinecone, 
spirally shaft 

two finds bone Gaul, Saint-
Fréjus at 
Marennes 

funerary unspecified https://artefacts.mo
m.fr/en/result.php?
id=QNL-
4013&find=distaff&
pagenum=1&affmo
de=vign accessed 
21.12.2022. 

spirally 
pinecone 
(missing 
shafts) 

two finds, 
fragmentary, 
only cone 
preserved 

unspecified Gaul, Rom pit 2nd century 
AD 

RODET-BELARBI 
& DIEUDONNÉ-
GLAD 2008, p. 150, 
fig. 15. 

crosshatched 
pinecone, 
simple shaft 

single find, 
fully 
preserved 

unspecified Italy, Rome funerary 1st century 
AD 

VIERNEISEL 1978, 
189, fig. 278; 
CREMER 1996, 
p. 134, fig. 5.  

crosshatched 
pinecone, 
spirally shaft 

single find, 
fully 
preserved 

bone Asia Minor, 
Ephesus 

funerary 3rd century 
AD 

TRINKL 1994, 
p. 82, fig. 1. 

crosshatched 
pinecone, 
rings on the 
shafts 

two finds, 
one fully 
preserved 
the other one 
fragmentary 

bone Asia Minor, 
Afyon 

unspecified unspecified https://artefacts.mo
m.fr/en/result.php?
id=QNL-
4013&find=distaff&
pagenum=1&affmo
de=vign 
 accessed 
21.12.2022. 

 
 Final remarks  
 On the basis of the archaeological evidence summarized in this paper, 
ancient Roman finger distaffs appears as common funerary offerings in women 
graves during the first three centuries AD and their widespread presence on large 
areas dominated by the Romans demonstrates their popularity and the major 
symbolical role of these tools which were strongly connected with marriage, high 
morals, industriousness and virtuosity of the women in the Roman society. 
Because of the lack of more systematic data on the use wear traces that some of 
them may retain, for the moment their widespread practical utility still remains 
an open discussion until new discoveries and a thorough survey of their 
distribution patterns and contexts of discovery will be made to bring more 
comprehensive data on this matter. However, the fact that many of them were 
discovered in a fragmentary state of preservation and taking into consideration 
that there are certain objects which shows indubitable use-wear marks, the old 
view that Roman bone and ivory finger distaffs had a purely symbolic meaning 
should be reconsidered.  
 With special regard to the distaff from Istros presented in this paper some 
final consideration can be made, despite the unfortunate loss of the archaeological 
context which deprive us of precious information. The accession number 
preserved on its body suggests that it comes from older excavations carried out at 
Istros during Lambrino period (1927–1942). The rich decoration embellishing the 
shaft of this object denote great skill and its lavish material – ivory –, indicates 
that it was manufactured for a client who belonged to a rich social group. Grace 
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to its form and morphological features the distaff from Istros fits into a well-
known type of finger distaff with a pinecone on the top, pinpointing Istros and 
the West Pontic Region on the regional distribution map of these tools and 
integrating the site in the circulation patterns that marked the Roman world in the 
first three centuries AD.  
 The analogies which were identified in the Aegean world and near it (see 
especially Samothrace in Greece and Kosmaj mountain region in Central Serbia) 
may indicate either a strong influence and a wide circulation of motifs and 
decorative patterns which made possible the replication of this design in Scythia 
Minor or its origins outside the Pontic area and thus it might confesses about the 
strong connection that the city still had with the Aegean and especially the East 
Greek world in the 2nd century AD.  
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Fig. 1. Photo (face A and face B) and drawing of the ivory finger distaff from 
Istros. 
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Fig. 2. Ivory finger distaff from Istros. Description. Parts, segments and codes. 
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Fig. 3. Ivory finger distaff from Istros. Description. Parts and segments. 
Abbreviations. 
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Fig. 4. Ivory finger distaff from Istros. Description. Parts and segments. Codes.  
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Fig. 5. „Schéma opératoire” – a proposal of the manufacturing steps for  
the distaff from Istros. 
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Fig. 6. Microscopic view of the proximal end (finger ring) and proximal part  
of the distaff from Istros. 
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Fig. 7. Microscopic view showing the medial part and the helicoidal decoration 
of the distaff from Istros. 
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Fig. 8. Microscopic view showing the distal part and the helicoidal decoration 
of the distaff from Istros. 
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Fig. 9. Microscopic view showing the distal part and the pinecone of the distaff 
from Istros. 
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Fig. 10. Close comparison between the distaff from Istros and analogies from 
Samothrace, Greece and Kosmaj mountains area, Central Serbia. From left to right:  

a. distaff from Istros (photo A. Iancu), b-c. two distaffs from Samothrace, Greece 
(@Curtesy Samothrace Museum), d. a distaff from the area of Kosmaj mountains, Serbia 
(photo: Ivan Jovicic). 
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Fig. 11. Finger distaffs with spirally decorated shafts and pinecones on the top 
discovered at: a. Ephesus (drawing after TRINKL 1994, fig. 1; b. Apulum (drawing after 
BLEOANCĂ 2017, p. 210, pl.I.1-b); c. Viminacium (drawing after DANKOVIĆ 2020, 
p. 85, Fig. 6.a), d. Stobi (drawing after KOVANCALIEV 2019, fig. 3.18), e-f. Scupi 
(drawings after JOVANOVA 2013, p. 207). 
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Fig. 12.  Palmyrene funerary relief of Ba’altega, who holds a finger distaff and 
a spindle in her left hand, AD 150, Harvard Art Museum 1908.3. @Curtesy Harvard 
Art Museums. 


